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Preface to the Fifth Edition

HEN Social Things was first published late in the 1990s, it was
N x‘ / already clear that something fundamental had changed in the
structures of social things. These, if you can believe it, were
the days when the Internet and e-mail were still relatively new; when
personal computers were still clumsy and slow. Facebook and Twitter
did not exist. It was early in the dawning awareness that globalization
was changing everything for better or worse. In the 1990s America and
Europe were enjoying a healthy measure of economic prosperity that
some attributed to the triumph of capitalism after the end of the cold war
in 1991. In the last decade of the twentieth century the wealthy world
experienced itself as good and getting better.

The fifth edition of Social Things celebrates, if such a word can be used
in these times, the fifteenth anniversary of its first appearance. We are
now in the 2010s of a new century. Some things are better; many things
are worse; most social things are more difficult to figure out. Yes, on the
one hand, those bulky computers are now packed into handheld devices
that are so much more than smart phones as to be some new kind of elec-
tronic miracle. The Internet is in fact quickly replacing the telephone as
a convenient means of long-distance communication as social networks,
texting, skyping become the norm. My now thirteen-year-old daughter
(not yet born when this book first appeared) uses Skype to “talk” to her
friends a few blocks away as I, when eventually I master this tool, will join
my friends in Europe, China, and Australia in visual conversations. There
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are other good things in our world today, to be sure. But when one looks
back at the wish lists of the 1990s, so much of what was taken as fixed or
settled has melted away.

September 2001 was the first blow to the short-lived prospects of a
good and stable free world. After 9/11, the powerful, traditionally white
nations found themselves objects of hatred among people in parts of the
world they hardly understood. Their reflex was old and worn. Some of
them went to war in Iraq, then Afghanistan. The United States drained
its financial reserves in wars that long years later offered scant justifica-
tion for their human and economic costs. In the fifteen years since this
book was born, the wealthy grew wealthier, but smaller in number rela-
tive to the massive number of impoverished, ill, starving babies and their
families across the globe. And so on.

Social things are still real. People still live with others in villages,
towns, and nations even as the territorial and electronic borders of these
places resist official attempts to keep them closed to new faces and ideas.
Yet, social things remain the structuring surface on which we live with
others as best we can.

As the world around has changed in the relatively short history of this
book, so too has the book itself—as indeed any book that aims to make
sense of social things must. All the basic elements of the previous editions
remain—the stories, the histories, the concepts, and much else. Yet, over
the years new material has entered pretty much of necessity. There is now
a chapter on global methods, followed by one, new to the 2012 edition,
on the global environment. In various places, the idea of sociological
incompetence has crept in to stand by and in contrast to sociological
competence. This innovation was originally inspired by the structural
and political incompetence of the government’s response to the devasta-
tion of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. It recurs in this edition which has had
to face the realities of still another Gulf of Mexico disaster, the oil spill
of 2010. These events, among others, were only partly natural disasters in
their origins or consequences. Careless, even greedy, social interests made
both the floods and pollution worse. Then in 2011, another natural di-
saster, the tsunami in Japan exposed the social dangers of deriving energy
from ill-protected and insecure nuclear power plants. As a result, now in
the 2010s, the worlds of social things must face up to their abuses of the
natural worlds about.

Social Things, the book, was never intended to be a wet blanket on
what fun and pleasure there can be in life with others. Very much re-
mains that is good for life of all kinds. Whenever creative creatures like
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some plants, many animals, and the average human being survive over
time, then new life can and will emerge. What we have now are troubles
that may always have been there, just below our shared reluctance to see
them. The difference is that now we cannot ignore them.

When C. Wright Mills coined the idea of the sociological imagination,
he meant to say that individuals must get out of their embodied lives and
imagine the wider world of social structures that may better account for
their successes and failures. That principle stills stands. The difference
now is that we who live amid and against social things must now imagine
a wider, more global, even more natural world of actors and beings than
before. Still this is a hopeful even happy prospect. We are competent
unto the effort. But, as before, we must surprise ourselves by reaching
deep into the recesses where the practical possibilities of social life lie
hidden, untapped, ready to be exercised.

Charles Lemert
New Haven, Connecticut
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Introduction

UST AROUND the corner from an apartment we once had in Brook-

lyn there was a small deli we visited for milk and the morning papers.

The owner kept such long hours that we could drop in late Saturday
evenings for the early sections of the Sunday Times. Since the sports and
front pages were not available in that neighborhood until the morning, I
would return for them the next morning. Being by nature always a little
unsure of myself, I would on these occasions prepare in my mind a small
account of why I now was taking some more paper. “It was [ who last
night . . .” But before I could finish, he’d wave me home. Though he
never knew my name, he knew who I was. Once [ had come out in the
bitter cold without my money. Again, as I fiddled through empty pockets,
he sent me along with my milk for breakfast. He trusted me to pay the
next time.

Then one day he was gone. Murdered for the Friday night receipts,
probably for drug money. Thereafter, life was changed—grotesquely for
his wife and seven children, but also for me and my wife and everyone
in the neighborhood. It was not just that we suddenly felt ourselves at a
risk we had ignored until then but that this kind man, nameless to most
of us on the block, was lost forever. His violent disappearance made life
less than it had been.

He was Abdul Kareem Alsahybi. This [ learned from newspaper ac-
counts of his murder. He had come to the United States from Yemen
to build the small business that would give life and possibility to his

xiii
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children. It is hard work to keep a local deli going. The profits are slim,
painfully won. This is why Mr. Alsahybi and others in his trade are
forced to install lottery machines. On a good day, these instruments of
state-sponsored gambling can bring in more than all the newspapers and
sandwiches combined. These were the gains for which he died.

Had I not known him, and only read of the murder in the papers (had I,
that is, even noticed the back-page story), his death would have remained
in a vaguely realized state of distant occurrences. It would have remained,
thus, amid the millions of events that fill and form daily life—deeds and
doings we notice, if at all, as we surf the channels of world news. When-
ever we stop to think about them, these events—each one a triumph or
tragedy to another in the sorority of humankind—rise up real before us.

Whatever our differences from each other, all of us live in society with
others. In the abstract, society is a mystery. But in the press of daily life,
society is an innocent bumping against others. They, like us, rush to buy
their morning papers and get the coffee they had not taken time to brew
at home; or, unlike many of us, they hustle for coins to buy whatever brew
will warm bones chilled by a long, unsheltered night on the pavement.

When forced to think about it, we know that others go about their
lives much as we do, even those who must beg their food and warmth.
Others do their own things in their own ways. Somehow, the combined
force of all these comings and goings, givings and gettings, can be said to
be society. Since we hardly ever notice what others are doing, it is certain
that we never actually see this so-called society in action, much less think
about it, without some good reason.

Yet, society gets under our skins. It is ours to use, but it is not ours
alone. It is in our heads and guts, but it reaches well beyond our psy-
chologies. It is, thus, under our individual skins, but we also expect it to
be under the skins of those we encounter—tugging, hinting, proposing,
judging, punishing, comforting, and, yes, even depriving and frightening
us. Amazingly, these social things work, imperfectly but well enough, to
keep the social whole going.

Most of the time you and I have no good and practical reason to
think about so abstract a consideration as “society.” Then, unexpectedly,
something happens. One day, we are caught unawares by the unusual aris-
ing out of the ordinary and we are brought home to the reality of social
things. When people are thus surprised, they become sociologists as best
they can.

There are many different kinds of sociologies, some of them academic
ones, but the most important ones are the sociologies whereby people
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make sense of their lives with others. Literally speaking, sociologies are
nothing more than logics of social things. Though some persons are spe-
cially trained in the logic, or science, of social things, even this qualifica-
tion begins where it begins for us all. Advanced education is not required
for a person to recognize the truth of some things.

Most people, most of the time, have a good enough common sense of
what goes on in their social worlds. If they did not, their survival would
be at even greater risk than for many it already is. Mr. Alsahybi just
“knew” that I was trustworthy. His trust was the elemental social glue of
his business—it was the basic social logic whereby he dealt with people
and inspired them to deal with him. He lived a sociological life even if
he seldom had time at the end of the day to think through, much less
read about, what that logic was. Everyone lives with sociologies of this
kind. They might not always serve us well, as late one Friday night Mr.
Alsahybi’s might not have served him well when he met a man not to be
trusted. Life is not perfect. It can even be deadly. But where life works,
it works because most people live their sociologies. When they have the
time to study the world of social things, and to work through what to
think and say about them, they are able to lift their native and practi-
cal understandings of these things into the light of clear thinking, then
perhaps even to change their worlds, thus to add power to the living of
their lives.

The logic of social things always stumbles at first against the mysteri-
ous fact that all people, notwithstanding their varied and often separated
neighborhoods or tribes, are connected to each other. Just how these con-
nections come into being and maintain themselves is hard to say, but the
saying of it, in plain or fancy words, is where the sociological life begins.
Why did I feel such pain and loss at the murder of this good man? What
were the social filaments that stretched from me and mine to a man from
Yemen whose life was so utterly different as to be beyond my true, un-
tutored understanding? They must have been stretched delicately by his
unthinking trust of his neighbors, of people who were perhaps as strange
to him as he was to them. But what of the more complicated social web
in which we in the larger world, in spite of our severe differences from
each other, are inexplicably suspended in uncertain, dependent reliance
on each other? From the passing of coins or lives at the corner store to
the mysterious whole of it all, we all live amid social things, which are,
in turn, weirdly inside us as we bump about.

Individuals are who they are only partly because of what they do with
what they have. They are also who they are because of what the wider
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social world gives or takes away. My kind neighbor in the gentle passing
of his days gave his children a life, for which his was taken away. Both the
giving and the taking were, at different moments, given and taken not
simply by the power of his own or his murderer’s individual actions. They
were equally, perhaps more so, the effects of the force of social things—of
the commerce in that store, of the foolishness of state politics for which
lotteries have become good public business, of the trade in drugs and
desperation that brought a murderer to his door, of whatever transpired
in the life of an unapprehended and unknown person that caused him
to kill as well as steal, and of so much more that, it would seem, no one
can describe it all. Yet these social things are described—by some who
are professionally trained to the task, and by most of us when we try from
time to time to think, as we usually do not, about those social forces that
mysteriously inspire feelings for strangers who move our hearts to the
realization that, whoever we are, we are not alone.

This is a book about the sociological life. It is, to some degree, a book
of stories, some of them told out of my own experience. I speak openly
of my life because stories of the kind I tell are the means by which we all
discover our best, if imperfect, understandings of social things. Sociolo-
gies begin as people remember and talk, putting to words the sense and
logic—and on occasion, the poetry—they are able to make of what has
happened.

But do not allow yourself to be fooled into thinking that personal
stories are merely personal, confined somehow to small interactions of
local people. If the story of a man from Yemen contains trace effects of
the larger social worlds, no less is true of my story, or yours. Social things
are, as I will explain, structured. In simple terms, this means that certain
global forces brought Mr. Alsahybi to Brooklyn just as others brought a
murderer to his door. The world being what it is, it is possible that the
same economic deprivations that urged him to move from Yemen are
linked at close remove to those that drive others to steal and kill for
drugs. He was killed by an individual. But neither he, nor we, would
encounter the individuals who trust or threaten us were it not for social
forces beyond our reach, though well within the pulse of daily life.

When people feel that pulse, and stop to think, then tell others about
the experience, they are led into a wider world of things in which even
the smallest of local givings and takings carries the energy of the larger
social forces. You may well want to suspend for a while the natural in-
clination to think of small and large social things as though they were of
different orders. The distinctions we often make between the local and
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global, the personal and the larger structured world, are convenient to
thought. But, in the living of lives, these things are impossible to distin-
guish, even when most of us find it easier to see the actions in the street
below than the force of global structures that cause men and women to
move about, sometimes under the cover of night, to find a way to feed
their kids or their habits.

Books, even storybooks, have their logics. This one begins with the
idea that a more exact name for sociology could be sociological compe-
tence. More often than not, people get by without thinking all things
through. Rather, they simply tell the stories of their worlds. The power of
stories to move life ahead is good evidence that, behind all the ways we
screw up from time to time, there is an abiding competence—a knack for
recognizing, or talking about, what is going on.

This sociological competence, even when it fails us (or we fail it), is
what explains the remarkable fact that people are able, with very little
instruction, to figure out how to practice their lives with others. This
life is, after all, composed out of a series of habits and practices whereby,
when we repeat and repeat, we often get it right. The grace of social life is
that, within the limits of the law and other forms of public scrutiny, those
fortunate enough to be fed and continuously sheltered with an address
are free to practice their lives as they wish. Some practices—Ilike killing
for dope, even for food—are outside the rules. And, even in the course of
mundane life, there is always some damn busybody ready to tell us where
we went wrong. But, generally speaking, the lives we practice and play
out are our attempts to contend as best we can, often quite inventively,
with the pain and pleasure of the social things, great and small, with
which we are presented.

Sociology is also an academic discipline. I assume that many, but not
all, who read this book will read it because it has been assigned them by a
schoolteacher. Others will assign it to themselves. While those subjected
to formal instruction in sociology are likely to entertain the idea that
sociology is a thing to be studied instead of lived, I believe that sociology
is, first of all, a thing lived. This conviction does not mean that I think
the formal study of the living is somehow a false copy of the real thing.
The academic study of sociology is, in itself, one of the more important
cultural resources in any society. Thus, this book spends an entire section
telling the story of how the academic discipline arose in the late nine-
teenth century, and since, from the practical demands of social life. Some
might call this part of the book a history. And so it is. It is the story of
the men and women who, in coming to terms with the lives they led and
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lead, found and find a way to tell their stories of social things—and to tell
them in words of broad appeal to many beyond their own family picnics
and neighborhood cafes.

Similarly, the third part of the book introduces the four powerful
questions that all sociologies, whether academic or practical, must try to
answer. How do people deal with the overwhelming power of social struc-
tures they cannot see! How do they live as subjects amid such big and
mysterious social forces? How do they measure the meaning of their lives
against the array of social differences they encounter, even while rush-
ing, coffee-less, for the last bus? And, by what methods do people figure
out how to live with themselves in the face of the structured differences?
These are the inquiries of the formal study of social things, just as they
are questions the answers to which shape the events of the sociological
life. Part four, thereby, introduces the ways that globalization challenges,
changes, or otherwise affects the basic questions of the sociological life.

This, then, is, if not exactly a poem, a mystery book, a tale told of
social things—a tale told in order to encourage others to tell their own
from the heart of the sociological wisdom buried within anyone who car-
ries his babies across the oceans; or, at the other extreme, within anyone
who stumbles at early light into a small deli run by a kind man already
smoking the first of a long day’s cigarettes and trusting us not to be the
one who takes it all away.
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Imagining Social Things,
Competently

write as he wrote (he won the prize in penmanship), talk as he

talked (he always had something confident to say), and walk as
he walked (he had an awkward gait but he always knew where he was
going). This was David Bennett. In the 1940s in the less-than-classy
western suburbs of Cincinnati there were few heroes. Our fathers had
come back from the war bitter and broken, not at all brash and ready
to build the American Century. We hardly knew the bravest genera-
tion. But David Bennett, he was something else. We never knew what
became of his mother. In those days, little white boys born to merchants
or professionals of modest success knew almost nothing about separation
or divorce. When our lives were disrupted, we were taught to look away
in silence, even to pretend that everything was just fine. I remember my
grandfather’s wake as the best family party ever. His face, made over to
cover lines the pain of cancer had etched, rose just above the edge of the
coffin around which we children played as we always had in his presence.
We knew of death, of course, but in our polite and polished bourgeois
world, divorce was unheard of. One of the guys said that David’s mother
was living in Kentucky somewhere. Why?

Then it happened that his father grew ill and died. David was left
with Gramps and his grandmother. Many years later, when we were all
in college, Gramps was much beloved by the boys in David’s fraternity
house. Such a character he was! But not the kind of parent-substitute a

l I E WAS amazing to me, a miraculous boy. In school, I tried to
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small boy dreams of. We could never play with David on Saturday morn-
ings because, we were told, he was required to mop and wax the kitchen
floor. And he was never, never allowed out after seven in the summers,
and this is just the beginning of a long list of what we thought were harsh
domestic rules—rules we could comprehend no better than divorce or
separation.

But, remarkably, David seemed to know just how to master all that
befell him. He accepted his losses and obeyed the demands of his upbring-
ing. He had the best grades. The teachers loved him. In spite of this, he
was our friend. He beat me out for the last spot on the school basketball
team. | accepted this as the way things ought to be. When I last heard
of him, more years ago than I can remember, he was a successful doctor,
living somewhere outside Chicago.

Some people are like that. They know just how to get by, often with a
grace that cannot be taught. When I grew up a little more, I was surprised
to learn that I too had some of that grace. Still later, when I was able to
think about it even more, I realized that most people, even those who
could never hope to go to medical school, had this surprisingly durable
human quality that allowed David to overcome and thrive.

I

This quality—one might even call it a competence—turns out to be
widely distributed among humans. Not only do most people enjoy the
benefits of this competence, but it often seems to come to the fore espe-
cially when things are as bad as they can get.

Across the world from Cincinnati where David and I dealt with the
losses and pains of our otherwise secure worlds, other children of our
generation faced far worse terrors. Some children, like many today who
suffer the violence of poverty and dangerous streets, were exposed to the
brutality of political terrors they could barely understand, even when they
had to. One such child of my generation grew up to write a book about
his childhood in Poland under the reign of Soviet military police during
the gathering storm of the Second World War.

Since the time of our house search, Mother does not let us take off our clothes
at night. We can take off our shoes, but we have to have them beside us all
the time. The coats lie on chairs, so they can be put on in the wink of an eye.
In principle we are not permitted to sleep. My sister and 1 lie side by side, and
we poke each other, shake each other, or pull each other by the hair. “Hey,
you, don’t sleep!” “You, too, don’t sleep!” But, of course, in the midst of this
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struggling and shoving we both fall asleep. But Mother really does not sleep.
She sits at the table and listens the whole time. The silence of our street rings
in our ears. If someone’s footsteps echo in the silence, Mother grows pale. A
man at this hour is an enemy. An enemy is a terrifying figure. Who else would
come around at this hour? Good people are afraid; they are sitting hidden in
their homes.

—Ryszard Kapusciriski, Imperium (1994)!

These were Polish children in the village of Pinsk, sometime in 1939.
The oppressive secret police of that time had already deported their fa-
ther. They were children just the same, able to play in the dark against a
fear they understood well enough. Like them, millions of people lie awake
at night, terrified that terrible men will come, sent by evil to visit fear
on children when and where they are—once in Italy and Germany, then
in Russia and China, then in Afghanistan and Iraq, then in Rwanda and
Darfur, tomorrow who knows where. But many people facing such terrors
get by, often with humor.

What is this quality of human resilience, this competence that sustains
and enriches human life, even against the odds? It is, to be sure, not a simple
thing. Certainly, it encompasses what is often called the “human spirit,” just
as it embraces “tough-mindedness,” “street smarts,” “grit,” and other such
attributes associated with the best, most determined, and most transcendent
powers of human creatures. But it also includes, in a significant way, some-
thing you may never have thought of, or even perhaps realized existed.

Even if the world in which they live is degraded by poverty or vio-
lence, most people get by because they are endowed with sociological
competence. This seemingly native, highly practical, virtually ubiquitous
capacity sustains us individually, but it also contributes mightily to our
ability to form and keep social relations with others. Without it, social
life would be impossible. Without it, every time we entered a new and
different social situation, we would be forced to learn anew what to think
of it and how to behave. But, most of the time, we understand what is
going on and where we fit in.

Think of the number of different situations you may have encountered
just in the day you are reading this book. If you happen to be a student, it
is possible that earlier this day you met in a room with others with whom
you are making a class. To no one’s amazement you already knew just
what to do. When your teacher entered, for example, it is likely that all
the students, whatever their ages and backgrounds, realized it was time,
gradually, to fall silent and listen. If you happen to be a mother or a father

M«
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stealing a few moments to read while the children play, it is likely that
already more than once today you were required to referee some fight, kiss
some bruised body part, or wipe away a tear. You may not feel entirely
comfortable with how you did what you did, but it is likely you did it well
enough. Most parents do this kind of thing as if by second nature.

[t hardly makes a difference who you are, or what you do. Nearly all of
us, most hours of most days, run into social situations filled with demands
and potential risks we know, as if by instinct, how to handle. Greeting
strangers, entering crowded rooms, asking the time of day, finding the
right subway, ordering grease-laden burgers without fries, meeting dead-
lines, getting deadlines extended—all these, much more, and virtually all
the little events out of which we compose the course of daily life entail
sociological competence.

The sociological competence of which I speak is not, at least not ini-
tially, the trained competence of the professional sociologist. But what
the professionals know and have to say depends on a competence you
already possess without the benefit of special studies. Indeed, there could
be, and would be, no academic discipline organized under the name “soci-
ology” were it not the case that sociology itself is a commonly held skill of
untrained people and, thus, an important feature of social life itself. This
may seem a bit odd to say. The more customary attitude in our society is
to think of sociology as a sometimes complicated, often jargoned, though
usually interesting, field of formal study and research. It is, of course, but,
before it can be this, sociology is something else.

What is this miraculously effective and possibly universal human
quality? Consider again those small Polish children, or others like them
elsewhere in the world. What got them through the nights was an ability
to imagine the reality in which they were caught. They understood, it is
clear, that they were in danger. They knew that the police had carried off
their father in the night. They knew why their mother kept them dressed,
why she never slept at night. Straightforward? Not quite. Remember
these were children for whom the ideas of oppressive police-states, of
communist or fascist ideologies and repressions, even of bad men and
enforcers, were at best ill-formed. Their native sociological competence,
though it served them well, could not have instructed them as to the
subtleties of the wider world of totalitarian regimes—regimes that in time
fell away only to be replaced by more of their awful kind. What those
children, like others before and after them, understood was that there was
danger around, and they were able to imagine creative ways to ward off
the fear, even by so touchingly gentle a way as holding each other tight
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in a playful game of daring, teasing, but connecting, thus imagining the
only truly safe place available—a place protected by their mother’s vigil,
the subject of their jokes.

How human beings form relations with each other is the central mys-
tery of any sociology. What is now reasonably well known is that children
and others perform such amazing feats of courage by means of a resilient
capacity to imagine—that is, by their ability to hold in mind the wider
world of others, the good alongside the evil, and thus to organize what
must be done. Imagination of this sort is not dreamily removed from prac-
tical things, nor is it simply a psychological endowment. On the contrary,
it thrives in the practical, and it seems to be not so much an individual
instinct as a common social sense. Frightened children have it with each
other. We all have it, most of the time, in our dealings with the others
we come upon.

Whenever you enter a room and “just know” you don’t belong there,
when you see a stranger on the subway and understand intuitively that it
is safe to return his not-quite-delivered smile, when you are introduced
to someone elegantly dressed in a certain way and know she is not to
be called by her first name even if she offers it—these are among the
evidences for the sociology in each of us. They may seem to be trivial
manners by contrast to the urgency of survival through dark nights. And
so they are. But, however small, they are not unimportant. They may
seem inconsequential just because they come to us so naturally. But think
of what life would be like if we regularly encountered people who were
sociologically incompetent.

One fine evening, some time ago, I met my wife at the late train after
a week away. As the station cleared, we saw a woman alone and not quite
sure where she was. [t was dark and late, so we offered her a ride. She
gladly jumped into the back seat. Then, in the few minutes it took to get
her settled, she proceeded to tell us the most intimate details of her life,
including how her husband had just bilked her of millions of dollars, that
various famous people she had consulted thought it was terrible, and that,
by the way, “I am telling the truth.” She may have been, but it was hard
to believe. Though her plight may have been real, something important
was missing in her dealings with us. In such situations, the normal com-
petency rule is something like this: “Try to understand the circumstances
of those to whom you tell your stories; make sure, if you can, that they
want to hear what you have to say.” All it would take is a few encounters
like this one for most people to want to go hide, or at least to think twice
about offering rides to strangers. This woman, whoever she truly was,
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clearly had a vivid imagination, but, it would seem, she was so upset by
what had happened to her that her local sociological imagination was
impaired. In those brief moments with us, she could not think of a world
in which one needs an invitation before telling all to kindly strangers
willing to help, but far more eager to hold each other after a week apart.

Social life, whether among passing strangers at local stations or
throughout the whole of complex society, depends unforgivingly on
the ability of members to understand social things competently. This
competence is the key ingredient in their ability to enter imaginatively
into the social realities all about. That most people can, and do, is itself
a miracle of sorts. What makes this so surprising is that we all know that
the competence is not something we normally think about. It is not even
something we are always able to provide an account of when called upon
to do so. Where exactly did you learn to avoid some strangers while wel-
coming others, or learn not to defer to some people while giving others
full formal regard? Most of us got this competence from somewhere, and
at a very young age. It is so natural that, when on those rare occasions
someone asks us to discuss this skill, we are more likely to be annoyed
than intrigued by the request.

Sociological competence is much like our native ability to use the
language we hear as infants. All of a sudden, one day, a child begins
to speak, soon in sentences, eventually without pointing, eventually in
reasonably correct forms of the past and future tenses. (“Daddy, I saw
some sheeps on the way home!”) A child does this sometime late in the
second year of life or so, and without benefit of any organized instruction
in grammar. Much the same happens, though at a somewhat later age,
with sociological competence. The learning may be rough, and in need
of encouragement or a few gentle spankings and playground pinches or
punches, but it too comes relatively easily, and quite early. Some people
hate to study sociology for the same reason they hate to study grammar:
“l already know this stuff. Why give it a fancy name?” This is true, of
course, for a great deal of our sociological competence. Most of us know
a lot already—but not everything.

What we know and how we know it is a sociological competence.
The very knowledge that thoughts of scary thugs who could take away
your world can be faced and gotten over is a special kind of sociological
competence. But we must also be aware that there is a persistent problem
with sociological incompetence, which is actually a more mysterious social
thing than one might suppose.
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All of us, some of the time, and some of us, much of the time, come up
against situations we simply cannot understand. I could take voice lessons
for the rest of my life and still would not be able to carry a tune. So severe
is my musical incompetence that in church my daughter will snatch the
hymnal from my hands and tell me to shut up. I love to sing but the sound
[ make is embarrassing. Something is wrong with the wiring that con-
nects ear to brain to vocal cords. Others have their own flaws. They are
part of life. But these are not what [ mean by sociological incompetence
which, as by now you might realize, is a social thing.

Sociological incompetence requires the participation of others who
may be in a position to so foul up the normal course of some aspect of
social life as to injure those affected by their actions or failures to act.
But those who screw social things up are not usually individuals acting
on their own (though it certainly is true that some individuals are screw
ups). What sociological incompetence refers to is a surprisingly normal
aspect of large and complex social structures. Governments, schools, cor-
porations, even armies can become so large and complicated that people
in one part of the structure have no idea what people in another part are
doing: or, more likely, they may assume that the other people are taking
care of things. In the end, often, no one does the job or, worse yet, the
several parts end up working at cross purposes and nothing gets done.

When late in August in 2005 Hurricane Katrina crashed down on the
Gulf Coast of the United States, winds and water overwhelmed the le-
vees meant to protect New Orleans. The city was flooded, as were many
of the low-lying towns up and down the coast. Naturally, you might think
that hurricanes and floods are natural events. Still, at about the same
time, in the Indian Ocean, huge tidal waves destroyed as many homes as
had Hurricane Katrina and killed many more people. But no one suggests
that these tidal waves had been caused or could have been prevented by
human intervention.

In the United States, however, nearly everyone of fair mind saw that
the devastating effects of Katrina could have been limited, if not pre-
vented, had the several governments responsible in the area taken the
threat seriously and acted earlier than they did. For years it had been
known that the water walls protecting New Orleans were not strong
enough to protect against a major storm. For days it had been known
that just such a storm was coming. And for hours during, as for months
after, those responsible to protect the people on the Gulf Coast did, if
not exactly nothing, very little—and very little of what they did was
helpful to save lives that could have been saved, much less rebuild homes
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and neighborhoods that had been washed away. Years later much of the
area remained in ruins and thousands of those who survived the storm
have been, it seems, permanently displaced from their home towns and
neighborhoods.

It is very hard to escape the conclusion that Hurricane Katrina, a natu-
ral event, came to be a social disaster because of the incompetence of city,
state, and federal authorities who had sworn oaths to protect ordinary
citizens. How does it happen that people are drawn to positions of re-
sponsibility, and then fail to do their sworn duty? Sometimes they are just
plain not up to the job. But, again, sociological incompetence is a more
complex and social thing than individual incompetence—even if not one
entirely beyond the irresponsibility of individuals. In the case of Katrina,
for many years federal officials did nothing with the technical knowledge
that the levees were in need of repair; nor, at the last moment, did they
heed the warnings that the coming storm required a mass evacuation of
the cities and towns. State officials blamed the feds. Local officials and
others went into hiding as the storm broke. People were left to fend for
themselves fleeing to what safe havens they could find.

The storm was, indeed, terrifying and there is no reason that govern-
mental officials would be any less terrified than locals whose lives and
homes were at risk. But when one holds a public office, his fear is no
excuse for his failures to keep the public trust. On the other hand, there
is a degree of pardon to be taken from the fact that when big storms hit
places where so many layers of government are responsible a kind of
structural incompetence inevitably takes over. The right hand does not
know what the left is doing. Worse yet, the one, in his fear, thinks (or
hopes) the other will do what is needed. In the case of Katrina a number
of courageous individuals and a few nongovernmental agencies were the
only ones that did anything competent—that is, did something that actu-
ally saved some lives.

You might say that sociological incompetence is a common possibility
of complexly structured social things like governments, schools, prisons,
hospitals, and other institutions of this sort. You might even add that
they are possibilities just waiting for some damn fool to fail to do his job.
When the fool is found, something deep within the social body erupts—a
pus that oozes into the sewage brought up by the storm. Natural disasters
happen as a matter of course. They may be provoked at a distance when
human habits, like the environmental abuses warming the global climate,
cripple the natural world; others like the tsunamis in the Indian Ocean
just happen with no apparent human involvement. But social disasters
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are, always, the oozing up and out of sociological incompetence that
falters before the complex demands of real and terrifying events. Incom-
petencies of this sort are neutral as to politics, religion, or another set of
values or ideologies. They are social things—ones hard to avoid, but not
at all beyond the ability of the competent to manage or prevent.

In a strange way the very existence of sociological incompetence is
proof positive of the prior existence of sociological competence. We of
course will never know what disasters might have come down upon us
because some courageous individual or group saw the thing coming and
stood in its way. Everyone complains that the news media are always
reporting the disasters. But how do you report on their preventions? Oc-
casionally the cameras catch a hero in action—diving in to save a child,
jumping out to take a blow meant for an innocent. But in these cases,
the disaster is already on the verge of happening. What is hard to see are
the ones that never even come close to public notice. Yet, we can be as-
sured that the world would be more dangerous than it already is were it
not for those nameless individuals, ourselves occasionally included, who,
often without knowing it, rely on their inner competence to save those
near at hand.

I

The first accepted definition of sociology was given in 1894 by the French
sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917). Durkheim persuaded many
who followed him that, as he put it, “social facts are things, that is, reali-
ties external to the individual.”* Sociology, thereby, is the science of social
things. Durkheim meant to insist, quite reasonably, that, as important as
individuals are to what goes on around them, there are also certain things
that are inherently, and without exception, social in nature. The status
of these social things has ever since been a topic of debate among profes-
sional sociologists for the simple reason that it is obviously more difficult
to define social things than it is individual ones.

When David Bennett went about being a brilliant student, a fair
athlete, and a generally good guy even while being required to scrub the
kitchen floor, his pals could observe what he did and how he did it. I
could not tell you why he made the basketball team and I did not. But he
did. His jump shot was ever so much more awkward than mine. This and
many other of the uncountable little things that made him a unique in-
dividual were plainly visible. The tougher question is, What were all the
features of the complex dynamic of his family life that made him the kind
of kid he was? His departed mother, his dead father, his grumpy gramps,
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and much else, including, even, the effects of a world war on his parents’
marriage or of the conventions of postwar suburban culture in the United
States—all these came together in such a way as to play a part in making
him the unusual person he was. These influences on his behavior as an
individual are social things. Without them, David would not have been
who he was, and is today—out there somewhere, presumably still alive,
caring for his patients, perhaps looking in on grandchildren of his own as
they come up against the different social worlds.

But, even now that [ am a trained and certified professional sociologist,
I could only barely begin to suggest just how to go about discovering the
workings of those social things. If complicated in the case of one good
white boy from the American suburbs, think how much more compli-
cated the task is when, say, someone tries to explain just what the Soviet
imperium was and why it wanted to frighten little children and their
mothers. This is a social thing of a very consequential kind. It is one thing
to observe the facts of the deported fathers, vigilant mothers, and terrified
kids. Quite another to give a coherent account of the social thing itself,
of the Soviet imperium in all its vast operations upon millions of people.
Yet, it can be done. As a matter of fact, that little boy who hid at night
in 1939 grew up to be a world-famous writer and journalist, able in adult
life to describe in compelling terms how his feelings of terror as a boy
might have been produced by the social organization of the former Soviet
Union. That Ryszard Kapusciriski could write Imperium in 1993 does not
mean that all, even most, children who suffered as he did in the 1930s
grew up to describe the social things that had made their lives miserable.
In fact, most people are unable to describe very many of the more com-
plex social things that affect them. They could, of course, were they to
undergo the training, and many do it without much education at all. But
the basic fact is that most people know, more or less well, how to get by
in daily life. They are sociologically competent, even when they lack the
advanced sociological training to describe their competence.

About the same time in the 1930s when Ryszard Kapusciriski was find-
ing his courage as a child, there was another little boy, also in Poland,
in much the same circumstance. Zygmunt Bauman (1925-) today lives
in Leeds, England. He is one of the world’s most brilliant and admired
sociologists for his ability in many books to cut to the quick of our
troubled worlds. But in the 1930s, he too was a young boy who had to
face up to the threats that were tearing Polish society to pieces. First, the
Soviets, then the Nazis, then again the Soviets had occupied his native
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land. As a young man, Bauman fought in the Free Polish Army (then
aligned with the Soviets) against the occupying Nazi forces. He was in
effect a freedom fighter against totalitarian threats of another kind from
those KapuSciniski had to contend with. Bauman today writes books
like Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts (2004). When he writes
of wasted lives he is telling the honest story of how the proud promises
of the modern world have failed so many—how war, poverty, ignorant
pride, over-building, over-consumption have turned so many innocent
human beings into, in effect, garbage. Some may find this strong but look
about at the wasted lives you can spot in the dark alleys you hurry past,
under the bridges you speed by, or in the remote refugee camps of Africa
and Asia you click over as you search for a pleasing sit-com to dull the
mind. Bauman and Kapusciriski were in this sense both sociologists—the
one in name, the other in practice. Both took the monsters of childhood
by the neck, faced them down, then devoted their lives to writing of the
nightmares that crop up for others as they too try to live in worlds that
ought to be safer than they are.

This is the problem Emile Durkheim and most professional sociologists
since his day have had to face. People know a lot about social things, but
they cannot talk about them very well without some help or, perhaps,
without a challenge of some kind. They, therefore, are inclined, quite
naturally, to mistrust the reality of social things, that is, of things just as
mysterious as David Bennett’s seemingly weird family arrangement, or of
a totalitarian state’s unusually evil methods.

The challenge Durkheim took up was that of establishing sociology
as a formal, academic discipline against the commonplace prejudice that
other things are much more real. Psychology, economics, history, and po-
litical science have a much easier time of it because it is relatively easier
to imagine what they are about—minds (or the like), markets or prices,
the facts of some group or another’s story, how and why people vote and
govern as they do. Just why these might seem more imaginable than so-
cial things is itself a difficult question I will not even attempt to answer.
Minds, markets, stories, and votes are hardly simple things. But, relatively
speaking, they seem so to many people. By contrast, just about everyone
considers social things—or, more familiarly, societies—abstract, abstruse,
and fluffily vague. Most people are not wrong. Since Durkheim, and cer-
tainly before, sociologists of all kinds (including small children trying to
sleep in the dark) have had to contend with this inconvenient, but most
interesting, fact of social life.
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Durkheim himself died before sociology became much of an organized
and institutional part of the university. He died in 1917, during the First
World War, when it seemed that modern Europe would collapse before
the continuing inability of nations and their leaders to create a stable
political environment in which their people could enjoy the benefits of
the modern world.

Some years later, well after the Second World War had similarly failed
to make the world a better place, another sociologist made an enduring
attempt to define sociology. C. Wright Mills (1916-1962), who was born
just the year before Durkheim died, defined sociology in a way that made
clear what was unclear in Durkheim’s definition. While Durkheim as-
sumed that social things can be as readily imagined as other types of facts
of the human condition, Mills came to the more honest, and accurate,
conclusion that at least one class of social facts is normally unavailable to
those not specifically trained to see them.

Imagine again those small Polish children in 1939. Too young to un-
derstand much at all about the Soviet brand of totalitarian oppression,
they understood at best that something was terribly wrong, that the
world somehow was filled with cruel men. Though little Ryszard grew
up to understand full well who those men were and why they did what
they did, as a child he could only huddle back into the trembling arms
of his sister. Their attempt at a playful response, a game of a sad sort,
was indeed an imaginative response to social facts they could experi-
ence but only dimly comprehend. While, it seems, these children did
not come to one of the more common human conclusions in the face of
such odds, they might have. It is not uncommon for terrorized children
to take the terror into themselves and to conclude that, in some inex-
plicable way, the evil visited upon them is a result of something they
did. While this is just one of several self-defeating conclusions, it is a
familiar one. Adult women, boys and girls, minorities, the unjustly pun-
ished, victims of family violence, children of abusers or alcoholics, even
an occasional white guy of privilege are all strongly tempted to place
the blame for their misery on themselves. While there are many reasons
for this (most of them psychological), the sociological explanation is
that, when we live in small worlds, whether as children or adults, it is
usually difficult to understand the larger social forces that affect us. The
more powerful social things are, the less we are equipped to comprehend
them without some extra work.
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This basic fact of life lay behind C. Wright Mills’s now famous defini-
tion of sociology as the work of the sociological imagination.” He meant that
sociology is the activity by which persons of differing degrees of training
and experience often learn eventually to create imaginative reconstruc-
tions of the larger structural forces that affect their lives. Without this
sociological skill, they are left with the belief that the troubles in their
lives are of their own doing, or perhaps the result of some abstract fate;
but, in either case, they feel that these are matters with respect to which
they should, and do, feel guilty. The sociological imagination refers to
the ability of some to learn—often with good luck or coaching or perhaps
with formal schooling—to realize that, just as often, one’s personal troubles
are in fact public issues. Those children in Poland feared, and could have
blamed themselves because of, a social and political system so massive
in comparison to their little home in Pinsk that they could hardly be
expected to comprehend the “issue” of totalitarian rule as anything other
than their personal “troubles.” They were, thus, no different from anyone
in another situation in space and time who suffers unwittingly because
of social things beyond his or her control—no different from those who
fail in schools because their schools don’t teach, from those unable to
support their families because there are no decent jobs, from those un-
able to achieve their dreams because they are arbitrarily excluded from
the places where those dreams are realized, from those unable to find the
relationships they desire because they are still controlled by unconscious
memories of sexual abuse they suffered in a long ago they cannot, or will
not, remember—no different from children who grew up to suffer abuse
in the vile prisons and mean streets of the world.

I

[t is not just the victims of society who are disadvantaged in this way.
Most of us, whatever our circumstances, have need of a more vividly
active sociological imagination, which we sometimes develop by the
example of others, by the lessons of practical life, and, even, by courses
in sociology.

C. Wright Mills, though he was a professional sociologist, did not in-
tend that the sociological imagination be a competence of only the more
highly educated. On the contrary, he believed that the most important
value of sociology is its potential to enrich and encourage the lives of all
human beings. Mills was one of the first to insist with a defiant passion
that sociology is not for the professionals alone—that the sociological
imagination is every bit as important to the ordinary person, for whom it
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can be a matter of quite serious urgency. The passion with which he held
this conviction explains why he exercised so much popular influence and
why, in particular, his ideas influenced the politics of the early student
movement in the 1960s. Though not alone in this conviction, Mills did
more than anyone to clarify and convey the extent to which sociology is
first and foremost a practical skill available to all men and women, even
to boys and girls. Sociology’s value as an academic field of research and
instruction relies on this prior fact.



CHAPTER TWO

>’

Personal Courage and
Practical Sociologies

UITE A LONG time ago, in 1892, just two years before Emile

Durkheim first announced his definition of scientific sociology,

a young woman wrote some very true-to-life fiction. Her short
story, published in a popular magazine, created quite a sensation. Though
the story was offered as fiction, it was a thinly veiled account of her own
nervous breakdown in 1887. One of the most chilling passages describes
the room to which she was confined by her attentive husband and its
effect on her—most eerily, the power the room’s wallpaper design had
over her.

The paint and the paper look as if a boys’ school had used it. It is stripped
off—the paper—in great patches all around the head of my bed, about as far
as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side of the room low down. I
never saw a worse paper in my life.

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin.

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to
constantly irritate and provoke study, and when you follow the lame uncertain
curves for a little distance they suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at outra-
geous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of contradictions.

The color is repellent, almost revolting; a smoldering unclean yellow,
strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others.

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in
this room alone.

17
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There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have me write
a word.

—Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper (1892)*

The Yellow Wallpaper, by Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935), is
today considered a classic of feminist-inspired fiction in America. Its
author, then still a young woman, went on to become a world-famous
writer, lecturer, political activist, and sociologist—and she understood
very well the significant difference between the psychological and the
sociological.

The Yellow Wallpaper is of course brutally honest psychology, so brutal
that many readers in that more innocent age were outraged that anyone
would write of such terrifying experiences. They feared that the story it-
self would drive people crazy. The literary success of The Yellow Wallpaper
was indeed due to the coercive effect of the wallpaper, which so disturbs
the young woman’s deep, but least stable, feelings that she is drawn into
its lurid, obnoxious patterns. This is a classic instance of projective iden-
tification; the woman sees herself in what is outside her. The wallpaper’s
uncertain curves commit the suicide she fears within herself.

But The Yellow Wallpaper is also brilliant sociology. As Durkheim
might have said, had he read this story, behind the psychological are the
social facts. The husband, John, who hates the woman’s desire to write,
is a character based on Charlotte’s first husband, Walter Stetson. They
had been married just three years when Charlotte suffered her collapse in
1887, two years after the birth of their daughter, Kate. Walter (or John, in
the story) may have held many traditional Victorian ideas about women,
but he was not a traditional husband. He was devoted to Charlotte and
Kate, and gave freely of his time in childcare. (Later, when Charlotte had
settled in California after divorcing Walter, it was he who raised Kate.)
Just the same, out of his love for his wife, he called in the esteemed physi-
cian Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, then famous as a specialist in the illnesses of
women. Mitchell customarily prescribed a severe “rest cure.” Some time
before, he had administered the same cure to Harriet Beecher Stowe
(1811-1896), author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and a relative of Charlotte’s.
[t was just this cure that caused Charlotte to be confined in the cottage
with its yellow-wallpapered room and to be prohibited from doing the
work she loved.’

Though she acknowledged the devotion of her husband and the con-
cern of her doctor, Charlotte knew that the cure was wrong. She under-
stood in the most practical way that rest was prescribed out of the culture
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of a man-centered social world that treated women as though work outside
the home was against their nature. Indeed, in that day, the vast, naive ma-
jority did consider writing and other labors meant for public consumption
and gain to be unhealthy pursuits for women (for, that is, married white
women of the middle or upper classes). Long before she became a pub-
lished writer and a sociologist, Charlotte Perkins Gilman knew this was
a well-organized but foolish prejudice. She understood very well that the
reality of social arrangements in her day harshly confined many women
to the world of domestic life—a world of which most men (then, as now)
sang lofty words of praise to family values without ever having spent them-
selves in the hard work it takes to keep a family well and fed.

Charlotte, however, ended up curing herself by writing, at first se-
cretly, then in open defiance of the cure her physician had imposed.
Eventually, after divorcing her husband, she became a full-time writer.
Many years later, in 1898, she published Women and Economics, which
was translated and read in most of the European languages. This book
was a rigorous sociological analysis of the man-centered world (what she
later called “the androcentric world” and what today is better known as
“the patriarchy”). Gilman never taught sociology (though she did publish
in the most elite of the field’s journals). Still, she was a professional so-
ciologist in that she lived for her sociological writings, which were taken
seriously by thousands of general readers and, even, by a good number
of academic sociologists (many of whom, in that day, were as prejudiced
against women as was the well-meaning Dr. Mitchell). Charlotte Perkins
Gilman wrote books that gave compelling intellectual account of the
social worlds in which women lived in her day, and, in many places and
ways, still do.

But how does such a thing happen in a person’s life? What emboldens
people like Charlotte Perkins Gilman to stare straight into the face of
social things and to imagine, even if tentatively at first, the larger social
forces that limit and constrain them? What today allows women suffer-
ing under the unnatural threats of extremist Islamic codes or the political
terrors of militia in the Sudan to overcome? For Gilman, as for millions
of women in other parts of the world, it must have been a particularly
difficult task. Unlike women and children who are exposed to physical or
sexual violence, Charlotte was treated with nothing but kindness by Wal-
ter Stetson and Dr. Mitchell. One might suppose that had her husband
and physician been overtly cruel and abusive it would have been easier
for her to have arrived at the freeing counter-diagnosis of her illness—
that she was depressed, not by her desire to write, but by a society that
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treated women as virtual domestic servants, denying them the expression
of their given talents.

[t is all too easy to suppose that the power of social things to determine
an individual’s fate is more obvious when the person is exposed to raw
brutality. Perhaps, to some extent, this is so. But it is just as clear that
many of the world’s brutalized are not in fact able to imagine a world
in which, as C. Wright Mills put it, their personal troubles are actually
problems created by the way the social world is structured. Many women
remain in physically abusive relations with men and conclude that the
trouble lies with them. So, likewise, many children—but also many el-
derly or poor people, and others in socially precarious lives—have no idea
that it might be the arrangement of larger social forces, not their personal
failures, that accounts for the terrible mistreatment and deprivations to
which they are so often subjected.

I

False consciousness is the common name for the surprising inability of
some people to use their native social competence. Some can see social
things for what they truly are and, it seems, some cannot. False conscious-
ness describes the not infrequent failure of people to use their sociological
competence. It is, of course, possible to have a competence without ever
using it. In principle, I could learn downhill skiing, but I have never even
tried it. In principle, women in abusive relations know that something is
terribly wrong, but they may never get the help and encouragement to
understand that the wrong is not theirs. The reason I will not ski is that
I do not want to spend my money on bone-chilling and bone-breaking
thrills. This is not false consciousness. But the reason some women re-
main in abusive relationships can be.

False consciousness is an impoverishment of the sociological imagi-
nation in which people are unable to understand the social things that
cause their troubles. They may even actively misunderstand them. There
are, of course, psychological resistances—for example, to remembering
childhood abuses. But false consciousness, though it may well include
the psychological, is the more encompassing social aspect of the phenom-
enon. False consciousness refers straightforwardly to the perverse fact
that in many situations the people who suffer either blame themselves
for their troubles or otherwise account for their suffering by referring to
almost anything but the actual social cause. False consciousness clearly
has a psychological component, yet the debilitating effects of this failure
to know the reality of one’s life-situation are social.



Personal Courage and Practical Sociologies ~ 21

Today, in most of the sprawling urban centers the world over, there are
millions of men and women unable to find and keep decent jobs. Most of
them are unskilled workers who know little about the technologies that
drive postindustrial manufacturing. When they fail at legitimate work
because they lack the training, they usually also fail to provide for their
families. With rare exception, most of them soon begin to feel ugly about
themselves. The feeling that one is a worthless person is psychological,
but the reality of the causes and effects of the feeling is sociological. When
the economy offers fewer and fewer jobs only for the more highly skilled
workers, this is a failure in the larger structure of social things that causes
impossible troubles for millions of individuals. The psychology of low self-
esteem takes its toll inside the feeling individual, but the ultimate tax is
excised by the wider global society, which, in effect, is producing millions
and millions of impoverished people. Are the poor responsible for their
poverty! Perhaps some individuals are. But no self-respecting sociologist
could say they all are. Poverty is a social effect, felt by millions of injured
individuals who usually do not understand what has happened to them.
False consciousness is not knowing the difference.

The term false consciousness was invented by Friedrich Engels (1820-
1895) and developed over the years by thinkers in the tradition of Karl
Marx (1818-1883), the famous nineteenth-century social critic, labor or-
ganizer, and political revolutionary. In some neighborhoods Marx is still
considered a dangerous radical, as indeed he was. Just the same, his ideas
remain a source of sociological inspiration, even to those made nervous
by his politics. Though Marx’s thinking was incomplete, or wrong, on
some matters, his critique of capitalist economic systems and the way he
retold the story of the modern world continue to influence how we think
about social things like false consciousness.

Capitalism, Marx argued, is organized around a social contradiction.
While, on the surface, it has given the world many benefits and made life
better for some, behind appearances its workers, in particular, continue to
suffer exploitation. In his attempt to account for this contradiction, Marx
came upon a puzzle sociologists still realize is not easily solved: Why does
it happen that oppressed people, who clearly possess the ability to under-
stand their situations, so often fail to do so? Marx studied the working
poor in the early years of the industrial revolution in the nineteenth cen-
tury and observed that, in spite of the terrible conditions of factory work-
ers in those days, there were surprisingly few worker revolutions. Then (as
in many places today), men, women, and children worked long hours for
lousy wages in dirty factories, yet their rebellions were few in proportion
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to the enormity of their misery. Even the uprisings that seemed to suc-
ceed, as in the revolutions of 1848, were quickly put down, making way
again for dirty business as usual in the industrial system.

Marx believed that workers did not rebel against economic injustice
as often as one would expect them to because their oppression was not
merely physical or economic. Though Marx did not himself put it this
way, he was the first to suggest that oppression is as much a sociological
as it is an economic or political issue. Simply put, bad sociology gets into
the heads of the abused and neglected. Marx was heading toward the idea
that the workers are oppressed because, in effect, they are taught to think
as their oppressors would have them think. It is a little too strong to say
they are “taught,” as if the bosses of capitalism daily conspire to instruct
their workers. But, until a more exact term comes along, “taught” will do.
Even today, professional sociologists are far from agreed as to how it works
that the exploited of the world so often think in ways that cause them to
be less aggressive than their circumstances would seem to demand.

Marx, however, introduced the idea that something happens in the
workers’ relation to the factory system and the wider society that causes
them to misunderstand their plight. Hence, Marx’s famously cynical view
of religion as “the opiate of the people.” In Marx’s day (more so than
today), religion was among those seemingly benign aspects of a society’s
culture that, he thought, actually dulled the thinking of those who suf-
fered the most. Similarly, Marx believed that the revered patriotic ide-
als and political ideologies of the then new democracies were not all so
wonderful as they were made to seem. The masses believed (or, at least,
hoped) that, after the kings were chased from power, the new liberalism
in government meant they would be better off. After studying the history
of the factory system, Marx disagreed, and he had the evidence to prove
his point. The workers had it too of course—on their worn and broken
bodies. That they could not interpret the data of their daily suffering was
(and is) compelling evidence for the phenomenon that came to be called
false consciousness.

Marx’s sociological view of this puzzle was this: If those who profit from
the exploitation of workers can get the workers to believe that, say, it is
God’s will they should suffer in this life in order to get a reward in the
next life, then the workers will be less likely to revolt against this world
because they will be preoccupied with the next one. In a similar manner
(also simply put), Marx argued that the political logic of the bosses of
capitalism went something like this: If workers are taught to believe that
they enter the labor market as free agents and that their freedom from
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slavery is a benefit bestowed by good societies and liberal governments,
then they are more likely to blame themselves and not the society for
their misery.

You can begin to see why there will always be some people who hate
Marx and Marxism. He did not have much good to say for either capital-
ism or modern political ideals. Yet, while others interpret the facts differ-
ently, Marx’s argument is persuasive. Still today, workers in third-world
assembly plants, like those in sweatshops in New York City or large-scale
farming enterprises in California, migrate great distances to find work
paying wages so trifling that they cannot escape poverty. A woman from
a small village in Chiapas in southernmost Mexico may travel north at
great risk to find work in a maquiladora—one of thousands of factories
along the northern border of Mexico with the United States. She will
work for a pittance assembling computer parts. She will be forced to live
in miserable shanty-towns with few, if any, sanitary conditions. Still, the
pittance she gains is greater than any amount she could earn in the rural
countryside—enough more that she will send money home to support her
family. In the 2000s workers may assemble products unheard of in Marx’s
day, but the system still exploits them as it did those milling cotton in
Lawrence, Massachusetts, in the 1850s.

It is not too difficult to find evidence that those who profit from
capitalist enterprises have been financial backers of schools and even
churches that could hardly be said to have been devoted to encourag-
ing the indignation of the working poor. For example, the nineteenth-
century forerunners of the public schools in the United States were, in
effect, vocational schools that taught basic citizenship and work skills to
immigrants employed in the textile mills. Today, for another example,
many politicians in Europe and the United States “teach” the doctrine
that immigrant workers are “stealing” costly social services like educa-
tion and health care from their host societies. Such cynical instructions
seldom mention that these suddenly unwelcome guests were invited in
the first place by profit-hungry capitalists eager to pay the lowest wages
for hard labor. At cocktail hour in New York City drinkers will munch
almonds picked by Mexican workers. Their martinis may cost $15. The
almonds may be free at the bar because they were picked for next to noth-
ing by Chicanos in California living in fear of the immigration authori-
ties. Those who complain of these violations of immigration law never
mention that somewhere in the food and drink chain capitalists paid off
the politicians willing to use lofty language to degrade the dispensable
and lowly. “Teaching” comes in many different forms.
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False consciousness is a powerful idea that helps account for the as-
tonishing fact that many people who suffer deprivation and abuse are
taught, or otherwise seduced, to think falsely about their situation, even
to conclude that their troubles result from their own failures to be a better
worker or, even, a better person. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, for example,
could have concluded in her youth that her sickness was caused by her own
moral failure to obey her doctor’s instructions, to refrain from the evil of
writing, or to suppress the desire to be a person of worth in the wider world
outside the home. Though such things were never said to her in so many
words, this was the clear implication of the rest cure her husband and doc-
tor insisted upon. Very often false consciousness is taught and imposed by
the most indirect of means—gently, quietly, even lovingly. Had Charlotte
given in to the social prejudices of her day, she would have succumbed to
the false thinking that made her, like other women, doubt herself. But, in
the long run, she resisted with courage, and overcame.

But still one might wonder. How does it happen that, while some
people succumb to false consciousness, others are able to trust their own
deeper sociological competence—thus to imagine that failures in life are
as likely to come down from the organized structures of social things as
they are to rise up from the individuals upon whom the failure falls? The
answer seems to be that many, if not all, people are able to overcome bad
situations when they begin to look critically in the right place, and the
right place is usually right before their eyes. Those who do get clear about
the evil power of such complex social things as the world’s economic
injustices, or its man-made domestic arrangements, do so by the curi-
ously obvious method of taking stock of the practical realities of the local
situations in which they live. Though the competence that inspires the
sociological imagination can be the source of many compelling theories,
it is, first of all, a practical and concrete knowledge. Children grow up by
getting over the night terrors. Women leave circumstances in which they
are thwarted. Many people overcome false consciousness. Those who do,
do it by courageously opening their hearts, and eyes, to the realities before
them—by feeling their weariness, then seeing the world for what it is,
then slowly beginning to act differently.

