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Preface

lassic Readings in Sociology has been carefully designed to include

selections that teachers of imtroductory sociology and theory courses

most often want therr students to read The articles were selected to rep-
resent past and present soctological thought that has endured and will endure
to become classic 1n the field. The low price of this collection makes 1t an 1deal
accompamment to a standard textbook—or, for instructors who don't use a
text, this reader (perhaps used wath a selection of other books) gives students a
strong mtroductton to the foundation of the field.

The articles were chosen after reviewing the results of an extensive survey
of mstructors’ mput of timeless selections they use in their teaching of
Sociology. Included are excerpts from timeless, well-known works such as
C. Wright Mulls’s “The Promuse of Sociology” and Peter Berger’s “Invitation to
Sociology,” as well as selections from highly regarded contemporary writings
such as Jonathan Kozol’s “Savage Inequahities” These works help students
develop a sense of the nature of the discipline and 1ts history, exposing them to
original thinking and analysis.

The collection includes readings that can accompany each part of an ntro-
ductory course. For nstance, Peter Berger’s “Invitation to Sociology” provides
a perfect way to introduce the nature of sociology to students. “The Self” by
George Herbert Mead, can easily supplement a discussion of socialization; an
excerpt from Millss “The Power Elite” can augment work on the pohtical
world The articles can promote stmulating classroom discussions and form the
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basis for engaging writing assignments. Most important, the articles provide the
tools to help students understand how sociologists think, and they lay the foun-
dation for future reading and learning

Classic Readings in Sociology includes several additional helpful ele-
ments. A full glossary of sociological terms will especially benefit nstructors
who choose to use this collection without an accompanying textbook Web
site links are provided to help students and instructors access recent data and
information These hinks can provide another way to prompt classroom discus-
sion, connect the classic articles to more recent writings, and supplement
research for a written paper or exercise

What is new in the third edition? The first and second editions enjoyed
resoundingly positive feedback The selections have been vahdated as truly
seminal works 1n the field In reviewing for the third edition we were asked to
add discussion questions after each work to enable students and professors to
mntegrate the thought and discussion of the original work 1nto a relevant con-
ceptual framework complementing course goals You will find three to four
questions that ask students to think critically, perform an activity to increase
understanding, and perhaps link a thought from one article to the article at
hand The discussion questions build 1n difficulty and sophistication, applicable
to students in an upper-division theory course

A new article has been added as well, by David L Rosenhan, “Being Sane
n Insane Places” This article focuses on whether we can understand the dif-
ferences between the label of insane and sane, which has great applicabihity to
the understanding of basic tenets of the concept of Deviance and Sociahzation.

Enjoy the collection and please email me wath 1deas for improvement.

Eve L Howard
Editor in Chuef, Social Sciences
eve howard@wadsworth.com
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The Promise of Sociology

C WRIGHT MILLS

owadays men often feel that thewr private
lives are a series of traps They sense that
within their everyday worlds, they cannot
overcome therr troubles, and 1n this feeling, they
are often quite correct: What ordinary men are
directly aware of and what they try to do are
bounded by the private orbits in which they live,
their visions and their powers are imited to the
close-up scenes of job, family, neighborhood,
other milieux, they move vicariously and remain
spectators. And the more aware they become,
however vaguely, of ambitions and of threats
which transcend therr mmmediate locales, the
more trapped they seem to feel
Underlying this sense of being trapped are
seermungly impersonal changes in the very struc-
ture of continent-wide societtes The facts of
contemporary history are also facts about the suc-
cess and the falure of individual men and
women When a society 1s mndustrialized, a peas-
ant becomes a worker; a feudal lord 1s hquidated
or becomes a businessman. When classes rise or
fall, a man 1s employed or unemployed, when the
rate of mnvestment goes up or down, a man takes
new heart or goes broke When wars happen, an
nsurance salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a

store clerk, a radar man, a wafe lives alone; a child
grows up without a father. Nerther the hife of an
individual nor the history of a society can be
understood without understanding both.

