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Preface

Over the last six editions of The Structure of Sociological Theory, the book has
grown larger. Indeed, the last edition was so large that we had to go to dou-
ble column format, but more fundamentally, the book had lost some of its
focus in trying to be so comprehensive and detailed. In this edition, I have
done something rarely performed in a long-running book: I have shortened
the book by fourteen chapters, thus enabling me to go back to a single col-
umn format in a book that can actually be held in one’s hand. I did this because
[ wanted the book to be more manageable and readable within a reasonable
period of time. I sought to eliminate some of the “reference work” appearance
of the book as it as has evolved and grown. Fortunately, in the computer age,
materials put on the cutting room floor no longer disappear; rather, they re-
appear on a Web site where they can be downloaded and used. Indeed, I have
gathered materials that I have cut over the last twenty years and placed them
on the book’s Web site (www.sociology/wadsworth.com). Thus, the reader can
enjoy—if that is the right word—much of what I have eliminated over the
years. Most of what has been taken out was not eliminated for intellectual rea-
sons, but rather for considerations of space limitations between the covers of a
hardback. I will return to the nature of the Web site, but first let me outline
what is new in this version of the book.

First, I have restored the emphasis on the building of theory, making clear
acknowledgment of the fact that many do not agree with this point of empha-
sis. But the book’s strength (or weakness, depending on your viewpoint) is that
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it tries to present the theories in ways that make them testable, at least in
principle.

Second, I have moved critical theory to a more prominent place in the
text, juxtaposing it with conflict theory. There has always been a critical ele-
ment in sociological theory, and this approach has gained more adherents in
recent decades. Hence, this fact should be reflected in the organization of
the book.

Third, I have retained the same basic schools of thought, with some mod-
est revisions. The book organizes chapters in seven sections, roughly corre-
sponding to distinctive theoretical orientations: functional, evolutionary,
conflict, critical, exchange, interactionist, and structuralist theorizing. These
are loose rubrics but I think that they capture the range of core theorizing in
sociology today.

Fourth, I have shortened most of the chapters, although some, such as the
introduction, and those on the rise of critical theory, the nature of postmod-
ernism, and the rise of interactionist theorizing, are now longer than in
previous editions.

Fifth, over the years, I have been eliminating my evaluations of theories,
primarily for reasons of space. I continue this trend, making the book as neu-
tral as is possible given my preference for scientific theorizing. Yet, the criti-
cisms are not gone; they are back on the Web site and, as a result, can still be
used to encourage discussion and debate.

Now, let me go back to the Web site. The wonderful thing about this option
is that I can constantly update the site, and equally important, I can begin to put
back much of what I have eliminated in past editions. The first edition of the
book had a critical edge, evaluating and critiquing various approaches. I can
now restore this feature for those who liked criticism and commentary, and the-
ses can be used to encourage counter-commentaries and debates. Also, materi-
als that have been cut from individual chapters as well as whole chapters from
the last and previous editions are back on the Web site. These can be downloaded
and used to supplement the materials between the hard covers of the book.

Other features of the book remain unchanged. This book has always been
about the structure of theory, especially its assumptions and testable proposi-
tions, if any. It has also been more detailed and comprehensive than other text-
books. It goes into detail rather than skimming the surface of various
approaches. This quality of the book does make it more difficult for some, but
I have retained the emphasis on the emergence of a perspective, especially the
key figures who inspired contemporary forms of the approach.

Thus, the book is very new this time around. I trust that it is more man-
ageable for those reading between its covers, and more comprehensive and
detailed for those consulting the Web site.
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