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1

In his 2004 presidential address to the American Sociological Association, 
Michael Burawoy (2005a) issued a call to sociologists for commitment to 
a common ethos, reciprocity among forms of practice, and greater societal 
engagement. Unique to this message is a model of the discipline that has 
the potential to change sociology in a manner that will greatly increase both 
its fund of knowledge and understanding and its contribution to society. 
In this call for greater accomplishment Burawoy “has actually proposed a 
new vision for our discipline” and thus “has made an attempt to imagine 
the future” (Abbott 2007:208).

The major theme of this Handbook of Public Sociology is the nature and im-
portance of Burawoy’s holistic model of sociological practice: professional, 
the theoretical traditions and research programs; critical, the interrogation 
of the good and of disciplinary moral visions; policy, the evaluation of 
means to reach a designated end; and public, a dialogue between soci-
ologists and publics regarding sociological knowledge and understandings 
(Burawoy 2005a).

The foundation of the model’s potential is the assumption of the in-
terdependence of these forms of sociology. This is a fundamental focus 
of this handbook and is concisely and powerfully expressed by Burawoy 
(2005a:15) in his presidential address: “Indeed, my normative vision of 
the discipline of sociology is of reciprocal interdependence among our four 
types—an organic solidarity in which each type of sociology derives energy, 
meaning, and imagination from its connection to the others.”

Emphasis can be placed on the four sociologies model, rather than just 
on the idea of public sociology. The most fundamental contribution to the 
discipline is the model. The idea of an interdependence of the forms of 
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practice in which each one can add to the excellence of the others is foun-
dational in transforming the discipline. Focus is thereby placed on the idea 
that each form of practice is enhanced by giving attention to the essential 
concerns and agenda of the others. Likewise, if the forms become detached 
from each other, they move toward diminished performance and possibly 
pathology. If public sociology is detached from the other forms of practice, 
it too will diminish in validity and effectiveness. If this disciplinary model 
is fully integrated into every form of practice, it can lift the science of sociol-
ogy to a higher level of performance in all its aspects.

In this holistic model, a discipline that can come closer to realizing its 
most comprehensive potential can be created. For example, how profes-
sional and policy perspectives can mutually enhance each other is illus-
trated in a recent issue of a research journal. At the editor’s request, each 
author included in their article a brief consideration of how their research 
contributed to “the application of relationship theory and findings to 
problems of the real world” (Boon 2008:iii). Positive results of this con-
sideration included a variety of potentially useful practical implications 
of research findings, and an awareness of the need for greater attention to 
adequately communicating and disseminating the results of research. Such 
broadening of perspective and contribution would become routine with the 
implementation of the holistic model in practice. Various modifications of 
this nature that connect different forms of practice have great potential for 
transforming the discipline in a positive direction.

The four sociologies model provides the basis for the emergence of a 
community of scholars focused on the discernment of the truth in all its 
relevant aspects and applications, and the appropriate dissemination of 
that truth to various audiences. This community potentially embraces all 
sociologists, both those in academic positions and those in non-academic 
positions of various types. The effective path to this positive transformation 
of the discipline is the full development and implementation of the model 
of four sociologies.

This volume is intended to provide a description and analysis of the ho-
listic sociology model from a variety of perspectives and in a number of dif-
ferent contexts. In part I through part VI of this volume, attention is focused 
on the nature of the model itself, how it can be established and perfected 
within the discipline, the application of the model in teaching, case studies 
of organic public sociology, the use of the model in special fields of sociol-
ogy, and future directions.

This introductory chapter has two major objectives. The first is to pro-
vide a brief overview of each chapter, emphasizing the context of the four 
sociologies model. The second is to present the basic themes that link the 
chapters into a unified vision of the discipline and its potential future 
directions. This extensive demonstration and explication of the holistic so-
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ciology perspective provides a basis for each person to make an informed 
judgment regarding its nature, application, and potential.

OVERVIEW OF THE VOLUME

Part I: Exploring and Elaborating the Holistic Model

The characteristics of Burawoy’s four forms model of public sociology 
are the foundation of its potential impact upon the discipline. The nature 
of each form of sociology, its possible contributions to the system, and 
the relationships that exist among the four modes of practice, are major 
aspects of the model that are considered and evaluated in part I. Two of 
the chapters apply the model to a system of thought, while two suggest 
modifications to the model. Another chapter identifies and elaborates is-
sues suggested by the model.

Chapter 2, by Lawrence T. Nichols, describes and explicates Burawoy’s 
theoretical model by comparing it with the system of sociology developed 
by Pitirim A. Sorokin. Nichols begins by observing that both these scholars 
were presidents of the American Sociological Association, were controver-
sial, “expressed profound optimism” in the science of sociology, and “invite 
their audience to imagine an alternative future for the field.” In the first 
part of the chapter Nichols describes Sorokin’s scholarly career in terms 
of Burawoy’s model, showing that his legacy includes major publications 
in all four forms of practice. This legacy culminated in Sorokin’s system of 
integralism, which is described by Nichols in terms of seven major charac-
teristics. This account of Sorokin’s system of sociology provides the foun-
dation for an imagined debate between Sorokin and Burawoy regarding 
the strong and weak points of their respective sociologies. This imaginary 
exchange yields the conclusion that both scholars “would have regarded 
one another as kindred spirits seeking to reinvigorate their discipline within 
a context of perceived professional decline and historical crisis.”

Chapter 3, by Raymond A. Morrow, is intended to “offer some construc-
tive suggestions for revising and reframing the original model.” A review 
and evaluation of the debate regarding Burawoy’s four form model provides 
the basis for five steps proposed to reconstruct the model. The first step 
involves eliminating the instrumental-reflexive distinction. The second step 
is to replace critical sociology with a broader and more inclusive category 
of social theory. The third reconstructive step is to reformulate the idea of 
professional sociology to emphasize a variety of explanatory strategies. The 
fourth step is to recognize basic divisions within policy sociology between a 
pragmatic orientation directed toward particular ends and a broader orienta-
tion directed toward more radical and visionary changes. Finally, the fifth 
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step is to recognize that social theory, professional sociology, and policy 
and public sociologies are the conditions for institutionalizing sociology 
as a field of knowledge that can inform a “process of humanization and 
democratization.”

Chapter 4, by Joe Feagin, Sean Elias, and Jennifer Mueller, offers “several 
criticisms and modifications” of the four form model. Most fundamentally, 
a basic model that combines professional and policy sociology into “main-
stream sociology” and combines critical and public into “critical public 
sociology” is presented. An opposition between these two forms, both 
historically and in terms of their adherents and purposes, is posited. Criti-
cal public sociology is viewed as a “countersystem” that has existed since 
the start of the discipline. This countersystem tradition identifies social 
injustices, documents them empirically, and describes their basic socio-
logical nature and relation to the general society and culture. This “morally 
guided” tradition is oriented to visions of a future society characterized by 
“egalitarian resource access, democratic pluralism, and social justice.” So-
ciology is seen as a vehicle for more fully realizing these alternatives to the 
current state of society.

In chapter 5 Wendell Bell addresses “two missing links” in the discus-
sion of public sociology and the other forms of practice. These essential 
and inherent issues are how “sociologists as social scientists enter into public 
dialogues” regarding “what the future outcomes of actions, events, and 
processes could or will be” and “what defines a good society and what val-
ues ought to be served.” The future perspective inevitably involves choices 
among alternatives, and various sociological methods can be adapted to 
study both possibilities and consequences. This future perspective also 
involves judgments regarding the good. Various sources indicate consider-
able agreement on universal values. The method of epistemic implication 
constitutes an objective method for examining these value assertions. By 
contributing more complex and rigorous thinking to public debates about 
the future and about the good, public sociologists can help create a situa-
tion in which “people could imagine a better world that was truly possible 
and design the actions that would create it.”

Vincent Jeffries describes the social thought of Pitirim A. Sorokin in 
chapter 6. His writings span the four forms of practice and are “the ideal 
exemplar for illustrating the validity and analytical power” of the four form 
model of public sociology. Sorokin’s professional sociology is innovative, 
comprehensive, and supported by historical and comparative research. It 
includes the idea of an integral ontology and epistemology that incorpo-
rates philosophical and religious ideas within the sociological frame of 
reference. Sorokin’s critical sociology derives from this professional base, 
and is directed toward both sociology and the general society. It includes a 
critique of existing conditions in both spheres and the formulation of posi-



 Redefining the Nature and Future of Sociology 5

tive alternatives. Sorokin’s policy sociology is directed toward realizing the 
positive vision of an integral order in which altruistic love and solidarity 
are increased in society. These three sociologies provide the basis for a pub-
lic sociology that “provides a compelling and relevant message admirably 
suited to dialogue with the public about a better world and how it can be 
achieved.”

Part II: Establishing and Perfecting the Model

The chapters in part II consider various measures that will contribute to 
the establishment of public sociology and the development of its potential. 
Topics are diverse, including necessary changes in the discipline itself, stan-
dards to evaluate public sociology, writing for the public, and recapturing 
the perspective of the sociological imagination. The common theme that 
unites the chapters is the conditions necessary for the development of pub-
lic sociology, both within the discipline and in terms of its effectiveness in 
society.

Chapter 7, by Herbert J. Gans, focuses on changes that need to be made 
in the discipline of sociology for public sociology to flourish. These changes 
are “urgent” because “the active development of public sociology is essen-
tial to the healthy future of the discipline.” Public sociology is sociological 
writing that is intended for an audience in the general public. Its primary 
purpose is to assist its readers in understanding the society they live in. So-
ciology needs to produce “eye-opening” studies that are “original, insight-
ful and attention-attracting empirical and theoretical research on topics 
useful and relevant to all parts of the general public.” Such “topic-driven” 
studies will foster the growth of public sociology. Another needed disciplin-
ary change is the creation of a varied incentive structure to encourage the 
practice and publication of public sociology. In graduate education needed 
changes include partial curriculum tracks for public sociology, and collabo-
ration with disciplines such as journalism and the humanities.

The goal of Norval D. Glenn in chapter 8 is “to formulate a set of sug-
gested standards for distinguishing between good and bad public sociol-
ogy.” These are stated in terms of what the individual sociologist “can do to 
foster good public sociology.” Ultimate values are ends that do not depend 
on beliefs about empirical reality, while relative values do. Science cannot 
assess ultimate values, but sociologists are involved in the assessment of 
derivative values in terms of their relation to ultimate values. Thus, two ba-
sic standards are that the public sociologist can devise and assess means, or 
derivative values, in terms of their effectiveness in realizing ultimate values. 
In doing so, however, only tentative commitments should be made to de-
rivative values. Other standards include avoiding taking positions to please 
others, opposing unwarranted claims, communicating both the potential 
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contributions of sociology and the limits of its knowledge, being motivated 
by the attempt to make the world better, engaging in effective communica-
tion, and protecting the credibility and respectability of sociology.

Chapter 9, by Damon Mayrl and Laurel Westbrook, confronts the practical 
issue of how to do public sociology by “introducing a series of concrete pro-
posals about how to write public sociology.” The foundation of successful 
public sociology is accountability. This orientation involves being respon-
sible to publics and “is achieved by making a good-faith effort to engage 
with chosen publics in an attitude of mutual respect.” Accountability has 
three components: dialogue, relevance, and accessibility. Dialogue involves 
incorporating non-academic opinions in shaping context, approaching a 
topic with terms that are part of the public debate, and presenting data in a 
manner publics can independently evaluate. Relevance involves both dem-
onstrating the utility of sociology in increasing understanding, and making 
abstract concepts concrete and meaningful. Accessibility means writing in 
a form the public is familiar with. Each of these components are illustrated 
by excerpts from exemplars of public sociology. For public sociology to suc-
ceed, graduate education needs to give more attention to writing.

In chapter 10 Frank Furedi suggests that public sociology can contribute 
greatly to the content of discourse in the public sphere. To realize this po-
tential “one of the main purposes of public sociology has to be its commit-
ment to rising to the challenge of recapturing the sociological imagination.” 
Certain problematic viewpoints must be recognized. First, the disparaging, 
patronizing, and elitist attitudes toward the general public often held by 
academic intellectuals must be resisted. Rather, there should be an effort 
to present a sociological view of the world to wide and diverse audiences. 
Second, there is a prevailing cultural belief that individual distress is best 
understood in emotional and therapeutic terms, and as a product of the 
choices and internal life of the individual. This must be replaced with a 
sociological perspective that enables individuals to view their experiences 
in a historical and social context that gives them meaning. This creates a 
worldview that “can encourage purposeful public activity and the exercise 
of agency.”

Part III: Teaching and Public Sociology

Students are the most numerous public that sociologists regularly com-
municate with regarding sociological knowledge and understandings. In 
part III the chapters consider the relation between teaching and public so-
ciology at the high school and university levels, respectively. The chapters 
identify and analyze both separate and combined influences of the four 
sociological perspectives on teaching. At both levels of teaching, the holistic 
nature of the public sociology model is illustrated.
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In chapter 11 Michael DeCesare examines the relation between the four 
forms of practice in the context of high school sociology. One-third of a 
million high school students take a course in sociology in any given year. 
He develops the central thesis that “without the strong presence of profes-
sional sociology, the other three types cannot and will not be developed in 
high school sociology courses.” The foundational content of professional 
sociology is viewed as theory, methods, and the history of the discipline. 
Evidence is presented that indicates that levels of training and of knowledge 
and the understanding of professional sociology are low among teachers of 
sociology in high schools. Actions that could be undertaken by the Ameri-
can Sociological Association to begin to correct this situation are described. 
A dramatic example of “what could be” is provided by a study conducted 
by students of attitudes toward bullying. Findings were presented to a panel 
and the assembled student body with the purpose of stimulating discussion 
and formulating effective policies to reduce bullying and violence.

The relation between the four sociological perspectives and university 
teaching is the focus of chapter 12, by Caroline Hodges Persell. The chapter 
elaborates in various ways the idea that the “articulation of four types of 
sociology raises a series of questions and issues for the teaching of sociol-
ogy.” Persell first draws upon various sources, including a study of peer 
designated leaders within the discipline, to describe how sociologists teach 
from each perspective in the typology. Both what sociologists include in 
their teaching, and how they involve students, are described for each type 
separately. The possible contributions and pathologies of each type as they 
may occur in teaching are analyzed. The second part of the chapter focuses 
on the systemic and interdependent nature of Burawoy’s disciplinary model 
as it is applied to teaching. The different possible relationships among the 
four forms of practice are carefully analyzed in terms of both tensions and 
synergies. Finally, the implications of the model for developing teaching 
resources and curriculum are considered.

Part IV: The Practice of Organic Public Sociology

The case studies in organic public sociology presented in the chapters of 
part IV contribute to a common theme of the dynamic interdependence of 
the four forms of practice. Various specific examples are presented of how 
a particular form initiates or shapes the content and emphasis of another 
form. The idea of sociology as a holistic system that lifts the discipline to a 
higher level of practice through the vehicle of the four forms is aptly illus-
trated in the contexts of different projects in chapters 13 through 17 (and in 
chapter 19 in part VI). The last chapter in part IV focuses on an account of 
some of the problems that can intervene in the transition from professional 
to public sociology.
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In chapter 13 Elizabeth Dermody Leonard describes a project that “be-
gan in the world of professional sociology, evolved into organic public 
sociology as well as into a form of policy sociology, while critical sociology 
informed its evolution.” The research base is data gathered from women 
sentenced to prison for killing their abusive husbands. The study yielded 
certain “categories of experience” pertaining to both the women’s self-
perceptions, and their contacts with the police and courts. A critical per-
spective of realizing justice emerged from the research as it “became infused 
with the moral sense that this knowledge could and should be used for 
public education as well as for convicted survivors and others like them.” 
The power of the narrative accounts led to the production of a play, set in 
a parole hearing, in which quotes from inmates were integrated into the 
script to tell the women’s stories. The play became public sociology in per-
formances for the prison population. Research findings influenced policy 
makers to propose legal changes in cases of spousal abuse, and form the 
basis of policy recommendations.

In chapter 14 Lina Hu gives an account of a “project that not only neatly 
fits in the four categories of sociology, but also promotes the integration 
of the four sociologies.” The “Baigou Project” began as an investigation of 
the genesis and nature of the bag industry in northern China. Results indi-
cated that five basic features of factory organization combined to produce 
substandard and dangerous working conditions for the migrant workers 
in the industry. On this basis the project was changed into an initiative in 
policy sociology to better the conditions of the workers by informing them 
of provisions of the labor law. Limited results showed the need for a more 
extensive project in organic public sociology. A night school with a library 
and courses in English, computer skills, and the labor law was established 
to raise the class consciousness and self-confidence of the workers. Critical 
sociology played a major role throughout the project. It “reinforced the 
moral stances” of the researchers, provided guiding principles and stan-
dards of evaluation, and inspired the evolvement of the project from pro-
fessional to policy to public sociology.

In chapter 15 Stephen Cornell examines the evolving interdependence 
of the forms of sociology in continuing research studies of Indigenous 
Nations that began in 1986. The first study compared American Indian 
Nations in terms of their economic development. Results show that suc-
cess in economic activity is influenced by sovereignty, capable internal 
governance, and a cultural “match” of formal governance and informal 
understandings. A public dialogue regarding the results with Native leaders 
and communities led to new research directions. The continuing “two-way 
educational process” of organic public sociology became a “joint intellec-
tual effort in which we and they together engaged in figuring things out.” 
A reciprocal policy sociology developed in which “each party draws on the 
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other’s expertise to produce policy insights and solutions.” In early stages 
of the project critical sociology prompted questioning of the norms that 
social science should be detached, and that the only role of Indian publics 
should be passive. The critical perspective later emphasized legitimacy and 
Indigenous culture in a manner that challenged aspects of federal policy 
and its assumptions regarding Indigenous peoples.

In chapter 16 Pamela E. Oliver describes a project of organic public 
sociology that involves engaging diverse groups in dialogues regarding 
racial disparities in imprisonment. The centerpiece of the project is the 
presentation of statistical data that demonstrates this disparity. The find-
ings “told people things they did not know and forced people to confront 
the problem.” The interdependence of the forms of sociological practice is 
shown in the history of the project that began in 2000. A critical sensibil-
ity that “high Black imprisonment rates are bad and cause problems” gave 
impetus to applying professional skills of assembling and analyzing data to 
understand why. Presenting statistical data to publics of diverse concerns 
and backgrounds requires particular modes of presentation. Interpretations 
of racial disparities that are clearly supported by the evidence provide for 
authoritative presentions. In the case of ambiguities or contested issues, 
audiences can be told that “everyone needs to take responsibility for his or 
her part” in the problem. Formulating policies to alleviate the problem de-
pends on information, is difficult, and requires working with and listening 
to others in various publics.

Chapter 17, by Ruth Horowitz, is an ethnographic account of the author’s 
experiences as a public member of state medical licensing and disciplinary 
boards, and her related research. Service on such boards is organic public 
sociology and can readily be combined with professional sociology by 
engaging in ethnographic research of the public situation. A major focus is 
describing how “professional sociology contributes to public sociology and 
vica versa.” Thus, working as an organic public sociologist in the position of 
board member provides insights for professional sociology, ethnographic 
research skills provide facility for understanding the social situation of the 
board activity, doing organic public sociology provides research opportuni-
ties not otherwise available, and research improves awareness of needed 
changes. The general mission of public members of medical boards is to 
protect the public. This role is approached from “a critical stance as a prag-
matist” to work for changes that are possible, even if limited. Data based 
analysis can contribute to recommendations regarding board policy. The 
chapter shows how “an ethnographic project provides one methodology 
for the four sociologies to exist within one project.”

In chapter 18 Bill McCarthy and John Hagan “explore some of the dif-
ficulties sociologists encounter in doing public sociology.” Reactions to re-
search by Hagan and colleagues on deaths in Darfur provide an illustrative 
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case study. These authors combined data from two earlier studies to pro-
duce a more accurate estimate of mortality. In a follow-up study, additional 
data were added to obtain a still better estimate. Reactions to these, and 
other, estimates of mortality provide the basis for identifying four problems 
that limit the effectiveness of public sociology. These are the lack of con-
sensus on moral issues among multiple publics, the failure of scholars to 
agree on the interpretation of research findings, the power of governments 
to reject views not in accord with goals of the state, and the inconsistency of 
the media in reporting and evaluation. The effectiveness of public sociology 
can best be enhanced by “sociologists’ efforts to strengthen the discipline 
and to increase public awareness of our increasing sophistication.”

Part V: Special Fields and Public Sociology

Sociology has traditionally been divided into general and special sociolo-
gies. The first studies the structures and processes that are common to all 
sociocultural phenomena, the second the characteristics of a special class of 
sociocultural phenomena. In part V public sociology and the holistic four 
form model are examined in relation to six special fields of sociology: social 
movements, human rights, forgiveness, globalization, altruism, and futures 
studies. The chapter on social movements is also an additional case study 
in organic public sociology.

Chapter 19, by Robert Kleidman, explores the question of how “social 
movement scholarship and activism inform and improve each other.” Per-
tinent literature is supplemented by the authors’ experiences working with 
community organizations. Engaged social movement scholarship is organic 
or “grassroots” public sociology and involves “creating dialogues between 
scholars and activists around vision and values, analysis and strategy.” In 
this process of interaction synergies are evident among the four sociolo-
gies. Both professional and policy sociologies are improved when scholars 
“partner” with activists to develop understanding and formulate strategy. 
Public sociology can contribute to a critical perspective by encouraging 
the community to “develop more explicit visions of the future, a deeper, 
more sociological analysis of the present, and more long-term strategies.” 
Policy and public sociology each benefit when scholars relate to organizers’ 
concerns, and thereby establish the trust necessary for dialogues regarding 
assumptions. Engaged organic sociology improves professional practice “in 
terms of data, methods, and theory” and informs critical sociology. Three 
areas of tension among the forms of practice are also considered.

In chapter 20 Rhoda E. Howard-Hassmann describes the field of human 
rights within the framework provided by the four sociologies model. Hu-
man rights are “rights that all human beings are entitled to, merely by virtue 
of being human.” Their most prominent enumeration is in the United Na-
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tions International Bill of Rights. Human rights are typically a dependent 
variable in professional sociology. The circumstances of how they are real-
ized or violated is a basic explanatory focus. Sociological concerns such 
as culture, class, status, and power are important in understanding these 
outcomes regarding human rights. In critical sociology, “the international 
law of human rights provides a common standard of achievement” that 
can be applied to all types of societies. The field of human rights provides 
policy sociology with “many debates about human rights to which sociolo-
gists can contribute, by using their professional standards to research policy 
questions.” In the dialogues of public sociology “universal principles of hu-
man dignity and human rights” are likely to have resonance. Increasing the 
knowledge of human rights and international law among diverse groups 
can be an important contribution of public sociology.

Chapter 21, by Samuel P. Oliner, gives an overview of the study of for-
giveness as a special field of sociology. Forgiveness is typically preceded by 
apology and ideally leads to the goal of reconciliation. Altruism appears 
to be a primary independent variable in the process moving from apology 
to forgiveness to reconciliation. The forgiveness process can take place at 
both interpersonal and intergroup levels. Considerable scientific knowl-
edge exists regarding interpersonal forgiveness and its many benefits. The 
study of intergroup forgiveness is relatively new, but case studies illustrate 
its different forms and positive outcomes. The four types of sociology “are 
the foundational basis for the sociological study of apology and forgiveness 
and could lead to a more caring society.” Professional sociology provides 
valid evidence about the forgiveness process. Policy sociology can incor-
porate these findings in pro-social training programs in public and private 
organizations. Critical sociology provides the “moral vision” that explains 
the importance of forgiveness “on a grand scale.” The task of public soci-
ology is “to publicize the important findings and relevance from which 
society can benefit.”

Chapter 22, by Saskia Sassen, examines the sociology of globalization 
and the potential contributions of public sociology to that field of study. 
The project of public sociology is to confront some of the dominant public 
viewpoints regarding globalization and to produce “an alternative narra-
tive” that is enabling to those who are defined as powerless. In so doing 
public sociology can “open a window to the possibility of novel types of 
public imaginaries and new possibilities for the making of the political.” 
For example, internationalism can be refocused by the narrative of public 
sociology on “such causes as human rights, the environment, and a more 
socially just economic development.” The structural context of this oppor-
tunity for public sociology to critically remap interpretations is that some 
components of the national and the global coincide. As a result, globaliza-
tion is significantly shaped within nations. Four types of these dualistic 
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assemblages that can potentially give the powerless and national actors 
greater influence on global processes and institutions are identified.

In chapter 23 Edward A. Tiryakian considers the importance of global 
altruism, “a cognitive and normative orientation that gives primacy to 
improving the conditions of the most unfortunate members of the global 
community.” There are many of these: about two-fifths of the world’s 
population lives in conditions of extreme poverty and powerlessness. This 
problem can be “transformed by the voluntaristic actions of forms of altru-
ism.” These forms of global altruism involve agents at the micro, meso, 
and macro levels. At the micro level three individuals are discussed, all 
of whom are associated with a movement of altruism directed toward the 
global community. At the meso level of international non-governmental 
organizations, the activities of two organizations, focusing on human rights 
and medical assistance, respectively, are considered. The macro level agents 
are countries, and their contributions to aid for poorer countries are as-
sessed. From an existential perspective, public sociology can respond to the 
need to increase awareness “that global altruism is not only the activity of 
globalization but also that the ‘other’ is an integral part of the global com-
munity, that our being-in-the-world is contingent on the other’s well-being 
in the world with us.”

Chapter 24, by Barbara Adam, examines the field of future studies. The 
lack of a future perspective in sociological analysis has created a deficiency 
of knowledge that “permeates the four modes of sociological inquiry in 
different ways.” Auguste Comte and Karl Marx had an “explicitly activist, 
future oriented approach to social analysis” but later theories lacked these 
interests. In the 1960s a new futures approach developed. It included ideas 
of influencing social processes, and visions of responsibility and of values 
that defined preferable futures. It did not gain prominence, however. Thus 
critical sociology has “the urgent task to scrutinize our disciplinary assump-
tions, approaches, and knowledge practices for their appropriateness to the 
contemporary context in which futures are produced for millennia hence.” 
A public sociology focused on future-making will identify opportunities 
for social change, explore the connections of knowledge, action, and eth-
ics, and participate in dialogue regarding what is right and just. The four 
form model allows public sociologists to engage these issues “in the secure 
knowledge that others will guard the professional standard, serve the policy 
field, and act as the conscience of the discipline.”

Part VI: Future Directions

In chapter 25 Michael Burawoy interprets the reactions to public sociol-
ogy. There have been diverse and often suprisingly hostile responses to “the 
seemingly innocent proposal to take sociology’s findings, its ideas, its theo-
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ries beyond the academy, that is to carry on what is effectively its mission 
of public education.” These different reactions to public sociology and the 
four sociologies scheme are positional perspectives, not random in nature. 
Rather, they reflect both location within the division of sociological labor 
and position within a hierarchial disciplinary field. Although antagonistic 
aspects of the relations between the four forms of sociology exist, they also 
augment and benefit each other. The chapters in this volume show that the 
four sociologies do indeed make contributions to each other that need to 
be recognized. An additional bond of unity is evident in a shared commit-
ment to sociology. When this is manifested in the “common project” of 
studying “problems of public concern,” it transcends differences between 
forms of practice. In an era characterized by increasing dangers and op-
portunities, sociologists have a clear choice: “we can assert our presence in 
society, joining the switch men and women of history, or possibly for the 
last time, be condemned to irrelevance.”

SYNTHESIS AND INNOVATIVE PERSPECTIVES: 
CHOICES TO BE CONSIDERED

The Holistic Four Sociologies Model

The previous summaries and the chapters themselves indicate a general 
consensus regarding the importance of public sociology and the holistic 
four sociologies model. To be sure, modifications to the model and prob-
lematics in the relationship among the forms of practice are also noted. 
However, many examples are provided of Burawoy’s (2005a:15) descrip-
tion of a holistic model of public sociology in which each form of practice 
ideally makes a particular contribution to the whole.

This foundational idea of the model is illustrated at the general theoreti-
cal level in the chapters by Nichols and Jeffries. Both use the thought of 
Pitirim A. Sorokin to illustrate the positive interdependence entailed in the 
four sociologies model. The systemic nature of the four forms of practice 
in a dynamic model of process is evident in the case studies of organic 
public sociology, by Leonard, Hu, Cornell, Oliver, Horowitz, McCarthy 
and Hagan, and by Kleidman in his analysis of organic social movement 
scholarship. These chapters provide numerous examples of how the four 
sociologies interact to produce a greater excellence. The ability of the 
model to describe and analyze a sociological field is illustrated in some 
detail in the chapters by Kleidman, Howard-Hassmann, Oliner, Sassen, 
and Adam. Finally, the chapters on teaching by DeCesare and Persell both 
examine the interplay of the four forms of practice, the latter from a variety 
of perspectives.
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Modifications to the model itself are proposed in the chapter by Morrow, 
and to a lesser degree the chapter by Feagin, Elias, and Mueller. Possible 
tensions between the forms of practice are considered by Persell in a context 
of teaching and by Kleidman in studying social movements in the context 
of organic public sociology. Factors impeding an effective relationship be-
tween professional and public sociology are aptly described by McCarthy 
and Hagan.

However, the preponderent content of the information and analysis 
in the chapters in this volume strongly supports the assertion that the 
four sociologies model applied to practice shows numerous instances of 
positive interdependence. Theory, research, and the scope of analysis are 
enhanced by the application of the four forms model of the discipline to 
a study topic. It is reasonable to maintain that the model is both justified 
and elaborated.

Critical Sociology

Critical sociology has traditionally been associated with the identifica-
tion of the problematic, negative, or pathological. Within this focus a 
frequent topic has been the means of ameliorating these conditions (Ritzer 
2008:144–148). This perspective can be contrasted with one that would 
also provide a constructive vision of preferable alternatives (Abbott 2006). 
In this regard, Abbott (2007:207) notes: “The deepest moral obligation of 
the sociological imagination is not critique, but vision.”

The chapters in this volume provide a basis for combining these two per-
spectives into a more comprehensive formulation of the nature of critical 
sociology. The basis for a critical perspective involving this dual emphasis 
within the four form model is evident in Burawoy’s (2005a:10,16) descrip-
tion of critical sociology as the “conscience” of sociology on the one hand, 
and a source of “moral vision” on the other. It is also expressed in Abbott’s 
(2007:203) call to understand both “immoral and evil things that are 
nonetheless products of the social process” so that they can be “eradicated,” 
and also to imagine what a “truly humane” social process or society would 
“look like” (Abbott 2007:207). Such a comprehensive critical sociology 
that would encompass both the negative and the positive would be enlight-
ening and energizing to the other forms of practice.

An example of this positive orientation is illustrated by efforts to develop 
“real utopias” as a focus of theory and research. For example, alternative 
states such as equality, democracy, communities of caring, freedom, and 
individual self-realization can become the basis of scientific research pro-
grams (Burawoy and Wright 2001:477–484; Burawoy 2005b:320–322). 
Basic theoretical and empirical questions include the origins of such al-
ternative states, the conditions of their existence and reproduction, and 
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their internal and external contradictions and long-term course of change 
(Burawoy 2005b:322).

Central to this formulation of the nature of critical sociology is a moral 
vision of the good. It transcends any particular theoretical orientation, such 
as Marxism. Rather, like the four sociologies model, it can be integrated 
with all theoretical approaches and methodological practices. It also pro-
vides the possibility of transcending left-right and political distinctions, as 
advocated by Abbott (2007). In the broadest sense, this critical sociology of 
the good proposes a state considered preferable to that which exists.

The good in this sense means something that has the desired or right 
qualities. It represents the greater perfection or excellence of a given phe-
nomenon. Given the nature of the subject matter of sociology, this vision 
of the good is necessarily located at single or multiple points within the 
domain of culture, society, and personality. For example, in advocating a 
positive critical social theory that is directed toward the realization of social 
and economic justice Collins (1998:xiv–xv) locates justice in the relation-
ship between groups.

Several examples of a critical sociology with this focus are in chapters in 
this volume. Such visions of the good are most comprehensively integrated 
into a system of sociology that articulates the four forms model in the 
writings of Sorokin, as described in the chapters by Nichols and Jeffries. In 
Sorokin’s system individual altruism, a universalistic social solidarity, and 
an integral culture that emphasizes norms and values of mutual aid and 
cooperation provides a positive critical perspective. It is an alternative to the 
contemporary era dominated by a problematic sensate culture, the misuse 
of power, and intergroup antagonisms. Feagin, Elias, and Mueller advocate 
a moral vision of democracy, pluralism, equal access to resources, and so-
cial justice as an alternative to the prevailing system of social relations.

The chapter by Bell emphasizes the existence of universal values as a basis 
for a sociology of the good. Examples include the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the Global Ethic formulated by the Par-
liament of World’s Religions. Bell also draws examples of universal values 
from social science research, including the World Order Models Project that 
uses more than 100 indicators to measure the five preferred values of peace, 
economic well-being, ecological balance, social justice, and political partici-
pation. In the chapter on human rights Howard-Hassmann notes that the 
international law of human rights provides a comprehensive enumeration 
of economic, social, and cultural rights that can be used as a critical stan-
dard for sociological analysis.

In his chapter Glenn provides an analytical structure for the incorporation 
of such value premises in the practice of professional sociology. These ulti-
mate values are based on religion, humanistic traditions, or philosophy. Em-
pirically, their validity cannot be assessed. They represent the value judgments 
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of the individual sociologist. Scientific procedures can, however, be used to 
assess the merits of various means to reach these ultimate values. Sociologists 
are frequently involved in the empirical analysis of various sociocultural fac-
tors for this purpose.

Developing a focus on the good and explicitly and deliberately incorpo-
rating it within the practice of science can be observed in recent develop-
ments in psychology. After World War II psychology became a discipline 
focused on a disease model in which emphasis was placed on pathology 
and its amelioration. In the late 1990s the positive psychology movement, 
dedicated instead to studying human excellence and strengths, began to 
take form and develop (Seligman 2005). In a foundational work Peterson 
and Seligman (2004) systematically surveyed the ideas of moral philoso-
phers and thinkers representing all of the major world religions throughout 
history to determine their views regarding the nature of human goodness. 
They conclude there are six broad categories of virtue that can be regarded 
as universal notions of human excellence and goodness on the level of per-
sonality: wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance 
and transcendence.

To study the good there must be some idea of what it is. Critical sociol-
ogy performs this function through the medium of reflexive discourse and 
knowledge (Burawoy 2005a:10–11). The full development of this form of 
practice entails a continuing debate within the discipline regarding ontol-
ogy and epistemology, basic assumptions, value judgments, and the nature 
of both the problematic and of the good.

This debate has direct bearing on the content and direction of profes-
sional sociology. The selection of topics for theoretical development and 
research programs is a crucial one for the accumulation of knowledge and 
understanding. It is also crucial for maximizing the contribution of soci-
ology to the general welfare. This decision can be made on the basis of 
scientific importance, so that what is studied involves fundamental ques-
tions about basic sociocultural structures and processes. This decision can 
also be made in accordance with some conception of the good that relates 
to the betterment of the sociocultural. Ideally, these two criteria are both 
present in basic decisions regarding the practice of sociology. The discern-
ing application of both criteria are the best guarantee of the “recapturing” 
of the sociological imagination called for by Furedi, and the “eye-opening” 
studies advocated by Gans, in their respective chapters.

It is crucial to the progress of the discipline to revitalize and redirect 
critical sociology in this manner. A comprehensive critical perspective that 
transcends particular theoretical or research traditions but that can inform 
the application of all is needed. If such a universalized critical perspective 
is integrated into disciplinary practice it could significantly affect what is 
studied, how results are presented, and what conclusions are emphasized. 
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Basic theoretical contribution, topical importance, and potential benefit to 
society would become the prime criteria for publication in major profes-
sional journals, thereby moving the profession toward greater creativity and 
influence.

Critical sociology can thus play a vital role in influencing the content of 
professional, policy, and public sociology (Burawoy 2005b:317, 322). An 
extensively debated conception of multiple goods can concentrate and co-
ordinate the practice of professional and policy sociologies. This then facili-
tates providing the foundation of relevance called for by public sociology.

New Fields and Perspectives

The volume gives prominence to several perspectives and fields of in-
vestigation that are either relatively new or are generally neglected in the 
sociology of today. All of these perspectives can be viewed as implicated in 
some manner with a critical sociology that seeks to define the preferable 
and the good. In this sense these perspectives are components of a sociol-
ogy that complements the study of the negative and the problematic with 
a systematic analysis of a greater goodness and the means to achieve it in 
the future.

Despite many positive and unique features of Sorokin’s thought, his ideas 
are generally not considered by contemporary sociology (Ritzer 2008:70). 
At the level of general theory Sorokin’s integral system of sociology engages 
directly with the nature of the good. In this context a basic feature of So-
rokin’s integralism is an ontology and epistemology that incorporates ideas 
from the major world religions within the practice of sociology. Diverse 
systems of thought such as Confucianism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, 
Islam, and Christianity are all identified by Sorokin as integral in nature. 
Their distinguishing feature is the incorporation of ideas regarding the spiri-
tual and transcendental in a system of thought that also gives full account 
to empirical and rational criteria (Sorokin 1937a:18–150, 1937b:3–180, 
1963:372–382, 1964:69–77, 1998 [1943]). Because of this comprehensive 
nature, integralism has a potentially wide appeal (Nichols 2006).

An attempt to extend the boundaries of the behavioral sciences in a com-
parable manner was made by Parsons. In a major work in metatheory, he 
develops the concept of the telic system to refer to that part of the human 
condition that pertains to the transcendent and to ultimate meanings (Tirya-
kian 2005). The telic system is described as a residual and non-empirical cat-
egory that is relevent to human action orientation (Parsons 1978:352–433). 
Building on Weber, Parsons notes that the fundamental meanings in the 
telic or “transempirical” system derive from religious orientations.

Practically speaking with respect to the four sociologies model, Sorokin’s 
integralism suggests the possibility of incorporating such orientations from 
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religious traditions within the frame of reference of sociology. For example, 
ideas such as justice, love, and the Golden Rule can be used in critical so-
ciology as value premises, and in professional sociology as concepts and 
variables. Collins (1998:243–251) notes the combination of spirituality 
and ideas such as these has great potential to enable social theory to “en-
gage deep feelings” in the realization of what is considered right. This can 
impact both motivation in the practice of sociology and relevance in the 
dialogue of public sociology.

A recently emerging synthesis in the study of social movements is de-
scribed and analyzed in the chapter by Kleidman. Engaged social movement 
scholarship represents the merging of previous work by activists working 
with social movements and traditional scholarship. It presents a model of 
organic public sociology in the ongoing process of movement activism. 
This model can be applied in fields such as human rights and intergroup 
forgiveness, as described in the chapters by Howard-Hassmann and Oliner, 
respectively. The model is also relevant to the efforts to move the process of 
globalization toward environmentalism and social justice that are analyzed 
in the chapter by Sassen. It likewise has application in the agency involved 
in manifesting the global altruism described by Tiryakian.

The study of human rights is now beginning to develop as a field within 
sociology. Consensual human rights are directly relevant to the creation of 
alternative conditions that more fully realize values that can be considered 
universal. The existing formal normative framework described in the chap-
ter by Howard-Hassmann provides the content of a positive critical sociol-
ogy of human rights. This in turn provides a promising theoretical and 
research agenda for both professional and policy sociologies, and relevance 
for public sociology.

The systematic study of altruistic love has been given little attention in 
sociology, despite areas of investigation that are clearly sociological (Jeffries, 
Johnston, Nichols, Oliner, Tiryakian, and Weinstein 2006). Several selections 
in this volume give prominence to this field of study. The chapters by Nichols 
and Jeffries place the study of altruism in the broader context of Sorokin’s 
system of thought and in so doing link it with social solidarity and his vision 
of a different society and culture. In his chapter Tiryakian examines altruism 
and agency in its behalf on the micro, meso, and macro levels.

Altruism is also an important factor in forgiveness, a topic considerably 
researched in psychology, but rarely studied in sociology. The chapter by 
Oliner presents a distinctly sociological perspective on the study of inter-
group forgiveness and reconciliation that ranges the micro-macro contin-
uum from the dyad to nations. The chapter invites sociologists to develop 
a theoretical and research agenda to better understand how long-standing 
animosities between groups can be put aside to permit solidary relations 
to develop.
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The more comprehensive incorporation of a future perspective in so-
ciological theory and research is suggested in the chapters by Bell and by 
Adam. Future studies are directly relevant to the visionary aspect of critical 
sociology. When a potential state of goodness is defined by the critical per-
spective, it becomes a possibility to be considered for the future. As noted 
by both Bell and by Adam in this volume, public dialogues about future 
possibilities also involve considerations of the good and the most effective 
options and policies to realize it. From a futures perspective such dialogues 
also involve ideas of individual agency, choice, ethics, and a vision of the 
good society. Sociologists can contribute to this public debate by provid-
ing valid knowledge and understanding of what futures are possible, what 
futures are probable under a variety of specified conditions, what futures 
are preferable, and how they can be created.

In summary, the perspectives and fields considered in this analysis have 
the common theme of exploring and developing the study of some com-
ponent of the good. In this sense they move sociology from the study of 
pathology to the study of alternative and more positive conditions. In this 
way they all contribute to a sociology that is visionary but that is also firmly 
grounded in actual social life, whether of the past or of the possible future.

Disciplinary Changes

Establishing the four sociologies model in the ongoing practice of sociol-
ogy requires disciplinary changes of a varied nature. One area where this is 
the case is graduate education.

The interdependence of the four sociologies and their positive effects on 
theory, research, and teaching indicated in the chapters in this volume suggest 
courses in all four forms would be beneficial. Unlike the other forms, courses 
in theory and methods are generally required in graduate departments. In her 
chapter on university teaching Persell suggests collecting teaching materials 
for courses in critical, policy, and public sociology and having them published 
by the Teaching Resources Center of the American Sociological Association as 
a first step in considering curricular changes. The full implementation of the 
model in high school sociology courses suggested by DeCesare would ideally 
require some course work or training in each of the forms of practice.

Several changes in graduate education are mentioned in the Gans chap-
ter. The most general is the development of partial tracks for professional 
and public sociology. The emphasis in public sociology would be on topic-
driven research, qualitative methods, writing for the public, and workshops 
in the sociology of American society. In their chapter on writing public 
sociology Mayrl and Westbrook also suggest that graduate education in so-
ciology needs to begin to devote appropriate attention to writing, including 
how to communicate with diverse audiences.
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Disciplinary changes are also recommended by Gans. Chief among these 
include greater acceptance within the profession of public sociology and 
more equal access to various rewards such as publication opportunities, 
academic advancement, and funding for topic-driven studies.

CONCLUSION

The model of holistic sociology redefines the nature of the discipline in 
terms of categories of practice (Burawoy 2005a:11). This model provides a 
new perspective that has the potential to energize and unify the discipline. 
Organizing disciplinary practice around the realization of the four forms 
model maximizes the scientific and social potential of sociological knowl-
edge and understanding. It represents a call to seek the perfection of each 
form of practice, recognizing that this can be realized for each form only 
through taking account of the central orientations of the other three. This 
systemic interdependence insulates against the pathologies of the forms 
that can occur when they are detached from each other: self-referentiality, 
servility, dogmatism, and faddishness (Burawoy 2005a:16–17).

The four sociologies model places the choices individuals make in so-
ciological projects in a disciplinary matrix. Wallerstein (2007) cogently 
observes that the scientist/scholar inevitably takes a position on three func-
tions regarding his or her work and its relation to the public realm. First is 
the intellectual function of presenting the most valid explanation. Second is 
the moral function of evaluating the moral implications of the work. Third 
is the political function of assessing the most effective means to realize the 
good contained in the moral implications. Each function is inherently em-
bedded in practice, so whether on an explicit or implicit level, these choices 
cannot be avoided.

These individual choices have clear parallels with different modes of 
sociological practice. The inevitability of these choices directs attention to 
the importance of the model as the sociocultural context of their potential 
expression. When these individual choices are placed within the context 
of the four sociologies it can affect practice in two ways. First, the model 
heightens awareness of how individual decisions made in the process of 
practice should be modified or redirected by the central concerns of other 
modes of practice. For example, critical sociology raises the question of 
whether a given study is really worth undertaking in terms of its potential 
contribution to understanding and the advance of the good. Or again, 
policy sociology asks how theory and research could be modified or shaped 
to give the possibility of a consideration of means. Second, the four form 
model also allows individual sociologists to specialize in the form or forms 
of practice most suited to their inclinations and talents with the possibility 
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that others may be complementing their work within the holistic model. If 
the model has been given due consideration in formulating a project, then 
it should be suited for others to elaborate its contributions to other forms.

The four forms model is a call for solidarity among sociologists (Burawoy 
2005a:15). It calls upon all to see the discipline of sociology as a holistic 
system and to place its perfection and contributions to society ahead of 
more circumscribed concerns. In sociology, necessary differences of view-
point and practice too often become divisions that separate and isolate 
practitioners from each other and close potential avenues of enlighten-
ment. Particularly pertinent concerns at this time are differences regard-
ing the preeminence of professional sociology on the one hand, or of a 
sociology oriented primarily to political action on the other. In both cases, 
a particular form of practice is identified by some as the essence of the so-
ciological project, with other forms being given little or no legitimacy. This 
denial of legitimacy and rejection of alternative viewpoints impedes the 
advancement of the science of sociology in all its aspects.

The holistic sociology model calls for a more inclusive and compre-
hensive view. The maximun potential of each form and of the discipline 
itself depends on the vitality and creativity of each of the others. The full 
implementation of the model in disciplinary practice thus requires a “com-
mon ethos that recognizes the validity of all four types of sociology—a 
commitment based on the urgency of the problems we study” (Burawoy 
2005a:17).

The first potential point of unity in this disciplinary ethos is the search 
for the truth. This is most directly related to professional sociology and the 
extension of this knowledge and understanding base to policy sociology. 
Here the practice of sociology involves the ongoing efforts to move the sum 
total of disciplinary ideas closer to a comprehensive knowledge and under-
standing of what is real, thus true, in the subject matter encompassed by 
the disciplinary frame of reference of culture, society, and personality. The 
second point of unity is the search for the good. This is most directly related 
to critical sociology and to the dialogue of public sociology. A continuing 
debate regarding the nature of the preferable, desirable, and the good is 
central to these two forms of practice.

The separation of knowledge of the truth from knowledge of the good 
has been a predominant characteristic of the search for knowledge in the 
modern Western world (Lee and Wallerstein 2004:227–229). In contrast, 
the four sociologies model embodies a systematic unity of the search for 
truth and goodness in one model of the nature and practice of sociology. In 
so doing, it provides the basis for a common ethos and purpose all sociolo-
gists can adhere to. The universalism of these two inseparable values makes 
possible a basic unity of purpose within which the necessary debate and 
conflict of ideas essential to creativity can assume its most powerful form. 
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This ethos of truth and goodness transcends different viewpoints regarding 
matters such as forms of practice, theoretical traditions, and methodologi-
cal preferences.

Collins (1998:243) notes that “moral authority must lie at the heart of 
meaningful social theory.” The ultimate values of truth and goodness pos-
sess this authority. The search for the realization of these values gives moral 
purpose to the practice of sociology. The holistic four forms model provides 
the mechanism through which this search can be fully embedded in socio-
logical practice. It unites the efforts to know and understand the truth, to 
identify both the undesirable and the good, to devise means to realize the 
good, and to communicate and dialogue with publics regarding sociologi-
cal ideas relevant to human welfare. This is a comprehensive and powerful 
model of the science of sociology. Chosen as a disciplinary norm it has the 
potential to maximize a variety of significant and lasting contributions.
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TWO REFORMERS

It might seem strange, at a glance, to link the figures of Michael Burawoy 
and Pitirim A. Sorokin, and to suggest that their theoretical paradigms can 
profitably be considered together. A closer examination, however, reveals 
many interesting similarities, even parallels. Both served as presidents of 
the American Sociological Association, Sorokin in 1964–1965, and Bura-
woy in 2003–2004. Both used the occasion of their presidential address to 
invite their audience to imagine an alternative future for the field. Both pro-
jected a distinctive charisma and demonstrated the ability to inspire other 
sociologists. Both were controversial, focusing much of their work on con-
flict and historical change, and choosing to engage critics who propounded 
competing perspectives. Both displayed the courage of their convictions 
and, despite quarrels with their own field, expressed profound optimism in 
the sociological enterprise.

For present purposes, what is most significant is that both Sorokin and 
Burawoy have championed a holistic approach that challenges scholars in 
the field to reexamine the very nature of the sociological project. The fol-
lowing discussion will compare the two models, and will speculate as to 
how Sorokin—a leading figure in the development of sociology both in 
Russia and the United States—might respond to the Burawoy paradigm. 
Burawoy’s own possible rejoinder will also be considered. This virtual 
dialogue may elucidate some of the strengths and limitations of both ap-
proaches, and perhaps even point toward a possible larger synthesis.

2
Burawoy’s Holistic Sociology 
and Sorokin’s “Integralism”: 
A Conversation of Ideas
Lawrence T. Nichols
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BURAWOY’S HOLISTIC PARADIGM

Despite the tendency among sociologists to identify Burawoy with “public 
sociology,” it is important to bear in mind at all times that public sociology 
is only one component of his “vision of the sociological tradition” (Levine 
1994). As articulated in his ASA presidential address, as well as related 
articles and book chapters (Burawoy 2004, 2005a, 2005b), Burawoy’s ap-
proach embraces four distinctive, though closely related, types of work in 
an organic division of labor. Professional sociology provides the founda-
tion and the “home base” of the entire enterprise. In Burawoy’s conception 
(2005a:10), this activity

consists first and foremost of multiple intersecting research programs, each 
with their assumptions, exemplars, defining questions, conceptual appara-
tuses, and evolving theories. . . . such as organization theory, stratification, po-
litical sociology, . . . etc. . . . Within each research program, exemplary studies 
solve one set of puzzles and at the same time create new ones.

In short, professional sociology proceeds via discursive practices among ex-
perts trained in its distinctive frame of reference. It asserts legitimate knowl-
edge claims and seeks a place of equality with cognate fields of learning.

A second type of sociological labor, called critical sociology, provides an 
ongoing critique of contemporary understandings of professional sociol-
ogy. It responds to professional knowledge claims with questions, especially 
two perpetual inquiries: (1) knowledge for whom? and (2) knowledge for 
what? In Burawoy’s formulation (2005a:10), its role is

to examine the foundations—both the explicit and the implicit, both norma-
tive and descriptive—of the research programs of professional sociology. We 
think here of the work of Robert Lynd . . . [of] C. Wright Mills . . . [of] Alvin 
Gouldner. . . . Feminism, queer theory and critical race theory have hauled pro-
fessional sociology over the coals. . . . In each case critical sociology attempts 
to make professional sociology aware of its biases, silences, promoting new 
research programs built on alternate foundations.

Acting as “the conscience of professional sociology” (Burawoy 2004), criti-
cal sociological work engages its counterpart in a never-ending dialogue.

A third form is policy sociology, which Burawoy understands as logically 
analogous to professional sociology, but with an outward rather than an 
inward orientation. Policy sociology is sociology in the service of a goal 
defined by a client.

Policy sociology’s raison d’être is to provide solutions to problems that are 
presented to us, or to legitimate solutions that have already been reached. 
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Some clients specify the task of the sociologist with a narrow contract whereas 
other clients are more like patrons defining broad policy agendas. (Burawoy 
2005a:9)

Solutions, by definition, must draw upon the knowledge affirmations 
of professional sociology, rather than the questions of critical sociology. 
Burawoy describes policy sociology as “instrumental,” as applying shared 
knowledge in order to make a difference in the world.

The fourth type of sociological labor is public sociology. In Burawoy’s con-
ceptualization, this activity is logically analogous to critical sociology because 
it is likewise concerned with questions of value. In contrast to its critical coun-
terpart, however, public sociology has an outward orientation toward a broad 
range of groups that constitute contemporary civil societies. Drawing upon 
Habermas’s (1984) notion of “communicative action,” Burawoy (2005a:7) 
characterizes public sociology dialogically, as “a conversation with publics, 
understood as people who are themselves involved in conversation.”

He differentiates this activity into two contrasting forms: traditional 
and organic. The traditional type is more impersonal and detached, in the 
sense that “the publics being addressed are generally invisible . . . thin . . . 
passive . . . and they are usually mainstream” (Burawoy 2005a:7). Acting 
at a distance, the traditional public sociologist “instigates debates within 
or between publics, although he or she might not actually participate in 
them.” This suggests that the “conversation” involved in traditional public 
sociology is rather artificial and constrained, tending toward monologue on 
the part of the sociological experts.

Burawoy is far more interested in the second, “organic” variety that is 
characterized by a deep and sustained engagement, and by an identification 
of sociologists with the values and goals of selected publics. According to 
his formulation (2005a:7–8), in organic public sociology

the sociologist works in close connection with a visible, thick, active, local 
and often counter-public. The bulk of public sociology is indeed of an organic 
kind—sociologists working with a labor movement, neighborhood associa-
tions, communities of faith, immigrant rights groups, human rights organi-
zations. Between the organic public sociologist and a public is a dialogue, a 
process of mutual education.

In contrast to the economic relationships of policy sociology, political 
relationships are typical of public sociology. If policy sociology faces the 
danger of commercialization, public sociology runs the risk of partisanship 
determining knowledge outcomes.

In advocating for public sociology, Burawoy portrays sociologists as a 
force for positive change, a liberal conscience for contemporary society that 
provides needed moral leadership.
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In 1968, the world seemed ripe for change for the better. The civil rights 
movement, the women’s movement, student movements around the world, 
antiwar marches and sit-ins captured the imagination of a new generation 
of sociologists who saw conventional sociology as lagging behind the most 
progressive movements; whereas today the world is lagging behind sociology, 
unapologetic about its drift into political and economic fundamentalism. . . . 
The political context and the sociological conscience have moved in opposite 
directions, so that the world we inhabit is increasingly in conflict with the 
ethos and principles that animate sociology—an ethos opposed to inequality, 
to the erosion of civil liberties, to the destruction of public life, and to discrimi-
nation and exclusion. (Burawoy 2004:2)

From this perspective, sociology—and especially public sociology—is a 
socio-political “civil rights” movement (Burawoy 2005a:25) with an ethos 
of egalitarianism and progressivism.

In sum, Burawoy envisions sociology as a fourfold matrix of special-
ized, complementary activities. One pair (professional and critical) is more 
“inwardly” oriented toward practitioners, while the second (policy and 
public) is more “outwardly” oriented toward diverse consumers. Within 
each pairing, there is a dialectic of continual affirmation and questioning, 
reaffirmation and renewed questioning, that maintains the vitality of the 
sociological project as a whole.

HOW MIGHT SOROKIN RESPOND?

Before entering into a discussion of specific points of agreement and dis-
agreement between Burawoy and Sorokin, it will be helpful to sketch out 
Sorokin’s major publications. These will be organized in terms of Burawoy’s 
proposed division of labor in sociology—always with the caveat that many 
of them relate to more than one of Burawoy’s four types.

As table 2.1 indicates, Sorokin made significant contributions to all four 
types of sociology. As the discussion below will show in detail, Sorokin 
lived through the tensions among the styles of sociological work examined 
by Burawoy. His experience, like his thinking, was dialectical.

Sorokin’s Earlier Perspective

The question of how Sorokin might respond to Burawoy’s proposed orga-
nization of sociological labor is complicated by the fact that Sorokin’s views 
on science and sociology evolved over the course of several decades. His 
earlier period (from about 1914 through 1936) included some work that is 
clearly public sociology. Most significantly Sorokin wrote a column, entitled 
“Notes of a Sociologist” that examined unfolding events during the revolu-
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tionary year of 1917. Indeed, these articles qualify as “organic public soci-
ology” in Burawoy’s sense, because Sorokin was himself a member of the 
political group for which he offered his sociological insights. He also wrote 
an article about suicide for the popular press, and delivered an address to 
students at the University of Petrograd (in 1922) that included sociological 
commentary about the historical upheaval in Russia (see Nichols 1999). The 
main thrust of this period, however, was in the direction of professional and 
critical sociology, which is hardly surprising, given that Sorokin regarded 
himself as one of a relatively small group that was working to create the field 
of academic sociology in Russia, Europe, and the United States.

Sorokin’s earlier views were deeply influenced by the revolutionary pe-
riod extending from the uprisings of 1905, through the two revolutions of 
1917, to the civil war and massive famine of the early 1920s. It is important 
to emphasize that Sorokin was among the most politically engaged sociolo-
gists of the era. As a young man, he was an agitator on the political left, 

Professional Sociology
A System of Sociology (1920)
Hunger as a Factor in Human Affairs (1922)
Sociology of Revolution (1925)
Social Mobility (1927)
Principles of Rural-Urban Sociology (1929)
A Systematic Sourcebook in Rural 

Sociology (1930–1932)
“Social Time” (1937)
Social and Cultural Dynamics (1937–1941)
Man and Society in Calamity (1942)
Sociocultural Causality, Space, Time (1943)
Society, Culture and Personality (1947)
Explorations in Altruistic Love and Behavior 

(1950)
Ways and Power of Love (1954)

Critical Sociology
Contemporary Sociological Theories 

(1928)
“Sociology as a Science” (1931)
“Declaration of Independence of the 

Social Sciences” (1941)
Social Philosophies of an Age of Crisis 

(1950)
Fads and Foibles in Sociology (1956)
“Reply to My Critics” (1963)
“The Sociology of Yesterday, Today and

Tomorrow” (1965)
Sociological Theories of Today (1966)

Table 2.1. Sorokin’s Works (Selected) and Burawoy’s Typology

Policy Sociology
“The New Soviet Codes and Soviet Justice” 

(1924)
“Is Accurate Social Planning Possible?” 

(1936)
Reconstruction of Humanity (1948)
Ways and Power of Love (1954)
Power and Morality (1959)

Public Sociology
“Notes of a Sociologist” (1917)
Crisis of Our Age (1941)
Russia and the United States (1944)
Reconstruction of Humanity (1948)
Altruistic Love (1950)
S.O.S.: The Meaning of Our Crisis (1951)
“Amitology” (1951)
Forms and Techniques of Altruistic &
 Spiritual Growth (1954)
American Sex Revolution (1956)
Power and Morality (1959)
Basic Trends of Our Time (1964)
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for which he was jailed three times by the tsarist regime (Sorokin 1924a, 
1963a). Within the Social Revolutionary Party, a socialist organization, 
moreover, Sorokin was a prominent figure, as exemplified by his mem-
bership on the editorial staff of Volya Naroda (The People’s Will), the party 
newspaper for which he wrote his “Notes of a Sociologist.” He also served 
on the executive committee of the All Russian Peasant Soviet, and the 
Council of the Russian Republic, and was an elected representative in the 
Russian Constitutional Assembly.

Following the uprising of February 1917 that led to the abdication of the 
final tsar, Nicholas II, Sorokin served as secretary to Prime Minister Alex-
ander Kerensky in the short-lived democratic regime (the Provisional Gov-
ernment). After the October Revolution swept the Bolsheviks into power, 
Sorokin became an active member of the opposition. In 1918, he was con-
demned to death by local authorities in the northern part of the country, 
for “counter-revolutionary activities.” He was spared, however, when Lenin 
himself issued a reprieve, following appeals from some of Sorokin’s former 
students (1924a).

The political violence disillusioned Sorokin, who sought a creative al-
ternative in science. Henceforth, he would devote his life to seeking truth, 
based on sound methodology (not political expediency) and rational 
analysis (not political passion). This he promised Lenin in a letter that the 
Communist leader discussed in an article, “Valuable Admissions by Pitirim 
Sorokin.”

“The past year of the Revolution,” Pitirim Sorokin writes, “has taught me one 
truth: politicians may make mistakes, politics may be socially useful, but may 
also be socially harmful, whereas work in the field of science and public educa-
tion is always useful and is always needed by the people.” (Lenin 1945:305)

The gradual accumulation of scientific knowledge, freed from partisan 
ideologies, would benefit all, even if its immediate applications were not 
clear.

Sorokin, however, did not entirely fulfill his pledge to stay out of politics. 
In 1922, amid widespread starvation, he conducted research on the disas-
ter. The resulting monograph, Hunger as a Factor in Human Affairs, includes 
explicit criticisms of the Soviet system.

Many people promote the ideal of “the socialist society,” which in reality usu-
ally turns out to be nothing more than statism. . . . The experiences of Russia 
and other countries studied in this volume indicate . . . [that] nationalization, 
communization, and the development of statism lead to poverty, not to pros-
perity, and by no means do they improve the social conditions of the masses. 
(Sorokin 1975 [1922]:319)
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The authorities responded by seizing and destroying the printing plates of 
the book (which was finally published more than fifty years later, based on 
a copy smuggled out of the country).

Facing the danger of imprisonment or execution, Sorokin took advantage 
of an offer by the Bolshevik regime to leave the country in “voluntary ban-
ishment.” After two years in Czechoslovakia, he emigrated to the United 
States and found a position in sociology at the University of Minnesota. 
There, for six years, he poured out a massive stream of sociological writings 
within the framework of pure, hard science. These included the five large-
scale works noted in table 2.1, as well as numerous journal articles on a 
variety of empirical topics.

Evidence that Sorokin’s approach to sociology during this period gener-
ally falls within Burawoy’s categories of Professional and Critical appears 
in Contemporary Sociological Theories (1928:761), an encyclopedic survey of 
ideas in the field for the preceding fifty years:

Sociology is, has been, and either will be a science of the general characteris-
tics of all classes of social phenomena, with the relationships and correlations 
between them; or there will be no sociology.

Partisan epistemologies, political manifestos, and utopian blueprints had 
no place in this paradigm. As Sorokin (1928:xxiii) informed his readers:

All the theories which preach what ought to be . . . are omitted. The reason is 
that as far as such theories are busy not with what was, and will be, but with 
what ought to be, or ought not to be, they are out of science.

This stance, coincidentally, fit well with the post–World War I move-
ment toward a severely objective “scientific sociology” that was champi-
oned by such figures as William Graham Sumner and A. G. Keller at Yale; 
Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, and William F. Ogburn at the University of 
Chicago; Franklin Giddings at Columbia; Edward A. Ross at Wisconsin; 
and F. Stuart Chapin at Minnesota. (Other efforts, by Jane Addams and 
her circle, “settlement house sociologists” and “the women founders,” as 
well as by practitioners of “social ethics,” tended to be defined as reform-
ism, political activism, or “social work.” [See Deegan 1986, 1999; Leng-
ermann 1998; Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley 1996.]) This “hard 
science” type of “professional sociology” represented an effort to adapt 
to a hostile academic environment. Indeed, in the context of a powerful 
conservative trend that included “Red scares,” anti-immigration move-
ments, and the Sacco-Vanzetti trial, sociologists found themselves on the 
defensive, amid charges that their field was little more than an academic 
version of socialism.
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The struggle for acceptance virtually mandated that sociology’s advocates 
build upon taken-for-granted Enlightenment assumptions about science, in 
particular the notion that social science had to follow the “natural science” 
paradigm. It was necessary, for example, to overcome the prejudices of such 
powerful actors as Harvard President James B. Conant, a chemist who tended 
to regard the social sciences as “the equivalent of astrology” (Hershberg 
1993:94).

Sorokin, as chair of Harvard’s newly established (1931) Department of 
Sociology, continued to defend this “pure science” approach into the mid-
1930s. His views are reflected in an exchange of letters with an idealistic 
young man, Philip H. Schuster (1934), who wrote from Germany, raising 
issues related to “professional” and “public” sociology.

What international organizations exist for the spread of peace propaganda, 
socialism in its various forms, anti-nationalistic education, and economic co-
operation. Is anything being done in America or Europe towards the creation of 
public sentiment in favour of more intelligent control of industry, commerce, 
and natural resources? . . . And, above all, does there seem to be any possibility 
of far-sighted men getting control of press or radio in any country?

In response, Sorokin (1934) reaffirmed his general disillusionment with 
reformism and political partisanship, and his faith in scientific sociology.

My dear Mr. Schuster,

Of course there are plenty of organizations . . . that are busy distributing propa-
ganda of various kinds. . . . So far as this Department and myself personally are 
concerned, we consider that the world has no lack of reformers and reconstruc-
tors, most of whom, however they regard themselves, are actually weak and 
blind. But the world does have a scarcity of real knowledge of social phenom-
ena in general and of knowledge of the best ways of improving them.

In view of this, we are interested in the study of the social world as it is, 
thinking that if we make real progress in this study the beneficial practical ef-
fects of the increase of real knowledge will come about by themselves, as has 
happened in the case of the natural sciences.

Sorokin’s belief about “the scarcity of real knowledge of social phenomena” 
also led him to be quite skeptical about “policy sociology,” especially with 
regard to large-scale programs for the transformation of societies. Thus, in 
his article “Is Accurate Social Planning Possible?” Sorokin (1936:23–24) 
points to recent failed Soviet efforts, due to unforeseen factors.

For example: neither the five-year plan nor the ten-year plan reckoned with 
the depreciation of Soviet money. . . . The plans did not take into account the 
decided impoverishment of the masses which resulted, impoverishment to the 
point of mass-starvation. . . . The plans did not anticipate that for the collec-
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tivization of farms it would be necessary to shoot and banish from two to four 
millions of the most industrious peasant families. . . . One of the results of the 
planning now, after seven years, is that even the purely economic standard of 
living of the masses is still lower by roughly one-half than it was before the 
Communist revolution.

On the basis of his analysis, Sorokin advised planners to proceed with 
caution: “try your plan experimentally, on a small scale, before recklessly 
starting it on a large scale” (Sorokin 1936:25).

SOROKIN’S LATER PERSPECTIVE

Despite his reservations, by the late 1930s Sorokin’s view of sociology was 
shifting toward a framework that incorporated both “public” and “policy” 
types. Always concerned about human suffering and deeply committed to 
non-violence, he worried about possible global disaster. Countless millions 
were experiencing the Great Depression, following the collapse of the capital-
ist market system. Hitler had rapidly remilitarized Germany and was impos-
ing a totalitarian fascism. In the Soviet Union, Stalin was conducting show 
trials, executing enemies, and condemning thousands to the Gulag. In Asia, 
the Japanese Empire was expanding aggressively, and had invaded China. 
Meanwhile, the United States witnessed a dramatic increase in violent orga-
nized crime, as well as racial rioting, and was preparing to confine its Japanese 
population in relocation camps. Sorokin concluded that a historical crisis of 
epic proportions was unfolding, and that sociology needed to address it.

His own response began within professional sociology, where he set out 
to analyze the phenomenon of social change. At Harvard, he introduced an 
undergraduate course on “social dynamics,” and departed from contempo-
rary practice by focusing on cultural integration. This became the basis for 
his most ambitious research project: the study of fluctuations in Western 
culture over a period of twenty-five centuries. The product, in 1937, was 
the first three volumes of Social and Cultural Dynamics, in which Sorokin at-
tempted to demonstrate the historical, dialectical alternation of two distinct 
and opposed “culture mentalities”: the ideational (or spiritual) and the sen-
sate (or secular), as well as a synthetic blend called idealistic. Dynamics gen-
erated tremendous controversy within sociology, particularly in response to 
Sorokin’s claims that contemporary sensate, Western culture had entered a 
phase of decline and crisis, and would eventually be supplanted by a very 
different culture, either ideational or idealistic.

Though Dynamics began as professional sociology, it moved Sorokin 
decisively toward public and policy sociology. This resulted in part from 
the exceptionally broad coverage that Dynamics attracted in popular media, 
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including newspapers and “high brow” magazines like the Saturday Review 
of Literature. In the most visible instance, the New York Times featured a full-
page, cover photo of Sorokin on its Review of Books. Such reporting was also 
driven by Sorokin’s highly public polemics, as he debated critics, including 
Harvard historian Crane Brinton and Columbia anthropologist Alexander 
Goldenweiser. Sorokin thus departed more and more from “pure sociol-
ogy” and returned to the style of public debate he had engaged in via his 
1917 column “Notes of a Sociologist” in The People’s Will (Nichols 1999).

Sorokin also stepped into the explicit role of public sociologist as he con-
verted his research on social dynamics into a series of lectures sponsored 
by the Lowell Institute, an organization founded to provide instruction to 
industrial workers and the general population. After delivering eight talks 
to large audiences, Sorokin brought them out in book form as The Crisis 
of Our Age (1941a). In this way, he moved away from “priestly” sociology 
toward a “prophetic” sociology (see Johnston 1995) that condemned estab-
lished assumptions and practices. In response, sociologists and other social 
scientists began to view Sorokin primarily as an adversary, or a philosopher 
of history, or perhaps an ideological fanatic (Nichols 1989).

Meanwhile, World War II had erupted, an event that Sorokin felt con-
firmed his diagnosis of historical crisis, as well as his assertion that periods of 
transition between cultural systems were marked by exceptionally high levels 
of violence. He published Man and Society in Calamity (1943a), which was 
intended for both academic and lay audiences, and also produced a volume 
of critical sociology, Sociocultural Causality, Space, Time (1943b), based on the 
sociology of knowledge in Dynamics. In 1944 he took another major step in 
the direction of public sociology by bringing out Russia and the United States, 
a volume intended for popular audiences that argued for amicable relations 
between the United States and its Soviet ally, based on the assertion that the 
cultures and social institutions of the two nations were “converging.”

In 1947, Sorokin published a major work in professional sociology, So-
ciety, Culture and Personality, an encyclopedic text that presented a mature 
version of the two-volume System of Sociology that had appeared in 1920, 
during his Russian period. This work also offered critical sociology, in dis-
cussions of the nature of the sociological enterprise. Throughout the work 
(which had been presented, as it developed, to generations of Harvard un-
dergraduates), Sorokin provided a review of the professional literature on a 
scale that had never been approached.

A year later, burning his remaining bridges, Sorokin embarked on a 
decade-long project that would lead to his virtual excommunication by pro-
fessional peers (made easier by Sorokin’s own increasing withdrawal). With 
financial support from the Eli Lilly Foundation to seek remedies for “the 
crisis of our age,” Sorokin published The Reconstruction of Humanity (1948), 
a work that combined a harsh critique of current reform proposals (e.g., the 
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United Nations) with the outline of a program for change. Henceforth—very 
much in accordance with Burawoy’s public sociology—Sorokin’s writ-
ings would assume the perspective of humanity as a whole. Reconstruction 
hearkens back to reformist works from Sorokin’s earlier Russian context, 
perhaps especially Leo Tolstoy’s radical Christian treatise, The Kingdom of 
God Is within You (1984). The work clearly fits within Burawoy’s “traditional 
public sociology,” and it may also claim to be policy sociology, in the 
sense that it exemplifies “a form of policy sociology that is initiated by the 
sociologist”(Jeffries 2005:80).

Though he was now approaching the mandatory retirement age of 65, 
Sorokin introduced a final new undergraduate course at Harvard, on social 
solidarity. Meanwhile, drawing upon the Lilly funding, and with the bless-
ing of his university, Sorokin established the Harvard Research Center for 
the Study of Creative Altruism. This organization sought to attract other 
scholars to the field Sorokin (1951a) called “amitology,” by sponsoring 
conferences and two symposium volumes that included contributions from 
biologist Ashley Montagu, philosopher F. S. C. Northrop, and social psy-
chologist Gordon Allport (Sorokin 1950b, 1954a). He also produced the 
series of works on altruism noted in table 2.1. The majority of these were 
aimed at the general public, an approach that further tarnished Sorokin’s 
reputation among academic sociologists—all the more so as the books 
included discussions of Eastern philosophies (e.g., “the principal yogas,” 
“ecstasy techniques in Islam,” and “Buddhist yoga and Tibetan tantran 
techniques”).

The altruism writings are best summarized by the 1954 volume, The 
Ways and Power of Love, which deserves to be recognized as one of Sorokin’s 
major works, on a par with his earlier, better-known efforts. Sorokin was 
extremely serious about studying love energy, as well as its social organiza-
tion, scientifically and insisted that this was every bit as valid as studying 
crime and deviance. In Ways and Power, Sorokin again dissented from the 
dominant paradigm in social science, by asserting that—as a matter of 
scientific fact—human personality includes a superconscious dimension. 
From the perspective of critics, this amounted to a shocking claim that so-
cial science needed to embrace the ancient concept of a human soul, and it 
seemed to many an inexcusable excursion into theology or metaphysics.

Meanwhile, amid his researches on altruism, Sorokin returned to criti-
cal sociology with Fads and Foibles in Modern Sociology and Related Sciences 
(1956). Employing polemic, and even satire, against widely accepted ideas 
and practices, he lambasted members of the profession as “new Columbuses” 
ignorant of earlier discoveries, attacked popular “small group” research, and 
condemned quantitative methodologies for their “quantophrenia” and “tes-
tomania.” Throughout, Sorokin claimed that American sociology was mov-
ing toward a dead end of negativism and trivial empiricism, and needed to 
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undergo a fundamental transformation along the lines of his own Integralist 
paradigm. In response, one reviewer (Horton 1956) condemned Fads as “a 
disservice to our profession.”

In his final years, Sorokin produced both public and professional sociol-
ogy. In 1964 he published The Basic Trends of Our Times, a short volume for 
general readers that again outlined processes analyzed in Dynamics, while 
predicting a creative renaissance in Asia and an East-West convergence. 
Sorokin also reappeared at Harvard, as a speaker in a “teach-in” against the 
escalating Vietnam War. Meanwhile, there had been a reconciliation be-
tween Sorokin and the sociological profession (reflected in two Festschrift 
volumes honoring Sorokin, and his lengthy “response to critics” in one of 
them [Sorokin 1963b]). In 1965, having improbably been elected president 
of the American Sociological Association as a write-in candidate, he deliv-
ered an address on “The Sociology of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow” that 
predicted a period of creative theoretical syntheses. His final work, Sociologi-
cal Theories of Today (1966), critically examined sociological theories from 
the preceding half-century.

THE VOICE OF INTEGRALISM

An appreciation of how the mature Sorokin might have responded to Bura-
woy’s proposed holistic sociology requires a brief summation of his system 
of Integralism. As table 2.2 indicates, there are at least seven distinctive but 
related features of this perspective (see also Sorokin 1957b; Johnston 1998; 
Jeffries 1999, 2005; Nichols 1999, 2005, 2006).

On the basis of this summation, I shall now articulate a “virtual re-
sponse” from Sorokin to Burawoy, which offers a “voice of Integralism,” in 
the contemporary conversation.

1. Burawoy’s vision of a dialectical matrix of sociological work is gener-
ally sound, but it requires further clarification. To begin with, his notion of 
a “public” remains only vaguely defined. In its present form, this concept 
seems to have problems similar to those involved with the idea of “com-
munity,” which does not refer to any actually existing, organized social 
group. The various types of publics cited by Burawoy as illustrations of his 
central concept are not well organized into a typology with a clear and logi-
cal foundation. Furthermore, some of the relationships among the types 
identified by Burawoy are questionable. In particular, it is not clear that 
the relationship between public and policy sociology is truly analogous to 
that between critical and professional sociology. Burawoy himself seems to 
recognize this difficulty.

2. Burawoy is correct in calling for the reform of sociology, and correct 
also in asserting the existence of a historical crisis, but he is wrong about the 
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nature of the crisis. The contemporary crisis is not primarily economic in 
nature, nor is it even economic and political. Rather, it is an extraordinary 
crisis of the type that occurs only once in many centuries, and it involves 
every fundamental compartment of the dominant sensate culture: its art, 
literature, law, system of truth and ethics, economics, politics, science, reli-
gion, and system of social relationships (contractual and compulsory). To 
diagnose the crisis as primarily economic, or as economic and political, is 
to mistake the part for the whole, the symptom for the disease.

3. None of the types of sociological work identified by Burawoy can be 
completely successful if they remain grounded in the obsolescent assumptions of 
a dying sensate culture. The premises of the sensate mentality are partly true, 
but they are incomplete, and, the more they are treated as the total truth, the 
more they mislead humanity. Sociologists must begin by realizing that, in 
addition to the sensory and rational aspects of the total reality, there is also 
a super-sensory and super-rational dimension that has been recognized for 
countless centuries in the philosophies and religions of diverse civilizations. 

Table 2.2. Dimensions of Sorokin’s “Integralism”

1. Ontology

2.  Philosophy of 
Human Life

3. Epistemology

4. General Sociology

5. Sociological Method

6. Historical Sociology

7. Ethics

Reality is an infinite manifold exhibiting three recognizable 
dimensions: physical, mental, and transcendental.

Human beings are a synthesis of several dimensions: 
biological, psychological, sociocultural, and spiritual.   
Human life is characterized by freedom and creativity.

Human beings possess three means of knowing that 
correspond to the three fundamental dimensions of reality: 
sensory knowledge, rational cognition, and super-sensory 
super-rational intution.

Sociology focuses on the superorganic realm of meaningful 
human interaction. Its knowledge is generated through a 
plurality of distinctive, yet complementary perspectives.

Sociology uses a holistic blend of approaches, each of 
which illumines some aspect of its complex object 
of study: observation, interviewing, historical study, 
statistical analysis, etc. These are grounded in a “logico-
meaningful” perspective that is primarily qualitative and 
phenomenological.

The historical record reveals a dialectical fluctuation of the 
dominance of three basic culture mentalities: Ideational 
(spiritual), Idealistic (blended), and Sensate (secular).   
Over long periods of time, these complement and correct 
one another.

Combines the absolute ethics of unlimited love (based on 
intuition and revelation) with the principle of human 
freedom and the right to happiness. Seeks the unity of “the 
true, the beautiful, and the good” as its ideal.
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Without this understanding, it is not possible for sociologists to develop an 
adequate view of human personality, which must include a super-sensory, 
super-rational dimension. The assumption of this aspect of human reality 
is also necessary for a new ethics of absolute values, grounded in love and 
asserting the spiritual unity of all human persons and the sacred value of all 
human life. Such an ethos is the key to conflict resolution, and especially to 
the prevention of global warfare that might destroy life on earth.

4. Burawoy’s emphasis on the values of freedom and liberation must be 
counter-balanced by an emphasis on self-control and responsibility. Although 
compulsory relationships (domination, oppression, etc.) are an extremely 
important problem, the value of freedom is not, by itself, a complete or 
adequate solution. Examination of the historical record shows clearly that, 
during periods of warfare and revolution, there is often an excessive freedom 
that ignores the restraints of law and morality and leads to indescribable 
atrocities. Even in peacetime, excessive freedom is often destructive, when 
it takes the form of extreme hedonism and licentiousness that undermine 
social relationships, beginning with those in the family. Therefore, the quest 
for freedom and liberation must be matched by a search for responsibility 
and self-restraint.

5. Burawoy’s approach tends to regard justice as the ultimate value to be 
served by sociology; but there are still higher values that sociology must also 
serve. The historical record shows conclusively that the value of justice, by 
itself, can be associated with intense and often violent social conflicts, as 
each side struggles to acquire what it believes is its due, using whatever 
means are necessary. This is easily seen, if we keep in mind that justice—es-
pecially in a legalistic sense—involves mainly “contractual” relationships, 
with some elements also of “compulsory” social relationships (e.g., coer-
cion by the state). In other words, the parties in a relationship of justice do 
not completely identify with one another; significant differences remain.

In order to attain social harmony and lasting intergroup peace, other 
and higher values must be pursued, especially compassion, non-violence, 
mutual aid, and unlimited love. Indeed, the very “hunger and thirst for 
justice” implies that these other values, or virtues (see Jeffries 1998, 2002), 
are already at work, especially when there is a manifest desire for justice for 
other groups. These values are inherent in “familistic” relationships, which 
involve the greatest unity of social persons and groups, and are the basis 
of the greatest ethical systems, all of which preach some version of “the 
human family.” Sociologists therefore should look beyond the objective of 
legalistic justice, and pursue familistic ethics as their ideal.

If sociology does move in this direction, a new type of work may 
emerge, one that is positive, hopeful, and even joyful. It is doubtless true, 
as Burawoy contends, that many well-intentioned reformers have been 
attracted to sociology in recent decades. But these have also often been 
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angry people, driven by resentment (see Abbott 2006), for whom sociol-
ogy is a weapon in the service of political causes. As many political and 
revolutionary movements of the twentieth century demonstrated, anger 
tends toward self-righteousness, hatred, and violence. Sociologists must 
learn to transcend this negativism, which is now widely institutionalized 
in professional associations, and look to models such as Gandhi, who 
worked for change within an ethos of love of adversaries. They may find a 
helpful model in the recent movement for a “positive psychology” (Selig-
man 2002; Peterson and Seligman 2004; see also Nichols 2005).

6. To the extent that he believes sociology’s value depends upon an 
attitude of political and social liberalism among sociologists, Burawoy is 
wrong. No science should be defined in terms of the socio-political atti-
tudes of its current practitioners, and phrases such as “liberal chemistry,” 
“conservative biology,” and “middle-of-the-road physics” illustrate how 
foolish this approach would seem to scholars in other fields. If sociology is 
to be defined in terms of these attitudes, then it will be a will-o’-the-wisp, 
blown about by prevailing winds.

The tendency to glorify liberal and radical-left political attitudes also 
fails to recognize the importance of conserving traditional values necessary 
to the sociological enterprise. Among the obvious examples of customary 
virtues are: intellectual honesty and integrity, academic freedom, respect 
for the work of others, the sharing of scientific results, and the service of 
students and society. Meanwhile, efforts to promote sociology as a science 
“for liberals only”—however well intentioned—directly contradict the of-
ficial rhetoric of the American Sociological Association and similar groups 
that call for “diversity” among their members. Ideological homogeneity, by 
definition, drives out diversity of thought and opinion.

7. Insofar as sociologists cling to an obsolescent sensate ethics, they cannot 
be the moral vanguard of humanity, as Burawoy seems to believe. The ethos of 
modern Western humanism, which has produced ethics of extreme relativism 
and self-centeredness, must be transformed and made more adequate through 
interaction with other great systems of ethics, including Confucianism, Hin-
duism and Buddhism, and Islam, as well as revived Judeo-Christian values.

Burawoy’s Rebuttal

If such a critique were indeed put forward by Sorokin, Burawoy would 
very likely read it and articulate a response, as he has frequently done with 
other critics. The voice of his rebuttal might sound something like this.

1. Sorokin’s interpretation of historical change is not the only possible read-
ing of events. Our two readings should be seen as complementary, rather than 
mutually exclusive possibilities—all the more so as both employ dialectical 
method.
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According to Sorokin’s own conceptual framework, moreover, economic 
and material factors occupy especially prominent places in sensate cultures. 
If this is so, then they must also be central in explanations of change involv-
ing sensate systems. The case would be similar if a sociologist were looking 
at change in the European Middle Ages. There, great emphasis would have 
to be placed on the role of the Church. In short, explanations of change in 
different eras must focus on the dominant institutions in those eras. This ra-
tionale fully justifies emphasizing economic and political factors in change 
in contemporary Europe and America.

2. Some of the differences and difficulties Sorokin cites in his critique 
are not as great as they may appear. First of all, even if Sorokin is correct in 
his claim that the notion of “public” is not precise, it may be the best one 
can do. The term might be understood as what Herbert Blumer called a 
“sensitizing concept,” rather than a strict definition. Or it might be viewed 
as what Talcott Parsons called a “residual category.”

Furthermore, as regards a classification of publics, a more complete and 
satisfactory approach might well emerge from the contemporary conver-
sation about public sociology, which is being carried on among scholars 
internationally. With patience, the problem may resolve itself. In the same 
way, logical relationships among the four types of sociological work may 
become clearer via sustained dialogue. The fourfold typology was intended 
as a heuristic device that would initiate discussion, and not as the last word 
on the subject. The initial propositions about internal relationships will be 
modified, and thereby improved.

3. With regard to creating a public sociology, there is a need to be pragmatic. 
Perhaps the ultimate ethos is indeed one of unlimited love. In the mean-
time, however, the pursuit of justice will move sociology partway along this 
road.

It is also necessary to keep the relevant contexts clearly in view. Sorokin’s 
approach was largely grounded in the Russian historical experience, which 
gave birth to a literature about the alleged decline of European culture and 
Western civilization more generally. There was also a strongly religious di-
mension, since in the nineteenth century Russia was often known as “Holy 
Russia,” and there was a widespread belief that the tsar was chosen by God. 
Sorokin’s theory of cultural decline and spiritual rebirth may resonate well 
with that experience, but it does not resonate as well with the American 
historical experience.

Furthermore, by Sorokin’s own theory the American context is marked 
by a dominance of “contractual” relations, which foster an emphasis on 
justice and fairness, rather than unlimited love. The long-standing American 
concern with the issues of inequality and human rights has in turn drawn 
many people to sociology. Indeed, within the American Sociological Asso-
ciation the Section on Race, Class, and Gender is now one of the largest of 
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several dozen sections. Therefore, simply as a practical matter the struggle for 
equality and justice is the best starting point from which to build a public 
sociology.

As regards contractual and compulsory relationships, Sorokin should 
bear in mind that large, complex societies such as the United States do not 
conform to a “gemeinschaft” or “primary group” model. They are, rather, 
“gesellschaften” or “secondary groups.” Therefore, at least in the short run, 
the best we can hope for is a more humane civil society, perhaps along the 
lines of the ideal that Talcott Parsons (1977) called “societal community.”

CONCLUSION

This chapter has imagined how Pitirim A. Sorokin might respond to Mi-
chael Burawoy’s proposal for a fourfold matrix of sociological work, with 
particular emphasis on the category of “public sociology,” and has also 
considered the rebuttal that Burawoy might formulate in a virtual conver-
sation. The discussion strongly suggests that Sorokin and Burawoy would 
have regarded one another as kindred spirits seeking to reinvigorate their 
discipline within a context of perceived professional decline and histori-
cal crisis. Both Sorokin and Burawoy speak from a macro-level perspective 
that locates sociology within a larger sociocultural constellation, and both 
adopt a long-term outlook that anticipates important shifts in what shall 
constitute “normal science” for sociologists. Burawoy, more than Sorokin, 
has “struck a chord” among contemporaries, who are now engaged in an 
intensive conversation on an international scale (e.g., Blau and Smith 2006; 
Clawson et al. 2007; Nichols 2007). But this chord also harmonizes with 
that sounded by Sorokin from the late 1930s to the late 1960s in the com-
position of his system of Integralism. Perhaps, in the decades ahead, both 
will continue to reverberate together.
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Following Michael Burawoy’s ASA presidential address in August 2004, “For 
Public Sociology,” an unprecedented international debate has emerged on 
the current state and future of sociology (Burawoy 2005a). The goal here 
will be to provide a stock-taking of the resulting commentary that will of-
fer some constructive suggestions for revising and reframing the original 
model. The central theme of discussion will be that while Burawoy’s mani-
festo is primarily concerned with a plea for the institutionalization of pub-
lic sociology, it is embedded in a very ambitious social theoretical frame-
work whose full implications have not been worked out in sufficient detail 
(Burawoy 2005a). The primary objective of this essay will be to highlight 
such problems in the spirit of what Saskia Sassen calls “digging” to “detect 
the lumpiness of what seems an almost seamless map” (Sassen 2005:401) 
and to provide suggestions for constructive alternatives.

Burawoy’s proposal has enjoyed considerable “political” success: “Bura-
woy’s public address is, quite clearly, a politician’s speech—designed to 
build consensus and avoid ruffling too many feathers” (Hays 2007:80). 
As Patricia Hill Collins puts it, the eyes of many students “light up” when 
the schema is presented: “There’s the aha factor at work. . . . They reso-
nate with the name public sociology. . . . Wishing to belong to something 
bigger than themselves” (Collins 2007:110–111). While many might be 
skeptical about the “we” of the resulting activism (Nielsen 2004), there 
was after all no overt threat to individual “professional” autonomy. By 
giving “professional sociology” sanctity, it was possible to avoid the 
charges of simplistic anti-positivism. Instead, Burawoy falls back on the 
comforting language of a Durkheimian pluralism that offers hope of 
reconciliation based on a complementary division of labor between four 
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types of sociology: professional and policy sociology oriented toward “in-
strumental knowledge,” as opposed to critical and public sociology con-
cerned with “reflexive knowledge” (understood primarily in normative 
terms). The problem is that despite the provocative pedagogical intuition 
that underlies and justifies the model’s use as a heuristic device, upon 
closer examination it cannot be adequately defended in its current form as 
a theoretical framework for understanding the discipline of sociology.

This essay is written from the semi-peripheral perspective of a standpoint 
influenced by the international context of European social theory, Canadian 
and Latin American social research, and my own earlier defenses of a “critical 
theory of methodology” and a “postfoundationalist critical theory” (Morrow 
1994; Morrow and Torres 2002). So it was with some discomfort that despite 
my initial sympathy for Burawoy’s intervention, further reflection—prompted 
by the invitation to contribute to this book—forced me to the following re-
considerations.

Assessing Burawoy’s manifesto for a “public sociology” will require a 
quick review of previous commentaries as a point of departure for develop-
ing some proposed revisions that will focus on issues related to the theo-
retical status of the model. The unifying argument will be that Burawoy’s 
model—based on a polarization between instrumental and reflexive knowl-
edge—overgeneralizes a particular historical configuration of tendencies es-
pecially evident in the United States. The model must therefore be situated 
within a more generalized metatheoretical framework that (1) is not based 
on a polarization of instrumental and reflexive knowledge; (2) expands 
the quadrant now labeled “critical sociology” to encompass “social theory” 
generally in order to extend its meaning to include the multiple forms of 
reflexivity necessary for social inquiry; (3) takes into account that profes-
sional sociology as empirical knowledge takes a multiplicity of explanatory 
and methodological forms that cannot be reduced to the concept of “instru-
mental knowledge”; and (4) recognizes that policy sociology needs to be 
differentiated by recognizing its “technocratic” and “liberal enlightenment” 
forms, a distinction that suggests greater continuity between some forms of 
policy and public sociology. Finally (5), such modifications will provide a 
basis for clarification of the logical status and rationale of a fourfold model 
of the division of sociological labor.

THE DEBATE THUS FAR: 
AN OVERVIEW AND ASSESSMENT

While many of the commentaries are generally supportive testimonials 
(e.g., Blau and Smith 2006; Piven 2007), other discussions have made ex-
plicit criticisms of Burawoy’s theoretical scheme and its implications (Claw-
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son 2007). At least four key themes—often overlapping—can be identified: 
(1) the tension between interdisciplinarity and sociological myopia; (2) 
reservations about the specific tasks and future of public sociology in dif-
ferent national contexts; (3) questions about scientific credibility; and (4) 
fundamental theoretical problems of the original model.

Those who point to the dangers of sociological myopia note the tension 
between a globalizing ambition and a narrow focus on sociology (Chase-
Dunn 2005): “sociology cannot handle it alone” (Ehrenreich 2007:236). 
Burawoy defends his sociological focus in terms of reconstituting the tradi-
tional universalizing ambitions, disciplinary divisions, and positivist meth-
odology of social science, a concern that is framed as part of a critique of 
Wallerstein and the Gulbankien Commission’s utopian vision of a unified 
social science (Burawoy 2005b). However necessary, such a reconstitution 
must also take into account that much sociological research and especially 
sociological theory has depended crucially on theoretical work outside 
of sociology (Aronowitz 2005; Braithwaite 2005; Holmwood 2007). Yet 
accepting the need for interdisciplinarity does not require denying that 
sociology has a distinctive disciplinary perspective but does provide a re-
minder that other fields have more often paved the way: the call for a public 
sociology generally seems to ignore that most of the pioneering forms of 
public social science have been carried outside of sociology, especially pro-
fessional and interdisciplinary programs and the well-developed tradition 
of “action research” (Reason and Bradbury 2001).

Regarding the second question, considerable discussion has questioned 
the future and priorities of public sociology, especially Burawoy’s prophetic 
stance based on a model of “three waves” of public sociology, culminating 
in its focus on the defense of civil society from markets and the state (Bura-
woy 2005c). This issue will be taken up only indirectly here in questioning 
both the identification of policy sociology with narrow instrumentalism 
and defining public sociology as primarily a defensive strategy against the 
state.

The third question of scientific credibility and authority provides the basis 
for strong “positivist” and empiricist critiques that criticize the model for 
giving moral questions priority over “the canons of science” (Tittle 2004), 
rather than following an engineering model of applied science based on 
the “old school” notion of “the epistemology of science” (Turner 2005:29), 
a point reinforced by understanding the context of university governance 
(Brint 2005). Others point to our limited ability to “predict what knowledge 
will be useful in the long run”(Smith-Lovin 2007:127) and the necessity of 
defending a “strong” professional sociology as the only way to re-establish 
the authority of sociology (Boyns and Fletcher 2005). Related forms of criti-
cism proceed from more pluralistic empiricist arguments about the limits of 
existing forms of knowledge, for example, the risk of being “high in affect, 
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low in competence” (Stinchcombe 2007:143), and the defense of more 
“enlightened” policy sociology based on solid research (Massey 2007). As 
well, there are concerns about a lack of accountability to peer review (Smith-
Lovin 2007) and the difficulties of communicating social knowledge—the 
distortions resulting from the translation of “theory” into “practice” (Beck 
2005; Ericson 2005; Stacey 2004; Stinchcombe 2007). Though such cau-
tions cannot be ignored, post-empiricist philosophies of science do not give 
much support to the dream of a unified sociological discipline whose posi-
tive scientific knowledge provides a foundation for authority based on an 
engineering analogy (Bryant 1995). Moreover, as recent research in citation 
networks between disciplines suggests, sociology long ago traded centrality 
for cohesion and cannot realistically aspire to the self-enclosed autonomy of 
economics, law, and even political science (Moody and Light 2006).

Even if there is little basis for a return to the positivist vision of pure applied 
knowledge, there is still the fourth question of the adequacy of Burawoy’s 
alternative. Others, while generally sympathetic to the idea of institutional-
izing public sociology, argue that the schema will simply not bear the weight 
of justifying the worthy cause. As the historical sociologist Orlando Patterson 
bluntly puts it, the model “illustrates some of the worst habits of contempo-
rary sociological thinking . . . excessive overschematization and overtheorizing 
of subjects, the construction of falsely crisp categories” (Patterson 2007:176–
177). Most of the more critical responses thus start from questioning the divi-
sion of labor argument, stressing instead the unity of sociological work. At one 
(admittedly utopian) extreme, Sharon Hays suggests that all sociology should 
be public to avoid public sociology being “cordoned off as just another form 
of lowly labor—a mail room job for losers” (Hays 2007:81). A number of oth-
ers reiterate a unity argument that also calls into question the usefulness of the 
fourfold schema: for Richard Ericson, “all sociology . . . involves knowledge 
that is at once professional, critical, policy and public” (Ericson 2005:366); 
for Immanuel Wallerstein, all sociology is simultaneously intellectual, moral, 
and political (Wallerstein 2007); and for Andrew Abbott it is always reflexive, 
instrumental, and value-laden (Abbott 2007).

More helpful for the reconstructive purpose at hand, Craig Calhoun 
provides a short checklist concerned with repairing the schema. First, what 
is the analytical status of these quadrants? Second, the tendency to overem-
phasize the discreteness of the four positions results in the striking anomaly 
that “critical sociology exists only to criticize other forms of sociology” 
rather than use empirical analysis to criticize society (Calhoun 2005:357). 
Third, what problems result from reserving autonomy primarily for profes-
sional and critical sociology, thus calling into question its importance for 
policy and public sociology? Fourth, if sociologists are to take the stand-
point of civil society, this raises problems related to standpoint theories 
generally, as well as the reification of civil society.
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Andrew Abbott’s devastating critique of the foundations of Burawoy’s 
model provides another key entry point for the revisions proposed. Ab-
bott’s objections are based on two fundamental issues. First, the overall 
structure of the model around a means-ends axis (instrumental versus 
reflexive knowledge) is rejected as a “disastrous error” because sociology is 
intrinsically value-laden (Abbott 2007:188). Second, linking critique and 
reflexivity directly with left politics is also mistaken because it does not take 
into account the non-political basis for moral perception, which for Abbott 
is best articulated in humanistic values whose realization is not tied to any 
particular sociological method.

RETHINKING BURAWOY’S
PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY: AN AGENDA

Without necessarily disagreeing with the critiques of the foundations of the 
model, it can nevertheless be sustained that with appropriate revisions the 
notion of a sociological division of labor can provide important insights into 
the different practical configurations around which sociologists necessarily or-
ganize their activities. A key aspect of the proposed revisions will be a rejection 
of the polarization between professional sociology (based on “instrumental 
knowledge”) and critical sociology (based on “reflexive knowledge”). Reject-
ing the instrumental versus reflexive knowledge distinction provides the basis 
for meeting Abbott’s two fundamental objections—that all research is reflex-
ive and value-laden and critique cannot be reduced to a political category.

REWORKING THE FOUR FACE MODEL: 
FIVE RECONSTRUCTIVE STEPS

The four-way complementarity thesis relating the four sociologies is the linch-
pin of Burawoy’s whole argument. On the first horizontal axis, professional 
and policy sociology are linked by shared concern with “instrumental knowl-
edge.” On the other horizontal axis, the harmonizing connection is between 
the primacy of “reflexive knowledge” (primarily normative) for both critical 
and public sociology. As we will see, the proposed revision based on eliminat-
ing the instrumental versus reflexive knowledge distinction will have the effect 
of weakening the harmonizing assumptions found on the two horizontal 
axes—based respectively on shared instrumentality versus shared reflexivity—
and reducing the conflicts on the vertical axes—based on the opposition of 
instrumentality and reflexivity, as well as drawing out more clearly the inter-
nal differentiations within all four categories. The two relatively autonomous 
forms of knowledge—professional sociology and social theory—use cognitive 
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styles that inevitably conflict with orientations to immediate practice, whether 
as policy or public sociology. Moreover, the differences between policy and 
public sociology as practice-oriented sociologies are not necessarily all that 
strong when a state has high levels of legitimacy and democratic participa-
tion. While this shifting of the alignments of tensions and complementarities 
will not require the model to necessarily implode, it will introduce arguments 
suggesting somewhat more intense conflicts and contradictions across the 
autonomous inquiry versus practice divide than the Durkheimian model of 
complementary differentiation suggests. Above all, these relations can no lon-
ger be conceived schematically in terms of a 4x4 matrix, as opposed to more 
specific sets of relations that respect the distinctive tasks of the systematic 
reflexivity of social theory. These relations can be introduced in terms of the 
following diagram:

Figure 3.1. The Division of Sociological Labor
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ELIMINATING THE 
INSTRUMENTAL-REFLEXIVE DISTINCTION

The first step toward developing these arguments will be to reject the in-
strumental versus reflexive knowledge distinction as a way of contrasting 
two forms of sociology. As Burawoy notes, “In ways I cannot go into here, 
this scheme bears a close relation to Habermas’s theory of system and life-
world, and a more distant relation to Talcott Parsons’s AGIL system. The 
distinction between instrumental and reflexive sociology has its roots in 
Max Weber” (Burawoy 2004:105). The suggestion that the model can be 
justified by reference to insights derived from Weber (along with Habermas 
and to a lesser extent Parsons) raises some complex questions that can only 
be discussed here in a cryptically brief way given space limitations. Though 
various authors (e.g., Abbott, Ericson, Wallerstein, McClaughlin, et al.) 
point to the unity of sociological inquiry, they tend to use the argument 
to reject the model altogether. The present discussion instead proposes a 
(radical) revisionist strategy.

The first step will be to focus on demonstrating that the instrumental 
and reflexive sociology distinction cannot be legitimated by the example of 
Weber. The proposed alternative strategy will be elaborated in four more 
steps: rethinking the domains of critical and professional sociology (steps 
two and three), drawing out some of the implications for policy and public 
sociology (step four), and reconsidering the theoretical status of the model 
as a whole (step five). As will become apparent, these revisions have the 
effect of complicating issues in a way that moves away from the elegance 
and simplicity of the original model, but at the gain—hopefully—of a more 
convincing account of the field of sociology.

As an initial reference point, consider the key formulation of the instru-
mental-reflexive distinction:

This is the distinction underlying Max Weber’s discussion of technical and 
value rationality. Weber, and following him the Frankfurt School, were con-
cerned that technical rationality was supplanting value discussion, what Hork-
heimer (1974 [1947]) referred to as the eclipse of reason or what he and his 
collaborator Theodor Adorno (1969 [1944]) called the dialectic of enlighten-
ment. I call the one type of knowledge instrumental knowledge, whether it be 
the puzzle solving of professional sociology or the problem solving of policy 
sociology. I call the other reflexive knowledge because it is concerned with a 
dialogue about ends, whether the dialogue takes place within the academic 
community about the foundations of its research programs or between aca-
demics and various publics about the direction of society. Reflexive knowledge 
interrogates the value premises of society as well as our profession. (Burawoy 
2005a:11)
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Burawoy’s response to one of the critiques of his instrumental-reflexive 
distinction (directed against McLaughlin et al.) is also revealing:

To eliminate the distinction between instrumental and reflexive knowledge—
between the logic of means and the logic of ends, between the logic of efficiency 
and the logic of reason—just because there is a real tendency toward the stifling 
of reflexive knowledge, whether critical or public, is to surrender to third-wave 
marketization. (Burawoy 2005c:165)

The following discussion will not argue for eliminating the distinction in 
general. The question at hand is rather whether the instrumental-reflexive 
distinction—grounded in Weber’s distinction between instrumental and 
substantive rationality—is suitable for grounding two different axes of sociol-
ogy. Before proceeding, however, it is necessary to note the ambiguity of the 
use of the term “instrumental” here. One formulation suggests that perhaps 
Burawoy may have a rather idiosyncratic and limited meaning in mind: “Pro-
fessional and policy sociologies are instrumental knowledges, linking means 
to given ends—the one, puzzle solving oriented to fellow sociologists and 
the other, problem solving, oriented to clients” (Burawoy 2007:6). If puzzle 
solving is all that is implied by calling professional sociology “instrumental 
knowledge,” then it is relatively uncontroversial, but at the same time has 
little to do with Weber’s concept of technical rationality understood as cal-
culation of efficient means. But as Burawoy’s overall discussion suggests, he 
does indeed have in mind invoking this stronger claim since he wants to pair 
instrumental rationality with its opposite—substantive (value) rationality.

In order to substantiate these problems in using Weber (and by implica-
tion, Frankfurt critical theory), it is necessary to show three things: first, why 
Weber’s notion of instrumental rationality cannot be used to define profes-
sional sociology; second, how the label “instrumental knowledge” conflicts 
with Weber’s own characterization of sociology as a discipline; and third, 
the difficulties of directly equating the normative (value-rational) concerns 
of critical sociology—that is, the social criticism generated by “reflexive 
knowledge”—with “substantive reason.”

Whereas it may be justifiable to refer to the “problem solving” of policy 
sociology as instrumental, it is not so clear that “puzzle solving” in research 
can be usefully characterized as instrumental in Weber’s sense, hence fol-
lowing the “logic of efficiency” when the “ends” are presumably something 
like “scientific truth.” The term “instrumental rationality” (Zweckrational-
ität—sometimes translated “purposive rationality”) was introduced by 
Weber as part of a fourfold differentiation of types of social action. But is it 
justifiable to call scientific activity as the construction of knowledge a form 
of “action” in the same sense as instrumental actions of an entrepreneur 
or even a policy expert? Matters are further confused by jumping from a 
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typology of rationalities of action to one of forms of knowledge. To say that 
sociological knowledge is the outcome of the instrumental action of puzzle 
solving tends—given the larger context referring to Weber—also to imply 
that the resulting research has instrumental uses, which is why it is paired 
with policy sociology in the first place. But the fact of puzzle solving actu-
ally says nothing about the logical structure or potential uses of the finished 
puzzles: empirical knowledge can take many different explanatory forms, of 
which instrumental knowledge in the strict sense of technical control and 
prediction is only one. In other words, an action typology is surreptitiously 
converted into what sounds like an epistemological distinction: instrumen-
tal versus reflexive knowledge.

What appears to be at work here is a failure to differentiate the multiple 
ways in which Weber talks about rationality. Though commentators have 
struggled with Weber’s inconsistent usage, Donald Levine’s classification 
captures some of the key variants:

conceptual—the “increasing theoretical mastery of reality by means of in-
creasingly precise and abstract concepts”;

instrumental—the “methodical attainment of a particular given practical 
end through the increasingly precise calculation of adequate means”;

substantive—the organization of effort on behalf of normative ideals; and
methodical or formal—what Weber terms Planmässigkeit, a methodical or-

dering of activities through the establishment of fixed rules and routines.
(Levine 2005:116–117)

Social scientific activity can thus be more insightfully referred to as con-
ceptual or formal (or perhaps theoretical) rationality, but not instrumental 
rationality and the use of instrumental knowledge in the sense used, for ex-
ample, by George Ritzer in his analysis of McDonaldization (Ritzer 1996). 
Moreover, given that Weber admits that belief in scientific inquiry is itself 
a value, it would be necessary to acknowledge that in practice conceptual 
rationality also has an underlying value dimension.

To turn to the second question, beyond failing to correspond to Weber’s 
theory of rationalization, Burawoy’s argument is not consistent with Weber’s 
own characterization of sociology. Weber neither identified the conceptual 
rationality of sociology with its instrumental uses nor accepted—given his 
Nietzschean tendencies—that value rationality could be a form of “knowl-
edge.” Following later neo-Kantian philosophers such as Dilthey who devel-
oped a hermeneutic critique of “historical reason,” Weber’s sociology was 
grounded—unlike classical hermeneutics—in recognition of non-naturalistic 
forms of causality (Harrington 2001).

Nevertheless, his anti-positivist stance sharply differentiated the social sci-
ences from the natural sciences because their foundation was interpretations 
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of meaning, even though some forms of social science were contributing to 
the rationalization of social action.

Finally, with respect to the third question, Weber cannot be easily used 
to justify the characterization of critical sociology in terms of its capacity to 
produce “reflexive knowledge” linked with substantive reason. Substantive 
reason (a term used in his legal studies as a contrast for formal rationality) 
and value rationality in general (Wertrationalität) were not for Weber forms 
of knowing that were subject to rational evaluation because they ultimately 
had non-rational foundations in a metaphysical “war of the gods.” One 
could just dismiss Weber here, but that would require justifying how nor-
mative reasoning could be considered “knowledge.” The early Frankfurt 
School attempted to do so with the metaphysical notion of “objective rea-
son” as the foundation of substantive reason—an argument that Habermas 
has subsequently rejected in turning to a procedural, communicative ethics. 
And as postmodernists stress, to play the conceptual game of engaging in 
debates about the value rationality of ends provides no guarantee of pro-
ducing universally valid norms, even if they were possible. In short, when 
Burawoy reduces reflexive knowledge to a form of “knowledge” based on 
a “dialogue about ends,” he simply glosses over the immense practical 
and philosophical difficulties with respect to what that might mean in the 
contemporary context. In short, it is necessary to start all over by rethinking 
the issues involved in defining the categories labeled “critical sociology” 
and “professional sociology” in their own terms before an effort is made 
to unjustifiably reduce their relation to a contrast between reflexive and 
instrumental knowledge.

