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Preface

Those who turn to the study of sociology for the first time, whether
they are college students or general readers, do so to develop a better
understanding of their society. They expect to form some kind of working
orientation toward the events in which they become involved as well as
those reported daily in the news. Such expectations are not unreason-
able. After all, if they cannot derive that much from their inquiry, what is
the point of studying the subject? After three decades of teaching under-
graduate sociology courses, I have concluded that the types of structural
analysis that prevailed in mid-twentieth-century sociology are simply
not adequate for this purpose. Although they are useful for studying
organized groups, serious deficiencies become apparent when one at-
tempts to study social change and intergroup conflict.

But we live in a world marked by rapid and continuous change —one
filled with uncertainty, confusion, and turmoil. Why are decent young
men transformed into beasts when they become involved in mob vio-
lence? Why do bureaucracies perpetuate ineffectual programs in callous
disregard for their clients? Why do revolutionaries squabble so viciously
among themselves after they have succeeded in deposing a hated ruler?
Why are human beings unable to correct glaring and acknowledged
defects until after some catastrophe has occurred? Such questions are
difficult to answer, even tentatively, from the standpoint of structural
sociology. I have therefore tried to organize selected findings in sociology
and some related disciplines in terms of another conceptual framework
— one that views human society as an ongoing process. This approach
makes possible the study of stable patterns, transformations, and con-
flicts from a single, consistent perspective and thereby makes sociology a
more effective tool for comprehending modern mass societies.
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The term ““social process” is ubiquitous in sociological discourse. Like
“social control’”’ and “‘social institution,” however, it is used in such
diverse ways that it designates nothing in particular. Furthermore, few
sociologists have attempted to follow through the implications of process
philosophy, a comprehensive perspective for ordering all human experi-
ences (Browning, 1965). Perhaps one reason is that its principles clash
with some key assumptions underlying commonsense discourse. We
tend to think of the world as being made up of innumerable ready-made
things, which in turn are composed of ready-made parts. Research is thus
directed toward finding out about various things by breaking them down
to their component parts and showing how these parts are related to one
another. Thus, empirical knowledge becomes what some philosophers
have called an inventory of the “’furniture of the universe.” Even physi-
cists, who do research in terms of process models, often revert to an
emphasis on substance and structure once they leave their laboratories.
But there is no fixed world, and there are no definite things except as the
human mind contributes to their definition. The universe is in perpetual
flux—reality is a continuous process— and thinking, which is a way of
doing something, is itself a process that emerges and operates amid other
processes. Furthermore, social structures need not be ignored; they are
viewed as the manner in which various activities are organized. As in
modern physics, statics may be viewed as a special case of dynamics —
the study of motion. It may take time to become accustomed to a mode of
thought that differs somewhat from our commonsense thinking, but the
resulting comprehension makes the effort worthwhile.

In recent decades sociology has become a vast enterprise, involving
thousands of dedicated practitioners throughout the world. There are
numerous research institutes, large graduate departments, and flourish-
ing professional societies. It would be a serious mistake, however, to
regard sociology as an established science, producing knowledge compa-
rable to what is being produced in the physical and biological sciences.
Although an extensive body of research literature has developed, some
of it highly specialized and requiring considerable technical virtuosity,
there are few generalizations that can be regarded as firmly established
on the basis of adequate evidence. Although serious efforts at verification
have been made, the results have been inconclusive. What is disdainfully
dismissed as “anecdotal evidence” is in fact not evidence at all—only
illustrations to clarify some point. Thus, any work done in the field today
must be viewed as that of pioneers facing a vast wilderness, much like the
work of naturalists in the nineteenth century. There is still need for
examining specimens, experimenting by trial and error, and improvising
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ad hoc explanations; such problems are but part of the growing pains ofa
young discipline.

Although I have stated many of the key ideas in this book explicitly,
their tentative character must be clearly understood. They are little more
than plausible generalizations not contradicted by widely known facts.
With their publication many exceptions and contradictions will be found,
and they should be welcomed. Any generalization that holds for a large
number of known cases is worth stating, but each exception provides the
occasion for further inquiry, which should lead to qualifications and
eventually to the formulation of more accurate principles. The aim of this
book is to describe how human society works, and any attempt to account
for anything so vast, complex, and diversified as social life in the twen-
tieth century is bound to be simplistic. At this point in the history of
sociology any statement of this kind can be, at best, only programmatic.
What is presented here is obviously just one of several possible ways of
ordering the available material.