This may seem to be a contradiction of a very confusing sort. If the so-
ciological imagination is the ability to understand the power of larger so-
cial things like the economic system, then how can it be that knowledge
of those larger things begins in the local and concrete? The answer, sim-
ply put, is that human beings are feelers and doers before they are think-
ers. Thinking is good. But, to think the truth of social things, one must
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first be able to feel them working in the bumps and grinds, the bruises
and blessings, of daily life—in the small things. Sociology includes, with-
out embarrassment, the ability to think about big social things like the
global systems that exploit workers, thwart women, hurt children, and
impoverish millions. But, insofar as all sociologies arise from sociological
competence, they arise first in the mundane goings and comings in which
people are mercilessly required to solve the problems of daily life.
When, after all, does a child first understand that something is terribly
wrong with the political world if it is not in the concrete fact that his
father suddenly disappears and his mother stands sleepless vigil all the
night? Or, when does a woman first get the idea that something is wrong
with the way women are treated in society if it is not in the recognition
that the men in her life, even her husband or physician, are forcing her
to deny what she loves to do or be? Sociological competence ultimately
comes to an awareness of the bigger social things by beginning with what
is right or wrong in what is going on at home in the bedrooms or kitch-
ens, or down the street in the cafes, shops, or crack houses. The poor first
understand poverty by experiencing hunger. The homeless may eventu-
ally have a theory of homelessness, but first they know what it is like,
night after night, to search for shelter or warmth, for some hard place to
stretch their weary bones. Victims of violence may well come to imagine
with shrewd accuracy the causal relations among economic deprivation,
the trade in drugs, and gang wars; but first, you can be sure, they learn to
deal with the practical realities of dodging bullets and running for cover.
The sociological imagination is capable of soaring to great heights of
understanding, but it soars only after a long running start through the
practical challenges of daily life. Not everyone will run this course equally
well, and some never escape the deadening effects of false consciousness
bred in overpoweringly bad social situations. But the many who do escape
are those who, with grace and encouragement, dig deep below the sur-
face—there to find the reserve of sociological competence that, though it
serves them already in the simple things of life, is also the reservoir from
which to draw understanding of the practical reality of social things.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman was a sociologist whose sociology was rooted
in the earthy feel of practical consequences. Even before becoming a
sociologist in the more formal sense of the word, she clearly had a vivid
imagination for the practical. She was quite evidently able, even in the
absence of advice on the matter, to know with sufficient confidence that
the rest cure was based on the sociologically stupid ideas that women
did not belong in the world of paid work and that they grew ill when
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they ventured too far into it. This understanding, which dawned in her
yellow-papered room, was pretty good sociology for a young woman who
had never been to college and who, at the time she acted upon what she
believed, was beset by a depression that would never be far away the rest

of her life.

I

It is possible to speak somewhat differently of this sociological compe-
tence that arises so marvelously even among frightened children, aban-
doned boys, sick women, and most of us at one time or another. It might
also be described as practical sociology—that is, the understanding that
arises from the first imaginative peeks behind the surface appearances of
daily life. One might speak of practical sociology as the first and forma-
tive expression of sociological competence. A competence is always a
potential until it begins, however timidly, to express itself.

Practical sociology is, thus, very much a sociology in the sense that
it is a kind of knowledge that coherently accounts for the reality of a
person’s world, a knowledge that can indeed be distinguished from other
knowledges people enjoy. And it is, most definitely, practical in the sense
of being a knowledge that informs in useful, powerful ways an individual’s
decisions to take liberating action when she can. It is important to distin-
guish this sense of “practical” from the lesser, more commonplace skills
that refer narrowly to the utility or applicability of a knowledge, as in
knowing how to change a tire, send a text message around the world, hem
a skirt, prune a tree, or fix a date. Practical sociology is useful, to be sure,
but it is useful because it is also empowering in a much broader sense.

Practical sociology refers to those aspects of personal repertoire that
form the basis for a person’s confidence in her place, rights, and possibili-
ties in the world. When she was still Charlotte Stetson, for example, this
young woman did not know with medical certainty that her cure would
come from beginning to work against her doctor’s orders. What she must
have possessed instead was not a knowledge well formed in her mind,
available in so many words to be translated into a conscious action. What
she knew, it seems, was more a social animal’s instinct. She knew she had
to work, to read and write, in order to be who she was in the world. This
knowledge, though it was rooted in deeply private feelings, could not
have been simply personal.

Charlotte Gilman’s early practical sociology encompassed an informed
conviction that men, even well-intentioned ones, saw the world differ-
ently (and wrongly) because of the social positions to which they were
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privileged and from which women were excluded. As she boldly put it
in 1898 in Women and Economics: “We are the only animal species in
which the female depends on the male for food, the only animal species
in which the sex-relation is also an economic relation.”® A decade earlier
when she was suffering the illness from which she wrenched herself, she
had not yet formulated so articulate a social theory of women’s economic
dependence on men as she later would. But it is safe to assume that the
germ of that idea was present in her decision to reject the controlling
affections of her husband and doctor. She was, while suffering in 1887,
well disposed of a practical sociology that, while expressed in a more basic
language, was already a good critique of social things pertaining to white
women of her class.

The Yellow Wallpaper ends with Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s fiction-
alized self escaping the nightmarish room, saying to, and about, her

husband:

“I've got out at last,” said I, “in spite of you. . . . And I've pulled off most of the
paper, so you can’t put me back!”

Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my
path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time!

—Gilman, Yellow Wallpaper

These lines of fiction, written years after she was herself put up in
the yellow-wallpapered room, are the sure evidence of Charlotte Gil-
man’s practical sociology. She began to think the thoughts that led to
her sociology, in the rage-filled work of pulling off the wallpaper, in the
painful refusal to refrain from writing, in the gallant steps that led out
of the room, the cottage, the marriage, and into the world of a new life,
to a career as a writer, and eventually to her own fully thought-through
sociological imagination of a better world for women. Years later, when
she eventually came to her full, formal theory of the social structures of
the man-made world and the limitations it imposed on women, she did
because she had had the courage, even while suffering hallucinations, to
open herself to her own sociological competence, then to creep and crawl
toward something else.

I

The wider life to which Charlotte courageously crawled was a life with
others, particularly with other women who had suffered as she had at
the hands of the man-made world. Neither practical sociology nor the
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interior competence to which it gives expression is ever purely and simply
personal. It is one thing to suffer alone, as Charlotte did in that terrifying
room, but something entirely different, and more, to come to act, then
to speak, then to understand that the isolation of personal troubles is, in
larger reality, a profound and pervasive social issue. Some problems are
purely personal, but fewer than we suppose. Practical sociology gives us
the first inkling that we are not alone, that we are connected with others
even before we recognize the lines of connection, and that we are alive to
the world only when we fully grasp social realities as they are.

No one should assume that young Charlotte Stetson’s struggle to get
out of that room was any more painful and difficult than the struggles
most people have in working themselves out from the bondage of isola-
tion into the wider social worlds. There can be pleasure as well as pain
in the solitary life. But if we live only within ourselves, we are less than
fully human because humans are made for society with each other. But,
again, life in society, like life alone, can be as painful as it can be filled
with pleasure. The good life is not an easy ticket.

The step out from the personal into the social requires every bit as
much courage as that Charlotte summoned up in order to leave the
nightmare for the wide-awake social world. Not everything social works
as if by magic. Charlotte’s depression returned. She suffered losses of love
and recognition. After many years, she committed suicide. But she be-
came Charlotte Perkins Gilman because she found the courage within to
become the practical sociologist who was able to see that it was not she
alone who was sick but that the man-made world in which she was linked
to countless other women was unhealthy as well. Her healing came, not
as a miracle, but as a consequence of courageous action to join the society
of those of like circumstances.

When first we step into its circle, society is a party of strangers. We
all, whatever our circumstances, enter the social worlds about us alone.
But once the first steps are taken, we discover the power of the practical
sociologies we share with sisters and brothers similarly seeking the work
and caretaking that make the social worlds go round.

>

Few of us ever are able to let our wider world know about our most forma-
tive experiences as Gilman was. But this does not mean we are less well
endowed with a practical sociology. Practical knowledge of various kinds
are widely shared, many of them universally. Consider, for a moment, a
short list of more or less instinctive knowledges: breathing, riding a bike,



Personal Courage and Practical Sociologies < 29

performing one or another of many possible sex acts, figuring out when
the next bus comes, speaking, and, say, getting a prospective love-interest
to go to a concert. None of these is particularly or necessarily difficult,
though some are more daunting than others. At least one of them fully
qualifies as an animal instinct: breathing. Several seem to fall under the
heading “needs a little coaching but, once learned, never forgotten.” Bi-
cycle riding is this, as are most sex acts.

But some practical knowledge requires more social work for its accom-
plishment. Consider, for example, what is involved in persuading another
person to join one’s privately concocted scheme, as in getting a date of
any kind. Nothing is more fundamental to the social business of daily life
than this. Were none of us able to get some other or others to join in
our untested and usually unexamined plans, nothing social would hap-
pen. The whole world would stop. Yet, even the simplest of invitational
efforts is a risk, as anyone knows who has recently thrown a failed party,
much less suffered through a lunch meeting with someone who seemed
a good bet but wasn’t. The very idea is outrageous—proposing that some
other person change her doings to meet us someplace (usually specified,
but often strange to the invitee) at some time (usually precise as to begin-
ning, but left open as to ending). Of course, when it is a date for business
not itself routine, as in a date implying even the possibility of romantic
activity, no matter how muffled the implication, all kinds of feelings
break out as anxiety, very often in sweaty palms, garbled sentences, and
any number of jitters of this kind. Yet dates of the romantic kind happen,
more or less regularly, more or less according to plan. They do because in
most instances most people possess and use their native competence to
get them done, sweaty palms and all.

We almost never think about the knowledge requisite to the accom-
plishment. Unlike breathing and bike riding, but like sex and the dates
on which it is performed, the accomplishment is social in nature (as dis-
tinct from being nature in the social). It is, thus, executed on the basis of
one’s practical knowledge of social things. How one gets another to join
in varies from culture to culture. In Korea, it is an insult to beckon by
pointing. Instead, with palms down, the inviter wiggles the downward-
pointing fingers. Americans who are accustomed to beckoning another
with a raised, inward wiggle of the index finger may find the Korean
practice strange. But both work. People know when and how to use the
gestures made available in their natural knowledge of local social things,
just as they know how, according to local customs, to defer graciously, to
ward off most potential embarrassments, to resurrect a fallen reputation,
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or to inflate an established one. Social facts of the practical kind have
been most tellingly described by Erving Goffman (1920-1982), a sociolo-
gist who was born in rural Alberta, Canada, a few years after C. Wright
Mills was born in Texas. While many professional sociologists, before and
since, have rendered excellent accounts of the thousands of small interac-
tive moments by which daily life is organized, Goffman wrote about them
in such a distinctive way that his countercultural view of social things
has had a lasting influence. It did not hurt that Goffman’s best-known
writings were published in the 1960s when people were less likely to be
shocked by unusual sayings and viewings.

One of Goffman’s more memorable lines was: “Universal human na-
ture is not a very human thing.” By this he meant that, when we act in
obedience to the practical sociologies we possess, we act to a disconcert-
ing degree much like all others. We become, as Goffman put it, “a kind
of construct, built up not from inner psychic propensities but from moral
rules that are impressed upon [us] from without.”® In other words, when
meeting the date we have enticed to join us, we may well feel utterly,
embarrassingly awkward. Yet it is also normal to feel that the he or the
she we are meeting will be, like the stars of stage and screen, utterly cool
and calm before the prospect of an encounter charged with excitement
and risk. What is moving us at the moment is a feeling, and feelings are
experienced as though they were entirely private. When feelings take
over, as they usually do in social transactions fraught with desire, people
are inclined to lose their grip on social reality, to think they alone are
bumbling fools, that no one else worries about their pimples, and other
less visible blemishes.

[ was once in a therapy group organized, as most are, to teach its mem-
bers how to feel their deeper feelings. In the group was a woman whom I
felt I hated and for whom, I believed, every other member had nothing
but admiration. I cautioned myself against my own feelings, thinking I was
alone in the feeling that she was a nut. After many years she left the group,
allowing people to talk about her in her absence. As it turned out, everyone
else, except the therapist, hated the woman in much the same way I did.
Daily life is filled with surprises of this sort—discoveries that the states we
feel that are ours alone are, in fact, widely shared. My feelings had kept me
from seeing that [ was far from alone in them, even that they were a group
feeling more powerful than the woman we felt was a nut.

There is something in human nature (at least in the nature of many
Americans and other European peoples) that prompts us to think of our
actions, as well as our feelings, as though they were the distinctive issue
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of something inside us, something uniquely ours. Some (perhaps many)
are. But most of the actions and feelings that help us enter into working
relations with fellow members of the world are not all that private. They
are, in fact, performances we execute in acceptably close conformity to
widely accepted social rules. These rules are learned and held by us in
such an easy way that we indulge the conceit that they are our own bril-
liant accomplishments. We think of them, as Goffman said, as though
they were the inventions of our own utterly original psychic lives, when
most of them are as familiar to others as they are to us. Social things are,
as Durkheim said, quite simply social.

Social things, especially the very practical ones, must exist in their
own right, apart from the individuals they affect. If this is so, then much
(not all) of the time, social things have the power to persuade, even con-
trol, us—whether we realize it or not. This is the sense in which people
are often “constructs” instead of free actors, which means nothing more
than that a great deal of practical action is an entering into some or an-
other social expectation that, though it was surely itself built up by folks
like ourselves, was there before us as it will continue when we are gone.
This may be a shocking affront to the prejudice that individuals are the
original source of all that is good in the world, but you can be sure that
a social world cannot exist any other way. We encounter social things,
and learn how to live with them, and we do it every day. There are only
a few acceptable ways to make dates, and, depending on taste, not many
more to have sex. Otherwise, life with others would be an endless misery
of negotiations, when what one mostly wants is to catch a bus or get some
affection and companionship. The most practical social facts constitute
a working knowledge that allows, not just me as an individual, but we in
all our inordinately various collective comings together, to make some
worlds work, even if poorly at times.

>

How does it happen then that, like Charlotte Perkins Gilman, so many
people know what to do even while feeling quite alone? The ability to act
as a competent member of a social world is, after all, an accomplishment
of such regular and widespread manifestation as to justify the confidence
human beings so obviously have in the superior virtue of theirs among
the species of animal life. The reason humans are regularly astonished by
their own kind may well be that actions we take in ordinary social life are
not actions to which we normally give much thought. All of this practical
sociological knowledge is, in fact, mostly stored as an available resource
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somewhere out of immediate reach of consciousness. Though it is a bit risky
to say so, much of the time practical sociology is unconscious knowledge.

One of England’s most admired sociologists today is Anthony Gid-
dens (b. 1938), a professor at Cambridge University for many years and,
later, the director of the London School of Economics, now an appointed
member of the House of Lords and one of Britain’s leading public intel-
lectuals. Giddens has taken up the question of how these social com-
petencies work in what might be called the social unconscious. He has
been clear, and shrewd, in explaining that, when it comes to our dealings
with other social creatures, the practical knowledge we possess seems to
reside in two distinct states: the practical-but-not-entirely-conscious and
the discursive.’ This distinction (and especially the use of the word “dis-
cursive”) may at first appear to be a needless bother. But, as with most
terms invented by professional sociologists, there is a purpose. To refer to
some part of our practical knowledge as “discursive” is simply to say it is
something we are able and willing to talk about.

In the eighth grade, Miss Klassner forced us to talk and write about
the grammatical rules governing singular/plural accord, as in: “He hit
the ball.” / “They were hitting balls all night.” Actually, I did not mind
these assignments because, at least, [ could make sense of the rules, while
assigned books like Silas Marner were completely beyond my fidgety, teen-
age mind. Spoken language, we know, is a practical knowledge, the rules
and contents of which are usually held more or less unconsciously. Except
in schools and other institutions devoted to straightening people out, we
are seldom called upon to recite the rules of the practical knowledge we
possess. Sometimes we can; sometimes not. To this day I am convinced
that the knowledge required to talk about Silas Marner is of another, more
specialized kind—one that requires some special work. But I can tell you
exactly, as you could probably tell me, why singular nouns require singular
verbs. Still, the finer rules of grammar, like those necessary to read works
of fiction, are among a vast number of not-quite-conscious knowledges
people are able, under various conditions, to bring into discourse—to
talk about. In a similar way, Anthony Giddens distinguished between the
practical sociology we possess as if by second (and not always conscious)
nature and that about which we usually can talk intelligibly when required
to do so. Those who suppose this to be a spurious distinction might try the
simple experiment of explaining the precise rules and procedures involved
in performing even the most elementary of social acts. Try, for instance,
a discursive presentation to a friend of differing sexual orientation on
how those of yours go about recruiting their objects of desire. Try, even,
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reciting the rules governing asking for bus change in a city not your own.
[t makes you want to recite the rules for singular/plural accord.

What people know is important, obviously. But, as I said, we usually
get to knowledge first by examining what we feel and do. The formidable
action Charlotte Perkins Gilman took in 1887 when she was ill was the
action of someone who trusted what she felt to be true for her, and then,
upon breaking out of the confinement, learned after a while to recite the
social rules of her strong actions. Charlotte Perkins Gilman was not, in
fact, the first woman to have had the idea that the man-made world was
not welcoming to women. Nor was she the first to defy that world. What
she did, however, was to begin to speak, then to write, thus to drama-
tize what was wrong with women’s worlds. She was among those early
feminists who put words to what millions already knew but could not say.
Feminists like Gilman thus became, to use the word, discursive about
their not (yet) quite conscious understandings of the world about them.

Many, perhaps most, social revolutions begin in this way—in the put-
ting of social things into words whereby they are brought out of the dusky
realm of the secrets everyone knows but, for fear of the consequences,
will not talk about. When people begin to talk in public, they learn and
teach and, if they are right about what they felt before they began to talk,
things get done. Laws are changed, marriages are rearranged, children are
brought up differently, votes are cast in a certain way, and on it goes. So-
cial things are the buzz of such talk, and other expressions—a buzz created
by truths coming out from the silences.

Practical sociology and the professional kind are different to be sure.
But they come from the same mysterious place, a place of double-sided
mysteries. [t is amazing enough that things work so well when people get
together, amazing still more that the practical beginnings of all we know
in common are kept for our use in places about which we do not, and
very often cannot, speak. Yet, with time and encouragement, it is possible
to talk about these social things. In the course of time, most people are
perfectly able to be discursive in these ways. It is also possible, for those
willing to undertake the discipline of schooling of an advanced sort, to
talk about such things in a reasonably professional way.

a4

But it all begins in the private, unspeakable places from which we learn
how to do what we do. There would be no professional sociology without
the practical, if for no other reason than that nothing social would hap-
pen about which to talk.



CHAPTER THREE

>’

Practicing the Discipline
of Social Things

was Itzhak Perlman who said that musicians must begin practicing at

a very young age because their instruments must become, in effect,
a part of their bodies. Whoever in fact said this, it struck me as at least
partly true. Over the years [ have observed that musicians sometimes look
like their instruments. It seems also to be true of other things.

It may not be a hard-and-fast rule that practice makes perfect, but it is
fast enough. We may suppose that the practical accomplishments of daily
life are performed without practice, but of course this is not so. Whether
one is able to talk about it or not, most bike riders and speakers develop
their skills well beyond the minimum required for daily play and talk.
Practical things, including practical sociologies, involve practice, even
when the repetitions are performed without calling much conscious atten-
tion to them. It might be that the practical is, in fact, the most practiced,
which may explain a good bit of the second-nature effect that excuses
the most practical things from discursive attention. There is no reason to
believe this is any less true of practical sociologies (such as knowing how
and when to defer to someone of recognizably higher status or power) than
it is of practical, or habitual, behaviors of a more routine kind.

Practice, in the sense of trying it out again and again, is part of prac-
tice, in the sense of getting it right enough to do the work of daily life
without thinking about it. This may be the truer meaning of the idea
that musicians make their bodies into instruments. So too do people of
unexceptional talents when they draw from a dark remembered past the

IONCE HEARD a radio interview with a great violinist. I believe it

34
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tricks in trade of practical life. Changing a tire, fixing a date, overthrow-
ing the local powers-that-be may be different activities in some obvious
ways. But they are alike in being practical actions built with discipline
into the who of what we are. As I said, practical sociologies bubble up
from a reservoir of the not-yet-consciousness. They are competencies
instructing the dull course of the events we produce. Then, on some oc-
casion fraught with frightening possibility, they begin slowly to express
themselves as a practical knowledge of the things all about. However
timidly they thus arise into consciousness, and however surprised one
may be to find herself thinking differently about social things, practical
sociologies do not and cannot become new ways of talking, acting, and
thinking without practice.

If we are to act with courage when courage is called for, we must work
and rework how we feel and think, and this can only be done with disci-
pline. Competence becomes knowledge able to change the way we move
and live and have our daily being only when we practice the discipline of
the social things at our command.

I

One of France’s most famous, and accomplished, modern sociologists,
Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002), actually wrote on the place of habits in
practical action. Like Emile Durkheim, the founding father of profes-
sional sociology in France, Bourdieu was interested in one of the most
impressive of all social things, a fact that may well be the central consid-
eration of all sociologies. As it turns out, most of the time, in virtually
every social group, even those of great size and complexity, people tend to
obey the rules. Though there is always talk about the lawlessness of some
people—or, as the pious like to say, about the loss of values that “leads”
to crime and other forms of deviance—most of the time people tend to
obey the rules, even some quite stupid ones.

Take, for example, the herdlike stupidity with which nearly everyone
obeys the rules of wait lines. Waiting in lines was, surprisingly, among the
many peculiarities of normal behavior studied by Erving Goffman, who
is often thought of as a kind of sociological kin of Bourdieu. Goffman,
however, observed that not only do groups of people required to wait for
some object of their common desire form orderly lines, but they do so
according to surprisingly subtle rules.!® A queue for, say, movie tickets in
a big-city cinema usually forms automatically. Though its members are
generally strangers, even rivals for sometimes scarce tickets, the line is
held in respect (sometimes overnight, or for days in the case of especially
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coveted tickets). Attendees recognize certain rights of others, including
the rights to leave temporarily to relieve oneself or, perhaps, the right to
advance one’s late-arriving partner (if she is a visibly plausible mate). But
the amazing fact is that the rules work as well as they do. Some lines are
superficially ridiculous, such as sex-segregated lines of march to the caf-
eteria among small schoolchildren in which the separation of boys from
girls implies a degree of sexual interest all but completely absent. Stupid
or not, wait lines form and do their job.

What distinguished Bourdieu from Goffman was that he studied the
subject of well-practiced practical actions on a very much larger social
scale than Goffman did. Bourdieu, for example, was interested in the
question of how the habits of whole societies endure over time, even from
generation to generation. This is a wonderfully interesting sociological
question because if large societies did not have something like habits,
then they would not, at a much later stage in their histories (say a cen-
tury or two), be as obviously similar to themselves at the earlier stages as
they are, or would not even be as continuously different from most other
societies as they obviously are. The United States in, say, the 1890s was
very much different from today. But these differences are not so remark-
able as those between the United States over the last two centuries or so
and some other society, say, Korea, over the same time.

In the 1890s, Korea was still in the last years of the traditional Choson
Dynasty; folk culture (including Confucian practices) was flourishing,
though outsiders (Russians, Japanese, and Americans) had just barely
opened Korea to world trade. Today, life in Seoul, South Korea, seems to
be in every superficial respect quite the same as daily life in New York—
buses and subways, drink and food, cell phones are everywhere, changing
the culture in small, but obvious, ways. Yet, in fact, and in spite of Korea’s
recent economic growth and vitality, Korean social practices are still very
much different from American ones. On a date of any kind, even a busi-
ness lunch, it is virtually impossible for the one invited to pay his or her
share of the meal, much less to cover the tab itself. In the United States,
it is customary, in the absence of an advance agreement, to argue over
the right to pay, even when one would prefer not to in the case of a bad
date; and the outcome of that organized show of reciprocity is open to
the possibility that the invited one will pay, at least his or her share. Dif-
ferences in customs of this kind are embedded in practices that run deep
in the cultures. I cannot say for certain, but I suppose that this difference
between Koreans and Americans has something to do with the differ-
ence between a background in Confucian culture (very orderly and prone
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to well-defined structures demanding obedience) and one in a secular,
Protestantized culture (obsessively egalitarian, individualistic, a bit more
chaotic, and definitely competitive). Even the smallest gestures (like
insisting on, or deferring with respect to, payment of the shared costs of
dates) usually are reflexes of very much more complicated (one might say
larger) features of the society as a whole. Not always, but usually.

How well-cultured habits are kept alive and influential throughout such
complicated societies as the American or the Korean has interested profes-
sional sociologists since the days of Emile Durkheim to the present. How
do the widely accepted rules of the social whole affect, and how are they
affected by, the mundane practices of daily life? Bourdieu was one of those
who closer to our time helped people think differently about this question.
Bourdieu insisted that the relation between social rules and practical ac-
tions has mostly to do with the habits that inform the practices—or with
what Bourdieu called the habitus.!* Still again, one might ask why he, like
other academic sociologists, was so ready to invent words of this sort. What
is wrong with the word “habit” here? Bourdieu had a rather exact reason
for inventing the term “habitus.” “Habit” conveys too much the sense of
social or personal inertia. Nail biting, drinking too much, smoking, ac-
cepting dates with people who really aren’t very nice—these are generally
considered bad habits representing some alien feature of our natures we are
unable to shake. Habits, in this sense, are controlling practices sometimes
considered beyond our will to alter.

Habitus is something else. It is a sociological term, a concept, that aims
to account for the central problem of all sociologies, whether practical
or professional. Why do the collective habits of groups, or even of entire
societies, work so conveniently well with the habits of individuals? When
asked this way, the question implies that groups or societies and individu-
als are things belonging to two separate and distinct categories. Bourdieu
thought the problem of how they work together can never be solved
when one thinks this way. Thus, “habitus” is a word that means to allow
that habits are real, as surely they are, but to get us beyond the idea that
they work one way in groups and somehow another among individuals.

In trying to get us to think differently about the practical ways indi-
viduals and large social groups cooperate, Bourdieu’s writings challenge
two very old and revered sociological doctrines.

>

In the dreamy not-quite-consciousness of practical life, we seldom think
of ourselves as individuals somehow different in kind from the larger
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social things about us. We don’t, that is, until we are called upon to join
in with others in doing something big and different (like, say, electing
someone to run things for the rest of us) or, as another example, until
we find ourselves in a situation so intolerable that we figure out that we
are mad as hell about the way we are excluded (like, say, when workers,
as they occasionally do, decide they’ve had it with the bosses). Though
there are other reasons besides challenges to join with others or the dis-
covery of social anger, these are two of the more important ones. Each
has been the basis for one of the two classic ways of explaining the indi-
vidual’s relation to what today are called social structures. Let us call the
one the individuals-first theory and the other the society-first theory.

The former of these puts individuals first because its proponents believe
that societies, even large ones, are composed of individuals who choose
to act in concert in order to avoid the chaos that would otherwise result.
Without leaders, governments, and rulers of various kinds, there would be
no obvious way to prevent all the individuals from struggling with each
other over the goods and necessary things they want or need. According to
this theory, it is better to have bad rules or evil rulers than social disorder.

The individuals-first idea is the older of the two solutions, at least in
modern times. It is one that dates to the beginning of the modern era
in the seventeenth century, to the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679), whom many consider the first to ask a truly sociological
question. Hobbes himself was actually not nearly so individualistic as
many of the English and Scottish social thinkers who came after him. But
he did put the emphasis on the power of the individual to create social
things. Thus he (and those who think as he thought) creates the impres-
sion that individuals are the true and first source of the actions that lead
eventually to collective social habits.

The problem with the individuals-first theory is that it entails an
assumption that, especially today, seems to fail the test of personal ex-
perience. Individuals in complex societies do not very often have the
experience of actually deciding to enter into the social arrangements (or
“constructs,” as Goffman put it) provided them. Even less often, if ever,
do they decide with others how to arrange the larger social things like
governmental or economic systems. The idea gives too much credit to
individual choice. If the powerful who occupy the privileged places in big
societies are unable to shape the social whole to their choices, what are
the chances the more ordinary, and less powerful, can?

In fact, there is good reason to believe that the central moral concern
of modern men and women since the beginning of the industrial era in
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the mid-nineteenth century has been alienation, the sense that one’s so-
ciety or even the global social whole has become something quite alien,
even hostile, to individual human interests. So, though there are still pro-
ponents of versions of the individuals-first solution to the problem, their
number tends to shrink when you begin to talk to the more humble and
excluded people whose own practical sociologies incline them to think
that individuals are anything but the first line of action in the building
up of social things. Hence, the second theory.

It hardly needs saying that the society-first solution to the puzzling
suitedness of individual habits to social ones comes at it from the other
side. The society-first idea, like its rival, is quite old, going back at least
to a French lawyer and philosopher, Charles, the Baron of Montesquieu
(1689-1755), who was born shortly after the death of Thomas Hobbes.

The society-firsters believe that the reason individual practices con-
form to collective ones is that some or another institution or official
agency of the larger society “teaches” (again, not quite the exact word)
individuals the rules and thus influences their practices, ideally to the
common good. No one who read the previous chapter will be surprised
that this is a solution that appeals to those who are not afraid of Marx
and Marxism. Yet, just as Hobbes’s individuals-first theory was only one
of many of that kind, so Marx’s version of the society-first theory is but
one of a good many (including the theories of sociologists who absolutely
cannot stomach Marx).

The society-first theory has somewhat greater surface appeal in a world
in which individuals are tempted to think of themselves as alienated
from some or another aspect of collective life. Very few people I know,
or have heard of, are not angry about the taxes they pay, but when it
comes to agreeing on which governmental service to cut, people seem to
hate the thought of losing their benefits as much as they hate the taxes.
Yet, curiously, in actual practice most Americans more or less religiously
pay up, even when they are aware that the taxpaying practices of their
cousins in other countries demonstrate that, if people refuse to pay, the
government must work very hard, with limited success, to excise the tax.
Why do people in some places engage in practices, even ones they hate,
while others in other places do not? The answer is often put forth that
they do because, to again use the word loosely, they are “taught” that
paying up is good and they are thus taught by many seemingly innocent
means—citizenship classes in school, moral lessons at Sunday school,
oaths administered by righteous clubs like the Boy Scouts, public threats
by tax men, pleas by political leaders, and the like.
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One of the words often used, though less so today, for this so-called
teaching method by which societies get their individual members to think
and behave in a proper way is socialization. The idea is, you might guess,
that the individual is somehow sucked into the bigger social things, much
as children who are lucky enough to have families of some kind usually
end up believing more or less what their family elders taught them. My
oldest son grew up through any number of social roles—at one time a
punk rocker, at another an agent of the Navy special forces. Neither of
these was a pursuit exactly in keeping with my parental values. But, as
the years went by, Matthew cut his hair, lost his leather jacket, and quit
the Navy. To our mutual amazement, he seemed to think and act much
as his mother and I do, notwithstanding that she and I divorced years
ago. In like manner, socialization is about the fact that Koreans think
and act like Koreans; bankers, like bankers; prize fighters, like other box-
ers; and so on. We will come back to socialization later on, but for the
moment you can see that anybody who thinks individuals become who
they are because they imbibe the rules and values of some bigger social
things, like a family, holds a society-first theory. The society-firsters
are attached to the notion that the common will produces individual
practices, while the individuals-firsters believe that individuals are the
source of the common will.

Those in the society-first camp very often refer for evidence to the
more salient institutions of modern societies that do, in fact, seem to be
devoted to instruction of this very general but powerful kind—families, of
course, but also clubs and patriotic associations, television and the mov-
ies, political parties, and, most notably, schools. Huge collective invest-
ments of time, money, and faith are entrusted to schools in the belief that
individuals will get something good from the schooling, as they often do.
But those same schools seem also to be institutions that demand a return
in their trade with pupils. Schools offer their instruction, and eventually
their certification, on the condition that those who give themselves over
for instructional processing learn how to behave in ways the authorities
define as proper and constructive. There is, to be sure, a lot of rebellion
in high schools and on college campuses, but less than one would expect
given the age of most students, and much less always when there is reason
for the rebels to fear that their refusal to obey will cause the school to
expel them or otherwise deny its public blessings. Though they seldom
have to, schools are like other powerfully structured institutions in being
able to force their individual members to comply with the rules. Most
often they just teach obedience, with the result that, in spite of what you
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read and hear, students are not that different from older, extramural folk
in their willingness to toe the official line.

Among professional sociologists, Durkheim was an early proponent
of the society-first idea. It is not by accident that Durkheim and others
in this camp (as well as many, like Bourdieu, who pitch their tents on
its margins) are interested in schools, schooling, and education. At the
least, schools are places in which, as any schoolchild knows, a great deal
of monkey business goes on that has little to do with the expressed intent
of imparting instruction on various subjects. Durkheim, in his day, spent
much of his time teaching schoolteachers. He believed that if France’s
schools could teach children the foundations of modern knowledge,
including knowledge of French culture and social life, then the French
people would think about their lives in a generally French way. This, he
thought, would make France as a whole more stable because its citizens
would know just how to integrate their individual practices into the
common good. In the process, they would enjoy the benefits of know-
ing the social rules that could inform their practices and, in principle,
reduce the anxiety of social isolation—what Durkheim called the anomie
of modern life.

One might suppose that Bourdieu, being French, would have been
more impressed with Durkheim and Montesquieu than with Hobbes
and the other English and Scottish thinkers who, by and large, gave the
greater weight to the individual. If he had been forced to choose only be-
tween the tradition of Hobbes and that of Montesquieu, Bourdieu prob-
ably would choose the latter. Like Durkheim, Bourdieu devoted himself
to the sociological study of schools and the cultures they teach, or other-
wise pass on, from one generation to the next. But, as I said, Bourdieu felt
that we will never solve the puzzle of the individual’s relation to larger
social things if we keep thinking of these as the only two alternatives. As
a result, Bourdieu believed that both the individuals-first and the society-
first positions are wrong, and wrong for a quite specific reason.

I

This, then, is where habitus comes in. Bourdieu was among a growing
number of professional sociologists who believe in the maxim: Modern
solutions for modern problems. He insisted, most importantly, that both
of the two traditional theories force people (most especially professionals
who are paid to worry about such things) to define the problem in a way
that causes them to misunderstand and underappreciate what goes on in
the practice of practical social life. Though he would never have said it
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this way, Bourdieu’s idea is that, once we get beyond the older theories
to what people actually do and think, it becomes obvious that their most
habitual practices are simultaneously a result of the force of social rules
and of their own individual flourishes. When the social rule is benign,
we may well obey it without thinking. This, no doubt, is why we stand
passively in wait lines. Yet let the demands of the larger social order piss
us off or otherwise call attention to themselves, and we may well obey
but perhaps belligerently. I pay my taxes at the last possible moment
and often write the check to the Department of Revenue “Services,”
with quotes, just to convey that the “services” | get from government
do not come from the tax collectors. Such a puny gesture of complaint
may do nothing more than make me feel a little better, but it is a sign of
my freedom to resist a bit—a freedom that is perfectly able to grow into
some more important protest.

Habitus accounts for the fact that the practical actions by which we
comply with the rules are always loaded with potential for the individual
to obey or resist society’s demands and to do either in sometimes highly
inventive ways. The obedience keeps things humming along with only
minor glitches, but over time the resistances may well change the way
social things are put together. Either way, the practice of practical social
things takes place, not at some mystical meeting point between “the in-
dividual” and “the social structures,” but in the practical improvements
or glosses by which individuals do, or refuse to do, what society expects
of them. It’s all in the practice of social things and not in the way one
thinks about them.

Think, for example, of first dates of the potentially romantic kind. Mine
(that is, the very first date I ever had) was with Darlene Loving. I was at
the time just barely thirteen years old. I asked Darlene to meet me at the
skating rink one Friday evening. This is how these things were done in
those days in conservative, middling Midwest suburbs. It was roller skating
and it provided the occasion for the excitement of acceptable touching
between the sexes that we all had in mind. To my utter relief, Darlene ac-
cepted my invitation. The date itself consisted of not much more than the
two of us sharing, and acting upon, the understanding of a right to more
than the average number of joint tours around the crowded, dusty oval.
By mutual consent, sealed by visible nervousness on both sides, the right
of joint skates extended to the expectation of hand-holding beyond that
required to steady the flow of forward movement, as well as the exclusive
right to skate together during the last dance tune (“Good Night, Ladies”),
played with the house lights dimmed, at about 9:30.
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The accomplishment in my successful practicing of the first-date rou-
tine had less to do with our ultimately feeble romantic communications
than with the asking and the accepting of the date itself. It had taken me
days, weeks actually, to summon the nerve to ask Darlene for the date.
I feared the possibility of rejection almost as much as the feelings of an
impossible sexual desire that stirred within me. [ was convinced I could
never succeed in this to me new, but much-talked-about, sphere of hu-
man endeavor. In fact, to be honest, it was not new to me at all. I had al-
ready been the beneficiary of much, mostly reliable instruction by media
as different as the gossip of friends, radio stories, movies, and a notably
uninspired sex manual I once found in my parents’ bedroom. Though
Darlene, the immediate object of my practice, was a very real and formi-
dable threat by reason of her powers of rejection, the practice itself was
already well enough formatted onto a soft disk of amply available social
knowledges at hand. No one, not even then, who grows up in a modern-
ized society, exposed as we are to televisual and other instructions in the
ways of sexual life, could possibly not already know what is expected of
white, middle-class, presumptively heterosexual boys, or girls, in such a
circumstance. As an individual, I did something quite my own, but I did
it in passable conformity to well-structured social norms.

This is the point of a concept like habitus. The practice itself is both,
at one and the same time, that which I experience as original to me and
reasonably normal social behavior common to nearly everyone of a rela-
tively similar social kind. The practice of social life is not ever so simple
a matter as an individual spontaneously proposing and organizing a social
coming together, nor is it simply a mechanical thing mass-produced by
society’s expectation that individuals execute a particular practice. As I
said, practice, in the sense of trying it out again and again, is part of prac-
tice, in the sense of getting it right. But the practice itself—an actual sev-
eral hours of fooling around in a noisy skating rink of a Friday evening—is
a result of, first, the coming together, not just of Darlene and me, but of
our respective normal senses of how these things go down and, then, our
making them work that one evening just as though we were making them
up as we went along.

Darlene and I were, as I say, already well taught by the narrow range
of social experiences that we, in spite of our strangeness to each other,
had already shared. It was, after all, roller-skating we chose. Most of
the poorer working-class kids from our school lived in Price Hill, where
the rink was located. They could watch us arrive at the rink, but few
could afford the cost of admission, and many found our type of kid,
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well, weird. None of the black kids who lived but a mile down the hill
in the city’s West End could have gone had they wanted to. In those
days in Cincinnati, Ohio, long before the better white people got civil
rights religion, blacks and whites just did not mix. Nor was it the case
that any of us gave the least possible public thought to the question of
whether we might enjoy these delicate tastes of sexual desire equally
well or better with a skating partner of our own gender. Darlene and I
were strange to each other, but we both were thoroughly familiar with
the well-structured forces of our white, middle-class, hush-hush het-
erosexual worlds. We were, that is, products of the then unquestioned
dominant social things. In Cincinnati, and most of America, it was the
well-off white boys who counted most. Their girls ran a far second. Few
others counted, and some who didn’t were told so in so many words.
Some just did not exist. It would be nearly twenty years before I ever
knowingly met and talked to an openly gay person. The big social
things affect us, often, in silence, but affect and produce us they do.
And we can never realize how important they are in our lives until our
sociological imagination breaks out of the silences by looking at the
practical realities. This looking about, and the practices that ensue, are
what habitus attempts to explain.

Bourdieu, exercising the right of cultural sophistication the French
admire so much, put it this way: A habitus is a “system of durable, trans-
posable dispositions”—that is, in his very elaborate definition, Bourdieu
means to say that social structures are real and powerful, but they do not
so much get inside the heads of individuals as create a social environment
that is neither purely outside the individual nor completely inside her:

The structures constituitive of a particular type of environment (for example,
material conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition) produce
habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures, that
is, as principle of the generation and structuring of practices and representa-
tions which can be objectively “regulated” and “regular” without in any way
being the product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their goals
without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the
operations necessary to attain them and, being all this collectively orches-
trated without being the product of the orchestrating action of a conductor.

—Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977)"

Behind all the seemingly obscure words, Bourdieu is trying to get at
one of the riddles of social life. We do things more or less as others do
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them; yet we, as individuals, often are not aware of why we are doing
them. Riddles cannot always be explained in plain language.

Practices arise out of our practical disposition to obey the durable
social things within around us. Yet, as we work with them, they are
transposed in that we lend them our own local and individual inflections.
That evening with Darlene, I tried a few skating flourishes I was not ready
for, causing one unceremonious dusting of my rear end. But even that did
not wreck the show Darlene and [ performed in such socially predictable
ways. Most others were doing what we were or wishing they could. After
I picked myself up, we skated on in bliss. Before long, no one noticed this
most amazing of all accomplishments of two thirteen-year-olds, already
with pimples.

>

In the winter of 1886, just a year before Charlotte Perkins Gilman fell
ill, a young German man was just finishing his qualifying studies for law
school. Years later his widow described the young scholar’s work habits
that winter:

He continued his strict work routine, regulated his life by the clock, divided his
day into exact segments for the various subjects of instruction, and “saved” af-
ter his fashion by preparing his evening meal in his room—a pound of chopped
raw beef and four fried eggs. The last hour of his day was reserved for a game
of skat with a very simple friend who had failed his examination. . . . From the
time he stopped dueling, he was tempted neither by the winter fun that jingled
past his windows nor by spring wanderlust.

—Marianne Weber, Max Weber (1988)"

This young man of but twenty-two years soon rose to prominence in
the German university, then the very model for university scholarship
worldwide.

Max Weber (1864-1920) became the most distinguished founder of pro-
fessional sociology in Germany. While little good can be said of the food
he ate, once he settled down and gave up the pleasures of bourgeois adoles-
cence (including dueling), Weber became one of the greatest of all profes-
sional sociologists because he was so famously disciplined. His capacity for
disciplined work was so extreme as to have been, even, a well-integrated
aspect of his idea of how professional sociology should be practiced.

In 1918, near the end of his life, Weber said that “no sociologist should
think himself too good, even in his old age, to make tens of thousands
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of quite trivial computations in his head and perhaps for months at a
time.”"* He did not believe that the continual practice of such tedious
work was the final end of good science, but he was convinced that sci-
ence depended on the disciplining of the body and mind such that the
brilliant idea might, just possibly, one day come to life. In this respect,
Weber’s famous scholarly discipline was not unlike that of the violinist I
mentioned earlier.

Discipline is what we do to ourselves, including our bodies, by the
continual and well-organized practice of some or another action—calcu-
lations, jump shots, skating moves, backstrokes, chords, soufflés, meditat-
ing, plumbing, getting places on time, dance steps. Clearly, these kinds of
discipline are already practices about which we have given some thought
and had a few words to say. No one practices that much according to
schedule without some reasonably well-understood idea of the nature and
purpose of the practice in one’s life. At first, Weber may only have wanted
to prove his father wrong (they did not get along). Soon enough, he was
so disciplined that he devoted himself to the life of scholarship, with
such brilliant success that even his German colleagues were impressed.
The academic practice of sociology came to be a prominent feature of
the institutional landscape in Weber’s country largely (not exclusively)
because of the impressive scholarly results of Weber’s personal discipline.

One might even say that all academic disciplines come to be as a re-
sult of the personal discipline of their practitioners, not exactly an idle
play on the word. An academic discipline, or profession, like sociology
is indeed founded on the willingness of men and women to submit to
the discipline in which they are trained, and trained mostly to discipline
themselves so they might be independent practitioners in the field.

Weber was far from the only fabled self-disciplinarian among the early
sociologists. For his famous book on suicide, Durkheim surely made as
many endless calculations in his head as Weber did. Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, for a stretch of seven years, was editor, publisher, and writer
of a monthly magazine. She wrote every word of Forerunner, including
the advertising copy. For twenty-five years, another sociologist of that
era, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963), did almost the same for Crisis, the
magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), which he helped found. Du Bois followed nearly the
same daily schedule of discipline as Weber, each hour of the day devoted
to a clearly defined task. For years, Karl Marx went every day to the li-
brary at the British Museum to do the research that resulted in Capital, in
which he retold the story of capitalism. And on it goes. Few professional
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sociologists do much less. The work that results from the collective efforts
of a discipline may be opaque to persons not similarly trained. Students
are at first quite perplexed when asked to read Weber’s most famous book,
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. But the personal discipline
with which some become professional sociologists is not at all different
in kind from the discipline with which jump shots, date making, skating,
or soufflés are practiced.

Practices may not make perfect, but they do make the social world go
round. The why and how of the ambivalent relation of individuals to the
big social things that make them who they uniquely are—Ilike the flip-
side puzzle of how they persist in fooling around on their own in spite of
the social pressures—come down to the practice of practical things. This
is why it is not by accident that fields of academic teaching and research
are often called “disciplines.” Like the modest social performances of kids
in roller rinks, the practices that lead to the formulation of enduring fields
of knowledge arise from discipline—a discipline that is as important to
practical life as it is to science. When Max Weber gave up raw meat and
dueling to enter the discipline of academic work, he committed himself,
as did the others of his day and since, to a life of countless calculations, as
he said, but also of countless attempts to figure, to talk and write about,
to work through in his head what he must have known in his life. The
calculations and figurings and musings may have taken place according to
schedule as he worked alone, but they were prompted by a very practical
moral question neither he nor other sociologists of his day, nor any since,
could ever quite answer.

Weber, in particular, wanted to know how individuals, like himself,
would be able to continue to practice their individual lives in the face of
the growing force of industrial capitalism. Though, as we shall see, their
answers were different, Weber’s question was no different from Marx’s,
or Durkheim’s, or Gilman’s, or Du Bois’s. What bothered Weber about
the rise of large, industrially based bureaucracies was what troubled Marx
about the factory system, and what drove Gilman crazy about the man-
made world, and what made Du Bois indignant about the color line in
America. Though today the issues that may trouble us are in some ways
the same, and in other ways different, practical social life remains much
as it always has been.

>

In our lives, we do what we must do, and we do most of what society ex-
pects of us. In so doing, we are at the terrible risk of losing our sociological
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imaginations if we trust too much the instructions and orders of the pow-
erful social institutions. The way out into the wider truths beyond our
little worlds is, as I have said, personal courage. But personal courage is
never simply given to us. It is gained at the cost of practicing our routines
in the face of the social rules, and learning from these doings just how to
think freshly about the big worlds that sneak down ever so quietly into
a firm place in our guts and hearts and heads. When we look at what is
there, at what we do with those expectations, we very often like what we
see. Other times, we do not and we begin to look again—practically, with
discipline. And then, if we stick to it, we may well imagine the world as it
is, even imagine a better one. All sociologies must do thus what we must
do alone—the professional ones no less than the practical.
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CHAPTER FOUR

>’

Sociology and the Lost Worlds of
a New World Order: 1848-1920

erably, in what sociologists are inclined to call worlds—a term

meant to suggest not so much global geography as the force of all
the social things into which a child is born. Social worlds, thus, comprise
everything from the social events occurring near about a crib or playroom
to the larger, hard-for-a-child-to-imagine global structures.

All sociologists, we should remind ourselves, were once children.
In the 1940s, Darlene Loving, David Bennett, and I grew up with the
playthings set before us by the then rising tide of white, middle-class
American affluence. Some seventy years before, in the 1870s, many of
the first generation of professional sociologists grew up with what their
worlds structured into their lives. Max Weber, as a child in Germany,
played with upper-middle-class social toys provided by his demanding but
well-off father. Somewhat the same, Charlotte Perkins enjoyed the intel-
lectual and artistic benefits of Providence, Rhode Island. Yet, because her
father (Frederick Perkins) essentially abandoned them, Charlotte and her
mother suffered economically—a fact of her world which may well have
shaped her views of the man-made world, just as little Max Weber’s adult
interest in authority may have been influenced by his boyhood fears of
his father’s ugly temper. The worlds, small and big, into which children
grow very often determine who they become and how they think about
social things.

ﬁ LL CHILDREN grow up as best they can, comfortably or mis-
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At about the same time in the 1870s when Max and Charlotte played
in Berlin and Providence, a boy of African descent grew up among whites
in Great Barrington, a small town in the Berkshires of western Massa-
chusetts. Willie, as he was then known about town,” was even less well
acquainted with his father than Charlotte had been with hers, and he was
decidedly poorer even than she. Nor did Willie and his mother enjoy the
bourgeois splendor of the Weber home in Berlin. Just the same, Willie
grew up to become a famously disciplined scholar—just as disciplined and
just as much a lover of European culture as Max. Like Charlotte and Max,
Willie came eventually to practice his sociological competence in public
life. Little Willie of Great Barrington grew up to be W. E. B. Du Bois—
sociologist and historian, journalist and man of letters, political organizer,
and, through much of the twentieth century, for many, the acknowledged
spiritual and intellectual leader of black people worldwide.

Kids grow up by coming to understand the lost worlds of their child-
hoods. The sociological imagination is first practiced early in life as chil-
dren try to imagine the meaning of their experiences with others. Their
attempts to understand may at first find expression in the way they play.
Those frightened children in Poland did not comprehend the structured
world of secret police, but they hugged each other in a game of mutual
understanding—a close enough grasp of the situation. Willie Du Bois had
such an experience when he was a schoolboy in the 1870s. More than
twenty years later, in The Souls of Black Folk, his most famous book, Du
Bois remembered the story from his world of white children’s play, and
retold it:

It is in the early days of rollicking boyhood that the revelation first bursts upon
one, all in a day, as it were. I remember well when the shadow swept across
me. [ was a little thing, away up in the hills of New England, where the dark
Housatonic winds between Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea. In a wee wooden
schoolhouse, something put it into the boys’ and girls’ heads to buy gorgeous
visiting cards—ten cents a package—and exchange. The exchange was merry,
till one girl, a tall newcomer, refused my card—refused it peremptorily, with a
glance. Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different
from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out
from their world by a vast veil.

—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903)!¢

One can only guess what he might have felt at the very moment of
the refusal. The first rush of feeling must have been confusion followed
by embarrassment, if not quite yet indignation, at this surprising intrusion
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upon a world in which he had known little of what he later came to call
the color line.

You can be sure that Willie the child did not at the time have in mind
the ideas with which he would later describe his feelings. Like Charlotte
in her sickroom, Du Bois could have been crushed by the terrible force of
the dividing lines of late-nineteenth-century America. Like her, he was
not. Instead, he grew into indignation and the determination to change
the world. After years of schoolwork at Fisk University, then Harvard
and the University of Berlin, and experience with life in the world be-
yond that New England village, Du Bois learned to think through the
experience of his childhood. From these reflections and musings came
such mature sociological ideas as the famous one with which he began
The Souls of Black Folk: “The problem of the Twentieth Century is the
problem of the color line.” Few social ideas have been more true, as we
who live at the beginning of the twenty-first century realize full well. A
very great many of Du Bois’s writings thereafter were devoted, one way or
another, to the historical and sociological analysis of the color line—of the
way arbitrary racial divisions are at the foundation of social organization
in the United States and most European and other societies.

Sociology, the academic work, is always and necessarily the work of
bringing back to life social worlds lost from an earlier time. But this sci-
entific work is rooted in the practical labors of people like Du Bois who
suffered the lost world of his childhood. The very fact that late in life he
retold the childhood story of the party card suggests that Du Bois’s profes-
sional sociology of the lost worlds of the people of the African Diaspora
was rooted in his practical sociology of the lost world of racial innocence
that little white girl stole from him. Had she not, who knows what would
have happened? The sociological life is a process of many rememberings
by which individuals go back deep into their earliest years, even to the
days few can remember at all, in order to reconstruct, as Du Bois did, the
social meaning of those lost worlds.

Lost worlds may seem a strange phrase to use in relation to the socio-
logical imagination. One supposes that the imagination is a kind of dream
of the future. But dreams cannot come from nothing. The imagination
draws on past, as well as present, experience for its material. Just as it can
be said that adult life is a continual retelling of the stories of childhood, so
the sociological life is a reliving of the events of the past—an attempt to
put into new stories the pains and pleasures that shaped us when we first
stepped into the world such as it is. In Du Bois’s life, the actual events of
that little schoolhouse party may not have occurred exactly as he later



54 ~ Chapter 4

retold them. Few of us remember the past exactly. Whatever the precise
facts of that party were, they helped make Du Bois who he was to be:
“Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different
from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut
out from their world by a vast veil.” The veil by which the color line in
many societies shuts out blacks and others is produced throughout, and
by, those societies at every level of their organization. But the veil works
its effects in such little moments as the childishly vicious refusal of a
party card. People thus refused, like those in a position to refuse, begin to
understand their social worlds, if they do at all, when they remember the
lost worlds of the past, and retell those worlds in stories.

The sociological imagination includes, with rare exception, a coming
out from a dark, isolated personal place into the light of possibility. The
coming out is easier, and the possibilities are greater, when it occurs in
an already somewhat well-developed collective life. Children, including
heterosexual white ones like Darlene and me, who come out to their
adolescent world of sexual feelings present themselves to a world already
well advertised. Others, like all those kids of my generation who only
later found pleasure in life as gays or lesbians, usually suffer in a dark
closet of social shame. For them, especially those who still do not dare to
present themselves for what they are or wish to be, coming out is much
harder—as it must be for children, even for adults, who face social things
they do not fully understand. Great Barrington, white and rural, offered
little to Willie Du Bois that would have taught him about the color line,
just as Charlotte Perkins Gilman as a girl had only the vague image of her
female relatives, notably Harriet Beecher Stowe, to suggest that women
can be in the world on other than man-made terms. This is what makes
sociologists like Du Bois and Gilman so amazing to behold. They did
what they did with little or no support. Though there were race-men and
feminists before them, they were available at best as shadowy forms, as
whispers between the lines of adult talk. Du Bois and Gilman learned to
recover the lost worlds of their early days largely on their own.

Whether one does it alone or in the company of others, the recollec-
tion of the lost worlds of the past is that without which the sociological
life cannot move forward. But this, most definitely, is not an exercise of
the individual alone. Even Du Bois and Gilman learned from the wider
social worlds of their times. Du Bois’s rejection at the hand of a snotty
white girl must have festered inside for years. The imagination arose
when he rethought and retold that story in his head, even perhaps years
later in Europe, where his black skin made no evident difference, not at
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least to the German girl who wanted to be his wife and whom he refused
out of love because he knew what they would face upon returning to
the United States. But the retelling of these rejections can reach the
imaginative heights necessary to a sociology of the world in all its power-
ful social reaches only when the true past is remembered for what it is.
This is what Du Bois did. It may be too simple to say that the story of
the children’s mean little party led to his sociology of racial division in
the United States and throughout the world. But it would not be wrong
to suppose that that story and many others were the stock in which he
stirred subsequent learning and experience. The sociological imagination
is a soup boiling up from leftovers. It whets the appetite because it is fa-
miliar yet sustaining for the days ahead.

The days of childhood, like all those along the course of life, are
people-filled. To speak of our social worlds is to speak of lives with the
pals and bigots of our playgrounds, and many others as well. If one is to
live the sociological life fully, then it must be lived in the wider worlds.
Hence, the surprising, but true, idea that just as the individual life must
reimagine the lost worlds of its childhood, so the collective life of even
the modern world itself is built out of, and requires, a retelling of stories
of its collective pasts—of the pasts out of which the modernized and
westernizing portions of the globe created the social structures in which,
for better or worse, nearly everyone must live.

