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PREFACE

The purpose of this reader is to share the excitement of sociology. Each selection
has been carefully chosen according to the following criteria: Is it interesting? s it
a good example of sociology? Does it illustrate an idea or concept that is central to
the sociological perspective? Is it written at a level that can be understood by a stu-
dent who does not have an extensive background in sociology?

Sociology can be applied to every aspect of our lives. It is the study of society and
the individual, interaction and organization, social patterns and institutions, social
issues and social problems, social order and social change. The selections in this
reader attempt to capture this diversity.

Some selections are written by professional sociologists and some by people who
think like sociologists. Some are very recent whereas some happen to be old; some
are theoretical whereas some are empirical. Diversity and balance have been my
arm.

[ have also tried to take selections from a wide variety of sources. There are se-
lections from Time, The Yale Review, The Progressive, Psychology Today, Esquire,
and The Atlantic. Other selections are from sociological journals, such as The Amer-
ican Journal of Sociology, The American Sociological Review, Sociology and Social
Research, and Society. Most of the selections are taken from books rather than jour-
nals.

This is the fifth edition of this reader. It is always difficult to know which selec-
tions should be kept and which should be replaced. In making decisions for this edi-
tion, I relied heavily on a poll of several users of the fourth edition. Although I did
not always take their suggestions, they caused me to question my choices and they
gave me good leads. In the end, I decided to use forty-eight selections from the
fourth edition. Seventeen selections are new. Most of the new selections are found
in the later sections of the book.

There is a logic to this reader: I have made an attempt to tie the selections to a
central concept in sociology and to illustrate what the sociological perspective
means. In iy opinion, it is not easy to think sociologically, and a book such as this
should be used to examine some of the possibilities.

The introductions to the sections have been carefully written. Difficult selections
are introduced with a brief outline that should prove helpful to many students. Usu-
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ally, the introductions give a rationale for including the selection, and this helps tie

the selection to a central concept or idea.
I would like to thank Nancy Roberts and the staff at Prentice Hall for their confi-

dence in me and for their useful advice.
I would like to dedicate this book to David Cooperman—advisor, sociologist,

teacher, and friend.

Joel M. Charon
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Part |

THE MEANING OF
SOCIOLOGY

The first two readings in Part | are classic statements about the discipline of so-
ciology. Peter Berger calls sociology a “passion,” a “demon” that captures those
interested in understanding the human condition. C. Wright Mills calls it a very
special “imagination,” a creative and important way of understanding the hu-
man being and his or her relationship with the larger society. Both statements
reveal an excitement that many of us feel about the perspective of sociology,
and both also reveal the ultimate purpose of sociology: to understand the hu-
man being in a social context, carefully and systematically.

Berger emphasizes that sociology is misunderstood and that it is often con-
fused with social work and social reform. His point is basic: Sociology is an at-
tempt to understand society, it is a science, and it is a unique way of looking at
a familiar world.

Mills argues that more than just understanding our social life, sociology must
be concerned with human problems. It must sensitize the individual to the fact
that society exists and is important for what we do—that our individual lives
and our personal problems are part of a much larger history and are embed-
ded in a society. Our problems, in large part, are created in history and in the
patterns of society.

The third selection is by Max Weber. Weber, like most sociologists, believed
that sociology should take a scientific approach to understanding the human
being. Provided is a classic statement by him that contrasts science with other
ways of examining the world.

Susan Wheelan’s discussion of the reality of groups gets at a basic philo-
sophical issue: Are groups real? Are societies? Implied in her question is one that
sociologists must continuously tackle: Is sociology necessary? Her answer, of
course, is that if we deny the reality of social forces, we are denying a very im-
portant part of all human life.

Finally, Rosabeth Kanter's study from Men and Women of the Corporation is
used as an example of how some sociologists “do” science. Note that her ap-
proach uses many techniques and that she carefully describes these so that oth-
ers, if they wonder about her conclusions, are able to criticize how she went
about doing her work.




1. SOCIOLOGY AS A PASSION

TO UNDERSTAND

PETER BERGER

“The sociological perspective is more like a demon that possesses one, that drives one
compellingly, again and again, to the questions that are its own.”

