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Preface

As we move into the twenty-first century, we are confronted by new forms
of turmoil in the social world. The global world of today poses new chal-
lenges to members of society and to the sociologists who study them; so does
the domestic world, as close as our own doorsteps or, for that matter, our own
bedrooms. Terrorism and ethnic strife around the globe; violence in the
streets and schools; cultural clashes over sexuality—these are not only head-
lines, but sociological topics.

But sociology has been built on challenges. This has been so since the be-
ginnings of sociology some 200 years ago, when sociologists first tried to
make sense out of the upheavals of the French Revolution. And it has been
true for every period in between. In the nineteenth century, Karl Marx (and
subsequently his followers) tried to make sense of life in the capitalist econ-
omy. The great classic thinkers like Max Weber and Emile Durkheim tried to
make sense of the bureaucratic and nationalist world of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. W.E.B. Du Bois and many others have tried to
understand the forces behind racism. One generation of sociologists took up
the challenge of getting to the bottom of the fascist movements and the two
World Wars; for another generation the challenge was to understand the ba-
sis of gender inequality.

Sociology meets its challenges in a distinctive way: by understanding
them. This is not to say that sociologists are not concerned with action, with
attempting to do something to solve social problems. But our aim is to do this
intelligently, by digging beneath the surface. After all, everyone in society has
their own way of dealing with challenges, whether by striking back, moving
away, or engaging in political rhetoric. Sociology has endeavored to reach be-
yond labeling and name-calling in an effort to understand how to respond in
ways that do not just perpetuate social problems or create new problems in
their place.

Sociology is above all a community of researchers who theorize about
their research. That means drawing connections between one person’s re-
search and another’s, and drawing connections backward to the theories that
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xiv Preface

came before, building on them to understand what will come in the future.
The narrative of this book is the story of that community. We can be confident
that sociologists will meet the challenges of the twenty-first century as they
have the past. The new understandings gained by each generation are what
make up the history of sociology.

New to the Seventh Edition

We have made two major changes in the seventh edition. We have reconceptu-
alized Chapter 14, and we have written an all-new Chapter 15.

* Chapter 14. “Cultural Capital, Revolution, and the World-System: The
Theories of Pierre Bourdieu, Theda Skocpol, and Immanuel Waller-
stein” In this chapter we have reorganized material from the last two
chapters of the sixth edition into a new chapter that examines the contri-
butions of some of the most famous social theorists in the area of social
inequality and social change.

* Chapter 15. “From the Code of the Street to the Social Structure of Right
and Wrong: The Sociology of Elijah Andersor} and Donald Black” In this
all-new chapter we discuss some of the most exciting developments in so-
ciological thinking about race, conflict, and crime. Elijah Anderson takes us
inside the code of the street, where we find that the postures of violence in
the most dangerous part of the black poverty ghetto do not mean quite what
they seem to an outsider. Donald Black gives us a wide, comparative view
of all the ways in which people deal with conflict, and he shows us that
these are organized around social structures that produce different kinds of
feelings about right and wrong.

There are other exciting new sociologists we could have featured, but these
two have a special appropriateness for a book emphasizing the long growth and
evolution of sociological understanding. In many ways, Anderson is like a black
Erving Goffman, developing an analysis of the presentation of self in situations
of violent threat, while Black is a descendant of Emile Durkheim, showing us
once again that we are all socially constituted, even in our very deep senses of
what we consider to be morally right. '

Other Changes

Elsewhere in the book, we have streamlined and reorganized materials.
Quite frankly, the book has been growing long and unwieldy over many edi-
tions, and we have chosen to keep most of the focus on the long view of
where sociology has been coming from. This has meant that we have chosen
to illustrate only a few of the things that sociologists are doing today. We
have tried to lure you into sociology; once you are in, you will find plenty
more to discover.



Preface XV

The main thrust of The Discovery of Society remains the development of
the great classical tradition. There has been a great intellectual adventure go-
ing on, and we continue to be part of it. If the reader captures from this book
some sense of this drama, where this flow of ideas and discoveries is coming
from and where it may be going, the book will have accomplished its pur-
pose. The discoverers of society were—and are—real human beings living in
social and intellectual settings analogous to our own. We hope some readers,
seeing this, will join in creating for themselves the next chapter in the dis-
covery of society.