Even if sociologists have yet to produce a scientific theory of society,
our work is not useless. We face all kinds of pressing social problems, and
we must do our best to make sense of what is happening in the world.
Consistent findings from a long succession of investigations—
comparative analyses of historical data, results of sample surveys, case
studies of various groups, experiments of all kinds—provide a more
reliable basis for judgments than commonsense knowledge. Detailed
observations by specialists have produced a better understanding of
areas of life unfamiliar to all but those directly involved —interactions
among institutionalized patients, unconventional life-styles, social pres-
sures faced by families of executives, the coping strategies of slum
dwellers. In societies as diversified as ours such findings have helped
dispel many popular superstitions. Large bodies of factual data are being
collected and placed in repositories. Generalizations, once formulated,
are subjected to critical review; as errors are corrected, our comprehen-
sion is improved. Through specialization and focused observation soci-
ologists are becoming informed observers of the contemporary scene.
Educators, social workers, reformers, as well as executives in unions,
corporations, and governments — all have found some of these materials
helpful in planning their work.

The theoretical and research literature in sociology has become so
extensive that no single person can possibly cover it. So much material is
being published that even specialists have difficulty keeping up with the
latest developments in their areas of expertise. Coverage of the literature
in this book is therefore highly selective. Those accustomed to reading
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scientific publications may be surprised that no effort has been made to
cite the latest research on the various topics considered. The practice of
citing the most recent work is justified only in fields in which knowledge
is cumulative, as it is in the natural sciences. Although recent sociological
investigations are generally superior to earlier ones, there is no consistent
relationship between the accuracy of observations or the validity of gen-
eralizations and their date of publication. For the most part I have cited
sources that are pertinent, well known, and readily accessible. The docu-
mentation is somewhat heavier in areas over which there is less agree-
ment among sociologists, such as the study of emotional behavior. Addi-
tional sources have been included as suggested readings at the end of
each chapter; most of them are more technical than the text itself, and
many have been written from standpoints that differ from the position
taken in this book.

Some teachers may also be surprised that there is no treatment of
research methods. This does not inean that I regard research procedures
as unimportant. Many beginning students, however, find such discus-
sions tedious, especially when the reason for mastering complicated
techniques is not clear. Some beginners are so repelled by such presenta-
tions that they abandon the study of sociology before they have devel-
oped any appreciation of its potential relevance to their lives. Once stu-
dents have developed an interest in the subject, they will have no
difficulty appreciating the importance of mastering techniques for the
collection and analysis of reliable data to be used in developing and
testing hypotheses.

Although this book differs markedly from other works on general
sociology, it is nonetheless an outgrowth of a venerable intellectual
tradition — Pragmatism and what has at times been called the “Chicago
school” in the social sciences (Bulmer, 1984). During the period preced-
ing World War II a group of scholars in the Midwest, most of them at the
University of Chicago, developed a point of view at once both behavior-
istic and processual. This group included anthropologists (Robert Red-
field and Edward Sapir), political scientists (Arthur Bentley, Harold D.
Lasswell, Charles Merriam, and Quincy Wright), and sociologists (Albion
Small, W. I. Thomas, Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, Ellsworth Faris,
Herbert Blumer, E. Franklin Frazier, Everett C. Hughes, Edwin Suther-
land, and Louis Wirth). Although they disagreed among themselves on
various matters, for the most part their work rested on a set of similar
presuppositions—most of them stated explicitly by two philosophers
(John Dewey and George H. Mead). Although many of the key ideas
developed by these men and their countless students have been incorpo-
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rated into the main body of the various social sciences, the conceptual
framework per se has passed out of favor. It has become attenuated
through disuse, misunderstanding, and misrepresentation in some sec-
ondary sources. Only the social psychology has survived as Symbolic
Interactionism. Furthermore, the potential of this approach has never
been explored. Although I started with this conceptual scheme, I have
not felt constrained to confine myself to the views developed by these
scholars. My aim is not to resurrect an old school of thought but to use the
approach as a point of departure for investigating problems of current
interest.

