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It is a sign of the power of sociology that it is both popular and reviled.
Longer established academic disciplines deride it as a gauche newcomer
but adopt its perspectives. Ordinary people mock those who pursue

it professionally, yet take some of its assumptions for granted.
Governments accuse the discipline of undermining morality and social

discipline, yet hire sociologists to evaluate their policies.

Our uneasiness with the discipline can be seen in the frequency and the
nature of the jokes. This may just be my professional paranoia, but it
seems that there are sociologist jokes in a way that there are not
historian jokes. As such humour does not translate terribly well I will
recount just one. This gem came from the British television series
Minder, a fine 1980s comedy of minor villains and London low life. Two
lovable rogues are discussing a mutual acquaintance who has just been
released from prison. One announces that their friend has been
improving himself while inside by studying: ‘Yeh. He’s got an Open
University degree now. In sociology.” The second asks: ‘Has he given up
the thieving then?’ and the first replies: ‘“Nah! But now he knows why he

does it!’

This is a complex jibe: sociology appeals to villains (presumably because
its focus is social problems); sociology, by showing the social causes of
individual action, absolves people of responsibility; sociology is naive



and can be manipulated by the worldly-wise. Whether the discipline is
guilty of any or all of these charges should be clear by the end of this
short introduction.

For reasons that will become apparent, social scientists find it harder to
agree than do natural scientists. Researchers at the leading edge of
physics, for example, may argue ferociously, but there is sufficient
consensus among the discipline’s journeymen for an introductory
physics textbook to state with authority the basic knowledge that is
accepted by the trade. In contrast, introductory social science texts
often describe their subjects as a series of competing perspectives.
There are benefits to stressing what divides us. By taking specific
emphases to their logical conclusions, we can readily perceive the
arguments that need to be resolved if we are to explain this or that facet
of the social world. Like politicians in elections, advocates of particular
schools try to put ‘clear blue water’ between themselves and their
rivals. But, like politicians in power, when the same advocates get round
to doing sociology (rather than just advertising their brand of it) they
tend to fall back to a common middle ground.

The narrow constraints of this ‘Very Short Introduction’ format free me
from the obligation to map the discipline comprehensively. Instead | will
try to convey the distinctive essence of the sociological vision. This will
be done in three stages. First, | will explain the status of the enterprise
by considering what is meant by describing sociology as a social science.
In Chapters 2, 3, and 4 | will try to explain some of its fundamental
assumptions. In the final chapter | will try to clarify the sociological

enterprise by ridding it of some unfortunately popular impostors.
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