Text Website

The seventh edition of The Discovery of Society is supplemented by a website,
providing annotated web links and web-based exercises.
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INTRODUCTION

Society and Ilusion

We all conceive of ourselves as experts on society. In fact, however, the so-
cial world is a mystery—a mystery deepened by our lack of awareness of it. So-
ciety is our immediate, everyday reality, yet we understand no more of it merely
by virtue of living it than we understand of physiology by virtue of our in-
escapable presence as living bodies. The history of sociology has been a long and
arduous effort to become aware of things hidden or taken for granted: things we
did not know existed—other societies in distant places and times, whose ways
of life make us wonder about the naturalness of our own; things we know of
only distortedly—the experiences of social classes and cultures other than our
own; the realities of remote sectors of our own social structure, from inside the
police patrol car to behind the closed doors of the politician and the priest;
things right around us unreflectingly accepted—the network of invisible rules
and institutions that govern our behavior and populate our thought, seemingly
as immutable as the physical land-scape but in reality as flimsy as a children’s
pantomime. Most obscure of all, our own feelings, actions, thoughts, and self-
images—the tacit bargains that we make and remake with friends, lovers, ac-
quaintances, and strangers and the paths we steer amid emotions, habits, and
beliefs. All these things are beneath the usual threshold of our awareness.

We think of ourselves as rational, choice-making masters of our actions if not
of our destinies; in reality, we know little about the reasons for either. And if the
social world is shrouded from us today, it becomes even more illusory the further
back we go into our history. We need go only a few hundred years back in Euro-
pean history to an era when authority of kings and aristocracies was legitimized
by divine right, when unexpected behavior from our fellows was attributed to
witchcraft and seizures of the devil, and foreign lands were populated not merely
by bloodthirsty Communists or the terrible Turk but by werewolves and Cy-
clopes. “History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake!” James Joyce
declared. Sociology has been part of that very slow awakening.

The social world as we know it and have known it is mostly illusion. Yet, if
we were all completely deluded, there would be no point in trying to investigate
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2 Introduction

and explain, and this writing as well as any other would be worthless. The ex-
istence of illusions is not incompatible with the existence of facts and of the prin-
ciples of logic. But facts and logic are inextricably mixed with concepts and
theories, and in the study of society the concepts and theories involved are ones
that we daily act upon as well as use to explain how things are and why.

Sociology is not an impossible science, but it is a very difficult one. It has
progressed by disengaging the web of everyday belief, not all at once but little
by little, as one taken-for-granted assumption after another has been questioned
and replaced. As was once said of philosophy, sociology is like rebuilding a boat,
plank by plank, while floating on it in the middle of the ocean. The history of so-
ciology is a progression of worldviews, each an advance on some other in that
it asks some previously unasked question, avoids some previous confusion, or
incorporates some previously unobserved fact. Each worldview, including our
own, has its illusions; waving the banner of science is no more absolute a guar-
antee of truth than any other. Nevertheless, there has been a series of major
breakthroughs in understanding, including some quite recent ones, and we can
be confident now that we are on the right path.

THE SOURCES OF ILLUSION

At the center of the web that clouds our vision is the realization that our knowl-
edge is both subjective and objective. “Facts” are things that independent ob-
servers can agree upon; but we must look for facts in order to see them, and
what we look for depends on our concepts and theories. What questions we can
answer depends on what questions we ask. But the form of the question cannot
be the only determinant of the answer, or else our knowledge would never go
beyond the subjective point of view of the particular questioner. Any completely
subjective viewpoint undermines its own validity, since there is no reason for
anyone else to accept it. If there are no objective standards, then the person who
claims that there are no such standards can never prove that claim to be true.
There is a realm of objectivity, then, based on shared observations and the
exigencies of logical communications. We do not know, however, whether any
particular theory or even any particular belief about the facts is true. The prob-
lem of separating illusions from reality has been an especially difficult one for
sociology, since it begins in the midst of the social world of everyday ideas and
ideologies. Until we begin to notice phenomena and ask questions about them,
we cannot start to check our theories against the facts or even to check our as-
sumed facts against careful observations. It took many centuries of controversy
about ideological and practical issues before some people realized that their or-
dinary ideas might not be accurate and hence were in need of logical ordering
and empirical testing. Even after there arose a community of individuals dedi-
cated to this purpose, much of the raw material of human illusion remained
mixed in with the more solid part of sociological knowledge. Progress has come
not because sociologists were convinced that a particular theory was right, but
because the scholarly community generated a cutting edge of objectivity out of