FROM CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY TO SOCIAL THEORY

A second step of revision would thus be to deal with the immense problems 
resulting from the characterization of the autonomous quadrant of reflexive 
knowledge as normative “critical sociology,” an issue that goes beyond the 
potential historical deficiencies of its reflexivity (McLaughlin, Kowalchuk, 
and Turcotte 2005). This section will focus on the rationale for replacing 
“critical sociology”—understood by Burawoy primarily as normative (re-
flexive) knowledge—with the more inclusive notion of social theory. In 
Burawoy’s formulation critical sociology appears schizophrenic—it tends 
to be professional and empirical in its contemporary practice as research, 
and yet its claim to distinctiveness in informing public sociology is that it 
is foundational and especially moral: “It is the role of critical sociology, my 
fourth type of sociology, to examine the foundations—both the explicit and 
the implicit, both normative and descriptive—of the research programs of 
professional sociology” (2005a:10). Yet if one looks at a journal like Critical 
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Sociology or others associated more broadly with critical social theory (e.g., 
Theory and Society), it is hard to distinguish such work from a somewhat 
marginalized form of professional sociology that just gives more attention 
to value questions, power, and the historical origins of the definition of re-
search problems. Perhaps the hesitation to make this link with professional 
sociology explicit stems from the reluctance of associating critical sociology 
with “instrumental knowledge”—a problem that disappears if this charac-
terization is dropped as argued previously.

To further develop this shift from “critical sociology” to “social theory,” 
two points need to be recognized. First, the full distinctiveness of this 
“foundational” quadrant as a form of largely non-empirical theorizing 
needs to be recognized, especially how it cannot be a form of “sociology” 
in the same sense as the other three faces of inquiry. Jonathan Turner indi-
rectly identifies the problem with the complaint that Habermas’s otherwise 
interesting writings are just “philosophy,” not really sociology at all (Turner 
2005:35).

Second, it should be recognized that the inevitable oscillation between 
narrow and conflationary uses of the term “critical sociology” is a source 
of endless confusion. For example, whereas Alain Touraine equates critical 
sociology with Marxist forms of social determinism (Touraine 2007), sub-
sequent qualifications open up the term to include Pitirim Sorokin (Jeffries 
2005). Why not then even include Parsons, who was after all a normative 
(liberal) critic of fascism, racism, and excessive inequality? A term that in 
this context gives rise to such serious ambiguities needs to be replaced.

The face misleadingly labeled “critical sociology” should thus be re-
named more generically as “social theory,” or more specifically, “systematic 
reflexive theorizing,” since all sociologists engage in reflexive theorizing 
and social theory to some extent. While critical sociologies may be associ-
ated with some of the most visible forms of social theory, they do not have 
a monopoly on this kind of conceptual work. Critical theory in the Frank-
furt tradition is thus a form of social theory that draws upon a particular 
configuration of its multiple forms of reflexive discourse, even if grounded 
in a normative theory of emancipation. Nor is social theory uniquely so-
ciological because it is part of an interdisciplinary discourse that includes 
all of the human sciences. Moreover, to “criticize” in the context of social 
theory should not be read in its purely negative or primarily normative 
sense, but rather as including the full range of “reflexive procedures” that 
are the basis of the “non-empirical methods” underlying research practices 
(Morrow 1994:ch. 9). Systematic reflexive theorizing is thus closely associ-
ated with “social theory” as codified in two recent encyclopedias of social 
theory (Harrington, Marshall, and Müller 2006; Ritzer 2005) that can be 
contrasted to the narrowly positivist vocabulary of “sociology” in the 1960s 
(Fairchild 1965). Nevertheless, a distinctive feature of American sociology 
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has been the systematic neglect of the philosophical training necessary for 
social theory, even in elite programs. Whereas for Alan Sica this neglect 
“comes close to pedagogical negligence—not unlike prohibiting students 
from learning statistics, while insisting that they publish in the better jour-
nals” (Sica 1998:9–10), for Ben Agger it has culminated in the “diaspora of 
American social theory” (Agger 2006).

To speak of social theory as the relatively autonomous complement to 
professional sociology also helps clarify the range of concerns of systematic 
reflexive theorizing by posing the question of “what is social theory.” For 
example, Gouldner’s later work is best analyzed as social theory (Antonio 
2005), a concept that is much wider than that of “critical sociology.” Without 
attempting to provide a formal definition, it is possible to describe four of 
the key forms of discourse associated with social theory: the non-empirical 
discourses of normative theory (values) and scientific metatheory (ontology, 
epistemology) and the quasi-empirical inquiries of historicist and construc-
tionist studies of knowledge and general socio-historical theories.

Beyond normative issues, a second central theme of social theory has been 
a preoccupation with metatheoretical questions about ontology, epistemol-
ogy, and methodology that are concerned with the status of social knowledge 
and social explanations. A good representative here in the American context 
is Stephen P. Turner, who has moved back and forth between sociology 
and philosophy (Turner and Roth 2003). A third preoccupation of social 
theory—the social construction of knowledge—has roots in the sociology 
of knowledge, but has been extended in somewhat different directions in 
Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology and poststructuralist approaches (e.g., Fou-
cault). Such work has attempted—at its best—to draw out the implications of 
the social construction of social knowledge, while attempting to avoid both 
relativistic reductionism and foundationalist notions of scientific “truth.”

Finally, social theory has also been centrally preoccupied with general 
theories of modernity and postmodernity (e.g., Lyotard, Habermas, Gid-
dens) that cannot be reduced to the somewhat narrower notions of a socio-
logical theory of social change. And to summarize, Burawoy’s own call for 
the institutionalization of public sociology is essentially an essay in system-
atically reflexive social theory that draws on all four of its analytic features: 
normative theory; the metatheoretical foundations of inquiry (e.g., claims 
about instrumental knowledge); the historical analysis of the formation 
of sociology as a disciplinary field and its larger implications; the general 
historical theorizing implied by a “third-wave” model of the sociological 
tradition that projects “value science” as the rising tide of the future.

With the preceding suggestions in mind, compare Burawoy’s original for-
mulation with an alternative version based on replacing critical sociology with 
a comprehensive understanding of the systematic reflexivity of social theory:
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However disruptive in the short term, in the long term instrumental knowl-
edge cannot thrive without challenges from reflexive knowledges, that is, from 
the renewal and redirection of the values that underpin their research, values 
that are drawn from and recharged by the wider society. (Burawoy 2005a:19)

The revised version:
However disruptive in the short term, in the long term the conceptual 

rationality of empirical research paradigms cannot thrive without chal-
lenges from the systematic reflexive insights of social theory, that is, from 
reflection about the normative and metatheoretical foundations of inquiry, 
historicist awareness of the construction of knowledge, and the provoca-
tions of general social theories that stimulate thinking outside the confines 
of narrowly empiricist theory.

RETHINKING PROFESSIONAL SOCIOLOGY

A third step would be to draw out the implication of rejecting the charac-
terization of professional sociology as grounded in “instrumental knowl-
edge” and a “correspondence theory of truth,” thus reinforcing—against 
Burawoy’s own intentions—the positivist tendencies that have long 
dominated much American social science (Steinmetz 2005). For example, 
some readings of Burawoy criticize a concession to positivism that makes 
it unsuitable as a foundation even for public sociology (Ghamari-Tabrizi 
2005:364). Though unified as “instrumental knowledge,” the diversity of 
professional sociology is recognized by reference to “research programs” in 
the sense used by Imre Lakatos (Burawoy 2005a:10). This terminology is 
misleading, however, in that it implies a unity based on “core” assumptions 
and cumulative findings that are generally lacking in sociology (Holmwood 
2007:59). This highly idealized view of cumulative research is strategically 
important for the model in that it provides a knowledge base for high con-
sensus “instrumental knowledge” that in turn legitimates its application 
in policy research, even though the concept of cumulation itself is fraught 
with difficulties (Abbott 2006).

A much more representative example of what goes on in social research 
specialties is evident in the characterization of social gerontology by Norella 
Putney and her colleagues—and accepted by Burawoy as resulting in a form 
of public sociology. The resulting list is a rather messy set of approaches 
whose explanatory diversity resembles many other fields: life course per-
spectives (the most widely cited); social exchange theory; age stratification 
perspectives; social constructionism; and critical perspectives that include 
the Frankfurt tradition, Foucault, political economy, and feminist theories 
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(Putney, Alley, and Bengston 2005:93–95). Given the multiplicity of theo-
retical perspectives, there is no unified “research program” in Lakatos’s sense 
beyond a value and topical concern with aging groups.

Burawoy’s informal use of the language of research programs obscures 
how professional sociology is based on diverse explanatory strategies, some 
of which are highly conducive to policy sociology (hence potentially instru-
mental in the strong sense), whereas others have no apparent or immediate 
instrumental value or have only “weak” instrumental possibilities. For ex-
ample, as Charles Ragin points out, sociological explanations have multiple 
goals: “1. identifying general patterns and relationships; 2. testing and refin-
ing theories; 3. making predictions; 4. interpreting culturally or historically 
significant phenomena; 5. exploring diversity; 6. giving voice; 7. advancing 
new theories”(Ragin 1994:32–33). Subsuming all of these possibilities 
under the heading of “instrumental knowledge” simply cannot be justified 
aside from the rather trivial sense in which they share “puzzle solving.”

The theoretical strategies of professional sociology can be broadly dif-
ferentiated in terms of their location on an agency-structure continuum 
that can be understood ontologically as part of subject-object opposition 
or epistemologically in terms of a differentiation of three basic “knowl-
edge interests” (Habermas 1971). At the objectivist (positivist, primarily 
quantitative) extreme are approaches based on the study of causality using 
multivariate analysis and other formalist approaches. In opposition, vari-
ous anti-positivist interpretive (hermeneutic) strategies focus on social ac-
tion and interaction (e.g., symbolic interactionism, social phenomenology, 
ethnomethodology). Finally a variety of mediating strategies pursue ques-
tions linked with an agency-structure model concerned with the interplay 
of subjectivity and structural relations of causality understood in historicist 
terms: functionalism and neofunctionalism; historical sociologies; and crit-
ical sociologies that, even though often historical, are linked with research 
problems with strong, explicitly defined value implications (e.g., critical 
research on race, class, and gender; world system theory; research associated 
with various forms of critical social theory).

Among these three basic strategies, only forms of objectivist research 
concerned with prediction and the identification of strict causal social 
mechanisms might be viewed as “instrumental knowledge” in the sense 
of technical control. Furthermore, all draw at some point very selectively 
upon systematic social theory to construct “applied” strategies to legitimate 
their research paradigms. This “applied reflexivity” includes normative and 
metatheoretical (and methodological) assumptions, as well as stances with 
respect to the implications of the social contexts of research and the form of 
general theory that should inform inquiry. Functionalism has ontological 
foundations in biological systems theory just as many forms of critical so-
ciology are grounded in classical historical materialism. But typically such 
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“reflexive” concerns take the form of “given” presuppositions because of a 
primary focus on empirical research problems and theoretical revisions and 
elaborations within a framework of “normal science.” Only as systematic 
social theory are such questions pursued as a relatively autonomous theo-
retical activity, most often in response to paradigmatic crisis.

Given this diversity and the very weak links between methods and value 
outcomes, all forms of professional sociology might potentially provide 
important insights for public sociology under the right conditions. Critical 
social science has no monopoly of “emancipatory” potentials, even though 
the early Habermas tended to draw this conclusion. As Abbott points out, 
overly generalized critiques of positivism have the bad habit of concluding 
that a concern with values “obliges us to some particular methodology” 
(Abbott 2007:203). But as he admits, there do remain major problems re-
lating to the “humane translation” of the implications of different explana-
tory strategies. For example, some methodologies are more appropriate for 
addressing some kinds of questions better than others. As well, there are 
immense difficulties in communicating such issues through the mass me-
dia—themes tellingly illustrated in Judith Stacey’s account of her experience 
as an expert witness on gay families (Stacey 2004). Making sense of these 
problems, however, would require understanding professional sociology 
in more explicit post-empiricist (and post-positivist) terms grounded in an 
understanding of multi-paradigmatic explanatory diversity.

Finally, it becomes possible to summarize the alternative to Burawoy’s 
original formulation of the instrumental-reflexive distinction. The proposed 
revision version, however, cannot readily be reduced to such a rhetorically 
elegant and concise formulation, because the fuzzy reality of contemporary 
social inquiry requires a somewhat more theoretically elaborate and less 
schematic set of distinctions.

Autonomous inquiry takes the form of conceptual rationality, whether 
as professional empirical sociology or social theory. Sociology cannot be 
defined in terms of a polarization between instrumental and reflexive (nor-
mative) knowledge because professional sociology as empirical knowledge 
is constructed through multiple explanatory and methodological strategies 
(e.g., objectivist, subjectivist, mediational) with distinct social theoretical 
presuppositions. Moreover, the potential uses of professional sociology—
whether more purely instrumental or as part of more democratic, com-
municative deliberation—cannot be known in advance. Though critical 
sociologies can be identified as giving a distinctive emphasis to value ques-
tions and social engagement, they necessarily remain within professional 
sociology and dependent upon its base of empirical knowledge.

Rather than constituting a form of knowledge in the stricter empirical 
sense, social theory is best understood as a family of rational (interdisci-
plinary) discourses—whether quasi-empirical or non-empirical—whose 
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intellectual function as forms of systematic reflexive theorizing is to con-
stantly interrogate the practices of the other three cognitive styles and their 
relation to the academic knowledge system as a whole. Consequently, there 
is a complementary relationship between systematic social theory and 
professional sociology, even though competing research paradigms selec-
tively draw upon social theory for their legitimation. Finally, rejecting the 
instrumental-reflexive knowledge polarization also suggests that the pri-
mary division of cognitive styles is around the competing demands of rela-
tively autonomous theory and competing strategies of practice.

THE DIVISIONS WITHIN POLICY SOCIOLOGY AND 
THE IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

If the opposition between “instrumental” and “reflexive” knowledge as two 
separate quadrants is rejected, what then is the alternative for locating dif-
ferences of cognitive style between policy and public sociology? A fourth 
step—following from the preceding revisions—would be to recognize the 
differences within policy sociology and the implications for its relationship 
to public sociology. To address this topic it is necessary to return to Weber’s 
discussion of policy analysis based on the distinction between the “ethics 
of responsibility” and the ethics of “ultimate ends.” This schematic typol-
ogy contributes to misunderstanding, however, if it is taken to imply that 
there could be a practical politics of either pure ends or pure means—just 
as Burawoy’s model suggests a polarization between reflexive ends and 
instrumental means. In practice, the social liberalism that Weber person-
ally advocated attempted to link liberal values with the kinds of policies 
that he considered “realistic” with the given stock of empirical knowledge, 
as against the irresponsibility of revolutionary Marxism. Nevertheless, 
despite some weaknesses in this regard, critical sociologies have always 
been centrally concerned with developing “scientific” means for realizing 
the basic values of the Enlightenment—freedom, equality, solidarity, jus-
tice—through institutional reorganization. Most forms of social criticism 
make some effort to take into account the available means, even if resisting 
opportunistic capitulation to the oppressiveness of the “real” (i.e., “another 
world is possible”). The alternatives within sociology today are thus not 
between purely “instrumental” and purely “value” orientations, but be-
tween positions that offer competing strategies for combining means and 
ends. Critical sociologies ironically also adhere to a variant of an ethics of 
responsibility, but one that simply gives higher priority to mobilizing new 
interests and reducing specific value inconsistencies related to social justice. 
At best, it would be possible to say that critical sociologies give relatively 
higher priority to ends than means, whereas professional and policy sociol-
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ogy reverses the relative priority. The result is the opposition between what 
might be called a narrowly pragmatic or conventional ethics of responsibility 
and the pluralist critical pragmatism (Bohman 1999) of what might be 
called a radical ethics of responsibility.

Professional sociology as empirical research is not intrinsically com-
mitted to either the conventional or radical option because it produces 
knowledge that might in principle be used to legitimate the “means” 
aspect of either position. For this reason calling professional sociology 
“instrumental” exaggerates its affinities with policy sociology and obscures 
its necessary relation to public sociology as a resource for “alternative” 
policies. The means-oriented knowledge of those advocating radical change 
can only come from the same stock of professional empirical knowledge, 
even if drawing upon different forms. Every invocation of “another world 
is possible” in public sociology is also necessarily implicitly linked with 
reference to (alternative) technical means, even if these may be viewed by 
policy sociology as unreliable, likely to produce excessive social conflict, 
too costly, and so forth.

It should also be emphasized that such visionary social theoretical ques-
tions are not the monopoly of the “left.” The variable affinity between 
social theory and public sociology becomes clearer if the explicit possibility 
of “reactionary” public sociology be recognized, for example, sociology in 
Nazi Germany and now in the cynically marketed “public sociology” of 
largely right-wing think tanks in the United States. The skewed outcomes 
of conventional policy pragmatism do not reflect the inherently “conserva-
tive” character of empirical knowledge so much as its selective use given the 
particular way in which policy research has been institutionalized by both 
the democratic welfare state and the private sector. More visionary ends 
may arouse sympathy in “enlightened” policy sociology but are ignored in 
the name of “realism” on the assumption their realization must await the 
development of appropriate means. But these conventionalized priorities 
also contribute to the highly selective use of professional knowledge, hence 
the disvaluing of qualitative and critical sociologies. Nevertheless, the rela-
tion of policy and public sociology is not static. The possibility of radical 
reformist democratic regimes opens up innovative and experimental phases 
that draw upon more “enlightened” policy sociology that responds to the 
criticisms of public sociology (Flyvbjerg 1998, 2001). For such reasons it 
is also problematic to define the state as necessarily the enemy of civil so-
ciety. When public sociology is weak and cannot make itself heard, policy 
sociology tends to regress to more purely technocratic tendencies linked 
with technical rationalization and undemocratic capitulation to dominant 
interests. In short, in contrast to the original model, the potential comple-
mentarity between policy and public sociology is highlighted in this revised 
interpretation.
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The strong polarization between policy and public sociology in Bura-
woy’s model—linked to the instrumental-reflexive distinction—obscures 
the important differences within policy sociology and contributes to an 
exclusive association of public sociology with “civil society” and opposi-
tion to the state. Rather than consign policy sociology to its fate as an 
instrumental perspective bereft of values, it becomes necessary to recognize 
the fundamental division between orientations toward “technocratic” and 
more democratic “liberal enlightenment” models of applied knowledge 
that provide reflection on means-ends questions within the constraints of 
the given democratic public sphere (Morrow 1994:306–309). As William 
Julius Wilson reminds us, Morris Janowitz used the term “enlightenment” 
to describe the potential contribution of professional sociology to policy 
research (Wilson 2007:117). Similarly, the legacy of “traditional” public so-
ciology—from early pragmatism through Mills, Lynd, and Gouldner—has 
been centrally concerned with the interplay between the transformation 
of public (state) policy and the values to be realized within civil society. 
Consequently, to define public sociology exclusively in terms of audiences 
in civil society and their mobilization as a task of organic public sociology 
simply bypasses the continuing strategic importance of state–civil society 
relations as the reference point for transformative change. As opposed to 
Burawoy’s stress on the defensive character of public sociology, a radical 
ethics of responsibility necessarily retains a concern with informing the 
transformation of public policy. The resulting reformulation of the relation 
between policy and public sociology can be summarized as follows:

Both policy and public sociology are defined by linking means and ends 
to facilitate the re-ordering of social life in the name of “reason.” Because 
policy sociology has a shorter time horizon and deals primarily with state 
and private clients, it draws selectively upon empirical research to justify a 
more instrumental approach to problem solving in the name of a narrowly 
pragmatic or conventional ethics of responsibility that tends to give priority 
to largely given ends for which there are available relatively reliable means. 
Nevertheless, beyond this technocratic model, policy sociology in relatively 
democratic societies must also compete with liberal enlightenment models 
that give some consideration to questions about defining ends, though 
such concerns are constrained by the limits of the democratic public sphere 
and unequal representation of group interests. Public sociology, in con-
trast, is not constrained by providing immediate policy “solutions” and 
has a longer time horizon, speaking on behalf of dispersed publics without 
effective representation, future publics (e.g., generations), and values not 
adequately taken into account in policy sociology (even in its more enlight-
ened forms). Consequently, public sociology also draws upon professional 
empirical research to articulate alternative means for realizing neglected 
values and interests in the name of a critical pragmatism—a radical ethics 
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of responsibility. Whereas “traditional” public sociology often extends its 
concerns to questions of transforming state policy, “organic” public sociol-
ogy tends toward a more defensive mobilization to protect civil society.

THE MODEL’S RATIONALE: THE HISTORICAL 
CONDITIONS OF POSSIBILITY OF SOCIOLOGY

Though Burawoy toys with the possibility of a link—“an uncanny resem-
blance” (Burawoy 2005a:11)—between his model and Parson’s AGIL 
schema, closer examination suggests that such a functionalist grounding is 
not necessary, is inconsistent with Burawoy’s overall approach, and leads 
to contradictory interpretations. Not only does the model conflict with the 
effort of Parsons and Platt to locate the university within knowledge societ-
ies (Holmwood 2007:60), it also cannot be reconciled with understanding 
Parson’s AGIL schema in terms of Weber’s theory of rationalization (Levine 
2005:118–119). The point of departure for the fifth step would be to drop 
any reference to the problematic Parsonian analogy. In this alternative ac-
count, professional sociology, social theory, policy sociology, and public 
sociology become understood as historically constituted conditions of 
possibility for legitimating the institutionalization of sociological inquiry 
within European modernity.

The question then becomes understanding how each of the four cogni-
tive styles contributed to this process of academic recognition, without 
necessarily proclaiming any one as world-historically foundational or me-
chanically locating them within a formal matrix, as well as recognizing the 
epistemological and value presuppositions of all perspectives. Even if dis-
ciplines were historically given autonomy by the state on the assumption 
of basic corporate neutrality with respect to more immediate conflicting 
political ideologies, this relative neutrality could not be legitimately con-
strued as “value-free” in the dogmatic sense. Nor were the potential uses 
of social inquiry limited to dominant groups because the marginalized 
and oppressed could also potentially identify with social science given its 
links with the Enlightenment vision of “emancipation” from oppression 
in its multiple forms (Morrow 2006). The interpretation of the historical 
conditions of possibility of sociology can thus be summarized in the fol-
lowing way:

The four faces of sociological inquiry provide the theoretical and practi-
cal conditions of possibility for sociology (or any social science) becoming 
institutionalized in a modern democratic society as a field of autonomous 
disciplinary knowledge(s) that might inform potential social practice (as 
both policy and public sociology) in the interest a general post-Enlighten-
ment process of humanization and democratization.
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CONCLUSION

Though the implications of such revisions for the institutionalization of 
public sociology are far-reaching, only two will be mentioned in concluding. 
First, to reiterate, the revised version points to the potential complementar-
ity of “enlightened” policy sociology and public sociology in the context of 
radical reformist regimes. The tendency to view the state categorically as the 
enemy of civil society does not provide the kind of differentiated analysis that 
is found, for example, in Habermas’s later work on the legal foundations of 
democracy or even the Foucauldian research on governmentality that ques-
tions some classic right-left distinctions (Barry, Osborne, and Rose 1996).

Second, in rejecting the monopoly of moral questions by critical soci-
ology, it becomes necessary to recognize the unresolved problems of the 
normative foundations and conflicting value priorities of public sociology. 
Addressing such issues, for example, would require taking up questions 
posed by “postmodernist” critical theorists such as Ben Agger (Agger 2000) 
and Steven Seidman (Seidman 1996). Though Burawoy rekindles the flame 
of the late-1960s slogan that “if you are not a part of the solution you are a 
part of the problem,” his model does not adequately respond to postmod-
ernist doubts that “if you think you are part of the solution you are part of 
the problem.” The revisions to his model proposed here seek to pave the 
way for addressing how a post-foundationalist critical theory might begin 
to confront these skeptical challenges to public sociology.
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Unquestionably, social justice appears as a recurring concern around the 
globe. For that reason alone, we sociologists must vigorously engage is-
sues of social justice or become largely irrelevant to the present and future 
course of history.

—Joe Feagin, “Social Justice and Sociology”

In this analysis we compare two different approaches to public sociology, 
that of Michael Burawoy from his 2004 presidential address and subse-
quent discussions and an earlier call for a critical public sociology, one 
for social justice, articulated in Joe Feagin’s 2000 presidential address. As 
is clear in this elaboration of Feagin’s social justice address, we support 
Burawoy’s call for a public, concerned, and policy-relevant sociology, but 
have significant questions and criticisms concerning Burawoy’s project. We 
assess how Burawoy perceives the function and history of public sociology 
and engage (1) his logic of a fourfold division of labor in sociology—pub-
lic, critical, professional, and policy sociology, (2) his views concerning the 
roles of the four sociologies and their interrelations, and (3) his claim that 
“civil society” should be the touchstone of a public sociology. Building on 
arguments in Feagin’s presidential address, “Social Justice and Sociology: 
Agendas for the Twenty-First Century” (2001b), we suggest a portrait and 
role of public sociology that differs considerably from Burawoy’s view.

Burawoy’s call for public sociology addressing concerns of “multiple 
publics” and “encroachment of the markets and states” is often vague or 
confusing and not as fully constructed as Feagin’s public-oriented sociol-
ogy committed to social justice. Burawoy discusses a “sociology of publics” 
without clarifying what publics are the focus and which take priority. In 
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contrast, we view public sociology as inherently critical (not dividing criti-
cal and public sociology like Burawoy) and as a particular form of sociology 
committed to social justice, a sociology that focuses specifically on histori-
cally oppressed and exploited publics: women, people of color, the poor, 
sexual minorities, and other socially oppressed groups.

Social-justice-oriented sociology is concerned not only with political-
economic oppression and resulting inequalities created by states and mar-
kets, Burawoy’s primary concern, but also with other historical, intentional 
oppression. Along with state and market (“class”) oppression related to 
“contemporary capitalism, other forms of social injustice and inequality 
remain central to the United States and other societies . . . [such as] racial 
and ethnic oppression, patriarchy, homophobia, bureaucratic authoritari-
anism, violence against children, and discrimination against the aged and 
disabled” (Feagin 2001b:4).

A critical public sociology consistently focused on social justice contrasts 
with Burawoy’s public sociology. Unlike his view of a workable relation-
ship between the critical-public and professional-policy sociological di-
mensions, we find that sociologies committed to social justice (critical and 
public sociology) have historically been in significant and ongoing conflict 
with mainstream sociologies (professional and public sociology). Sociolo-
gies committed to social justice are too frequently suppressed or marginal-
ized by mainstreamers, and we disagree with Burawoy’s too-rosy view of 
symbiotic relationships between the former and the latter. Unlike Burawoy, 
we do not find the two forms of sociology to be regularly compatible and 
do not share Burawoy’s “normative vision of the discipline of sociology” 
as a “reciprocal interdependence among four types [of sociologies]—an 
organic solidarity in which each type of sociology derives energy, meaning, 
and imagination from its connection to the others” (Burawoy 2005d:15).

In contrast, we are critical of the history and current state of mainstream 
sociology—professional/policy sociology—and are skeptical of a healthy 
reciprocal relationship being forged between mainstream sociology and 
sociologies oriented to social justice. Mainstream sociology has often failed 
to promote social justice issues where it could have. We note its past and 
present racial, class, and gender biases; its lack of racial, class, and gender 
pluralism in many decision-making positions; its government-oriented and 
corporate-oriented production (via grants) of sociological knowledge; and 
its long-term promotion of a supposed value-neutral perspective claiming 
to be the only “scientific” approach to knowledge generation.

Furthermore, we do not share Burawoy’s belief that “over the last half 
century the political center of gravity of sociology has moved in a critical 
direction” and disagree with his assertion that “the radicalism of the 1960s 
diffused through the profession . . . [and that the] increasing presence and 
participation of women and racial minorities, the ascent of the 1960s gen-
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eration to leadership positions in departments and our association, marked 
a critical drift that is echoed in the content of sociology”; and we are dis-
suaded by his optimistic claims that “sociologists have become more sensi-
tive, more focused on the negative” (social justice issues), and that “today 
sociology has never been in better shape” (2005d:6, 7, 18). Despite chal-
lenges to mainstream sociology in the 1960s and the increasing presence of 
women, people of color, and the less economically privileged in sociology, 
how widespread, enduring, and effectual have the changes in mainstream 
sociology actually been?

In response to these questions we expand on key issues raised in Feagin’s 
presidential address, “Social Justice and Sociology.” We revisit his argument 
that mainstream U.S. sociology has in significant ways become less criti-
cal since its neglected first founders—Jane Addams, W. E. B. Du Bois, and 
sociologists working with them—and indeed has wandered from the early 
focus on issues of social justice, with much neglect today of critical needs 
of women, people of color, the poor, and other marginalized publics. Much 
mainstream sociology is presently in poor shape and in need of recovery 
of its social justice past. We accent here Feagin’s argument that sociology’s 
health relies upon the development of a countersystem alternative to main-
stream sociology, one recognizing the centrality of social justice, a human-
rights morality, and vital pluralism in the sociological enterprise.

HISTORICAL ROOTS AND DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIOLOGY

In their presidential addresses, Feagin and Burawoy both chart historical 
phases in the development of sociology. Both observe that the discipline’s 
noble beginnings, as a critical public sociology concerned with social 
justice and change, shifted over time to an increasingly professionalized, 
mainstream discipline characterized by a supposedly detached, value-free 
perspective. The latter perspective is out of touch with the discipline’s origi-
nal dedication to critically addressing power imbalances favoring certain 
social groups (fortunate publics) and socioeconomic injustices targeting 
other groups (misfortunate publics).

Feagin (2001b:6, 8, 10; see also Feagin and Vera 2001) makes it clear that 
“it is time for the discipline to fully recover and celebrate its historical roots 
in a sociology committed to social justice in ideals and practice.” Accord-
ing to Feagin, “from the beginning there has been a robust ‘countersystem’ 
tradition within U.S. sociology—a tradition whose participants have inten-
tionally undertaken research aimed at significantly reducing or eliminating 
social injustices.” However, “by the 1920s and 1930s leading white male 
sociologists were downplaying or ignoring the pioneering sociological work 
of early countersystem sociologists [like Harriet Martineau and Jane Ad-
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dams, two women; W. E. B. Du Bois, an African American; and one might 
add political-economist, Karl Marx, a Jew].” One early and influential white 
sociologist who neglected prior countersystem concerns was Robert E. Park. 
The author with Ernest Burgess of the influential textbook Introduction to the 
Science of Sociology, Park was one of the white male sociologists responsible 
for shaping sociology as an “academic and abstract science” that ignores 
the research of the early (often non-white or non-male) countersystem and 
activist sociologists.1 As Feagin documents,

Park and other prominent sociologists were increasingly critical of activist so-
ciology and were moving away from a concern with progressive applications 
of social research toward a more “detached” sociology. Their work was increas-
ingly linked to the interests of certain corporate-capitalist elites . . . While they 
frequently researched various types of urban “disorganization,” . . . they rarely 
analyzed deeply the harsher realities of social oppression—especially gender, 
class, and racial oppression—in the development of cities. Park and several of 
his colleagues played a major role in shifting the emphasis from a sociology 
concerned with studying and eliminating serious social problems to a more 
detached and academic sociology concerned with “natural” social forces—
without the humanitarian attitude or interpretation of what Park sometimes 
called the “damned do-gooders.” (2001b, 8)

Park, and the University of Chicago “School of Sociology” tradition 
he helped inaugurate, along with the rise of positivism and quantitative 
research in other leading U.S. sociology departments (particularly, Co-
lumbia University), marked the beginning of a sociological tradition that 
typically retreats from human rights and social oppression concerns to 
government- or corporate-defined concerns, supplants qualitative in favor 
of hyper-quantitative research, and approaches the study of society and 
human beings through the detached, “objective,” and “rational” lens of an 
instrumental positivism. Feagin notes that “during the 1920s and 1930s 
support for a detached and instrumental-positivist sociology increased at 
major U.S. universities.”2 This sociological approach is well expressed in the 
views of two prominent sociologists of this period, Franklin Giddings and 
William Ogburn. Giddings (1909) argued that sociology can be an “exact, 
quantitative science.” Ogburn, Giddings’s student, argued for “a detached 
and quantitative research approach . . . a sociology emphasizing statistical 
methods” in which sociologists “should not be involved . . . in improving 
society,” but should “instead . . . focus on efficiently discovering knowledge 
about society” (2001, 8). According to Feagin,

By the 1930s and 1940s the critical, countersystem approaches of sociologists 
like Addams and Du Bois were losing out to a politically safe, academic, and 
distancing sociology. Sociology was increasingly becoming a discipline whose 
college and university departments were dominated by white male sociologists 
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and often linked to elite interests—including ties such as grants from corporate 
foundations and government agencies. (2001b:9)

Feagin further explains that after World War II “many mainstream sociolo-
gists continued the move toward the pure-science ideal and away from the 
concerns for social justice and the making of a better society.” He argues 
that this move away from improving society and promoting social justice 
concerns is linked to sociology’s increasing cooptation by business and 
government projects, arguing that “government and corporate underwrit-
ing of much mainstream sociological research has fed the emphasis on 
a quantitatively oriented or instrumentalist-positivist sociology and soci-
ologists as research entrepreneurs,” the latter being sociologists who “have 
rarely done research that draws on the countersystem tradition [which is] 
strongly critical of established institutions in the corporate or governmental 
realms.” Feagin concludes his mini-history and critique by noting that from 
the 1930s to the present “the accent on academic grant getting, the heavy 
emphasis on certain types of quantitatively-oriented research, and the 
movement away from the social justice concerns of earlier sociologists have 
been associated trends,” and that a “detached-science perspective has been 
influential in many areas of sociology for some decades now” (2001b:10).

Burawoy echoes Feagin’s concerns, arguing that the shift toward profes-
sionalization and value-neutrality represented sociology’s fight “for a place 
in the academic sun” as “pure science” (2005d:5). He acknowledges that 
the discipline simultaneously became less concerned with social justice 
and morality, and less critically and publicly oriented, and aptly observes 
the corresponding damage this legitimizing interest had on sociology’s 
academic practitioners:

The original passion for social justice, economic equality, human rights, sus-
tainable environment, political freedom or simply a better world, that drew so 
many of us to sociology, is [now] channeled into pursuit of academic creden-
tials. . . . Progress becomes a battery of disciplinary techniques—standardized 
courses, validated reading lists, bureaucratic rankings, intensive examinations, 
literature reviews, tailored dissertations, refereed publications, the all-mighty 
CV, the job search, the tenure file, and then the policing one’s colleagues and 
successors to make sure we all march in step. (Burawoy 2005d:5)

In spite of this agreement on the development of professional sociology 
and demise of critical public sociologies that address issues of social injustice, 
Feagin and Burawoy emphasize different problems and concerns associated 
with the development of professional sociology, and each offers a different 
interpretation of professional sociology’s present state. We disagree with 
Burawoy’s claims that (1) “professional sociology has now reached a level of 
maturity and self-confidence that it can return to its civic roots, and promote 
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public sociology from a position of strength,” and (2) that “professional so-
ciology of the 20th century” has “created the basis for its own transcendence” 
into a “21st century public sociology of global dimensions” (2005d:20).

Given Burawoy’s own research, understanding of social sciences as fields 
of antagonistic power, and acknowledgment that instrumental-positivistic 
knowledge continues to be privileged over critical-reflective pursuits, we 
do not understand his assumption that “dominant knowledges” of profes-
sional/policy sociology will or do concede “breathing space” for “subaltern 
knowledges” of critical/public sociology (2005d). There is little evidence to 
suggest that power concedes space without insistent demands. Perplexing 
too is his inference that critical/public sociologists should be content with 
paternalistically “granted” breathing spaces for their subaltern positions. If 
sociology as a discipline can do no better than elevate from intellectual des-
potism to an intellectual hegemony of instrumental positivism, as Burawoy 
suggests,3 then there is no wonder that the mainstream discipline continues 
to preserve the world it once hoped to change.

The field of sociology will not transform for the better from the top; 
sociology’s character will not shift for the good because of internal revo-
lution within mainstream sociology, nor through the ideas and efforts of 
professional sociology. Instead, as in the past, contemporary sociology’s 
transformation into a more critical, public, and social-justice-oriented dis-
cipline will most likely develop at the hands of countersystem sociologists 
working with and for socially oppressed groups, those scientists who are 
often marginalized by professional sociology. We question Burawoy’s de-
piction of a “third phase of American sociology” or “third-wave sociology” 
(2006, 2005a, 2005d), in which professional sociology is effectively recon-
structed by the critical sociologies of feminism and Marxism (2005d:20) 
and which is now in the process of “transcendence” (2005a:512). We see 
no evidence that professional sociology has ever made the major ideas of 
feminism, Marxism, and critical race theory central to its research concerns. 
In fact, many professional sociologists have regularly attacked ideas of these 
marginalized sociological perspectives, and/or those who assert them. We 
see little evidence that most professional sociology has been transfigured or 
transcended; today, it is as powerful in U.S. social science as ever.

Rather than waiting for professional sociology to metamorphose into a 
more pluralist and justice-conscious sociology willing to move away from 
its corporate- and government-controlled existence and instrumental-
positivistic sensibility, we believe a countersystem sociological tradition 
must be reinvigorated to combat the dominant position of hyper-profes-
sional sociology. This countersystem approach, reflected in much critical 
public sociology,4 would directly challenge the concepts, methods, and 
overall framework of mainstream sociology, and would attempt to drasti-
cally re-shape or dismantle professional sociology.5
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THE COUNTERSYSTEM TRADITION IN SOCIOLOGY

In “Social Justice and Sociology,” and in contrast to Burawoy, Feagin iden-
tifies the countersystem tradition as a “tradition whose participants have 
intentionally undertaken research aimed at significantly reducing or elimi-
nating social injustices.” He argues that “contemporary sociologists need to 
cultivate the long-standing countersystem approach, not only in regard to 
investigating social inequality and injustice but also in regard to assessing 
alternative social systems that may be more just.” Developing a countersys-
tem approach requires that we first learn from the ideas and actions of the 
early sociologists committed to “social-scientific knowledge and to social 
justice, equality, and democracy.” With the aid of concepts and methods of 
these early sociologists, the next step for countersystem sociologists involves 
developing a “new conceptual paradigm for sociology,” one “that would ac-
cent the centrality of differences, oppressions, and inequalities—as well as 
recurring movements for social justice—within societies” (2001b:6, 11).

According to Feagin (2001b:6, 12), the countersystem tradition in U.S. soci-
ology “is one in which social scientists step outside mainstream thought 
patterns to critique existing society,” or, in other words, “a counter-system 
approach attempts to assess the status quo from a viewpoint at least some-
what outside the frame of the existing society and/or nation state.” Such a 
countersystem approach can be developed if we “document empirically, and 
ever more thoroughly, the character of major social injustices, both nation-
ally and internationally,” and if we generate “more conceptual work that 
develops and enriches the concepts of social justice and equality.” Feagin 
further argues that

social injustice can be examined not only in terms of the misdistribution of 
goods and services, but also in regard to the social relations responsible for 
that misdistribution. These social relations, which can range from centrally 
oppressive power relations to less central mechanisms of discrimination, 
determine whether individuals, families, and other groups are excluded from 
society’s important resources and decision making processes. They shape the 
development of group and individual identities and the sense of personal dig-
nity. In the end, social justice entails a restructuring of the larger framework of 
social relations. (Feagin 2001b:11)

Feagin asserts that, seeking social justice, countersystem sociologists 
must “document the character and impact of class, racial, and gender sub-
ordination,” must hone “countersystem ideas and methods,” must work 
“interactively with people at the grassroots level seeking assessments of, 
and alternatives to, an onerous status quo,” must “get out of the ivory tower 
and . . . build a resource and power base for the disenfranchised in their 
communities,” and, additionally, must encourage “collaborative research 
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between sociologists and community groups seeking solutions to serious 
local problems of housing, work, education, poverty, discrimination, and 
environmental pollution” (2001b:12).

In Feagin’s view (2001b:12–16), a countersystem sociological approach 
must be morally guided, critical and self-critical, recognize the impor-
tance of teaching, and recommit to studying the big, challenging socio-
logical questions. He claims that “[i]n everyday practice all sociology is 
a moral activity,” and that “we should seek a sociology that is grounded 
in empirical and theoretical research and that hones a critical perspective 
less restricted by established institutions” (2001b:12). More specifically, 
Feagin (2001b:13) calls for “accelerated self-reflection” in sociology, a 
heightened reflexive thought that recognizes and accents pluralism and 
the necessity of incorporating “critical social perspectives, such as those 
of feminists, gay/lesbian scholars, critical theorists, anti-racist scholars, 
and Marxist researchers,” sociologists who take risks to counter oppressive 
social relations.

Feagin (2001b:14) argues that we should encourage idealism and ac-
tivism among students of sociology and work to ensure that these future 
sociologists “think critically about their social lives and about building a 
better society,” learn how “to engage in debates about important issues, 
critically assess necessary moral judgments, and explore possible futures for 
themselves and their societies.” In short, it takes sociology students (future 
professors, policy makers, activists) trained in countersystem approaches 
to step outside the “iron cage of professionalism”6 and further countersys-
tem sociological projects. A countersystem approach must move beyond 
the confines of specializations and engage big, often uncomfortable social 
questions. To succeed in this, sociologists must not rely solely on estab-
lishment grant money, which “distorts too much social science research 
in the direction of relatively minor social issues,” rather “sociologists need 
to formulate more original and independent ideas, and to illuminate and 
directly and critically address recurring national and global crises” (Feagin 
2001b:15).

According to Feagin (2001b:15), some of the large, looming questions 
and concerns confronting sociologists center upon the “huge and ongoing 
wealth transfers from working classes to the rich, the social impact of envi-
ronmental crises, the impact of globalizing capitalism on local communities, 
and the human costs of racism, sexism, and other social oppressions,” as 
well as on the study of “societal futures, including the alternative social fu-
ture of just and egalitarian societies.” We strongly suggest that participatory-
action sociologists, teachers and researchers, move outside mainstream so-
ciology and develop alternative solutions to societal problems, alternative 
concepts and methods for better understanding the dysfunctions of society, 
and alternative models for creating a more just society.
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DEVELOPING A COUNTERSYSTEM APPROACH 
IN CRITICAL PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

In several ways, Burawoy’s later (2005c) development of the term and 
concept critical public sociology7 resonates with our accent on a social-justice-
oriented, countersystem sociology. In contrast to Burawoy, however, we do 
not separate critical and public sociology, nor do we separate professional 
and policy sociology. In our view critical and public sociology have long 
merged into a single sociological project, into a critical public sociology 
which stands in relation to (often, in conflict with) mainstream sociology 
(the mix of policy sociology and professional sociology). In the 1890s, 
public sociology began as a society-critical countersystem approach to 
analyzing and improving the social world. From its earliest historical mo-
ments, critical public sociology has combined social critique (questioning, 
examination, and supervision of ideas and the social world) and critical 
social practice informed by that social critique, intent on improving the 
human condition. Presently, much “public” sociology has lost its critical 
dimension, and clearly must work hard to become much more critical,8 
to transmute into an efficacious field of critical public sociology. The lat-
ter entails an active, successful field of countersystem activist-scholars and 
activist-publics committed to (1) challenging past9 and present social in-
justices, exploitation, and destruction of human beings, and (2) promoting 
a future of social justice, equality, and opportunity for human beings. In 
our view, critical public sociology must be unabashedly proud of moral-
intellectual pursuits challenging the hegemonic operation of mainstream 
sociology, which in many cases perpetuates the agenda of those who pursue 
unbridled power and excessive profit.10 The critical public sociology project 
continues the work of past critical scholars who expose “objectivity” as a 
positivist illusion that often serves to entrench power, disguises the reality 
that all research is influenced by personal preferences, and ignores reflexiv-
ity as a prerequisite for the best science (see Gould 1996; Harding 1998).

A truly critical public sociology needs to establish a coherent countersys-
tem approach and to accent important counter-narratives11 and counter-
frames,12 which provide the sociological concepts and methods to challenge 
the dominant narratives and frames drawn on by mainstream sociologists. 
The latter tend to be uncritical and anti-public and often neglect the societal 
marginalization, exploitation, and destruction of important publics. In ad-
dition to promoting social justice and establishing a counter-frame in soci-
ology, critical public sociology must also work for a much more pluralistic 
sociological discipline, in membership and perspectives.

With these prerequisites in mind, we can now nuance our critique of the 
“public sociology” of Burawoy’s presidential address. There his fourfold 
division of sociology provides a less impressive, less precise model (picture) 
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of sociology than his two-dimensional model that contrasts a blended 
critical-public dimension (guided by reflexive knowledge) and a blended 
professional-policy dimension (guided by instrumental positivism) of con-
temporary sociology. The fourfold-division model presents an unconvinc-
ing argument for current “synergistic” interrelationships among the four 
distinguished sociologies, a model in which the four sociologies overlap 
and are said to be positioned in a sometimes healthy/creative, sometimes 
times pathological tension. Whereas Burawoy’s two-dimensional model 
reflects a more realistic picture of the enduring conflicts between the critical-
public dimension and the public-policy dimension in contemporary sociol-
ogy, as well as the major need for the former dimension to gain dominance 
over the second.13

Burawoy’s two-dimensional model points to a primary ongoing tension 
between the marginalized sociologies (“victims of exclusion and subordi-
nation”) of the critical-public dimension and the dominant, mainstream 
sociology of the professional-policy dimension. As noted previously, this 
tension can be seen in each position’s divergent perceptions of societal 
realities and aims for change, and by their valuation or low/high ranking 
in the field of sociology.14 Despite this conflict, Burawoy appears to believe 
that the two sides (and four sociologies) are in the future reformable, can 
interact in a dialogic relationship, and communicate reasonably. This posi-
tion reflects a certain Enlightenment logic of human relations found in the 
long-standing U.S. corporate-liberal-reform tradition and in Habermasian 
communicative-action theory, a perception of human relations that places 
argument over praxis, non-conflict over engagement, and methodical 
change over rapid, radical change.15

This version of Enlightenment logic impedes understanding and im-
proving human relations, contradicts actual social history, and tends to 
maintain power hierarchies. Because of the more than occasional bias and 
unreliability in human reason and the failure of “objectivity” and “rational 
discourse” to solve major racial, class, and gender conflicts, Burawoy’s hope 
for future fruitful relations and synergistic communications among the four 
defined sociologies seems questionable at best. Instead, the great divide 
between the professional-policy and critical-public sociological dimen-
sions most likely are to remain in irreconcilable conflict, incapable of truly 
dialogic relations, especially considering their conflicting deep assumptions 
and connections to societal hierarchies of oppression.

Unlike Burawoy, we question the current prestige and asserted legitimacy 
of professional-policy sociology. Do these sociologies really achieve more 
social good than harm? How do these forms of sociology directly benefit 
the many (the larger society) and the few (certain groups and individuals 
in society), the disadvantaged and the advantaged (including most soci-
ologists themselves)? Are professional-policy sociologies so enmeshed in 



 Social Justice and Critical Public Sociology 81

current political-economic power structures (including those in the acad-
emy) that they have mostly been impotent as sources of pluralistic social 
knowledge and of major societal changes? How self-serving are these two 
forms of sociology, particularly in maintaining their own existence? To 
what degree is contemporary mainstream sociology—professional-policy 
sociology—built on faulty concepts and flawed methods in trying to create 
a social “science”?16

According to Burawoy’s writings, the main standpoint of sociology is 
“civil society and the defense of the social,” or in other words, sociology’s 
character is discovered in its engagement with and relationship to civil so-
ciety. Sociology’s purpose is “defense of the social” against the market and 
state, what Burawoy refers to as “public sociology.” He states that “sociol-
ogy’s affiliation with civil society, that is public sociology, represents the 
interests of humanity—interests in keeping at bay both state despotism and 
market tyranny” (Burawoy 2005d:24). Terms like “public sociology” and 
“civil society,” and phrases like “defense of the social” and “the interests of 
humanity,” present a picture of a pluralistic sociology and social pluralism. 
Indeed, in his writings, Burawoy argues not for a public sociology, but for 
public sociologies (2005d:4); he directs us not to the standpoint of civil 
society, but to the standpoints of civil society (2005a:156), as objects of 
sociological study.

Burawoy’s call for a pluralistic public sociology and social world makes 
sense. At points in his writings, however, it is difficult to determine if Bura-
woy is calling for a pluralistic sociology or a more Marxist sociology.17 He 
advocates “a broad range of public sociologies,” including feminist public 
sociologies, “calls for a pluralistic professional sociology with multiple 
research programs,” and claims not to reduce public sociologies to Marxist 
versions (2005a:160). He also (2005b) recounts, however, his training in 
Marxist sociology and suggests that “undoubtedly, if I had a public sociol-
ogy it would have a Marxist coloring” (2005a:160).

In our view, a public sociology with a strong infusion of Marxist class 
theory is definitely preferable to the stagnant establishment condition of 
most mainstream sociology. However, a critical public sociology concerned 
equally with class, racial, gender, and other major social divisions is yet 
more necessary. As Burawoy’s idea of public sociology develops further, 
will it incorporate the ideas of feminists and critical race theorists as well 
as class-oriented theorists? Joan Acker (2005:328) warns that a public so-
ciology that does not include feminist “insights about the systemic nature 
of gender subordination will be in danger of giving support to movements 
that inevitably reproduce [male] domination.” And Rose Brewer (2005) ac-
curately observes that, in Burawoy’s history of “radical sociology,” Marxist 
thought is prioritized, white feminist thought is acknowledged, but antira-
cism theory, especially the counter-framing black sociological tradition, is 
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altogether ignored. Brewer criticizes Burawoy’s glaring omission and de-
emphasis of certain social science fields (ethnic studies, black studies, black 
feminist studies). She recalls that in the past, “Left white academics were 
caught in a discursive snare that reproduced many of the same assump-
tions of hegemonic sociological analyses in the field they were attempting 
to dismantle.” And she argues that, presently, “Sociology is not ahead of 
the game. It is still too enmeshed in the dominant discourses and policy 
practices of the day” (2005:354, 358). Brewer identifies what could turn 
out to be a central problem for Burawoy’s view of public sociology: a public 
sociology that implicitly reflects some of the same power hierarchies and 
ingrained social divisions that fractionalize civil society, one that is now 
and historically “male and white,” and one riven by “segregations, domina-
tions, and exploitations,” as Burawoy sometimes notes (2005d:24–25).

For Burawoy, marketization and the state’s promotion of a market 
economy are primary concerns for his public sociology. While Marxist 
sociology’s focus on class domination and exploitation should certainly be 
a primary concern for a vibrant critical public sociology, racial and gender 
domination and exploitation are equally important concerns and fields 
of such critical investigation, issues not fully clarified or emphasized in 
Burawoy’s work. Once again, we are influenced by Feagin’s earlier view of 
a critical public sociology, which posits that,

in addition to the economic and environmental inequalities generated or 
aggravated by contemporary capitalism, other forms of social injustice and 
inequality remain central to the United States and other societies . . . racial and 
ethnic oppression, patriarchy, homophobia, bureaucratic authoritarianism, 
violence against children, and discrimination against the aged and disabled. 
(Feagin 2001b:4)

A critical public sociology, in our view, should research and work against 
not only the power abuses of market and state, but also the power abuses of 
patriarchy and white supremacy, among other macro-scale power abuses. 
In addition to studying these macro issues, public sociology must also 
address micro- and meso-level social phenomena in each of these areas 
as well as other types of imbalanced, unjust power relations. And, when 
attempting to understand publics and public networks, public sociology 
must also look beyond the boundaries of nation-states to divisions at the 
global-systemic level.

In order to salvage his public sociology idea, Burawoy (2005c) subse-
quently developed a more critical view of public sociology—critical public 
sociology, a sociology that attempts to contend with this fractionalized “ter-
rain” of civil society and infuse “critical perspectives into public sociology” 
(2005c:381). Burawoy’s “agenda” for this critical public sociology entails 
several pursuits: to problematize the parochialism and hegemony of U.S. 
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sociology; to recognize the sociological importance of racial and gender is-
sues; to consider the relation of sociology to other subaltern publics and dis-
ciplines; to challenge, not compromise with, professional sociology; and, to 
forge better relations between professional sociology and different publics. 
The development of a more inclusive, pluralistic public sociology by Bura-
woy is clearly a move in the social-justice direction we have long accented. 
It is apparent that Burawoy listened to his presidential address’s critics and 
reformulated his understandings and explication of public sociology, in 
particular, to recognize the sociological importance of issues associated with 
race and gender, and to consider the relation of sociology to other subaltern 
publics and disciplines. Yet, in this reformulation, does Burawoy’s new un-
derstanding of critical public sociology escape a too-narrow Marxist-framed 
agenda? While he recognizes the sociological importance of race and gender, 
does Burawoy value the agendas of antiracism and antisexism sociological 
projects on the same level that he values class-based sociological projects? 
It seems that Burawoy still prioritizes a class-based public sociology that he 
feels “should construct, express, and organize the potential unity within civil 
society [and sociology], an opposition unified against ever-encroaching state 
regulation and market tyranny” (2005c:389).

As we see it, to be truly critical, Burawoy’s public sociology must reconsider 
its apparent hierarchy of oppressions (accenting class) according to historical 
time and place, and not assume that class is always the most powerful form 
of oppression, an assumption among many analysts in social science and 
humanities disciplines. A well-constructed critical sociology will realize the 
central importance of Addams’s and Du Bois’s savvy sociological projects in 
relation to Marx’s, and ensure that voices of racial and gender oppression are 
not buried by the over-amplified discourse of class oppression.18

CONCLUSION

Burawoy’s “common agenda” and Feagin’s “agenda for the 21st century” 
provide us with workable blueprints for developing a critical public so-
ciology. But will sociologists follow these plans, especially the majority 
of sociologists committed to or trapped by a conventional professional-
policy mainstream approach? Only the future will tell. In the meantime, 
we list several criticisms and modifications to Burawoy’s model of critical 
public sociology, criticisms and modifications that might better develop 
Burawoy’s model into a more promising social justice model of public so-
ciology. First, “civil society” is a problematic, loosely defined concept (see 
also Boyns and Fletcher 2005). While aspiring for “potential unity within 
civil society,” Burawoy recognizes that presently civil society “is not some 
harmonious communalism,” but is “contested terrain.” So, we ask, how is 
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civil society defined? Secondly, who organizes, maintains, controls, and 
“unifies” civil society? Lastly, how does civil society counter the seemingly 
irreversible power of the economy and state after being “colonized and co-
opted by markets and states” (Burawoy 2005d:24)?

Burawoy’s humanist, functionalist-organicist example of civil society, me-
diating and working together with the economy and state, is problematic 
because it downplays harsher realities of rigidly constructed racial, class, 
and gender divisions and power hierarchies, associated and enforced segre-
gations and irreconcilable conflicts that impede any foreseeable civil soci-
ety operation, let alone a civil society thwarting state and market tyranny. 
Rather than resurrecting the idea of civil society, whose history is marred 
with segregations, dominations, and exploitations, patriarchy, and white 
supremacy, we will do better to promote the idea of a society on the terrain 
of egalitarian resource access, democratic pluralism, and social justice. The 
standpoint and starting point of a critical public sociology should be the 
creation of a countersystem framework focused on social justice and demo-
cratic group pluralism,19 not the development of a vague civil society.

Early critical public sociologists, like Harriet Martineau, Jane Addams, W. 
E. B. Du Bois, and Karl Marx, were guided by ideas of achieving social justice 
for those unjustly subjugated because of their gender, racial, and/or class 
status. These countersystem sociologists recognized that society is largely 
shaped by these and other structured injustices and that sociology should 
be one vehicle for critically transforming these unjust realities. Martineau 
(in Britain) and Addams (in the United States) sought to improve the social 
condition of women and immigrants; Du Bois, the condition of those of 
African descent; and Marx, the working class across the globe. The projects 
begun by Martineau, Marx, Du Bois, and Addams should be rejuvenated in 
contemporary sociology, being that societies continue to be fundamentally 
defined by injustices structured along class, racial, and gender lines.

“[S]ociologists need to rediscover their roots in a sociology committed 
to social justice” and recreate the countersystem approach of early sociolo-
gists. A critical public sociology committed to social justice works toward 
“resource equity, fairness, and respect for diversity, as well as the eradication 
of existing forms of oppression . . . redistribution of resources from those 
who have unjustly gained them to those who justly deserve them . . . [and] 
creating and ensuring the processes of a truly democratic participation in 
decision-making” (Feagin 2001b:5). We must acknowledge and seriously 
contemplate the past costs and sacrifices, present struggles and pains, and 
future impediments and dangers associated with construction of a critical 
public sociology and counter-frameworks that seek social justice and demo-
cratic pluralism in society. Critical public sociologists committed to social 
justice and pluralism face real-life threats from people and institutions with 
power. A critical public sociologist’s career, reputation, and very existence 
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are often at risk in an uncompromising battle for social justice and human 
betterment. One might wonder, how long will mainstream sociology—most 
sociologists—avoid taking risks, fail to address uncomfortable social reali-
ties, and remained uninvolved with problems of social injustices?

NOTES

1. Introduction to the Science of Sociology “contains . . . only a few biographical 
references to the work of Du Bois, but no discussion of his research work, and only 
one terse sentence on, and two biographical references to, the work of Addams” 
(Feagin 2001b:8).

2. According to Feagin, “This approach is ‘instrumental’ in that it limits social re-
search mainly to those questions that certain research techniques will allow; it is ‘posi-
tivist’ in that it commits sociologists to ‘rigorous’ research approaches thought to be 
like those used in the physical sciences” (2001b:8; see also Feagin and Vera 2001).

3. Burawoy suggests,

Suffice to say, if our discipline can be held together only under a system of domination, 
let that system be one of hegemony rather than despotism. That is to say the subaltern 
knowledges (critical and public) should be allowed breathing space to develop their own 
capacities and to inject dynamism back into the dominant knowledges. . . . However dis-
ruptive in the short term, in the long term instrumental knowledge cannot thrive without 
challenges from reflexive knowledges. (2005d:18–19)

4. We argue that critical sociology is antithetical to and outside mainstream 
(professional) sociology, whereas other sociologists, like Craig Calhoun, view criti-
cal sociology as an element or characteristic of professional sociology. For example, 
Calhoun writes: “I worry that assigning concerns over autonomy to ‘professional’ 
and critical’ sociology implies that they don’t arise for all sociologists and aren’t ba-
sic to the field” (2005:356; see also Ericson 2005). Actually, critical sociology “does 
not arise for all sociologists” and is not “basic to the field.”

5. Patricia Hill Collins questions the belief that the “basic tension that lies at the 
heart of sociology” should be overcome:

The desire that race, class, and gender scholarship serves the cause of social justice con-
stitutes a noble objective for individual scholars, but this theme of knowledge in service 
to social justice constitutes a direct challenge to prevailing norms of scientific objectivity 
that view advocacy as antithetical to science. . . . Contemporary sociologists are not likely 
to solve this puzzle, nor should they. (2007:604)

6. Concerned about “professionalism” and the “vitality of the field” of comparative 
politics, Richard Snyder (2007:30) lists goals that sociologists might well consider:

Steps should be taken to ensure that students and professors, too, find ways to enrich 
their lives by regularly stepping outside the academic framework. Passion about research 
is in jeopardy because of the widespread tendency for professors and students alike to 
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regard scholarship as just a 9-to-5 job. To avoid this iron cage of professionalism, en-
thusiasm for research as a “calling” should be cultivated and rewarded, which requires 
acknowledging the emotional engagement and normative commitments are compatible 
with, and even necessary for, excellence in scientific research.

 7. Burawoy’s blended concept of a “critical public sociology” is outlined in 
“Rejoinder: Toward a Critical Public Sociology” (2005c). Although merging critical 
and public sociology here, Burawoy still proposes his complex fourfold division 
separating critical and public sociologies.

 8. By “critical,” we have in mind Max Horkheimer’s aims for critical theory: 
“concern for the abolition of injustices,” and a “changing of history and the estab-
lishment of justice among men” (1995 [1968]:242–243).

 9. Critical public sociologists often examine past injustices and exploitations 
and demonstrate how certain members/groups of society have thus taken unfair 
advantage of other members. A good example is the scholarly/activist work on 
reparations for African Americans. See Roy Brooks, Atonement and Forgiveness: A 
New Model for Black Reparations (2004), and Joe Feagin, “Documenting the Costs of 
Slavery, Segregation, and Contemporary Discrimination: Are Reparations in Order 
for African Americans?” (2004), and, Racist America: Roots, Current Realities, and 
Future Reparations (2001a).

10. Stanley Aronowitz (2005:335) observes that public sociology presents “a 
serious challenge to the prevailing direction of sociology which . . . [like] econom-
ics and political science . . . have ceased to perform critical, let alone public social 
science, but instead have become servants of power.”

11. Central counter-narratives in sociology are found in feminist, Marxist, and 
anti-racism theory. Early feminist sociologists, like Jane Addams, Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman, and Harriet Martineau, and more recent feminists like Dorothy Smith, Pa-
tricia Hill Collins, and Mary Jo Deegan provide counter-narratives to challenge the 
patriarchy and male-dominated perspective of mainstream sociology. Karl Marx, the 
Frankfurt School, C. Wright Mills, Val Burris, and G. William Domhoff are in a line 
of class-conscious social thinkers who have developed a Marxist counter-narrative 
opposing economic injustices of capitalistic economies. Another central counter-
narrative in sociology is discovered in writings of critical sociologists concerned 
with racial injustices, like W. E. B. Du Bois, Oliver C. Cox, Joe Feagin, Eduardo 
Bonilla-Silva, Angela Davis, and Alford Young Jr.

12. A good illustration of a counter-frame is the African American counter-frame 
to the white racial framing of U.S. society. As Feagin (2006) shows in developing the 
counter-frame concept, black Americans have created a powerful counter-frame to 
the dominant white frame. Similarly, the black sociological tradition often accents 
a counter-frame to white-framed sociology. See Blackwell and Janowitz (1974) and 
Washington and Cunnigen (2002).

13. Tensions exist between policy and professional sociology and between criti-
cal and public sociology, but these two sub-tensions are not as consequential as the 
more profound tensions between professional/policy sociology and critical/public 
sociology.

14. Some argue that Burawoy elevates critical sociology as a monitor/conscience 
of professional sociology (Holmwood 2007:60–61), but critical sociology’s “power” 
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in the discipline is today mostly symbolic, idealistic, and unachieved. Burawoy real-
izes professional sociology trumps critical-public sociology in everyday practice.

15. In “Is Public Sociology Such a Good Idea?” Jonathan Turner writes in a main-
stream conservative tone: “I am now convinced that, as frustrating and unfair as it 
might seem, sociology and sociologists need to ‘go slowly’ when entering the public 
sphere and when trying to knock down the doors behind which the powerful make 
important decisions” (2005:28).

16. Concepts and methods, programs and research identified as “scientific,” “ob-
jective,” “logical,” and “rational,” are often adopted by researchers of many kinds in 
an effort to be viewed as “legitimate” in social science dialogues.

17. David Boyns and Jesse Fletcher also note the “paradox” and “contradictions” 
represented in Burawoy’s “support of public sociology and sociological Marxism” 
(2005:10).

18. Equally important, we must keep in mind the intersectionality of oppres-
sions, remembering that the antagonisms of race, gender, and class, among others, 
“refuse to be neatly aligned; they are not reducible to one another; they refuse to 
coalesce around a single axis of differentiation” (Hall 1996:473).

19. “Democratic group pluralism” emphasizes the range, the plurality, of dif-
ferent groups that interact in the social world. This broad-based concept of social 
group divisions and interactions replaces the more restrictive concepts “cultural 
pluralism” and “multiculturalism,” which refer to group divisions and interactions 
strictly along cultural and ethno-racial lines.
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As a preface to his appeal for a public sociology, Michael Burawoy (2005:4) 
quotes a passage by Walter Benjamin that pictures the “angel of history” 
with his face turned toward the past, where he sees a catastrophe that keeps 
piling wreckage upon wreckage. Although the angel would like to stay and 
make whole what has been smashed, he is caught in a violent storm that 
“irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while 
the pile of debris before him grows skyward.”

In this chapter, I ask you to imagine something different, not an angel 
but ordinary men and women. They are standing with their faces turned 
toward the future. They remember history, but they are focusing their 
thoughts on what is coming. Although they see potential catastrophes, they 
also see opportunities for a better world in which all people will have a 
good chance of living long lives of freedom and well-being. Like the angel 
of history, they, too, are irresistibly propelled into the future, but, using 
foresight, they navigate through time, avoiding many of the catastrophes 
and seizing the opportunities.

TWO MISSING LINKS IN PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy discusses the different, yet complementary and overlapping, 
sociologies—professional, policy, critical, and public—and explains why 
sociologists should devote some of their time to public sociology, to public 
dialogue about important issues. He shows how sharing sociological knowl-
edge as it applies to understanding social problems and maintaining civil 
society in public discourse enhances democratic processes and contributes 
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toward creating a better world. Moreover, he argues that there is no contra-
diction between being so publicly engaged and also remaining true to the 
standards of scientific knowledge. There “can be neither policy nor public 
sociology without a professional sociology” (Burawoy 2005:10).

Although I support Burawoy’s proposals, I see two features of public 
sociology—and of critical and policy sociology as well and, to a lesser ex-
tent, of professional sociology itself—that invite more explicit treatment 
and further discussion. Each, in my opinion, is essential to public sociol-
ogy. The first is making reliable and valid assertions about the future.

Time, of course, is an inescapable dimension of life. We humans and our 
societies are on a journey through time, constantly moving on a one-way 
trip from out of the past in an ongoing present toward the future (Adam 
1990, 1995). To act intelligently, people need to know, among other 
things, the alternative possibilities that exist for their future, the future 
consequences of their own and others’ possible actions, the future probable 
behaviors of relevant other people and their consequences, and the prob-
able outcomes of events and processes that may affect their future, many of 
which they cannot control.

Distinctively, public dialogues and decision-making concerning social is-
sues are future-oriented. They have to do with what would, could, or might 
happen in the future, depending on varying circumstances and actions. Thus, 
to bring their expertise to bear on public discourse, sociologists face the chal-
lenge of contingently translating sociological knowledge into the future (and 
often conditional and subjunctive) tense in reliable and valid ways.

The second basic feature of public sociology that requires more explicit 
treatment is making value judgments. Public dialogues are not only about 
what would, could, or might happen, they are also about what should hap-
pen in the future. Thus, although they are about possible and probable 
futures, such dialogues are also about preferable futures. For example, Bura-
woy (2005) endorses justice, equality, human rights, sustainability, and 
political freedom as being worthy goals, as part of a “better world.” Many 
sociologists may agree with him. But how do we know what is a “better 
world” in any reliable, valid, and objective way?

Thus, the questions I try to answer here are: (1) how can sociologists as 
social scientists enter into public dialogues that deal with questions of what 
the future outcomes of actions, events, and processes could or will be, when 
the future is as yet nonexistent, thus nonevidential, and seemingly out of 
reach from methods of empirical social research?

And (2) how can sociologists as social scientists enter into public dialogues 
that often hinge on questions of what defines a good society and what val-
ues ought to be served, when conventional beliefs of social scientists (and 
many moral philosophers) are that such value judgments are subjective and 
cannot be objectively (i.e., scientifically) justified?

90 Chapter 5
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Fortunately, adequate answers exist to both of these questions. Let’s be-
gin with the future, not only because prediction is inherent in social behav-
ior but also because it is a part of the scientific enterprise and has been long 
recognized as such by sociologists (Land and Schneider 1987).

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FUTURE

Images, Beliefs, and Attitudes

There are several ways sociologists can—and have—studied the future. 
One way is to study people’s images, beliefs, and attitudes about alternative 
futures—what they believe could, will, or ought to happen. For example, 
we can get clues about the coming future by using standard social research 
methods to study such things as people’s present images of possible futures; 
their expectations of the most probable future; their preferences among 
specified alternative futures and the values on which people base them.

We can also study people’s present or future intentions to act in par-
ticular ways, such as how they intend to vote, to invest, or to buy; their 
continuing obligations and commitments to others (revealing their prob-
able future behavior); their histories, traditions, and past decisions about a 
given phenomenon (also as indicators of probable future behavior); and, 
of course, trend analysis of time series data projected into the future using 
differing assumptions.

And we can study longitudinally how these things change through time 
and the consequences for people’s actual future as a result of their earlier 
images of the future, as John A. Clausen (1986) did in his study of two gen-
erations of people beginning in their adolescence and continuing through-
out their life course.

Possibilities for the Future

Also, possibilities for the future are real and they exist in the present. For 
example, some things really are breakable now in the present, although they 
may never actually be broken. The range of such possibilities can be grasped 
by thinking of words ending in “ble,” many of which define possibilities. 
Such words include drinkable, edible, expandable, fixable, impeachable, 
postponable, promotable, and soluble, among many others. Some things, 
of course, may not be possible, and discovering what is or is not possible is 
an endeavor to which public sociologists can contribute.

Most of the time many people, including leaders, fail to perceive or to in-
vestigate the real possibilities that exist for their individual or collective lives. 
They would benefit from a jolt of futures thinking that encourages them to 
view present realities as a world filled with possibilities for the future and that 
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motivates them to constantly search for new and different ways of seeing and 
doing. Thus, they would make visible what otherwise goes unseen, expanding 
choices and opening paths to new futures quite different from the past and 
present. For example, such a cognitive reframing of what is possible allowed 
Toyota to achieve both high quality and high productivity in the manufacture 
of automobiles, the key being creating a company culture that rewarded iden-
tifying and calling attention to problems rather than covering them up.

With respect to any given phenomenon, we can abandon convention and 
ask, what are the real present possibilities for its near-, middle-, and long-
range future? Such thinking can expand the scope of public discourse by 
introducing innovative images of alternative futures of “what could be.”

Transforming Causal Knowledge

Sociologists, of course, are familiar with the transformation of causal 
knowledge into contingent predictions. We have long known that the logi-
cal structure of a scientific explanation is the same as that of a scientific 
prediction, except, of course, for one important difference, the temporal 
vantage point. If we know from past data that x causes y, we must make an 
inferential leap if we wish to say of some future case that x will cause y.

Both in science and in everyday life, people make such inferential leaps 
all the time. To do so, obviously, is a useful tool that helps people make 
decisions and plan actions. All sociological knowledge, thus, can be restated 
as contingent predictions to contribute to public debates about what would 
happen if such-and-such actions were taken rather than some other actions.

For example, H. Wesley Perkins (2003) has discovered a cause of college 
students’ drinking behavior. He finds that students overestimate the quan-
tity of alcohol consumed by their peers and that such misperception is the 
strongest predictor of the amount of alcohol students consume. Further, he 
shows that intervention programs based on a “social norm” or “normative 
feedback” approach—that is, programs that correct students’ misperception 
by informing them what the actual campus drinking norm is—are success-
ful in reducing levels of high-risk drinking among students, if the interven-
tions are sufficiently intense, lengthy, and credible.

Thus, sociologists have cause-and-effect knowledge (from past data) to ad-
vise college administrators (about how to shape the future): If you effectively 
communicate an accurate description of drinking norms on your campus to 
your students, then your students will be less likely to misuse alcohol.

The Relationship between Prediction and Control

Individuals and groups, of course, often try to choose and act to create 
their own futures. They design or plan the future. Even though they usually 
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do so less formally and consciously, they are somewhat like an architect 
designing the blueprints for building some as yet nonexistent structure, 
such as a bridge or a school. Whether it is choosing to go to medical school, 
deciding in what cities the American Sociological Association will meet for 
the next five years, or adding a Bill of Rights in a constitution, people act 
to shape the future.

Although the future may not turn out as planned, such designs are good 
bases for forecasting because people intend that they will happen. More-
over, some planned projects involve such large commitments of resources 
that implications for shaping the future are built into them, whether it is a 
dam that will create a lake or a nuclear power plant that will produce radio-
active waste. Such designs for the future provide both a basis for forecasting 
the future as well as a means of trying to control it.

In carrying out designs and plans, of course, administrators and pub-
lic intellectuals must remain alert to the possibility of unanticipated and 
unintended consequences that are undesirable. Action to protect children 
from being burned by mandating fire retardant sleepwear and other cloth-
ing, for example, inadvertently put children at a new risk from cancer from 
chemicals in the fire retardant. Be prepared to monitor actions and to alter 
designs for future action as necessary. Shaping the future is an ongoing, 
continuous process.

Self-Altering Prophecies

Additionally, in discourse concerning what the future might, could, or will 
be, sociologists can add the reflexive aspect of people’s anticipations and ac-
tions by taking into account self-altering prophecies. Sociologists, of course, 
have long understood that predictions or forecasts can be self-fulfilling or 
self-negating. These are cases where the act of making a prediction itself be-
comes a causal factor influencing the accuracy of the prediction.

For example, a colleague shouts at you when you are crossing the street, 
“Watch out, that truck is going to hit you!” You jump out of the way and 
the truck misses you. Although your colleague’s prediction turns out to be 
wrong (terminally false), it saved you from harm. It was presumptively true 
because the truck would have struck you if you had not jumped.

An example of a prediction that has a self-fulfilling component can be 
found in studying how well children do in school. Expectations of teachers 
partly explain the school performance of their students. Thus, a prediction 
of a student’s academic success is one of the factors that may lead to that 
success. Both feedback loops and bandwagon effects are involved in self-
altering prophecies.

Clearly, we must assess both a prediction’s truth-value and its utility by 
more than whether or not it turns out to be true in the end. For predictions 
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that turn out to be false may nonetheless be useful in guiding action be-
cause they are (or were) presumptively true.

Methods of Futures Research

Futures researchers use methods from many fields of learning and they 
have invented or adapted some techniques distinctively aimed at the ex-
ploration of alternative futures. Included are standard methods such as the 
extrapolation of time-series data, cohort-component methods that are espe-
cially useful in making population projections, sample survey data, content 
analysis, official governmental statistics, focus groups, and many others.

Gordon and Helmer (1964) developed the Delphi method, which is 
adapted from survey research methods but uses repetitive questioning of the 
same respondents after feedback to them from earlier questioning. Meadows 
et al., The Limits to Growth (1972), famously used simulation and modeling. 
Some futures researchers have used gaming, which is widely used by the mil-
itary. Others have used participatory action research, which Whyte (1991) 
helped develop. Anthropologist-futurist Robert B. Textor has adapted the 
use of informants for “ethnographic futures research” and has used it for 
constructing alternative futures of entire countries (Textor et al. 1984).

Most important, perhaps, is the scenario, which is a—if not the—key 
futurist tool. A scenario, in this case a narrative about the future, can be 
generated from any of the above methods and many others.

In sum, despite some notable exceptions—for example, population 
forecasts, some longitudinal studies, and some research on beliefs and at-
titudes—most sociological research tends to be past-oriented. The research 
process itself invites description, analysis, and interpretation of the way 
things were. Whether doing participant-observation, conducting sample 
surveys, analyzing census or other existing data, or whatever, by the time 
the data are collected and analyzed and the report written and published, 
the findings presented are usually about the past.

Yet, beyond economic and population forecasts and the rather narrow 
forecasting industry, a sociology of the future, however rudimentary, does 
exist (Bell 2003, 2004; Bell and Mau 1971). By focusing their research on 
images, beliefs, and attitudes about the future or the projection of time-series 
data; on possibilities for the future; on transforming causal knowledge into 
contingent predictions; on the design perspective, especially the relation-
ship between prediction and control; or on self-altering prophecies; among 
other approaches, some sociologists have systematically studied the future. 
Sociologists can adapt nearly any method of social research to the study of 
possible and probable futures. Adding the results of such studies to public 
dialogues, sociologists could increase the knowledge base of decision-making 
and social action (Slaughter 2004).
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But can we say the same for assertions about preferable futures, that is, 
for propositions about what is a good or bad, a desirable or undesirable 
future? How can we as sociologists, for example, know objectively what is 
socially just, how much economic inequality is ethically defensible, and 
what rights and responsibilities are morally correct? Additionally, how can 
we persuade others that our judgments about what makes a better world 
are right?

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE GOOD

Social Evolution and Human Values

Accurate evaluation itself may be among the most basic, yet least recog-
nized, of human values. For to know what is truly good or bad for human 
well-being and to choose the good and not the bad courses of action are 
obviously essential for the future survival and flourishing of both individu-
als and groups. Thus, existing human values are neither arbitrary nor capri-
cious. Rather, evolutionary processes of variation, selection, and retention 
are constantly at work shaping them.

They do so on several different levels. First, humans are biopsychologi-
cal and social beings who have needs that must be met for air, water, food, 
sleep, and personal security, if they are going to survive. They also have 
needs that can be fully satisfied only by interaction with other humans, 
such as emotional support, companionship, affection, and sex.

Second, morality importantly functions to make social life possible, 
to permit and encourage people to live and work together (Baumeister 
1991:39). Through the cooperation and mutual regulation that it provides, 
morality promotes organized and coordinated human effort that contrib-
utes to survival and beyond that to thrival.

And third, the nature of the physical environment in which humans live 
helps shape human values. All people everywhere on Earth, regardless of dif-
ferences of climate and topography, face some similar physical and chemical 
principles (e.g., time and space, gravity, the nature of air, fire, and water, and 
mundane things such as objects sharing length, weight, volume, and so forth). 
The natural world permits only so many solutions to similar problems.

Thus, it is understandable that different societies and religions have 
reached many similar judgments about which values are the right ones to 
live by and which are wrong.

Universal Human Values

Moreover, we know pretty well what human values are shared. For ex-
ample, most of us today would find familiar such values as truth, wisdom, 



96 Chapter 5

courage, patriotism, temperance, freedom, soberness, industriousness, 
equality of happiness for all people, social harmony, and usefulness, all 
of which were expressed by Plato before the birth of Christ. Also, equally 
familiar is the universal standard of morality proposed by Saint Thomas 
Aquinas in the thirteenth century; it includes five primary virtues: temper-
ance, fortitude, justice, prudence, and charity (MacIntyre 1984; Pieper 
1966).

Among the efforts to put forward universal values, there are also those 
of social scientists, such as Pitirim A. Sorokin who, Jeffries (2005, 2006) 
reminds us, provides a foundation for a sociology of good and evil with 
his notion of an integral/idealistic culture and altruistic values such as self-
sacrifice, helping others, compassion, friendliness, and kindness.

Also, Lasswell (1971, 1977) derives eight values from his conception 
of human dignity; they are shaping and sharing of power, enlightenment, 
wealth (sufficient but not enormous), well-being, skill, affection, respect, 
and rectitude. Campbell (1965) suggests industriousness, surplus produc-
tion, abstinence from indulgence, loyalty, and respect for both authority 
and knowledge. Boulding (1985) constructs a “G Scale,” to define and 
measure the good. It includes riches (wealth and economic welfare), 
justice, freedom, peace, and the quality of life (health, education, and 
learning, among other things). And the World Order Models Project has 
proposed, documented, and analyzed a set of values that can be widely 
accepted as goals for a model of a preferred world, giving more than 100 
indicators to measure five global values: peace, economic well-being, eco-
logical balance, social justice, and political participation (Sullivan 1991). 
Of course, what is defined as bad or evil is equally universal (Baumeister 
1997; Bell 2000).

Many other studies confirm the conclusion that human societies every-
where share a core of common values. Further evidence of this fact can be 
seen in several worldwide affirmations of values, such as “The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights” of the United Nations and Towards a Global 
Ethic of the Parliament of World’s Religions, which was attended by rep-
resentatives of more than 100 of the world’s religions in Chicago in 1993 
(Council for a Parliament of the World’s Religions 1993).

Yet we cannot conclude that existing values are necessarily the right or 
most beneficial set of values for human well-being and freedom. As Edg-
erton (1992) has demonstrated, some societies are sick. Their values and 
norms are not necessarily optimal even for their own survival. And, cer-
tainly, the evolution of values has not reached some perfect end-state. Thus, 
there remains a continuing need to test existing beliefs about what values 
are in fact most beneficial for creating a desirable future.
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An Objective Method for Making Value Judgments: 
Epistemic Implication

There are efforts to assess the validity of value assertions scientifi-
cally, efforts to move beyond the practical, but limited, methods such as 
commitment-deducibility (make a commitment to a source such as the 
Bible or the Quran and then deduce what is right or wrong from it) and 
means-ends (pick a goal and then objectively select effective means to 
achieve it). Such efforts also go beyond theories of ethics such as conse-
quentialist, contractarianist, utilitarianist, and deontological. One such 
effort is that of philosopher Keekok Lee (1985) who has proposed what 
she calls epistemic implication.

Epistemic Implication Requires Giving Reasons

As its name implies, “epistemic implication” is assessment by implica-
tion. One gives reasons to support an “ought” proposition and one subjects 
the reasons to rational and empirical tests, thus indirectly also testing the 
value statement. If the reasons are accepted, then by implication the value 
proposition they support is also accepted. If, to the contrary, the reasons are 
negated, then the moral “ought” proposition cannot be accepted—at least 
on the basis of the falsified reasons.

Reasons Must Meet Five Criteria

But not all reasons are acceptable. Lee gives five criteria that each reason 
must meet before a reason can be accepted.

First, reasons must be serious. A reason, or the evidence, presented must be 
serious, that is, it must be something more than a personal commitment, 
preference, desire, or want. It must be something more than a person’s 
psychological state concerning the value assertion. Rather, it must be some 
public external feature of the situation referred to in the assertion and must 
be open to evaluation by independent observers by some kind of objec-
tive—intersubjective—process.

Take the Assertion: You ought to treat other people with respect.
Supported by the Reason: Because treating other people with respect in-

creases your chances of being treated with respect yourself.
This is serious evidence because it refers to objective characteristics that 

can be falsified or confirmed. We are not now concerned with whether or 
not the evidence is true, only that it meets the criterion of being serious, 
open to evaluation as to its truth or falsehood by the independent observa-
tion of others.
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An example of a nonserious reason is to support the assertion by offering, 
“Because God told me.” Independent observers cannot confirm or deny 
that God has spoken to the person or even whether or not there is a God. 
In any event, such a reason fails as serious evidence, because there is no 
naturalistic way to falsify such a statement, even if it is false.

Second, reasons must be referentially relevant. To be acceptable a reason 
must be referentially relevant, that is, the assertion and the reason for it 
must be about the same thing. They must share a subject term.

Take the Assertion: Criminals released from prison ought to receive sever-
ance pay plus a bonus for getting a job.

Supported by the Reason: Because 2 � 2 � 4.
Although the reason or evidence is true according to the arithmetic of real 

numbers, none of its terms is shared by the “ought” assertion. Thus, it is not 
referentially relevant and, thus, cannot serve as evidence.

If we supply a different reason, however, such as, “Because criminals re-
leased from prison who are so treated are less likely to commit new crimes 
than released criminals who are not so treated” (Rossi 1987), then we have 
evidence that is referentially relevant.

Third, reasons must be causally relevant. Additionally, the reason must bear 
on the value assertion in some causally relevant way.

For example, take the Assertion: People ought not to smoke tobacco.
Supported by the Reason: Because smoking increases their chances of dy-

ing of lung cancer.
It is reasonable to hypothesize that there is a causal connection between 

a person’s smoking tobacco and increased chances of that person getting 
lung cancer, because a person’s lungs are more or less exposed to the to-
bacco smoke and the chemicals that have been added in the production of 
cigarettes. Thus, causal relevance is clear.

Lee’s method is based on the assumption of causality in the world and 
our ability to discern and confirm—or refute—causal relationships.

Fourth, reasons must be causally independent. Reasons must also be causally 
independent of the conclusion. A reason is not acceptable if it is produced 
by the conclusion itself.

For example, take a white supremacist assertion in the period of planta-
tion slavery in the Americas that “Africans ought to be treated as socially 
inferior,” the reason offered being that “Africans in fact are socially inferior” 
(Lee 1985:135). Indeed, such a doctrine of racial inferiority was actually 
used to justify the slavery of Africans (Goveia 1956).

But the reason fails because it is not causally independent of the original 
assertion. That is, the value judgment contained in the original assertion 
may have caused the facts cited in the reason. Thus, if the whites’ attitudes 
led them to treat Africans as socially inferior, then it is not surprising that 
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on any number of objective criteria such as self-respect, occupation, educa-
tion, wealth, and income on average Africans empirically might be shown 
to be “socially inferior,” that is, to be relatively less well off than whites on 
each criterion. But such evidence is inadmissible as a reason in support of 
the value assertion because it is not causally independent of it. It is circular 
reasoning.

To the contrary, causal direction is established in the earlier example of 
smoking and lung cancer by time priority (smoking comes before cancer), 
by manipulative priority (you can’t give a person the tobacco-smoking 
habit by giving him or her lung cancer), and by explanatory theory.

Fifth, reasons must be empirically true. Finally, there is the requirement to 
put the reason to an empirical test. If the reason meets the above four cri-
teria, then the reason, if true, would support the assertion, while, if false, 
would refute it (Lee 1985:99). Thus, after we have made a serious effort to 
refute the reason, if the reason remains unrefuted, then we tentatively ac-
cept the value proposition. The argument is that it is reasonable to believe 
in an unrefuted reason and not reasonable to believe in a refuted reason.

Let’s take an assertion of a male chauvinist: “Women ought to obey 
men.” He gives as a reason that “Women are less intelligent than men.” This 
reason is serious and referentially relevant evidence. It may not be causally 
relevant, however, because more intelligent people may not advise people 
to do the morally right thing any more than less intelligent people. Thus, 
the evidence may fail by not being causally relevant.

But the proffered reason fails on another ground, too. It is empirically 
false. On average, men and women have about the same level of overall 
intelligence. They do not significantly differ. Thus, if the male chauvinist 
wants to argue objectively for women’s subjection to men, he will have to 
find other grounds to do so (Lee 1985:133).

The reason offered for the “ought” assertion in the example about the 
negative effects of smoking, however, is overwhelmingly supported by 
many different empirical studies, including the epidemiological evidence 
compiled in the U.S. Surgeon General’s Report of 1989. That is, the hy-
pothesis that smoking causes lung cancer has survived many efforts to 
falsify it.

In sum, Raz (1977:210) insists that saying “X ought to do Y” is logically 
the same as saying “There is a reason for X to do Y.” Following Lee’s five 
criteria, we sociologists can propose and objectively test reasons given to 
support value assertions. Doing so, we can, by implication, support or re-
fute the value propositions themselves. Also, we show others exactly how 
we arrived at a value judgment, because the method is explicit and reveals 
the underlying process of thinking. Anyone is welcome to follow the same 
procedures to check the results—to confirm or correct them.
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Moral Judgments and the Future

Moral judgments have inherent ties to assertions about the future. This 
is most obvious when judging consequences, because they always occur in 
the future from the time some action is being contemplated. Thus, for “a 
consequentialist the future must matter” (Sumner 1987:207). Judgments 
of the good on which people base their present decisions to act rest upon 
anticipations (Charnov 1987:5).

Also, contractarianist, utilitarianist, deontological, and other theories of eth-
ics often involve a futures perspective. Ethics imply standards of conduct, not 
just for the past and the present, but also for the future (Charnov 1987:4).

Contracts, for example, are often agreements to fulfill certain stated re-
ciprocal behaviors in the future. Utilitarianism tells us to act so as to create 
the greatest good or happiness for the greatest number of people. Clearly, 
utilitarians judge their possible alternative acts according to their future 
results (Harman 1977).

Deontological ethical theories, too, are linked to the future. These are 
theories that emphasize doing one’s duty and giving respect to individuals. 
They are thought of as nonconsequentialist theories because they focus on 
the purposes for taking an action (i.e., one’s intentions) rather than the 
results of the action. Take, for example, a formulation of Kant’s (1958) 
categorical imperative: Act only according to the maxim that you want your 
action to become the basis of a universal law. The categorical imperative 
deals with the future not only because an intention itself is future-oriented, 
but also because it does deal with a particular consequence: that is, that 
the moral principle underlying your behavior will become a universal law. 
Thus, by your acts you create the moral laws of the future (Tong 1986).

Moreover, ethical theories contain motivations for acting in particular 
ways. For example, “There is no real recognition that something is good or 
bad unless it embodies some degree of motivation to pursue or shun it, do 
or refrain from it” (Sprigge 1988:150). Motivation involves goals desired but 
not yet achieved, whether those goals are happiness for the greatest number or 
universal moral laws. “Morality gives people reasons to do things” (Harman 
1977:91) and the goals for which things are done are always in the future.

Thus, moral principles themselves often embody an orientation toward 
the future. In the case of ethical prescriptions it is an image of some fu-
ture good that you ought to want to achieve, while in the case of ethical 
proscriptions it is an image of some future abomination that you ought to 
want to avoid.

Explicitly Include the Future in Epistemic Implication

Although ethical judgments, as we have seen, often have a futures compo-
nent, ethical thinkers seldom make it explicit. Yet the validity of an ethical 
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judgment may depend crucially on the truth-value of the implicit futures con-
tent of the judgment. Thus, public sociologists ought to make that futures-
thinking component of their value commitments explicit. We can do so in 
the case of epistemic implication by making minor revisions in Lee’s pro-
cedures.

For example, we can expand Lee’s statements of serious and causally 
relevant reasons as well as her definition of “empirical test” to include 
predictions as evidence. Thus, we can include assertions about the future, 
when specific grounds warrant them, as “evidence” to support or negate 
value premises, just as do facts about the past and present (Bell 1993, 
2004).

To maintain the distinction between evidence in the strict sense, which 
is based on empirical observation of the past and present, and predictions, 
which refer to the as yet unobservable future, I call such reasons “predictive 
grounds.” As an example, take a case given earlier and make clear that the 
reason is a prediction:

Take the Assertion: People ought not to smoke tobacco.
Supported by the Predictive ground: Because smoking probably will in-

crease their chances of dying of lung cancer at some future time.
For smokers who currently show no signs of cancer, that prediction, since 

it is based on past observations about other people, can only be “presump-
tively true.” The best we can do is “warranted assertability” based on an 
inferential leap transforming past observation into a probability statement 
about the future.

But if smokers wait to stop smoking until the prediction is confirmed in 
their own particular cases by the observation that they have lung cancer, 
then the utility of the prediction for changing their behavior before it’s too 
late has been lost. Acting on the prediction could save their lives.

Take into Account All-Things-Considered “Ought” Statements

Everyday life situations, of course, often confront people with com-
plexities that may overwhelm their capacity to make easy moral judgments. 
Most, if not all, of the moral codes we live by tend to be prima facie state-
ments: “Tell the truth.” “Be kind to others.” “Be generous.” “Be forgiving.” 
“Be patient.” “Do not kill.” Standing alone, all such statements have excep-
tions under certain circumstances and sometimes they appear to contradict 
each other. For example, we cannot always tell the truth and be kind to 
others at the same time.

Yet the contradiction is more apparent than real, since prima facie state-
ments do not say “Do this no matter what.” Rather they say, “Generally, do 
this, unless you have a good reason not to do so” or “Generally, do not do 
this, unless you have a good reason to do so.”
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Considering all things, we weigh various reasons and judge outcomes 
against each other, including good versus good (being kind or telling the 
truth), perhaps deciding that in some particular case, for example, it would 
be better, all-things-considered, to be kind to a person rather than to tell 
the person a hurtful truth.

A BETTER FUTURE IS POSSIBLE

In answering Michael Burawoy’s call for a public sociology—a sociology 
that, while using the tools of social science, engages in dialogue with the 
public about vital issues of the times with the aim of improving the public’s 
well-being—I argue that two features of public sociology must be explored 
more fully for its successful development.

The first deals with the passing of time and the inescapable futures 
orientation involved in decision-making and social action. Always, the 
consequences of present action occur in the future. Always, more or less 
explicitly, public debate is about the future, whether it is the new-future of 
some presently contemplated act or the then-future of some act of the past. 
Always, the underlying question is, “What ought to be done (or have been 
done) to maintain, construct, or avoid some particular future outcome?”

One problem is that most people don’t have reliable and valid methods 
to create or evaluate beliefs about the future, including the future conse-
quences of their own and others’ actions. Thus, I propose some principles 
of futures thinking, for making and testing statements about what might, 
could, or will happen in the future, taking into account the contingencies 
of human action, principles that public sociologists can use to describe a 
fan of possible and contingently probable futures.

A second problem is knowing “What is preferable?” If public sociologists 
are concerned with the “betterment of society,” then we must ask what is 
better? And how do we know? I propose epistemic implication as a method 
of objectively testing value judgments. Using it, public sociologists can 
examine proposed images of the good society and objectively evaluate the 
moral claims on which they are based.

Like any good social research, systematic study and testing of proposi-
tions about the future and about the good require hard work. But the pay-
off for public discussion of current problems and what to do about them 
is great, because more rigorous, complex, and sound thinking is added to 
public discourse, including the caution that anyone’s beliefs about the fu-
ture and the good—no matter what or who the source or how strongly the 
beliefs are held—are to some extent uncertain, contingent, and corrigible.

I understand, of course, that politics can be dirty business and that many, 
if not most, sociologists may want to remain out of public debate for fear of 
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making themselves vulnerable to attack. Claiming to be value-free, garbing 
oneself in the innocence of only reporting the facts, and demanding the 
immunity of the academy appear to be safe strategies, especially in today’s 
world where powerful interests show no restraint in assassinating the char-
acter of the bearers of unwelcome messages.

And yet there is an attraction—if not an obligation—to elevate public 
discourse on the important issues of our time by bringing in more reason, 
evidence, logic, complexity and nuance, civility, humility, and, as I have 
stressed here, reliable and valid futures thinking and objective value judging. 
Public sociologists have commitments to truth and goodness, and to fair-
ness and open-mindedness. Also, they must have moral courage.

Even in a world of special interests, corporate manipulations of the truth, 
corruptions of power, governmental deceptions, and mass-media thought 
control, perhaps—just perhaps, public sociologists could help ordinary 
people become consciously active and effective participants in shaping their 
own futures. Searching for alternative possibilities for the future, estimating 
probable future outcomes of different actions, and evaluating the desirabil-
ity of the alternatives, people could imagine a better world that was truly 
possible and design the actions that would create it. So doing, they might 
build, not a sky-high “pile of debris” for the angel of history to see, but 
rather a future world in which all people on Earth would coexist in peace, 
would enjoy freedom and good health, and would live long, self-directed, 
socially beneficial, loving, and satisfying lives.
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The discipline of sociology is an interdependent system. Each part makes a 
unique contribution to the productivity and creativity of the whole. This is 
the fundamental principle of Michael Burawoy’s (2005) ideal type model. 
Four forms of sociological practice are identified: professional, the research 
and theoretical traditions and their yield of knowledge and understanding; 
critical, the search for a moral vision for the profession and for society; 
policy, the formulation of means to realize a given end; public, the recipro-
cal communication between sociology and a variety of publics. Each form 
of practice can reach greater validity, creativity, and excellence through the 
mechanism of their reciprocal interdependence.

The sociological thought of Pitirim A. Sorokin is the ideal exemplar 
for illustrating the validity and analytical power of Burawoy’s four-form 
model of interdependence. The scope of his writings is diverse, compre-
hensive, and innovative. In his approximately sixty years of scholarly 
work, he produced thirty-seven books and over four hundred articles 
(Johnston 1998:1). Sorokin’s works span the four forms of sociology. He 
was a pioneer in initiating a number of areas of theoretical development 
and research. He explored the nature of the good extensively and devoted 
considerable attention to discerning and enumerating effective policies to 
reach it, both within sociology and in the general society. He wrote works 
for an academic audience, and also for the general public (Johnston 1995, 
1998; Nichols 1999).

Sorokin may be considered the premier exemplar of the public sociologist 
in the systemic meaning of this idea. Many of his works are predominately 
one form of practice, others embody more than one form. This chapter 
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organizes ideas from his various works to render accurately his system of 
sociology within Burawoy’s four forms model.

THE PROFESSIONAL FOUNDATION

Professional sociology is the necessary condition for the other three forms. 
The research programs and theoretical traditions that are its core provide 
the knowledge and understanding that give sociology its identity and na-
ture as an academic discipline, and its legitimacy as a science (Burawoy 
2005).

Sorokin’s professional sociology is original, diverse, and comprehensive. 
It rests on a clearly articulated frame of reference and conceptual frame-
work, spans a variety of areas, and incorporates extensive empirical data. 
It also advocates an ontology and epistemology unique to contemporary 
sociology.

The Frame of Reference

The most basic sociological phenomenon is interaction, in which the 
mental state and behavior of two or more participating individuals is influ-
enced to some degree. There are three basic components of interaction: the 
individuals who are interacting; meanings, values, and norms; and behavior 
and materials that serve as vehicles or conductors in objectifying this ideo-
logical culture (Sorokin 1947:40–42). From a different perspective, there 
are three inseparable components of the reality that is the subject matter 
of sociology: society, the totality of interacting individuals and their social 
relationships; culture, the meanings, values, and norms and the vehicles 
through which they are objectified; and personality, the thinking and acting 
individuals. To adequately understand any one of these components, the 
other two must also be considered (Sorokin 1947:63–64; 1966:635–649).

Within this frame of reference, general sociology is divided into structural 
and dynamic perspectives. The former focuses on the components and 
interrelationships of sociocultural phenomena, the latter on processes and 
change. Special sociologies employ the same concepts and organization to 
study particular sociocultural phenomena, such as war or the family (So-
rokin 1947:16–17).

Sociological Knowledge and Understanding

Sorokin’s analysis of social structure includes consideration of the forms 
of interaction, the factors of solidarity and antagonism, types of social re-
lationships, the characteristics of organized groups, social differentiation 
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and stratification (1937c, 1947), and the nature of social space and time 
(1964b). Social dynamics includes an analysis of how groups originate and 
maintain their existence (1947), changes in social relationships (1937c, 
1947), the nature and factors of social mobility (1959), the sociology 
of crises (1942), the varieties and uniformities of revolutionary change 
(1925, 1937c), and the causes of war and the prospects for peace (1937c, 
1998b[1944]). The analyses of internal disturbances and of war include a 
comprehensive quantitative survey of their magnitude and incidence from 
500 BC to AD 1925 (1937c).

The structure of culture is described in terms of the nature of cultural 
integration and its manifestation in both causal/functional and logico-
meaningful interdependence. There are three main types of integrated 
culture: ideational, idealistic, and sensate (1937a, 1937b, 1941a, 1957a). 
In an ideational culture the nature of reality and the predominant values 
are viewed as primarily supernatural and spiritual, and are related to some 
idea of God or the Ultimate Reality. A sensate culture is the opposite, the 
nature of reality and value being regarded as primarily physical and mate-
rial. An idealistic culture combines these contrasting conceptions into a 
harmonious system, with the ideational perspective being foundational. 
These ideal types of culture are examined in relation to various compart-
ments of culture such as truth and knowledge, scientific inventions and dis-
coveries, philosophical first principles, the fine arts, ethics, and the juridical 
mentality. In support of these cultural types, extensive quantitative data is 
presented in tables and figures, generally spanning a period from about 600 
BC to about AD 1925.

The analysis of cultural dynamics includes topics such as the concep-
tion, objectification, and socialization of cultural systems, the growth and 
decline of cultural systems in the previously identified compartments of 
culture, and the analysis of fluctuations in the three main types of inte-
grated culture. Changes from ideational to idealistic to sensate culture are 
explained by immanent change, due primarily to the unfolding of internal 
potentialities, and the principle of limits, that the number of basic socio-
cultural forms is limited (Sorokin 1941a).

The assumption that culture, society, and personality are interdependent 
systems provides the context for considering the structure and dynamics of 
personality. Thus the sociocultural inevitably exerts profound influences 
upon personality. On the other hand, individual personalities inevitably 
influence the sociocultural (1947:342). Individuals are not passive and 
each person is an active agent through selectivity, combination, and creativ-
ity (1947:356).

The structure of personality is described as involving four basic compo-
nents: biological egos of two types, conscious and unconscious; social egos; 
and the supraconscious. Biological egos include basic needs and drives 
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while social egos are the reflection within the individual of the culture of 
the groups to which he or she belongs. The fourth component of personal-
ity, the supraconscious, is the source of creativity and of spirituality. It op-
erates through intuition that transcends sense perception and reason. The 
supraconscious is involved in the individual’s relation to God, and the for-
mulation of basic ideas of goodness and beauty (Sorokin 1947:342–364; 
1954a:83–114, 480–488). Altruistic love is a particularly important po-
tential of personality because love can transform both individuals and the 
sociocultural universe (Sorokin 1950a, 1950b, 1954a:3–79, 480–488).

Personality dynamics are inevitable due to the life cycle movement of 
childhood, adolescence, maturity, and old age and changes in group and 
cultural contacts over the life course (Sorokin 1947:714–723). Altruistic 
transformation is a form of personality dynamics in which individuals 
increase their practice of altruistic love. Considerable data are presented 
on self-directed personal change and on the influence of groups on change 
toward greater altruism (Sorokin 1954a:287–455, 1954b).

In addition to these empirical studies and theoretical formulations, 
Sorokin’s professional sociology also includes the analysis and classifica-
tion of sociological theories. In three major works he presented the ideas 
of other theorists, arranged them in typologies of schools of thought, and 
critiqued them (Sorokin 1928, 1950c, 1966).

The Integral Ontology and Epistemology

Integralism is the foundation of various aspects of Sorokin’s system of 
thought (Ford 1963; Jeffries 2005; Johnston 1995, 1998; Nichols 1999). 
Sorokin believed that the development of an integral perspective and tradi-
tion was necessary for sociology to realize greater understanding and more 
important contributions to society (Sorokin 1957b, 1941a:746–769, 1961, 
1963a:372–408, 1964a:226–237).

The essential nature of integralism and its occurance in history is de-
scribed in Sorokin’s analysis of systems of truth and knowledge. This 
compartment of culture includes religious, philosophical, and scientific 
thought and focuses on the basic questions of ontology and epistemology: 
the nature of reality and how it can be known and understood (Sorokin 
1937b:1–180, 1957a:225–283). Three systems of truth are identified in 
accordance with the foundational premises of the three cultural types: ide-
ational truth is the truth of faith, sensate truth is empiricism, and idealistic 
truth is the truth of reason. Idealistic truth combines faith and empiricism 
into a harmonious system of idealistic rationalism. Quantitative analysis of 
systems of truth in the Graeco-Roman and Western cultures from 580 BC to 
AD 1920 indicates that, despite fluctuations in dominance, the overall in-



 The Scientific System of Public Sociology 111

cidence and importance of these three systems of truth was approximately 
equal over this time (Sorokin 1937b:54–55).

Idealistic culture was predominant in Greece during the fourth and fifth 
centuries BC and in Western culture during the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries AD. The idealistic rationalism characteristic of the systems of truth 
of these two historical cultures is illustrated by the writings of Plato and 
Aristotle in Classical Greece, and Thomas Aquinas in the later Middle Ages 
(Sorokin 1937b:61–123). The empirical data and analyses of these idealis-
tic cultures provides the basis for Sorokin’s formulation of the nature of an 
integral system of truth, and his vision of an integral culture of the future. 
In later writings, Sorokin (1961:95–96, 1963b:481; Ford 1963:53) referred 
to idealistic culture and its system of truth as integral, and in this sense the 
terms and descriptions of historical cultures are interchangeable.

The foundational characteristic of integralism is the idea that reality, 
and the human needs and ends that it entails, consists of empirical-
sensory, rational-mindful, and supersensory-superrational aspects (So-
rokin 1941a:741–746, 1956a, 1957b, 1964a:226–237, 1998b[1944]:283–
286). Since this is the nature of the true reality, an integral system of 
truth includes empirical, rational, and supersensory sources of truth and 
methods of cognition. Thus the senses, reason, and faith are combined 
into a harmonious system of truth, as in the historic systems of idealistic 
rationalism. The truth of faith is eclectic, consisting of both intuition and 
religious ideas of revelation.

Each of these sources of cognition is fallible. Integralism combines 
these three ways of seeking truth into one harmonious system of ontology 
and epistemology. This holistic approach gives the possibility of mutual 
supplementation and checking of knowledge and understanding across the 
channels of cognition, increased validity, and a more comprehensive per-
spective in the system of truth (Sorokin 1941a:741–764, 1963a:372–408, 
1998b[1944]:284).

CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY

Critical sociology interrogates the adequacy and purposes of disciplinary 
practice. The nature of the moral foundations and value commitments in-
volved in the practice of sociology are examined and evaluated, as are the 
morals, values, and social characteristics of society. Such questions provide 
perspectives for assessing topics that are the focus of practice within profes-
sional sociology, and their relation to problems and issues in society. The 
legitimacy of critical sociology derives from the moral vision it provides as 
the conscience of sociology (Burawoy 2005).
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Two basic perspectives in critical sociology are the identification and 
analysis of the problematic or pathological, and the proposing of an alter-
native state that is more positive in realizing some conception of the good. 
Sorokin’s critical sociology includes both. The moral vision he provides is 
intended both for sociology and for the general society. This delineation of 
the nature of the good is derived primarily from aspects of his conception 
of integralism and its potential for reconstruction.

Sociology: Limited Progress and the Integral Alternative

Sorokin’s critical perspective regarding sociology is that it has largely 
failed in developing its potential. A flawed ontology and methodology that 
assumes too much similarity between the natural and social sciences has 
been emphasized. Although a great deal of information has been collected, 
few valid generalizations have resulted, and the understanding of basic so-
ciocultural uniformities is limited. This meager achievement has inevitably 
prevented significant practical contributions to reducing social pathologies 
or improving the general welfare of human beings (Sorokin 1947:616–619, 
1956a, 1998a[1941]).

The positive alternative necessary for greater productivity and creativ-
ity involves several characteristics: an integral system of truth entailing 
an ontology and epistemology that take account of sensory, rational, and 
supersensory reality and modes of cognition; the formulation of some con-
ception of the good to guide scientific practice; referential principles that 
better represent the unique characteristics of sociocultural phenomena; a 
greater emphasis on synthesis and generalization; changes in methods; 
and a different topical focus (Sorokin 1941a:746–764, 1941b:116–132, 
1956a:315–317, 1961, 1964a:226–237, 1965, 1998a[1941]).

The Crisis of Sensate Culture

The sensate culture of this era is characterized by a constricted perspective 
that focuses on the empirical-sensory aspects of reality at the expense of a 
more accurate and comprehensive perspective. Consequently, the ommis-
sions and many false parts of the culture render it inadequate as a design 
for living and as a context for meeting basic human needs. The system of 
truth is characterized by skepticism, relativism, and separation from a con-
ception of realizing the good. The ethical system lacks universal standards 
and emphasizes subjectivism, relativism, expediency, and hedonism. A 
considerable portion of art is antimoral and antisocial. Compulsory rela-
tionships are frequent while both contractual and familistic are lessened 
and often unstable. Interpersonal and intergroup conflicts are common, 
as is war. Great power is concentrated in a small number of individuals 
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and groups and is frequently misused, sometimes in ways that profoundly 
effect human welfare in a negative manner (Sorokin 1941b; Sorokin and 
Lunden 1959).

The Positive Critique: Seeking and Realizing Ultimate Values

Sorokin develops a positive critical perspective that proposes ultimate 
values at the most abstract level to address both disciplinary limitations 
and the sociocultural crisis: truth, goodness, and beauty. At higher levels, 
these values are inseparable and transformable, in that each one contrib-
utes to and to some degree comprises the other (Sorokin 1954a:6, 30–33, 
1957b:184). Considered separately, truth and goodness are both directly 
relevant to the progress and direction of sociology. Truth, a more accurate 
and comprehensive knowledge and understanding of reality, can achieve 
greater validity with an integral ontology and epistemology. Love is the es-
sence of goodness. Ontologically, love is the most powerful force for unity, 
integration, and harmony in the universe (Sorokin 1954a:6–9). Ethically, 
love is viewed by all major religions as the foundational component of 
goodness (Sorokin 1954a:78–79).