I

The social worlds in which we live locally are often several in number
and different in kind. Upon encountering the white, excluding world
in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, Du Bois realized that he must ever
thereafter live in two worlds at once. This experience was at the heart of
his most famous line about the twoness of African-American experience:

One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

—Du Bois, Souls'?

If a person’s soul is double, then it is because he must live in two worlds
at once. Du Bois’s idea of double consciousness, or twoness, applies to the
experience of many in addition to those who suffered as he did. Though
she did not put it the same way, it is plain that Gilman also understood
that she lived in two social worlds at once—the man-made one that
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defined reality for nearly everyone, and the silent one of women confined
to their rooms.

[t is more common for those who live in the excluded, veiled places of
the world to be vividly aware of the twoness or many-ness of their social
realities. But even comfortable white boys like Max Weber and Emile
Durkheim had the experience. Emile, for example, came from many gen-
erations of Orthodox Jewish rabbis. His father wanted him to follow in
the tradition. Yet something in his childhood experience in rural France
in the 1870s exposed him to the world of secular learning and nudged
him out into the wider world of Paris, and the modern urban world, where
he was accorded much respect even while being subject to those who
hate Jewish people. Though some have safer passage than others, few are
given a free ride through the world that stands outside their childhood
streets and villages. The infant is born into a small world surrounding her
crib, but soon enough, over the years, she grows into awareness of other
worlds—first the worlds of gossipy stories her caretakers chat about as she
plays, then the worlds of small differences in early school, then eventually
the wider worlds of state and nation, of the global situation. All the great
sociologists of the past followed this path of discovery, leaving behind the
worlds of their youth in rural France or Massachusetts, or urban Berlin
or Providence.

Professional sociology, as it is practiced in the colleges and universities,
differs from practical sociology chiefly for having accepted the obligation
to speak about the modern world and its powerful structures. Pure, practi-
cal people have the option to pretend, at their peril, that the bigger social
things won’t bother them. The professionals do not. Needless to say, as
we know from the stories of Du Bois and Gilman, this does not mean that
the professionals ignore the stories of their childhood, any more than it
means that the practical cannot understand the modern world. But what
distinguishes the professionals is that, one way or another, they come to
an understanding of the modern world as a whole. It’s their job. That they
do this work is what can make the professionals excellent field guides to
living the practical sociological life. Professional sociology’s dedication to
describing the modern world is a constant encouragement and reminder
to the rest that the sociological life is also a life in a world of big, usually
national or global, social things. Such intimidating worlds as the modern
one have their characteristic features about which we must learn to speak.

The work of the academic sociologist, like that of the practical, is ar-
duous enough but made even more so by the fact that the structures we
study are always lost to us. Whether we study, for our survival, changes
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in the welfare system upon which some of us depend to feed the children
or study the long past of the slave trade that built the modern colonial
system, what we look for is no longer there. The structures that cause a
mother to be cut off from social support for her children may come down
just that morning as she left the government office. But the denials are
always provoked by structures that came into place years before. And if
the mother is African American one of those structures, some say, may
indeed have been the slave trade that brought her ancestors here centu-
ries before. Then, to make matters more arduous, sociology, the science,
came to life just when the new worlds of modernity were reminding
people of the old worlds they were losing.

I

Sociology, the academic field, began late in the nineteenth century when
it was widely thought that the new industrial order was bringing forth a
new world order. Ironically, much of the new sociology of that period
from 1848 to 1920 or so was devoted to the search for lost worlds—those
social orders that were thought to have disappeared.

Infatuation with new world orders rises and falls according to the tem-
perature of social things. The faster social things move, the hotter they
get and, it seems, the more people wish for, and think they see, a new
world order. But even at the beginning of the modern era, after those
earliest explorers in the sixteenth century settled into their new colonies,
they lost the blush of new world adventure and had a good smoke. After
that, they got down to the hard work of colony building. When the thrill
of the new fades, reality dawns. The head aches and the throat chokes
with phlegm fighting the toxins. These are the sort of dull, dirty days
when adventurers and colonists dream of the homes they left—in much
the same way that many Russians, soon after the fall of the communists,
dreamt of returning to the good old days of Soviet rule when, at least,
there had been bread in the markets.

Dreams of new world orders are not easily sustained when the winter
of life sets in hard about the windows. Sociologies, if they are to imagine
this-worldly reality, must always be skeptical of the modern world’s faith
in the inevitability of progress and of its seductive, but seldom delivered
upon, promise of new world orders. Though the temptation is strong to
join the crowds, sociological restraint requires, as I said, a willingness to
lace the easy dreams with the hard work of remembering. This is why,
from the beginning, and especially today, professional sociologists have
studied the near and distant history of the modern world.



58 ~ Chapter 4

Immanuel Wallerstein (b. 1930)—a sociologist who today divides his
time between Yale University, the Braudel Center he founded at the
University of Binghamton, and the Ecole des hautes études (roughly, the
School of Advanced Studies) in France—is prominent among those who
have described the ways in which the new world order of the sixteenth
century evolved into a global economic and social system. It may well be
that the idea (as distinct from the reality) of a coherent, orderly world
can only be explained by reference to the impressive organizing force of
the economic interests of the early European powers who colonized the
globe around principles of capitalist profit. Though they did a good bit of
social evil, the colonizers moved quickly to build their colonial empires,
out from which flowed the fuel of capitalist development.

Wallerstein, following a respected tradition of French historical schol-
arship, has shown that the idea of the modern world as a system is, in
fact, built on the historical realities of the modern world economy. In brief,
his idea is that, since about 1500, capitalism increasingly organized its
colonized world into a system in which core states, like the Spanish or the
Dutch in earlier times and the British and Americans in recent centuries,
drew resources from peripheral areas, like Africa and the Caribbean, that
are rich in cheap labor and natural wealth. The modern world economy
is, thus, a global system in which the powerful core states exploit the
resource-rich, but politically weak, periphery. Instances of exploitation in
the name of modern capitalism are everywhere to be found, even within
regions. In North America, for example, the United States exploits oil
deposits of the Artic North (often in tandem with Canada), while simi-
larly using Mexican workers in the maquiladoras as a source of unspeak-
ably cheap labor. Wallerstein’s work, which is much debated and highly
influential, includes many historical illustrations of this theory.

In his four-volume study, The Modern World-System, Wallerstein tells
the story of the infamous slave-trade triangle that became the economic
foundation of the modern world economy, thus of the modern world
itself.!® Enslaved African people were brought, beginning mostly in the
seventeenth century, to the Americas, where they were pressed to the la-
bor that produced commodities like spice and coffee or raw materials like
cotton. These, in turn, were traded back to Europe for refinement or spin-
ning into sugar, coffee, or clothing. When these desirable market goods
were sold across Europe, the profits were available to pay the price of tak-
ing more slaves from Africa, thus completing the triangle. There would
have been no new world order had it not been for this world-system that
grew into a truly global enterprise, symbolized best, perhaps, by the global
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colonial system of the British in the nineteenth century—the empire
upon which the sun never set. So, when in 1991 President George H.
W. Bush spoke of a new world order after the cold war with communism,
he had in mind a world order in which the capitalist world-system could
return to the usual business of ordering as many corners of the globe as
might have useful supplies of natural resources or cheap labor.

To imagine the so-called modern world as a world-system is to put a
damper on claims that modern social things are not all that different from
lost older ones. In fact what distinguishes the modern world-system from,
say, the lost imperial civilizations of Rome or Babylonia is that modern
colonizers indulge themselves the belief that what they were (and still are)
doing was much more like raising children than slave trading. In 1804
and 1805, when Lewis and Clark explored the upper Missouri River of
the newly acquired Northwest plains of the United States, they were ac-
customed to addressing the Mandan and Nez Percé Indians as “children”
when they spoke on behalf of the great white “father” in Washington,
D.C., Thomas Jefferson. Lewis and Clark were actually very nice young
men. Their problem was that they thought as all good early modern Eu-
ropean and American colonizers thought. Little did even they suspect
that the indigenous peoples who saved their lives and opened the river-
ways to them would soon be victims of American avarice. Modern world
colonizers tend to be caught in a sociological contradiction. Colonizing
is dirty business, by any standard—whether it is the taking of slaves and
lands or, as today, the hawking of capitalist commodities to third-world
villagers who need peace and clean water more than basketball shoes and
deadly cigarettes. Yet these modern colonizers generally want to think of
themselves as doing good even when it is usually bad they are doing to
the people whose worlds they take away.

One might even say that a significant aspect of modern cultures in the
West is that they tend to emphasize the alleged good of their new world
orders as a way of comforting themselves over the terrible things they do
that are, in effect if not in name, no different from what their ancestors
did in the ancient worlds now lost. Thus they see the modern as always
moving ahead toward a better world.

The idea of a new world order renewing itself through time may well
be one of the most important themes in the culture of the Western civi-
lization that has arisen in the modern world since 1500. At the very least,
it is widely agreed that the sociological condition that most distinguishes
modern Western societies from others (those considered premodern or
traditional, and those of Asia, Africa, and the Latin American forests and
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highlands) is that modern ones are organized around the expectation of
continuous change and growth. Just think of the role the idea of progress
plays in modernist collective dreams, and the place of history as witness
to humankind’s capacity for improvement. Think too of the centrality of
growth as the cornerstone of economic policy in the modern societies, just
as development is the expectation imposed on less developed, relatively
impoverished areas of the world. So pervasive and powerful is the idea of
new and improved world orders that, in most of the middle-class cultural
areas of the modern world, individuals measure their personal worth by
their ability to get ahead. To this end, individuals engage in numerous
educational practices designed for their self-improvement, in order that
they might have a good career, conceived in terms of steady progress
along an upward path of social and financial gain. It is not that these ide-
als are in themselves ludicrous or otherwise objectionable. Hardly. The
point is that the collective and personal search for new world orders is a
big part of what makes the modern world and its members modern. The
main business of sociology in this modern world has been to render ac-
count (sometimes critically) of modernity’s new world orders.

I

Sociology was founded, as I said, as a recognized profession in the quarter
century from 1890 to the beginning of the First World War. This accom-
plishment may be accurately represented by reference to three individual
men in Europe and a group of them in the United States: Max Weber
in Germany, Emile Durkheim in France, Karl Marx in England, and the
members of the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago in
the United States. Of all of these founders, only the early Chicago soci-
ologists succeeded from the start in introducing sociology to the general
public as an official science of things social.

The University of Chicago department, organized in 1892 (just one
year after the university itself was founded), was the first department in
a major research university to offer a Ph.D. in sociology, the first thus
to train in significant numbers a generation of professionals in the field.
From this one department came the oldest, and still one of the most pres-
tigious, scientific journals in the field, the American Journal of Sociology,
as did many of the early leaders of the most important learned society in
the field, the American Sociological Association. Still today, the Chi-
cago department is considered among the best in the country. If you trust
popularity contests of this sort, the Department of Sociology at Chicago
is functionally equivalent to the old New York Yankees or the Boston
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Celtics. No other department has been ranked first in the country, more
or less justifiably, so many times over such a long time.

At Chicago in the 1890s, sociology first fully took the form of an orga-
nized discipline of professionals. One of the department’s early members
was a leader in the new field and coauthor of sociology’s first important
textbook. Robert Park (1864-1944) is said to have been led to sociology
by reading the German poet Goethe’s epic story, Faust, of which he re-
marked: “You remember that Faust was tired of books and wanted to see
the world.”" For Park, and most of his early colleagues, many of whom had
also been previously engaged in some practical political, social, or religious
work, the desire to “see the world” was second nature. This was just as true
of many of their first students like Jane Addams (1860-1935), the famous
founder of Hull House and the settlement house movement, and coworker
with Charlotte Perkins Gilman in feminist causes. In the United States,
at least, this very first generation of professional sociologists was drawn
from among the ranks of those most attuned to the practical world of
human suffering and social change. Remember that the first department
of sociology to offer a Ph.D. had no pool of previously trained Ph.D.s to
draw upon for its faculty. They were, like Robert Park (a newspaperman
and social activist), recruited from other fields. Thus it is not surprising
that the tradition still today known as “Chicago sociology” is one founded
in the study of the varieties of urban life—of street gangs and immigrants
in the early days, or of the urban underclass, the term now in use which
was made famous by William Julius Wilson (b. 1935), for many years a
University of Chicago professor (until 1996, when he moved to Harvard).
The books the Chicago sociologists wrote over the years arose from their
desire, first of all, to see the world as it is. This can be said of most sociolo-
gists, especially in the United States, but at no place was the commitment
more deeply ingrained in the early days than at the Chicago department.

The world most of the first professional sociologists saw, and wrote
about, when they looked in a disciplined fashion was itself a new world
order. If people today think of the post-cold-war world as new, they
should stop to compare today to the newness of the world in the first
days of academic sociology. Already by the time of the fire caused by Mrs.
O’Leary’s cow in 1871, Chicago had been transformed from a raucous
western frontier town to a major city, the railroad and trade center of the
American plains and Midwest. Chicago had become the economic capi-
tal of one of the world’s most productive regions. As the city was rebuilt
after the fire that had destroyed eighteen thousand of its buildings and
left ninety thousand people homeless, it became a virtual exemplar of the
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new industrial city then emerging worldwide. At the time of the founding
of the University of Chicago’s department in 1892, the surrounding city
was, as a whole, prosperous, but prosperous because of the labor of wave
upon wave of immigrants—ethnics with their many and strange customs
and languages from Europe and, as the First World War cut off the flow
of European labor, blacks from the American South.

New York, London, Paris, and other of the great Western metropoles
were undergoing changes of a similar kind, but few cities anywhere in the
Western world changed more rapidly in such a short time than did Chi-
cago in the decades at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth centuries. Yet, in spite of differences in the kinds of changes,
including differences in the ethnic and racial compositions of the immi-
grant populations throughout the world, the word of the day was that the
order of the world was changing. In the span of a few generations, North
American and European societies were transformed from dispersed rural
and agrarian locales into an increasingly urban and industrial world of
global proportions.

[t hardly need be said that when people move from strange places into
a far-off new world, they encounter foods, values, laws, and customs of-
fensive to their own, all sold, enforced, and taught in languages they do
not speak; and there will be trouble, sooner or later. In Chicago in those
days, trouble arose from labor conflict between the organizing workers
and the industrial interests. But conflict and violence were also a regular
feature of daily life in the ethnic neighborhoods. One of American sociol-
ogy’s most famous urban studies, The Polish Peasant in Europe and America,
was published in 1918-1919 by William I. Thomas (1863-1947) and
Florian Znaniecki (1882-1958). (Znaniecki was himself a Polish im-
migrant, though of the upper, educated classes.) Among this book’s rich
documentary history of the daily lives of the new immigrants were stories
of mistrust, confusion, even murder. Yet the point of The Polish Peasant
was that, “in spite of the social unrest and demoralization . . . due to the
decay” of their social traditions, the Poles brought to the new world “pre-
cisely the attitudes upon which cooperative enterprises can be built.”?
Consider the sociological irony here—though they were in a state of un-
rest, they were basically cooperative people, as are most immigrants. The
sociological idea was that, upon looking out into the then new world, the
sociologist saw good in the social evil all about.

A very similar conclusion was reached by Frederic Thrasher (1892—
1962), whose 1927 book The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago

explained that gang life, though the cause of crime and violence, has as
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its underlying social purpose the attainment of a social status. Again, out
of evil, good; or, as the idea would be rephrased by Robert K. Merton
(1910-2003), one of the most important of a later generation of Ameri-
can sociologists (of whom we soon shall have occasion to say more),
behind the appearances of things there often lies a latent social function.
Though such an idea may seem to be either a terrible contradiction or a
foolish rationalization of bad behavior, any sociologist of new and chang-
ing worlds can hardly avoid coming to some such conclusion.

Think of it this way: If you are living in a place and time of rapid so-
cial change, many social things will not be tomorrow what they appear
to be today. I recall as vividly as though it were yesterday the day some
thirty years ago I had to face my first, sharp rebuke by a fully conscious
feminist. The subject of our confrontation was an unthought through,
hence thoughtless, remark I had tossed out in casual conversation. I had
believed, in the most naive way possible, that the “obvious” differences
between men and women are many, absolute, and immutable. In particu-
lar, I made some reference to the then widely alleged “irrationality” of the
female of the species. Since then, [ have learned a great deal more about
this subject (not the least important of which is a very intimate acquain-
tance with my own seemingly limitless wealth of irrational emotions).
At the precise moment of the confrontation, it was not so much what
was said to me as that she said it with such swift certainty. This caused
me to think again, and slowly reconsider the world of gender differences
in which, until then, I had lived rather thoughtlessly. Even today, a per-
son of my gendered kind could hardly claim to have achieved a perfect
understanding of this subject, yet there are few men anywhere who are
not vividly aware that they are at warranted risk when they fail to keep
their tongues in check and hands to themselves. Women, on the other
hand, are right in their rage that the change is not more complete. But
a change has taken place. For me it began one day; for other men, some
other day. When change takes place, there is usually some moment when
what had been thought to be incontestable truth became something else
altogether. This may well be the most fundamental law of daily life in
changing societies. From it comes the sociological idea of the latent, or
hidden, meanings of social things. Latency simply refers to the fact that a
good many social events may appear to be one thing on the surface, but
quite another upon close inspection. Stealing, for example, is bad, unless,
of course, the one who steals is penniless and homeless. Taking milk for
one’s starving babies may not be good, but neither is it bad in the same
way as stealing for drug money.
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Social things truly aren’t always what they seem, and certainly not
when one finds herself in a new and unforgiving social world. Whether a
Polish immigrant fresh to Chicago in the 1890s, or a sleeping-car porter
in the 1920s working the New Orleans line from Chicago, or an obtuse
white guy of the early 1960s in a new order of gender relations—what
one thought in the past, even a not so distant past, suddenly comes open
to inspection. This was the near universal state of affairs in the Western
world upon which the first professional sociologists looked. It was cer-
tainly as much the case in Europe as in America.

>’

The European sociologists of the 1890s were somewhat less successful
than the Chicago ones in establishing a formal institutional base in the
university. Max Weber in Germany eventually gave up his university
professorship. Much of his famously disciplined work was first read, not
by students, but by a circle of colleagues, many of whom met for years
on Sunday afternoons in the home he shared with his wife, Marianne.
Weber also, of course, published his work in noted academic journals, one
of which he helped establish and edit, the Archiv fuer Sozialwissenschaft
(roughly, Journal for Social Science). So far as I know, Weber never
thought of organizing a teaching department of sociology.

In France, Emile Durkheim succeeded famously in the French univer-
sity system of which he was one of the brightest stars. He held the first
official position with the word “sociology” in its title, but he held it only
because of his prestige, which allowed him, at least, to name his own job
title as he wished. He never organized a formal teaching department in
the field. In fact, it was impossible even to get an undergraduate degree in
sociology in France until the 1960s. But, like Weber, Durkheim worked
closely with a group of influential research peers with whom he founded
and edited the journal L’Année sociologique (roughly, Sociological Year-
book). Thus, though sociology’s institutional development came much
later in France, Germany, and most of Europe (including Great Britain)
than in the United States, it enjoyed a good enough beginning, mostly
through the leadership of Weber and Durkheim and the brilliant schol-
arship they themselves published and encouraged among their followers
and friends.

The sociologists at the turn of the nineteenth century, Americans
and Europeans alike, were equally committed to sociology as a way of
interpreting and as a way of changing the world. The Americans, being
somewhat more inclined toward the practical, drew this value from their
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engagements in social work, journalism, and religion. The Europeans, be-
ing somewhat more influenced by high culture, drew it from the literary
traditions. Thus, Weber and Durkheim followed the earlier example of
Karl Marx, the first of the great European social thinkers, who was long
dead by the time they came of professional age. Marx, as is well known,
was every bit as interested in the practical politics to which his social
ideas led as in the ideas themselves. It is less well known that Marx read
all of Shakespeare’s plays over and over again for the sheer pleasure of
it, and was himself an elegant writer. Marx wrote the sociology of the
modern capitalist world with a poet’s ear for human suffering. He wrote
thus in order to inspire the revolution that would transform the world.
As an organizer of the first international union of working people, Marx
was among those who directly provoked the industrial conflicts that so
interested the Chicago sociologists, who, though they knew relatively
little of Marx’s writings, were as concerned as he was about the world’s
injustices. And Weber and Durkheim, who knew Marx’s ideas very well,
both saw the pathos of the industrial world, at least partly, through the
lenses Marx had already ground.

Weber and Durkheim, writing a full generation after Marx’s death in
1883, could not help, therefore, defining their sociologies by taking into
account Marx’s earlier attacks on the evils of economic exploitation. But
both Weber and Durkheim went beyond what they considered to be the
oversimplifications and ethical insufficiencies of Marx’s sociology. While
their respective politics were more mainstream and cautious than Marx’s
(and accordingly less threatening), Weber and Durkheim were every bit
as much public figures engaged in the politics of their day as Marx had
been in his.

Just the same, Max Weber’s most famous book, The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism,?! is still not to be found among those at grocery
store checkout counters. But it was, and still is, widely read because of the
way it responded to the two most urgent practical sociological questions
of the day: Why has the world order changed as it has? What will become
of us in the future? Protestant Ethic sought primarily to answer the first of
the questions, but in the end it addressed the second as well. In his book,
Weber argued against Marx’s famous idea that capitalism produces class
conflict—that is, against Marx’s fundamental principle that the exploita-
tion of workers comes about because workers belong to a different class of
men and women than their bosses do. The working class is that class of
people whose life chances were, in Marx’s day (and still in ours), largely
determined by their economic vulnerability to the dominant class. By
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contrast, the dominant class comprises those whose life circumstances
are privileged because they own (or, more often today, manage) the re-
sources and factories without which there would be no industrial work.
Class conflict is the result of the contradictory interests of the working
and owner (or manager) classes. Because he believed that class conflict
was inevitable under capitalism, Marx thought it was impossible for those
in the working class to gain a hedge against the voracious greed of the
capitalists’ search for profit, economic growth, and (again) progress—at
least not without a revolution.

Because Marx’s ideas had been formulated and well known long be-
fore Weber ever thought of giving up dueling to become a sociologist,
Weber and others who wanted to discuss capitalism had little choice
but to defend their views against Marx’s. One of the issues that Weber,
especially, wanted to deal with was the question of the foundations of
modern society. Is modern society based primarily on economic or on
moral concerns? Weber was skeptical of the economism many Marxists
found in Marx’s writing.

Economism is the informed belief that all societies, at their foundations,
are driven by economic interests; and, accordingly, that the ethics or re-
ligious values or political ideas people profess are of no true importance
in defining their real-life situations. Weber, we shall see, sought a more
balanced view that would include the moral along with the economic
side of social things. Thus, in order to understand Weber’s sociology, it
helps first to know more about Marx’s.

>

Marx’s preference for an economic interpretation of social life was espe-
cially compelling in the nineteenth century, when it seemed that religion
was losing its influence and that modern industrial society was the wave
of the future. Put simply, Marx thought that modern capitalism was the
most fundamental structure of the modern world because the capitalist
class was so effective at depriving working people of any right to profits
from the commodities they produced with their hands. Capitalists seldom
get their hands dirty with anything more than the money they take from
the toil of poorly paid workers.

While Mississippi slaves without whom cotton would not have been
produced in the American South enjoyed none of the profits of their
labor, the early generation of workers in the factory system were not
appreciably less excluded from the vast profits made in the burgeoning
cloth and steel milling operations. Indeed, for a period of time in the
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nineteenth century, the early factory workers in the north of England
and the northeast of the United States wove, under capitalism, the cot-
ton that had been picked by slaves under feudalism. Cotton picking then
depended on the fresh supply of healthy bodies. The slave’s body was, in
effect, the principal tool of early cotton production. The slave earned no
profit because she was, literally, the chief tool of the production system
owned by the planters.

In much the same way, Marx might have argued, nineteenth-century
weavers and millworkers in New Hampshire or turn-of-the-century
meatpackers in Chicago were tools of these new industries. Legally, they
were not the property of the factory owners. But, just as the planters paid
no wage to their slaves, the factory capitalists were free to pay as low a
wage as possible to their workers. If you come from Poland or Alabama
to find a job in meatpacking, and that is the one skill you possess, what
“freedom” do you have to sell your working body’s energy, when the only
work is at relatively few meatpacking establishments, each owned (then)
by capitalists more willing to cooperate to fix wages than to satisfy the hu-
man needs of workers? What, then, is the worth of ideals and laws freeing
workers from slavery, if workers are virtual slaves to the capitalist system?

Marx’s ideas were powerful sociology in the 1860s, when his most
famous book, Capital, was published. His ideas drew notice because he
wrote with good evidence and clear thinking about the essential greed
of the early factory system in which, in contrast to today, there were no
meaningful legal limits on the industrialists’ right to press children and
mothers into service, to extend the working day to the limit of human en-
durance, to introduce machinery without regard to the safety and health
of those forced to operate it, or even to suppress the organization of trade
unions. The world of work today is far from perfect, but in Marx’s day it
was an unmitigated nightmare—real bondage underneath artificial ideals
of progress.

I

This is where Weber and the founding of official sociology come back in.
Weber, as I said, felt that Marx did not see the new world with enough
subtlety. Weber, in Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, largely
accepted Marx’s claim that capitalism aggravated and enforced deep
divisions between the economic and social classes in industrial society.
It would have been difficult for anyone at the end of the nineteenth
century to overlook the new social division of labor—that is, the way in
which people fell into different social classes according to the advantages
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or disadvantages of their place in the factory system. Workers and bosses
did different work; as a result, they were socially different people. Even
people like Weber, who lived in the relative ease of a bourgeois life in
Heidelberg, Germany, could see that the factory system had changed
the world and that something was wrong with the new industrial order.
Whatever the profits and progress, people were suffering. It was so bad
that some workers were ready, at the extreme of their endurance, to enter
into open conflict to improve their circumstances.

But, in spite of this fact of life in that new world, Weber believed that
capitalism was not merely a product of economic greed but every bit as
much a product of something even deeper in human nature. In brief, We-
ber’s idea was that the modern world could not have come simply from
economic things, because greed is a feature of most economic systems.
Therefore, greed and class conflict are not, Weber thought, the most
definitive features of modern society. Rather, one of the more astonish-
ing facts of the modern world was, and still is, that millions of people had
ended up thinking and behaving differently from those who had come
before. In other words, it was evident already by the last years of the nine-
teenth century that along with the new social division of labor had come
a new social consciousness, a different way of thinking about, and behav-
ing in, the world. In particular, people had come to believe, often in spite
of the hardship of their own lives, that the new world held out to them
the hope of progress. As I said, Marx thought this was false consciousness.
Weber, in particular, thought the new consciousness, even if false in some
ways, was real in its own right, and worthy of scientific inspection.

One of the distinctions Weber drew in order to account for the impor-
tance of consciousness, or ethical attitude, was between the traditional
and modern ways of thinking. In the traditional world prior to modern
times, and especially before the industrial system, people were not so
much worried about the future as about how to organize daily life in order
to protect the traditions to which they were accustomed. Traditionalism
obviously has to do with keeping traditions, keeping faith with the past.
In other words, people living in a traditionalist culture are not likely to
be willing migrants to some foreign place like Chicago—unless their eco-
nomic plight forces them to move in order to survive, or unless (like the
Polish peasants in Chicago) they can be assured of living among people
who are traditionalists like themselves. One of Weber’s most memorable
lines was that the traditional world was the world of the “eternal yester-
day.” And this was the world that was very rapidly passing away as he and
the others wrote. Even the immigrants to Chicago found that, though
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they settled with others of their traditional kind, it was very hard to keep
the old ways—if for no other reason than that factory work demanded a
different orientation to work.

Working in the fields is strenuous, but there are times when one can-
not work—at night, in the rainy seasons, winters. Rural life is ordered to
some degree by the rthythm of natural events that (except, of course, for
slaves) allows time to enjoy the religious, family, and culinary traditions
in which one has been brought up. But, in a factory job, one starts at a
time dictated by schedule and works until released. The worker must
adjust her movements to machinery, and must think always about what
is coming next, under conditions that dull the mind and numb the fin-
gers. Meanwhile, on their side of the shop floor, the owners invest their
money in factories, new production machinery, and wage costs because
they know that this system is the most efficient means of production and,
thus, the most profitable. But, of course, the entrepreneur would never
take the risk, would never be able to take the risk of such an investment
if he did not already have a modern outlook on things. Investment risk
demands a definite attitude—an ability rationally to calculate the cost of
things and the profits expected, a willingness to work long hours, sacrific-
ing the pleasures of life in order to supervise the operation (in those days
owners were also the managers), and most importantly an ability, that
is, to “see” the future profit to be gained from the risk and sacrifice. For
many of the early capitalists, the risk paid off, but it could not have if they
had not been able to envision a payoff in the imagined future and then,
importantly, to calculate and coordinate all the details required to make
the thing work. Whatever you think of capitalists, then or now, this is a
mighty accomplishment.

Weber was not all that more favorable toward capitalism than was
Marx. But he was better able to appreciate the possibility that the capi-
talist could be motivated by more than greed. In fact, though he believed
that the workers were themselves influenced by the spirit of capitalism, it
was the capitalist entrepreneur whom Weber pictured as the new modern
man, so to speak. This new man’s rational, entrepreneurial ethics were
the new attitudes that had come gradually to displace traditionalism.
In the older, agricultural past, people could afford to observe the feast
days, eat the foods, and dance the dances by which traditions are passed
through the generations. But in the modern world of industrial activity,
thinking had to be directed to the future—the future of the jobs the
workers had migrated to find, the future of the profits the capitalist bosses
had saved in order to gain.
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Weber concluded, therefore, that traditionalism had declined and a
new modern attitude he called rationality had arisen gradually over the
several centuries after the Protestant Reformation until the time Weber
wrote at the end of the nineteenth century. Rationality, Weber thought,
is an attitude of future-oriented calculations. More than an attitude,
rationality was so pervasive that it could be called an ethic—a widely
shared social value that motivates practical behavior. In order to survive
in a future-oriented world, modern individuals must be on the lookout
for ways to use their energies and wealth in order either to have some
place to live and something to eat after the migration, in the case of the
workers, or to have some surplus to reinvest in newer and better equip-
ment, the case of the bosses. According to Weber, the new economic
world could only come into being if it included a new ethic inspiring new
ways of thinking and acting in the world. This is the now-famous work
ethic that spread gradually among people in parts of Europe and North
America where capitalism arose most vigorously and is still today highly
valued and necessary to economic survival.

Weber believed that this new attitude, or ethic, was originally the
basic idea of the Protestant religion—and, thus, was an attitude that asso-
ciated a person’s spiritual fate less with participation in the rituals of the
church than with doing work in the world. While I omit the details of the
argument, you might well appreciate that there is something to be said
for Weber’s reasoning in that even today we speak of the “work ethic,” by
which is meant the “Protestant work ethic” that was, in fact, more gen-
erously diffused in the very Protestant regions (England, Holland, parts
of Switzerland, New England) where, by no coincidence, capitalism also
arose first and most emphatically.

Weber’s book on capitalism made sense to many, though perhaps more
sense to those who had a reason to defend the role of the capitalist in the
new system. It was, in any case, considered by many an effective reply
to Marx’s idea that capitalism is nothing but an evil economic practice
determining all else in social life. (Marx’s view, of course, was preferred
by those who took the side of the workers.) Weber believed, and many
would agree today, that modern society is at least as much a result of the
attitudes, values, and cultures of modern people as of their economic
greed.

Hence, again, the basic sociological principle: Things just plain are not
what they seem, at least not always. Capitalism, an apparently economic
thing, is also an ethical thing. In this respect, Weber may properly be
considered the sociological source of our understanding today of how the
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habits of big social things like capitalist societies are rooted somehow
in the habits of rational individuals. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is,
in fact, a more advanced version of Weber’s theory of the ethical spirit
behind capitalism. The modern world came to be because the habitus
of modern people changed, and with it changed the daily practices, not
only of millions of people who migrated to Chicago, and other thriving
urban centers, in order to labor in dreary manufacturing firms, but also of
those who calculated the cost, and took the risk, of forming the firms in
the first place. Modern thinking requires modern habits, and vice versa.
Both together must exist for a modern world to come into being, however
long it may take.

Weber was not, however, happy with what he saw in capitalism, not
even with the ethical values it required. At the very end of Protestant
Ethic, he turned directly to the question of what he felt about the practi-
cal human effects of modern life. He expressed himself in a poetic style
that some think was borrowed from Goethe. Referring to the negative
side of modern efficiencies with all their calculated indifference to the
human spirit, Weber wrote of this new world as an iron cage:

No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at the end of
this tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be
a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrification,
embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance. For this last stage of this
cultural development, it might well be truly said: “Specialists without spirit,
sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of
civilization never before achieved.”

—Max Weber, Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905)%

Though writing in the high literary form of the German cultural elite,
Weber was speaking with passion of the debilitating effects of his day’s
new world order. Where Marx saw the degradations of early capitalism
behind the scenes of the industrial workshop, Weber saw another human
threat in the more subtle aggressions of modernity’s rationalizing culture
upon the human spirit. If everyone was constantly calculating the most
efficient means to get to some future goal, then what, he asked, remained
of the quiet reserves of human spirit, of those places and times in which
people discover meaning simply by opening their hearts to others, to their
gods, even to the values of their pasts? This good question troubled Marx
every bit as much as Weber. Their sociologies were different, as were their
diagnoses of the evils of their world, but each was equally concerned, in
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his way, with the consequences of the new world for the practical lives
of ordinary people.

Id

Emile Durkheim could hardly have been expected to disagree. It was he,
more than the other two, who had struggled in his youth to give up and
leave behind six generations of Jewish village life to find his way in the
big cities of modern France. Durkheim, though more austere and remote
than Marx, even than Weber, was otherwise of much the same mind as
they. Just as Weber disagreed with Marx over the question of the role of
ethical value in the rise of capitalism, so too did Durkheim. Durkheim’s
view was that the new industrial order inevitably introduced the very
divisions that were already apparent in France, as they were in Chicago
at the turn of the century. What Marx had seen as class division and
struggle under capitalism, Durkheim viewed from the point of view of
social effects of a new division of labor. Though his interpretation of the
crisis in the new world was different from Marx’s, Durkheim was no less
bothered by the way the industrial world divided people from each other.
Industrial life, and the urban environment that supports it, aggravates dif-
ferences and breaks apart the deep need Durkheim believed people have
to live in a morally cohesive community. No doubt Durkheim’s faith in
the local community’s ability to guide and support the individual was
born in the experience of his native village, which was, in most ways,
more traditional than modern.

There were, Durkheim feared, no social bonds strong enough to unite
the separated parts of the socially divided labor force. Workers work with
the machines; industrialists, with the books and their calculations of
profitability. Though their economic destinies are bound to each other,
the two classes come in no real social contact with each other. One social
consequence is that they share few of the same experiences and fewer still
of the same values and hopes. There is nothing, that is, at the heart of
social life to support, guide, and encourage individuals to heal their social
divisions and resolve their individual senses of confusion and isolation.
For Durkheim, the most fundamental threat of the new world order was
neither the alienating exploitation Marx saw nor the dispiriting iron cage
Weber saw, but the loss of social cohesion. This, as I said, he called ano-
mie, by which he also meant, roughly, the absence of moral rules able to
instruct the individual in the ways of the world. Without a cohesive soci-
ety able, at least minimally, to guide individuals with all their differences,
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society will incline toward greater confusion. As a result, individuals in
that world are left in an anomic state.

Durkheim felt the struggles of modern life just as strongly as his Ger-
man contemporary, Weber. Durkheim’s sociology, as well as his work
as a teacher of teachers, was motivated by a deep conviction that good
professional sociology could produce a new knowledge that would move
slowly and steadily through society, providing thereby a renewed sense of
the values of social life, of the wider society. As religion did in a former
time, Durkheim felt, knowledge, including sociological knowledge, must
serve in modern times to integrate the individual into the collective life.

Professional sociology came into its own as an academic science just at
a time when an earlier world was straining under the pressures of its ter-
rible newness, of the changes that, as Marx put it, made “all things solid
melt into air.” Marx went on to say that whatever progress there may
have been in modern times, the gains were always at the cost of a sobering
destructiveness that Zygmunt Bauman later described in the title of one

of his books: Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts (2004).

Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social
conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the [modern]
bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with
their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away,
all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid
melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face
with sober sense, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.

—Marx and Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848)%

Many are the benefits of the modern world. Even Marx granted this.
But modernism came at such a high cost to human life. This was the
fundamental moral contradiction for which all of the major lines of early
sociology sought an answer. When the old worlds are lost, what are we to
become in the new ones?
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Sociology Becomes a Science of

Worldly Structures: 1920-1960

war. Nations, empires, city-states, families, and tribes the world

over had been fighting each other for centuries. Nor was this war

the first in which a foreign state sent troops across the seas to enter on
the side of one or another European power. In the eighteenth century, for
example, the Dutch and the French sent support to the Americans during
their revolution against the British, who were rivals for control of ship-
ping and the New World. In these ways among others, there had been
world wars aplenty. Why was this one called the first of the world wars?
[t is likely that this one war in the early twentieth century was thought
of as the first world war because, by then, it was difficult to think of the
more important events of human society as having any less than global
implications. Then began a process we take for granted today. It was
not yet, of course, a time when people spoke of globalization. Today the
world, in spite of its troubles and differences, is brought together by the
genius of information technologies, which seem to have united many in
a global culture that arises, in turn, from the rapacious power of multi-
national corporations and states seeking world markets. One of the more
puzzling, yet apparent, realities of today’s world is the degree to which
the cultural values and ideals that, more than a century ago, seemed
to Marx to be so sneakily subordinate to economic interests are, today,
produced in open and intimate correspondence to the interests of those
very economic structures. Capitalists today may be just as greedy, but in
Marx’s day they mass-produced, say, woven cloth for profit and profit

T HE FIRST World War (1914-1918) was not really the first world
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alone; today they often produce, say, software products for profit and so-
cial communication. The process of globalization, which is well advanced
early in the new millennium, was just beginning to make itself known at
the dawn of the previous century, in the days of the so-called First World
War. The wars the world has since fought, and the big one it still fears
might come, are thought of as worldly because, from the days of the early
twentieth century, people have been increasingly required to think of the
world as a whole comprising parts whose destinies are linked.

Max Weber’s despair over the negative effects of capitalism, for ex-
ample, was based on his fear that the ethic that drove the capitalist was
like the sorcerer’s apprentice. Once the magic words were said by Calvin-
ist preachers in the sixteenth century, the earnest, hardworking ethic just
kept hauling bucket upon bucket of enterprises until, it seemed, one day
we all might be drowned in a sea of calculations. One of Weber’s most
often cited convictions was that the world had been “disenchanted.” He
meant that, as people gave themselves over to the rational calculations
that lay at the heart of the modern ethic, they inevitably began to see
the entire world in rational terms. This we recognize very well today in
the avarice by which corporate interests are more than willing to clear-
cut primitive forests in the American Northwest, or strip-mine the fertile
farmland of southern Illinois, or pollute the waters and air of the indus-
trial centers of Europe and Asia in order to maximize their profits.

From Weber’s point of view, the actions of capitalists are not just
greedy (though greedy they often are). More profoundly, Weber believed
they are the inexorable result of the calculating spirit of the entrepre-
neurial ethic. If the world is meant to service the economic goals of man-
kind, then the entire world is at mankind’s disposal. Nothing is spared.
Few corners of the globe retain the natural enchantments that might
cause people to think of forests and streams as, say, sacred places of the
gods. Disenchantment, in this sense, is the unforgiving fellow traveler of
globalization. Though Weber did not write of globalization, he was com-
pletely and utterly consumed with the problems he thought accompanied
its earliest beginnings—that is, with the beginnings of modernization.
Whether it is modernization or globalization, the temptation is strong to
think of any such process as one that cannot be stopped, as one that will
affect all men and women everywhere, eventually.

Modernization, by whatever name, is obviously not a process likely
to end at the territorial borders of any given society. Though capitalist
manufacturing did not spread to many parts of Africa, the Middle East,
and Asia until much later (mostly after the second of the twentieth



76 ~ Chapter 5

century’s world wars), it was obvious that, once it began, modernization
would eventually conquer the globe. This was plain to see even in the
late nineteenth century because European or North American enterprises
depended one way or another on world trade. Just as the first capitalists,
in the sixteenth century, bought and sold slaves from Africa or cotton
from the American South, the industrialists of the late nineteenth cen-
tury took the profits that had accrued over the years from a rich system
of world trade, to invest in steel and oil production, in the building of
railways and skyscrapers. The modern factory system and the cities in
which it thrived were built with capital drawn from all parts of the world,
and built on the backs of workers enticed to come from all over the
globe. Even in relatively more traditional corporate enterprises, like the
meatpacking firms in Chicago in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, one could hardly miss the fact that the industrialization that
was the most salient form of modernization was a world process. All the
founders of sociology understood this, one way or another. Weber called
it rationalization, where Marx had seen it as the inexorable law of capi-
talist exploitation. Durkheim, the least global of the early thinkers, saw
it nonetheless in the widespread anomic effect of the modern division of
labor. Even the Chicago sociologists, seemingly narrowly focused on the
social problems of their city, spoke of the universal laws of urban ecology
that explained the wild differences in the life and chances of people in
differing parts of a large city like Chicago.

So it would not be far wrong to say that professional sociology began
at the end of the nineteenth century both as a science of the new world
order and as a science of the world itself. It would be a long time until
professional sociology, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, would
develop its own explicit theories of the world, and look systematically
beyond the borders of the distinctive social forms of the West’s nation-
states. But the necessity of thinking in global terms was there from the
beginning. It was present in the undeniable fact of the times that, what-
ever one’s theory of it, the world was caught up in a powerful process
whereby even the most sacred of local customs and habits were disen-
chanted, transformed eventually into habitual practices so global that,
while sitting cross-legged on a floor mat eating kimch’i in a provincial city
in South Korea, an American and a Korean sociologist would be perfectly
comfortable speaking of the world as though it were one. Those who have
not had an experience like this need only think of the products they
consume each day—jug wine from Chile, videos of Madonna romancing
a bullfighter in Spain, rap music downloaded from an Internet pirate in
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China, Japanese cars made in Ohio, and cocaine illegally transported by
go-fast boats from Colombia. Though there is little reason to believe that
the first founders of sociology had sufficient sociological imagination to
picture the world that today we take for granted, they did realize that
sociology, if it was to be science of some respectable kind, had to be a
science of global structures, of the world as a whole.

a4

The period from the beginning of the First World War in 1914 through
the end of the Second World War in 1945 up to the beginning of the
1960s was one in which the new modern world of the late nineteenth
century was sorely tested by economic and political events that were felt
to call into question the most basic values of human civilization. The
economic crisis that became the Great Depression of the 1930s was not
the first such economic crisis. Nor was Hitler, with the evils he wrought
across Europe, the first such tyrant. Nor was the Second World War all
that much more fully a global war than the First, or than, in relative terms,
earlier clashes of great civilizations. What made the years between the
First and Second World Wars so terrible was the concatenation of world
events and the collective havoc they visited upon the spirit of the times.

One need only sample the opinions of leading social thinkers of the
day to see just how desperate things were thought to be. Early in the
period, in 1922, Georg Lukdcs (1885-1971), a Marxist social philoso-
pher from Hungary, wrote that it was a time when “history must abolish
itself.””* Such a dire, fatalistic idea was, in Lukécs’s opinion, the neces-
sary condition for considering the fate of human beings in an aggressively
alienating world, one in which Marx’s alienated laborer and Weber’s lost
soul in the iron cage were increasingly seen as the universal condition of
all men and women. It was not just the effects of industrialization and
modernization that led everyone into dire straits. Rather, it was the hard-
to-avoid evidence that, everywhere one turned in the early decades of
the twentieth century, the original hope of the modern world was being
defeated, or reserved for the very well-to-do.

In the early years of the Great Depression of the 1930s, Reinhold
Niebuhr (1892-1971), a theologian who was to become a leading politi-
cal thinker in the United States, introduced the pessimistic idea that the
modern democratic state, originally considered the guarantor of indi-
vidual freedoms, was an essentially and unavoidably immoral and selfish
institution. State politics, Niebuhr said, were hopelessly unable to oper-
ate with regard for the morality of their actions. Those, especially those
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of German descent like Niebuhr, who watched events in Germany in the
early 1930s as Hitler rose to power needed no convincing. Even the lead-
ing liberal economist of the period, John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946),
writing before Niebuhr and the Depression, saw enough evidence in the
economic implications of the First World War to insist that the coming
economic anarchy could never be avoided by a traditional, but naive,
reliance on the free market and the enlightened freedom of individual
entrepreneurs. Keynes’s economic theories, which influenced American
and European policymakers as they struggled with economic failure in
the Depression (and with a surprising affluence, after), essentially taught
that governments, as guardians of the common good, must replace free
individuals as the prime movers of the economic world.

Not even the most sacred areas of social life, such as science and art, were
exempt from this pall of gloom. Max Horkheimer (1895-1973), a German
sociologist and social theorist, was chief among those who believed that
even science itself, modern society’s source of progress and hope, was cor-
rupted by the political and economic evils of the day. Horkheimer had got-
ten his start as a sociologist in the years when Hitler’s fascism overwhelmed
the politics and culture of Germany. He understood very well that the
numbers of intellectuals and scientists who supported Hitler’s cause meant
that scientific knowledge was no antidote to political evil.

Perhaps the most despairing voice among those who shared Hork-
heimer’s concerns was that of the German writer Walter Benjamin
(1892-1940). Benjamin, who is today widely read for the brilliance of
his cultural and literary criticism, committed suicide while fleeing Hitler.
Benjamin saw in fascism and the terrors of the war Hitler provoked in
Europe the terrible logical outcome of the rationalizing effects Weber had
written about. In 1936, Benjamin quoted a fascist writer’s bizarre attitude
on the relation between fascism and war: “War is beautiful because it es-
tablishes man’s dominion over the subjugated machinery by means of gas
masks, . . . flame throwers, and tanks.”” In this terrifying idea, Benjamin
saw evidence for a worry many were beginning to feel. Hitler was not just
an aberration, but a logical outcome of the rationalizing tendencies of
modernization. Weber’s idea of the iron cage of modern society might be
thought to have reached its final expression in the Nazi war machine that
sought to purify society of all it hated. Those who glorify the machine will
love war and seek it. All this and more was a far cry from the still hopeful,
if concerned, speculations of the earliest sociologists.

One of the most important schools of sociology to have emerged out of
these conditions was the now-famous Frankfurt school, sometimes called
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the German school of critical theory. Lukdcs, Horkheimer, and Benjamin
were among those affiliated with this tradition in its early days. In the
1930s, Horkheimer, along with Theodor Adorno (1903-1969), founded
the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research. After Hitler came to power,
many affiliated with the institute fled to the United States. This tradition
thrives today, long after the subsequent generation of critical theorists
returned to Germany. It influences sociology the world over.

The German school of critical theory began, however, as an attempt to
reconsider social thought and sociology during the events of the interwar
period. Its goal was to invent a new form of social thinking that took seri-
ously the threats to human life posed by the extreme effects of economic
failure, fascism, and war. Most of those in this tradition borrowed heavily
from Marx and Weber, among others. But what was new in their think-
ing was that they took the critical concerns of those from whom they
borrowed even more seriously than had Marx and Weber themselves.
They were less inclined than Marx to trust a coming revolution to cor-
rect the evils of capitalism, and more suspicious than even Weber of the
iron cage of the rationalization process capitalism promotes. What most
distinguished the Frankfurt thinkers in this era was that they completed
the sociological arguments of the earlier time. They thought of the world
as caught up in a process that, while its effects varied from place to place,
was thoroughly, irreversibly global. As a result, they turned their atten-
tions to the task of designing a critical theory whereby all human beings
might be able to see themselves against the conditions the world as a
whole imposed, and to understand their circumstances in ways that could
possibly emancipate them from the exploitation and disenchantment of
the world. Hence, the name “critical theorists.”

To think of sociology as critical work is, of course, to abandon much of
the naiveté of the early time. In their different ways, Marx, Weber, and
Durkheim—and most sociologists of the earlier period—had believed it
might be sufficient to provide men and women with knowledge capable
of informing their intellectual and political judgments. If people knew
how bad capitalism was, Marx had thought, they would know how to
react and know what to do once the revolution came. But, in the 1930s,
though many were attracted to communism’s high ideals, most people
knew enough of what was taking place in the Soviet Union to realize that
this was not a trustworthy doctrine. Or, Weber had thought, if only there
would come along some great charismatic prophet, he might lead the
world out of the iron cage. But such a prophet came in Hitler, who was,
in fact, sealing up even the few openings in that cage. The ultimate cage
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was the gas chamber. Or, if only sociology would teach people modern
values, society would overcome the divisions of class conflict, Durkheim
had thought. But, by the 1930s, it was plain that no such values were
available and that the economic crisis of the Depression promised any-
thing but a lessening of economic disorder. The Frankfurt sociologists,
in effect, gave up the dreams of simple solutions, and began to think of
sociological knowledge (all social knowledge, for that matter) as knowl-
edge that must be understood, not as the enlightenment of well-informed
individuals, but as the hard-won effort of people struggling with inhuman
social conditions.

Critical knowledge, including sociology, was therefore considered
knowledge gained, not in the autonomous and isolated freedom of intel-
lectual contemplation, but always in some evident relation to the politi-
cal realities of the world with which it was concerned. One of the more
straightforward proponents of this idea was Karl Mannheim (1893-1947),
a sociologist loosely affiliated with the Frankfurt thinkers. Mannheim in-
vented the sociology of knowledge out of his conviction that all ideas arise
from the social conditions of those who think them. He said, at one point:
“Strictly speaking it is incorrect to say that the single individual thinks.”?®
What he meant was that all thought about the world (including, of course,
sociology) is largely determined by the social position of the thinker. Marx
had long before thought the same thing, but Mannheim and many of
the Frankfurt sociologists took the idea to its extreme. As in politics and
economics, so too in sociology and science: Neither action nor thought is
the pure invention of the free individual. In those days, few people were
ready to think of the individual as free at all. Most understood that the
overwhelming social forces of the modern world, especially in their worst
manifestations in war and fascism, were so powerful as to leave the indi-
vidual in a precarious position. This idea was exactly the same one that
led to the next advance in professional sociology.

a4

When in 1945 the Second World War ended, most of the world was in
ruins. Japan had been devastated by the atom bombs at Nagasaki and
Hiroshima, and repeated firebombing of most of its cities and industrial
centers. Western and central Europe, likewise, had been torn asunder by
bombing and land war. Parts of Africa, India, and China were similarly
scorched by the war. Only the United States was untouched. Where the
industries of all other modern societies had been broken by the war effort,
those in America had thrived. This war established the United States as
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the one supreme world power. Though the United States soon began to
dismantle its mighty military machine (until the cold war got it revved up
again), its economic system remained vital and unrivaled, able to produce
most of the world’s steel, electricity, and consumer products. There really
had never been a world power so brilliant by contrast to the conditions
in which the rest of the world lived.

American supremacy would not last long. In but a few years after
1945, it would become clear that the Soviet Union, America’s ally in
the Second World War, was intent upon challenging the United States’
position as world leader. Thus began the cold war. The rivalry between
the American system and communism would define world affairs until
the 1990s, when the fall of the Soviet system would stimulate the dreams
of still another new world order.

During the late 1940s and 1950s, the world became a strangely contra-
dictory place. On the one hand, the booming economy of the American
system encouraged many people the world over, but especially in the
United States, to think that mankind had finally discovered the means to
true, unending progress. As the United States contributed materially in
the late 1950s to the reconstruction of Europe and of its former enemies
Japan and Germany, there were those who believed, even, that the skep-
ticism of the previous years had been in error. Perhaps Reinhold Niebuhr
had been wrong. Was not the United States a state power able to engage
in acts of uncommon moral decency? Though this view overlooked the
fact that the United States had important economic and strategic inter-
ests in redeveloping Western Europe and Japan as potential markets for
American goods and political buffers against communist states in Rus-
sia and China, it was not entirely strange to think of this as a new era,
one led by the moral force and economic might of America. Americans
had always thought well of themselves. Now at last there was manifest
evidence to confirm their destiny as the last best hope of mankind, as
Abraham Lincoln had once said (and American presidents ever since
have never stopped repeating).

At the same time, however, the chastening effects of the interwar
period could not be forgotten. For one thing, the cold war was itself
a continuation of the political realities of the Second World War.
Whatever one might want to say against Soviet imperialism, it was not
entirely foolish of the Soviets to seek a buffer of their own in the East
Bloc countries. The Nazi military machine had, after all, come terrify-
ingly close to conquering the Soviet Union. From the West, it looked as
though the Americans and their Allies had defeated fascism only to be
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left with communism. This was true, in a sense. But, from a more socio-
logical point of view, it would have been just as accurate to say that the
combined effect of the historical crises of the early twentieth century—
economic failure, Holocaust, wars—had changed things forever. No
longer would the comfortable elites in the United States, or Europe, be
entirely free to think of the world as a playground for the liberal pursuits
of free men. Though, of course, they tried, as elites always do. But each
successive shock to their faith—Ilike the attacks on American power on
9/11—was less by the contrast to the first.

The Enlightenment ideal of the emancipated individual rationally
seeking a better world had been dealt a crippling, if not fatal, blow. The
ideal would remain a vital part of the modern West’s imaginary—that
is, of the collective dream life by which politicians and other secular
preachers encourage the masses to trust deeply held, but hard-to-prove,
beliefs about the truth of society. But, in the real world of practical poli-
tics, hardly anyone thought in these terms. The cold war was conceived
as a battle of one system against another, not just as a contest between
differing types of “men.” The renewal of economic growth after the Sec-
ond World War was led as much by governmental interventions in the
marketplace as by the ingenuity of individual entrepreneurs.

The political virtues of the “free” democratic societies were likewise
accepted now to reside as much in their capacity to assure a decent stan-
dard of living through social welfare programs as in their capacity to pro-
tect the individual rights of citizens. It was a time of the activist state, in
the United States as in Europe. Though such a theory of the government
would eventually come under the severe attack it faces today, in the days
just after the Second World War the upper hand in real politics was held
by those who believed that the institutions of the larger society, govern-
ments and corporations above all, were chiefly responsible for the world’s
progress. There was good reason to think, at the least, that, in order to
keep the world from falling back into the terrors of war, depression, and
holocaust, the care and management of social things could not be left to
the good intentions of free individuals.

This new idea in the practical life of Western societies was fundamen-
tal to the growth of professional sociology. In the years following the Sec-
ond World War, professional sociology enjoyed its greatest institutional
success, especially in the United States, where sociology was among the
social sciences that would most support the government-led, and corpo-
ration-sponsored, social development of American society. Flush with
success in war and economic life, many Americans believed their society
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was on the verge of being, at last, the truly Good Society of which mod-
erns had dreamed for years. Sociology, which in those days considered
itself the queen of the social sciences, was indeed looked upon as a major
contributor to social progress. If any society were to eliminate poverty,
educate all its citizens, assure the basic decency of living conditions, and
work harmoniously toward continuous economic growth, it would surely
have to understand itself scientifically. This was professional sociology’s
considered role. For a while, the field seemed ready to do just that, thanks
largely to the efforts of two major schools, led by the two most influential
sociologists of the postwar era.