My greatest debt in formulating the approach used in this book is to
Robert E. Park; his work, in turn, was strongly influenced by his mentors
— John Dewey and Georg Simmel. I wish to acknowledge my enduring
debt to Professor Louis Wirth, who first suggested to me that a careful
study of Park’s writings might point the way to a more satisfactory
sociological theory. Those who are familiar with their work will also
recognize the influence of three other great teachers with whom I had the
privilege of studying— Herbert Blumer, Everett C. Hughes, and W. L
Thomas. Jonathan Turner reviewed the entire manuscript in great detail;
since he does his own work from a quite different standpoint, I found his
critical comments especially helpful. David Gold was also kind enough to
review the manuscript. Although I did not always accept their sugges-
tions, I learned much from their appraisals, and the book has benefited
from this added understanding. My wife, Sandy, contributed to this
project in many ways in addition to providing encouragement and
support—looking up references, criticizing the content, and checking
proofs. I also wish to thank Muriel Siry for the extraordinary care and
accuracy with which she prepared successive drafts of the manuscript.
The overall readability of the text has been enhanced by the editorial staff
of the University of California Press, and I am especially grateful to Amy
Einsohn and Mary Renaud.
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SOCIAL TRANSACTIONS

Francis Bacon articulated his grand vision of science early in the
seventeenth century. He saw knowledge as the key instrument
for manipulating natural processes to improve the lot of human beings,
for he was convinced that to control nature one first had to understand
how things work. In Novum Organum he wrote that “we cannot com-
mand nature except by obeying her.” He argued that scientific knowl-
edge should be empirically grounded rather than speculative, that scien-
tists should be organized to facilitate their collaboration, and that the
entire enterprise should be conducted to enhance the human condition.
Although Bacon attained high positions in the government of King James
I, he was unable to persuade the crown to follow his suggestions. Not
long after his death, however, his writings provided inspiration for
others. The Royal Society was founded in London in 1662; not long
thereafter several scientific academies were established on the Conti-
nent. For more than three hundred years scientists throughout the world
have struggled to live up to the ideals Bacon enunciated, dedicating their
lives to contributing to the reservoir of reliable knowledge, taking it for
granted that the fruits of their work would be used for the benefit of
humanity. Only in recent times, especially after some physicists became
appalled by the destructiveness of weapons developed on the basis of
their research, have serious questions been raised about this ideology.
We live in troubled times. Remarkable advances in medical research
have reduced infant mortality and prolonged life but have also led to the
possibility of overpopulation. Although some of the dire warnings of

3
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demographers may be exaggerated, many natural resources are likely to
be exhausted in the not-too-distant future. The distribution of existing
resources is so uneven that societies for gourmets flourish at a time when
people are starving. As we attempt a more equitable distribution, we shall
probably become embroiled in civil and international wars. The immense
achievements of the physical sciences have improved the material lot of
millions, but they have also enabled us to develop deadly weapons. With
the proliferation of nuclear arms the extinction of the human species is
for the first time a distinct possibility. In desperate efforts to increase
production, most of the world is becoming more industrialized. With
increasing production comes greater pollution. Even if we are not incin-
erated in a nuclear holocaust, many of us may well die of suffocation. As
such problems mount, social scientists are asked to help alleviate them.
But the different disciplines have not developed at an even pace, and to
date findings in the social sciences are not as reliable as those in the other
sciences.

Sociology is one of the social sciences. Although not all sociologists
are concerned with humanitarian goals, Bacon’s ideals have always at-
tracted students to the discipline. Auguste Comte, whom many regard as
the founder of sociology, was interested primarily in social progress.
During the past century sociology has become a vast enterprise. Research
is being conducted in most countries, and the subject is taught in most
universities. As we begin our study of the field, several questions arise:
What is the subject matter of sociology? What is the state of knowledge in
the field? Can an understanding of sociology help us deal more effec-
tively with the pressing problems that confront us?

THE SUBJECT MATTER OF SOCIOLOGY

The Study of Concerted Action. So far as we know, human beings have
always lived in association with one another. Even misanthropes and
recluses who have renounced their fellows were once members of fami-
lies or inhabitants of orphanages. Sociologists have focused their atten-
tion on the fact of joint existence, but locating the boundaries of the
discipline, which must be done at a high level of abstraction, is not easy.
Although many formal definitions of sociology have been proposed, the
most comprehensive approach commits sociologists to analyzing various
forms of common endeavor— things that people do together in units of
two or more. Those who happen to be on the scene of an accident render