Yet men do not usually define the troubles
they endure 1n terms of historical change and
nstitutional contradiction. The well-being they
enjoy, they do not usually impute to the big ups
and downs of the societies 1n which they live
Seldom aware of the intricate connection
between the patterns of their own lives and the
course of world history, ordinary men do not
usually know what this connection means for the
kinds of men they are beconung and for the kinds
of history-making i which they mught take part.
They do not possess the quality of mind essential
to grasp the interplay of man and society, or biog-
raphy and hustory, of self and world They cannot
cope with their personal troubles in such ways as
to control the structural transformations that usu-
ally ie behind them.

Surely 1t 1s no wonder. In what period have so
many men been so totally exposed at so fast a pace
to such earthquakes of change? That Americans
have not known such catastrophic changes as have
the men and women of other societies 1s due to

Credit From The Soaology Imagnation by C Wright Mlls, © 2000 by Oxford University Press, Inc Used by perms-

sion of Oxford University Press, Inc



2 THE PROMISE OF SOCIOLOGY

historical facts that are now quickly becoming
“merely history” The history that now affects
every man 1s world history Within this scene and
this period, 1n the course of a single generation,
one-sixth of mankind 1s transformed from all that
1s feudal and backward nto all that 15 modern,
advanced, and fearful Political colonies are freed,
new and less visible forms of imperialism 1nstalled.
Revolutions occur; men feel the intimate grip of
new kinds of authority Totalitarian societies rise,
and are smashed to bits—or succeed fabulously.
After two centuries of ascendancy, capitalism 1s
shown up as only one way to make society mnto an
industrial apparatus. After two centuries of hope,
even formal democracy 1s restricted to a quite
small portion of mankind. Everywhere 1n the
underdeveloped wortld, ancient ways of life are
broken up and vague expectations become urgent
demands. Everywhere in the overdeveloped
world, the means of authority and of violence
beconie total 1n scope and bureaucratic in form.
Humamty itself now lies before us, the super-
nation at either pole concentrating 1ts most coor-
dinated and massive efforts upon the preparation
of World War Three

The very shaping of history now outpaces the
ability of men to orient themselves 1n accordance
with cherished values. And which values? Even
when they do not panic, men often sense that
older ways of feeling and thinking have collapsed
and that newer beginnings are ambiguous to the
point of moral stasis Is 1t any wonder that ordi-
nary men feel they cannot cope with the larger
worlds with which they are so suddenly con-
fronted? That they cannot understand the mean-
ing of their epoch for their own lives? That—in
defense of selthood—they become morally
insensible, trying to remain altogether private
men? I8 1t any wonder that they come to be pos-
sessed by a sense of the trap?

It 13 not only information that they need—in
this Age of Fact, information often domunates
their attention and overwhelms their capacities to
assimulate 1t It 1s not only the skalls of reason that
they need—although their struggles to acquire
these often exhaust their limited moral energy.

What they need, and what they feel they
need, 1s a quality of mund that will help them to
use information and to develop reason 1n order to
achieve lucid summations of what 1s going on 1n
the world and of what may be happening within
themselves. It 1s this quality, I am going to con-
tend, that journahlists and scholars, artists and
publics, scientists and editors are coming to
expect of what may be called the sociological
1magination.

The sociological imagination enables 1ts pos-
sessor to understand the larger historical scene n
terms of its meaning for the mner life and the
external career of a variety of individualks. It
enables him to take 1nto account how mdividu-
als, i the welter of their daily experience, often
become falsely conscious of their social positions.
Within that welter, the framework of modern
society 15 sought, and within that framework the
psychologies of a variety of men and women are
formulated. By such means the personal uneasi-
ness of indviduals 1s focused upon explicit trou-
bles and the mdifference of publics 1s transformed
into mvolvement with pubhc 1ssues