This abstract view of love as goodness is reformulated with respect to 
both individual personality and the sociocultural. At each of these levels of 
analysis goodness as love can become a concept in theoretical development 
and a variable in research.

Individual Goodness

The potential of individual goodness is expressed through altruistic 
love (Sorokin 1950b, 1954a, 1964b:160–208). This form of love involves 
cooperation, mutual aid, unselfishness, sacrifice, friendship, and the per-
formance of duty (Sorokin 1954a:47). Terms such as benevolence, compas-
sion, agape, and the Golden Rule have been applied to this universalistic 
and creative love (Sorokin 1954a:485).

The increase of love in the sociocultural universe becomes a fundamental 
positive goal of Sorokin’s critical sociology because of its benefits. Unself-
ish love exerts powerful effects on the lives of individuals and on society 
(Sorokin 1954a:47–79, 1964b:160–208). Evidence indicates that love is 
positively related to longevity, beneficial in some physical and mental dis-
orders, and contributes to the optimal development of personality. On the 
social level a minimal degree of love is necessary for harmony and group 
survival. Love reduces enmity and aggression and promotes friendliness 
between individuals and between groups.

Altruistic love can vary from low to high on five dimensions. These are: 
intensity, the degree of effort and involvement of self; extensity, the range 
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of love to individuals and groups; duration, the amount of time love is 
manifested; purity, the degree of selflessness of love; adequacy, whether 
love benefits the other in both subjective intent and objective result (So-
rokin 1954a:15–35).

Sociocultural Goodness

On the social level love is manifested in two forms, in meaningful in-
teraction that is solidary, and in social relationships that are familistic. In 
either case, the association between persons is characterized by the same 
mutual helpfulness, cooperation, and unity that characterizes love (Sorokin 
1954a:13). Increasing such solidary interaction and relationships is part of 
the moral vision of Sorokin’s critical perspective.

In solidary interaction the meanings and values of the interacting par-
ties and their overt behaviors concur and are mutually helpful in realizing 
the ends they are seeking. This contrasts with the opposition and mutual 
hindrance characteristic of antagonistic interaction. In mixed interaction, 
the most common form, both are present to some degree in different pro-
portions.

In the most intense solidary interaction, each of the interacting parties 
loves the other for his or her own sake apart from utilitarian and hedonistic 
motives, and this solidarity includes all aspects of the other’s life. At the 
highest levels of solidarity, love is extended on the interpersonal and inter-
group levels to include potentially everyone (Sorokin 1947:93–99).

Social relationships exist when there is a distribution of rights and duties, 
social differentiation and stratification, and norms defining conduct in an 
organized group (Sorokin 1937c:19–21). There are three main types: fa-
milistic, compulsory, and contractual. Almost all groups are a combination 
of these types, with the proportion of each varying. Familistic relationships 
are predominately solidary and typically have high intensity, extensity, and 
duration. Interaction is mutual and direct, and predominately unselfish. 
There are high levels of interdependence, attachment, and similarity of 
values and normative standards.

The prevalence of solidary interaction and familistic social relationships 
is inevitably related to the characteristics of culture. Most important in 
this regard is the nature of the values and norms of the interacting parties. 
Cultures that emphasize mutual aid, love, and sympathy, as expressed in 
principles such as the Golden Rule, will have high levels of interpersonal 
and intergroup solidarity. In contrast, cultures emphasizing egoism, ri-
valry, and material sensory values can expect high antagonism (Sorokin 
1947:119–131, 1998c[1951]).

An integral culture will increase interpersonal and intergroup solidarity. 
It will lessen emphasis on materialistic goals and focus concern on the ulti-
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mate and perennial values of truth, beauty, and goodness. Universal norms 
will emphasize love and solidarity. Since these values are impersonal and 
altruistic, they do not engender antagonisms. In this integral culture soli-
dary interaction and familistic social relationships will predominate (So-
rokin 1941b:316–321, 1948:107–108, 1998c[1951]).

The Role of Science

Sociology and the other social sciences can make important contribu-
tions by increasing our knowledge and understanding of love and soli-
darity (Sorokin 1954a:473–480). Purposive scientific endeavor can focus 
on problems such as how to increase our ability to satisfy basic human 
needs, documenting the negative effects of crime and war, analyzing the 
values and ethical philosophies that are conducive to solidarity, discover-
ing techniques for increasing altruism in all aspects of society and culture, 
and improving our understanding of the optimal circumstances for the ef-
fectiveness of different techniques of altruistic transformation.

In an integral system of truth, science, philosophy, and religion would 
be engaged in a coordinated effort to provide knowledge and understand-
ing of fundamental sociocultural uniformities that have implications for 
the good of individuals and for the common good. Realization of the 
ethical principles of love and solidarity, such as those espoused by all the 
major world religions, is viewed by Sorokin as an important focus of this 
endeavor (Sorokin 1941b:317–318, 1948:158, 1998c[1951]; see also John-
ston 1995:167–168, 179).

The scientific study of love in its various creative forms should provide a 
powerful force of motivation and unity for social scientists. This focus has 
great appeal, because love is a common value that transcends individual, 
disciplinary, and group differences (Sorokin and Lunden 1959:178).

POLICY SOCIOLOGY

Policy sociology uses the theories and methods of professional sociology to 
develop solutions to problems. Its legitimacy is based on the effectiveness 
of these solutions (Burawoy 2005).

In Sorokin’s system of sociology the critical perspective defines the prob-
lems to be solved, and the goals to be sought. This era is a time of great 
crisis that can be effectively overcome only through the increase of altruistic 
love and solidarity (Sorokin 1963b:268–292). This unselfish love must 
be universal, extending to all of humanity. When love and solidarity are 
limited to the in-group, they become a source of antagonism toward out-
groups (Sorokin 1954a:459–489).
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The theoretical foundation of Sorokin’s policy sociology is the assump-
tion that the subject matter of sociology is society, culture, and personality. 
Since the sociocultural reality always entails these three interdependent 
systems, all three must be changed for effective reconstruction to take place 
(Sorokin 1948:93–94). Further, an infinite number of individual actions 
shape and direct the content of society and culture. Therefore, though all 
must be transformed, the necessary condition for social and cultural re-
construction is the self-directed effort of individuals to increase their own 
personal levels of altruistic love. Extensive case study, biographical, and 
historical data is presented describing the techniques of altruistic transfor-
mation (Sorokin 1954a: 285–455, 1954b). Many of these techniques, such 
as good deeds and altruistic self-identification, are directly applicable by the 
individual to himself or herself. Others involve techniques that are applied 
within and by organized groups.

On the basis of individual altruistic transformation, the second and third 
policy tasks of reconstruction are the planned change of society and of cul-
ture (Sorokin 1948:93–94). This planned reconstruction progresses from 
micro to meso to macro social and cultural units (Sorokin 1948:234–235). 
One possible trajectory from micro to macro toward greater love is to first 
begin by increasing love for family and close friends, then move to abstain-
ing from actions that are harmful to anyone, then to extend love to all those 
who are in need in one’s community. If all communities do this, a first stage 
of universal love, in which all are loved by some individuals and groups, is 
reached (Sorokin 1954a:463–464).

The culture must also be changed. The basic premise regarding the nature 
of reality is the foundation of cultural integration (Sorokin 1937a:3–152, 
1957a:2–52). Therefore, changing this premise to an integral one is the 
most effective policy approach to fundamentally change the culture to one 
that will be more creative and foster solidarity (Sorokin 1948:107–108). 
Additionally, various policies can be instituted to limit abuses and increase 
the socially beneficial uses of power (Sorokin and Lunden 1959).

The findings of scientific research are vital to understanding the most ef-
fective policies to accomplish personal, social, and cultural reconstruction. 
A concentrated effort of the scientific community is necessary to accomplish 
this goal in reasonable time (Sorokin 1954a:473–480, 1948:234–235, 
1998c[1951]).

PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Public sociology involves communication about sociological knowledge 
and understandings with those outside the academic community, whether 
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particular groups or the general public. Its legitimacy is based on its rel-
evance (Burawoy 2005).

Sorokin’s system of sociology contains a number of works intended for 
the general public. They derive directly from his professional writings and 
are intended to inform readers regarding the central problems of the con-
temporary era and their solutions. Three major works of this nature include 
an analysis of the crisis of contemporary culture and social relationships 
and a vision of their reconstruction (1941b), a formulation of policies for 
personal, social, and cultural reconstruction (1948), and a historical over-
view of the misuse of power and a program for limiting the abuses of pow-
erholders (Sorokin and Lunden 1959). Other writings by Sorokin intended 
for the general public are focused on basic social trends, including religious 
and moral polarization (1964b), the nature and importance of altruistic 
love (1950a), and the effects of the sexual revolution on individuals and 
on society (1956b).

Sorokin’s public sociology advances ideas that have great relevance to the 
general public. His system of thought provides a comprehensive analysis of 
this era that gives the potential for closure on basic issues. He describes the 
nature and source of problems and pathologies, identifies more positive 
alternatives, describes the nature of the personal, social, and cultural recon-
struction that is necessary, and details the means to realize it. The necessary 
condition for this comprehensive reconstruction is individual transforma-
tion toward greater love. This is then followed by collective actions to 
change society and culture. Thus a program for individual participation and 
collective action that is potentially available to everyone is provided.

CONCLUSION

Several principles regarding the systemic nature of Burawoy’s four form 
model of sociology are evident in Sorokin’s system of sociology. Most fun-
damentally, the interdependence of the four forms and the manner they 
contribute to the comprehensiveness, creativity, and overall contribution 
of a system of social thought is illustrated. In this sense, and in terms of the 
content of his ideas and system of sociology, Sorokin is an exemplar of the 
nature of a complete system of public sociology.

First, the more comprehensive, empirically grounded, and theoretically 
advanced the professional sociology, the more adequate it is as a basis for 
the other three forms of practice. Their content and direction is significantly 
shaped by this base.

Sorokin’s professional sociology provides such a system of sociology as a 
foundation. His conceptual frame of reference and elaboration of the nature 
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of the discipline provide for the study of a wide range of phenomena from 
a systematic and inclusive perspective. Sorokin’s own substantive sociology 
provides a model of theoretical and conceptual analysis in fundamental 
areas such as general structure and dynamics, and in a variety of substan-
tive fields. His analysis is linked to empirical data and research using case 
study, historical, and statistical data. His integral perspective involves an 
innovative ontology and epistemology that provides for broadening and 
refocusing the perspective of sociology by incorporating philosophical and 
religious ideas and conceptions of the good within its frame of reference 
and practice.

Second, critical sociology can be of great importance in directing profes-
sional activity to specific areas of practice. In his autobiography Sorokin 
(1963b:268) describes how his concern for humankind led him to reorient 
his professional sociology to the scientific study of altruistic love. Con-
versely, the knowledge and understanding derived from the professional 
base can be the source of a critical perspective, as it also was in Sorokin’s 
case.

Sorokin’s critical sociology illustrates that critical sociology is more vital 
and powerful in shaping the content and direction of practice if it focuses 
not only on problems, but also on an alternative vision of the good. In this 
sense there is a positive critical sociology that can provide a compelling 
moral vision of a better world. This positive critical sociology is exemplified 
in Sorokin’s analysis of goodness as altruistic love and solidarity and his 
vision of a new integral culture as an alternative to the problematic sensate 
culture of this era.

Third, policy sociology can be given a powerful empirical basis by a body 
of theory and research, and direction by an explicit and clearly articulated 
critical sociology. This interdependence is clearly illustrated in Sorokin’s 
system of sociology. His policy sociology of personal, social, and cultural 
reconstruction is given its end to be realized by his positive critical sociol-
ogy of love, solidarity, and a new integral culture. The comprehensive na-
ture of these policies and the direction of deliberate change derive directly 
from the theory and findings of Sorokin’s professional sociology, and the 
goals specified in his critical sociology.

Fourth, public sociology is dependent on each of the other forms for its 
full vitality. Sorokin’s historical and comparative analysis and his statistical 
findings on social and cultural trends and fluctuations form the basis of his 
public sociology writings on the state of the contemporary world and his 
vision of a new integral culture. Likewise, his case studies of individuals and 
groups and his analysis of the nature, sources, and effects of altruistic love 
form the basis of his public sociology writings on these topics. Sorokin’s 
policy sociology pertaining to altruism and the limiting of abuses of power 
is firmly grounded in his professional sociology, and constitutes an impor-
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tant component of his public sociology, giving it a program of practical 
application. His positive critical sociology of goodness in the form of love 
and solidarity is basic to the central theme of reconstruction in his public 
sociology.

Sorokin’s public sociology that emerges from the other three forms is 
informative, engaging, and readily comprehensible for both organic and 
traditional publics. It provides a basis for dialogue regarding the good and 
ultimate values, the policies by which constructive change can be realized, 
and the role both individuals and groups can assume in reconstruction. 
Thus Sorokin’s scientific system of four forms of practice provides a com-
pelling and relevant message admirably suited to dialogue with the public 
about a better world and how it can be achieved.
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7
A Sociology for Public Sociology: 
Some Needed Disciplinary 
Changes for Creating 
Public Sociology
Herbert J. Gans

Michael Burawoy’s dramatic reinvention of and powerful advocacy for 
public sociology at the ASA’s 2004 annual meetings has set off a process to 
incorporate public sociology into the current discipline. Although it is too 
early to determine what paths that process will take, so far there seems to 
be more discourse about public sociology than activity to advance it, or for 
that matter, a new outpouring of high quality public sociology. This chapter 
argues that such activity—and outpouring—require some serious structural 
changes in the discipline and describes several urgent ones, both in the or-
ganization of the discipline and in sociological graduate education.

I emphasize urgent because the active development of public sociology is 
essential to the healthy future of the discipline. Although sociology is grow-
ing numerically in a variety of ways, its status in the social sciences and in 
American intellectual life has not kept up with that growth. Exciting intel-
lectual work is being done in a number of sociology’s fields, but it does not 
show up often enough in the journals that speak for the entire discipline or 
in the now existing varieties of public sociology.

Moreover, public sociology is facing formidable competition from other 
disciplines. For example, a number of economists are now doing research 
on topics once considered solely sociological. Their work, sometimes called 
Freakonomics (Levitt and Dubner 2005), frequently offers counter-intuitive 
conclusions about taken-for-granted aspects of everyday life and the opera-
tion of major societal institutions. Because the researchers are economists, 
they have far easier access to the general public than sociologists.

Likewise, some historians are now writing about periods that have barely 
become history and are still part of our disciplinary turf. They appear fre-
quently in the literary and other journals that appeal to the educated general 



124 Chapter 7

public and their books are reviewed in the major general book reviews that 
almost uniformly ignore sociological writing.

Anthropology represents another emergent source of competition, for 
today’s social and cultural anthropologists are doing research in America. 
The research is often so similar to that done by sociologists that some of 
them have thereafter become sociologists. Furthermore, an increasing num-
ber of freelance journalists, a number of whom have clearly taken courses 
in sociology, are writing books and magazine articles on topics and with 
methods that verge on the sociological. Perhaps our most ambitious and 
well-publicized competitors are the life scientists and evolutionary psy-
chologists who regularly discover new genes to instantly explain complex 
social phenomena that sociologists and other social scientists have labored 
long and hard to understand.

THE PURPOSES AND VARIETIES OF PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

For the purposes of this chapter, public sociology will be defined as so-
ciological analysis (or if you will, description, analysis, interpretation, and 
evaluation) that is intended, mostly in written form, to reach or actually 
reaches one or another audience in what is usually called the general pub-
lic. This kind of public sociology is what most sociologists think of when 
they describe and do public sociology. My discussion therefore excludes 
what Burawoy (2007) calls organic public sociology, which requires some 
very different disciplinary, organizational, and other changes in sociology.

The distinction between intent and actuality is important, for however 
much we want to reach that audience, the public sociology created to ap-
pear in print, electronic, and digital mass and “class” media has to be ac-
cepted by those media’s gatekeepers. True, we can write what we consider 
important or interesting, but if the gatekeepers do not agree, they may not 
open their gates. Then our work cannot become actual public sociology.

Obviously conventional written public sociology (hereafter just called 
public sociology) ought to help the discipline grow in quality and repu-
tation, but it must do so by fulfilling what I consider public sociology’s 
primary purpose: to help people, in the general public and elsewhere, un-
derstand the society in which they live. In order to achieve that purpose, the 
discipline should produce public sociology that the public and we consider 
relevant to and useful for as many sectors and strata of society as possible.

Creating a relevant and useful public sociology requires discussion—and 
operational definitions—of relevance and usefulness. In a diverse, often 
polarized and conflicted society, for whom sociology is and can be relevant 
and useful needs discussion as well. Furthermore, that sociology must 
include both what people want to know and what we believe they ought 
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to know as members of society, including even ideas and findings they, or 
media gatekeepers, would prefer not to know about.

In pursuing various forms of relevance and usefulness, the discipline also 
has to ponder its place in the division of labor, as well as what I hope is the 
eventual convergence of the social sciences. Meanwhile, sociology ought to 
exploit its distinctiveness and emphasize what it does best.

I suggest that sociology continues to be distinctive in four ways:
(1) Much of its empirical data, quantitative and qualitative, comes from 

ordinary people, obtained by going out into “the field” in various ways, but 
mainly through fieldwork, interviewing, and survey research.

(2) Sociology continues to venture into areas and subjects the other so-
cial sciences are reluctant or slow to study until we have been there first. 
Because we concentrate on ordinary people and still do relatively little data 
gathering among elites, we look at society from the bottom up more often 
than our sister disciplines.

(3) Sociology remains a skilled debunker of conventional wisdoms as 
well as an investigative reporter and analyst of social injustices. It also looks 
a little harder at what is taken for granted and unexamined in everyday life, 
by major institutions, and by the various sectors and strata of society.

(4) Sociology remains philosophically more adventurous than most of 
the other social sciences. As a result, it is sometimes more able to be de-
tached and distanced than they, and it has not refrained from using relativ-
ism, relationism, reflexivity, constructionism, and other not always popular 
ways of looking at the social world.

Eye-Opening Public Sociology

Most existing public sociology is already completed empirical or theo-
retical inquiry which is summarized, synthesized, and rewritten for the 
various sectors of the non-sociological public. This is generally described as 
popularization. Sometimes, though not yet often enough, public sociology 
offers a sociological take on topics and issues of current interest or concern, 
although someday I hope sociological columnists and others will be able to 
supply that sociological take whenever the discipline has something useful 
and relevant to add to the general discussion.

However, I would like to suggest the need for another public sociol-
ogy, which I choose to call eye-opening: original, insightful, and attention-
attracting empirical and theoretical research on topics useful and relevant 
to all parts of the general public we can reach, written in English they can 
understand. In fact, if public sociology is to flourish, sociologists must 
regularly produce eye-opening studies that enable the general public to 
understand their society and others in new ways. Sterling examples include 
the Lynds’ Middletown, Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd, Liebow’s Tally’s Corner, 
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Hochschild’s Second Shift, and Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged, but a much 
longer list of past and present ones can easily be assembled.1

Eye-opening public sociology is in reality just a catchy label for original 
basic research—the best of the research we conduct and report as a disci-
pline to an audience of peers and students. It becomes public sociology 
when it concentrates on topics relevant to the general public and when 
it is written in their English rather than the technical variety I think of as 
sociologese.

In that case, the gatekeepers of public sociology will not only become in-
terested in the authors of such works, but if the discipline produces enough 
of them, the gatekeepers’ view of the discipline and other actual and poten-
tial public sociologists will be enhanced.

Topic-Driven and Theory-Driven Basic Research

However, basic research comes in two varieties. One is topic-driven, and 
if the topics concern or should concern the general public, it is a candidate 
for eye-opening public sociology. Actually, in order to attract the general 
public, the topics should include topical ones, that is, those on a subject or 
issue of the day, provided the researchers can proceed more speedily than 
academics do normally.

The second variety of basic research, which most sociologists conduct 
most of the time, endeavors to develop concepts and to formulate or test 
theories in the discipline; consequently, I think of it as theory-driven. Of 
course, theory-driven research also investigates topics but these are fre-
quently different from, or differently formulated than, those engaging the 
general public.

Topic-driven research differs from theory-driven research in other ways.2 
It is not generally considered normal science or a candidate for paradigm 
change (Kuhn 1962) and it does not seek to contribute to “the literature,” 
the disciplinary warehouse of research. Consequently, topic-driven research 
eschews conceptual discussions, theoretical explorations, and literature re-
views, as well as the footnotes and bibliographies that show how much we 
stand on each others’ shoulders.

I do not mean to denigrate theory-driven research, for neither topic-
driven research nor public sociology could exist without it. The general 
public will not pay much attention to debates about structure and agency 
and discussions of cultural and narrative turns, but these often play an indi-
rect or even direct role in topic-driven research. Theory-driven sociology is 
therefore one of the raw materials needed to produce public sociology.

Moreover, as long as the producers of public sociology are academics, 
their topic-driven studies must also satisfy enough of the occupational cri-
teria of theory-driven work to enable them to find jobs and obtain tenure. 
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Besides, many sociologists do both topic and theory-driven work, and the 
best of the former is generally also a contribution to the latter.

SOME DANGERS OF PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Despite its promises, public sociology may also bring with it some dangers 
for the discipline. One is writing it to publicize or show off the discipline 
or the work of its authors. Another is producing work that sociologizes 
common sense or already known ideas and findings, thus reviving old ste-
reotypes of sociology as restatements of the obvious.3

A further danger is that public sociology becomes a new, and inferior 
track within the discipline (Collins 2007:103) and thus subject to the 
deadly effects of the academic transformation of new ideas (Hays 2007). A 
related danger is pandering to the audiences of public sociology by equat-
ing popularity with quality (Smith-Lovin 2007:131–132). Conversely, the 
best public sociology is apt to be controversial, and we lack some of the 
skills needed for dealing with controversy.

These and other possible ways by which public sociology could hurt the 
discipline suggests we step carefully in venturing into new venues. More 
important, such venturing should be preceded or at least accompanied by 
changes in the structure and infrastructure of the discipline, especially its 
incentive systems and training programs.

SOME NEEDED CHANGES IN THE DISCIPLINE

I will discuss only a few such changes, for the discipline in general and for 
graduate education. Needless to say, public sociology requires funding, and 
we need to justify receiving it. Although individual sociologists can produce 
brief work in public sociology on their own time, funding skillful practitio-
ners of public sociology to do additional work would be desirable.

More urgently, public agencies and foundations are needed to pay for 
the eye-opening topic-driven research that I believe will result in the most 
desirable and effective public sociology. Research support is especially nec-
essary because empirical studies that will most interest the general public 
are likely to be labor-intensive. Ethnographic and depth-interview research 
is more likely to get past the gatekeepers of public sociology than quantita-
tive work, notable exceptions notwithstanding.

Public agencies and foundations that fund sociology are often concerned 
with social problems, public policy, and other topical issues that lend 
themselves to presentation as public sociology. Some even encourage re-
search reports that can be turned into trade books, magazine articles, and 
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documentaries. Many funders would probably be supportive if grantees 
were eager to report their findings to the general public, especially if they 
can come up with eye-opening work.

Since funding decisions are generally made by or with the help of peer 
reviewers, review panels will have to include more public sociologists or 
reviewers sympathetic to public sociology. Presumably some funders will 
ask applicants to demonstrate that their public sociology will pass muster 
with the relevant gatekeepers.

In an ideal world, sufficient funding would enable the best of the current 
and new public sociologists to spend all their time researching and writing. 
This is unlikely to happen in the foreseeable future, if ever; consequently, 
public sociologists have to continue to earn their living in the academy 
or elsewhere. However, as academics, new recruits cannot even become 
prolific public sociologists unless and until they are eligible for the same 
promotions, tenure appointments, and other rights, privileges, and rewards 
as theory-driven basic researchers doing normal science and contributing to 
the disciplinary literature.

At this writing, the number of people who produce public sociology often 
enough to be called public sociologists is small, and while some who are na-
tionally visible may be respected in the discipline, others are wrongly dispar-
aged as “journalists.”4 In sociology as in the other social sciences, people who 
consider themselves scientists first and foremost are often critical of colleagues 
who seek to communicate their science to the general public, if only because 
it has to be reframed and simplified to appeal to such an audience. When 
sociologists who are hostile to public sociology control the academic power 
structure, in sociology as in other social science disciplines, scholars whose 
work is looked down on as journalism are not likely to obtain tenure.

A vicious circle operates here; the disparagement and discrimination that 
accompany public sociology are likely to end once there are more public 
sociologists, the general public has smiled favorably on their work, and the 
status and prestige of sociology have risen. However, few sociologists will 
want to put their career at risk until the stigmatizing of public sociology 
shows signs of declining.

Obviously, the incentive structure has to be changed, and university 
administrations can be helpful here. Many universities like the publicity 
and visibility they gain from faculty members whose work shows up in the 
mass media or is favorably reviewed in the book reviews that are read by 
the intellectual and political elite. Some university administrators know 
or believe that publicly visible faculty attract more and better students, 
heighten enthusiasm from trustees and legislators, and increase outside 
funding. But administrations must be willing to confront scholarly opposi-
tion to publicly visible new faculty. Some time will pass before theory- and 
topic-driven basic researchers, not to mention other public sociologists, 
will recognize their common interests.
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Inside the Discipline

Incentive structure changes are needed inside the discipline as well. 
Because they benefit from name recognition, public sociologists probably 
have a good chance of becoming ASA and section presidents. Whether 
public sociologists have as much influence in the committees and networks 
that run ASA and its sections—or even want to have it—remains to be seen. 
In any case, the ASA and other sociological organizations must display their 
enthusiasm and support for public sociology. However, their interests are 
not too different from those of university administrations and most are 
likely to be supportive. The ASA is already very supportive, for example, 
through press conferences and other ways of assisting both public sociolo-
gists and some of their gatekeepers.

Probably the fastest way to alter sociology’s incentive structure is to in-
crease the number of publications, including websites, that will publish 
public sociology. Individuals and groups, including academic departments 
can set up their own websites and establish public sociology blogs and 
list serves, but for now, careers are still advanced mainly by publication in 
print. In addition, the audience for public sociology remains too small to 
consider constructing commercial websites.

The ASA has made a modest start with Contexts but if audiences can 
be found, eventually there need to be other magazines. Moreover, these 
should not have to depend on ASA, or be limited by its peer review and 
other requirements. Meanwhile, I think even the mainstream academic 
journals could be more hospitable to public sociology. Some section, 
regional, and other sociology journals already have back-of-the-book sec-
tions for essays and other kinds of writing that do not have to follow the 
standard research report format and could therefore interest some mem-
bers of the general public.5

The most innovative and lively publishers of public sociology will prob-
ably have to be independent of disciplinary and traditional scholarly aus-
pices. If and when money is to be made or status gained from new public 
sociology magazines and websites, commercial firms and non-profit agen-
cies may come to the fore, although in the long run, I hope that general 
magazines like The New Yorker, Harper’s Magazine, The New York Review of 
Books and their digital equivalents will regularly publish the work of public 
sociologists.

NEEDED CHANGES IN GRADUATE TRAINING

In addition to making room for public sociology in the discipline, changes 
will have to take place in the graduate training of sociologists. Perhaps such 
changes could even come first, especially on the part of departments that 
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are prepared to pioneer. The most selective graduate schools are obvious 
candidates, particularly those located in or near major media centers, but 
nothing should stop small but ambitious graduate departments from tak-
ing the first step.

A logical possibility is to establish separate tracks in the curriculum for 
public sociology, and even for my suggested bifurcation of basic research 
into theory- and topic-driven tracks. The prime question, which is prob-
ably best answered by various curriculum experiments, is to determine how 
separate the tracks should be.

I would argue for partial tracks, if only because sociologists in training 
cannot yet decide in which tracks they will make their careers, especially 
not until independent career lines in various tracks are established. More-
over, good arguments can be made for cooperation and overlap between 
the tracks so that students can work in more than one and the tracks can 
enrich each other.

In any case, for the moment, the first step is the development of a 
handful of separate courses and the recruitment of faculty who will teach 
methodological courses and dissertation seminars that emphasize public 
sociology as well as topic-driven basic research. Where qualitative meth-
ods instruction is not yet available, training and practice in ethnographic 
research and qualitative interviewing will have to be offered. Quantitative 
researchers will have to learn how to conduct and present their research to 
audiences with little knowledge or patience for numerology.

Presumably substantive courses in particular fields, say the family or 
inequality, would be much the same whether students had theory- or topic-
driven interests, although the papers and dissertations they would write are 
likely to be different. Large departments can even be imagined as some-
times teaching both theory- and topic-driven courses in the same subjects, 
if only to explore the similarities and differences between the two tracks. 
Perhaps the prime need is for faculty and students who want sociology to 
be topical, relevant, and useful, and can work on making it so.

If I were developing a curriculum for topic-driven basic research, I would 
recommend a joint course with a Graduate School of Journalism. Journal-
ists are trained both to be topical and to write in jargon-free English, and 
sociologists—even those whose research interests are theory driven—can 
benefit from the journalists’ focus on topicality. Conversely, journalists 
could benefit from the sociological expertise in systematic research, even if 
most will never have the time or the sufficiently sophisticated audience to 
do much systematic research for their news stories.

Bringing sociology and journalism students together has another virtue; 
both are being trained to study society but in very different ways and for 
different audiences. Journalists are trained to look for novelty and outliers; 
sociology puts more emphasis on recurring patterns and the typical. Mutual 
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familiarity with this division of labor should be beneficial to students in 
both disciplines. In addition, bringing the two disciplines together might 
reduce their exchange of distrust and disparagement.

I would also establish an introductory workshop and even an advanced 
one in the sociology of American society which uses daily newspapers, 
news magazines, and their internet equivalents as basic texts. These sources 
not only focus attention on topical subjects but they provide information 
about various parts of society that all sociologists ought to be familiar with. 
The news media are also fruitful sources of ideas for new studies—and they 
always offer opportunities for sociologists to extend journalistic research 
and to debunk incomplete or inaccurate news reports.

Such courses would be essential for students ready to undertake public 
sociology and topic-driven research but at least one such course should be 
required for all students. It is particularly necessary for students who so 
concentrate on the professional literature that they never read or view news 
of any kind, thus becoming incapacitated to understand the society they are 
being trained to study.

Since most other social sciences are now developing “public” tracks 
equivalent to public sociology, eventually a joint social science course in 
how to research and write for the general public ought to be created and 
taught widely.

More immediately, every department that seeks to train public sociolo-
gists must offer a writing course which will equip its students to speak 
to and write for the educated general public, and eventually even for less 
educated ones as well. Actually, I would require such a course for every so-
ciology student, and include a section on code switching so that students 
can learn to write both for their scholarly peers and for the general public. 
Public sociologists in training would also be helped by a book-writing 
course, or at least a dissertation seminar that helps them either to write 
their dissertation as a book, or trains them to convert it quickly and with 
a minimum of effort to one that will attract at least some non-academic 
readers.

Nonetheless, for the foreseeable future the prime audience for public 
sociologists will continue to be the young educated public, that is, under-
graduates. Most will not only be more receptive to public sociology than 
to the academic discipline but they will probably also pay more attention 
to topic-driven rather than theory-driven courses. Thus, courses that teach 
them about their society and what sociological analysis can add to their 
understanding of it will be more attractive than courses that teach them 
concepts and theories to prepare them for graduate work in sociology.

Consequently, sociologists who want to spend their careers teaching un-
dergraduates rather than doing research should be trained primarily as pub-
lic sociologists. Indeed, if they are sure they do not want to do research or 
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to write, they should be trained for a teaching career, and in lieu of writing 
dissertations, develop courses that use public sociology and topic-driven 
research to enrich the undergraduate curriculum.

RECRUITING PUBLIC SOCIOLOGISTS

For the past several decades, the discipline, at least in America, has primar-
ily trained normal scientists, sometimes beginning with undergraduate ma-
jors. I assume that as public sociology becomes more visible, some majors 
and prospective graduate students will also become interested in it, but 
broader recruitment should be undertaken as well.

Disciplines which seek normal scientists attract hedgehogs, to use Isaiah 
Berlin’s classic dichotomy, who focus on one or a few closely related objects 
of study to make their careers and typically conduct theory-driven research. 
However, public sociology is better served by foxes who are able and will-
ing to study several objects and fields, and are therefore flexible enough 
also to orient themselves toward the topical.

I am not familiar with aptitude tests that distinguish foxes from hedge-
hogs but would think that all scientific disciplines that are trying to de-
velop public tracks could use such tests. In the meantime, prospective 
foxes are more likely to be found among undergraduate journalists and 
other writers—even budding fiction writers—who are discouraged from 
specializing in a single topic.

Actually, young journalists are sometimes attracted to sociology be-
cause they find reporting too superficial or hasty and want to dig to a 
greater intellectual depth. Consequently, journalism is a relevant recruit-
ing territory for public sociology. I would also reach out to creative writ-
ing departments, for a significant number of novelists actually write soci-
ology, even if their characters are fictional. Since they are frequently loath 
to recognize or admit that their work bears any resemblance to sociology, 
I would not expect fledgling novelists to instead become public sociolo-
gists, but their fiction might sometimes benefit from a properly designed 
course in sociology.6

Some essayists, social and even literary critics are also doing our kind 
of work. They write essays not research reports, but the best of their work 
suggests that sociologists would benefit from the humanist and philosophi-
cal intellectual training that is sometimes missing from the sociological 
curriculum. Concurrently, social criticism would benefit from contact 
with sociology. Some sociology departments might therefore benefit from 
cooperative ventures with socially inclined departments in the humanities, 
perhaps resulting, some day, in the emergence of scholars who can be both 
public humanists and public sociologists.
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Other sources of future public sociology will become evident if and when 
more sociologists “go public.” However, the discipline must first put greater 
priority on becoming more relevant and useful to the larger society, and 
choose clear English over technical writing. If sociology would make its 
next “turn” in those directions, its desirability, prestige, and ability to attract 
lively young minds to its ranks should rise. Eventually, it might no longer 
even be confused with social work.

NOTES

This chapter has benefited considerably from the editor’s comments on an earlier 
draft.

1. Burawoy (2007:28) suggests Du Bois’s Soul of Black Folks, Myrdal’s American 
Dilemma, The Lonely Crowd, and Bellah et al.’s Habits of the Heart. Although eye-
opening public sociology should not be judged by sales figures, a number of other 
obvious examples can be found in Gans (1997).

2. My distinction resembles in some respect that between ideographic and no-
mothetic studies.

3. Stinchcombe (2007:135) warns that “we do not have enough truth to offer,” 
and while he may be unduly pessimistic, he is also often right on target.

4. Envy may be present too, especially if public sociologists write best sellers, 
are recruited into the national cultural elite, or spend some time on the celebrity 
circuit.

5. In my presidential address to the ASA (Gans 1989) I had suggested that the 
authors of articles in ASA’s and sociology’s other journals be required to write their 
abstracts in clear jargon-free English. Then journalists could read them, learn about 
what sociologists were doing, and perhaps write articles for the general public about 
their work. I still think it’s a good idea.

6. Gyorgy Konrad, the prominent Hungarian novelist, worked as a sociological 
researcher before he began to write novels.
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I, in common with other contributors to this volume, am in favor of public 
sociology,1 and I am a sometime practitioner of it. My contribution, how-
ever, is almost certainly more cautionary than most of the others. Whereas 
public sociology is necessary if sociology is to be relevant and deserving of 
the support that the discipline receives from the societies in which it exists, 
bad versions of public sociology, which Burawoy mentions but does not 
discuss in detail in his eloquent ASA presidential address (Burawoy 2005), 
could threaten the modest and fragile credibility and respectability that 
sociology has been able to gain during its relatively short existence. Fur-
thermore, bad public sociology can have social consequences inconsistent 
with the goals of those who practice it, and participating in public sociol-
ogy carries risks for the individual sociologist. Some of the personal risks 
are unavoidable, and effective public sociologists cannot be preoccupied 
with avoiding them, but irresponsible or incompetent public sociology can 
harm careers and reputations as well as have other negative consequences.

I am not the first supporter of public sociology to discuss the perils 
associated with it (e.g., see many of the contributions to Clawson et al. 
2007), and the critics of public sociology have expounded on what they 
perceive to be numerous dangers involved in its practice (e.g., see Nielson 
2004; Tittle 2004; Stinchcombe 2007). Therefore, little, if anything, that I 
say here is entirely new, my intended contribution being to combine my 
own less than unique ideas with points made by others to formulate a set 
of suggested standards for distinguishing between good and bad public 
sociology. In developing these standards, I draw heavily on examples from 
family sociology and family sociologists’ participation in the heated public 
debates that have been called, with only moderate hyperbole, “the family 
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wars.” As Orlando Patterson has pointed out (2007), there has not been 
a vigorous sociological presence in those debates, but the participation of 
sociologists has been extensive enough to provide numerous examples of 
how daunting the practice of good public sociology can be. As one of the 
few participating sociologists, I have a number of impressions (which I 
would like to consider insights) based on personal experience.

It would be impossible to formulate a set of standards for good public 
sociology that would satisfy all supporters of public sociology, and I do 
not try to do that. For instance, my concern about the reputation and re-
spectability of sociology is likely to be distasteful to those who believe that 
a major purpose of sociology should be to oppose all hierarchical social 
arrangements—a goal inconsistent with trying to maintain a position in a 
hierarchy. A larger number of readers are likely to find my vision for the dis-
cipline to be too influenced by the positivist tradition, even though I have 
been a critic of aspects of that tradition. And any readers who believe that 
sociology, as a discipline, should spearhead a social movement to remake 
the world into what sociologists believe it should be will find themselves 
largely in disagreement with me, because I consider that view arrogant and 
elitist (cf. Tittle 2004). Finally, some readers may want a clear distinction 
between what sociologists may properly do in their professional role and 
what they may properly do as private citizens—a distinction I do not make 
because it seems to me that it is impossible in many if not most real world 
situations to cleanly separate the roles of citizen and sociologist.2 In spite 
of these anticipated disagreements, I hope that my suggested standards and 
my defense of them will stimulate discussion of the issues involved, even 
among those who strongly disagree with me in some ways.

I state my suggested standards in terms of what a good public sociologist 
will do, and thus I deal with what individual sociologists, rather than the 
discipline as a whole, can do to foster good public sociology and say little 
about how structural impediments to it might be removed or lessened. I 
discuss the standards in no particular order except that the first two are the 
most basic and together are a summary of my view of what most public 
sociology should be.

These first two standards involve the distinction between “ultimate” and 
“derivative” values (the latter sometimes being called “proximate,” “medi-
ating,” or “secondary”) and thus I must define these concepts before dis-
cussing the standards. An ultimate value is a judgment about the goodness 
or badness of some object or condition that does not depend on a belief 
about the nature of empirical reality. When one explains why one holds 
an ultimate value, one does not make a causal statement about empirical, 
non-transcendent reality. Rather, one will say “it is good just because it is,” 
“because God wills it,” or something similar. Ultimate values are based in 
religion, humanistic traditions, philosophies of various sorts, and perhaps 

136 Chapter 8



 Some Suggested Standards 137

even partially in the unique biology and biography of the individual. In 
contrast, what I call a derivative value depends on—is derived from—both 
an ultimate value and a belief about empirical reality, as when someone 
says that marital stability is good because it contributes to the well-being of 
children. In other words, a derivative value is linked to an ultimate value 
by a belief about non-transcendent reality.3

Standard 1: A good public sociologist will support causes, social move-
ments, and public policies that comport with his/her ultimate values by 
helping devise effective means for attaining movement and policy goals 
and by helping assess the effectiveness of the means advocated by others 
who strive to attain those goals.

Standard 2: A good public sociologist will make only tentative commit-
ments to specific means for attainment of goals, including those supported 
by a “preponderance of the evidence,” and thus will refrain from dogmatic 
adherence to “derivative values.”

A crucial aspect of these standards is that they are not based on the 
assumption that all sociologists must have the same ultimate values. If 
sociology is truly a “scientific discipline,” as the website for the American 
Sociological Association states that it is, it cannot assess the relative valid-
ity of competing ultimate values, because, in an empirical sense, ultimate 
values are neither valid nor invalid. A scientific discipline does not neces-
sarily have to follow the “normal science” model of the natural sciences, 
but it must deal with empirical, non-transcendent reality and cannot, for 
instance, assess the value of prenatal life, or assess the relative importance 
of prenatal life and the needs and desires of the pregnant mother. Thus, 
sociologists may be either “pro-choice” or “pro-life,” and which of these 
they are is not relevant to their sociological competence. It follows that 
some sociologists may employ their sociological knowledge and skills in 
service of the “pro-choice” movement, while others may do the same for 
the “pro-life” movement. Both are public sociologists, and the ideological 
camp to which they belong has nothing to do with whether they are “good” 
or “bad” public sociologists. It follows that public sociology is to be par-
ticipated in by individual sociologists and not by the discipline as a whole 
(cf. Massey 2007; Nielsen 2004). The discipline and its organizations, such 
as the American Sociological Association, may try to facilitate and promote 
public sociology, but they cannot properly dictate to individual sociologists 
what the goals of their public sociology should be.

To say that sociology cannot assess the validity of ultimate values is not to 
say that sociology should, or can be, “value free.” Most value judgments are 
what I define above as “derivative,” in that they depend in part on an alleged 
empirical relationship, an example of such a judgment being the statement 
that “comprehensive sex education is good because it lowers the incidence 
of pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases among adolescents.” The 
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empirical part of this statement is amenable to scientific investigation, as are 
all alleged causal relationships that link a derivative value to one or more 
ultimate values. Assessing the validity of causal claims about social and 
cultural phenomena is of course a central task of sociology, and it is hard 
to imagine how a sociologist could select topics for research or theoretical 
treatment so abstract, or so trivial, that their study would have no relevance 
to the interplay of competing derivative values in public debates. It seems to 
me, therefore, that sociologists must be involved in the assessment of deriva-
tive values, whether they want to be or not, and what they do will almost 
inevitably have implications for public issues and discussions.

Another one of the several reasons why sociology cannot be value free is 
that there are some values, along with their associated norms, that must be 
embraced by sociology as a whole if it is to be a scientific discipline. The 
most basic and obvious of these is that trying to gain knowledge of social 
and cultural phenomena is worthwhile. This may be an ultimate value to 
some sociologists—those who value knowledge for its own sake—but is 
probably embraced by most sociologists largely because they think that the 
knowledge can be instrumental in the attainment of ends consistent with 
their ultimate values about human life, human happiness, justice, and so 
forth. Being a scientific discipline also requires sociology as a whole to em-
brace a scientific epistemology, which includes, or leads to, norms about 
openness, skepticism, and questioning of dogmas about the nature of real-
ity. More specifically, it requires that good sociologists be willing to change 
their beliefs about reality in the face of evidence that their previous beliefs 
were incorrect, and it requires that sociologists let the evidence lead where 
it may regardless of where they would like it to lead. (Being a scientific 
discipline does not, however, resolve all questions about what constitutes 
good evidence.)

It follows that a good public sociologist will not dogmatically embrace 
derivative values. And in view of the fact that valid knowledge of social and 
cultural phenomena should ordinarily facilitate effective efforts to further 
ultimate values, dogmatic adherence to derivative values is inconsistent 
with being true to one’s ultimate values.

It is inevitable that what I say in the previous two paragraphs will elicit 
from some readers the mantra that the kind of objectivity dictated by sci-
entific norms is impossible in sociology because sociologists, being human 
beings, are situated within the phenomena we study—an issue that has 
been discussed extensively since the writings of Karl Mannheim (and some 
other theorists) on the sociology of knowledge early in the twentieth cen-
tury (Mannheim 1936). Mannheim, unlike some contemporary scholars 
(perhaps more often in the humanities than in sociology) who deal with 
this issue, did not advocate abandoning the ideal of objectivity and did not 
come close to saying that there is no objective social reality about which we 
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can gain valid knowledge. Rather, he was concerned about how the partial 
knowledge of different persons resulting from their different positions in 
the social structure and from their different interests could be combined to 
gain more nearly complete knowledge and how “free floating intellectuals” 
can transcend the perspectives of specific social locations.

I agree more with Mannheim than with the more nihilistic of the con-
temporary critics of the ideal of objectivity. The difficulty of our adhering to 
the norms of openness, skepticism, and the like is undeniable, and perfect 
adherence probably is impossible for most if not all sociologists. However, 
perfect, across-the-board compliance to social norms never occurs, and that 
lack of compliance does not render the norms useless. To me, giving up on 
the ideal of objectivity because perfect attainment of it is impossible makes 
no more sense than giving up on the ideal of justice because perfect justice 
is unattainable.

Much of what I say below deals with how public sociologists strongly 
committed to their ultimate values may be able to gain a reasonable degree 
of objectivity about the effectiveness of the different means being advocated 
and used for the attainment of the goals they believe in. At this point, I 
will only say that I agree with commentators who urge sociologists to be 
constantly aware of how their position in the social structure may bias their 
perceptions of reality. If by having such awareness and by largely avoiding 
other sources of bias, public sociologists can approach if not attain the ideal 
of objectivity, they are likely to make a stronger contribution to the causes 
they support than they could by engaging in frontline activism.

Standard 3: A good public sociologist will avoid formulating positions 
and arguments for the purpose of gaining the approval of (sometime) po-
litical and ideological allies and should, insofar as possible, avoid letting 
those persons become his/her main significant others.

In public discussions of political and ideological issues, an inordinate 
amount of time and effort is devoted to communications that are almost 
certainly ineffective in converting undecided persons to the positions being 
advocated. (Does anyone seriously believe that Rush Limbaugh is an effec-
tive recruiter to his brand of conservatism?) This includes derision, sarcasm, 
name-calling, ad hominem attacks on opponents, and the use of ideologi-
cally loaded words that have a common emotional valence only among the 
already converted. Such communication that is ineffective for its ostensible 
purpose may grow in part out of ignorance of the psychological principles 
of persuasion, but I suspect that it grows largely out of the fact that its real 
purpose is usually to entertain and please the already converted and to gain 
their approval and applause.

Public sociologists who align themselves with particular causes are sus-
ceptible to being lured into the trap of writing or speaking to please their al-
lies, and much public sociology, it seems to me, can serve no other purpose 
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than to demonstrate what a truly great feminist, or liberal, or conservative, 
or whatever, the sociologist is. Such posturing is of course a major threat to 
objectivity, and at best it is a huge waste of time, effort, and talent. My im-
pression, which could be incorrect, is that young sociologists are especially 
prone to grandstanding for their ideological compatriots when they partici-
pate in public sociology. When a sociologist engages in public discussion, 
he or she should ask “how is this going to further the goals of my cause,” 
not “how much applause am I going to get for my participation.” A good 
public sociologist must be willing, when necessary, to disagree with, and 
thus incur the disapproval of, persons who share his or her goals. It follows 
that good public sociologists will refrain from becoming highly dependent 
on the approval of their sometime ideological compatriots.

Avoiding such dependence may be very difficult, especially when one has 
been ostracized by other ideological factions. I give an example from per-
sonal experience. In the 1990s I joined a small group of family sociologists 
who had become convinced that, contrary to the orthodoxy of the time, 
family structure matters, that not all family forms are equally good for chil-
dren. That position, especially as I expressed it in a critique of family text-
books (Glenn 1997a, 1997b), led to a barrage of criticism from liberal and 
especially feminist sociologists and a great deal of approval from conserva-
tives. (Even though I disagreed with conservatives on most issues—and still 
do—I became labeled a defender of the “traditional” family and discovered, 
several years later, that the Heritage Foundation had listed me, without my 
consent, as one of their recommended consultants.) Although the favorable 
attention from conservatives was unsolicited and somewhat embarrassing 
(and diminished a few months later among conservatives who noticed 
when I argued that enactment of no-fault divorce had little effect on divorce 
rates, Glenn 1997c), I felt considerable temptation to try to keep it coming, 
my having become persona non grata in some liberal circles. Rejection by 
one lover makes it tempting to fall into the arms of another. A good public 
sociologist must resist that temptation, however. To put it bluntly, a good 
public sociologist must be willing to be without a lover, to be willing to 
endure criticism from different directions. It follows that anyone highly 
sensitive to criticism is not suited for public sociology.

This is not to say that the only good public sociology is that practiced by 
the isolated person sitting alone at his/her computer writing op-ed pieces, 
letters to editors, and similar materials for public consumption while es-
chewing affiliation or alliances with think tanks, activist organizations, and 
so forth. Such isolation is the best way to avoid biasing influences, but it 
limits the extent and effectiveness of participation in public discussion. The 
most extreme and dogmatic of the ideological and political organizations 
are best avoided, in my opinion—whether they be on the left, on the right, 
or dogmatically centrist—but some think tanks and organizations allow 



 Some Suggested Standards 141

for considerable diversity of views and encourage debate among persons 
affiliated with them. These same groups are susceptible to being influenced 
and educated by sociologists and other scholars and often welcome such 
influence.

Occasionally sociologists who support certain causes may not perceive 
that there are any organized groups effectively pursuing those causes or that 
could be influenced to do so. In these cases, “loner” public sociology, or 
public sociology in loose cooperation with other critics and skeptics, is of 
course the only good option.

Standard 4: A good public sociologist will oppose extreme, irrespon-
sible, and unwarranted claims about empirical reality made in ideological 
debates by both opponents and sometime allies.

This is a topic on which my personal experience is again relevant. Having 
taken the position that the preponderance of the evidence indicates that 
family structure matters, and matters to an important extent, I have been 
faced repeatedly with claims consistent with my position but based only on 
simple correlations, which of course are not a good basis, by themselves, 
for conclusions about causation. Very often I have read arguments about 
the importance of children growing up in intact two-parent families that 
are based on simple comparisons of the prevalence of delinquency, mental 
health problems, marital failure, and so forth among persons who grew up 
in different kinds of family structures. Such evidence is suggestive of causa-
tion, but persons who grew up in different kinds of families differ in too 
many other ways for these comparisons to be strong evidence for the effects 
of family structure. These unwarranted inferences of causation probably re-
sult more from a lack of understanding of the principles of causal inference 
than from anything else, and it is tempting to ignore them in view of the 
fact that they generally do not seem to be grossly incorrect. However, to do 
so would be bad public sociology. A good public sociologist will hold all 
participants in public debates to the same standards, regardless of whether 
or not he/she considers their conclusions to be basically correct.

Frontline activists tend to be zealots, at least to some degree, and to hold 
exaggerated views of the importance of their cause and of the detrimental 
consequences of whatever it is they oppose, whether it be marital failure, 
domestic violence, abrogation of fathers’ rights, or whatever. One might 
argue that such zealotry contributes to, perhaps is even necessary for, suc-
cessful social action. Without it, would anyone be motivated to make the 
sacrifices and take the risks involved in being a frontline activist? I am not 
sure that that argument is incorrect, and therefore I stop short of saying 
that a good public sociologist will oppose all zealotry in the social move-
ments in which he/she participates. I do believe, however, that a good 
public sociologist will try to discourage fellow movement members from 
making extreme and unsupported factual and causal claims and will avoid 
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personal involvement in the zealotry. To do otherwise is to risk harm to 
the sociologist’s personal reputation (a risk the person may be willing to 
take) and, more important, to risk harm to the reputation of sociology as a 
discipline. Furthermore, I believe that public sociologists can best serve the 
social movements and causes they support by maintaining enough detach-
ment to exert moderating influence against intemperate and ill-considered 
activism that is ultimately inimical to the causes.

An extreme example of a public sociologist’s unwarranted (and in this 
case unethical) zealotry would be the fabrication of evidence to support 
a political cause. I trust that such dishonesty has never been common in 
sociology and is even rarer today than it was in the 1960s and 1970s, when 
some sociologists did admit privately that they had or would fabricate evi-
dence for political reasons. I am less confident that there is not a great deal 
of unconscious (or perhaps even semi-conscious) bias among sociologists 
growing out of perceptions that some factual and causal claims are more 
politically useful than competing ones. That is, when the evidence is am-
biguous, perceptions of political utility may often lead to one conclusion 
rather than to an equally plausible one or to an admission of how incon-
clusive the evidence is. A good public sociologist will guard against such 
bias, because false claims are very likely eventually to be revealed as such, 
to the detriment of the reputation of the sociologist, the reputation of soci-
ology, and the attainment of the movement goals the sociologist supports. 
Successful social action is likely to be facilitated by valid knowledge of the 
reality that the activists seek to change, and false beliefs, however politically 
useful they may be in the short term, can lead to ineffective activism.

A more morally complex issue is posed when sociologists embrace fac-
tual and causal conclusions not consistent with empirical evidence in order 
to avoid stigmatizing or causing feelings of guilt among such persons as 
divorced parents and unmarried mothers. Some sociologists and other fam-
ily scholars have even opposed academic discussion of possible negative 
consequences of nontraditional family structures, and I assume that they 
are even more opposed to sociologists’ participating in public discussion 
of the topic. Although the motivation for it is admirable, such opposition 
is anti-scientific, and in my opinion it is shortsighted and likely in the long 
run to hurt those it is intended to help. Public policies and personal deci-
sions need to be based on sound empirical evidence, and the gathering of 
such evidence is hampered by making some topics off limits for discussion, 
research, and theoretical treatment.

Standard 5: A good public sociologist will resist all influences, both in-
ternal and external, to make causal conclusions stronger than the evidence 
warrants.

Adherence to this standard may be especially difficult, given that soci-
ologists and other social scientists are prone to make stronger factual and 
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causal statements than the evidence warrants even in their academic publi-
cations (Glenn 1989). Apparently many sociologists, in common with just 
about everyone else, have a strong need for certainty and often have trouble 
dealing with the probabilistic nature of the evidence their research yields. 
We need to feel that what we do is important, and doing so is hampered by 
our honestly facing the limits of what we can know. These limits grow out 
of, among other things, the fact that we can rarely use randomized experi-
mentation and cannot, by use of the kind of quasi-experimental methods 
quantitative sociologists use, definitively prove cause and effect. Quantita-
tive social scientists, including sociologists, have pursued the illusive goal of 
rigor by employing ever more complicated statistical modeling, often based 
on an ever greater number of unproven, possibly incorrect, and hard to 
assess assumptions. Qualitative sociology is plagued by its own problems, 
including lack of representativeness of the persons studied and the fact that 
conclusions about what causes what must be based on the subjective, and 
one might suspect often faulty, judgments of the researcher. Therefore, vir-
tually all causal (and many descriptive) conclusions made by sociologists 
should be stated tentatively, in both academic and public discourse.4

The “public discourse” part of the above rule poses special problems, be-
cause neither media representatives, policymakers, activists, nor members 
of the general public are inclined to like what they consider to be wishy-
washy statements; they want pronouncements of truth. In other words, 
they want from us what we cannot honestly give. The more sophisticated 
of these persons can sometimes be educated to understand and accept 
statements based on the “preponderance of the evidence,” and the extent 
to which this task can be accomplished sets limits to what a good public 
sociologist can do.

Unfortunately, it is often difficult to prevent the media, activists, and oth-
ers from distorting and misrepresenting what we say. I have found that even 
the more respectable of the media, such as the New York Times, are likely to 
edit out the tentative part of statements made to them, and some distortion 
by activists is predictable and probably unavoidable.

It is my impression, however, that the sociologists themselves are often 
responsible for exaggerated and unsupported claims that are attributed to 
them and that they make these claims, or allow them to be disseminated, in 
order to gain media attention. If the claims appear in press releases issued 
by university public relations offices or are in magazines that use fact check-
ers, it is reasonable to assume that the sociologists to whom they are attrib-
uted bear major responsibility for them. Enjoyment of media attention is 
normal and usually harmless, but if one strives too much for it or becomes 
addicted to it, it can prevent one from being a good public sociologist.

Standard 6: A good public sociologist will recognize, and communicate 
to others, the limits of sociological knowledge, while at the same time 
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believing in, but not exaggerating, the contribution sociology can make 
toward attainment of social ends.

It follows from the discussion of Standard 5 above that the ethical public 
sociologist will not make extravagant claims about what can be accom-
plished through applying sociological knowledge and theory. The limits of 
sociological knowledge place limits on what can be accomplished through 
public sociology, and unlike many proponents of public sociology, I be-
lieve that the potential accomplishments are rather modest, though defi-
nitely worthwhile. We sociologists are not wizards capable of effecting a 
major transformation of society, but we can contribute to social betterment 
(defined by our own ultimate values) in specific, discrete ways through the 
application of our imperfect, probabilistic knowledge and our underdevel-
oped theory. We should not claim that we can do more than that.

Standard 7: A good public sociologist will be motivated primarily by 
the prospect of such psychic rewards as a feeling that he/she is making 
the world a better place rather than by anticipation of monetary rewards, 
career advancement, professional recognition, public acclaim, and other 
“extrinsic” rewards.

I have already discussed how a quest for such rewards as approval from 
movement allies and media attention can lead the public sociologist astray, 
and I could also discuss how seeking nonacademic monetary rewards could 
have pernicious effects. I do not dwell on the latter, however, because, 
contrary to what some people may believe, engaging in public sociology 
provides few opportunities, and thus few temptations, to compromise 
one’s integrity for the sake of money. Consulting fees and stipends that 
sociologists can earn by cooperating with activist organizations and think 
tanks are rarely enough to begin to compensate for the loss of academic sal-
ary (including summer salary) that participation in public sociology entails. 
When I started participating in public sociology and thus devoting less time 
to publishing in refereed journals, my annual salary increases went down 
accordingly (and appropriately, in my opinion). I have spent entire sum-
mers doing public sociology while receiving much less in honoraria than I 
could have earned by teaching a course in a six-week summer session. The 
only way that public sociology is likely to be lucrative is if one publishes a 
best-selling trade book, and the prospects for doing that are slim. Therefore, 
public sociologists should not expect substantial “extrinsic” rewards not 
only because seeking such rewards can bias their perceptions and claims 
about reality but also because expecting such rewards is likely to lead to 
disappointment and frustration.

Burawoy (2005) believes that the academic rewards for his four kinds of 
sociology should be more nearly equal and thus, I infer, he must believe that 
participating in public sociology should be more highly rewarded within 
the academy with promotions and salary increases than it is. In principle, I 
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agree, because what pure-science sociologists do is for naught if sociological 
knowledge is not applied to real-world problems (cf. Hays 2007). There are 
practical obstacles, however, to increasing the academic extrinsic rewards for 
public sociology. How, for instance, is the quality of public sociology to be 
judged? This may seem a strange query in the middle of an essay propos-
ing standards for good public sociology, but even in the unlikely event that 
widespread agreement should emerge about my or any other set of stan-
dards, gauging degree of compliance with the standards would be extremely 
difficult. Although most of us who have our work judged by journal referees 
and reviewers for publishers of academic books often grouse about the qual-
ity of the reviews and sometimes feel that they lower rather than increase the 
quality of our work, it is hard to argue for routine rewards for work that is 
not in some way evaluated by members of the academy. How, for instance, 
are deans and promotion committees to judge the quality of op-ed pieces 
in regional newspapers or articles in popular magazines? Even more serious, 
increasing academic rewards for public sociology would almost certainly 
set off internecine conflicts about the relative worth of the different causes 
supported by different public sociologists and lead to inequality of rewards 
based on how popular (among sociologists and other academic evaluators 
of sociologists’ work) the different causes are. Imagine the dissonance that 
would be felt by a feminist “pro-choice” sociologist faced with a decision 
about whether or not to reward “pro-life” activism. Still another argument 
against substantial academic rewards for participating in public sociology 
is that they would draw too much effort and talent away from basic re-
search and theory building (cf. Stinchcombe, 2007). Activism and applied 
work not based on sound evidence and theory may be not just useless but 
destructive, and thus it would be undesirable for a large proportion of the 
most capable and creative sociologists to devote most of their time to public 
sociology during the prime of their careers.

Regrettable though it may be, substantial participation in public sociol-
ogy by early-to-mid-career persons is likely to carry large financial penal-
ties—a sacrifice that persons with heavy family responsibilities may not, 
and arguably should not, be willing to make. Consider, for instance, the 
penalty for a person 30 years from retirement who gets an annual salary 
increase $4,000 less than he or she would have received had the time de-
voted to public sociology been spent writing journal articles instead—not 
an unlikely occurrence. The long-term penalty for this participation will be 
$120,000, though somewhat less in, say, 2008 dollars when future infla-
tion is taken into account. In contrast, for a person only five years from 
retirement, the penalty would be only $20,000. The latter person might be 
able to recover most if not all of the penalty by earning consulting fees and 
nonacademic honoraria, but the former person would have little chance of 
recovering even a small proportion of his/her loss.
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Therefore, the most active public sociologists are likely to be relatively 
old, to have independent sources of income, to not have dependent off-
spring, and/or to have unusual commitment to the causes they support. 
These characteristics have some potential for biasing perceptions of reality 
and lowering the quality of participation in public sociology, but it seems 
to me that the danger of such bias is relatively small in the total array of 
threats to good public sociology. Indeed, some of these characteristics may 
promote effective and appropriate participation in public sociology. For 
instance, the older sociologist may have reached the point of perceiving the 
ultimate unimportance in the long run and in the greater scheme of things 
of such goals that occupy so much attention of sociologists as departmental 
rankings and personal citation counts. This sociologist may have reached 
the point of wanting to feel that his or her life’s work has resulted in more 
than largely ignored academic publications and the ephemeral symbols 
of success, realizing how little anyone will care about the latter in years to 
come. If so, he or she is likely to be a more dedicated and single-minded 
practitioner of public sociology than most younger sociologists would be.

Standard 8: A good public sociologist will empathize with the persons 
he/she wishes to influence and thus will, among other things, communi-
cate in clear, jargon-free language and avoid postures likely to be irritating 
to non-sociologists.

Sociologists, of all persons, should be able to “take the role of the other,” 
but it seems to me that some become so immersed in their intellectual 
and ideological in-groups that they lose their ability to perceive how they 
come across to outsiders. Language that may be appropriate for in-group 
discourse—including terms such as “hegemonic,” “subaltern,” and so 
forth—are likely to evoke ridicule when used in public discussions, even, 
and perhaps especially, in intellectual circles. The meaning of these terms 
can and should be expressed in more widely understood and less ideologi-
cally loaded language. Some sociological terminology has become widely 
understood outside of the field, “significant other” being a good example, 
and may appropriately be used in communicating to well-educated publics. 
However, a good rule of thumb is, when in doubt about the appropriate-
ness of a term, avoid its use.

A related point is that the mantle of victimhood is not attractive when 
donned by persons such as tenured full professors in major universities, 
who are perceived by most others (correctly, in my opinion) as being 
among the most privileged persons in the society. Personal grievances may 
relate to the causes one supports with public sociology, but they are best left 
out of public discussions because they are unlikely to attract support for the 
causes and may have the opposite effect. It is wise to follow the rule, dwell 
as much as you like on the negative consequences of a social condition on 
others, but refrain from whining about its effects on you.
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Standard 9: The good public sociologist will be mindful of how his/her 
participation in public debates, discussion, and activism will affect the 
reputation, public image, credibility, and respectability of sociology as a 
whole and will avoid statements and actions that will unnecessarily tarnish 
the image of the discipline.

“Unnecessarily” is a key term in the preceding statement. I certainly do 
not mean that a good public sociologist must gauge the appropriateness 
of what he or she says in terms of how many people will disagree with 
it or have their sensibilities offended by it. If the statement or action is 
essential to making an important point, the fact that some people will 
not like it is not relevant. However, one may question the necessity of 
some public statements and actions by sociologists. These include, but are 
not limited to, some of the bad forms of public sociology that I discuss 
above, such as making exaggerated and unsupported factual and causal 
claims and making sensationalist statements to gain media attention. The 
“media hound,” the sociologist who seeks media attention for its own 
sake, is likely to be to some degree an embarrassment to the discipline as 
well as an ineffective public sociologist. Sociologists who engage in such 
high-profile behavior as appearing on television, giving radio interviews, 
and writing for mass circulation publications have a special responsibility 
to avoid reinforcing the negative stereotypes of sociology that are wide-
spread even among highly educated and intelligent persons, both inside 
and outside of the academy. Who among us except the most insular 
and isolated within our ivory towers has not heard such terms as “soft-
headed,” “overly ideological,” and even more derogatory terms applied 
to sociologists? (Finding out just how widespread these negative images 
of sociology are would be an appropriate task to be undertaken by the 
American Sociological Association.)

Although concern about reputation and the position of sociology in the 
hierarchy of academic prestige may strike some sociologists as unseemly, 
we can ill afford a lack of concern. The respectability and credibility of soci-
ology provide not just psychic rewards to sociologists but also the resources 
we need to accomplish the tasks we set for ourselves, including especially 
effective participation in public discourse. If we lack credibility in the public 
arena, who will listen to us? Furthermore, credibility and similar qualities 
are depletable, and once lost they are not easily regained. Therefore they 
should not be squandered in the pursuit of short-term goals.

I disagree, however, with an argument occasionally made against public 
sociology, namely, that sociologists should try to protect our reputation by 
keeping our internal disagreements concealed from outsiders. Sociologists 
do not speak in one voice, and trying to create the illusion that we do strikes 
me as deceptive and unethical. We are a discipline in which debate and 
disagreement are encouraged rather than suppressed (usually), and it seems 
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to me that our reputation is best enhanced by putting that characteristic of 
the discipline on display.

CONCLUSION

The above list of suggested standards for good public sociology is far 
from being comprehensive of all of the relevant issues. I have deliberately 
avoided some of those issues, both because my views on them are not well 
crystallized and because there is not space is this short essay to cover them 
adequately. Examples are those raised by Burawoy’s advocacy of teaching 
as a form of public sociology (Burawoy 2007). How, if at all, can using the 
classroom as a laboratory for developing techniques of public sociology, as 
Burawoy advocates, be justified? How can this use of teaching be accom-
plished without engaging in political and ideological indoctrination, while 
respecting the diversity of the ultimate values of the students, and without its 
being an abuse of power and authority? Are there acceptable forms of ideo-
logical indoctrination, given that encouraging students to view reality from 
a skeptical, scientific perspective might in itself be viewed as indoctrination? 
These are difficult questions to which there are no simple answers, and thus 
they deserve treatment in a separate essay. I will only say here that the kind 
of public sociology practiced through teaching and textbook writing is so 
different from the kind of public sociology that I discuss above that it needs 
its own, more constraining set of standards—ones that take into account 
among other things the power difference between professors and students.

I conclude with a couple of caveats. First, my suggested standards are 
ideals, not rules to which any public sociologist is likely to adhere at all 
times in all situations. In my practice of public sociology, I have not always 
adhered to all of the standards, their being based perhaps as much on what 
I now think I should have done as on what I have done. Second, although 
I have included only standards about which I have strong opinions, my be-
lief in their correctness is not absolute, and I welcome dialogue with those 
who think that they should be revised.

NOTES

1. I use essentially the same definition of public sociology that Burawoy (2004) 
uses, except that my distinction between public sociology and policy sociology is 
slightly different from his. To Burawoy, work commissioned by a client is policy 
sociology (although he says that such work may eventually enter the public realm), 
whereas I consider such work to be public sociology if the primary motivation for it 
is to further a cause rather than to earn a fee and if the goal of the work reflects the 
values of the sociologist and not just those of the client.
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2. Beyond such mundane activities as clerical work and providing transportation 
to the polls, a sociologist’s participation in activism will almost inevitably bring his 
or her professional image, knowledge, and skills into play. When that happens, the 
distinction between sociologist and citizen tends to dissolve.

3. The distinction between ultimate and derivative values in real world situa-
tions is not quite as clear-cut as my brief discussion makes it seem. For instance, 
the same value may be ultimate to one person and derivative to another, and activ-
ists may become so committed to derivative values that those values become ends 
in themselves, in other words, ultimate values. Furthermore, there are multiple 
layers of derivative values, the higher order of which are linked to ultimate values 
by more than one judgment about empirical reality. To make things even more 
complicated, the object of a derivative value may relate to more than one ultimate 
value and have contradictory consequences for the different ultimate values of one 
person. For a more elaborate, but still incomplete, discussion of these issues, see 
Glenn (2001).

4. Occasionally, the accumulated evidence from replications and triangulation 
support a degree of confidence in causal conclusions that is near certainty. How-
ever, this rarely happens in sociology, and even when it does, “near certainty” is not 
absolute certainty.
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In a Social Forces symposium on public sociology, David Brady (2004:1632) 
argued, “For public sociology to make a real impact, we need a concrete set 
of proposals. We need practical steps that individual sociologists and de-
partments can implement. . . . Without realistic means by which to achieve 
the goals of public sociology, I am afraid it will not make much of a differ-
ence. For public sociology to have an impact, we need a plan.” Brady’s com-
ment highlights an ongoing problem in the emergent debate about public 
sociology: far more has been written about the goals of public sociology 
than on how to pursue it, practically.1

This article takes up Brady’s challenge to identify “successful strategies 
for the public presentation of sociology” by introducing a series of concrete 
proposals about how to write public sociology. Those sociologists who have 
addressed writing for audiences beyond the discipline have tended to focus 
on how to write in an “accessible” manner, generally arguing that sociolo-
gists should abandon their jargon and abstractions and write in “plain Eng-
lish” (Gans 1989:6). This is most definitely a helpful suggestion. However, 
writing in plain English is only a necessary, not a sufficient, component of 
successful public sociology. Sociologists will more effectively engage with 
publics and enrich society by making our writing not just accessible, but 
accountable to publics. A focus on accountability will provide greater payoffs 
in bringing the sociological perspective to diverse audiences than a focus 
on accessibility alone.

To be “accountable” to publics means to be responsible to them. Exactly 
what that “responsibility entails” is the subject of heated debates among 
public sociologists. For the purposes of our chapter, it is not important 
whether one conceives of that responsibility as one of advocating for social 
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improvement (e.g., Burawoy 2005); of providing essential information, con-
text, and/or background information to public debates (e.g., Gans 2002); 
or of holding fast to scientific methods and principles wherever they might 
lead (e.g., Boyns and Fletcher 2005; Tittle 2004). From any perspective, 
meeting this responsibility requires the public sociologist to suffuse his or 
her writing with both form and content that resonate with publics. This 
does not mean that sociologists should simply yield the floor to publics 
by responding only to their interests, however; on the contrary, one of the 
biggest contributions of public sociology is often to reorient the public’s 
focus to issues that have been neglected, or to confront publics with meth-
odologically sound research that contradicts their cherished assumptions. In 
sum, accountability, however conceived, requires being responsive to one’s 
chosen public’s viewpoints and debates, familiar with its key influences and 
styles, and aware of its ideas and frames of reference.

Accessibility—artfully presenting arguments and findings using the 
formats, stylistic devices, and narrative strategies that resonate with their 
chosen public—is a key component of accountable writing, but it is not the 
whole of it. Besides being accessible, accountable writing must also be in 
dialogue with and relevant to publics. Dialogue is an exchange of knowledge 
in which the sociologists and publics learn from each other. To achieve 
dialogue, authors must mobilize knowledge of their chosen public to con-
struct their writing in ways that acknowledge the existing conversations a 
public is having, engage with the terms of their debates, and open the door 
to further dialogue by inviting the public to take the role of friendly critic. 
A complement to dialogue, relevance involves making sociology useful 
and of interest to publics by crafting arguments in relation to those issues, 
voices, and ideas that suffuse the public’s life-world. Relevant sociological 
writing can draw publics into sociology and reorient their current concep-
tions by demonstrating the utility of sociology to their own lives.

We begin by laying out more concretely what “accountability” implies for 
the practice of writing public sociology, arguing that accountability requires 
three components: dialogue, relevance, and accessibility. We then present 
our positive program for writing public sociology, illustrating our theses 
with selections from exemplary works of sociology. We conclude with some 
thoughts about how these principles can be applied to the other interdepen-
dent forms of sociology—critical and policy sociology—and what a stronger 
focus on writing for multiple publics would imply for graduate education.

FROM ACCESSIBILITY TO ACCOUNTABILITY

As a discipline, sociologists have rarely taken much time to consider how 
to improve their writing. However, the issue has been of interest to those 
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invested in the idea of public sociology. Of utmost concern, it seems, is that 
public sociology be made “accessible” to lay publics. In a recent symposium 
at Boston College, for example, nearly all of the participants referred to 
“accessibility” as a central concern of public sociology, with Charles Derber 
going so far as to say that “the essence of public sociology is the quest for 
knowledge accessible to the public” (Burawoy et al. 2004:119). But “ac-
cessibility,” while often extolled, is rarely defined. In most cases, however, 
“accessibility” appears to boil down to “the avoidance of jargon.” This is a 
central point made by Herbert Gans in his 1989 presidential address to the 
American Sociological Association. In order to increase sociology’s appeal 
to the lay public, Gans suggests that “the abstracts of our journal articles 
and the summaries of our academic books [should] be written in nontech-
nical English . . . [and not] in ‘Sociologese;’” he further cautions that soci-
ologists should avoid “the use of jargon, too many numbers, irrelevance, 
[and] academic restatements of the obvious” (Gans 1989:9).

While accessibility is doubtless necessary for successful public sociology, 
it is not sufficient for effective communication to publics. Conceiving of 
accessible writing in what are essentially stylistic terms overlooks how the 
obstacles to effective public sociology inhere not only in our disciplinary 
jargon and chosen subject matter, but in the structure of sociological writ-
ing itself, including our frames of reference and our ability to discuss our 
work in terms relevant to our chosen public.

Rather than focusing on “accessibility,” therefore, we argue, building 
on the work of Michael Burawoy (2004, 2005; Burawoy et al. 2004), that 
public sociology should instead aspire to be “accountable.” “Accountabil-
ity” is in many respects at the core of Burawoy’s vision of public sociology 
in the same way that “accessibility” is central to Gans’s program. In Bura-
woy’s (2005:16) view, public sociology’s accountability to “designated 
publics” is one of the key things that distinguishes it from professional 
sociology, which is accountable to academic peers. Despite, or perhaps 
because of, its importance, Burawoy never fully explains what he means 
by the term; here we follow this practice by leaving open to interpretation 
exactly what sociology’s “responsibility” to publics is. The techniques for 
obtaining accountability, nonetheless, should apply to aspiring public 
sociologists of any stripe. We argue that accountability is achieved by 
making a good-faith effort to engage with chosen publics in an attitude 
of mutual respect, taking the position and knowledge of one’s chosen 
audience into consideration. For the purposes of writing, this means 
supplementing accessible language with accessible content, which in turn 
requires knowing what debates and points of reference are relevant for a 
chosen public. This broader approach suggests that accessibility must be 
paired with two additional features that enhance accountability: dialogue 
and relevance.
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Dialogue is a central feature of Burawoy’s conception of public sociol-
ogy. Public sociology, for Burawoy, is largely a matter of engaging in an 
exchange of ideas with existing publics by meeting them where they are; 
public sociology “strikes up a dialogic relation between sociologist and 
public in which the agenda of each is brought to the table, in which each 
adjusts to the other . . . [T]he goal of public sociology [is] to develop such a 
conversation” (Burawoy 2005:9). For Burawoy, public sociology is dialogi-
cal precisely because it takes account of the position of its public audience. 
Thus, the writing of public sociology, as well as its research, should engage 
in dialogue with publics by directly engaging with their existing conversa-
tions. This means listening to those voices that are part of those conversa-
tions, acknowledging the terms and conventions of public debates, and 
providing a framework for continuing the conversation.

However, dialogue is inadequate unless it is paired with relevance. Bura-
woy argues that relevance is the gold standard by which public sociology 
gains its legitimacy (2005:16), and thus a prerequisite for any fruitful dia-
logue. To gain legitimacy, public sociologists must work to show publics 
how sociology is useful to them and can contribute to their understanding 
of those topics and issues that concern them. We can entice publics into 
reading—and using—sociology by writing in a way that builds public con-
fidence in sociology, by putting abstract findings and concepts into readily 
recognizable terms, and by emphasizing the strengths of the sociological 
approach to understanding pressing issues.

Together, dialogue and relevance are the building blocks for presenting 
sociological content in a way that maximizes the likelihood an audience 
will find it worthwhile. Further, casting findings in accessible formats, free 
of jargon and extraneous numbers, will make that content still more ap-
pealing. By moving from accessibility to accountability, we ensure that both 
the form and the content of public sociology will be truly public-minded. 
The remainder of this chapter sets forth some techniques for obtaining 
dialogue, relevance, and accessibility, illustrating each with selections from 
exemplary works of public sociology.

THE PROBLEM OF MULTIPLE PUBLICS

To be successful, a public sociologist must know her chosen public, in-
cluding that public’s interests and what that public considers legitimate 
knowledge. Yet this raises the sticky question of how to define a public. 
The question of exactly which “public” public sociologists are supposed 
to be speaking to has been a source of great contention (e.g., Brady 2004; 
Braithwaite 2005; Burawoy et al. 2004). For our purposes here, however, 
it does not matter exactly which “public” public sociologists are writing 
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to, only that the public sociologist have some “public” in mind. The points 
of reference and public debates that are relevant will vary from public to 
public, and it is the public sociologist’s job to assess the terrain before be-
ginning writing.2 An audience of grassroots progressive activists will have 
very different points of reference from those of the “thin, passive, and 
national” public that reads the New York Times (Burawoy et al. 2004:104), 
and still different points of reference from an audience of legal and criminal 
justice professionals (Uggen and Inderbitzen 2006). What matters then is 
not which public one is writing for, but that one understands what exist-
ing debates and points of reference inform discussion among one’s chosen 
public. It is these voices and points of reference that public sociologists 
must acknowledge as they write; it is these debates that provide the starting 
point for dialogue.

DIALOGUE

Writing in dialogue requires knowledge of a debate’s points of reference, 
as well as to the debate’s terms, issues, and conventions. On this count, 
compared to public sociologists, professional sociologists have it easy. Pro-
fessional sociology speaks to a well-defined audience of other sociologists 
divided into a number of specialized subdisciplines. The referents for pro-
fessional sociology are likewise delimited, consisting mainly of sociological 
books, articles in professional journals, and professional conference presen-
tations familiar (or ostensibly familiar) to other members of the discipline. 
The debates among these scholars are also reasonably bounded and cast 
in terms of theoretical and empirical debates made familiar to sociologists 
through graduate education and other processes of professionalization.

Public sociologists, by contrast, often find themselves in unfamiliar 
terrain when they venture beyond the academy. To avoid forcing the lay 
public to participate in the conversations of professional sociologists, pub-
lic sociologists must cast a wider net for points of reference, identify the 
terms of public rather than professional debates, and present findings and 
describe methods in such as way as to promote further dialogue. In practice, 
this means engaging with, and reviewing, a diverse set of “literatures,” in-
cluding a variety of voices from inside and outside academia, and a variety 
of media, from written to oral to visual communication. In brief, any influ-
ential body of thought that one’s chosen public is producing or consum-
ing is potentially an important literature to review. Similarly, it may mean 
engaging in debates with terms that differ from those familiar within the 
discipline. Public debates and scholarly debates do not always align, either 
in their terms or in the questions they ask; public sociology must speak to 
the former rather than the latter. Finally, public sociology should be written 
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in a way that encourages further dialogue. This means presenting data and 
methods with sufficient transparency that one’s chosen public can readily 
assess the strengths and limitations of one’s argument, with an eye toward 
continuing the discussion.

Writing in Dialogue with Public Perspectives: 
Looking beyond the Academy

Engaging with existing dialogues will of necessity lead public sociologists 
into uncharted waters and require them to address voices from beyond 
sociology, and indeed from beyond the academy. If important voices in 
a debate hail from cable news networks, those voices ought to be recog-
nized. If they come from organizers or everyday people on the street, those 
voices ought similarly to be acknowledged by the public sociologist. Public 
sociology requires that the sociologist cast a wide net to capture the many 
important voices that input into a given debate. One cannot dialogue with 
a public without acknowledging and engaging the multiple arguments that 
shape the ongoing conversation.

In their journal article about school shootings, Michael Kimmel and 
Matthew Mahler (2003) nicely demonstrate engagement with a variety 
of non-academic participants in a public debate where the sociological 
perspective is desperately needed. They open the article by describing 
a number of widely used explanations for school shootings, including 
psychological explanations, violence in the media, and bad parenting. In 
so doing, they address some of the proponents of these explanations, in-
cluding celebrities, politicians, and the shooters themselves. For example, 
they write:

The concern over school shootings has prompted intense national debate, in 
recent years, over who or what is to blame. One need not look hard to find 
any number of “experts” who are willing to weigh in on the issue. Yet despite 
the legion of political and scientific commentaries on school shootings, these 
voices have all singularly and spectacularly missed the point.

At the vanguard of the debates have been politicians. Some have argued 
that Goth music, Marilyn Manson, and violent video games are the causes of 
school shootings. Then–President Clinton argued that it might be the Inter-
net; Newt Gingrich credited the 1960s; and Tom DeLay blamed daycare, the 
teaching of evolution, and “working mothers who take birth control pills.” 
Political pundits and media commentators also have offered a host of possible 
explanations, of which one of the more popular answers has been violence 
in the media. “Parents don’t realize that taking four-year-olds to True Lies—a 
fun movie for adults but excessively violent—is poison to their brain,” notes 
Michael Gurian. (Kimmel and Mahler 2003:1441)
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By looking to voices beyond the academy, Kimmel and Mahler are able 
to give readers a point of reference through which to enter the article and 
then be exposed to the sociological contribution held within it. It is worth 
noting that Kimmel and Mahler address these voices in order to refute 
them, showing that this strategy need not lead to the “pandering” pathol-
ogy characteristic of some public sociology (Burawoy 2005). By describing 
commonly held beliefs about what causes school shootings, Kimmel and 
Mahler enter into current public debates; by then pointing to the flaws in 
these beliefs, they are able to use the sociological toolbox to improve the 
lay reader’s understanding of issues of public importance.

Addressing the relevant interlocutors in public debates will sometimes 
mean reviewing “literatures” that are not, strictly speaking, literature: televi-
sion, movies, music, radio, and so forth. Patricia Hill Collins’s book Black 
Feminist Thought (2000:16) provides an excellent example of this technique:

For example, rap singer Sister Souljah’s music as well as her autobiography No 
Disrespect certainly can be seen as contributing to Black feminist thought as 
critical social theory. Despite her uncritical acceptance of a masculinist Black 
nationalist ideology, Souljah is deeply concerned with issues of Black women’s 
oppression, and offers an important perspective on contemporary urban cul-
ture. Yet while young Black women listened to Souljah’s music and thought 
about her ideas, Souljah’s work has been dismissed within feminist classrooms 
in academia as being “nonfeminist.” Without tapping these nontraditional 
sources, much of the Black women’s intellectual tradition would remain “not 
known, and hence not believed in.”

Here, Collins includes the rap music of Sister Souljah as a relevant “lit-
erature” to the discussion of black feminism because it is an important, 
influential voice in the public debate about how to understand the lives of 
black women. In so doing, she makes her work both more accessible and 
relevant to her public, and more comprehensive in its scope.

Collins’s work is exemplary as a model of public sociology, in this exam-
ple and elsewhere, in that she is an avid proponent of incorporating public 
conversations into sociological work and using sociology to contribute to 
public debates. In the preface to the first edition of Black Feminist Thought, 
Collins argues against only incorporating sociological voices and theory 
into her argument. Instead, she makes a case for including a wide range of 
voices in a varied set of styles. She argues that including these voices offers 
a necessary mixture of viewpoints and highlights the ability of all black 
women—from contemporary academics to nineteenth-century slaves—to 
contribute to black feminist thought. By incorporating ideas from a wide 
range of black women, Collins not only “highlights the diversity, richness, 
and power of Black women’s ideas” (2000:viii), she also enters into and 
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makes a contribution to a conversation black women were already having. 
By including not only written literatures but also music, art, oral histories, 
and speeches, her work achieves a fullness and relevance that it would not 
have otherwise.

Writing in Dialogue with Existing Conversations: Engaging with the 
Terms of Public Debates

Just as public sociologists should incorporate a wide variety of public 
voices into their text as a way to create dialogue, they should also engage 
with public debates as they are, not as sociologists might wish them to 
be. Despite their apparent similarities, many academic debates have terms 
and conventions that differ greatly from those of the public debate. But 
speaking to the terms of public debates is essential to dialogue because it 
provides lay readers with a point of access that they can immediately grasp. 
At the same time, it provides an opportunity to reorient those debates by 
bringing in a sociological perspective or presenting sociological research 
that challenges publicly accepted knowledge.

Andrew Greeley’s (1994) essay in The New York Times Magazine offers 
an excellent example of contributing to public debates. Greeley’s essay ad-
dresses the question of why American Catholics, who are notorious for dis-
agreeing with the church hierarchy, continue to affiliate with Catholicism. 
While there is a vigorous debate in the sociology of religion about the fac-
tors that contribute to denominational commitment and apostasy, Greeley 
does not present his essay in terms of that debate. Instead, he chooses to 
approach the question from the terms of the public debate:

[T]he question persists. In its most naked form it demands to know, “How 
can someone who is intelligent and well educated continue to be a Roman 
Catholic in these times?” The question is not a new one. It has been asked 
by anti-Catholic nativists for 150 years. Often the latent subtext is, “How can 
anyone who is intelligent and well educated believe in any religion, especially 
Catholicism?” (Greeley 1994:38)

The question Greeley poses casts the issue of Catholic retention in terms 
of the basic sanity and intelligence of Catholics—the terms on which his 
public (the educated, probably agnostic general public of New York Times 
readers) sees the debate. The fact that Greeley does not bring up the terms 
of the sociological debate (for example, to what extent the church may be 
“strict”) is an asset here. Having engaged his audience on the terms of the 
public debate, he can give his sociological answer: it is the power of narra-
tive and heritage that keeps them in the church. Greeley’s attention to the 
terrain of public debates allows him to tell his story in a way that is mean-
ingful to his audience, and therefore truly dialogical.
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Writing as Invitation to Further Dialogue: Providing Transparency

Dialogue does not stop with the sociologist’s contribution, since publics 
will hopefully react to public sociology through approbation or construc-
tive criticism. Public sociology should lay the groundwork for the continua-
tion of dialogue by presenting findings in ways that maximize transparency 
about data and methods such that the chosen public can assess the validity 
and applicability of the sociologist’s contribution. In short, through clear 
explanations of methods and findings, public sociology should invite the 
reader to adopt the role of friendly critic, with an eye toward improving 
both public debate and future research.

While transparency is standard practice in professional sociology, public 
sociologists should take particular care to present data that illustrates the 
full contours of the issue being explored, and enough information about 
methods to suggest the strengths and limitations of the argument put for-
ward. There are a number of ways to achieve these goals. The most extreme 
form can be seen in Bob Blauner’s Black Lives, White Lives (1989), which 
includes interview transcripts in their entirety. Rather than incorporating 
data and analysis in one narrative, he offers his analysis separately in in-
troductions and the conclusion. By using this strategy, Blauner allows his 
readers to develop their own interpretations of his research independently, 
facilitating future dialogue. While Blauner’s approach is extreme (and in 
many respects contradicts other features of public sociology, such as the 
use of familiar narrative and conventions, discussed below), the principle 
behind it could be applied in a more moderate form, opening the door to 
further dialogue with the audience.

Besides presenting data in a way to let publics evaluate it themselves, public 
sociologists can also encourage dialogue by describing their methods clearly 
and by demonstrating an openness to public feedback. These two techniques 
are demonstrated in an exemplary fashion in Arlie Hochschild’s The Second 
Shift (1997). Hochschild is also extremely transparent about her methods, 
and literally walks her audience through the research process as she follows 
her subjects into the home. In so doing, she allows her chosen public to see 
exactly how she came to her conclusions, and to evaluate the strengths and 
weaknesses of her argument. Furthermore, Hochschild writes much of her 
book as a dialogue between herself and her interviewees, demonstrating a de-
sire for dialogue. For example, in her description of her methods, she writes:

We asked members of working couples raising children under six and working 
full time jobs if they would be willing to talk to us in greater depth. Interviewed 
from 1980 through 1988, these couples, their neighbors and friends, their chil-
dren’s teachers, daycare workers and baby-sitters, form the heart of this book.

When we called them, a number of baby-sitters replied as one woman did, 
“You’re interviewing us? Good. We’re human too.” Or another, “I’m glad you 
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consider what we do work. A lot of people don’t.” As it turned out, many day-
care workers were themselves juggling two jobs and small children, and so we 
talked to them about that, too. (Hochschild 1997:5)

Here, she shows a willingness to listen closely to her interviewees and how 
this listening helped improve her methodology. This willingness to engage 
in dialogue invites further conversations.

RELEVANCE

Non-sociologists need to be enticed into reading sociology; consequently, 
public sociology must be written in a way that shows that sociology is 
relevant to its chosen public. Publics read books and articles because they 
are engaged in public debates of interest or importance to them. They read 
to identify information that helps them to understand issues relevant to 
these debates, and they seek to glean knowledge from their reading that 
will enable them to contribute to these public debates. Unlike professional 
sociologists, publics are not necessarily already convinced that the socio-
logical perspective will be particularly helpful to them as they engage in 
these public debates (cf. Scott 2005). The key question in the lay reader’s 
mind is not, “why this particular study,” but “why sociology at all?” In a 
world of competing voices and perspectives, publics must be convinced to 
spend their time reading sociological writing by highlighting its relevance 
to that public.

Relevant writing has two primary characteristics. First, it builds public con-
fidence in sociology by emphasizing the utility of the sociological perspective. 
Rather than heavily critique past research as is done in professional sociol-
ogy, relevant public sociology will construct public confidence in the value 
of sociology by focusing on how a work builds on past sociological work, 
or how the sociological perspective improves our understanding of a given 
social phenomenon. Second, it offers concrete examples of abstract concepts. 
Sociological knowledge is relevant to publics when presented in a way so 
as to allow the reader to relate abstract concepts and figures to their lives in 
a concrete, everyday manner.

Building Public Confidence in Sociology

Public sociologists should not assume that their public is already con-
vinced of the virtues of the sociological perspective. Many Americans see 
social concerns, such as poverty or crime, in purely individual terms. Part 
of the challenge of speaking to these publics is to get them to see the world 
in social terms. Other groups, such as radical activists, may already have 
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a sociological imagination, but may nevertheless be skeptical of the value 
of academic knowledge to their activist concerns. Part of the challenge of 
speaking to these publics is to convince them of the virtues of academic 
knowledge. Thus, a central difference between professional sociology and 
public sociology is that the latter is also frequently a project of building 
public confidence in the value of sociology. While professional (as well as 
critical and, to a lesser extent, policy) sociology must of necessity adopt a 
largely critical stance toward existing sociological work, public sociology 
should instead emphasize how it builds on past work and increases public 
knowledge of a given topic.

Wade Clark Roof’s (1993) book A Generation of Seekers, which looks at 
the spiritual practices of the Baby Boom generation, illustrates this “critique 
less, build more” approach very well. Rather than dwelling on flaws in pre-
vious scholarship, Roof portrays his work as building upon previous work. 
In his introduction, he writes:

Many years ago sociologist Karl Mannheim wrote about generations and their 
importance in bringing about social change. . . . [T]he years of youth and early 
adulthood are a critical period for learning about the larger society; memories 
arising out of the intersection of personal and national history during these 
years live on in our lives. Thus because they have quite differing pasts, the 
generations see and act toward the world differently: A Depression generation 
is frugal, a Vietnam generation is wary of war.

Timing is right for a look at the boomers. The oldest members of the gen-
eration are now in their forties, many of them are in their mid-to late thirties. 
Today, they are reshaping our national life. (Roof 1993:3)

Rather than critiquing sociologists for failing to address generational as-
pects in their previous work, Roof instead leaves the critical moment aside 
and frames his work as building on Mannheim, posing new questions and 
bringing this approach to a broader audience.

Roof also helps to build public confidence in the value of sociology by 
speaking positively about previous sociological work. In addition to identi-
fying Mannheim as a sociologist in the above quote, Roof (1993:6–7) refers 
a few pages later to one of the seminal works of sociology of the period:

Hence our concerns are similar to those of Robert Bellah and his associates 
in Habits of the Heart. These commentators concentrate primarily on white, 
middle-class Americans, looking at their individualism and struggles to com-
mit themselves across broad sectors of personal and public life. . . . We have 
been inspired by their work, yet our focus differs in three important ways: 
One, we look only at religion and spirituality and thus are more concerned 
with what is happening within this particular realm. Two, by examining a 
broad cross-section of the boomer population, we explore more the diversity, 
the strains, and tensions surrounding religious belief and practice in America 
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today. Three, given our concern with generations, we are interested in how 
boomers may be transforming religious and spiritual life.

While Roof engages in some product differentiation, his tone is overall 
highly positive and not critical. Indeed, the take-home from this passage 
is clearly one of building on the Habits team’s efforts. The distinctions 
he makes suggest his work has a different focus without implying that 
Habits is a flawed book. In saying that his book is “inspired” by Habits, 
moreover, Roof builds the “sociological brand” by suggesting other ex-
emplary works of sociology to his readership. In so doing, he encourages 
his public to see sociological writing as relevant to their own lives and 
concerns.

Rendering the Abstract Concrete

Sociological thought tends toward abstraction. Many of its categories, 
measures, methods, and ideas are complex and opaque to non-profes-
sionals. Public sociology can only be made relevant and useful to publics 
when they can readily grasp the concepts that animate sociological thought. 
Consequently, one of the challenges of public sociology is to translate our 
findings into terms that are instantly meaningful to our chosen publics.3

This task is accomplished admirably by Christopher Jencks (2004:35) in 
an American Prospect article on low-wage jobs. In his first paragraph, Jencks 
writes:

When America’s most recent economic boom ended in 2001, the economy was 
turning out $7 trillion worth of consumer goods and services a year—enough 
to provide every man, woman and child with almost $25,000 worth of food, 
housing, transportation, medical care and other things every year. If all that 
stuff had been divided equally, the typical American household, which now 
has three members, would have gotten about $75,000 worth. Yet as we see in 
this issue of the Prospect, based on new research by the Russell Sage and Rock-
efeller foundations, a lot of Americans had to scrape by on far less than that. 
Almost one American worker in five reported having been paid less than $8 
an hour in 2001. That works out to less than $17,000 a year even if you work 
full time. And many low-wage workers earned considerably less than $17,000 
because they were unemployed for part of the year, worked less than 40 hours 
a week or earned less than $8 an hour.

Here, Jencks successfully takes familiar but somewhat inaccessible fig-
ures and makes them instantly meaningful by converting them into an 
immediately recognizable metric: annual income. The size of the American 
economy ($7 trillion) becomes $75,000 a year per family; low wages ($8 
an hour) become $17,000 a year per worker. Put in these terms, the figures 
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become much more personally accessible, thereby making it instantly clear 
why the statistics matter.

Besides translating inaccessible findings, Jencks translates somewhat 
abstract concepts into concrete, immediately meaningful phrases. For ex-
ample, following a comparison of income inequality in the United States 
and Europe, he summarizes the concept of “economic inequality,” by ask-
ing, “So why do ordinary American workers get to keep less of what they 
produce than ordinary workers in other rich countries?” (Jencks 2004:36). 
Again, an abstract concept becomes immediately meaningful through 
choice of phrasing. In making his data and ideas meaningful in this way, 
Jencks goes a long way to making them relevant to his public.

ACCESSIBILITY

At a minimum, public sociology should, as many have emphasized, avoid 
the use of sociological jargon, excessive statistics, and untranslated theoriz-
ing. However, the form of public sociology can be still further improved by 
making use of public forms and conventions of writing. By using the narra-
tive conventions and stylistic devices publics are used to consuming, soci-
ologists reduce the obstacles of form that might otherwise deter lay readers. 
We suggest two in particular: adopting popular forms such as vignettes, and 
subordinating external references to allow the narrative to flow unimpeded.

Writing in the Form Your Public Reads

Different types of sociology have characteristic formats. The paradig-
matic form of professional sociology is the journal article, which—in 
separate sections—provides a review of previous research, an exposition 
of methods, and a presentation of research findings. Policy sociology, like-
wise, is written in the genre of a policy paper, with an executive summary 
and an explicit set of recommendations (e.g., Young and Quinn 2002). 
Critical sociology, by virtue of its normative focus, often takes the format 
of a philosophical rumination (e.g., Bellah et al. 1985:297–307). Like the 
other three forms of sociology, public sociology should be written in a 
style that its audience reads, whatever that may be. Sociological contribu-
tions written in a form legible to the public are more likely to seem rel-
evant to that public. This means that the public sociologist must take care 
to identify the appropriate genre for her audience, and should consider 
incorporating stylistic aspects from those literatures into her own writing.

To emphasize relevance to publics and increase accessibility, public so-
ciologists should write using stylistic devices similar to those used in other 
texts one’s public reads. An example of someone who does this well is 
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Hung Cam Thai (2003). Thai presents his research findings in a way that 
draws upon the style of newspaper articles, using a vignette in his first para-
graph to hook the reader:

Men and women like Mihn and Thanh have dreams, but their dreams clash. 
He wants the best of tradition and she wants the best of modernity. He believes 
the respect he has been searching for did not arrive with him when he migrated 
to the United States almost 20 years ago, but instead was left back safely in 
Vietnam. She feels that the marital respect she needs is waiting for her in the 
United States and that she will get it when she joins him through marriage 
migration. Minh, 37, represents one of the more than two million Viet Kieus, 
or Vietnamese people living overseas, who make up an aging diaspora that 
largely began in the mid-1970s, after the postwar years. He is also one of the 
over a million Viet Kieus who returned to visit family and friends during the 
year 2000, a dramatic increase from the 160,000 who did so in 1993. Thanh, 
32, will soon join Minh as one of the over 200,000 women and men world-
wide who come to the United States each year through marriage migration, 
the number one mechanism for contemporary legal migration to the United 
States. (Thai 2003:275)

Once Thai has hooked the reader with a story about a couple’s dreams for 
marriage, he brings in previous studies that emphasize that this Vietnamese 
couple is part of a much broader social trend. The vignette mimics a form 
of journalistic writing familiar to a wide variety of publics and gives readers 
a concrete, human example of an issue that might otherwise seem distant 
and abstract. By beginning his narrative with a vignette from his research, 
Thai both contextualizes his references and makes his point immediately 
meaningful to his audience, thereby improving both his work’s meaning 
and relevance to his audience.4

Clearing the Way for Narrative

Publics rarely read texts chock full of citations and so, although one 
needs to acknowledge outside voices to create dialogue, references should 
not be allowed to overwhelm the narrative. By incorporating references 
throughout the text, public sociologists can enhance their ability to tell a 
coherent and compelling story from beginning to end of their book or ar-
ticle, while still providing their readers with multiple points of entrée into 
the text and context for their findings.

In his book, One Nation After All, Alan Wolfe (1999) skillfully weaves in-
formation about the larger context of his findings in with his own data. He 
subordinates his literature references to his narrative, so that his narrative 
reads fluidly and one hardly notices when he is incorporating references 
to other studies. For example, in his chapter on middle-class Americans 
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and parenting, where he argues that worries about dangers facing their 
children make parents more conservative than they otherwise would be, 
Wolfe writes:

That does not mean, of course, that teenage sex is a nonissue for middle-class 
American parents; 84 percent of the American people think that teenage preg-
nancy is a serious problem. A feeling that parents have lost control over their 
children’s sexuality is one of the deepest currents in American public opinion. 
. . . Sociologist Kristin Luker, studying sexual behavior, could just as easily be 
discussing drugs and violence when she writes, “What parents . . . seem to 
want is some measure of control over how their children behave in the world 
of sexual freedom that opened up in the 1970s.” And control is precisely what 
most Americans think they may never obtain. (Wolfe 1999:120)

Throughout the book, as in this quote, Wolfe uses references to others’ 
data primarily as a means to support or expand the narrative he is telling 
about his own research findings. Several subtle techniques help to make his 
writing accessible, and even compelling, to lay readers. First, Wolfe removes 
his citations to the rear of the book. Citations are not even noted within the 
body of the text, but instead are referenced by line and page number at the 
rear. While frustrating to social scientists, for lay readers, the lack of foot-
noting or citations allows for the uninterrupted flow of the narrative and 
allows them to forget that they are reading an “academic” book. But more 
important than this layout trick, the studies he cites are interspersed among 
his own findings, brought in at times to highlight or provide context to his 
overall argument. In the quote above, for instance, Wolfe brings references 
to other studies in almost offhandedly; the almost subliminal nature of 
the presentation allows the narrative to flow unabated, and important in-
formation is presented in the context where it is most meaningful. Finally, 
and relatedly, Wolfe spreads the moments when he cites existing literature 
throughout the book. As a result, there is no imposing block of literature to 
wade through in order to get to the author’s argument, as there would be 
in a work of professional sociology; the two are seamlessly interwoven. By 
bringing in data as context and by smoothly weaving these references into 
his explanation of his own findings, Wolfe is able to let his narrative about 
his research shine and does not subordinate it to a summary of literatures. 
In this way, he is able to keep his writing engaging as well as focused on 
how it is relevant to his chosen public.

IMPLICATIONS FOR GRADUATE EDUCATION

The above discussion is relevant for all sociologists interested in writing 
for publics beyond the discipline. However, it is perhaps most relevant for 
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those just entering the field—graduate students. Our discussion suggests 
both that greater attention must be paid to writing generally, and to writing 
for public audiences more specifically, in programs of graduate education.

Currently, there is a lamentable lack of attention to writing in gradu-
ate curricula. The focus of most doctoral programs is, as it should be, on 
equipping students with the tools and analytic skills necessary to conduct 
research (Brint 2005). Unfortunately, this has meant that teaching students 
how to communicate effectively is often overlooked entirely. To the extent 
that students are taught how to write at all, they are taught how to write 
professional sociology for the consumption of professional sociologists. 
Worse, this teaching is often left implicit, and students are expected to learn 
through osmosis by aping the format of journal articles. Small wonder that 
sociologists have so frequently been excoriated for their awful writing skills 
(Cowley 1956)!

This inattention to effective communication represents a potentially 
fatal obstacle to public sociology. As this form develops, and the number 
of publics sociologists attempt to speak to expands, the more important it 
will become for graduate curricula to seriously grapple with the problem 
of writing for multiple audiences. At a minimum, this will mean explicitly 
discussing the principles of effective writing, and highlighting that the way 
sociologists write for each other cannot simply be reproduced when writing 
for non-sociologists.

The problem of writing is infinitely more complex for reflexive forms of 
sociology—public and critical—than it is for the instrumental forms. Pro-
fessional and policy sociology have well defined audiences whose referents 
and interests are clearly established. Consequently, they also have well 
defined genres with clear formal conventions: the policy paper and the pro-
fessional book and journal article. Indeed, the fact that so much teaching 
about writing can be left implicit rests on the regular interaction (through 
coursework and the research process) students and their advisors have with 
these familiar genres.

As Burawoy (2005:7) notes, however, public sociology speaks to mul-
tiple publics. This implies a multiplicity of genres. For public sociology, 
learning how to define the public one hopes to reach and to learn their 
referents and conventions becomes a central concern. Critical sociology, the 
fourth form Burawoy identifies, faces a similar problem. Although Burawoy 
(2005:16) states that critical sociology must be accountable to “critical 
intellectuals,” in reality—as a moral and reflexive criticism of intellectual 
groundings—it must be aimed at all intellectuals. (After all, what good is it 
for critical sociology only to persuade other critical intellectuals? The goal 
is to persuade all intellectuals to reconsider their normative commitments.) 
Burawoy himself acknowledges that critical sociology’s reference base must 
“transcend disciplinary boundaries.” But here, too, this implies a multiplic-
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ity of genres and conventions to which one needs to speak, since disciplin-
ary writing conventions and referents can vary widely.

For public sociology to succeed, sociology departments must focus greater 
attention on writing generally, and on writing for multiple audiences. The 
principles outlined in this chapter represent a starting point for developing 
courses or workshops in effective communication. Learning to define one’s 
audience, determining the referents that will make one’s work relevant to 
that audience, and the conventions that make one’s work accessible to that 
audience should be core components of these efforts. Following Burawoy’s 
(2005) suggestion to develop a “sociology of publics” can only enhance 
the potential that graduate writing courses hold for advancing the project 
of public sociology.

CONCLUSION

Public sociologists have frequently called for sociological writing to be ac-
cessible, generally arguing that this means writing in “plain English” (Gans 
1989). This is most definitely true, but writing in plain English is only a 
necessary, not a sufficient, component of accessibility. Our goal instead 
should be to write accountably for our chosen public. We have argued that 
accountability is, in turn, fundamentally about engaging with a designated 
public through dialogue, relevance, and accessibility.

We believe that the proposals we have presented in this chapter should 
apply to public sociological writing irrespective of the particular approach 
to public sociology that one takes. Burawoy’s approach is often understood 
as a significant departure from the more conventional approach to public 
sociology associated with Gans (see, e.g., Hausknecht 2002), a divide Bura-
woy characterizes as one of “traditional” versus “organic” forms of public 
sociology (2005:7). Despite the divergence of goals and vision of these two 
forms, in the practice of writing the distinctions between approaches evapo-
rate, as both approaches require accessibility, accountability, dialogue, and 
relevance in order to successfully communicate with publics. To obtain these 
goals, public sociologists must reassess the purpose and the form of their 
writings, and cast a broader net for relevant voices with whom to engage.
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NOTES

Authors are listed in alphabetical order; work on the chapter was divided equally.
1. This seems to be particularly true for the various symposia on and special 

issues of journals devoted to public sociology. See, for example, the June 2004 is-
sue of Social Forces 82(4) and the June 2005 issue of the British Journal of Sociology 
56(3).

2. There is a great need for a “sociology of publics” that can assist public sociolo-
gists in this endeavor. Due to space limitations, however, we are unable to discuss 
this here.

3. This does not mean “dumbing down” sociology. As John Scott (2005) notes, 
there is a risk of oversimplifying sociological concepts in a manner that make them 
seem like academic restatements of the obvious. The trick for public sociology is to 
cast findings in ways that retain the subtlety and nuance of the concepts while mak-
ing those conceptual nuances evident to the public.

4. Different audiences are likely to find different stylistic techniques particularly 
appealing. Executive summaries, side boxes, pamphlets, and bullet points are other 
familiar techniques that public sociologists might use depending on their public. As 
with literature selection, defining and knowing one’s public is a crucial first step to 
realizing the benefits of this writing strategy.

REFERENCES

Bellah, Robert N., Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven 
M. Tipton. 1996 [1985]. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in 
American Life. Revised ed. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Blauner, Bob. 1989. Black Lives, White Lives: Three Decades of Race Relations in 
America. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Boyns, David, and Jesse Fletcher. 2005. “Reflections on Public Sociology: Public Re-
lations, Disciplinary Identity, and the Strong Program in Professional Sociology.” 
The American Sociologist 36(3/4):5–26.

Brady, David. 2004. “Why Public Sociology May Fail.” Social Forces 82:1629–1638.
Braithwaite, John. 2005. “For Public Social Science.” British Journal of Sociology 

56:345–353.
Brint, Steven. 2005. “Guide for the Perplexed: On Michael Burawoy’s ‘Public Sociol-

ogy.’” The American Sociologist 36(3/4):46–65.
Burawoy, Michael. 2004. “Public Sociologies: Contradictions, Dilemmas, and Pos-

sibilities.” Social Forces 82:1603–1618.
———. 2005. “For Public Sociology.” American Sociological Review 70:4–28.
Burawoy, Michael, William Gamson, Charlotte Ryan, Stephen Pfohl, Diane 

Vaughan, Charles Derber, and Juliet Schor. 2004. “Public Sociologies: A Sympo-
sium from Boston College.” Social Problems 51:103–130.