This first reading is Chapter 1 from the excellent book by Peter Berger, Invita-
tion to Sociology. There, the chapter is entitled “Sociology as an Individual Pas-
time,” but Berger’s point is that it is much more than that—it is an exciting pas-
sion, a perspective that truly helps us understand our social world. In this
selection, Berger shows us the many misunderstandings about sociology, em-
phasizing always that it is a scientific attempt to understand. “The sociologist,”
he says, “is someone concerned with understanding society in a disciplined
way.” It “will be satisfying, in the long run, only to those who can think of noth-
ing more entrancing than to watch men and to understand things human.”

- What are the misconcepli ave about sociology? Why are th\@\miscon—

“ceptions?
. What is sociology? What do sociologists do?
. Why do sociologists do what they do? What drives them?

o
g—

-

(By the way, y - € term he, not he or she.
Things have changed a great deal in society and in sociology since 1963, when
this book was written. Few people would attempt to publish a work in sociol-
0gy that makes it appear that only men contribute to the world. This problem
will reappear in many other selections in this book too. It is very difficult for
me to change other people’s work in this book for purposes of inclusion, and
sometimes it is impossible. Please do not let this detract from your enjoyment
or learning.)

If one asks undergraduate students why they are
taking sociology as a major, one often gets the re-
ply, “because I like to work with people.” If one
then goes on to ask such students about their oc-
cupational future, as they envisage it, one often
hears that they intend to go into social work. Of

From An Invitation to Sociology by Peter Berger, Copyright ©
1963 by Peter L. Berger. Used by permission of Doubleday, a
division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.

this more in a moment. Other answers are more
vague and general, but all indicate that the stu-
dent in question would rather deal with people
than with things. Occupations mentioned in this
connection include personnel work, human rela-
tions in industry, public relations, advertising,
community planning, or religious work of the un-
ordained variety. The common assumption is that
in all these lines of endeavor one might “do some-
thing for people,” “help people,” “do work that is

| |
&



Sociology as a Passion to Understand 3

useful for the community.” The image of the so-
ciologist involved here could be described as a
secularized version of the liberal Protestant min-
istry, with the YMCA secretary perhaps furnishing
the connecting link between sacred and profane
benevolence. Sociology is seen as an up-to-date
variation on the classic American theme of “up-
lift.” The sociologist is understood as one profes-
sionally concerned with edifying activities on be-
half of individuals and of the community at
large. . ..

It is, of course, true that some Boy Scout types
have become sociologists. It is also true that a
benevolent interest in people could be the bio-
graphical starting point for sociological studies.
But it is important to point out that a malevolent
and misanthropic outlook could serve just as well.
Sociological insights are valuable to anyone con-
cerned with action in society. But this action need
not be particularly humanitarian. Some Ameri-
can sociologists today are employed by govern-
mental agencies seeking to plan more livable
communities for the nation. Other American so-
ciologists are employed by governmental agen-
cies concerned with wiping communities of hos-
tile nations off the map, if and when the necessity
should arise. Whatever the moral implications of
these respective activities may be, there is no rea-
son why interesting sociological studies could not
be carried on in both. Similarly, criminology, as a
special field within sociology, has uncovered
valuable information about processes of crime in
modern society. This information is equally valu-
able for those seeking to fight crime as it would
be for those interested in promoting it. The fact
that more criminologists have been employed
by the police than by gangsters can be ascribed to
the ethical bias of the criminologists themselves,
the public relations of the police, and perhaps the
lack of scientific sophistication of the gangsters. It
has nothing to do with the character of the infor-
mation itself. In sum, “working with people” can
mean getting them out of slums or getting them
into jail, selling them propaganda or robbing
them of their money (be it legally or illegally),
making them produce better automobiles or mak-
ing them better bomber pilots. As an image of the
sociologist, then, the phrase leaves something to
be desired, even though it may serve to describe

at least the initial impulse as a result of which
some people turn to the study of sociology. . . .

