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Preface

he usual introductory text imparts a lot of facts and ideas but

doesn’t do a very good job of teaching students how to think
sociologically, and that, more than anything, is what I try to get my
students to do. My struggle in this respect has led me to write The
Sociologically Examined Life: Pieces of the Conversation. I've half-
jokingly called it an “anti-text,” meaning that I want it to be every-
thing that those ponderous hardcover texts are not: readable,
provocative, personal, and ethically challenging. Through this book
I'm trying to gently yet firmly teach readers how to think sociologi-
cally. In the tradition of Peter Berger (Invitation to Sociology) and
C. Wright Mills (The Sociological Imagination), 1 believe that this
requires not only a change in consciousness but also a change in how
we live.

When standard introductory texts include a chapter on “the
sociological perspective,” the chapter usually boils down to either a
list of concepts or a tip-of-the-iceberg account of sociology’s conven-
tional trinity: functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interac-
tionism. I suspect that this standard fare leaves many students
wondering how, if at all, everyday life looks different if you come at
it sociologically. Here I try to get this across by deemphasizing the
institutional discipline of sociology. Instead of saying “Sociologists
think such and such about so and so,” as if students should care
about what sociologists think, I simply jump into the work of taking
the social world apart sociologically. Rather than display the con-
tents of our shiny intellectual toolbox, I try to put the tools to use.

The risk in this approach is that some teachers of sociology
won't like how I've chosen to take things apart. Courting that risk—
and I don’t see how I could avoid it and still write an honest book—
is another reason I've thought of The Sociologically Examined Life as
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vi Preface

an anti-text. Most texts play it safe, not pushing the implications of
sociological thinking to the point of arousing much discomfort. My
goal is certainly not to provoke for the sake of provoking, but nor
have I tried to play it safe to make the book palatable to all political
tastes. Many of the analyses here treat American society quite criti-
cally, and I'm sure this is going to bother some folks.

My hope is that the bother will be productive. I'd like this book
to spark conversations between teachers and students and among
students themselves. My examples and analyses are intended to stir
thoughts and feelings that will impel discussion. In this sense, I
think that The Sociologically Examined Life will appeal to teachers who
want serious interaction with students, even if this means working
through some disagreements. It seems to me that that’s what intel-
lectual conversation is about and that whatever gets us into such
conversations offers us a chance to move toward better understand-
ing of, and ultimately changing, the world we live in.

How to Use the Book

If you are reading this book to learn how to think sociologically, you
have already figured out how to use it. Just continue to read. I sup-
pose I could also suggest that you “keep an open mind,” as the
saying goes. But beyond that, no more instructions are necessary.
Follow my sentences with reasonable care and you will do fine. If
you are using this book to teach sociological thinking, your task is a
bit more complicated, and so perhaps some suggestions will help.

Above all, I urge that this book be used to stimulate thought and
conversation in the classroom. Inviting and posing questions about
the meaning of what’s in the book are good starting points. Beyond
this, I suggest guided conversations that call for practicing and
extending the kind of thinking being taught here. As an aid to doing
this, I have created what I call Paths for Reflection, three of which
appear at the end of each chapter. Each path sets up a situation,
problem, or conundrum and then poses two or three questions that
can be used to structure classroom discussion (or written work, such
as keeping a journal). If you would like reflection to move along
other paths, consider using mine as models for creating your own.

My other suggestions are about making productive use of reac-
tions to the book. Reactions of pleasure and enthusiasm are not the
problem; such reactions, and I hope they are not too rare, will gener-
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ate their own good results. It is predictable, however, that readers
unaccustomed to looking critically at U.S. society will be irritated or
made defensive by parts of the book. I do not think this is such a bad
thing, since feelings, if handled well, can be great propellants to
learning.

My suggestion, then, is that readers be taught to examine their
feelings in a sociological way. Readers should be asked first to iden-
tify precisely what is troubling to them. For example, my remarks
about “personal choices” (in Chapter 4) and violent sports (also in
Chapter 4) are sure to anger some people. But exactly what is it I say
or imply that arouses this feeling? Pausing to answer this question
may clear up misunderstandings. It will also prepare readers for the
next step, which is to see how their feelings are rooted in social life.

To get at this link between self and social life, readers will need
to be equipped with some questions. I suggest that they be encour-
aged to ask themselves, What belief or practice that I value is being chal-
lenged here? How did I learn to value this belief or practice? and What
relationships or privileges might be lost by giving up this belief or practice?
These questions, and an honest search for answers, can turn anger
or irritation into a resource for fostering sociological thinking and
for achieving self-knowledge. The goal is to help readers learn to see
their feelings as data rather than as things that cannot or need not be
analyzed.

By a defensive reaction I mean one that might, if articulated,
sound like this: Yes, I see what you're getting at with this sociologi-
cal way of looking at things, but I'm not going to work very hard
to get my mind around it, because it makes me feel guilty for be-
ing [white/male/middle-class/straight/married]. This reaction is
understandable. A critical sociological perspective can shine a dis-
comfiting light on members of privileged groups, if only by making
their privileges visible. It becomes harder, then, to teach sociological
thinking when such thinking induces guilt and seems like putting
one’s self in for blame.

If this sort of reaction occurs, one point to make is that blaming
individuals is contrary to sociological thinking, which sees social
arrangements as the products of history and collective action.
Another point is that racism, sexism, and capitalism are inheritances
from the past and that sociology helps us understand how we are all
shaped by and caught up in these oppressive systems through no
fault of our own. It can also be said that a critical sociological view
makes it possible to see why unjust arrangements persist and are
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hard to change, despite the humane and progressive intentions of
some members of dominant groups.