Collins, Patricia Hill. 2000. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge.



 On Writing Public Sociology 169

Cowley, Malcolm. 1956. “Sociological Habit Patterns in Linguistic Transmogrifica-
tion.” Reporter (September 20):41–43.

Gans, Herbert. 1989. “Sociology in America: The Discipline and the Public.” Ameri-
can Sociological Review 54:1–16.

———. 2002. “More of Us Should Become Public Sociologists.” Footnotes (July/
August).

Greeley, Andrew. 1994. “Why Do Catholics Stay in the Church? Because of the Sto-
ries.” New York Times Magazine (July 10):38ff.

Hausknecht, Murray. 2002. “Models of Public Sociology.” Footnotes (December):6.
Hochschild, Arlie Russell, with Anne Machung. 1997 [1989]. The Second Shift. 3rd 

ed. New York: Avon Books.
Jencks, Christopher. 2004. “The Low-Wage Puzzle: Why Is America Generating So 

Many Bad Jobs—And How Can We Create More Good Jobs?” American Prospect 
(January):35–37.

Kimmel, Michael S., and Matthew Mahler. 2003. “Adolescent Masculinity, Ho-
mophobia, and Violence: Random School Shootings, 1982–2001.” American 
Behavioral Scientist 46(10):1439–1458.

Roof, Wade Clark. 1993. A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby 
Boom Generation. New York: HarperCollins.

Scott, John. 2005. “Who Will Speak, and Who Will Listen? Comments on Burawoy 
and Public Sociology.” The British Journal of Sociology 56:405–409.

Thai, Hung Cam. 2003. “For Better of Worse: Gender Allures in the Vietnamese 
Global Marriage Market.” Pp. 276–286 in Feminist Frontiers, 6th ed., edited by 
Linda Richardson, Verta Taylor, and Nancy Whittier. New York: McGraw Hill.

Tittle, Charles R. 2004. “The Arrogance of Public Sociology.” Social Forces 82:1639–
1644.

Uggen, Christopher, and Michelle Inderbitzen. 2006. Public Criminologies. Paper 
presented at the annual meetings of the American Sociological Association, Mon-
treal, Quebec, August 13.

Wolfe, Alan. 1999. One Nation, After All. New York: Penguin Press.
Young, Eóin, and Lisa Quinn. 2002. Writing Effective Public Policy Papers: A Guide for 

Policy Advisers in Central and Eastern Europe. Open Society Institute.





171

The tremendous enthusiasm with which the idea of public sociology has 
been embraced is a positive development. It indicates that many sociolo-
gists are aware that their discipline is not simply “academic” and that the 
kinds of questions they engage with require a wider conversation with a 
wider non-professional public. Some proponents of public sociology also 
aspire to embrace the role of a socially aware intellectual. Back in the early 
sixties C. Wright Mills reminded us that the “intellectual ought to be the 
moral conscience of his society.” Of course sociologists and intellectuals 
do not all share the same philosophy and political outlook. They live for 
different ideas. But despite differences, which are sometimes bitter and far-
reaching—intellectuals share a common desire to influence the world. In 
particular they possess a common commitment to function as the critical 
voice for the truth as they see it. Accordingly they are partisans of the truth. 
C. Wright Mills argued that “in the first instance the politics of the intel-
lectual are ‘the politics of truth.’” He took the view that through the pursuit 
of the truth, the intellectual held the powers that be to account. “Whatever 
else the intellectual may be, surely he is among those who ask serious ques-
tions, and, if he is a political intellectual, he asks his questions of those with 
power” (Mills 1963a:238).

In some cases the turn toward public sociology may be motivated by 
narrow professional ambitions. Sometimes it seems that the embrace of 
“public sociology” is motivated by the wrong motive—the imperative to be 
seen to be “relevant.” This orientation is to some extent expressed through 
the attempt to institutionalize public sociology. Such an initiative may 
encourage public sociology to become a caricature of itself. Perhaps it is 
best to think of public sociology as what we do rather than as a subject to 
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be institutionalized. The transformation of public sociology into a subject 
to be studied risks turning it into an exercise in academic credentialism 
rather than a contribution to the development of the public sphere. One of 
the most important justifications for public sociology is the contribution 
it can potentially make to the emergence of a more intellectually oriented 
public sphere. Such a contribution requires that sociology evolve through 
a wider engagement with public life in order to assist the influence of the 
sociological imagination in society. Indeed as this essay argues, one of the 
main purposes of public sociology has to be its commitment to rising to the 
challenge of recapturing the sociological imagination.

Michael Burawoy (2005) has made an important contribution by pro-
viding a framework for conceptualizing the division of sociological labor 
between what he calls professional, critical, policy, and public sociologies. 
However, these conceptual distinctions aside, it is important to note that the 
sociological imagination has always been open to engagement with a wider 
public and has always been critical. Indeed the very fact that we now talk 
about public sociology may suggest that the relationship between sociolo-
gists and their audience requires to be made more self-conscious. As Burawoy 
(2005:17) argues, public sociology justifies itself “on the basis of relevance.” 
But relevance is a very tricky concept. In current times relevance is often used 
as a term that celebrates common sense and in that sense encourages an 
uncritical view of life as it is. In education the curriculum of relevance often 
privileges the affirmation of people’s immediate experience and deprecates 
the more abstract and conceptual dialogue that is required to capture com-
plex reality. Of course Burawoy (2005:17) is aware of this problem and he 
warns of the “danger that public sociology speak down to its publics.” Flatter-
ing “ordinary folk” and speaking down to them often go hand in hand when 
sociologists become more concerned with connecting than with the content 
of their ideas. Such an approach is motivated by the conviction that people 
will feel alienated unless they engage with experiences that are deemed to be 
directly relevant to their lives and linked to their personal experiences. But 
inevitably this emphasis on relevance exists in a state of permanent tension 
with the acquisition of sociological knowledge and of an understanding of 
the way that society works. Powerful ideas often have an abstract character 
and are developed through the assimilation of a range of conflicting experi-
ences. That is why they often appear so much at odds with everyday common 
sense and with the insights gained through personal experience. Acquiring 
sociological knowledge can not be confined to the process of reflecting on an 
individual’s story of life. It also requires a form of education that actually dis-
tances people from the immediate and everyday so as to stimulate the mind 
to imagine other possibilities. Unfortunately there is no direct route from 
personal emotions to objective knowledge and we all need to be confronted 
with worlds that are “irrelevant” to our lives.
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The relevance of public sociology today can be demonstrated through its 
ability to encourage its audience to discuss and debate issues that both tran-
scend individual experience and possess a capacity to bind people together 
in a common conversation. I believe that the key challenge it faces is to as-
sist the recovery of the public’s sociological imagination. This problem will 
be addressed in section 2. But before dealing with this problem it is worth 
reflecting on current thinking about the public.

THE PUBLIC

Those engaged in the pursuit of public sociology can not take the focus of 
their engagement to be self-evident. The public is itself subject to important 
cultural and historical variations and its meaning is far from self-evident. 
Habermas’s (1991) discussion of the transformation of the public sphere 
points not only to national and cultural variations but also to important 
differences in the way that the public is conceptualized and the manner 
in which it asserts itself. As Habermas remind us it was not until the late 
eighteenth century that public opinion came to constitute an important 
role in the political and social life of France and Britain. Consequently in 
Britain there was a growing belief that the public could arrive at “a con-
sidered opinion” through “education and information.” The shift from 
“common opinion” to “public opinion” was symptomatic of the growing 
valuation of the latter (Habermas 1991:66). However as the public sphere 
began to encompass people without property the dominant elites began 
to feel uncomfortable with the influence of this new force. Tensions in the 
public sphere acquired intensity and gradually the ruling elites began to 
experience the enlargement of the public as an intimidating force. It is at 
this point that anti-mass theories begin to raise anxiety about the “yoke of 
public opinion” or the “tyranny of public opinion.” More benevolent con-
servative thinkers adopted the view that since the public could not always 
be counted on to do what was in everyone’s interest it needed to be steered 
by enlightened leaders.

Within the Anglo-American social sciences, from the late nineteenth cen-
tury onward the negative reaction to mass movements is palpable. Writers 
on both sides of the Atlantic emphasized the volatility of the urban mob, 
its vulnerability to manipulation by the media, and its ultimate destruc-
tiveness. As I note elsewhere there was a powerful elitist consensus that 
transcended the political divide: for conservative writers, the entry of the 
masses into social and political life represented a danger to civilized society, 
whereas for those from a liberal/leftist perspective the threat was to democ-
racy (Furedi 1994:112–115). Although these sentiments were substantially 
modified in the twentieth century, they continued to exercise a formidable 
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influence on the conceptualization of the public. In current times this ori-
entation toward the public assumes that the public (a) is rarely capable of 
grasping its own interest, and (b) is easily swayed through the manipula-
tion of its irrational emotions by the media or other cultural influences.

Despite the rhetorical valuation of the public and of its opinion, cyni-
cism toward “ordinary” folk has acquired an unprecedented force. As in the 
past, such elitist attitudes are not confined to one section of the political 
divide. Traditional conservative anti-mass sentiment coexists with so-called 
cosmopolitan leftist contempt for the silly people who voted for George W. 
Bush. Whenever I travel to the United States I meet fellow sociologists who 
are convinced that the problem with “the people” is that they do not know 
what’s in their best interest. During the past two decades this sentiment 
has gained influence among liberal and left-wing activists and thinkers. 
“People getting their fundamental interests wrong is what American politi-
cal life is all about,” notes Thomas Frank in his best seller What’s the Matter 
with America. Otherwise Frank argues, how could they possibly vote for the 
Republicans (Frank 2004:1). This diagnosis of the problem is symptomatic 
of the sort of “intellectual vanguardism” that Burawoy hinted at when he 
warned of the danger of speaking down to the public (2005:17). Unfortu-
nately such patronizing assumptions about ordinary folk are widespread in 
contemporary political discourse—and sociologists are not immune to its 
influence.

The belief that people are too simple to understand the complexities 
of public life was also widely expressed during the heated exchanges that 
surrounded the recent referenda on the European Union (EU) in France 
and Holland. Margot Wallstrom, vice president of the EU, commented on 
her blog that because the constitution is a “complex issue to vote on” it 
can confuse many citizens and lead them to “use a referendum to answer 
a question that was not put to them” (Furedi 2005). Whatever the rights 
and wrongs of the populist rejection of the EU treaty, the manner in which 
the No campaign was disparaged by professional politicians betrays a pow-
erful anti-democratic temper. It is not just in the EU where the political 
elites express their disappointment with a public it does not understand 
through disparaging the electorate. In the United States, this sentiment has 
been systematically articulated by Democratic Party activists, who can not 
understand why many blue collar workers vote for Republicans. Accord-
ing to George Lakoff, one of the most influential thinkers influencing the 
liberal wing of the Democrats, “people do not necessarily vote in their self-
interest” (Lakoff 2004:11).

The belief that the public is too simplistic or too gullible has led some 
Democratic Party activists to blame the defeat of their presidential candi-
date in two successive elections on the stupidity of the people. One liberal 
activist, Michael Gronewalter, states that “civility and intelligent dialogue 
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are useful tools among intelligent people” but are inappropriate for engag-
ing with the public. He argues:

I really think the problem is that we liberals are in general far more intel-
ligent, well reasoned and educated and will go to astonishingly great lengths 
to convince people of the integrity and validity of our fair and well thought 
out arguments. The audience, in case anyone has been paying attention, isn’t 
always getting it! I suspect the problem is not the speaker—it is most of the audience. 
(Gronewalter 2002)

This point was reinforced by Arianna Huffington. “Thanks to the Bush 
campaign’s unremitting fear-mongering, millions of voters are reacting not 
with their linear and logical left brain but with their lizard brain and their 
more emotional right brain,” she observed (Huffington 2004). The audi-
ence, which is another name for the public, is implicitly condemned for 
not getting the incredibly sophisticated message articulated by very clever 
political activists. “Do you feel like you live in a nation of idiots?” asks the 
consummate cynic, Michael Moore (2001:87), knowing that his very edu-
cated readers will share his contempt for his moral inferiors.

In the United States, the Left’s apprehension with the growing influence 
of the so-called Religious Right is often motivated by the suspicion that it 
finds it difficult to connect with the emotional and cultural life of ordinary 
folk. But instead of coming to terms with the challenge of overcoming this 
barrier, it prefers to dwell on the irrationalism of those who can be so eas-
ily swayed by the Religious Right. Sometimes the Left’s denunciation of the 
Religious Right sounds like a critique of the mental capacity of significant 
sections of the electorate. According to one Democratic Party activist, the 
American public has become a sort of “Fast Food Electorate” and it is as if 
“Americans suffer collectively from a plague of Attention Deficit Disorder.” 
In the EU this recalcitrant public is dismissed as a bunch of backward look-
ing xenophobes. After the rejection of the EU treaty by the French and the 
Dutch electorate, the UK Liberal Democratic member of the European Par-
liament, Andrew Duff, characterized the opponents of the EU constitution 
as neither liberal nor democratic. “The rejectionists are an odd bunch of 
racists, xenophobes, nationalists, communists, disappointed centre-left and 
the generally pissed-off,” he told Parliament Magazine (2005).

Throughout history the political elites have tended to be anxious and 
sometimes hostile to public opinion. Most of the classical studies of public 
opinion—many written from a liberal perspective—tend to be negative 
about their subject matter. Often it is the liberal disappointment with the 
inability of the people to do what it is in their interest that shapes the discus-
sion of public opinion. Not surprisingly public opinion is invariably treated 
as a “problem.” The American commentator Walter Lippman’s 1922 study, 
Public Opinion, provides the classic statement. He warns that the proportion 
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of the electorate that is “absolutely illiterate” is much larger than we suspect 
and that these people who are “mentally children or barbarians” are natural 
targets of manipulators (Lippman 1934:75). This view of public opinion 
dominated the social science Anglo-American literature on the subject. 
Frequently it conveyed the patronizing assumption that public opinion 
does not know what is in its best interest. Edward Paget (1929:439), an 
American sociologist, argued in 1929 that “public opinion is often very 
cruel to those who struggle most unselfishly for the public welfare.” By the 
fifties many liberal intellectuals regarded populist strands of public opin-
ion with hostility. According to one account, for fifties liberal intellectuals 
like Bell, Shills, Lipset, and Hofstader “populism became the paradigmatic 
case of American-style xenophobia” (Singh 1998:513). Even a progressive 
thinker like C. Wright Mills, who did so much to promote the ideal of the 
sociological imagination, could adopt a relatively pessimistic account of the 
public. In the early sixties he asked, “must we not face the possibility that 
the human mind as a social fact might be deteriorating in quality and cul-
tural level, and yet not many would notice it because of the overwhelming 
accumulation of technological gadgets?” (Mills 1963a:245).

So the tendency to stigmatize populist politics as a symptom of psycho-
logical disorder and irrationalism has a long history. In his important study 
The Populist Persuasion, Michael Kazin notes that in the United States dur-
ing the Cold War, populism became the “great fear of liberal intellectuals” 
(Kazin 1995:287). They blamed mass democracy and an “authoritarian” 
and “irrational” working class for the rise of McCarthyism. Indeed their 
hostility to McCarthyism like their antagonism to the Religious Right today 
was underpinned by distrust and antipathy toward “the very kinds of white 
American-Catholic workers, military veterans, discontented families in the 
middle of the social structure—who had once been the foot soldiers in 
causes such as industrial unionism, the CIO and the Popular Front in the 
1930s and 1940s.” A decade later they were perceived as the enemy of liber-
alism. Whereas “formerly liberals had worried about the decline of popular 
participation in politics,” now “they began to wonder whether ‘apathy’ 
might not be a blessing in disguise” notes Christopher Lasch (1991:153) in 
The True and Only Heaven, his important study of the populist revolt against 
the liberal elite.

Elite apprehensions toward populism were linked to the belief that the 
mental outlook of the “lower classes” was distorted by its brutal upbring-
ing. It was claimed that the emotional outlook of the working class created 
a propensity to adopt anti-democratic and authoritarian causes. The com-
ments of the American political scientist Seymour Martin Lipset, a leading 
voice on this subject during the Cold War, is paradigmatic in this respect: 
“to sum up, the lower-class individual is likely to have been exposed to 
punishment, lack of love, and a general atmosphere of tension and aggres-
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sion since early childhood—all experiences which tend to produce deep-
rooted hostilities expressed by ethnic prejudice, political authoritarianism, 
and chiliastic transvaluational religion” (Lipset 1963:114). The contrast 
drawn between the emotionally refined middle classes and the emotion-
ally illiterate working classes was also forcefully drawn by Hans Eysenck, 
a well-known British psychologist. Eysenck claimed that “middle-class 
Conservatives are more tender-minded than working-class Conservatives; 
middle-class Liberals more tender-minded than working-class Liberals; 
middle-class Socialists more tender-minded than working-class Socialists 
and even middle-class Communists more tender-minded than working-
class communists” (Eysenck 1960:137).

Lipset and Eysenck’s pathologization of the political behavior of the 
lower classes continues to influence social attitudes today. George Lakoff, 
whom Howard Dean has described as “one of the most influential political 
thinkers of the progressive movement,” characterizes Bush supporters as 
dominated by a “strict father morality” which is hostile to “nurturance and 
care.” That’s another way of saying that they are morally inferior people. 
And they are certainly inferior to progressives, who apparently have a “nur-
turant family” orientation. In Eysenck’s vocabulary, they are more “tender-
minded” than those nasty brutes in Ohio who voted for Bush. Through 
counterposing two different types of moral beings, Lakoff and his adherents 
can reconcile themselves to the fact that it was their moral superiority that 
lost them the election. In this way they prove to be no less committed to 
playing the moral card than the target of their opprobrium—the Religious 
Right. The difference between the two is that Lakoff has seen the “psycho-
logical light,” whereas those with a “strict father morality” have opted for 
the “religious light” (Lakoff 2004:11–12).

The view that a significant section of the public is too stupid to grasp the 
high-minded and sophisticated ideals of American liberals expresses a pro-
found sense of contempt toward ordinary folk. Furthermore, it uncritically 
transfers responsibility for the contemporary malaise of political life on the 
simplistic and uneducated electorate. From this standpoint, it is not the in-
ability of liberal politics to connect with significant sections of the public, 
but the narrow-mindedness of the electorate that accounted for the defeat of 
Kerry. In Britain a similar argument was used to account for the ascendancy 
of the Thatcher era. Thatcher’s electoral victims were associated with the 
influence of working-class authoritarianism. Left-wing and liberal academ-
ics characterized Thatcherism as a form of authoritarian populism that had 
somehow seduced sections of an easily misled working class (Gamble 1994). 
They argued that a heady mixture of nationalism, racism, and appeal to 
self-interest created a powerful right-wing populist movement that provided 
Thatcher with grassroots support. In those days it was fashionable to poke 
fun at “Essex Man” and “Essex Woman,” supposedly the embodiment of the 
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irrational but materialistic and selfish working-class supporters of Thatcher 
who would not respond to the high-minded appeals of left-wing politicians. 
Today, a not dissimilar argument is used to account for the limited gains that 
right-wing fringe groups have made in working-class constituencies such as 
Barking in East London.

The direct and transparent denunciation of people’s mental capacities 
made by leftists and liberal political thinkers and activists is rare in a cul-
ture that professes to be anti-elitist. Such stereotyping would meet with 
condemnation if it were directed at minorities or another section of society. 
That is why usually such contempt is transmitted through euphemisms 
and through nods and winks. In the sixties, critics of populism pointed the 
finger at “hard hats” and “materialist” working people. Today in the United 
States such attitudes are expressed through terms like “NASCAR dads,” 
“Valley Girls,” “Joe six-pack,” or “redneck.” Lakoff claims that Bush’s popu-
larity with the NASCAR dads is due to their common identification with 
strict father values. The old Cold War thesis of the “authoritarian working 
class” has been recycled to help liberals rationalize their sense of isolation 
from everyday society. The pathological roots of backward attitudes are to 
be found in the poor quality of parenting experienced by Lakoff’s stereo-
type conservative. In the UK, NASCAR dads have a different name. They are 
dismissed as “chavs,” “white van man,” “Worcester Woman,” or “tabloid 
readers.” Since these are people who can not be mobilized for progressive 
causes, the best course of action is to try to isolate or ignore them and mini-
mize their influence on society.

The tendency to treat supporters of populist campaigns as the enemy be-
trays a feeble attachment toward democratic politics. After all, supporters of 
populism constitute an important section of the people and they need to be 
taken no less seriously than those whose views appears more enlightened. 
It is also important to note that populist movements are influenced by a 
variety of contradictory motives. Disenchantment with the political system 
and the elites can lead people to adopt a narrow-minded divisive attitude 
of them-and-us toward other groups. But often populist movements are 
influenced by an aspiration for social solidarity and even by egalitarian 
impulse. It is worth recalling that historically many populist movements 
such as the Chartists were associated with the politics of the Left. As Kazin 
observed, in the United States for over a century the language of populism 
was an inspiration to movements of the Left. It was only in the 1940s that 
American populist political discourse began to migrate from the Left to the 
Right. In principle there is no reason why the populist imagination should 
be monopolized by one single political voice (Kazin 1995).

As sociologists, it is important to realize that our public should not be 
confined to those whose sentiments resonate with the culture of universi-
ties and associated institutions—non-governmental organization, advocacy 
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groups, and social movements. One of the challenges confronting public 
sociology is to promote a sociologically informed view of the world.

RECOVERING THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

Today, Western culture makes sense of the experience of social isolation by 
interpreting behavior through the highly individualized idiom of therapeu-
tic discourse. Our culture has fostered a climate where the internal world of 
the individual has become the site where the problems of society are raised 
and where it is perceived they need to be resolved. This shift of focus from 
the social to the internal life of the individual has also led to a reorienta-
tion of intellectual life toward a preoccupation with the self. And since the 
self is defined through feelings, the state of emotion is often represented 
as the key determinant of both individual and collective behavior. Social 
problems are frequently recast as individual ones that have no direct con-
nection to the social realm.

Today, the conviction that our experiences are the outcome of personal 
choices is fueled by a heightened sense of individuation. In an age of 
hyper-mobility and the fragmentation of communities and social networks, 
people’s lives have acquired an intensely atomized character. The German 
sociologist Ulrich Beck writes of the “isolation of individuals within homo-
geneous social groups” (Beck 2002:33). As a result our ability to perceive 
the many things that we share and to grasp the wider social forces that 
influence our decisions is compromised by the experience of isolation. In 
such circumstances finding meaning in our social experience is fraught with 
difficulty. Isolation also encourages individuals to interpret the difficulty 
they have in making sense of their lives as the product of their internal life 
rather than as a statement about the inability of society to provide people 
with a common web of meaning. In current times the distress that emerges 
from social conditions is frequently experienced as a problem of the self. 
The cumulative outcome of this process is the decline in the influence of 
the sociological imagination.

Since modernity the sociological imagination has influenced different 
publics to acquire a grasp of the historical and social dimension of their 
experience. In his classical account, C. Wright Mills observed that the 
“sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger 
historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external 
career of a variety of individuals” (Mills 1959:5). For Mills the sense of 
history provides people with a web of meaning through which individual 
experience is connected with the life of others. Mills believed that “through 
this imagination, individuals understand their own experience and their 
personal trajectory through grasping the period they live in and the fate of 
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other people.” As a result people grasp how their individual biography is 
bound up with the fate of others. Mills took the view that the “sociologi-
cal imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and the relation 
between the two within society” (Mills 1959:5).

For a variety of reasons the sociological imagination does not resonate 
with the cultural temper of our times. And as we noted elsewhere increas-
ingly the distress that emerges from social conditions is often experienced 
as individual deficits. Back in the fifties Mills noted that “many great public 
issues as well as many private troubles are described in terms of ‘the psy-
chiatric’—often, it seems, in a pathetic attempt to avoid the large issues and 
problems of modern society” (Mills 1959:12). It seems that this tendency 
has intensified and exercises a significant influence on the conduct of pub-
lic life.

One of the consequences of this decline in the sociological imagination 
is a growing tendency to redefine public issues as the private problem of the 
individual. This mood is vividly captured through the individualized idiom 
of therapy. Through the language of psychology, therapeutic culture frames 
the way that problems are perceived. “The result is that social problems are 
increasingly perceived in terms of psychological dispositions: as personal 
inadequacies, guilt feelings, anxieties, conflicts and neuroses,” concludes 
Beck (2002:39). As British psychologist David Smail argues, the language 
of therapy helps to construct a common sense that regards feelings and 
behavior as the outcome of “interior causation” (Smail 2001:ix). Everyday 
common sense instructs us to regard feelings and behavior as the product 
of passions that come from inside ourselves.

Of course understanding the self and the internal life of the individual 
is important for comprehending individual behavior and the wider life of 
the community. However, a one-dimensional preoccupation with the self 
often leads to overlooking the social and cultural foundations of individual 
identity. This approach leads to a novel and specific representation of the 
self—one that the sociologist John Rice has characterized as an “asocial 
self” (Rice 1996:88–89). From the standpoint of the asocial self what mat-
ters is its internal life. The significance of social and cultural influence is 
discounted in favor of a narrow psychological deliberation of personal 
emotions. In previous periods of modern life, important intellectual trends 
tended to attach little significance to the individual self in their explana-
tions of society. A crude economic or social determinism had little room 
for the individual subject. For example, a bewildering variety of human 
action—why people joined clubs, why women had small families, or why 
a particular group hated foreign people—was explained as the outcome of 
economic circumstances. But yesterday’s economic and social determinism 
has been overtaken by a new and far cruder variety of determinism—that 
of emotional determinism. The state of our emotions is now represented 
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as the cause of many of the problems faced by contemporary society. The 
way we feel about ourselves—our self-esteem—has become an important 
explanatory tool for making sense of the world (Furedi 2004:24–43).

On both sides of the Atlantic, explanations oriented toward the emotions 
are now used to make sense of problems that in the past were illuminated 
through socioeconomic or philosophical analysis. “Problems that were 
once considered political, economic, or educational are today found to be 
psychological,” notes Eva Moskowitz (2001:2) in her important study of 
the history of therapeutic culture in the United States. Moskowitz notes that 
America’s “obsession with feelings” in the 1970s helped establish an envi-
ronment where social problems tended to be framed from a psychological 
perspective. This trend was particularly evident in relation to the problem 
of racial oppression, where increasingly the consequence of discrimination 
was interpreted in therapeutic terms. According to this approach those who 
suffered from racism suffered permanent damage to their personality. In 
effect they became damaged people. In turn Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn (2001) 
has noted that the cure for the damaged personality requires therapeutics 
leading to an emphasis on managing attitudes and away from tackling the 
question of equality. In Britain too there is a growing tendency to psycholo-
gize the problem of racism. Whereas in the past critics of racism empha-
sized the salience of economic inequality, discrimination, and violence, to-
day there is a tendency to adopt the therapeutic language of victimization.

The tendency to perceive the failures of institutions and of society in 
terms of their impact on individual emotions is not confined to the issue 
of racism. When The Guardian newspaper published a major report on the 
crisis in Britain’s education system, its emphasis was on the emotional 
damage suffered by poor children, rather than on their social conditions or 
the failure of the system of education: “Poverty does its worst damage with 
the emotions of those who live with it” (The Guardian 1999). It seems that 
society is far more comfortable in dealing with poverty as a mental health 
problem than as a social issue. This approach is supported by a widely held 
premise that adverse circumstances, even relatively banal ones are stress-
inducing and cause trauma and various forms of mental illness. The prevail-
ing cultural climate provided a fertile terrain for the growth of therapeutic 
critique of social problems. Its orientation toward psychological damage 
caused by systemic forces was one that could readily be accommodated by 
the individualistic temper of our time. The cumulative effect of these trends 
was to individualize protest and encourage what Beck characterizes as the 
“individual-therapeutic ways of handling problems” (Beck 2002:37).

The individual-therapeutic response is symptomatic of the tendency 
to experience problems in an individuated and fragmented manner. The 
shift of focus from society to the individual has important implications 
for the way that the public is conceptualized. From this perspective the 
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public tends to be represented as a collection of individuals rather than a 
community of people whose influence is greater than the sum of its parts. 
So corresponding to the erosion of the sociological imagination is a weak 
concept of the public and of the people that constitute it. It appears that 
the declining influence of the sociological imagination is paralleled by a 
diminished status assigned to the sense of agency.

To understand the sense of powerlessness that pervades public life it is 
necessary to look at the way contemporary culture influences the way we 
regard ourselves as human beings. The prevailing sense of diminished sub-
jectivity is underwritten by a distinct code about the workings of human 
behavior and personhood. Every culture provides a set of ideas and beliefs 
about the nature of human beings and what constitutes their personhood. 
Our ideas about what we can expect from one another, how we handle 
uncertainty and change, deal with adversity and pain, and how we view his-
tory are underpinned by the particular account that a culture offers about 
personhood and the human potential. As I argue elsewhere, the defining 
feature of the current Western twenty-first-century version of personhood is 
its vulnerability (Furedi 2004).

The belief that people exist in a state of vulnerability informs the way that 
we are expected to make sense of our experiences. As a cultural metaphor, 
vulnerability is used to highlight the claim that people and their communi-
ties lack the emotional and psychological resources necessary to deal with 
change, make choices, and possess the emotional resources to deal with 
adversity. From this perspective public life itself can exist only in a feeble 
form. It is this diminished sense of agency presupposed by the association 
of personhood with vulnerability that public sociology needs to confront. 
It is worth recalling that on balance Mills had an optimistic view of person-
hood. With a hint of irony he noted that “we have come to know that the 
limits of ‘human nature’ are frighteningly broad” (Mills 1959:6).

CULTIVATING THE ACTIVE SIDE OF PUBLIC LIFE

Public sociology can make an important contribution to community life 
through its emphasis on the social dimension of people’s experience. It 
needs to project a sense of a world that can encourage purposeful public 
activity and the exercise of agency. Of course it is not a question of simply 
taking sociology to the public. If it is to resonate with a wider audience it 
needs to be a sociology that develops through public engagement. That 
requires public sociologists to resist the prevailing anti-populist prejudices 
that inform the thinking of the cultural elites. Respect for the public is im-
portant. But respect does not mean an uncritical acceptance of public life 
as it is now constituted. It is precisely because we respect the intelligence 
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of our public that we are prepared to question its prevailing outlook and 
common sense and enter into to an open-ended dialogue with it.

An intelligent public is the product of intellectual and cultural ferment 
and lively debate. Historically such publics have emerged in response to 
issues and problems that exercised a great significance over its life. Not 
infrequently such publics have thrown up their own intellectuals who 
were prepared to ask questions of those in power. There is no reason why 
sociologists can not make a significant contribution in this respect. Indeed 
unless we see ourselves as part of a public we will lack the language with 
which to conduct a wider conversation. Language and attitude to language 
is crucial. One of our tasks is to convey complex ideas in a simple—not sim-
plistic!—form. Nor is it simply the case of taking our sociology to a wider 
audience. It is also a question of developing a sociology that is open-ended 
and able to yield to new experience. As sociologists who aspire to engage 
with a wider public we have to realize that one of the principal tasks fac-
ing us is the restoration of the sociological imagination among ourselves. 
Sociology needs to possess a robust sense of the social if it is to invite the 
attention of the kind of people who can constitute active participants in 
an articulate public. What is required is what Burawoy has characterized 
as “organic public sociology.” “Between the organic public sociologist and 
a public is a dialogue, a process of mutual education,” he notes (Burawoy 
2005:8). One important outcome of such a dialogue will be to render 
visible the important connections that underpin altruistic sensibility and 
future acts of social solidarity.
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The clearest trend in American sociology over the past several years has 
been toward pursuing what Michael Burawoy coined “public sociology.” 
Just as clear is that the idea of giving sociology a more public face has 
moved American sociologists, albeit in two opposite directions. Indeed, 
public sociology’s proponents are matched in their enthusiasm only by the 
vehemence of their opponents.

Regardless of their respective positions, sociologists brave enough to 
enter the debate over the virtues and vices of public sociology have largely 
ignored a crucial way in which to take the discipline public; namely, 
through teaching. In all that has been written about public sociology, very 
little has been said about students, perhaps sociologists’ largest and most 
obvious public audience. And the few published essays that have discussed 
the teaching of sociology have focused solely on undergraduate and gradu-
ate students. To this point, every aspiring public sociologist, as well as each 
opponent of public sociology, has completely ignored what may very well 
be a much more important public: high school students.

This chapter begins with a brief outline of the intellectual lineage of pub-
lic sociology and a summary of the little that has been written about the 
connection between public sociology and the teaching of sociology. The 
bulk of the chapter is devoted to discussing how Burawoy’s four “faces” of 
sociology have been, are, and could be applied in high school classrooms. 
In the process, it brings to light the absolute necessity of a solid foundation 
of professional sociology. I ultimately argue that without the strong pres-
ence of professional sociology, the other three types cannot and will not be 
developed in high school sociology courses.

11
Presenting Sociology’s Four 
“Faces”: Problems and Prospects 
for the High School Course
Michael DeCesare
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TEACHING SOCIOLOGY: A NEGLECTED 
EXAMPLE OF PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Sociologists have always been the most introspective of social scientists. 
Since Robert Lynd (1939) famously asked Knowledge for What? 70 years 
ago, each succeeding generation of sociologists has struggled to define the 
discipline’s purpose, mark its boundaries, and confront its theoretical and 
methodological weaknesses. Michael Burawoy’s relatively recent call for a 
more “public sociology,” and the lively debates it has stirred up, is only the 
most recent case in point.

Like previous sociologists who have been courageous enough to offer 
a vision of what the discipline could and should be, Burawoy has said 
relatively little about how his notion might be realized by teaching sociol-
ogy. In fact, most sociologists—critics and supporters of public sociology 
alike—have said very little about connecting the teaching of sociology to 
the promotion of public sociology. And among the few commentators 
who have discussed teaching, not a single one has devoted any attention to 
teaching below the undergraduate level.

Besides Burawoy himself, just one of the contributors to a 2004 Social 
Forces symposium on public sociology even mentioned teaching—and only 
in footnotes (see Brady 2004). The journal Social Problems also published 
a symposium on public sociology in 2004. Like the papers in the Social 
Forces special issue, its essays, with two minor exceptions, had nothing to 
say about teaching (see Pfohl 2004 and Vaughan 2004). One year after the 
Social Forces and Social Problems symposia appeared, The American Sociologist 
published a special double issue on public sociology, an ambitious project 
which was eventually turned into a book (see Nichols 2007). Only Edna 
Bonacich (2005) devoted any space—a page and a half, to be exact—to the 
link between public sociology and the teaching of sociology. She admit-
ted to “try[ing] to inject a ‘Marxist’ understanding” into her undergraduate 
course on Research Methods in Ethnic Studies (2005:113). She did so by 
asking students to participate in group projects on “‘lessening inequality’ or 
‘countering racism’” (2005:114). Bonacich’s essay, as well as her teaching 
style, clearly leaned toward outright activism rather than sociology.

Nichols’s (2007) edited volume on public sociology is one of three that 
have appeared over the past couple of years. Clawson et al.’s (2007) col-
lection offers essays by fifteen prominent sociologists—including two by 
Michael Burawoy himself—on public sociology. And a third collection 
of essays on public sociology, Blau and Smith’s (2006) Public Sociologies 
Reader, appeared one year earlier. Among the three books, there is not a 
single mention of using high school classrooms as what Burawoy would 
call “laboratories” for public sociology.
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As the person who has spearheaded the campaign for public sociology, 
Burawoy has written relatively little about teaching. And, like previous 
authors’ comments, his observations have applied only to college and uni-
versity classrooms. Perhaps Burawoy’s clearest statement of the relationship 
between teaching and public sociology is in his contribution to the Social 
Forces symposium, where he suggested, quite correctly, that “students are 
our first public” (Burawoy 2004:1608). Borrowing the terms and themes 
found in Freire (1993[1970]) and, before him, in Gramsci (1971), Burawoy 
differentiated “traditional” from “organic” public sociology, and discussed 
in one paragraph—of a 16-page article—how each results in a unique 
teaching style:

In the traditional approach we treat [students] as empty vessels to be filled 
with knowledge. The lecturer stands above the lectured in a position of un-
questioned authority—the possessor and disseminator of truth. Dialogue, if 
it takes place at all, does so behind the back of the lecturer. In the organic 
approach to teaching, students are treated not as tabula rasa but as carriers of 
accumulated experience, brought to the surface and turned into knowledge 
through dialogue. That experience may be cultivated from a student’s own 
biography and augmented through specific engagements (e.g., service learn-
ing)—the underlying presumption is that the teacher and taught have an or-
ganic relation, that the educator too must be educated. (Burawoy 2004:1608)

Few sociologists are likely to disagree with Burawoy’s “organic” conceptu-
alization of teaching. As attractive as it might be, however, it says very little 
about precisely how it qualifies as public sociology.

It is undoubtedly true that our students are our first public. But under-
graduates are not necessarily the largest or most important, and they are 
certainly not the only, potential public audience for sociology. In fact, 
more than one-third of a million students each year take a sociology course 
at some point in high school (U.S. Department of Education 2001). These 
students constitute a very large and very public captive audience. Practicing 
and aspiring public sociologists alike should begin examining the kinds of 
sociology that high school students have been and are exposed to—as well 
as thinking about the kinds they should be exposed to.

What follows is an outline of the past, present, and probable future pre-
sentations of Burawoy’s four “faces” of sociology in high school courses. I 
suggest that none of the four has ever been prevalent in high schools, and 
only one—professional sociology—is at all likely to become more com-
mon. But even establishing that type, I argue, will take a lot of work. The 
fact of the matter is that without a deep and solid foundation of profes-
sional sociology, the other three types cannot and will not develop at the 
secondary level. This is a lesson, incidentally, that carries over into each 
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subfield of sociology, insofar as its practitioners are interested in connecting 
their particular area of expertise to public sociology.

PRESENTING SOCIOLOGY’S FOUR “FACES” 
TO HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

Regardless of one’s own orientation to sociology, every self-reflective so-
ciologist would do well to devote serious attention to Burawoy’s fourfold 
conceptualization of the field; that is, professional, critical, policy, and 
public sociologies. Though one may quarrel with Burawoy’s definition of 
each type, and with the relationships he observes among them, it is diffi-
cult to deny that his model neatly categorizes an increasingly messy field. 
It also provides a useful framework for thinking about the ways in which 
sociology has been taught in high schools—a subject that has been largely 
ignored by sociologists for more than 95 years (DeCesare 2007).

Professional Sociology

Burawoy (2005:10) suggests that the role of professional sociology is 
to “suppl[y] true and tested methods, accumulated bodies of knowledge, 
orienting questions, and conceptual frameworks” for the practice of both 
policy and public sociology; indeed, it provides the legitimacy of and ex-
pertise for both types. Professional sociology, in short, consists not only 
of currently popular sociological theories and research methods, but of 
the historical debates and questions that led to their development. For the 
purposes of this chapter, it is helpful to think of professional sociology as 
composed of the theoretical frameworks, methodological approaches, and 
historical perspectives that dominate American sociology.

“Professional sociologist” is, for most academic sociologists, our “master 
identity.” Importantly, as Burawoy (2005:10) correctly points out, “there 
can be neither policy nor public sociology without a professional sociology.” 
It is the seed from which the other three types grow. Obviously, then, if 
sociologists hope to develop a more public—or, for that matter, critical or 
policy—brand of sociology in high school courses, it is necessary, first, for 
professional sociology to have a strong presence.

Unfortunately, the little existing research indicates that professional 
sociology—that is, academic sociology: formal theory, research methods, 
and a history of the discipline’s development—has been a relative rarity 
in high school sociology courses over the past 95 years.1 Marlene Weber 
(1978) carried out a survey of high school sociology courses and teachers 
in Wisconsin. She found that more than half (57.2 percent) of the courses 
focused solely on social problems or on a combination of social problems 
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and sociology. Very little academic sociology—in other words, professional 
sociology—was being taught at the time. In a follow-up to Weber’s (1978) 
research, Kraft (1981) again surveyed Wisconsin high school sociology 
teachers. He found that only about one-fourth (27 percent) of the courses 
stressed “sociology as [a] scientific discipline”; the other 73 percent em-
phasized social problems, practical interpersonal relationships, or some 
other approach (p. 67). Like Weber (1978), Kraft (1981:71) was forced to 
the conclusion that, at least in Wisconsin’s high schools, there was a “lack 
of emphasis on the scientific nature of sociology” in favor of a superficial 
focus on current social problems.

Though it would be nearly two decades before the publication of the next 
study of the content of high school sociology courses, it was apparent that 
nothing had changed. Dennick-Brecht (2000), Lashbrook (2001), and De
Cesare (2007) found that a large majority of high school sociology teachers 
in Pennsylvania (88.9 percent), New York (72.5 percent), and Connecticut 
(91.1 percent), respectively, used a standard introductory textbook—the 
overwhelming majority of which were college-level texts. Though a large 
percentage of teachers in each state ostensibly relied on a textbook as their 
primary teaching tool, at least some in Connecticut used it “as a reference 
more than a bible,” as one teacher told me during an interview. In other 
words, some teachers use texts solely to introduce students to the terminol-
ogy and definitions that supposedly characterize sociology.2

To provide the “meat” of the course, teachers utilized readings other 
than a textbook. Lashbrook (2001) and DeCesare (2007) both reported 
that an overwhelming percentage of the teachers in their respective samples 
(94.4 percent in New York and 82.1 percent in Connecticut) incorporated 
national and local newspaper as well as newsmagazine articles (e.g., New 
York Times, Hartford Courant, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report). These, 
of course, focus almost exclusively on current events, and are notoriously 
deficient in the extent of the sociological analyses they offer.

There is more. Research methods, which is generally considered one of 
the two pillars of professional sociology, was included in fewer than three-
fourths (72 percent) of the courses I studied in Connecticut; the second pil-
lar of professional sociology, theoretical perspectives, was offered in fewer 
than half (45 percent) of the courses (DeCesare 2007). These topics were 
included in 82.4 percent and 43.7 percent of New York high school sociol-
ogy courses, respectively (Lashbrook 2001). The most recent results clearly 
indicate that professional sociology is being deemphasized in favor of top-
ics that teachers perceive to be more interesting and relevant to students: 
culture, race, gender, deviance, and the like.

One final point has to do with teachers’ conceptions of sociology as a 
field of study. In short, they do not take it all that seriously. When pressed 
during interviews, teachers are typically much more concrete and articulate 
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about sociology’s perceived weaknesses (e.g., too much jargon, irrelevant to 
the real world, too much theory and abstraction, etc.) than they are about 
its strengths. Here is how one teacher responded to my asking whether he 
thought high school students were capable of understanding sociology: 
“Why wouldn’t they be able to understand sociology? It’s not rocket sci-
ence!” (see DeCesare 2006). The perception that sociology is easier and 
“softer” than most other courses in the curriculum is a fairly common one 
among high school sociology teachers, and is likely due primarily to their 
lack of training in sociology (see below).

Based on the conclusions drawn by recent researchers, and on past 
teachers’ published course descriptions (cf. DeCesare 2007), it is clear that 
professional sociology, as Burawoy describes it, is not, and rarely has been, 
an important feature of high school sociology courses. It is crucially impor-
tant for more professional sociology to be incorporated into high school 
sociology courses. In its absence, a high school course in the field becomes 
little more than a meandering discussion of current events. In its absence, 
high school students will leave the course with the impression that sociol-
ogy lacks any theoretical or methodological rigor. In its absence, and most 
importantly for the purposes of this chapter, Burawoy’s other three types of 
sociology cannot develop.

Consider the following, as just one illustration of the vast difference 
between the usual high school sociology course and one that is based on 
professional sociology. Many high school teachers include a section on 
education in their sociology courses. As it stands, it typically includes an 
unfocused—and unsociological—group discussion of the pros and cons of 
the controversial topic du jour: school vouchers, bussing, the No Child Left 
Behind Act, and the like. Injected with a dose of professional sociology, it 
would become something far more useful, interesting, and sociological. 
The teacher might lead students through an examination of the social func-
tions of schooling by framing the in-class discussions with fundamentally 
sociological questions: Who is involved in the process of schooling, and 
what roles do they play, what statuses do they occupy, and how are they 
structurally and organizationally connected to one another? How are dis-
tricts, schools, curricula, and classrooms organized, and why do they look 
as they do? In what ways do teachers and school environments socialize chil-
dren into acceptable behavior, attitudes, and morals? How does the educa-
tion system produce and perpetuate inequality based on sex, race, and social 
class? What are the causes of stratification both within and across schools 
and school districts? Fruitful sociological questions abound, and would be 
both more interesting and more relevant to high school students than stale, 
cliché-ridden debates about this or that contentious topic in education.
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Critical Sociology

Lest professional sociology get too carried away by its self-assumed 
virtues, critical sociology lies in wait, ready to “examine [its] founda-
tions—both the explicit and the implicit, both normative and descriptive” 
(Burawoy 2005:10). Critical sociologists, in short, keep professional soci-
ologists intellectually honest. Burawoy cites Robert Lynd, C. Wright Mills, 
Alvin Gouldner, and Alfred Lee as exemplars of the former. Certainly, criti-
cal sociology has, almost from the field’s beginnings in this country, played 
a crucial role in its development.

But critical sociology is virtually non-existent at the high school level. 
I am not aware of a single study that has documented the importance to 
high school teachers of a Lynd, a Mills, a Gouldner, or a Lee. It is true that 
a few teachers include an excerpt from The Sociological Imagination in their 
courses. It is also true that some aim for Mills’s primary goal of enabling 
students to recognize the relationship between biography and history. But 
these teachers are very few, and even they do not seem to fully appreciate 
or understand the criticisms leveled by sociology’s best-known intellectual 
pugilist. In fact, judging by the available data, many teachers have never 
heard of these figures, let alone thought about how to incorporate either 
them or their sharp criticisms into their sociology courses.

Critical sociology, as Burawoy (2005) has argued, is intimately tied to 
professional sociology. Since professional sociology is difficult to find in 
high school sociology courses, it should come as no surprise that a critical 
appraisal of it is also rare. Critical sociology can only grow where profes-
sional sociology is deeply rooted. If and when professional sociology begins 
to stretch its roots into the fertile ground offered by high schools, teachers 
must also be prepared to offer students a critical assessment of the field. As 
they should be in undergraduate courses, Mills, Gouldner, Lynd, and the 
like should become familiar figures in high school courses.

Students should be exposed to the epistemological, theoretical, and 
methodological debates that currently characterize the field. For without 
exposure to Mills, Gouldner, and Lynd, and the ideas they offered to stu-
dents of the field, high school students who take a course in sociology will 
depart with the badly mistaken belief that sociology is, and always has 
been, an incontestable body of truth, facts, and knowledge. They will be 
ignorant of the debates about sociology’s status as a science, the “proper” 
role of sociology in society, sociologists’ ongoing struggle with objectivity, 
the relationship between sociology and democracy, and the place of values 
in sociological research—among other things.3 Sociology, of course, is a 
fluid and contestable body of knowledge, and it should be taught to high 
school students as such.
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Policy Sociology

Policy sociology, according to Burawoy, is “sociology in the service of 
a goal defined by a client”; its purpose is typically to “provide solutions 
to problems that are presented to us, or to legitimate solutions that have 
already been reached” (Burawoy 2005:9). Policy sociology, in other words, 
may be thought of as the practical side of professional sociology.

Given high school teachers’ well-documented lack of training in socio-
logical theory and methods (DeCesare 2007), it is perhaps not surprising 
that very little policy sociology is practiced in high school sociology courses. 
Some, however, is, though necessarily in rudimentary form. A few teachers 
I interviewed reported conducting a schoolwide survey of students’ attitudes 
and beliefs, and subsequently presenting the results to administrators in the 
hope of changing school policies. After the infamous shooting at Colorado’s 
Columbine High School in 1999, for instance, one Connecticut teacher 
guided her sociology students through the development and administration 
of a questionnaire about bullying. The students presented their results at a 
schoolwide assembly that also included a panel discussion about how to use 
the study’s results to inform new policies about bullying and violence.

A second example of policy sociology was a study of academic cheating. 
One teacher I interviewed had her sociology class carry out a survey of nearly 
200 of their peers’ attitudes toward cheating. One questionnaire item asked: 
“If you saw someone cheating, would you report it?” Of the 182 students 
who responded, nearly 97 percent (n = 176) said “no.” This result, along 
with some commentary on it from the teacher of the course, were ultimately 
incorporated into an academic journal article (see Bushweller 1999).

Inspiring and interesting as these few examples are, they are rare. Policy 
sociology, like critical sociology, is difficult to find in high school class-
rooms. This is unfortunate, since policy-related activities can teach students 
at least three important lessons: that sociologists study important and 
timely issues, that sociology is applicable to the “real world,” and that 
sociological research can and does inform policy makers’ decisions. These 
are lessons that are too often lacking in introductory sociology courses—at 
both the high school and college levels. Nevertheless, projects in policy so-
ciology obviously should not be undertaken by teachers who have not been 
trained in sociological theory and methods. At best, any empirical results 
they and their students obtain would likely be meaningless; at worst, they 
could become dangerous if they fell or were placed into the wrong hands.

Public Sociology

Given what has been said so far, what are the prospects of using high 
school classrooms to develop a more public “face” for sociology? Not 
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promising. From my perspective, individuals who seek to teach or practice 
public sociology—teachers, sociologists, or whoever else—first need a clear 
and comprehensive understanding of professional sociology. Very few 
teachers, as I and others have pointed out, have been adequately trained in 
professional sociology, and even fewer have any familiarity with critical or 
policy sociology. They are, quite simply, teachers, first and foremost. And 
they are teachers of a variety of disciplines including, typically, history and 
psychology in addition to sociology. It is telling that I have not met one 
high school sociology teacher who thinks of him or herself primarily as a 
sociologist.

Still, and despite the rarity of it at the moment, public sociology can be 
found here and there in high school classrooms. Consider again the earlier 
example of the panel discussion of bullying that was prompted by one soci-
ology teacher’s class project. It is, I think, a prime example of public sociol-
ogy. In this case, the dialogue was between the student researchers (playing 
the role of sociologists), the panel, and the larger student body (a public). 
The goals were to raise awareness about bullying and violence in school, to 
stimulate a wider discussion of it, and to produce a meaningful and posi-
tive change in school policy. It is not difficult to imagine other topics that 
would lend themselves to a similar public conversation in schools: drug 
use, techniques for becoming a successful student, gangs, peer pressure, 
and the like. If sociology courses were taught by teachers who had been 
trained in professional sociology, conversations about these and other sub-
jects would be the norm, rather than the exception. The public sociologist’s 
mind boggles at what could be, if only we were to devote serious attention to 
increasing sociology teachers’ exposure to professional sociology.

PATHS FORWARD

But all is not lost. Critical, policy, and public sociologies can, I believe, be 
incorporated into high school classrooms. But there is a lot of work to be 
done before that can happen. Quite simply, but most importantly, high 
school sociology teachers must be better trained in professional sociology. 
There must be a sustained effort on the part of the ASA both in lobbying 
for legislation aimed at increasing the required coursework in sociology for 
high school teachers of the discipline, and in working to professionalize 
high school sociology teachers into the discipline. This is quite an old argu-
ment, but it is worth repeating (cf. DeCesare 2005a). The simple fact is that 
the ASA is the largest and most powerful sociological organization in the 
country; if there is to be change in the high school sociology classroom, it 
must be actively supported, if not initiated, by the association.
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The ASA might take a cue from another national body, the National 
Council for the Social Studies (NCSS). Several of the teachers I surveyed 
have benefited from this organization (see DeCesare 2007). One said: “I 
went to the NCSS conference in Washington, DC during November [2001]. 
One meeting was for sociology teachers. Four teachers showed up plus the 
V[ice] P[resident] (?) from the American Sociology [sic] Association. A high 
school teachers [sic] network of some sort seemed to be a good goal among 
those who attended. This would be centered on the internet.” Only a na-
tional organization—like the ASA or the NCSS—has the resources necessary 
for managing a national network of high school sociology teachers, even 
if it were only to be housed on the Internet (cf. DeCesare and Lashbrook 
2004).

A more general and consistent emphasis placed by the ASA upon teach-
ing might draw some high school sociology teachers into the discipline’s 
professional activities. As long as high school sociology teachers continue 
to view sociologists solely as researchers, rather than as teachers like 
themselves, they will not be motivated to participate in the discipline’s 
professional activities. It is therefore another one of the tasks of the ASA to 
change the misperceptions of sociology and sociologists held by most high 
school sociology teachers. The association might consider, for example, of-
fering free trial subscriptions of its journal Teaching Sociology, rather than 
Contexts, to high school teachers. One of the virtues of the former is that it 
makes clear the fact that all sociologists are not just researchers; most are 
teachers as well, and many study ways in which to improve the teaching 
of sociology.

Unfortunately, these recommendations are the latest in a series of re-
cent—and largely unheeded—suggestions made by sociologists for how the 
association might increase teachers’ involvement and improve the quality 
of their courses (cf. DeCesare 2002; Dennick-Brecht 2000; Dorn 1986; 
Lashbrook 2001; Piker-King 1982; Rienerth et al. 1998). Thus far, the ASA 
has rested content with trying to reform the courses themselves, rather than 
with trying to improve teachers’ training.

In the early 1990s, for example, the ASA created a Task Force on Content 
Standards for the High School Course in Sociology. It marked the first time 
since the New Social Studies movement of the 1960s and early 1970s that 
an ASA-sponsored body devoted itself to sociology in high school.4 The 
Task Force published “The High School Course in Sociology: Objectives 
and Standards” in 1993.5 The group’s position on sociology was made clear 
in the first sentence: “Sociology is the scientific study of human behavior.” 
The authors of the “Objectives and Standards” went on to describe sociol-
ogy as an “empirical science” and a “social science” (p. 2).

The fourteen major sections of the proposed course were: (1) Sociologi-
cal Perspectives, (2) Sociological Methods of Inquiry, (3) Culture, (4) Social 
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Structure, (5) Socialization, (6) The Self and Social Interaction, (7) Devi-
ance, Crime, and Social Control, (8) Groups and Organizations, (9) Social 
Institutions, (10) Stratification, (11) Racial and Ethnic Relations, (12) 
Gender and Age Inequality, (13) Demography and Urbanization, and (14) 
Social Change. To readers who have seen any of the dozens of introductory 
college textbooks currently on the market, this list will look familiar—the 
topics correspond quite nicely to the typical textbook’s chapters. Each of the 
sections of the semester-long course had at least nine objectives that “the 
learner will be able to do” after being exposed to that section. There were a 
total of 167 course objectives.

An important point is that only one of the six task force members, Rob-
ert Greene, was a high school teacher; he was also the only teacher of the 
ten “contributors and collaborators in the formation of standards.” It is 
unclear when the task force was dissolved, and it is unknown how much 
of an influence, if any, its statement of content and objectives actually had. 
Nevertheless, its goal was clear: to introduce more professional sociology 
into high school sociology courses.

Ten years after establishing the Task Force on Content Standards, the ASA 
appointed a Task Force on the Advanced Placement (AP) Course for Sociol-
ogy in High School in 2001. Of the fourteen original members, it was again 
only Robert Greene who was a high school teacher. Before disbanding in 
2005, the task force worked with representatives from both the American 
Political Science Association and the American Association of Geographers 
in an effort to set forth curriculum standards for the AP course in sociol-
ogy. Such standards are a necessary precursor to the implementation of an 
AP exam. In 2002, the Task Force completed a first draft of its proposed AP 
sociology curriculum.

Because the curriculum represented the first official ASA statement about 
course content and objectives to appear in ten years, and because it em-
bodies the ASA’s current vision for high school sociology, the proposed AP 
curriculum deserves careful examination. Here is the course outline: (1) The 
Sociological Perspective, (2) Research Methods, (3) Culture, (4) Socializa-
tion, (5) Social Organization, (6) Social Inequalities, (7) Deviance and 
Conformity, (8) Social Institutions, and (9) Social Change. Readers will 
notice, first, the similarity to “textbook” sociology. In comparing this list to 
the list created by the 1993 task force, little change is evident. Perhaps most 
obvious is the fact that this outline is much shorter than the 1993 outline, 
even though it is for a year-long rather than a semester-long course. How-
ever, most of the topics that appeared on the earlier list were subsumed 
under one of these nine more general headings.

Second, this is a course in academic, or professional, sociology. According 
to the draft of the course outline, the first topic, “The Sociological Perspec-
tive,” introduces “sociology as a discipline that is both basic science and 
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applied science.” More of the same follows in the second section on “Socio-
logical Theory and Research Methods”: “This section of the course introduces 
students to the dynamic interplay between theory and the logic of the scien-
tific method in sociology. . . . They will recognize that sociology is a science.”

The ASA’s approach to high school sociology courses has been consistent 
since the 1960s: teach academic sociology. But the ASA has missed a crucial 
point: teachers have never been trained to teach academic sociology (De
Cesare 2007). Teachers’ lack of formal training in, and professional ex-
posure to, the discipline is the primary reason why they have taken a 
current events approach. Most high school teachers never learned much, 
if anything, about sociological theory, research methods, or sociology’s 
scientific aspirations (DeCesare 2007). It seems unreasonable, therefore, 
to expect them to teach professional sociology. On the other hand, anyone 
who reads the newspaper or newsmagazines, or who watches television, is 
familiar with social problems and current events. It seems that teachers, by 
focusing on social problems, are teaching what they are most familiar with. 
They will likely continue to do so.

Even if they are trained in professional sociology, many teachers will 
probably continue to teach current events instead of sociology anyway. 
There are at least two major reasons for this. The first is purely pragmatic: 
Teachers need to consider what will be of interest and seem relevant to high 
school students, especially in the context of an elective course that could 
very quickly disappear from the curriculum if students do not enroll in it. 
Put bluntly, students are more interested in social problems that they are 
already familiar with than in sociological theory or research methods. Of 
the subjects covered in high school, which are more relevant and interesting 
to students than current events? Probably not many—and certainly not the 
principles of a vaguely defined scientific discipline. There is no reason to 
think that adolescent students’ interests will change any time soon.

A second reason that teachers are unlikely to introduce professional so-
ciology into their classrooms, even if they are familiar with it, is structural: 
they teach in the context of a social studies curriculum.6 Citizenship educa-
tion and the teaching of democratic values have been the dual goals of the 
American social studies curriculum since it was first developed immediately 
following the Civil War. This point is often overlooked in the scholarship 
on teaching sociology, even though early sociologists were aware of it. Ed-
ward Hayes (1923:419), for example, observed more than eighty years ago 
the “insistent and wide-spread demand among public school authorities 
for important changes in the curriculum of the public schools designed to 
provide a more adequate preparation for citizenship.” Put bluntly, teachers 
have little incentive to tinker with such a long-standing curricular objective, 
and little power to do so; indeed, they may be sanctioned by administra-
tors, colleagues, parents, and students for attempting to do so.



 Presenting Sociology’s Four “Faces” 199

Given the position that high school sociology teachers are in, it is not 
surprising that the ASA’s course-based efforts to inject more professional 
sociology into high schools have largely failed. We must begin to focus 
on the backgrounds, training, and experiences of teachers themselves if we 
hope to change the nature of high school sociology courses. The ASA has 
long ignored this point, and evidently continues to do so.7

An alternative avenue for increasing teachers’ professionalization runs 
through our various regional and state associations. I agree with Rienerth et 
al. (1998) that most regional sociological associations need to take a more 
active role in changing high school sociology for the better. It is somewhat 
disheartening that this suggestion was first put forth by Harold Meyer 
(1936) before World War II, and it is still being echoed today. Regional and 
state associations might follow the examples of the Wisconsin Sociological 
Association and the North Central Sociological Association, which regu-
larly offer workshops for high school teachers at their annual meetings (cf. 
Hougham 2005a). It might be the case that high school teachers would be 
more willing to attend the smaller, and often more personal, annual meet-
ings of the regional and state sociological associations than the large-scale 
annual ASA meetings. This presents an opportunity, especially for state 
sociological associations, to provide a “home” for high school sociology 
teachers (Rienerth et al. 1998:72). The smaller associations might also be 
able to communicate more effectively with local high school teachers than 
the ASA (Short, Watts, and Matlock 1986). For these reasons alone, regional 
and state sociological associations should encourage high school teachers 
to participate more consistently in the activities they sponsor.

Local and regional associations should also continue lobbying their re-
spective legislatures to impose minimum educational requirements on high 
school sociology teachers. Even without the support of the ASA, regional 
and state organizations could make a significant impact on legislators, local 
boards of education, and school administrators. After all, as Rienerth et al. 
(1998) point out, educational policy is made at the state and local levels. 
A big enough impact at these levels may even provoke the ASA into more 
sustained action on behalf of high school sociology and teacher training. 
In other words, rather than waiting for change to trickle down from the top 
of the organizational hierarchy, regional and state sociological associations 
should attempt to introduce change from below.

The discipline’s organizations should and must take the lead in improv-
ing relations between their members and high school teachers. But it is up 
to sociologists themselves to do the “dirty work.” If sociologists want to 
see a different type of sociology offered in high schools, they must model 
it, not simply write and talk about it. For when sociologists write and talk 
about anything, it is usually to one another. Former ASA representatives 
Carla Howery (1985) and Felice Levine (1997) have each provided a list 
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of the many ways in which sociologists can assist in the teaching of high 
school sociology, and in the process, contribute to the professionalization 
of teachers. Among them are to deliver guest lectures in high schools; pre-
pare a videotape about sociology; help with the school’s career day; visit 
annual meetings of state councils on the social studies to talk to teachers; 
become active in local school board activities and serve on advisory panels 
for curriculum materials, guest speakers, and selection of films; look at 
teacher training programs in schools of education and how sociologists can 
contribute to strengthening them. It is important that sociologists continue 
these efforts and initiate new ones.

Perhaps it should not be just any sociologists, at least at first. Jeff Lash-
brook and I have argued that the discipline’s “charismatic leaders” should 
take the lead in bringing about the kinds of changes sociologists wish to 
see in the high school classroom (see DeCesare and Lashbrook 2004). This 
suggestion is not as outlandish as it might seem. As early as the 1920s, 
prominent sociologists like Robert Park, Emory Bogardus, and Charles 
Cooley were taking public positions on sociology’s unique contribution 
to the high school social studies curriculum. Others, during the 1960s, 
publicly debated the merits of high school courses in sociology. Still others 
served in important roles in the nationwide Sociological Resources for the 
Secondary Schools (SRSS) project during the 1960s and early 1970s. To-
day’s most famous sociologists should follow the lead of their best-known 
predecessors, and make the professionalization of high school sociology a 
top priority. Doing so would likely convince other sociologists of the topic’s 
importance.

There is also the possibility that forming partnerships between univer-
sity sociology departments and high school social studies departments 
might encourage some sociology students—both undergraduates and 
graduates—to pursue a teaching career in a secondary school. Other re-
searchers have also recognized the importance of encouraging sociology 
majors to teach in high school (Rienerth et al. 1998). Irving Horowitz 
(1968:138) once went so far as to call for “the activation of some of the 
very best sociologists in [high school sociology] programs.” Through 
the forging of partnerships between secondary and post-secondary in-
stitutions, academic sociologists with an interest in teaching could, for 
instance, teach one fewer class at the college level and assist high school 
instructors in the teaching of their courses during a given semester. On the 
bright side, several university sociology departments have begun reaching 
out to their local high schools: Appalachian State University, Fairfield 
University, UCLA, Temple University, and the University of Rhode Island 
have been at the forefront of this cooperative effort (see Hougham 2006, 
2005a, 2005b, 2005c; Hougham and Hougham 2005).
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The important point in all of the suggestions offered above is that there 
must be a more sustained commitment on the parts of both the ASA and its 
regional affiliates, as well as academic departments of sociology, to increase 
the presence of professional sociology in high school sociology courses. As 
I argued above, it is only after professional sociology becomes a normal 
feature of the courses that we can hope to develop any of Burawoy’s other 
three types.

CONCLUSION

In all that has been written about public sociology over the past several 
years, very little has been written about teaching sociology—and noth-
ing at all has been written about teaching high school sociology. But, as 
I have argued, high school students constitute perhaps our largest and 
most accessible public audience. As I mentioned earlier, over one-third of 
a million high school students enroll in a sociology course each year. We 
would do well to think seriously about what these hundreds of thousands 
of students have learned, are learning, and could learn from their sociol-
ogy teachers.

In a first step toward doing so, this chapter has outlined the past, pres-
ent, and future of high school sociology courses, as each is connected to 
Burawoy’s four forms of sociology. Admittedly, I have not painted a rosy 
picture. There is an enormous amount of work to be done if the ASA and in-
dividual sociologists are serious about developing a respectable high school 
course—and a high school course that prominently displays even one of 
Burawoy’s four “faces” of sociology. The biggest hurdle right now—and 
for the past 95 years, for that matter—is teachers’ general lack of training 
in professional sociology. I have suggested that the ASA, regional organiza-
tions, and academic departments of sociology each have important roles to 
play, though the ASA’s is the most important. The association must renew, 
and then sustain, its efforts to “bring teachers into the fold,” as one teacher 
in Connecticut pleaded. Sociologists have suggested a variety of ways in 
which the ASA might reach out to teachers, and to offer them meaningful 
professionalization experiences (cf. DeCesare 2002; DeCesare and Lash-
brook 2004; Howery 1985; Levine 1997), but the association has not done 
much on either front.8

In closing, let me be as blunt as possible: Without a serious commit-
ment on the part of the ASA, none of Michael Burawoy’s four faces of so-
ciology will become fixtures in high school sociology courses. And unless 
we first plant the seeds of professional sociology, the others will not—and 
cannot—ever grow.
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NOTES

I owe a good deal of thanks to Vince Jeffries for several reasons. With regard to this 
chapter specifically, I wish to thank him for his extensive and thoughtful sugges-
tions for improvement.

1. What follows is a review of the little relevant research from the past 30 years. 
For the purposes of this chapter, it suffices to say that there has been remarkably 
little change in terms of content and objectives between 1911, the year in which 
the first high school sociology courses were offered, and the present. See DeCesare 
(2007, 2005b) for an analysis of the content of the courses that existed between 
1911 and the late 1970s.

2. I say “supposedly” because Best and Schweingruber (2003) have pointed out 
the disconnect between the terminology used in introductory textbooks and the 
language that is actually used in sociological journal articles.

3. Thanks to Vince Jeffries for suggesting several items on this list, as well as 
some of the topics I mention below that lend themselves to a “public” conversation 
among student researchers and the larger student body.

4. See DeCesare (2007, 2004) for a history of the ASA’s involvement in high 
school sociology.

5. There is some confusion about the publication date, which is exacerbated by 
the fact that the document itself is not dated. Dennick-Brecht put its publication at 
1993 in some places in her dissertation, then at 1996 in others (see Dennick-Brecht, 
“Schools in Pennsylvania”). The ASA representative and 1989 task force member 
whom I contacted could not remember the date that the “Objectives and Standards” 
were published.

6. See Andriot (2007) for the only discussion of standards in the high school 
sociology course.

7. For the latest example of the ASA’s misplaced emphasis, see Executive Officer 
Sally Hillsman’s (2007) pronouncement that the association continues to work on 
implementing an AP course in sociology. This, despite the facts that (1) the College 
Board rejected the ASA’s original AP course proposal in 2004; (2) more than 60 
percent of public high schools in the country do not even offer a regular course in 
sociology (DeCesare 2008); (3) the regular courses that do exist are in dismal condi-
tion (DeCesare 2007); and (4) in at least one state, regular sociology courses are in 
danger of becoming extinct (Reiling and Kinney 2007).

8. See Howery (2004) for one idea that was put into practice, albeit with no 
known results so far.

REFERENCES

Andriot, Angie L. 2007. “A Comparative Analysis of Existing Standards for High 
School Sociology Curricula.” Teaching Sociology 35:17–30.

Best, Joel, and David Schweingruber. 2003. “First Words: Do Sociologists Actually 
Use the Terms in Introductory Textbooks’ Glossaries?” The American Sociologist 
34:97–106.



 Presenting Sociology’s Four “Faces” 203

Blau, Judith, and Keri E. I. Smith. 2006. Public Sociologies Reader. Lanham, MD: Row-
man & Littlefield.

Bonacich, Edna. 2005. “Working with the Labor Movement: A Personal Journey in 
Organic Public Sociology.” The American Sociologist 36:105–120.

Brady, David. 2004. “Why Public Sociology May Fail.” Social Forces 82:1629–1638.
Burawoy, Michael. 2004. “Public Sociologies: Contradictions, Dilemmas, and Pos-

sibilities.” Social Forces 82:1603–1618.
———. 2005. “For Public Sociology.” American Sociological Review 70:4–28.
Burawoy, Michael, William Gamson, Charlotte Ryan, Stephen Pfohl, Diane 

Vaughan, Charles Derber, and Juliet Schor. 2004. “Public Sociologies: A Sympo-
sium from Boston College.” Social Problems 51:103–130.

Bushweller, Kevin. 1999. “Generation of Cheaters.” The American School Board Jour-
nal 186(4):24–30, 32.

Clawson, Dan, Robert Zussman, Joya Misra, Naomi Gerstel, Randall Stokes, Doug-
las L. Anderton, and Michael Burawoy. 2007. Public Sociology: Fifteen Eminent 
Sociologists Debate Politics and the Profession in the Twenty-First Century. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

DeCesare, Michael. 2002. “The Lesson to Be Learned: The Past Troubles and Future 
Promise of Teaching High School Sociology.” Teaching Sociology 30:302–316.

———. 2004. “‘Apathetic, Active, or Antagonistic’: A History of the American So-
ciological Association’s Involvement in High School Sociology.” The American 
Sociologist 35:102–123.

———. 2005a. “The High School Sociology Teacher.” Teaching Sociology 33:345–
354.

———. 2005b. “95 Years of Teaching High School Sociology.” Teaching Sociology 
33:236–251.

———. 2006. “‘It’s Not Rocket Science!’ High School Sociology Teachers’ Concep-
tions of Sociology.” The American Sociologist 37:51–67.

———. 2007. A Discipline Divided: Sociology in American High Schools. Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books.

———. 2008. “Sociology in U.S. High Schools.” Teaching Sociology 36:254–261.
DeCesare, Michael, and Jeff Lashbrook. 2004. “The Status of High School Sociology: 

Some Recommendations.” Footnotes 32:4–5.
Dennick-Brecht, M. Kathryn. 2000. “A Status Report on Introductory Sociology 

Courses in Public High Schools in Pennsylvania.” Ed.D. dissertation, Department 
of Education, Duquesne University, Pittsburgh, PA.

Dorn, Dean S. 1986. “High School Sociology: A View from California.” Footnotes 
14:13–14.

Freire, Paulo. 1993 [1970]. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Gramsci, Antonio. 1971. Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Edited and translated 

by Q. Hoare and G. N. Smith. New York: International Publishers.
Hayes, Edward C. 1923. “The Contribution of Sociology to Secondary Education.” 

American Journal of Sociology 28:419–435.
Hillsman, Sally T. 2007. “Advancing the Placement of Sociology.” Footnotes 35:2.
Horowitz, Irving L. 1968. Professing Sociology: Studies in the Life Cycle of Social Science. 

Carbondale: Southern Illinois University.



204 Chapter 11

Hougham, Victoria. 2005a. “Training High School Sociology Teachers at Associa-
tion Meetings.” Footnotes 33:6.

———. 2005b. “Gaming in Watts: UCLA and Locke Senior High School in Partner-
ship.” Footnotes 33:8.

———. 2005c. “Bringing Sociology into Our High Schools through Student-to-
Student Outreach.” Footnotes 33:4.

———. 2006. “All (High School) Politics Are Local: Devoted Professor Helps En-
hance High School Sociology Courses.” Footnotes 34:4.

Hougham, Victoria, and Gavin W. Hougham. 2005. “Mapping High School Sociol-
ogy: Fairfield University Partners with High Schools.” Footnotes 33:7.

Howery, Carla B. 1985. “Sociology in High School.” Footnotes 13:4.
———. 2004. “ASA High School Outreach Initiative Seeks Members in 12 Key 

States.” Footnotes 33:11.
Kraft, James D. 1981. “High School Sociology in Wisconsin: A Troubled Discipline.” 

Wisconsin Sociologist 18:65–71.
Lashbrook, Jeff. 2001. “Sociology in High School: A Profile of New York State.” 

Teaching Sociology 29:354–359.
Levine, Felice J. 1997. “The K-12 Pipeline in Sociology.” Footnotes 25:2.
Lynd, Robert S. 1939. Knowledge for What? The Place of Social Science in American 

Culture. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Meyer, Harold D. 1936. “The Correlation of the Teaching of Sociology in High 

Schools and Colleges.” Social Forces 15:221–222.
Nichols, Lawrence T. (ed.). 2007. Public Sociology: The Contemporary Debate. New 

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.
Pfohl, Stephen. 2004. “Blessings and Curses in the Sociology Classroom.” Social 

Problems 51:113–115.
Piker-King, Kathleen. 1982. “How Other Academic Disciplines Approach Teaching 

Concerns and the Consequences for Sociology.” Sociological Spectrum 2:73–95.
Reiling, Denise, and David A. Kinney. 2007. “High School Sociology on the Endan-

gered Species List in Michigan.” Footnotes 35(9):1, 6.
Rienerth, Janice, Paul Lindsay, Michael Wise, Trina Seitz, and Julie Dillon. 1998. 

“Sociology and High School Teaching.” The American Sociologist 29:64–77.
Short, Alvin P., W. David Watts, and Donald T. Matlock. 1986. “Sociology in the High 

School: Perceptions of Those Who Teach It.” Sociological Spectrum 6:211–219.
U.S. Department of Education. 2001. The 1998 High School Transcript Study Tabula-

tions: Comparative Data on Credits Earned and Demographics for 1998, 1994, 1990, 
1987, and 1982 High School Graduates. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Print-
ing Office.

Vaughan, Diane. 2004. “Public Sociologist by Accident.” Social Problems 51:115–118.
Weber, Marlene. 1978. “Sociology in the Secondary Schools of Wisconsin.” Wiscon-

sin Sociologist 15:6–13.



205

Public sociology is centrally related to the teaching of sociology, given that 
it is defined by Burawoy (2005) as reflexive knowledge aimed at extra-
academic audiences. Students taking sociology for the first time are part 
of larger extra-academic audiences. Many who become interested in soci-
ology wonder what they might do with it. Burawoy’s (2005) typology of 
sociological labor greatly enlarges the spectrum of possibilities for students 
happy to see that there are a number of career pathways they could follow 
in sociology, across the quadrants of Burawoy’s fourfold table encompass-
ing professional, critical, policy, and public sociologies. This chapter first 
describes Burawoy’s four types of sociology and how they relate to the 
teaching of sociology. It then considers some relationships, tensions, and 
synergies between parts of the typology, how each might influence the oth-
ers, and the implications of such influences for teaching and learning.

In his 2005 presidential address, Burawoy clearly situates professional 
sociology as the foundation for everything else, because professional soci-
ology provides the scientific knowledge base. Like other fields, sociology 
needs an institutional base, with clear training and career paths. Graduate 
education is not financially sustainable on its own in most departments, 
so the fiscal viability of sociology in research universities depends on un-
dergraduate majors, minors, and service courses (Abbott 2000). Moreover, 
since 70 to 80 percent of advanced degree holders in sociology work in 
academia, the majority of career paths involve teaching.

Critical sociology examines “the foundations—both the explicit and 
the implicit, both normative and descriptive—of the research programs 
of professional sociology. . . . [and it] attempts to make professional 
sociology aware of its biases, silences, promoting new research programs 

205

12
Teaching and Public Sociology
Caroline Hodges Persell



206 Chapter 12

built on alternative foundations. Critical sociology is the conscience of 
professional sociology just as public sociology is the conscience of policy 
sociology” (Burawoy 2005:10). Critical sociology does more than simply 
challenge or criticize existing arrangements and practices, although it 
certainly does that. It also scrutinizes what we know and how we know 
it. It asks what is missing from a particular formulation of a question or 
problem, whose perspectives are omitted, what other perspectives might 
be possible in a given situation, and what are the hidden assumptions in a 
statement? It includes issues of major concern to professional sociologists, 
such as sampling and representativeness, measurement and measurement 
error, design, and inferences about causal relationships, and considers the 
difference between explanation and prediction. It anticipates unintended 
consequences from planned social action and looks for them. One of 
the major contributions of sociological research has been to bring out 
the unintended consequences of planned social changes, as in Karen’s 
(2005) discussion of the No Child Left Behind legislation. Because of the 
likelihood of such unanticipated consequences, both professional and 
critical sociology encourage the building of meaningful feedback loops 
into social policies.

“Policy sociology is sociology in the service of a goal defined by a cli-
ent.” Its purpose “is to provide solutions to problems that are presented 
to us, or to legitimate solutions that have already been reached” (Burawoy 
2005:9). Policy sociology is concerned with the application of socio-
logical principles, insights, and empirical research in everyday life, for the 
amelioration of social problems, usually in the realm of government (or 
some other social institution). Policy sociology can also provide strategic 
research sites for understanding better how things work (or don’t work) in 
the social world.

Public sociology, the fourth cell in Burawoy’s typology, “brings sociol-
ogy into a conversation with publics” (2005:7). It is one thing to recog-
nize public sociology, but “another thing to make it an integral part of 
our discipline” (Burawoy 2005:9). In contrast to policy sociology, public 
sociology “strikes up a dialogic relation between sociologist and public in 
which the agenda of each is brought to the table, in which each adjusts 
to the other” (Burawoy 2005:9). “The approaches of public and policy 
sociology are neither mutually exclusive nor even antagonistic” (Burawoy 
2005:9).

“Public sociology is often an avenue for the marginalized, locked out 
of the policy arena and ostracized in the academy” (Burawoy 2005:14). It 
may well be about efforts to change “official” practices. As such, it is of-
ten rooted in non-governmental organizations and may even be distinct 
from any institutional setting. For some examples, see Willie, Ridini, and 
Willard 2008.
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ANALYZING TEACHING IN TERMS OF THE FOUR TYPES

How do these four types illuminate the teaching of sociology, in terms of 
cognitive practices and potential pitfalls (see Burawoy 2005:16 and table 
3)? Teaching sociology is a form of public sociology because teachers are 
bringing sociology into dialogue with new publics. But they may also have 
professional audiences (e.g., graduate students) and peers if they publish 
about teaching. We consider below what some sociologists say about their 
teaching in each quadrant and how they involve students.

Professional Sociology

Professional sociology is related to where teaching occurs, what is taught, 
and to norms of accountability. Although teaching generally occurs within 
the academy, the home space of professional sociology, its arena is broad-
ening to include high schools (see chapter 11 by Michael DeCesare in this 
volume), community colleges, four-year colleges, comprehensive regional 
universities, as well as research universities. Teaching and learning may also 
occur in labor unions or communities, or through digital media including 
public television, web learning, and podcasts.

Teaching always involves decisions about what to teach. Do we teach 
primarily or only “professional” sociology, or do we also teach public, 
policy, and critical sociology? In what proportions? Studies of teachers, 
syllabi, and an ASA task force have all identified the importance of teach-
ing key theoretical and empirical sociological knowledge and scientific 
norms (Grauerholz and Gibson 2006; McKinney, Howery, Strand, Kain, 
and Berheide 2004; Wagenaar 2004). Another study of peer-designated 
leaders in professional sociology revealed that the most important un-
derstanding they wanted students to gain was a sense of what is distinc-
tive about a sociological perspective on social phenomena, compared to 
psychological, economic, political, anthropological, or linguistic perspec-
tives. They see this as the power of social factors—contexts, relationships 
(particularly power relationships), structures, patterns, institutions, val-
ues, attitudes, and practices—for explaining social behavior over and be-
yond individual personalities, temperaments, and traits (Persell, Pfeiffer, 
and Syed 2007).

Leaders also wanted students to understand the difference between 
opinions, on the one hand, and views based on systematic principles and 
empirical research that observe publicly discussed standards. They want stu-
dents to understand that “science is a method not a subject matter” (as Cora 
Marrett said at a Science Policy Breakfast at the American Sociological As-
sociation annual meeting, August 12, 2007) and want them to be exposed 
to research. Indeed, the leaders interviewed placed somewhat greater stress 
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on research and getting students involved in research than did sociology 
teachers more generally (Persell, Pfeiffer, and Syed forthcoming).

Professional sociology includes numerous research programs dealing 
with inequality, whether based on social class, race, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, age, disability, or some other characteristic, and leaders saw the cen-
trality of inequality in power and resources as another key understanding 
they wanted students to gain. Moreover, they often stressed the importance 
of incorporating data on these issues into courses (Persell, Pfeiffer, and 
Syed forthcoming).

Another important understanding concerned the concept of the social 
construction of reality, including things that economists posit as “natural 
laws” or deities, such as the “market” or market forces. This perspective 
asks students to constantly question definitions that appear to be rooted 
in nature, such as gender, race, and deviance, and explicate their socially 
constructed features (evident, for example, in the way definitions vary by 
time and place).

Professional sociology affects more than the place and content of teach-
ing. It also offers standards for professional practice and accountability. A 
major example is the way “Professional sociology is accountable to peer 
review” (Burawoy 2005:16). One of the big debates in teaching currently is 
how to make it more accountable to peers. There are greater calls for profes-
sional practices in teaching, not only in sociology but in many academic 
subjects. Since teaching is often done away from the scrutiny of fellow pro-
fessionals and since the principle “publics” for teaching are students who 
can assess only certain aspects (e.g., helpfulness, punctuality, enthusiasm, 
organization, responsiveness, and so forth), students may not be in the best 
position to assess the degree to which a course or a program represents vari-
ous issues, approaches, or knowledge in a field. Also, while students may 
be able to say whether or not they like particular methods of teaching, they 
may not always be able to assess the effectiveness of various methods, at 
least in the short term.

Interviews with peer-recognized leaders in the field of sociology reveal 
that some feel a tension between what might be seen as a professional re-
sponsibility for teaching introductory sociology students something about 
the field of sociology, its history, major theories, and how it differs from 
other social and behavioral sciences, and, on the other hand, teaching 
students about society and/or social problems, which students might find 
more immediately engaging and useful (Persell, Pfeiffer, and Syed 2007). 
Some articulated this as a tension between seeing introductory courses as 
gateways and background for the major, in contrast to seeing them as a 
chance to recruit new students into sociology. Many sociology electives 
(e.g., social problems, family, education, inequality, gender, race, and oth-
ers) serve dual purposes as gateways to a major and as “service” courses 
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for students who will never be majors. Such service enrollments are often 
important for the fiscal accounting increasingly imposed on academic 
departments. Moreover, even among majors, usually only a few are plan-
ning to study sociology in graduate school. Nevertheless, the “professional 
sociologist” in many teachers seems to think that even if few students go to 
graduate school, they should be prepared for the theory, methods, and sub-
stance they will encounter. This dilemma raises the question of who is our 
public in teaching sociology? To whom are we accountable? Our answers 
shape the learning goals and content of courses and curricula.

The pathology of professional sociology can become evident in teaching 
if instructors are so embedded within the subject that they are not able to 
explain clearly why a problem is important or how it connects to issues 
beyond the walls of academic sociology. When instructors can help learners 
connect the concepts, theories, and methods of sociology to their everyday 
lives, students are better able to understand and remember what they are 
learning. Probably all of us have had the experience of taking a course in a 
subject we thought would be fascinating, and then finding that the instruc-
tor spent all his/her time dissecting minute debates between scholars in the 
field, without ever connecting to larger issues. Professional sociology bases 
its legitimacy on adherence to scientific norms (according to Burawoy 2005: 
table 3), but that may be an inadequate basis for its legitimacy in teaching.

Critical Sociology

In relation to reflexive critical sociology, teaching faces additional dilem-
mas, including concern for sociology’s identity and public image (Boyns 
and Fletcher 2005), a tension between moral and scientific passions (Brint 
2005), and the possibility that exposing ideological biases will limit its 
influence on publics (Turner 2005). Leaders placed critical thinking very 
high on their list of what students should understand, although they were 
not too explicit about what they meant by it and how it relates to criti-
cal sociology (Persell, Pfeiffer, and Syed 2007). Some of what the leaders 
mentioned includes the use of comparative and international examples and 
analyses particularly at the societal level, to show how things vary. Oth-
ers mentioned the importance of students learning to question scientific 
knowledge and methods. However, if we use critical sociology to challenge 
the foundational basis of sociological knowledge, students may not take 
sociology seriously or believe the empirical findings that are reasonably 
reliable and valid. Critical sociology suggests that the legitimacy of sociol-
ogy may be undermined if it fails to offer moral visions that go beyond 
scientific norms.

However, if we venture too far into normative truths, we make it difficult 
for students to identify the difference between normative and empirical 
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statements. If we offer a moral vision, they may reject it and simply choose 
an alternative moral vision. It may seem easier, more comfortable, and more 
defensible for many of us to say that learning sociology is like becoming fa-
miliar with the culture and mores of another society, and that we want them 
to learn this new way of thinking. On the other hand, if we neglect the moral 
visions of sociologists and the motivation to improve the world that brought 
many into the field, we risk giving students a desiccated version of sociol-
ogy when they could have a juicy full meal. Reflecting on teaching, Burawoy 
notes that it is “as if graduate school is organized to winnow away at the 
moral commitments that inspired the interest in sociology in the first place” 
(Burawoy 2005:14). He seems to be suggesting that if there were some space 
for students’ moral commitments to exist within sociology, fewer students 
might be lost along the path to a Ph.D., with the further implication that 
sociology would be less likely to lose those with moral commitments. There 
are times, however, as Brint noted, when there is a conflict between what we 
learn and what we want to believe, leading to tension between our moral 
and scientific passions (2005:46). Neither Burawoy nor Brint discusses how 
to deal with such tensions.

While often seen as primarily concerned with critiquing existing poli-
cies, formulations, or practices, critical sociology can also offer positive 
alternatives, according to some scholars. Building on Sorokin’s thinking, 
Jeffries (2005) suggests considering notions of the good, something that is 
very consistent with Burawoy’s view that critical sociology “supply moral 
visions” to both the profession of sociology and society (2005:16). The “as-
sessment of values is fundamental in evaluating what problems should be 
studied . . . and in justifying their relative importance” (Jeffries 2005:72). 
Sorokin suggests that sociological analysis could utilize “ideas from reli-
gious traditions pertaining to topics such as human nature, the characteris-
tics of goodness and of perfection, the ends of human existence, and moral 
and ethical precepts” (Jeffries 2005:73), since they are especially relevant 
to the sociocultural level and to individual personality. As an example, 
Sorokin notes the importance of the sociological problem of solidarity 
and antagonism when he writes, had we the knowledge “to increase the 
familistic and eliminate the antagonistic from interpersonal and intergroup 
relationships” we might have been able to reduce or eliminate war, crime, 
coercion, compulsion, and misery. Such a statement seems to assume that 
crime, coercion, compulsion, and misery do not occur in families, an as-
sumption that is seriously challenged by numerous conflict and feminist re-
searchers studying the family. Similarly, when Sorokin suggested that “love 
is the heart and soul of ethical goodness itself and of all great religions” 
(Sorokin 1954a:79, cited in Jeffries 2005:75), is he failing to consider how 
often love is subverted or corrupted in many religious institutions and 
families, and how difficult it has been to realize in human practices?
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Nevertheless, starting with values can lead to a focus on “the goodness 
of individuals, defined in terms of virtue and benevolent love . . . [and on] 
social solidarity, the manifestation of goodness in interaction.” This raises 
two general theoretical and research problems: “how culture and society 
influence individual goodness, and how individual goodness influences 
culture and society” (Jeffries 1999, 2005:76). Sorokin’s and Jeffries’s points 
raise the question of whether there is agreement on “the good,” but I think 
they might be pleased to see that question being debated. I wonder what 
they would think of Barrington Moore Jr.’s comment in Reflections on the 
Causes of Human Misery and upon Certain Proposals to Eliminate Them on 
how people might be more likely to agree on their conceptions of misery, 
but might disagree more in their conceptions of happiness. We might also 
wonder if happiness is equivalent to “the good.” How do we reconcile 
conditional, contingent, and contextual scientific thinking with normative 
and moral thinking? Can normative thinking get beyond either/or binaries 
and into more contextualized and nuanced ways of responding to the social 
world? Is it possible to suspend judgment while we try to find out what is 
actually happening? What about the human potential for evil as well as 
for good? How do societies and individuals protect against that? Who is 
involved in the definitions of good and evil, and their implementation in 
practice? To what degree should sociology be involved in such philosophi-
cal questions? If constructive critical sociology discussed these and similar 
questions it might help instructors bring notions of the good into their 
classrooms.

The pathology of critical sociology can certainly surface in teaching if 
classrooms or departments become dogmatic in their moral or norma-
tive beliefs and practices. A monochromatic climate will stifle inquiry and 
debate, make students who don’t share the “party line” feel unwelcome 
and drive them away. An additional drawback is that such an atmosphere, 
lacking sufficient challenges, is unlikely to sharpen and strengthen the 
quality of arguments and evidence offered to support the dominant posi-
tion. I remember a student who was very outspoken in an introduction to 
sociology class when we were discussing the American Dream and social 
mobility. Not only did he believe that the system was open to anyone who 
worked hard, he was also convinced that there were no longer differences 
between men and women in terms of their occupations and earnings. In 
his group research project he investigated that topic and was very surprised 
to find that while younger men and women were becoming more similar 
with respect to occupations, their earnings were far from equal. He and 
the other students also became more sensitive to how men and women 
were distributed by particular occupations within the broader category of 
“professional and managerial workers.” The data clearly did not confirm his 
worldview. Perhaps because they found the data themselves and because he 
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was free to articulate an alternative hypothesis initially, he was convinced 
by what they found.

Policy Sociology

While professional and critical sociology usually exist within the academy, 
policy sociology and public sociology are less common there. One of the 
unexpected findings from the interviews with professional sociology lead-
ers was the value a number placed on “improving the world.” They wanted 
their own sociological work to do this and they wanted to imbue students 
with the idea that sociology could and should be used to improve the world. 
Policy issues, for example, regarding the death penalty or legal options for 
abortion or stem cell research, may help students learn how to use empirical 
data to analyze possible costs and consequences of various social policies, 
as well as become better at identifying competing value claims, some of 
which cannot be adjudicated by empirical evidence. Policy sociology often 
legitimates itself in terms of whether the policies advocated are effective in 
accomplishing a stated goal. One major issue is who articulates that goal? Is 
it a particular client, who may have a specific perspective on the issue and 
one that may differ from those of other participants in the situation? Be-
cause policy sociologists may be relatively more dependent on the funding 
received from clients than academic sociologists are, they may be less able 
to resist restrictions on how studies are framed, who is included, or open 
publication of results. This is the only form of policy sociology articulated 
by Burawoy. However, some sociologists have initiated policy sociology by 
clearly identifying problems and presenting specific solutions to them, as 
Jeffries notes about the work of Sorokin, Yablonsky, and Jacobson (cited in 
Jeffries 2005:79–80). It is noteworthy that Sorokin held an academic post 
at Harvard, Yablonsky holds an academic position in the California State 
College System, and Jacobson worked in government and currently directs 
the Vera Institute for Justice, suggesting the importance of a relatively secure 
position for providing the relative autonomy and insulation from client 
pressures needed to initiate independent policy proposals.

Public Sociology

In one sense, all teaching is public sociology in that it is talking about 
sociology to non-sociologists. Instructors have considerable (although 
far from complete) freedom to decide what and how to teach in many of 
their courses. To what degree do they acquaint students with all four of the 
quadrants of sociology identified by Burawoy? Decisions about content 
have been supplemented by efforts to provide students with opportunities 
to learn more about public sociology by doing it in some form.
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Since public sociology depends for legitimacy on its relevance, its risk of 
pathology comes from judging issues by their current trendiness, whether 
by virtue of being in the news or on afternoon talk shows. There, the quest 
for novelty may trump social significance, for example by ignoring how 
widespread or enduring a particular phenomenon is. There is the further 
risk that public sociology “can be held hostage to outside forces . . . [or] 
pander to and flatter its publics . . . thereby compromising professional and 
critical commitments” (Burawoy 2005:17). Besides the independent contri-
butions each of the four types of practice may make individually, they may 
also interact with each other in interesting ways.

RELATIONSHIPS, TENSIONS, AND SYNERGIES 
WITHIN THE TYPOLOGY

Professional sociology can offer experience in using peer review as a way of 
setting standards and assessing quality that would be useful for teaching, 
public sociology, and policy sociology. For example, the rigorous standard 
of theoretically grounded and empirically validated knowledge raises the 
bar for assessing teaching effectiveness, potentially enhancing teaching and 
learning. For several years in this decade, the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching ran summer workshops for faculty from a variety 
of fields (e.g., dance, law, pharmacy, political science, biology, chemistry, 
psychology, sociology, among others) who struggled to ascertain whether 
their approaches to teaching were helping students to learn, and why or 
why not. Both professional and policy sociologists have a battery of quan-
titative and qualitative research methods to study such questions.

The development of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) in 
sociology and other fields is one effort to make teaching more professional, 
in several senses. It focuses on making teaching public at least within the 
community of scholars so that it can be critiqued, improved, and ultimately 
validated by peer review. Making teaching public includes publishing 
thoughtful, annotated course syllabi online that explicate the rationale for 
organizing and constructing a course in a particular way, indicating what 
worked well and did not work as well, and suggesting ways of improving 
teaching in the future. Rather than being fixed, such a syllabus becomes a 
living, reflexive work in progress. Another direction is to encourage people 
to conduct systematic research on teaching and learning and to publish it 
in peer-reviewed journals.

While some sociologists have achieved fruitful synergies by using pro-
fessional sociological concepts and perspectives to inform inquiries into 
teaching and learning (e.g., Benson et al. 2002; Billson 1986; Kain 2005; 
Rau and Heyl 1990; Wright et al. 2004), SoTL in sociology could even more 
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vigorously develop or apply sociological theories to teaching and learning. 
Many studies in Teaching Sociology focus on individual teaching, and some-
times learning, without always contextualizing that learning. Others have 
consciously discussed ways of bringing current professional sociological 
research into teaching (Atkinson, Czaja, and Brewster 2006; Bordt 2005; 
Cook 2005; Lee, Wrigley, and Dreby 2006; Purvin and Kain 2005).

It cannot only be because SoTL is an interdisciplinary field that sociologi-
cal theory has not been used more, because another very interdisciplinary 
field, namely social gerontology, uses sociological theories (see Putney, 
Alley, and Bengston 2005). SoTL might incorporate more professional 
sociology by including issues in the political economy of education such 
as reductions in federal and state spending for higher education, growing 
state expenditures on prisons and incarceration compared to education, 
and how the rising costs of higher education are being passed on to families 
and students (Sacks 2007); by analyzing the absorption of corporate mod-
els and practices into higher education; or by studying social movements 
within higher education aimed at including new curricula in women’s stud-
ies, Black Studies, Asian-American Studies, or Queer Studies. Such develop-
ments could be related to learning goals, instructional practices, or student 
learning. Sociologists investigate colleges and universities as organizations, 
how environments and university managements affect new organizational 
contexts and forms, and how diversity in higher education affects social 
relationships. In my view, the scholarship of teaching and learning badly 
needs to stay connected with professional sociology and to engage in theo-
retical and methodological dialogues with it. When it does that, perhaps 
the total absence of citations to articles in Teaching Sociology in the American 
Sociological Review, noted by Purvin and Kain (2005), will change.

Some might include within the purview of critical sociology such educa-
tional works as Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed; Lisa Delpit’s “The 
Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Other People’s Chil-
dren”; bell hooks’s Teaching to Transgress; and Berenice Malka Fisher’s No 
Angel in the Classroom: Teaching through Feminist Discourse. These are power-
ful, emotionally, and morally moving works. How can they inspire new 
research about teaching and learning or about professional sociology? They 
might be brought into fruitful dialogue with insights from professional 
sociology, such as the social psychological research of Cohen and Lotan 
(1997) and Skvoretz, Webster, and Whitmeyer (1999) on how status and 
power differentials among individuals affect interactions in group tasks.

How Might Each Form of Practice Influence the Others in Teaching?

If critical, policy, and public sociology were brought into the teaching 
of professional sociology, how might it change? If critical sociology were a 
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stronger presence in professional sociology graduate study, would it change 
what was presented to students, even as examples of professional sociol-
ogy? This is an interesting question that could be empirically studied if 
departments with strong programs in critical sociology could be found and 
compared with departments with weak or non-existent critical sociology 
programs. Are there differences in how professional sociology is taught in 
the two types of settings? The question of how a strong presence of criti-
cal sociology affects students’ levels of interest is more difficult to address 
because of possible confounding from the self-selection of students into 
programs with particular characteristics. However, one could investigate 
the question of what types of students are attracted to which kinds of pro-
grams.

Even without such empirical studies, some mix of professional sociology, 
with its relatively orthodox “normal” science paradigms, and critical sociol-
ogy that steps out of those intellectual boxes to examine the epistemologi-
cal and normative assumptions of professional sociology could very well 
benefit a new generation of thinkers who might make major innovations 
in our field and beyond. Acquainting students with professional sociology, 
critical sociology, policy, and public sociology may be somewhat analo-
gous to learning different types of dance steps, for example, the Waltz and 
Foxtrot (although both were somewhat revolutionary in their time) which 
are more prescriptive and formed compared to the Monkey or other con-
temporary dance forms which are more open-ended. Each of these dances 
is relevant for different purposes and in different contexts. Would our 
students be better prepared if they understood and appreciated a broader 
range of sociologies, like the cultural omnivores identified by Peterson and 
Kern (1996)?

Most students need to see a broader spectrum of the social world, espe-
cially those who have grown up in communities relatively segregated by 
color, class, or ethnicity. To the degree that sociology students can get out 
of the academy to do some form of policy or public sociology, they will 
bring more diverse social experiences and observations to their study of 
professional sociology.

Some instructors make a point of not only telling their students about 
the existence of policy and public sociology, but provide opportunities to 
do them. For example, one of the peer-recognized leaders described the fol-
lowing project he had his students do:

We did statewide surveys in Pennsylvania with a sample of 2000 to 3000 
people. Each student in the class had to interview 35–40 people, although 
some did as many as 75 or 80. Some students went with me to Harrisburg to 
present the findings to the state government. When Governor Ridge was there, 
he generally liked the surveys. We did questions on issues the legislature was 
debating. We worked with the Pennsylvania Education Association, a state 
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environmental group, or other state agencies to get enough support to pay the 
telephone bill and pay for the report. The deal we made was that we would 
release all our findings; they could not restrict or suppress any of them. We 
were doing it as a public service. We got about a 30% response rate which was 
helped by the students doing the calling who told people they had to do the 
interviews for the course. They did some pre-election surveys that predicted 
the winners of the national elections very closely. They never missed in their 
predictions. That gained credibility for their surveys. (Persell, Pfeiffer, and Syed 
2008)

By doing this, students were able to learn a great deal about the concrete, 
pragmatic, and potentially effective nature of one type of policy sociology, 
namely opinion research on current issues. They dealt with clients (or spon-
sors) and learned something about how instrumental knowledge generated 
by sociological methods could enter the public arena and be viewed as 
legitimate because it was accurate.

Another professor had students in a research methods course do a 
qualitative and quantitative study about student satisfaction on campus, 
based on a random sample of students. Together the entire class of about 
25 students wrote the final report, which included tables and qualitative 
interview results. The report was sent to the department chair and under-
graduate dean on the campus. While technically in that case the dean was 
not the “client,” the students did feel that they were doing something real 
that might have an impact on college policy and practice in the future. They 
also learned a lot about how to do surveys and interviews. The way these 
projects were structured avoided the potential pathology of policy sociol-
ogy, namely of being “captured by clients who impose strict contractual 
obligations on their funding” (Burawoy 2005:17).

Other professors have students do public sociology. Several leaders en-
courage students to work with one or more local grassroots social move-
ments. While not the same as public sociology, many sociology programs 
have instituted service learning as either a requirement or an option within 
the major. Service learning gets students out of the classroom into a variety 
of public settings, where they can begin to talk with and hopefully under-
stand the perspectives of a wider range of people than they have previously 
met. Others, for example, Edna Bonacich (2005:113) involve students in 
multi-faceted projects that have clear research and action implications. She 
says she tries to “inject a ‘Marxist’ understanding into research and discus-
sions.” By this she means considering such questions as: “What are the 
underlying power relations? What are the major economic interests? How 
does the capitalist system shape social policy? How are people and commu-
nities, especially racialized groups, hurt by these policies? What community 
organizations have formed to combat them, and how can we help them?” 
(Bonacich 2005:113).
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Within classrooms there are many opportunities for students (and in-
structors) to practice developing communicative knowledge and consensus 
building. Many instructors have used collaborative and cooperative re-
search projects with the express goal of helping students to understand they 
can learn from the knowledge of others and to see how knowledge is built 
by moving toward consensus about values, warranted methods of obtain-
ing information, and provisional understandings.

In my own teaching, when I ask students to point out what they don’t 
understand in a reading, I learn from them. For example, I wrote in a 
scholarly paper that several research studies have found that when you 
control for seven socioeconomic factors, the black-white gap in test scores 
disappears. When questioned by my students I learned the importance of 
adding “statistically control for” to indicate that there was not yet a situa-
tion (or a program) that I know of in the United States where the gap has 
disappeared, since the control factors (including wealth, birth weight, age 
of mother at birth, parental education, occupation, and income) are all 
correlated with race.

Dialogue with more broadly defined publics may also be built into cer-
tain assignments. For example, Eleen Baumann and Richard Mitchell had 
students conduct research on the amount of violence on TV. Besides writing 
up the results of their research, the students were required to write a letter to 
the editor of a local newspaper and to a television network president report-
ing on the results of their research and indicating how they felt about those 
results. Graduate courses on writing sociology and the American Sociologi-
cal Association’s recently inaugurated award for “Excellence in the Report-
ing of Social Issues” also illustrate efforts to improve the communication of 
professional sociology’s insights.

How might professional, policy, and public sociology influence the 
teaching of critical sociology? Professional sociology might ask sociology 
of knowledge research questions about critical sociology, such as under 
what social conditions is critical sociology more or less likely, more or less 
isolated, or more or less likely to fall prey to pathologies? Public and policy 
sociology might press to include examples from their work in the teaching 
of critical sociology, to illustrate the kinds of critical concerns that could be 
raised. Each of these three forms of practice might ask of critical sociology, 
“what difference does it make for what we do?” For example, do values 
change the research questions we ask, how we conduct research, or teaching 
practices? How do we keep our values from biasing how we do research?

Professional, critical, and public sociology might also interrogate policy 
sociology. Are policies or policy makers taking too narrow a view of the 
issues at hand? Are there relevant theories that might illuminate the phe-
nomenon? Can theoretical questions be addressed by a particular policy 
study? Are the research methods flawed or biased? Are key constituencies 
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being ignored? Will a given policy benefit some publics more than others? 
When policy is taught, perspectives from other forms of practice need to 
be included. For example, when military sociologists help the U.S. Army 
accomplish military goals, professional sociology might ask what new 
knowledge could be generated here? Critical and public sociologists might 
question whether sociological knowledge should be used to help one group 
in a conflict harm members of another group. Thus, instruction could in-
clude raising a broader set of theoretical and ethical questions, as well as 
policy concerns.

Professional, critical, and policy practices can influence public sociology. 
If we take the case of teaching as a form of public sociology, we see that 
considerable thought has gone into bringing more professional sociology 
into teaching, so that students can know more about sociological research. 
Examples beyond those discussed above include the experimental use of is-
sues of Contexts in teaching and the recent publication of a Contexts reader 
for teaching. Critical perspectives and practices might seek to elevate the 
value placed on teaching and the place of values in teaching. A policy per-
spective might call for more research on the effectiveness of various methods 
of teaching, and might suggest a variety of methods for assessing efficacy.

How Might Critical, Policy, and Public Sociology Influence the 
Teaching of Professional Sociology?

Professional sociology might ask critical sociology to bring their discus-
sions about the good to the formulation of existing or future research ques-
tions and to the shaping of course content. Policy sociologists might press 
professional sociologists about the policy implications of their work, and 
ask that they bring such concerns into their teaching, particularly if they 
are teaching in a law, business, education, public policy, medical, or other 
professional school.

Does bringing all four forms of sociological practice into the teaching of 
professional sociology require curricular change? Some of the incorpora-
tions described occur within existing classes, whether in research methods, 
social problems, or topics courses. Others involve additional curricular 
components such as internships or service learning (more likely in under-
graduate programs). Should there be formal courses or programs in critical 
sociology, policy sociology, or public sociology? In the 2007 ASA Guide to 
Graduate Departments of Sociology, only 11 departments (eight in the United 
States) indicate a specialty in Policy Analysis/Public Policy and one of these 
is in criminology only (according to Jeffries 2007). Some universities, for 
example, Columbia, have organized extracurricular seminars that bring 
together academics, policy makers, and community practitioners to discuss 
issues of common concern.
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One way to begin approaching the issue of curricula might be to col-
lect syllabi, exercises, and other teaching materials being used in existing 
courses and programs in critical, policy, and public sociology, and get them 
published by the Teaching Resources Center of the American Sociological 
Association. In the early years of sociology, course syllabi were published in 
the American Journal of Sociology in an effort to share curricular content. Be-
fore it is likely that there would be significant curricular changes in graduate 
departments of sociology, I think it would be important to have a critical 
mass of existing courses, scholarly materials, and teaching resources, as well 
as visible career paths for students pursuing such specialties.

CONCLUSION

Teaching may be the most frequently practiced form of public sociol-
ogy. As a consequence, it behooves us to be mindful of how and what 
we teach and who are our publics. Michael Burawoy’s articulation of four 
types of sociology raises a series of questions and issues for the teaching of 
sociology, including what should be taught both to undergraduates and 
graduates and how professional, critical, policy, and public sociology might 
enrich each other and the teaching of sociology. If we introduce students 
to all four forms of sociology we are likely to reach more publics. We can 
enhance teaching and learning by using professional, critical, and policy 
perspectives to interrogate them. Doing this may suggest potential curricu-
lar changes. Continuing to explore the four forms of sociological practice 
discussed here has the potential to affect the future of both teaching and 
public sociology.
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This essay describes the sociological journey of my exploration of the links 
between the private troubles of women in prison for the death of their 
abusers and the public issues surrounding their lives and cases. The research 
began in the world of professional sociology, evolved into organic public 
sociology as well as into a form of policy sociology, while critical sociology 
informed its evolution. Burawoy captures this trajectory in his observation: 
“Not only individuals but research too can have its own moral career. Most 
articles published in scientific journals die a silent death, but occasionally 
they are picked up and develop a life of their own” (2004:1610). This pro-
fessional sociological study of convicted survivors made a rare journey from 
data to drama, generating a play, Life without Parole.