>

By the time the affluent 1950s had come, things were much changed in
the United States from the days when the University of Chicago’s De-
partment of Sociology was the dominant center of professional sociology.
The waves of immigrants had stopped with the First World War; indus-
trialization had reached the very peak of its development and was already
turning from manufacturing in heavy industries like steel to the industrial
assembly of consumer products like televisions, automobiles, and wash-
ers; and, for a moment at least, social unrest was not in the news as it
would soon be after the beginning of the civil rights movement in 1955.
If people in the United States and the rest of the West had concerns,
it was with the communists who were supposed to be creeping into the
fabric of American life, while they were conquering Cuba, China, North
Korea, Hungary, and parts of Africa. But even communism did not abate
the widespread satisfaction most middle- and working-class white people
in America enjoyed. As a result of all these changes, the new schools of
sociology were very different in their emphasis from the early University
of Chicago department.

The new schools emerged as powerful forces in the discipline at Colum-
bia University and Harvard University. They were (and still are) associ-
ated in the popular imagination with the names of their most prominent
leaders: Talcott Parsons (1902—-1979) at Harvard and Robert K. Merton
(1910-2003) at Columbia University. Though there were important
differences in their respective definitions of sociology, both Merton and
Parsons believed that sociology must become a rigorous science with its
own, well-defined vocabulary of concepts, and with clearly articulated
principles of investigation.

Parsons, for one, devoted himself to the task of working out the univer-
sal laws he thought governed all functioning social systems. This led him
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to what most commentators consider a highly abstract series of books and
articles that, though they left many students puzzled, were highly influen-
tial among graduate students and scholars in the field. On the basis of his
general theory of social action, as he called it, Parsons led a reorganization
of Harvard’s social science departments into one super-department of
“social relations,” which brought together anthropologists, psychologists,
and sociologists. The integrating theme of this project was the notion
that it was possible to describe the general and universal laws governing
what Parsons called “the social system.”?” His “the” begins to suggest the
ambition of the work. He and his followers were not speaking of this or
that society or social system, but of all social systems. The global refer-
ences of the scheme were intentional. Parsons had obviously learned at
least this lesson of the interwar period. Sociology, he thought, must be a
general science of the social in which the actions of individuals must be
judged in relation to the conditions and expectations established by the
larger social whole. Though some time later, in the 1960s, Parsons would
be bitterly attacked by more radical social thinkers for what they consid-
ered the liberal naiveté of his ambitions, he was one of those in sociology
who made genuine, and successful, efforts to apply the stern lessons of
the early twentieth century. For him, the individual and all social action
had to be viewed in disciplined relation to the global features of social
systems. The individual was not a freestanding moral agent. This was a
principle with which Merton agreed.

Like Parsons, Robert Merton was a serious student of the European
traditions of social thought. This is why they both based their ideas on
the problems that had been worked on by Europeans of the earlier gen-
erations, including those who had struggled with the terrible crisis of the
interwar years. Merton, for example, benefited from the intellectual work
of two important sociologists who had once maintained relations (though
admittedly heretical relations) with the Frankfurt school in its early days
in Germany. One was Karl Mannheim, to whose ideas Merton devoted
an entire section of his most famous book, Social Theory and Social Struc-
ture (1949).28 What Merton found appealing in Mannheim was the idea
that knowledge and ideas are rooted in society. While at Harvard, Mer-
ton had been trained as much in the history of science as in sociology.
He was thereby well prepared to advance the sociological importance of
Mannheim’s ideas. One of Merton’s many lasting contributions to sociol-
ogy was the founding and developing of the sociology of science, one of
academic sociology’s most important and intellectually mature special-
ties. It should not be surprising that professional sociologists, given their
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obligation to think back to the social origins in practical life of their
own ideas, would be interested in the sociology of sciences, including
their own. It sometimes annoys academics in other fields that sociolo-
gists spend as much time as they do thinking about, reflecting upon, and
otherwise studying their own field. But this, as I have suggested already,
goes with the territory. One can hardly imagine a professional sociology
that is not reflexive in this way, that is, one that does not constantly look
back upon itself in order to understand how its own social circumstances
affect its knowledge. So it is not by coincidence that one of the founders
of sociology after the Second World War would have also been a founder
of the specialty that took sociology and other sciences themselves as a
subject of sociological investigation.

But the sociology of science was not Merton’s most important contri-
bution to the field of sociology. He is just as well respected for the work
he has done to develop sociology as a science based on empirical research.
This is his most famous difference with Talcott Parsons, who, though
sharing Merton’s goal, wrote in such a way that many thought it difficult
to draw the connections between his general theories and concrete re-
search work. The impression that Parsons was ignorant of the facts that
lay behind his theories is more a malicious rumor than a reality. Parsons’s
best students at Harvard were every bit as much the researchers as were
the students of the Columbia University department. In fact, for a long
while these two departments produced the most important empirical
work in sociological subfields like science studies, industrial sociology,
modernization and economic life, social movements, mass communica-
tions, education, and social psychology. Just the same, it was Merton
who was more overtly concerned with showing the way by which postwar
sociology could be empirical social research.

At Columbia Merton joined forces with another former associate of
the Frankfurt school, Paul Lazarsfeld (1901-1976), a Viennese mathema-
tician. Like many of those associated with the Frankfurt school, Lazarsfeld
had settled in New York City. By 1940, after a number of years engaged
in research on radio and its social effects, Lazarsfeld had established the
Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia. Shortly thereafter,
Merton entered into collaboration with Lazarsfeld, and soon the bureau
and Columbia’s Department of Sociology were hand in glove—advanced
research in a superior teaching department. These two men brought dif-
fering skills to a common enterprise. Lazarsfeld’s knowledge of the math-
ematical foundations of empirical reasoning, combined with Merton’s
appreciation of the historical and theoretical principles of sociology, was
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one of those once-in-a-generation happy coincidences of genius. There
had been good theory in sociology before, and plenty of quantitatively
rigorous empirical research, but never before had the two been combined
so fortuitously, just when the United States most demanded good socio-
logical knowledge.

These were the golden years of sociology in the United States. Stu-
dents came from all over the world, and from all parts of the United
States, to study at Columbia or Harvard. A very great many of the most
accomplished sociologists of the next generations were either trained in
or influenced by the Harvard or Columbia school. This does not mean
that the still-important Chicago school had disappeared, not by any
means. But during this time it was somewhat more an alternative to the
then more dominant schools led by Parsons and Merton, even though
some of Chicago’s most brilliant students—Ilike Erving Goffman, who
would teach for a while at the University of California at Berkeley in the
1960s, after finishing his doctoral studies at Chicago—were considered
every bit as important as Merton and Parsons. One of the ironies of that
day is that the original Chicago tradition migrated to other institutions,
like Berkeley, while in due course the Chicago department took up the
traditions of the Columbia school. Until his death in 1995, James Cole-
man (1926-1995), a former student of Merton and Lazarsfeld, was a
leading member of the Chicago department. Generally speaking, today
Chicago is noted for its scientific sociology every bit as much as are the
Harvard and Columbia departments.

The details of how ideas and sociologists migrated from place to place
may not, in themselves, be of keen interest to all. But they do suggest just
how important the changes were that took place in academic sociology in
the 1940s and 1950s. Thereafter, though professional sociology welcomed
quite a varied lot of unruly and divergent ways of thinking, the field
nonetheless had at its center the example of the Columbia department’s
ideal of sound middle-range sociological thinking, in which theory was to
be expressed in working concepts that could lead directly to empirical
research. Still, the commitment to middle-range, as opposed to grand,
theory did not prevent the Columbia school from paying attention to the
reflexive sociology of its own knowledge. Today, many sociologists, espe-
cially those who came into the field after the 1960s, do not approve of the
scientific concerns of the sociologies of Merton, Lazarsfeld, and Parsons.
But they forget, or never realized to begin with, that, for better or worse,
sociology’s reputation in the public eye, and especially its reputation as a
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serious science of modern society, owes largely to the work of men (and,
until the last generation, a few women) like these, and their students.

It is also easily forgotten that deep in the culture of these postwar
sociologists was a recognition of the travails through which the world
had passed between the two world wars. I have suggested how Parsons
insisted that the individual actor is always “conditioned,” as he put it, by
larger system, or structural, factors. This is one example of the theoretical
maturity of that era. The same can be said of Merton. His most famous
essay, “Social Structure and Anomie,” was written in 1938 when Merton
was still a young man.?”” The Second World War had not quite broken
out, though anyone could see what was happening in Germany. In the
United States, the suffering caused by the Great Depression was still very
much evident. So it was not by accident that in 1938 Merton took up an
idea of Durkheim’s. Anomie, Durkheim had proposed, was the condition
of uncertainty that arises among modern people when their society be-
comes too disrupted by change to be able to provide a steady line of moral
guidance. One of Durkheim’s examples of such a condition was, precisely,
economic depressions (though of course Durkheim was long dead by the
time of the Great Depression of the 1930s). When the economic system
collapses, Durkheim argued with good evidence, people are left without
their customary expectations in life. Without a steady income, one can
hardly predict the future. This leaves the individual in anomie, without
the practical norms or rules that in more stable times guide daily life.

Writing more than a half century after Durkheim, Merton took up this
same idea with reference, evidently, to the economic conditions of the
1930s. But Merton put a quite different spin on the notion. He argued,
for one example, that when the economy fails to provide individuals
with jobs, they do indeed fall into anomie. In America, he said, one is
supposed to work hard in a job to be a good American. If “America” pro-
vides no jobs, then what is the “good American” to do? But here Merton
diverged from Durkheim. According to Merton (but not to Durkheim),
one of the things the individual can do is to “innovate,” that is, find some
other way to gain the income necessary at least to provide for his or her
family and perhaps even for a semblance of the decent life. One example
of “innovation” would be the poor who steal, not out of avarice, but to
provide milk for their babies. Legally, the theft is still a crime. But, socio-
logically, it is one of the means by which the individual might adapt to
anomie, the state of not being able to be a good enough provider, hence a
good enough American. Innovations of this sort are not ideal, obviously,
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but they serve their purposes—and once again they suggest the sociologi-
cal importance of always looking below the surface of social things, to
their sometimes unintended consequences and latent effects, just as the
Chicago sociologists had done with respect to the social benefits of gang
and immigrant life, and Weber had done with respect to the dehuman-
izing side of modernization.

Merton turned, in this work and others, to the sociological tradition,
while seeking to advance the empirical knowledge of the field. His ver-
sion of the adaptation to anomie is a clear indication of just how far so-
ciological reasoning had come. With Merton, the crime of the innovator
is, sociologically speaking, caused as much by the structural conditions of
the society that fails to provide the job as by the individual himself. This
is a big step from Durkheim, with whom the anomic person was just plain
lost, bewildered to the point of committing suicide. With Merton, years
later, the anomic person acts, but not as a free man. He acts in response
to the conditions in which he must live, and chooses the alternatives,
however undesirable, available to him. Once again, the individual is
much more rigorously portrayed as an actor caught up in, and required to
obey, the structured conditions of the larger society.

Since the generation of Merton, Lazarsfeld, and Parsons, academic
sociology has been, by and large, much more consistently structural, that
is, much more inclined to begin the study of social things with their
larger, society-wide manifestations, like the economy, than with the ac-
tions of individuals like adaptive crime. The contributions of the postwar
Harvard and Columbia schools thus encouraged professional sociology to
become, for a good while, more disciplined after the fashions of the natu-
ral and physical sciences. The study of structured events, like the impact
of the economy on social life or of global warming on plant life, is always
more susceptible to the mathematical rules of scientific procedures than
is the study of, say, an individual’s motives.

I

Today, professional sociologists disagree on many things, sometimes an-
grily. But rare is the sociologist who does not think that, whatever else
it does, sociology is the study of the enduring, not always just, structured
relations among men and women in a structured world. This growing
recognition of the importance of structural analysis to the study of so-
ciety was the great advance in the field in the years between 1920 and
1960. Where sociology successfully stakes a claim to be a science, it does
so in the name of this idea. Even when sociologists refuse to consider
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themselves scientists of any kind (and many do), most will take into ac-
count the question of social structures. The study of social structures—of
the unrelentingly large and powerful social forces that so often determine
the ways and means of individuals—is what makes sociology an academic
field, just as the study of markets does for economics, and the study of
minds for psychology. Social structures are not more concrete things than
are markets or minds. Some even consider them vastly more vague than
the subject matters of other social sciences. But they are what sociolo-
gists have to study. Social structures are to sociology what birds are to
ornithology. They are the social things we most often talk about when
we speak sociologically.
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Sociology Reaches into

the World: 1968-2000s

far and wide over uninhabited expanses. It is possible to drive for

hours without coming upon much more than a one-room schoolhouse
or ranch house here and there off across fields of grain or grass, perhaps
a simple store selling gasoline and fat-clogged snacks. Every so often, a
town of some size and importance presents itself.

One such town is Pine Ridge, South Dakota. Few would plan a trip to
Pine Ridge unless they were on government business or, perhaps, trying
to find Wounded Knee, the site of what American whites so innocently
call the last of the Indian “wars.” Though the town is superficially of
little interest to the outsider, to the people of that area it is a center
of cultural and commercial importance. Pine Ridge is the business and
administrative center for the Oglala Lakota Sioux, a native people of
proud traditions whose tribal lands cover nearly two million acres—from
the Badlands, many miles north, to the Nebraska border, just two miles
south of town.

[ visited Pine Ridge in the fall of 1996 at the invitation of Thandi Em-
don, then a young sociologist who had just that spring graduated from the
college back east where we had met as teacher and student, and become
friends. Thandi, a Jewish woman who had grown up in South Africa, was
volunteering as a teacher at Our Lady of Lourdes School in Porcupine,
South Dakorta, a tiny hill-town north of Pine Ridge. She and the dozen or
so other young volunteers lived and taught in simple, but well-equipped,
quarters and classrooms. They worked hard at their teaching and at

IN THE heartland of the American plains, small towns are dispersed
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learning how to respect the cultural differences and needs of the Lakota
children they teach. For Thandi, sensitivity to those of different cultures
comes naturally because of her childhood experience in South Africa
under its now-collapsed whites-only apartheid government. Her mother
was one of the whites who under the old regime struggled courageously,
and at considerable personal sacrifice, against the vicious racism that had
been the foundation of European colonial rule in Africa. Thandi and her
mother understand the nature and effects of colonial rule as well as any
who are not the intended victims of it. She could see the meaning of what
lies behind the superficially ordinary and deteriorated outward features of
a town like Pine Ridge.

The town’s new high-school buildings are modern and designed to
incorporate emblems of the Lakota culture, but one must leave the main
street to find them. A new and modern hospital, the most striking build-
ing in town, sits on the hill just to the northeast. It is the Indian Health
Service, a native-peoples-only hospital. In a rare turn of the racial table,
whites must drive forty miles off the reservation for hospital care. At the
town’s main intersection, there is a Lakota-owned convenience store,
Big Bats. Whites are welcome enough, but they soon see that the store
is a social gathering place for local Lakota people, including those from
the several public housing projects outside town, or the teenagers making
social noise over video games. The large supermarket just down the street
is like supermarkets everywhere except that it is rare to find fresh fruits
and vegetables on the shelves and, it seemed to me, the prices on the
cellophane-wrapped, but browning, iceberg lettuces were high for what
was offered. Otherwise, but for the buildings of the United States Bureau
of Indian Affairs and some other public buildings, many of the houses
were in need of repair; some were boarded up.

The Lakota nation officially bans the sale and consumption of alco-
holic beverages on the tribal lands. This is a move necessitated by an
extraordinary rate of alcoholism, which in turn is usually attributed to the
desperate economic conditions throughout the Indian tribal lands. There
is no real productive work to be had for the twenty thousand Oglala
Lakota people. The damage done by being excluded from the economic
benefits of the wider society is truly beyond belief. Life expectancy is
twenty years less than national norms. On the average, Lakota men die
at fifty-five years. Suicide rates and infant deaths are twice the national
average. Heart disease and diabetes are epidemic, mostly because of high
fat content and overall poor quality of food available through govern-
ment food subsidy programs. Nearly 70 percent of Lakota children live
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below the poverty line.”® Alcoholism is a killer of so many of the Lakota
because, in the absence of social hope, many Lakota people turn to drink.
Yet, with all this misery, there is a dirty little town just off the reservation,
over the Nebraska border, where the only evident commercial activity
is the selling of liquor by whites to addicted Lakota people who drive or
walk the two-mile road from Pine Ridge to Whiteclay, Nebraska. It is
said that there are more traffic fatalities on that stretch of road than on
any other in the country—people struck down by the accidents of their
deprivation.

Ventures off the reservation (to use the official government term) can
be demoralizing journeys into the wider American world of indifference
to the racism in which the theft of Native American lands is veiled. In
Martin, South Dakota, to the east, the white-dominated Bennett High
School “Warriors” celebrate their homecoming by playing Indian games.
Before the football game, local white kids prance about in borrowed
Indian dress, elect an “Indian Princess,” poke fun at a made-up “Indian
Chief,” and foolishly dance about in a Hollywood version of “Indian
dance.” The Lakotas and other Native American people across the na-
tion consider practices like these degrading to the indigenous cultures.
But when political activists and students from the Oglala Lakota commu-
nities, supported by the national American Indian Movement, protested
school officials in Martin adamantly refused to stop the festivities. One
older white from Martin was quoted as saying to a Lakota youth: “You're
in Bennett County Warrior Country. This is the white man’s sacred
ground.”! Oh, how the colonizer thrives on degradation and how the
colonized are subjected to mockery.

Pine Ridge is what a colonized village looks like, if the outsider will
only stop and look. Behind all that is of local value lies the strain of years
of disregard, abuse, and intrusion by the colonizing power, in this case
the United States government. The power of the intruder may, at first
contact, be the raw power of military or corporate takeover. In the nine-
teenth century, Native American people were forced onto reservations
by the federal government in order to make way for white settlers and
railroad corporations. But, after the first rush of brutality, colonization
slows to the low drone of the rational administration Weber wrote about.

The towns and rural villages of Native American people are economi-
cally depressed enclaves dispersed across arid reservations. The colonizing
powers are interested chiefly in the natural resources of an area and not
at all in the people themselves unless they are useful as cheap labor. In
Pine Ridge, there are no international business corporations, unless one
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counts the small Pizza Hut next to the supermarket. From the point of
view of capitalist profit making, there is little of marketable value in the
treeless, rolling hills, and empty spaces. Most of the large-scale, corporate
farming and ranching in the Dakotas are off the reservations, where few
Lakota people are employed. In the Oglala Lakota tribal lands, the largest
single employers are government agencies dispensing health and welfare
benefits. There is no other work yielding real incomes. Unemployment
is nearly 85 percent!

Outside Pine Ridge, the most enduring monument to American co-
lonial rule is the mass burial ground at Wounded Knee, where in 1890
the United States Army—fearing reprisals after the murder of Sitting
Bull, one of the last great chiefs—slaughtered three hundred defenseless
Lakotas, ill and shelterless in the late December cold. This was the ac-
tion some American whites still refer to as the last of the Indian wars. It
was anything but war. But, as I said, colonizing does not always require
such brutality. It more often works in the daily affairs of administrating
subjugated people out of their lands, lives, and dreams.

When Immanuel Wallerstein spoke of the world as an economic sys-
tem in which a core state exploits peripheral regions, he was referring to
effects like those one finds in Pine Ridge. North Americans tend not to
think of themselves as colonizers, much less bullies. But what the Ameri-
can, Mexican, and Canadian governments have done to the indigenous
people of the Great Plains, tropical rainforests, and the far north is not
different from what their European cousins have done in Asia, Latin
America, and Africa. These were, and in some ways still are, the effects of
a worldwide structure that has done good for many, to be sure, but usually
at great cost to millions more.

I

The structures of colonial rule are one among numerous different kinds of
structures about which sociologists talk in order to be truly sociological.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman spoke indignantly of the confining structures
of the man-made world, just as W. E. B. Du Bois spoke of the no less
abusive structures imposed along the color line. Marx studied the struc-
ture of the factory system, as Weber studied the dehumanizing effects of
capitalism’s rational systems on people’s lives. To use one’s sociological
imagination, whether to practical or professional end, is to look at the
events in one’s life, to see them for what they truly are, then to figure out
how the structures of the wider world make social things the way they are.
No one is a sociologist until she does this as best she can.
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Yet, strange as it may seem, even professional sociologists fail to use
their imaginative powers to the fullest. It took the better part of a century
after Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk (1903) and Gilman’s Women and Eco-
nomics (1898) before professional sociologists caught up with more prac-
tical sociologies and began to think seriously, without embarrassment,
about the color line and the gender-caste system as major structures of the
modern world. Still today, some who are otherwise well-trained balk and
mumble before the evidence that the epidemic of violence against gay
people, far from being local pranks, is a structural feature of the world’s
order. It is not easy to look social structures straight in the eye, because
one is likely to see social things that stir the deeper feelings of social
discomfort. Usually, however, sociologists overcome their resistance and
begin to look and talk, especially when their worlds are shaken.

One of the more unspeakable structures of the modern world is the one
upon which it was founded: the structure of the world colonial system. It
was not until well into the 1960s and the decade following that sociolo-
gists like Immanuel Wallerstein and others began to examine the world
economic system, thus to see just how fundamental the colonial system
that began in the sixteenth century has been to the present world system.
One of the reasons sociologists began to look at the world as a whole was
that, as young men and women in the 1960s, they were forced by the po-
litical turmoil of the times to think in even more global terms than their
sociological elders had. When the streets are ablaze with protest, as they
were in the 1960s, sociologists will listen—just as, in the 1930s into the
early 1940s, an earlier generation of sociologists listened to the cries of
those deported to the Nazi camps and came to the conclusion that the in-
dividual alone was insufficient to the task of holding the world together.

Popular culture mass-produces the flimsy impression that the 1960s
were a kind of unruly global rock concert in which naked hippies drugged
their minds looking for the next appearance of the Grateful Dead,
while their more intense brothers and sisters protested the injustices
of the world. The 1960s are not, however, well explained by the most
memorable icons: Richard Nixon’s awkward V sign in defeat; young John
Fitzgerald Kennedy, without a topcoat on a cold January day; police dogs
in Birmingham, Alabama; Martin Luther King’s dream speech; long hair,
pot, beards, and sex in Haight-Ashbury, Woodstock, or Altamont; a little
Vietnamese girl, now grown and forgiving, running naked from the na-
palm; a young student at Kent State University screaming in agony over
her friend’s dead body; bricks thrown across barricades in Paris; students
slain in the Tlatelolco plaza in Mexico. These searing images come down
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through the years as reminders that something important, if occasionally
wild, happened for a stretch of time.

The events of the 1960s were important not because a new generation of
young people was suddenly overcome by a good toke of moral and cultural
inspiration. In the larger history of social things, outbursts of desire for
change arise from an abiding, subterranean disarray in the world’s struc-
tures. If, at such times, there is lightning, it strikes because a prior, slow-
moving glacier has begun to melt, opening fissures that expose a weakness
throughout the mass, to which the celestial fire and thunder are drawn.

One prophet of the world weakness exposed in the years just before
the 1960s was Frantz Fanon (1925-1961), a colonial subject of French
Martinique. Like many other brilliant students from France’s colonies,
Fanon studied in France, ultimately at the faculty of medicine in Lyon.
Afterward, he became a psychiatrist practicing in Algeria, which in the
1950s was still a French colony. His experience as a physician and a co-
lonial subject led Fanon to write books that were among the most widely
read by civil-rights, student, and antiwar activists in the 1960s. In Black
Skin, White Masks (published in 1952), Fanon described one of the effects

of colonial rule on its subjects:

The crippled veteran of the Pacific war says to my brother, “Resign yourself to
your color the way I got used to my stump; we’re both victims.” Nevertheless
with all my strength I refuse to accept that amputation. I feel in myself a soul
as immense as the world, truly a soul as deep as the deepest of rivers, my chest
has the power to expand without limit. I am a master and I am advised to adopt
the humility of the cripple. Yesterday, awakening to the world, I saw the sky
turn upon itself utterly and wholly. I wanted to rise, but the disemboweled si-
lence fell back upon me, its wings paralyzed. Without responsibility, straddling
Nothingness and Infinity, I began to weep.

—Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (1952)*

In words like these, Fanon and others spoke for the other-than-white
colonized people who, in the 1950s, began slowly but surely to refuse to
accept their amputations—refused any longer to play the cripple depen-
dent on meager mercies of the colonial system. They arose, with much
pain and wrenching, to change the world. These were the revolutionar-
ies who, in Africa, the Caribbean, and Asia, threw off the colonial rulers
and thus brought about decolonization, the worldwide challenging and
partial breaking apart of the European and American colonial struc-
tures. Decolonization involves, that is, the world-system as a whole. In

1961, just before his death, Fanon said in The Whretched of the Earth: “In
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decolonization, there is . . . the need of a complete calling in question of
the colonial situation.”™?

Decolonization was the global event that, more than any other, led to
the events people today think of as the sixties. Behind the civil-rights and
black-power movements, before the counterculture, before feminism and
gay politics, before the American Indian Movement, there was a long,
heavy shifting in the order of world politics. The first lightning struck
in parts of Africa, India, and China where the social landmass had been
worn bare by the long marches of colonial people out from under colonial
rule. The clash of protest in the American and European cities and cam-
puses in the 1960s was largely, if not entirely, the delayed thunder of the
decolonizing of world structures. Though the world is still largely ruled
economically and militarily by Europe and America and their business
allies, the way in which the ruling is done is far less neat and complete
than it had been under the colonial system. People in the used and abused
parts of the world are today far less likely to obey the precise expectations
of European and East Asian bankers or to tremble before the threats of
American generals. Very little in the world is untouched by the breaking
apart of the colonial system. Though partial and incomplete, decoloniza-
tion means that the world powers must pause before the resistances of
those nations and ethnic groups that no longer accede to their will as if
it were the natural law of things. Simply put, the world today is a much
more rebellious place. Contention crops up where superficially calm dis-
cussion had previously prevailed.

>

Professional sociologists in the 1960s may not have seen these changes
coming, but they soon caught on, mostly because their students were de-
manding attention to the changing world. It was black students who began
the second wave of the civil-rights movement by their lunch counter sit-ins
in Greensboro, North Carolina, in the early months of 1960. Later, white
students from the North joined the movement in the American South, as
others began protests on university campuses around the world, and still
others, still later, protested against the Vietnam War, and against sexism
and homophobia. The role students played in these political events could
not but have had an effect on the intellectual and academic work of their
teachers, some of whom took up protest themselves. Though students were
not by any means the only, or even the most important, participants in
the events of the 1960s, they were among those who brought worldly
changes home to the thinking of sociologists and other academics.
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Sociology in the United States and Europe soon fell under the sway
of change. Academic sociology’s once unlimited prospects as the science
of the structures of the good society soon faded. In the 1950s and early
1960s, the field was at the height of its influence and prestige. In the early
years of the Kennedy administration and well into the administration of
President Lyndon Johnson after Kennedy’s death, until Johnson himself
gave up in 1968, sociologists were among those called upon regularly to
advise the White House, Congress, and the courts. It is not an exaggera-
tion to say that Johnson’s Great Society was a sociologically informed
dream of the liberal prospects for America. But, at the same time, a
younger generation of students was reading sociology, and many of them
were putting it into practice. They had different ideas from their elders.

One then-young sociologist was Richard Flacks (b. 1938), who, in
the early 1960s, was a graduate student in social psychology at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, and is now an emeritus professor of sociology at the
University of California at Santa Barbara. Flacks had been a red-diaper
baby; that is, his parents had spent their lives and careers devoted to
leftist political causes. Both of Flacks’s parents lost their jobs as public
school teachers in New York City in the 1950s to the vicious right-wing,
anticommunist henchmen who tried to destroy people who sought to
change their world. But Flacks learned from his parents not to yield on
moral and political principles. Thus it was perfectly natural that, while a
student at the University of Michigan in the early 1960s, he would have
read the writings of C. Wright Mills and put his sociological imagination
to political work. Flacks was among the early leaders of the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS) and was a coauthor of SDS’s famous 1962 vi-
sion for America’s future, “The Port Huron Statement.” That document
was influential among American and other students then attempting to
bring into reality their own version of a domestic decolonizing move-
ment. There is no doubt that the student movement was inspired by the
civil-rights movement, which in turn had been inspired by the decolo-
nizing movements around the world. As Martin Luther King had learned
from Gandhi’s success in India, young white students learned from the
first, courageous wave of black civil-rights activists in the American
South. The Port Huron Statement begins with the ringing words: “We
are people of this generation, bred in at least modest comfort, housed now
in universities, looking uncomfortably at the world we inherit.” Though
mild by comparison to Fanon’s wrenching pain and forceful insistence on
world change, the Port Huron Statement goes on to present a point-for-
point case for just how politics and economic life in America ought to



98 ~ Chapter 6

include, and be built out of, the personal politics of individuals. It was, in
effect, a statement based on C. Wright Mills’s definition of the sociologi-
cal imagination as the capacity to “understand the larger historical scene
in terms of its meaning for the inner life.”

Elsewhere, in Europe, sociologists were awakening to the demands
of students, workers, and former colonial subjects. In France, Pierre
Bourdieu developed his famous theory of the habitus on the basis of prior
field studies with the Kabyle people in Algeria, which from 1954 to 1962
had been engaged against France in a decolonizing war. You can begin
to imagine why Bourdieu felt it necessary to invent a more subtle idea of
how the individual solves practical problems in daily life. A European
woman in the Latin Quarter can follow the established French courtship
practices in deciding whether to respond to a public flirtation. An Alge-
rian woman, torn by the rules of her local traditions and those imposed by
colonizing France, must develop a vastly more complex habitus in dealing
with advances by, say, a French gendarme.

Meanwhile, back in France early in the 1960s, Bourdieu had been study-
ing the effects of a traditionally elite educational system on students from
working class backgrounds. These studies led to a book, The Inheritors:
French Students and Their Relations to Culture (1964), which helped spark
the rebellion of French students in the Paris revolution of 1968. Here
Bourdieu introduced another of his important concepts, cultural reproduc-
tion. Reproduction theory, of which there are several versions, basically
attempts to answer a riddle of modern societies. If education is meant to
make individuals free, why is it that educational systems in modern societ-
ies do NOT produce a narrowing of the social equalities in a given society?
Bourdieu’s version of reproduction theory argued that the schools actually
serve to teach children from, say, working-class backgrounds that they are
incompetent. Hence another example of sociological incompetence—a sys-
tem designed to make things better, actually makes things worse for some.
Cultural reproduction reproduces social and economic inequalities when
the schools give an unfair, if not always visible, advantage to students
from cultured families. A child who grows up with working parents who
had little education and no time for reading books will start school with a
cultural disadvantage relative to a child of the elite and cultured class. The
bourgeois child comes to school familiar with books, arts, language, and all
else necessary to success in school. Working-class kids come with the dispo-
sition to fail as their parents did. Schools teach them, in effect, how to fail.

By 1970, many younger sociologists, students, and new faculty had
come to think of sociology as a sociological imagination that would



Sociology Reaches into the World: 1968-2000s <~ 99

remake the world, while the older generation had thought of it as a
profession that would help manage the world. In France and Europe,
Bourdieu was just one of a new generation of intellectual leaders who
challenged the status quo. In the United States the younger genera-
tion made Alvin Gouldner’s Coming Crisis of Western Sociology a best
seller in 1970. Gouldner’s book was one much like Mills’s earlier book
Sociological Imagination in 1959. Both called sociologists to return to the
field’s roots in political and moral concern for the social problems of the
world. Gouldner (1920-1980), for example, attacked any sociology that
pretended its knowledge could be universally and objectively true. In
so doing, his book, like Mills’s, expressed the younger generation’s bit-
ter denunciation of the older generation’s sometimes uncritical faith in
scientific sociology.**

I

If there is a single year that typified the changes in this period, it was
1968. This was the year when, in virtually every region of the world, most
dramatically in North America and Europe, the decolonizing revolts that
had begun twenty years before broke into the worlds of the colonizers.
Students, workers, blacks, indigenous people, ethnic groups, women, gays
and lesbians—virtually every important so-called minority in the mod-
ernized cities and nations rebelled.

Thus, 1968 was the year of New Social Movements, which is to say:
movements demanding change by or on behalf of groups that had suffered
different histories of exclusion, even oppression. At the beginning, the
New Social Movements were organized movements for the recognition of
black-power politics and culture, women’s rights, gay and lesbian rights,
environmental justice, and the antiwar movement opposing American
involvement in Vietnam. Since then, many other New Social Move-
ments have emerged, including ACT-UP and Queer Nation, which in
the 1990s initiated the struggle to provide care for AIDS victims; Green
Party politics that emerged from movements for environmental justice;
La Raza, which advocates justice for Chicano and other Latino peoples.
The complaints of African Americans in the United States, of the colo-
nized in Algeria, of workers and students in Paris, of women in Asia are
not based on the exact same experience even when their experiences
were similar. What makes New Social Movements new is that still today
there are social movements based on shared, group experience as distinct
from the older social movements that were based on some general prin-
ciple of identity like the working class or the poor or, more generally still,
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“the people.” Immanuel Wallerstein describes 1968 as a world revolution
because, among other reasons, it was the year in which the global de-
colonizing movements that began late in the 1940s fused with, and to a
large extent inspired, the New Social Movements internal to the modern
world in the 1960s. The fusion sparked what Wallerstein considers the
beginning of the end of the modern era during when liberal ideals of
progress ruled political cultures.

Though some sociologists would disagree with this claim, subsequent
history, including the history of sociology and social thought since 1968,
seem at least to support if not confirm that 1968 was a world revolution
of some kind. On either side of 1968 books like Mills’s Sociological Imagi-
nation, published in 1959, Bourdieu’s The Inheritors in 1962, Gouldner’s
Coming Crisis in 1970, and Wallerstein’s own Modern World-System in
1974 suggest that academic sociology was undergoing another important
change. Though sociology never gave up its mid-twentieth-century com-
mitment to the study of structures, it soon lost its overconfident belief
in itself as a pure science of modern society. After 1968, many refused to
consider sociology a science of any kind, and a good many others who still
believed in its science applied their scientific skills to the study of topics
that were of urgency because of the 1960s. Sociological feminism is one
example, among many others, of these changes.

Prior to the early 1970s, there had been little feminism in sociology
except for the work of pioneers like Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Jane
Addams (1860-1935) early in the century, and, later, Jesse Bernard
(1903-1996), among a very few others. But, early in the 1970s, after
feminism had quickly established itself as a major force in American
intellectual and political life, a new generation of feminist sociologists
began to do work that would change the field. Dorothy Smith (b. 1926),
a Canadian who studied at the University of California at Berkeley in the
1960s and who now lives in British Columbia, was one of the first and
most important post-1960s feminist pioneers. Smith’s enduring contribu-
tion was to criticize methodically until-then male-dominated professional
sociology for its systematic ignorance of the unique position of women in
social life. Her argument, simply put, was that sociology’s claim to objec-
tivity would always be false so long as practical experiences—in particular
those of women—are left out of the equation.” Not all feminist sociology
was as devastatingly critical of male-dominated scientific sociology as
Smith’s, but much of it set about to rethink the basic categories of social
thought in terms that traditional sociology had ignored. In the years that
followed, feminism and many other brands of social theory came to be
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major intellectual forces in and beyond scholarly sociology. More and
more research was conducted in creative new ways that would not have
occurred to the earlier generations of academic sociology. Generally, the
result is that today people speak of social theory as an activity that may
have begun in the classical period with sociologists like Durkheim and
Du Bois but after 1968 has become a legitimate specialty or resource in
many different fields including history, literature, philosophy, and new
specialties like ethnic, cultural, and women’s studies.

None of these new social theories would be more disruptive of the
older ways than what came to be called queer theory, a development that
arose from both gender and sexuality studies. One of the acknowledged
founders of queer theory was a French social historian, Michel Foucault
(1926-1984), who in his lifetime did not identify himself as a queer
theorist even though he was an international leader of the then still
young gay-rights movement. Foucault’s creative genius had no bounds.
He wrote on mental illness, the origins of the modern hospital, prisons,
the history of social ideas (including the social sciences), and much else.
His contribution to queer theory began with a short but powerful book,
The History of Sexuality, I: The Will to Knowledge (published in France in
1976). As the subtitle suggests, the book put the issues of sex and sexual-
ity at the center of the social study of knowledge. How could this be?

In modern societies, knowledge has always been a problem. The
very idea of “knowledge” as we today normally think of it is largely an
invention of modern culture. Naturally, in ancient or premodern times
there were many different philosophical and religious understandings
of knowledge—as, for examples, the precept to “know thyself” famous
among Greek philosophers or the Buddhist idea of self-understanding as
“enlightenment” or, even, the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish teachings
on God’s revelations of his commandments. But these were largely (but
not entirely) moral theories as to how people ought to live in this world
or the next.

Modern theories of knowledge also contain a practical, even moral,
element, but they are normally based on a secular or scientific claim
as to the ways knowledge can be systematically discovered or created.
Students, for example, go to schools and colleges in order to learn skills
and facts that will allow them to be educated. This kind of knowledge
is, to be sure, formal knowledge passed down by qualified experts. Alge-
bra is algebra whatever the teacher’s or student’s beliefs may be. School
knowledge is not usually openly religious, moral, or political (though it
is well known that in fields like high-school history and science there
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can be exceptions to this rule). Yet, even in secular public schools, every
student more or less knows that she goes to school in order to maintain
or improve her economic and social circumstances. Degrees are necessary
for jobs; jobs are necessary for income; income is necessary for a better
life. So, in this sense, modern knowledge—while not normally taught for
religious, economic, or self-improvement purposes—has a kind of moral
or at least practical value in addition to its scientific value. We learn to
know; we know to get ahead. The economic and social values of learn-
ing are always to some degree mixed up with the knowledges we acquire,
which is a way of saying that the social power a person has depends on
her success in schools. It is also a reality of modern societies that knowl-
edge is considered a source of power, not just for individuals, but for the
society itself. Economic interests in new products and political interests
in gaining control of social groups are always interests in power, and these
interests affect what knowledge is invented, taught, and learned. What
is true for the individual is true also for the society. Knowledge always to
some degree involves power, even when the power involved is the simple
and reasonable wish to learn to get a degree to get ahead.

Where power becomes a serious matter in relation to knowledge is
when it is used to alter or to limit what people know. This is where false
consciousness comes in. False consciousness, we know, is a diminishment
in a group’s ability to know in practical terms just how bad its economic
or social situation is and why it is that way. This of course is the concept
as it was derived from Marx’s thinking and is one of the classic instances
of power as a structural force that acts from the topmost powerful classes
down on the less powerful.

Foucault became an important thinker about power and knowledge
more than a century after Marx. Foucault’s contribution was that in the
modern world not only is knowledge always mixed up with power, but
also, and importantly, vice versa. Power in the modern world uses knowl-
edge to exert itself by shaping not just how knowledge is understood but,
even more, by inserting itself in the very process by which social members
of modern society come to understand themselves. Foucault came to de-
fine this process by the concept power-knowledge—a hyphenated concept
meant to express the idea that power and knowledge are not just confused
but are tightly bound up with each other. Here is where Foucault’s first
book on the history of sexuality provided a most striking illustration.

Even when we don’t talk about it, our sexuality is a key aspect of how
we understand ourselves. For example, many people in the modern world
are taught that sex is a source of trouble, even moral condemnation.
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Though this is less so today among young people, the idea is still around.
This kind of thinking can have troubling effects on individuals and
groups, especially people who simply are not sexually excited by partners
of the opposite sex. We know very well that in modern society, in spite
of progress since Foucault’s time, there are still powerful forces that con-
demn homosexual behavior and life. That fact alone raises the question,
Why? Why do homosexuals upset some people? More importantly, why
are so many institutions so slow to come to their defense?

Listen to someone who is upset by homosexuals and, usually, in our
time, you will hear arguments that sound serious, even rational (to them
at least). Homosexuality will, they claim, destroy the “natural” family. It
will put children at risk of becoming gay or lesbian? If “god” wanted us
to be homosexuals he’d have made us that way. Some people think this
way. Others find these ideas absurd. But they are forms of “knowledge”—
knowledge that can exert a powerful influence on the way people think
about life. What some people think they know about sex can lead to
considerable pain for nonheterosexual people. In other words, practical
knowledges that govern the lives and thinking of ordinary people can
be very powerful in their effects—so powerful that it would be right to
suppose that power-knowledge (Foucault’s concept) is involved with a
society’s attitudes toward sexual behaviors. But how does this work and
why is it important?

Why would power-knowledge be a factor in ordinary sexual practices?
Some cultures are open about all kinds of sexual life while others (the
United States in particular) are puritanical about sex in general and gay
sex in particular. Of course, anyone with eyes to see realizes that there
is a contradiction here, at least in our time. Sexual images, sexual talk,
sex in general is everywhere confronting everyone—on television, in
newspapers, on billboards, on college kiosks, in lingerie ads, at sporting
events, everywhere. So the sociological question is: How can it happen
that cultures with a tradition of puritanical attitudes toward sex become
so preoccupied with sex? Foucault’s answer was persuasive because of the
inventive way he used his power-knowledge concept.

Sex and sexuality are of broad interest to modern societies because
from at least the eighteenth century when industrial capitalism first
started to blossom, modern capitalists had to solve a practical problem.
How is it possible to regulate a population such that it produces just
enough laborers for the factory system, but not too many? Babies grow
into workers; but they must become workers with the discipline required
by the new industrial system. Too few workers and the factories won’t
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work; too many and there are too many mouths to feed. Workers who
work in a factory as if it were on a farm or plantation will not make the
machinery run efficiently. Economic systems need labor that is well regu-
lated to the factory system. The regulating and disciplining of workers is,
thus, necessary to the success of capitalism’s factories.

The problem of power arises in modern societies for the same reason
that they are also preoccupied with knowledges. The modern ideal of
knowledge, as we have seen, is a considerable departure from premod-
ern ones in that knowledge is generally considered the principal means
by which modern individuals improve their lives and contribute to the
progress of society. The difference is that modern power is considered,
as Foucault once put it, a “gentle” force, one that uses knowledge, we
might say, to “tame” the unruly and potentially disruptive forces in soci-
ety. In premodern (even early modern) societies the prevalent means for
controlling the masses of people were menacing and oppressive forms of
power as conquest and enslavement or feudal domination. The slave and
the serf were put to forced labor under the threat of whipping, murder,
or expulsion. Modern workers, by contrast, are theoretically freed from
violent oppression. We have to say “theoretically” because it is perfectly
obvious that violence is still a factor in today’s workplace. In some parts
of the world there are still slaves. Even in what remains of the factory
system or its successor workplaces (service industries, office work, call
centers, and the like) workers are under constant threat of arbitrary firing
and other forms of verbal and physical violence, including sexual harass-
ment. But in general in modern societies the ideal (if not the reality) is
that people are controlled by (again in Foucault’s word) gentle means,
which is to say, reasonable means.

This is where Foucault’s concept of power-knowledge comes into play.
The so-called gentle means of modern control is for the powerful classes
to support (often passively) the use of popular knowledge as a way of
instilling its expectations in the subjective consciousness of the workers
and other individuals of the less powerful classes. In other words, instead
of power working from the top down as overt force and punishment, it
works as what Foucault called micro-power—or power that controls peo-
ple by controlling what and how they know, including how they think
about themselves. Or, put still differently, the modern system of power
instills practical knowledges by which individuals control themselves;
hence, power-knowledge. Of course, Marx’s idea of false consciousness is
involved but Foucault’s theory goes farther by saying that, in effect, power
working through practical knowledge works from the bottom up. Modern
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power-knowledge subtly (therefore, gently) manipulates the great mass of
people to think of themselves as destined for, say, a poorly paid, marginal
position in society and to think this way not because they are overtly
forced to accept this reality but because they come to believe this is what
they are meant to do and be. Obviously, there is a trickery involved in
power-knowledge. It is apparent that there is a similarity to Bourdieu’s
theory of schools as a mechanism of social reproduction. Yet, Foucault
goes a step beyond Bourdieu in diagnosing the devilishly perverse nature
of modern institutions. In Foucault’s language, the kind of subjects people
learn to be has the effect of subjecting (or subjugating) them to the pre-
vailing interests of the society at large. This goes beyond keeping them in
the social positions to which they were born.

Still, how does this work in a society where, like the ones most of us
live in, we are expected to think and behave one way while at the same
time we are bombarded by contradictory images that provoke feelings
opposite to what we are meant to think! At work we are supposed to
work hard with discipline; yet the media are filled with temptations to
seek pleasure. Personally, we are expected to control our impulses; yet
it is hard to watch ordinary television without being tempted to think
about sex, drink, drugs, anger. Our leaders profess the norm of civility;
our culture stimulates us with scenes of violence and aggression. These
are but a few of the contradictions of life in the modern world. On the
one hand culture wants (actually needs) us to repress unruly feelings; on
the other hand, and at the same time, culture arouses those same feelings.
Foucault’s studies of sex and sexualities explained this contradiction by
exposing the ironic method of power-knowledge.

The strange way power-knowledge works is by getting us to think and
talk about the very behaviors we are meant to control. Foucault’s history
of sexuality, for example, studied the ancient religious practices of con-
fession. Confessing sins to a priest is allegedly for the purpose of cleans-
ing the soul of evil; yet the method by which religious people achieve
this cleansing is by talking about those sins—regularly, often in great
detail. By implication the same process occurs in many different ways
through different cultures. As the moral sermon is sometimes public talk
about temptations, so the therapist’s office is a place where individuals
learn new behaviors by talking about old ones. As teachers train us to
be disciplined in our study and work habits, so the lyrics of our music
stimulates us to go wild. What is a person to do with his sexual urges, for
example, when popular music is filled with images of lady bumps? Still,
how, exactly, does power-knowledge work? Not, said Foucault, by directly
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teaching or imposing moral sanctions, but by stimulating ordinary people
to talk about the very behaviors and feelings they are supposed to control.
In other words, the method of power-knowledge is discursive—public
talk in which we practice the discipline of talking about the feelings we
are not supposed to act on. This is as true of the evangelical preacher as of
a hip-hop artist. They talk about whores in different languages, but they
are both stimulating people to think about sex with a “ho.” Discourse, a
fancy word, is used in this way simply to describe the method by which
public talk, sometimes in common street language, is actually an instru-
ment of the very stimulation that controls us by tempting us to attend to
the very feelings we are meant not to have. The outcome of this talk is
not acceptance of a moral rule but a taking into oneself as one’s own the
very identity that has the quality of discipline and restraint—the disci-
pline to use, say, sex for good social purposes like producing more (but not
too many more) babies who will become workers in the capitalist system.

Of course there are other forms of talk that reinforce this discipline.
Think for a moment what actually goes on when a single mom with many
children comes to a fast-food restaurant, perhaps to slow the order line
so others must wait and be late? The others may say to themselves, Why
doesn’t she control her kids? But they may mean, Why can’t she control
her sex life? Even if the mom with the kids does not hear what others are
saying to themselves, she knows somewhere inside what they are thinking
because she more or less thinks the same way. Power-knowledge is micro-
power. It is everywhere. It is in everything that is said or not said. It is
what everyone thinks (and, in effect, who everyone is) even when they
don’t say something out loud.

From a sociological point of view Foucault was interested in sex and
sexuality because what people think and do about sex is among the cru-
cial points at which power-knowledge subtly applies its pressure. The fact
that he was himself gay may have influenced the choice to some degree,
but as he presented his ideas in his historical study of sexuality, any fair-
minded reader could see why sex would be a principal means of control
or, in the gentler word he came to use, regulation of populations. There
are, to sure, many areas in which practical knowledge is introduced to
the subjects of a modern society—health education, religious training,
schools of all kinds, political parties, media and entertainment, hospitals
and public health programs, even prisons and other detention programs.
All of them serve to influence both children and adults to think in a
certain way that will cause them to submit to regulation by the interests
of the wider society.
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Foucault was a historian and not a sociologist. Yet he thought as a
good sociologist should. He looked to the possibility that things aren’t
what they seem to be. With respect to sex and sexuality, he began his The
History of Sexuality, I: The Will to Knowledge with a bold criticism of the
so-called repressive hypothesis—the widely held assumption that in the
West schools and religious and other cultural institutions serve to repress
(or at least silence) all talk about sex. Even today in liberal sectors of
modern societies there are still some sexual subjects that are not publicly
discussed because they are considered taboo. Masturbation, fellatio, group
sex, and the like are all practices many very normal people participate in
even though they don’t talk about them in most public settings. Those
that do may or may not be ashamed of their sexual interests, but the
general assumption among most people is that others would find their
activities very strange if not downright abnormal.

This silencing of sex talk is all the more true of homosexual practices,
which still today can cause individuals to be stigmatized socially or fired
from their jobs or, in really backward places, hung on fences and left to
die. Many gay, lesbian, or bisexual people may be out to their closest
friends but remain very cautious about speaking of their homosexuality
with some people. These are the kind of fears and experiences that con-
tribute to the silence of many cultures about sex. Yet we know that some
people engage in some so-called deviant sexual practices and most people
engage or desire to engage in most of them. If this were not so, then the
Internet, television, billboards, and the rest would not be so openly sug-
gestive about sex or would not try to sell products like clothes, even cars,
on the promise of sexual appeal.

Foucault’s way of explaining this contradiction was not his only ex-
ample of the workings of power-knowledge. But his thinking on sex and
sexuality was chief among the ways he influenced sociology and other
methods for studying social things.

>’

In 1990, there appeared a book that quickly became one of the most
influential academic books of its time, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the
Subversion of Identity.*® Its author, Judith Butler (b. 1957), has long been
a professor of rhetoric at the University of California at Berkeley while
lecturing and teaching the world over. As Foucault was, Butler is openly
gay. Like him, her many books are often unsettling for their reach into
areas from which many would rather hide. Like Foucault, the question
of sexuality (as distinct from sex plain and simple) is a theme in Butler’s
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work. Also, like Foucault’s, Butler’s work has a powerful sociological ef-
fect, whether or not she is considered a sociologist. But the differences
are important. In many ways, Butler and many other feminist and queer
theorists of the 1990s and since have developed many of the finer points
that were just coming into their own in Foucault’s time. For example, in
the 1970s, when Foucault was beginning his research on sexuality, many
feminists like Dorothy Smith were developing the concept of the feminist
standpoint, which is another way of pointing to the importance of a per-
son’s social position in influencing both how and what she knows.

Feminists in the 1970s explored the reality of women’s experience
as different, yes, but also as a powerful source of social knowledge. Man
knows things one way, woman another. The difference is the experience.
One may not be better than the other; but a woman’s subject position
allows her to know the world in important ways that men, who still now
are more often trained to look down on the world from their higher and
mightier social positions, cannot conceive. Men tend to think of social
things as objects; women tend to think of them as practical experiences.
To be sure, there are some men who think the other way sometimes—
and women who think as men, though this is most often because they
feel they must pass as men-thinkers in a man’s world in order to sur-
vive (even when they know better). The differences are less striking
today, but in the 1970s they were still rather stark, which is why earlier
feminists made quite a splash when they wrote from (and about) their
experiences as women. Yet even these earlier feminists ran aground of
their own insights. Some, if not Dorothy Smith, tended to forget that
a woman’s standpoint, while different, may not always be superior. This
was a thought that first occurred when they encountered lesbian feminists
whose experiences were, of course, different in one way and, a little later,
when they encountered feminists who were anything but white and who
most certainly have had experiences of still another kind.

One of the more famous other-than-white-or-straight feminists of
the 1980s was Gloria Anzaldida (1942-2004) who, in addition to being
a poet, described herself according to her several social experiences—as
Chicana, Tejana Indian, lesbian, and feminist. Her best-known book,
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), is a poetic exploration
of the social experiences of those from the American Southwest who can,
and choose not to, think of themselves as any one thing. They may not be
lesbian, or feminist, but at the least many of them are today descendants
of the indigenous people who were conquered by the Spanish, who knew
Mexico as their cultural home but whose ancestors were stranded in the
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United States after 1848 when Mexico was forced by the Americans to
give up its northernmost territory—including New Mexico and Texas,
where Anzaldda spent a good bit of her life. These were the geographic
borderlands that cut and divided her interior sense of who she was.
Anzaldda wrote as a poet but thought, again, as a practical sociologist
when she told personal stories to call attention to her experiences shared
with others, most especially the experience of living with and between
borders. Though Anzaldda was more a storyteller than a philosopher,
her method, like Butler’s and Foucault’s, was discursive in that she wrote
about the way people talked about their social experiences. One of the
more amusing stories in Anzaldda’s book is of her encounter as a lesbian
with naive heteronormals:

In a New England college where I taught the presence of a few lesbians threw
the more conservative heterosexual students and faculty into a panic. The
two lesbian students and we two lesbian instructors met with them to discuss
their fears. One of the students said, “I thought homophobia meant fear of
going home.”

—Gloria Anzaldda, Borderlands/La Frontera (1987)%

Instead of laughing at the girl who mistook the fear of homosexuals
for the fear of going home, Anzaldda embraced this queer interpreta-
tion of homophobia. As a woman of many identities—as many ways
of thinking of herself as there were experiences that shaped her—
Anzaldda understood the fear of going home. Any individual who takes
seriously her experiences—all of them—will, if she is honest, be led to
explore more than her experiences as a woman or a lesbian. She will have
to take them all in, which will have the effect of experiencing herself as
a coming together of social differences that meet at artificial borders. All
women experience their worlds, but a Chicana lesbian will experience
hers very much differently from, say, hetero and white Darlene Loving of
Cincinnati in the 1950s, with whom [ never really got to first base. And
if one embraces all the experiences that make her who she is and can
be, where is home? How do you go home? And what becomes of home
when those who you thought were keeping a room for you won’t let you
in because you are queer, or radical, or too educated for a woman, or too
gringo, or too Indian, and so on?

Judith Butler went beyond even Anzaldida. One difference is that But-
ler writes unashamedly as an academic. Some may find Gender Trouble a
difficult read, but no one could mistake its dominant note as in tune with
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the experiences of many feminists who in the 1980s attempted to come to
terms with a woman’s standpoint and found that it was not one thing but
many. Butler’s idea is well introduced by a story with which she began an
essay written about the time Gender Trouble was published:

When I spoke at a conference in 1989 I found myself telling my friends be-
forehand that I was off to Yale to be a lesbian, which of course didn’t mean
that I wasn’t one before, but that somehow, then, as I spoke in this context, I
was one in some more thorough and totalizing way, at least for the time being.

—Judith Butler, “Imitation and Gender Insubordination” (1991)%*

It is one thing to chose to speak about one’s identity; it is quite another
to be asked to speak about one dimension of one’s experience. In a way,
this is the other side of the coin of Anzaldda’s experience at some other
New England college. If one is honest with herself, then to be, say, a “pro-
fessional” lesbian is not to be a real person. In the same way she makes a
joke of the people who want her to be a lesbian, Butler describes gender
itself as trouble of a broader and more significant kind.