Social work, whatever its theoretical rational-
ization, is a certain practice in society. Sociology
is not a practice, but an attempt to understand.
Certainly this understanding may have use for the
practitioner. For that matter, we would contend
that a more profound grasp of sociology would be
of great use to the social worker and that such
grasp would obviate the necessity of his descend-
ing into the mythological depths of the “subcon-
scious” to explain matters that are typically quite
conscious, much more simple, and indeed social
in nature. But there is nothing inherent in the so-
ciological enterprise of lrying to understand soci-
ety that necessarily leads to this practice or to any
other. Sociological understanding can be recom-
mended to social workers, but also to salesmen,
nurses, evangelists, and politicians—in fact, to
anyone whose goals involve the manipulation of
men, for whatever purpose and with whatever
moral justification.

This conception of the sociological enterprise
is implied in the classic statement by Max Weber,
one of the most important figures in the develop-
ment of the field, to the effect that sociology is
“value-free.” Since it will be necessary to return to
this a number of times later, it may be well to ex-
plicate it a little further at this point. Certainly the
statement does not mean that the sociologist has
or should have no values. In any case, it is just
about impossible for a human being to exist with-
out any values at all, though, of course, there can
be tremendous variation in the values one may
hold. The sociologist will normally have many
values as a citizen, a private person, a member of
a religious group, or as an adherent of some other
association of people. But within the limits of his
activities as a sociologist there is one fundamental
value only—that of scientific integrity. Even
there, of course, the sociologist, being human,
will have to reckon with his convictions, emo-
tions, and prejudices. But it is part of his intellec-
tual training that he tries to understand and con-
trol these as bias that ought to be eliminated, as far
as possible, from his work. It goes without saying
that this is not always easy to do, but it is not im-
possible. The sociologist tries to see what is there.
He may have hopes or fears concerning what he




4 The Meaning of Sociology

may find. But he will try to see regardless of his
hopes or fears. It is thus an act of pure perception,
as pure as humanly limited means allow, toward
which sociology strives. . . .

We would stress strongly that saying this does
not imply that the sociologist has no responsibil-
ity to ask about the goals of his employers or the
use to which they will put his work. But this ask-
ing is not sociological asking. It is asking the same
questions that any man ought to ask himself about
his actions in socicty. Again, in the same way, bi-
ological knowledge can be employed to heal or to
kill. This does not mcan that the biologist is free
of responsibility as to which use he serves. But
when he asks himself about this responsibility, he
is not asking a biological question.

Another image of the sociologist, related to
the two already discussed, is that of social re-
former. . ..

It is gratifying from certain value positions (in-
cluding some of this writer’s) that sociological in-
sights have served in a number of instances to im-
prove the lot of groups of human beings by
uncovering morally shocking conditions, or by
clearing away collective illusions, or by showing
that socially desired results could be obtained in
more humane fashion. One might point, for ex-
ample, to some applications of sociological
knowledge in the penological practice of Western
countries. Or one might cite the use made of so-
ciological studies in the Supreme Court decision
of 1954 on racial segregation in the public
schools. Or one could look at the applications of
other sociological studies to the humane plan-
ning of urban redevelopment. Certainly the soci-
ologist who is morally and politically sensitive will
derive gratification from such instances. But,
once more, it will be well to keep in mind that
what is at issue here is not sociological under-
standing as such but certain applications of this
understanding. It is not difficult to see how the
same understanding could be applied with oppo-
site intentions. Thus the sociological understand-
ing of the dynamics of racial prejudice can be ap-
plied effectively by those promoting intragroup
hatred as well as by those wanting to spread toler-
ance. And the sociological understanding of the
nature of human solidarity can be employed in
the service of both totalitarian and democratic
regimes. It is sobering to realize that the same

processes that generate consensus can be manip-
ulated by a social group worker in a summer
camp in the Adirondacks and by a communist
brainwasher in a prisoner camp in China. One
may readily grant that the sociologist can some-
times be called upon to give advice when it comes
to changing certain social conditions deemed un-
desirable. But the image of the sociologist as so-
cial reformer suffers from the same confusion as
the image of him as social worker.