Just as professional sociology can translate into public sociology, so too 
public sociology can make its way into other disciplines. For instance, a vi-
gnette from the play appears in Young Women’s Monologs from Contemporary 
Plays: Professional Auditions for Aspiring Actresses (Ratliff 2004). The play was 
central to the doctoral dissertation of a university colleague (English 2006). 
The study has inspired one filmmaker to begin production on a documen-
tary about Convicted Women Against Abuse (CWAA) and its members 
(Klaus 2007) and another to begin filming a documentary on the research 
and its evolution into the play (Reynolds in production).

Michael Burawoy’s 2004 ASA presidential address (Burawoy 2005a) 
describes a four-part typology in the division of sociological labor—profes-
sional, policy, public, and critical sociologies—each with its own motiva-
tion and audience. Professional sociology is scientific, peer-reviewed, and 
knowledge-accumulating. Policy sociologists focus on identifying and/or 
solving problems for clients. Public sociology is the extra-academic face of 
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sociology, which engages various publics in a reciprocal relationship. Criti-
cal sociology is the discipline’s conscience, supplying value perspectives 
and critiques of the other types of sociology. Burawoy sees these four types 
as complementary and interdependent: “Without a professional sociology, 
there can be no policy or public sociology, but nor can there be a critical 
sociology—for there would be nothing to criticize” (2005a:15). Moreover, 
“In practice, any given piece of sociology can straddle these ideal types or 
move across them over time” (Burawoy 2005a:11).

A report by the ASA Task Force on Institutionalizing Public Sociology ar-
gues, “Sociology as a discipline has never fully developed its promise to ap-
ply the tools and knowledge of sociology beyond the academy” (2005:3). 
Accordingly, they recommend,

Given both the public sources of our knowledge and the potential for sociolog-
ical research to address a broad array of social problems, we have an obligation 
to the public around us. As a discipline we need to communicate our findings 
beyond the walls of academia. We need to make sure that valuable knowledge 
does not remain locked up in academic journals read by a few hundred schol-
ars, but rather we need to make sure that valuable knowledge gets distributed 
to a broad audience so it has maximum impact. (p. 29)

It had been my intention to conduct doctoral research on an issue related 
to child sexual abuse and to pursue my work with this population. How-
ever, a summer job as a research assistant with a team studying California’s 
women prisoners (Owen and Bloom 1995) completely derailed that plan, 
sending me on an unforeseen journey with research on battered women 
who kill—research that has taken on a life of its own. At this point, I had no 
particular interest in prison or prisoners, or in what I still labeled “women’s 
issues,” my focus on abused children occupying my mind and passions.

One of my tasks as a research assistant with Owen and Bloom that sum-
mer was to compile an inventory of correctional programs by conducting 
on-site visits to all the state prisons for women in California. It was fasci-
nating to observe the diverse and numerous program offerings (vocational, 
educational, therapeutic, etc.) and interview staff and participants. On one 
particular June day, I sat in a prison classroom in order to acquaint myself 
with an institutional program designed to enhance an inmate’s life skills, 
personal development, and self-esteem. In one of life’s pivotal moments, 
the class curriculum was set aside that day to allow three “in-house” guest 
presenters—women who had come to teach their sister inmates about do-
mestic violence, their own lives serving as cautionary tales. Each woman 
recounted a horror story—situations of severe abuse and terror at the 
hands of intimate partners, attempts at self-rescue and escape, botched 
institutional responses, and finally, the death of their abusers and the legal 
consequences. All three women were serving life sentences, despite what 
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appeared to be a mountain of mitigating circumstances. Their stories af-
fected me deeply. Years later, the thoughts and emotions of that day are 
easily recalled: disbelief, outrage, confusion, sadness, and determination to 
learn more about the phenomenon of battered women who kill.

If these accounts were true (despite my emotional reaction, the sociolo-
gist within me could not take the stories at face value), were they anomalies 
or did they represent a problematic pattern? Who are these women, what 
might be learned from their experiences, and what do their cases mean for 
the criminal justice system? As Burawoy contends, “at the heart of sociol-
ogy must lie a concern for society as such, the protection of those social 
relations through which we recognize each other as humans” (2006:1). 
Thus, I resolved to explore the lives and cases of convicted survivors for 
my doctoral research, not realizing the study and its effects would continue 
long past the conferral of the Ph.D. The research, then, began in the realm 
of professional sociology.

PROFESSIONAL SOCIOLOGY: DATA

I began the research by attending twice-monthly meetings of Convicted 
Women Against Abuse (CWAA), an inmate-led group for battered women 
at the California Institution for Women (CIW). Brenda Clubine, who serves 
a 15-years-to-life sentence for killing her abusive husband, founded the 
group at CIW in 1989 with 12 other women with similar convictions. It 
has since grown to a membership of nearly 50 inmates. CWAA provides a 
place for women to talk about their previous victimization, their legal cases, 
pending legislation, court rulings, and their experiences with the parole 
board. From the outset CWAA members expressed support for the research 
project. Eventually, the majority became participants and would later recruit 
non-members for the study as well, resulting in a purposive and snowball 
sample. During the first six months of group observation and listening prior 
to initiating interviews, I realized that many of the women skirted the deeper 
traumatic events; some asked for help in getting at repressed memories of 
events they would be compelled to discuss in future parole board hearings.

This sample is not generalizable because it was and continues to be im-
possible to create a random sample of incarcerated battered women who 
kill. No one knows for sure how many women are in prison for killing their 
abusers. Current estimates range from 800 to 4,500 (Leonard 2002). How-
ever, the study’s robust size of 42 subjects allows significant insight into the 
lives and cases of battered women who kill.

Once the interviews began, I realized, to my surprise, that this represented 
the first opportunity for most to talk freely about their experiences. Construct-
ing their stories from childhood to incarceration provided many with a greater 
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understanding of the links among events, where previously they had not seen 
clear connections. Donna explains her reaction to the interview process:

It is always hard to put yourself back in time and relive the hell of the past, but 
it must be done. You have been a great help to me. After the interview, I real-
ized that by telling someone you trust, it becomes easier. I understood things 
so much better and came away from the interview a new woman. Why should I 
be ashamed and embarrassed telling the truth? I wasn’t out to kill my husband. 
I was trying to survive and save the lives of my children. Thank you for giving 
me the opportunity to feel free inside and start turning my life around. I didn’t 
want to face up to the truth, thinking I would be ashamed. You have put this 
behind me and now it is definitely time for me to go forward and learn to love 
myself and work on freedom.

Ruth states:

When that list came around, I started to pass it along. Then I said, no, it’s 
about time that I let somebody else know what went on, and maybe one, just 
one thing that I said, one thing that I do can make somebody else get out of a 
relationship. If it only helps one person, that’s enough.

Defining Categories

As part of their work, sociologists define categories and sub-categories. As 
the women’s narrative themes emerged and a tentative profile formed, the 
contours of the “human category” of convicted survivors took clearer shape. 
Their own words illustrate recurrent themes or categories of experience that 
precede as well as follow the homicide.

Minimizing

Despite a great deal of self-education, support group discussion, and 
reflection on the events that led to incarceration, women repeatedly mini-
mize the severity and significance of their maltreatment. When asked if 
the abuse continued during her pregnancies, a mother of two daughters 
answered in the negative. Later she comments that her husband continually 
hit her in the head throughout both pregnancies. How did she explain her 
earlier denial? “I didn’t consider it hitting because it was above the neck!”

Forgetting

Along with the defense mechanism of minimizing, a woman held hos-
tage sometimes forgets violent events. One woman describes memory gaps 
filled in by her children: “My attorney . . . talked mostly to my daughters. 
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Most information he got, he got from them about the abuse, and incidents 
that had took place, because there were some that I didn’t remember.” 
Another woman tells of her daughter’s recollection: “She said, ‘Daddy was 
mad and threw the mirror and the mirror broke, and he had a knife at your 
throat.’ I didn’t even remember it . . . until she brought it up.”

Self-Identity

Many respondents report that, during their abusive relationships, regard-
less of severity, they did not consider themselves battered women. For 
many, the first awareness that they had been victims of domestic violence 
came as they attended support group meetings in prison and heard others 
relate nearly identical events and reactions. “My idea of myself changed 
through a lot of different women told the same things I was—fat, ugly, 
stupid, a slut, a tramp, a whore. I came to the realization that mine wasn’t 
unique. I could identify myself as a battered woman within about a year.” 
In contrast, some disavowed being a victim of domestic violence out of fear: 
“Because if someone asked me, even on the phone, [he] would find out. I 
don’t know how he would find out, but I was scared.”

Law Enforcement

In the majority of cases under examination, women sought help from law 
enforcement to stop their partner’s violence. While many improvements in 
police response have been made since many of these homicides occurred, 
all too often domestic violence victims are left to fend for themselves. In 
at least two instances, police had been at the home earlier on the day of 
the homicide. One woman called the police “many, many, many times. 
. . . He’d just tried to shoot me earlier that afternoon. I called the police. 
‘What do you want us to do, lady? It’s his house. We can’t get him out.’” 
Another reports: “police heard him threatening to kill me. His hands were 
on my throat and his knee on my chest when they broke into the house and 
pulled him off me. He was not arrested. He was walked around the corner 
and taken to his parents’ house.” Not all victims call on law enforcement. 
“I never called the police. . . . He told me if I ever told he’d hurt me worse 
than I had ever been hurt in my whole life.”

Gender

Women who have been hurt and humiliated by male partners find it very 
difficult, perhaps impossible, to disclose to male law enforcement, male 
investigators, male attorneys, and male psychologists the painful physical, 
emotional, and/or sexual abuse that ends in homicide. A 25-to-lifer states, 



230 Chapter 13

“I couldn’t talk to the lawyer or the police about the rapes and the sexual 
abuse because they were all males. Maybe if there had been a woman to 
talk to.”

Medications

A recurrent criticism of the jail experience of many women during the 
adjudication process is the overprescription of psychotropic drugs—anti-
depressants and mood-regulators, including such powerful agents as Lith-
ium, Haldol, Stellazine, and Thorazine, often in combination with other 
drugs. The administration of these drugs occurs with no mental health test-
ing, diagnosis, or history. While some women were successful in refusing 
jail medications, all too often the drugs negatively affect the self-presenta-
tion of defendants during trial. Serving 17-years-to-life, a woman states, “I 
fell asleep seven times during the trial.” A woman with a master’s degree 
in English observes, “I was a zombie. They said I was cold and remorseless, 
not showing any emotion . . . the meds made me inarticulate.”

Trials

Mitigating and exculpatory information often fails to surface during the 
homicide trials of abused women. The reputation of a violent man is pro-
tected at the expense of a just legal defense. Common observations include: 
“We couldn’t say anything about the threats. Every time we tried to get any-
thing in, it was dismissed because [he] was the victim. And he was dead.” 
“[My attorney] told me I could never bring up anything about the abuse in 
the trial because it would give them a motive.” “During the penalty phase 
my attorney got a lot of people to testify on my behalf and afterwards, one 
of the jurors said that if she would have heard that during the trial she 
would have never found me guilty.” “They overlooked the abuse.” “The 
medical records [of the abuse] were there but the only medical records that 
were actually entered as evidence were the statements from the emergency 
room where I had signed that I didn’t want to prosecute. I didn’t sign be-
cause I was afraid.” Thus, documenting abuse provides no guarantee that 
judges and juries will be made aware of the woman’s victimization.

When law enforcement response appears ineffectual or women are too 
afraid to call 911, these victims of severe violence resign themselves to be-
ing killed or having to kill to survive. In the cases under review, officers of 
the court systematically decontextualize the woman’s self-defense from her 
partner’s ongoing violence and threats. With alarming frequency, women 
are denied the opportunity to present their stories along with corroborat-
ing evidence. Thus, their trials produce distorted and inaccurate pictures of 
homicide events and women’s motives. As a result, battered women who 
kill to survive and/or to protect their children’s lives receive guilty verdicts 
and long, harsh sentences.
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PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY: FROM DATA TO DRAMA

As I explored interview data and interacted with convicted survivors, I came 
to appreciate the power of their narrative accounts. Over the years, I have 
communicated research findings in professional meetings, conferences, 
and classrooms, reporting demographic information and comparisons 
with other women inmates. I share recurrent themes that emerge in their 
accounts, integrating quotes from the interviews. Without fail, women’s 
narratives evoke strong, even visceral reactions among diverse audiences—
sociologists, criminologists, attorneys, students, community groups, and 
others. To illustrate, the following excerpt provides a glimpse into the lives 
of convicted survivors.

Rosemary, serving life without parole, was 24 when she met her 27-year-
old husband-to-be. Dating was wonderful; after the wedding, things were 
not so wonderful:

Direct attempts on my life? Like when he held me down and choked me, left 
marks on me? Or I’d wake up in the middle of the night with a gun pointed 
at my head. Or him sticking a gun in my mouth and threatening to pull the 
trigger. Digging a hole on our property, telling me it was my grave, and that he 
wouldn’t be guilty of murder because he wouldn’t kill me before he put me in 
it. Threats against my family. When I did manage to get the guts to leave him, 
I had $3 in my pocket. I went to the bus station and the bus station wasn’t 
open. I sat around outside the building, waiting for the bus to come so I could 
go in and get a ticket to wherever the money would take me. And the bus 
didn’t come. And it didn’t come. And then I heard the truck. I heard the horn 
honk. He knew I was there. He knew I was there. He always knew everything. 
He knew what I was thinking. He always knew what I was going to do before 
I did it. Outside the bus station he never said anything to me; he just kept 
honking the horn until I finally came around, and he went like this with his 
finger for me to come to him. He took me home and he scared me because 
he wasn’t screaming; he wasn’t hollering; he wasn’t throwing; and he didn’t 
hit me. I didn’t understand that. I understood him hitting me and screaming 
and yelling. But I didn’t understand the silence. We drove home and we sat in 
the truck and I sat there waiting. I kept hoping he would hurry up and get out 
so I could get out. I was not allowed to exit the truck unless he got out first. I 
had to have permission to leave his presence or that was insulting him; that 
was disrespecting him. I sat there waiting and waiting. We must have sat there 
20 minutes before he ever uttered a word. He finally told me, “Next time, I 
will not come after you.” Very calmly, quietly. I thought to myself, “He’s going 
to admit that it’s over.” I said, “Can we get help? You willing to try one more 
time, and if it doesn’t work, you’ll let me go?” He said, “I never said I’d let you 
go.” I was, “But you said you wouldn’t come after me again.” He said, “Not 
like this. You’ll come back to me begging me on your hands and knees for me 
to take you back.” I looked at him and said, “whatever makes you think that 
if I managed to get away from you that I’d come back to you, let alone on my 
hands and knees?” He turned to look at me and I saw the evil. And he told 
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me, “Trust me, you’ll beg me.” He sat and described to me what he would do 
to my mother, my grandparents. He told me he would continue on with each 
member of my family until I came to him, begging him to stop. I knew that I 
would never get away. I believed he was capable of doing what he said he was 
going to do. I believed it without any doubts. He always did everything he said 
was going to do to me. The sexual abuse got worse. He started using foreign 
objects. He used a gun on me rectally. A loaded gun. I remember begging him 
to pull the trigger. So I wouldn’t have to suffer anymore. He said that was too 
easy. Told me it was too easy.

While each woman’s story is unique, all the stories are equally com-
pelling. All things considered, the lives of convicted survivors are not 
unlike a Shakespearean tragedy, full of real-life suspense, hope, drama, 
and anguish. It seemed regrettable to limit their impact to the world of 
professional sociology—annual meetings, journal articles, textbooks, and 
so forth when so many others could benefit from hearing these accounts. 
Taking it to other publics beyond the world of professional sociology 
would allow incarcerated women’s voices, at least, to be free and effec-
tive and to bring the invisible into view. Making visible the invisible and 
moving the private into public view is fundamental to public sociology 
(Burawoy 2005a).

Considering the trajectory of the research on convicted survivors, I appre-
ciate our discipline’s current attention to public sociology. Burawoy states, 
“Public sociology aims to enrich public debate about moral and political 
issues by infusing them with sociological theory and research” (2004:1); 
“part of our business as sociologists is to define human categories—people 
with AIDS, women with breast cancer . . . and if we do so with their collabo-
ration, we create publics” (2005a:8). Further, public sociology “engages 
publics beyond the academy in dialogue about matters of political and 
moral concern. It has to be relevant to such publics without being faddish” 
(2004:1607). My work and its evolution shows convicted survivors to be 
a human category that has become one of the publics to whom the work 
would be returned.

Burawoy claims, “There can be neither policy nor public sociology 
without a professional sociology that supplies true and tested methods, 
accumulated bodies of knowledge, orienting questions, and conceptual 
frameworks” (2005a:10). This clearly holds in the case of my research on 
incarcerated battered women. As a professional sociologist, I wrote a dis-
sertation, a book, several journal articles, and gave many scholarly presenta-
tions. However, this work was destined not to remain solely in the domain 
of professional sociology.

Clearly, the articulate and instructive voices of battered women in prison 
could be made more effective by sharing them with a broader audience. As 
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Blau and Smith observe, “There are abundant reasons why public sociolo-
gists might consider the arts as playing an important role in community 
projects, in the classroom, and in their own conceptual work” (2006:xxi). 
Realizing the value and dramatic power of their stories, a playwright col-
league, Professor Warren Doody, and I began to discuss the possibility of 
a play about convicted survivors. After reading my book (Leonard 2002), 
attending a CWAA meeting, and discussing it with group members, he 
began writing. With permission from interviewees, he integrated direct 
quotes into his work, reframed through composite characters to remove 
any identifying markers. The result is the play Life without Parole. Set in one 
lifer’s parole hearing, multiple stories intertwine as the characters of five 
inmates powerfully convey the realities of women’s pain, fear, loss, and 
sense of betrayal by the very social institutions expected to provide them 
support—family, faith communities, health providers, and the law. The 
links between the private troubles and public issues of convicted survivors 
gain clarity as the drama unfolds.

To date the play has raised funds for battered women’s shelters in sev-
eral states, and British Columbia, has provided education for advocates of 
convicted survivors, and has been performed by several universities to raise 
awareness on intimate partner violence. The playwright also adapted his 
work into a screenplay, which won an award for best original screenplay at 
the 2005 Worldfest Houston Film Festival.

A New Public

According to Burawoy, “we are more than ready to embark on a systematic 
back-translation, taking knowledge back to those from whom it came, mak-
ing public issues out of private troubles” (2005a:5). One January evening, 
women from my study and other CWAA members filed into CIW’s Visitor 
Center to hear their own words come back to them as actors on a makeshift 
stage presented a professional reading of Life without Parole. Here indeed is 
a public “outside academia.” That night, convicted survivors looked on as 
pieces of their own stories unfolded; they reacted with silence, tears, gasps of 
recognition, and even a few laughs. Non-study audience members recognized 
their own experiences, violence by intimate partners providing the common 
language. At times, an inmate would identify an incident, a phrase, a circum-
stance peculiar to her situation. Her eyes would find mine (I watched for 
reactions) and with a stricken, tearful glance she would invariably mouth an 
emotional “thank you!” as she turned back to the production.

With the play’s conclusion, prisoners, actors, playwright, and researcher 
entered into a rich dialogue about what each had just experienced. Ques-
tions and answers, comments and mutual appreciations were exchanged, 
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strong emotions felt and expressed by all. One woman observed, “You did 
my story well, and for a moment, I wasn’t ashamed of being here. . . . It 
hurts less now, my level of shame, and I think now that I am going to be 
all right” (Frith 2004).

And the story is not over. Recently, the playwright, cast, this researcher, 
and two documentary film crews found ourselves again at the California 
Institution for Women. The institution had welcomed us back to use the 
recently remodeled gym/auditorium to present Life without Parole to the 
general population of prisoners. The room overflowed with an animated 
crowd of 425 denim-clad women—chairs were filled, floor space at a 
premium. Silence descended as the actors took their positions and read 
their parts. A few women left early, weeping; others placed an arm around 
distressed neighbors who were remembering their own experiences; an oc-
casional angry face turned to another to share a particular outrage; laughter 
erupted over familiar prison realities. Their standing ovation at the end of 
the play moved the actors deeply.

One goal of public sociology is to facilitate dialogue (Burawoy 2005a). 
Beyond the initial impact of Life without Parole on this particular public, I 
sought to understand their thoughts on the efficacy and value of the play. 
As engaging in dialogue with prisoners was problematic due to the con-
straints of correctional institutions and the logistics of this event, I utilized a 
four-question survey. Most audience members remained in the auditorium 
after the play to record their reactions. Common responses are as follows:

Question 1: How does this play help people to understand the truth of domes-
tic violence and the women’s violent reaction to that abuse?

This play using words and emotions that truly express the deep-rooted feel-
ing that many of us have from our own abusive situations. It gives a “true” 
representation of the scope of this issue and its consequences.

It tells it like it is—the reality, the confusion, the anger, the despair. I’ve 
lived through every single bit of it—and now I’m in prison. I called the police 
to help me and they just kept arresting me. Now I tell people—I didn’t get ar-
rested, I got rescued!

This play allows women to know that they are not alone. There are many 
others unvalued in abusive relationships. It also helps women. I know there is 
no need to be ashamed for anything. It also allows many people to see there 
are many sick individuals out there.

Question 2: In what ways has this play affected you?
This play affected me so deeply that I couldn’t stay to the end. After seven years 

of incarceration it’s overwhelming to see a play that reflects my life so closely.
It has allowed me to realize I no longer have to be a victim. My life doesn’t 

have to be ruled by my boyfriend anymore. I am aware of red flags and my 
relationship and life today is at risk if I go home to the same thing.

Not only did I see myself as being abused I also realize that I’ve shown signs 
of being an abuser.
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I’ve been in those shoes but I didn’t kill my husband/abuser. I stayed in that 
situation for 8½ years. After I almost lost my life—my son shot and killed him. 
My son was acquitted.

Question 3: Who should see this play? Why?
I think people in authority should see this; especially those who make deci-

sions over women who are incarcerated for life due to being battered.
The cops! Because they do nothing.
The men’s prisons. It could save their lives.
Perhaps in educational settings or peer groups in the public school system. 

To help children and teens become more aware at an earlier age as prevention. 
. . . Also public television to bring more awareness and education and to sup-
ply help for those who want it. Legislature or persons involved in making or 
enacting laws.

Everyone! To educate people in general to remove the silence and the stigma 
associated with domestic violence.

My baby’s dad because he beats me and makes me feel like killing him.
Question 4: Is there anything else you would like to tell us about the play 

and its presentation at CIW?
I enjoyed it. It was played out exactly how it is in life. The victim of the crime 

suffers here and that is sad—I think everyone’s case should be looked into care-
fully. There’s reasons behind women being in prisons—sometimes life isn’t 
fair. Thank you for your time and listening to what we need to say. HELP.

Thank you for making me more aware of my predicament and my dilemma. 
If I allow this to continue him or I might end up dead or in prison for the rest 
of our lives. God bless you.

Powerful stage presentation! The “black and white” set creates clarity and focus 
on the emotion highlights, the variety of abuse, and it magnifies the impact of 
the system during incarceration, court hearings and the disgusting and disre-
specting treatment of women in prison. The women who have endured many 
years in prison and know that what they did to protect themselves have a kind 
of “peace” knowing that the prison here is much better than the prison they 
lived in while being abused—not a reasonable trade-off but it represents a kind 
of “rescue” from the hell they lived in prior to their incarceration. I am not a 
lifer, but I see the really good women who need to go home and have a chance 
to experience life again, a peaceful life with their children and parents—to be 
forgiven and understood. This will not happen until we educate our society. 
There are 100s of people experiencing abuse every day—and the local police 
officers cannot fix the problems. It’s about empowering women to make good 
choices and develop inner strength to get out of bad relationships before they 
are driven crazy (and everything in between) and to prison.

This “public” of women prisoners reveals the impact of transforming data 
to drama and they provide a real litmus test for the integrity of Life without Pa-
role. Moreover, convicted survivors, the source of my research, maintain that 
their lives have been validated by the process of transforming sociological 
research into art. They expressed the hope that their words would be heard 
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outside prison walls, bringing awareness and help to battered women living 
in the prison-like atmosphere of violent relationships. Indeed, the voices of 
convicted survivors are important—they are also the voices of the thousands 
of American women who do not survive that final violent assault.

ORGANIC PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy (2005) differentiates between two types of public sociology—tra-
ditional and organic. In brief, the traditional form includes classroom 
teaching and writing for public rather than academic audiences. Organic 
public sociology is defined as the type “in which the sociologist works 
in close connection with a visible, thick, active, local and often counter-
public. . . . The project of such public sociologies is to make visible the in-
visible, to make the private public, to validate these organic connections as 
part of our sociological life” (Burawoy 2005a:7, 8).

As it engages publics beyond the academy, this sociology-as-drama ex-
emplifies organic public sociology that addresses the moral and political, 
revealing the link between private troubles and public issues. Former presi-
dent of Ireland and former United Nations high commissioner for human 
rights Mary Robinson was a featured speaker at ASA’s 2004 meeting in San 
Francisco, where she urged sociologists to

add to your analyses a human rights lens, and to identify human rights vio-
lations when they are such. I am not talking here about war crimes, crimes 
against humanity, or other international-level infractions—as important as 
they are to confront—but rather the things close to home: the human rights 
violations occurring here in the United States, as elsewhere, and to which we 
are all exposed daily. (Robinson 2004:10)

The research revealed and the play expresses numerous violations of 
convicted survivors’ human rights. This dramatic form of organic public so-
ciology has helped to penetrate those barriers and bring convicted survivors 
into the public arena.

POLICY SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy’s “division of labor” matrix distinguishes policy sociology from 
public sociology, both of which depend on professional sociology for their 
“legitimacy and expertise” (2005a:10).

Policy sociology’s raison d’etre is to provide solutions to problems that are pre-
sented to us, or to legitimate solutions that have already. . . . The approaches 
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of public and policy sociology are neither mutually exclusive nor even antago-
nistic. . . . Policy sociology can turn into public sociology. . . . Equally, public 
sociology can often turn into policy sociology. (2005a:9, 10)

While my work did not begin in the policy matrix, it has been utilized by 
policy makers. Here I present examples of the ways in which this research 
has journeyed into the policy realm and offer policy recommendations 
derived from study findings.

Dr. Nancy Lemon of UC Berkeley’s Boalt Hall School of Law used study 
findings to amend state legislation, which sought to modify parent-child visi-
tation rights at penal institutions where a parent was serving time for a crime 
against the other parent—the law now allows consideration for convicted 
survivors. In the 1999 report The Abuse of Women Prisoners in the US, Amnesty 
International cited the research finding on the crippling misuse of psychotro-
pic drugs on convicted survivors as their cases were being adjudicated—clearly 
a violation of human rights.

The State of California Legislative Committee on Prison Construction 
and Operations invited me to present my research findings for their hear-
ings on women inmates. Based on that presentation, investigators from 
the California Board of Parole Hearings opened new investigations on the 
validity of abuse as context for homicide by women whose cases occurred 
before 1992,1 investigations that have become part of prisoners’ case files, 
including women in my study. These investigative findings have been 
instrumental in supporting successful writs of habeas corpus, and several 
women have won their freedom among whom were study participants.

While the past three decades have seen improvements in services for vic-
tims of domestic violence, the need for further changes in public policies 
and attitudes that act upon private lives is clear. Research findings point 
to a number of recommendations (see Leonard 2003), several of which I 
highlight below.

Homicide Prosecution

When women find no legal way to stop life-threatening violence, and they 
use their own agency to end it, the criminal justice system punishes them 
severely. Their lethal actions can be understood only when placed within the 
context of ongoing victimization and lack of outside help. Yet, repeatedly, 
their trials and plea bargains omit evidence of their injuries and fear as well 
as their partners’ violence, stalking, and threats. This produces an inaccurate 
picture, lacking the self-defensive motivation of women’s actions. Thus, bat-
tered women who kill are placed in the same category as drive-by shooters 
and other dangerous criminal offenders, although they are highly unlikely 
to have any history of criminal or violent behavior (Browne 1987; Leonard 
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2000, 2002). When prosecutors file homicide charges, abused women’s self-
protective acts become criminalized. Further, judges, juries, prosecutors, and 
sometimes defense attorneys do not believe women who are convinced that 
they took a life only to save their own lives and/or the lives of threatened 
loved ones. Women are found guilty even when they sustain serious injuries 
in the incident that led to the homicide (Leonard 2002). Prosecutors and 
juries display a single-minded interest in the sexist question, “Why didn’t 
she just leave?” When judges disallow evidence of past victimization and 
instruct juries in ways that give them little option but to convict, women 
become double victims, once again controlled and silenced, once again told 
that the violence they endured was insignificant.

When severe abuse precipitates deadly self-defense, prosecutors should 
differentiate career criminals from one-time situational offenders who pose 
no danger to society. If a prosecutor pushes a case forward, a manslaughter 
charge better fits the battered woman’s experience, rather than the wide-
spread first- and second-degree murder indictments. All officers of the court 
should be required to attend in-depth, continuing education programs 
on domestic violence as a follow-up to mandatory law school courses on 
the subject. Juries need to be better educated on the dynamics and conse-
quences of ongoing abuse through the use of expert testimony and they 
need to hear all available exculpatory evidence and testimony. Jury instruc-
tions must allow jurors to consider the lethality of male violence. Further, 
battered women held responsible for the death of abusive partners should 
be exempt from the death penalty.

Pharmaceuticals

Psychotropic drugs hinder the ability of women to contribute to and par-
ticipate in their own defense and perpetuate the silence forced upon them 
by their batterers (see Auerhahn and Leonard 2000). Further, drug-induced 
flat affect leaves jurors to conclude that women who kill abusive partners 
are emotionally detached, indeed “cold-blooded.” Qualified jail staff must 
be required to administer the appropriate medical and psychological tests 
before prescribing drugs to women who have not been receiving such 
treatment. Jail detainees need to be informed of their right to refuse such 
medication.

Alternatives to Jail

Women who cannot make bail are in a disadvantaged position. Awaiting 
trial in custody makes everything more difficult for the battered woman 
defendant and leaves her vulnerable to the inappropriate use of psychotro-
pic medications. A mother will see her children placed with her family, the 
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family of the deceased batterer, or in foster care. As the adult most closely 
bonded to her children, a battered woman’s concerns center on the well-
being of her children, with whom she will have little or no contact. A bat-
tered woman defendant lacking a history of criminal or violent behavior 
is not a danger to the community and poses no flight risk. She makes an 
ideal candidate for alternatives to jail, which reduces the cost of pre-trial 
detention, releases space for more dangerous defendants, and allows her 
family to begin the healing process. Therefore, a battered woman defendant 
should be released on her own recognizance so that she can provide finan-
cially for herself and maintain her household throughout the adjudication 
process. Alternatively, she and her children could be placed in the secure 
therapeutic environment of a battered woman’s shelter, where they would 
receive counseling for what they have endured.

Post-Trial Efforts

With each unduly harsh penalty meted out to convicted survivors, patri-
archal attitudes are reinforced, reminding women that their proper place is 
in the home where men are to hold a monopoly on power and control. Sex-
ism in the legal system dictates that women fulfill gender role expectations 
or face severe consequences, the same message communicated to women 
by their abusive mates. The patriarchal legacy does not tolerate women’s use 
of force in response to male intimate violence. Institutionalized sexism as 
seen in sentencing and parole practices must be exposed and discontinued. 
The possibility of retrials or early release for women imprisoned for killing 
their batterers needs exploration. Women serving life sentences without the 
possibility of parole must be allowed the opportunity for release. All cor-
rectional institutions should permit, even encourage, convicted survivors 
to organize themselves in support groups for education, healing, growth, 
advocacy, and self-esteem. Further, advocacy groups for battered women 
convicted of homicide are needed to address issues of parole, resentencing, 
and clemency.

THE ROLE OF CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy states, “As a discipline sociology was born in close proximity to 
moral reform just as individual sociologists are often born in moral combat. 
. . . The moral moment, however, may be repressed or marginalized, it may 
be suspended or put into remission, but it never disappears. It springs back 
to life when and where it is least expected” (2005c:323). In my situation, the 
interest in cases of battered women who kill to survive sprang to life when it 
was least expected. Further, allowing the research to evolve into a play was 
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not part of the original project. However, studying their cases and analyzing 
their narratives stirred in me a passion for justice, which was fueled by my 
understanding of what sociological knowledge could accomplish.

Professional sociology taught me to be a sociologist, socializing me into 
the discipline with its imagination, methods, and theories. Yet, profes-
sional sociology set boundaries for the knowledge generated through the 
research—academic research for scholarly purposes. Policy outcomes may 
be legitimate products, but dramatizing the findings for general public con-
sumption falls outside professional sociological borders. As I wrestled with 
this conflict, knowing many of my peers would question the legitimacy of 
this evolution, I thought about the women in my study whose lives had 
been shattered by violence and injustice; I thought about women in the free 
world whose abusive experiences bore striking similarities to those of con-
victed survivors; I thought about individuals who interact with victims and 
survivors of domestic violence and all too often respond out of ignorance 
and inflict further damage if they do discover the hidden pain; I thought 
about people in positions of power who would likely not read my publica-
tions and gain a new perspective and perhaps understanding of the issues 
raised. I felt a strong sense of responsibility to share the knowledge gained 
in the research and to return the ownership of convicted survivors’ voices to 
them. I knew that seeing the impact of their words would empower them.

CONCLUSION

Knowledge for whom? Knowledge for what? These two critical questions gen-
erate Burawoy’s four-sociology classification (Burawoy 2005a). My inner 
dialogue described above reflects the broader tension between instrumental 
(concerned with means) and reflexive knowledge (concerned with ends 
or value premises), between professional and critical sociology (Burawoy 
2005c; O’Connor 2006). With my research, the academic knowledge that 
accrued for professional sociology and academia in time became infused 
with the moral sense that this knowledge could and should be used for 
public education as well as for convicted survivors and others like them. 
Burawoy argues, “One function of critical sociology is to show that the 
world does not have to be the way it is” (2004:1612). Ghamari-Tabrizi de-
scribes critical and public sociology as being a “kind of reflexive and trans-
formative type of sociology engaged in social change” and “critical public 
sociologists have an agenda—they unashamedly connect the is to their 
own perceived ought” (2005:361). Critical sociology, according to Burawoy, 
“has infused moral commitments into public sociology” (2004:1609). 
Succinctly, “Behind [critical sociology] lies a more or less explicit vision of 
what can crudely be described as a ‘better world’” (O’Connor 2006:11).
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Violence against women is not inevitable. Women should not be abused 
and controlled. Women who kill to survive should have a fair adjudica-
tion process and ought not to live out the remainder of their lives behind 
bars. Thus, I made the decision to move forward and allow the research 
its own life beyond the prescribed borders of professional sociology. In so 
doing, I joined the ranks of my activist predecessors in the discipline of 
sociology. The ASA Task Force acknowledges, “American sociologists have 
long been deeply engaged in the public issues of the day and with policy 
makers and activists of their times” (2005:3). Transforming the research 
into dramatic form has shown itself to be an effective means of bringing 
private troubles into public view and creating understanding about the 
many social, cultural, and legal issues surrounding the cases and lives of 
convicted survivors.

This chapter has presented an example of sociological research that moved 
across the four-part matrix of Burawoy’s framework. Of particular interest is 
its life in the realm of public sociology, where it is affecting multiple publics 
beyond the academy. I conclude with the words of Michael Burawoy:

Public sociology is the recognition of such a common interest in human free-
dom, and thus a commitment to human rights that reach beyond the univer-
sity, human rights that are embedded in the standpoint of civil society. It is 
part of the art of public sociology to build bridges and transcend differences 
between otherwise disconnected worlds. (Burawoy 2005d:165)
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NOTE

1. In 1991, the California legislature recognized the need for expert testimony on 
the effects of battering (formerly called Battered Women’s Syndrome) in intimate 
partner homicide cases. The California Evidence Code was amended to allow expert 
testimony at trial. However, the change affected only cases after 1992. In 2000, 
Governor Gray Davis enacted Senate Bill 799 (now Penal Code §1473.5), which al-
lows convicted survivors whose cases occurred prior to 1992 to file a writ of habeas 
corpus if the absence of BWS expert testimony prejudiced their cases (Gutierrez and 
Leal 2002).



242 Chapter 13

REFERENCES

Amnesty International USA. 1999. “‘Not Part of My Sentence’: Violations of the Hu-
man Rights of Women in Custody.” New York: Amnesty International.

ASA Task Force on Institutionalizing Public Sociology. 2005. “Public Sociology and 
the Roots of American Sociology: Re-establishing Our Connections to The Pub-
lic.” Available at pubsoc.wisc.edu/e107_files/public/tfreport090105.pdf.

Auerhahn, Kathleen, and Elizabeth D. Leonard. 2000. “Docile Bodies? Chemical 
Restraints and the Female Inmate.” The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 
90(2):599–634.

Blau, Judith, and Keri E. Iyall Smith. 2006. “Preface.” Pp. xii–xxii in Public Sociolo-
gies Reader, edited by Judith Blau and Keri E. Iyall Smith. Lanham, MD: Rowan 
& Littlefield.

Browne, Angela. 1987. When Battered Women Kill. New York: Free Press.
Browne, Angela, and Kirk R. Williams. 1989. “Exploring the Effect of Resource 

Availability and the Likelihood of Female-Perpetrated Homicides.” Law & Society 
Review 23:75–94.

Burawoy, Michael. 2004. “Public Sociologies: Contradictions, Dilemmas, Possibili-
ties.” Social Forces 82(4):1603–1618.

———. 2005a. “Presidential Address.” American Sociological Review 70(February):4–
28.

———. 2005b. “Response: Public Sociology: Populist Fad or Path to Renewal?” The 
British Journal of Sociology 56(3):417–432.

———. 2005c. “The Critical Turn to Public Sociology.” Critical Sociology 31(3):313–
326.

———. 2005d. “Third-Wave Sociology and the End of Pure Science.” The American 
Sociologist (3–4):152–165.

———. 2006. “Introduction.” Pp. 1–18 in Public Sociologies Reader, edited by Judith 
Blau and Keri E. Iyall Smith. Lanham, MD: Rowan & Littlefield.

Doody, Warren. 2003. Life without Parole. California Institution for Women. January 
26, 2004, and March 27, 2006.

———. 2006. Personal communication.
English, Alison I. 2006. Educating Us into the Virtues: A Consideration of Ethnodrama 

as a Valid Form of Public Moral Argument in Addressing Domestic Violence. Ph.D. 
dissertation, School of Communication and the Arts Regent University, Virginia 
Beach, VA.

Frith, Stephanie. 2004. “Art Imitates Prisoners’ Lives: Inland Inmates See Their Sto-
ries Told in a Play Aimed at a Wider Audience.” Press Enterprise, February 8.

Ghamari-Tabrizi. 2005. “Can Burawoy Make Everybody Happy? Comments on 
Public Sociology.” Critical Sociology 31(3):361–370.

Gutierrez, LeAnna, and Bethany Leal. 2002. “Justice for Battered Women.” CWLC 
News, Summer. Los Angeles: California Women’s Law Center.

Klaus, Olivia. 2007. Sin by Silence. Quiet Little Place Productions.
Leonard, Elizabeth D. 2000. “Convicted Survivors: A California Study of Women 

Imprisoned for Killing Abusive Spouses.” Women, Girls, & Criminal Justice 
1(1):5–6, 15.



 From Data to Drama 243

———. 2002. Convicted Survivors: The Imprisonment of Battered Women Who Kill. Al-
bany: State University of New York Press.

———. 2003. “Stages of Gendered Injustice in the Lives of Convicted Battered 
Women.” Pp. 97–140 in Gendered Justice, edited by Barbara E. Bloom. Durham: 
Carolina Academic Press.

Nason-Clark, Nancy. 2005. “Linking Research and Social Action: Violence, Religion, 
and the Family.” Review of Religious Research 46(3):221–234.

O’Connor, Pat. 2006. “Private Troubles, Public Issues: The Irish Sociological Imagi-
nation.” Irish Journal of Sociology 15(2):5–22.

Owen, Barbara, and Barbara E. Bloom. 1995. Profiling the Needs of California’s Female 
Prisoners: A Needs Assessment. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice.

Ratliff, Gerald Lee. 2004. Young Women’s Monologs from Contemporary Plays: Profes-
sional Auditions for Aspiring Actresses. Colorado Springs, CO: Meriwether Publish-
ing, Ltd.

Reynolds, Bob. In production. Untitled documentary. Uppity Cavemen Produc-
tions.

Robinson, Mary. 2004. “Public Sociologies and Human Rights: Finding Common 
Ground.” American Sociological Association 99th Annual Meeting, August 14, 
San Francisco. Available at www2.asanet.org/images/robinson_m_AM04.pdf.





245

In his 2004 presidential address, Michael Burawoy proposed four types of 
sociologies, namely professional sociology, policy sociology, critical sociol-
ogy, and public sociology. As elaborated by Burawoy,

Professional sociology supplies true and tested methods, accumulated bodies 
of knowledge, orienting questions, and conceptual frameworks for sociology; 
policy sociology is sociology in the service of a goal defined by a client that 
provides solutions to problems that are presented to us, or to legitimate solu-
tions that have already been reached; critical sociology examines the founda-
tions of professional sociology and provides moral stances and critiques of 
sociology as a whole while public sociology strikes up a dialogic relation 
between sociologists and public in which the agenda of each is brought to the 
table, in which each adjusts to the other. (Burawoy 2005a:9)

The “flourishing of each type of sociology is a condition for the flourishing 
of all” (Burawoy 2005a:4), and in practice, “any given piece of sociology 
can straddle these ideal types or move across them over time” (Burawoy 
2005a:11).

This chapter embraces Burawoy’s typology of our discipline, and vali-
dates it with a research project that not only neatly fits in the four categories 
of sociology, but also promotes the integration of the four sociologies. It is 
a project emerging out of a series of research efforts in Baigou (let’s simply 
call it the “Baigou Project”1). It has a life cycle from professional sociology 
to policy sociology, reaching its culmination as public sociology, which was 
also constantly inspired and modified along the lines of critical sociology.
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RESEARCH ROOTS IN PROFESSIONAL SOCIOLOGY

Baigou is a township affiliated to Gaobeidian City, Hebei Province, China. 
It is located at the triangle hinterland of Beijing, Tianjin, and Baoding cities. 
It has 33 village streets, taking up an area of 54.5 square kilometers, with a 
town district of 13 square kilometers. Baigou is famous for its bag industry 
formed in the 1980s. After 30 years of growth, it has become the largest bag 
production base in northern China. The center of the regional bag manu-
facturing industry is based in Baigou Township, but bag production extends 
beyond Baigou Township to involve 4 adjacent counties, a total of 56 towns 
and over 3,000 villages that absorbed over 100,000 people working in the 
industry. In 2005, Baigou Township’s production value reached 2.2 billion 
RMB (300 million dollars) and its bag products (including suitcases, school 
bags, women’s bags, purses and wallets, etc.) sell not only to 13 provinces 
in China, but also export to South Africa, Russia, and South America.2

The earliest research interest in Baigou stems from the pure and classic 
academic question: Where do markets come from (the same question as 
proposed by Harrison White in 1981)? That is, how could such a huge bag 
industry and market be created within a rural region like Baigou, a town-
ship that is far away from urban areas and possesses no advantages in popu-
lation, raw material, technology, industry, or transportation (Shen 2007)? 
From the perspective of economic sociology, and through the combination 
of historical document analysis and in-depth interviews, Shen’s analysis 
concludes that the market in Baigou was developed as a “social structure” 
that contains all non-economic elements including cultural tradition, social 
forces, and the distribution of power. It was via the continuous and active 
interaction between three groups of social actors, namely the traditional 
merchants, collective peasants, and local cadres that the market was created 
and in constant expansion (Shen 2007).

Another academic problem immediately follows: who produces for the 
grand market and how? This leads to a careful examination of the produc-
tion system in Baigou. By analyzing official data and carrying out partici-
pant observation in real factories, we discovered that the factory regime and 
the workers in Baigou are very special.

In Baigou Township alone, there are 2,250 factories with approximately 
40,000 migrant workers from 11 provinces in China engaged in the bag 
industry. These migrant workers constitute half of the whole population in 
Baigou Township. There are two different types of bag factories in Baigou, 
the family factory and the standard factory. Family factories are prevalent 
and are of greater importance in Baigou Township. In Baigou and in the 
larger Huabei region, industrial practices and networks of family factories 
are rooted in traditional village-style social relationships that result in the 
special factory regime that has the following five important features.
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Personalized Labor Market

Baigou has never established any formal labor market. Instead, each 
spring, the factory employer will ask his more senior employees to take him 
to their hometown and employ new workers (mostly young woman and 
sometimes children under 16 years old). Usually, there is a consensus be-
tween the factory employer and the parents of newly hired workers that the 
factory employer should hold workers’ salary (the minimum wage or even 
below) during the working year and send their children and a whole year’s 
salary back together before the spring festival. This kind of interpersonal 
employment circumvents the procedure of signing a contract, avoids paying 
monthly salary, and sometimes intentionally hires child labor.

Overlapping Work and Living Spaces

Factories are embedded in the family life and their layout follows that of 
the typical, northern Chinese style rural home. Typically, these compounds 
include a main entry gate on the southern side of the compound, a central 
courtyard, and a “U”-shaped building arrangement lining the north, east, 
and west walls of the compound. To meet the needs of the family factory, 
the row of rooms facing north are used as the living quarters for both em-
ployers and employees. The rooms facing west are the factory workshops, 
usually divided into a clipping workshop and sewing workshop, with nec-
essary tools (e.g., sewing machines) for production. The rooms facing east 
are the kitchen and storeroom. The gate into the compound is on the south 
wall. In this way, the layout blurs production space and living space, public 
space and private space. Most of the time, workers work about 13 hours a 
day, enjoying no weekends or holidays at all except the spring festival that 
lasts 15 days.

Labor Process under the Guise of Extended Familial Relations

Day-to-day labor relations are difficult to distinguish between inter-
personal, even familial, social relationships. First, factory employers are 
often directly involved in production (in the past 20 years, many of these 
employers were farmers themselves who still choose to engage in the work 
of the home). Second, factory employers eat, drink, and live with their 
employees. So the workers never call their factory employers “factory em-
ployer,” instead, they call them “uncle” or “aunt.” These extended family 
relations conceal the essence of a labor process which is also the process of 
exploitation, obscuring the structural differences between the employer and 
employee as opposed classes, and depriving the workers of their rights to 
raise issues about their working condition and rights as workers (according 
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to national labor law of China, workers should enjoy rights of signing con-
tracts, getting monthly wages, working under safe conditions, and rights to 
rest, etc.)in a patriarchical tradition (these are most important for migrant 
workers).

Separation of Workers Based on Ethnicity

The workers are separated according to their ethnicity so that in the labor 
process, one group of workers who come from the same place are often 
in competition with other groups of workers who come from different re-
gions. It greatly inhibits the chance for workers to develop a unified class 
consciousness which enables factory employers to rule them better (Tong 
2005). As Dipesh Chakrabarty (1989) skillfully unravels, the resilience of 
traditional social features explain the fragility of class identity and the sa-
lience of identities along lines of religion, language, race, or place of birth, 
even at dramatic moments of conflicts between labor and capital.

Repeated Laborious Work and Dangerous Working Conditions

Bag production is organized on an assembly line, including such opera-
tions as clipping, sewing, pasting, and so forth, that every worker has to 
repeat over and over through the long working hours, leading to a lot of 
occupational diseases. Moreover, many of the machines are dangerous to 
operate, especially as most of the factories lack appropriate safety precau-
tions, so industrial injuries are common in the labor process. What is worse 
is that some production materials (for example, the glue) contain poison-
ous elements in them so that workers’ lives are endangered by just being 
exposed in the workshop.

The special factory regime forges special workers. On the one hand, be-
cause the labor process is covered by interpersonal relations, workers are 
unable to recognize the exploitation relations between the factory employ-
ers and themselves. On the other hand, because the interpersonal network 
of the labor market has evaded important procedures like signing a labor 
contract, it cuts off the workers from the protection of labor law (labor law 
here refers to the national labor law of China) from the beginning. This 
consequently cuts off the connection between workers and the state. These 
workers are shielded by the traditions of household and village, unable to 
rely on law and the social arrangements of the state to protect their legal 
rights. In this sense, they are not “citizens” at all. They are, actually, the 
most oppressed group in China today—weaker even than the migrant la-
borers in the city—because employment relations are veiled by traditional 
village and family arrangements which deprive the workers of their rights 
to protest (Shen 2006).
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What’s even worse is that they are exposed to dangerous production ma-
terials, working for 13 hours a day under substandard working conditions 
and without necessary safety precautions. Their lives are at risk every single 
day. In fact, in winter 2002, six female migrant workers died of poisonous 
benzene contained in tinpot glue water in Baigou. The disastrous situation 
of the workers called for serious policy intervention.

EXTENDING TO POLICY SOCIOLOGY

This tragic death of six female migrant workers aroused a great deal of re-
porting by media and attention of publics and government officers. The re-
sponsible government officers were dismissed, and the working conditions 
of family factories were scrutinized. All these events provided an opportu-
nity to break the bulwark of the village and enter into the family factories.

We were funded by the Dutch Embassy to initiate the “China-Nether-
lands Law Support Project” in cooperation with the “Chinese Law Develop-
ment Support Corporation” to design and carry out a “Sending Medical and 
Legal Services to the Village and Family” project in Baigou.

In this project, we established a team consisting of teachers and students 
from the sociology department and law school in Tsinghua University, as 
well as doctors from Beijing Armed Police Unit No. 2 Hospital. We orga-
nized manpower and material resources to offer free physical examinations 
for migrant workers in family factories. When the migrant workers were 
waiting in queue for their physical examinations, we dispensed leaflets and 
a brochure with labor law information to the workers in the hope that they 
would use the “labor law” to protect themselves. We also set up a medical 
file to record their detailed information including their age, hometown, 
gender, years of work in Baigou, type of work, and their health status. Tak-
ing advantage of the direct contact with these migrant workers, we instructed 
them in four fundamental categories of labor law, namely contract, wage, 
working hours, and rights of rest. For a whole year from March 2002 to 
March 2003, we entered 26 village streets of the 33 village streets affiliated to 
Baigou Township, providing 1783 migrant workers with medical, law, and 
social services. With the “Sending Medical and Legal Services to Village and 
Family” project in Baigou, we entered many family factories and got to know 
more about the migrant workers’ daily life; through the dissemination of 
“labor law,” we helped the migrant workers begin to be aware of their rights; 
and moreover, we created a chance for the segregated workers from differ-
ent factories to communicate with each other (Shen 2006). Later, the local 
government also showed great appreciation of our work, and we shared with 
them the records and files of the migrant workers, in hope that it might help 
the local government make better policy arrangements in the future.
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However, the achievement of policy sociology was encouraging but not 
sustaining. For one thing, the local government’s finance depends mainly 
on the revenues generated by the family factories. As a result after the public 
attention on the tragic incident faded away, they loosened the scrutiny pro-
cess and turned a blind eye on many factories’ violations against standards 
of working conditions and provisions of the labor law. For another, because 
of the unbalanced power relations between the researchers or doctors and 
migrant workers, to a great extent this project was more a material rather 
than mental contact with the workers. Instead of getting true knowledge 
about their work and life, we only set up a database for their personal traits. 
Furthermore, the sporadic information about labor law the workers received 
during the physical examination process was definitely not enough to help 
them develop the concept and consciousness of “rights.” Most importantly, 
under the collusion of market tyranny and state despotism, the workers can 
only rely on themselves (not the NGOs, not the foundations, not the local 
government, and not the researchers) as a unified class to fight for their 
rights. All these factors called for a more systematic project which could offer 
the workers a long-term education in labor law, a critical way to understand 
themselves, and a channel to build solidarity. That is, a project to empower 
the workers, which, in its nature, is an organic public sociology project.

EVOLVING INTO PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

With the research problems and background knowledge provided by 
professional sociology, along with the fruitful but limited outcome from 
policy sociology, the “Baigou Project” eventually evolved into an organic 
public sociology project whose vehicle is the “Baigou Migrant Worker Night 
School.”

Breaking Two Myths, Establishing Citizen and Class Consciousness

Today, the fast developing world along with the ideology of the highly 
centralized Chinese government has created two myths for all the people, 
especially the underclass. In an era of high-technology, if one doesn’t know 
how to use the computer and in an era of globalization, if one doesn’t 
speak English, then this person is deemed to be illiterate and useless. This is 
exactly how a great many people feel about themselves—an anachronism, 
far behind the world, the epoch, and other people, so that they are doomed 
to be ostracized and silenced. To raise the consciousness of the oppressed 
and build their self-confidence, we need to break these myths.

To help the migrant workers establish citizen and class consciousness, 
the foremost task would be to penetrate the seemingly harmonious social 
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relations which veiled the actual exploitation and class situation through 
the special factory regime in Baigou. The weapon to fulfill the mission is, 
of course, the labor law.

Systematic Planning

Course Design

In the night school, we offered three courses: labor law, English, and com-
puter literacy. Labor law was the core course. On the one hand, it was aimed 
at penetrating the double bulwarks of village and families, thereby helping 
the migrant workers establish their citizen consciousness. On the other hand, 
it was aimed at exposing the cultural assumptions regarding the interpersonal 
relations between employers and workers so as to help workers establish their 
class consciousness. English and computer courses were offered to break the 
two myths, but also they served another important function too. They were 
the icing of the core course. According to our experiences, in a local society 
like Baigou, only giving labor law lessons would incur the hostility of family 
factory employers, and the workers themselves often wouldn’t understand. 
Workers typically view labor law as something related to the “formal work-
ers” in cities, which had nothing to do with the “informal factory workers” 
in a rural area like themselves. So we came up with the idea of a “sandwich 
class” that arranged the labor law class between the English class and the 
computer class. On the one hand, it would reduce the radicalism from the 
perspective of the factory employers; on the other hand, it could add to the 
interest of workers to come and study. All the classes were held every week 
on Friday and Saturday nights from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m.

Site Selection

The place of our night school was at the center of Baigou Township be-
cause many family factories were located there, and it was easy to engage 
the migrant workers from neighboring villages. There were two classrooms 
and one teachers’ office in the night school. One of the classrooms was 
turned into a computer room, equipped with one server and 20 computers. 
The other one was a regular classroom. The two classrooms could hold 50 
workers for lessons at the same time.

Teachers and Teaching Materials

All the teachers were professors and students from the sociology depart-
ment, law school, or micro-electronics institute in Tsinghua University. The 
teaching materials for all the courses were written and edited by students 
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from these departments, and were formulated according to the migrant 
workers’ knowledge structure and daily life.

Observation of the Night School Operation

The Baigou migrant worker night school launched its first class on Octo-
ber 7, 2005, and we have held three courses so far. Two hundred and fifty-
four people participated in night school courses, out of which 224 people 
were migrant workers. Fifty-four percent of the worker students were female 
workers, only 7 percent of them went to high school while the majority just 
finished elementary school or middle school; 3 percent of them were under 
the age of 16, and 21 percent were between 16 and 18 years old (according 
to law, 16 years old is the minimum age for a person to be employed in 
China while adulthood is set at 18 years of age, when people need to be 
responsible for their criminal deeds).

Building Workers’ Communication Platform

Because these migrant workers came from different regions, ethnicities, 
and factories, one of the fundamental objectives of the night school was to 
establish a channel for them to communicate with each other. For example, 
early in the computer class, we asked each student to introduce themselves 
to others, including their names, place of birth, factory, type of work, and 
interests. And they all had to type their names on the big computer screen 
in order that all teachers and students could know and remember them 
easier and quicker. When students got proficient in typing, we asked them 
to write whatever they would like to write about on the computer. Then 
we saw letters to their families, reflections on their work, experiences of 
working in Baigou, protest against factory employers, essays and poems, 
and even love confessions, which gave insights for all the students to know 
each other well. It also enabled us to understand more about the workers’ 
true life and feelings.

In the English class, most lessons offered very typical life scenes as well 
as a good chance for the students to know their classmates. For instance, 
there was a unit about “Meeting People.” I told the students that “I would 
like two students to perform the situation, and those who raise their hands 
first get to choose their own partner.” A moment of silence occurred, and 
students began to look around the class. Several seconds later, a boy shyly 
raised his hand and walked toward a beautiful girl at the front seat, “Hello, 
my name is Li Jun. I am a worker from Liangdian factory. Nice to meet 
you!” The girl blushed and stood up slowly, “I am Chen Hong from Star-
link factory. Nice to meet you too!” Suddenly the boy added something 
to everyone’s surprise, “Shall we go to a movie together sometime?” All 
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at once a blast of laughter broke out among the students. Role playing in 
class promoted the students’ English skills, enhancing their ability to create 
situations and act in them. More importantly, it helped them express their 
ideas and learn about their fellow workers.

Implanting Consciousness of Rights

In the labor law class, there were many occasions in which we needed to 
carefully select topics and create special situations in order to lead workers 
to see the real exploitative relationship between their factory employers and 
workers, to learn about their rights, and to use the weapon of labor law to 
protect themselves. For instance, there was once a debate on contract law 
in the probation period. Usually when a new worker came to work in a 
factory, the factory employer would not sign any contract with the worker 
until he worked there diligently for at least a month. Many worker students 
in the classroom complained that they were often underpaid for this month 
and unemployed after the probation period was over. What was even worse 
was that novices were very likely to get hurt and the factory employer would 
take no responsibility for sending them to the hospital for treatment. The 
factory employers would maintain they did this because they needed to 
know whether this worker was worth hiring and training. They would 
further maintain that some of the new workers were considerably unstable 
in that they ran off to other factories or went back home during the proba-
tion period. This was a dramatic moment for both factory employers and 
workers. By listening to the argument, the workers had the opportunity 
to understand the standpoint of the factory employers, which was often 
obscured by interpersonal relationship. They were then in opposition to 
the factory employers collectively, regardless of their factories and origins. 
And it was exactly what we were looking for, a situation created for making 
evident the conflict and cultural stakes. Our teacher also participated in the 
dispute and then explained the whole issue in the light of law, mostly sup-
porting the workers.

Engaging Multiple Publics

Migrant workers in Baigou were largely cut off from the outside world. 
This was so because they worked so many hours a day that they didn’t have 
extra time or energy to engage with the outside world. Another factor con-
tributing to this was that their work and life was so limited within the fac-
tory realm that they had little access to the outside world. Moreover, their 
factory employers imposed very strict rules on their wages and personal 
relations. As a result, they couldn’t afford or had no avenues to get informa-
tion from the outside world.
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To change this situation, and to provide an opportunity for enriching the 
workers’ knowledge and encouraging their spontaneous communication, 
we set up a small library in our night school. Through the effort of many vol-
unteers, we collected thousands of books and magazines from teachers and 
students in Tsinghua University. These books and magazines covered a wide 
range of areas, including sociology, law, history, literature, fiction, natural 
sciences, and entertainment, to name just a few. We even had a collection 
of Shakespeare! The library was open on every Friday and Saturday, and 
all migrant workers were welcome to borrow the books they liked for free. 
The most frequently borrowed books and magazines were news magazines, 
entertainment magazines, readers’ digests, philosophy of life, and novels. As 
time went by, more and more migrant workers who heard about our night 
school and library from their fellow workers or friends came to the library 
to borrow books and study in the night school. Most of the time, the library 
was crowded with a great many workers from different factories, talking 
and laughing, and building a bridge between migrant workers from diverse 
backgrounds. Besides the workers, many volunteers, students, teachers, gov-
ernment officials, and local residents were also actively involved in it.

Indeed, “public sociology brings sociology into a conversation with pub-
lics, understood as people who are themselves involved in conversation. It 
entails, therefore, a double conversation” (Burawoy 2005a:7).

INSPIRATIONS FROM CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY

Critical sociology is present throughout the “Baigou” project. It reinforced 
the moral stance of the sociologists, which propelled the transition from 
one type of sociology to another under proper conditions; it examined the 
context and meaning as well as the unique means (the night school) of the 
public sociology project; it proffered important principles for empower-
ment of the oppressed groups; and it provided a critical lens for evaluating 
the entire project.

Transformation of Society, Sociology, and Sociologists

Critical sociology is the moral commitment to and critique of sociology 
as a whole. It is exactly the moral responsibility of our researchers that 
pushed the original academic question “formation of Baigou market” and 
the “special factory regime” from professional sociology to the “Sending 
Medical and Legal Services to Village and Family” of policy sociology, and 
finally to the public sociology of “Baigou Migrant Worker Night School.” 
What underlies the transformation of sociology is the larger economic and 
political context that shaped both the transformation of society and trans-
formation of the moral stances of sociologists.
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China is now at the intersection of three waves of marketization in 
Burawoy’s terms. Its labor, money, land, and environment are being com-
modified all together in such a fast pace that the migrant workers are in a 
miserable situation—being extremely poor in economic terms, being mar-
ginalized in political terms, and being threatened by hazardous working 
conditions in violation of their labor rights, social rights, and human rights. 
It is the historical moment for sociologists to address the real cause of the 
devastating transformation, to make a critical turn to public sociologies, 
“to make visible the invisible, to make the private public, to validate these 
organic connections as part of our sociological life” (Burawoy 2005a:9).

The public sociology project we are undertaking should be seen both as 
a counter-movement to the rapacious three waves of marketization and an 
opportunity to reconstruct the society. The project does this by enhancing 
the capacity of publics to make their private issues public, and to struggle 
for a better world.

Night School as a Case of Strong Intervention

As mentioned earlier, to help the migrant workers establish citizen and 
class consciousness, the foremost task would be to penetrate the seemingly 
harmonious social relations which veiled the actual exploitation and class 
situation in the factory regime in Baigou. Here enters Alain Touraine, who 
assumed that sociology’s main method should be to make possible the di-
rect observation and analysis of social relations masked by order and domi-
nation (Touraine 1988). This then “presupposes the active intervention of 
the sociologist whose task is to bring out these social relations concealed 
behind a mesh of approved and organized practices. Intervention helps 
the actor to shake free of the constraints by which he is surrounded, to 
extend his field of analysis and become more capable of action” (Touraine 
1981:139). The way to carry out intervention is for sociologists to create a 
situation (for example, meetings) to highlight the core of conflict involved 
where oppositional groups confront each other and conduct self-analysis. 
Meanwhile sociologists keep an objective role in the process. He proposed 
an important method for detecting the real domination behind the har-
monious social relations; however, his version of sociological intervention 
must be modified in several ways in order to apply to China.

First, what Touraine dealt with were social actors engaged in various 
social movements (he studied movements in Eastern Europe and Latin 
America as well as Western Europe) that had already achieved a great degree 
of self-organization and self-consciousness. They were capable of conduct-
ing self-analysis and thereby enhancing their ability of action. In contrast, 
we faced people who were marginalized and oppressed without the least 
degree of self-organization and self-consciousness. This situation therefore 
called for stronger sociological intervention, from design to operation.
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Second, Touraine emphasized that sociologists should take an objec-
tive role in the sociological intervention process. His adaptation of the 
objective role came from his experience in the study of the 1968 French 
student movement, in which, as a professor, “objective distance” would 
help him get a better interaction position in the intervention process 
(because students generally didn’t trust their professors then). However, 
in the third world, the sociologist as outsider and objective researcher 
is unacceptable in face of the suffering populace. Liberation sociology 
insists that as researchers we must take sides with the oppressed people, 
make their daily life and experiences a source of knowledge, and reveal 
the underlying social structural causes of inequality (Feagin and Vera 
2001).

Third, about the intervention procedure, “meetings” suggested by Tou-
raine were definitely infeasible, in the presence of such an unequal power 
relation. Paulo Freire advocated “popular education” in such a situation. 
The oppressed groups were not only taught basic knowledge but also taught 
to develop a critical perspective about themselves and the world they live 
in. However, given that the oppressed groups are usually shy and lacking 
self-confidence, a superior approach is Hsiao-Chuan Hsia’s praxis-oriented 
research applying the techniques of the “theatre of the oppressed”3 and 
transformed traditional research methods to empower marginalized groups 
(Hsiao-Chuan Hsia 2003).

Taking all these methods into consideration, we transformed Touraine’s 
sociological intervention into “strong sociological intervention,” in which 
sociologists take sides with the most oppressed groups, aiming both at 
creating knowledge from these groups and reconstructing the society they 
live in. A best form for the strong sociological intervention, we thought, 
might be a migrant worker night school in our case, which would help 
workers confront their employers in the labor law class, and to learn basic 
knowledge such as computer skills or English so as to break the globaliza-
tion and high-tech myths. Through role playing in the class they could gain 
self-confidence and heightened consciousness. Moreover, it would help 
sociologists obtain better knowledge about workers’ life and work. It would 
also facilitate communication between sociologists and workers, as well as 
among workers themselves. In the long run these results would enhance the 
workers’ ability to act and transform society.

EMPOWERING THE OPPRESSED IN A 
PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY PROJECT

By carrying out the night school project for two years, with incessant reflec-
tions from critical sociology, we learned that there are important principles 
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for empowering oppressed groups in a public sociology project. They can 
be summarized as “Four Unifications”:

Unification of Cognition and Praxis

“Praxis” doesn’t equal “action”; it has a dimension of “social reconstruc-
tion.” “Praxis” is an important concept that refers to the purposive action 
aiming at reconstructing the material world and society, including human 
beings themselves. Taking praxis as the starting point, researchers must treat 
reconstructing society and empowering the oppressed as their basic task. 
However, the objects praxis-oriented research deals with are usually people 
who are oppressed by the existing political-economic structure. They appear to 
be incapable and silent (such as illiterate or with low education status). Hence 
we as researchers can’t just adopt the “objective” attitude, as Alain Touraine 
suggested. Instead, we have to take sides with the oppressed. Our purpose is 
not only to help the illiterate to read and write, but also to help them under-
stand critically about the reality of society so as to change it (Freire 1970).

Unification of Empowerment and Service

Our ultimate goal is to empower the migrant workers, however, we learned 
that empowerment must be combined with service to gain access to the work-
ers shielded by the bulwarks of village and family, and to obtain trust and 
legitimacy among various actors in the community, including government 
officers and factory employers. As mentioned earlier, teaching only labor law 
would incur the resentment from the factory employers, or even government 
officers, and would achieve no resonance from the workers. We need to make 
the workers feel that they can get concrete benefits from our project (such 
as physical examinations, free computer and English classes, and free books 
from the library) so that they are willing to participate in the project and be 
empowered through the long-term process. For instance, one factory em-
ployer once said, “I can’t imagine such good things as having free computer 
classes! That’s why I let my workers come so that I can learn it too.”

Unification of Inculcation Education and Heuristic Education

In disseminating law to rural industrial communities, the Baigou Project 
believes transformative theories are introduced to the working class from 
outside. People perceive the world as a series of events rather than as social 
structure. It is the task of researchers to present the true picture of society to 
the workers and endow them with weapons to understand and fight. At the 
same time, as Freire pointed out, though discussing macro-issues is impor-
tant in raising the consciousness of the oppressed, the representation of these 
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issues must be closely connected to actual problems if it is to stimulate criti-
cal understanding and actions for change. Therefore, in the teaching process, 
we try to link their personal experience to our classes as much as possible. 
For example, we used examples workers brought to the labor law teacher for 
consultation as cases for teaching. Workers felt that “this has happened to me 
too” or “my co-worker had the same trouble” which increased their interest 
and willingness to learn and actively engage in the class discussion.

Unification of External Service and Internal Reflection

In such a public sociology project, it is important to strike a conversation 
both between the publics and researchers, as well as among researchers 
themselves. Before each class, we would first summarize the course arrange-
ment and effects of last week, then discuss the class content for that day, 
outlining the keystones and expected results. Each period before classes 
began and after classes were over, we asked students about their feelings 
and suggestions so that we could adjust our courses accordingly. When 
the classes of Friday ended, we held another meeting, reflecting on what 
happened in the class and collecting feedback. Every Saturday afternoon 
we held a meeting to talk about details of the class that night, and after the 
classes were over, we still kept discussing class schedule and preparation 
for next week on our way back to Tsinghua University. When every seminar 
was finished, we held a conference in the Sociology Department, Tsing-
hua University, to summarize the situation, evaluate gain and loss, and 
discuss educational orientation and method for the next session. We also 
designed questionnaires for migrant workers about their opinions of the 
night school. It was in this process of ceaseless reflection that we integrated 
workers’ needs and requests with the night school’s ultimate goal, making 
the project more effective.

Limitations

Nevertheless, as hard as we tried, we still faced many obstacles and di-
lemmas. For one thing, the ability of workers to participate was difficult 
to sustain. This was because most factory employers were unwilling to 
sacrifice two hours of work time to let their workers learn things which 
might one day be used against them. For another, our association with 
the local government gave us legitimacy and, thus, facilitated our conduct 
of the project on the one hand. But on the other hand, our dependence 
on the local government for recruiting migrant workers (because workers 
who were controlled strictly by their employers within the factory were 
not simply free to attend the courses) resulted in considerable turnover of 
students. Moreover, what we have been doing is a collective effort to carry 
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out organic public sociology in the field. However, we are still at a primi-
tive stage in our project and we do have a lot to learn about engaging the 
publics. As a long-term enterprise, it is hard to say to what degree we have 
accomplished our original goal.

Still, already we do have some tangible results. In respect to skills, 
through the study in night school, most migrant workers enhanced their 
English listening and speaking skills, got to know the basic labor law provi-
sions for protecting their rights, and could operate the computer very well. 
In respect to psychology, they became more confident and ready to express 
themselves; in respect to social intercourse, they extended their personal 
relationship realm, and were ready to associate and help workers from 
other factories.

CONCLUSION

The foundational idea of Burawoy’s analysis of sociology is the interdepen-
dence of the forms of practice.

Burawoy emphasized that

Indeed, my normative vision of the discipline of sociology is of reciprocal 
interdependence among our four types of sociology—an organic solidarity in 
which each type of sociology derives energy, meaning, and imagination from 
its connection to the others. Without a professional sociology, there can be no 
policy or public sociology because they would lack legitimacy and expertise, 
but nor can there be a critical sociology—for there would be nothing to criti-
cize. Equally professional sociology depends for its vitality upon the continual 
challenge of public issues through the vehicle of public sociology. (Burawoy 
2005a:15)

We have spent a century building professional knowledge, translating com-
mon sense into science, so that now, we are more than ready to embark on 
a systematic back-translation, taking knowledge back to those from whom 
it came, making public issues out of private troubles, and thus regenerating 
sociology’s moral fiber. (Burawoy 2005a:5)

In our “Baigou Project,” professional sociology plays an important role in 
providing the theoretical lens for identifying research problems (such as the 
origin of the Baigou bag market, the features of the special factory regime, 
and the dilemma of the migrant workers), as well as methodological tools 
for gathering data (for example, document analysis, in-depth interviews, 
participant observation, surveys, etc.). However, we must “build up profes-
sional sociology as the moral and not just the structural core of the disci-
pline” (Burawoy 2005b:154).
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In our case, a tragic incident facilitated the transition from professional 
sociology to policy sociology. The incident exposed the pain and troubles 
of the invisible migrant workers—which were hidden behind the dual ram-
part of village and family—to researchers and the larger society. The tragedy 
offered an opportunity to gain access to their work and life, and laid a basis 
for further empowerment of this oppressed group. However, the limitations 
of such policy work were all too obvious, which led to the organic public 
sociology project.

Throughout the project, critical sociology was present in discerning 
problems of domination and inequalities; infusing moral stances for so-
ciologists; challenging normative assumptions of professional sociology, 
policy sociology, and public sociology; as well as offering evaluations of 
the whole project. It also offered hints in contriving many original strategies 
in running the project, for example, the selection of “the oppressed migrant 
workers as our publics,” the focus on “breaking the myths” to empower the 
“oppressed” and their relation to the courses offered, the design of the “sand-
wich class,” and the use of “real pertinent cases” for teaching. Other strategies 
derived from critical sociology were the importance and effects of the “dra-
matic moment” for factory employers and workers, building class and citizen 
consciousness and self-confidence through “encouragement and praise,” and 
the continuous dialogue and improved strategy enkindled by the method of 
reflective education.

During the operation of the night school, the systematic design and 
planning of the project was based on the knowledge and data generated 
from professional sociology. Later more information was collected within 
the process of teaching and conversation. That made possible further pro-
fessional research on certain topics. As policy sociology helped open the 
door to the field, the far-reaching effects of the night school elicited much 
attention from the media, which reported the event to general publics; 
from some labor NGOs, which afterward built a cooperative relationship 
with the research team; and from local and higher government, which ad-
justed their policies to ameliorate the conditions of migrant workers and 
strengthen the enforcement of labor law. And most importantly, initially 
by engaging our targeted publics—the migrant workers—as the project 
proceeded, it gradually inspired multiple publics to be actively involved in 
the process, including doctors, lawyers, students from different disciplines, 
teachers, volunteers, government officials, NGOs, local residents, and so 
forth, pushing the whole project to a higher level.

From the trajectories of our “Baigou Project,” it is clear that it started its 
life in professional sociology, extended its relevance through policy soci-
ology, was modified by critical sociology, and reached its culmination as 
organic public sociology. As already pointed out by Burawoy, “sociology 
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can straddle these ideal types or move across them over time” (Burawoy 
2005a:11), and that “the core activity of public sociology—the dialogue be-
tween sociologists and their publics—is supported (or not) by professional, 
critical and policy moments” (Burawoy 2005a:12), the Baigou Project 
shows how exciting and fruitful the integration of professional sociology, 
policy sociology, critical sociology, and public sociology can be, each pro-
moting the others as it promotes itself.

NOTES

1. The ”Baigou Project” is a series of research efforts carried out by the Labor 
School of Tsinghua University led by Professor Shen Yuan, and many of the research 
projects were run jointly with other departments and institutions.

2. Source of information: www.bdlyj.gov.cn/gaikuang/gaobeidian/g1.asp.
3. The Theatre of the Oppressed is a method elaborated by the Brazilian direc-

tor Augusto Boal, who was influenced by the work of Paulo Freire, starting from 
the 1960s, first in Brazil and then in Europe. This method uses theater as a means 
of knowledge and transformation of the individuals thinking in the social and re-
lational field. The public becomes active, so that the “spect-actors” explore, show, 
analyze, and transform the reality in which they are living.
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In the summer of 1986 an economist named Joseph Kalt at Harvard’s 
John F. Kennedy School of Government called me on the phone. We’d 
never met, but he said he had been looking at some economic data from 
American Indian reservations, and he found some of it puzzling. He asked 
some of his students if they knew of anyone on the Harvard faculty who 
studied contemporary Native American issues. One of them came up with 
my name. Kalt wanted to know if I’d like to have lunch and talk about his 
data. I said sure. I was finishing a book on contemporary American Indian 
political activism and had been pondering what to do next. The phone call 
caught my interest. Especially in those days, sociologists didn’t get many 
calls from economists looking for advice.

Over lunch, Kalt explained that his own research involved, among other 
things, natural resource economics. Recently he had been looking at data 
on timber and wildlife management on Indian reservations, and he had 
come across two related American Indian nations located in the same 
ecosystem and sharing broadly similar economic assets and opportunities. 
However, their tribally owned timber operations were performing very 
differently. One nation was running a profitable timber company and ef-
fectively managing its forest for multiple goals including sustained timber 
yield, water conservation, and healthy wildlife. The other’s operations, 
despite apparent effort, were in difficulty. Furthermore, while the first also 
had other successful economic enterprises, the second had generated little 
in the way of business activity. In other words, while both were pursuing 
economic development, their outcomes were markedly different. But—at 
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least in Kalt’s information—there were few differences between the two 
situations that might explain the divergent outcomes. He wondered if social 
factors might be involved.

I knew a little of the histories of these two nations and was struck by the 
fact that the one having difficulty had suffered some of the strictest controls 
that late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century federal administration had 
ever imposed on an Indian nation. For decades, reservation administrators 
had systematically suppressed Indigenous leadership on that reservation 
and had taken other steps, usually in the name of assimilation, that thor-
oughly disrupted much of the social fabric of the community. Such actions 
were common in the treatment of American Indians at the time, but they 
had been extreme in this case. The more successful nation, meanwhile, 
had had a very different experience. While its social organization had not 
escaped the negative impacts of external controls, those controls had been 
less severe, leaving much of the Indigenous leadership structure not only in-
tact but involved in decision-making. I could only speculate on the specific 
connections, but perhaps these different histories played a role—decades 
later—in the divergent outcomes.

We talked about this and the general pattern of economic development 
on Indian lands, commonly known as Indian Country. We knew that some 
nations were doing significantly better than others. The more we talked, the 
more intrigued we were by the possibility of other cases like those Kalt had 
found, where differences in economic assets or opportunities did a poor 
job of explaining variable economic performance. By the end of lunch, we 
had outlined a research project on Indian reservation economic develop-
ment. We imagined a comparative look at a set of reservations, including 
some that were doing well economically and some doing less well. What 
explained the pattern?

In subsequent weeks, we drafted a research proposal and went searching 
for support. Eventually, with a grant from the Ford Foundation, we estab-
lished the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development. 
Little did I know that more than twenty years later, we would still be work-
ing on topics traceable to that lunch in 1986, or that I would be doing what 
today we call public sociology.

In this chapter I briefly describe our research and its early findings. I then 
discuss how those findings and the response to them pushed us into public 
sociology, which, according to Michael Burawoy (2005a:9) in his 2004 
American Sociological Association presidential address, “strikes up a dia-
logic relation between sociologist and public in which the agenda of each is 
brought to the table, in which each adjusts to the other.” Finally, I consider 
the relationship of this effort to the other forms of sociology—policy, criti-
cal, and professional—that Burawoy identifies.

264 Chapter 15
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RESEARCHING AMERICAN INDIAN 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The Indigenous peoples of the United States form a set of nations, or tribes, 
that occupy a common legal and political position in the United States but 
carry with them distinctive histories, cultures, and contemporary circum-
stances. Located on lands commonly called reservations and subject ulti-
mately to federal controls, they retain significant rights of self-determination 
and self-governance based on their inherent sovereignty and on treaties signed 
with the United States, congressional legislation, and federal court decisions. 
These rights include such things as setting citizenship criteria, making and 
enforcing laws, managing their lands and civil affairs, choosing their forms 
of government, and engaging in a wide array of other governance functions, 
from environmental regulation and business permitting to issuing bonds and 
creating their own educational systems.

While the majority of self-identified American Indians today reside in non-
reservation, urban areas, a major portion of the Indian population chooses to 
remain on reservations. In the aggregate, this reservation-based population is 
among the poorest in the United States. In the 1970s, the U.S. Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare described rural Indians as “in a class of pov-
erty by themselves” (1974:v). Three decades later, despite significant improve-
ment, that population remains, on average, exceedingly poor (Taylor and Kalt 
2005). But it is not uniformly poor. While some of this has to do with reserva-
tion-based gaming operations, not all of it does. By the late 1980s, well before 
widespread gaming impacts, some Indian nations were doing much better 
than others (Cornell and Kalt 2000; Taylor and Kalt 2005; Harvard Project on 
American Indian Economic Development 2007). We wanted to know why.

Our research strategy had two prongs. One used census and other quan-
titative data to search for causal factors in the pattern of socioeconomic 
change across reservations. The other used fieldwork with a sample of 
nations—both more “successful” and less—in search of factors that might 
not show up in the quantitative analysis and of insights that could help us 
better understand what the numbers meant.

On the quantitative side, we used census data from 1970, 1980, and 
eventually 1990 and 2000, as well as Bureau of Indian Affairs labor force 
data and Indian Health Service data, to investigate changes in economic 
and social indicators over time. Such data are often of poor quality, but 
they gave us insights into longitudinal patterns, and they helped us identify 
cases of particular interest where the patterns seemed unusual.

We based our field sample on three considerations: guesses at what 
factors might be important (size, location, natural-resource endow-
ments, educational attainment, etc.); our identification, partly through 
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the quantitative analysis, of puzzles—such as the one we first discussed 
at lunch—where development patterns were unexpected; and our existing 
connections to Indian Country. This mixed bag of criteria was unorthodox 
but realistic. We knew we could not simply pick a random sample of na-
tions and expect to walk in the door and do research; few tribes would 
allow it. We also expected that much of the research payoff would come 
in systematic comparisons of similarly situated nations pursuing similar 
goals but with different outcomes.

The result was a nearly unmanageable sample: twelve nations that we 
hoped to spend time with. But over the next several years, we and our 
colleagues, including research assistants, looked at all twelve, although 
we spent more time with some than others. But even this ambitious 
sample quickly grew. As Indian nations heard about our research, some 
approached us, enlarging our knowledge base as tribal councilors, program 
and business managers, employees, and other citizens told us their devel-
opment goals and experiences. Well before the end of that first grant, we 
had gathered substantial information from more than two dozen nations, 
and the number kept rising as our research expanded in subsequent years, 
embracing not only American Indian nations but Canadian First Nations 
as well.

This project continues today through a network of researchers, partly at 
Harvard but increasingly—owing to my current affiliation and Harvard’s 
indifference to such work in Indian Country—through the Native Nations 
Institute for Leadership, Management, and Policy, a unit of the University 
of Arizona that we started in 2001 with Ford Foundation support and in 
cooperation with the Morris K. Udall Foundation. Our research program 
has expanded but remains linked to our original question about differential 
outcomes and to our first set of research findings. These can be summarized 
under three broad headings:1

Sovereignty or Jurisdiction

We soon found evidence of a turnaround point in the economic his-
tories of many Indian nations—variable across tribes but appearing with 
growing frequency after the mid-1970s—when the nation itself moved 
into the driver’s seat in its affairs, displacing the federal government, which 
for generations had been the primary decision-maker on Indian lands. As 
Indian nations took over substantive decision-making roles, development 
decisions began to reflect Indigenous knowledge and relationships and 
tribal priorities instead of federal ones. Most importantly, decision-makers 
began to experience directly the consequences of their decisions, creating an 
accountability missing from the federal Indian affairs decision process. This 
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change was not, in and of itself, sufficient to produce economic progress, 
but in case after case, it appeared to be a necessary condition for it.

Capable Governance

But we also saw a critical institutional component to the pattern of change. 
Many nations had moved aggressively in recent years to take over decision-
making from the federal government, but fewer of them had backed up this 
assertion of rights to self-determination with adequate attention to how those 
rights would be exercised. Moving decision-making power into Indigenous 
hands appeared to produce sustained, positive effects only where there were 
capable and stable governing institutions that could effectively exercise that 
power. This meant that the nation had to establish clear, dependable rules 
that could deliver fairness and efficiency in administrative decisions and im-
plementation; fairness and efficiency in the resolution of disputes; and control 
over internal political interference in tribal programs and business activity.

Cultural Match

The institutional finding fit other work on development at the time (e.g., 
North 1990, Oberschall 1990, Knack and Keefer 1995, Evans and Rauch 
1999). But the solution to the institutional challenge was not simply to 
import Western institutions into Indigenous societies. This had been tried 
by federal governments in the United States and Canada, which granted 
Native nations limited self-governing power but only through largely im-
posed, dominant-society institutions that often didn’t work in Indigenous 
contexts. Instead, effective governance appeared to depend in part on a 
match between formal governing institutions and informal community 
understandings about how authority should be organized and exercised. 
We called this “cultural match.” The point was not simply to “get the in-
stitutions right,” as economists might argue, nor to “get the culture right,” 
as federal officials, frustrated with cultures very different from their own, 
might say. The point was to get the fit right between formal institutions 
and contemporary Indigenous political culture (e.g., Cornell and Kalt 1995, 
1997b). Only then would people view their government as truly theirs and 
grant it the legitimacy necessary to its success.

In short, Indian nations did better at addressing economic issues when 
they had substantive decision-making power and backed up that power 
with capable governing institutions that had legitimacy with their own 
peoples. These results became the basis of professional publications and 
pointed to additional research directions that we began to follow up. But in 
the meantime, another dimension of the project had begun to emerge.
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WHAT CAN TRIBES DO?

From day one, we had in mind something more than a research project. 
We received unanticipated support from our first major funder. In 1986, 
Norm Collins oversaw the Ford Foundation’s poverty programs. We had 
sent him—and people at other foundations—our proposal. It was not the 
recommended way to seek funding: neither of us knew Collins; we had no 
established relationship; our letter was the equivalent of a cold call. To our 
surprise, Collins called back. He asked a few questions and then suggested 
we come down to New York to talk it over. As we sat in his office and 
outlined our ideas, his interest grew. But one thing concerned him. If we 
support this, he said, I want it to lead to something Indian nations can use. 
This can’t simply be about academic publications. It has to be about what 
Indian nations can do to address their own poverty.

Collins knew research would be critical to that goal, that producing 
something Indian nations could use would require, first, making sense of 
the pattern of reservation poverty. His concerns coincided with our own 
ideas. At that original lunch, we had realized that if we could explain dif-
ferential economic outcomes in Indian Country, and if the explanation in-
volved factors over which Indian nations exercised some control, we would 
have something of practical value to those nations. This became a central 
purpose of the project: a search for insights that Indian nations could use. 
Furthermore, my work on Indian political activism had persuaded me that 
few nations would talk to us unless they saw benefit in doing so. During my 
field research on Indian political movements, more than one tribal citizen 
had said something like, “we’ve been studied to death and don’t have much 
to show for it. If you don’t help us, why should we help you?”

These concerns shaped the course of our research and the activities that 
emerged from it. But in the beginning, we had little idea of how to be use-
ful to Indian Country. The goal was there, but the project at first took a 
more standard form, reflecting intellectual curiosity. It outlined a way to 
get answers to our core question—how to explain differences in economic 
performance by American Indian nations—but said little about how we 
might turn such explanation to tribal advantage.

Furthermore, our early encounters with Indian Country were mixed. 
We were cordially received on several reservations during a preliminary 
field trip, but in Rapid City, South Dakota, a small group of Indigenous 
leaders gave us something of a dressing down. They were skeptical of our 
commitment and afraid we might emulate some other academics: arrive in 
Indian Country, write career-enhancing papers, and disappear. They also 
worried about the impacts of our research. There’s a lot at stake here, they 
said. The biggest single force shaping events in Indian Country is federal 



 Becoming Public Sociology 269

Indian policy. What if your research influences that? You won’t experience 
the results. We will.

Two things began to alter this skepticism and change the nature of our 
work. As our early research results came in, we shared them, with a focus 
less on academic venues than on Indigenous ones, speaking at Indian 
Country conferences on economic and community development and other 
topics. Our results had practical implications for Indian nations, and we 
began hearing from some of them who wanted to know more, asking us to 
look at their situations in light of what we had learned. We were becom-
ing conduits for information, not only about our analyses but about what 
was happening where. The national scope of our project was turning us 
into a storehouse of information on tribal development efforts and their 
results—models, tools, and innovations.

Before long, in response to tribal requests, we formalized some of these 
conversations in an executive education program organized jointly, for a 
time, with Northern Arizona University. Drawing on policy- and business-
school models, we organized intensive, two-day seminars for senior Native 
leaders. The theme of these seminars was not so much “we’ve got answers” 
as “here’s what we’ve learned, what do you think, and how can it be helpful 
to you?” The curricular content was driven by our research, but much of the 
interaction reflected the agendas of those who attended, adding their own 
perspectives and searching for solutions to their nations’ challenges.2

We also had something else of practical value to offer: a distinctive labor 
force composed of graduate students in Harvard’s Master’s in Public Policy 
program, whose curriculum required a real-world policy analysis for a real-
world client. We offered tribes the opportunity to propose projects for these 
students. Many tribal governments face difficult policy challenges but lack 
the resources to develop information that would help decision-makers 
know what to do. If a nation proposed a topic amenable to student inquiry, 
we looked for a graduate student to work on it. Such students were often 
rookies in Indian topics, but they had good analytical skills, supervision, 
and deadlines. Our funding allowed them to go into the field for a firsthand 
examination of the issue at hand, but much of their work was by telephone 
and internet. If the result was useless, the tribe’s cost was minimal, but if it 
was good, the tribe had something useful it would not otherwise have pro-
duced. We have carried out some 300 such projects over 20 years, ranging 
from building judicial systems to consolidating tribal lands. With permis-
sion from clients, we distributed the better reports, first in hard copy, then 
on the web, so that useful information could be shared with other nations.

This combination of practical assistance and Indian Country interest in 
our findings changed the nature of our relationships and, ultimately, of our 
research.
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BECOMING PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

By the early 1990s, we found ourselves engaged in an ongoing—if 
intermittent—dialogue with Native communities about what they were 
doing and could do to reclaim power over their affairs and use that 
power to achieve their goals. In the early years, much of that dialogue 
was preoccupied with economic development, a critical topic for most 
Indian nations. Some tribes, learning that we were engaged in research 
on “what works” in Indian Country, came looking for sure-fire develop-
ment strategies; others wanted to test their ideas against our results; some 
wanted to be sure we didn’t ignore their concerns or achievements.

This dialogue had quick effects. It altered our conception of success. Our 
interest in development and our use of available data led to an early focus 
on common measures of economic performance such as employment, in-
come, and household poverty. But this drew criticism from Indian nations. 
While all of them treated poverty as a massive problem, none saw develop-
ment in purely economic terms. To one degree or another, they measured 
economic impacts against at least two other aspects of community life.

One was political. Indian nations hold a distinctive position within the 
American polity. They have a status in some ways similar to, in some ways 
different from, that of states, rooted in an inherent sovereignty that, while 
limited by treaties, court decisions, and congressional actions, remains 
substantial, evident in a distinctive set of rights that have not been extin-
guished. The protection and expansion of those rights is a priority concern 
of Indian nations. This has direct effects on development strategies. For 
most tribes, strategies that undermine such rights are suspect, even if they 
promise increases in income or employment.

There was another concern as well. For most Indian nations, there are 
also social dimensions to “success” involving the maintenance of social 
relationships, cultural practice, and the physical space that constitutes 
“home.” Some nations pay more attention to these things than others, but 
for most, development strategies have to be balanced against their sociocul-
tural effects. In short, success in tribal terms was not simply about overcom-
ing poverty. It was about the maintenance of communities.

As this dialogue unfolded, we had to rethink what it was we were trying 
to understand. Instead of asking about the factors that yield rising employ-
ment and incomes in Indian Country, for example—which is where we 
started—we began asking about the factors that facilitate tribal success, 
however defined. Our concern began as Indigenous economy but then 
became Indigenous efficacy: the ability of Indigenous nations to effectively 
pursue their own goals. The original articulation was ours, but its broaden-
ing came from interactions with Indian nations. This focus on tribal effi-
cacy, in turn, had a methodological effect, increasing our use of extended, 
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qualitative case inquiry, although we still used quantitative techniques 
where we could find adequate data.

Our growing dialogue with Indian nations also led us deeper into the 
topic of governance. Our research pointed to constitutions—the founda-
tional, written or unwritten rules by which communities organize them-
selves to achieve their goals—as critical to community success. But Indian 
nations wanted more. What kinds of rules or governance strategies were 
likely to work where and when? They had heard that some nations were 
integrating Indigenous political culture into contemporary governance so-
lutions. How were they doing it?

We began not only gathering Indigenous governance models but trying 
to understand their logic. A parliamentary system, for example, worked 
well on a reservation where the U.S. government, in the nineteenth cen-
tury, had forced three nations to settle together. One nation was larger 
than the other two. A directly elected chief executive would mean that the 
larger tribe might always control that position, undermining its legitimacy 
with the other two tribes. So the three nations instead adopted a system 
in which representatives elected from each tribe to a joint council selected 
a councilor to serve as chair. Thus the chief executive was beholden to a 
multi-tribe legislature, downplaying intertribal boundaries and avoiding a 
winner-take-all election. Meanwhile, another nation had a governing sys-
tem that, without benefit of written constitution, elections, or formal legal 
codes, managed a productive economy and social programs and effectively 
navigated complex relationships with federal and state agencies. The key to 
its success, we concluded, was the enormous legitimacy that this system, 
rooted in a theocratic political culture established over many generations, 
had among its own citizens. Those citizens shared a set of normative ex-
pectations that—despite the lack of formal, written prescription—specified 
how things would be done, provided stability in governance, and prevented 
leaders from using their positions to advance their interests instead of the 
community’s (Cornell and Kalt 1997b).

Another project responded to requests from several nations that were 
writing or rewriting tribal constitutions. They sought a forum for sharing 
ideas about constitution-building. We organized symposia—and eventually 
a book—where Native leaders and academics joined to discuss constitu-
tional innovations, the role of law in Indigenous communities, and ways to 
smooth potentially conflicted reform processes (Lemont 2006).

This kind of cooperative and dialogic search for information and insights 
allowed us not only to see institutions where we hadn’t seen them before 
but to understand how different sets of culturally matched institutions 
might yield similarly positive results, and how those institutions might be 
created. It also meant that we ended up sharing much of our work with 
Native audiences before sharing it with our own peers. Those audiences 
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sometimes challenged us. The chief of a First Nation in British Columbia, 
for example, urged us to rethink our understanding of the relationship be-
tween tribal politics and tribal enterprises, particularly in small nations. It 
departed from his own experience, and he turned out to be right, helping us 
pick up nuances we had missed. Another Native leader asked us what starts 
some nations down the institution-building path while others can’t get go-
ing, leading us to think about institution building as collective action and 
the role of leadership in generating change (for a preliminary exploration, 
see Cornell et al. 2007).

One of the lessons here is that public sociology is sometimes better so-
ciology. It engenders a dialogue with embedded experts: people who are 
living the processes we want to understand. A more complete understand-
ing of those processes demands that we create a joint intellectual effort in 
which we and they are together engaged in figuring things out. That effort 
requires trust. But it can lead to better social science: richer insight into 
social phenomena.

The result is a two-way educational process. Burawoy describes this 
as organic public sociology, as opposed to the mass-oriented traditional 
kind. It involves “direct, unmediated relation to publics . . . that are lo-
cal, thick (with intensive interaction among their members), [and] active” 
(2007:254). It moves beyond researchers asking questions and informants 
providing answers and becomes a cooperative endeavor: If we put our 
minds together and listen to each other, can we better understand the issues 
on the table and the possible ways to address them?

A DISAPPEARING LINE BETWEEN PUBLIC 
AND POLICY SOCIOLOGIES

These interactions moved us into another of the quadrants in Burawoy’s 
fourfold vision. I find Burawoy’s (2005a:9) conception of policy sociol-
ogy—”sociology in the service of a goal defined by a client” and designed 
“to provide solutions to problems that are presented to us”—too restrictive: 
we felt we were doing policy sociology before anyone asked us for advice or 
solutions, in the sense that we were explicitly concerned with the implica-
tions of our research for tribal and federal policy makers. Our answer is the 
same as Burawoy’s to the “knowledge for whom” question: policy sociology 
consciously includes a non-academic audience. But it is not dependent on 
outside initiatives or conceptions of the issues.

However, Burawoy suggests that we imagine policy sociology itself as 
having four subquadrants, replicating his division of the field (personal 
communication). There isn’t space to adequately discuss this suggestion 
here, but it opens intriguing possibilities. One could say that we entered 
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policy sociology through its professional subquadrant, turning the research 
lens on current policy and its effects. Eventually, clients did play a role in 
this, including federal agencies (e.g., Wakeling et al. 2001), Indigenous 
organizations (e.g., Cornell, Jorgensen, and Kalt 2002), and Indigenous 
nations (e.g., Brimley et al. 2007).3 Our own interest was primarily in the 
last of these, and particularly in Indigenous governments, which constitute 
not only a distinctive public but also exercise significant power in both 
the external arena (relations with other governments) and the internal one 
(the lives of their communities). Our work had implications for them (e.g., 
Jorgensen 2007), and this gradually pushed us into the public subquadrant 
of policy sociology. There, the question they were asking—what can we do 
to achieve our nations’ goals?—and the question we were asking—what 
makes some nations more successful than others at such achievement?—
converged.

In the conventional conception of policy sociology, policy makers’ agen-
das shape inquiry. In our case, as this convergence suggests, the relationship 
has been more reciprocal. Our work on governance as a key component 
in sustainable community and economic development led Native nations 
to ask us to examine their own governance arrangements; such examina-
tions in turn led to joint discussions of options for change. In this public 
subquadrant, policy sociology replicates public sociology, becoming a 
conversation in which each party draws on the other’s expertise to produce 
policy insights and solutions. This shared provenance has not been the 
prevailing pattern for Indigenous peoples in North America, where outside 
actors—governmental, academic, and other—typically have urged or even 
imposed one-size-fits-all policy interventions on those peoples. Partly for 
that reason, those interventions have seldom worked.

We also have encountered some of the dangers of policy sociology. 
Burawoy, referencing Ulrich Beck, warns that when sociological knowledge 
enters the policy arena it can become “a servant of power” (2005b:420). 
Power, of course, will take its servants wherever it can find them; we need 
not enter the policy arena to find ourselves in that role. As with other bod-
ies of knowledge, any sufficiently creative policy wonk can cherry-pick 
sociology for justificatory purposes.

We had our own experience of this when Canadian government officials 
embraced our argument that sustainable development in Indigenous com-
munities required capable Indigenous governance while ignoring our find-
ing that it also required putting substantive, jurisdictional, decision-making 
power in Indigenous hands. The government, using us, thus neatly found a 
way to hold Native nations accountable for bad outcomes (“the problem is 
your dysfunctional governance”) while denying those nations the power to 
design their own governments and policies or to control what happens to 
them—a classic and counter-productive formulation in Indigenous affairs. 
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We opposed this in subsequent presentations, underlining our self-determi-
nation findings and emphasizing that nothing we had seen justified such 
dismembering of our results. While we had little influence over agency ac-
tions, we tried at least to offer Indigenous nations ammunition with which 
to fight back.4

POLICY SOCIOLOGY AND CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY

In one of his discussions of policy sociology, Burawoy (2005b:421) argues 
that “at its core there is no dialogue about normative assumptions.” While 
some of our experience departs from this—almost any effort to be useful 
to American Indian nations soon led to a conversation about values and 
goals—such dialogue, in Burawoy’s scheme (2005a), is the task of critical 
sociology: to identify, understand, and often challenge the normative as-
sumptions not only of policy but of stakeholders in social processes, of 
publics, and of professional sociology, including ourselves (see Burawoy 
2005a).

In this sense, at least, critical sociology was present early in our project, 
if modestly so, in our expectation that there were actions Indian nations 
might take to address their situations, that social science could help un-
derstand what those actions might be, and that a public sociology—a so-
ciology engaged with this particular public—could increase social science’s 
ability to do so. These beliefs, poorly articulated at the start, questioned 
the assumption that Indigenous poverty would be solved by economic 
progress in the society at large, that social science could do little more than 
be a detached, analytical observer of the process, and that the appropriate 
role for Indian publics was to be studied but not to join the analysis or the 
discussion of what could be done.

Critical sociology was present also in our eventual recognition, born 
out of the kind of conversation that public sociology is all about, that the 
appropriate metrics for understanding success in Indigenous development 
were not simply measures of individual economic well-being—important 
as those are—but less easily quantifiable measures of collective capacity, 
action, and achievement. This recognition not only affected our research 
program and methods; it also challenged assumptions underlying a great 
deal of federal policy toward Indigenous peoples in North America and 
elsewhere. Much of the governmental conversation about Indigenous de-
velopment, particularly in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, has been 
about closing socioeconomic gaps—not between the mainstream and In-
digenous nations but between the mainstream and Indigenous individuals. 
This removes from the discussion a critical issue for Native peoples: their 
survival as distinct communities. As one Canadian official put it in the early 
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2000s, his government was willing to talk about equality but not about dif-
ference (Cornell 2005). But for many Indigenous nations, difference is the 
heart of the matter.

Here, another line began to disappear. In effect, we were moving into 
what Burawoy calls the critical subquadrant or “moment” of policy sociol-
ogy (personal communication). In our emphasis on legitimacy and the role 
of Indigenous political culture in building capable governing institutions, 
we were questioning at least two assumptions dear to the hearts of policy 
makers. One holds that U.S. liberal democratic institutions offer the best 
available path to good governance and development and should be pro-
moted everywhere. Our evidence disputed this. The other is the fantasy of 
bureaucrats that—if they take Indigenous governance seriously—they can 
produce a single governmental model that can be implemented uniformly 
across Indigenous nations, simplifying their bureaucratic tasks. We argued 
instead that while those nations may face similar governance challenges, 
their diversity and the cultural match requirement mean they are likely to 
produce variable responses. This, we argued, “is not really a problem. On 
the contrary, it is a solution” (Begay et al. 2007:53).

Even in these critical moments, public sociology continued to play a 
part. Some Native and non-Native academics and activists have criticized 
us at times for not being critical enough, for paying too little attention to 
the historical oppression of Native peoples and its disastrous effects. But 
we have seldom heard this complaint from tribal leaders, most of whom 
have little time for polemics. Their search has been not for affirmation of 
past suffering but for guides to practical action. They wanted to know what 
to do. Under pressure from them, we struggled to discover what works. Our 
critical position emerged from that process.

MERGING PROFESSIONAL AND PUBLIC SOCIOLOGIES

Behind all of this lay professional sociology—or more precisely, given the 
interdisciplinary nature of the project, professional social science.5 It in-
formed our sense of how to proceed, from a classic comparative research 
design (the attempt to explain differences across cases by searching for 
sources of variation while controlling for as much as possible) to the spe-
cific tools we have used, including field methods, regression, econometrics, 
and the small-sample Boolean techniques developed by Charles Ragin 
(1987)—an approach ideally suited to some of our inquiries (e.g., Cornell 
and Kalt 2000). We also have turned to professional colleagues for advice 
and commentary and to the existing literatures on development, gover-
nance, organizations, social movements, culture, and Indigenous studies 
for ideas, frameworks, and insight.
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But while social science in its professional forms has been a touchstone, 
we were slow to engage it through publications and professional presenta-
tions. This was not a conscious decision on our part but the inadvertent 
result of our engagement with Native publics. In the situations we were 
studying, people wanted help. They had urgent, practical needs and wanted 
to know if we could offer anything useful. We spent more time working 
with and writing for Indigenous peoples about governance and develop-
ment strategies that met Indigenous objectives than thinking about how 
our research might contribute to our own disciplines. In our case, the dan-
ger in public sociology was not that some public would capture our agenda 
or persuade us to bend results to suit its interests. On the contrary, public 
dialogue forced us to refine our agenda in intellectually productive ways, 
and we found tribal leadership admirably open to our sometimes critical 
results. As one said in introducing one of our presentations, “they may 
not tell us what we want to hear, but they tell us what we need to know.” 
Instead, the danger was that this engagement would absorb all our energy 
and hinder the conversation with our own professions.

Our solution was deadlines. By committing to conference presentations 
and book chapters, we forced ourselves to frame our work in professional 
terms, situate it in our fields, and invite our peers’ reactions. The benefits 
were new ideas, insights, and energy.

Sharon Hays (2007:84) has argued that “if we aren’t doing public soci-
ology, we’re just talking to each other.” Talking to each other, both within 
and across disciplinary divides, has been extremely useful to us, but it 
would have been far less so if we hadn’t at the same time been talking 
with the people whose lives and possible futures we were trying to un-
derstand. We came to them as professionals, with theories and interview 
questions in hand. Many of the questions were good ones, and some of 
our theories found support. But much of what we learned came when 
we listened not just to their answers but to their views of what we were 
doing and of what we were missing, and to what they wanted to know. 
My n is one, and I admit to bias, but in my experience this sort of public 
engagement is far more likely to enhance sociological skills and insights 
than to limit them. It depends, of course, on the sort of inquiry one un-
dertakes, but in our case, the lines have been profitably blurred: Doing 
good professional sociology has required doing good public sociology at 
the same time.

NOTES

My thanks to Michael Burawoy, Vince Jeffries, and Joe Kalt for helpful comments 
and suggestions on an earlier draft of this chapter.

1. See, for example, Cornell and Kalt (1995, 1997a, 1997b, 2000, 2003), Cornell 
and Gil-Swedberg (1995), Cornell (2005, 2007), Jorgensen (2000), and Krepps and 
Caves (1994).
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2. These executive education sessions continue today under the auspices of the 
Native Nations Institute at the University of Arizona.

3. At their request, we also have testified before U.S. Senate and Canadian parlia-
mentary committees and have met with U.S., Canadian, and Australian government 
officials.

4. This danger is not peculiar to federal governments. In at least one case, leaders 
of a Native nation tried to use some of our findings to legitimate their own grip on 
power.

5. Started by a sociologist and an economist, this effort has become still more 
interdisciplinary over time, involving participants from education, public adminis-
tration, public policy, anthropology, geography, and political science.
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Since 2000, I have given over 75 PowerPoint lectures to a wide variety of 
audiences demonstrating the patterns of racial disparities in imprisonment 
in the United States and Wisconsin. These slides have an impact and tell a 
story about racial dynamics in the United States that cannot easily be con-
veyed in words. They show not only that there is a racial disparity, but that 
it increased in the last quarter of the twentieth century, that the drug war 
was a major source of the disparity, and that Wisconsin is even worse than 
the rest of the country. After seeing the presentation, audience members 
agree the problem is serious and that some of their ideas don’t fit the data, 
even as they have different ideas about solutions. My slides are posted on 
my website1 and have been downloaded by and distributed to people I have 
never met; my work is regularly cited and discussed within criminal justice 
circles in Wisconsin.

I have also worked with several local groups around these issues. In 2000, 
I joined the board of an advocacy group Money, Education, and Prisons 
(MEP). My visibility on the racial disparities issue led to my being asked 
in 2003 to join the advisory board for Dane County’s federally funded 
Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) project in juvenile justice. In 
April of 2007, this same visibility led to my appointment to the Governor’s 
Commission to Reduce Racial Disparities in Criminal Justice.

In his campaign for greater recognition of the value of public sociology, 
Michael Burawoy offers a 2x2 typology of sociologies where the dimen-
sions are type of knowledge and audience. In his scheme, professional 
sociology develops instrumental knowledge for academic audiences; criti-
cal sociology develops reflexive knowledge for academic audiences; policy 
sociology develops instrumental knowledge for non-academic audiences; 
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and public sociology develops reflexive knowledge for non-academic 
audiences. Burawoy acknowledges that the typology is more useful as a 
stimulus to reflection and discussion than as a rigid classification of types 
of work. In practice, sociologists often simultaneously engage two or more 
of the cells in Burawoy’s typology, and many of the important debates 
and distinctions about the relation of sociology to external groups are not 
encompassed in the typology.

I began my career as a public sociologist somewhat haphazardly in 1999, 
before hearing Burawoy’s presentation on his typology. In taking this op-
portunity to reflect on my work in light of it, I find that the typology pro-
vides a useful basis for organizing reflections on my work; at the same time 
it elides many of the important lessons I feel I have learned in the process 
of doing public sociology. I organize my essay as follows. First, I tell the 
story of how I got involved in this issue, where the important lesson is the 
way that one’s commitments as a person and as a sociologist are complex 
and cross-cutting in ways that cannot be captured by a distinction between 
critical and professional sociology. Then I discuss the links between doing 
professional and public sociology, calling attention to the often-neglected 
professional skills that are important in communicating with the public. 
Third I dig into the matter of the publics, where I stress the diversity of 
publics and the need to listen as well as talk. Fourth, I talk about the links 
between public and policy sociology as one gets involved with groups that 
are trying to address social problems. Here the important issues are the ten-
sions arising from the different rhythms of professional and policy work, 
as well as from the much greater difficulty of solving problems relative to 
acting as social critic. In the conclusion I try to draw the lessons together 
and reflect on the question of the social impact of my work.