The first fruit of this imagination—and the
first lesson of the social science that embodies
1t—is the 1dea that the individual can understand
his own experience and gauge his own fate only
by locating himself within his period, that he can
know his own chances 1n hfe by beconung aware
of those of all individuals 1n his circumstances. In
many ways 1t 1s a terrible lesson; in many ways a
magnificent one. We do not know the limts of
man’s capacities for supreme effort or willing
degradation, for agony or glee, for pleasurable
brutality or the sweetness of reason. But in our
time we have come to know that the limits of
“human nature” are frighteningly broad. We have
come to know that every individual lives, from
one generation to the next, 1n some society; that
he lives out a biography, and that he lives 1t out
within some historical sequence. By the fact of
his living he contributes, however minutely, to
the shaping of this society and to the course of its
history, even as he 1s made by society and by 1ts
historical push and shove
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The sociological 1magination enables us to
grasp history and biography and the relations
between the two within society. That 1s its task
and 1its pronuse. To recognize this task and this
promise 15 the mark of the classic social analyst.
It 1s charactersstic of Herbert Spencer—turgid,
polysyllabic, comprehensive; of E. A. Ross—
graceful, muckraking, upright; of August Comte
and Emule Durkheim; of the intricate and subtle
Karl Mannheim. It 1s the quality of all that 1s
intellectually excellent 1n Karl Marx; 1t is the
clue to Thorsten Veblen’s brilliant and 1romic
insight, to Joseph Schumpeter’s many-sided con-
structions of reality; 1t 1s the basis of the psycho-
logical sweep of W. E. H. Lecky no less than of
the profundity and clarity of Max Weber. And 1t
1s the signal of what 1s best in contemporary
studies of man and society.

No social study that does not come back to
the problems of biography, of history, and of their
mtersections within a society has completed 1ts
ntellectual journey. Whatever the specific prob-
lems of the classic social analysts, however limited
or however broad the features of social reality
they have examined, those who have been mag-
matively aware of the promuse of their work have
consistently asked three sorts of questions:

(1) What 1s the structure of this particular
soctety as a whole? What are its essential compo-
nents, and how are they related to one another?
How does 1t differ from other varieties of social
order? Within 1t, what 1s thé meamng of any par-
ticular feature for 1ts continuance and for its
change?

(2) Where does this society stand i human
history? What are the mechanics by which 1t 1s
changing? What 1s 1ts place within and 1ts mean-
ng for the development of humanty as a whole?
How does any particular feature we are examin-
ing affect, and how 1s 1t affected by, the hustorical
period in which 1t moves? And this pertod—what
are 1ts essential features? How does 1t differ from
other periods? What are 1ts characteristic ways of
history-making?

(3) What varienes of men and women now
prevail in this society and 1n this period? And

what varieties are coming to prevail? In what
ways are they selected and formed, liberated and
repressed, made sensitive and blunted? What kinds
of “human nature” are revealed n the conduct
and character we observe 1n this society 1n ths
period? And what 1s the meaming for “human
nature” of each and every feature of the society
Wwe are examining?

Whether the pont of nterest 1s a great power
state or a munor literary mood, a fammly, a prison,
a creed—these are the kinds of questions the best
social analysts have asked. They are the mtellec-
tual prvots of classic studies of man 1 society—
and they are questions nevitably raised by any
mund possessing the sociological imagination For
that 1magination 1s the capacity to shift from one
perspective to another—from the pohitical to the
psychological; from examination of a single fam-
ily to comparative assessment of the national
budgets of the world; from the theological school
to the mulitary establishment; from considerations
of an o1l mdustry to studies of contemporary
poetry. It 1s the capacity to range from the most
umpersonal and remote transformations to the
most intimate features of the human self—and to
see the relations between the two. Back of 1ts use
there 1s always the urge to know the social and
historical meaning of the individual 1 the soci-
ety and 1n the period mn which he has his qualicy
and hss being,