If these images of the sociologist all have an el-
ement of “cultural lag” about them, we can now
turn to some other images that are of more recent
date and refer themselves to more recent devel-
opments in the discipline. One such image is that
of the sociologist as a gatherer of statistics about
human behavior. The sociologist is here seen es-
sentially as an aide-de-camp to an IBM machine.
He goes out with a questionnaire, interviews peo-
ple selected at random, then goes home, enters
his tabulations onto innumerable punch cards,
which are then fed into a machine. In all of this,
of course, he is supported by a large staff and a
very large budget. Included in this image is the
implication that the results of all this effort are
picayune, a pedantic restatement of what every-
body knows anyway. As one observer remarked
pithily, a sociologist is a fellow who spends
$100,000 to find his way to a house of ill repute.

This image of the sociologist has been
strengthened in the public mind by the activities
of many agencies that might well be called
parasociological, mainly agencies concerned
with public opinion and market trends. The poll-
ster has become a well-known figure in American
life, importuning people about their views from
foreign policy to toilet paper. Since the methods
used in the pollster business bear close resem-
blance to sociological research, the growth of this
image of the sociologist is understandable. The
Kinsey studies of American sexual behavior have
probably greatly augmented the impact of this im-
age. The fundamental sociological question,
whether concerned with premarital petting or
with Republican votes or with the incidence of
gang knifings, is always presumed to be “how of-
ten?” or “how many?” Incidentally the very few
jokes current about sociologists usually relate to
this statistical image (which jokes had better be
left to the imagination of the reader). . . .
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Statistical data by themselves do not make so-
ciology. They become sociology only when they
are sociologically interpreted, put within a theo-
retical frame of reference that is sociological.
Simple counting, or even correlating different
items that one counts, is not sociology. There is al-
most no sociology in the Kinsey reports. This does
not mean that the data in these studies are not
true or that they cannot be relevant to sociologi-
cal understanding. They are, taken by themselves,
raw materials that can be used in sociological in-
terpretation. The interpretation, however, must
be broader than the data themselves. So the soci-
ologist cannot arrest himself at the frequency ta-
bles of premarital petting or extramarital ped-
erasty. These enumerations are meaningful to
him only in terms of their much broader implica-
tions for an understanding of institutions and val-
ues in our society. To arrive at such understand-
ing the sociologist will often have to apply
statistical techniquecs, especially when he is deal-
ing with the mass phenomena of modern social
life. But sociology consists of statistics as little
as philology consists of conjugating irregular
verbs or chemistry of making nasty smells in test
tubes. . ..

How, then, are we to conceive of the sociolo-
gist? In discussing the various images of him that
abound in the popular mind we have already
brought out certain elements that would have to
go into our conception. We can now put them to-
gether. In doing so, we shall construct what soci-
ologists themselves call an “ideal type.” This
means that what we delineate will not be found in
reality in its pure form. Instead, one will find ap-
proximations to it and deviations from it, in vary-
ing degrees. Nor is it to be understood as an em-
pirical average. We would not even claim that all
individuals who now call themselves sociologists
will recognize themselves without reservations in
our conception, nor would we dispute the right of
those who do not so recognize themselves to use
the appellation. Our business is not excommuni-
cation. We would, however, contend that our
“ideal type” corresponds to the self-conception of
most sociologists in the mainstream of the disci-
pline, both historically (at least in this century)
and today.

The sociologist, then, is someone concerned
with understanding society in a disciplined way.

The nature of this discipline is scientific. This
means that what the sociologist finds and says
about the social phenomena he studies occurs
with a certain rather strictly defined frame of ref-
erence. One of the main characteristics of this sci-
entific frame of reference is that operations are
bound by certain rules of evidence. As a scientist,
the sociologist tries to be objective, to control his
personal preferences and prejudices, to perceive
clearly rather than to judge normatively. This re-
straint, of course, does not embrace the totality of
the sociologist’s existence as a human being, but
is limited to his operations as sociologist. Nor docs
the sociologist claim that his frame of reference is
the only onc within which society can be looked
at. For that matter, very few scientists in any field
would claim today that one should look at the
world only scientifically. The botanist looking at
a daffodil has no reason to dispute the right of the
poet to look at the same object in a very different
manner. There are many ways of playing. . . .