GETTING INVOLVED: THE CRITICAL 
INTERVENES IN THE PROFESSIONAL

Burawoy’s typology is focused on types of sociology. But sociologists are, 
of course, whole people, and we come to our concern about social issues as 
people not just as sociologists. Audiences often like to know how an ivory 
tower academic came to this issue. I do have some history of low-level ac-
tivism that I had pretty much put on hold while rearing my children. My 
interest in activism drew me into studying it academically as a scholar of 
social movements and collective action, but my past activism was unrelated 
to sociology.

I was pulled into prison work by the organizing efforts of local commu-
nity activists, not by sociology. In 1999, a local advocacy group advertised 
a conference entitled “Money, Education, and Prisons,” raising concerns 
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that money was being diverted from education into prisons and stressing 
that this was a double disadvantage for African Americans, who were both 
being incarcerated at high rates and suffering from cuts in education. I at-
tended this conference, thinking it would be helpful for my teaching. The 
local group had done an impressive job in organizing. The conference had 
over 400 in attendance and a dozen impressive speakers. I saw some of 
the claims in the conference materials and wondered if they were generally 
true, and what the situation was in Wisconsin. In particular, I doubted that 
the statement that “one in three Black men is under the control of the cor-
rectional system” could possibly be true. I thought I would want to check 
that fact out before using it in lecture. It turned out to be true. The most 
recent estimate from the Bureau of Justice Statistics is 40 percent!

I was looking for more involvement in social action now that my children 
were older. I had attended programs on social issues sponsored by Madison 
Urban Ministry (MUM), a progressive group whose motto is “planting the 
seeds of social change.” Some people from MUM had been part of the Money, 
Education, and Prisons conference planning group, and MUM decided to put 
on a series of forums about prison issues. I volunteered to be on the planning 
team for that forum series. As part of that, I volunteered to acquire and present 
information on patterns of imprisonment. I argued that people would want to 
know what people were in prison for and other information about the patterns 
of imprisonment. Although this did not necessarily seem the most important 
thing to everyone else, they thought it would be an appropriate component 
of the forums. Thus I began as a person, a volunteer among volunteers. I of-
fered my sociological skills the way other people offered to do publicity or to 
make dinner arrangements. In particular, I am not a criminologist and when I 
started I had very little professional sociology to offer people.

Because I am not a criminologist, my first efforts were hit and miss. 
I eventually found information, first summary statistics on government 
websites, and then individual-level data from the National Corrections 
Reporting Program. At that time, it was easy to find the total imprisonment 
rate for each state and the national imprisonment rates by race, but not the 
race-specific imprisonment rates for different states. Because it is primarily 
black people who are being incarcerated, the strongest predictor of a state’s 
total incarceration rate is the proportion of the population who are black. 
The first statistic I calculated, by dividing numbers imprisoned from Bureau 
of Justice Statistics websites by population figures from Census Bureau 
websites, showed that my state, Wisconsin, was much more disparate in its 
imprisonment patterns than was the nation as a whole. In fact, Wisconsin’s 
black/white disparity was 20 to 1, compared to about 7 to 1 nationally. This 
shocked me. I prepared a handout with this and other information for a 
presentation at the forum. It had tables with numbers. Some people noticed 
and expressed concern, but many ignored it. I tried to give my handout to 
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people at a couple of other forums on prison issues, but there did not seem 
to be a lot of interest. In the second year of the forum series, the issue was 
juvenile justice, and I did another handout and presentation for that group, 
with a similar weak response. I continued working on the data analysis for 
this project for several years before it received much public attention.

Initially, I got much more attention and support from social scientists 
than from activists as I attempted to develop this as a professional sociol-
ogy project comparing different states’ incarceration rates and looking for 
the causes and consequences of these differences. Wisconsin’s Institute for 
Research on Poverty provided me with a research assistant for several years, 
and the National Science Foundation provided a small development grant. 
We used this funding to download and process National Corrections Re-
porting Program (NCRP) and arrest data; we spent a lot of time grouping 
and categorizing offenses to match arrest and imprisonment offenses so 
we could compare them. My larger more grandiose grant applications were 
rejected by several agencies because they were naive and ill-focused.

My work is not critical sociology. However, the fact that I entered the 
field with questions coming from a critical standpoint did lead me to ask 
different questions from mainstream criminology. I was not interested in 
testing different theories of social control or in explaining away racial dis-
parities by showing they were correlated with other factors such as crime. 
Instead, I started from the presumption that high black imprisonment rates 
are bad and cause problems. But to know what to do about the problem, 
I wanted to know whether the problem was that blacks were committing a 
lot of crimes, or that blacks were being discriminated against in the system. 
I tried to bring my professional skills to bear on answering that question.

The data that became the core of my public work in Wisconsin fell in my 
lap in 2000. Someone had given a copy of my 1999 forum handout to Gwen 
Moore, an African American state senator from Milwaukee. She had made a 
short angry speech on the Senate floor that week about locking up all the black 
people, but nothing more was said about it. Senator Moore had filed an open 
records petition with the Wisconsin Department of Corrections about the race 
and offenses of prisoners sent out of state and the DOC responded with six 
floppy disks and a paper code book. Her staffer called to ask if I could help 
them process it to answer their question. An experienced graduate student, 
James Yocom, volunteered his time to do the work of keying in hundreds of 
lines of variable definitions and creating the dataset, which included everyone 
who had been in prison in Wisconsin in the years 1990–1999. We built on 
the work we had done with the NCRP in grouping and coding offenses, and 
were able to do a detailed analysis of patterns in Wisconsin by race, offense, 
county, and admission type. Nobody had done this analysis. The information 
was powerful, and presenting it had an impact. It told people things they did 
not know and forced people to confront the problem.
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In sum, I did not start out to be a public sociologist nor a critical sociolo-
gist. Rather, my critical sensibilities as a politically aware person interacted 
with my professional sociological sensibilities so that when fortuitous 
events created an occasion that seemed to call for my abilities, I stepped in 
and tried to figure out what to do as I went along. The fact that I already 
had tenure at a major research university made it possible for me to do this 
work. It gave me substantial resources for the work and it gave me the job 
security to permit risk-taking and the diversion of efforts into an ill-defined 
path with no clear professional payoff.

PROFESSIONAL SKILLS FOR PUBLIC PURPOSE

Often, public sociology involves taking professional sociological research 
that already exists and moving it into the public forum. I knew little about 
prisons and crime when I first became involved in this work. Nevertheless, 
my training and orientation as a professional sociologist made me able to 
do work that non-sociologists could not do, while learning how to do the 
work for a public purpose has fed back into my professional skills.

Quantitative Analysis

At the time I began the project, it was difficult to find information com-
paring states in their racial patterns of incarceration. Today you can find 
websites maintained by NGOs that publish such rankings annually. It was 
being ranked #1 in black incarceration for 2004 and a resulting ranking as 
“the worst place to be black in America“ by an online black magazine that 
finally got the attention of Wisconsin’s white politicians. More and more 
advocacy groups are employing social scientists to analyze data and publish 
scorecards as part of their social change strategies.

Many groups have asked me to help them analyze and summarize data 
for grant proposals and reports. I also undertook several substantial analy-
ses of juvenile data for the juvenile justice advisory committee. There is a 
crying need for data and data analysis in a wide variety of non-profit and 
governmental agencies. Cutbacks in the public sector have led to substan-
tial reductions in administrative staff, including data analysts. As a result, 
although there is a huge amount of information collected by public agen-
cies that could be used to monitor them and hold them accountable, there 
is a profound shortage of analyzed information. In the racial disparities 
area, there is a need to collect accountability measures at every decision 
point. Police agencies that undertake to record the race of all drivers in 
traffic stops and find evidence of disproportion can then ask what steps to 
take to address the patterns. My analysis of juvenile arrests pointed to the 
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importance of missed court dates, assault charges, and arrests at schools 
as key sources of disparity, which led the DMC committee to develop 
programs to address these issues. Madison school analysts found that the 
subjective interactional charge of “insubordination” accounted for much 
of the disparity in school suspensions, leading the district to change its 
suspension policies. Many agencies are protective of their data and keep 
their reports internal and private, unless forced to disclose by very specific 
open records petitions. But even when there is willingness, even eagerness, 
to use data to address social concerns, there is a deep inability to do so in 
many public agencies. One role universities could play that would be of 
immense social benefit would be to create structures to facilitate the analy-
sis of public data for public use.

Data analysis is part skill and part art. The ability to gather, process, 
and analyze quantitative data is a special skill that social scientists bring 
to public discourse. It takes a great deal of talent, skill, insight, and persis-
tence to make data reveal important social patterns and to check for arti-
facts or omitted variables that might be influencing the results. It is what 
we can do that others cannot. While propagandists or journalists might 
grab any figure that fits a point they are trying to make, as sociologists we 
want to be sure that the results we are reporting are as correct as we can 
make them.

Presenting Information

If we are going to engage public discourse, the public has to be able to 
understand what we say. The turning point in my public presentations was 
the shift to graphical displays of information. A major stumbling block 
for presenting sociological information to public officials and the general 
public is the general lack of statistical literacy. Many people’s eyes simply 
glaze over when they see a table of numbers. Even for those of us who are 
comfortable reading tables of numbers, a graphical display can convey 
information that can be much more readily absorbed. Information visu-
ally displayed can “tell a story” in a way that numbers or words cannot. 
Consider, for example table 16.1 and figure 16.1. Both contain exactly the 
same information. But figure 16.1 tells the story quickly and visually in 
a way that table 16.1 cannot: the black/white disparity for drug offenses 
was initially lower than for other offenses and rose steeply in the 1980s 
and remained high in the 1990s, while that for other offenses was much 
lower and more stable. Figure 16.2 conveys the trends in prison admis-
sions 1926–1999. Again, the graph is much more powerful than a verbal 
description of what it shows: black and white admissions were relatively 
stable until the mid-1970s, when admissions accelerated for both races but 
especially for blacks, so that the disparity rose substantially. Figure 16.3 is 
the one of the most shocking slides in my talk. It shows that drug sentences 
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for young people are the major source of racial disparity. This slide is linked 
with other slides showing that young whites use illegal drugs at higher rates 
than blacks and showing employment discrimination against young black 
men with prison records for drug sentences. Together they provide a power-
ful indictment of the system.

Table 16.1. Black/White Disparity in Prison Admissions, by Offense (Source: NCRP)

Year Violent Rob/Burg Theft Drug Other

1983 6.9 7.5 6.9 4.8 6.6
1984 6.7 8.4 6.7 5.6 4.9
1985 6.4 8.6 6.8 6.9 5.1
1986 6.7 9.0 6.8 7.2 4.9
1987 6.6 9.0 7.1 9.1 6.4
1988 7.1 10.1 7.6 13.8 6.5
1989 7.4 10.2 7.5 17.5 5.9
1990 7.5 10.4 7.4 19.5 5.4
1991 7.9 10.7 7.2 20.8 5.2
1992 7.2 10.1 7.1 19.9 5.6
1993 6.9 10.0 6.8 19.0 5.5
1994 6.9 9.3 6.4 19.3 5.2
1995 6.8 9.0 6.4 18.0 5.0
1996 6.3 8.7 6.2 16.8 4.7
1997 6.4 8.6 6.0 15.3 4.7
1998 6.0 8.2 5.9 15.3 4.5
1999 6.3 8.1 6.0 15.4 4.5

Source: NCRP.

Figure 16.1. Black/White Disparity in Prison Admissions, by Offense
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It takes skill, effort, and experimentation to prepare a graph so that it can be 
read easily. It is an intellectual task, not just clerical, although it has clerical ele-
ments. You both decide what information to present and then work to format it 
so that important distinctions can be visually absorbed. Different formats are best 
for different media. Dark backgrounds and color work best for computer slide 
shows, and textual elements need to be large. But color graphs are incomprehen-
sible if printed out and photocopied in black and white. White backgrounds, 

Figure 16.2. Black/White Prison Admissions in the United States, 1926–1999

Figure 16.3. Black/White Disparity Ratios in Prison Sentences by Age and Offense 
Group, Wisconsin Total (Inmates with no prior felony or prison admission only)
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uncluttered displays and monochromatic patterns and markers are best 
for paper. Another pitfall for paper graphics is that photocopy machines 
lack the definition of printers, thus blurring distinctions that are legible 
in the original. Within a graph, it can be difficult to keep all important 
elements legible. Getting the formatting right for each particular graph so 
that it can be read has been difficult and time-consuming at times. Many 
of my slides have an amateurish and inconsistent look. Nevertheless, I 
could not convey half as much information without them.

Another important aspect of my work has been extensive use of the 
Internet. I set up and maintain my own website at the university. This has 
allowed me to “publish” reports and statistics quickly and to make them 
widely available at little cost. I have posted raw data on the Internet, and 
spreadsheets with data and graphs showing time trends in imprisonment 
by race and offense for the different states in the United States and the dif-
ferent counties in Wisconsin. I have also posted copies of my PowerPoint 
slide shows and PDF files with screen shots from the shows. The Power-
Point slides have been downloaded and incorporated into lectures all over 
the country, and the PDF files have been printed out, copied, and circulated 
widely. Early on, I generated an online slide show tutorial on these issues. 
It rapidly became out of date and I did not update it, but this is another 
medium to explore.

Finally, good public sociology requires the core skills of good writing and 
good public speaking: the same skills we need when we teach. We need 
to go to the trouble to understand and address audience background and 
preconceptions, to figure out how to explain complex ideas clearly so other 
people can understand them, and to make our writing or speaking lively and 
interesting without resorting to simple-minded slogans and sound bites.

ENGAGING PUBLICS: EXPERTISE, LEGITIMACY, 
LISTENING, DIFFERENCE

Over the years, I’ve spoken to an accelerating number of groups. As this is 
my advocacy work, I usually say yes to any group who asks. I have spoken 
to church groups, antiracism groups, community forums on race and jus-
tice, the school board, court commissioners, public defenders, interagency 
criminal justice task forces, and a large number of classes. I’ve talked to 
criminal justice professionals, elected officials, relatively apolitical middle-
aged white churchgoers, and black community activists. I have listened 
as well as talked, and in the process, I have learned a great deal from the 
audiences.
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It is important to think in a practical sociological way about the problem 
of locating oneself in a public space and communicating with others. It is 
very important to attempt to understand the preconceptions and concerns 
of the audience. You cannot influence people by insulting or attacking them. 
People need to believe that what you tell them is true and that you are not 
distorting the evidence to make a point. It is important to speak with author-
ity and expertise where the evidence warrants and with humility and caution 
where the evidence is silent or ambiguous. At the same time, you do not 
want to bore people to death with a pompous lecture. You need to speak 
with passion and make the material lively and accessible. These are also 
politically contested and sensitive issues, and you have to consider where 
you locate yourself in relation to political parties and the other political ac-
tors in the field. Publicly, I avoid personalizing issues, attacking officials, or 
picking sides in partisan disputes. Instead, I argue that we as a public are all 
responsible for the political climate that created this problem and everyone 
needs to take responsibility for his or her part of the problem.

What makes this difficult is that there are different publics and different 
audiences with different preconceptions and different concerns about the 
implications of the information. Language and rhetoric that makes the pre-
sentation more acceptable and legitimate for one audience can be inflam-
matory or alienating to another. With conservative white groups or public 
officials, I try to be neutral and factual. Many white officials’ first response is 
defensiveness. Many public employees are worried that evidence of dispar-
ity is tantamount to an accusation of illegal discrimination that may cost 
them their jobs, or at least embarrass them. In dealing with this concern, 
I have found that it is very important to remind people that a “disparity” 
is a statistical pattern. I stress that I am presenting the patterns in the data, 
and that what responsible people must do is try to understand how to re-
spond to these patterns without denial, but that honest people can disagree 
about solutions. I stress that discriminatory patterns can happen without 
discriminatory intent.

But other audiences are alienated by precisely this stance. Left-wing and 
black audiences often criticize me for not calling the patterns “racist.” To 
them I say, “of course this is racist.” But then I often give a short exegesis 
on “the R-word.” I have learned (I tell them) that most whites respond very 
defensively and even angrily to being called racist, or to having something 
they are involved with called racist. Most whites (and many blacks) inter-
pret racism as an individual attitude of racial prejudice, hostility, and big-
otry toward others. If they are liberals, they view prejudice as an individual 
failing as a human being. Thus, to call them racist is to accuse them of being 
defective as a human being. Nevertheless, for the left-wing and black audi-
ences, my credibility and legitimacy depends upon shifting rhetoric, and 
being willing and able to use the R-word and address their concerns.
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Most of my audiences are what I would call racially naive white liberals, 
for whom my presentation is a wake-up call, a shock, a jolt to their com-
placency. It calls attention to a massive problem of racial injustice that they 
have been ignoring. But black responses are different. Some black people, 
particularly those who work in the system or who are former prisoners, 
have praised me for being willing to add a white face to the people talking 
about the problem. Many appreciate the information: even though they 
know there is a problem, many black people often do not know its full 
contours. “They are locking us all up!” is one common response. But the 
most common black response is impatience and anger. Much more rapidly 
than whites, black people say: “Stop telling us about the problem, we want 
to know what to do about it.” Audiences that are half or more black often 
become militant and combative. Audience questions are more likely to 
bring up CIA control of the drug trade, incarceration as genocide, or chal-
lenge me to explain what I personally am doing to solve the problem. (I tell 
them that what I am doing is analyzing data and giving these talks, mostly 
to white audiences.)

As I talk to different groups, I try to listen to what they say and use their 
comments in talking to other audiences. I explain to challenging black au-
diences about how whites react to the “R-word,” and I tell white audiences 
the kinds of issues that black audiences are likely to raise. I explain that all 
the professionals agree that racial differences in drug arrests happen because 
of where the police concentrate their efforts, but that people disagree about 
whether this is fair or not. I tell everyone that there is a debate about proba-
tion and parole revocations. The data show that revocations on “technical 
violations” without new offenses are a large share of prison admissions. 
Many community people close to offenders claim that the revocations are 
often for trivial or trumped-up violations. Some court commissioners have 
told me that many probation and parole officers revoke people on trivial 
charges, or essentially trick them into waiving their rights. But the district 
attorneys and some corrections officials insist that people are revoked only 
for serious infractions, and that many have actually committed a new of-
fense at the time of revocation that just has not been processed yet. I do 
not have the data to adjudicate these claims. I just repeat them to different 
audiences. On this and a wide variety of other specific points, I try to further 
communication and open debate across the usual lines by telling one group 
what sort of issues are important to another group.

FROM PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY TO POLICY SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy suggests that the difference between public and policy sociology 
is whether the agenda is set by the sociologist or some outside group, and 
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by whether the sociologist works with grassroots organizations or elite in-
stitutional actors. In my experience, these distinctions are not so neat. For 
all three of the groups that I have worked with, I have done specific data 
analyses because they asked me to. However, at the same time, I have also 
stood apart and pursued my own agenda within each of them. And the 
elite/grassroots dimension was blurred by race.

Setting Agendas

I got little initial support from grassroots activists for my work on racial 
disparities. Most black activists felt they knew there was a race problem and 
saw no value in getting more information about it; their main concern was 
to get more contracts for black and Latino service providers (rather than the 
larger white-dominated agencies) to serve the needs of at-risk youth. Many 
people, black and white, were not sure which way the race issue would cut, 
and feared that disparity data would just confirm racial stereotypes about 
black criminality and increase white support for prisons. White activists 
were concerned about opening of the super-max prison, the connection 
of the “prison industrial complex” to capitalism and imperialism, and the 
spiraling costs of incarceration. In fact, at one point, Money, Education, and 
Prisons (MEP), the most grassroots and self-consciously “radical” of the 
groups I worked with, actually voted against making racial disparities one 
of their priority issues. This occurred when its membership had become 
all-white after black members left to work on the social service issues; the 
decision was reversed a few years later. I kept working on the racial dispari-
ties issue despite this vote because that was where my heart was, regardless 
of the opinions of others. In this, I was acting very much as academics do: 
we study what seems important to us, regardless of what others think.

My position on the local DMC project advisory board and the Governor’s 
Commission is different. Both were explicitly formed to develop policy to 
address racial disparity issues and I was asked to join because I was seen as 
an important person who had been speaking out on and providing infor-
mation about the issue. For both groups, I have done a lot of data analysis, 
not only to answer the questions they ask, but to answer the questions I 
think they should be asking, and have then explained to them what the 
answers mean. Policy interventions have to be tied to information and 
where in the system the problem is happening, and the data show that the 
disparities vary a lot by offense, by jurisdiction, and by steps of the process. 
Sometimes the results point to disparate treatment, and sometimes to pat-
terns of offending. I repeatedly have to explain why the disparity and the 
black rate are not the same indicator and why this matters: you can reduce 
the disparity by increasing the white incarceration rate, but that does not 
necessarily reduce the black incarceration rate or the harm it does.
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I have done dozens of ad hoc data analyses in support of these two 
groups, and I have been asked to do many more by other NGOs. The real 
problem about doing data analysis for local policy groups is not about 
who poses the questions, but their volume and timing. These requests are 
typically made on a very short deadline and fulfilling them can be very 
time-consuming. The people asking for help don’t understand how to for-
mulate good questions or to be sure that the data are in a reasonable form 
for analysis. Even with official sponsorship and a court order, getting the 
data is often an organizational obstacle course. Anyone who has data and 
gets a reputation for being willing to do data analysis in the service of good 
causes for underfunded NGOs or local agencies gets asked to do a great deal 
more than it is possible to do unless you are willing to abandon all your 
other work. Eventually, no matter how committed you are to contributing 
to important community issues, you have to tell people “no.” You have to 
choose your priorities and set your limits.

Leaders of agencies and non-profits often wonder whether there are 
students who would like to do analysis of their data for a master’s thesis 
or something. The answer is generally “no.” There are several reasons for 
this. The timing is wrong. Agencies need answers immediately, preferably 
yesterday. But students and professors plan their research agendas a year in 
advance. Moreover, a sociological master’s thesis (or dissertation) needs to 
address an important theoretical question of interest to the student. Agen-
cies usually want fast answers to practical problems that interest them. 
Undergraduates are interested in doing any research just for the experience, 
and would like to take on this kind of job. But undergraduates are un-
trained and require extensive supervision and instruction. It is usually faster 
and easier to do the work yourself than to train a novice to do it. Most of 
the people in agencies and non-profits lack the ability to do the analysis 
themselves, that’s why they have the problem. Devising a structure to in-
volve undergraduate students in data analysis for NGOs and local agencies 
would be a great academic-community partnership.

Real Groups

Doing the kind of organic public sociology that puts you in ongoing 
interaction with real groups raises a host of issues. It is a lot easier to docu-
ment a problem and the social forces causing it than to figure out how to 
intervene to fix it. People who volunteer their time for an issue all have 
their own ideas about what to do, and voluntary groups have a shifting 
and amorphous character that makes it hard for them to act in a concerted 
fashion. Much of “organic public sociology” involves sitting through meet-
ings that often seem to accomplish little. And racial dynamics problematize 
easy distinctions between grassroots and elites.
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The grassroots activist group Money, Education, and Prisons (MEP) 
focused on advocacy around prison issues. MEP met with corrections of-
ficials, ran workshops for corrections employees, put on public forums, 
organized protests, and networked with other organizations. Although over 
a hundred people attended an organizational meeting after its successful 
1999 conference, membership rapidly declined. A handful of people did 
the core work of the organization, and its direction shifted depending upon 
the agendas of this core. Most MEP members had some other prison or 
justice advocacy work they did outside MEP, and most meetings were spent 
with people discussing their various projects. Although I attended meetings 
fairly regularly over the years, MEP had little impact on my work, and I did 
little work for it, except to present data at forums and to report on my work 
in other venues. Race was an ongoing problem. All of the black founders of 
MEP eventually left it because of a divergence of goals. After that, the core 
of MEP was a changing pool of less than a dozen white activists with one 
American Indian and one Latina, with the periodic participation of one or 
two other black activists. A venture into providing services for returning 
prisoners blew up in a racially charged conflict amid inadequate organiza-
tional structures and lack of financial oversight.

The DMC board and the Governor’s Commission are both dominated 
by people who have leadership positions in the system: police, district at-
torneys, public defenders, judges, court commissioners, school officials, 
heads of social service agencies, politicians, corrections managers. Leaders 
of grassroots organizations serving people of color are also present. These 
would appear to be more like the elite institutions that sponsor Burawoy’s 
policy sociology, and in some ways, they are. But along the race axis, they 
are different. Both are fairly evenly balanced between blacks and whites 
(with a sprinkling of Hispanics and the occasional Asian or American In-
dian). The head of the DMC project is a black assistant district attorney; 
the co-chairs of the Governor’s Commission are a black state senator and 
Madison’s black police chief. Both are appointed boards, and everyone 
there believes racial disparity is an important social issue. I’m the only 
academic.

For its first two years, the DMC board seemed to have the same meeting 
over and over, as a shifting group of public officials and community mem-
bers attended irregularly and voiced their concerns. The hard core of regular 
attendees were a much smaller group that included the district attorney, the 
assistant police chief (who became chief during the project), school district 
representatives, the chief public defender, the head of the juvenile deten-
tion facility, the juvenile court commissioner, several key social services 
administrators, and a couple of judges. Most of these people see each other 
regularly in the normal course of their work lives. Even as a regular at-
tendee, I knew them less well than they all knew each other. There was full 
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agreement that racial disparity problems were real and important, but there 
was less agreement about exactly what to do about it. Over and over, discus-
sions danced around the question: is the disparity arising because black kids 
are doing more bad things, or is the disparity arising because black kids are 
being unfairly treated? Tension at meetings would sometimes arise when 
the representatives of a particular institution felt attacked by implications 
that discrimination in their institution was a problem, but people kept the 
working relationships going. Even though virtually everyone on the board 
agreed that both kids’ behavior and discrimination were problems, it was 
organizationally easier to recommend and implement programs that ad-
dressed the kids’ problems than to recommend and implement programs 
that addressed points of discrimination in the system.

It is too early to know how the Governor’s Commission dynamics will 
play out. Appointed by the governor, it is a heavily partisan group, with 
only one or two token Republicans. The commission has been publicly 
attacked as pointless by people who insist that all of the problem is that 
blacks commit too many crimes. Within the commission, there is no dis-
agreement that there is a real problem—everyone on the commission gave 
a self-introduction explaining why they cared about the issue. But, as with 
the DMC board, different people have different ideas about what the core 
agenda should be and about what kinds of information the commission 
should consider. Sorting all this out is made more difficult because of 
shifting attendance at meetings due to the tight timetable, travel distances, 
and competing job commitments of the commissioners. With a substantial 
presence of black legal and criminal justice professionals from Milwau-
kee, where public political discourse has a more combative tone than in 
Madison, overt complaints about discrimination in the system are on the 
table, but there is also a deep recognition that there are real problems with 
Milwaukee’s recent homicide wave and the broader problems of drugs and 
crime and young people who seem to have no interest or stake in a legiti-
mate lifestyle. We also had a serious debate about issues of tone, as some 
of us (primarily whites but some blacks) stressed the need to use language 
to invite whites into the solution instead of just attacking them as racist, 
while others (primarily black politicians) stressed the need to assure angry 
black communities that the reality of discrimination is admitted and that 
real changes are going to be made. This debate is not over yet.

While data analysis can document problems and can be a useful tool 
in combating discrimination within the system, I find it much harder to 
imagine how to undo the damage that has already been done and restore 
social health. It is really not possible for any one local or state-level group 
to solve problems that originate in the deep structures of racial inequality 
in the nation. People have to work together for the long haul, at the same 
time as they seriously try to address issues of inequality and discrimination 
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in their systems. They are real human beings struggling to deal with real 
issues under real constraints. It is one thing to give sociology lectures and 
write papers that provide an analysis of the racial structure of society. It is 
quite another to get down into the trenches and try to figure out what can 
be done in your own corner of society. As a sociologist in the trenches, I 
find myself shifting back and forth between criticizing the limitations of 
the groups I work with, and sympathizing with the people who are trying 
to change things. I know how to analyze data and provide information, 
but I don’t think I know any more than they do about what might work to 
promote change.

CONCLUSION

Has my work had an impact? In terms of raising discussion of the issues, I 
think the answer is yes. Of course, I am not the only one working on this 
issue and it is the accumulation of voices that have impact, but my detailed 
public presentations about Wisconsin’s patterns are widely cited in local 
debates. I know that seeing my presentation had a galvanizing impact on 
a number of key officials. I gave an early version of the presentation to a 
group of Madison Democrats that included the newly elected district at-
torney, and was invited early on to work with the DA’s office in address-
ing their disparity issues. One relatively conservative white school board 
member told me that it completely reoriented her orientation toward the 
schools. Madison’s black assistant police chief (now the chief) was visibly 
shaken the first time he saw my presentation, which shows how Dane 
County’s black (but not white) rate of incarceration for drug offenses sky-
rocketed after Madison got a big drug enforcement grant. After somewhat 
justifying the policy by discussing the association of the drug trade with 
violence, he said to the audience assembled at the law school: “I just want 
to say, I’m not going to tell you that this is not racist.” I met later with him 
and the Hispanic head of the police drug task force to have a long frank 
conversation about the challenges of policing, from which I learned a great 
deal. They talked both about how they felt that police were often on the 
front lines acting almost as social workers in trying to deal with problems 
in troubled minority neighborhoods, and about their frustrations with the 
political pressures that prohibit heavy-handed responses to the disruptive 
drunk whites who are the major source of assaults and rapes in the com-
munity. After having debated Milwaukee’s district attorney several times in 
panel discussions, he finally asked to meet with me just as he was retiring, 
and brought along his soon-to-be-elected replacement. I showed them the 
PowerPoint presentation on my laptop while sitting in a coffee shop. The 
new Milwaukee DA is working with the Vera Institute to set up a data-based 
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monitoring system to address their disparity issues. So there is definitely 
movement. But at the same time, inequality is rising, social services are 
being cut, and young people who have grown up in households and neigh-
borhoods already disrupted by incarceration have launched lives of crime. 
Pushing back against these social forces is very difficult. Sociologists can 
contribute toward pushing back, but we have to work with and listen to the 
others who are also trying to push back.

NOTE

This is a revision of a paper presented Monday July 24, 2006, at the XVI Interna-
tional Sociological Association World Congress of Sociology, Research Committee 
07, “Public Sociology and the Future of Social Existence in a Globalizing World.”

1. See www.ssc.wisc.edu/%7Eoliver/home.htm; follow links to the “racial dispar-
ity” section.
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Sir Patrick. Perhaps you’ve forgotten also that you undertook to cure her 
with Koch’s tuberculin. Ridgeon. And instead of curing her, it rotted her 
arm right off. Yes: I remember. Poor Jane! However, she makes a good 
living out of that arm now by shewing it at medical lectures. Sir Patrick. 
Still, that wasn’t quite what you intended, was it? Ridgeon. I took my 
chance of it. Sir Patrick. Jane did, you mean. Ridgeon. Well, it’s always 
the patient who has to take the chance when an experiment is necessary. 
And we can find out nothing without experiment. Sir Patrick. What did 
you find out from Jane’s case? Ridgeon. I found out that the inoculation 
that ought to cure sometimes kills.

—George Bernard Shaw, The Doctor’s Dilemma

The wanton disregard for patients was a theme of Shaw’s play The Doctor’s 
Dilemma. Shaw reached another audience after its first production in 1906 
and furthered his political agenda through writing essays instrumental in 
pushing the British parliament to add a public member to the medical 
regulatory board in 1933:

But I may mention here that my demand for lay representation on the General 
Medical Council at last moved the Government to impose one of their best 
men, Sir Edward Hilton Young, on that body. . . . Until the General Medical 
Council is composed of hard-working representatives of the suffering public . . . 
we shall be decimated by the vested interest of the private side of the profession 
in disease. (1957[1911]:87–88)

The fictionalized exchange in The Doctor’s Dilemma quoted above between 
two physicians, based on Shaw’s conversations with a “real physician,”1 and 
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his later political commentary encouraged me to think of him as my model. 
His main métier, theater, and the large audiences that watch his plays, are 
broadened by his political writings. Moreover, he accomplished what he set 
out to do—reform the General Medical Council (GMC). Few think of Shaw 
as a lesser playwright because he wrote political commentaries. The recent 
calls for “public sociology,” however, have been met by criticisms that it will 
ruin “professional sociology,” rather than create a synergy between them. 
There is another reason I chose Shaw: The concern with how to rein in in-
competent or unscrupulous doctors.

I have an idea what Sir Edward Hilton Young may have faced, as I too 
serve as an appointed public member of a state medical licensing and 
disciplinary board. This position demands that I participate fully in board 
activities. In that sense I am either fulfilling my civic responsibility or am 
an organic public sociologist; I use my skills both as a trained participant 
observer and my sociological lens to be the best public member I can be 
and work from the inside to try to further the public interest by tackling 
regulatory issues. Unlike Shaw, who had the skill and wit to write “reality 
based” fiction, and acted as a critic from outside the regulatory body of 
the GMC, I work from the inside and am a sociologist and ethnographer. 
I face issues when it comes to remaining an active participant, conducting 
“professional” research, and writing a book about medical licensing and 
discipline that will, hopefully, appeal to professional sociologists and the 
regulatory community. However, I will argue that being a public and pro-
fessional sociologist is advantageous to both. First, I will describe the work 
of state licensing and disciplinary boards and the changes that led to the 
addition of public members. Then I will examine some of the limitations 
of Michael Burawoy’s proposals for public sociology while contesting some 
of the arguments against public sociology by its detractors. In the third sec-
tion, I will argue that working as an ethnographer provides one bridge for 
a public sociologist/researcher and facilitates an integrated project. Public 
sociology raises new issues for professional research, the dual roles of pub-
lic sociologist and researcher permit different vantage points for gathering 
data, being a public sociologist permits access for a researcher, and what is 
learned as a public sociologist provides insights for professional sociology 
and vice versa.

MEDICAL BOARDS ARE CHANGING ORGANIZATIONS

Medical licensing and disciplinary boards were created by state legislated 
medical practice acts at the end of the nineteenth century, when all physi-
cians were required to obtain a license to practice. Although the medical 
regulatory practices in England and the United States have changed since 

300 Chapter 17



 Public Membership on Medical Licensing Boards 301

Shaw wrote his spoof and critique, they are still far from fully protecting 
the public from medical misconduct. Until the late 1970s, board members 
spent much of their time writing and grading exams despite the availability 
in 1916 of national exams. Many board members spend from 15 to 30 days 
a year on board work, now focusing on physicians reported to the boards 
by the public, hospitals, healthcare providers, or insurance companies 
who are alleged to have committed sexual misconduct, drug and alcohol 
offenses, negligence, incompetence, or fraud among other offenses. Some 
boards are located within state bureaucracies; others are autonomous from 
the state; some can make policy and others cannot; and some have many 
staff—administrators, investigators, and lawyers, while others have few. 
How their disciplinary cases are decided varies—who makes the decisions, 
what standards of evidence are used, what acts reflect a violation, and who 
hears or presents the case.

Despite sunshine laws that required more information to be made pub-
lic and opened more board activities and meetings;2 sunset legislation that 
made boards more susceptible to legislative changes;3 media exposés; and 
public members on all but two boards, boards remain to a significant de-
gree directly or indirectly linked to the medical profession through social 
relationships with state and specialty associations and the strong influence 
of medical language and practices. That is, regulatory boards are still largely 
powerful medical and somewhat private, not democratic institutions. Some 
are more so than others.

THE ADVANTAGE OF BEING A PUBLIC 
AND PROFESSIONAL SOCIOLOGIST

Michael Burawoy’s (2005) examination of “four sociologies” provides a 
view of what is going on in the profession and is a “call to arms” for public 
sociology. I thought I was doing my civic responsibility when the governor 
asked me to join the medical board. Later I started research while I contin-
ued as a public member. Now I think that I have been doing organic public 
sociology; trying to “protect the public” and developing a public audience 
for board activities as a critical and professional sociologist. But my experi-
ences do raise issues with how Burawoy frames the four sociologies and 
with several of his critics who argue against the call for public sociology.

First, how different is public sociology from civic responsibility? I suspect 
some public sociology doubters (Turner 2005) who are concerned with 
improving the public good and volunteerism would not object if a sociolo-
gist volunteered as a concerned citizen. I may have no political warrant as 
a sociologist (Brint 2005), but I do have civic responsibility. If I volunteer 
as a concerned citizen and use my sociological and methodological skills 
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as a participant observer to be a better board member and work actively 
to move the board toward working more in the public interest, am I, in 
practice, different from a public sociologist? Or must I take off my sociol-
ogy hat when I am executing my role as a responsible citizen though others 
know I am a sociologist? I doubt that in the real world we can maintain 
separation between citizenship and sociologist. I don’t, in practice, see 
much difference between being an active citizen and a public sociologist. 
Don’t we as citizens have a civic responsibility to engage in the social world 
as responsible citizens or when we get involved do we need to turn off our 
sociological insights or hide that part of us from others? We do have a tradi-
tion of active involvement from various political positions.4 Most of us are 
critical to some extent.

Secondly, my work raises issues about the location where one can be 
an organic public sociologist. Burawoy places public sociology in the civil 
sphere, where it is intended to create a more just society in a dialogue with a 
public. Brint (2005) and Brady (2004) criticize him, as some of the groups 
found in the civil sphere are not movements most sociologists would con-
sider supportive of the public good. Turner (2005) takes a different tact 
than Brint or Brady and argues that some of the most interesting questions 
concern the market and the state, which are left out of the field of “public 
sociology” by Burawoy. Where public sociology can happen needs to ex-
pand. My site has state authority to grant and revoke licenses to practice 
medicine to protect the public, but in practice it was dominated by power-
ful and secretive actors for more than 75 years—they helped capture the 
market and did little to discipline unethical and incompetent physicians. Is 
it outside of public sociology if I work from within to bring boards more 
into the public dialogue to better protect the public instead of just joining 
a public interest group to challenge them?

Today many organizations are hybrid, made up of state, public, and regu-
lated players. Is my project not public sociology because I have started in a 
“state” organization that provides market protection for an occupation? Pri-
vate groups perform many state functions, and regulatory groups have their 
feet in both the state and civil society. As a public member and professional 
sociologist, I see my work is to increase the “public” for the boards—both 
as an active audience watching and evaluating what boards do and insist-
ing that they work harder to “protect the public” and as a participant in 
the work of boards. Can one enter a state organization that worked as an 
essentially private one controlled by “experts” and, as a public sociologist, 
help boards better protect the public and become more public? Perhaps it 
is necessary to expand the location of public sociology.

Thirdly, while Burawoy argues that people will probably separate their 
different kinds of projects in terms of career stages, this project like Donald 
Light’s (2005) is about the synergy—reciprocal interdependencies (Bura-
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woy 2005:15)—among public, critical, and professional sociology. This 
chapter is about what strengthens both professional and public sociol-
ogy—not what divides them (Burawoy 2005:16). My case demonstrates 
that it is possible to live in a delicately balanced peace unlike the argument 
of that impossibility (Turner 2005:43).

I take many of my cues for how simultaneously to do public and pro-
fessional sociology from ethnographic projects, especially those with a 
pragmatist bent, as pragmatism informs my politics and sociology. Eth-
nographers have always been intimately involved in the worlds they study 
and often were either “traditional” or “organic” public sociologists. Until 
the late 1960s ethnographers were exhorted to remain outsiders—objective 
observers of what is going on and concerned with “over-rapport” while 
writing for a broad audience as traditional public sociologists (Vidich 1955; 
McCall 1969; Miller 1952). Most ethnographers now agree that the neutral 
observer so desired by the “scientific model” is in part a fiction, but remain 
“traditional public” sociologists by working to ensure that ethnographic ac-
counts are credible both to sociology and wide public audiences (Anderson 
1990, 1999; Duneier 1999; Liebow 1967; Stack 1974). Additionally, some 
basis for becoming organic sociologists exists in the works of ethnographers 
who were players in the worlds they wrote about. Howard Becker is a musi-
cian and played while writing his article, “The Professional Dance Musician 
and His Audience” (1951); Fred Davis was a taxi driver (1959); Ned Polsky 
hustled pool (1967). They were not, however, trying to change that social 
world though they were of it.

Some ethnographers, nevertheless, have worked as “organic public” 
sociologists. William Kornblum’s Blue Collar Community (1974), an ethno-
graphic account of community ethnic groups and their varying relation-
ships to unions and steel mill work, is an excellent piece of professional 
sociology, and Kornblum worked and continues to work with members of 
that community on union and political issues. Gerald Suttles’s Man Made 
City (1990) started with his appointment to the local Planning Committee 
of the Chicago Metropolitan Planning Council, a non-profit group; then it 
evolved into a professional project. Much ethnography has entwined the 
two; in fact, in the 1970s we were often exhorted to “give back to the com-
munity.” Although I would not consider my Honor and the American Dream 
(1983) organic public sociology, I participated in political demonstrations, 
helped young people get into college, and wrote a proposal for funding for 
a program that hired local young people. These ethnographies do not make 
sociology look bad nor are they poor sociology. They are not only public 
sociology but are critical.

I take Burawoy at his word that good public sociology needs good profes-
sional sociology (Burawoy 2005:10). Brint (2005), however, argues that Bura-
woy underplays professional sociology’s importance except with a general 



304 Chapter 17

statement and sees professional sociology as “only a very faint heartbeat . . . 
vaguely perceived, distantly nurturing parent—necessary somehow, but not 
very interesting” (Brint 2005:49). I will argue, as did Donald Light (2005), 
that professional sociology contributes to public sociology and vice versa, 
especially for ethnographers. We need to explore further how it is possible to 
combine our labors.

ADVANTAGES

This chapter concerns the advantages of being both an organic public soci-
ologist and a professional ethnographer in the same project. It does entail 
a critical stance as a pragmatist. First, doing a project is a long process, for 
me about 15 years, facilitating the change of emphasis and allowing more 
than one set of questions. For me as a public member and thus, to some 
extent an insider, certain activities were possible and I could work for local 
changes and some small national projects of the national organization of 
boards, the Federation of State Medical Boards (FSMB) such as helping to 
write standards for how boards should handle physician sexual miscon-
duct or chemically dependent physicians. This work raised issues for me as 
researcher that the literature could not answer. I became interested in why 
public members were appointed as I began to spend more time with na-
tional groups, both public interest and the national organization of boards, 
while starting a historical investigation. Faced with the move from one 
state board to another, I discovered an entirely new dimension that would 
require a sample to truly understand and, thus, I needed a greater research 
emphasis. Working in the field provides insights for professional sociology; 
it provides questions that arise from observations and experiences and ac-
cess to groups otherwise unavailable to sociologists.

Second, whether starting a project as a concerned citizen or ethnogra-
pher, a reasonable sociologist uses sociological research tools to understand 
what is going on in any group. Turner worries, “Critical sociology will be 
the rocket fuel of public sociology; and as it does today, public sociology 
will target both professional and policy sociology” (2005:29). But I argue 
that while it may be rocket fuel for some, it need not be. A good ethnogra-
pher does not jump in with both feet and mouth open, but learns to listen 
and think first. The good ethnographer is looking for things that they don’t 
expect and knows that much of what they assume about the social world 
is incorrect. Additionally, pragmatists don’t think they are going to change 
the world; most have learned that baby steps make progress as does starting 
in the local scene. For an ethnographer and pragmatist sociologist relation-
ships and the need to maintain them make persuasion necessary, not fire.
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Third, organic public sociology provides opportunities for research that 
would often not be available otherwise, especially of powerful groups with 
gatekeepers. I was accepted as a researcher as everyone knew me as a re-
sponsible public member. As a fellow board member they were interested 
in my observations as a professional sociologist.

Fourth, research provides additional insights for change. Acting as a pro-
fessional sociologist and gathering data makes one a better public sociolo-
gist by improving the knowledge to understand what changes you need to 
argue for that are unavailable from prior research and may suggest how to 
make those changes.

The position, however, of university membership and researcher does 
present issues. Fifth, as a member of a university community I had to obtain 
IRB permission and the consent from other state boards to observe. How 
do you persuade insiders that the research is not going to be “an exposé” 
while wanting to be able to tell the tale about whatever you found but also 
wanting to remain in a fruitful dialogue? Will the writing of a book help 
develop the growing public for medical boards? Can I persuade a general 
audience that my critique is embedded in respect for my colleagues and 
staff on the boards, not merely my role as a critic, and my sociologist col-
leagues that as a member I am not an apologist and I have something to say 
about participatory democracy? How will both audiences accept my multi-
sided role and my pragmatist vision of the social world that means writing 
to increase the dialogue among groups?

An Organic Public Sociologist or a Responsible Citizen? Using 
Ethnographic Skills and Sociological Knowledge

Was I just a concerned citizen who took my responsibilities seriously or 
an organic public sociologist? The governor appointed me partially and I 
had some acceptance by the physicians because I was a professional soci-
ologist. Moreover, I needed to use my sociological tools to get an insider 
view and establish a reasonable reputation to become the best board mem-
ber I could to protect the public. As a sociologist, I did not have an opinion 
about licensing and discipline except that I was aware of Freidson’s (1975) 
analysis of the failure of “peer review.” I felt lost when I joined—like any 
ethnographer in a new setting. Using my experience as an ethnographer, I 
tried to ask “dumb” questions (people like to instruct) without offending 
anyone until I could figure out which issues and individuals were critical. 
Physician authority and control over board discourse did bamboozle me 
and only when I learned about organizational history did I understand how 
to get my way on occasion. I would need to draw upon every talent I had to 
understand what was going on to better protect the public.
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When the governor’s appointment secretary called, I didn’t know what 
the board did or how much time it involved nor did the other public mem-
ber as he was new. Attending my first meeting confronted with a five-inch 
stack of papers with copies of letters of complaint and lists of doctors who 
were to be voted on for licensure, I tried to figure out what was going on. 
Feeling that I was in a foreign territory, I joined the other board members 
when they adjourned to a restaurant, where we went into executive session 
while ordering dinner and drinks. Each person paid for the meal at the end 
of the meeting when it finished about 11 pm.

By my third monthly meeting of the board, I thought I was beginning 
to understand what was going on; however, I couldn’t find the meeting. It 
occurred to me that they might have gone directly to the restaurant. There 
they were. No one told me that, if there was no “public business,” go di-
rectly to the restaurant. Talk about feeling like an outsider. During dinner 
we decided whether cases should go to a hearing panel and other important 
business that affected lives. The chair gave me my first case to investigate 
involving reading MRIs and X-rays of the spine. Someone handed me the 
handwritten letter of complaint and told me about a neurologist who could 
read the MRIs. The board president instructed me to call the physician un-
der investigation. I called a few days later using my title of “doctor,” but he 
still slammed the phone down after telling me to call his lawyer. No one 
told me that I could get a subpoena, that I was responsible for keeping the 
complainant informed, and that I had to write the letter to the patient when 
the case was closed several months later. The doctor was “just” obnoxious, 
the board members informed me, and, thus, had not violated the medical 
practice act. We couldn’t do anything.

I continued to use my ethnographic skills to penetrate jargon and a group 
with a collective history run by powerful figures. I was “hoodwinked” when 
the board president kept asking if I agreed with the calls to close investiga-
tions. At first I thought he was just being polite, but I discovered that some-
times when he didn’t want to contest an investigation, he pushed me to do 
it. When I protested, the board members investigated further. Nevertheless, 
the cases appeared again on the agenda several months later with recom-
mendations to close. The investigator (a board member) always gave what 
the doctors said was a reasonable explanation for the deviation. Some that 
worried me were probably unavoidable bad outcomes, but on other occa-
sions, I am not so sure the problems did not fall outside what a reasonable 
physician should have done. I was never able to get a case where the doctor 
appeared to be negligent or incompetent from the investigatory stage to a 
hearing panel. These cases required knowledge and skills I did not have to 
assess the cases independently from what the doctors said. What was going 
on? At first I felt like I was successful because I stopped cases from being 
closed hastily. I acted as a good public member by not letting the doctors 
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get away easily, I would have reported excitedly. But I was co-opted some 
of the time. This insight was important when I became a professional so-
ciologist.

It was different with sexual misconduct cases. I was able to make inde-
pendent assessments of sexual violation cases and persuade others, partly 
as a woman, to follow my lead. I sat on two disciplinary hearing panels 
concerning sexual misconduct soon after my appointment—one for five and 
another for 17 days. Panels of two doctors and a public member decided the 
facts but the entire board voted on the conclusions of law and the sanction. 
These were the first two occasions that the board charged doctors with sexual 
misconduct. One was dismissed before I joined but re-instituted after the 
press discovered the dismissal when the women initiated a civil suit. As we 
had no transcripts of the long proceedings, I took notes as an ethnographer 
and organized the materials so that I had the “facts” laid out when we met 
to decide the case. I did not need medical expertise to push the decision I 
thought the facts merited. One doctor lost his license to practice and for the 
second, the panel recommended revocation but the elected attorney general 
negotiated a settlement over which the board had no control. This doctor, 
some said (who lobbied the attorney general), had saved lives, but several 
women had been sexually molested. The patient population was divided. I, 
Ruth, had my own opinion but clearly I couldn’t speak for all the people, 
a problem for critical sociologists and for board members who must speak 
“for the public.” The board did, however, start to take sexual misconduct 
cases more seriously.

A focus on organizational culture as continuously evolving helped me to 
change what I saw as the rejection of skilled physicians for licensure. During 
several “chats” about what the board was like in the past, I learned that two 
foreign trained physicians, whom board members thought were qualified, 
were rejected because they failed to meet the state standard of 75 points on 
each exam component.5 Most states used a 75 average. Basic science, the sec-
tion failed, the doctors told me, is hard to pass years after medical school. The 
only exemption in our state for failing to obtain 75 on each part was for prac-
ticing in “underserved areas.” “Less competent” was fine when the patients 
were poor, but excellence when demonstrated by other than exam scores was 
not. The board members were annoyed and were refusing to grant an excep-
tion for a doctor I thought was qualified. With superior credentials, excellent 
hospital affiliations, and licensed in another state, he received a 74.5 basic 
science score. I decided that we had to figure a way out. He had invented a 
useful surgical technique. After much heated discussion, all focused on rejec-
tion, I asked if board members would like this physician to practice locally if 
someone in their family needed the surgery. The answer was yes, so I argued 
that if the point of the board was to protect the public, we had to license 
him and change the rule. We did both, but the deputy attorney general who 



308 Chapter 17

advised the board was not pleased with my argument; it would not stand up 
in court should our decision have been challenged.

Increasing Activism: Now a Public Sociologist?

After two years of board membership, I joined a public interest group 
(CAC) working to improve health related regulatory boards. During their 
second annual meeting, I learned not only did boards do things differently, 
which helped me suggest changes for my board, but this group was trying 
to create a “public” (patients and their families) for board work beyond 
the medical community. Over the next several years we worked to obtain 
grants and develop research and programs that would improve boards. 
We were not trying to oust physicians from the regulatory process as some 
advocated, but to help public members become active participants and to 
figure out ways to better protect the public from unethical and unskilled 
physicians by focusing boards on the public’s concerns.

To learn more, I attended the national annual meeting of the Federation 
of State Medical Boards, which created questions I wanted to investigate as 
a professional sociologist.6 As the only attendee from my board, I became 
the voting representative. In many states the entire board attended and 
one board brought their wives and had a cocktail party for everyone at 
the meeting (about 500 people) but had no public or female members. I 
couldn’t get Continuing Medical Education credits for attendance and al-
though I was invited to some restricted parties, I suspected immediately the 
invitation was offered because few women attended. I felt like a complete 
outsider. Why were some states so hostile to public members? Why did so 
much of the discussion totally ignore public members? Why did the boards 
do things so differently? My professional sociology hat was emerging.

I began to take a more critical position and to work with others for 
change in how the work got done and what work should be done. I needed 
to do it in a way that I would remain as good a public member as possi-
ble—maintain good relationships with board members, as I had to be able 
to persuade them if I wanted to remain effective. Was I an organic public 
sociologist when I started because I used my sociological skills to figure out 
what was going on? As I argued, any good ethnographer tries to figure out 
what is going on before suggesting change. Did I become a public sociolo-
gist when I began to work for change?

As a professional sociologist I also started to read the social science literature 
on professions and regulation. I began to ask more questions: Could I, a non-
expert in medicine, understand enough to be truly effective? Should we leave 
regulation to the market, as the economists argued? Or should the state be-
come more involved in the way boards worked rather than maintaining what 
seemed to be a more symbolic presence? Could I as a public member remain 
an effective critic and maintain my ability to persuade others on my board?
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Organic Public Sociology Creates Professional Sociological Questions

After several years of board work, my professional sociological curiosity 
got the better of me and I wanted to know more about how the medical 
profession had gained so much power over what appeared only nominally 
to be “state” organizations. I began to familiarize myself with the history 
of medical organizations. Who proposed public members and increased 
transparency for licensing boards, and why, and when? What were the 
medical community’s reactions to public members and the increasing calls 
for transparency? I began to pay attention to Dewey’s (1927:164) statement 
that “experts” frequently exclude those who are not. He worried that a gov-
ernment ruled by experts and in which the public does not have a chance 
to inform those experts, cannot be anything but an oligarchy. The experts 
have to be pushed to heed the needs of the masses (p. 208). I had to find 
documents and read histories and analyses of the profession to understand 
the origins of boards and, 75 years later, public participation.

I started to read the occupational regulation literature after meeting one 
of the historical figures who pushed occupational licensing boards to in-
clude public members in the 1970s. My reading and growing knowledge of 
different boards shifted my role as a public sociologist. I chatted about my 
discoveries. People began to ask my opinion about different issues. Physi-
cians sometimes treated me as a board expert. I began to organize public 
member sessions at the FMSB national meetings and sent letters to all the 
public members to encourage attendance, but few actually did. After several 
years of locating us in a distant room during lunchtime, staff provided the 
public members with some resources. The federation appointed me to sev-
eral committees. I argued a lot.

The more I played an active role, the more it raised sociological questions 
for me to investigate. I began to see divisions among medical organizations. 
My first board took a position opposed to the local medical society and 
used me to stand up to the medical society. At a hearing with a legislative 
subcommittee, I was pushed to speak for the board when a medical society 
member claimed “all doctors” supported a position that was opposed to 
that of the board. The profession in practice was fragmented, not the typical 
image portrayed by the American Medical Association or often discussed in 
the professions literature. When had the boards begun to take independent 
stances from the medical societies and what were their continuing links?

A New Board: New Experiences and More Research Questions

Then I moved. Members from that state board recruited me. My sociolog-
ical curiosity was piqued again by the differences between the two boards. 
Nothing that I saw in the descriptions of the work of the board or the 
medical practice acts showed the differences in the way the boards worked 
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in practice. The structures appeared similar on paper, but the language and 
practices used by board members were different. My years as an experienced 
board member alone could not explain my new experiences.

I had begun to read the literature on public participation. I suspected 
that the analyses by academics who viewed boards from the outside and 
many of the citizen’s groups were only partially correct in proposing that 
the lack of contribution by public members was the result of poor training, 
inadequate role definition, and/or poor choices by the governors. Advocacy 
groups argued that the work of public members could be improved through 
education and governors needed to make better choices. I began to see 
the problem of participation also as an issue of board variation—certain 
board discourses and practices permitted more participation than others. 
As a professional sociologist I was no longer satisfied with my half-finished 
historical account and I wanted to use my ethnographic skills to check out 
my observations of variation in board discourses and practices.

More of a Professional Sociologist: Choosing a Sample and Observing

To understand social processes that encourage public members to partici-
pate independently and those that lead to co-optation or capture, I needed 
more than my personal experiences. My experiences as a public member 
were neither representative nor unrepresentative of public members as I am 
not entirely unlike other public members; many are professionals, most are 
older, and more than half are women. Active in their communities, many 
were experienced and articulate board members; however, others were not. 
I heard too many say that all doctors on their board worked to protect the 
public, they were totally included, and there were no disagreements among 
board members. Besides, I had been co-opted and I consider myself reason-
ably astute. But, more importantly, my experiences on the second board led 
me to see that legal was a strong counter to medical discourse and practices 
and I needed to do systematic research to explore the variation in emphasis 
in how the work was talked about and done and how the differences might 
encourage greater public participation and public protection discourse.

I hypothesized that boards independent of the state would be closer to 
the medical societies while those boards deeply embedded in state bureau-
cracies would have more active state agents. This I believed would make 
a difference for public participation, but I was unsure how or why. Most 
boards existed between bureaucratic embeddedness and state autonomy. A 
sample had to include a largely autonomous board with good resources, 
one closely supervised by a state bureaucracy and well financed, and two in 
between. These variations appeared, according to my knowledge of sociol-
ogy and my observations, to make a difference in relationships with medi-
cal societies and state workers and in how the board work got done. But I 
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needed the data to make such statements and I was unsure how these differ-
ences were reflected in board work. What is it about boards that created an 
environment in which all voices were more likely to be offered and heard? 
How did they do so and what served as barriers or opportunities?

I obtained access to and approval of two boards to observe and IRB ap-
proval as I am employed by a university. Boards where I was given permis-
sion to do research knew me as an experienced board member and in part 
gave permission to do research because they already trusted me to under-
stand what they were doing. Although board members always knew I was 
a researcher, they often wanted my opinion on issues.

I learned much from observing without participating. Some disadvan-
tages to membership in the collection of observations included doing and 
observing simultaneously. My primary role as member is to protect the 
public. That means in any situation I must first work to think about how to 
protect the public and to act on that basis. Sometimes it means I don’t com-
pletely observe what is going on around me as I am thinking hard about 
how to assess the situation and make my next move. While I am watching 
how others are reacting to my arguments, I am thinking about my next 
response, not how the overall process is evolving. The more involved, the 
less I can sometimes remember afterward about how the argument evolved. 
I often remember much more vividly the feelings I had during the process. 
You can’t watch people being co-opted or ask them about it, but you can 
experience it. Being involved gives a person one perspective.

There is also something to be said for the cooler detachment of the ob-
server and the leisure to observe rather than the work to figure out what 
outcome you would like to see, listen to the arguments of others, respond 
to those arguments, make your own, and reshape them as the process con-
tinues. Watching others gives one a different perspective and the ability to 
assess the interaction. Watching an argument evolve allows you to focus 
on the questions raised, the responses to those questions, and arguments 
made by all.

On the other hand, I could not have obtained the perspective as a re-
searcher that I had without being an active member. As a member I had 
access to “behind the scenes” activities that I might not have had as only a 
researcher. Not only did I have access at the local and national levels, where 
I could see some of the contradictions between what was said and done, 
but the experience itself gave me a different perspective on learning to be 
a board member and what it was like to sit facing someone who is about 
to lose a license to practice medicine or the frustrations of trying to argue 
with someone when you don’t have the requisite expertise to use but you 
suspect something is wrong. I also saw the ease with which I was co-opted 
and how hard I had to work to avoid co-optation afterward. When you are 
being co-opted, you don’t see it.
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AN EXPERT?

But I was already an “expert” board member in the eyes of those whom I 
was observing. Even though I told board members over and over that I was 
working as a researcher, they treated me as a well-informed member who 
had seen how several boards operated. They asked for help and I found 
myself talking too much at times. I could not tell others I might have 
acted differently or asked other questions. On occasion I became frustrated 
with public members who did not take an independent stance on an issue 
when I thought I would have. I believed I had a reasonable idea from my 
experiences as a board member what public members could and could not 
ask. I fought the desire to jump into arguments. When the board members 
asked my opinion on issues, I generally tried to avoid answering, but I 
also sometimes had strong opinions about the issue. But as a researcher 
and outsider, I could talk to staff about how they worked to control board 
activities behind the scenes and I noticed more about how staff produced 
meetings. They talked to me about the qualities of effective and ineffective 
board members and about problems with local medical societies and doc-
tors. I was better able to see how boards and medical societies interacted 
and some problems with the ways physicians impaired by alcohol or drugs 
were handled. These conversations and observations provided me with a 
clearer perception of physician and staff perspectives and insight into how 
the medical world permeated board work.

THE FEEDBACK LOOP

As a professional sociologist, when examining my data, I began to focus 
on differences in the ways members used medical, legal, and public inter-
est discourses and practices in their disciplinary processes, the activity that 
takes the majority of time. Each board organizes the process differently but 
some frame what happens more in terms of medicine and others in terms 
of law. Even though all boards broadly framed disciplinary processes in 
terms of due process, how boards developed disciplinary processes and 
used law in practice varied considerably. All boards used law to outline 
their procedures, but the extent to which legal discourse and practices were 
used to frame cases in practice varied and some remained framed in the way 
doctors talked about patients and dealt with problematic cases in hospitals 
and training. This sociological insight was helpful in my work as a public 
sociologist.

On a recent disciplinary case for which I chaired the hearing panel—a 
long (ten days) and very complicated (it involved complex medical issues 
and judgment and many patients) case—one of the two physicians on the 
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panel tried to bully me and take over the role of chair. What he did not 
understand was that we were following legal practices and we could not 
reframe the entire case and procedures because he thought differently and 
had made up his mind how we should organize the case. First, he did not 
want to hear the respondent’s side, as he knew the result he wanted and 
thought the case was taking too long. He did not see that the doctor against 
whom the board brought charges had the right to the best possible defense. 
I explained to him about legal procedures and how his authority as a doctor 
only mattered to ask good questions and decide the substance, as it was a 
legal process. I was not totally successful, as he then wanted to vote on the 
outcome before the lawyers submitted briefs. When we were to discuss the 
facts of the case, he said he wasn’t an expert in the area and so could not 
help even though we had heard two experts, one on each side of the case 
and had been reminded many times not to use our own expertise in decid-
ing cases, only to ask questions of the witnesses to improve the record. I 
explained the difference between medical and legal authority and how he 
had medical authority, which he used in his practice, but could not use 
it at a hearing except to ask questions and assess the facts. The job of the 
panel was to establish the facts—using the testimony we had, and decide 
the conclusions of law and a sanction. Here my sociological analysis of my 
data helped me think about how to understand our practices and to explain 
to someone who thought as a doctor. He appeared unconcerned with legal 
processes.

On other occasions at meetings, I use my observations to help other 
public members develop their roles as public members and I provide them 
with some of the history and analysis of public participation. My data and 
analysis helps them to understand what their role might be and questions 
they can ask.

My analysis of the development of impaired physicians programs helped 
my argument for a new look at the guidelines for dealing with impaired 
physicians. In the mid-1990s the federation committee developed guide-
lines for boards to handle cases of physicians’ chemical dependencies and 
mental illness but we had not included what the boards’ relationships 
should be with the impaired physicians committees (often run by medical 
societies). Later in my professional analysis, I saw the impaired physicians 
programs as hiding some of the problem physicians from the regulatory 
boards. These committees were started when boards were shifting from 
licensure to discipline and many of those disciplined had drug and alco-
hol problems. At the same time boards were adding public members and 
the state actors were becoming more active. It was a way for the medical 
profession to take control of “sick” physicians (broadly defined) and keep 
them out of the public eye and the boards’ reach. I argued with the federa-
tion that they should reopen the issue and give boards more control over 
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the impaired physicians in the programs that use the discourse of reha-
bilitation, not public protection. It seems like they will go along. From the 
public protection perspective, impaired physicians programs are likely to 
err by allowing a relapsing physician to continue to practice as part of the 
rehabilitation process.

WRITING AS A PROFESSIONAL AND PUBLIC SOCIOLOGIST

Although some may argue that writing from the perspective of organic pub-
lic sociology is similar to an exposé, a complete insider’s view, or a political 
tract, it need not be. Excellent, insider books by physicians such as Atul 
Gawande’s Complications, Jerome Groopman’s How Doctors Think, and Pau-
line Chen’s Final Exam deal very effectively with issues such as the failure of 
medical school and training to teach about dying, the problems of learning 
on real bodies, and how the sometimes unreflective way doctors proceed 
leads them to making serious errors. James Stewart, a journalist, published 
Blind Eye, a detailed and measured exposé of the case of Dr. Swango, who 
killed many patients while the medical profession could have taken action 
to keep him out of medicine on any number of occasions, but did not. As 
a public sociologist, issues of community interest must be brought into 
the open to inform public deliberations about boards. Medical licensing 
boards are organizations dominated by the members of a profession with 
a stake in self-governing, and although boards and their members now 
typically articulate the mission of the boards as protecting the public and 
disciplinary actions have increased, this rhetoric sometimes obscures issues 
still affecting citizens as patients. But the question and analysis can and 
should remain sociological and critical. How have boards become more 
public institutions and do some of them become and should they become 
more public?

Combining public and professional sociology provides a more multi-
faceted story. Is the data convincing? The perspective that one can have a 
view from nowhere or one has a view from everywhere doesn’t work. We 
are all multiply situated with multiple identities that others or we activate in 
any one situation. Although in theory it may be reasonably easy to separate 
all these identities, it is not possible in the world when we interact with real 
people, doing and feeling real things. The fullest objectivity we can hope 
to get is to be found on the intersection of conflicting accounts available 
to us as researchers and public sociologists. I am committed to protecting 
the public as a board member and that gives me a particular perspective on 
the board activities. Although my participation may lead me to be overly 
positive about the ability of public members to increase board account-
ability, protecting the public is the general mission and, if public members 
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are being co-opted and the boards remain captive of the profession, then 
the public may not be sufficiently protected. Moreover, the observations of 
other boards and their members may help to balance any tendency to over-
estimate the independence and importance of public members. My role as 
a public member and sociologist is the same—to protect the public. The 
two vantage points permit and encourage balance in the analysis.

As a research sociologist I want to better understand how publics are created 
and different publics use the state in the regulation of experts in a democracy. 
In that sense my writing is theoretical and empirical. As a public sociologist 
my writing requires that I communicate with the public to increase dialogue 
and provide additional insights for change, for example, specify the condi-
tions under which public members have a greater voice that may promote 
policy changes. In 2001 Freidson, a critic of the medical profession, argued 
that professionalism worked better than markets or bureaucracies to organize 
expert labor. As a critical sociologist I need to modify this position. The social 
world created by experts cannot remain as isolated from the rest of the social 
world as medicine accomplished in the twentieth century if the public is to 
contribute to creating a better system of protecting itself.

Here I argued that an ethnographic project provides one methodology 
for the four sociologies to exist within one project. Doing one’s “civic re-
sponsibility” provides a slightly different spin on what “public sociologists” 
might do and includes working within organizations that are only partly 
in the civil sphere. Effectively participating in a state/private organization 
often means a public sociologist must tread carefully and persuade others 
of needed change. This approach might allay some of the fears of some op-
ponents of public sociology. Often small steps for change and sensitivity 
to what the “public interest” is are essential. Doing professional research in 
order to expand understanding enables broader change than participation 
alone and maintains sociological interest in the project.

NOTES

1. According to one of Shaw’s biographers, Holroyd (1989), he had frequent 
conversations with a physician in preparation for writing his play A Doctor’s Di-
lemma.

2. Freedom of Information Acts in the last 15 years generally affected some of 
the ways boards did their business and also required that they provide more infor-
mation to the public. Each state made its own decisions and affected the boards in 
many different ways. What is public in some states is not in others.

3. In 1976 Common Cause pushed for Colorado legislation to start evaluating 
regulatory boards and whether they were necessary. Over 30 states passed similar 
legislation and it focuses attention on board activities and frequently leads to 
changes in the Medical Practice Acts.
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4. American pragmatists such as Dewey and Mead both played active public 
roles, writing editorials and working for social change (Shalin 1988) as did many of 
the early Chicago sociologists who Mattson (2007) argues were important activists 
but were not as good sociologists as they might have been.

5. FLEX, the Federation Licensing Exam, was a national exam used mainly by 
foreign trained physicians and accepted by all states after 1976. Most U.S. trained 
doctors took and take the USMLE (United States Medical Licensing Exam).

6. I was later appointed to the editorial board of the federation journal to help 
change the journal to include research and policy articles rather than speeches.
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Michael Burawoy’s impassioned (2005a, 2005b, 2007) calls for “public 
sociology” provoke strong reactions. Published responses suggest that vari-
ous sociologists have been enthralled, embarrassed, redeemed, outraged, 
invigorated, or discouraged by Burawoy’s descriptions of sociology and his 
vision for its future (e.g., see Burawoy et al. 2004; Clawson et al. 2007). We 
add to this debate by describing some of the difficulties of doing the kind of 
public sociology that Burawoy envisages. Our discussion focuses on collab-
orative research on the Darfur genocide led by the second author of this ar-
ticle, Hagan (see Hagan and Palloni 2006; Hagan and Rymond-Richmond 
2009; Hagan, Rymond-Richmond, and Parker 2005; Hagan, Schoenfeld, 
and Palloni 2006). Our orientation follows previous comments by soci-
ologists Judith Stacey (2004) and Diane Vaughan (2006). Using their own 
research as case studies, they chart some of the provocative pathways of 
public sociology. Stacey reflects on the complications and disappointments 
that occurred when she spoke with various publics about her research on 
gay parenting, while Vaughan’s account of working with NASA on the Co-
lumbia accident suggests a more positive venture into public sociology.

In the pages that follow we briefly summarize Burawoy’s position. We 
then describe the situation in Darfur, the debate about the number of 
people who have been killed there, and Hagan and colleagues’ research on 
this issue. Although we are longtime collaborators in the terrain of public 
sociology (McCarthy and Hagan 1992; Hagan and McCarthy 1997), we 
experiment with new roles in this chapter: Hagan is the key informant and 
McCarthy the interviewer. In this discussion we focus mostly on the debate 
about the number of people killed in Darfur; limitations of space require 
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that we set aside the important issue of whether the killings constitute 
genocide (see Hagan and Rymond-Richmond 2009; Prunier 2005).

Our analysis of Hagan and colleagues’ experiences highlight four prob-
lems insufficiently addressed by Burawoy’s calls for and comments on 
public sociology. First, Burawoy assumes that public sociology will help 
bring consensus on moral issues. Second, he presumes that there will also 
be a consensus among scholars who enter the public arena. Third, although 
Burawoy recognizes the power of the state, he suggests that the combina-
tion of sociological voices with those of various publics will have a substan-
tial affect on state actions. And fourth, although Burawoy acknowledges 
that the media have their own interests, he presumes that they will, for the 
most part, assist public sociologists in disseminating their contributions.

BURAWOY’S PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy’s (2005a) ideal type classification separates sociology into four 
quadrants—professional, public, policy, and critical—for which the bor-
ders are often overlapping, rather than sharply demarcated, and in which 
sociologists often work simultaneously. Our discussion concerns the first 
two types of sociological practice. Professional sociology is the source of 
orienting questions, conceptual frameworks, accumulated knowledge, 
and methods that define the discipline. It is the quadrant in which most 
academic sociologists invest most of their time. Nonetheless, public soci-
ology engages scholars beyond the academy in various dialogues about 
fundamental values, and matters of political and moral concern (Burawoy 
2004:1607). Burawoy envisions public sociology as the protector of civil 
society; he claims it arises in reaction to modernity and can elude control 
by states and markets.

Burawoy further divides public sociology into two approaches: tradi-
tional and organic (and perhaps further sub-types, see Burawoy 2005a, 
2007; Patterson 2007). Sociologists working in the traditional mode 
typically have orienting questions, conceptual frameworks, methods, audi-
ences, and publication aspirations that reflect a firm grounding in profes-
sional sociology. However, they also move beyond these groundings and 
address publics outside of the academy. In the organic mode, sociologists 
work more closely with a public or publics that are often actively involved 
in the formulation of research questions, the choice of methodologies, and 
the preparation and dissemination of findings.

Most of our own collaborative and individual research originate and are 
directed toward professional sociology. However, as is often the case, some 
of our work straddles the professional and public sociology divide. For 
example, our research on homeless adolescents is animated by questions 
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central to the concerns of sociological criminologists and our publications 
are directed toward this audience (e.g., see Hagan and McCarthy 1997). Yet, 
consistent with traditional public sociology, we also wrote abridged reports 
for the various social service agencies that serve the homeless and that con-
tributed toward our studies; we also spoke with representatives from vari-
ous media outlets who responded to our academic publications.

Hagan’s research on the International Court of Justice and the atrocities 
in the Balkans (2003) as well as his studies of Americans who resisted 
the Vietnam War and immigrated to Canada (2001) also involved several 
public sociology components. Most recently, his work included public 
advocacy in Canada with Vietnam era war resisters who are calling for 
refugee status for a new generation of military resisters to the Iraq war. 
Notwithstanding these public elements, Hagan’s research was mostly 
motivated by professional sociology and was addressed to an academic 
audience.

In their current research on Darfur, Hagan and colleagues chose a 
more visible and issue-oriented approach that answers Burawoy’s (2005a, 
2005b:419) challenge to professional sociologists to break “out of the 
bubble” and engage various publics. Although issues central to sociology, 
criminology, and legal studies initially attracted Hagan and colleagues to 
the crisis in Darfur, they decided to expand their focus and reach out to 
broader publics.

THE CRISIS IN DARFUR

Sudan is the largest country in Africa, with a population estimated at about 
40 million. According to the United Nations, Sudan is one of the least de-
veloped countries on the continent, ranking 139 on the UN’s Human De-
velopment Index (2005). The Sudanese government is dominated by Arab 
military figures and politicians who receive support from neighboring Arab 
states. Darfur is located in the western region of Sudan and includes three 
states: North, West, and South Darfur. Over 80 tribes and ethnic groups live 
there. Most of the African tribes are involved in subsistence farming, while 
the nomadic Arabs are mostly cattle herders. Although there are important 
differences between the cultivators and herdsmen, most are Islamic. In the 
past, these groups often intermarried and resolved disputes in traditional 
legal forums. However in recent years, water and land shortages, as well 
as activities by the Sudanese government, have provoked increasing civil 
conflict and human rights violations, often involving ethnic and tribal 
disputes. The conflict in Darfur is also indirectly related to a longer-term 
insurgency in the south of Sudan, where oil discoveries have fueled a ten-
year armed insurrection.
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The current crisis in Darfur began in 2003. The Sudanese government 
increasingly imposed its political power through local Arab authorities 
and by attempting to increase their control over farming and grazing 
areas. A variety of rebel groups—including the Justice and Equality Move-
ment and the Sudanese Liberation Army—composed mostly of black 
Africans from non-nomadic tribes charge that the government used an 
Arab militia, the Janjaweed to attack farmers and villagers who resisted 
government attempts to take control of their land. The government ar-
gued that the rebels attacked them first. What is clear however is that 
the government responded to the conflict with extensive aerial bombing 
and ground attacks supported by the Janjaweed. International NGOs and 
eventually the International Criminal Court charged the government-
supported Janjaweed with crimes against humanity—including mass 
killings, burning villages, lootings, and systematic rape of the non-Arab, 
black population of Darfur. The conflict forced more than two million 
people from their homes; several hundred thousand are now living in 
refugee camps in neighboring Chad.

In June through August 2004, the World Health Organization (2004) 
investigated the conflict in Darfur. It gathered survey data from 3,140 ref-
uges who fled to Internally Displaced Person (IDP) camps inside North and 
West Darfur (South Darfur was less fully surveyed). WHO conducted the 
surveys with the support of the Sudanese Ministry of Health (WHO/SMH 
survey) and focused on respondents’ and their family members’ health, 
nutrition, and mortality. The WHO/SMH survey adopted a population or 
public health research approach that focused on mortality linked to disease 
and nutritional problems inside the displacement camps.

In the same year, both houses of the United States Congress had unani-
mously passed resolutions concluding that genocide was taking place in 
Darfur, but had done so on little evidence. In the summer of 2004, Colin 
Powell and the U.S. State Department (2004) decided to gather further 
information on the crisis and to investigate reports of violent human rights 
violations. Several arms of the State Department were involved in collect-
ing the data, including the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and La-
bor, and the Bureau of Intelligence and Research. Stephanie Frease of the 
Coalition of International Justice and Jonathan Howard of the U.S. State 
Department led the research. Frease had headed an investigation in the first 
Srebrenica genocide case tried at the International Court Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (see Hagan 2003), and Howard was a research analyst 
with the State Department. Together they developed a survey instrument, 
recruited interviewers and interpreters, planned the logistics of conducting 
surveys in areas unreachable by normal roads, designed a sampling plan, 
moved the research team in and out of the survey locations, and organized 
the coding and analyzing of the interviews.
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In July and August of 2004, two groups of interviewers and interpreters 
collected data in ten camps and nine settlements across the West Darfur 
border in Chad. The groups included area experts, social scientists, lawyers, 
and police investigators. The data collection instrument, the Atrocities 
Documentation Survey (ADS) included closed and open-ended questions 
with inquiries for up to twenty incidents of violence. A systematic random 
sample was used to select participants: interviewers randomly selected a 
starting point in each camp or settlement and then from within this desig-
nated sector selected every tenth dwelling unit for interview. Interviewers 
listed all the adults living in the unit on the survey instrument, and they 
chose one adult from the household for a private interview, resulting in the 
final 1,136 sampled households.

The ADS asked respondents about violent victimization of their immedi-
ate family at two points in time: in their villages before they fled and dur-
ing their flight. It did not, however, consider deaths in the camps related 
to health problems such as diarrhea, cholera, or malnutrition. As a result 
of this information, the State Department published an eight-page report 
referring to the deaths, rapes, and atrocities that respondents saw or heard 
about before fleeing from attacks on their farms and villages. Secretary of 
State Colin Powell used the preliminary analyses of these data in his ap-
pearance before the UN Security Council in July and in his testimony on 
September 9, 2004, to the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He 
described to Congress the occurrence of a racially targeted and militarily 
unjustified Sudanese sponsored genocide in Darfur. A coordinated White 
House statement from President Bush concluded that “genocide has taken 
place in Darfur.” This was the first time an American President had rebuked 
a sovereign nation by invoking the Geneva Genocide Convention.

DOCUMENTING THE DEATHS

One of the factors that influenced Hagan and his colleagues’ professional 
and public sociology interest in the Darfur crisis was the variation in esti-
mates of the deaths in the Darfur. In the fall of 2004, WHO used the WHO/
SMH survey described above and estimated that 70,000 people had died in 
the seven months since the fighting began (i.e., 10,000 per month).

Although WHO noted that its estimate was solely for camp victims and 
did not “detail “deaths due to violent incidents within Darfur communi-
ties” (Nabarro 2004) many supporters of the Sudanese government used 
the WHO estimate as evidence that the conflict in Darfur was less extensive 
than commonly believed. As a result, many activists and NGOs criticized 
the WHO’s estimate. In its final report, the British government’s House of 
Commons International Development Committee (2005:11) noted that 
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“the only deaths which the WHO’s estimates include are those which took 
place in the camps for Internally Displaced Persons. . . . Cited without clear 
explanations of its limitations, the WHO’s estimate is extremely mislead-
ing.” In February of 2005, Jan Coebergh (a British physician) estimated 
approximately 300,000 deaths in the Darfur conflict (Coebergh 2005). One 
month later, the United Nations released a new number provided by Jan 
Egeland, an emergency relief coordinator. Egeland’s personal observations 
of the carnage in Darfur were at odds with the WHO estimate. He calculated 
that a death rate of 10,000 people per month had resulted in approximately 
180,000 deaths, since the conflict had already lasted more than 18 months 
(Reuters 2005). In June of 2005, Eric Reeves (an American activist-scholar) 
issued a statement that projected a death toll of 400,000 (Reeves 2005).

As sociological criminologists, Hagan and colleagues also questioned 
the WHO estimate. With the help of Stephanie Frease, they obtained ac-
cess to the ADS survey, which for the first time effectively measured deaths 
due to violent attacks on Darfur villages. Hagan and colleagues brought a 
sociology of law and criminology approach to calculating death estimates, 
an orientation that differed considerably from the dominant popula-
tion/public health perspective and its focus on health outcomes. They 
noted that diarrhea accounted for most of the deaths documented in the 
WHO/SMH survey; deaths due to violence or injury amounted to less than 
15 percent. Moreover, the most common violent death in the WHO/SMH 
data involved men over the age of 50, who were the least likely to be killed 
in violent conflicts. Many of these deaths likely involved people who were 
killed in and around the camps, as opposed to deaths that occurred during 
attacks on, or flights from the villages. The WHO data also covered only 
the time since people arrived at the IDP camps. The WHO estimate is fur-
ther compromised by its classification of missing people as missing data; a 
substantial proportion of the people who are missing in a military conflict 
likely are dead. Additionally the WHO estimate assumed a constant death 
rate for the seven-month period.

Hagan and his colleagues also recognized the limitations of the State 
Department’s ADS data. The ADS did not collect data on deaths in the refu-
gee camps and it does not cover the entire conflict. It also over-represents 
older and younger age groups, because fighting-age males are more likely 
to have been killed before flight to the refugee camps. As well, its use of in-
direct reports from refugees who made it safely to Chad could misrepresent 
pre-camp violence.

Hagan and colleagues concluded that a more accurate death estimate 
could be obtained by combining the ADS data with the data on deaths due 
to disease and malnutrition collected in the WHO/SMH survey. However, 
the State Department had not even entered all of the ADS data. As a result, 
Hagan and colleagues’ first task was to read through each survey and create 
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a data set that enumerated the number of violent deaths per nuclear family. 
Using the combined data, they estimated that 396,563 people may have 
died or disappeared during the two-year conflict in Darfur. This level of 
mortality is more than six times the average crude mortality rate for Africa 
and three times the level identified as “elevated” by the U.S. State Depart-
ment. As of mid-2004, the violent attacks and ensuing health problems in 
Darfur resulted in approximately 15,000 deaths per month, or about 500 
per day. Although this new mortality estimate could exceed the actual num-
ber of deaths, there are at least three reasons why Hagan and colleagues’ 
estimate may have been conservative: families in which everyone died are 
not included in either survey; families who fled deep into Sudan or Chad 
are underrepresented in the ADS; and their analysis is limited to the deaths 
of nuclear family members.

Consistent with their professional sociology orientation, John and col-
leagues wrote a scholarly article on their research and submitted it to the 
premier journal in criminology (Hagan, Rymond-Richmond, and Parker 
2005). Acting as public sociologists, they also issued a joint press release 
with the NGO Coalition for International Justice in Washington, DC. The 
press release emphasized that the death count was an estimate, but that it 
was based on the best available data. It called for governments to condemn 
the genocide and encouraged them and the United Nations to take steps to 
stop the Sudanese government.

Although Hagan and colleagues’ estimate improved upon earlier counts, 
it was limited by the previously mentioned problems with the WHO/SMH 
and ADS data sets. Hagan and colleagues addressed these limitations in 
subsequent estimates. They first combined data from the WHO/SMH survey 
with data collected by the French human rights group, Médecins Sans Fron-
tières (MSF, or Doctors Without Borders). MSF surveyed 3,175 respondents 
between April and June 2004 in IDP camps in the state of West Darfur (see 
Depoortere et al. 2004). The MSF survey asked respondents about health 
issues, but expanded their inquiry to include questions about the numbers 
and causes of deaths in their household in the past six months, including 
the time before they fled their villages, as well as the time after they arrived 
at the camps. MSF reported that violence caused 68 to 93 percent of deaths 
respectively during these two periods.

Combining the WHO and MSF data, Hagan and colleagues calculated 
that between 170,000 and 255,000 deaths had occurred in Darfur over 
31 months. In a further elaboration of their findings, they combined the 
WHO/SMH survey with the ADS and suggested a death toll of no lower 
than 200,000 and as high as 400,000. Hoping to increase the diversity of 
the publics to whom they spoke, Hagan and colleagues published their new 
estimate in Science (Hagan and Palloni 2006). Science’s estimated reader-
ship is one million people.
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Hagan and colleagues’ initial and later estimates were notably higher than 
the number derived from the WHO report. They also contradicted another 
influential estimate: the U.S. government’s 2005 perspective on Darfur. The 
winds of change in U.S. policy were first evident in a press conference in 
Sudan given by Robert Zoellick, deputy to the Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice. In the briefing in Khartoum, Zoellick rejected the mortality estimates 
of hundreds of thousands and instead reported a new State Department esti-
mate of as few as 60,000 deaths and at most 146,000. Reversing Powell, Zoel-
lick also now declined to use the term “genocide” in reference to Darfur.

The State Department was ambiguous about the origins of its new es-
timate but eventually it revealed details. The new estimate involved an 
outsourcing of primary responsibility to the Centre for Research on the 
Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED), a research program located in the 
School of Public Health of the Université Catholique de Louvain in Brus-
sels. The State Department’s new estimate drew from CRED’s reports on 
Darfur, reports conducted with U.S. funding and the joint participation of 
a State Department employee. Both drew heavily on the population health 
approach and the WHO/SMH data, and ignored the ADS.

PROBLEMS AND PITFALLS OF PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

A review of various publics’ response to Hagan and colleagues’ estimates on 
Darfur deaths highlight one of the many difficulties that Burawoy underes-
timates in his call for public sociology. Burawoy assumes an objective truth 
is attainable through a Gramscian-informed process that involves working 
with various publics. Thus, he argues (2005b:429) that “truth can only be 
elaborated in dialogue with agents themselves who are endowed with ‘good 
sense’ within their common sense.” Burawoy (2005b:431) realizes the 
“dangers of romanticizing civil society,” yet he maintains that publics’ in-
sights provide roadmaps for public sociologists who will help “excavate and 
elaborate” them. Burawoy emphasizes that public sociologists also bring 
useful information and ways of knowing to their relationships with publics. 
He recognizes that the ideas of public sociologists may contrast with those 
championed by a public or publics, but he envisions a willingness of both 
sides to participate in a conversation of “communicative action” in which 
each learns from the other, negotiates and moves toward a consensual view: 
according to Burawoy (2005a:16), “with public sociology, knowledge is 
based on consensus between sociologists and their publics.”

The diversity in various publics’ reactions to Hagan and colleagues’ origi-
nal estimate is testimony to the multiplicity of publics and their power to 
interpret the contributions of public sociologists. Several prominent com-
mentators on Darfur responded positively to the estimate, including Nicho-
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las Kristof, author of several New York Times articles that chastised Western 
governments for ignoring Darfur. Save Darfur, an alliance of over 180 faith-
based, advocacy, and humanitarian organizations, also praised the estimate 
and used it extensively in advertisements in the U.S. and British press and in 
television spots. As well, many media sources stopped reporting the earlier 
WHO and shifted their death estimate from tens of thousands to hundreds 
of thousands.

Other commentators took an opposite view. Alex de Waal, another 
frequent commentator on the Darfur situation (and fellow of the Global 
Equity Initiative at Harvard University and program director at the So-
cial Science Research Council), said the initial estimate was too high 
(de Waal 2007). David Hoile (a research professor at the University of 
Nyala in Darfur and head of the Sudanese government funded European-
Sudanese Public Affairs Council) and Sam Dealey (in a New York Times 
Op-Ed piece) dismissed the estimates as “exaggerations” (BBC 2007), 
while Deborati Guha-Sapir (director, Centre for Research on Epidemi-
ology of Disasters, University of Louvain School of Public Health) de-
scribed Hagan et al.’s first estimate as “sensational” (Guha-Sapir 2005). 
Although Eric Reeves applauded Hagan and colleagues’ initial estimate, 
he chastised them for the lower “floor estimate” they reported in Science. 
Reeves (2006) argued that “Hagan and Palloni have failed, despite their 
professed goal of alerting the world to a severe under-reporting of human 
mortality in Darfur.”

The responses to Hagan and colleagues’ estimates underscore several 
sociologists concerns about Burawoy’s calls for public sociology. Richard 
Ericson (2005:371) notes that Burawoy’s position ignores the common 
experience that “a public constituency will [often] only accept sociological 
analysis that accords with its own criteria of what the world looks like.” 
Charles Tittle (2004:1643) echoes this sentiment: “publics rarely want to 
find the ‘truth’ in the sense of looking at the full array of positive and nega-
tive evidence.”

Ericson also argues (2005:366) that the consensus that Burawoy envi-
sions often occurs only when sociologists are willing to compromise their 
research. Tittle (2004:1640) makes a similar point: “Advocates seem to 
think that what is “socially just” is clear and easily agreed upon among 
people with good will or sociological training. Actually, almost every social 
issue involves moral dilemmas, not moral clarity.” Furthermore, there is no 
a priori justification for assuming that any consensus reached by sociolo-
gists and a public or publics necessarily reflects the discovery of the “truth” 
that is supposed to animate public sociology (Holmwood 2007; Calhoun 
2005). Indeed, Lynn Smith-Lovin (2007:129) worries that “[t]o the public 
sociologist, truth value is not empirical . . . but is established through the 
consensus that is formed as a result of a dialogue with a public.”
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THE ELUSIVENESS OF CONSENSUS AMONG 
SCHOLARS IN THE PUBLIC ARENA

Burawoy’s calls for public sociology also provide few directions on how 
to achieve consensus even among social scientists. He clearly recognizes 
power differences and divisions both between and within the disciplines 
(e.g., economics’ and political science’s domination over sociology and 
professional sociology’s position atop the sociological hierarchy). Nonethe-
less, he suggests that sociology’s grounding in civil society, and the greater 
access to “truth” that it bestows, will provide sociology with a power-base 
in its interactions with scholars from other disciplines who are also partici-
pating in the conversation with a public or publics.

Yet Burawoy does not provide any compelling evidence of other disci-
plines’ newfound respect for sociology, and he does not offer any concrete 
suggestions on how to convince them that sociological insights should be 
elevated above those provided by their practitioners. Instead, Burawoy ap-
pears to agree with Lauder, Brown, and Halsey’s (2004) thesis that socio-
logical contributions will become influential because of their relevance, the 
strength of their evidence, the architecture of their theories, and their ability 
to connect structure and agency.

In the Darfur case, Hagan and colleagues’ sociological criminology 
perspective clashed with other orientations and it did not achieve the as-
cendancy that Burawoy presumes is due sociology. The conflict between 
orientations is reflected in the opinions expressed in a 2006 United States 
Government Accountability Office (USGAO) report on the deaths in Dar-
fur. The USGAO wanted to make a definitive statement on the number of 
deaths. It chose to review and analyze six mortality estimates, including 
those prepared by Hagan and colleagues, and it consulted with 14 experts 
in “epidemiology, demography, and statistics.” According to the report, the 
experts had the highest overall confidence in the lower mortality estimates 
provided by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters 
(CRED) and had a slightly lower level of confidence in Robert Zoellick’s 
estimate, which was based on research conducted by the State’s Bureau of 
Intelligence and Research (SBIR).

There are, however, less obvious conclusions suggested by the report. 
A careful read suggests important qualifications about the high level of 
agreement and the rejection of Hagan and colleagues’ original estimate. 
The experts’ high degree of confidence in the CRED and SBIR estimates oc-
curred even though neither group clearly identified the surveys they used 
in calculating their estimates. Indeed, the USGAO (2006:2) reports that the 
SBIR “declined to speak with us or provide additional information, limiting 
the experts’ ability to fully understand [the] State’s methods of analysis.” 
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Furthermore, the USGAO (2006:3) reports that it could not replicate the 
SBIR estimate.

Although the USGAO consulted with 14 experts, only 10 agreed that 
Hagan and colleagues’ initial estimate was high. A footnote in the report 
reveals that one expert actually insisted on the plausibility of the initial es-
timate. Although Hagan and Palloni’s “floor estimate” in Science appeared 
several months before the publication of the GAO report, it is not included 
in the review. As well, Hagan and colleagues met several times with rep-
resentatives of the State Department to explain their origin and later esti-
mates. None of this material was included in the USGAO report; instead, it 
focused on estimates that were made available on the internet and which 
were not vetted by professional peers.

The two studies viewed most favorably by the report both adopt a public 
health approach and make extensive use of health and nutrition surveys. 
Meanwhile, the panel of experts was dominated if not exclusively popu-
lated by professionals in the public health and nutrition traditions. Thus, 
the experts consulted by the USGAO were not convinced of the validity of 
conclusions from Hagan and colleagues’ research and its use of an orienta-
tion that challenged the one with which they were more familiar; indeed, 
three of the experts believe that the lower mortality estimates were all too 
high. This disciplinary entrenchment seriously curtailed the efficacy of 
Hagan and colleagues’ foray into public sociology.

Hagan and colleagues’ experiences suggest that Burawoy’s presumption 
of a consensus among scholars who do public sociology under-theorizes 
the politics of knowledge production (Holmwood 2007). As Vaughan 
(2006:355) notes, “[l]ocalism—the pattern of relations among and be-
tween academic disciplines and universities—is central to understanding 
the formulation and dissemination of ideas.” Stacey (2004) highlights one 
area of contestation in her comments on public sociology. She argues that 
acceptance of sociologists’ contributions is not a function of the merits of 
their arguments; instead, sociological contributions are often valued only 
when they can be transformed into frameworks that are consistent with 
those of more powerful interests. As a result, sociological contributions 
are often used to support rather than challenge dominant orientations. As 
Craig Calhoun (2005) notes, Burawoy clearly appreciates Bourdieu’s argu-
ments about scholarly fields, but he underemphasizes how field dynamics 
make it difficult for sociologists to achieve agreement, let alone reach a 
consensus with scholars from other disciplines.

Collins (2007) makes a related point in her discussion of Burawoy’s 
four-cell typology for sociology. Although Burawoy underscores that it is 
an ideal-type framework, his writings suggest the possibility of equality be-
tween the four types. Yet, creating a bigger more equitable space for a hith-
erto underemphasized orientation—such as public sociology—typically 
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requires the other, historically dominant orientations cede some of their 
power and authority. Burawoy underestimates the willingness of scholars 
to relinquish their privileged positions. In his comment on public sociol-
ogy, Nielsen (2004) reminds us that sociologists have often tried to silence, 
marginalize, or discredit the research of other sociologists with whom they 
disagree (also see Best 2003). Likewise, Tittle (2004:1642) charges that so-
ciologists are often just as guilty as other academics of “trying to promote 
our ideas (a form of ideology) in the guise of superior knowledge.” Thus, it 
is not surprising that scholars from other disciplines would do the same. As 
Bourdieu’s analysis suggests, intellectuals form a strong group whose ideas 
often dictate how the group perceives an issue. These divisions are not eas-
ily put aside, regardless of each group’s desire to pursue moral issues.

Although Burawoy recognizes the threats, he suggests that awareness 
will help overcome them. Yet, widely divergent orientations, assumptions, 
ways of knowing and seeing, as well as the structure of the academy and the 
desire to protect ones’ scholarly terrain undermine the consensus that Bura-
woy imagines. In her reflections on public sociology, Juliet Schor (Burawoy 
et al. 2004:123) provides a personal example of attacks on her research on 
over-worked Americans. In their reports to the media, several academics 
claimed that Schor’s results were “illegitimate” and that she “cooked” her 
analysis. Schor quickly realized that her “professional credibility” had little 
currency in the media or among various publics who welcomed the claims 
of her critics when they coincided with their own beliefs (also see Stacey 
2004).

THE POWER OF THE STATE

The U.S. government’s response to Darfur reflects a third complication in 
doing public sociology. As noted earlier, the U.S. State Department under 
the direction of Colin Powell initiated the Atrocities Documentation Survey 
(ADS) that served as the backbone of Hagan and colleagues’ estimates of 
the number of deaths in Darfur. It was also the basis for Colin Powell’s and 
President Bush’s 2004 pronouncements that genocide was taking place in 
Sudan. Yet, Robert Zoellick’s lower estimate in 2005 confirmed that the ad-
ministration had abandoned the ADS and mortality estimates based upon 
it. Instead it supported a much lower outsourced estimate that focused on 
disease and malnutrition rather than violence.

Several people have speculated about the reasons for the change in the 
State Department’s position on Darfur. The Los Angeles Times reported 
that, prior to the new estimate, the CIA flew to Washington the Sudanese 
government intelligence chief, Major General Salah Abdallah Gosh. Major 
General Gosh reported that Sudan had “a strong partnership with the CIA” 
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even though in 2004 Congress cited Gosh as a key agent in the killings in 
Darfur (Silverstein 2005). As well, Gosh was rumored to be among the 
top Sudanese officials on a UN list of people responsible for allowing the 
attacks in Darfur. Shortly after Gosh’s visit, the State Department issued a 
report stating that Sudan is a “strong partner in the war on terror.” Secretary 
Rice also met with Sudan’s foreign minister and promised to review her 
government’s position on economic sanctions. The Sudanese government 
simultaneously established a public relations contract with a Washington-
based lobbying firm, a direct violation of an Executive Order (#13067) 
that prohibits U.S. companies from doing business with Sudan. (The U.S. 
Congress forced an end to this deal in February 2006.)

The U.S. government’s “flip-flop” on the Darfur crisis, and its rejection 
of the findings from a study it initiated, underscores its limited interest in 
sociology’s contributions; it also highlights its capacity to ignore voices 
that are inconsistent with its objectives. Tittle (2004) draws attention to 
this problem in his comment on public sociology. He cites as an example 
legislators’ dismissal of social science evidence on the ineffectiveness of the 
death penalty as a deterrent, before casting their vote to reinstate capital 
punishment. He notes (2004:1642), “The record is clear in showing that 
the legislators did not regard sociologists or criminologists as scientists, did 
not believe their research, and most of all, did not trust their motives in 
interpreting accumulated research and setting forth its implications.”

Wallerstein (2007:169) reminds us about the difficulties in working with 
governments in his comment on public sociology: “[p]olitical authorities 
are never happy if intellectuals offer them reasoned resistance and are sel-
dom happy if intellectuals decline to support them in what they consider 
fundamental issues of value and policy.” In the Darfur crisis, the State 
Department’s final position was to attack research that documented a real-
ity that differed from the one it preferred in its pursuit of a global war on 
terror.

THE UNCERTAINTY OF THE MEDIA

Burawoy clearly recognizes states’ power to reinterpret and reject sociologi-
cal contributions that contradict their agendas; yet he implies that political 
influence operates less powerfully when sociologists interact with various 
publics. In his response to Stacey’s (2004) claim that it is difficult for pub-
lic sociology to escape from dominant, more powerful voices, Burawoy 
(2004:1610) argues that this problem applies “less to public sociology than 
to policy sociology in which the sociologist cedes the discursive terrain to 
her client.” Yet, as Ericson (2005:365) notes, “Sociology does not translate 
easily into the discourses and practices of other institutions. . . . Sociological 
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communication in these other public arenas may sometimes be impossible. 
When it is possible, there is often loss of sociological autonomy and influ-
ence as the analysis translates into the criteria of relevance and communica-
tion logic of the institution concerned.” Ulrich Beck (2005) makes a similar 
point and notes that many of his forays into public sociology resulted in 
sociological knowledge being transformed beyond recognition. He writes: 
“I am not sure about the implications of Burawoy’s ideas about a public 
sociology. But any realistic effort along these lines should be aware of the 
fact that there is no direct correspondence between public sociology and 
the public uses of public sociology.”

Nonetheless, Burawoy (2005b) draws inspiration from Beck’s comment 
that various publics’—from governments to the general population—indif-
ference or resistance to sociological findings often crumble when findings 
are published in the media. Burawoy also seems buoyed by public sociolo-
gists’ positive experiences with the media, even though they often occur 
in conjunction with more negative ones. For example, in her thoughts 
on doing public sociology, Judith Stacey (2004) recounts how legislators, 
lawyers, reporters, and others selectively used her work to support their 
perspectives and condemn others. However, she was heartened by a New 
York Times reporter who had the interest, time, skills, and responsibility to 
discuss Stacey’s research with her in some depth and write a reasoned sum-
mary of it.

Yet, as Hagan and colleagues’ experiences demonstrate, the media is 
more inconsistent than Burawoy probably wishes. As noted earlier, several 
“publics” responded favorably to Hagan and colleagues’ estimation efforts. 
Many media outlets favorably reported on them, and several reporters con-
tacted Hagan to gather more information about the estimate. The positive 
reviews of these writers appeared in an array of publications including the 
New York Times and Washington Post (e.g., see Lacey 2005; Gettleman 2006). 
Yet, many mainstream news services, including Reuters, United Press Inter-
national, and the British Broadcasting Service, abandoned the higher assess-
ment when the State Department issued its lower estimate.

On August 12, 2007, the New York Times published an Op-Ed piece by 
Sam Dealey in its “Week in Review” section. Dealey wrote about a case 
brought to the British Advertising Standards Authority (BASA) by the Euro-
pean Sudanese Public Affairs Council (ESPAC), a business group allied with 
the Sudanese government. The ESPAC argued that Save Darfur breached 
BASA’s codes by placing full-page advertisements that included Hagan and 
colleagues’ estimate of approximately 400,000 dead or missing in Darfur. 
Dealey wrote that the BASA found that Save Darfur “breached standards of 
truthfulness” in reprinting the 400,000 death estimate. Dealey also drew 
on the 2006 AGAO report and repeated claims that Hagan and colleagues’ 
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data were unsound, their assumptions “unreasonable,” their extrapolations 
“inappropriate,” and their estimates unsupportable.

Yet, Dealey misrepresented the BASA’s decision: BASA explicitly dis-
missed the claim that Save Darfur had breached standards of truthfulness. 
As well, Dealey’s summary of the AGAO report misrepresents some of its 
conclusions and ignores the issues we discussed above. Hagan contacted 
the New York Times on the day Dealey’s Op-Ed piece appeared and detailed 
the errors in the report. Five days later the copy editor wrote back and dis-
missed Hagan’s corrections as unfounded. Hagan replied with a second, 
more detailed statement of the facts, but it was ten days after Dealey’s report 
that the Times finally published a correction. It admitted Dealey’s misre-
porting and explicitly indicated that Dealey’s characterization of Save Dar-
fur as breaching standards of truthfulness was false. Save Darfur responded 
to the decision with new full-page advocacy advertisements in the New York 
Times and elsewhere that replaced the statement “400,000 dead” with the 
observation that “as many as 400,000 are dead.”

CONCLUSION

Michael Burawoy’s call for a renewed public sociology has enlivened our 
field, urging us to expand the audiences and participants involved in 
sociological inquiries. Our goal in this chapter is to explore some of the 
difficulties sociologists encounter in doing public sociology. Using Hagan 
and colleagues’ work on the deaths in Darfur as a case study, we examined 
four problems that limit sociologists’ effectiveness when they engage vari-
ous publics. Our analysis suggests that although laudable, Burawoy’s public 
sociology requires strategic rethinking.

Our analysis suggests that several groups—the media, the government, 
scholars from other disciplines, and other publics—easily dismiss socio-
logical contributions. The pronouncements of public sociologists probably 
would be better received if sociology could improve its standing within the 
academy. Sociologists and sociology departments rarely command high 
status in U.S. universities, and it is not clear that public sociology activities 
will provide the impetus for an increase in prestige.

One strategy is for sociology to strengthen its professional standing by 
continuing to emphasize it scientific accomplishments. Our discipline 
needs to find ways of regularly reminding public audiences of the sophis-
tication and rigor of its best work. We all have our favorite examples, from 
Merton’s theory of the self-fulfilling prophecy to the methods of sample 
survey research. But the public knows little of what we do and what we have 
accomplished. Increased academic respect will also provide sociologists 
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with an important resource when they compete with scholars from other 
disciplines for the public’s attention.

The need for sociology to improve its status is not simply an issue 
about the discipline’s standing within the academy. It underscores the 
costs incurred when sociologically informed contributions are dismissed 
because of the limited respect sociology garners. Hagan and colleagues 
conducted the most sophisticated analysis of the deaths in Darfur to 
date; they used one of the most widely read peer-reviewed scholarly jour-
nals to communicate their findings; and they provided the media, gov-
ernment officials, activists, and others with the details of their research. 
Yet, their findings have been repeatedly ignored, rejected, or attacked by 
many groups.

Meanwhile, the killing in Darfur continues. The Sudanese government 
approved a hybrid United Nations and African Union peacekeeping force 
in January 2008, but it then used bureaucratic delays to stall its deployment 
and then renewed its bombings and Janjaweed attacks (Polgreen 2008). It 
is impossible to know if public sociologists’ pronouncements about the 
genocide in Darfur would have been more consequential if sociology were 
more highly regarded; however, sociologists’ efforts to strengthen the disci-
pline and to increase public awareness of our increasing sophistication can 
only enhance our effectiveness as public sociologists.

POSTSCRIPT

In 2007, the International Criminal Court in The Hague issued warrants for 
two men accused of war crimes in Darfur: Ahmad Muhammad Harun, a 
member of the Sudanese government and who the prosecutor says played a 
role in planning atrocities, and Ali Muhammad Ali Abd-al-Rahman (a.k.a., 
Ali Kushayb), who is accused of being a former leader of the janjaweed 
militia (Simons 2007). In 2009 it issued a warrant for the arrest of Suda-
nese President Omar Hassan al-Bashir on charges of war crimes and crimes 
against humanity (but not genocide). President Omar Hassan al-Bashir 
responded by expelling more than a dozen aid groups from Darfur (Simons 
and MacFarquar 2009).
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Inspired by the progressive social movements of the 1960s, the field of 
social movement (SM) scholarship began to expand rapidly in the 1970s. 
SM scholars have produced a wealth of theoretical insights and empirical 
knowledge. Despite the intellectual vibrancy of the field, however, scholars 
and scholarship have grown increasingly detached from engagement with 
activists and movements (Croteau, Hoynes, and Ryan 2005).

SM scholars have been influenced by recent initiatives to promote “pub-
lic sociology” that “seeks to bring sociology to publics beyond the academy, 
promoting dialogue about issues that affect the fate of society” (Burawoy 
2004b:105). In conferences and publications, SM scholars have examined 
the state of the field and discussed how to promote more public SM schol-
arship. In this chapter, I will address the question of how SM scholarship 
and activism can improve each other.

I will start with Michael Burawoy’s typology of four sociologies, two aca-
demic (professional and critical) and two engaged more directly with so-
ciety (public and policy) (Burawoy 2004a, 2004b). I will revise the frame-
work to develop more fully the category of policy sociology. The revised 
framework will inform my analysis of relationships between and among 
the four sociologies in terms of social movement scholarship. I will look 
first at synergies and then at tensions and strategies to manage them. The 
underlying question is how can social movement scholarship and activism 
inform and improve each other.

19
Engaged Social 
Movement Scholarship
Robert Kleidman
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DATA AND METHODS

In this chapter I rely on both a growing body of literature about engaged 
social movement scholarship, and on my research on and work with com-
munity organizing (CO). I began this work as professional sociology, con-
ducting participant-observation research on the Gamaliel Foundation and 
its Northeast Ohio affiliates.

Gamaliel is one of four national networks that coordinate and provide 
training for local groups (affiliates) that practice congregation-based com-
munity organizing (CBCO) (Hart 2001; Warren 2001; Wood 2002). CBCO 
is a rapidly growing, progressive movement.1 Affiliates consist of institutions, 
primarily religious congregations but also labor unions, schools, community 
development groups, and other organizations. Organizers (paid staff) train 
“leaders” (persons within member organizations who become active partici-
pants) to identify, analyze, and solve community problems. Organizers and 
leaders seek to build local affiliates into enduring “power organizations” that 
participate in creating public policies and holding officials accountable, and 
that can influence the practices of major private institutions.

Over time, I participated more fully at the local and network levels, after 
my congregation joined a local Gamaliel affiliate. I also developed several 
policy projects with the local group, as I will describe.

FOUR SOCIOLOGIES

In 2004, as president of the American Sociological Association, Michael 
Burawoy urged sociologists to recapture what he saw as the “moral mo-
ment” of the discipline. He argued that sociology in Europe and in the 
United States began with a moral commitment to help society confront 
inequalities, alienation, and major social problems. As it became an estab-
lished academic discipline, however, sociology lost much of its moral and 
critical dimension and its public audience.