That, 1n bref, 15 why 1t 1 by means of the
soctological 1magination that men now hope to
grasp what 1s gong on in the world, and to
understand what 1s happening 1n themselves as
minute pomts of the intersections of biography
and history within society. In large part, con-
temporary man’s self-conscious view of himself
as at least an outsider, if not a permanent
stranger, rests upon an absorbed realization of
social relativity and of the transformative power
of history. The sociological Imagination is the
most frutful form of this self-consciousness. By
1ts use men whose mentalities have swept only a
sertes of lumted orbits often come to feel as if
suddenly awakened 1n a house with which they
had only supposed themselves to be farmhar.,
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Correctly or incorrectly, they often come to feel
that they can now provide themselves with ade-
quate summations, cohesive assessments, compre-
hensive orientations Older decisions that once
appeared sound now seem to them products of a
mind unaccountably dense Their capacity for
astonishment 1s made hvely again They acquire
a new way of thinking, they experience a trans-
valuation of values: In a word, by their reflection
and by their sensibility, they reahze the cultural
meaning of the social sciences

Perhaps the most fruitful distinction with
which the sociological imagimation works 1s
between “the personal troubles of milieu” and
“the public 1ssues of social structure” This dis-
tinction 1s an essential tool of the sociological
mmagmation and a feature of all classic work 1n
social science.

Troubles occur within the character of the
individual and within the range of his immediate
relations with others; they have to do with his self
and with those limuted areas of social hfe of
which he 1s directly and personally aware
Accordngly, the statement and the resolution of
troubles properly lie within the individual as a
biogtaphical entity and within the scope of this
immediate milieu—the social setting that 1s
directly open to his personal experience and to
some extent his willful activity. A trouble 1s a pri-
vate matter: Values cherished by an individual are
felt by hum to be threatened.

Issues have to do with matters that transcend
these local environments of the individual and
the range of his inner ife They have to do with
the orgamzation of many such milieux into the
mnstitutions of an historical society as a whole,
with the ways in which various milieux overlap
and nterpenetrate to form the larger structure of
soctal and historical bfe An issue 15 a public mat-
ter Some value cherished by publics 1s felt to be
threatened. Often there 1s a debate about what
that value really 1s and about what 1t 1s that really
threatens 1t This debate 1s often without focus if
only because 1t 1s the very nature of an issue,
unhke even widespread trouble, that 1t cannot

very well be defined in terms of the immediate
and everyday environments of ordiary men An
1ssue, 1n fact, often involves a crisis 1n institution-
al arrangements, and often too it mvolves what
Marxists call “contradictions” or “antagonisms”

In these terms, consider unemployment
When, 1n a aty of 100,000, only one man 1s
unemployed, that 1s his personal trouble, and for
1ts rehef we properly look to the character of the
man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities
But when 1n a nation of 50 million employees, 15
mullion men are unemployed, that 1s an 1ssue, and
we may not hope to find its solution within the
range of opportumties open to any one individ-
ual The very structure of opportunities has col-
lapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem
and the range of possible solutions require us to
consider the economic and political institutions
of the society, and not merely the personal situa-
tion and character of a scatter of individuals.

Consider war The personal problem of war,
when 1t occurs, may be how to survive 1t or how
to die 1n 1t with honor, how to make money out
of 1t; how to chmb into the higher safety of the
mulitary apparatus; or how to contribute to the
war’s termination In short, according to one’s
values, to find a set of milieux and within 1t to
survive the war or make one’s death 1 1t mean-
mngful. But the structural 1ssues of war have to do
with 1ts causes, with what types of men 1t throws
up nto command, with 1ts effects upon econom-
1c and pohtical, famuly and rehigious mstitutions,
with the unorgamzed 1rresponsibility of a world
of nation-states

Consider marriage. Inside a marriage a man
and a woman may experience personal troubles,
but when the divorce rate during the first four
years of marriage 1s 250 out of every 1,000
attempts, this 1s an mndication of a structural ssue
having to do with the institutions of marriage
and the famuly and other nstitutions that bear
upon them