Butler begins Gender Trouble with a recollection from her childhood days
of the irony I too experienced. Making trouble, like insulting a teacher, got
one in trouble. But then Butler, being a troublemaker of a special kind,
adds, “I concluded that trouble is inevitable and the task [is] how best to
make it, what best way to be in it.”® This was a clever way of introducing
her queer theory of gender, which is that gender is trouble because it is not
so much a given natural state of sexual being as a continuous performance
of gender possibilities. If a lesbian can go to Yale to play the lesbian, so
too a straight boy can go to high school to play the boy, which is exactly
what we one-dimensional white boys did in my youth. There is, Butler
says, no original and fixed gender or sexuality—only the ways we perform
ourselves when in the presence of others, sometimes stripped naked for
sex, more often dressed up in the search for it. You may not fear going
home, but you know that when one goes off to be a lesbian or a feminist
or a white guy or whatever one might be going off to be, there is no home
there. The trouble with home is that we are led to believe we will always
have one, and thus to ignore the incredible fact that only the lucky ones
have a home and then only for the early years of life. After that they join
the mass of those who never do have a home. As Canadian sociologist
and cultural critic Audrey Sprenger (b. 1969) says,* home is the stories
we tell of a place in the world. Thus, the trouble gender and sex make are
nothing more than a queering of the hope of finding ourselves cuddled
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before the maternal fireplace, the fire of which had actually gone out
even before we began to worry about our hetero or homo ways.

Butler’s gender trouble is the trouble of taking seriously the experience
of being whichever identities may come together after the home fires
have died out. Hence the irony of taking experiences with others for what
they are—one is no longer able to be completely confident of who she is
exactly. The self has no single home, which is not the same thing as being
homeless. Gender, Butler says, when it is understood as a series of perfor-
mances, is itself an unsettling thing. Whether a practical or professional
sociologist, one cannot help but think about the differences between
himself when he is, say, dressed up for work first thing Monday morning
and, perhaps, when dressed up in drag for a Halloween ball. Which is the
original me? Are not both? And if both, then neither?

Butler goes on to point out that the gay practice of dressing up as the
other is, in sexual practice if not in the bodily detail, a kind of reversal
of the closet—drag is the performance whereby an individual who is gay
queers the heteronormal expectation that his (or her) desire to dress as
a woman (or a man) is not at all a betrayal of the gender he (or she) is
expected to be; rather drag is a statement that we are what we are as we en-
counter the troubles of life without a home and of a life without a fixed and
single identity. To make oneself up or over sexually is to perform the most
human of roles—that of one who is not limited by sex or gender or any
other of the attributes by which the cultured powers divide and conquer us.
To be queer is vastly more than to be sexual in a certain way; nor is it, when
being sexual, to pass as though one were pretending to be heterosexual by
being, say, butch or the dominant sexual partner. There are no originals,
says Butler. There is no necessary normal when it comes to sex or gender.
Life, like sex and gender, is necessarily a performance. To be gay is to be
in drag; but then, so too is being straight. To be a social being is necessary
drag. If true to our selves (plural) then to live with them is to be queer
because, in their comings and goings, our many selves queer each other.

I

It may seem that queer theory has little to do with sociology. Some think
it does not. Yet, it is one of the ways that since 1968 sociologies—both
professional and practical—have come closer together and both moved
closer to the original vocation of sociology to live in, with, and for the
world with understanding. To a surprising degree, even after all the talk
of the “relevance” of various academic and other subjects, people trying
to live in the world as it is resist understanding it for what it truly is. The
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world or worlds we must live with are hard, not easy; obscure, not clear;
weird, not familiar. We understand enough to get by—to find food when
we can, to make a date when we want, to have what pleasures there are,
and to get around the pain and suffering. These are among the details of
life lived in a real world. But sociologies, most especially practical ones,
are also about understanding the deprivations, rejections, failures, and suf-
ferings that test our ability to live fully and well.

Leaving the sexual aspects of sociologies aside for now, this is where the
other sense of the word “queer” comes into play. There are today many
sociologists who would never use the word “queer” to identify either their
work or themselves. Just the same, whatever one thinks of queer theory,
it remains that sociology has long been a practice of engagement with the
wider world; and that sort of engagement generally has the effect of queering
(in the sense of disturbing) traditional ideas about what the world should be
like. In this sense the worlds of real life are queer and to understand them
is to try to understand the strange extent to which they are not what they
seem to be and do not conform to our expectations of them. In this sense,
we are always hungry, starving for the knowledge that global powers deny
us. The hunger forces us to engage with the worlds as they are, whether
we want to or not. In this respect people who have come to understand
their interior experiences as women, as persons of color, as the formerly
colonized, as homosexual or otherwise not straight are the better prepared
to be sociologists in whichever sense of the word. This is largely what
Dorothy Smith had in mind when she wrote of the distinctive knowledge
women had access to. And it is what Judith Butler and Gloria Anzaldda
wrote about in their very different, but still parallel, attempts to recover the
experiences of their shared identities. True, not all of these thinkers were or
are academic sociologists, but whether poets or philosophers or social activ-
ists, they did sociology in the sense that its founders late in the nineteenth
century and early in the twentieth envisioned it to be.

Of course, none of this is meant to suggest that to be a sociologist one
must be queer or feminist or in other ways an exception to a standard
issue straight white male sociologist. No one, either in practical or aca-
demic life, is required to think of themselves as queer. Yet all who would
live sociologically must be willing to queer, in the sense of disturb, the
received opinions the world hands over to us. To an important extent,
queering is exactly what most sociologists did in the decades after 1968.
Many, for prominent example, focused afresh on politics and economic
rights. One result thus was the emergence of a robust sociological inter-
est in the new social movements, like those for civil rights and women’s
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liberation. Soon after academic sociologists (many of them refugees from
the social struggles of the 1960s) renewed strikingly original research on
such topics as the State and social revolutions, the economics of poverty
and of capital accumulation, the emerging popular cultures and media,
the modern world system of course, and much else. All of these develop-
ments, while based on prior work, including that of the classic sociolo-
gists, directly or indirectly reflected not only changes in the academic
field but important changes in national and global politics after 1968.

Of the many examples of these developments, one of the most impor-
tant of these was resource mobilization theory, which seeks to account for
the social and political resources social movements use to organize people
for protest and social change. It should not be surprising that a topic like
this would be of interest to sociologists writing after the decade that gave
birth to so many new social movements that remain active in social and
political life today. Civil rights and black power, feminism and gay rights,
environmental and peace movements were among the most agitating
features of the public sphere in the decades following 1968.

Still, it might be asked, Why, then? Why did all this social unrest gush
forth at once in the sixties? It is obvious that concern for racial justice,
or gay rights, or the environment did not suddenly appear from nowhere
so late in the twentieth century. Throughout the modern era, there have
been social movements organized to fight for justice in many areas, espe-
cially since the middle of the nineteenth century, when Marx was among
those early agitators for social change. Many of these movements enjoyed
modest successes in the earlier years. In the United States, the abolition
movement finally led to the emancipation of the slaves in the 1860s; and
women won the vote in the 1920s. Just the same, over the years of the
modern age, there have been very few, if any, periods quite like the 1960s
when so many social movements fueled the fires of change.

What happened in the 1960s that might explain this sudden explo-
sion of social movements able to sustain themselves even against opposi-
tion? Resource mobilization theory was, thus, the result of attempts to
answer this question. One of the most influential proponents of resource
mobilization sociology was Charles Tilly (1930-2008), a historian and
sociologist who taught for many years at Columbia University. Though
some disagree on various details of the theory, what Tilly clarified was
the importance of the relationship between movement resources and the
structures of the societies in which the movements take their actions.

In one of his earlier books, From Mobilization to Revolution (1978), Tilly
explained with elegant simplicity that the resources a social movement
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requires are many, of which two of the more important are money and
ideas.* Social movements obviously must have the financial ability to
pay for meeting rooms, to get their grievances covered in the media, to
call people to sit-ins or marches, to train them in what to do if they are
arrested, to pay the bail bondsmen, and much more. Demonstrations,
marches, and mass meetings may seem free, but they are very expensive.
At the same time, resources necessary for movement success also include
less tangible commodities like the ideas and languages by which lead-
ers analyze the situation they want changed, and then rally the masses.
Without people like Du Bois, Charlotte Gilman, and Frantz Fanon writ-
ing and publishing over the years, there would have been no tradition
of knowledge that people seeking redress of injustices could draw upon.
Movements must have a good stock of ideas, as well as cash, if they are to
move social things to their cause.

But resources alone seldom lead to a successful movement or to so-
cial change. Since the 1860s, after the Civil War, African-American
people, for example, have lived in well-ordered communities, with strong
churches and community groups, and they have had very clear ideas
about what was wrong with the racist structures of American society. But
there was never a time before the civil-rights and its successor movements
(like the Black Panthers and the resurgent Nation of Islam) in the 1960s,
when American blacks were so successful in joining forces and so effec-
tive in forcing the changes that had to be made. Again, why then? Tilly’s
theory contributed significantly to the understanding that the resources
for a movement will lead to change only when the society’s opportunity
structure allows people to act. The concept opportunity structure refers
to variations in the degree to which a society’s political and economic
structures either limit opportunities for protest by, say, the threat of sup-
pression and punishment or, on the other hand, tolerate protests when
those in power are less able or willing to suppress.

The opportunity structure of a society (and now we must add of the
global structures) can be open or closed to social movements and the
changes they demand. It is closed to change when the ruling powers of
the society, most especially the governmental authorities and parties and
their agencies (like the police and military), are in firm control of the
reins of power. One of the reasons the Jews in Germany could not and
did not resist deportation and eventual extermination is that, while they
might have had the resources to do so, the Nazis were in such complete
control of Germany that they were able to crush any opposition. There
was no realistic opportunity to resist effectively. In a similar fashion, in
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the United States in the 1950s the right-wing anticommunists held so
much of the country in fear of being accused of disloyalty to America
that, for a while, they had a free hand in their attempts to destroy the
lives of people like Richard Flacks’s parents.

But, in the 1960s, things were different. Then the opportunity struc-
ture for social action was more open because the political and govern-
ment leaders found themselves in a surprisingly weakened position. Many
leaders were, for example, surprised by the conditions of racial oppression
in the South. Many northerners, including President Kennedy, had lived
sheltered lives and had no idea of the extent of the racial injustice in the
South. When the nonviolent actions of the early civil-rights movement
drew southern racists into bombing churches or siccing attack dogs on
innocent children, even the most powerful in Washington, D.C., could
see what they had never seen before. At first, they did not know what to
do. Eventually they acted, though cautiously, to support the civil-rights
activists. When the federal government stepped in on the side of the pro-
testers to enforce school integration in Mississippi or to protect freedom
riders in Alabama, the opportunity structure was opened throughout the
South. Because its opponents were less able to stop it, the early civil-
rights movement could put its resources to work, and social things began
to move.

Then the movements came one upon another. Later in the decade,
many social movements contributed to the sudden change in public
opinion in 1968 against the Vietnam War. By then, however, the op-
portunity structure in American society was already wide open after years
of civil-rights and student demonstrations. Then, too, the American war
in far-off Indochina had met with a rising chorus of international pro-
test. Among the voices of opposition were recently decolonized peoples
in Asia and Africa. In a like manner, the new social movements in the
United States and Europe were deeply influenced by Mohandas Gandhi
(1869-1948), the moral leader of the first successful decolonization
movement in India in the 1940s, and by decolonization (or, as it is said
today, postcolonial) leaders who had followed in the tradition of Frantz
Fanon and others in Africa. By 1968, the opportunity structure was so
opened to protest that the president of France fled the country for a while
and the president of the United States, Lyndon Johnson, gave up by de-
clining to run for reelection.

The opportunity structure in the United States and many European
nations was open to protest movements because, in part, there were inter-
nal troubles that weakened the ability of the powers to block the protests.
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But, even more importantly, in the 1960s the opportunity structure of
the world had been opened by the decolonizing movements in Africa,
Asia, and the Caribbean. This is why it is possible to say that the most
important social fact of the 1960s was decolonization. It was not the only
social process, but it was a very important one in loosening the freezing
grip that the Western core states had on the world-system. Then, for a
while, the powers were shaken, and changes happened. While some of
the control has since been reasserted, the world is still not what it once
was before decolonization began. In the 1960s, millions of people who
had only the vaguest, if any, understanding of the struggles for decoloni-
zation in South Africa and Kenya, or in Vietnam and India, still rose up
to seek a better life.

In 1971, for example, members of the American Indian Movement
took over the burial ground at Wounded Knee. It is said that for years af-
ter the massacre in 1890, Lakota people could hear the voices of the dead
crying from the grave. The takeover held the ground for seventy-one
days. Federal agents once again surrounded native people. This time two
Native Americans died. One is buried today alongside the mass grave.
After the confrontation, local Lakota, joining other Native American
activists, embarked on what they described as the Red Road, a journey
of cultural affirmation of what the whites had tried to kill. Some years
later, in the early 1990s, the voices of the dead at Wounded Knee were
silent. These are truly sacred grounds, sanctified by people who at the
time may not have been thinking of Gandhi or Fanon, but who in 1971
had the resource of sociological imagination to seize the day from their
still-belligerent, but now less overtly brutal, colonizers, thus to free the
souls of Lakota people, living and dead.

Lakota sociological imagination was encouraged by changes in the
world structures—changes they may have felt only by the odd occurrence
that one day for some reason federal agents surrounded them but did not
fire, just as earlier in the South one day white sheriffs had not sicced the
dogs. It may have been that some agent of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in-
sisted on restraint, perhaps because he had remembered the days a decade
before when presidents in the far-off capital sent their troops to protect
black children on their way to school. Once structures open up, people
remember. Sometimes structures change their ways. The powerful may
be more cautious; their opponents, more bold. Today, still in the early
decades of the 2000s, global structures are open in much the same way as
societal ones were in the 1960s. Everywhere one looks—whether to East
or South Asia, the Middle East or Central Asia, or to Latin America and
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the Caribbean, everywhere—global realities are necessarily prying open
the fixed powers that prevailed a half century or more before. China and
Vietnam are open. The Soviet Union is no more. Egypt and Libya and
much of the Middle East are changing. The United States is somehow
less powerful, though still strong. Europe is still Europe though less the
utopia than many in the 1990s imagined it would be. And we who would
understand these and other aspects of the wider worlds are different. Few
among us (though amazingly there are some who try) are able to pretend
that what we have known about ourselves or, even, “our kind” of people
represents a truth that stands on its own, beyond dispute. This may not
be a better world, but it is a different one, and different because the im-
portant, enduring differences that were always there, are more resistant
to attempts to pretend they do not exist. For older people this in itself is
queer. For all of us, it is a call to engage with social things we can scarcely
understand. This is what sociologies do, now; as they were meant to when
the field began in writings of Marx and Weber, Du Bois and Gilman, and
so many others long ago.

Thus it is that professional sociology has changed in ways that could
well be explained by resource mobilization theory among other of the
new social theories that came to be after 1968. In those times, worldly
events were intrusive. It was hard not to pay attention to the tumultu-
ous 1960s. After 1968 more and more professional sociologists rethought
their science in relation to changes in the world. Some who were com-
mitted to older ways of thinking may have privately hated the feminists
who began to speak up in class, or may have felt unappreciated by the stu-
dents of color who all of a sudden refused white politesse and demanded
a deeper, more real respect. It is not that most academic sociologists were
ever among the more recalcitrant members of the society. Rather, aca-
demic fields of study, being well-institutionalized and very human things,
can get trapped in their ways. But, just as the generation of sociologists
whose time began around 1920 and declined around 1960 responded to
the crisis of the earlier years of the twentieth century, so sociologists like
Wallerstein, Tilly, Bourdieu, and Smith saw the meaning of the 1960s in
real-world terms and responded, thus to change again the way sociology
is done.

Few in the 1940s and 1950s would have predicted that professional
sociology, early in the twenty-first century, would become so much like
what it had been at the end of the nineteenth century—a field of moral
and political concern for the world’s troubles. Today, sociology is, to be
sure, very much more accomplished than it was at the beginning. Its
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methods and knowledge are more sophisticated by far than they were
in days gone by, and scientific sociology is rigorously pursued. But, as it
has moved out of the troubled, if partially liberating, times of the 1960s,
professional sociology has rediscovered the moral passions that inspired
it at the beginning. In this respect, academic sociology has recaptured its
true vocation as a science, where it can be, and even more, as a practi-
cal activity whereby individuals and societies attempt to understand the
changes taking place in the worlds near and far to their homes.

This is why the professional sociologists deserve the attentions of prac-
tical people, who are the original sources of the moral concerns, the ideas,
and the dreams with which the professional work is done. The profession-
als are after all people who each evening, as the shadows lengthen, turn
down the artificial glow of their computer screens and descend into the
true light of the streets, there to meet the social realities we all must face.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The Mysterious Power
of Social Structures

disturbed by a gang of high-school boys. The Hallway Hangers were

mostly white and, without exception, tough guys who made their
presence known by an unrelenting readiness to challenge the rules, damn
the system, and start a fight when the lesser forms of rebellion proved
insufficient to the occasion. Their parents, who were of working-class
or poorer circumstances, had settled for the time being in Clarendon
Heights, a public housing project for the poor of an American city. But
most of their homes were broken either by death or by the separation that
so frequently follows upon poverty and the loss of social hope. The Hang-
ers were all in, or on the verge of, social and criminal trouble.

Not surprisingly, the leader of the Hallway Hangers was the tough-
est in the group, a boy of medium size but with a fierce rage for street
fighting. Frankie was, just the same, a natural leader as much for his cool
style under pressure as for the temper that gave way in the heat of battle.
Frankie was also a good practical sociologist of the social prospects he and
the other Hangers faced:

EARLY IN the 1980s, the peace of Clarendon Heights was regularly

Well, some of them are going to do okay, but, I dunno, some of them are just
gonna fuck up. They’ll just be doing odd jobs for the rest of their lives, yknow.
Still be drinking, y’know; they’ll drink themselves to death, what’s some of
em’ll do. That’s what I hope [ don’t do. Yeah, some of them are gonna drink
themselves to death, but some of them, y’know, they’re gonna smarten up.
Get married, have some kids, have a decent job. Enough to live off anyways,
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to support a wife and kids. But some of them, they’re gonna fuck up; they’ll be
just a junkie, a tramp. They’ll be sitting out on the lawn for the rest of their
life with their fucking bottle. Going to work every morning, getting laid off.
Fucking, y’know, they’re just gonna fuck up. That’s what I hope I don’t do. I'm
trying not to anyways.

—TJay MacLeod, Ain’t No Making It (1987)%

Years later, Frankie’s predictions came to pass. Most of the Hangers
failed to complete high school; most failed at work. Several were caught
up in lives of crime and drug trafficking for which they did time in prison.
Frankie was one of the few who smartened up, at least enough to find
steady, if poorly paid, work, and to support the child he had by a woman
he never married.

If you look closely at Frankie’s hard-nosed, earthy description of the
social chances of his gang, you can see that even in his teen years, he had
largely understood that their hopes for a good life were meager, already de-
feated. Frankie imagined that many of his companions would be trapped in
drug and alcohol abuse, odd jobs, and a life of hanging around, doing little
that even they, in their bitterness toward the wider world, could respect.
Though Frankie knew nothing whatsoever of the statistics pertinent to
young people born in the modest or impoverished conditions in which his
gang lived, he was right on the money in analyzing what may be the most
discouraging fact of social life in modern, democratic societies.

Today, if you are born poor, you will grow up to be poor. There are
exceptions, of course, but the exceptions are rare when measured against
the ideals of social progress in which those societies believe. In the
mid-1980s, shortly after Frankie and the Hangers entered adult life, the
wealthiest 40 percent of all Americans gained 67 percent of the country’s
total income, while the poorest 40 percent received only 15 percent.
The United States is one of the modern societies most honorably com-
mitted to the ideals of equal opportunity and social progress. Yet the gap
between the income and wealth of the richest Americans has remained
in roughly this range for most of the last two centuries. By the 1990s, the
gap had grown into a canyon. In 2005, the wealthiest 5 percent of the
population enjoyed 22 percent of nation’s income and the top 20 percent
raked in 50 percent of the total income, while the poorest 20 percent
eked out but 3 percent of all that was earned that year. Or, worse yet, the
richest 5 percent of the population earned 18 percent of all income, more
than four times that earned by the poorest 20 percent. Worldwide, by
2000, the 20 percent of all humans living in the richest countries earned
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86 percent of the world’s income, while the billions in the very poorest
nations struggled along on 1 percent of the global income. In 2002, the
world’s richest 1 percent earned more than the poorest 57 percent. Well
into the 2000s, the United States, once the most equalitarian of societ-
ies, had firmly established itself as the modern nation with the highest
level of economic inequality in the world. Some who are poor better their
situation, but most do not. The problem is getting worse, not better. By
late 2008 a global recession that endured for years changed things again
for the worse. Even though China and India, even Brazil, had joined the
group of economically powerful nations, the United States, many Euro-
pean economies, and Russia have struggled to adjust. Worldwide, in 2010
alone, 44 million dropped into the ranks of the very poor.? Meanwhile,
the superrich got richer as the global financial crisis only made their lu-
dicrous wealth more conspicuous.

Though the facts of social inequality raise many questions, four are the
most important for a sociologist: (1) What goes on in the larger struc-
tures of society to produce the reality with which Frankie and millions of
others must live? (2) How do people, whether poor or not, live with the
effects of those structures that so obviously shape their thinking about
whether or not, as Frankie put it, they are going to fuck up? (3) How do
individuals measure their own social chances in comparison with what-
ever opportunities their world provides? (4) And what methods do they
use? Simply put, these are questions of social structures, of the individual
subjects who must live with them, of the social differences these structures
create, and of methods for figuring out the sociological life. Hardly a per-
son alive does not face these questions one way or another, even if only
in the crude but astute way Frankie did. All sociologies, practical and
professional, must address them.

It would be nice if the answers were as straightforward as the questions,
but they are not. One (but only one) of the reasons the answers are so
hard to come by is that there is a good deal of mystery surrounding the
stark facts Frankie knew so well. This chapter and the two following it
will consider each of these mysteries in turn, beginning with the most
difficult of all—the mysterious power of social structures.

I

What, after all, is a structure? We use the word often, but, as with many
common terms in our daily speech, we seldom examine it.

We may speak, for example, of doghouses, apartments, caves, nests,
rocks, or even subway grates as structures within, under, or upon which a
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creature sleeps or, even, “lives.” We recognize that most living things are
themselves well-enough structured. Flowers have stems, trees have roots,
beetles have shells, other bugs have wings; on it goes. An animal’s body,
for example, is structured around or within skeletons of some kind, just as
most plants can be said to be structured with respect to a system of trunks
and roots. Rising a bit higher in the food chain, it is not uncommon
to speak of the structure of one’s marriage, the structure of one’s work
organization or school, or the structure of professional sports, network
television, or the American family. We seem to recognize that things are
structured in certain ways, as if by nature.

Even when the word “structure” is not the one used, people recognize
that, for the most part, it is a word that applies to the ordering of some set
of things. Once, astronomers even spoke with confidence of the structure
of the universe, just as physicists used to speak definitively of the structure
of subatomic particles. Even though, now, science in its wisdom has pro-
gressed to such a point that we know that neither universes nor subatomic
matter are particularly stable or orderly structures, still, it is not wrong to
speak of them, and other things, as though they were “structured.” Struc-
ture is a word of many applications, from the largest to the smallest of
things. Yet, again, it is very hard to say exactly what one of them is.

A structure can, on occasion, be a most temporary, even artificial,
sort of thing. One day, when | was about ten or so, the bulldozers came
to the woods behind my house. I loved those hills and creeks, shaded by
tall trees inviting play. For many summers, this had been the garden of
my dreams. I slept out overnight beside the creek, pretending [ was a true
man of the woods. Daniel Boone, someone like that. Other times I leapt
from limb to limb as Tarzan. On a path that had been beaten down over
the years, | even practiced my losing effort in the fifty-yard dash at the
grade-school track meet. When the bulldozers came to carve the land for
still another postwar subdivision I was angry—at first.

In the first days of clear-cutting, the workers left a huge stack of fallen
trees. With the limbs unsevered, and slowly dying leaves still attached,
this accidental, unintended, temporary structure was for a few weeks a
place of summer play. My pals and I climbed high on the fallen wood,
slithered down into hidden crevices, cut away hiding places amid the
branches. In those crevices and caves that would soon be hauled away, I
had many an adventure, including even the first memorable, if futile, sex-
ual act of my dimly approaching adolescence. For so long as it endured,
this pile of construction rubbish had become a temporary, but wonderful,
structure in and around which I organized a moment in my young life.
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[ have since heard of other children doing much the same. Even chil-
dren who are poor—or those, poor or not, who are deprived of parental
attentions—make their rooms, or their beds, or a corner of a closet into
some little structure that, for a time, shelters their emotional lives, allow-
ing them as best they can to organize their understanding of the world
about. Dollhouses, train sets, Barbies, and toy soldiers are the occasional
furnishings of the worlds imagined and played with in these corners.
Structures like these (which, in the end, may not be all that different
from social structures of all kinds) are able to support life, and give it
order, even when they endure only for a short while.

Perhaps, to begin, we can agree that structures, including social ones,
have at least two defining characteristics: (1) They make order out of
some set of things—cells, stars, bodies, sleeping places, playrooms, imagi-
nations, sex, and the like. (2) They do this work because they endure for
a time, even if a very short time. In other words, structures organize some
set of things because they lend them at least a minor degree of perma-
nence. The set of things may eventually decay, come apart, or fade away,
as did that stack of fallen trees and the fanciful experiments of my late
childhood. But while they remain, they remain because some hard-to-
define structure holds them together.

Of all the things sociologists concern themselves with, structures are,
as | said, the most distinctive subject of their professional attentions.
The same might be said of scientists of all kinds. Astronomers concern
themselves with the structure of stellar things, just as psychologists are
preoccupied with the structure of mental things, and microbiologists with
the structure of organic matter.

This fascination with structures is especially remarkable among the so-
cial sciences. Economists study markets (a name for the structures within
which economic transactions take place, fixing prices and values of other
kinds). Political scientists study the structure of political systems (a name
for the systematic, if not always fair, methods by which social groups de-
cide who gets what among scarce resources). Cultural anthropologists, and
many students of literature and the arts, study the varieties of culture (a
name for the structures whereby societies organize myths, legends, stories,
and other representations of what they value, hate, or wish to repress).

Sociology, it has been said, studies all of the above; it studies, that is, the
structure of social worlds or, it is sometimes said, of societies. Unfortunately,
though we often think we know what structures are, this confidence does
not bear up under attempts to say with compelling precision just what
realities terms like “social world” or “society” are meant to name. Social
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structures, somehow, are even less definite than others. A social world
obviously includes everything that constitutes the collective life of groups
of people, up to and including societies—their economics, their politics,
their shared mental lives, their cultures, and more. Even when the social
world is very small, like Frankie’s hallway in Clarendon Heights, refer-
ence is made to some coherent order of social life that encompasses the
economic, political, and cultural life of its members. This was an idea that
Talcott Parsons made famous in the 1950s and for which his opponents,
thinking he was a bit too ambitious, never forgave him. But Parsons was
surely right in believing that sociology is in some sense the social science
that aims to provide a general account of all that takes place in all the
social worlds. Sociology, thus, is supremely interested in structures.
However uncertain social worlds may be, we know that social struc-
tures are real because differences among societies are easily spotted. Any
particular enduring organization of an ongoing social world of people like
the Lakota, the Russians, or the British is, simply, a society. The ongoing
social worlds of members of a recognizable society can, therefore, be said
to be structured such that their economic, political, and cultural practices,
including any number of peculiar customs and manners, are as a whole
distinct. Of this, illustrations are everywhere. Though the practices and
structural forces of American society assault the Lakota society, still the
social world of Lakota society is different and unlike any other. When we
recognize differences of this kind, we understand that the very existence
of a variety of social worlds is evidence of the powerful work of structures.
Still, structures appear to people in the course of daily life as through
a mysterious fog. As I've said, it is very hard to say with precision exactly
what a social structure is. Yet we must, if only because the practical so-
ciologies by which people live and move are constantly drawn toward
attempts to explain how and why structures so inexorably determine what
individuals can and cannot do, even who they are. Behind the swagger,
Frankie was bemoaning the structured destiny of his pals to be fuck-ups
with few real options in life. Others, who might have been luckily born
among the wealthiest 20 percent, have many more options than the Hall-
way Hangers, or for that matter the Lakota people. The privileged enjoy
many more options than they need. But they, too, are who they are, and
they do what they do, because of the mysterious work of social structures.

>

Power is the means by which social structures do this not-exactly-fair
work of sorting people according to the few or many life-chances they
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get. Power may simply, if incompletely, be defined as the social energy of
structures. Power is the determining force that causes some people to get
less and some more of whatever is considered desirable in a social world.

It is power that accounts for the most important difference between
social and other kinds of structures. In the structure of the universe, some
stars die, while others burn on for eons. Yet no one but a poet would con-
sider the uneven fates of stellar bodies far into darkest space a matter of
unfairness. Still, strictly speaking, the death of some stars and the eternal
spinning of others are the effects of cosmic energy empowering the shape
of the universe into a definite structure. Though one can say that the
extinction of some species of animal life is a tragedy, even this sad fate
is normally felt to be a far lesser injustice than the suffering of colonized
people or, even, of the urban poor like Frankie. It is only in relation to
social things, to life in social worlds, that the question of power becomes
a matter of binding moral intrigue. And, until we know what exactly the
ants and dolphins truly think and feel, it is safe to assume that it is only
in human society that the lack of power with all its sad consequences is
felt so bitterly, with such terrible loss of possibility.

Perhaps the reason this is so is that power comes into serious consider-
ation only when scarcity affects the moral as well as physical, well-being
of living creatures. All living beings, we know very well, are subject to the
effects of scarcity, but these effects are different when the loss of life, or
of life’s chances, is found to be a consequence of one group’s theft of that
to which another has a preexisting claim, perhaps a prior right of posses-
sion or ownership. Some people think that animals and plants have their
distinctive rights to life. But, inasmuch as cows and trees are unable, at
the present moment, to argue their case, their rights can be viewed as of a
different kind. Yet, when human avarice enters in, suddenly the problem
is beyond reasonable doubt.

The great herds of buffalo that possessed the American plains before
the white people came died as much because their home grazing lands
were divided artificially by the railroad as by the voracious stupidity of
hunters for sport. When their natural access to food was diminished,
the buffalo began to die. This was one scarcity-effect. But also, as the
buffalo herds disappeared, the people native to the plains, including the
Lakota, suffered a scarcity of meat upon which their way of life depended.
Scarcity injured the buffalo as it did the Plains Indians. But its effect on
the human societies can more reasonably be viewed as a sociologically
interesting effect of social power. The white settlers and corporate bosses
who took the plains for their use made life marginal for both the buffalo
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and the Indian. Only the moral confusion that did, indeed, prevail in the
period of pioneer settlement could treat the danger to animals and people
with equal indifference. What the Lakota lost was a direct and unequivo-
cal result of the social power of the American society forming itself by a
greedy grasp of the vast continental lands. That the whites viewed the
theft of land and life as a right of their god’s providence only masks the
harsh reality. The current social structure of American society, based on
its absolute control of a resource-rich continental landmass, was built and
energized by social power taking a vast, but ultimately scarce, land from
a weaker people.

When power works in these ways, it is relatively easy to see its effects
in the structures that arise from the struggle for scarce but desirable goods
like food, land, water, and much else. The sociological imagination would
not be as demanding as it is if power always worked so openly. Sometimes
it does; sometimes not. It is one thing, for example, to see the power-
ful effects of slavery on slaves and of colonization on the colonized, but
quite another to see the effects of social power in the lives of people like
Frankie. Compare, for example, Frankie’s complaint at the beginning of
this chapter to the reflections of Black Elk (1863-1950), an Oglala La-
kota holy man, on the massacre at Wounded Knee:

[ did not know then how much was ended. When I look back now from this
high hill of my old age, I can still see the butchered women and children ly-
ing heaped and scattered all along the crooked gulch as plain as when I saw
them with eyes still young. And I can see that something else died there in
the bloody mud, and was buried in the blizzard. A people’s dream died there.
It was a beautiful dream.

—Black Elk Speaks (1947)%

Black Elk saw clearly that what had happened to his people by the
force of American power was devastating to the structures of his Lakota
world. He was a holy man, a visionary. But this alone does not account
for the greater clarity of Black Elk’s understanding. Frankie’s complaint is
much more uncertain in that he places the responsibility (and blame) on
himself and his fellow Hallway Hangers. Their plight was, he felt, a result
of their own fuckings up.

[t is true that poor people, including the Lakota, are perfectly capable
of screwing up their own lives. But it is just as true that the energizing
power of modern social structures does not very often do its work openly
as it did at Wounded Knee and, thus, may be a powerful, but hidden,
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cause of trouble for many. This is the difference. The Lakota knew be-
yond any reasonable doubt that the land was theirs to use and respect
and that the slaughter at Wounded Knee was a result of terrifyingly direct
power. But Frankie did not so clearly see the wider powers of American
social structures, even though it was these structures, every bit as much
as the boys themselves, that caused their social failure.

Why could not Frankie see as clearly as Black Elk? This question leads
to a still finer aspect of the mysterious workings of structuring power.

I

In most modern societies, most (but not all) of the time, people encoun-
ter powerful structures, not directly, but indirectly by the effects those
structures cause, such as the ways teachers treated the Hallway Hangers
as the losers they came to believe they were. Power may even sometimes
work in the events that structures cause not to happen, as in Frankie’s slim
prospects for a good life. Either way, as bad as the consequences were for
the Hallway Hangers, these effects of power are a far cry from the slaugh-
ter at Wounded Knee or the overt cruelty of slavery. The discouragement
of the Hallway Hangers is one of the sneaky effects of powerful structures,
an effect that challenges the sociological imagination.

One generic form of the sneaky epiphanies of power appears in the
structures of prestige, that is, in the remarkable and systematic consis-
tency with which nearly everyone in a society seems to agree that some
persons ought to be respected highly, others less so, and some not at all.
The way a society structures the distribution of prestige assigns to some
people—certain championship prizefighters, for example—an incompre-
hensibly high status from which they usually become wealthy. At the
same time, the prestige structure prevents others—most kindergarten
teachers, for example—from achieving either status or wealth even
though the worth of their work is certifiably more valuable than the
entertainment value of public beatings rendered for pay and pleasure by
boxers. We never see the actual structure of a status or prestige system,
but schoolteachers (and their pupils) and boxers (and their excitable
fans) experience it in all kinds of ways.

We know social structures more often by their consequences than by
seeing them as such. In this sense, social structures are less like trees than
stars. Trees we see. We can, as a consequence, well imagine their struc-
tures, which is why they are so often the subjects of photography, paint-
ing, art, poetry, and music. Distant stellar worlds, on the other hand, we
never see. The thrill we get from those distant stars is always light-years



130 ~ Chapter 7

away, long gone by the time we see it. Whatever may be the structure of
the universe, its “reality” to astronomers, or lovers on a summer night, is
at best a well-informed conjecture about something no one will ever see.
Yet, were the sun to turn cold, or Jupiter to veer crazily out of its orbit,
or were Darth Vader truly to invade our system, we would experience
the consequences no more than we already do without realizing it. Most
social structures are like this.

Most of us, for example, have distant relatives living in social worlds
far from our own. They constitute the structure of our family (or kin)
relations, and they make a difference. Some years ago my uncle Edwin, a
quite famous professional sociologist, died after a long and productive life.
At the funeral in California, I met a cousin I had not seen for more than
half a century—when he was two and I was five. As he and his sisters and
[ and my brother shared our stories of their father, my father’s brother, I
felt a surprising (to use the correct term) kinship with them. Though dif-
ferently, we were all shaped by many of the same family forces. In such
ways, it is possible to catch an occasional glimpse of the social structures
we otherwise experience by their effects, without ever seeing them all
at once. After the funeral stories were told, we Lemerts had learned a
great deal more about the particular, not-to-be-exaggerated prestige our
fathers and uncles, their mothers and fathers, and each of us had come
to possess, for better or worse. We understood, that is, a little more about
how and why we each came to be who we are because of our kinship in
this one structure among the many that influence us. Prestige bestows on
individuals a sense of their status, whether high or low, in the structure
of social things. This too is power, as anyone assigned an inferior status
like Frankie’s knows most painfully.

>

Alongside its sly workings in the structure of prestige, power also works
through the structure of authority—the rules and regulations that assign to
some people a limited right to tell others what they can and cannot do.
Erving Goffman—the same Goffman who said “universal human nature
is not a very human thing”—was one of sociology’s most astute observers
of the hidden effects of social structures like authority. In an intriguing
footnote in one of his books, Goffman told a story of an event in the
1960s when the authority structures were very much in turmoil.

The event took place at Columbia University in the late spring of
1968 in the office of the university’s president, Grayson Kirk. Rebel
students, protesting the injustices of American society as they saw them
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in their own university, had taken over President Kirk’s office and, quite
literally, trashed it. This was not an uncommon form of student protest in
those days, often inspiring outrage on the part of the authorities, includ-
ing Mr. Kirk. Goffman begins his footnote by quoting a long paragraph
from a book about the Columbia office trashing, then provides his own
observation:

“One and a half hours after the President’s suite had been cleared of student
demonstrators, Grayson Kirk stood in the center of his private office looking
at the blankets, cigarette butts and orange peels that covered his rug. Turning
to A. M. Rosenthal of The New York Times and several other reporters who
had come into the office with him he murmured, ‘My God, how could hu-
man beings do a thing like this? It was the only time, Truman [Kirk’s dean]
recalled later, that he had ever seen the President break down. Kirk’s windows
were crisscrossed with tape and on one hung a large sign reading ‘Join Us.” His
lampshades were torn, his carpet was spotted, his furniture was displaced and
scratched. But the most evident and disturbing aspect of the scene was not the
minor damage inflicted by the students. The everything-in-its-place decor to
which Kirk had grown accustomed was now in disarray—disarray that was the
result of the transformation of an office into the living quarters of 150 students
during the past six days.”

The great sociological question, of course, is not how could it be that hu-
man beings would do a thing like this, but rather how is it that human beings
do this sort of thing so rarely. How come persons in authority have been so
overwhelmingly successful in conning those beneath them into keeping the
hell out of their offices?

—Erving Goffman, Relations in Public (1971)%

This is indeed the great sociological question. Just more than fifty
years before President Kirk’s office was trashed, Max Weber, a more sober
commentator than Goffman, had asked the same question: “Why do men
obey?"* Why, indeed, do people obey authorities and their rules? It may
be that no question comes closer than this one to opening up the hidden
workings of power. We may be drawn to people of high prestige for the
magic they sometimes seem to possess. But respect for authority is more
complicated by far, thus more intriguing.

The remarkable fact that people tend to keep the hell out of the of-
fices of the authorities, and otherwise respect the rules and regulations,
even those nowhere written down, is perhaps the most impressive general
evidence for the power of social structures in ordinary life. While there
are many kinds of social structures, those that stand behind obedience to
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authority—norms, customs, rules, etiquettes, and the like—are among
the more telling ones. When they work in our favor, we seldom notice.
When they work against us, we notice the pain of punishment or exclu-
sion. And, in the case of President Kirk and other authorities astonished
by the actions of rebels, when authoritative structures fail to work any
longer, such an occurrence is the subject of widespread interest. Through-
out the spring of 1968 when students trashed Kirk’s office, there were
hundreds of demonstrations on college campuses worldwide. Everyone
noticed, as well they should when the authoritative structures of such a
valued institution as higher education are no longer respected.

Hence another curious feature of social structures: They tend to be
invisible to those who enjoy their benefits until such time as they fail to
deliver. But, even then, when workers and students, journalists, sociolo-
gists, and other rebels exercise their sociological imaginations to account
for their failures in life, the collapsed social structure can only be recon-
structed, after the fact. And, like the structure of prestige, it is never a
totally present entity upon which hands can be laid.

What, after all, is the social thing that keeps people the hell out of of-
fices? One might say it is the power those in the offices enjoy to require
those who must wait their turn outside to obey, respect, or tolerate what
those inside say and do. This is why “office” is, in fact, the word sociolo-
gists use to describe the modern way of structuring authority. “Office” is
nothing more than the English language translation of the French word
bureau, from which we take the concept bureaucracy. Literally, a bureau-
cracy is a structured system in which the basic rule is that those with the
bureau, or office, are considered the legitimate rulers of some or another
organized sphere (such as universities) so long as they follow the rules of
the office.

As in many other things, Max Weber was one of the first to think
through the importance of bureaucracies and kindred structures to the
rise of modern society. In fact, Weber was the first sociologist to write
at length on the subject. He pointed out that the rational structuring of
authority was the single most distinctive feature of modern social life, just
as the rational principles that led to capitalism were behind modernity’s
most salient economic form. In brief, it was Weber who, early in the nine-
teenth century, saw that modern society was founded on a contradiction
that arose from the fact that bureaucratic organization was one of the,
perhaps even the, most modern of all social things.

On the one hand, bureaucracy, strictly speaking, is the form of author-
ity that provides the greatest possible assurance to the masses that the



The Mysterious Power of Social Structures <~ 133

natural tendency of rulers to become despots will be held in check. If,
in modern societies, authority is created by the rules of an office, and
not by the power of the person in charge, then in principle the person
in authority can be held accountable to the rules. If he violates them, he
can be thrown out of office. As it turned out, though the students who
trashed President Kirk’s office may have behaved badly, Kirk himself was
eventually found wanting in his respect for members of the Columbia
University community. Though none of his failures were grave enough
to cause formal charges to be filed against him, an investigation revealed
that he and his administrators administered arrogantly. They all soon left
office, after which prestigious Columbia suffered a long period of decline
from which it took several decades to recover. President Kirk had broken
the unwritten rules that delicately held in place the structures of Colum-
bia’s authority. When he was called to account, he lost his power, and
the institution had to reknit its system of authority in order to regain the
prestige his mismanagement of authority had lost.*’

Mr. Kirk was, however, far from being the only victim of challenges
to authority that took place in the 1960s. Judges, mayors, police chiefs,
sheriffs, labor leaders, student leaders, a few civil-rights leaders, and oth-
ers who were then, and since, found guilty of breaking the rules of their
offices were often forced out. The most famous case from that era was
President Richard Nixon, who was forced out because he had abused
the power of his office in the Watergate affair. Nixon was so awkwardly
serious about getting reelected in the 1974 elections that he looked the
other way when his political agents broke into the opposition party’s of-
fice in the Watergate building. He wanted them to capture the enemy’s
campaign secrets. But it was his crooks who got caught, and so did he.
Nixon had a lot of power, but there were rules. The United States Con-
gress used those rules to find the facts and to threaten, as years later they
threatened Bill Clinton, to impeach Nixon. Whatever you may think
of the attempt to remove Clinton from office, years before many agreed
that Nixon deserved what he was about to get. He quit because he knew
he would be removed. The idea, as Weber first presented it, is that the
structured rules of an office are a higher authority than any person who
holds the office, which is to say that the structure of the authority is a
social thing separate from, and in principle, superior to, the person who
holds a temporary right to its power.

But Weber also saw that there was another side to these rationally
structured rules of authority. Rules are very difficult to change when they
become cumbersome or useless. On top of that, they seem to multiply at
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an alarming rate. Years ago, | was part of a group of friends who decided
to pool their resources to rent a wonderful summer home at the sea. This
was a time in our lives when we all had young children, so it was no
small task to find a place big enough. To make matters surprisingly worse,
once we found the place we had to figure out how to run the operation
through the six weeks we had rented the house. Six families and twenty
or so kids consume truckloads of food and produce mountains of trash,
dirty laundry, sand from the beach, and general household filth. All of
the former had to be purchased, and all the latter disposed of. The costs of
the buying, like the work entailed in the cleaning up, had to be organized.
Without an agreed-upon leader, all the adults, being reasonable and lib-
eral people, decided we would handle everything by collective discussion
and consensus. Soon there were work charts on the walls assigning tasks,
then meetings to negotiate purchasing decisions, then more meetings
to settle differences arising because always some of us hated how others
did whatever they were assigned to do; then, ultimately, rules and more
rules. Soon we were meeting to discuss the rules almost every evening
after the younger kids went to bed. The older kids thought we were crazy.
Eventually, we thought we were crazy. Yet we persevered. But the sum-
mer was a mess. Such an experience is why, if it is at all possible, one is
better off spending vacations in hotels. Hotels and such establishments
may be bureaucracies in the way they are internally organized, but, as far
as the guest is concerned, they are dictatorships in which, within limits,
the guest is a despot of sorts.

Weber saw that the problem with bureaucracies is that the reasonable-
ness of the rules of authority usually fades as rules proliferate, creating
objections of all kinds. Weber was, so far as | know, the first to write
about the bureaucratic machine, which most people hate and some fear.
Rationally structured organizations tend to become machinelike, that is,
automatic, autonomous, and autocratic—thus defeating the great virtue
of their reasonableness. In this, Weber saw the contradiction of modern
societies as what later sociologists have called the crisis of legitimacy. Mod-
ern, democratic societies attempt to rule reasonably, from the people up.
This is what “democracy” means strictly: rule by the people. But, as we all
know, the bureaucrats eventually take over, making it nearly impossible
for the people ruled to have a legitimate say in what goes on.

This is why people pay particular attention to failures in the social
structures of authority. This is why Weber asked, “Why do men obey?”
and why Goffman said the most interesting sociological question is,
“Why do we keep the hell out of their offices?” In both versions, this is an
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interesting question in modern societies because, according to the ideals
of modern societies, “men” ought not need to obey. They are, allegedly,
the rulers. But we all know that “the people,” whether men or women or
kids, do not rule very often, or at least not very directly. Again, it turns
out that those who benefit from the way the rulers rule tend not to mind
the ruling, except when their garbage is not picked up on time. On the
other hand, those who are regularly abused by the way rulers rule—the
poor, gays and lesbians, women, and the otherwise discriminated (includ-
ing students in autocratically run universities)—notice quite readily what
the structures of authority are. They usually have sophisticated theories
about what goes on. They are, indeed, some of our society’s best practical
sociologists because, like Frankie, they have less reason to be conned into
staying the hell out of the structures.

There is hardly any doubt that the social structures whose failures we
notice most acutely are the structures of authority. They may do their
powerful work in silence much of the time, but, when they go too far, or
fail too disruptively, people snap out of the state of mindless obedience
and begin to see just how authority and other structures work. When
authority exceeds its limits or otherwise fails, someone always gets hurt.
When welfare caseworkers, probation officers, hanging judges, police,
school principals and deans, SWAT team agents, admissions officers,
motor vehicle registrars, ticket takers, and other agents of authority screw
up, those subject to them suffer by doing more time in slammers or wait
lines, or much worse.

Though social structures come in many different varieties, our com-
mon experiences with structures of authority should suggest why soci-
ologists of all kinds must learn how to think and talk about them. In
the simplest of terms, it is possible to summarize what has been said so
far about the formal attributes of structures, including social structures.
Social structures are social things that (1) give order to some lesser set of
social things, for which purpose they must be (2) durable and enduring, at
least for a time, which they are in spite of the fact that (3) they are invis-
ible in the normal course of social life, except when they fail or otherwise
call attention to themselves, on which occasion those victimized by their
failure can teach the rest of us a lot about (4) just how big and powerful
social structures are.

Or, briefer still, social structures are (1) organizing, (2) enduring, and
(3) generally invisible, but (4) salient, social things we know by their ef-
fects. The larger structures of authority (governments and their courts
and jailers, for example) possess all of these attributes—a fact well known
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to anyone who has recently been required to stand in line at a registry of
motor vehicles or, even worse, a traffic court.

Id

But, still, what is to be said of Frankie and the Hallway Hangers? They
were, to be sure, persons of slight prestige and lowly status. But one
might say they brought it on themselves. Other kids hated them; even
their teachers treated them with contempt. This is not surprising, given
their crude and hostile behavior. But why were they so hostile? Not ev-
eryone who is poor rebels; many are resigned, others are depressed, still
others carry on with great nobility. For the Hallway Hangers, rebellion
and aggression, particularly against authority, were their own, not-all-
that-unusual reactions to their meager social world. Clearly, Goffman’s
question meant nothing to them. They were quite prepared to trash any
office they could get into.

To account for the Hallway Hangers’ way of responding to, and be-
ing shaped by, social structures, still a third form of social power must
be called forth: the power of the class structure. Class structures organize
the social opportunities allocated to various groups according to a group’s
greater and lesser access to scarce goods, particularly income and other
sources of wealth. Class structures, thereby, are the systemic effects of
the economy on social worlds. The sociological study of class structures
is different, therefore, from economics because the sociological attention
is paid, not simply to markets and money, but to how access to them is
determined by a group’s social position. Class, like prestige and author-
ity, is a primary instrument of power—the one that best accounts for the
Hallway Hangers.

The story of the Hallway Hangers and their rival gang, the Brothers,
was told by Jay MacLeod (b. 1961), who worked with them, became their
friend, and eventually wrote their story while still a college student. The
result of MacLeod’s study was the book Ain’t No Makin’ It, which has
become a best seller and a modern sociological classic. For those who
doubt what I say about the power of practical sociology, it might come as
a surprise that Jay MacLeod took only one course in sociology in college
and did not go on to become a professional sociologist. Instead, after col-
lege he studied theology as a Rhodes scholar at Oxford University and
became an Anglican priest. He has dedicated his life to work among the
rural and urban poor in the United States and England. It was only as
an undergraduate scholar that he mastered the professional sociological
literature he used to account for the hopelessness of young people like
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Frankie. Everyone who knows Jay MacLeod knows that his mastery of
the professional ideas grew first out of his mastery of the gifts of practical
sociological competence.

MacLeod would never have been in the housing project he called
Clarendon Heights had he not been the kind of person who, as a stu-
dent, would volunteer to work with young people of poor economic
circumstances. So, when he returned to his university to think about the
study, it was natural that the power of economic structures, of the class
system, provided the puzzle MaclLeod tried to solve in Ain’t No Makin’
It. He drew on ideas that had been developed by professional sociologists
about, again, what is known as reproduction theory. As the term suggests,
the theory holds that the structures of modern societies tend to reproduce
themselves from one generation to the next, on and on.

Of course, it is obvious that institutions are meant to reproduce them-
selves to some extent. It would hardly make sense for a society to change,
say, its political system every generation or so. Even when most people
hate the politicians, they seldom look for ways to change the basic rules.
Overlooking bad rules is probably the better course, at least until the
corruption gets out of hand. Political systems may remain the same over
time because, whatever their weaknesses, they work reasonably well—at
least they do in many of the democratic societies. The structure of the
economic system, however, is another matter.

Economic structures in capitalist societies, in point of fact, usually
work very well only for, say, the top 40 percent or, increasingly, the top
20 percent or, soon, the top 5 percent. Those who benefit from the way
economic, or class, structures are organized seldom complain. Complaint,
when it is heard, usually comes from people in Frankie’s situation. Yet, as
I suggested when | compared him to Black Elk, there is something quite
distinctive about Frankie’s sociology of his situation. Underneath all the
bravado and hostility, he blames the people who fail for their failure!
Though at other times the Hallway Hangers are willing to blame the sys-
tem, sometimes in racist and other confused ways, they always come back
to themselves as a principal source of their own problems.

Here, at last, is the why and how of the mysterious workings of power.
There may be surprise, but little mystery, in the sneak attacks of the colo-
nizers, slaveholders, and secret police who crush the lives of some chil-
dren. There is relatively less mystery in the workings of prestige because
it is not all that difficult to imagine why the people looked up to have
more power than others. The riddle of powerful structures is tougher to
crack when it comes to authority, but it may be toughest of all in relation
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to the class system. It is, after all, mostly in relation to the structure of
class and economic differences that one most feels the tragic effects of
social reproduction. The poor actively contribute to the reproduction of
the economic and social unfairness of a society when they believe, as do
the Hallway Hangers, that they are part of the problem. This, of course,
is the problem C. Wright Mills tried to solve by calling people to imag-
ine that their personal troubles are very likely structural problems of the
society as a whole.

The problem with Mills’s original idea is that false consciousness is
so pervasive that it is seldom enough simply to encourage those with
troubles to see and think differently. People who suffer from unequal
opportunities are committed very early in their lives to the proposition
that it is they who are no good, and no good because they cannot accom-
plish what they are taught to dream of. Even when the poor or socially
marginal also believe that the system is unjust, they feel defeat so deeply
within themselves that it is hard for them to get out of their troubles into
the light of sociological imagination.

In other words, the big structures of economic power that establish
and maintain the class system also get inside the heads of the individuals
subjected to that system. The Hallway Hangers, being of poor families,
were in fact dealt a losing hand by the class structures. They were born
to the bottom. But being thus born does not absolutely determine one’s
fate. Some do overcome, though not many. Class structures are not,
therefore, machinelike any more than bureaucracies are as deterministic
as Weber thought they were. When even one person escapes from the
lowest of classes, this means that something other than naked economic
power is going on. As I said, power is sneaky, and especially in the way it
reproduces the injustice with which the poor must live while they beg for
small change from the well-off.

Those who beg often believe they are meant to be beggars, just as
those who brush them off on the way to cocktails usually believe in their
superiority. In modern societies, power works from within the wounded
or cold hearts of individuals. It seldom works openly from the top down,
for, if it did, the evening news would be much more filled with Wounded
Knees than it is. The really bad news of the poor and excluded is that they
confirm their plight in their own beliefs and actions, and thus become
trapped.

The Hallway Hangers were indeed fuck-ups—drugged, destructive,
and dangerous even to themselves. But do not suppose that Frankie had
not been called a fuck-up by others, one way or another, long before he
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came to believe it about himself and his friends. They were indeed fuck-
ups first and foremost because they had so few opportunities to do any
better than they did. Those who have never spent long hours, much less
nights, in an urban public housing project, as Jay MacLeod did, will never
know how hard it can be to find a quiet place to read and study, or how
powerful the pressure is to conform to what another sociologist, Elijah
Anderson (b. 1943), calls the code of the street. Anderson systematically
explores the concept of code-switching in his book Code of the Streets:
Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (1994) in which
he reports on years of research the pressures on young black men in the
impoverished cities to demonstrate their self-respect by facing up to the
challenges of street life—by a readiness, that is, to respond aggressively
to any gesture of disrespect.* Many believe that much of the violence in
urban neighborhoods is partly explained by the confused need of young
men to prove themselves worthy of aggression, if nothing else, against the
many debilitating economic and social odds they face. To survive on the
street they must be adept at switching codes—displaying manliness when
challenged even when at home or school they may act according to the
code of decency that abhors street violence. But it is not just young black
men who face these impossible odds. The Hallway Hangers, mostly white,
and inclined toward racism, believed and behaved according to their own
code of the streets. They looked for trouble, especially with authorities,
and found it at every turn. Soon enough, they had moved beyond being
simply troublemakers. They were trouble.

One of Jay MacLeod’s interpretations of their situation is that their
aggression was, like that of the black men studied by Elijah Anderson, an
attempt to confirm their masculinity in a society that expects men, more
than women, to earn good money and provide for others. The problem is
that the economies of such societies produce class structures that, liter-
ally, deny many young men the decent jobs necessary to meet the soci-
ety’s expectations. There are not enough well-paid jobs for everyone, and
in the United States there haven’t been since the Second World War.
That is a fact. But what is its effect?

Remember that Frankie’s hope for himself was that he would “get mar-
ried, have some kids, have a decent job.” He understood the normal path
to human success in America. But read on. He immediately qualified his
hopes: “Enough to live off anyways, to support a wife and kids. But some
of them [he meant to include himself, of course], they’re gonna fuck up.”
The norm is to earn not just enough to “live off” but enough to support
others well. Even in expressing a kind of backhanded faith in the system,
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Frankie knew he and his were going to fail, as indeed they did. Ain’t No
Makin’ It was their realistic situation. What, then, is a young man to do
when he is faced with virtually certain failure? Some struggle on, hoping
against hope, as did the Brothers, a rival gang in Clarendon Heights. But
some rebel in a just as vain grasp for a modicum of respect. The code
underlying the code of the streets (and the schools) was, in effect, “If
can’t succeed, then at least I'll make my mark and screw up the system
for screwing me.”