Burawoy’s critique has catalyzed more reflection and debate than pre-
vious efforts to re-engage sociology. This is partly because he used his 
institutional position to encourage and support sociologists at all levels 
of academia to pursue engaged scholarship. It is also because in addition 
to a critique, his work provides a useful framework for understanding and 
practicing different types of academic and engaged sociology.

Burawoy’s Framework

Burawoy (2004b) identifies four types of sociology: professional, critical, 
public, and policy. He builds this typology on two dimensions—intended 
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audience, and type of knowledge produced. Each dimension can take on 
two values, as shown in table 19.1. Audiences can be inside or outside aca-
demia. Knowledge can be instrumental or reflexive. Instrumental knowl-
edge helps solve specific problems. Reflexive knowledge focuses on ends 
rather than means. It creates debates about underlying values and goals.

Professional and critical sociology address academic audiences. Pro-
fessional sociology produces social theory. Critical sociology questions 
and poses alternatives to the assumptions, theories, and methods of 
mainstream professional sociology. Public and policy sociology address 
audiences outside academia. Policy sociology produces instrumental 
knowledge designed to solve social problems. Public sociology produces 
reflexive knowledge, enriching our dialogue about social values and vi-
sions of the future.

Burawoy makes a further distinction between two forms of public sociol-
ogy. “Elite” or “traditional” public sociology addresses broad, diffuse pub-
lics, typically through the mass media. “Organic” or “grassroots” public so-
ciology involves “carrying sociology into the trenches of civil society, where 
publics are more visible, thick, active, and local” (Burawoy 2004b:104).

In practice, there is a wide range of public sociologies involving a great 
variety of audiences or partners. Projects may combine elements of both 
traditional and grassroots public sociology. Ultimately, the goal of these 
public sociologies is to “nurture or shift people’s perspectives, by helping 
them grasp the context within which they operate, galvanizing their dis-
persed and shattered wills into collective actors inspired by insights into 
the conditions of their existence” (Burawoy 2004c:129). Although specific 
projects may blur the distinctions between elite and grassroots public soci-
ology, it is useful to maintain the two categories as ideal-types.

Revising the Framework

Burawoy criticizes policy sociology as work for hire in which a sociolo-
gist becomes a “servant of power” (Burawoy 2004b:105). There certainly is 
such work, and Burawoy may be correct in arguing that it dominated any 
engaged component of American sociology during its post–World War II 
“second wave” (Burawoy 2007). However, it would be more useful to apply 

Table 19.1. Types of Sociology

 Academic Audience Extra-Academic Audience

Instrumental Knowledgea PROFESSIONAL POLICY
Reflexive Knowledgea CRITICAL PUBLIC

Source: From Burawoy 2004b:106.
a  Instrumental knowledge looks to solve problems and focuses on means. Reflexive knowledge questions 

underlying assumptions and focuses on values and ultimate goals.
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to policy sociology the same distinction Burawoy makes for public, creat-
ing the categories of grassroots and elite policy sociology (Kleidman 2006). 
These differ in terms of both partners and process.

Elite policy sociology does involve working with or for agencies of social 
control and other dominant organizations, and the outcome of this work 
may be to reinforce existing inequalities and power arrangements. How-
ever, many social scientists do policy work with organizations made up 
of or representing non-elites, including those marginalized by race, class, 
gender, and so forth. This work aims to reduce inequalities and create more 
democratic structures.

In terms of process, sociologists may be hired to do a predetermined job. 
However, policy work often, perhaps usually, involves a more active role in 
planning, conducting, and disseminating the results of projects. It can also 
center on empowering community members and training them in relevant 
skills. In fact, there are long-standing traditions of grassroots policy social 
science that stress empowerment, including “participatory research” (Park, 
Brydon-Miller, Hall, and Jackson 1991; Park 1992; Ansley and Gaventa 
1997), “action research” (Argyris, Putnam, and Smith 1985), “participatory 
action research” (Whyte 1991), and “community-based research” (Strand 
et al. 2003). The public sociology movement would benefit from greater 
engagement with these traditions.

SYNERGIES AMONG THE FOUR SOCIAL 
MOVEMENT SCHOLARSHIPS

In principle, scholarship and activism are complementary. Despite tensions, 
Burawoy correctly maintains that the four types of sociology strengthen 
each other.

Professional Sociology and Engaged SM Scholarship

Professional social movement scholarship can lead to engaged work in 
two key ways. First, scholarship can provide the material for engaged work. 
Policy and public sociology draw on professional sociology’s insights. Sec-
ond, for those who study contemporary movements, research and scholar-
ship can build relationships with activists, leading to policy and public 
sociology. I will look at a few specific projects that illustrate this synergy.

Grassroots Policy Sociology

Social movement scholars can partner with movement activists to help 
them address felt needs and solve specific problems—the focus of policy 
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sociology. An outstanding example of this is the work of MRAP, the Media 
Research and Action Project at Boston College (Ryan 2004, 2005). Since 
1986, Charlotte Ryan and others have worked with movement groups to 
improve their media strategies.

Ryan’s mandate was to “distill framing theories for popular use” (Ryan 
2005:120). These theories had become influential in social movement 
scholarship, looking at how movements present or “frame” issues (Snow 
et al. 1986). Bill Gamson, a leading scholar of movements, recognized the 
value of such theories for engaged work and established MRAP.

For the first five years, Ryan and her colleagues ran workshops for more 
than two hundred organizations (Ryan 2005). They discovered that even af-
ter the workshops, activists felt that framing specific messages for intended 
audiences was somehow dishonest. They persisted in unsuccessful efforts 
to gain favorable media coverage, and blamed the media for this failure. 
MRAP decided to select a few groups for more extensive training. They de-
veloped long-term partnerships with ten social movement organizations. 
The focus of this work shifted from the content of the frames to improv-
ing activists’ understanding of larger strategic issues and the role of media 
strategies within them.

Perhaps the most extensive scholar-activist engagement in the social 
movement field in the United States is in the area of labor studies (Gapasin 
1998; Juravich 1998). Like the study of community organizing, this field in-
tellectually and institutionally overlaps substantially with social movement 
scholarship. Unlike CO scholars, however, labor scholars have established 
university-based institutes for research and education, and a separate sec-
tion of the American Sociological Association. This close relationship be-
tween scholars and activists is unusual if not unique, and is not without its 
problems (Croteau 2005), as will be discussed. It centers on engaged work, 
much of which is policy sociology. Bonacich, for example, has helped sev-
eral unions create organizing campaigns by researching specific industries 
(Bonacich 1998, 2005).

My policy work with community organizations emerged from profes-
sional sociology. As I did participant-observation research, I learned that 
Gamaliel was creating a network-wide focus on regional “metro-equity” 
organizing (Kleidman 2004). Partnering with leading urbanists including 
Myron Orfield, john a. powell, and David Rusk, Gamaliel organizers and 
leaders moved their focus from traditional neighborhood and city-level or-
ganizing to a regional analysis, vision, and strategy. This kind of progressive 
regionalism emphasizes metropolitan dynamics, especially sprawl, socio-
economic polarization, and racial segregation, as root causes of urban and 
neighborhood problems (Rusk 1995, 1999; Orfield 1997, 2002). Metro-
equity organizing seeks to build a diverse “metropolitan majority” in the 
declining and at-risk communities, to promote policies that slow or stop 
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sprawl, create reinvestment in the core, and provide transportation to and 
housing in affluent suburbs for some moderate-income and poor people. 
These policies typically require action at regional and state levels. The vi-
sion is of an environmentally sustainable region, preserving its natural and 
architectural heritage in a compact urban core, with increasing economic 
and racial integration and equality.

Working with Ameregis, Orfield’s research institute, Gamaliel affiliates 
had partnered with universities and other institutions to produce studies 
of specific metropolitan regions. Recognizing the need for such work in 
Northeast Ohio, I worked closely with the local Gamaliel group to gain sup-
port and funding from my university and local foundations for a regional 
study and report (Orfield et al. 2001) and to conduct a series of small 
seminars and a major regional conference. My limited background in urban 
sociology allowed me to lend some expertise to these projects, but more 
important were the urbanists at my university whom we recruited. Scholars 
sometimes overlook our capacity to use our institutional resources to help 
our community partners, although movements like service learning and 
public sociology are encouraging more of this work.

Grassroots Public Sociology

Public sociology uses social science theory and research to create a dia-
logue centered on fundamental values and the quality of social life (Bura-
woy 2004b). A slightly broader definition brings us to a central concept 
in political sociology and social movement scholarship, that of ideology. 
Although sometimes dismissed as rigid or mystifying thinking, a neutral 
definition of ideology sees it as a worldview with three key elements (Oliver 
and Johnston 2000). First, a vision of a future society shaped by core values. 
Second, a penetrating analysis of the present that puts individual problems 
and specific social issues in a broader critique of systems and cultures. 
Third, a long-term, comprehensive strategy for how to move from present 
systems to future visions.

For social movement scholarship, grassroots public sociology involves 
creating dialogues between scholars and activists around vision and values, 
analysis, and strategy. More so than policy sociology, it involves a critical 
examination of the practices and cultures of movements. Critiques can 
come from professional social movement scholarship, from more informal 
observation including the knowledge gained in policy projects, and from 
activists’ own reflections.

The Grassroots Policy Project (GPP) began with the critical assessment of 
contemporary American movements as “caught up in efforts that are short-
term, fragmented and reactive” (Healey and Hinson 2005:57). Similarly, 
Ryan found in her work with MRAP that “While conservative movements 
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are often explicitly ideological, US progressive movements are not” (Ryan 
2005:119). After observing a national organizing conference in which both 
progressive and neo-conservative speakers were warmly received, I likewise 
concluded that CBCO’s nebulous populism limits its transformative poten-
tial (Kleidman 2004). Each project therefore included efforts to encourage 
our community partners to address these problems by developing more 
explicit visions of the future, a deeper, more sociological analysis of the 
present, and more comprehensive, long-term strategies that see their efforts 
in the context of a larger progressive movement.

The GPP works with social movement groups to help them orient their 
short-term activism so that it builds toward more long-term fundamental 
change. Drawing on Steven Lukes’s (1974) theory of power, Healey and 
Hinson concluded that this meant two things—building movement capac-
ity or infrastructure, and developing and promoting a more systematic, pro-
gressive “worldview” that can challenge dominant conservative language 
and frames. In their workshops, while preserving its core content, they 
translate Lukes’s theoretical work into a more pragmatic language.

MRAPs long-term partnerships have a very similar dual focus to help 
activists integrate media strategy into a larger organizing strategy. First, they 
seek to build movement capacity by improving activists’ analytic, visionary, 
and strategic skills. Second, they emphasize how “collective action fram-
ing practices create a counternarrative that forwards a counterhegemonic 
worldview” (Ryan 2005:133).

Lacking the institutional base of an MRAP or a GPP, I have made more 
modest ventures into public grassroots sociology. I have asked organizers 
and leaders whom I thought would be receptive to read my critiques of 
organizing. This has led to some interesting, mutually challenging con-
versations, and to some plans to create programs to deepen the political 
education component of leadership development.

Grassroots Policy Sociology and Grassroots Public Sociology

My engaged work and that of MRAP began as policy sociology and came 
to include the deeper conversations of public sociology, illustrating another 
synergy between forms of sociology. The two connect mainly through the 
relationships and knowledge developed through professional and policy 
sociology.

In doing participant-observation research on organizing, I found most 
organizers and leaders to be supportive of the work or at least tolerant. Sev-
eral, however, were either uninterested or even somewhat hostile, believing 
that I would either waste their time or air their dirty laundry. The policy 
projects we did transformed these relationships. I realized that by taking 
seriously the felt needs of organizers and leaders, and by delivering new 



348 Chapter 19

resources, I had gained an important measure of trust. This trust is essential 
for the work of grassroots public sociology, in which scholars and activists 
challenge each other around our work and underlying assumptions.

In reflecting on this process of building relationships and trust, however, 
I realized there is a second key connection between policy and public soci-
ology. To the extent that scholars have choices in the nature and process of 
policy projects, we can try to influence the work of our community partners, 
combining their felt needs with what our professional scholarship suggests 
may be their more fundamental interests. In other words, grassroots policy 
sociology can be a strategic intervention in the work of movements and 
other community partners.

In terms of the four sociologies framework, this synergy illustrates the 
value of using a complex multidimensional concept of policy sociology. 
In addition, all the projects discussed show the importance of maintaining 
the analytic distinction between policy and public sociology. Although they 
overlap, public sociology contains a critical dimension that policy sociology 
lacks, and that can be easy to ignore in otherwise-fulfilling engaged work.

Engaged Scholarship Informs Professional Sociology

Engaged work should improve professional scholarship in terms of data, 
methods, and theory. At the level of data, working with activists and com-
munity groups in policy and public sociology partnerships gives us access 
to more information about these groups. We see more of them under more 
varied circumstances. Taylor and Rupp (2005), for example, drew on the 
traditions of participatory action research and feminist scholarship to create 
a research project on drag queens. They collaborated closely with their re-
search subjects in developing the project, collecting and analyzing data, and 
disseminating the results. In doing so, they learned much more about their 
subjects than they would have through more traditional, less participatory 
methods. Similarly, through the policy partnerships in which I participated, 
I learned a great deal about the worldviews of organizers and leaders.

Engaged scholarship can improve our methodology and capacity to ap-
preciate other worldviews. Knowing that our work will be read by those 
whom we study encourages us to be more accurate in observations and 
notes, and to produce accounts that are authentic. It can also challenge our 
worldviews. Working more closely with organizers and leaders helped me 
recognize a somewhat elitist attitude that I think is partly based in academic 
training and culture. This attitude helps us critique the long-term impact of 
our community partners, but may lead us to overlook or dismiss the chal-
lenges and rewards of their everyday work. A more balanced attitude can 
produce better scholarship, I think.
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A final synergy involves improving movement theory by applying it. 
Ryan’s work with movement groups helped her understand not just how to 
translate framing theory for popular use, but also how to improve it at the 
level of theory. Through MRAP’s workshops and partnerships, Ryan devel-
oped a more sophisticated framing theory as she observed the process of 
movement activists learning, adapting, and using the theory (Ryan 2005).

Engaged Scholarship Informs Critical Sociology

Engaged work contributes to critical sociology. For social movement 
scholars, it confronts us with the question of why our partners and audi-
ences outside academia rarely look to social movement scholarship for 
guidance. It leads us to critical sociology, a critique of current theory and 
research, as a step toward developing more useful scholarship. I will take 
up some current critiques of movement theory as part of a larger discussion 
of tensions and strategies.

TENSIONS AMONG THE FOUR SOCIAL MOVEMENT 
SCHOLARSHIPS AND STRATEGIES TO MANAGE THEM

Professional, critical, public, and policy sociology can be synergistic. How-
ever, there are tensions among and between them, some inherent and some 
based in contingent arrangements. I will look at three areas of tension and 
some strategies to manage them: institutional arrangements and cultures 
in movements and academia, the nature of professional social movement 
scholarship, and relationships between scholars and activists.

Institutional Arrangements and Cultures—Social Movements

Richard Healey and Sandra Hinson see parallel problems in the cultures 
and institutional arrangements of scholars and activists. Both encourage 
fragmentation—academia in terms of specialization, activism in terms of 
single-issue work. Both are reactive and focused on the short-term. Scholars 
tend to follow the latest trends in theory, while activists look to respond to 
immediate threats.

However, just as public sociology and other initiatives may be changing 
parts of academic culture and institutions, so too are progressive move-
ments changing, partly out of frustration with continued setbacks. In 1998, 
Randy Stoecker and I worked with two funders to convene a meeting of 
community organizers, scholars, and funders, as part of a CBSM theory 
workshop (Kleidman and Stoecker 1998). We found that many organizers 
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want academics to help them understand the changing global and national 
environment in which they work. In their work, Healey and Hinson have 
found that “some activists relish opportunities to engage in critical analysis 
and to be challenged to move beyond their usual approaches” (Healey and 
Hinson 2005:57).

Engaged scholars and activists can help each other change our respective 
institutional cultures to encourage more collaborative work. There needs to 
be a material base to these projects. Just as scholars lack time for collabora-
tive work, activists lack time for reading, reflection, and writing. Creating 
institutional space and finding funds for sabbaticals for activists would 
be one important way in which scholars could further truly collaborative 
work.

Institutional Arrangements and Cultures—The Academy

For sociologists in most academic settings, faculty roles and rewards 
center on professional sociology. Policy and public sociology are seen 
primarily as community service. Sociologists are discouraged from spend-
ing much time on them. This problem is particularly acute for those who 
wish to develop strong relationships with community partners, a process 
that usually requires a substantial investment of time. Collaborations, es-
pecially when more than one partner is involved, may pay off only slowly 
or not at all in terms of publications (Ryan 2004). As a result, note Healey 
and Hinson (2005), most social movement scholars tend to react more to 
trends in research and theory than to developments in the actual practice 
of social movements.

Brady (2004) supports the public sociology movement, but he fears it 
may fail partly because there has been little discussion of creating profes-
sional incentives for engaged work. The movement would be stronger if it 
connected more consistently with major initiatives from outside sociology 
that focus on precisely this issue. The most important of these has been 
from the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. Ernest 
Boyer, its president, led a task force to examine the relationship of academia 
to society.

In Scholarship Reconsidered (1990) he reported that the task force found 
institutions of higher education to be far too removed from the rest of 
society. To redress this problem, he called for an expanded notion of schol-
arship. In addition to the traditional scholarship of discovery, we should 
recognize and reward the scholarships of integration, teaching, and what he 
later called engagement (Boyer 1996).

Since the book’s publication, Carnegie and other organizations have 
sponsored conferences, workshops, publications, and other means to 
promote engaged work ranging from service learning to community-based 
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research. The American Association of Higher Education (AAHE) Forum 
on Faculty Roles and Rewards sponsored a series of important conferences 
in the 1990s, leading to several valuable publications (Driscoll and Lyn-
ton 1999; Lynton 1995; Rice 1996; Glassick, Huber, and Maeroff 1997). 
Some of this work addresses individual scholars, providing guidance and 
models for treating engaged work as scholarship that can be published in 
peer-reviewed journals. Other work looks to institutional changes. With 
hands-on help from AAHE and other institutions, several colleges and 
universities have revised their tenure and promotion rules to recognize 
engaged work.

The call for public sociology has catalyzed a strong response within the 
discipline. There has been a spate of publications, including three edited 
volumes (Blau and Smith 2006; Barlow 2007; Clawson et al. 2007). Bura-
woy’s term as ASA president also saw the establishment of the Task Force on 
the Institutionalization of Public Sociology. Within the ASA, the section on 
Collective Behavior and Social Movements (CBSM) has also responded to 
the public sociology initiative, devoting substantial time at recent meetings 
to workshops and presentations on public social movement scholarship 
(Ryan, Kleidman, and Maney 2007). An important volume on engaged 
social movement scholarship (Croteau et al. 2005) includes many excellent 
chapters, some of which I have drawn on substantially for this essay.

Despite these promising developments, it is too early to tell whether there 
will be any lasting efforts to help scholars manage the tensions between the 
roles and rewards of professional sociology and those of engaged work. 
Discussions within sociology still tend to ignore the wider initiatives cited 
above. This increases the chances of the discipline marginalizing engaged 
work. Some division of labor is necessary and may be good, as Burawoy 
and others argue. However, identifying and applauding a few scholars who 
do engaged work is no substitute for critically examining the system of roles 
and rewards that limits its practice. Such marginalization, moreover, leaves 
professional sociology relatively unexamined and unchanged. For engaged 
work to be more common and effective, however, we must look critically at 
the kinds of theory being produced by professional sociology.

Professional Social Movement Scholarship

The content of scholarship may create obstacles to engagement. The 
public sociology movement has reenergized a critical sociology that ques-
tions key aspects of sociological theory. Burawoy (2004b, 2008) reminds 
us that C. Wright Mills’s (1959) critiques of “grand theory” and “abstracted 
empiricism” in mainstream sociological theory are still relevant, although 
the current “third wave” (Burawoy 2007) in sociology incorporates a more 
public dimension.
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As social movement scholarship has grown, some scholars have argued 
that much of it has become highly abstract and ahistorical (Darnovsky, 
Epstein, and Flacks 1994; Buechler 2000; Flacks 2004, 2005). Their con-
cern is not just that such theory is hard for activists to understand or 
connect to their circumstances, although it is. The deeper critique is that 
ahistorical abstraction is not the path to good theory, an argument that 
goes back at least as far as the works of Karl Marx, and within academic 
sociology at least to Mills, Barrington Moore (1958), and other historical 
sociologists.

The work of MRAP and the GPP shows that some kinds of abstract theory 
can be used to inform engagement, if scholars work to make it relevant 
to activists. Similarly, Meyer (2005) suggests ways in which political op-
portunity theory, another important strand in social movement scholar-
ship, may be made more relevant for activists. However, Flacks and other 
critics may be right that some directions in social movement scholarship 
may be questionable in terms of both theoretical value and relevance. A 
fuller discussion of this issue is beyond the scope of this chapter, but it is 
important to use engagement to help us examine more critically the nature 
of our work, how we present it (see chapter 9 in this volume), and where 
we publish or use it.

Tensions run in the other direction also. Engagement can create obstacles 
to good professional scholarship. In grassroots policy and public sociol-
ogy, relationships with community partners are enriching and energizing. 
However, these relationships can challenge scholars’ ability and desire to 
maintain a critical distance and some measure of “objectivity” in studying 
these groups.

The desire to maintain these relationships, into which so much has been 
invested, also challenges our ability to be critical in print, in public con-
versations, and sometimes even in private. We do not want to lose access. 
As in more traditional participant-observation, some scholars contend that 
even full participants can maintain a critical intellectual distance from the 
group or culture they study (Adler and Adler 1987). This may be true, but 
engagement does put this to a tougher test.

Scholar-Activist Relationships

Relationships between scholars and activists are complex and take time 
to negotiate and develop. One key point of possible tension involves both 
intellectual and interpersonal leadership in engaged work. Top-down mod-
els privilege abstract knowledge and professional credentials of scholars. 
Even if we do not consciously embrace this model, scholars often find 
ourselves reproducing it. Bottom-up models privilege the felt needs of com-
munity partners.
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There is a middle position in which partners seek a shared leadership 
role. Ferree, Sperling, and Risman (2005) talk about the feminist move-
ment’s emphasis on developing a “culture of conversation” in contrast 
to the top-down “culture of lecture.” In working with activists, a culture 
of conversation avoids both extremes—those of imposing our views, and 
those of deferring completely to those of our partners. We should develop 
relationships that allow us to take an active role toward community part-
ners, using social movement theory and research to provide a critical analy-
sis of their work. However, we should present our ideas as hypotheses and 
suggestions, and seek and listen to responses that can also be challenging.

Community organizers call such relationships “agitational”—supportive 
but constructively critical, seeking to bring out the full potential of the per-
son and the work. Grassroots public social movement scholarship is, ulti-
mately, the creation of relationships, cultures, and institutions that support 
a culture of agitational conversation between scholars and activists.

CONCLUSION

Engaged social movement scholarship improves sociology and activism. 
While there are tensions between and among the different sociologies, 
there is a growing body of knowledge about how to manage the tensions 
and create synergies. Scholars are questioning more about our theories, 
institutional arrangements, and cultures, and seeking to create alternatives 
more compatible with engaged work. We are working with activists to ac-
complish similar goals in their realms. As we continue in this direction, it 
is important to continue to be reflective about this process, and to expand 
both the practice and the theory of engaged social movement scholarship.

NOTE

1. Local affiliates of the four networks increased by almost 50 percent from 1995 
to 2000, and included a combined base of 4,000 member organizations, compris-
ing between one and three million people (Hart 2001; Warren and Wood, 2001). 
Although they avoid labels, the major CBCO networks pursue progressive policies. 
They focus on economic issues and avoid social issues that might divide their base, 
which is diverse in terms of class, race, gender, and religious affiliation.
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In this chapter, I consider Michael Burawoy’s (2005a:11) four categories of 
sociology; namely, professional, critical, policy, and public, from my point 
of view as a scholar of international human rights, originally trained in 
political sociology. I take issue with Burawoy’s idiosyncratic definition of 
human rights, and with his implicit equation of critical and public sociol-
ogy with his own avowedly Marxist perspective. I also take issue with his 
implication that in the current era of globalization, markets are more likely 
than states to violate human rights. International human rights provide 
a common standard of achievement that transcends ideological debates, 
and that makes no prior assumptions about the relative likelihood that 
states, markets, or civil societies will protect or violate human rights. I am 
a Canadian sociologist, and I ground my discussion of human rights in in-
ternational law. My work on human rights over the past 30 years has been 
heavily interdisciplinary, as there is no explicit sociology of human rights.

DEFINITION OF HUMAN RIGHTS

Human rights are rights that all human beings are entitled to, merely by 
virtue of being human. They are individual rights, not tied to group, com-
munal, national, or any other membership. Human rights do not have to 
be earned, nor are they dependent on any particular social status.

This is an explicitly liberal view of human rights, originating in the 
West and enshrined in the United Nation’s (UN) International Bill of 
Rights, which consists of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
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Rights (UDHR), the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), and the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, So-
cial, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (Brownlie and Goodwin-Gill:23–28, 
348–374). Civil and political rights include, for example, protection 
against torture, the right to a fair trial, and the right to vote. Economic, 
social, and cultural rights include the right to work, the right to form 
trade unions, and the rights to education, social security, an adequate 
standard of living, and the highest attainable standard of health. There 
are also so-called collective rights, such as to peace, development, and a 
clean environment.

To assert that human rights originated in the West is not to assert that 
only the West has a moral system of justice. Rather, the philosophical and 
legal conceptions of universal, individual human rights emerged there, as 
philosophers and political activists reacted against the overarching power of 
monarchs and the state. Incipient principles of human rights can be found 
in the religious and philosophical systems of other parts of the world, as in 
some aspects of Hindu thought (Sen 2000:33–38), or in indigenous African 
political systems (Wiredu 1996:155–190), but they were first articulated in 
a systematic fashion in the West.

Many “non-Western” critics of human rights believe that the UDHR was 
written only by Westerners. But although the UN was dominated by West-
ern and Soviet-Bloc countries in 1948, there were also non-Western mem-
ber countries, among whom Chile, China, Egypt, India, Iran, Lebanon, 
Panama, the Philippines, and Uruguay participated in drafting the UDHR. 
(Samnøy 1993:142). Some critics also believe that economic, social, and 
cultural rights were included in the UDHR only because of Soviet Bloc and 
“third world” influence. However, Westerners were instrumental in intro-
ducing economic rights into the UDHR (Donnelly 2007:37–55).

Eleanor Roosevelt, who chaired the UN committee that drafted the 
UDHR, was no stranger to economic rights. Her husband, Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, president of the United States, had included freedom from want 
as one of the four freedoms he enunciated in his State of the Union Ad-
dress on January 6, 1941 (the others were freedom of speech and expres-
sion, freedom of worship, and freedom from fear) (Howard-Hassmann 
and Welch 2006:211). President Roosevelt went even further in his State of 
the Union Address three years later, on January 11, 1944, advocating the 
right to a job; the right to earn enough for adequate food, clothing, and 
recreation; the right of every family to a decent home; the right to adequate 
medical care and good health; the right to protection from “the economic 
fears of old age, sickness, accident and unemployment”; and the right to 
a good education (Howard-Hassmann and Welch 2006:213–214). John 
Humphrey, a Canadian, worked with Eleanor Roosevelt to write the first 
draft of the UDHR, and introduced economic and social rights into that 
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draft over the objections of the Canadian government and Canadian busi-
ness community (Hobbins 1998:325–342).

The principle of human rights is one to which many non-liberal and/or 
non-Western states now adhere, at least formally with regard to their obli-
gations under international law and their constitutional obligations to their 
citizens. This does not, of course, mean that the elites or ruling classes of all 
these countries actually believe in human rights. But neither does it mean 
that, although the concept is originally Western and liberal, their publics 
don’t believe in human rights—or that they would reject human rights, if 
they were to be informed of them.

In this context, Burawoy’s definition of human rights (2005b:158) as 
“the rights of human beings to survive in community with one another” is 
idiosyncratic. This is a partial definition, bearing very little relation to in-
ternational law. The law does protect the right of human beings to survive, 
and it protects their right to survive in community with one another. It also, 
however, protects the rights of individuals against their community, as in the 
case of women, children, gays and lesbians, or members of other marginal-
ized groups. The law also does far more than protect survival rights; it aims 
to provide the conditions under which human beings can live a good life.

Of interest to Burawoy, given his avowed Marxist perspective, ought to 
be the law’s focus on economic rights. However, the international law of 
human rights does not condemn market economies, as Burawoy does. 
Market economies are not necessarily more likely to result in violations of 
international human rights than non-market economies.

While Burawoy is well aware of the human rights abuses perpetrated by 
real, existing market economies and states, he minimizes the tremendous 
abuses of human rights perpetrated by real, existing Marxist states (Courtois 
et al. 1999). It is not enough to dismiss these abuses by simply stating that 
“when Marxism rules it petrifies” (Burawoy 2005b:160). The UN’s principles 
of human rights were designed to protect the individual against any state, 
whether capitalist, Marxist, or other. Gross human rights violations such as 
extra-judicial execution, arbitrary arrest, and torture are usually committed 
by the state. Civil rights such as due process, a fair trial, and habeas corpus 
are necessary to protect citizens against these abuses. So also are political 
rights such as freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, trade union rights, 
and the right to vote. The ubiquity of the state makes necessary a universal 
human rights standard, regardless of the type of political regime.

PROFESSIONAL SOCIOLOGY

The field of international human rights will not contribute to any funda-
mental changes in professional sociology, but professional sociologists can 



360 Chapter 20

contribute to the study of human rights. Some scholars of human rights 
now use the rigorous methodologies of professional, quantitative, and 
qualitative analysis in their own work. There is a large scholarly body of 
quantitative work measuring achievement of human rights, mostly, how-
ever, by political scientists rather than sociologists (Landman 2005).

From the point of view of professional sociology, human rights are usu-
ally a dependent variable. Questions that sociologists could address are 
how human rights are achieved and protected (Fein 2007), how citizens 
view human rights (Howard-Hassmann 2003), and how marginalized 
social groups gain their human rights. These macro-questions require un-
derstanding of historical sociology (Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 
1992), theories of social change, and social movement theory (Keck and 
Sikkink 1998), among other aspects of sociology.

As an example, professional sociologists could pay more attention to 
genocide. The world’s leading scholar of comparative genocide studies is 
Helen Fein, a sociologist, whose work has influenced all students of com-
parative genocide, regardless of their discipline, and who employs rigor-
ous quantitative and qualitative methods in her research: her Accounting 
for Genocide won the American Sociological Association’s Sorokin Award 
in 1979 (Fein 1979). Sadly, genocide is a common event, which can be 
analyzed by sociologists, who moreover could involve themselves in the 
international project to predict and prevent genocide.

Sociology can also contribute to understanding of how human rights 
are realized, rather than violated. Sociological studies of social move-
ments have shown the importance of the right to organize. Human rights 
networking across lines that previously divided individuals, such as across 
ideological or geographical lines, has increased dramatically over the last 
25 years. Human rights networking helped bring down the governments of 
the Soviet Bloc, for example. Network sociologists can study these human 
rights groupings as part of their professional obligations, just as sociologists 
of social movements can study international human rights advocacy.

Professional sociology, then, has much to offer the academic study of 
human rights, presently dominated by the fields of law, philosophy, and 
international relations. These fields do not possess the theoretical or meth-
odological tools to explain the circumstances under which individuals will 
enjoy, or not enjoy, their human rights. The classic Weberian themes of 
class, status, and power are still weakly integrated into the human rights 
literature. Yet without understanding the nature of status, we cannot ana-
lyze the situation of the Dalits in India, or of traditional slavery in African 
countries such as Mauritania. Without analysis of class society, the viola-
tions of the economic rights of the poor in capitalist countries such as the 
United States and Canada will escape us (Howard-Hassmann and Welch 
2006). Without analysis of power, states remain suspended in an intellec-
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tual vacuum in which they are legally mandated to promote, protect, and 
fulfill their citizens’ rights, but frequently do the opposite.

Professional sociology, as amended by the last three decades’ work on 
gender, ethnicity, and race, also helps human rights scholars understand 
how and why society and the family, as well as the state, can violate human 
rights. Individuals must be able to claim rights against society, as, for exam-
ple, women, gays, blacks, and minority groups do in Canada and the United 
States. Under international human rights law, the family is no longer a pro-
tected, private realm. The law undermines men’s authority over women, and 
parents’ authority over children. There are separate international conven-
tions governing both women’s (1979) and children’s (1989) rights (Brown-
lie and Goodwin-Gill: 388–399, 429–447). The sociology of the family 
helps to understand the relationship of rights to the family. Drawing on the 
sociology of marriage, for example, I have argued that gay marriage is easier 
in societies in which the purpose of marriage is companionship, rather than 
merely reproduction (Howard-Hassmann 2001:73–95).

Rights for women, children, and homosexuals raise the question of eth-
nocentrism. Some would argue that when Westerners advocate universal 
human rights, especially rights for previously subordinated social groups, 
they are cultural imperialists. Cultural relativists claim that human rights 
undermine local, non-Western states’ or communities’ ideas of the good 
life. Professional sociology helps to answer this criticism by providing 
tools to look carefully at what culture means, who defines and interprets 
it, and who enforces it. Sociologists interrogate the notion that culture is a 
static, homogeneous entity (Howard 1993:315–338); they apply the clas-
sic categories of class, status, and power to culture, as to any other social 
phenomenon. Sociologists can also investigate how cultures can change to 
support human rights, and how norms such as egalitarianism, or a belief in 
religious tolerance, that support human rights emerge and are sustained in 
some national cultures.

Thus, from the point of view of professional sociology, human rights are 
an object of study. The theories, concepts, and methods of professional soci-
ology help legal scholars and practitioners understand why and how human 
rights are protected or violated by the state, community, and family. With 
regard to critical, policy, or public sociologies, however, human rights are 
more than an object of study. They contribute independently to sociological 
debate, as principles to be defended and policies to be implemented.

CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY

There is some confusion, in Burawoy’s writings, as to whether the function 
of critical sociology is merely to debate foundational principles within the 
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discipline, or whether it is to provide a critical stance on the wider society: 
Burawoy (2005a:16) seems to favor the first approach, stating “critical 
sociology is committed to opening up debate within our discipline.” It is 
certainly necessary for sociologists to continually interrogate themselves, 
but it is also necessary for sociologists to critically interrogate the relations 
of class, status, and power that permeate the wider societies in which they 
live.

The international law of human rights provides a common standard of 
achievement on the basis of which sociologists, like all other actors, can 
be critical of the societies in which they live, whether local, national, or 
global. Burawoy boxes himself in by focusing only on criticism within the 
profession, and moreover by pronouncing himself a Marxist. The common 
standard of human rights applies to all political regimes, including Marx-
ist, socialist, fascist, liberal, and social democratic. In the twenty-first cen-
tury, to box critical sociology into the functionalist/Marxist disagreement 
is to engage in sterile debate that will be of little interest to the millions 
of human rights actors all over the world. These human rights actors are a 
significant part of the civil society that Burawoy (2005b:152–165) claims 
ought to be the principal object of attention of, and the principal social unit 
to be defended by, “third-wave” sociology. One does not have to accept 
his ideal-type description of first, second, and third-wave sociology’s focus 
on/defense of the state, market, and civil society respectively, to recognize 
the importance of human rights to civil society actors all over the world, in-
cluding those who rejected Marxism completely in Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Bloc, or who struggle to overcome the human rights abuses 
of allegedly Marxist regimes in China, Cuba, or North Korea today.

The common human rights standard of achievement does, however, ap-
ply as much to capitalist as to other societies. The principle of economic 
rights fills a gap in (North) American conceptions of social justice. Never-
theless, until recently the international human rights movement did not 
pay as much attention to economic as to civil and political rights. This is 
in part because economic rights do not enjoy the same high standards of 
immediate implementation as civil and political rights: rather, states are 
mandated to progressively implement economic rights, to the maximum of 
their available resources (ICESCR, Article 2 [1]). Yet universal human rights 
entail the creation of a society in which all human rights are respected. This, 
in effect, means a social democracy, laying equal stress on civil and politi-
cal, and economic, social, and cultural rights.

We are now living in the era of globalization: that is, the worldwide 
spread of capitalism. Both socialism and various forms of national “self-
reliance” have failed abysmally as economic policies, in the former Soviet 
Bloc and China and in the underdeveloped world. Burawoy (2005b:157) 
views globalization, or, in his words, “third-wave marketization,” as a 
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human rights disaster, yet there is no substitute for market economies. 
Moreover, countries in which there is no foreign investment are much 
poorer than countries in which there is foreign investment; witness African 
poverty. There is also much evidence that in the long run, societies that 
become wealthier through capitalist investment are likely to democratize 
and provide more complete protection for human rights, although such a 
development is by no means inevitable (Howard-Hassmann 2005:1–40).

This is little comfort in the short run, however, for those who suffer 
from structural adjustment policies, high debt loads (often accumulated by 
dictatorial, anti-capitalist governments), lack of rights in export processing 
zones, and the dislocations caused when peasant societies give way to mar-
ket economies. How can the rights of these billions of people be protected? 
There is no easy answer to this question. Markets must be regulated, and 
the rights of workers fully protected. Public policies to protect economic 
human rights must be carefully delineated, with the input of all relevant 
professionals. This must include the expertise of professional economists, 
whose “neo-liberal” agenda may be based not on ideology, but on analysis 
of the failures of past communist, proto-socialist, and protectionist econo-
mies.

Burawoy’s easy dismissal of the discipline of economics does a disservice 
to the promotion and protection of human rights. One way for Burawoy 
to be a more self-critical sociologist would be to take seriously the reason-
ing of economists, rather than simply praising “Post-Autistic Economics” 
(Burawoy 2005a:24; for the origins of this term, see Hayes 2007). In order 
to promote and protect economic rights, sociologists must work with, not 
against, economists, and take seriously their theories about growth, market 
mechanisms, and economic decision-making. It is disciplinary arrogance 
to suggest that sociology “defends the interests of humanity” (Burawoy 
2005a:24), as if philosophy, law, political science, and economics do not 
also do so.

POLICY SOCIOLOGY

There are many debates about human rights to which sociologists can con-
tribute, by using their professional standards to research policy questions, 
by contributing to policy-based research, and by addressing the relevant 
publics.

Political sociologists and sociologists of law might consider whether eco-
nomic rights should be justiciable; that is, whether citizens should have the 
right to sue their government, when it does not protect or provide their eco-
nomic rights. Canadians, unlike Americans, enjoy universal state-supplied 
medical care, but the actual system is plagued by shortages, line-ups, and 
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decisions by provincial authorities to reduce coverage. The Supreme Court 
of Canada ruled in 2005 that since the Province of Quebec was unable to 
always provide public health care in a timely manner, thus endangering 
citizens’ rights under Canada’s 1982 Charter of Rights and Freedoms (sec-
tion 7) to life, liberty, and security, the province was obliged to legalize pri-
vate health care (Chaoulli v. Quebec 2005). Is it useful to rely on individual 
or class action suits to protect economic rights such as the right to health 
care, or should the level of protection always be left to political decision-
makers? What is the effect on a democratic system, if courts have a strong 
say in allocation of scarce resources? This is a subject of much debate in 
Canada, some commentators arguing that the Canadian political landscape 
is too much dominated by Court decisions based on the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms (Morton and Knopff 2000).

Sociological theorists could also contribute to human rights policy. They 
might consider the relationship between minimum standards of well-
being, as mandated by the international law of economic rights, and equal-
ity, both of opportunity and of outcomes. Commentators often confuse 
minimum standards with equality of access. Under what conditions, if 
any, is inequality of access so severe as to be degrading to an individual’s 
self-respect and dignity, even if, in a wealthy society, that individual enjoys 
minimum access to food, shelter, education, and health care? The term 
“human dignity” is the underpinning concept in the UDHR, which begins 
with the phrase, “Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the 
equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the 
foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” Yet the meaning 
of human dignity is amorphous and undefined. Sociological theorists can 
provide useful input on the meaning of human dignity, based on empiri-
cal observations of what individuals value, and on their theories about the 
meanings individuals attribute to social life (Moore 1978).

The continued existence of degrading inequalities, even in the wealthy 
Western world, forces the sociologist to confront the relationship between 
capitalism and economic rights. Burawoy seems to believe that capitalism 
is the worst violator of economic rights, and that the spread of capitalist 
market relations to the rest of the world, in the process of globalization, 
will have more detrimental than positive effects. Yet in general, capitalist 
countries that are also democracies are the best protectors of economic 
rights. In part, this is because markets are never actually “free,” or com-
pletely unregulated, in the manner that some critics of capitalism suggest; 
they are always regulated to protect commerce and trade. To protect the 
entire range of human rights, though, markets must also be regulated to 
ensure that citizens will have access to their economic rights. The goal is 
social democracy, not a completely free market economy, yet there is little 
information available about how, if at all, poor countries can institute so-
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cial democracy (Sandbrook et al. 2007). Instead of indulging in outmoded 
proclamations that Marxism is a good alternative to capitalism, sociologists 
could investigate the conditions under which economic growth is coupled 
with economic rights.

Yet this is a perspective that many left-wing sociologists reject, preferring 
to blame “the West” for all the economic ills of the underdeveloped world. 
Sociologists adhering to the development-of-underdevelopment perspec-
tive might wish to know whether international human rights law mandates 
any obligations by Western states to aid less developed countries. In 1986 
the UN General Assembly (UNGA) passed a Declaration on the Right to 
Development, article 3 (3), of which notes that “States have the duty to co-
operate with each other in ensuring development and eliminating obstacles 
to development” (Brownlie and Goodwin-Gill:86). “Duty” is a strong 
word, implying that development assistance is not a choice, to be bestowed 
or withdrawn by wealthy states as they wish, but rather a positive obliga-
tion. Nevertheless, at present there is no serious legal obligation, even in 
“soft” (non-enforceable) international law, for states to assist each other’s 
development. In order to discuss whether there should be such an enforce-
able law, sociologists of development should first consider the vast litera-
ture which focuses on internal, not external, causes of poverty, especially 
causes rooted in corruption, poor governance, and lack of democracy and 
the rule of law (Easterly 2006).

The relationship between economic and civil/political rights is a very 
serious policy question, which could interest political sociologists and 
sociological theorists. Some critics argue that the stress on civil/political 
rights in much of the earlier advocacy for human rights, for example by 
Amnesty International, was mere Western bias. Yet without democracy; the 
rule of law; freedom of speech, association, and assembly; and protection 
from torture, citizens are mere subjects, possibly enjoying the substance of 
economic rights should their rulers so decide, but unable to enforce their 
rights. Governments make many mistakes when they try to organize econo-
mies, and some governing elites run entire national economies in their own 
private interests. The rights to freedom of speech, press, and association al-
low critics of governments to speak out and correct these policies.

Burawoy (2005b:157–158) correctly stresses the importance of trade 
union rights, a focus for sociologists of labor. Trade unions are the most 
reliable route by which workers can express their needs and interests. How-
ever, it is also very important to develop the institutional capacity of less 
developed states, and to end elite corruption. In this respect, Buroway’s 
easy dismissal (2005a:7) of “neoinstitutionalists” who spread what he 
calls “American” institutional forms does a disservice to underdeveloped 
countries. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, lack of institutional capacity 
is a major stumbling block to reform, even in countries that have adopted 
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democracy. If Burawoy were less centered on the United States, he might 
consider the variety of institutional forms that can promote democracy, the 
rule of law, and human rights. The United States, with its unusual provisos 
such as popular elections of judges, presidential vetoes over the will of 
Congress, and appointment of non-elected individuals to the Cabinet, is 
not institutionalists’ only model.

Critical sociologists often object to the power of multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs), whom they rightly see as agents of globalization. Yet they 
have a hard task ahead of them, if they are interested in formulating serious 
public policies for underdeveloped countries, rather than merely denounc-
ing MNCs’ very existence. There is no “hard” international human rights 
law regulating the conduct of MNCs, although there is a developing norma-
tive law, in part based on the many voluntary codes of conduct for corpora-
tions that have emerged over the last 30 years (Steinhardt 2005:177–226).

Supplementing these voluntary codes, in 1988 the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) issued a modest Declaration of Fundamental Principles 
and Rights at Work: these rights include freedom of association, the effec-
tive recognition of the right to collective bargaining, the elimination of all 
forms of forced or compulsory labor, the effective abolition of child labor, 
and the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment (Brown-
lie and Goodwin-Gill 2006:571). In 1999 the UN formulated a Global 
Compact, to which corporations could voluntarily adhere. Businesses were 
asked to agree that they would respect international human rights, and 
“make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses.” They were 
also asked to uphold the ILO Fundamental Principles (UN 2005). In 2003, 
the UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human 
Rights drafted some “Norms on the Responsibilities of Transnational Cor-
porations and Other Business Enterprises with Regard to Human Rights” 
(Brownlie and Goodwin-Gill 2006:268–274). These principles and norms 
provide policy guidelines to which sociologists can refer.

So far, radical sociologists and sociologists of underdevelopment might 
find that the principles of economic rights support their analyses. But 
modernization theory, roughly called, has not disappeared from the world 
development agenda, even if Burawoy is correct that it has been superseded 
in our discipline by the sociology of underdevelopment. One aspect of 
modernization is protection of the right to own property. This is a much 
contested right, so much so that it was included in the UDHR Article 17 (1) 
(Brownlie and Goodwin-Gill 2006:26), yet disappeared from the ICCPR 
and the ICESCR.

The principle of private property is generally anathema to the politi-
cal left, which associates it with the power of MNCs. Yet many relatively 
powerless people need protection of their private property. The powerless 
include indigenous peoples, who need their collective property protected; 
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peasants, who need their right to land protected from state, military, or pri-
vate capitalist expropriation; women, who need their rights to use land and 
sell their own products protected from male family and village elites; and 
ethnic minorities, who are often targets for expropriation, as scapegoats for 
economic chaos. The right to private property is also fundamental to suc-
cessful economic development. Without property to use as collateral, en-
trepreneurs cannot borrow funds for investment. Entrepreneurial freedom, 
combined with secure property rights, is one of the bases of Canadian and 
American prosperity, and is increasingly recognized to be the basis of pros-
perity in less developed regions. Even the poorest owners need legal guar-
antees of their right to property in shacks, vehicles, and small businesses 
(De Soto 2000). Here again, radical sociologists might do well to cast aside 
their ideological blinkers, and reconsider whether Marx was correct in his 
condemnation of private property.

Another preoccupation of those who make development policy is world 
inequality. Burawoy (2005a:4) states confidently that “Unfettered capital-
ism fuels . . . untold inequities on a global scale.” Here, Burawoy might do 
well to check economists’ evidence, rather than dismiss the entire discipline. 
Bhagwati argues that the common belief that world inequality is increasing 
is based on one 2001 study by the World Bank, which found that “a small 
increase in inequality had occurred between the late 1980s and the early 
1990s—an astonishingly small period to work with” (Bhagwati 2004:67). 
Other studies, according to Bhagwati, show that “global inequality declined 
substantially during the last two decades” (Bhagwati 2004:67). Moreover, 
some economists believe that even if world inequality is increasing, the 
rate of absolute poverty in some countries, such as China and Vietnam, is 
decreasing (Wells-Dang 2002:180). The relationship among globalization, 
foreign investment, domestic economic policy, economic growth, inequal-
ity, and poverty reduction is extremely complex, and cannot be reduced to 
blanket formulas by sociologists about paths to social justice.

In any case, there is no human right to equality in material conditions or 
wealth; rather, the rights are to basic material minima. Even if one argues 
that world inequality is a proxy measure of the inability of some nations to 
provide the economic rights of their citizens, one is treading on dangerous 
empirical ground. Moreover, the right to absolute equality of condition 
is a Marxist, if not a Stalinist, ideal. Ideological adherence to this ideal by 
Marxist sociologists may fetter their understanding of the development 
process; indeed, when imposed in practice, as in the Soviet Union, Cam-
bodia, or Cuba, this ideal results in de-development, along with extreme 
violations of civil and political rights. The professional research skills so 
central to all types of sociology should be used to inquire if absolute ma-
terial equality is indeed the best path to economic rights, without prior 
assumption that it is.
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Finally, some sociologists might be interested in human rights monitor-
ing policy. The U.S. Department of State produces annual reports on the 
human rights performance of every country in the world (except itself); the 
U.S. government conditions its foreign aid partially on whether recipients 
are good human rights performers. Sociologists, with their sophisticated 
quantitative and surveying skills, are well placed to act as policy advisers 
to the U.S. government in this endeavor. But activist sociologists, sensitive 
to perceptions of hypocrisy among non-Western publics, might also wish 
to suggest that the U.S. government monitor its own human rights perfor-
mance, to check how American economic policy, trade, consumer prefer-
ences, or tourism might contribute to human rights abuses elsewhere. It is 
a salutary exercise, for example, to read the counter-report on human rights 
in the United States, produced periodically by the Government of China 
(China 2007). The United States, Canada, and all other Western states that 
link foreign policy or aid to human rights, should be subject to human 
rights scrutiny by scholars from other societies. American sociologists could 
assist scholars from other countries to engage in such a project, by sharing 
their methodological skills.

PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Burawoy (2005a:20) notes that American sociologists tend to assume that 
theirs is a universal sociology, and that it would be wise, instead, to view it 
as provincial. McLaughlin, Kowalchuck, and Turcotte, all Canadian schol-
ars, agree with him and point out how Canadian—and other—national 
groups of sociologists differ from American (McLaughlin, Kowalchuck, and 
Turcotte 2005:147). Nevertheless, from the point of view of human rights, 
it is worthwhile to focus on the American public. Americans do not know 
their rights under international law: they are especially ignorant of the prin-
ciple of economic rights. Yet indicators of economic rights in the United 
States are usually much worse than those of other Western countries, with 
Canada closer to the lower U.S. end than to its Western European counter-
parts, for example with regard to public social expenditure as a percentage 
of Gross Domestic Product (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development 2007:193).

Some obvious differences between the United States and Canada are 
that the United States lacks universal health care, with 46.6 million people 
without health insurance as of 2005 (U.S. Census Bureau 2006:22); and 
that the United States lacks a policy of universal paid parental leave. U.S. 
labor law also provides much poorer protection for workers than does Ca-
nadian (Atleson 2006:137–148). The differences between the United States 
and other Western countries regarding economic rights are in part caused 
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by the strong racial divide in the United States. They are also caused by the 
absence of a social democratic or communist presence in the United States, 
these two political tendencies having endured severe political repression 
throughout U.S. history (Goldstein 1987:430–436).

The United States has ratified the ICCPR. The only other international 
human rights treaties it has ratified are the Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment; the Inter-
national Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion (CERD); and the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 
the Crime of Genocide (Weissbrodt 2006:45). It has also ratified, but not 
entered into force, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women (UN 2007). Of particular importance, regard-
ing Burawoy’s Marxist critique of market economies, is the United States’ 
failure to ratify the ICSECR, although it signed it in 1977.

Burawoy (2005a:7) speaks of there being many different types of pub-
lics, in whose service public sociologists might act. One public in dire need 
of information about international human rights is African Americans. 
Knowledge both of the international laws that the United States has rati-
fied, and of the many laws it has not, might assist African Americans to 
mobilize in defense of their rights. Affected as they are by a racially dif-
ferentiated regime of capital punishment, African Americans might like 
to know that the consensus of international law is moving toward capital 
punishment’s abolition; for example, the International Criminal Court can-
not impose capital punishment. African Americans might also be interested 
to know that the CERD (Article 1, 4) permits special measures such as af-
firmative action, as long as such measures are “not . . . continued after the 
objectives for which they were taken have been achieved.” CERD (Article 
4, a and b) also outlaws hate speech and organizations that promote racial 
hatred, both permitted under U.S. freedom of speech laws (Brownlie and 
Goodwin-Gill 2006:338, 339).

African Americans might also be interested in their right to the highest 
attainable standard of health care. In 2005, 19.6 percent of African Ameri-
cans were without health insurance (U.S. Census Bureau 2006:21). They 
might like to know—as, for that matter, might all other Americans—that 
the UDHR (Article 25, 3) mandates special attention to motherhood and 
childhood (Brownlie and Goodwin-Gill 2006:27). African Americans, and 
all other Americans, might also like to know that they have a right to decent 
housing, to social security, and to work; in short, to those rights that Presi-
dent Roosevelt advocated in his 1944 State of the Union Address.

Such rights are not mere statements of principle: they are often mobiliz-
ing tools. While the Marxism that Burawoy professes has little resonance in 
the United States, universal principles of human dignity and human rights, 
if made known to the American public, might have far more. But discussion 
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of international human rights in the United States, with its various pub-
lics, would undoubtedly stir up controversy. Burawoy assumes that public 
sociology would be consensual, stating “with public sociology knowledge 
is based on consensus between sociologists and their publics” (2005a:16); 
thus, there would be no disagreement between public sociologists and the 
various publics they serve. Here, he appears to confuse policy and public 
sociology. Whether the sociologists in question favor the political right or 
the political left, if they assume at the outset that they will have no disagree-
ments with their clients or their publics, they are not doing their jobs as 
disinterested professional scholars.

Public stakeholders in sociological research may have different interests 
than professional sociologists, and adhere to different analyses of the same 
problems, and the former may not like what the latter, as professional 
scholars, have to say. In such a case, the sociologist who constrains herself 
from stating her own viewpoint, if it differs from that of the stakeholder, 
is acting as a policy sociologist, not a public one. Burawoy’s conflation of 
Marxist, public, and consensual sociology is a recipe for self-censorship. 
Indeed, he seems to recognize this danger himself, noting that “Public so-
ciology . . . can be held hostage to outside forces. In pursuit of popularity 
public sociology is tempted to pander to and flatter its publics” (Burawoy 
2005a:17).

SOCIOLOGISTS AND INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS

As I noted above, the United States is a world human rights outlaw. As 
Burawoy (2005b:158) states, moreover, the United States uses human 
rights rhetoric as a cover for its imperialist interests. The hypocritical use 
of human rights language by various American administrations should 
not, however, deter sociologists from learning about, and using, interna-
tional human rights law. This law exists independent of the United States. 
Members of civil society all over the world refer to it as their law, one that 
protects their interests.

Sociologists ought to engage in the analysis, promotion, and protection 
of universal human rights. These international principles provide much 
room for theoretical, empirical, and socially engaged research. Moreover, 
the current preoccupations of human rights researchers intersect nicely with 
many sociologists’ interests. Economic rights are a central concern, as are 
the emerging human rights obligations of private enterprises. The relation-
ship between market economies, democracy, and human rights is still not 
completely understood. The rights of socially marginal groups, especially 
children, the disabled, and homosexuals, are still not fully developed or 
protected. Social psychologists and theorists can also address the more fun-
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damental questions underlying all inquiry about human rights; how and 
why do people do each other good rather than harm; what are the limits of 
each individual’s sense of community and obligation; is there any way that 
public policy can promote altruism (Jeffries 2005)?

Universal human rights provide a standard to which sociologists in 
pursuit of a better world can adhere. They permit sociologists to use their 
professional tools as a basis for policy advice, and for engagement with the 
public. Reflection not only about why universal human rights are not pro-
tected, but also about what ought to be human rights, and what it means 
to be human, is fodder for the critical sociologist.
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375

This chapter focuses on the intersection of altruism, apology, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation and its relationship with public sociology. Reconcili-
ation is the ending of conflict or renewing of a friendly relationship be-
tween disputing people or groups. Altruism is a voluntary act for which 
the helper/altruist does not expect any external reward. I divide altruism 
into two types: heroic altruism, which is voluntary and involves high risk 
to the helper, and conventional altruism, which is voluntary but does not 
involve high risk to the helper. For the purposes of this chapter I will be 
focusing on how conventional altruism, an independent variable, is posi-
tively associated with intergroup and interpersonal apology, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation. Individuals and groups who are hurt carry with them 
a burden, and often a desire for retribution. The positive outcomes from 
apology, forgiveness, and reconciliation can quell the desire for vengeance. 
Such outcomes should become an important component for public soci-
ologists to advocate. Communities need to witness the potential benefits 
of reconciliation, which public sociologists can facilitate by stimulating a 
dialogic relationship with the public.

Despite considerable research on interpersonal forgiveness, as well as 
recent interest by psychologists in the subject of intergroup forgiveness, 
sociologists have not been active in studying this topic and the relationship 
between altruism, apology, and reconciliation. The potential of sociological 
perspective here is particularly important in terms of the developing study 
of intergroup apology and forgiveness. Many scholars, such as Enright 
(1998), Schimmel (2002), Tavuchis (1991), Post (2007), Ornish (1998), 
Smedes (1996), Koenig (2001), Worthington (1998), Luskin (2001), and 
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Lazare (2004), have pointed out the relevance of altruism, love, apology, 
and forgiveness for improving and stabilizing fractured human relations.

The connection between altruism, apology, forgiveness, and reconcili-
ation helps explain why offended groups and individuals would want to 
forgive those that have hurt them. Genuine forgiveness is the willingness to 
abandon resentment, negative judgment, and indifferent behavior toward 
one who has unjustly injured others, while fostering the qualities of com-
passion, generosity, and even love toward the offender (Enright 1998). Al-
truistic behavior is a primary independent variable in the apology, forgive-
ness, and reconciliation process. In order to see the error of destructive acts 
such as genocide or slavery from the wrongdoer’s perspective one must take 
the role of the other and act in an unselfish, compassionate manner. If there 
is confidence in academic research on apology and forgiveness that helps 
heal society, then the role of public sociologists should be to disseminate 
important findings and relevance from which social relations can benefit.

The following scholars have contributed to the understanding of altru-
ism, apology, forgiveness, and reconciliation: McCullough, Worthington, 
and Rachal (1997); Bazemore (1998) [restorative justice]; Sullivan and 
Tifft (2001); Galaway and Hudson (1996) [alternative dispute resolution]; 
Hauss 2003 [apology and forgiveness]; Bloomfield, Barnes, and Huyse 
(2003) [reconciliation]; Hewstone et al. (2006) [intergroup forgiveness]; 
Allport (1954) [co-operation between conflicting groups, problem solv-
ing]; Kohlberg (1984) [moral development]; Post (2007); Sorokin (1954) 
[philosophy and sociology of love, altruism, and compassion]; and finally 
Tavuchis (1991) [the importance of different types of apology]. Public soci-
ology can significantly contribute to this study by integrating these perspec-
tives into a comprehensive model for dialogic purposes.

PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Michael Burawoy, 2004 ASA president, defines public sociology as “bring-
ing sociology into a conversation with publics, understood as people who 
are themselves involved in conversation” (2005:7). The concept of public 
sociology has brought with it a debate about both the role of sociology and 
of the sociologist within society. Does social science need to stay confined 
to the university? Burawoy invited all sociologists to be involved dialogi-
cally with the public in his presidential address. The discourse over public 
sociology is growing and there are several promising avenues for the field. It 
would be productive to make the public aware of the positive outcomes of 
current research about intergroup apology, forgiveness, and reconciliation 
through what Burawoy calls “organic public sociology.” This implies active 
participation on the part of the sociologist to help resolve social problems 
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for the welfare of society. The traditional public sociologist, on the other 
hand, is not actively and directly involved in the participation of the resolv-
ing of social issues.

Practicing public sociology is the use of research for the solution of prac-
tical problems via the dissemination of knowledge, and through hands-on, 
direct interaction with the public. This audience includes not only the 
general public, but also the media and other academics as well. Burawoy 
recalls some academics in sociology that make a “vehicle” of their research 
for the public domain’s discussion, researchers who instigate debates be-
tween publics. The sociologist therefore has an active involvement within 
academia and beyond the “ivory tower.”

Burawoy (2004), states that “Academics are living in a fool’s paradise, if 
they think they can hold on to their ivory tower, fashioned for another era, 
another world.” He continues, saying that “for too long, far too many of 
us have been hiding under the blanket of academic freedom and university 
autonomy—all in the name of truth”(1). At this point, the public is not in-
terested in subsidizing the kinds of academic pursuits outlined by Burawoy 
because they perceive them as having little significance in their everyday 
lives, and research simply collects dust on shelves. If the public were to see 
the potential of apology individually and at the group level, perhaps more 
interest could fuel this area of research into including it on a national and 
international agenda.

Through the inclusion of the process of apology and forgiveness within 
school curricula, the media, business training, public relations, and non-
government organizations, the educational importance and emphasis 
of reconciliation may be reproduced for future generations including 
students, employees, clients, and the general public. This is a marriage 
between the different sociological practices Burawoy bases his ideas upon: 
public, professional, critical, and policy sociology. Balancing the justified 
norms of professional sociology with the effectiveness of policy sociol-
ogy along with the relevance inherent in public sociology and the moral 
vision of critical sociology, we can see how to merge these four distinct 
types of sociological knowledge into a useful model to implement apol-
ogy, forgiveness, and reconciliation at a greater scale. Working together, 
the four types of sociology discussed below are the foundational basis 
for the sociological study of apology and forgiveness and could lead to a 
more caring society.

Professional sociology is concerned mainly with the quantitative and quali-
tative evidence gathered about apology and reconciliation. The advantages, 
successes, and applicability toward society coincide with the expectations 
of social scientists who primarily judge validity upon the methodical pro-
cess of hypotheses and conclusion. There is evidence that where apology, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation have taken place, better relations are evident 
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between parties. Over 90 percent of our sample (Oliner and Zylicz 2008) 
found apology to be necessary for their well-being.

Policy sociology then is the implementation of the professional findings. 
With enough substantiated evidence, governments, schools, and businesses 
may incorporate the usefulness of apology and forgiveness in pro-social 
education and training into their organizations.

Critical Sociology provides the moral vision to demonstrate the useful-
ness of apology and forgiveness on a grand scale. Vincent Jeffries (2005) 
sees a relationship between Burawoy’s four forms of public sociology and 
Sorokin’s system of integral sociology. “Because his integral sociology is 
systemic and comprehensive it makes major contributions to each of the 
interdependent forms of sociology delineated by Burawoy” (84).

The four models in public sociology have a systemic connection that 
should not be overlooked; the strength of the models working together pro-
vides a context in which sociologists may use their knowledge and research 
comprehensively.

ALTRUISM, RELIGION/SPIRITUALITY, AND EMPATHY: 
ATTRIBUTES OF APOLOGY AND FORGIVENESS

Important variables for the healing of pain for groups and individuals are 
empathy, spirituality/religiosity, and love. The intersection of the above 
components creates a fertile environment and is associated with the apol-
ogy, forgiveness, and reconciliation process. Acting altruistically out of a 
sense of empathy for another can lead a person or group to become aware 
of wrongdoing to others. Scholars maintain that altruism, apology, and 
forgiveness are an essential part of the survival of society.

In a recent book edited by Stephen Post (2007), the researchers noted a 
strong positive correlation between altruistic behavior and both physical 
and mental health. For this chapter we administered the altruism scale de-
veloped by Rushton, Chrisjohn, and Fekken (1981). Of the total sample of 
519, the U.S. respondents scored 87 percent, and the Polish respondents 91 
percent. Altruistic behavior is found in most cultures and belief systems and 
works to create a more just, friendly, and caring world, while contributing 
to social solidarity.

Sorokin (1954), Post (2007), Koenig (2002), McCullough, Pargament, 
and Thoresen (2000), and Ornish (1998) all express in different ways that 
altruism and love are life-giving forces. It has been well established that 
when genuine processes such as love, compassion, and empathy are a part 
of apology, they lead to forgiveness (Worthington 1998). This process then 
leads to unloading burdens and feelings of hurt both for the harmed and 
the harm-doer, which ultimately may lead to reconciliation and the recog-
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nition of the humanity in the offender. It is a powerful emotional release 
and a clear acceptance of compassion. If the apology is genuine, it helps 
to extinguish the rage and need for revenge, as well as helping to end the 
cycle of violence.

Oliner and Oliner (1988) found that people who exhibited altruistic be-
havior during the rescue of Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe were fundamen-
tally empathic; they felt others’ pain. Generally altruists tend to come from 
loving homes who witnessed caring by role models. During their upbring-
ing, instead of being physically disciplined, they were spoken to about right 
and wrong by their family. Rescuers of Jews in Nazi occupied Europe were 
generally attached in a healthy, emotional, and psychological way to their 
families. They internalized the ethics of justice and compassion for others, 
as well as a universal sense of spirituality, which is tolerant of other faiths 
and moral traditions. Our research (Oliner and Zylicz 2008) concludes that 
there is a positive association between altruism and spirituality/religiosity. 
On religiosity/spirituality, the U.S. respondents scored 89 percent, and the 
Polish sample scored 81 percent. Those individuals who exhibit altruistic 
traits show the power and necessity of apology and forgiveness as the 
means to restoring broken relationships.

Apology

Nicholas Tavuchis, in his book (1991), maintains that apology has 
four different configurations. The first is interpersonal apology from one 
individual to another or ONE-TO-ONE; for example, a father apologizing 
to a daughter for sexual abuse. A second configuration is apology from an 
individual to a collectivity, or ONE-TO-MANY; for example, a Klansman 
apologizing to African Americans for racism and violence. The third is an 
apology from a group to an individual, or MANY-TO-ONE, such as when 
people stood by as Kitty Genovese was murdered in Queens, New York, 
and then later, community leaders apologized to Kitty’s family. The fourth 
configuration of apology is from one group to another, or MANY-TO-
MANY; for example, a nation represented by leaders, such as Germany, 
apologized to the world for committing genocide. More recently several 
U.S. states, including Virginia, have apologized to African Americans for 
slavery. There are some important similarities between interpersonal and 
intergroup apologies. In the case of interpersonal apology it implies that 
an individual who has harmed another genuinely apologizes and asks 
for forgiveness. While in the case of a group or nation harming another 
group or nation, the leaders of the harming group publicly apologize to 
the group that they have harmed historically or contemporaneously and 
ask for forgiveness. The desire for healing and reconciliation is shown in 
both cases.



380 Chapter 21

Apology reflects an interest and a capability on the part of the offender 
to show respect and rehumanize the other. The ability to apologize shows 
that the victimizer cares about the feelings of others, and is an indication of 
empathy. By apologizing, one disarms the other person or group and they 
no longer perceive the harm-doer as a threat.

When the moral order has been ruptured or when values and norms have 
been violated within families or communities, survival is threatened. Hu-
man survival is based upon the need for group interaction and solidarity; 
forgiveness, apologies, and social norms serve to facilitate the maintenance 
and integrity of these groups (Gold and Davis 2005). Through genuine 
apology and forgiveness, harmony may be restored.

Intergroup Apology

Effective apology and forgiveness, then, requires that we recognize the ex-
istence of a problem and its seriousness. It is only then that those who were 
harmed may abandon vengeance and even begin to empathize with the vic-
timizer. This central aspect of forgiveness aims to mend and renew relations 
that are otherwise fractured. Over the last 30 years there have been at least 
two dozen “truth-telling” commissions established in various parts of the 
world, including Africa, Latin America, and Eastern Europe. One aspect of 
these truth commissions is simply to tell the truth about what happened, in 
order to help heal the victim. In East Germany for example the Stasi (secret 
police) files showed how they had oppressed people.

Intergroup apology is an important component of this new understand-
ing of forgiveness and reconciliation, which is responsible for the substan-
tial number of political, religious, and other group leaders who apologize 
to those they have harmed historically or recently.

In our research (Oliner and Zylicz 2008), we found that approximately 87 
percent of our sample felt that apology played an important role in healing 
the respondents’ pain as well as both individuals and groups. One respon-
dent said: “An apology may soften the heart of the offending party. This 
opens up further conversation which leads to better understanding between 
the two parties and may lead to mutual forgiveness” (Respondent 105).

Interpersonal Apology

Interpersonal apology most often takes place between individuals in close 
relationships; however it can also take place between strangers and it is pos-
sible to forgive without receiving apology. An example of interpersonal for-
giveness without apology is that of Eva Moses Kor, a survivor of Auschwitz 
and the experiments of Joseph Mengele. She has since forgiven Mengele for 
his torturous experiments on her and her twin sister in the documentary 
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“Forgiving Dr. Mengele.”1 For Eva Moses Kor, forgiving Mengele is a way of 
healing her pain. It appears that there is a need for apology throughout the 
world. People harm and offend one another every day, which causes them 
to feel alienated. People carry burdens of shame as they hold on to resent-
ments from being offended and guilt from offending others. Some hurts 
may cause us to consider vengeance, even against the ones we love. This is 
frequently found with couples. The harmony of the relationship is broken, 
and there is recrimination. Marriage counselors find it important to open 
the process of taking responsibility for actions and beginning the process 
of apology as a means of reconciling between partners. Fincham, Stanley, 
and Beach (2007) maintain that forgiveness is a transformative process that 
leads to positive motivation and transaction between marital partners.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness is an essential step toward reconciliation and mending a re-
lationship. The importance of forgiveness cannot be underestimated, and, 
indeed, a body of work has grown up around the concept.

The teachings of all world religions are filled with persuasive suggestions 
that apology and forgiveness lead to both emotional and spiritual growth, 
healing, and peace. Many argue that they ought to be implemented in our 
educational systems because scientific evidence indicates that it does make 
a difference in people’s lives (Koenig 2001, 2002; Worthington 1998; 
Smedes 1996), helping to reconcile transgressors or evildoers with those 
who have been victimized. We should perhaps take encouragement from 
the wide spectrum of research being conducted into the benefits of the 
forgiveness process in both interpersonal and intergroup relations. These 
studies are being conducted in evolutionary biology, and neuroscience, and 
are beginning to appear in social sciences.

Some victims have found a great burden lifted from them when the 
forgiveness process begins. For instance Sidney Finkel (a friend of the au-
thor), a Holocaust survivor who went through hell in various concentration 
and extermination camps, has since forgiven the Nazis for the trauma he 
experienced. Speaking of his forgiveness he stated, “I began the unthink-
able process of forgiving the German people and it has released me.”2 Kim 
Phuc, the young girl portrayed nude running away from a napalm attack, 
in the famous photo taken during the Vietnam War, has since forgiven 
those responsible for her pain and lasting scars from the war. “I forgave the 
men who coordinated the bombing of Trang Bang. Now my mission is to 
spread the message of love, hope, and forgiveness because it is not easy to 
deal with this sort of pain.”3 Another example are the survivors of the My 
Lai massacre in 1968 during the Vietnam War, who have recently forgiven 
the perpetrators of the massacre.
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It is particularly crucial that a perpetrator acknowledges the truth and is 
willing to apologize when a relationship has been damaged. Bishop Des-
mond Tutu (1999) notes that many white South Africans tried to find refuge 
in claims of ignorance as to the horrors of apartheid. It is clear, however, that 
such claims are more the result of not having the strength to acknowledge 
what happened. “Acknowledgement of the truth and of having wronged 
someone is important in getting to the root of the breach” (270).

Forgiveness is eminently practical, as provided by Nelson Mandela’s im-
plementation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in post-apart-
heid South Africa. The first step to forgiveness is speaking honestly about 
what has happened and taking responsibility for doing wrong. Forgiveness 
requires honesty about the victimizer, and it weighs future possibilities if 
one forgives or remains angry.

Forgiveness involves an attempt to understand the perpetrator and hav-
ing empathy—standing in their shoes and appreciating the pressures and 
influences that might have conditioned them. Once again we find the 
wisdom of Desmond Tutu (1999) instructional on this matter: “Forgiving 
means abandoning your right to pay back the perpetrator in his own coin” 
(272). In an act of forgiveness people are declaring faith in the future of a 
relationship, and the capacity of the wrongdoer to make a new beginning 
from the course that he or she was on which caused the harm.

Reconciliation

Reconciliation has many meanings. Though most authors agree that it is 
a process intended to end animosity between parties in conflict, essentially 
it is the cessation of violence and polarization. Reconciliation implies a 
restoration of conditions prior to the rupture in a relationship.

When a rupture occurs on an interpersonal level, the consequences gen-
erally entail material or psychological loss and a feeling of betrayal, victim-
ization, and loss of trust. The needs of the victim and offender often can be 
resolved in a process with positive consequences for both.

On an intergroup level, the ideas and concepts are similar. In contentious 
historical relationships between groups, the ultimate goal of the apology 
and forgiveness process is reconciliation. If a group apologizes and the 
victim or offended group does not forgive, the process is one-sided and 
ineffective. No successful reconciliation can take place on that basis.

Reconciliation is a slow process and cannot be dictated, although some 
governments, and lately even international NGOs, feel they can introduce 
the processes of reconciliation. The Rwandan government has established 
community courts titled Gacaca, whose mission is to listen to perpetrators 
from the massacre of the Tutsi and judge whether reconciliation between 
victim and offender is possible. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) process in South Africa was instituted by the government. The people 
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came before the commissions and told the truth about their suffering, al-
lowing aggrieved people to start the process of understanding and forgive-
ness and perpetrators to take responsibility for their actions. However, 
sometimes reconciliation introduced from the top down may be resented 
by the victims as a smoke screen that prevents real healing.

Bloomfield, Barnes, and Huyse (2003) claim that there are four main in-
gredients to the reconciliation process. Healing the wounds of survivors is a 
central need of the victimized group (1); as is justice (2), either “restorative” 
or “retributive.” Restorative justice is a broad term, which encompasses a 
growing social movement to institutionalize peaceful approaches to harm, 
problem solving, and violations of legal and human rights, while retribu-
tive justice maintains that proportionate punishment is a morally accept-
able response to crime. Although retributive justice often plays a part in the 
reconciliation process, restorative justice embodies the concepts necessary 
to repair a broken relationship (McNamara and Dhami 2003). Another key 
ingredient is the historical truth-telling commissions and airing of griev-
ances (3). Finally, compensation for physical and psychological damages 
inflicted upon the victims is made (4).

EXAMPLES OF APOLOGY, FORGIVENESS, 
AND RECONCILIATION

Research into intergroup forgiveness is in its nascent stage and there is 
evidence of positive outcomes in some countries where apology and for-
giveness have been manifested. While there is a significant amount of sci-
entific knowledge about interpersonal apology and forgiveness, intergroup 
apology is an important and relatively open field for sociologists to study. 
Several governments and communities have undertaken the intergroup 
apology and reconciliation process in the recent past: The U.S. govern-
ment apologized in 1997 to African Americans for the Tuskegee Syphilis 
Experiment. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa 
implemented a program of healing after apartheid in 1995. In 1993 the 
U.S. government apologized for overthrowing the Kingdom of Hawaii in 
the nineteenth century and George H. W. Bush apologized to Japanese 
Americans for their treatment during World War II (internment camps). 
Lech Walesa, the first president of post-Communist Poland, apologized in 
Israel before the Knesset (parliament) for Polish anti-Semitism.

Mutual Apologies between Ukraine and Poland

A recent example that exhibited positive outcomes of mutual apology is 
the case of Poland and Ukraine: In 2003 Ukraine and Poland commemo-
rated the sixtieth anniversary of the massacre of Poles and Ukrainians by 
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their respective rightist underground armies in the region of Volhynia in 
South Eastern Poland. Historically, that region, now incorporated into 
Ukraine, had been a part of Poland, even though ethnic Poles were a 
minority there. For generations, Ukrainians blamed Polish expansionism 
and imperialism for the oppression of their people and felt that they were 
relegated to second-class citizenship.

The massacres took place over the years 1941–1944, during the Nazi 
occupation. The Ukrainian motivation was to drive out the Polish citizens 
from that area. The Ukrainian underground (known as the Ukrainian Insur-
gent Army or UPA) killed between 50,000 and 60,000 Polish men, women, 
and children. Estimates vary, and Poles claim a much higher figure. The 
actual numbers may never be known. Retaliating for these killings, the Pol-
ish Underground Army (known as the Armija Krajowa or AK) took part in 
the slaughter of approximately 15,000–17,000 ethnic Ukrainians. Toward 
the end of the war, another tragedy occurred. In March 1945, in retaliation 
for Ukrainian massacre of Poles, a detachment of Polish anti-Nazi guerrillas 
killed hundreds of Ukrainian inhabitants of Pawlokoma. The Ukrainians 
were herded into a local Greek Catholic church, interrogated and tortured, 
and then executed in a local cemetery.

The sixtieth anniversary of the events at Volhynia was a turning point in 
the relations between the two countries. Former president Kwasniewski of 
Poland and President Kuchma of Ukraine, encouraged by Pope John Paul 
II and with the approval of their respective parliaments, met in the region 
where the tragedies took place to commemorate them and offer apologies 
to one another, hoping to lay the groundwork for reconciliation. Both 
presidents admitted that their people had committed unspeakable crimes 
against the other.

Relations between Ukraine and Poland have greatly improved. Travel be-
tween the countries is easier, and tourism is increasing. Cultural exchange is 
taking place, including festivals celebrating each other’s cultures, and there 
is increased cross-border commerce and education. This is a good sign that 
the seeds of reconciliation have taken root. In most recent polls, mutual 
trust and good feelings between the peoples of the two countries have de-
veloped significantly over the past several years (CBOS 2005).

CONNECTION TO PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

In concert with the current revival of some of the practical spirit of those 
pioneers in American sociology who felt that studying a problem was the 
prelude to solving it, social theory and research can and should be ap-
plied directly to the problems of our world. The idea of “public sociology” 
(Burawoy 2005) is particularly appropriate, considering that the problems 
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societies face are complex and the consequences of not solving them are 
severe. It is possible to materially improve the world by inculcating and 
disseminating the practice of true apology and forgiveness, and building 
processes that allow for reconciliation and restorative justice. There is evi-
dence that healing of past hurts is possible. The key to this healing lies in 
the human capacity for empathy, or taking the role of the other. Altruistic 
behavior and genuine apology are the basis for forgiveness. If we have con-
fidence in social research outcomes which can help to heal society, then the 
role of public sociology should be to publicize the important findings and 
relevance from which society can benefit in less jargonized language that 
the general public and policy makers will understand.

How do we disseminate the positive outcomes of forgiveness and rec-
onciliation directly to the public? There are several promising avenues sug-
gested by sociologists. William J. Wilson states,

If the goal is to engage the public in sociological dialogue through the me-
dia, my experiences suggest the following principles: First, focus on issues of 
national concern, issues that are high on the public agenda. Second, develop 
creative and thoughtful arguments that are clearly presented and devoid of 
technical language and academic jargon. And, third present the big picture 
whereby arguments are organized and presented so that readers can see how 
the various parts are interrelated. (1998:438)

Wilson outlines media venues that are important to access, such as press 
releases and Op-Ed articles. Other venues such as talk shows, relevant 
bloggers, TV programs, and documentaries are useful as well. Utilizing the 
“Participatory Action Research” (1999) of Ernest Stringer, sociology can 
become reflexive and the researcher can become a facilitator in the collab-
orative process for social change. The collaborative aspect of participatory 
action research is to inform and empower the collective group in order for 
social change to take place. If the world community is empowered by the 
process of forgiveness and reconciliation through social research, perhaps 
intergroup forgiveness could gain more progress to help establish a more 
empathetic society.

Through a public dialogue between professionals, communities, and aca-
demics, it can be presupposed that a clearer understanding of the healthful 
and relational benefits of altruistic apology and forgiveness will create an 
interest among the general public. With a clearer understanding of apology 
and reconciliation, and its benefits, there will be more engagement in prac-
ticing it. The apology process can then be included by various groups that 
are concerned with physical and mental health; a mind and heart unbur-
dened by guilt, pain, regret, resentment, and stress may enjoy the benefits 
of a longer, more healthy and peaceful life.
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DATA AND ANALYSIS

Sample

The data for this chapter consists of three sources: (1) the published 
literature on altruism, apology, and forgiveness in the healing of past 
transgressions; (2) data from a published article (Oliner 2005) that supple-
ments our findings; and (3) a non-random sample of 519 drawn from 435 
respondents in the United States and 84 from Poland (Oliner and Zylicz 
2008). The same open-ended questionnaire and scales were used in both 
countries and in their respective languages. We were interested in respon-
dent’s attitudes and their behavior regarding altruism, spirituality/religios-
ity, apology, forgiveness, reconciliation and specifically if the respondents 
hurt someone, apologized, and asked for forgiveness. The narratives from 
this sample help shed light on the association between altruism, apology, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation.

We asked respondents: “How important is apology?” Ninety-four percent 
of the U.S sample and 90 percent of the Polish sample responded apology 
is important (Oliner and Zylicz 2008). The following represents typical 
statements from our respondents. “People will not be able to live in nurtur-
ing, sustaining, and trusting relationships without an avenue for apology 
and forgiveness” (Respondent 207). Responding to the question of “How 
is reconciliation possible between conflicting groups?” A respondent stated: 
“Apology is crucial between groups and individuals. [It] is demonstrated 
that attitude change and broken relations can repair” (R 112). Another 
said: “I think it is the one thing that fosters a good relationship and it is the 
healing ointment that can mend wounded relationships. It is the antidote 
to division” (R 63).

To the question “What effects do forgiveness have on fractured human 
relations?” 70 percent of the U.S. sample and 86 percent of the Polish 
sample answered that forgiving has positive effects. A respondent said: 
“When I forgive someone who hurt me this helps to free me from pain” 
(R 101). Another respondent said, “People who apologize and truly want 
reconciliation should be forgiven by those they have hurt, be it a person or 
group” (R 97).

To support the findings for this chapter that correlate apology, forgive-
ness, and reconciliation, a sample of 194 from a previous study (Oliner 
2005) was used to find the statistical significance of correlates reported 
in the table below. This data is used to give a better understanding of the 
concepts presented in this chapter. Scales were administered4 to respon-
dents to find and compare variables. These are: mean altruism with mean 
forgiveness scores, the importance of apology with mean forgiveness, the 
importance of apology with mean daily spiritual experience, and mean for-
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giveness with mean restorative justice. We found that all these correlations 
were statistically significant below the .05 level; some of the correlations 
were strong (below the .02 level) (see table 21.1).

CONCLUSION

A study with a larger random sample would be helpful to test our results. 
Nevertheless, the findings indicate positive associations between altruism, 
apology, forgiveness, and the likelihood of reconciliation. The Polish and 
American samples were homogeneous enough to be compared. The open-
ended questionnaires translated into Polish were the same in each case and 
applied to similar sample populations. Altruism was found to be positively 
associated with forgiveness, restorative justice, love, and apology. Future 
research should focus on the outcomes where apologies and forgiveness 
have succeeded, but also where they have failed and why. In some cul-
tures where apology is perceived to be a sign of weakness or admission of 
guilt, new methods need to be found and used in those cases where it was 
unsuccessful. It would be useful to emulate those cultures where apology, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation succeeded. This kind of effort should be an 
important area for sociology to implement in the stimulation of dialogue 
between groups.

People are beginning to recognize that one’s nation or group may not 
always be on the side of angels, but rather on the side of harm-doers as 
well. This appears to be liberating, as individuals and groups are becoming 
more empathetic toward the suffering of their fellow human beings caused 
by other nations or groups. Many victims are forgiving, as can be seen by 
their desire to unload their burdens and mend the rift between themselves 
and those who have either hurt them or been hurt by them. The virtue of 
forgiveness and the nurturance of humanity can be taught using age ap-
propriate pedagogy. Caring, love, and forgiveness are timely and necessary 
areas of study because people in many places around the world recognize 
that they suffer from humiliation, anger, and a desire for vengeance. It is 

Table 21.1. Significant Correlations

 Correlation Significance

Importance of apology—mean forgiveness .380 <.000
Mean forgiveness—mean agape .169 .018
Importance of apology—mean DSE .218 .002
Mean forgiveness—mean restorative justice .298 <.000
Mean agape—mean restorative justice .290 <.000
Mean altruism—mean forgiveness .334 .013
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possible to encourage conflicting groups to re-humanize victimizers, heal 
the pain, and acknowledge the need for fairness, justice, and love. Because 
it is possible sociologists must help it to become a reality.

NOTES

1. Printed in New York Times May 8, 2007. Article by Dana Stevens.
2. Printed in Naperville Sun April 25, 2007. Article by Britt Carson. Retrieved 

April 27, 2007 (www.suburbanchicagonews.com/napervillesun/news/356419,6_1_
NA25_HOLOCAUST_S1.article).

3. Printed in Ms. Magazine October/November 2001.
4. The scales used were: (1) Altruistic Personality Scale (developed by J. Phillippe 

Rushton, R. D. Chrisjohn, and G. Fekken, 1981); (2) Daily Spiritual Experience 
Scale (DSE) (developed by Lynn G. Underwood, 1999); (3) the Traits of Forgiveness 
Scale (developed by Jack W. Berry and Everett Worthington, 2001); (4) Agape Scale 
(developed by Clyde Hendrick and Susan Hendrick); and (5) Restorative Justice and 
Earned Redemption scale as suggested by the research of Gordon Bazmore (1998), 
Umbreit (1995), and McNamara and Dhami (2003).
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Burawoy’s “For Public Sociology” (2005) traces the many diverse ways in 
which our discipline can encompass public sociologies. Burawoy insists 
that there are many diverse publics all welcome to the task he calls for. He 
argues that it is necessary to recognize and accommodate the fact of many 
different norms and aspirations, and that while we may disagree with many 
of these, we cannot and do not want to suppress them, no matter how 
distasteful some might seem. He organizes his argument in eleven theses 
which together constitute an intelligent and generous map of the project of 
developing public sociology.1

And yet, strengthening and developing public sociology may well entail 
going beyond the fact of a multiplicity of different publics and different 
public sociologies. Thus in the field where I do research, globalization, it 
is critical to reject some of the most developed and strongest positions in 
the public imaginary if we intend to produce an alternative narrative—one 
that enables those who now seem utterly powerless confronted with the 
new global actors. In this context, the project of a public sociology entails 
the work of developing such an alternative narrative, and this work entails 
destroying some of the core propositions of the dominant public narrative. 
It is not a matter of additions and corrections and welcoming a pluralism of 
opinions, but rather a frontal attack on that dominant public perspective.

Here I will examine one particular aspect of this larger project. It is that 
national states and citizens, both still largely confined to the nation-state 
for most of their powers and rights, can be significant actors in an increas-
ingly global world, and that they can be so through the use of national 
instruments. Critical here is that neither states nor citizens depend on the 
existence of some putative global state to become such global actors, nor 
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are they limited to work through the existing formal international system 
to do global politics. They can use national instruments. But it will take 
making, including the making of new kinds of statework and of new types 
of global jurisdictions.

There are two critical facts underlying these possibilities, and they are 
often overlooked, blinded as commentators become when confronted with 
the massive resources and unfettered power of global firms. One is that 
global firms are far more dependent on national states and national terri-
tory than the typical arguments of the most familiar commentators as well 
as the globalization literature allow for. I argue that states have had to do 
much more international work than nationalist speeches might indicate. 
This in turn has produced a particular type of state authority and power, 
one geared to global projects. The challenge then becomes to reorient this 
new internationalism of national states away from the corporate global 
economy and toward other global agendas—in the case of this author, pref-
erably such causes as human rights, the environment, and a more socially 
just economic development. The second fact is that already now multiple 
individuals and civil society organizations are intensely involved in global 
politics, even when they are mostly immobile. There is also a whole new, 
emergent move to use existing national laws in regular national courts to 
make novel global jurisdictions and fight corporations of many different 
countries, not just home countries, for their abuses worldwide. But these 
are all fairly invisible histories and generally unknown by those who would 
become such actors if they only knew. I return to these issues later in this 
chapter.

Public sociology can remap these invisible histories and make them 
public. And it can remap the discussion and interpretations that dominate 
current commentary about the power of global firms and the powerless-
ness of national states and citizens. These remappings open a window to 
the possibility of novel types of public imaginaries and new possibilities 
for the making of the political. The larger theoretico-political project that 
gives this examination its substantive rationality is an exploration of the 
limits of power and the complexities of powerlessness. Both power and 
powerlessness are made, and hence variable. Elsewhere (Sassen 2006) 
I have examined the work of making the condition we call power, and 
thereby emphasized the variability of its meaning—the variability of its 
success and effectiveness and of the durability of its results. Also powerless-
ness is constructed, made, and hence variable rather than fixed; it is not 
simply the absence of power or mere victimhood. From there, then, comes 
the possibility that while at one end of that variable powerlessness can be 
elementary, at the other end, it can be complex. This variability does not 
simply depend on the characteristics of individuals: the settings also matter. 
For instance, the powerlessness of a specific undocumented immigrant will 
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be quite elementary in the context of a California commercial farm but can 
become complex in a city like New York or Los Angeles. In that complexity 
of powerlessness lies the possibility of a politics.

I begin with a brief introduction of the larger conceptual landscape 
within which the specifics of this chapter need to be situated. Then I 
examine the participation by the state in the implementation of a global 
corporate economy in order to show that certain parts of the national 
state gain power because of globalization; the aim here is to indicate that 
this gain in international power can be used for a broader range of politi-
cal aims than supporting global firms, as it is today. To show this growth 
of power I focus on the growing alignment of the executive branch of 
government with global, mostly corporate economic logics. The final sec-
tion examines some of the conditions giving national actors options for 
global action.

MAPPING A NEW CONCEPTUAL LANDSCAPE

A first proposition in this argument is that the partial yet epochal transfor-
mation we call globalization gets shaped inside the national to a far larger 
extent than is usually recognized. There is an as yet small but growing 
scholarship that is beginning to research globalization through the lens 
of national settings (Aman 1998; Ferguson and Jones 2002; Mittelman 
1996; Brenner 1999; Payne 2006; Harvey 2007; Datz 2007). But by far the 
most common focus in the globalization literature continues to be on self-
evidently global institutions and processes, notably the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and so on. This first proposition also 
goes against the common assumption in the globalization literature that 
the global and the national are mutually exclusive. Even if many compo-
nents of both the national and the global are separate and mutually exclu-
sive, I argue that this still leaves a specific set of conditions or components 
that does de-border this dualism.

Two consequences of this proposition matter for the argument in this 
chapter. One is that actors confined to national settings can engage in global 
politics. The other is that an adequate understanding of what globalization 
entails for people requires that we decode some of what continues to be 
experienced as national but may well be part of a global condition. The ef-
fort to recover the national in the larger discussion about globalization is 
to establish that the national can give us one platform for global action. It 
is not to defend the national state per se; historically, national states have 
mostly pursued politics that have benefited a limited number of their peo-
ple. It is rather that (a) the recognition of this limitation of national states 
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by citizenries worldwide in combination with (b) the unsettlements brought 
about by globalization, can generate a new type of politics aimed at larger 
common needs. But this possiblity is severely undermined by the common 
notion that the national matters less and less in a global world and that the 
national state is a severely weakened if not disappearing actor. It thus be-
comes important to recover how the state is an active shaper of the current 
condition and hence could, if governed accordingly, reorient its aims to a 
more enlightened state agenda and a new kind of internationalism.

Some of the most complex meanings of the global are being constituted 
inside the national, whether national territories and institutions or na-
tional states. A good part of globalization consists of an enormous variety 
of subnational micro-processes that begin to denationalize what had been 
constructed as national—whether policies, laws, capital, political subjectivi-
ties, urban spaces, temporal frames, or any other of a variety of dynamics 
and domains.2 This argument can perhaps be developed most persuasively 
at this time through an examination of the critical role of national states 
in setting up the basic conditions, including governance structures, for the 
implementation of a global economy (e.g., Aman 1998; Datz 2007; Harvey 
2007; Sassen 2006: chs. 1 and 2; Rajagopal 2003). Ministries of finance, 
central banks, legislatures, and many other government sectors have done 
the state-work necessary to secure a global capital market, a global trading 
system, the needed competition policies, and so on.

This participation of the state in the implementation of a corporate global 
economy engenders a particular type of authority for the state. But for now 
the deployment of this authority has largely been confined to supporting 
private corporate interests. This raises a number of issues. What type of state 
authority is this mix of public and private components? Does the weight of 
private, often foreign, interests in this specific work of the state become con-
stitutive of that authority and indeed produce a hybrid that is neither fully 
private nor fully public? My argument is that, indeed, we are seeing the in-
cipient formation of a type of authority and state practice that entail a partial 
denationalizing of what had been constructed historically as national. This 
denationalizing consists of several specific processes, including importantly, 
the reorienting of national agendas toward global ones, and the circulation 
inside the state of private global agendas dressed as national public policy.

Such a conceptualization introduces a twist in the analysis of the state 
and corporate economic globalization because it seeks to detect the actual 
presence of private agendas inside the state, rather than the more common 
focus in the globalization literature on the shift of state functions to the 
private sector and the growth of private authority (e.g., Cutler 2002). Fur-
ther, it differs from an older scholarly tradition on the captured state, which 
focused on co-optation of states by private actors (e.g., Cox 1987; Panitch 
1996). In my own research I emphasize the privatization of norm-making 
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capacities and the enactment inside the state of corporate private logics 
dressed as public norms (Sassen 2006: chs. 4 and 5, 1996: ch. 2).

One critical question for the purposes of this chapter is whether this par-
ticipation by the state in global processes and the consequent partial, often 
highly specialized or at least particularized, denationalization can also take 
place in domains other than that of economic globalization. Among these 
are recent developments in the human rights regime that make it possible 
to sue foreign firms and foreign dictators in national (rather than inter-
national) courts. Can denationalization be extended to aims other than 
those of global corporate actors—including an attempt to develop a global 
economy with broader social justice aims, and aims other than economic 
ones (e.g., Beneria 2003; Kirsch 2006; Tunstall 2006; Lucas 2005; Ribas-
Mateos 2005; Nashashibi 2007)? Elsewhere (Sassen 2006: chs. 8 and 9) I 
have argued yes. Like globalization, denationalization can, thus, be multi-
valent: it can include the endogenizing into the national of the global agen-
das of diverse actors, not only corporate firms and financial markets, but 
also human rights and environmental agendas. The existence of a dynamic 
and growing transnational sphere (e.g., Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002; 
Moghadam 2005; Naples and Desai 2002) becomes critical at this juncture 
as it can sustain this entry by national actors using national instruments 
into global struggles (Sassen 2006: ch. 6). Sometimes these processes of 
denationalization allow, enable, or push the construction of new types of 
global scalings; other times they continue to inhabit the realm of what is 
still largely national.

Except for the most superficial and self-evident instances (e.g., globalized 
consumer markets), this constituting and shaping of global dynamics inside 
the national generally gets coded, represented, formulated, or experienced 
through the vocabularies and institutional instruments of the national as 
historically constructed. This is to be expected insofar as nation-states and 
national states are enormously complex organizations, with often very long 
histories of developing the needed capabilities. In contrast, the current 
phase of global institutions and processes is young and constitutes an as yet 
thin reality. Part of the research task is then decoding, and, more generally, 
discovering and detecting the global inside the national (Sassen 2006).

Can the embeddedness of the global in the national and the resulting 
possibility of a distinctive type of state authority enable citizens to engage 
in global politics? After all, citizens are still largely confined to the national 
for the full exercise of their rights and powers. In brief, can citizens use their 
national state institutions as a bridge into global politics? Critical to my 
analysis is whether this specific type of authority can in fact extend to global 
domains beyond the global corporate economy—such as the environment, 
human rights, and socially just economic development—and be used to 
contain rather than promote the powers of global economic corporate actors. 
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This would require moving toward new types of joint international action by 
national states—coalitions of the willing focused not on war but on environ-
mental and social justice projects.

These and other denationalizing dynamics (e.g., the insertion of human 
rights into national judiciary decisions) have additional consequences. 
They begin to disassemble bits and pieces of the nation-state and the state 
apparatus itself as containers. This disassembling is one dynamic feeding 
the multiplication of partial, often highly specialized, cross-border as-
semblages of bits of territory, authority, and rights once lodged inside the 
national. Many of these are beginning to function as formal or informal 
entities for both operational and governance tasks in a growing range of 
global processes.

At one end of the range these particularized assemblages include private 
arrangements such as the lex constructionis—a private “law” developed by 
the major engineering companies in the world to establish a common 
response to the strengthening of environmental standards in the 100 plus 
countries where they are building. At the other end of the range, we find the 
International Criminal Court, the first ever global public court, and TRIPS 
law, the first global law. Beyond the fact of the diversity of these systems, 
there is the increasingly weighty fact of their numbers—over 125 according 
to the best recent count. This type of analysis has the effect of disassembling 
particular components of the nation-state and the national state apparatus 
from the inside, but in this process also possibly generating novel enable-
ments for national and local actors insofar as they can enter these partial, 
often highly specialized spaces. I return to this in the last section of this 
chapter.

To the usual global components, we can add denationalizing dynamics 
and the multiplication of cross-border assemblages of bits and pieces of na-
tional territory, authority, and rights dislodged from the national container. 
Seen this way, the kingpins of the globalization literature—particularly 
WTO, IMF, and NAFTA—may well turn out to be bridging events for the 
formation of a new order, rather than being the new order itself, as is so 
often assumed or proclaimed. These institutions should rather be conceived 
of as powerful capabilities for the making of a new order—they are instru-
ments, not the new order iself.

Neither the proliferation of these partial assemblages nor the denational-
izing of key components of state work entail the end of national states. But 
they do dislodge bits and pieces of national and inter-state governance out 
of their traditional institutional settings (whether national or international) 
and shift them to novel settings. Both developments are examined here in 
order to sketch out the particular substance and conditionality of what I 
argue is a new mode of state authority that remains insufficiently recog-
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nized and theorized, and, secondly an opening up of the domain of global 
politics to nation-based actors such as citizens.

GROWING ALIGNMENTS BETWEEN THE EXECUTIVE 
AND GLOBAL CORPORATE LOGICS

One typically overlooked feature of the current transformation is that the 
state’s work in the implementing of a global corporate economy strength-
ens the power of particular components of the national state (Sassen 2006: 
ch. 4; 1996: ch. 1). These components are mostly located in the executive 
branch of liberal democracies and in multiple agencies of the public ad-
ministration, a body increasingly under the control of the executive branch. 
The body that loses the most in the current alignment is the legislature (or 
parliament, depending on state organization). In this unsettlement, the 
judiciary branch tends to gain strategic functions.

Thus a more precise way of capturing these dynamics rather than the 
usual notion of a declining state is to argue that the executive branch of 
government evinces a growing alignment with global corporate logics. In 
the larger research project on which this is based (Sassen 2006) I identify 
at least the following five trends in the global economy feeding executive 
power.

A first trend is that certain parts of the administration (the Treasury, the 
Federal Reserve, the office of the Trade Representative, and so on) have 
been critical in this work of the state. They have become stronger over the 
last two decades because of globalization, thereby feeding the power of 
the administration. To illustrate briefly, ministries of finance (or the U.S. 
Treasury) can impose certain kinds of fiscal policies as part of the new 
conditionalities of economic globalization. These have tended to include 
a push toward what we have come to call “small government,” mostly 
applied to the components of the social wage—rather than, for instance, 
defense expenditures.

With economic globalization it has become increasingly common 
for rules originated by private global actors, either directly or indirectly 
(through the global regulators) to be eventually enacted by governments. 
This has been the case with some of the WTO rules, financial and account-
ing rules, and capital requirement rules, even when each member country 
processes the incorporation of the rules into its national law and institu-
tional frame. One incentive for this type of process of inserting global rules 
into national regulations is that it can overcome the lack of collaboration 
among governments if they remained as global regimes. When we use terms 
such as deregulation, financial and trade liberalization, and privatization to 
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describe this specific work of states, we only capture the withdrawal of the 
state from regulating its economy and, further, we overlook the new func-
tions this has brought to the executive branch and the administration.

A second trend that began in the 1980s was the marketizing and privatiz-
ing of what were once public functions. The privatizing of prisons and the 
outsourcing of particular welfare functions to private providers are prob-
ably two of the more familiar aspects. Today we can add the outsourcing of 
soldiering to private contractors even in war theaters, as is the case in Iraq. 
Economic globalization has been one push-factor in the marketizing of a 
growing range of public functions. The shift to markets and market author-
ity is a far more complex dynamic than terms such as “deregulation” sug-
gest. The formation of new public-private arrangements can blur particular 
components of the public-private divide. One example of this blurring is 
the difficulty the U.S. Supreme Court had in establishing whether guards in 
privatized prisons have the same federal rights as those in government-run 
prisons. The foundational change lies in the details.

What matters here is that this type of privatization and marketization has 
reduced the oversight role of Congress but added to the role of the executive 
through the setting up of specialized commissions. This is perhaps most 
clear in the extent to which the executive branch is handling the growth of 
contractors in the Iraq war, with little oversight by Congress. The degree of 
secrecy is high, to the point that deaths among contracted soldiers are not 
reported even though they number more now than regular soldiers. The 
shift to markets also raises questions as to the effects on citizens’ rights. 
Some public services involve rights; when such services are marketized, 
citizens’ rights may get lost. Are rights subject to markets still rights?

The deregulation of the economy and the privatization and marketiza-
tion of public functions not only expand the private sphere but also remove 
economic activity from public scrutiny and accountability. This matters 
because privatized and marketized public functions often retain public as-
pects. It is further accentuated by the fact, sharply illustrated by the United 
States, that where there are specialized regulatory commissions these are 
mostly within the executive branch of government and escape routine 
public oversight by the legislature. Increasingly the private sphere functions 
outside the scope of most forms of public accountability and scrutiny be-
yond basic compliance with the law.

A third development that fed the power of the executive and weakened 
congressional oversight functions was the decision by the executive branch 
to give the Departments of Health, Environment, and Agriculture the author-
ity to classify their documents, a first in their history. More important than 
whatever the national security component in these departments is the fact 
that departments once thought to be largely involved with domestic issues 
have assumed a whole new meaning in the context of intellectual property 
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rights (e.g., for the large pharmaceuticals), a global trading regime such as 
WTO, and global warming. Further, insofar as the executive seeks to control 
the public administration, granting these departments classification rights 
weakens congressional oversight, and strengthens executive authority.

A fourth source of executive power is that the major global regulators, 
notably the IMF and WTO, as well as many lesser known ones, only ne-
gotiate with the executive branch. As the global corporate economy and 
the supranational system have expanded and continue to expand, execu-
tive power grows as well, and so does the disadvantage of Congress. The 
executive branch is increasingly aligned with a number of global actors and 
processes that are critical to the global corporate economy. While the other 
branches of government are beginning to develop novel international rela-
tions (House Speaker Pelosi’s visit to Syria; the Supreme Court’s emergent 
consideration of foreign law in its deliberations), this type of novel devel-
opment does not necessarily feed their power within the state. The develop-
ment of an institutional apparatus geared toward the global war on terror, 
with its growing cross-border collaborations, involves largely the executive 
branch and particular agencies of the public administration. Further, the 
globalizing of criminal networks for the trafficking of drugs, arms, and peo-
ple, also feeds into the development of inter-governmental collaborations 
largely centered in the executive branch. To some extent this is inevitable. 
The concern here is with detecting the extent to which globalizing dynamics 
feed executive power rather than simply weakening “the” state.

Inter-governmental networks centered largely in the executive have 
grown well beyond concerns with global security and criminality. The par-
ticipation by the state in the implementation of a global economic system 
has engendered a whole range of new types of cross-border collaborations 
among specialized government agencies focused on the globalization of 
capital markets, international standards of all sorts, and the new trade or-
der. These often build on long-standing networks and older international 
organizations, and involve the national ministries or agencies charged with 
the particular issue area. Increasingly we see a growing number of such net-
works that function outside a formal international institution and outside 
a formal treaty, with the Basel Committee of the Bank for International 
Settlements (BIS) one of the more distinguished and influential examples. 
As globalization has expanded there has been a proliferation of agreements 
among domestic regulatory agencies of two or more countries, a kind of 
low-level but often very powerful network, one not dependent on a treaty. 
They can produce agreements that can be implemented by the regulators 
themselves, without requiring legislative approval. These have grown far 
more than traditional treaty negotiations.

A final bundle of issues makes visible this alignment of the executive 
with global logics in a range of very particular domains. One way of captur-
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ing what I am trying to convey is to focus on some of the current debates 
between Congress and the executive. The case of Dubai Ports, a corpora-
tion from a Muslim country, which was meant to acquire control over U.S. 
port security was supported, strongly, by Bush. This indicated a sense of a 
global economy that becomes, inevitably, partly denationalized, even as 
the War on Terror against Muslim countries raged. More recently, and not 
as positive as the Dubai Ports case, was Bush’s insistence on not attaching 
environmental and labor standards in the new free trade agreements. The 
Democratic controlled Congress succeeded in adding several measures op-
posed by Bush. Besides enforceable labor and environmental standards, 
these trade pacts will scale back on intellectual property protections of 
pharmaceutical companies when it comes to generic medicines, to give 
the poor in poor countries access to life-saving medicines. Another such 
instance was the House passing legislation requiring certain conditions be-
fore the Bush administration could proceed with a plan to allow long-haul 
Mexican trucks access to U.S. highways, a plan that would have “opened 
the border with minimum public notice and at a threat to safety.” In both 
of these cases, the trade pacts and the Mexican truckers provision, Bush 
showed an inclination to align with global corporate interests.

CROSS-BORDER ASSEMBLAGES OF TERRITORY, 
AUTHORITY, AND RIGHTS: NOVEL SPACES FOR POLITICS

The second critical feature of today’s transformation is the multiplication 
of partial, often highly specialized, cross-border spaces and arrangements 
that begin to de-border national institutional confinements even when they 
take place in national territories. This can bring with it a potential for global 
political action on the part of those confined to the national or the local. 
That multiplication of arrangements disassembles from the inside particu-
lar components of the nation-state and of the formal state apparatus. In this 
process we can also find the elements for generating novel enablements for 
national actors, including the national state itself, in global spaces. Let me 
illustrate by selecting four types of assemblages (for further developments 
of this subject see Sassen 2006: ch. 8).

A first type of instance can be found in the development of new juris-
dictional geographies. Among the more formalized cases are a variety of 
national legal actions that, notwithstanding their transnational geogra-
phies, can today be launched from national courts. A good example are 
the lawsuits launched by the Washington, DC–based Center for Constitu-
tional Rights in a national court against nine multinational corporations, 
both American and foreign, for abuses of workers’ rights in their offshore 
industrial operations. In other words, this is a three-sited jurisdiction, 
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with several locations in at least two of those sites—the locations of the 
headquarters (both the United States and other countries), the locations 
for the offshore factories (several countries), and the court in Washington. 
Even if these lawsuits do not quite achieve their full goal, they signal it is 
possible to use the national judiciary for suing U.S. and foreign firms for 
questionable practices in their operations outside their home countries. 
Thus, besides the much noted new courts and instruments (e.g., the new 
International Criminal Court, the European Court of Human Rights), what 
this example shows is that components of the national rule of law that once 
served to build the strength of the national state, are today contributing to 
the formation of transnational jurisdictions. Again, signaling the multi-
valence of so many of these processes, another instance is the U.S. practice 
of “exporting” prisoners to third countries (rendition) to facilitate their 
torture. Diverse jurisdictional geographies can also be used to manipulate 
temporal dimensions. Reinserting a conflict in the national legal system 
may ensure a slower progression than in the private jurisdiction of interna-
tional commercial arbitration (Sassen 2006: ch. 5).