These ideas can help open the intellectual doors locked by priv-
ilege and individualism. But then resistance can also arise from a
desire to evade the moral pinch that comes with awareness of how
one is implicated in reproducing oppressive arrangements. The
internal logic now goes something like this: Okay, I see why I don’t
have to feel guilty for conditions I didn’t create. I also understand
that inequalities persist when members of privileged groups simply
accept the systems that provide those privileges. But there’s nothing
I can do about this. I'm just one person. And so I can’t take sociology
too seriously, or else I'll constantly feel bad about living my life in
the way I've planned.

A reaction like this arises when conscience collides with individ-
ualism and fear. By way of response, you might point out that soci-
ology rejects the notion of one person single-handedly slaying the
dragons of oppression. If we think sociologically, we realize that
change can’t be accomplished that way, and so it makes no sense to
berate ourselves for failing to do it. Sociological thinking, you might
also say, helps us to see that power derives not from money or guns
but from organization and cooperation. And so if we truly desire
change, the best strategy, sociologically speaking, is not to work our-
selves up to acts of heroism but to work with others who share our
values and goals.

A second point to make is that while an individual acting alone
cannot change society, an individual can be a catalyst for change.
Both history and sociology tell us that, in the right time and place,
even small acts of resistance—as little as saying no—can have huge
consequences because of how others are inspired to think, feel, and
act. Keeping this in mind can be an antidote to the despair-inducing
notion that nothing one person does can matter. It might be added,
once again, that acts of resistance are made more likely by the sup-
port of others.

A final suggestion is to apply the foregoing principle about indi-
vidual action to the teaching of sociology, especially when progress
seems slow. It is tempting sometimes to think that we are getting
nowhere and that it doesn’t matter anyway. The temptation arises
for good reasons, too; considering the forces opposing it, critical soci-
ological thinking will probably not take deep root in some places.
But since we don’t know ahead of time where those places are, we
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just haye to keep planting. May these pieces of the conversation, if
you will forgive the mixing of metaphors, be the seeds that grow.

-z DIALOGUE o

About Dialogue Sections

When Itold a friend that I had been asked to produce a third edition
of The Sociologically Examined Life (TSEL), she smiled and said,
“That’s nice. Will you be incorporating all the latest breakthroughs
in how to think sociologically?” She was teasing me. We both knew
that there were no such breakthroughs and that the real reason for
producing a third edition was to keep the book alive in the market-
place. But even as I laughed at my friend’s joke, I wondered, “What
am I going to do for a third edition?”

I should explain about “keeping a book alive in the market-
place.” It is like this: If a textbook publisher cannot sell enough new
copies of a text, it will go out of print. A publisher makes no money
when used copies are bought and sold, so there is pressure to pro-
duce new editions, which are presumably better in some way that
will lead people to prefer them to the older editions. For a writer,
this means either producing new editions or watching one’s book
fade away.

Naturally I wanted to keep TSEL alive and available to students
and other readers. A book can't do its work if people can’t get hold
of it. But what could I do if I had nothing new to say about how to be
sociologically mindful? Some reviewers suggested adding graphs
and charts, or more references, or cartoons, or discussions of current
events. These ideas were well intended, but to me they seemed like
gimmicks.

As I tried to figure out how to make a new edition honestly bet-
ter and more useful, a student e-mailed me a question about reli-
gion. He had been reading TSEL in his class and wondered whether
science wasn’t based as much on faith as was his belief in God. Over
the years since TSEL was first published, readers have asked me all
kinds of questions. I always try to answer (even if it takes a while).
After I replied to the student, I realized that I had found a solution to
the problem of what to do for a new edition.
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The subtitle of TSEL is Pieces of the Conversation. 1 used this
phrase to suggest that thinking sociologically means thinking along
with others who have looked at social life in an analytic way. TSEL is
my way of joining this kind of conversation with far more people
than I can talk to in person. The problem, however, is that a book,
once written, is static—it can’t reply when a reader poses a question
or raises an objection. But what an author can do is take note of
questions and objections and, when the possibility arises, use new
editions to reply.

So what’s new here are more pieces of the conversation, pieces
inspired by questions that students and teachers have raised in
response to things I said in previous editions of TSEL. T will call
these replies Dialogue sections. In this edition, there is one at the
end of each chapter. If TSEL continues to be widely used, future edi-
tions may include more Dialogues in response to new questions. As
with the new edition problem, it is ongoing conversation with read-
ers that will help me figure out how to keep TSEL alive and well.
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Making Sense of the
World Differently

N ot much was happening in the shoe department. Elsewhere in
the store people fussed over backpacks, tents, plastic kayaks,
and other outdoor gear. But the two young men who sold hiking
boots were enjoying a break. I was a few feet away, looking at hats,
and could hear their conversation. One of them, leaning back
against the counter, arms folded across his chest, was telling his
coworker about college.

“It was a lot of fun,” he said, “but I didn’t learn anything I didn’t
already know.”

“Yeah?” said his partner, a bit of wonderment in his voice.

“Yeah, my business communication class was good. We learned
how to write memos. But most of the rest of it, pretty much all my
classes—it was all just common sense. If it wasn’t for getting the
degree, it would have been a waste of time.”

Hearing this took my mind off the hats. I imagined asking the
young man how he had gotten so smart at eighteen that he could lis-
ten to professors and read books for four years and not learn any-
thing new. I wanted to puncture his arrogance and scold him for
wasting the time of those who had tried to teach him. Other college
professors might have felt the same way.

My anger faded as I realized that the boaster could not have
meant what he said. Surely he had learned something in college. So
what was he saying? Perhaps he belittled his education because he
was angry that it hadn’t gotten him a better job. Or perhaps he was
trying to say to his buddy, “I'm no better than you for having gone
to college. Common sense is what matters.” If this is what he meant,
it was not such a bad message.