The game of the sociologist, then, uses scien-
tific rules. As a result, the sociologist must be clear
in his own mind as to the meaning of these rules.
... [TThe interest of the sociologist is primarily
theoretical. That is, he is interested in under-
standing for its own sake. He may be aware of or
even concerned with the practical applicability
and consequences of his findings, but at that point
he leaves the sociological frame of reference as
such and moves into realins of values, beliefs, and
ideas that he shares with other men who are not
sociologists. . . .

The sociologist . . . is a person intensively, end-
lessly, shamelessly interested in the doings of
men. His natural habitat is all the human gather-
ing places of the world, wherever men come to-
gether. The sociologist may be interested in many
other things. But his consuming interest remains
in the world of men, their institutions, their his-
tory, their passions. And since he is interested in
men, nothing that men do can be altogether te-
dious for him. He will naturally be interested in
the events that engage men’s ultimate beliefs,
their moments of tragedy and grandeur and ec-
stasy. But he will also be fascinated by the com-
monplace, the everyday. He will know reverence,
but this reverence will not prevent him from
wanting to see and to understand. He may some-
times feel revulsion or contempt. But this also will
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not deter him from wanting to have his questions
answered. The sociologist, in his quest for under-
standing, moves through the world of men with-
out respect for the usual lines of demarcation. No-
bility and degradation, power and obscurity,
intelligence and folly—these are equally interest-
ing to him, however unequal they may be in his
personal values or tastes. Thus his questions may
lead him to all possible levels of society, the best
and least known places, the most respected and
the most despised. And, if he is a good sociologist,
he will find himself in all these places because his
own questions have so taken possession of him
that he has little choice but to seek for answers.
It would be possible to say the same things in a
lower key. We could say that the sociologist, but
for the grace of his academic title, is the man who
must listen to gossip despite himself, who is
tempted to look through keyholes, to read other
people’s mail, to open closed cabinets. Before
some otherwise unoccupied psychologist sets out
now to construct an aptitude test for sociologists
on the basis of sublimated voyeurism, let us
quickly say that we are speaking merely by way of
analogy. Perhaps some little boys consumed with
curiosity to watch their maiden aunts in the bath-
room later become inveterate sociologists. This is
quite uninteresting. What interests us is the cu-
riosity that grips any sociologist in front of a closed
door behind which there are human voices. If he
is a good sociologist, he will want to open that
door, to understand these voices. Behind each
closed door he will anticipate some new facet of
human life not yet perceived and understood.
The sociologist will occupy himself with mat-
ters that others regard as too sacred or as too dis-
tasteful for dispassionate investigation. He will
find rewarding the company of priests or of pros-
titutes, depending not on his personal preferences
but on the questions he happens to be asking at
the moment. He will also concern himself with
matters that others may find much too boring. He
will be interested in the human interaction that
goes with warfare or with great intellectual dis-
coveries, but also in the relations between people
employed in a restaurant or between a group of lit-
tle girls playing with their dolls. His main focus of
attention is not the ultimate significance of what
men do, but the action in itself, as another exam-

ple of the infinite richness of human conduct. So
much for the image of our playmate.

In these journeys through the world of men the
sociologist will inevitably encounter other profes-
sional Peeping Toms. Sometimes these will re-
sent his presence, feeling that he is poaching on
their preserves. In some places the sociologist will
meet up with the economist, in others with the
political scientist, in yet others with the psycholo-
gist or the ethnologist. Yet chances are that the
questions that have brought him to these same
places are different from the ones that propelled
his fellow trespassers. The sociologist’s questions
always remain essentially the same: “What are
people doing with each other here?” “What are
their relationships to each other?” “How are these
relationships organized in institutions?” “What
are the collective ideas that move men and insti-
tutions?” In trying to answer these questions in
specific instances, the sociologist will, of course,
have to deal with economic or political matters,
but he will do so in a way rather different from
that of the economist or the political scientist. . . .