Such a fate as this is common in modern, postindustrial societies like
those in the United States and Western Europe, and increasingly in
parts of Latin America and Asia. Jobs disappear in societies where the
economies are now based on high-technology applications and where
manufacturing is done more often by computer-driven machines than
by men and women. Some economists predict that, within the lifetimes
of children born since 1975, there will be so few jobs that perhaps only
20 percent of all men and women will be able to find work.* (And this
is for the advanced societies on the globe. Think of the underdeveloped
societies!) Already, it is well known, unemployment rates in the deterio-
rated cities can be as high as 55 percent.”® Worse yet, across the world
there are cities like Lagos in Nigeria that, like the maquiladoras along the
Mexico—United States border, where there is either no real employment
at all or work so poorly paid as to offer no real hope. Not as high as on
the Lakota reservation, but a terrible number just the same. Should this
prediction come to pass, as well it might, then the top 20 percent will
be not just the most wealthy but the only persons with any real access to
income as we know it today (unless, that is, something changes).

Such a futuristic nightmare was beyond Frankie’s street sociology. But
he could imagine enough to understand the odds against his ever finding
work, much less a career of the kind other kids his age not only dream of
but believe they will find. This, ultimately, is how the power of the class
structure gets inside the heads of some children. It may work its way dif-
ferently in different cases. Being white, the Hallway Hangers did not face
exactly the same code of the streets as did Elijah Anderson’s black youth.
But, whatever the differences, the powerful work of class structures is
the sneaky work of convincing those who fail that they deserve to fail as
much as those who succeed believe they deserve to succeed. It does not
always happen this neatly. Dirty work like this is never seamless. There is
always somebody with enough sociological imagination to see the struc-
tures, and the effects they cause, for what they are. Still, modern societ-
ies, in spite of the hopes and ideals of those who live in them, reproduce
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themselves and all their social and economic injustices, from generation
to generation.

Yes, some children born poor escape, and some born wealthy care
about economic justice. But, in the grinding frustrations of lives without
decent prospects of making it, the good fortune of the few escapees means
little to those left behind. And the mystery is that the Frankies of this
world, if they are lucky even to survive to a middle age of furious disap-
pointment, may well down their beers to drown their self-disgust. They
may never fully realize that it was the power of the structures, not they,
that dealt them such impossibly rotten hands.

>

However power works—through raw force, prestige, authority, or the
reproduction of class inequalities—it works to structure the social worlds
in which people live. Some do well and some are fortunate; others don’t
or aren’t. But the fortunes we have, or lack, are never entirely ours to
keep, or regret. These organizing, enduring, invisible, but salient, social
structures are necessary to hold social worlds together, but they can be
deadly, and sometimes are.



CHAPTER EIGHT

>’

The Lively Subjects
of Dead Structures

your cars.” The company of mourners obeyed slowly, leaving

the casket standing in an open field. Only a statue of St. Jude,
partly hiding the eager gravediggers, broke the hot, early-summer sky.
The heat pressed on us as we slowly left Ted’s remains.

This was the scene at the burial of my father-in-law, whose death
changed life in important ways, even as it brought back a long-lost past.
The day after the funeral, I walked to a park where I had played as a
child. The heat was, if anything, heavier than the day before. I sat star-
ing through the haze, looking far into the valley below. A single-engine
plane floated toward a distant landing. Its forward motion was so slight
[ half thought it would drop were it not for the thickness of the air. To
this very park, I had been brought as a small child, nearly half a century
before, when the world was different but Cincinnati’s summer sky just as
laden. Some things remain the same.

[ had been too young then to notice the human rituals that took place
about me the day after Ted’s funeral, as they have for years, before and
since. Off in the distant shade, a young couple petted, classic public
strokes of fresh affections. They touched each other as though guided by
some rule of decency instinctive to couples at a certain, early moment in
their loving. The same heavy sky that could hold an airplane also damp-
ened the throttle of their passions. On certain days time does stand still.

A shirtless teenage boy pranced—chest fine, his pants fallen on the
ass in the fashion of the day. He yelled to his pals. He was going to the

“THE BURIAL will be properly taken care of. Please return to
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gravel pits for a swim. It could have been me and my pals at the same age.
Summers in this Ohio River town, boys without lovers go to these deep
pits seeking some other refreshing danger. They left together, showing off
their barely legal beer in brown bags. Even their rowdy departure failed
to break the spell. A ruddy-faced man of indeterminate middle age sat
transfixed, hands folded atop the picnic table. He too looked far off into
the valley. The plane had moved close to its touchdown. Ted, too, was
settled into the ground, properly buried as had been promised.

For the living, death is more like summer than winter. The worst heat
slows things to a stop. But the more important social things remain.
Loss narrows the sociological eye into a stare down and back toward
valleys of the past. During the same long-ago summers when I had been
brought there for innocent play, Pat, my mother-in-law, had worked in
that airfield from which my father, whom she never knew, had departed
for America’s war with Japan. There, one day, strangers who would later
be joined as kin without ever meeting may have passed each other. The
airfield is mostly closed now. The air was too thick, landings too danger-
ous—except, it seems, for small planes on certain days. Along the Ohio
River, lowlands are given to spring flooding, which comes as to a schedule
indifferent to the needs of boys and girls to fly, pet, stare, swim, go off
to war, or otherwise skirt the laws of their nature. Spring floods thicken
summer days, just as a death slows the memory of those who remain.
Death may itself be a winter, but for those left alive, it is a never-ending
summer of memories.

>

Social worlds and their structures may be deadly, but they are also dead
from the point of view of we who live and move and have our social be-
ings in them. Do not allow the fear of death modern culture promotes to
fool you into thinking that dead beings and things have no relation to the
living. My uncle died some years ago; my father-in-law two years before
that; twenty years before that, my mother; my father a few years before
her; and his father twenty years before that in 1948. We all live in the
succession of deaths. But these dead of kin and social relations continue
ever to be among us. As [ promised at the beginning, this is a book of mys-
tery stories, and here is another. The large social structures that mete out
privilege to some, despair to others, and modest means to those between
are active forces in the lives of even the most lowly of all who are subject
to their powers. Structures are, as [ have said, organizing, enduring, invis-
ible, and salient. But what does it mean to say they are invisible, if it does
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not mean that in some very practical sense they are dead, or at least not
alive in the same sense that we, their subjects, are?

Pause, if you can, before those Lakota dead who cried and moaned
from their grave for a full century after Wounded Knee. In a world such
as ours, a century later, there is little support for the conviction that the
laments of the dead are real. The sophisticated might belittle Black Elk’s
vision of the slaughtered innocents as primitive superstition. But, from a
mundane perspective, do not Frankie’s lament and Black Elk’s have much
in common? Was not the sad anger of this poor white boy from the big
city also a psalm of despair for lives he knew were already buried? And
what is to be said of men of relative privilege, like my father, who was so
filled with rage at the pain his father had inflicted on him that he could
not keep himself from fits of temper against those who loved him? Once,
at a birthday party for his mother, good old dad threw a bowl of mashed
potatoes strong against the ceiling, then stomped out like the little boy
he had become in that moment of terrifying regression. There was more,
and worse—all symptoms of the dead father within him, just as he lives
today within me. I hated my father’s anger for the longest while, until I
came to understand, after many years, that his pain and mine are joined
across the grave. Even we who are privileged are also distant cousins at
many removes of the Frankies and Black Elks of the world. Every feeling
human being lives under the force of events that transpired in the past.

One might think of these effects of remembered things as figments of
the psychological. To some extent, they are. But, deeper still, within all
men and women who survive to adult life, the power of the structured
social past works its way. Any society that could look the other way as
its militia murders innocent children in the South Dakota territory, or
while the grandchildren of those soldiers ignore, or cause, the neglect of
Frankie is an enduring social thing in which all the deeds and misdeeds
of its social past are carried forth. Structures would never endure from
generation to generation were it not for the coming down of collective
memories of blood shed or hymns sung in the past.

One might say that social structures are dead social things, well re-
membered. My memory of my father’s tantrums is certainly the articulate
work of my psychology. But my ability to understand other grown chil-
dren when they tell similar, usually far worse, stories of the abuses of their
childhoods is something more than a coincidence of individual minds.
It is the beginning of a sociological imagination, a work done out of the
sociological competence hidden beneath the pain or pleasure of current
circumstance. Anger and abuse tear at the seams of family life for reasons
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that go deep into the soul of the still larger collective life. Reaching more
broadly, when people dispersed across a large society meet by chance and
hear each other’s stories, they put the bits and pieces of memory together.
They recognize themselves in the other, thus forming the first filaments
of the web of social life. Then, the imagination can blossom into a full
and poignant sociology of the structures of the world. We who did not
grow up black or female in America can rest assured that more than a few
black people read W. E. B. Du Bois’s stories of the color line, as women
read Charlotte Gilman’s Yellow Wallpaper, in growing awareness that
they are one with those who came before. What another black boy or
young white woman experienced in the long ago (just about the time of
Wounded Knee) was indeed a vision (not different from Black Elk’s) of
just how the injuries of the now-dead past are alive today in the invisible
structures that make the world what it is.

I

Structures thus press upon living social individuals who are, when one
stops to think about it, the same individuals without whom those large,
abstractly structured social things would be utterly lifeless. Much of the
time structures are a dead and deadly weight on individuals.

One of the best-known sociological examples of this strange phenom-
enon is reported in The Urban Villagers, the study of an Italian, working-
class neighborhood of Boston.’! Herbert Gans (b. 1927), a sociologist
who has devoted his career to writing on sociological issues of political
concern to the general public, spent a year of his youth living in the
neighborhood he studied. What Gans found out about the people of
Boston’s West End is that they were, in his view, unable to think about
the wider structures of their social world. They, thus, lacked all but the
most limited capacity for sociological imagination, with the result that,
for them, the wider social world was quite dead as far as their daily lives
were concerned.

Being on the average but one or two generations removed from rural,
southern Italy, the people of the urban village were still very much tra-
ditionalists. They were almost wholly preoccupied with preserving the
customs and values in which they and their ancestors had been reared. In
particular, they were dependent on their peer group society, the concept
by which Gans described their emotional reliance on a circle of friends
of the same age, gender, and stage of life. The urban villagers were so
dependent on the approval of these groups that they were unable to see
beyond them. Anyone who remembers the gangs or cliques of their early
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teenage years might appreciate what peer group societies are like. For a
while in the eighth grade or so, I didn’t care about anything except what
David Bennett and all the other popular kids thought about me. I would
have done anything to get invited to their parties. | suffered horribly
when I was not. My adolescent pain was, however, but a passing reflec-
tion of the enduring social world in which Gans’s urban villagers spent
the whole of their lives. The problem for them was that, just as a teenager
often thinks of little but what the others think of him, so Gans’s villagers
could not imagine much of anything outside the small circle of their peer
groups, and certainly not what city hall had in store for them. Middle-
class teenagers usually get over the cliquish years and seldom suffer very
serious effects of this stage of sociological mindlessness. But Gans'’s urban
villagers were in a different position entirely.

It happened that the city of Boston was just then embarking upon a
program of urban redevelopment, a politician’s obfuscating name for tak-
ing the lands and homes of the less well-off in order to build apartments
and trendy shops for the wealthy. The urban village was scheduled for
destruction. Yet the West Enders, in spite of frequent official notices
of their coming doom, paid no attention because they simply could not
visualize such a thing. Had they, they might have organized politically to
prevent the bulldozers from taking their neighborhood. Others in other
parts of the city had in fact done this. The urban villagers could not
because they were a people irretrievably dependent on a well-structured
way of life rooted in a past that stretched back to Italy. They could not
imagine the structures before their very eyes—structures that were about
to kill their village society. Here is an example of how the dead structures
of the social past can so blind people in the present that their way of life
is destroyed.

Social structures are salient enough to organize the small deeds of so-
cial worlds because they endure, for better or worse. Their duration, like
that of mountains bearing the fossils and relics of life long gone, can only
be the carrying forth of effects of the deep past. In the urban village, the
effects of the past of their ancestors’ lives in Italy created a small and lo-
cal structure that clashed, to deadly effect, with the enduring weight of a
modern city’s desire ever to take more land for better business. The class
structure that, if you are young, may be at this very moment sorting you
for a good chance at life, even as it assigns others lesser chances, did not
spring up all at once. Structures are working on you as you read or nap,
but their working is the slow-moving, leading edge of a social mountain,
long enduring, not soon to tumble. The sociological imagination must
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always look up to the far peaks that define the dark valleys or pleasant
streams where people live.

Mpysteries abound. But it is not all that eerie to suppose that structures,
like voices from the grave, press upon us out of the deep past of lost, but
still powerful, worlds. Their weight may be deadly for many, or inspiring
for those more privileged, but they are dead in the sense that structures
do not, ever, have the same vital force as the actions individuals are gen-
erally able to take. Where the mystery persists is in how it happens that
dead and invisible structures send forth so much power. Such a notion
confounds the more common experience that the actions of social life
rise up, instead, from individuals clustered in their many and different,
but local, groups.

>

Mysteries may abound, but they are not altogether beyond reason. Pro-
fessional sociologists, as I said earlier, are obliged to give an account of
structures. Though the professionals, by their training, are usually able
to give more complete and detailed explanations of structures than, say,
Frankie could, they encounter many of the same dilemmas any practical
sociologist does. This is especially so when a sociologist is attempting to
explain the larger structural changes in society, such as the rise of modern
societies out of the traditional past, which so troubled Max Weber, or
the question of social revolutions that has haunted sociologists since the
tumultuous times of the sixties.

One of the more important innovations in social thought to have
come from the studies promoted by the sixties was structuralism—the view
that structures are so important a cause of fundamental social process that
hardly anything else counts, least of all the actions of individuals. Charles
Tilly’s resource mobilization theory, which I discussed earlier, is a mod-
erate structuralism. Tilly attempts, among other things, to explain why
it happens that individuals and groups can be ready to act to change an
unjust system, but are unable to act until an opening in the opportunity
structure allows them effectively to mobilize their resources in pursuit of
revolutionary goals.

To this day, not everyone agrees with the structuralist position, but
hardly anyone demurs from voicing an opinion of it. Critics of the
more extreme structuralists say their view of the autonomous power of
structures leaves little room for agency, that is, for the contributions of
visible, breathing, concretely human subjects to the larger social actions
that sometimes change society. Agents are, simply, the people who carry
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the message and power of actions leading to change. Those who object
to structuralism consider agents the subjects, or original sources, of the
actions that move things along.

Structuralism has provoked one of the most persistent and fruitful
controversies among professional sociologists in the post-1960s era, and
thus renewed in somewhat different terms the classic debate between the
society-first and the individuals-first traditions. One of the more curious
features of the debate is that both sides tend to forget about false con-
sciousness. The structuralists tend to assume that individuals are honest
dopes, passively aware of the power of structures, while those who defend
the role of agents tend to see individuals as fully alert seekers and doers
of the truth. Both sides should have a chat with Frankie. Just the same,
though the debate occasionally ascends to heights of abstraction that take
the breath away, it boils down to the important practical question of just
how palpably alive individual subjects take action against, with, or because
of structures.

One of the most influential (and not at all abstract) structuralist con-
tributions to the debate is a 1979 book, States and Social Revolutions, by
Theda Skocpol (b. 1947), now a professor of sociology and government
at Harvard. Skocpol frankly admits that her interest in social revolutions
was encouraged by her experience as a politically concerned student in
the 1960s. Early in her career, Skocpol’s bold affirmation of the political
side of the sociological life was well in evidence in her book, but also in
her principled actions against Harvard, which, at first, had denied her
a permanent job. She took the action of bringing a sex discrimination
charge. After a drawn-out review, the Harvard authorities relented. She
won her tenured professorship because, by the time of Harvard’s review
of the case, it was already apparent that States and Social Revolutions was
destined to be a modern classic. Today her work is regarded as responsible
for a scientific revolution in political sociology.

What Skocpol did in States and Social Revolutions was to seek an even
stronger structuralism than can be found in theories like Tilly’s. Her
idea was that revolutionary social change occurs, when it does, not pri-
marily because of the agency of individuals (not even large numbers of
them joined in collective actions), but because something world-shaking
happens to the social structures. Skocpol conceded, of course, that well-
mobilized mass protests are part of the revolutionary situation. But the
revolution itself takes place only when, as she put it, “there is a rapid, ba-
sic transformation of society’s state and class structures,”? and such struc-
tures change only when something happens to the structures themselves.
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In other words, Skocpol gives little revolutionary credit to the agency of
individuals; she even reduces the emphasis Tilly put on the mobilization
of resources for change.

One of the more intriguing case studies in States and Social Revolutions
is the French Revolution of 1789. Many people are drawn to the idea that
the French Revolution had mostly to do with the celebrated storming of
the Bastille—that the old regime in France fell before the courageous
revolutionaries who brought the evil system down on the 14th of July,
1789. In the popular imagination, glamorous revolutionary heroes are
pictured as the agents of this moment of human liberation. More sober
versions of this view are held by some social scientists. Skocpol disagrees.

Skocpol’s idea is that the storming of the Bastille, and all the other ac-
tions taken by the masses and their leaders, would not have taken place
had there not been prior important changes in the political and eco-
nomic structures in France. France’s heavy investments in the American
Revolution of 1776 were chief among a number of costly international
ventures that, when combined with internal problems (like major crop
failures and famines in 1788), required the king to raise taxes. Nobody
likes taxes, to be sure, but Skocpol’s idea is not that the new taxes led
directly to the revolution. Instead, she argued, the raising of taxes before
1789, and the trouble it caused for the king, were the early symptoms of
the bigger and longer-lasting structural weakness of the throne and the
traditional nobility. In other words, though the individuals, including the
king and his court, were the decision makers, the real life-force that led to
the revolution of 1789 was the structural weakness of the ruling classes in
the face of the rising new classes of merchants, democrats, and the poor.
Because the dominant classes were weakened, the new classes were able
to encourage the revolt of the masses. The shift in power arrangements
was a rearrangement of the structural parts of the society, not an inspired
movement of fervent revolutionaries.

Skocpol’s theory is not that individuals are irrelevant to revolutions
but that, in effect, they act, not as free-moving agents, but as embedded
members of a series of newly formed classes and political organizations
in and outside of the government. In the French Revolution, it was not
the angry individuals the king was unable to suppress, but the economic
and political groups that had organized themselves into newly formed
classes, which, in turn, broke open the structural fissures that weakened
the traditional powers, thus giving the new powers their day. In recent
times the dramatic revolution in Egypt in 2011 illustrates the continu-
ing importance of a structural sociology of social and political events.
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The massive crowds filling Cairo’s Tahrir Square for three weeks in
January and February of 2011 demonstrated courage, patience, and dis-
cipline. When it was all over, some leaders were identified, including
the Google executive, Wael Ghonim, who organized public opinion and
crowd turnout through social networking. But it was the crowds that
sparked the revolution. Yet, the crowds would not have succeeded had
the Egyptian Army not refused to attack them. The Army was restrained
because it was led by generals who were very well educated in democratic
values. They were largely trained in the United States where most of
them trained at the United States Military Academy at West Point.
Plus which, the Egyptian military had long been the beneficiary of very
large foreign aid contributions from the United States, which gave the
Egyptians support because of American interests in the security of Israel.
A strong, friendly, and well-educated Arab state in the region lessened
the military threat to Israel. Peace (even relative peace) in a troubled
region is good for the American economy. All these structural factors,
rooted in a global system of economic and military policies, are why,
in the end, the Americans also withheld support from their longtime
ally now deposed Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak, who was forced
to leave office and turn power over to the Egyptian Army that refused
to fire on the crowds in Tahrir Square. One structural thing can follow
another and another. Individuals like Wael Ghonim and other leaders
of the protests may be agents of change, but only as members of struc-
tured social positions, including positions structured in our day by the
power of Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking technologies.
Conversely, many potential revolutions fail because the structures are
not aligned in ways that allow the change to occur. For every successful
French or Egyptian revolution there are hundreds that fail not because
their causes were not just but because the structures of global politics and
economics were not right for the change.

A structuralist theory, even a strong one like Skocpol’s, will always
win a scientific debate when the alternative is an equally strong agency
theory. Today, most professional sociologists would consider it vastly
more foolhardy to attempt to explain the French Revolution or, closer to
home, the failure of the Hallway Hangers as a simple consequence of the
actions of individual actors. Fortunately, there are choices between the
extremes. Though strong structuralisms like Skocpol’s come perilously
close to ignoring, if not eliminating, the actor-agents of social change,
few professional sociologists anywhere would deny that both structures
and agents must be included. The question is, How?
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There are creative attempts to resolve the debate by changing the
terms of the argument. Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of the habitus was an
attempt, as | said earlier, to get around the society-versus-individual
problem by starting over with the more practical question of how deadly
structures and lively actors come together in practical actions. Though
Bourdieu’s concept might not appease the hearty explanatory appetites of
many structuralists, his example of how to begin with the practical mat-
ters of the sociological life deserves the attention it has received. Habitus,
after all, is an attempt to suggest how individuals practice the discipline
of living as free subjects of powerful structures. This may well be the most
practical moral question there is.

One of the confusions arising from the structuralism controversy
is that professional sociologists’ proper responsibility to explain social
things is so very different from the duty of practical sociologists simply to
live and to tell the stories that account for their actions. The profession-
als will always be tempted to make structures more lively than they are
to bad actors like Frankie or good ones like Black Elk. That is their job.
The urgent question for the practical sociological life is not, How do I
explain the French Revolution, or the turmoil of the 1960s, or the role of
class structures in social reproduction? Those who are the breathing sub-
jects of practical sociological life will more often feel the threat of deadly
structures when the streets are ablaze or the guillotine falls, or the job is
lost, or never found. Practical sociologies can learn a great deal from the
causal explanations of scientific sociologies, as the story of Jay MacLeod
well illustrates. But, ultimately, in practical life, the question is not one
of causes so much as, What must I know, feel, and believe, in order to act
in ways that will make life better for me and mine, and more just for all?

A practical sociology may be supported by the wisdom of structuralist
explanations, but it will always view an analytic debate like the structural-
ist one with a skepticism bred of urgency. Practically speaking, structures
are more often dead in the sense of being always in the background of the
concerns of earning enough daily bread to feed hungry children. Those
who must feed babies, or otherwise care for the needs of their human
brothers and sisters, have no choice but to be agents bearing bread and
milk, stealing if need be from some unsuspecting corner of their worlds.

Professional and practical sociologies are locked in the embrace of a
dance that never ends. There is no last dance when it comes to life with
social structures. When Darlene and 1 took our turns around the roller
rink, we heard the music, but, you can be sure, I was so preoccupied with
what the other kids might think that I gave little heed to what the music
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was or where it came from. She, however, seemed noticeably more alert
to the wider scene. Thus it is with social structures. The professional
sociologist keeps an eye on the larger scene to explain, as precisely as pos-
sible, just where and how the music of the big world comes down to us.
The practical sociologist keeps an eye on the action, ahead and around,
as others fall by the way or dance blithely past. But the sociological life
is consummated, for richer or poorer, in a forward movement that tran-
scends any and all debates.

I

To be alive sociologically, and socially, is to practice the normal rules of
social participation—sometimes with a flourish of independence, never
exactly as the rules are passed down, but close enough so as not to disrupt
the party. The rules, however, are given in the structured mass of stuff the
surrounding world makes available for individuals to learn and use. But,
as usual, there is a question that does not admit an easy answer. No more
than they could agree in the structuralist controversy can the professional
sociologists see eye to eye on how that stuff gets from the structured social
world into the living individuals.

A common, if traditional, answer is socialization—the process, as I said
earlier, whereby individuals come under the influence of bigger social
things. The term means mostly what common sense would suggest. An
individual is socialized when she knows what society expects of her and
acts more or less according to expectations. A person who remains silent
and attentive while a rabbi or some other teacher is holding forth—or the
guest who waits for the hostess before digging in—is thought to be well
socialized. She knows her manners and, presumably, much else that al-
lows her to move about without drawing too much unfavorable comment
from others. Socialization is the process whereby a social individual learns
the rules governing normal social behavior in a given situation.

Often the idea of socialization is used technically in conjunction with
another easy-to-figure-out concept: role. If in ordinary language a role is a
well-plotted script of actions and speeches an actor follows in performing,
say, Hamlet, then in sociological usage social role builds on the idea that
individuals are well socialized when they understand the script or scripts
society provides for their actions in a particular social scene. A child
who listens with superficially rapt attention to his father’s oft-repeated
stories about the good old days is satisfactorily socialized because he al-
lows himself to be constrained by the weight of the role of the good child.
Playing such a role may be irritating for the moment of its performance.
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But it is worth playing if only to sustain the peace of family relations,
from which may flow social benefits like allowances, rights to car use, or
overnights—not to mention the deeper, if little remarked upon, benefits
of family love.

When my son Matthew was a young man of twenty-six, I told him a
story of my young adulthood, when I had lost hundreds of dollars in a
bad car trade. Later, having come back to my senses, I realized that I had
told him that one before. Just the same, Matthew took it in as though it
had been a brilliant first-telling, and went on about his business. Sooner
or later, I'll hear about this foolish slip of paternal memory. It took him
nearly five years to confess why he and his brother never finished their
breakfasts when they were kids while I was learning the ropes of single
parenting. The reason was that I, being then an improperly socialized
“mother,” had buttered the morning toast on a board from which I had
not washed the previous evening’s garlic. I myself had thought the toast
was odd, but never really considered the cause that they had so filially
kept to themselves. Following the rules of the role does not mean that
you give up your sense of humor. But failing to follow them, even hap-
hazardly, might mean the loss of some local structure, like the luxury of
being served in the morning.

The problem with the sociological concepts of socialization and role
is that they do not yield enough information as to how it works that
the instruction to listen raptly to a father’s old tales, and all the other
instructions society offers up, actually gets inside the living individual.
Talcott Parsons once provided an influential theory of socialization. He
taught that one of the most important aspects of society is its culture, by
which Parsons meant something like a depository of values, norms, rules,
even manners, from which individuals may withdraw what they need ac-
cording to the situation; or, even better, culture might be, to play loosely
with Parsons’s idea, the data of a hard disk on which are stored instruct-
ing signals for use in various roles. It is possible, of course, to withdraw,
or download, according to the needs of the situation, but one must be
cautious not to write the script so that others will not recognize the role
being played. Parsons’s theory of culture and roles is, you can see, more
respectful of the actions of agents than are the stronger structuralisms.
[t is at least an honest attempt to figure out how structured things work
inside individuals.

One of Parsons’s best-known, but now notorious, applications of his
theory of socialization made reference to the roles of the sexes in domes-
tic and societal life.”> In most cultures, he said, work is valued, but so
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are love and caretaking. The families Frankie dreamed of, but could not
have, require both work and love to survive. Someone has to make the
money. Someone else has to take care of the moneymaker and his kids.
(You can see where this is headed.) Therefore, Parsons’s theory contin-
ued, there must be roles in which some people are given instructions to
work hard at a paying job, and some other people are assigned the roles
of working hard to provide love and care (which meant, of course, doing
the dishes, picking up dirty underwear, and generally cleaning up). You
can see now, if you had not guessed, that, though he usually claimed to be
writing about all societies, the man was writing about white, middle-class
America in the 1950s. Parsons, having been of good middle-class back-
ground, had only to look around at those he knew in order to conclude
that, by and large, the worker role was normally assigned to men, and the
provider-of-care role was assigned to women. In those days, middle-class
white mothers generally did not work at a paying job as they do today.
Today, sociologists are still willing to use the concepts of role and
socialization, but most will use them sparingly. Some object to the fact
that, in his attempt to show how structures get inside the heads, or hearts,
of individual actors, Parsons was still too much a structuralist. Others,
and particularly feminists, hated (as you might well suppose) the way
he ascribed the worker role to the boys and the nurturing role to the
girls. Since Parsons developed these ideas in the years after the Second
World War when, in much of white America at least, the expectation
was that men do real work for pay and women do the laundry, he might
be forgiven for trusting arrangements that then were superficially normal.
In the 1950s, women had not yet found a way to make men, not even
the best professional sociologists, understand just how they felt about
these so-called role expectations. Yet they knew that the official sex-role
scheme was a bit of a scam, even if they had not yet read Charlotte Gil-
man. Women knew what work was, and many of them had quite definite
feelings about its being unpaid. Many women had worked for pay during
the Second World War, building the tanks and planes for the men who
fought the war. For them, and their daughters, the idea that a woman’s
role was fixed narrowly upon housework and childcare was inexpressible
nonsense. Even my mother, who never worked outside the home after she
married, knew that a woman’s sex-role was, in fact, a plethora of roles and
duties, which hardly excluded the work she did to hold things together
while my father was off to war for three long years. She knew it even more
certainly because her widowed mother, a nurse, moved in and helped pay
the bills. My mother and her mother, and Mrs. Lyons, who also lived with
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us for a while, well understood that the public line on women’s roles was
way wrong.

Socialization is not a bad idea. Far from it. But it does have its limits
when it comes to explaining how it happens that some people, includ-
ing most women in most societies and some men in many, usually are
instructed to play a great many roles in life—some seemingly all at once.
Socialization into roles is never so neat as Parsons’s theory would have it.
Yet socialization has its place so long as its most commonly occurring lim-
its are kept in mind: An individual’s roles are many and fluid, always open
to the flourishes required by the situation or inspired by temperament.

>

Work for income and caretaking—a great deal of most social worlds
comes down to just how structures assure that these two basic tasks are
done, and by whom in what roles. Parsons was not wrong to believe that
there are tasks that must be done in most societies. Where he erred was
in encouraging the notion that they must be done a certain way accord-
ing to official, but arbitrary, assignments. It would be hard to find very
many people who are not preoccupied a good part of the day with practi-
cal problems arising from the necessity of caring for their kids or lovers
or, if they are alone, for themselves. The time for deeds of practical love
must be carved out of a schedule dominated by work or the search for it,
or, in Frankie’s case, by anger and regret over not having ever found a
decent job.

Just as with structures, when the question is posed as a practical one,
then suddenly the worlds of caretaking and work rise up in their all-
too-often unstable, ill-defined, bone-tiring reality. One of the strengths
of professional sociology since the 1960s has been, as I said, a renewed
willingness to begin the search for answers with the practical realities of
the sociological life. Nowhere is this more the case than in the sociology
of family life, where the demands of caretaking and work confront each
other so unrelentingly, and in the sociology of poverty, where the most
terrible consequences of the absence of well-paid work are visited upon
hungry children and their mothers and fathers, who feel the failure to
provide as a deficiency of their own moral worth.

That the worlds of work and caretaking, of jobs and family life, are not
segregated into separately socialized values and roles is evident in recent
studies of the family. Judith Stacey, one of the leaders of American femi-
nist sociology who now teaches at New York University, has shown just
how complicated the lives of women with kids and occasional lovers or
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husbands can be. In 1991, still early in the new wave of feminist thinking,
Stacey published Brave New Families. The book has been a significant in-
fluence both for its original theory of women in families but also because
of Stacey’s methodologically sophisticated ethnography of families in
the Silicon Valley of central California—an area known worldwide then
and now as a leading edge of what some call postmodern global history.
The Silicon Valley, just south of San Francisco, remains today one of the
world centers of innovation in the electronics industry. Google, Face-
book, Yahoo, Cisco, Apple, and eBay are among the giants of technology
headquartered there. As a result, the Valley is not only a leader of new
forms of industrial (or postindustrial) work but also of experimentation
with new ways of structuring work to adjust to the competing pressures
on corporations to attract skilled workers—including workers who must
meet the demands of family life when both spouses are working or one
is missing for any number of reasons. Stacey supposed that here is where
one might best find out how work has altered the traditional ideals of
family life.

What she found in the Silicon Valley surprised even her. Women still
lived in households with children and other adults, sometimes with ro-
mantic partners, but the men were not always the fathers of the children.
This, of course, will not surprise those who grew up with the effects of
divorce and recombinant families. What most surprised Stacey was the
way the two women she studied most closely, Pam and Dot, were so resil-
ient to the difficulties they faced and so creative in inventing new ways to
keep their lives in order. They had suffered the loss of work, the failure of
marriages, the death of a spouse, and much else, while being well able to
fashion new and unusual work and family arrangements. When Pam, Dot,
and their friends separated from husbands, they sometimes reunited, and
other times they entered other relations in which the children enjoyed a
new father. They had no choice but to work, so they entered the world of
work with zest, if not always success. When they lost their jobs, they in-
vented new careers. And, when they became intentional feminists, they
held on to their feminist values while also finding comfort in institutions
that would seem to be obnoxious to a feminist. Pam, for example, was a
feminist but also for a while a member of a fundamentalist church that
instructed women to be obedient to their husbands. And their families
were anything but normal by traditional standards. On special occasions,
Pam’s or Dot’s gathered clan could include members of the divorced hus-
band’s family along with members of a new family coming together with
apparent ease.
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When Stacey first published the family stories of Pam and Dot in 1991,
many recognized the trends these brave new families represented. Today,
well into the 2000s, few would any longer be shocked by them. Call them
what you will—modern or postmodern—families are not all that often in
the form of a mom and a dad, still married after many years, with a couple
of kids. Parents divorce, or never marry. They may be heterosexual or
gay. They may never have, or desire to have, a steady household partner.
Families are what families are. Whatever the allegedly normal structure
of “the family” is thought to be, actual families into which kids are born
or adopted are local, always reinventing themselves. The family, like all
structures, has its effects but, if it ever once was, it is now, like all struc-
tures, quite dead.

When people are comfortable in new local structures, it means the
normal has changed; and, when local structures change, you can bet that
big ones are also beginning to change. What Stacey found is that many
practical people live on each day in the forward ranks of a new normal.
Few are different from Pam and Dot in wanting to care for their children
and themselves, in wanting to love and be loved, while also keeping a
rewarding job in the world of work. When people carry on in some new
local structure, reinvented as they go along, they may well have the ideals
of the old family structure well in mind. The older structures still have
a powerful impact, and not just by the slippery words of politicians who
moralize about traditional family values without ever looking at their
own divorces and abandonments, to say nothing of stooping to pick
up the dirty laundry. The dreadful noises made by those who proclaim
family values even they do not live could be the ghostly cries of people
longing for families they wanted but never had. To say that structures are
dead is not to say they are no longer real and powerful. In the case of the
structure of modern or postmodern families, it is possible to see what the
death of structures might mean. Pam and Dot, for example, did not run
off to the desert to play their guitars and mumble mantras. They stayed
and worked and took care as best they could, thus, with countless others
in like circumstances, building up something new and different in the
structures of kinship. Yet however different their actual families were, it
would be hard to imagine that the ideal of the American family was not
well lodged in their memories and impossible dreams. Structures, being
long-enduring yet invisible social things, are always somewhat the same,
and always changing—some more dramatically than others.

But do not forget the Frankies of the world. Though of a different,
lower status in the class structure, Frankie and his Hangers cared no
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less about family and work than did Pam and Dot. He might have done
more than he did to give himself a shot at the normal life modern society
structured into him. But Frankie was far from being the only man to have
failed in the world of work. Just as the world’s expectations for caretak-
ing come down on women differently than on men, so the world of work
comes upon men in a particular way. And both women and men must
come to grips with work and family from their different experiences of
worldly pressures. These different effects are the fossils of the traditional
structures of family and work—those that Talcott Parsons built into his
sociology. Pam and Dot found new ways to be women, to take care of
their beloveds, and to work within (and in spite of) the expectations tra-
dition imposed on them. So too do many men, especially those of poorer
station in the world, who struggle with the changing structures of work
and family life. Imagine that Pam and Dot were two women of lesser
education, less well prepared to find a job in Silicon Valley. It would not
then be wrong to imagine them as the abandoned or unconsummated
partners of men without real work like Frankie.

Of the many ways the world of work is changing, the most striking is
the disappearance of the kind of work traditionally performed by men.
Right or wrong, in the past men were far more likely than women to
work in the industrial sector of the economy, like steel manufacture, or
its related occupations, like mining. Then, as now, when women worked
outside the home, they more often worked in service jobs like teaching,
the health professions, sales, or housekeeping. One need not be an econo-
mist to understand that today jobs of the former kind are disappearing,
while those of the latter are increasing. In other words, jobs for women
are still there as the world of well-paid work shrinks, but jobs tradition-
ally for men, at least for the less skilled men, are going fast. Between
1989 and 1993, there were 1.3 million new jobs in sectors where women
traditionally work and, by comparison, barely any in the industrial sec-
tor where men usually work. By 2011, when the United States was still
in an economic recession, men suffered unemployment rates 10 percent
higher than women in an economy that created fewer than 200,000 new
jobs with two-thirds of those classified as skilled employment.>* Changes
like these come down from the biggest social structures of all (where,
even worse, the total number of jobs relative to willing workers is declin-
ing). As advanced technology eliminates the need for unskilled workers,
economies have work only for the highly skilled or for those of meager
skills willing to do the dreary labor of assembling electronic components
while living in shanties along Mexico’s border with the United States or,
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worse, willing to sew shoes and garments in sweatshops in Vietnam or
New York’s Lower East Side or Los Angeles. Just as the big corporations
chase after the most skilled engineers and managers, they also run about
the globe in search of workers who can be forced to take the lowest wages.

William Julius Wilson, whom I introduced earlier in connection with
the Chicago tradition of urban sociology, is the author of three influential
books on how the economic pressures changing the class structures have af-
fected the work prospects of the mostly black urban underclass. When Work
Disappears (1996), like his others books, is based largely on the evidence of
these structural changes in Chicago’s West and South Sides. As recently
as the 1950s, when the old family values were felt to have been a reality,
Chicago was one of the places where blacks as well as whites could reason-
ably aspire to the American dream of work and stable family life. Central
Chicago in the 1950s was the home of large corporations like Western
Electric, International Harvester, and Sears. But all these employers, and
many more, have gone elsewhere, and with them have gone the hopes for
well-paid work.> What remain today are poorly paid service jobs in garages,
grocery markets, and fast-food joints scattered across an urban wasteland.

Just as the economically induced changes in the structure of work
forced Pam, Dot, and other women of their higher social class into work
careers they might never have dreamt of, so the disappearance of work in
the deteriorated inner cities puts necessity before tradition. The neat line
between men’s and women’s work has been erased. Wilson’s book uses
statistics and personal accounts to tell the stories of the poor in Chicago
who struggle to earn their daily bread and to avoid a life in the same drug
economy that so added to the despair of Frankie’s Hallway Hangers. Wil-
son quotes one South Side Chicago woman:

My husband, he’s worked in the community. He’s 33. He’s worked at One
Stop since he was 15. And right now, he’s one of the highest paid—he’s a
butcher—he’s one of the highest paid butchers in One Stop. For the 15—al-
most 18—years that he’s been there, he’s only making nine dollars an hour.
And he’s begged and fought and scrapped and sued and everything else for
the low pay he gets. And he takes so much. Sometimes he’d come home and
he’d sit home and he’d just cry. And he’d say, “If it weren’t for my kids and my
family, 'd quit.” You know, it’s bad, ‘cuz he won’t get into drugs, selling it, you
know, he ain’t into drug using. He’s the kind of man he want to work hard and
feel good about that he came home. He say that it feels bad sometime to see
this 15-year-old boy drivin’ down the street with a new car. He saying, “I can’t
even pay my car note. [ worry about them comin’ to get my car.”

—William Julius Wilson, When Work Disappears (1996)°°
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When the alternative to the job one has is selling drugs, it takes a man
of personal courage to continue to suffer the indignities of real, but poorly
paid, work.

As structures change, the ability of some to act may greatly expand,
while the freedom of others to be agents of their children’s daily bread
shrinks. The same technology that allows the better-off to log on each
morning to a world wide web of news, mail, and shopping arose from the
dying structures of industrial work. Deindustrialization, as this process is so
bloodlessly called, leads some to drugs and others to tears of frustration.

Those who enjoy the cheap thrill of e-mail and all the other entitle-
ments of the globally well positioned might be inclined to think of the
world as one big lively structure. But this is little more than an illu-
sion conjured up by the instantaneous flash of electronic signals. The
structures at work are doing what structures always do. The very instant
structures present themselves as this or that effect in someone’s life, they
retreat into the past of the well-structured hard drives whence they came.
Those structures that seem alive to those who tap away in the warm glow
of brightly colored PC screens are just as often deadly to the butcher at
One Stop. Arms and apron bloodied, from dawn to dusk he cuts away for
his wife and children, so much more aware than others of the few choices
he has for effective actions. He is, to be sure, the best agent of security for
his family he can be, just as Pam and Dot are, endowed as they are with
better, but still limited, rights of social movement.

Think of social structures as you will, but think of them you must when
they come down upon you, not just to instruct and guide, but to close
down the dreams of the good life all men and women, in their own ways,
see somewhere on the all too often dimly illuminated screens of their
sociological imaginations.



CHAPTER NINE

>’

Well-Measured Lives in
a World of Differences

HEN W. E. B. Du Bois at a young age was rebuffed by a snotty

N x‘ / white girl, or when Charlotte Gilman at a still youthful age

was confined by her unconsciously arrogant male physician,

they had each come up against social differences. Though poetic impulse

inspires the dreamy ideal of society as one gloriously melted pot of human
similarity, the practical truth is that people and groups are different.

More often than not, the differences, while cloaked in party manners
or the best medical sympathies, are as tough and unyielding as rebuffs
or confinements always are. Were it not for the anger and tears of the
Frankies and One Stop butchers of the world, not to mention the Black
Elks, those who rebuff, confine, and otherwise enforce the lines of differ-
ence might not always realize what they are doing. What the high and
mighty are doing, whether they realize it or not, is sizing up, or measur-
ing, the social distance between themselves and those to whom they
condescend in their cold rejection of party cards or their handing down
of warmed-over prescriptions for rest without work.

Just think of what we do when we measure in the mundane practice of
daily life. Rice requires two cups water to one of grain; my Volvo requires
a nearly, but not too, full level of oil; a school may require a specific score
on admission tests. On it goes. In the course of cooking, driving, and
schooling, one thinks of these ubiquitous deeds of measurement only at
the moment of their application. For the longer course of life, we ignore
the harsh reality that any and all measurements work by means of rules
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for assigning the mores or lesses of daily life. Too little water or oil, too
low a score, and the rice, the engine, or the career will be scorched. You
can count on it.

It is reasonable to suppose that rice and engines are insensitive to
the scorchings they often get, but it is absolutely certain that the Hall-
way Hangers of the world feel the exact difference made by their lousy
grades—just as the One Stop butcher felt the humiliation of a weekly
paycheck always too little for the need, as Du Bois and Gilman felt, with-
out at first fully comprehending, the measurements to which they were
subjected by rebuff and confinement. Measurement can be, and often is,
a sophisticated work of scientific sociologies. But before it occurs to the
mind of science, measurement is the practical work by which people size
themselves up against the greater or lesser power of others in and about
their social worlds.

There are many occasions on which people rightfully celebrate their
differences from others, even if the celebrations are sober, as were W. E. B.
Du Bois’s and Black Elk’s very adult affirmations of the spiritual power
of African and Lakota people against the force of American might. But
celebrations of these kinds, whether festive or sober, must always be sung
against the long history of pain and injury by which the lines of social
differences are etched in the collective lives of a social world. When Du
Bois wrote of the color line, he had in mind one of the more brutal lines
of social difference in modern societies. But there are others. The line
assigning women to the back rooms of modern society, of which Gilman
wrote, is another, as is the line of class difference of which William Julius
Wilson has more recently written.

Racial, gender, and class differences are among the more salient rul-
ers used to measure the greater or lesser value attributed to people and
groups. Professional sociologists study these markers of difference with
fine mathematical care; practical sociologists attend to them with a lesser
patience, excited by the trouble they can cause. Among other such lines
just recently emerging from the closets of embarrassed silence is the one
discriminating among people according to whether they are sexually
oriented to lovers of a superficially same or different gender. Another, of
course, is the difference between people according to whether their fam-
ily stories tell of ancestors who were colonizers or colonized. It would not
be wrong to think of these markers of social differences as the measuring
lines whereby the structuring power of prestige, authority, and income
come down upon practical people. That little white girl at a school party
had the confidence to rebuff because of the prestige she had assumed
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from the power white people arbitrarily gain in their well-structured dif-
ference from people of color. Charlotte’s doctor presumed an authority
set by no less arbitrary conventions assigning physicians the inexplicable
right to instruct others well beyond the limits of their formal scientific
preparation.

Among all the measures of difference, race, gender, and class have be-
come, for the time being, the most oft-discussed. Others, like those that
veil the realities of gay and lesbian society, are just as poignant in the
practices of daily life. But a closer look at race, gender, and class allows
at least a first glimpse at the nefarious manners by which the dominant
enforce their codes of social differences.

I

In 1892, the same year in which Charlotte Perkins Gilman published The
Yellow Wallpaper, another young woman published a book of a similar
kind. She was Anna Julia Cooper, who probably had been born thirty-
four years before, in 1858. The uncertainty of her birth date is a conse-
quence of her mother’s having been a slave to the white and wealthy
Haywood family, one of whom is assumed to have been her father. Public
records of children born of liaisons of this kind were not well kept. Later
in her life, Anna herself did not hesitate to say what she felt of the condi-
tions of her origin:

[ was born in Raleigh, North Carolina. My mother was a slave and the finest
woman [ have ever known. Tho untutored she could read her Bible and write a
little. It is one of my happiest childhood memories explaining for her the subtle
differences between q’s and g’s or between b’s and I's. Presumably my father
was her master, if so I owe him not a sou and she was always too modest and
shamefaced ever to mention him.*’

When she was, by best estimate, just shy of twenty years old, Anna
Julia Haywood married George Cooper, an Episcopal clergyman, who
died two years later from overwork. She never remarried. Anna Cooper
went on to become a woman of power and authority in her community
and the nation. Though, in her later years, she graduated from a pres-
tigious program of graduate study, Cooper (unlike Charlotte Gilman)
never became, or thought of becoming, a professional sociologist of any
kind. Her life was devoted to teaching, writing, political organizing, and
social settlement work among the poor in Washington, D.C. It would be
difficult to come upon a better example of native social competence and
practical sociology.
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After her husband’s death, Anna Cooper sought “an advanced course
in some superior Northern college,” as she put it in her letter of applica-
tion to Oberlin College.’® She was admitted to the class of 1884 on terms
we would today call financial aid. There she joined two other female
students, Mary Eliza Church (Terrell) and Ida A. Gibbs (Hunt), who,
like her, were destined to become leaders of their race. Cooper’s path
to that status was, however, the more difficult one because she lacked
the advantage they enjoyed of coming from a family of financial means.
Cooper, the daughter of a slave, bore the unique demands of her race and
her gender with the added weight of her origins among the lower, indeed
the lowest, classes. In more than one hundred years of life, she never ac-
quired any substantial wealth. Just the same, Cooper saved what little she
earned as a teacher to build a gracious home in Washington, D.C., where,
after Oberlin, she took a position as teacher of classics, mathematics, and
languages at the Colored (now Dunbar) High School.

Through a long life, Anna Julia Cooper (1858?-1964) enjoyed a great
many triumphs. One of the grandest was having completed a doctoral
degree at the Sorbonne in the University of Paris, where she commuted
summers while teaching a full schedule in Washington and raising five
orphaned children whom she had adopted when she was well into her fif-
ties. This, like all of her successes, was won against the pointed prejudices
that fell upon her because of her race or her gender. It was men of her
race who had earlier fired her from her teaching position, and men again
who tried to prevent her from completing her doctoral thesis; and it was,
needless to say, whites who maintained the segregated, poorly endowed
colored schools for which she worked. Yet, at every turn, Cooper seemed
to know what to do or say to overcome as best anyone could. She was
every bit the practical sociologist.

Just as Charlotte Perkins Gilman as a young woman simply understood
what a woman needed to do for herself, so too did Anna Julia Cooper.
But, even by comparison to Gilman, Anna Cooper’s social circumstances
were particularly fraught with troubles. Gilman, though she fought the
odds of her gender, was white and of the modest, if not wealthy, middle
class. Gilman savored a taste of advantage well beyond the social means
of Cooper, whose race and class disadvantages very probably were more
salient than those of her gender. It is one thing to be a woman struggling
to define herself against what Gilman called the androcentric world, but
another still more daunting to be a black woman contending as much
with the racial barriers of society and those of her lowly class origins in
slavery. Cooper was specifically aware that who she was, and how she
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lived, had to be fashioned against the pressures applied by the circum-
stances defined by her gender, her race, and her class. She could hardly
have been unaware.

Power is not the sort of thing that descends upon all persons equally,
as though they were all in the same social boat. This is the difficulty that
socialization theorists like Talcott Parsons and his followers attempted
to solve by the frail means of role theory. What socialization theory is
meant to explain is two things at once: (1) how the powerfully structured
contents of culture hold things together to create the common bonds that
unite people in a single society; and (2) how, at the same time, culture
allows for obvious differences like those between men and women.

The limit of this way of thinking is that, if one holds to the doctrine
that roles are the inventions of a unified culture, then differences can
arise only because the culture defining the roles must instruct the role
players in many, diverse situations. Fathers play their roles one way when
dealing with kids who won’t eat broccoli, another in meetings with kin-
dergarten teachers. Same father, same role; different situations. I once
reached out to a teacher with stories of my troubles with one of my kids
at the dinner table. The appeal was unconvincing. She knew I was there
more to defend than to discipline—that while I presented myself to her
in the role of a fellow adult, I was in fact playing the role of father. The
difference is real and difficult to hide. Socialization theory’s analytic solu-
tion to the problem of social differences falters on the appealing, but un-
founded, belief that the differences are merely problems the wider society
has yet to solve, illusions of the undeveloped short run.

Practical sociologists like Gilman and Cooper help us to see more hon-
estly that the enduring social structures of the wider society only appear
to be stable and uniform social things. In fact, the structures of power do
their work in sharply different ways according to the many and various
social circumstances in which people find themselves. Though some dif-
ferences, such as those between Gilman and Cooper, are not great, others
are located at many more degrees of social separation.

I never knew, for example, exactly why Gloria Quimby, my sixth-grade
classmate, did not go on in math and science studies. She was white like
me, and every bit as much of the secure middle classes. She was, in ad-
dition, smart as hell in math. It was only in recent years that it dawned
on me that Gloria must have had a very clear understanding of the quiet
discouragements that kept her from becoming a scientist. That an acutely
self-occupied middle-class white boy, like myself, did not understand
what Gloria must have felt about the rejections of her teachers and
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classmates, perhaps even of her family, is not surprising. In the 1940s, a
brilliant white girl of good class position like Gloria usually had no one
with whom to share her love of science or, even, the pain of her not
being prized for her brilliance with numbers. She certainly did not then
have the language feminism has given little girls today who encounter
math and science teachers who call on the boys first and frequently, and
the girls by whim. Gloria might today have known better what to say in
retort when wise guys on the playground jeered the math wizards as the
worst sort of sissies, thus to stigmatize fine intellectual accomplishment
as girlish impotence.

It was not just Gloria who was unable to find the words to describe
what went wrong with her love of numbers and science. It was I as well.
[ honestly do not recall if | ever teased her about her genius. I think not,
because I do remember a brief two-week moment in the sixth grade when
I let it be known that, as we said it then, I “liked” her—which state of
faint love entailed little more than the passing of notes, chance meetings
at lockers, and two very awkward phone calls. My insensitivity to Gloria
and girls in general was so generic as to exceed even the consciousness
required to jeer. | was seldom, if ever, called upon to reflect on the ad-
vantages | enjoyed as the white son of a doctor with good cash receipts.
That I was a privileged white boy rarely entered my conscious thinking.
Yet I now realize that this fact of my race, gender, and class privilege
meant a lot to others who were well aware that important social things
came to me and not to them. If I ever thought about who I was to enjoy
this choice position, it was only on those occasions when I encountered
surprises for which my innocence had not prepared me.

Strange as it may seem, one of the ways those of appreciably greater
privilege and power carry around their advantages is through a well-
practiced refusal to contemplate them—a practice permitted and encour-
aged by their being excused from being required to answer for themselves.
When it comes to social structures, privilege is about possessing the power
that accrues to those who possess the higher statuses, bigger offices, and
deeper bank accounts. But when we are talking about individuals—the
subjects of well-structured social positions—privilege very often takes the
form of a greater innocence bred by an exemption from having to account
for one’s cushy place in the world. The privileged worry less than the rest
about where their status, authority, or wealth comes from. Power may
well be systematically structured across the wider society, but it comes
down on individuals differently, as it did on Anna Cooper and Charlotte

Gilman in the 1890s and on Gloria and little Charles in the 1940s, and
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on all of their brothers and sisters in the variety of positions individuals
might occupy along the lines of race, gender, and class.

Id

Here, again, a riddle: Why does it seem that Anna Cooper and Charlotte
Gilman in the 1890s, like others in their circumstances, were so much
more able to put their sociological competence into words than were
Gloria and Charles and those in their social positions in the 1940s? Why,
in other words, would it be, as so it seems, that those who suffer the con-
sequences of the disadvantaged are so often those who possess the more
acute discursive sensibility—the finer and stronger ability to talk about
the practical effects of their differences from others? Why are they the
more thorough measurers of social differences?

To some, the answer is plain enough, though troubling, hence tough to
swallow: Those who suffer the effects of power have the greater need to un-
derstand power because they must learn to deal with its effects if they are to
survive. Though not obvious to everyone, this is a perfectly logical answer,
one that has roots in the writings of Georg W. F. Hegel (1770-1831), the
great German philosopher, and Marx, who took the clue from Hegel. The
slave, said Hegel, like the working man, said Marx, understood the evils
of a social system because those at the bottom must understand it. More
recently, James Scott (b. 1936), a political theorist at Yale and part-time
sheep farmer in Durham, Connecticut, has put an even more radical turn
on the idea. In a 1990 book, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden
Transcripts, Scott proposed that the scripts that govern public actions, in-
cluding normal role behavior, are important instruments of power.

Scott, however, used the term transcript, instead of script. The differ-
ence between a script, such as those directing theatrical or real-life ac-
tions, and a transcript is that a script is the writing out of what ought to
take place while a transcript is the writing up of what actually did take
place. It is the difference between stage directions and court records.
Transcript is an interesting term to use for the workings of power because,
though there are scripts telling people with and without power what they
may or must do, a great deal of power is acted out without people taking
notice of it at the moment.

This idea will not shock anyone who has ever been humiliated in
grade school, not for failing math, but for failing to toe the official code
of good school manners. I was once paddled bent over, butt facing the
class, by my math teacher for the crime of having spoken out of turn. I
was hurt, emotionally more than physically, and my father was furious.
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But, in those days, even the rage of an angry parent made little difference
to schoolteachers and principals. Physical punishment was normal role
behavior. The scripts of that day gave teachers and other administrative
fools every right to do as they pleased with the paddles. Today, however,
you can bet that a kid thus punished would likely show up the next day
with parent and lawyer, if not the cops as well. Today such an abuse of
teacherly power would probably lead to an investigation. The teacher
and witnesses would be interviewed. Notes would be taken, and a record
established. This transcript, like all written records, would likely include
details that never occurred to the paddling teacher or the humiliated
pupil and his frightened classmates. In my case, a good investigator
might have established, for example, that this guy regularly paddled boys
for talking out of turn, but never for failure to do homework. Written
or otherwise recorded descriptions of past events may be imperfect, but
they usually contain clues sufficient to indict the abusers of power—to
show that, in addition to being bullies, they were doing their jobs badly.
Lawyers, angry parents, sociologists, and other detectives of the hidden
secrets of power are often quite expert at getting even the powerful to
establish a public record of their abuses.

