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Preface

The initial impetus for this text came from a
plan to develop a Canadian edition of a Bri-
tish text, The Problem of Sociology by David
Lee and Howard Newby (Hutchinson 1983).
The Canadianization seemed warranted by
the outstanding qualities of the original Bri-
tish text. In many ways, it represented a
radical departure from the traditional for-
mat of North American introductions to
sociology. Gone were the token chapters on
“great names” and the ubiquitous lists of
social institutions. Instead, students were
introduced to sociology as a theoretical
discipline, grounded in a long historical and
intellectual tradition in which controversies
and empirical research are fundamental.

Each section of the British book presented
a sophisticated, in-depth treatment of
theory. Institutions such as education,
family, religion, bureaucracy, deviance, and
so on, were all represented, but as empirical
tests of theory rather than as specialized
entities within a structural model of society.
The major achievement of the text was that
it systematically applied sociological theory
to the analysis of contemporary industrial
capitalist society. The consistently high
quality of Lee and Newby’s book, their
organizing focus around theories of in-
dustrial society, and their empirical testing
of theories with contemporary data, all pro-
vided a challenging framework for an
introductory course. '

Using this text for an introductory sociol-
ogy course in a Canadian university,
however, proved frustrating. The historical

order of the presentation of theories, com-

bined with their complexity and the absence
of specifically Canadian data, made it
difficult for the average Canadian student to
absorb the material. The historical frame-
work that was used by Lee and Newby meant
that contemporary theories came last. We

thought it desirable to engage students in
actively debating the comparative merits of
different perspectives right from the begin-
ning. Not only was it necessary to introduce
structural functionalism—which has long
dominated North American sociology and
introductory sociology texts—right at the
outset, but feminist and social construction-
ist theories had to be presented as well. In
this way, students could relate their immedi-
ate personal experiences to what they were
studying because these interactive perspec-
tives in effect bridge the gap between micro-
and macrosociological theory.

These changes, combined with the need to
include Canadian data, were too far-reach-
ing to be accomplished by a cut-and-paste
Canadianization. Hence, Controversies in
Sociology. Even the chapters on classical
theorists such as Durkheim, Marx, and
Weber, which still bear some structural
resemblance to the corresponding chapters
in Lee and Newby, had to be substantially
altered. They had to reflect the present text’s
concern with integrating the four theoretical
approaches of structural functionalism,
Marxism, feminism, and social construction-
ism into each section of the book.

The data that we present in this book are
not treated as “facts,” but as tests of different
sociological theories. Throughout this text,
students are encouraged to develop their cri-
tical skills instead of passively absorbing
material. We believe that such a goal con-
stitutes a striking difference between Con-
troversies in Sociology and other Canadian
sociology textbooks. It is in this regard that
the book remains true to the fundamental
conception of Lee and Newby that students
should be introduced to sociology as the
study of a body of theory, rather than as a
collection of rapidly changing descriptive
data.



Introduction

This text presents sociology as a way of
questioning experience rather than as an
accumulation of factual knowledge. The
objective is to stimulate discussion and to
assist students in developing their capacity
to think critically about society rather than
simply to memorize facts. Theory is accorded
central importance and is utilized
throughout the text as the basis for exploring
all substantive issues.

The text is organized around the compara-
tive application of a range of contemporary
theories to problems of industrial capitalist
society, with special reference to Canada. It
introduces the four broad theoretical
perspectives of functionalism, Marxism, the
social construction of reality, and feminism,
tracing their roots in the works of Durkheim,
Marx, Parsons, and Weber. We study the
founding fathers’ contribution to, and con-
tinuing relevance for, a variety of contem-
porary theories and analyses. The main body
of the text combines theory, methodology,
and evidence throughout and tries to explain
the basis of controversies in sociology.
Different chapters present a comparative
application of the four major theoretical
approaches to the substantive issues of the
microsociology of everyday life, community
life in rural and urban contexts, religion,
suicide, crime and industrial conflict, politi-
cal economy, stratification, family, educa-
tion, racial and ethnic relations, develop-
ment and change, and bureaucracy. Each of
these topics is studied as an arena for debate
between competing theories rather than asa
body of factual knowledge that can be taken
as given. The text has no chapter devoted
exclusively to women’s issues. Such issues
are treated as an integral part of human
concerns and are given systematic attention
in each chapter.

Each substantive chapter illustrates the

close relationship between theory, method,
and what is taken to be factual information.
The theoretical perspectives focus on
different aspects of a problem or conceptual-
ize the nature of the problem in very
different ways. Hence, the major critique of
one approach or one body of data is to jux-
tapose it systematically with constrasting
theories that search for different kinds of
data. Throughout the text, the critique of
ethnomethodology—that there can be no
such thing as disembodied facts separate
from the interpretive frameworks that give
them meaning—is taken seriously. Feminist
theory is similarly critical in showing that
much that has been taken for objective infor-
mation about humanity is in reality ideologi-
cal, serving to cover up the experiences of
half of humanity and to distort the ex-
perience of the other half.

The goal of the text is not to propound
one theoretical perspective over others.
Rather, the text presents substantive
material in such a way that students can
see how sociologists use their theories and
their research techniques to investigate
topics. It shows how the assumptions that
underlie these different approaches sys-
tematically influence how questions are
asked and what kind of data is sought. The
ultimate aim is to challenge students to
debate competing explanations and theories
and so to encourage them to participate ac-
tively in sociology as critical readers of
theory and research.

Part I of the text introduces the problem of
sociology as a discipline and the controver-
sies in theory and research methods that
pervade it. Chapter 1 explores the nature of
the sociological imagination, defined by C.
Wright Mills (1959) as the ability to use
information in a critical way to achieve an
understanding of what is going on in the
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world and what may be happening within
one’s own life experience.