The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that
its perspective makes us see in a new light the very
world in which we have lived all our lives. This
also constitutes a transformation of conscious-
ness. Moreover, this transformation is more rele-
vant existentially than that of many other intel-
lectual disciplines, because it is more difficult to
segregate in some special compartment of the
mind. The astronomer does not live in the remote
galaxies, and the nuclear physicist can, outside his
laboratory, eat and laugh and marry and vote
without thinking about the insides of the atom.
The geologist looks at rocks only at appropriate
times, and the linguist speaks English with his
wife. The sociologist lives in society, on the job
and off it. His own life, inevitably, is part of his
subject matter. Men being what they are, sociolo-
gists too manage to segregate their professional in-
sights from their everyday affairs. But it is a rather
difficult feat to perform in good faith.

The sociologist moves in the common world of
men, close to what most of them would call real.
The categories he employs in his analyses are only
refinements of the categories by which other men
live—power, class, status, race, ethnicity. As a re-
sult, there is a deceptive simplicity and obvious-
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ness ahout some sociological investigations. One
reads them, nods at the familiar scene, remarks
that one has heard all this before and don’t peo-
ple have better things to do than to waste their
time on truisms—until one is suddenly brought
up against an insight that radically questions
everything one had previously assumed about this
familiar scene. This is the point at which one be-
gins to sense the excitement of sociology.

Let us take a specific example. Imagine a soci-
ology class in a southern college where almost all
the students are white southerners. Imagine a lec-
ture on the subject of the racial system of the
South. The lecturer is talking here of matters that
have been familiar to his students from the time
of their infancy. Indeed, it may be that they are
much morc familiar with the minutiae of this sys-
tem than he is. They are quite bored as a result. It
seems to them that he is only using more preten-
tious words to describe what they already know.
Thus he may use the term “caste,” one commonly
used now by American sociologists to describe the
southern racial system. But in explaining the term
he shifts to traditional Hindu society, to make it
clearer. He then goes on to analyze the magical
beliefs inherent in caste tabus, the social dynam-
ics of commensalism and connubium, the eco-
nomic interests concealed within the system, the
way in which religious beliefs relate to the tabus,
the effects of the caste system upon the industrial
development of the society and vice versa—all in
India. But suddenly India is not very far away at
all. The lecture then goes back to its southern
theme. The familiar now seems not quite so fa-
miliar any more. Questions are raised that are
new, perhaps raised angrily, but raised all
the same. And at least some of the students have
begun to understand that there are functions
involved in this business of race that they have not
read about in the newspapers (at least not those
in their hometowns) and that their parents
have not told them —partly, at least, because nei-
ther the newspapers nor the parents knew about
them.

It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology
is this— things are not what they seem. This too is
a deceptively simple statement. It ceascs to be
simple after a while. Social reality turns out to
have many layers of meaning. The discovery of
each new layer changes the perception of the
whole. . ..

People who like to avoid shocking discoverics,
who prefer to believe that society is just what they
were taught in Sunday School, who like the safety
of the rules and the maxims of what Alfred
Schuetz has called the “world-taken-for-granted,”
should stay away from sociology. People who fecl
no temptation before closed doors, who have no
curiosity about human beings, who are content to
admire scenery without wondering about the peo-
ple who live in those houses on the other side of
that river, should probably also stay away from so-
ciology. They will find it unpleasant or, at any
rate, unrewarding. People who are interested in
human beings only if they can change, convert, or
reform them should also be warned, for they will
find sociology much less useful than they hoped.
And people whose interest is mainly in their own
conceptual constructions will do just as well to
turn to the study of little white mice. Sociology
will be satisfying, in the long run, only to those
who can think of nothing more entrancing than
to watch men and to understand things human.

It may now be clear that we have, albeit delib-
erately, understated the case in the title of this
chapter. To be sure, sociology is an individual
pastime in the sense that it interests some men
and bores others. Some like to observe human be-
ings, others to experiment with mice. The world
is big enough to hold all kinds and there is no log-
ical priority for one interest as against another.
But the word “pastime” is weak in describing what
we mean. Sociology is more like a passion. The
sociological perspective is more like a demon that
possesses one, that drives one compellingly, again
and again, to the questions that are its own. An in-
troduction to sociology is, therefore, an invitation
to a very special kind of passion. . . .