Or consider the metropolis—the horrible,
beautiful, ugly, magmficent sprawl of the great
city For many upper-class people, the personal



C WRIGHT MILLS 5

solution to “the problem of the city” is to have an
apartment with private garage under 1t m the
heart of the city and, forty miles out, a house by
Henry Hill, garden by Garrett Eckbo, on a hun-
dred acres of private land In these two controlled
environments—with a small staff at each end and
a private helicopter connection—most people
could solve many of the problems of personal
milieux caused by the facts of the city But all
this, however splendid, does not solve the public
issues that the structural fact of the city poses.
What should be done with this wonderful mon-
strosity? Break 1t up 1nto scattered umts, combin-
ing residence and work? Refurbish 1t as 1t stands?
Or, after evacuation, dynamite 1t and build new
cities according to new plans in new places® What
should those plans be? And who 1s to decide and
to accomplish whatever choice 1s made® These
are structural 1ssues, to confront them and to solve
them requires us to consider pohtical and eco-
nomic issues that affect innumerable miheu
Insofar as an economy is so arranged that
slumps occur, the problem of unemployment
becomes mncapable of personal solution Insofar as
war 15 inherent 1n the nation-state system and 1n
the uneven industrialization of the world, the

ordinary individual in hs restricted muhieu wall be
powerless—with or without psychiatric aid——to
solve the troubles this system or lack of system
umposes upon him. Insofar as the family as an
mstitution turns women into darling hittle slaves
and men nto their chief providers and unweaned
dependents, the problem of a satisfactory mar-
riage remains incapable of purely private solu-
tion Insofar as the overdeveloped megalopohs
and the overdeveloped automobile are built-in
features of the overdeveloped society, the 1ssues of
urban living will not be solved by personal inge-
nuity and private wealth

What we experience 1n various and specific
mulieux, I have noted, 1s often caused by struc-
tural changes Accordingly, to understand the
changes of many personal milieux we are
required to look beyond them And the number
and variety of such structural changes increase as
the mnstitutions within which we lhive become
more embracing and more intricately connected
with one another To be aware of the idea of
social structure and to use 1t with sensibihity 1s to
be capable of tracing such linkages among a great
variety of milieux To be able to do that 1s to pos-
sess the sociological 1magination

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1 Mulls argues that personal troubles can be
understood 1n terms of large-scale patterns
that extend beyond individual experience
and are part of society and history Identify
an 1ssue that you think would be a personal
trouble for an individual, and then 1dentify
the societal mfluences that you think
mmpinge on the mndividual’s experience
(Hint you might think of such things as
divorce, violence, or school failure )

2 C Wnght Mills 1dentifies the central task of
soctology to be grasping the relationships
between history and biography To do ths,
identify two large-scale historical events that
you think have most shaped your biography

Now ask someone of a different generation
that same question What does this tell

you about how sociologists think about
the relationship between mdividuals and
society?

3 Sociologists sometimes distinguish between
micro-level and macro-level theories Both
study social influences on human lives Take
a topic (such as terrorism, divorce, or 1llness)
and, using the perspective that Mulls articu-
lates, how might someone using a micro-
theoretical approach study this topic? How
would that differ from how someone using a
macro-level theoretical approach would
study the same topic?
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INTERNET RESOURCES

Suggested Web URLs
for Further Study

http: / /www.ac.wwu.edu /~stephan /timehne. html
This Web site contains a basic tmeline of impor-
tant people and papers 1n sociology beginning
from 1ts basis 1n philosophy.

http: / /www. socoweb.com /~markbl /socoweb /
Independent gude to Sociological Resources on
the web.

infoTrac College Edition

You can find further relevant readings on the
World Wide Web at
http: / /sociology.wadsworth.com

Virtual Society

For further information on this subject including
hinks to relevant Web sites, go to the Wadsworth
Sociology homepage at

http //sociology wadsworth com