James Scott went on, however, to say that, against the public scripts for
acceptably normal and well-controlled social action, the least powerful
develop their own hidden transcripts of power, or, as he puts it, “critiques
of power spoken behind the back of the dominant.” The sorrow songs of
slaves or the sorrowful visions of Black Elk are transcripts of the horrors
that went on in public view. Slaves sang those songs within earshot of the
master’s house, just as Native Americans danced openly with the ghosts
of their dead. The privileged don’t often understand what the dominated
say behind the veil, in the hallways, around the mass graves, in the bath-
rooms, or wherever these hidden transcripts of rebellion are uttered. But
this does not mean nothing is said. Social silence can be filled with the
whispered noise of resistance.

If pushed far enough, this line of thought leads to the conclusion that
the oppressed are the better practical sociologists and, possibly, the only
ones truly wide awake to social life. Could it be that in this one respect
the less powerful are the better endowed while the privileged are de-
prived? There is a lot to be said for the idea that the socially oppressed,
while possessing no greater native competence, are the more disciplined
at practical sociology. It would, in fact, appear to be that disadvantage
requires a person to think and speak more frequently and carefully about
what is going on in the world, if only to others similarly aggrieved. It is
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not, on the other hand, that the powerful are incompetent. They do,
after all, run the world, for better or worse. Whatever one might think of
the work the mighty do, there is enough good in the world to allow that,
though some are downright evil, they are not exactly stupid about what
they do in managing things.

Life is tough, but tougher on some than others. And, very often, the
very toughness of life predisposes those who must endure against the odds
to measure ever more precisely the unequal effects of power that create
social differences. Behind the visible differences of race and gender, even
of class styles, are told the stories and sung the songs in which the tran-
scripts of resistance to power and good practical sociology are hidden.

How individuals and groups respond to the social pressures that come
upon them by accident of their social conditions is a measure of who
they are. Response to social pressure may be the measure of character, as
it is often said, but it is also the way all social persons come to measure
themselves against their worlds. Who we are is clearly bound up, in so-
ciologically interesting ways, with what we think of ourselves. And what
we think of ourselves is, in turn, the result of the stands we take, or are
required to take, in the face of whatever society presents to us. It could
well be said that who a person is proceeds from how she comes to measure
herself in the social world.

>

Few practical sociologists illustrate better than Anna Julia Cooper the
complexity of the social demands a person can face. And few were better
than Cooper when it came to taking the measure of the socially powerful
without ever denying the differences they make.

After graduating from Oberlin in 1884, Anna Cooper spent several
years teaching college, first at Wilberforce in Ohio, and then at St. Au-
gustine’s in Raleigh, where her mother still lived. Then she returned to
Oberlin for a graduate degree in mathematics in 1887, after which she ac-
cepted the position in Washington, D.C., teaching high-school classics.
The remarkable breadth of her academic work was an early sign of the
reserve of energy and intelligence that would drive a life of many involve-
ments. As a young woman of not more than thirty years of age, Cooper
was recognized for her qualities of mind and character. In 1886, the year
before she began teaching in Washington, D.C., she was invited to ad-
dress a national conference of black Protestant Episcopal clergy. Cooper’s
talk was delivered about the same time Charlotte Perkins Gilman fell ill
and was confined to the room with the yellow wallpaper.
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But Anna Cooper was not content merely to speak. She seized the
occasion to discuss the subject “Womanhood: A Vital Element in the
Regeneration and Progress of a Race.” Although Gilman and Cooper were
of about the same age, Gilman would require more time to formulate the
criticism of the androcentric world that Cooper was ready to proclaim in
this talk in 1886. The most memorable vehicle of Cooper’s insistence on
the importance of women to racial uplift was the twist she put on a famous
expression of Dr. Martin R. Delany’s (1812-1885). Delany, one of the first
blacks to attend Harvard Medical School and in later life honored world-
wide, was well known for the robust pride he took in being a black man.
Hinting at what was to come, Cooper described Delany as “an unadulter-
ated black man,” who “used to say when honors of state fell upon him, that
when he entered the council of kings the black race entered with him.”®
What Cooper said after this must have shocked the distinguished clergy:

Only the BLack WoMaN can say “when and where I enter, in the quiet, un-
disputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or
special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me.”

—Anna Julia Cooper, Voice from the South (1892)°!

In claiming the moral leadership of her race for the black woman (it was
she who emphasized the words), Cooper was directing attention to the so-
cial circumstances of the black woman in her community. She understood
these circumstances exceedingly well from her mother’s experience with
slavery, from her own struggle to acquire an education, and, no doubt, from
what she saw in the working lives of the women in her community.

Anna Cooper’s announcement of the moral authority of the black
woman became the first chapter, along with other talks and essays of her
youth, in her famous book A Voice from the South. Today that book, pub-
lished in 1892, the same year as The Yellow Wallpaper, has become a classic
of black feminist thought, just as Gilman’s short fiction became a classic of
what, by comparison, must be called white feminism. There is no evidence
that Cooper ever met Gilman, though it is clear that she knew enough of
Gilman to take sympathetic note of her death by suicide in 1935. What-
ever Cooper knew of the particulars of Gilman’s sociology of women, Coo-
per clearly measured her own understanding of herself as a black woman
against the standards of white feminism just as exactly as she did against the
black men whom she had gently rebuked in her talk in 1886.

Another chapter in Cooper’s Voice from the South seems more to have
been an essay than a talk, which is probable because the message was
directed at white feminists. In the 1880s, a young black woman was still
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more likely to be invited to speak before men of her race than before
whites of her gender. The essay, “Woman versus the Indian,” is a gentle
rebuke of the Reverend Anna Shaw (1847-1919), a leading white femi-
nist of the day. In a widely circulated speech, Shaw had urged the rights
of women with reference to their supposed superiority to the savage
Indian; hence the title “Woman versus the Indian.” Cooper, thereupon,
challenged not the goodwill but the naiveté of the white feminist who
had so thoughtlessly consigned the Indian to a social place outside the
moral interests of white culture.

Cooper’s reply to Shaw was to explain that, by considering the Indian
or the Negro inferior, even the best-intentioned feminist was colluding
in the workings of white power:

Why should woman become plaintiff in a suit versus the Indian, or the Negro
or any other race or class who have been crushed under the iron heel of Anglo-
Saxon power and selfishness?

—Anna Julia Cooper, Voice from the South (1892)%

Cooper went on to say that the interests of the white feminist could
only be advanced by recognition of her alliances with those of different
races and classes—those who had similarly suffered “under the iron heel
of Anglo-Saxon power.” Cooper, thus, was one of the few in her day to
speak truthfully about the differences made by the convergences of lines
of racial, gender, and class power. She was among the first to show how
those abused by power possess the higher moral authority.

When these words were published in 1892, very few people, not even
professionally trained sociologists, spoke, as we do today, of the vectors
of social power: race, class, and gender. Yet Anna Julia Cooper, who was
never a professional sociologist, brought these now-familiar categories to
bear in a most delicate, but firm, criticism of the narrowness of social vi-
sion of a leading feminist of her day. Cooper’s sociology was so rooted in
practical experience that she had no need to speak in the formal language
of a social science that, in any case, would have then had little to say
about the problem she addressed.

What Cooper saw more clearly perhaps than anyone in her day is now
better understood as one of the fundamentals of sociological thought. Like
Du Bois and Gilman and many others, she told stories out of her experi-
ence. The most poignant of Cooper’s descriptions of the multiple effects
of race, gender, and class was offered in the form of a simple narrative set
in a place no African American, then or now, would fail to recognize: the
racially segregated, Jim Crow car of a railroad train. She described the
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rude treatment to which, as a matter of course, blacks were then openly
subjected. Cooper then told of the train coming to a rest stop:

And when farther on in the same section our train stops at a dilapidated sta-
tion, rendered yet more unsightly by dozens of loafers with their hands in their
pockets while a productive soil and inviting climate beckon in vain to indus-
try; and when, looking a little more closely, I see two dingy little rooms with
“for ladies” swinging over one and “for colored people” over the other while
wondering under which head I come.

—Anna Julia Cooper, Voice from the South (1892)%

To most of the readers of A Voice from the South, this story might have
inspired indignation, or at least sympathy, for the insults to which Anna
Cooper, and many others, were exposed. Yet, Cooper’s purpose in telling
the story was not to stir emotions so much as to clarify thought or, one
might say, to promote a sociology of the situation represented by those
signs—the transcripts of behavior within starkly ordered differences.

Anyone who, until not so long ago, traveled in the American South, as
I did on family vacations about the time Gloria Quimby was being quietly
discouraged in math classes, was accustomed to seeing such signs as these.
Like most white people, I viewed them with indifference, though once
near Chattanooga, Tennessee, | recall the excitement of local people
when [ innocently ventured to use the drinking fountain set aside for
those of another color. Otherwise, these signs of social segregation were
part of the landscape for whites, and something else for “colored people,”
to use Cooper’s words. It never occurred to me to ask any of the black
people in my life what they felt about these signs. I was, as I said, too
foolishly engaged with the concerns of my own class, race, and gender
advantage. Later in life, however, I finally thought to ask.

I

Mrs. Florence Brown Lyons (19157-1995), until her death in 1995 at
about eighty years of age, was a friend of many years. Though she was
years older than I was, we developed a friendship that overcame the
prohibitions of the economic arrangements that brought us close, even
though they were meant to keep us apart. Florence Brown Lyons under-
stood firsthand the signs of which Anna Julia Cooper wrote.

Several years before her death, Mrs. Lyons offered to tell the story of
her life, and I readily accepted. Over the years I had heard many stories,
but few were as telling as those she told one long winter afternoon in the
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presence of a tape recorder. As a child, Florence Brown (later Lyons) had
been left alone by the death of her mother and the abandonment of her
father. She was reared near Plant City, Florida, by a white lady named
Sarah. When Sarah came to the end of her own life, she told Florence,
then a teenager, it was time to return to her people, some of whom were
still in Florida. Eventually, about 1938, Florence Brown traveled north
to Cincinnati in a Jim Crow car not different from the one Cooper rode.

Shortly after settling with a brother, she took a job working long, hot
hours in the old Ideal Laundry Company. There, as in many places even
in the near south, the race lines were firmly drawn. The “colored” bath-
room was located at great inconvenience to the workers, while the one
for the whites was just off the shop floor. One day Florence Brown was
too hot and tired to make the long walk. She approached the whites-only
room, whereupon one of the meanest of the mean held the door tight
against her. In the exact words she spoke into the tape recorder, Flor-
ence recalled saying in a firm voice: “Do y’u feel this door’s goin’ be tore
down?” To which she added: “I’'m goin’ whip yuh ’til yuh git out of yur
skin.” She did just that. She won the fight. The white shop boss, Cain,
declared the fight fair and fired the white girl who had tried to bar the
door. When Mrs. Lyons told me this story, she used an expression that
W. E. B. Du Bois had made famous in 1903. She said: “Other folks have
broken other lines, that’s when I broke the color line.”

Mrs. Lyons was different from Mrs. Cooper in how she responded to
the color line. But they both understood what the discriminating signs
meant. The difference between them was a difference of class. In 1942,
Florence Lyons had no education to speak of and was working for a dol-
lar a day at hard labor. In 1891 or so, when she was riding a train, Anna
Cooper had already been educated and had begun a middle-class job
as a teacher. Yet both women understood the public script in the signs
of racial segregation, and knew exactly what the bathroom signs were
intended to accomplish. From the abstract distance of social structures,
they were signs segregating the races and the genders. “I see two dingy
little rooms with ‘for ladies’ swinging over one and ‘for colored people’
over the other while wondering under which head I come.” But, from
the concrete experience of a regular social encounter with signs of this
sort, they represent the choices a person must make in order to decide
who she is. Florence Brown Lyons had never heard of Anna Julia Cooper
when she broke the color line at the Ideal Laundry Company in 1938 or
so, but she understood, you can be sure of it, what Dr. Cooper meant.
Mrs. Lyons’s response as a young woman was appropriate to her character



174 ~ Chapter9

and class circumstances. She stood to fight. Mrs. Cooper’s was different,
as one notices in the condescension she quietly directed toward the sloth
of the white men hanging about the train station.

Cooper’s practical sociology turned on the conviction that the black
woman, and she alone, was the central moral force, not just in the uplift
of her race, but in the moral progress of the society as a whole. As Cooper
said it:

What a responsibility then to have the sole management of the primal lights
and shadows! Such is the colored woman’s office. She must stamp weal and
woe on the coming history of this people.

—Anna Julia Coopet, Voice from the South (1892)%

Cooper believed that, because of the crisis troubling American society,
then, as now, only the individual who understood America in a thor-
oughly practical way could possibly mediate the tensions and overcome
the differences. Only the black woman, who, over many years, had seen
at firsthand the effects produced when power uses race, class, and gender
to exclude some and advance others, could have the moral authority to
overcome and to help others overcome.

Not only did Anna Julia Cooper exhibit the practical sociology of
which I have spoken, but, more importantly, she was one of the first to
exercise her sociological imagination in order to describe, well before the
professional sociologists, the way power actually works on those subjected
to it. It was not until the 1970s and 1980s, after professional sociology
had adjusted to the effects of the 1960s, that professional sociologists be-
gan to think of social power as an effect produced, not from some magic
place at the top of society, but from the people in more modest stations
who do, or do not, acquiesce to its pressures.

Thus it is that the measuring of social differences by people of lesser
power gives still another partial solution to the mystery of powerful
structures. The idea that agency is not the opposite of structured power
but one of the means of its working is most astonishingly evident in the
hidden power of the less powerful. Far from being powerless, those who
measure who they are in terms of the social differences assigned to them
understand very well the power to be had in the basic knowledge of how
power works. There is a distinction to be made between having the power
to stigmatize or otherwise define the conditions of the less powerful and
having the power to resist and thus to limit the force of power, sometimes
even to change it.
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Social power is created and sustained in the very specific differences
people enjoy or suffer from each other. Social power always does its work
in structures, like the schools or the shop floors or the systems of public
transportation, but it does this work through the differences that separate
people—differences such as those between the classes, the races, the gen-
ders, the sexualities. In a book that was published in 1990, nearly a cen-
tury after Cooper’s, a professional sociologist wrote of the same matters.

Patricia Hill Collins (b. 1948), who teaches African-American stud-
ies and sociology at the University of Maryland and is a past president of
the American Sociological Association, drew heavily upon the practical
experience of black women in the United States for her book Black Femi-
nist Thought. The largest section of the book describes the most important
themes in black feminism through the years since (and before) Cooper.
What distinguishes Collins’s idea of “theory” is that the theories to which
she refers are all rooted in the social experience of black women in com-
munities. She writes, for example, of the unique relationship black women
have to work. Because they are often the heads of their households, they
are not in the same situation as the white women Charlotte Gilman had in
mind. For years, most black women were limited to domestic service, res-
taurant or occasionally factory work (which was Mrs. Lyons’s experience),
or, at best, service as teachers or social settlement workers (Mrs. Cooper’s
experience). When black women measure their place in society, they very
often must do so against the limited opportunities provided by the wider
society, which for centuries relegated them to a low status. At the same
time, in their own communities, black women are often breadwinners and
community leaders in positions of high status. This, in turn, causes them to
be treated by the men of their communities as though they are too domi-
neering. Thus, Collins, like Cooper before her, understands what hardly
needs understanding as far as most black women in America are concerned.
A black woman of modest or poor income is measured by the numerous and
complicated ways the powers of society come upon her, and she responds to
the combined effects of her racial, gender, and class positions.

Collins, borrowing from the writer bell hooks (b. 1955) and other
black feminists, describes these forces as a matrix of domination. A matrix
is, in effect, a web of social forces in which an individual lives, and to
which she must respond if she is to be socially alive. Those who are so-
ciologically alert to the ways power acts upon them understand that it is
in the coming together of the well-drawn lines of their race, gender, and
class situations that they are made vulnerable, yes. But the matrix also
invites a response.



176 ~ Chapter 9

In addition to being structured along axes such as race, gender, and social class,
the matrix of domination is structured on several levels. People experience and
resist oppression on three levels: the level of personal biography; the group or
community level of the cultural context created by race, class, and gender; and
the systemic level of social institutions.

—Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought (1990)%

Both Florence Lyons and Anna Cooper endured the common effects of
their racial situation. But their gender experiences were different because
of the effects of class power by which educated black women, like Dr. Coo-
per, were able to attain a higher status by teaching in the schools, while
others, like Mrs. Lyons, were confined to domestic labor of various kinds.
Meanwhile, in the 1940s, Gloria Quimby, being white and middle class,
though discouraged from the pursuit of science, was able to go on to many
things that few of her black classmates could aspire to. Meanwhile, too,
skinny Charles Lemert, being a white boy in good standing with his class,
could imagine a greater number of things, including medicine and science
for a while, then preaching and political work, before he settled into that
which he has become. It is true, of course, that Gloria and Charles had the
freer range of social choices. But Patricia Hill Collins’s theory implies that
even they became who they became by measuring themselves against the
advantages of their race and class, and gender (in my case).

Power does its work differentially. It gives more to some than to oth-
ers. In the process of creating differences, power requires that all people
must measure who they are according to just how much power comes
to them as it rushes up and down through the matrix of domination.
Today, the idea of social power as creating a matrix, or web, is widely ac-
cepted, though the terms used to describe it may vary. The idea has been
expanded, in recent years, to include, as well it should, other elements
in the matrix of domination, such as the ways in which power works to
abuse persons whose sexualities are gay, lesbian, or otherwise outside the
heterosexual norm. And the matrix of domination also reaches to entrap
those born into the former colonies of the world-system, such as women
in Afghanistan or India who are traditionally subjected, not just to the
agents of foreign colonial power, but also to dominant men in the colo-
nized villages and cities who seize the power to limit women’s legal rights,
even to sell them for profit into the sex industry.

A professional sociologist is trained to measure the effects of differ-
ences created by power. Doris Wilkinson (b. 1936), a sociologist at the
University of Kentucky, has shown by precise statistical evidence that
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what Anna Cooper and Florence Lyons experienced and responded to
was not by any means their private and local experiences. In the years
between 1890, roughly the year of Anna Cooper’s train trip, and 1930,
when Florence Lyons was growing up in the care of Sarah, the percentage
of working black women engaged in poorly paid domestic labor increased
from a low of 42 percent to a high of 64 percent. In the same period, the
percentage of working white women in higher-status public service or
professional work increased (and get this) from 10 percent to a high of
50 percent. In the same period, black women in the professions remained
constant at about 2 percent. Dr. Anna Julia Cooper was in this fortunate
2 percent. In 1925, near the end of this statistical period, Cooper com-
pleted her doctoral studies in France. In other words, during the years
when Charlotte Gilman’s sociological writings were written and read, the
white women for whom she wrote did indeed enter into more prestigious
work, while at the same time the black women for whom Cooper wrote
became more and more dependent on domestic service.%

Professional sociologists thus measure the external effects of the larger
structural forces. In the case of Wilkinson’s report, between 1890 and
1930, race oppressed black women more or less evenly, even though
those, like Florence Lyons, who migrated north were able to find steady,
if demeaning, work in the homes and enterprises of white people. At
the same time, the structures affecting gender freedom for white women
opened somewhat as more of those women entered the better-paid pro-
fessions, and all of them won the right to vote. These were among the
important structural shifts that took place. Uncannily, if you compare
the scientific evidence in the graphic with the realities of black women’s
experience in America, they tell the same story of being measured for
so many years out of the world of real economic opportunity. All that is
changing now. Today early in the 2000s, domestic workers, worldwide,
are overwhelmingly women of color and recent immigrants, most of them
subject to economic and social injustices even abuses sufficient to de-
mand the concern of Human Rights Watch and the United Nations. Not
only that, but according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, women
in the United States make up nearly half of the workforce, yet for the
most part working women are still employed in positions closer in status
to those held by Anna Julia Cooper (schoolteacher) and Florence Lyons
(domestic worker)—jobs in hotel and dining services, lower-end health
care and clerical jobs, secretaries and cashiers. The situation is better on
margin than in 1930; still, granting some progress, most women remain
in the measurably inferior occupations. Plus, in 2009, during a time of
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high unemployment, black women were twice as likely to be out of work
than were white women. Sadly, like all deadly structures, the measures
they impose recur both in the statistical tables and on the kitchen tables
of homes with hungry children.

What the professionals measure are the effects that play out in the
greater and lesser statuses within the matrices of domination. At the be-
ginning of the period, in 1890, Cooper had already become a woman of
character and force because of how she had responded to the experience
of being the child of a slave and her master. Florence Lyons, at the end
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of the period, was, in her way, a clear-headed and strong woman as she
took her measure against the color line in Cincinnati, thus taking up her
position in the matrix of race, gender, and class. Shortly after the period
ended, in 1937, little Gloria and Charles were born to play out different
lives in response to the advantages they enjoyed from their higher sta-
tuses within the web of power.

a4

Before it is the serious work of professional sociologists, measurement is
the ordinary work of practical sociologists, who become who they become
according to how they contend with the local, not at all abstract, effects
of social structures when and where any one of us enters the world of the
socially living.

And when we enter, the differences we encounter very often (for
some even usually) lead to conflict with others. Ideally, those conflicts
are dealt with as Anna Julia Cooper dealt with the white feminists of her
day—by direct constructive criticism. Sometimes, they are handled as
Florence Lyons did the white woman on the shop floor—by minor but
effective blows that make their point without legal consequences. Yet we
all know very well that when there are economic, racial, and other social
differences, there can be violence that involves the police, the courts,
lawyers, and legal judgments of varying degrees of severity. Laws and their
administration are themselves social things—often changing, sometimes
unjust, always the best practical hope for the civil repair of conflict. Even
when the differences do not rise to the attention of the police, legal con-
sequences are almost always in the back of the collective mind. In Anna
Julia Cooper’s day black people were abused, even lynched, for talking
back to white people; and in Florence Lyon’s time, as still now, a black
woman who struck a white could end up in jail. In any society that has a
reasonably well-working democracy, the legal system is surely one of the
institutions that measures social differences. When those differences are
unfairly structured, legal measures are unfairly imposed on some while
others reap the gains of their misfortunes.

It would not be too far wrong to say that between high-minded profes-
sional sociologies and down-to-earth practical ones, the legal system is
the social thing that most commonly applies or reinforces existing mea-
surements of a given society. This is one of the reasons that, among the
many changes in social theory after 1968, one of the most important de-
velopments associated with legal education and applied law is critical race
theory. No less than other changes in social and political thought, critical



180 ~ Chapter 9

race theory was born of the New Social Movements of the 1960s—in this
case, obviously, the civil-rights movement. The acknowledged founder of
the movement is Derrick A. Bell (1930- ), a civil-rights attorney in the
1960s and later a professor at Harvard Law School before he moved to
the New York University School of Law.

But what do civil rights and other race-based social movements have
specifically to do with measurement in a sociological sense? In the United
States, as much or more than in many other modern nations, race has
been the instrument of the worse sort of unjust social measurements.
Today it is well known that genetically racial attributes like skin, hair,
and facial features (not to mention intellectual capacity) are meaning-
less measures of social differences. In point of fact, there are greater
genetic differences among all so-called white people than between any
individual black person and some random white. Yet, in the long tragic
history of the modern world-system, slavery, colonization, economic mar-
ginalization, and all the social troubles related thereto have been based
on racial measures that falsely attribute an inferior status to blacks and
other people of color. It would be all too easy to explain these sins of the
modern, white world as simply a case of white ignorance, or as ill-formed
attitudes and prejudices. But when a self-defined superior people impose
their judgments on others they consider inferior it is never a matter of
mistaken identity or bad social thinking. Social measurements that per-
sist over the centuries and are measurably injurious to others are always
socially structured; and one of the important ways they are structured is
by the sanction of laws. Whether it is local ruling elite in a community
of racists or a nation’s Supreme Court, legal measures play a key role in
domination of ruling some people over others. In 1896 the United States
Superior Court in Plessy v. Ferguson notoriously upheld the right of states
to segregate black people as “separate but equal”—an outlandish ruling
that was not overturned until 1954 when the Court in Brown v. Board of
Education abolished school segregation in the United States.

Critical race theory, though it emerged in a number of law schools in
the 1980s, was always a kind of legal social theory of race and measure-
ment. In fact, some even acknowledge the role of W. E. B. Du Bois as
a foundational figure in the movement. Cheryl 1. Harris, for example,
writes of the role of race in property rights—referring not only to slav-
ery but also to an institutional bias in favor of whites in property law.*
Her reference to Du Bois is to his 1935 book Black Reconstruction in
America: 1860-1880. Near the end of this very long study of the period
just after the end of the American Civil War, Du Bois provides a striking



Well-Measured Lives in a World of Differences < 181

sociological explanation for one of the historical puzzles of the time. How
did it happen that in the American South whites reestablished a quasi-
legal system of racial segregation after the Civil War definitively ended
the institution of slavery? His answer came to be called the racial wage,
which meant that the dominant class of whites in the South were able to
win the class of poor working whites to their side against some four mil-
lion freed blacks, by offering poor whites, in the phrase, a racial wage in
the form of the “right” to “be white,” thus superior to blacks in exchange
for doing the dirty work of white people to enforce a new system of racial
segregation. Thus, it happened that wealthy whites reaped the economic
benefits of a segregated workforce by “paying” whites not in real income
but a racial benefit—the status of being not black. The enforcers of racial
segregation were groups like the Ku Klux Klan that intimidated freed
blacks, ultimately denying them the vote. The Klan comprised poor,
working-class whites, who had the most to fear economically from a vital
workforce of freed men and women. This, in effect, was a regional struc-
ture that in states and towns across the Deep South had the force of legal
sanction until after 1954 when Brown v. Education led to the civil-rights
movement.

The United States is unusual among the important global states for
its obsession with race (as it is often called). Racial injustices and con-
flicts ran against America’s high moral attitude as to its special place in
world history, hence the obsession. Yet, as powerful as race has been as
a factor in American society, race is hardly the only sector of society in
which unfair and unjust measures of social differences have been deeply
structured. As elsewhere (as almost everywhere) gender, class, sexuality,
among other social measures of inequality, are prominent in America.
This is the point the feminist and queer theorists in and outside sociol-
ogy were making. Dorothy Smith’s feminist standpoint emphasizes gender
differences, but she was also well aware of Marx’s idea that rulers (who
have usually been men) are also the ones who determine how the sci-
ences are meant to operate; hence objectivism in sociology. Likewise,
queer theorists like Judith Butler made the point that sexualities intersect
with genders; hence gender trouble; as differently Gloria Anzaldda wrote
poetically of the Latina lesbians in the American Southwest being bearers
of a great number of intersections; hence, the New Mestiza. So too, Patri-
cia Hill Collins, explaining the place of the black feminist in the matrix
of domination, opened up understanding of the many ways that power
and knowledge intersect in the actual experience of social life; hence,
the power-knowledge of the black feminist. Thinking along these lines
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rapidly made its way into critical race studies, such that by the 1990s this
tradition of legal theory took account of much more than race as a legal
measure of injustice.

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1959— ), one of the early feminist leaders in criti-
cal race theory who teaches law at UCLA, coined the term intersectional-
ity in 1989. This was the year before feminist sociologist Patricia Hill
Collins published Black Feminist Thought in which she popularized the
concept matrix of domination. In time, the two concepts came to be under-
stood as referring to the same thing—to, that is, the way in which femi-
nists and others in legal and social studies both came to criticize white
domination, the basic role of race theory as a tradition of thought and
practice that long has resisted that domination, and ultimately the com-
plicated matrix of intersections of races, genders, sexualities, classes—a
virtually limitless number of lines of domination that come down on any
given group of individuals.

When the reality of laws and legal structures in a society are applied
to sociological theories of the measurement of social differences, both
are infused with new ways to understand the practices of daily life as the
ground on which people, in all their differences, are measured in and out
of rights and benefits of social membership. Those convicted of crimes
may be measured into the cells of incarceration. In the United States,
those who are lose not only their full rights to citizenship but if released
they land on the hard streets of unemployment, drugs, and worse. If they
are poor black men accused, for example, of drug-related crimes, they are
vastly more likely than white men of higher-class standing to be found
guilty and sent to prison. In fact more than 10 percent of young black
men in the United States are in prison (against 1 percent of young white
men). If they gain their freedom that freedom is ever thereafter limited
by the conviction. For them the intersection of their low class standing,
their race, and their gender are more likely than not to count them out
of society. And theirs is but one of the many lines of domination that
may be favorable to some in some ways, but are terrible measures of social
exclusion for a good many others.

Social measurement is never simply a way of counting social differ-
ences. For the greater number of individuals who work hard to find their
way amid social things, measurement is a tool that allows them to assess
their life chances. But the hard measures fixed by social structures are just
as likely to count them down or out of whatever goods they may need or
desire.
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Global Methods

MAGINE THIS story, if you can:

A young man of twenty-nine grew up in a small town in the countryside. For

generations his fathers before him had been engaged in mining or agriculture.
His family never had money, but they were not exactly poor. There was always
something to eat. Because his native region enjoyed a mild climate, the fam-
ily’s land produced, much of the year, at least enough to feed a few sheep and
cows for meat and milk. Even with all its security, this was not the life the
young man wanted.

Things were changing all around. When his parents were his age, his coun-
try won its independence, after which it prospered. When he came of age, the
young man moved to his country’s largest city—a cosmopolitan center teem-
ing with international trade. He was the first in his family ever to move to
his country’s center of learning and culture. At the university, other students
admired his literary gifts. He learned all the latest methods and did exception-
ally well in English. He began, after a while, to work in a small inn that catered
to travelers from other countries. Its owner was a much older, more traditional
man. Still, the young man persuaded him to modernize the inn, after which
it flourished.

The young man dreamt of a still-better life. He hoped to start a business sell-
ing craft and other products from near his native village on the international
market. At first his enterprising spirit led to contacts and the promise of success.
Just as quickly his hopes were dashed. Foreign clients seldom paid a fair return.
Though he worked hard, he had little to show for it—few prospects, not even of
better pay in the job he had. He gave up his studies. He wasn’t sure that further
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learning would help. Many of his friends studied longer than he, to little benefit.
Few used their education in what work they could find. Some had no work. His
ventures into business eventually failed. But every day he heard tell of people his
age already enjoying the life he dreamt of. As he approached the age of thirty,
he began to wonder sadly about his dreams. He sometimes stayed up too late and
drank too much. More and more he was late for work.

When 1 say, “Imagine this story, if you can,” I mean no insult. Of
course, few could not imagine this young man’s story, which in a local
sort of way is nearly universal. His could be a life story from almost any
time in the last few centuries, nearly any place in the world—wherever
young people migrate for a better life. Some succeed. Most do not. To
imagine oneself in this story is to imagine a life in the modern world,
where migration has always been a common method for making a better
life. Somewhere in the near or far past of almost every family there is a
story of someone who moved for the good life, as this man did. The good
life always requires a good place.

This is a story so deep in world culture as to be, as it is said, a grand
narrative—a story recognized by many as big enough to give meaning to
their different lives. Even by the measures of the 1940s in racially well-
segregated Cincinnati, Ohio, Florence Lyons and Charles Lemert were as
different as people could be. Still, she and I did not grow close because
we understood each other. I couldn’t believe the things she’d eat. She
couldn’t believe the things I'd say. But what we could figure out were the
stories I would bring home from school on Tuesdays and the ones she told
me as | sat in the front pew of her ironing-board ministry. In hundreds
and hundreds of these occasional tellings, over more than fifty years, we
figured out (she before I) that each had traveled on different trains to
find a better life. Where we ended up, and how we got there, were differ-
ent social places, to be sure; but the stories of the journeys were familiar
enough to seal our bond. People who cannot begin to understand each
other’s social differences can, nevertheless, imagine each other’s stories
across their differences. Within limits, that is; and the limit is not where
it is supposed to be.

Where there is a limit to our ability to measure the differences in our
worlds is not with our ability to understand the strange and different we
encounter here and there. Strictly speaking, to understand is to stand
under (or in) another’s position in the world. To understand, thus, is to
move close to others to explore the familiar in the stories and practices.
This, after a fashion, is what professional sociologists do when they
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practice ethnography—the method of visiting another culture to experi-
ence it firsthand, thus to write the stories of those people. Understanding
trades on recognition of the familiar—getting close enough to measure
whatever is different against whatever is familiar. But this kind of eth-
nographic realism, whether practical or professional, falters at the outer
range of what we already know, if only because what we already know can
be a most unreliable way to measure the different. Thus, to be a sociolo-
gist of any kind is to try to figure out how the stories we hear from others
have come to pass in the complicated array of social things that made
them and the storytellers possible.

To know what’s truly going on in a world of real, unabridged social
differences we need a global method—one able to respect, but get
beyond, what we hear in the course of living in, or on official ethno-
graphic visits to, Casablanca or Brooklyn or wherever people tell their
tales. The very fact that stories of young men in strange new places—
stories like those of Frankie from Clarendon Heights or the One Stop
butcher from Chicago—do not always come true means that behind the
local stories there is something more to tell. This is where measured dif-
ferences come in. This, therefore, is where the sociological imagination
must leap beyond the familiar to those enduring, organizing, salient social
things that are so nastily invisible to the naked eye. How does the imagi-
nation reach for the most powerful of social structures? It is never enough
merely to measure where one is in the matrix of domination—even to
have a good story that describes tolerably well where one is, higher or
lower, in the scheme of power relations. Global methods are unforgiv-
ingly about the most distant structures.

>

Reaching for the structured social things is never easy, as is plain to
see when the real and very sympathetic man in the story is introduced.
Though the details are different, as is the name, the story might as well be
of a twenty-nine-year-old Moroccan man—Abdelkrim. His native lan-
guage would likely be Arabic. Since several dialectics of Arabic as well as
French and Spanish are the principal languages of Morocco, Abdelkrim’s
brilliance in English shows how exceptional he is, making his failure all
the more sad.

The first people of today’s Morocco were the Berbers, who were given
their name by the Roman colonizers. Berbers remain today the majority
in this country along the Barbary Coast of North Africa—a name derived
from them, as their name was given from the Latin for “barbarians.”
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Morocco is home to descendents of the Berbers and other North African
Arabs who, over the centuries, migrated to this beautiful land bordered
by the Atlas Mountains to the east, the Sahara desert to the south, and
the Atlantic Ocean to the west. To the north lie the Mediterranean Sea,
the Straits of Gibraltar, Spain, and the rest of Europe.

Until 1956, when Abdelkrim’s parents were young, Morocco was a
French colony. After independence, unlike many newly independent
states in Africa, Morocco did reasonably well economically. Though not
fabulously wealthy, Morocco has managed its national debt well enough
to gain credit from the World Bank and to attract investment capital from
abroad. This advantage meant that Morocco, like other countries in its po-
sition, found it necessary to encourage its young people toward more, bet-
ter, and higher educational achievement. Abdelkrim’s hope of a new life in
Casablanca, like the hopes of thousands his age, was founded on Morocco’s
economic success relative to most so-called developing nations. Develop-
ing nations need an elite of new business and professional leaders who
know the world’s languages and understand its sciences and technologies.
Abdelkrim was thus able, as the young often are, to introduce the global
world’s tools of the trade, like the fax machine and electronic mail, that
were mysteries to the traditional, much older owner of the hotel but in the
new world tools without which no modern business can survive.

Abdelkrim’s talents and ambitions are many. From all appearances, he
is the right man in the right place for the dream he is so sadly far from
realizing. What is going wrong? He has the right idea. He has done the
hard work. He made the right moves. He got the education. Yet, he is
going nowhere. Why? What structures are coming down on him and oth-
ers like him in today’s world? What kinds of structures are these that give
hope to the young with one hand while the other takes it back?

This is the kind of question asked more and more today by professional
sociologists like Shana Cohen (b. 1966 in Texas), who did her graduate
work in sociology at the University of California at Berkeley, which led
to a remarkable book, Searching for a Different Future: The Rise of a Global
Middle-Class in Morocco (2004).% Her research took her to Europe and
North Africa, where she put her mastery of French and of the several
Arabic dialects spoken in Morocco to good use. She is one of a new breed
of twenty-first-century sociologists who travel the world and speak its
languages in order to figure out the practical sociologies of people outside
the dominant European and North American societies. Cohen’s work in
Morocco led her into one of the newest, and most important, areas of
social studies today—the cultures and social lives of postcolonial people.
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To be postcolonial is to live in a society or region that was once
controlled by a world colonial power—usually, but not always, Euro-
pean or North American. The postcolonial subject is one who, having
been freed legally from the degradations of colonial life, often remains
dependent on the former colonizers for economic and sometimes mili-
tary aid. Morocco is an independent nation-state today, but it relies
on its cultural and economic ties to France. In this sense, the Lakota
of Pine Ridge (not entirely free of control by the U.S. government)
are also postcolonials, as are indigenous peoples in the Canadian
north—as are Abdelkrim and others like him in Casablanca. What
they all have in common with millions of men and women in the Ca-
ribbean, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa is the experience of living
today with the stories of a former colonial existence. Black Elk was a
sacred man because he kept alive the tales of the Lakota tragedy in
1890 at Wounded Knee. Somewhere among Abdelkrim’s generation
there may arise such a one who will tell the stories of brave men and
women who prepared themselves for a new Morocco that, in the end,
had no place for them. Postcolonial people are often more determined
to keep these stories alive, if only to use them to measure their prog-
ress against the modern ones.

What Shana Cohen found in her research is that those who filled the
positions the new Morocco offered are doing very well. They are proud to
be Moroccan in times like these. But change is never precisely calibrated,
and in this case, as often happens, more young people were trained than
there were positions to fill or market opportunities to capitalize. Many
others are in Abdelkrim’s position. They suffer the melancholia, or sad-
ness, that comes from having dreamed and done well, then failed—hav-
ing, that is, to find yet another way or give it up. After many months of
weekly meetings with Shana Cohen, Abdelkrim told her just how he felt
(a feeling many others like him shared).

Everybody is looking for something to make them okay with their life. Hap-
piness, no, satisfaction, is always inside. We can find it. It is just a question of
time. Sometimes, it can come late. It has come late for me. I am like in prison
or something. A lot of people dream to have my job. But not a lot of people
dream to have my salary. I could go outside Morocco and have more materials,
but that may not do it. . . . The problem is time. After thirty, everything goes
so quickly.

Youth passes quickly—sucked away by things we seldom see; and when
it goes, it leaves behind the measured failures.
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Cohen explains that Abdelkrim is typical of many young men and
women—many highly trained professionals without a job suitable to their
qualifications. Though they feel otherwise, this is not so much their fault
as it is what comes down when the social structures of one’s world are
changing. When, in the course of a generation, a country frees itself from
a colonial system and begins the long road toward what some economists
call economic maturity, the lives of individuals will be affected in differ-
ent ways. Some, the fewer, will be carried along as social things develop
for the better. Others, like Abdelkrim, will be carried only part of the
way; others fall away, or back to the villages they had fled.

When structures turn deadly on us, as they may have for Abdelkrim,
we are taken by surprise. This is the way it works with enduring, organiz-
ing, salient, but invisible social things. We can never see them at work.
They are hard to imagine. Then, all of a sudden they sneak up on us.

I

When [ first wrote this book late in the 1990s, I had two children, two
boys I loved dearly. Today, I have two children, but a different two. Noah
is still very wonderfully with us, working as an outdoor educator after
graduate studies at Harvard. Anna Julia Lemert was born in 1998. She
came to us after a long search. We knew we would find a child to love.
Among delights and surprises too many to count, Annie came out to us
from her very white birth mother as black as Muhammad Ali. She is not
as dark as Florence, her adoptive grandmother of whom she’ll hear the
stories, but dark enough to compound the mystery of social things. Annie
at age three with no discursive awareness of the concept “race,” ran about
the house with next to nothing on, as boxers do, shouting, “I . . . Ham-
mad Ali.” Annie was to us like those surprises of the social life that bring
zest to living—strange to the understanding, but completely wonderful,
structured by events over which we have no control. Some structures
work thus to the good. Others do not—tragically not.

Matthew, Annie’s and Noah’s older brother, committed suicide early
in 2000. He was a brilliant, brave, honorable, and exciting man—an
officer in the Marine Corps. Then one night, out of the blue, we came
home to find the Marines at our door bringing the terrible news. You can
imagine that I don’t tell this story easily or lightly. But the telling helps
soothe for a while the chronic pain—and the worst is that we didn’t see
it coming any more than we saw Annie coming just as she was and is.
The one a tragedy, the other a blessing; and both came down without
warning.
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We think of suicide and sex as among the very most private of
actions—more private even that Abdelkrim’s move to a new place
for a better life. Those who commit suicide and we who enjoy our sex
seldom think at the time that the action is a social thing. Suicide and
lovemaking, even more than lonely migrations to strange cities, are
the more solitary events of the private life. Their privacy, however, is
more apparent than real. They thus pose the sociological question all
the more acutely.

Are we, even when acting alone, connected in some way or another
to all other individuals in the mystery of social things—even perhaps to
the rest of the world? When [ say “connected” I mean something social,
along the lines of what Durkheim must have had in mind when he wrote
of social facts as very real things in themselves. The trouble is that nei-
ther Durkheim nor many other professional sociologists ever really took
seriously what practical sociologists know very well. When it is said that
we are connected in practical social life something more telling is meant.
What we do or don’t do, what we might one day do or may never be able
to—these actual and possible actions are not entirely of our own private
making. Abdelkrim, filled with hope, did what he did because of his con-
nections to those about him—his family and friends back home, his new
friends in Casablanca (against whom he measured himself), the global
market of possibilities that dealt out promises (not all of them kept). So-
cial things are like that. They tie us as much to the past behind and the
future to be as to the present at hand.

So, too, when Annie’s dear birth-mom made tender love one night
in Florida, and when my very dear boy hanged himself one morning in
Texas—they were doing what they did as individuals. But neither was
entirely alone. When we make love or suffer impossible nightmares of the
soul, there are always others lurking in the shadows. We may think that
our sexual experiences are with a single other (if they are), but even then
there are numerous others in attendance. Our lovers never come alone.
They come to us as they are—some are kind, or lonely; others are rough
and angry; some are there for the night, others for breakfast, some for the
duration. When we give ourselves to these comings and goings of various
men or women we often feel still others watching over the scene, even
when we don’t really know why they are there or where they’'ve come
from. These others, like those who hover about us in the long nights of
despair, are a chorus of ghosts, shuffling along as we move about. This
is how the dead structures that endure from the past come down on the
most lively of subjects, as on the most sad.
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Do not take lightly the ghosts in your closet. Their hauntings are, in
fact, one of the more important new contributions to a critique of global
methods, of which the classic work is Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the
Sociological Imagination (1997) by Avery Gordon (b. 1958)—a cultural
and literary critic and political activist who teaches sociology at the
University of California in Santa Barbara. Some lively subjects, like Flor-
ence, live very well with the evil that haunts them; some, like Matthew,
struggle bravely with their ghosts for a good while and then, for more
reasons than the living can imagine, shuffle off to be with them. And oth-
ers, like Abdelkrim, have yet to figure it all out. Just because we cannot
say exactly how structures work, it doesn’t mean they don’t exist. That is
the way it is with ghostly structures. They determine how we measure the
worth of others or our own self-worth. Unfortunately, or fortunately (it is
hard to say), we don’t attend to our ghosts most of the time. But they are
there, waiting at the ready, doing whatever they are doing.

The bigger and more mysterious the structures, the harder it is to figure
out how and why they come down as they do. Abdelkrim is no different
from anyone else. He, like the rest, must be able and willing to figure out
the worldly structures close at hand but out of sight. Figuring them out,
and being able eventually to talk about the figurings out, are what may

be called methods.

g

The methods we use depend, to a great extent, on the kind of a world we
live in—specifically, our positions in that world.

The very simple word position has taken on a special meaning to many
sociologists. Dorothy Smith, the Canadian feminist who now lives in
British Columbia after retiring from teaching at the Ontario Institute for
Studies in Education, was among the first to explain the importance of
one’s position (or standpoint) as a resource for figuring things out. Many
feminists and sociologists speak today of a woman’s subject position—and
mean by it the methodological benefits gained from starting the study of
social things with one simple question: How might a woman’s position
in the world affect what she knows? Is it possible that knowledge is, as it
is said, situated in these subject positions? Of course the question applies
equally well to the longer list of possible positions, including those of
men—especially men and women who are in Abdelkrim’s postcolonial
position.

Taking subject positions seriously is a double-edged sword. So seem-
ingly slight and sensible a move actually cuts apart some long-cherished
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assumptions about the sociologies. Dorothy Smith was also one of the
first to undress professional sociology’s fascination with objectivity.
When objectivity serves as a standard for getting social things right, it
serves a good purpose. But when it becomes a standard for limiting the so-
ciological imagination, it does not. “Objectivity” is a particularly loaded
word. Smith, for example, writes of what she calls simply the relations of
ruling—the actual social connections by which social things like busi-
nesses, governments, schools, even professional sociologies administer
the social worlds.” In the modern world, ruling is more often than not
the harsh work of administration; and, through the years, ruling has been
administered mostly by men who, in effect, believed what their ghosts
whispered in their ears. When the dead structures your fathers invented
tell you to rule the world, you tend to believe this is the world’s objective
truth. Even today, when fewer men in domestic partnerships are the only
ones bringing home the bacon, men will drive themselves crazy measur-
ing their success or failure as breadwinners.

On the other hand, it may or may not be true that women, by their na-
tures, are better able to see the world. But it probably is true that women,
like others who have been measured less worthy by the man-made world,
see the world differently. What they see and say, as James Scott and many
others going back to Hegel said, may be the better, if hidden, transcript
of social things. The method by which social things are figured out de-
termines how those things will be understood—and positions are where
understanding begins.

But what becomes of these positions—all the positions and stand-
points comprising the worlds of practical life—when the worlds them-
selves change in ways that may render the familiar measures and the well-
known stories a bit out of joint? Is this perhaps what Abdelkrim came up
against while playing his hand in Casablanca?

When the world—and people’s positions in it—changes, everyone has
to figure out new methods. Once, years ago when Matthew was a kid, we
took a thrill ride at an amusement park. After paying the price of admis-
sion, we entered into a large cylinder. There were, I think, twenty or so
other people in there. We were told to stand against the wall in a circle.
Then, after all were ready, the thing started to spin around and around.
After a short while the bottom fell out—that is, the floor just dropped
away and there we were hanging on to nothing but the wall. The centrif-
ugal speed of the rotation forced everyone against the wall. No one was at
particular risk. But everyone was terrified (or tried to act as though they
weren’t). That whole world, little and silly as it was, was changed and
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none of the methods we knew about were worth a damn. We wanted to
grab for something, but nothing was there. We had only to relax (nearly
impossible) and let the spinning cylinder take care of things. The thrill, if
that is what it was, was in learning for a few minutes to trust forces we had
never really figured out, forces for which we had no method to determine
whether they should be trusted or not. That’s the way the world is today.
Nearly everyone needs a new method.

>’

One of the most interesting things about today’s spinning, bottomless
world is that everyone agrees that the thrill ride is called globalization—a
worldwide process of change in the structure of global things. The term
and its meaning (often implied) are themselves tricky. For one thing
(and this is what is seldom said), it is not clear whether global things are
still social things in the sense of people being connected—that is, truly
connected, across the world. It is one thing to imagine the connections
in a smallish social world (as in a town, some cities or regions), or even
in the larger ones (a society such as the Canadian or Moroccan or Chi-
nese ones). But the larger the worlds get, the harder it becomes to think
of them as social, with real people actually connected. They all seem so
very different. The differences make the world as a whole appear even
larger than it is. Globalization, by calling us out into this enormous and
different place, invites the impression that people will lose what some call
their “human nature.” Though almost no one can say what this “human
nature” really is, there is widespread belief that it is important and can
be lost when social things get too big. It is possible that one element of
human nature is somewhat like agoraphobia—an unfounded fear of open
and very big places. In any case, this fear of global things is experienced
as the bottom dropping out—or, as not knowing what will happen when
the spinning stops.

There are at least two schools of thought on globalization. The first
might be called the transformationalists—those who accept that the glo-
balizing world is significantly changed but, at its core, remains much the
same. For reasons unclear, many transformationalists are British, perhaps
because their ghosts had experience running a colonial empire, the re-
mains of which are still in evidence. Anthony Giddens, the Giddens who
made the distinction between practical and discursive consciousness, is
the most famous transformationalist. But, close after, is David Held (b.
1951), who holds the Graham Wallas Professorship in Political Science
at the London School of Economics. In Global Transformations (1999),
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Held and his coauthors give as much evidence as one could need to show
that something in the world began to change just after the Second World
War, has been speeding up ever since, and seems to have become the
dominant reality of the world order at the turn of the century.

Sooner or later, everyone who has something to say about globaliza-
tion gets around to the nation-state—by which is meant, as you would
expect, the political order identified by a national name and culture, as in
the United States of America or the Republic of Congo. The nation-state
was always considered the important political form of modern societies.
The American Revolution of 1776, for example, was fought in the name
of the American colonies in order to form a new nation out of cultural
and political principles thought to be special to the “American people.”
The point is that nation-states are the political homes of national values
or, as sociologists are likely to say, “societies.” Being a member in good
standing of the “American people” involves more than being a citizen of
the United States of America—obeying the laws and reciting the pledges.
Members of the society in a nation-state expect each other to share, at
least to some degree, whatever values and habits are currently in practice.
This, of course, is an improbable scheme, as anyone knows at election
time when neighbors stop talking to each other until it’s all over. The
idea that legal members of a state would also share a commitment to that
state’s national culture—or society—is, in a word, absurd.

Americans, it happens, are very big on their nation-state. Few other
people talk on as tirelessly about their way of life. Still, just like Morocco
and almost every other nation-state—with some exceptions, perhaps Ice-
land or Nunavut—the U.S.A. is made up of very different groups of people
who share almost nothing in common except an occasional willingness to
fight wars with outsiders or discriminate against select insiders they would
prefer were outsiders. Still, politicians will talk about the American way of
life just as many sociologists will talk about the American society.

Globalization, it is agreed, has somewhat devalued the nation-state
as the structural coin of the global realm. Transformationalists like Da-
vid Held and his colleagues give some startling numbers to prove it.”!
Over the course of the last half of the twentieth century the number of
nation-states on the planet doubled from 81 to 167 (in 1991). By 2011,
there were 195 nation-states. That is a lot by twice. But it is nothing
compared to the increase in the number of diplomatic relations among
all the nation-states—from 2,140 (1950) to 7,762 (1991), or nearly four
times greater. A lot more, but still nothing compared to other ways in
which nation-states are now connected, namely: by intergovernmental
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organizations (like, famously, the United Nations or the World Trade
Organization) and international nongovernmental agencies (like, for ex-
ample, Doctors without Borders or the Red Cross). In 1900, when there
were fewer than 50 nations, there were fewer still of these governmental
and nongovernmental ties between nation-states. But researchers at the
London School of Economics estimate that by the end of 2010, against
some 200 nation-states, there were nearly 40,000 of these connecting or-
ganizations, and the greatest number of them (by far) were international
nongovernmental organizations (or INGOs). Even more astonishing,
when one counts NGOs (nongovermental organizations operating within
a given state) the numbers are breathtaking—over a quarter million in
Russia, and over three million in India. And this does not begin to count
the number of business and informal ties. In other words, the numbers are
a good measure of global connectedness. It means that if you give blood
to the American Red Cross, you are linked, even if your blood stays near
home, to a brother or sister giving blood in Turkey or Chile; and the
nation-states have little to do with the organization that helps you save
lives (except perhaps to provide legal and sometimes military protection
for the INGOs your nation-state happens to approve of).

Yet, when it comes to globalization and the nation-state, the trans-
formationalists are cautious. The world has changed in the direction of
its parts being more variously and deeply connected. But they are just as
inclined to point out, quite sensibly, that connections of this kind have
been around since around 1500, when Europeans first set out to colonize
the world. A half millennium later, connectedness may even have gotten
the upper hand in world affairs. Certainly the nation-state, so important to
the modern world, is now less salient in the run of global things. Still, when
the last word is said, David Held says that there remain good reasons to be
optimistic about the nation-state and its political and social communities,
if (perhaps a big if) the nation-states adjust to the New World Order. In
other words, the transformationalists stop short of giving up on the mod-
ern order, including the nation-state, by using a gently nuanced locution.
Globalization has reshaped the modern world—a difference in degree but
not in kind. This is a sensible point of view, especially when early in the
twenty-first century it seems evident that the American nation-state, still
the most powerful, gets its way most but not all the time.

Still, there is room for disagreement. There are of course those (Held
calls them skeptics) who believe that nothing important has changed.
But the more interesting alternative to the transformationalists we might
call the globdlists. A globalist is one who believes that global things are
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more than reshaped. She would more likely believe, much like the femi-
nists and others who write about the methods of subject positions, that
the very change in the relations of the members (whether individuals or
nation-states) to each other is a change in the world as such.

One of the more interesting globalists is Manuel Castells (b. 1942),
currently a professor of sociology, urban planning, and European studies
at the University of California in Berkeley. Castells is himself interesting
because, though older than Shana Cohen by more than a generation,
he was one of the first of the new breed of global sociologists. Born in
Spain, he lived in Paris before moving to the United States. For years
he has traveled the globe to lecture and teach in Caracas, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Amsterdam, Moscow, Mexico, Montreal, even Boston, among
other exotic places. He knows the world, and not just from its hotels and
tourist venues. In The Network Society (1996), one of his four books on
global things, Castells describes many of the same facts that appeal to the
transformationalists. But Castells is a globalist in the sense that, in his
words, “the network society represents a qualitative change in the human
experience.”” There you have it—*“the human experience,” a cousin to
“essential human nature.” To say that “the” human experience is changed
qualitatively is to say that when people change their positions in relation
to each other, they also change who they are. This, you see, is more than
reshaping. But, if different, in what way and why?

Whether one is a transformationalist or a globalist, practical life today
is affected by global things in two virtually inescapable ways. For one,
most people are indeed connected to global things, most importantly by
whatever job they have or hope to have. Global labor markets, among
all the other ties and connects, make individuals global creatures in the
sense that they are vulnerable to the biggest of social things. For another,
people are personally drawn into the wider world, often against their wills,
by virtue of their being logged on to one or another network—hence,
Castells’s phrase: the network society.

Globalization certainly involves information networks, of which, it
goes without saying, the Internet is the most notorious. But even if you
don’t e-mail or surf the Net, you probably watch television, which is
another network, of course, and one that is changing just as rapidly as
the rest of the networked world of high-speed telecommunications. And
even those few (if any) who don’t watch television at least use the phone
system, which today is cheaper, easier to use, and available for all kinds
of purposes from faxing to banking to phone sex, not to mention the
strange things one can do with mobile phones, which are, of course, still
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another network. There are more. It is nearly impossible not to live with,
even in, some or several global networks. This can get both interesting
and confusing.

A globalist would find it obvious that when people live in networks
of these kinds, their positions relative to each other, as to the global
network as a whole, are more than just transformed. Relations in an
electronic network are, for better or worse, fundamentally different from
face-to-face relations (which, we should hasten to say, are not always
that great themselves). This is what globalists have in mind when they
speak of the network making a change in the human experience that goes
beyond being connected. Connections are between still-independent
parties. Networks are parties unto themselves. To know your position in
the matrix of domination is to know your place; to be drawn into these
networks is to have your position sent out to a place that may be no place
at all. It may be, globalists say, that those who use and live in these net-
works are becoming a different kind of being.

