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Preface

In recent years, a number of instructors and students have expressed the need
for a short, accessible, and interesting text in sociological theory. They complain
that many of the available theory texts are too long, too dense, and too complex
for the average undergraduate student. This book represents my attempt to re-
spond to this need.

In this volume, I have sought to write a compact (less than 300 pages) text
that covers the basics of contemporary sociological theory and its classical roots.
It is not only shorter, but it is also less technical than many other theory texts. In-
structors should find it particularly appropriate for use in a one-semester course
in contemporary sociological theory, as well as in more general courses in soci-
ological theory.

In terms of style and presentation, I have tried to write the first textbook for
sociological theory that is modeled after the texts routinely available for intro-
ductory sociology courses. It is concise, although it covers a lot of ground. It is
written in a user-friendly fashion, and it includes many of the pedagogical ele-
ments that one expects to find in an introductory sociology text. It is my hope
that this will make for a highly readable, engaging, nonintimidating theory text.

Organization

The need to create a short text covering contemporary sociological theory and
its classical background has led to a unique organizational framework.

The Introduction (Chapter 1) is brief, but it quickly and efficiently defines
the nature of sociological theory. It discusses some of the controversy sur-
rounding the traditional definition of theory (and traditional theories). It ana-
lyzes the alternate perspective and offers some nontraditional (multicultural)
examples. Finally, it introduces the book as a whole.

This book is organized primarily on the following basis:

e Classical theory is covered in two relatively brief chapters (2 and 3).
o Contemporary theory is covered in five chapters (4-8).
e Postmodern theory is covered in one chapter (9).
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In addition, a second organizing framework has been developed to allow

the book to cover a wide range of theories within a relatively small number of
chapters.

Both classical and contemporary theory are subdivided into grand theories
(Chapters 2 and 5) covering a great sweep of social history and theories of
everyday life (Chapters 3 and 6).

There are also more static theoretical portraits of the social world; contem-
porary versions of such portraits are covered in Chapter 4.

The tendency to divide the social world into grand theories and portraits on
the one hand and theories of everyday life on the other hand led to efforts
by social thinkers to develop the more integrative theories dealt with in
Chapter 7.

Because of the enormous diversity of grand feminist theory, a separate chap-
ter (8) is required to do it justice; other aspects of feminist theory are cov-
ered in appropriate chapters throughout the book. The feminist theory
material was written by Patricia Madoo Lengermann and Jill Niebrugge.
Finally, grand postmodern theory is discussed in Chapter 9. Although post-
modernists are overtly opposed to the creation of grand theories, in reality
they have created some interesting and important theories of this type.

While this framework represents a unique way of putting together the var-

ious aspects of sociological theory, most of its elements will be quite familiar to
instructors, and they should have little difficulty adapting their own ap-
proaches to teaching theory to the structure of this book.

Pedagogy

In my endeavor to make this book user-friendly, I have included a number of
pedagogical aids:

Key concepts and terms are in boldface when they are presented for the
first time. They are then defined at the bottom of the page. In addition,
there is a glossary at the end of the book that includes these terms and
concepts.

Key Concept boxes are scattered throughout the text. These serve to
supplement the text material and to expose the student to a wider range
of concepts in a way that should make them stand out and make a strong
impression on the reader.

Biographical Vignette boxes (with photos) are also scattered throughout
the text. Their intent is to provide discussion of some especially
important, striking, or even startling aspect of a theorist’s biography
that sheds a particularly revealing light on the thinker.

Examples that are grounded in everyday life are used to make the
theories more accessible.
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There are few quotations from the theorists themselves (some
biographical vignettes do include a quotation or two in order to give the
reader a better sense of a theorist). Rather, extensive quotations have been
paraphrased to make the material accessible.

To avoid interrupting the flow of the narrative with numerous references,
there are no in-text citations. There is a very short annotated
bibliography at the end of each chapter.

Chapter Summaries are provided in list format and cover the key issues
dealt with in the chapter. These are designed to make it easy for students
to learn and remember the key points in each chapter.

Focus

The emphasis in many sociological theory texts has been to represent the ideas
of a wide variety of theorists correctly. In other words, the overriding focus
has been on getting the theoretical ideas right. Because of this focus, authors
have sometimes lost sight of the needs of students. The ideas discussed in
this volume are both true to their sources and presented in such a way that
student readers will find them not only accessible but, in many cases, quite
interesting,

As noted above, this book is intended to provide the basics of contempo-
rary sociological theory. For those who want more detailed discussion about the
theories and theorists; the ideas presented in the words of the theorists them-
selves; in-text citations; a detailed bibliography; etc., I would recommend refer-
ring to my other sociological theory texts published by McGraw-Hill
(Sociological Theory, 5th edition; Modern Sociological Theory, 5th edition; Classical
Sociological Theory, 3rd edition; and Postmodern Social Theory).

Supplementary Material

Website: This text is accompanied by a companion website that includes
practice test questions, discussion questions, and web links. Visit the site at
www.mhhe.com/ritzerl.
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