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No description can even begin to lead to
a valid explanation if it
does not effectively encompass the whole world.
Fernand Braudel




Preface

In an increasingly interconnected world it is
critically important for students to understand
society, both their own and others. This book is
an introduction to the study of society from a
macrosociological perspective. Macrosociology
studies the broadest features of human society
using a comparative and historical approach, It
examines the whole range of human societies,
both industrial and preindustrial, and draws ex-
tensively on anthropology and history in its ef-
forts to understand society. Happily, it has been
suggested that “sociology and anthropology are
really the same discipline, and . . . all of human
history and all types of societies come into the
purview of a science of society” (Collins, 1981:
130).

There are many advantages to the compara-
tive and historical approach used in Macrosoci-
ology. The approach forces us to focus on soci-
eties other than our own, making it a powerful
antidote to ethnocentrism. By studying indus-
trial societies and the whole range of preindus-
trial societies, past and present, we become
more intensely aware of the broader nature of
human experience. This helps release us from
the prison of our own limited experiences and
understandings.

The comparative and historical approach
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used in Macrosociology also permits a more
truly scientific approach to the analysis of social
life. Focus on one human society makes broad
theoretical generalizations—the aim of science
—literally impossible. But consideration of
many societies permits more valid generaliza-
tions.

Finally, the comparative and historical per-
spective helps us understand social change.
Such a perspective is extremely useful because it
allows us actually to observe many different
kinds of changes taking place.

Another distinctive feature of Macrosoci-
ology is the importance given to the materialist
evolutionary approach. Instead of assuming
that there is a strict developmental sequence
through which all (or most) societies move, this
perspective assumes only that there are some
general patterns of change that have character-
ized most societies. It finds the basic causes of
social organization and change primarily in the
material conditions of human existence. Of
course, other perspectives are frequently pre-
sented both to enhance understanding and stim-
ulate the debate and controversy that are vital
to intellectual growth.

The global emphasis of macrosociology, with
its unique ability to counter ethnocentrism, will
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help students better understand today’s society
and function in tomorrow’s world. The book is
organized thematically, but instructors who
prefer a chronological organization can reorder
the presentation of the chapters approximately
as follows:

I. Conceptual and theoretical foundations:
Chapters 1, 2, and 3.

II. Preindustrial and precapitalist societies:
Chapters 4, 5, 6, 11, and 16, and
appropriate parts of 15, 18, 19, and 20.

ITI. The capitalist world-economy and
industrial capitalist and socialist
societies: Chapters 7, 8, 10, 12, 13, 14,
and 17, and appropriate parts of 15, 18,
19, and 20.

IV. The Third World: Chapter 9 and
appropriate parts of 12, 15, and 18.

V. The future: Chapter 21.
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