Chapter 2 presents an overview of major
theoretical approaches in sociology, outlin-
ing their key assumptions, the similarities
and differences among them, and how they
both complement and challenge each other.
The goal is to encourage students to develop
a critical comparative approach from the
very beginning of the course. This makes
possible a flexible order in the presentation
of material in the text. Teachers may opt to
juxtapose this overview chapter with any of
the substantive problem areas explored in
later chapters and so engage students in
debate over comparative approaches to
problems in the first weeks of the class. They
can then return to questions of method or to
specific theories in more depth without
affecting the continuity of the text.

Chapter 3 on methodology stresses that
there is no definitive method for doing
research in sociology. The appropriateness of
the approach is determined by the theoreti-
cal perspective and the major questions that
are the focus of the study. The objective of
this chapter is not to teach students how to do
research, but rather to alert them, as critical
readers and consumers of research, to the
strengths, weaknesses, and blind spots of
each technique.

Part II of the text consists of four chapters
that explore fundamental questions on the
nature of social cohesion and order in in-
dustrial society. Chapter 4 on the micro-
sociology of everyday life is in many ways
pivotal for the text. It encourages students to
relate sociological inquiry to their immedi-
ate experience of interpersonal relations,
exploring how different perspectives relate
the microworld of everyday interaction to the
macrolevel of social structures. It introduces
ethnomethodology, which lies at the founda-
tion of the social construction of reality
perspective. Chapter 5 on rural and urban
communities is also designed to relate
directly to students’ personal experience and

to challenge common assumptions concern-
ing the ideals of rural life and the loss of
community spirit in urban or metropolitan
centres. The chapter demonstrates how the
folk/urban thesis implies certain assump-
tions that, in turn, imply consequences that
can be tested against evidence. The general
conclusion, that the evidence falsifies the
assumptions, places in doubt the pervasive
notion of contrasts between rural and urban
life and emphasizes the general need to ques-
tion taken for granted assumptions about
society.

The subsequent two chapters on cohesion
and morality, and their breakdown in
anomie, disorder, and conflict, are oriented
around Durkheim’s analysis of social order.
They introduce the notion of anomie and the
constrasting, and yet closely related, concept
of alienation, suggesting that anomie, or the
breakdown of moral order, may be generated
by alienating, unjust social structures. The
discussion of suicide and religion, two
central topics in Durkheim’s work, facili-
tates a critical introduction to the social con-
struction of reality perspective. We learn
that what Durkheim took to be factual
data—suicide rates—are themselves socially
constructed through the decision-making
processes of coroners, Catholic priests, and
bureaucrats who kept the records of deaths
in various communities. Feminist theory
similarly challenges the interpretations
based on data that show relatively high
suicide rates by males compared to females.
Feminist theory also challenges Durkhei-
mian and Marxist theories of the nature of
religion in society.

Chapter 7 examines deviance and crime,
an area of study fraught with controversy
and unanswered questions. Anomie theory,
focussing on morality and the breakdown of
values, is pitted against Marxist theories of
alienation and exploitation, in attempts to
account for the higher rates of crime among
the lower classes. Labelling theory and
related social constructionist approaches



question whether evidence on differential
crime rates by social class is factual or is
merely an artifact of how labels are applied
and who is picked on by law enforcement
officers. Current feminist theory casts in
doubt almost the entire range of theories of
crime-—conservative, radical, and social con-
stuctionist—because they fail to account for
the vast differences in criminal behaviour
between women and men.

Part III of the text focusses specifically on
Marx’s theory of capitalism. By this stage in
the text, readers will already be familiar
with the problems of inequality, exploita-
tion, and alienation associated with Marxist
interpretations of capitalism. This section
explores in more detail the theory of the
contradictions of capitalism developed by
Marx and current efforts to reformulate
classical structuralist—Marxist theory.
Social constructionist theory explores how
the social reality of structures of capitalism
is actually produced through the everyday
activities of people in their working lives.
Marxist-feminist and radical-feminist theo-
ries raise the challenge that relations of
reproduction and patriarchy need to be inte-
grated into the study of class and gender-
class relations. Chapter 9 systematically
tests the predictions based on Marx’s theory
of the contradictions of capitalism against
evidence of the political economy of Canada.
It points out both the powerful explanatory
utility of the model and its ultimate
limitations.

Part IV of the text begins with a detailed
exposition of Parsons’ model of a social
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system. The next five chapters all have the
same format, exploring research on the
specific subjects of family, stratification,
education, race and ethnic relations, and
development and change. In each chapter,
the classical functionalist approach
developed by Parsons is pitted against struc-
turalist~Marxist theory that relates the
same substantive issues to the workings of
capitalism. Both these macrosociological
perspectives are then challenged and
modified by contemporary theories that look
at how this macro reality is socially con-
structed in the intimate, everyday activities
of people. Feminist theory focusses on the
relations of patriarchy that pervade these
institutions.

Part V of the text is qualitatively dif-
ferent. It is organized around the critical
issues of rationality and bureaucracy that
are central to Weber’s work. Weber merges
the interpretive perspective with a macro-
historical analysis and critical appraisal of
capitalism and bureaucratic organizations.
The final chapter presents a synthesis of
various approaches. The conceptual bound-
aries between systems theory and Marxism,
interpretive perspectives and feminism,
break down as we analyse bureaucracy,
which is pervasive in both capitalist and
communist societies. This analysis raises
multiple questions about whether ration-
ality and the associated values of science and
technology are fundamentally irrational. It
leaves us with a host of questions that
sociologists are only beginning to formulate.
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