Certainly, the globalist point of view calls into question most parts
and positions in the world as it was. Castells, thus, is much more likely
to say that such staples of the older modern world as the nation-state
are not just “reshaped” but “threatened.” One of his most interesting
examples, and one easily imagined, is crime. The economics of crime
are global. The connectedness of illegal trade in drugs with the global
sex trade with markets for illegal weapons with all the other smugglings
that thrive on poverty and other social miseries is probably spinning as
wildly out of control as are the number of INGOs. We'll never know,
of course, because there’s no way to count the darker parts of the global
underground. What is clear is that, try as they might, the nation-states
have one hell of a time doing anything about the illegal black markets
that constitute some impossible-to-calculate but very real proportion of
the global economic product. If you doubt this, just ask your One Stop
butcher who sees it every day in the darkened windows of BMWs passing
him by as he waits for the bus.

So, between the transformationalists and the globalists there is a small,
but important difference. From the point of view of professional sociol-
ogy, it is impossible today to have any more than a well-informed opinion
on the dispute. When global things change, it takes time for people to see
how big and, as Castells says, “qualitative” the change is or whether the
change is but a transformation. Still, as usual, what a professional sociolo-
gist knows, and how he knows it, is another thing from what the practical
sociologist can know, if she will.
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Remember Mr. Alsahybi, who was murdered in the deli he ran to make
a world in Brooklyn for his kids brought over from Yemen? The last I
heard (from his oldest son, who took over the deli), no one knows for
certain who killed him or why. Still, everyone—the cops, the neighbors,
the newspapers, probably the family for all I know—assumes he was
killed for drug money. This terrible little story changed and charged the
little worlds in and around DeGraw and Henry Streets in Cobble Hill of
Brooklyn of New York of the many, many wider and other worlds that
come together on that corner as they do on most. We who lived there
thought the murderer just had to have been an invader from the outer
worlds. One reason we thought that way is that everyone who lived
there, especially the [talian Americans, knew that several of the families
lived nearby. No one of right mind would dare commit a crime in our
neighborhood. Screw around with one of the families and, as Annie puts
it, you'll be a goner. Little did we—we WASPs, that is, or the African
Americans, or the people from Yemen who lived a few blocks up and
over, much less the Italians—Ilittle did anyone suppose the global trade
in drugs would send its evil down so close to home. But we supposed it
very well after this lovely man on whom we all counted was murdered.
It makes you think.

It also puts you in the world, and makes you wonder where in the
world you are living. There was Mr. Alsahybi who came to Brooklyn from
Yemen. Unlike its oil-rich neighbors, Yemen is very poor. And so those
who can, come to places like Brooklyn. Like Abdelkrim (whose Morocco
is better off than Yemen), they want a better world, even when there are
risks. Did Abdul Kareem Alsahybi realize that the risks would include
some shadowy guy? Probably not. That, again, is one of the ways worldly
structures sneak up on you in the dark. They never stop.

Actually we left the corner soon after Annie sneaked up on us. We de-
cided to make our home in what New Yorkers call the country. We didn’t
have to leave when we did, but we chose that time because Mrs. Lee, who
owned our building, sold it. She was moving back to California to spend
her last years in a Chinese American community. She made a killing on
the sale. She did because in the happy 1990s, people were making a kill-
ing in the stock market. They were because the American economy was
the powerhouse of the global economy. The new rich wanted more and
more expensive houses. They moved in. Rents went up. We moved out.
We saw the first signs when a new restaurant opened—the Bouillabaisse!
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I know bouillabaisse because I once lived in France. It is Mediterranean,
but hardly a Middle Eastern dish. Soon after, that part of Brooklyn came
to be a really hot place for fine restaurants, none Middle Eastern—or so
I read in the papers. We haven’t been back since we moved after Mr.
Alsahybi from Yemen was killed, when Annie came to us from a night in
Florida, when Mrs. Lee went back to a home on the Pacific Rim.

That is the way global things work. It is a little bit too easy to say that
globalization is about information networks, or about the rapid flow of
money in capital networks and the rise and fall of fast money. Globaliza-
tion is these things, of course. But it comes down to us on the corners
where we live. More true perhaps in some than others, but true enough in
all. Pine Ridge is a remote place, but people there are wired and wronged
by the global things.

On and on these global things spin. They take the bottoms out of our
corners where, sometimes tragically, they demand of us some greater,
often reluctant, sense of the wider worlds on the globe. Global things are
different—from each other and from us who are already there when they
move in. They are, thus, different from other social things.

I

Because global things are different, they make a difference in everyone’s
position—in at least the degree and possibly the kind of our connections
with others in the global scheme of things. When global things get the
upper hand some social things may be reshaped or threatened. Either way,
they can’t any longer be taken for granted.

Thus, again, among other examples, the nation-state is no longer as
salient an enduring, organizing social thing as it once was because—con-
nections and networks being what they are—fewer people limit their
social homes to what shelter their nations offer. Sooner or later, for more
and more, the information highway paves the way for the now well-
beaten pathways of the seekers after a better life. The story is different
today if only because so many more can and do set out for someplace new.

Consider the migrations of Florence Lyons alone in the 1930s to
Cincinnati from Florida, of Abdul Kareem Alsahybi and his family from
Yemen to Brooklyn sometime in the 1980s, and of Abdelkrim to a new
life in Casablanca in the 1990s. Each sought a better life. Each left a
difficult place for one they hoped would be better. Florence and Abdul
Kareem got someplace—though neither made the best life possible, both
made good enough lives in their new worlds. That Abdul Kareem was
gunned down mid-dream does not mean he failed. The deli he established
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remains to feed his children. Still, there is a difference. Florence did not
feel she had to leave the nation-state of her birth and citizenship.

One of the practical and down-to-earth benefits of a nation-state is that
it provides a kind of home for most, if not all, of its citizens. To be a citizen
in the heyday of nation-states was to be a member of a social thing that
at least served to protect people from invaders, if it could, and at the most
to bestow on them an identity. To have an identity, strictly speaking, is to
be able to recognize yourself in some other socially enduring thing, how-
ever grand or small—to be, that is, “identical with” some social thing not
exclusively or privately yours. That other may be as elemental as people’s
ideas of who they happen to think they are. Florence Lyons thought her-
self to be a tough, inventive, funny, hardworking, well-dressed, Christian
lady—and she was. But she had this personal identity because, as Erving
Goffman would say, she also had a social identity—that is, certain social
things of which she was recognizably a member. When, in my day, and
hers, white people would refer to one of her groups as “those people,” they
meant nothing kind, but they said something specific. Florence was not,
for example, just any kind of Christian woman. She belonged to the Zion
Baptist Church, which everyone thereabouts knew was a leading African-
American church. Those people were in fact “her people” in another,
more affectionate sense. And so it is that who a person is as an individual
is certified by her recognizable social memberships. Identity is, therefore,
membership. It may be experienced as very personal, but identity is a thor-
oughly social thing—one of the more intimate ways the structures come
down to haunt. Had she wanted to, which she never did, Florence could
have changed church memberships, but in the community she would have
still been known as the one who sang for years in the Zion choir.

Nation-states still inspire societal canopies that shelter a strong sense
of social identity. It may be that Americans are more comforted by their
national identities than, say, people from Yemen who have had to flee
for the better life. But, around the world, global things have come to sap
the identity-bestowing force of, at least, those nations lacking the power
to certify whatever promises of the good life they may have made. The
structural power of the nation-states, enduring and organizing that it may
be, is less able to assure the comforts of practical life on which the ideals
of a social identity depend. Identities travel the networks from and to the
far corners of the globe, just as do the goods on our shelves and jobs we
hold for the time being.

What is one to do when the goods and jobs disappear all of a sudden—
or when the dream of being the one who has the good life turns cloudy as
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it did for Abdelkrim? It is then that one must have a method—a global
method that draws the social imagination into the connections and net-
works of global things. What is the method available to those who move
out to move up only to find themselves stalled? Those trapped with no
place to go, or no thought of going anywhere else, have only to get by as
best they can. Some, like Frankie, turn angry and resort to the false hope
of a futile self-assertion. More often than not, they fall away. Some, like
the One Stop butcher, keep on cutting away for the paycheck that cuts
too short. They have no choice, at least none they can imagine, and so
they heroically resist the code of the street and, tears in the eyes, work at
what they have.

But what about Abdelkrim and those all around the world who share
his melancholia? Abdelkrim, as Shana Cohen tells his story up to the
early years of the 2000s, has come up against the limit of those she
calls the unplaced—that is, those who make all the moves called for, yet
were excluded from the social position they believed would be theirs.
Still, having done relatively better than either Frankie or the One Stop
butcher, Abdelkrim stills looks for a method that might work against the
odds. Not ready to rebel, not sure how to innovate, not yet willing to
resign himself, Abdelkrim continues to look. Cohen found that many of
the unplaced are gradually giving up on Morocco, becoming members of
the detached middle class—that is, those sadly giving up on their society’s
promise of the material substance of a better life. Remember Abdelkrim’s
words, “A lot of people dream to have my job. But not a lot dream to
have my salary.” He, and many others, have middle-class jobs, or middle-
class qualifications, but little or no hope of a middle-class income. And
many detach themselves not so much from the middle class but from the
nation-state that promised them a place if they worked hard enough.
They begin to turn away from Morocco or Yemen and to think of their
identities in global terms.

Global methods are those by which one finds a home, not so much in
a society as in the world of global things. They move away from whatever
shelter they find in being Moroccan or Yemeni, in order to move again,
possibly to some other place in the world. A home sufficient to provide a
social identity requires a good enough place, and very often the place in
which one is trapped is not place enough. Those fortunate enough, as Mr.
Alsahybi was, to be able to move to Brooklyn, or some such global corner,
move themselves at a cost to their self-understanding. I don’t know if Mr.
Alsahybi had become an American citizen, or whether he particularly
thought of himself as an American. And it may have been that back
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home in Yemen he was still known as the one who went to America to
find a better life. Though perhaps not middle class in the usual sense, Mr.
Alsahybi was not unplaced. But neither was he any longer from Yemen,
in the sense of being Yemeni. If he did not consider himself yet from
America, it may have been because for the time being at least he was from
the world itself. Those who live still in their national societies and thus
consider themselves French or Canadian may find this a peculiar way to
think of oneself. But the truth is that there are millions of people who
may still call themselves by the name of their native society but who are
in fact global people. Yasir Apiu Ugila is a friend I met in our church in
New Haven. He says he is from the Sudan. But he lives in America, works
for a technology company, attends a very English church, and visits what
remains of his family in Uganda where they fled the ravages of civil strife
“at home.” What then is his home?

I

What is the method available for finding a home in the world of global
things? What method is there for Abdelkrim? Was it the one Yasir used?
Whatever it is, it is different from the one Florence used in 1938. As big
as the change was for her she did not have to stop calling America home,
even when America was yet to make a home for her. She found a place in
the national home she already had. What do those who travel the more
worldly paths do?

To speak of global methods is, in part at least, to speak of new uses for
the older methods. Florence’s method, for one, was well known to migrat-
ing people since forever. She used those connections she had in 1938.
She came to Cincinnati because she had family already settled there. She
had a place to stay until the laundry job paid enough to settle herself. It
is entirely likely that Mr. Alsahybi relied on the same kind of connec-
tions to family or friends. Though there were fewer global connections in
Florence’s day, the transformationalists are right to say that globalization
is about their multiplication around the world—connections that tie
people in knots more complex than ever before.

Years ago, in Illinois, I met the Korean man to whom this book is dedi-
cated. Years later, [ saw him once in New York, again in Los Angeles, and
another time in Seoul. Years later still, I had a Korean American student
whose father and [ knew each other in Harvard thirty years before. When
Matthew died, he helped me make contact with Professor Han who,
twenty years before, delighted Mattie the day he made kimchi in our Il-
linois kitchen. The ties that bind the global net. When today people use
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their connections to travel in real space to a new social place, they are
using an old practical method that, by its degree of transformation, is just
shy of being an entirely different method. Even those who do not travel
in physical fact can and do live in the global network of places they would
never dream of going.

I

But what kind of a home does the network of global connections allow?
How might it come down even on the world’s homebodies? This is where
the practical sociologists can learn from the professional ones.

Since the days of Durkheim and Weber, professional sociologies have
hovered back and forth between two different but mutually necessary
methods. One type includes all the universalizing methods—that is, those
methods that aim to tell the whole story all at once. These are the meth-
ods that rely usually (but not always) on statistical summaries of what
truths can be told. When, for example, Doris Wilkinson carefully studied
the available data on occupational positions for black and white women,
she used the numbers to draw the graph (on page 178) of their relative
positions over the course of nearly a half century. The bare lines of a shift-
ing web tell a universal story of women who lived lives as similar yet dif-
ferent as those of Anna Julia Cooper’s in the 1890s and Florence Lyons’s
in the 1940s. No sociologist, practical or professional, can live without
the numbers. It is surely the case that unplaced friends of Abdelkrim in
Casablanca must use the numbers they can find at the click of a mouse
to estimate their chances in Melbourne or Paris or New York. Still, the
universalizing methods may not be enough.

Practically speaking, if you want to move to Australia, you need to
know more than the bare fact that there are openings for people with
experience in hotel work. It helps to have the connections with people
of a familiar kind—whether real or virtual. No less in fact, though much
more in technique, getting close enough to people to have a sense of
the familiar in a strange place is the other method used by professional
sociologists, as well as practical ones. This method might be called, as
Max Weber put it, the method of understanding—that is, all those methods
by which sociologists try to figure out what homes in strange places are
like by moving in—literally or imaginatively. Of these, the most famous
are ethnographic methods. When Herbert Gans moved into the Urban
Village or Jay MacLeod got close to Frankie and his gang in Clarendon
Heights, they went to hear the stories. None could say that the stories
they heard were universally true of all Italian Americans or working-class
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boys or gay women. Like all tales of differences, many sound fantastic. Is
it really true that the Urban Villagers had no self with which to see the
destructive force of the structures that took their homes? Still, a good
many people trust stories of this kind because they seem so real—that is,
they tell a realistic story of what they might understand were they to visit
the home places of these people. Ethnographies, as they are tradition-
ally practiced by professional sociologists, are usually (not always) more
sophisticated versions of the practical studies people like Florence use
to determine whether Cincinnati would offer a better place than Plant
City, Florida. She had ways to know what stories there were of the strange
place—from kin who lived there, from friends who visited, from even the
Cincinnati Reds baseball team that practiced in Florida, and much more.
From these, she figured out that the different place was familiar enough
to be worth the trip—and so it was.

But the problem with methods of understanding is that they may not
be general enough, just as the universalizing methods may be too general.
Those who move want to know what the odds are, but even if the odds
are good, they want to hear someone they know tell them a story or two.
Likewise, an ethnographer wants to collect her stories, but when she
writes them up she needs to tell them in a way that those who know the
numbers and graphs will recognize something familiar.

The trouble today with the usual methods is that, when people are
connected in networks, they can never get enough of the familiar to
overcome the strangeness of others in global things. Mr. Alsahybi had
no way of imagining that Brooklyn was a place where the cost of his gain
would be so mortal. What he knew from what stories he may have heard,
or from what numbers he could get, is that Brooklyn was familiar enough
to be worth the trip. But global methods are necessarily different from
those that worked reasonably well when social things were more simply
protected by the nation-states. When people change homes for another
world, neither numbers nor understandings may be sufficient.

The strangest thing about global things is that they require a method for
getting close at a distance—that is, for figuring out the stories told by people
in places so different as to be always at a distance. In this sense, global reali-
ties bring home the truth of social structures of all kinds. The invisibility of
social structures, especially global ones, results from their ghostly origins—
alive in the moment they come down to kiss or maim, but in themselves
strangely far away. Those who live more or less agreeably in a nation-state,
and choose to let it be a home for whoever they think they are, enter
thereby into an agreement to fool themselves. This is the strict meaning
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of the overused expression “to identify with.” They agree to be the ones
who are known to believe in and live by the stories of their societal home.
But when, like those in Abdelkrim’s unplaced place, people can no longer
believe the home stories, they begin to look to the wider world for a home.

To find yourself amid global things is to identify with social things
that, far more than being big and strange, are always wildly and irrec-
oncilably different. The nature of the global world is unremitting social
differences. One may search for the familiar in such places and find its
shadow here and there, where kith or kin have sent you, but all about
on the streets everything else is strange to the tongue and soul. This is
when and where global things show up the limits of traditional methods.
In the world as it really is, as distinct from the televised one, one can-
not possibly control all the social differences, nor measure precisely their
central tendencies. Such a social thing has no standard deviations. How
does one universalize the truth of a neighborhood like that around Mr.
Alsahybi’s deli? Many tongues were spoken. Skins were variously colored.
Habits were oddly at odds. Summer holidays the Italians sat out on their
stoops to sing and shout far into the night and do whatever they were do-
ing. It irritated the hell out of me. I could not understand any more than
the obvious and superficial—that whatever they were doing down there,
it was their way of doing it. And this had to be respected. Anyhow, the
cops would never have made them go inside just so I could get my sleep.

When people move down and in with each other, it is nearly impos-
sible to understand the global differences, which, of course, are the very
same differences that make it impossible to universalize. It makes you
wonder about your own social identity. It means you have to make a
home always at the risk of being overheard or, worse yet, overseen by
those who may have more influence with the cops than you do.

The sociological imagination must reach beyond all understanding,
even beyond all the best facts to be had, to a social thing that is always
there at hand—to stories told of those who journey for the good life, of
those who wish they could but cannot, of those who no longer wish and
thus no longer dream. In the never-ending day trading between the prac-
tical and professional, the practical gives understanding to universalizing
as the professionals give a bold vision to the practical. But, in the world
of global things, the method required is one that respects both of these,
while letting the imagination settle at a distance from the stories told by
those so different from us that we would never think of calling the cops to
break up their party. You might as well try to figure this out as they keep
you up with their shouts and songs far into the summer night.
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Global Things on
a Fragile Planet

environmentalists. Even domesticated pets are well attuned to what

is going on around them. Most days, I take long walks with our family
dog, Yogi. Much of the day he is perfectly content to lie at my feet doz-
ing as | read and write or hang out with my family. When Yogi wants to
go outside, he lets me know. Once out, the first and last thing he does
is sniff—sniff anything before him. In his sniffing ventures he seems to
lack any need to discriminate according to human rules of classification.
He'll put his nose up close to other dogs, grass, cats, trees, bipeds, piles
of snow, asphalt, any thing whether animal or vegetative, alive or dead,
social thing or natural. No evident difference.

Yogi’s sniffing is, I suppose, passed down from a dog’s archaic nature.
Wild animals, and some plants, whether living on earth or in the seas,
have a built in sense of environmental events in their vicinity or coming
their way. Storms, prey, sexual targets, fires, predators, and the like—they
“know” about them before they can see them or otherwise sense their
presence. This may well explain the purpose of my dog’s sniffing. He
seems to be studying the world about to find some sign of other animals
and things that may have crossed the same path. Just out the front door
Yogi will almost always pee on the bush that stands at the edge of our
(which is to say “his”) property. Beyond, he will repeat this ritual along
the way. Like his ancestor wolf, Yogi marks his territory with urine.
There’s more. In the course of the daily walk, he will identify just the

IF YOU WATCH them closely enough, you will see that animals are
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right place to drop his poop. Seldom does he relieve his bowels more than
twice on a long walk. Yet, with rare exception, even when we are deep
in the woods, he will find a spot he has previously used to this end. At
the same time, he seems to hold his urine in reserve to allow for a good
many more waterings of places in need of a sign that he has been there.

Still, to humans, animals are inscrutable. They live in the same environ-
ment as do we, but they behave according to a different set of rules we call
instincts. The proof of the difference is that animals do not pretend that
they have what we call human nature. They just live as they live. In the
case of ants, some birds and fish, bees and a few others they can have very
sophisticated social orders. But it is we who have names for such things. We
humans attach to those names the presumption that, like our gods, we are
in charge of other creatures and name them according to our beliefs or our
sciences. This is a conceit on our part—one that may not be fully justified.

The very idea of “human nature” is an arrogance of our species. Na-
ture is its own thing. It behaves according to its own laws. So far as we
know, neither animals nor plants nor the microorganisms that join us
as dynamic members of life on this planet break nature’s rules as we do.
Nor, by the way, do ordinary things of all kinds. Stones fall. Leaves blow.
Waters wave. Sand flies. For all intents and purposes we humans, for the
most part, think of ourselves as somehow “above” the rest of life, even for
that matter mere things. This amounts to the utterly impractical idea that
the “human” is a unique and superior “nature.”

It is true that some animal characteristics are said to distinguish us
from other animals. Famously, we have an opposable thumb that allows
us to perform certain subtle maneuvers. You would not want a surgeon
who had only paws or claws. We are bipeds and thus can walk upright. It
is far from clear what the advantage of this feature is. Perhaps it is that,
unlike bears and meerkats that must rise on their hind quarters to see
distant trouble, we can do this with no more than the effort required to
rise from our couches. Yet, bipeds are known to have severe back pains
the more they grow old and lie about watching television. The only truly
“human” quality that seems to give us an advantage over other living
creatures is our central nervous system. Our brain, especially, is truly re-
markable and as far as we know it is our most special natural tool. How its
human qualities are to be distinguished from its biochemical and physical
features remains a subject no science is so far fully able to resolve.

There is only one nature. Any other use of the word “nature” is
a metaphor—a figure of speech employed by humans who are self-
conscious beings, which makes them a bit self-involved.
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I

We hear a lot about “the” Environment. We assume we know what is
meant is that nature is real and that we need to pay closer attention to
climate change, global warming, water pollution, and such things. But
“the” Environment is a vastly more complicated thing than this. To be
sure, questions of climate and water are of unusual urgency in our time.
Far too little is being done, and this in itself is part of the environmental
crisis. In fact, it may well be better to speak of environments as several,
even many, including social and personal ones. Nature comprises many
very different things able to form any number of environments depending
on what and where we are in which relations to what other things. What
most of us realize is that, though climate is a natural thing, life with other
things including people can also be stormy.

Once I was associated with a group of people I had known for a while.
I knew them well, or so I thought. Over the time we spent together, we
had good and bad times and some times that just were what they were,
neither good nor bad. We did our assignments, had lunch together often
but not always, wrote notes back and forth, and sometimes we went to
parties together. We were a social environment for each other. Then one
day, things started to change in that environment. Though there had
previously been a few strange moments in our relations, I was not aware
that the change would be as great as it turned out to be. We had had
bad times before. We did not all like each other all the time. Then one
day tempers flared, people said outrageously nasty things, and the whole
social environment came apart forever after.

Many who read this version of an ordinary story told without names or
dates could well say to themselves: “I’'ve had that experience.” As indeed
most of us have. School playgrounds can be fun, but they can also be
mean. When I was in the sixth grade at Westwood Elementary School
there was a kid named Ralph who was much taller and thereby very much
tougher than the rest of us. He was a bully who at the school crossing
would demand our lunch money as security payment to keep him and his
gang of kids from beating us up. Most of us feared him. I hated to see him
lurking at the corner. But we dealt with it. Then one day, we started to
hear nasty rumors about another kid, Bobby. Kids mumbled that he had
joined Ralph’s side in this little extortion ring. I knew Bobby pretty well
because we often walked home together. I found this hard to believe. He
had never said much to me about Ralph, one way or another. But sure
enough one day more and more of the kids in our class stopped talking
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to Bobby. Eventually, because everyone knew Bobby and I were friends,
people began to shun me too. Bobby and I spent less time together. When
the year was over, we all went away for the summer. The next fall we
went to different middle schools. I never heard of Ralph again until, years
later, he turned out to be a star football player for a local college. Bobby
and I renewed our friendship. Life went on.

The basic story of stormy social environments is not just the story of
childhood playgrounds. Much the same thing happens among people
whatever their age or stage of life. Life with others can turn nasty. Why
it does is hard to explain, but there is plenty of evidence that people
have a hidden desire to do terrible things to and with others. Most of the
time they restrain themselves, but some of the time they don’t and others
will join in their cruelties. And when this happens, the social weather
changes for the worst. One gets through it in various ways. Few of us
escape such things. Most of the time, we don’t even notice what’s going
on until, as I say, a storm cloud settles over some or another part of our
lives we had long thought was unchangeable. Environments of all kinds
are that way.

All environments, it turns out, are unstable. It they were not we couldn’t
live in them. If the weather, whether social or natural, were always exactly
the same, life would be dull and in most cases unlivable. A perfect social
climate in which everyone played quietly together would be unbearable.
Without rough times including social rejections we’d never change. Like-
wise, if it never rained in Hawaii or Tahiti or any other paradise on earth,
they wouldn’t be paradises. Rains, even storms, perhaps an occasional tsu-
nami, water the vegetation that feeds the wildlife that makes such places
lovely after the damage is repaired. Natures obey their own laws and from
everything we know those laws are ultimately mysterious. Natures do the
damndest things. We know a lot about weather and climate. We know
what is going wrong in the long run. Some even knew that a Katrina was
going to flood their coastal towns. Sometimes our failure to avoid the
danger is a matter of sociological incompetence. We don’t know what to
do. Other times it is a matter of false consciousness. We know what to
do, but we don’t want to believe things are as bad as they are about to be.
We often don’t even believe that we have the sociological imagination
to understand the true nature of our social environments. Still, we get it
when all of a sudden the waters of the sea or the sands of a desert sneak up
on our own settled oasis. Countless billions of tiny particles lie there in a
kind of inert alliance waiting for a moon tide or wind storm to wipe away
cherished settled spaces needed by local living things.
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When it comes to our environments, some of us may be, like our dogs,
environmentalists, but even so it can be hard to know exactly how long it
will be before the ice caps melt, the seas rise, and our cities flood. We may
sniff about looking for some better place to claim as our own. But when
it comes to such enormous environments as the global climate, even the
most serious environmentalists can have trouble knowing where to begin.
It is one thing, for example, for a hurricane to devastate our homes. We
can complain to and about the governmental officials who did nothing
to warn us. We can vote them out of office. They may repair parts of the
city or make the levees more secure. But what about the thousands who
fled for higher ground who will never return? Or those who died in the
floods? Or those whose homes will never be rebuilt?

Five years after Katrina, another disaster came to the same place in
2010. Greedy corporations making billions by drilling for oil in the Gulf
of Mexico continued to drill even when they knew they were violating
agreed-upon safety practices. An oil rig exploded. Workers were killed.
Oil spilled into the Gulf for three months. Wildlife died. Fishing came to
a halt. The economy suffered. Stores and restaurants closed. People were
out of work. Lightning, it seems, does strike twice in the same place.

At the end of the year of the second Gulf disaster there were stories
of a woman, Mary Jean Wallace, who moved from New Orleans to the
remote mountains of Colorado.” The story as I read it did not say why
she left New Orleans. She had inherited a small mountain cabin with
leaking walls, no insulation, and very, very cold winters. Every indica-
tion was that in spite of terrible winters she was happy with the move
or, at least, prepared to make a go of it. People will adjust to all kinds of
environments. Like Mary Jean Wallace, they may well exchange one set
of problems for another. And when they do, they usually get by and they
often have reasons for their migrations. Birds and sea animals are known
to migrate thousands of miles to spawn new life. They may die in the pro-
cess but they have what we think of as their reasons. And surely among
the reasons animals, seeds, and sands migrate is the instinct or desire or
passive readiness to make new life—to survive as individuals or, at least,
as a species, or merely as a category of things. Sand dunes and waters, least
of all, do not have reasons, but in the unreasonable number of their par-
ticular elements they have a life, we might say, of their own; otherwise,
deserts and coastlines would never move. We might not think of a flood
as a means of survival for a river or ocean, but it is. Nature’s imponderable
law is that all things tend to survive until, of course, they don’t. The law
of survival until the time of a death is very likely nature’s most immutable
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law. And survival requires a capacity to adjust to changes in the environ-
ment. Some creatures and things do this in their own lifetimes. Others
do it for the sake of their kind. But most creatures, including plants, not
to exclude sands and waters, do it in the long run. Those that don’t (or
can’t), die out.

Talcott Parsons, the Harvard sociologist who died in 1979, is out of
fashion today. Just the same, some of his ideas remain valuable and none
more so than his concept of environments (plural). Parsons devoted his
life’s work to composing a general theory of social actions. He meant,
thereby, as did many before and since, to solve the still unsolved riddle of
all sociologies. How does it work that we act, as individuals or in groups,
to achieve certain goals in life; and, relatedly, how does it happen that
while participating in these actions we (humans at least) believe we ex-
perience ourselves as their source or, as it is often said, as the agents of
our actions!?

The wise among us come to realize that we are not able to do whatever
we want. Some even believe that we are not actors at all. Still, to varying
degrees, social actions are organized, even limited, by those enduring but
invisible things we call structures. It is possible, also, to look at structures
as part of our environment. Just as there are many kinds of structures, so
too there are many environments. Here is where Parsons’s ideas are use-
ful. He thought that, as we would say today, the relations between and
among structures and social actions constituted what he called action
systems. Any given structure, or let us say for now, environment, has a
definite relation to a specific sphere of action. Even more, Parsons went
well beyond the classical idea that social actions are principally those of
social—or, human—environments. His view was that even (or perhaps
especially) large social structures—for example, the social system of
China—are lodged in relation to their external environments. These
environments include of course other states, the global economy, inter-
national organizations, and other essential social action systems acting
according to their own environmental situations. But China, like other
social systems, large and smaller, must deal with what is all too readily
called the natural environment. Imagine, for example, living in China’s
capital city, Beijing. There the winds from the north can bring unbear-
able heat in the summer and freezing cold in the winter as they sweep
down over the Great Wall from Mongolia and Siberia. The same winds
also bear choking dust storms from the open northern regions. Like many
cities, Beijing creates its own air pollution. The dust storms add to the
problem. Yan Ming, a friend of mine who lives in Beijing, lost a number
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of friends in recent years to lung disease. They were not smokers. They
just choked on the bad air. And they were far from alone. People walk-
ing the streets tend to wear masks, even oxygen tanks. The problem is
everywhere in this rapidly industrializing nation.

For China to continue on its path of economic progress it must, like all
other nations, do something about its relations with nature. This includes
many problems that remain to be solved. There must be water for drinking
and the irrigation of crops. There must be open seas for fishing and the ship-
ment of goods abroad. There must be fertile lands for animal and plant life
upon which the Chinese people depend for food, and so on. Parsons would
have called this the Chinese social system’s natural environment, which he
considered a key element in the social system’s economic life. Adaptation
to nature by schools of fish and nations of people, trees and plains, deserts
and seas, is the principal way that a system survives as a system—not the
only way, but the basic one and no more so than for social systems. No
air, no water, no food, no shelter—no life, and no social system. Thus, in
Parsons’s scheme, a basic function of any action system is to adapt to its
external environments, including what we call the natural world.

The action of adaptation to the natural environment Parsons thought
of as an action system’s economic function by which he meant that the
most basic economic task for all living things is to deal with the world
about. Polar bears must find food in the months when the ice has melted,
giraffes need water in the dry seasons, the Lakota on barren tribal lands
must drive to Rapid City for fresh produce, and so on. The ultimate cost
of survival is functioning well enough to scratch out a living against
nature’s long odds. By “function” sociologists usually mean, roughly, the
fundamental actions any system must perform in order to survive biologi-
cally or as a living, acting system. Life is action and action is always action
in and against environments—and the action of adaptation always begins
with adaptation to the natural world in which an action system (or, in
this case, a social system or society) is lodged and without which it will
cease to function. The ultimate environment of this kind is the global
environment—or, the earth and its many human, animal, and vegetable
inhabitants, in addition to the earth’s material things like waters and
sands, winds and ices. Every living thing—from the global environment
(one might even add in the cosmic environment) all the way down to
the smallest cellular organisms and subatomic particles—Ilives in environ-
ments of many kinds. Life is action; and action most fundamentally is the
function of adapting to environments—those external to a system (what
we can call “nature”) and even those on the inside.



214 ~ Chapter 11

A prime example of an action system in and with which we all live
would be our bodies. Though we humans do not think of our bodies this
way (and this is too bad), the truth is that the body is the single most im-
portant means by which we experience and adapt to the natural environ-
ment. We may live deep inside a large city like Mexico City, Sdo Paulo,
or Beijing, but still our bodies must adapt to their animal natures—their
needs and also the threats posed when access to basic biological needs is
thwarted. Rural people understand these truths more easily because they
live with the weather that affects their crops and animals. City people
can stay indoors and send out for Chinese food for a stretch of time and
never really have to deal with the weather. But all of us live in bodies and
bodies must function in a way that the “person” who lives in, and depends
on, the health of that body can act (which, by the way, includes mental
as well as physical action). When we speak of “health,” normally we are
speaking of the well-being of our bodies (including of course our brains or
minds). Social systems, some sociologists believe, are similar to bodies. If
they fail to adapt to their environments they will cease to function. Using
metaphors of this sort can be dangerous in that obviously the body is a
finely tuned biological system while a society like the American or Chi-
nese is anything but a body full of health. Social systems never function
as well as do biological bodies. Still, the comparison is useful to a point.

The oft-ignored fact is that in our bodies, when we are fully in them, we
are animals. Whatever gifts our brains allow us, the relative weakness of
the other of our senses, puts us on the same plane with ordinary animals. A
lion or an antelope on the Serengeti will always outrun, and in some cases
eat, a humanoid wandering about without a Humvee. Cleverness does not
trump a body attuned to its relation to an open plain, even when droughts
or dust storms put all living creatures at risk. We survive bodily, or not, as
animals, just as do plants in their bodily way and, we might say, as does a
body of water. Just the same, when we humanoids are immobilized by brain
injury, doctors describe our state as vegetative, or, even, stone dead. Ani-
mals in general have their own conceits, it seems. They assume that to be
a vegetable is to be a lesser being. We humans certainly do. We know we
have violated our “nature” when we become couch potatoes.

When one thinks about the allegedly superior nature of human social
things in respect to our limitations compared to other living things, sud-
denly the very idea of environments appears in a different light. Our dogs
and horses appear out of the shadow of the inferior classification into which
we have cast them. Yogi, the dog, has virtually no vocabulary. People say he
is smart when he obeys my commands. They mean he is “smart for a dog,”
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another humanoid conceit. They do not consider that he may be on to some-
thing important with all of his sniffing and peeing hither and yon. We hu-
mans think we are the superior beings on the planet, yet we create trouble for
ourselves and for the planet because we think too much and sniff too little.

I

To take our bodies seriously as a structured environment in which
we—and by we, here, | mean any and all living creatures from microbes
on up—must live is to change everything about how we think of social
things. For one, and most importantly, it raises the possibility that the
word “thing” is not so neutral and deadly as sometimes one thinks. Marx
and others, for example, thought that the worst “thing” that happens to
workers under capitalism is that they are reified—or in English: thingified.
Marx argued that the worker in the factory system was so alienated or
dehumanized that he was reduced to the same status as the machinery—
that of a mere thing. Without taking anything away from Marx’s criti-
cism of capitalism or his passionate concern for the plight of the working
class, there are many today who are rethinking the status of “things” and
questioning whether it might be useful to consider the entire world, or
universe, of actors from the point of view of their shared status as things.
This idea may be shocking to liberal sensibilities, but it is worth consider-
ing in relation to the question of environments.

Bruno Latour (b. 1947) is a sociologist at the prestigious French school
Sciences Po and has taught at Harvard and the University of California
and the London School of Economics. In today’s world, Latour is like few
other academic sociologists. First of all he is as much a philosopher and
anthropologist as a sociologist. But even more he has spent a good bit of
his career as a student of the sciences, which he most famously has studied
as an ethnographer of laboratory sciences. From all of his many interests
and studies, Latour has come to several startling conclusions. The first is
that the modern distinction between the natural and the social sciences
is not only a false distinction but one rooted in modern culture’s wrong-
headed belief that social things are of a different order from natural
things. There is, he argues, nothing to be gained (and a lot to be lost) by
pretending (a strong word but not out of line with Latour’s thinking) that
“nature” and “the social” are two different kinds of life.

A second of Latour’s important conclusions is one that bears a relation
to Talcott Parsons’s attempt to develop a general theory of action. Latour’s
theory is that anything that “acts” is an actor (or in his word, an actant).
What he means is that an action takes place whenever anything influences
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or affects any other thing. Those who are disturbed or upset in some way
by the first of Latour’s conclusions might find this one a little easier to
stomach. Even a committed sociologist realizes that when a billiard ball
hits another ball, there is an action; or when a meteor hits a small moon
something happens; or when a leaf falls to the ground other leaves may stir.

Latour believes that human subjects are actants (or actors) in the
same way as are billiard balls. Among other implications of this claim is
that when humans “act” their self-consciousness has nothing to do with
the actions. We act, let us say, to hit the six ball into the far left corner
pocket. The game may require us to declare this intention. Only a very
few are able consistently to do it. Professional billiard players are good
at this sort of thing not because they intend to act in a certain way but
because they have practiced the act so many times for so many years that
they have become virtual machines. The same is true of persons who are
able to rap without notes, to change a diaper without thinking about it,
to read a text without worrying about the rules of reading, to cheat on an
exam, to get pregnant (or not), and much else. Yes, all of the nuances of
human action are acts we are able to “think” or even to be “self-conscious”
about; but the actions themselves, whether successful or failed, are ac-
tions just like those of balls, meteors, or leaves. This leads Latour to
claim (and admittedly it is a claim) that when we strip “human nature”
of its allegedly self-conscious (or, subjective) aspect, human activities and
therefore humans themselves are also things! A thing in this sense is not
necessarily nonhuman but, in Latour’s line of thinking, it is any partici-
pant in the vast network of acting things—both human and nonhuman.

Latour goes so far as to suggest that even the smallest nonliving things
like particles of sand or drops of water are actants. This may sound
completely ridiculous. A human individual is not the same as a grain of
sand. As much as we might, with good reason, hold on to our superiority,
there is something to be gained from Latour’s response to our prohuman
prejudices. Grains of sand or drops of water form alliances in which they
can act in networks with and against other things. If you doubt this ask
someone whose favorite beach has been swept out to sea or a survivor of
Katrina or any other seaborne storm. In this sense things small and dead
act in concert with overwhelming force to disturb or kill plant and animal
populations. Likewise, then, the number of CO, molecules in the atmo-
sphere form a massive alliance, the earth’s temperatures will rise, and
the humanoids who emitted the nasty gases will suffer. Even the greatest
possible global alliance of people protesting environmental degradations
is as powerful as a perfect storm.
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This philosophical idea of the relative equality of all things leads La-
tour to a particularly important definition of environments. I warn you
that, like any attempt to summarize his ideas, Latour’s own words may
seem a bit hard to follow, but follow them as best you can: “Environment
. . . is the externalized whole of precisely what one can neither expel to
the outside as a discharge or keep as a reserve.”™ What could this possibly
mean? A crude but not entirely bad translation might be: “An environ-
ment is the whole of all things outside all actors (human and nonhu-
man). As things, they are real and can be alive or not but they cannot be
ignored or held on to.” Or, still differently, in the words of several of his
interpreters, Latour believes in the “democracy of all things.” All things
act and are acted upon. All things in the whole of the worlds are related
to each other. All things, therefore, are equal. Hence, the democracy of
all things means that no one thing, and no one class of things, rules any
other. And here we circle back to the first conclusion that social things
not only are not different from natural ones, they are not superior. Nei-
ther can be reduced to, or subject to, the other.

At this point, we can see that Latour, who is French, stands in a long
line of French thinkers, including Durkheim. When Emile Durkheim
founded sociology in France he founded it on the principle that social facts
are things in and of themselves. What Durkheim meant, to repeat, was that
sociology is a science of social things that cannot be reduced to other kinds
of things—neither psychological ones, nor natural ones. He thus began his
1897 book, Suicide, by defining the sociology of suicide as a study of actions
(suicides in this case) that cannot be explained by reference to natural fac-
tors (like climate) or psychological ones (like mental illness). Social things
are, thus, #rreducible (Latour’s word) to any other class of things—even in
the instance of suicide, an intensely private action. Latour is not, by any
means, simply a follower of Durkheim; yet the connection is there to see.
Social things are like all other things. People’s lives, and their realities, are
to be found in their relations, their networks. Latour may not want to call
these relations structures, but he would call them an environment. Perhaps
it is better, as he seems to suggest, to think of structures as environments—
as networks of endlessly connected but irreducible things.

Still, a skeptic of Latour’s sociology of all things might ask: Why
bother at this point in the history of the modern world to redefine ac-
tions in relation to things? Or, even, to eliminate the false distinction
between social and natural things? If all things need to adapt in order
to survive, what would be the threat serious enough to cause humans to
abandon their sense of superiority to all other things on the planet? In
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the questions lies the answer. The troubles the world of things has with
environments have proven far too damaging to their survival for any
creature or thing, whether a thinking one or a dead stone, to ignore.
This thought, current in much debate about the environment, is also
familiar to sociologists of social systems or structures or networks—by
whatever name.

The word “environment” may be the best way to describe one of the
strangest (one might even say spookiest) aspects of structures—that they
are dead by the time they come down upon us, yet still they haunt our ac-
tions, our lives. If, let us say, we were to think of the environment as the
structure of structures—as the whole of all the things in the world, then
are we not speaking of some thing that is definitely real? The environ-
ment as such is not self-consciously real, but it is definitely there; and it is
something we can neither absorb into our experience nor, even, imagine
as if we knew truly what it, this thing, is in itself.

The eeriness of the environment as it has come to human awareness
early in the 2000s may be among the reasons that some sociologists are
beginning to take ghosts seriously as social things. One of the first social
thinkers to take ghosts seriously was Marx who with Engels began their
Manifesto of the Communist Party in 1848 with the notorious statement:
“A ghost is haunting Europe—the ghost of communism. All the powers
of old Europe have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise this ghost:
Pope and Tsar, Metternich and Guizot, French Radicals and German
police-spies.” Marx and Engels were using “ghost” (the word in the com-
mon translation is “spectre”—same thing) as a metaphor. Like any good
metaphor this one got to a serious point.

A little more than a century later, the idea first used by Marx in 1848
reappeared indirectly in 1959 in C. Wright Mills’s idea that our sociologi-
cal lives depend on the imagination. To make sociology into an act of the
imagination is to recognize that we will not understand very many of the
environments in which we must live if we rely simply on what we can
see or what we think we know about our situations. We can imagine (a
form of “seeing”) realities beyond the world near at hand; and we must.
Our environments are the systems that structure the larger aspects of the
worlds in which we live. They, being structures or systems or networks,
are ultimately invisible. Yet, we know they are there and even when
we are not fully conscious of where or what they are—or how we need
to act in order to deal with them—we possess the practical sociological
competence to “see” them or to understand them. This fits the fact that
all structures are in some sense dead in that they started at some time—a
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short or long while ago—in the past, since when they have endured even
as their salience had begun to fade away. Still, though dead or dying,
environments have their effects on us.

Since, by the time they come down on us, environmental structures
like all such things are dead (or we might say dying in the sense that
like the light from distant stars they are not where they were when they
started their movement toward us)—then, we could say that, like the
stars, structures are ghosts. This may not have been what Marx meant,
but it is close enough. That strange passage about a ghost haunting Eu-
rope was meant to say that the then traditional dominant powers were
themselves dying and that the ghost of a deep human urge for a just
community life (which is the original meaning of the system we came to
call “communism”) is spooking the traditional powers. When it comes
to political and economic structures there is always some ghost of the
oppressed people’s desire for and vision of a better more just social life.

If then we were to accept that, when it comes to social things, struc-
tures and environments are ghosts (or affect us like ghosts), we might ask
what kind of ghosts? Or, better perhaps, what might a ghost be when it
comes as a social thing? First of all, it is necessary to consider the com-
pletely illogical nature of ghosts. The very idea that it makes sense to
speak of ghosts as somehow real is itself, to modern people, nonsensical.
Never mind that the vast majority of all people who lived before modern
times believed in gods, spirits, ghosts, and the like, we are taught to be-
lieve in things like science, reason, truth, proofs. If, however, we were to
use our sociological imagination to step out of the culture we have been
taught, the idea of ghosts might not seem all that strange. We are fre-
quently haunted by common features of our lives (a point Avery Gordon
makes so well in Ghostly Matters). Being haunted is part of living; haunt-
ings are always appearances from the land of the dead—from, that is to
say, the environment of all things.

Most of us, for example, dream—night dreams and day dreams. The
night dreams, when we remember them, are what Freud called the royal
road to the Unconscious, and the Unconscious, simply put, is where we
store our ghosts. In this sense, ghosts are the memories, fears, unruly
thoughts, impulses that are too threatening to normal life to allow into
our conscious lives. In this sense they are not so different from day dreams
in which we lose ourselves in a thought that somehow haunts us out of
the moment we are supposed to be attending to. Night dreams differ from
day dreams only in the fact that they are more obscure. We don’t always
know what they mean and most of the time we don’t remember them.
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Sometimes we awake with a trace of the feelings they arouse—fears,
sexual wishes, anxieties. Sometimes the feelings or the fears are so terrible
that we can’t get back to sleep. Feelings are quite a different sort of thing
from thoughts. Feelings come from nowhere—literally when they take
over our day or night reveries we seldom can say where in that instant
they came from. Dreams are always well-disguised feelings that as they ap-
pear to us, when we can remember them, are apparitions. It was not until
much after the sixth grade that I fully realized how I hated that kid Ralph
and other bullies. Instead of feeling the anger or rage, I felt fear, which
seldom motivates us to figure out what to do about a bad situation. Just
the same, these feelings that we don’t want to feel or that we feel only in
dreams are ghosts of a personal kind.

Ghosts haunt us when we can’t quite face up to or make sense of things
that are right before our noses but smell too bad for us to take them in.
This, exactly, is the perverse reality of the trouble in our environment—a
reality too big and in many respects too terrible to be thought of with true
seriousness. A global environment can collapse, something we don’t want
to face; something actually we don’t know how to face any more than we
can make much sense of what happens after we die; hence another sur-
prising ghostly coincidence. The ghosts of our fear of death are close kin
to those of our fears of the impossibility of dealing with the real prospect
of an environmental collapse. They amount to much the same effect; thus
are things of the same kind.

Ind

The facts of the environmental crisis at the end of the first decade of the
2000s are morbid. Though some still wish it were not so, scientific evi-
dence is clear that over the half-century and more there has been a dra-
matic change in the global climate. The most familiar, and perhaps most
important, contribution to that change is man-made CO, emissions into
the atmosphere that have dramatically increased the global temperature.
From 1965 to 2005 CQO,; in the earth’s atmosphere has increased from 325
parts per million (ppm) to 380 ppm. By comparison, the rate of global
temperature change over the same period increased from 0.4 degrees to
1.6 degrees Fahrenheit. If you do the math, you will see that a relatively
small increase in CO, in the atmosphere leads to a very large percentage
change in the rate of global warming. When atmospheric pollution from
carbon emissions is charted against the rate of global temperature change,
the two lines nearly overlap, verging on the vertical.” The numbers
may not be obvious to everyone, but the effects are well known. Warm
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atmosphere means melting ice caps which lead to rising ocean levels
which in time will cause the flooding of coastal settlements and in the
short run so alter the oceanic environment as to put marine life (another
source of human food) at risk. Water is important. It must be of a habit-
able temperature, plentiful, environmentally sound. It no longer is.
Those who live in a town or city where tap water is virtually free and
relatively safe may not be aware of the alarming evidence that fresh water
and water quality is an even more acute environmental crisis. One commen-
tator points to the problem created by the increasing scarcity of fresh water:

Irrigation already takes 70% of available water, yet meeting global goals on
hunger will mean doubling food production by 2050. Fresh water is declin-
ing—by 2025, water use will rise by 50% in developing countries and 18% in
the developed world. The escalating burden of water demand will become in-
tolerable in water-scarce countries. . . . Water quality is declining too, polluted
by microbial pathogens and excessive nutrients. Globally, contaminated water
remains the greatest single cause of human disease and death.’

In other words, the environmental crisis is no single problem but a series
of interconnected crises. Fresh water is necessary for health, including the
irrigation of crops for food. As the world population grows (from more than
6.5 billion today to approximately 9.1 billion in 2050), more food will be
needed, which means more clean water is needed. Already in 2011 there is
a growing global food shortage aggravated by skyrocketing food prices. Rice
and other grains (the dietary staples of the world’s poor) suffer the most
severe economic vulnerability due to exaggerated market prices. The crisis
led the World Bank early in 2011 to target Sub-Saharan Africa, one of the
world’s poorest regions, for an emergency food development program.

When it comes to the environment, we are all in the same boat. But
who is this “we”? Not simply human beings, but the plants and animals
(from very large to microscopic)—on them we depend for nourishment
as they depend on each other. All creatures have environments of many
kinds, but in the larger perspective all creatures of the land, sea, and air
depend on the global environment—an environment that surrounds all
social things, themselves small and large, from small families to huge
states and international alliances. There are no exceptions.

I
What are we to make of these ghosts of environmental realities? What are

we as individuals so very small before the whole of all other things to do?
In these two questions one encounters the mystery of the sociological life.
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We are meant to make something—to understand something—of the
world about us, yet knowing is never enough without the imagination.
Most of us want to do something about the degradations of our environ-
ments—social, natural, and all the rest of them—but we are so weak rela-
tive to the whole that whatever we might do seldom seems quite enough.

This is where the deeper and larger meaning of the idea of environ-
ment comes into play. The environment in which we live for whatever
time we have is enormous—if we think of it as a fixed structure quite sep-
arate from our individual lives. Can we think of it otherwise? If so, how?

Latour may offer a clue. If we think of ourselves as a thing among other
things we may not be the fully self-conscious subjects we were taught to
be, but we will (even if only figuratively) be able to know the one thing
there is to know—that we, being things like all others, are not special.
We are social things, it is true. But the adjective “social” does not make
“us” better than other things.

Arrogance is surely what damns the living to hell. If there is a hell,
it is probably a thing like all things. Something is there in a heaven or
hell. But whatever it is, however it haunts, that something is a thing like
other things to which we are attracted. We are drawn to other things,
even things of our imagings not by our special or flawed moral natures
but by the mysterious force by which all things are drawn into some sort
of a relation. In the end, and there will be an end, what matters when it
comes to environments is that we do at least as well as our dogs do. We
need to sniff everything near at hand. We need to be at least as demo-
cratic as my dog Yogi—refusing to think of any one thing as better than
or different from any other. The democracy of things may at first seem
to be a strange defiance of what humans are supposed to think about
themselves. But as the environmental crisis (or should we say crises) grow
more and more serious, what can we do but to respect the constitution
that governs all things?

If we enter the environment of all things as a thing ourselves, then we
will be better able to respect all others with whom we are in relation—
not just dogs and lovers, but rocks and trees, air and waters, ozones and
moons, suns and stars. Above all, the stars we see are ghosts. By the time
their light gets to us they are long dead. Yet so would we be without
these stars and suns and their moons. They are things as are we, con-
nected in ways beyond understanding and doing. This proposition may
seem weirdly far from the ordinary actions and things of daily life, except
for one thing. We come to an end but the end we come to as individual
things is not the end of all things. On this social fact everything depends.
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Living against the Conclusion

E ALL die one day. Some, like my son Matthew and Mr. Al-

N x‘ / sahybi, will go suddenly and before those who love them are

ready. Others will die quietly after long lives, as did Anna Julia

Cooper and Florence Brown Lyons. Death may come as we are still hard

at life’s work, as it did for W. E. B. Du Bois, or after we have left the scene

forgotten, as it did for Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Only the very few will

choose the precise moment, and then only when some unbearable and

useless pain has all but taken the freedom from life. Death comes when
it chooses.

The lives we live are lived against that unknowable moment of pass-
ing. No one—not even the most privileged—can truly control the final
moment, much less the countless ones that reach from the first screech
for breath to the final gasp. For the young, these concluding facts of life
are absurd, irrational—unless, perhaps, they are long acquainted with
grief, as was Matthew. The modern culture of the West is infatuated
with youth and scornful of aging because it considers the passing of
youth time’s harshest measure. If, as Weber taught, the modern West was
founded on a social ethic of rational control as the force of human prog-
ress, then it is obvious that death, being beyond control, will be feared
as the ultimate irrationality. This may be why our culture provides such
meager instruction as to the comforting necessity in the promise of dying.
Not all cultures hold death at such an anxious distance from daily life.
Were death not so terrifying to ours, we might more warmly embrace life
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itself. I have the idea that Matthew knew death long before he took it on,
and that this is what accounted for his robust living.

Life must be lived at the outer envelope, where we are most out of
control. This is another of the lessons the Frankies and Black Elks have
to teach. The differences between bitter white boys in urban projects and
spiritual princes weeping tears of human understanding are superficial at
best. Every day and everywhere men and women rage or weep for losses
they are powerless to control. It is true, to be sure, that some hold reins to
powers that control others. But even the powerful come upon uncertain-
ties of the same kind, if not in the same degree, as those Abdelkrim and
others face. It is hard enough to manage the local destinies. The global
ones are harder still. Still, this little book of mystery stories has told of
men and women, boys and girls, who lived well and did good in the face
of events they could not control. No one lives perfectly because no one is
given control over the social things that come down from the structured
worlds. The most fundamental lesson of the sociological life is that the
individual who intends to live well must begin not with grand accom-
plishment but with the simple acceptance of what comes across the path.
Acceptance of the unyielding realities is not passive self-effacement.
Rather, it is the personal courage that gives us a chance to imagine the
world as it is and might be—to change what we can. Social things are
perfectly able to crush the human spirit. But, more often than not, the
living are able to take on whatever comes down, resisting or weeping as
may be necessary, to fashion lives with others, even on the meager wages
of failed dreams. We get on with life, when we do, because personal cour-
age is among the competencies given us. But it is up to us to exercise
it—to face the unacceptable realities, to imagine the better possibilities,
then to live with those we hate no less than those we love. Such living is
not very often neat and pretty.

Truth be told, the sociological life is not a party to which we come
scrubbed down and polished up, a proper invitation well in hand, expect-
ing to be received with grace for the little cards we worked so hard to
color bright. Most parties have some weird, rough edge; and many turn
nasty when the edge of social things cuts too deep. When others have the
power—real power, this is—there will be trouble, and someone will get
hurt. Do not suppose that imagining and living a world different from the
one currently in fashion is a prize easily won.

Thus it is, more times than not, that living the sociological life makes
you a rude, improper guest who crashes someone else’s well-planned
party. When a fully alive sociological imagination enters polite company,
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it often shocks the established habit or spoils the traditional idea. In
a world of global things where good neighbors are murdered for small
change, sociological rudeness is far from the worst that could present
itself at the doors of the genteel.

The challenge of the sociological life calls from beyond the differences
that separate. We live according to local customs, but we live with the
structured social things that fence us in with each other. To live in a
social world, as it is, one must live with others who disturb our peace by
their strange songs, or others still who humiliate us with their dirty jokes
based upon our differences, who trash our offices or party cards, who
ignore our eager hands in math class, who frighten our children in the
night, or worse. We are all fellow travelers along the global pathways that
require us to speak and act in the unsentimental plural.

In the end, life is always life together—together, perhaps, with others
of our kind but also with all things around us. To live is to accept life as
it comes with all the bumps and bruises of social differences—the hard
realities without which we would cease to be whoever we happen to think
we are. If the bumps and bruises are caused by floods and sand storms then
these too are acting aspects of the environments with which social life
must contend. The sociological life is a practical work filled with disap-
pointments and surprises. Social living is the courage to accept what we
cannot change in order to do what can be done about the rest—thus to
enjoy as best we can whatever thrill ride we might be on.
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