A second type of specialized assemblage that is contributing to a novel 
type of territoriality is the work of national states across the globe to con-
struct a standardized global space for the operations of firms and markets. 
What this means is that components of legal frameworks for rights and 
guarantees, and more generally the rule of law, largely developed in the 
process of national state formation, can now strengthen non-national 
organizing logics. As these components become part of new types of 
transnational systems they alter (rather than destroy) the valence of older 
national state capabilities. Where the rule of law once built the strength of 
the national state and national corporations, key components of that rule 
of law are now contributing to the partial, often highly specialized, disag-
gregating of particular national state orders. For instance, corporate actors 
operating globally have pushed hard for the development of new types 
of formal instruments, notably intellectual property rights and standard-
ized (i.e., Anglo-American) accounting principles, for which they need the 
support of each individual state where they operate. In their aggregate this 
and other emergent orderings contribute to produce an operational space 
that is partly embedded in particular components of national legal systems 
which have been subjected to specialized denationalizations (Sassen 2006: 
chs. 4 and 5); thereby they become capabilities of an organizing logic that 
is not part of the national state. Further, in so doing, they often go against 
the interests of national capital. This is a very different way of representing 
economic globalization than the common notion of the withdrawal of the 
state at the hands of the global system. Indeed, to a large extent it is the ex-
ecutive branch of government that is getting aligned with global corporate 
capital (Sassen 2006: ch. 4). A key implication here is that national states 
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could collaborate to develop global arrangements concerning the environ-
ment, human rights, social justice, and fair trade.

A third type of specialized assemblage can be detected in the formation 
of a global network of financial centers. We can conceive of financial cen-
ters that are part of global financial markets as constituting a distinct kind 
of territoriality, simultaneously pulled in by the larger networks and func-
tioning as localized micro-infrastructures for those networks. These centers 
inhabit national territories, but they cannot be seen as simply national in 
the historical sense of the term, nor can they be reduced to the administra-
tive unit encompassing the actual terrain (e.g., a city), one that is part of 
a nation-state. In their aggregate they house significant components of the 
global, partly electronic market for capital. As localities they are denational-
ized in specific and partial ways. In this sense they can be seen as constitut-
ing the elements of a novel type of multi-sited territory, one that diverges 
sharply from the territoriality of the historic nation-state.

A fourth type of assemblage can be seen in the global networks of local 
activists and, more generally, in the concrete infrastructure of global civil 
society. Global civil society is enabled by global digital networks and the 
associated imaginaries. But this does not preclude that localized actors, or-
ganizations, and causes are key building blocks of global civil society as it 
is shaping up today. The localized involvements of activists are critical no 
matter how universal and planetary the aims of the various struggles—in 
their aggregate these localized involvements are constitutive. Global elec-
tronic networks actually push the possibility of this local-global dynamic 
further. Elsewhere I have examined (Sassen 2006: ch. 7) the possibility for 
even resource-poor and immobile organizations to become part of a type 
of horizontal globality centered on localities. When supplied with the key 
capabilities of the new technologies—decentralized access, interconnectiv-
ity, and simultaneity of transactions—localized, immobilized individuals 
and organizations can be part of a global public space, one that is partly 
a subjective condition, but only partly because it is rooted in the concrete 
struggles of localities. In principle we can posit that those who are im-
mobile might be more likely to experience their globality through this 
(abstract) space than individuals and organizations that have the resources 
and the options to travel across the globe. Sometimes these globalities can 
assume complex forms, as is the case with First Nation peoples demand-
ing direct representation in international forums, bypassing national state 
authority—a long-standing cause that has been significantly enabled by 
global electronic networking. Other times they are more elementary, as is 
the case with various Forest Watch activists in rain forests around the world. 
We can see here at work a particular type of interaction between placeless 
digital networks and deeply localized actors/users. One common pattern 
is the formation of triangular cross-border jursidictions for political action 
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that once would have been confined to the national. Local activists often 
use global campaigns and international organizations to secure rights and 
guarantees from their national states; they now have the option to incorpo-
rate a non-national or global site in their national struggles. These instances 
point to the emergence of a particular type of territoriality in the context of 
the imbrications of digital and nondigital conditions. This territory partly 
inhabits specific subnational spaces and partly gets constituted as a variety 
of somewhat specialized or partial global publics.

Although these four types of emergent assemblages are diverse, they all 
share certain features. First, they are not exclusively national or global but 
are assemblages of elements of each. Second, in this assembling they bring 
together what are often different spatio-temporal orders, that is, different 
velocities and different scopes. Third, this can produce an eventful engage-
ment with the national state, including contestations, and what we might 
think of as a “frontier zone” effect—a space that makes possible kinds of 
engagements for which there are no clear rules. The resolution of these 
encounters can become the occasion for playing out conflicts that cannot 
easily be engaged in other spaces. Fourth, novel types of actors can emerge 
in the processes through which these assemblages are constituted. These 
novel actors will tend to be able to access cross-border domains once ex-
clusive to older established actors, notably national states. These emergent 
assemblages begin to unbundle the traditional territoriality of the national, 
though they do so in partial and often highly specialized ways.

CONCLUSION

The encounter of a global actor such as a firm or a market with one or an-
other instantiation of the national can be thought of as a new frontier zone 
where two very different types of actors intersect and can constitute a novel 
condition. That encounter does not merely mark a dividing line between 
the national and the global. It is a zone of politico-economic interactions 
that produce new institutional forms and alter some of the old ones. Nor 
is it just a process that reduces the role of government generally; it may re-
quire more government but on different terms, which is what I find in the 
case of the executive branch of government. On the other side, global firms 
pursue their global economic projects partly in national territories; even 
global financial firms need to execute operations in a growing number of 
financial centers worldwide. In these intersections we see the formation of 
new economic, political, subjective dynamics and opportunities for global 
action among those still largely confined to the national.

One possibility arising out of these formations is that nation-based ac-
tors, notably states and citizens, are far better positioned to participate in 
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governing and also shaping global institutions and processes, and to engage 
in global politics, than is commonly assumed. We can see the constituting 
of a larger terrain for global action by national states, including the pursuit 
of social justice in its many different institutional settings and contesting 
the power of major economic global corporate actors. Either through their 
states or directly, citizens can engage in global politics even when confined 
to national instrumentalities.

Much of the writing on globalization has failed to recognize these types 
of issues and has privileged outcomes that are self-evidently global. Global 
formations are part of the transformation; they matter and they are con-
sequential. Yet even global regimes often only become operative, or per-
formative, when they enter the national domain. This entry is predicated 
on—and in turn further strengthens—particular forms of denationaliza-
tion. This interaction between national and denationalizing processes is 
not an innocent event; it has multiple and variable outcomes. There is a sort 
of invisible history of the many moments and ways in which denational-
izing tendencies failed to materialize and succumbed to the powerful (both 
good and bad) currents of the national, still alive and well. In other cases 
denationalizing processes feed nationalizing dynamics in separate though 
at times connected domains—for example, the denationalizing of certain 
components of our economy and the renationalizing in some components 
of our immigration policy. In brief, there is much more going on than 
meets the global eye—or than highly recognizable global scalings allow us 
to understand. The current transformation is a complex architecture with 
many distinct working elements, only some of which can easily be coded 
as globalization.

Both self-evidently global and denationalizing dynamics destabilize exist-
ing meanings and systems. This raises questions about the future of crucial 
frameworks through which modern societies, economies, and polities (un-
der the rule of law) have operated: the social contract of liberal states, social 
democracy as we have come to understand it, modern citizenship, and the 
mechanisms that render certain claims legitimate and others illegitimate 
in liberal democracies. The future of these and other familiar frameworks 
is rendered dubious by the unbundling of the basic organizational and 
normative architectures through which we have operated, particularly over 
the last century. These architectures have held together complex interde-
pendencies between rights and obligations, power and the law, wealth and 
poverty, allegiance and exit. I emphasize both negative and positive poten-
tials associated with this destabilizing of existing arrangements.

These are charged processes, even though they are partial and often highly 
specialized and obscure. They denationalize what had been constructed as 
national but do not necessarily make this evident. The institutional and 
subjective micro-transformations denationalization produces frequently 
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continue to be experienced as national when they in fact entail a significant 
historical shift. Such transformations often need to be decoded in order to 
become evident. These instantiations of the global, partly or wholly struc-
tured inside the national, do not need to run through the supranational 
system or international treaties. Nor do they need to run through the 
new types of global domains that have emerged since the 1980s, such as 
electronic financial markets or global civil society. These transformations 
include particular and specific components of a broad range of entities, 
such as the work of national legislatures and judiciaries, the worldwide 
operations of national firms and markets, political projects of non-state 
actors, translocal processes that connect poor households across borders, 
diasporic networks, and changes in the relationship between citizens and 
the state. They reorient particular components of institutions and specific 
practices—both public and private—toward global logics and away from 
historically shaped national logics (including in the latter traditional in-
ternational operations, which are to be differentiated from current global 
ones). Understanding the epochal transformation we call globalization 
must include studying these processes of denationalization.

The importance of public sociology is its potential to redraw the analysis 
of the current transformation, making visible what is now obscured and 
bringing in actors who are now excluded from the analysis. Critical here is 
recovering the fact that powerlessness need not be elementary, that it can 
be complex. Through this complexity I see the possibility of a politics. In 
this process, public sociology can enable those who are now seen as power-
less and who see themselves as powerless confronted with powerful global 
firms. And it can aid in discerning the different logics guiding diverse parts 
of the national state. The value of this remapping stems from the need to 
identify and shape the grounds from which a sharply different positioning 
of diverse actors can be achieved, so that some of the powerless are now 
shown to have the capacity of making the political. What a public sociology 
cannot do is become the actual launching pad for action; this is up to the 
actors, including, of course, public sociologists in their role as activists. But 
public sociology is here more than simply the making of any alternative 
narrative. It is an alternative narrative that can enable and mobilize those 
who have come to think of themselves as powerless.

NOTES

1. These theses range from the multiplicity of public sociologies to the notion of 
provincializing American sociology, the latter a project I find extremely important 
and one that resonates with the effort among several historians to provincialize 
Europe’s role in the narrating of history (Chakrabarty 2000; Duara 1997). For a full 
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listing and development of these theses and responses by several sociologists, see 
Burawoy 2005.

2. A focus on such subnationally based processes and dynamics of globalization 
requires methodologies and theorizations that engage not only global scalings but 
also subnational scalings as components of global processes, thereby destabiliz-
ing older hierarchies of scale and conceptions of nested scalings. Studying global 
processes and conditions that get constituted subnationally has some advantages 
over studies of globally scaled dynamics, but it also poses specific challenges. It 
does make possible the use of long-standing research techniques, from quantitative 
to qualitative, in the study of globalization. It also gives us a bridge for using the 
wealth of national and subnational data sets as well as specialized scholarships such 
as area studies. Both types of studies, however, need to be situated in conceptual 
architectures that are not quite those held by the researchers who generated these 
research techniques and data sets, as their efforts mostly had little to do with glo-
balization (I develop this in Sassen 2007).

REFERENCES

Aman, Alfred C. 1998. “The Globalizing State: A Future-Oriented Perspective on 
the Public/Private Distinction, Federalism, and Democracy.” Vanderbilt Journal of 
Transnational Law 31:769–870.

Beneria, Lourdes. 2003. Global Tensions: Challenges and Opportunities in the World 
Economy. New York: Routledge.

Brenner, Neil. 1999. “Beyond State-Centrism? Space, Territoriality, and Geographi-
cal Scale in Globalization Studies.” Theory and Society 28(1):39–78.

Burawoy, Michael. 2005. “For Public Sociology: ASA Presidential Address.” The Brit-
ish Journal of Sociology 56(3).

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2000. Provincializing Europe. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press.

Cox, Robert W. 1987. Production, Power, and World Order. New York: Columbia 
University Press.

Cutler, A. Claire. 2002. “The Politics of ‘Regulated Liberalism’: A Historical Material-
ist Approach to European Integration.” In Historical Materialism and Globalization, 
edited by Mark Rupert and Hazel Smith. London: Routledge.

Datz, Giselle. 2007. “Global-National Interactions and Sovereign Debt-Restructur-
ing Outcomes.” Pp. 321–350 in Deciphering the Global: Its Spaces, Scales and Sub-
jects, edited by S. Sassen. New York and London: Routledge.

Duara, Prasenjit. 1997. Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of 
Modern China. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Ferguson, Yale H., and R. J. Barry Jones (eds.). 2002. Political Space: Frontiers of 
Change and Governance in a Globalizing World. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Harvey, Rachel. 2007. “The Sub-National Constitution of Global Markets.” Pp. 
199–216 in Deciphering the Global: Its Spaces, Scales and Subjects, edited by S. Sas-
sen. New York and London: Routledge.



 A Public Sociology for a Global Age: Recovering the Political 407

Khagram, S., J. V. Riker, and K. Sikkink (eds.). 2002. Restructuring World Politics: 
Transnational Social Movements, Networks, and Norms. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press.

Kirsch, Max (ed.). 2006. Inclusion and Exclusion in the Global Arena. New York: Rout-
ledge.

Lucas, Linda (ed.). 2005. Unpacking Globalisation: Markets, Gender and Work. Kam-
pala, Uganda: Makerere University Press.

Mittelman, James (ed.). 1996. Globalization: Critical Reflections. Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers.

———. 2000. The Globalization Syndrome: Transformation and Resistance. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Moghadam, Valentine M. 2005. Globalizing Women: Transnational Feminist Networks. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Naples, Nancy A., and Manisha Desai. 2002. Women’s Activism and Globalization: 
Linking Local Struggles and Transnational Politics. New York: Routledge.

Nashashibi, Rami. 2007. “Ghetto Cosmopolitanism: Making Theory at the Mar-
gins.” Pp. 241–262 in Deciphering the Global: Its Spaces, Scales and Subjects, edited 
by S. Sassen. New York and London: Routledge.

Panitch, Leo. 1996. “Rethinking the Role of the State.” Pp. 83–113 in Globaliza-
tion: Critical Reflections, edited by James Mittelman. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 
Publishers.

Picciotto, Sol. 1992. International Business Taxation: A Study in the Internationalization 
of Business Regulation. New York: Quorum Books.

Payne, Anthony (ed.). 2006. Key Debates in New Political Economy. London and New 
York: Routledge.

Rajagopal, Balakrishnan. 2003. International Law from Below. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Ribas-Mateos, Natalia. 2005. The Mediterranean in the Age of Globalization: Migration, 
Welfare, and Borders. Somerset, NJ: Transaction.

Sassen, Saskia. 1996. Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of Globalization. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

———. 2006. Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages. Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

———. 2007. A Sociology of Globalization. New York: Norton.
Tunstall, Kate E. (ed.). 2006. Displacement, Asylum, Migration: The 2004 Amnesty 

Lectures. Oxford: Oxford University Press.





409

Pitirim Sorokin was a sociological pioneer in many important fields, from 
the sociology of revolutions, to comparative theories, the dynamics of 
large-scale change, and the sociology of time.1 For the most part, and un-
usual for the discipline, his works have not lost their actuality for getting a 
perspective on our contemporary world.

I take as an example that very much has global relevance today his study 
originally published in Russian in 1922, and available in English only since 
1975: Hunger as a Factor in Human Affairs.2 Sorokin (and his wife) had 
observed and experienced firsthand the terrible famine that swept Russia 
in the immediate post-war years following the Soviet revolution. He had 
gone far beyond observation to a meticulous study of historical records in 
peacetime and wartime to investigate comparatively the effects of hunger 
and famine in social relationships. The finished work is every bit as much 
of a reference at the close of this century’s first decade as it was nearly 80 
years ago, with perhaps an even larger sphere of relevance.

The sharp rise of energy and other commodity prices, the increase of 
population in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, intensive ethnic conflicts, 
and growing social inequalities in other “emerging markets” have together 
made problematic much progress in human development in its basic as-
pects of subsistence, such as a minimum income for food and shelter, and 
even personal safety. Even the scourge of famine, which a generation ago 
seemed anachronistic in a new era of “the green revolution,” “genetically 
modified foods,” and the benefits of globalization, has returned with a 
vengeance, for example in this decade in conflict-torn and drought-ravaged 
Africa.3
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At the beginning of the new century (indeed, a new millennium), the 
United Nations sponsored a Millennium Summit of world leaders, from 
which was formulated a project to be realized by 2015 of improving 
world conditions in meeting eight major goals, collectively known as the 
Millennium Development Goals. I will indicate how this ties in with the 
general theme of this chapter, but let us note at present that the first goal 
is to “eradicate extreme hunger and poverty.” The criterion was initially 
set as the population living below $1 a day, but some improvement 
(notably in China) has “raised” the threshold level to $2 a day. Still, the 
United Nations Human Development Report for 2007/2008 indicates that 
no less than 73 countries had 10 percent or more of its population liv-
ing below $2 a day, with nearly half (35) of these countries having more 
than half of the population with an income below this paltry amount. 
The most extreme instances of poverty—India, Bangladesh, Madagascar, 
Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Zambia, Niger, Burundi, Central African Republic, 
Rwanda, Gambia—have no less than four-fifths of their population eking 
out their existence with this abysmal figure. The laconic summary state-
ment in the 2008 Annual Report of the United Nations Development 
Programme: “Some 1.2 billion people around the world live on less than 
a dollar a day,”4 hardly conveys the everyday world—and its man-made 
and nature-made hazards—of those living in extreme poverty.5 It is a gen-
eral powerlessness in the face of the physical and human environment which is 
the condition of about two-fifths of the world’s 6.7 billion inhabitants. Sadly, 
it is unlikely for those in Africa, South and Southeast Asia, and many in 
the West Indies and Latin America and other countries as well, that by 
themselves they can harness resources and the social and political will to 
emulate the example of East Asia. Free trade agreements and IMF regula-
tions provide strictures which increase, rather than decrease, economic 
inequalities.6

Unless globalization opens up a new cornucopia and/or unless sig-
nificant structural and motivational transformations can be put in place, 
it looks increasingly dubious that the Millennial Project Goals will be met 
in whole or in part in recipient countries by the target date of 2015. The 
stark reality that “850 million go hungry every night” is, unfortunately, a 
reminder of the relevance of Sorokin’s study of “hunger as a factor in hu-
man affairs.” His 1922 study took Sorokin to look at other calamities of the 
human condition, and 20 years later he published a more general work in 
this vein.7

It would be a mistake, however, to view Sorokin as only a seer of the dark 
and debasing aspects of social life. In the last phase of his creative career, 
he produced pioneering studies of the warmer currents of social life, those 
nourished by altruism. This will be the springboard for our following in his 
wake to take up a consideration of global altruism.

410 Chapter 23
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SOROKIN AND ALTRUISM

Sorokin can well qualify as a “critical sociologist” (of the dominant 
“pseudo-scientific” methodology of the social sciences) and even as a “pub-
lic sociologist” (as conceptualized by Michael Burawoy8) in espousing pro-
gressive causes and his adamant denunciations of state policy promoting 
wars, including the war in Vietnam. That is not particularly distinctive since 
sociology has a well-established tradition of dissent that includes Thorstein 
Veblen, W. E. B. Du Bois, and C. Wright Mills. Sorokin, however, went 
beyond negativism to search for the reconstruction of society and social re-
lationships in non-violent ways (he greatly admired Gandhi, who showed 
the way to non-violent resistance), essentially for a cognitive reorientation 
toward the “other,” what he termed “amitology”—a perspective marked by 
goodwill, cooperation, and love.9 Altruism as a variable of personality and 
interpersonal behavior is critical to this recasting or transformation of the 
social, at the micro as well as at the macro level.

Accordingly, empirical research (comparative and historical) on altruism 
became for Sorokin—retrieving the legacy of Comte (Post et al. 2002:9)—
an important and at the time, untrodden, field of sociological inquiry. With 
the patronage of benefactor Eli Lilly, Sorokin—who had launched Harvard’s 
Department of Sociology at the start of the 1930s—set up 20 years later the 
Harvard Research Center in Altruistic Integration and Creativity, which in 
four years spawned four scholarly volumes.10

Sorokin’s endeavor in this last career phase was to provide a cognitive and 
behavioral reframing to the marked negativism of late modernity (which he 
termed “the declining sensate phase of Western culture”). Both in the me-
dia and popular culture the negativism shows itself in “hair-raising murder 
stories, sex scandals or perversions” which constitute well over 50 percent 
of the topics of contemporary Western culture—thus starts Sorokin in 1950 
in Altruistic Love. In that same opening, Sorokin raises the cry, “Our sensate 
culture . . . dwells mainly in the region of subsocial sewers, breathes mainly 
their foul air; and drags down into their turbid muck everything heroic, 
positive, true, good, and beautiful” (Altruistic Love, p. 3).

Polar to this dominating orientation is the lives of saints and “good 
neighbors,” and the studies of Sorokin’s center focused on the latter as a 
dramatic alternative to the negativism in all its forms. Since Sorokin’s death 
in 1968, there has been no let-up in the general cultural negativism and 
prurience of popular culture and the mass media. Yet the main corpus of 
sociology, then and now, does not seem to have responded with enlarging 
its sphere of attention, not only to the negativism undermining the civility 
of civil society, but also to the positive alternative field of altruism.

And yet, research on “altruism” outside of sociology has come under 
increasing attention at the micro and at the macro level. Undoubtedly an 
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important stimulus came from evolutionary biology and E. O. Wilson’s 
mammoth Sociobiology (1975) relating altruism to kin selection. Aside from 
its benign neglect in sociology, altruism has enjoyed multidisciplinary cov-
erage (and spirited controversies as well as supportive data) in various fields 
such as psychology, neurobiology, biology, and theology (Post et al. 2002; 
Gintis et al. 2003). The irony of sociologists’ tepid take of a field opened 
up by Sorokin half a century ago is shown by the 2008 annual meeting of 
the American Sociological Association not having in its Final Program a 
single session on altruism (although the general meeting theme of “Worlds 
at Work” could certainly have provided the occasion for research papers 
relating altruism to work).

More in keeping with Sorokin’s ASA presidential exhortation of 1965 
that our discipline should seek higher ground in new syntheses,11 let us 
consider how altruism takes on important new forms that were not part of 
the original research of Sorokin’s research center, but which are promising 
and relevant for a broader perspective on both globalization and altruism. 
While my considerations are not a “synthesis,” they are intended to be 
heuristic for expanding the sociological awareness of altruism in the con-
temporary world.

GLOBAL ALTRUISM: FROM THE GROUND UP

However fuzzy “globalization” suggests as a playing field of advanced 
modernity (the latter, to be sure, itself a murky and ambiguous notion), 
it has become a widely used multidisciplinary referent. A referent of what? 
Of various processes that interlink materially and virtually all the regions 
of the world, with a loose economic, political, cultural, and technological 
integration of vaster scope than any previous state. The need for the social 
sciences, particularly sociology and political science, to expand their hori-
zon beyond the nation-state as the traditional unit of analysis, has been co-
gently made (Albrow 1996). Even if the conceptualization and articulation 
of the parameters of the new age lack consensus, it warrants viewing the 
playing field for altruistic behavior as becoming globalized, beyond neigh-
borhoods, regions, or even national borders. I take “global” and its related 
“globalization” to indicate the whole human world as the interactive unit 
of analysis, and “global system” as an emergent or dynamic entity which in-
terrelates regions, albeit at different rhythms of change and development.

Sudden as well as chronic degradations in the physical and human envi-
ronments, conditions that debase the existence of those living at the edge, 
forcible evictions from traditional habitats (due to demands of agribusi-
ness, foreign invaders, or from paramilitaries who are nominally subjects 
of the same state), the repression and near-extinction of civil society in 
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blatant violation of human rights—all are part of the same global age as 
the one of mediated glamour, luxury, and opulence that global capitalism 
has provided.

Much of the turmoil of the past two decades or so since “globalization” 
has become recognized has both socioeconomic and sociopolitical dimen-
sions, making the global system not a simple “new world order” but one 
highly complex and contested.12 On the constructive side are new bases 
of peaceful yet complex intraregional integration (such as the European 
Union). On the negative side, an unanticipated upsurge in violent move-
ments of nationalism, fundamentalism, ethnic repression, and global acts 
of terrorism, together with degrading and massive human trafficking.13

It is in this broad frame, that Sorokin would have readily recognized as 
an extrapolation from his studies of the late sensate age, that I will discuss 
global forms of altruism. The need for ameliorative efforts to go beyond 
the state or country level is imperative. Particularly as most of the states 
with the greatest needs for altruistic behavior lack the competence, orga-
nizations, or even, in some instances, the desire to alleviate economic and 
political misery, including blatant violations of human rights impacting 
enormous numbers.

To borrow from Frantz Fanon, the global age puts a spotlight on a vast 
new “wretched of the earth.” Though not providing a solution, “global 
altruism” is a set of practices seeking to alleviate some of the negative 
consequences of globalization on “the economic and political wretched of 
the earth.” The practices, undertaken by different agents at different levels, 
open a beam of light and an alternative model B to the market-based model 
A of efficiency and “rational choice” which is at heart based on premises 
(at the individual and state level) of egoism or self-interest.14 Tacitly, global 
altruism is a cognitive and normative orientation that gives primacy to 
improving the condition of the most unfortunate members of the global 
community. Its presupposition is that accepting the economic, political, 
and cultural welfare of the global community depends, not accidentally but 
intrinsically, upon the welfare of those marginalized by processes of glo-
balization. Globalization can be transformed by the voluntaristic actions 
of forms of altruism, so that global altruism itself becomes an important 
vector of globalization.15 Ultimately, a common denominator in various 
forms of global altruism is being conducive for its recipients to gain a sense 
of active participation in their own improvement and development, and 
not just being “a charity case.”16

I begin at the micro level, “from the ground up” with three individuals, 
then consider at the meso level two INGOs (international non-govern-
mental organizations), lastly at the macro level I will consider countries’ 
performance on altruism in terms of the Millennium Development Project 
with which I started this chapter.
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GLOBAL ALTRUISM: THE MICRO LEVEL

Sorokin’s initial volume on altruism, Altruistic Love (1950) focuses on 
two readily discernable and publicly recognized groups of altruists: “good 
neighbors” and “saints,” the former recognized by their peer group, the lat-
ter recognized by Roman Catholic and Russian Orthodox churches. Modi-
fying this to a globalized context beyond the borders of the nation-state, 
I will discuss three levels of agents of altruism: individuals, organizations, 
and states. There are different modes of peer group recognition, and some 
organizations—such as religious ones—have normative principles of ser-
vice and giving to others that favor global altruistic activity. How extensive 
this commitment is will vary so that there is not a one-to-one correlation 
between “religious” and “secular” individuals and organizations, and their 
level of altruistic commitment and activity.

At this micro level, the exemplars are three persons who have shown 
sustained commitment to global altruism toward broad segments of the 
human community, in particular to those living in misery, for the most 
part homeless and without minimal state support and assistance. What 
makes these individuals particularly appropriate for our discussion is that 
each started and/or is associated with a humanitarian movement with a 
global reach. Two of them have won international recognition for their 
“good deeds” with a gold standard of international recognition: the Nobel 
Peace Prize.

Mother Teresa (Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu, 1910–1997) has become an 
iconic figure of devotion to “the poorest of the poor.”17 While her presence 
is associated with Calcutta, she was also active at the international level 
after establishing her own religious order, Missionaries of Charity. The ba-
sic mission was to provide love and care for those bypassed by their own 
societal community,18 and the global range of her organization—which 
grew to over 600 missions in more than 100 countries—involved setting 
up hospices and homes for victims of HIV/AIDS,19 leprosy, and tubercu-
losis, not only in India, but in various other settings, including victims 
of radiation in Chernobyl, of earthquakes in Armenia, and of starvation 
in Ethiopia. She and the houses her order set up with volunteers did not 
discriminate between political regimes, taking missions to Communist as 
well as non-Communist countries during the Cold War period. Her basic 
priority for her relief work was to carry it out among the “poorest of the 
poor” in practically all the continents where relief work had urgent need in 
instances of floods, epidemics, and man-made disasters.

Her exemplary life of dedication to others and her exhortation to bring 
a modicum of comfort to the “poorest of the poor” (for example, in her 
address to the United Nations in 1985) was recognized internationally by 
both secular and religious organizations. Thus, in 1979 she was the re-
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cipient of the Nobel Peace Prize20 and posthumously on October 19, 2003 
(appropriately, World Mission Sunday), she was beatified in the Roman 
Catholic Church, an important step to becoming a saint, with Pope John 
Paul II himself pronouncing the homily.

Mother Teresa’s altruism and asceticism are beyond question, but her 
commitment to the poor also drew some criticism in her strong and re-
peated stance against abortion, and some negative voices also questioned 
her alleged baptisms of the dying. It is in this respect that she appears as an 
activist, though her paramount activism lay in establishing missions bring-
ing succor to those powerless to get succor from established authorities.

No less saintly in his work for the poor than Mother Teresa, and in fact 
considered a saint by many he impacted, was the Abbé Pierre (Henri An-
toine Grouès, 1912–2007), an activist priest on behalf of the homeless, in 
France and abroad. In keeping with a certain tradition of noblesse oblige, 
he renounced his wealthy inheritance to provide charities with his pos-
sessions. Although before and during World War II he already engaged in 
numerous acts of altruism, including shielding Jews from Nazi persecution, 
it was after the war that his activism took a vigorous upturn, both during a 
brief political career in the French National Assembly and afterward.21

Politics was a natural arena for a person like him given to challenging au-
thority and hierarchy. The rhetoric he used on behalf of the poor reflected 
a French democratic socialist tradition that extends back to the progressive 
clergy of the French Revolution, like the Abbé Grégoire and the “Red Priest” 
Jacques Roux. Words and deed were shown initially in his public protest 
against the eviction of impoverished tenants and the homeless who had 
to sleep outdoors during freezing weather in 1954. His emotional appeal 
for immediate relief was termed by the media as an “uprising of kindness” 
(insurrection de la bonté) and the popular response, both in Paris and in 
other parts of France, led to his organizing a new secular organization of 
Emmaus communities (from Emmaus, the community in the Gospel of Luke, 
where Jesus is shown hospitality after his resurrection by disciples who do 
not initially recognize him). A cardinal principle of Emmaus has been to 
take in anyone willing to work in the community at helping others, regard-
less of the person’s past—a social welfare organization the mirror image of 
the equally fabled Foreign Legion. The Abbé Pierre’s endeavor for Emmaus 
communities was, plainly stated, to restore the dignity of the homeless by 
offering them to labor in a community setting.

The Abbé Pierre (and the Emmaus movement) undertook throughout 
his strenuous career both humanitarian work administering aid and shelter 
to the homeless and disfranchised—those who are “excluded.” Recognized 
as “a saint” by his constituents, including squatters facing eviction and 
vagrants earning their livelihood from trash cans and garbage,22 he ranked 
in public opinion polls as one of the most popular figures in France for 
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many years. He championed various unpopular causes, from stout defense 
of Italian left-wing activists to decolonization to vigorous upholding of Pal-
estinian rights. This led to his incurring the wrath of various organizations, 
including the Church hierarchy.

The third individual as an agent of global altruism has had two careers, 
the first a political one that ended in 1981, and a very active second career 
that may be said to have started in 1982 and is still going strong as of this 
writing. This is Jimmy Carter (1924–), who served one term as president of 
the United States (1977–1981). While in office, Carter made the promo-
tion of human rights an important aspect of American foreign policy, and 
his administration sought to broker a viable peace in the Middle East by 
bringing together the Israeli prime minister (Menachem Begin) and the 
Egyptian president (Anwar Sadat) to sign the epoch-making Camp David 
Peace Accords.

If his presidency faltered due to an economic crisis of inflation and per-
haps politically more from the quagmire of the Iranian crisis, Jimmy Carter 
since leaving office has made his mark on global altruism more than any 
previous former president, perhaps more than any former head of state. 
He has engaged in an almost frenetic pace of activity, organizing the Carter 
Center in partnership with Emory University in Atlanta. The bipartisan 
center engages in multiple programs involved in the control of diseases in 
the United States and overseas (particularly infectious diseases in Africa), 
in sending delegations of observers in contested elections in countries 
with a weak civil society and lack of protection for minorities, in conflict 
resolution where the distrust between contending forces necessitates a 
third party viewed by the foes as disinterested. Carter himself and his staff 
members have acted as observers in a variety of elections where their pres-
ence has preserved the autonomy of the electoral process.23 Jimmy Carter’s 
commitment to peace and humanitarian causes without seeking personal 
remuneration earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992 (he turned over 
the prize money to further the work of the Carter Center). This is perhaps 
the ultimate accolade of the international community for a career in global 
altruism—or in Carter’s case, a second public career.

“From the ground up” as a qualifier of the global altruists just discussed 
applies not only to Mother Teresa tending to the poor in the streets and 
back alleys of Calcutta, or the Abbé Pierre to the homeless in Paris and over-
seas, but equally to Jimmy Carter, who at age 84 was recently in southern 
Sudan to personally evaluate progress on the elimination of the devastating 
Guinea worm (Jack 2008). In addition to the multi-faceted work of his own 
Carter Center, Carter has also brought the center in close working relation 
with Habitat for Humanity, a not-for-profit “ecumenical Christian housing 
ministry” that, since being founded the year Carter was elected president, 
has built a quarter of a million homes in the United States and overseas.24 
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As in the case of the Emmaus movement, Habitat for Humanity depends on 
volunteer labor and contributions, and requires new homeowners to con-
tribute their own labor (“sweat equity”) in the construction of their house 
and that of others. Carter, himself a master craftsman, has and continues to 
put in many hours a year in the construction of Habitat homes, “from the 
ground up,” inside and outside the United States.

Before going to the next level, it might be pointed out that despite 
the Nobel Peace Prize award, Carter—like the other two individuals dis-
cussed—has incurred criticisms for his activities, particularly in the present 
decade for his opposition to the Iraq war, for meeting with third world 
individuals who are considered as dangerous foes if not as “terrorists,” and 
for his unequivocal opposition to a bellicose foreign policy.25 As a person 
who has used his impressive expert knowledge of influential figures and 
factual materials to be at the forefront of activities seeking human develop-
ment, irrespective of personal aggrandizement or political acclaim at home, 
Jimmy Carter well embodies being a “public global altruist.”

GLOBAL ALTRUISM: THE MESO LEVEL

There are many organizations which in part or in whole spend consider-
able time, energy, and resources on helping less fortunate individuals and 
groups overseas. That, of course is not new, if we consider secular and 
religious organizations undertaking charitable or humanitarian works over-
seas in the nineteenth century (such as the Anti-Slavery Society founded in 
1823). One of the oldest organizations providing health care to victims of 
diseases, disasters, and violence is the International Red Cross, the brain 
child of a Swiss entrepreneur, Henri Dunant. He had witnessed the plight 
of uncared for badly wounded soldiers on the battlefield of Solferino (July 
12, 1859) during the Crimean War, and had the vision for a non-belliger-
ent organization to provide emergency humanitarian assistance to reduce 
suffering and protect prisoners and the wounded. Enlisting the commit-
ment of other Swiss citizens, what became the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) was launched in 1863, and a hundred years later the 
ICRC was the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize (as had been Dunant as the 
first recipient of Nobel’s largesse in 1901).

The continuous activity of the ICRC and its country affiliates has expanded 
since its beginning to provide more than battlefield emergency health treat-
ment, but also to protect prisoners of war and civilians from harsh treat-
ment such as torture: one of its early endeavors in this respect resulted in 
the Geneva Convention. Basically, one might say the convention (which 
has evolved into four treaties dealing with the wounded, non-combatants or 
civilians, and prisoners of war), ratified by nearly 200 countries,26 seeks to 
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have “the others” viewed with compassion as fellow human beings in need 
of assistance, not as commodities to be disposed of at will.

Many other organizations have sprung up in the past century whose 
basic mission relates to actualizing global altruism, and as catalysts for 
this, global warfare or its threat, violence, economic globalization, and 
global warming and climate change have contributed to severe crises in the 
human condition of advanced modernity (Collier 2007). Consciousness 
of the interrelated set of concrete problems of the human condition has 
greatly expanded since the nineteenth century, even more since the end of 
World War II. Here one can cite as a global prise de conscience, under the 
UN’s prompting, the coming together at the start of this decade of countries 
committed to a collective effort within a 15-year time frame of eradicating 
the worst obstacles to development. These range from eradicating extreme 
poverty and hunger to promoting gender equality and global partnership 
for sustained development. At the 2008 midpoint of the Millennium Proj-
ect, there has been progress in aid given to important areas of health (the 
treatment of AIDS/HIV, malaria, and tuberculosis in particular) and public 
education, but as table 23.1 shows, there is still a significant discrepancy 
between aid needed and aid provided. Moreover, what the figures do not 
show is how efficiently the donated aid is actually used for its intended 
purpose, since duplication of services, corruption, and lack of medical and 
trained personnel can reduce the impact of global altruism.

Nonetheless, there are non-governmental organizations (NGOs, or at 
the international level, INGOs) that have trained personnel and have been 
on the whole successful in carrying out their mission, despite a variety of 
hazards such as warfare and severe conflicts, on the one hand, or, on the 
other, by the lack of cooperation (if not outright hostility) by governments 
where aid is intended (as was seen in May 2008 by the unwillingness of the 
Myanmar government to allow U.S. military missions to fly in humanitar-
ian aid to regions devastated by Cyclone Nargis). For the sake of brevity, 
I will discuss only two INGOs, but one could easily enlarge the list with 
such important non-profit, non-sectarian non-governmental organizations 
as the American Refugee Committee, the American Friends Service Com-

Table 23.1. Essential Services Current Annual Aid and Amount Required

$ Billion Current Needed Missing

Health and HIV and AIDS 14 50 36
Education  3 16 13
Water and sanitation  4 10  6
Total 21 76 55

Source: Credibility Crunch, Oxfam Briefing Paper, June 2008, p. 19.
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mittee, and International Oxfam. These are long-time altruists seeking to 
promote human rights, assist refugees, and promote health and other con-
ditions “from the ground up.”

In the sphere of intervening globally on behalf of human rights and 
against inhumane treatment of “prisoners of conscience” who are denied 
“voice,” Amnesty International, begun by a British lawyer in 1961, has won 
a recognized place in the international community. Dependent upon pri-
vate donations and volunteers, it gathers facts regarding country violations 
of human rights, such as torture and “rendition” of prisoners, seeks to make 
contacts with victims of abuses, and actively opposes the death penalty. 
Although as an NGO it lacks the means of enforcing sanctions on country 
violators, its annual report is an important document of global conscience 
that plays no favorites. Thus, its current report is equally adamant for 
China to live up to its human rights promises, for the United States to close 
Guantanamo and secret detention centers, and for Russia to cease human 
rights abuses in Chechnya. It provides an accessible “scorecard” of which 
countries have signed on and which have not, and who has abided by the 
basic 1948 International Human Rights Treaty and subsequent specific in-
ternational and regional treaties pertaining to human rights. It signals cur-
rent “flashpoints” that demand prompt action to forestall further human 
misery—in such places as Darfur, Zimbabwe, Gaza, Iraq, and Myanmar.27

Amnesty International thus functions, as briefly indicated above, as a non-
governmental voice of global conscience, a voice for the otherwise voiceless. 
Its presence is made necessary, at least until such times as when states will 
have a greater conscience of their responsibilities to meeting rights of their 
subjects or under their command, rights which the international community 
recognizes and has codified for the past 60 years as human rights.28 It was 
the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1977 for its campaign against tor-
ture, which unfortunately is still a state instrument 30 years later.

Complementing the humanitarian activities of Amnesty International 
are those engaged in by Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without Borders 
(MSF), started in 1971 by a group of post–May 1968 French “hippie doc-
tors.” They saw the need to provide emergency humanitarian assistance 
to civilian victims in situations of violent ethnic conflicts, as in the case 
of Biafra in Africa, and continue to do so in crisis and disaster situations 
without waiting for a government invitation. The initial group of volunteer 
health workers (doctors and nurses) has greatly expanded in multi-nation 
missions that carry on in decentralized fashion various projects of various 
time duration. It remains dependent on non-government donations and 
on a volunteer workforce, often operating in extremely hazardous zones 
where its workers have been killed and assassinated in the performance of 
humanitarian assistance.
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In 2007 MSF had two-thirds of its projects taking place in Africa, one-fifth 
in Asia, and the rest in Latin America and Europe; the main group of causes 
that triggered intervention were violent armed conflict making victims of 
civilians (43 percent), epidemics (such as cholera) and endemic diseases 
(such as tuberculosis, measles, and malaria), social violence and health-
care exclusion, and natural disasters (floods, droughts, and others).29 Their 
humanitarian work includes promoting and doing research on common 
diseases in third world areas that major pharmaceutical companies may 
neglect (Drugs for Neglected Diseases Initiative), moving disaster victims 
to sites where they can receive medical assistance, distributing ready-to-use 
foods in districts of acute malnutrition, administering post-traumatic treat-
ment at disaster sites, and promoting awareness of sexual violence against 
women and children. In fact, it is hard to think of an aspect of medical as-
sistance, or an area of the world where it is needed, that is not covered by 
MSF (Bortolotti 2006).

Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without Borders, like Amnesty Inter-
national, actualizes well a “Model B” of globalization activism. It vigor-
ously pursues global altruism, stepping into the gates of nature-made or 
man-made hell to provide a variety of medical assistance and humanitarian 
relief, with or without state support. The near “post-modern” quality of an 
organization that defies state borders and established channels to promote 
human betterment has de facto made it an attractive Model B for newer 
organizations. Thus, for the administration of health to populations lacking 
health care, Remote Area Medical (RAM), started by Amazon explorer Stan 
Brock in 1985, complements MSF in a number of ways. RAM also depends 
on a volunteer corps, of doctors, ophthalmologists, dentists, and even 
veterinarians, who undertake missions to remote areas where there are no 
health care facilities. Perhaps surprising is that most of their missions (or 
“expeditions”) are to remote places in the United States, the majority being 
in Appalachia (Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee), where a three-day clinic at 
a yearly visit is the only occasion for thousands of rural Americans to get a 
modicum of medical, dental, and ocular attention.30

A further case in point outside the public health sector is “Sociologists 
without Borders”/Sociólogos sin Fronteras (SSF), founded in 2001, which, 
like “public sociology,” seeks to promote in its domestic and overseas chap-
ters human rights, participatory democracy, equitable economies, peace, 
and sustainable ecosystems. 31

Like Amnesty International, MSF is a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, 
won in 1999 for “pioneering humanitarian work on several continents.” 
And like Amnesty International and the individual altruists we have previ-
ously discussed, MSF has also received criticism for many of its initiatives 
which go outside borders and conventional pathways of humanitarian 
aid—sometimes because these pathways do not or no longer exist in crisis 
situations.
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GLOBAL ALTRUISM: THE MACRO LEVEL

The most global actor in global altruism in terms of a comprehensive sweep 
of the world’s countries and its bureaucratic complexity is undeniably the 
United Nations, arising after the holocaust of World War II to maintain 
international peace and security. In bare fashion we can note that, despite 
many forces making for tensions within this large bureaucratic behemoth, 
there are important core agreements that peace (and the curtailment of 
interstate conflicts) and security are contingent on non-military factors. 
Consequently, although the UN has had provision since 1948 for a “peace-
keeping” force that can provide military, policy, and observer personnel 
in situations where violent conflicts can engulf civilian populations, it has 
limited resources for direct military intervention in interstate or intrastate 
conflict. And the resources are even more severely constrained if one of the 
belligerents is a powerful country and the “other” is a region or a minority 
ethnic nation, especially if the more powerful denies the UN peacekeeping 
force the right to entry or to be an observer. Hence, the peacekeeping force 
of the UN has tended to be an after-the-fact agent monitoring peace or 
truce, after the violence has run most of its course.

A more efficacious arm of the United Nations has been the World Health 
Organization (WHO), headquartered in Geneva with six regional offices. 
WHO has taken a broad definition of health as “a state of complete physi-
cal, mental and social well-being,” and as an evolving aspect of its mis-
sion it is viewing and raising consciousness that public health is closely 
related to multiple other factors. Thus in 2007 WHO sponsored the World 
Health Day, which emphasized “international health security” needing 
cross-border cooperation and collaboration to forestall emerging diseases, 
humanitarian emergencies, and environmental degradation.32 And since 
1995 WHO publishes yearly reports assessing from its vast set of databanks 
and networks emergent threats to public health security, a sort of “advance 
warning system.” Presently WHO is giving major emphasis to women’s 
health and to public health issues in Africa, the latter reflecting that for the 
period September 2003–September 2006, 44 percent of verified events of 
potential risk to international public health took place in that region.33

Perhaps because public health has become recognized as a universally 
desirable condition of globalization (for the free movement of goods and 
people across borders and regions), perhaps because it is out of the public 
limelight, WHO has not drawn the criticism for its global activism that 
other agents previously discussed or that its parent the UN has.

The United Nations has promoted international public health as not 
only desirable in itself but also as conducive and essential for economic 
development of the world’s poorest countries. It is the latter theme we now 
turn to, linking it to the start of this essay with the UN formulation in 2000 
of Millennium Development Goals: ending poverty and hunger, universal 
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education, gender equality, child and maternal health, combatting HIV/
AIDS, environmental sustainability, and global partnership.34 In the fall of 
2008, a UN summit meeting will have taken place to evaluate how these 
goals are being met in what countries with what projects. In terms of the 
evaluation of a similar Summit Meeting of major global leaders that took 
place in 2005, it is probable that progress has been realized albeit unevenly 
for some targets and, in some countries, but the overall targets will fall 
short. This is due to many factors including that many countries have not 
met their pledges and that new disasters, man-made and nature-made, have 
taken place that had not been counted on in 2000.

The macro level of global altruism is more than the activities of a single 
multidimensional entity which is the United Nations. It is also the activities 
of another set of macro actors, states. States carry out their cross-border and 
global activities with a mixture of domestic and foreign interests, with altru-
ism in the form of providing aid or assistance to less fortunate countries (if 
not to less fortunate citizens at home) receiving secondary consideration in 
relation to other expenditures.

Two complementary tables provide an indication of global altruism by 
states. Table 23.2 indicates Official Development Assistance (ODA) by 

Table 23.2. Net ODA in 2007 as U.S. Dollar Amounts (millions)

Country Aid Amount

USA 21,197
Germany 11,048
France 8,918
UK 8,839
Japan 7,824
Netherlands 5,621
Spain 5,103
Sweden 3,853
Canada 3,585
Italy 3,509
Norway 3,349
Denmark 2,302
Australia 2,145
Belgium 1,756
Austria 1,613
Switzerland 1,596
Ireland 1,068
Finland 880
Greece 446
Portugal 359
Luxembourg 325
New Zealand 268

Source: OECD Development Statistics Online. Last accessed Sunday, April 27, 2008 
(www.oecd.org/dataoecd/50/17/5037721.htm).
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country in 2007. What the figures do not show is the extent to which donor 
countries and amounts involve restrictions, which may range from determin-
ing how the money received is to be spent by the recipient and whether it 
be spent on goods and personnel furnished by the donor country to what 
health or education projects may not be financed, and so forth. When these 
and other restrictive factors are taken into account, altruism may not be as 
detached or disinterested as might be desirable.35

One last table on global altruism and individual states, table 23.3, presents 
the percentage of a country’s gross national income (GNI) that goes to Of-
ficial Development Assistance (ODA), bearing in mind a commitment made 
at the UN General Assembly in 1970 of donor governments to spend 0.7 per-
cent of GNI on ODA. What the table indicates is that 30 years later, only five 
of the wealthiest countries of the world (including three in Scandinavia) are 
carrying out the original target, or even the recently revised downward target 
of 0.56 percent of GNI accepted as a commitment to uplift those still mired 
in extremes of poverty and its hazards for health. The United States, while 
contributing the most in total dollars (keeping in mind that this includes a 
large portion of “phantom aid”) is lowest in giving as a percentage of GNI.

Table 23.3. Net ODA in 2007 as Percent of GNI

Country Aid Amount

Norway 0.95
Sweden 0.93
Luxembourg 0.90
Denmark 0.81
Netherlands 0.81
Ireland 0.54
Austria 0.49
Belgium 0.43
Spain 0.41
Finland 0.40
France 0.39
Germany 0.37
Switzerland 0.37
UK 0.36
Australia 0.30
Canada 0.28
New Zealand 0.27
Italy 0.19
Portugal 0.19
Japan 0.17
Greece 0.16
USA 0.16

Source: OECD Development Statistics Online. Last accessed April 27, 2008 (www
.oecd.org/dataoecd/50/17/5037721.htm).
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this chapter has sought to be an introduction to global 
altruism as a set of practices undertaken by various groups of actors. This 
has been done more at an empirical, descriptive level than at a more com-
parative or even normative level. A more comparative level would examine 
forms of global altruism outside the frames discussed here based tacitly 
on Western agency (for example, in Buddhism and Islam).36 Extending the 
analysis to the normative is necessary, not logically but existentially, very 
much in keeping with “public sociology,” with which it has affinity. It is 
not a need for benign charity that is required but rather a need to instill 
awareness from the top down and from the ground up that global altruism 
is not only the highest activity of globalization but also that the “other” 
is an integral part of the global community, that our being-in-the-world 
is contingent on the other’s well-being in the world with us. Ultimately, 
it is a question of resetting the priorities of globalization, from the micro 
to the macro level, mobilizing both the private and the public sector, and 
increasing public awareness, and appreciation of global altruists as models 
of global activists.

That is a task to pursue with global altruism, an extension of the pro-
gram proposed by Jeffries et al. (2006) in light of the pioneering studies of 
Sorokin.

NOTES

1. The Sociology of Revolution (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1925); Contemporary So-
ciological Theories (New York: Harper & Row, 1928); Social and Cultural Dynamics, 
4 vols. (New York: Bedminster, 1937–1941); P. A. Sorokin and Robert K. Merton, 
“Social Time: Methodological and Functional Analysis,” American Journal of Sociol-
ogy 42 (March 1937): 615–629.

2. Translated and with a prologue by Elena P. Sorokin, edited and with an intro-
duction by T. Lynn Smith (Gainesville, FL: University Presses of Florida, 1975).

3. A tragic instance in point is Ethiopia, where millions of its rural inhabitants face 
famine due to a population that has doubled in 20 years, crop failures due to drought, 
and soaring global food and fertilizer prices; the “man-made” aspect of the Ethiopian 
disaster is the government’s steep increase in its military budget to fight border war-
fare with Eritrea and U.S.-backed military expeditions in Somalia. See www.usatoday
.com/news/world/2008-08-17-ethiopia_N.htm and http://english.aljazeera
.net/news/africa/2008/06/20086150858597530.html.

4. “Poverty Reduction and Achievement of the MDGs,” UNDP Annual Report 
2008. www.undp.org/publications/annualreport 2008/poverty.shtml.

5. Anecdotally, at a recent community meeting in North Carolina sponsored by 
the NGO Witness for Peace, we heard a report that in conflict-devastated Colombia 
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a significant segment of the Bogota population lives in below “extreme poverty” 
levels, in what is simply called “misery.”

 6. Among others, see Joseph Stieglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (New 
York: W.W. Norton, 2002).

 7. Pitirim A. Sorokin, Man and Society in Calamity: The Effects of War, Revolution, 
Famine, Pestilence upon Human Mind, Behavior, Social Organization and Cultural Life 
(New York: E.P. Dutton, 1942).

 8. Michael Burawoy, “Public Sociologies: Contradictions, Dilemmas, and Pos-
sibilities,” Social Forces 82, 4 (June 2004):1603–1618.

 9. Barry V. Johnston, Pitirim A. Sorokin: An Intellectual Biography (Lawrence: Uni-
versity Press of Kansas, 1995), 191.

10. Two of the four were single-authored by Sorokin: Altruistic Love (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1950) and The Ways and Power of Love: Types, Factors, and Techniques of 
Moral Transformation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1954); two were symposia organized by 
Sorokin: Explorations in Altruistic Love and Behavior (Boston: Beacon Press, 1950) and 
Forms and Techniques of Altruistic and Spiritual Growth (Boston: Beacon Press, 1954).

It is beside the point to explicate Sorokin’s own explorations of love and altruism, 
and how these concerns relate to broader dimensions of his oeuvre, such as civiliza-
tional analysis. There are several works that provide the reader with such overviews, 
besides the essential text of Johnston, notably Ford, Richard, and Talbutt (1996), 
Talbutt (1998), and Del Pozo Aviño (2006).

11. Pitirim A. Sorokin, “Sociology of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow,” American 
Sociological Review 30 (December 1965):833–843.

12. John Urry, Global Complexity (Cambridge, UK: Polity and Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2003); Diane Perrons, Globalization and Social Change: People and Places 
in a Divided World (London & New York: Routledge, 2004); David Held, Global 
Covenant: The Social Democratic Alternative to the Washington Consensus (Cambridge, 
UK: Polity, 2004).

13. See U.S. Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report 2008, which es-
timates about 800,000 cases of cross-border trafficking yearly (the great majority 
being women) and much more in the aggregate of intra-state trafficking for sexual 
exploitation or forced labor (tantamount to and often including slavery). www
.state.gov/g/tip/rls/tiprpt/2008/105376.htm.

14. Even in the case of the World Bank and the IMF, which seek to promote eco-
nomic growth and development for the less fortunate countries, the strictures on 
economic assistance, resulting in cutbacks in welfare measures, make their actions 
less than bona fide global altruistic agencies. It is tempting to contrast these two 
models thusly: for Model A, what is good for me and my country is good for the 
world; for Model B, what is good for the world, is good for me and my country.

15. For a parallel perspective, see DeChaine (2005).
16. In this respect, a very important complement to the agencies of global al-

truism discussed in this chapter is that generated by the micro-credit movement 
launched in Bangladesh by economist Muhammad Yunus with his Grameen Bank 
Project. It has demonstrated the capacity “from the ground up” of people at the 
grassroots level being able with minimal capital to transform their economic condi-
tion. He and the Grameen movement were recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize in 
2005, having provided credit to over 5,000,000 people worldwide.
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17. See José Luis González-Balado and J. N. Playfoot, eds., My Life for the Poor: 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985); Mother Teresa, Come 
Be My Light: The Private Writings of the “Saint of Calcutta,” edited by Brian Kolodiej-
chuk (New York: Doubleday, 2007). See also en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mother_Teresa.

18. I take “societal community” as that broad inclusive category formulated by 
Talcott Parsons and explicated by Gerhardt (2001).

19. She set up the first house for AIDS patients in New York City in 1985.
20. Started in 1901 from a bequest of Alfred Nobel, inventor of TNT, the Peace 

Prize is awarded, among basic criteria, for “best work for fraternity between na-
tions,” which would readily apply to Sorokin’s notion of “amitology.” I take the 
Nobel Peace Prize as a global recognition of altruistic behavior done by individuals 
or organizations to promote the peace process. Individual recipients have included 
Albert Schweitzer, Martin Luther King Jr., and the Buddhist activist Aung San Suu 
Kyi. For criticisms of the selection process producing commissions as well as omis-
sions, see the section “Controversy” in en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nobel_Peace_Prize.

21. While a member of the French Assembly, he donated his salary to the relief 
work of the destitute.

22. For glimpses of the Abbé Pierre’s “rag pickers” (chiffoniers) at the first Em-
maus community, see Simon (1955).

23. For an overview of the major activities, see Carter (2007).
24. www.habitat.org/how/factsheet.aspx.
25. “I have expressed strong opposition to the recent adoption of preemptive 

war as a policy that departs radically from that of previous administrations,” Carter 
(2007:252).

26. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geneva_Conventions.
27. For Amnesty International Report 08, see thereport.amnesty.org/eng.report-

08-at-a-glance.
28. In December 1948 the UN General Assembly passed Resolution 217A (III), 

whose 30 articles constituted the International Declaration of Human Rights. It has 
subsequently been expanded with additional legislation, conventions, and treaties. 
For specific rights, see www.un.org/overview/rights.html.

29. www.msf.org/source/actrep/2008/IAR-2008_complete.pdf, p. 10.
30. As of June 2008, RAM with 36,675 volunteers had met 357,368 patients, 

provided over 70,000 eyeglasses, and extracted 109,000 teeth, in addition to evacu-
ating by air over 1,000 emergency patients in Amerindian villages (ramusa.org/learn
/accomplishments.htm); for additional materials on the history and mission of RAM, 
see the 2008 interview in Newsweek, www.newsweek.com/id/150847?tid=relatedcl.

31. sociologistswithoutborders.org.
32. In the past five years, WHO has verified more than 1,100 epidemics world-

wide, and documented that we have seen in this decade 40 diseases that were un-
known a generation ago: www.who.int/whr/2007/en/index/html.

33. www.who.int/whr/2007/en/index/html.
34. www.un/org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml.
35. For details on “phantom aid” versus “real aid,” and how countries rank on their 

share of phantom aid, see Anup Shah, “US and Foreign Aid Assistance,” www.global
issues.org/article/35/us-and-foreign-aid-assistance. It is estimated that between 25–40 
percent of the value of aid is dissipated by restrictions or “tied aid” (28).

36. I am indebted to Dr. Tomihide Kashioka for this suggestion.
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“Walter Benjamin’s angel of history is facing towards the past and survey-
ing the chaos of the present wrought by stormy historical events. Progress 
propels him towards the future to which his back is turned.” Thus starts 
Michael Burawoy’s 2004 presidential address. The angel, however, is not 
alone in taking this standpoint. It is also the temporal position from which 
scientific investigations are conducted and evidence is established. The 
angel’s position and perspective can thus serve as a metaphor for sociologi-
cal practice. This positioning points to a gap between our future-oriented 
and future-producing subject matter and disciplinary practice that has yet 
to be addressed across the four knowledge practices of professional, critical, 
policy, and public sociology as delineated in Michael Burawoy’s address. 
Evidence-based science gathers facts from the temporal domains of past 
and present and, where appropriate, projects these forward into the future. 
Our daily lives, however, are conducted projectively, surrounded by the 
open and fluid horizon of past and future. We move in this temporal do-
main with great agility, pirouetting and swiveling to face both past and fu-
ture, twisting and turning in the knowledge realms of perception, memory, 
and anticipation. We operate with equal confidence in the action domains 
of planning and future making, alternating perspective between anticipated 
future presents and enacted present futures without giving much thought 
to the matter.

Futures are made continuously, across the world, every second of the day. 
They are produced by the breadth of social institutions: politics, law and the 
economy, science, medicine and technology, education, and religion. They 
are constituted at the level of the individual, the family, social groups, com-
panies, and nations. These created futures extend temporally from the very 
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short to the extremely long term, spatially from the local to the regional, 
national, international, and global, and materially from the surface to the 
core of the quantum. Moreover, much of today’s social world encompasses 
not just social relations, institutions, and social structures but also the natu-
ral environment. In its futurity much of this socio-environmental world is 
not material and thus not factual in the conventional sense but marked by 
latency and immanence. It is a world of actions and deeds under way: not 
yet materialized as symptoms, not yet congealed into matter. It is the proc-
ess future of chemical, nuclear, biological, genetic, and fiscal activity, set 
in motion by socio-political, legal, scientific, technological, economic, and 
everyday enacting practices. The actions and processes associated with this 
“future in the making” are ongoing, producing layers and layers upon layers 
of past and present futures as well as future presents and pasts.

Much of this futurity and future making escapes the angel of history and 
is bracketed in the scientific mode of inquiry which continues to focus 
primarily on our social relations’ spatial and material extension, thus those 
aspects that can be measured and counted. The implicit understanding 
prevails that the study of society is conducted on the basis of “hindsight” 
in a historically extended, spatially and materially constituted now. This 
sociological neglect of the social future as subject matter has created a black 
hole of knowledge that permeates the four modes of sociological inquiry 
in different ways. Recognizing and understanding the disjuncture between 
the temporal standpoint of sociology and the world we study, I want to 
argue, is a precondition to achieving Burawoy’s ambitious vision for the 
discipline.

The task, however, is not an easy one. By definition “futures” have not yet 
emerged as (present) phenomena and symptoms. As the “not yet” futures 
lack reality status and are not amenable to empirical study. But does this 
necessarily place them outside the domain of sociological competence? 
Does their potentiality make the creation of socio-cultural and socio-
environmental futures an exclusively political problem or is social futurity 
also a central subject for sociological inquiry in general and public sociol-
ogy in particular? What might be involved in social investigations that are 
temporally extended into the future? Is sociology equipped conceptually 
and methodologically to deal with a temporal extension into the future? 
What might be the particular barriers to be overcome and tasks to be 
achieved by the different forms of sociological practice?

These are some of the questions I want to begin to consider in this contri-
bution to the handbook on public sociology. Accordingly, I look at the way 
sociologists have approached the social future and with broad brush-strokes 
paint a picture that takes us from early beginnings of the discipline to the 
present. Turning our attention to the future, I am particularly interested to 
focus discussion on some of the central tensions and difficulties that arise 
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for sociological and social engagement with the “not yet” in order to begin 
to open up the issues for collaborative consideration and debate.

SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO 
THE FUTURE: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Concern with the future is to be found at the very beginning of the social 
science enterprise and of sociology as an independent academic discipline. 
This early social science interest in the future was closely tied to industri-
alization and the periods of intense political turmoil between the middle 
of the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. With the rise of scientific 
knowledge and the socio-economic capacity to apply a rational calculus 
to ever widening spheres of social life, the future was no longer a mere 
continuation of the past but became increasingly a consequence of actions 
in the present, as detailed by John Bury (1955[1932]), Jacques Le Goff 
(1980) and in my own work (Adam 2004, 2006a, and 2006b; Adam and 
Groves 2007). This was nowhere more apparent than in France during this 
historical period. Accordingly it was the key social thinkers of France that 
spearheaded a form of social science that, it was hoped, would help to bring 
about the desired new world.

In his book The Prophets of Paris historian Frank E. Manuel (1962) de-
scribes Anne Robert Jacques Turgot; Marie Jean Caritat, Marquis de Con-
dorcet; Claude Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon; Francois Charles 
Fourier; and Auguste Comte as thinkers and commentators with a social 
mission. All, he suggests, were concerned not just to “unveil” the future 
but also to steer it in a particular direction. All sought to contribute to 
the cumulative effects of innovation, to aid progress and to help facilitate 
a climate of openness for novelty and change. They put their faith not in 
revolution but in the perfectibility of human beings, the power of reason, 
tolerance, love, and brotherhood. Most importantly, they saw themselves as 
moral agents for change, laboring for posterity and a better future. None of 
them saw a contradiction between their commitment to science as the path 
to truth and their normative engagement in the active production of futures 
they prophesied. At that point in the discipline’s history the four domains 
of sociological practice were still unified.

From a different thought tradition and political context Karl Marx too 
sought not merely to interpret but to change the world. As he insisted in his 
Theses XI on Feuerbach, “philosophers have only interpreted the world, in va-
rious ways; the point is to change it” (Marx and Engels 1969:13–15).1 Thus, 
like the French social thinkers before him, Karl Marx provided visions of how 
the world could (and should) be different from its present alienated form 
and identified paths that would lead to the utopian ideal he constructed. 
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Whether or not it was explicitly argued in those terms, in Karl Marx’s work, 
like that of the Prophets of Paris detailed by Frank E. Manuel (1962), social 
theory was indissolubly tied to practice, interpretation to normative conduct, 
science to politics, and prophecy to product. What early French social thin-
kers and Karl Marx held in common, therefore, was a commitment to make 
the world a better place. They were the original public sociologists who wan-
ted to identify and shape their history in the making. All viewed themselves 
as future makers, placing their faith in the power of reason and in science as 
means to achieve their desired visions.

This explicitly activist, future oriented approach to social analysis came 
to an end with the normative science of Karl Marx and was replaced by the 
more objectivist social science of Emile Durkheim and his followers on 
the one hand and the interpretive emphasis in the work of Max Weber and 
the Symbolic Interactionists on the other. The sociological approach to the 
future is deeply implicated in this fundamental change which permeated 
both these otherwise opposing conceptual and methodological traditions. 
While the objectivist mode of sociological investigation prohibited the 
normative stance and thus militated against promotion of specific futures, 
the interpretative perspective prioritized the past and present as sources 
of understanding and the creation of meaning. Alternatively, interpreta-
tive investigations were conducted in a de-temporalized, synchronic realm 
of meaning and social rules. A notable example of this would be Peter 
Winch’s (1958) influential The Idea of a Social Science. Thus, with the focus 
on “function,” “structure,” and “meaning,” concern with shaping the future 
went out of sociological favor and professional standards, which bracketed 
the future, were instituted and maintained. As Michael Burawoy (2005:5) 
notes, “if our predecessors set out to change the world we have too often 
ended up conserving it.”

It was not until the 1960s that a renewed interest in the future began to 
flourish. In Western sociological circles there re-emerged an explicit and in-
tense engagement with the future, appropriate to the pervasive post–World 
War II feeling of optimism, sense of progress, and trust in technological 
promise. In the United States this turned into a serious commitment to 
post-Parsonian sociology that extended over a period of twenty years and 
more. In the UK and continental Europe scientists from across the full range 
of social sciences received funding from their respective research councils to 
think about the future and to establish the social sciences’ contribution to 
this central aspect of social existence. Examples of this work would be Dan-
iel Bell (1974), Arthur C. Clarke (1964), Rene Dumont (1974), Christopher 
Freeman and Marie Jahoda, eds. (1978) and Michael Young, ed. (1968) for 
the UK, and the edited volume by Robert Jungk and Johan Galtung (1969) 
for northern European approaches. While much of the UK’s social scien-
tists’ work on the future was primarily concerned with the production of 
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better forecasts and methods for foresight, that is, with improving ways of 
looking into the future, a number of their U.S. counterparts sought to make 
the engagement with the future central to the sociological enterprise, that is, 
to adjust its focus and method to a social world for which the orientation to 
the future was at the core of social activity. In this chapter I will concentrate 
my efforts primarily on approaches that looked not into but at the future.2

The U.S. social context for this re-emergence of sociological concern with 
the future was the Vietnam War and the technological promise of space 
travel, computers, and nuclear power. The emergent “Sociology of the Fu-
ture,” associated prominently with an edited book of that title by Wendell 
Bell and James A. Mau (1971b), as well as the work of Wilbert E. Moore 
(1966) and Alvin Toffler (1970), provided a fresh sociologically integrated 
approach to analyzing social reality and directing social processes. It was 
focused on the study of probable, possible, and preferable futures of which 
the latter included values and responsibility. It entailed an action orienta-
tion that combined description, analysis, critique, and a normative stance. 
As such, it involved efforts to create a better world and required from social 
scientists visions, images, and utopias of the “good life.” It explicitly accepted 
the constitutive nature of knowledge thus produced, and saw sociologists as 
part of (rather than external to) the reality they studied. Crucially, propo-
nents of the sociology of the future recognized that the capacity to create and 
control futures comes attached with the burden of responsibility. Like their 
French predecessors, they conceived of themselves as “future makers” and 
saw the task of sociology as engagement with purposes, planning and policy, 
in other words, with social engineering. Since, however, this approach was 
inaugurated as a response to the sterile and inappropriate past and present 
orientation of the professionalized discipline these sociologists of the future 
could no longer take the naïve unified position of the founders of social sci-
ence. Instead, they had to defend their position and theorize their stance.

Thus, in agreement with George Herbert Mead’s (1980[1932]) analysis 
of the reality status of the social future, Wendell Bell and James A. Mau 
(1971a:9) considered the future to be real only in the present and thus 
conceived of both past and future as the ideational spheres of memory 
and anticipation. This meant that the study of the “not yet” could only be 
approached from the standpoint of the present. To research the prospec-
tive and projective realm (both designated ideational aspects of social life) 
required investigations of images on the one hand and the production of 
predictions of the possible on the other. For the study of images (individual 
and collective), visions were conceived as orientations to action in the 
present and considered to be facts that could be tested against future events. 
Investigations of predictions of the possible, in contrast, were seen as the 
search for real possibilities that were amenable to planning, projection, and 
activation in the present.
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Regrettably, the sociologists of the future did not achieve a level of ac-
ceptance that would allow their approach to alter the dominant position. 
With renewed socio-political emphasis on evidence-based science, this 
mid-twentieth-century wave of sociological interest in the projective realm 
of our subject matter could not be maintained, and for another two decades 
the future ceased to be a legitimate topic for sociology across all its forms 
and expressions. Funding for sociological research reverted to topics and 
investigations that were considered to be grounded in “fact” and deemed 
to be socially useful in and for the present. Thus, with this next objectiv-
ist wave, the future as empirically problematic realm of the “not yet” once 
more lost its attractiveness to sociology as both object of study and poten-
tial subject for normative intervention. With the revitalized commitment to 
positivist social science, responsibility for the study of this social domain 
had been abdicated to futurologists and foresight experts in business. Until 
recently, therefore, the discipline charged to explain our social world had 
fallen silent once more on this key aspect of social life. It bracketed this part 
of social existence and relegated it to the shadow realm of the disattended. 
Across the world, sociologists who have continued to pursue the social fu-
ture as the subject matter of their choice, such as Eleonora Masini (Italy), 
Wendell Bell (United States), and Richard Slaughter (Australia), thus found 
themselves drawn to futurist networks as their intellectual homes and out-
lets for their publications.

We can discern here a scissor movement analogous to the one Michael 
Burawoy (2005:6) identifies in his first thesis. We find that the more futures 
are made over ever longer periods the harder it becomes for sociologists 
to engage with this subject matter. That is to say, professional sociologists 
find it ever more difficult to investigate these processes, policy sociologists 
to identify paths to desired ends, and public sociologists to offer critical 
interventions and open the subject for public debate. This leaves critical 
sociologists with the urgent task to scrutinize our disciplinary assumptions, 
approaches, and knowledge practices for their appropriateness to the con-
temporary context in which futures are produced for millennia hence.

CRITICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH ASSUMPTIONS

Critical sociological attention to futurity at the level of theory shows that 
some of our discipline’s most basic distinctions act as barriers to serious 
engagement with our subject matter’s social relations of the future and 
demonstrates that our key assumptions shape and frame our world in a 
particular way. Thus, for example, it became obvious that the ways we un-
derstand facts, materiality, and the ideational realm are deeply implicated 
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in the difficulty. It is thus the task of critical theorists to identify the prob-
lems, make barriers visible, and explore alternatives.

Michel Serres (1999[1982]), for example, shows that “facts” are tied 
to specific ways of knowing, that is, to object thinking and an emphasis 
on the spatial and material. Object thinking brackets and thus conceals 
the temporal and invisible, the immaterial and unbounded in the subject 
matter. It negates processuality, temporal becoming, futurity, and creativ-
ity, which are key characteristics of both life and social activity, allowing 
“observers” to see only time slices, know facts as freeze-frames, and experi-
ence moments frozen in time. Social facts can be facts only after they have 
been de-temporalized, that is, abstracted from the ongoing temporality 
of being-becoming and detached from their inherent temporal extension. 
Clearly, social facts are not bounded in and of themselves: we make them 
so in order to render accessible and manageable the infinite, transient, con-
tingent, and future-oriented complexity of social life. To this end we infuse 
the temporal complexity with simplicity and clarity. This a-temporal stance 
on temporally extended social “facts,” therefore, facilitates not only count-
ing, measurement, and classification but also the illusion of control on the 
one hand and of “objectivity” and “ethical neutrality” on the other. It is 
therefore important to remain cognizant of the fundamental temporality 
and futurity of any de-temporalized facts under investigation.

Furthermore, in our principle classifications the world of ideas is sepa-
rated from the sphere of facts, the realm of mind from that of matter. 
Enacted ideas, however, have socio-physical consequences, whence they 
become facts. Some enacted ideas may take on material form quite quickly, 
while others, such as effects from smoking, hormone-disrupting chemicals, 
or low-level radiation may not materialize as symptoms for a very long time. 
Where impacts penetrate matter and are stretched across space and time 
these socio-environmental “futures in the making” need to be recognized as 
both material reality and latent process-world of an encoded, invisible kind 
beyond the reach of our senses. By associating the future and futurity with 
the ideational sphere, that is, the mind world of desire and design, projec-
tion and planning, sociology relegates this central domain of social life to 
the realm of the immaterial and thus renders it unreal. With this move, 
any potential, latent, immanent, and thus invisible impact is considered 
immaterial because it is no longer recognized as an empirical “fact,” thus of 
“no material consequence” until it materializes as symptom. To restrict hu-
man futurity and the creation of future presents to the ideational domain 
of human purpose, therefore, means that we lose sight of the other side 
of cultural futures: that we create process futures and thus produce future 
presents that are de facto the domain of sociological inquiry, irrespective of 
and despite the empirical and theoretical difficulties involved.
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To re-center the temporal and to make futurity explicit through critical 
analysis, therefore, is to emphasize not merely the present domain of expec-
tation and the empirically accessible realm of social products but, equally, 
to stress the importance of an immanent process reality beyond empirical 
access. Against the assertion of sociologists of the future that argue that 
“there are no future facts” (Brumbaugh 1966:649; Bell and Mau 1971a:9; 
Jouvenel 1967) we need to consider that there is a future present in progress 
whose process reality is material despite not being accessible by conven-
tional empirical means. Sociological engagement with such future presents 
requires a new sense of “facticity,” one that undermines conventional dual-
isms of facts and ideas.3 It necessitates finding ways that can encompass this 
cultural future not just as the realm of predictable knowledge based on past 
experience (ours and that of science) or as known or reported goals and 
values but, equally, as created process futures in the making: expected and 
unexpected, intended and unintended, material and latent, unknown and 
unknowable. Dualistic categories of mind and matter, ideas and facts are 
clearly inappropriate to that task. Only when the temporal silences begin 
to get expressed and the invisible is given form, will the reality expressed 
through our sociological theories begin to resonate with the immanent 
process-world beyond empirical accessibility. Only then will veracity and 
“the real” cease to be associated exclusively with the visual and material. 
Only then will facts and values take on a temporal hue.

Clearly, taking these issues seriously is not easy for any of the forms of 
sociological inquiry. It demands first identification and then implementa-
tion of changes at the very foundational center of professional sociology. 
Importantly, it requires critique to be both sociological and social. For 
public sociologists it means absorbing the critique, taking on board the 
foundational changes, understanding how engagement with future-making 
changes the scientific method, grasping the implications of this for the full 
range of social institutions, identifying openings for socio-political change 
and helping to translate these implications into potential action across the 
domains of social practice. More than ever before, therefore, public sociol-
ogy needs to build bridges between academia and public life and provide 
a common frame of reference for sociological and public approaches to 
future making. Taking on this task public sociologists will find themselves 
on fertile ground.

In the late twentieth century public interest in the future has been ris-
ing on a number of fronts. It became important for socio-environmental 
work on sustainability and pertinent for understanding and guiding socio-
political engagements with environmental problems such as ozone deple-
tion, global warming, and climate change. These developments in turn 
focused sociological attention on socio-technical innovations whose often 
unpredictable effects penetrated matter and extended across vast spatial 
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and temporal distances, as shown in the work of Ulrich Beck (1992, 1999), 
Brian Wynne (2005) and my (1998a) Timescapes of Modernity. Moreover, 
they opened for sociological investigation the difficult subject of igno-
rance and/or non-knowledge as products of scientific control, political 
rationality, and economic calculation (Adam and Groves 2007; Beck and 
May 2001; Böschen and Wehling 2004; Ravetz 1987; and Wynne 2005). 
This focus on uncertainty and non-knowledge brought into sharp relief 
the problematic nature not just of sociology’s but also of contemporary 
society’s key assumptions and thus required critical engagement with taken-
for-granted presuppositions and categories in both the professional and 
public domain. In my own work, which straddles critical and public sociol-
ogy, I have mapped both these temporal domains with respect to action, 
knowledge, and ethics and identified deeply embedded and institutional-
ized structures of irresponsibility (Adam 1998a; Adam and Groves 2007). 
This work consciously addresses multiple publics. It speaks to sociologists 
as both professionals and citizens and to citizens in both their public and 
private roles. As such it seeks to keep together what our professional divi-
sion of labor allowed to drift apart and to recover the moral and political 
ethos that all too easily gets displaced in the quest for scientific recognition 
and academic credentials.

PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY, FUTURE MAKING, 
AND RESPONSIBILITY

As public sociologists we are charged to explain social processes and interde-
pendencies, show historical differences and continuities, point to problems 
and inequalities, and, where possible, identify openings for social change. 
When we investigate contemporary actions whose effects permeate matter 
and stretch across time and space, the first thing to note is that both legally 
and morally we feel exonerated from responsibility when outcomes could 
not be foreseen at the time of action. The nuclear industry can serve as an 
example to illustrate this point. The people who counseled governments on 
whether or not to establish a nuclear capability, and who happened not to 
include in their considerations associated problems of safety, were and still 
are not being held legally responsible for either the resulting health hazards 
or the economic burden of the billions of dollars required for the decom-
missioning of power plants and the management of radioactive waste. We 
find, moreover, that installations are covered by limited liability only, which 
means that society is expected to foot any bill that might arise with accidents 
or leakages. This explicit recognition of the (non)knowledge-responsibility 
link is even enshrined in law. In the United States, for example, the Price-
Anderson Act was introduced in 1957 specifically to limit the liability of 
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nuclear power plant operators in the event of an accident (Shrader-Frechette 
1993). It has been renewed several times since, and now limits the amount 
of liability for each site to $300 million.

Whether formally or informally, non-knowledge as well as unintended 
and unforeseen consequences absolve us from personal and public re-
sponsibility. Yet, for some socio-technological unforeseen effects the tide 
is turning. Thalidomide, asbestosis, smoking-related diseases, and similar 
technologically produced hazards are cases in point where companies are 
being held responsible for the unforeseen harm produced by their prod-
ucts. Thus far, however, such apportioning of responsibility for effects that 
are stretched across time, space, and matter applies predominantly to cases 
where causal chains can be established over the lifetimes of individuals. As 
yet, it has not been clarified, either legally or politically, what happens to 
responsibility in contemporary situations where effects do not or may not 
materialize as symptoms for hundreds and even thousand of years.

Clarification on such matters is difficult to achieve because our implicit 
moral codes are no longer appropriate to their contemporary context. In his 
seminal The Imperative of Responsibility, Hans Jonas (1984[1976]) suggests 
that our contemporary models of morality have their roots in Greek antiq-
uity where responsibility was thought to apply between living individuals 
in the present and was guided by eternal principles related to goodness 
and beauty, truth and justice. This meant that moral action and matters 
of ethics were defined by close proximity, thus limited in time and space. 
The long-term future in contrast was associated with fate, providence, and 
destiny. It was the realm of gods and thus not subject to human planning, 
debate, and moral action. As such it was outside the sphere of human 
responsibility. Today, however, we find ourselves in a new moral context 
of obligation toward a technologically produced, long-term future. This 
contemporary condition is tied first to the socio-scientific capacity to create 
futures that outlast their originators, second to the potential to threaten 
not just individual existences but the continuity of our species and life as 
we know it, and third to the pursuit of progress which destabilizes eternal 
values and renders them historical. This means that today the foundations 
for responsibility have shifted from an exclusively individual to a collec-
tive base, from a predominantly local to a global scale of effects and from 
primarily present impacts to actions that may not materialize as symptoms 
for a very long time. The commonsense ethical assumptions, which we 
have inherited from the Greeks, therefore, are no longer appropriate for the 
contemporary condition.

First, while the future has always been uncertain, humans were not called 
upon to take responsibility for what was considered the realm of gods 
or God. They were merely required to act responsibly in and toward the 
realm that did not belong to them. In a secular social world, which is un-
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derstood to be (to a large extent at least) the outcome of human action, in 
contrast, the unknown and unknowable futures of our making do become 
our responsibility. That is to say, uncertainty of potential outcomes cannot 
absolve producers of long-term, open-ended impacts from responsibility 
to those affected in remote times and places. The difficulty is that innova-
tion increases the indeterminacy of unbounded effects. This in turn makes 
exclusive reliance on scientific prediction and economic risk calculation 
inappropriate since both are established on known pasts. Where past-based 
prediction and calculation fail we are confronted instead with questions 
about justice, rights, and possible harm to future beings that require our 
urgent attention.

Second, the effects of today’s socio-technical, socio-economic, and politi-
cal processes, such as nuclear technology, for example, are no longer spa-
tially or temporally bounded. Radiation (although most dangerous in the 
immediate vicinity of any leakage or accident) permeates outward in space, 
spreads inward in matter, organisms, and bodies, and extends temporally 
into the long-term future. Moral principles grounded in the immediacy of 
the here and now, therefore, need to be adjusted to both the footprint and 
the timeprint4 of potential outcomes (Adam and Groves 2007). Such expan-
sion of responsibility to the potential reach of actions places us in a differ-
ent position with respect to what can and can’t be known, done, and con-
trolled. This means that responsibility can no longer be exclusively routed 
via knowledge. In contexts of extensive uncertainty therefore, a direct link 
has to be established between action and ethics, ethics and action.

Third, through the ages responsibility had been associated with indi-
viduals and their deeds. While this still holds good today, especially in the 
application of our laws, technological innovations such as nuclear power, 
for example, have the potential to affect the living conditions of all people 
now and in the future. In recognition of the trans-boundary nature of this 
innovative technology (and others that share these features), the ethical 
project of modernity has to be expanded beyond individual responsibility 
to encompass collectives at the national and international level. Moreover, 
since liability for associated costs continues to be increasingly externalized 
to society at large, it is society who needs to come to decisions about the nu-
clear present and future. Not politicians whose mandate expires after their 
period of office, not scientists who build and maintain the installations, 
not insurance companies who cover limited liability but society carries the 
responsibility and thus will have to debate trans-boundary policies with the 
potential to effect others in space and time—somewhere, some time.

Finally, the transformative power of humans has always been extensive. 
In the industrial age, however, this capacity has reached undreamed of 
heights and fundamentally changed our relationship to nature. Today, 
nature is no longer the mere backdrop to human action but is subject to 
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scientific intervention and invention. As such, nature in all its facets has 
become ethically significant. In light of the mismatch between ethical as-
sumptions and the reach of socio-technical effects we are charged to rethink 
our traditional anthropocentric responses and produce principles more ap-
propriate for our ecological footprint and timeprint. This requires opening 
up ethical concern beyond the interests of humanity to encompass, as our 
responsibility, the material, spatial, and temporal sphere of impact, which 
extends beyond the human social to all of nature and the physical bases of 
our existence.

Thus, we can see that although moral issues have long ceased to be a 
central domain for sociological inquiry and comment they take on renewed 
significance in socio-environmental contexts, where our action potential 
extends into an open future. To take a position on the ethics of contempo-
rary technological and socio-political action, however, is a political act that 
perforates and blurs boundaries between professional and citizen. It allows 
the original ethos of sociology to rise to the surface and (re)invigorate the 
profession as a “moral and political force,” to quote Michael Burawoy 
(2005:6). Once we take that step toward public engagement, we quickly 
discover that here too the future is an extremely difficult territory. It is trou-
bling at the level of both assumptions and institutions.

We find, for example, that the system of liberal democratic politics has 
developed primarily a politics of space and matter. Its sphere of responsi-
bility extends to a nation’s territory, its resources, and its wealth distribu-
tion. It is in charge of things that can be measured and counted: territories, 
people, institutions, traffic, crime, budgets, and Gross National Products. 
With political debates on climate change, the management of nuclear 
power and its waste products, the regulation of chemicals, strategies about 
genetic engineering, and approaches to nano-technology, however, politics 
has entered the future worlds of tens, hundreds, and even thousands of 
generations hence. This means that decisions made and policies established 
by today’s liberal democracies operate outside the spatial and material 
framework for which they had largely been established. That is to say, when 
risks and hazards, created within the jurisdictional time-space of a particu-
lar liberal democracy, transcend the boundaries of its legitimate authority, 
their impacts and costs are in effect externalized: to other nations and/or to 
successor generations. The problems are shunted along, moved outside the 
sphere of responsibility.

From a spatial and materialist perspective, hazards externalized across 
time are no longer recognized in principle as the concern of the offend-
ing nation’s representative government in office. The long-term policies 
routinely pursued by contemporary liberal democracies, therefore, trans-
gress the temporal boundaries of their political mandates and realms of 
jurisdiction. Moreover, since elected representatives are responsible to their 
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electorate only, and since it is this electorate that bestows legitimacy on 
a government, the rights of people distant in time who cannot enact that 
power relation are discounted. To put it differently, the politics of space 
and matter operate with impunity in the temporal domain of the future in 
which all of us are trespassers. Incredibly, we have no political structures 
in place that address this problem. We have no guardians of the long-term 
future, no political body with the task to represent the unborn, no legal 
system geared to the long-term effects of future making. This, however, is a 
problem not of science, not of economics, not even of law and politics. It 
is a problem for contemporary society which needs to be addressed by con-
temporary society. It is to be handled through discussion about what is right 
and what is just. As public sociologists we need to facilitate and as citizens 
we need to hold those debates in the full knowledge that our decisions and 
actions with their effects make us trespassers in the future of others, that we 
are inescapably illegal immigrants in their worlds and that they have not 
given their consent.

As members of liberal democracies we need to acknowledge that our 
collusion with the policies produced by political representatives makes 
us responsible for the techno-futures set in motion: yesterday, today, and 
tomorrow. We are charged therefore as citizens, professionals, and private 
individuals not just to understand the contemporary bracketing of futurity 
but also to seek openings for conceptual and institutional change. We can 
achieve such a shift in concern and approach only if we reconnect the social 
spheres of action, knowledge, and ethics. Moreover, given that certainty of 
knowledge is not available for the contemporary process-world of futures 
in the making, we need to approach the ethical domain not as the last 
dependent element of this relation but as the first one. In other words, 
where knowledge is patchy or not available, we need to establish a direct 
connection between action and ethics and stop making responsibility for 
effects of our deeds dependent on knowledge of the outcomes of such ac-
tions. Knowledge needs to be utilized instead as helpful but subordinate 
(re)source to responsible action. To take our responsibility seriously, there-
fore, requires change at the deep structural level of implicit assumptions, 
scientific method, politics, law, and organizational structure. As such the 
future is our most challenging domain of social inquiry and practice.

The task for public sociology is therefore complex and encompasses 
many strands. It entails critical engagement with social practice, identify-
ing problematic assumptions, inappropriate knowledge, and/or the lack 
of relevant institutions. It necessitates comment on issues of justice, ethics, 
and responsibility. And it requires constructive input such as exploring and 
identifying openings for change and help with mapping out possible op-
tions for alternative practices. In each of these strands of engagement public 
sociologists are future makers. With the division of labor it is possible for 



442 Chapter 24

public sociologists to take on this role which defined the beginnings of our 
discipline in the secure knowledge that others will guard the professional 
standard, serve the policy field and act as the conscience of the discipline.

CONCLUSION

The work of sociologists who engaged with social futures has opened up 
different paths, each with relevance for the contemporary situation. Early 
French thinkers infused their respective approaches with a sense of moral 
duty to assist their contemporaries on the way to a better future. Karl Marx 
identified roots of the social ills of his time and produced a utopian vision 
that inspired generations. Sociologists of the future sought and are still 
seeking to bring the social future into the fold of mainstream sociology. 
Each of these efforts to encompass the future was and is concerned to make 
social science practice appropriate to the contemporary condition. What re-
mains to be achieved, as I sought to show in this chapter, are foundational 
changes at both the conceptual and the institutional level.

Sociologists are “future makers”—that was the assertion and the vision 
presented by the founders of the social sciences and by the sociologists of the 
future. As future makers we need to render the invisible visible, make future 
presents tangible, give form to the “not yet,” provide analyses that take the 
future seriously as supreme realm of social practice and transaction, and ac-
knowledge our inescapable constitutive involvement. The angel of history’s 
perspective is inappropriate for this task. From the angel’s perspective we can 
only survey the damage but cannot understand the processes that created it 
together with our implication. We can map the resulting social ills of prede-
cessors’ future making but have no means to prevent potential future disas-
ters of our making. We can amass evidence but have no tools to intervene, 
no power to change the course of history. We are observers and onlookers 
rather than active participants and change agents. This surely is not the ethos 
of sociology, not the reason why students join the profession. To use our 
sociological imagination for the good of society requires moral commitment 
together with a thorough-going futures perspective. To achieve the latter we 
have to remember and reactivate our everyday skills of agile movement and 
conduct in the temporal domain. We have to embark on what Michael Bura-
woy (2005:5) calls “systematic back translation” and (re)gain competence in 
the dance of time, the pirouetting and swiveling that enables us to encom-
pass both past and future while keeping us grounded in space and matter. 
To take on this challenge will not be easy and it will change sociology to the 
core and across all its branches. But it will be worth it. It will revitalize the 
discipline and ensure its relevance for the century ahead.
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FUTURE
FUTURITY
SOCIOLOGY
Future
Futurities
Future presents
Challenge to sociology
Future makers are we
Our desires & expectations
Hopes & fears, projections & plans
All implicated in our knowledge practices
The study of futurity is focus on shadows
The shadows beckon to be illuminated
Illusions of detachment disintegrate
Implicated we are contributors
Contributors are responsible
The future their subject & duty
Present futures amenable to science
Future presents realm of values & morals
We study futurity as present future
With tools from a by-gone age
Finding answers in the past
We seek the unknowable
Challenge to sociology
Future presents
Futurities
Future
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NOTES

1. The theses on Feuerbach were first written in 1845 in “German Ideology,” but 
not published in complete form until 1932.

2. I am indebted for that distinction to Nick Brown, Brian Rappert, and Andrew 
Webster (2000).

3. For a more detailed account of these dualistic distinctions and their socio-
environmental implications for contemporary social science, see Adam (1998b:385–
402).
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4. This term has been developed in my most recent work as a temporal equiva-
lent to the ecological concept of footprint, which focuses on space and matter thus 
bracketing the temporal aspects of socio-environmental impacts of innovative fu-
ture making. See Barbara Adam and Chris Groves (2007), especially the entry in the 
glossary of key terms.
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Reading the rich and varied chapters of this handbook one can only be 
convinced of the importance of public sociology both for the world and 
for our discipline. Whether we are talking of Steve Cornell’s engagement 
with the political organization of Native American tribes, Lina Hu’s in-
volvement with migrant workers in China, Elizabeth Leonard’s work with 
the convicted survivors of male violence, Bill McCarthy and John Hagan’s 
chapter on publicizing deaths in Darfur, Robert Kleidman’s collaboration 
with community organizations, Pamela Oliver’s presentations on racial 
disparities of imprisonment, Rhoda Howard-Hassmann’s critical dissection 
of human rights, or Ruth Horowitz’s dual role on medical licensing boards, 
whether it be the chapters by Caroline Persell and Michael DeCesare on 
teaching sociology, or Lawrence Nichols, Vincent Jeffries, and Edward 
Tiryakian’s different accounts of the extraordinary life of Pitirim Sorokin, 
the overwhelming impression is that the four sociologies—professional, 
policy, public, and critical—do indeed feed one another, expand and flour-
ish on the basis of their antagonistic interdependence.

This is not to say that the fourfold scheme underlying this handbook 
is without flaws. Indeed, the flaws and limitations have given energy to 
an intense debate and discussion and have driven the scheme’s revision 
and reconstruction. We see this in the chapters by Damon Mayrl and 
Laurel Westbrook, who stress the importance of accountability to publics; 
by Frank Furedi, who urges us to bring the sociological imagination into 
dialogue with publics; by Norval Glenn, who interrogates the standards of 
evaluating public sociology; and by Raymond Morrow, who deepens the 
scheme in a number of directions. They all point to lacunae, narrowness, 
and contradictions in the fourfold scheme, yet in each case they do so not 
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with the purpose of jettisoning it but with the purpose of advancing it, and 
the allied project of public sociology. With the exception of the chapter by 
Joe Feagin, Sean Elias, and Jennifer Mueller, who consider professional-
policy sociology beyond redemption, all the contributions to the handbook 
appear to be on board the fourfold ship.

One may be surprised, therefore, to learn of the hostilities aroused by 
public sociology and, specifically, the fourfold scheme—hostilities from 
fellow sociologists, fueled by fears that public sociology undermines our 
discipline and endangers the world. For many communicating our ideas to 
wider publics puts sociology at risk, threatens its integrity, and jeopardizes 
its credibility. Astonished by these attacks, others respond by asking why 
we would even bother to be sociologists, if public sociology is a danger-
ous pipe dream, if sociology is to become an irrelevant sinecure. Some go 
further and declare war on professional sociology itself, as encumbering, 
compromising, and even antithetical to the project of public engagement. 
For them professional sociology traps its practitioners in a devotion to 
an inaccessible science, in the trivial obsessions of methodology, mind-
less rituals of self-referentiality. The “public sociology,” formulated in the 
fourfold scheme, is denounced as a public relations venture to legitimate 
and conserve “mainstream” sociology. So here, ironically, we have the 
joining of extremes—the radical “public sociologist” meets up with the 
conservative “professional sociologist” as each denounces the other as the 
anti-christ. Agreeing that they cannot both occupy the same field, they both 
campaign for the abolition of the division of sociological labor. By contrast, 
this volume shows how we can and, indeed, why we must all live together if 
sociology is to survive—living together in tension but nonetheless recogniz-
ing the contributions of the other.

The public sociology wars are not confined to whispering campaigns or 
private defamation but have come out into the open. Within a space of 
four years, sociologists have penned well over 100 essays—not all hostile 
by any means—in diverse symposia in such journals as Social Problems, 
Social Forces, Critical Sociology, The American Sociologist, British Journal of So-
ciology, Sociology, Socio-Economic Review, Current Sociology, and Contemporary 
Sociology, as well as in journals in Finland, Portugal, Italy, France, Hungary, 
China, Hong Kong, Russia, Brazil, South Africa, Germany, and Iran. At the 
same time several books have already appeared bringing together critical, 
practical, and historical assessments as well as concrete case studies of pub-
lic sociology. They include Blau and Smith (2006), Agger (2007), Clawson 
et al. (2007), Nichols (2007), Barlow (2007), Jacobsen (2008), and Haney 
(2008), but also different collections in Mandarin, Portuguese, and Rus-
sian. So the flames are not confined to the United States but have spread 
to other countries.
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What has prompted these wars over public sociology, over the seem-
ingly innocent proposal to take sociology’s findings, its ideas, its theories 
beyond the academy, that is to carry on what is effectively its mission of 
public education? Why all the heat, the defensiveness, the skepticism, and 
the animosity toward public sociology? We enter our discipline with a 
sense of its relevance to the pressing problems of our day, yet the rites of 
passage in graduate school are like an induction into a secret society. Our 
inspirational pioneers, whether Marx, Weber, or Durkheim, not to mention 
Jane Addams or W. E. B. Du Bois, must surely be wondering what they have 
conjured up. At a time when the world is so badly in need of rudimentary 
sociological insights, why would we barricade ourselves within an ever 
more fragile academic citadel or, on the critical side, turn against the one 
protection we have in the uphill struggle against social injustice, inequality, 
and oppression?

DEFINING THE FIELD, CLASSIFYING THE CLASSIFIERS

To make sense of the public sociology wars I believe we should follow 
Pierre Bourdieu, and examine the context, or more precisely the field, 
within which these wars are played out.1 But our following of Bourdieu 
should be a critical one. We need to problematize what, for Bourdieu, is 
the relevant field, namely the scientific field, which he regards as an arena 
of open competition among scientists. Competition within this field neces-
sarily leads to the concentration of scientific capital within a shrinking elite, 
but, for Bourdieu, concentration also guarantees the advance of science. 
The dynamism of science comes from “armed struggle among adversar-
ies who possess weapons whose power and effectiveness rises with the 
scientific capital collectively accumulated in and by the field” (Bourdieu 
2000:112–113). These struggles take place both within the elite and be-
tween the elite and its challenging successor generation. Scientific progress 
is a permanent revolution within the elite.

For Bourdieu, the scientific field must possess a certain autonomy from 
extra-scientific intervention. He is especially concerned about the dangers 
of encroachment by experts, journalist pretenders, intellectual dilettantes, 
and social reformers all trying to appropriate sociology’s mantle of science. 
For Bourdieu sociology, in particular, is always under threat of corruption 
and distortion because it delves into familiar subjects about which every-
one holds strong but ill-conceived opinions and theories. It is important, 
therefore, that sociology break with and distance itself from common sense, 
and defend its scientific character by developing an esoteric vocabulary, 
inaccessible to lay publics.
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How does this square with Bourdieu’s fame as a public sociologist, the 
most important and most distinguished public sociologist of our era? 
Bourdieu defends the autonomy of the field and the accumulation of 
capital within it as necessary for the development of science. The redeem-
ing feature of this science—sprung from its autonomy, liberated from the 
pressures of material necessity, enabling the free play of creative capacities, 
the leisured existence known as skholé—is the demystification and chal-
lenge it offers, so he claims, to the silent compulsion of symbolic domina-
tion—domination not even recognized as such. In other words, science by 
its very nature is subversive. But here lies the paradox: in this Bourdieu-
sian world the dominant classes have no interest in hearing sociology’s 
subversive message and the dominated classes are unable to comprehend 
the message, so deeply inscribed is their habituation to domination. Apart 
from critical intellectuals, therefore, it is not clear whom Bourdieu con-
sidered to be his publics. Bourdieu’s theory lagged behind his practice as 
a public sociologist whose messages, especially later in his life, reached 
millions of people.

Not surprisingly, then, Bourdieu was a strong advocate of an elite band 
of intellectuals he dubbed as “an international of intellectuals” that would 
be the “organic intellectual of humanity,” standing above humanity and 
defending humanity’s interests. Bourdieu’s lofty stance corresponds all too 
well with the commanding position he held at the Collège de France within 
the sharply pyramidal structure of French higher education. For all his cri-
tique of Sartre, the total intellectual, he became one himself, ensconced at 
the apex of the intellectual field he dissected with such acuity. In Bourdieu’s 
conception public sociology is both the privilege and the obligation of 
those who have accumulated scientific capital. This “traditional” public 
sociology is a mediated engagement with broad, thin, passive publics and, 
therefore, dependent on newsprint, magazines, radio, and television. Not 
for nothing did Bourdieu unleash jeremiads against the media for distort-
ing his messages, and usurping his role as scholar and scientist.

This traditional public sociology is a far cry from the organic public 
sociology that underlies many of the chapters in this book, and that drew 
only contempt from Bourdieu. For here the sociologist does not pronounce 
from the rafters but directly engages with publics in the trenches of society. 
Organic public sociologists are more modest and less visible than the tra-
ditional public sociologist. Their relations to publics—narrower but thicker 
and more active—are unmediated rather than mediated, not resting on a 
vast accumulation of academic capital. To understand their place in sociol-
ogy we need to go beyond Bourdieu’s scientific field, which corresponds 
to what I call professional knowledge, and examine the disciplinary field 
that includes policy, public, and critical knowledges as well as professional 
knowledge.
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The wars over public sociology are first struggles over the very definition 
of sociology, what Bourdieu would call a classification struggle. We will 
find that, with notable exceptions, those sociologists who inhabit lofty po-
sitions in the academic world are more likely to defend a narrow scientific 
conception of sociology, along the lines of Bourdieu, whereas those in less 
elite places are more likely to defend a broader definition of the field as a 
discipline that embraces critical, policy, and public sociologies as distinct 
knowledges. The extension of sociology from a scientific to a disciplinary 
field brings to the fore a set of relations of domination and exploitation and 
their corresponding struggles that are beyond Bourdieu’s narrow purview 
of the scientific field.

The scientific field is but the summit of a hierarchical disciplinary field. 
In the United States the scientific field rests on armies of teachers in state 
universities and community colleges who teach excessive amounts for mod-
est compensation. More directly, research departments depend on legions 
of graduate students who not only do most of the face-to-face teaching and 
grading but also perform mind numbing operations of research. Together, 
they make possible the scientific practice of the elite. Of these exploited 
under-laborers we hear all too little in Bourdieu’s account, but they feed the 
struggles over and within the broader definition of the disciplinary field. 
Like Bourdieu many “professionals” want to obscure their dependence on 
cheap labor by confining the definition of the field to “science,” and either 
expel public sociology, as a relatively autonomous form of knowledge, or 
bring it under their control, prompting many “public sociologists,” to react, 
in turn, against the exclusivism of professional sociology.

Thus, my claim that the four sociologies define the elements of a poten-
tially integrated division of labor gathers enemies on all sides, but in ex-
pressing their enmity they simultaneously underline its gravitational power, 
shaping struggles emanating from different locations in that division of 
labor. In the very modes of its rejection, I will try to show that this fourfold 
scheme maps the positions and accounts for the corresponding perspectives 
that lead to the struggles of players within the field of sociology, and, argu-
ably, any other discipline. The power of a field manifests itself not only in 
determining the range of orientations to sociology, what Bourdieu would 
call “position-takings” and what I will call “positional perspectives,” under-
lining the link between position and perspective. Each actor also defines his 
or her positional perspective in relation to the others. That is to say, each 
actor works with an implicit cognitive map of the field, governing his or her 
strategies with regard to the adoption or critique of positional perspectives. 
Each is oriented to others as defined by their positions in the field.

The adoption of positional perspectives—hostility to public sociology, 
the defense of professional sociology, the embrace of critical sociology, 
and so forth—is not random, but nor is it simply founded in some abstract 
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rationality (as we tend to delude ourselves as intellectuals). Rather our 
positional perspectives are conditioned by and correspond to our inter-
ests as defined by the positions we hold within the academic field, and in 
particular by the distribution of field-specific capital, what I call academic 
capital.2 Just as we are skeptical of the rationalizations of the people we 
study, so we have to be skeptical about our own justifications, our own 
folk understandings, our own logics of practice. Indeed, as Bourdieu would 
say, our reflexivity is, or should be, precisely what marks us out as sociolo-
gists. My attempt here is only a preliminary sketch of such a field analysis. 
It is not intended as a cynical ploy to discredit everyone but myself, but to 
better comprehend the field in which we work so as to better understand 
the unity that underlies our disunity, the common project obscured by the 
public sociology wars.3

WARS OF CONSERVATION

Let me begin by first summarizing the fourfold scheme that defines the 
division of sociological labor. It was designed to replace tired divisions 
between micro and macro, quantitative and qualitative, pure and applied, 
positivist and hermeneutic, theoretical and empirical work. The fourfold 
scheme is based on two questions: “knowledge for whom?” and “knowl-
edge for what?” In response to the first question we have two audiences: 
academic and extra-academic. In response to the second question we have 
two types of knowledge: instrumental knowledge concerned with means to 
solve puzzles in our research programs (professional sociology) and to 
solve problems as defined by policy makers (policy sociology), and reflexive 
knowledge concerned with the ends of society, involving the interrogation 
of the foundations of research programs (critical sociology) and public 
discussion and dialogue about the fundamental direction of society (public 
sociology). These then are my four types of knowledge-practice that is to say 
ways of producing knowledge (see table 25.1). They exist in a matrix of an-
tagonism and interdependence, varying over history and among countries, 
and through which individual sociologists move (or don’t move) as their 
careers unfold. Of course, sociologists may combine two or more types of 
sociology, and a given work of sociology may appear simultaneously in 

Table 25.1. The Division of Sociological Labor

 Academic Audience Extra-Academic Audience

Instrumental Knowledge PROFESSIONAL POLICY
Reflexive Knowledge CRITICAL PUBLIC



 The Public Sociology Wars 455

more than one quadrant. My task here, however, is to examine the perspec-
tives toward our disciplinary division of labor as enunciated by different 
players, situated differently within it.

Professional Sociology

When considering the United States we must start from the domination 
of instrumental over reflexive knowledge, and, indeed, the supremacy of 
the professional over the other three types of knowledge. This domina-
tion is built into the conditions of work and the system of rewards, giving 
power and status to departments and individuals that have the material 
and symbolic resources to prioritize research. We publicly consecrate lead-
ers whom we deem eminent in the field of research, who have had careers 
of outstanding publications, and we rank departments in terms of their 
reputation and/or their research output. The distribution of jobs, justified 
as a meritocratic order, operates like a system of family strategies in which 
graduate students are exchanged among the leading research departments.

In this way the ascendancy of professional knowledge reproduces itself 
silently as a form of symbolic domination, that is domination that is not 
recognized as such, or that is so taken for granted as not to be questioned. 
From the narrow perspective of a self-contained professional sociology, 
the challenge of public sociology is best met by silence in the hope it will 
simply melt away. But it wouldn’t melt away, tempting defenders of profes-
sional sociology to enter into what we might call a “war of position” against 
public sociology. The silent unrecognized compulsion of symbolic domi-
nation gave way to hegemonic strategies in which professional sociologists 
present their interests as the interests of all.

The first hegemonic strategy is to argue that sociology is not ready to 
go public. It is an immature science that has not produced reliable truths. 
Thus, Charles Tittle, a criminologist, in an essay titled “The Arrogance of 
Public Sociology,” says our knowledge is so primitive as to be dangerous. If 
released into the public sphere, we can only discredit ourselves.

At the moment, though, sociologists do not have that body of reliable knowl-
edge and the public pretense that we do actually undermines any hope of 
influencing society or of obtaining the support necessary for developing such 
knowledge. Lay people know we have weak knowledge and in response they 
accord us little credibility. We, in turn, continually undermine the little respect 
we might otherwise have by trying to promote our ideas (a form of ideology) 
in the guise of superior knowledge. Most of the time we actually do not know 
as much as we pretend and even when there is a chance we might provide or 
compile useful information, people do not trust us. (Tittle 2004:1641–1642)
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We can argue the “truth” of these claims but that is not my purpose here. 
Rather I look upon these claims as more or less successful strategies to 
maintain the dominance of self-referential professional sociology.

Defending the integrity of professional sociology is also at the heart of 
Lynn Smith-Lovin’s (2007) concern that the pursuit of public sociology 
could lead to divisive value conflicts within our already fragile profession. 
The divisions in the world would be imported back into our departments, 
threatening sociology’s scientific project. The dangers of public sociology 
are also uppermost in Steve Brint’s (2005) wide-ranging assault. Again, not 
only is sociology unprepared for a public role, but the public is not ready 
for sociology. The theory of society that undergirds my vision of public so-
ciology—in particular its close link to civil society—is misguided. I under-
estimate both the problematic character of civil society and the potentiality 
of spaces within the state. “It is a bit distressing to see civil society treated 
with such gauzy romanticism, while the state is described as ‘despotic’ and 
the market simply a ‘tyranny.’ Here again, rhetoric is stronger than analysis” 
(Brint 2005:54; see also Brady 2004). Burawoy’s scheme is not only danger-
ous and divisive, inflating the public importance of sociology, but is itself 
an example of bad sociology, unduly influenced by his political orienta-
tion. The world is not ready for public sociology, so we must give “moral 
centrality” to professional sociology.

Andrew Abbott (2007) makes a different case for the moral centrality 
of professional knowledge in his advance of a humanist sociology that 
collapses the four sociologies into one. He does not fear the importation 
of values into the discipline but the pretension that we can work without 
values. He attacks the fourfold scheme of sociology for its separation of 
instrumental and reflexive knowledge, insisting on the inseparability of the 
cognitive and the moral dimensions. Far from being divisive, value stances 
are part and parcel of the scientific project. Having collapsed the reflexive 
into the instrumental, he expels the public-policy axis as a political proj-
ect which has no place in our discipline. Craig Calhoun (2005) follows a 
similar strategy of collapsing dimensions, only he stresses more the dangers 
of extra-academic engagement—the fear that policy or public sociology, if 
given too much autonomy, would invade and violate the integrity of pro-
fessional sociology. If there is to be a public sociology it must be strictly 
under the control of the professionals.

These positional perspectives of professional sociology do not vilify 
public sociology but are more concerned to patrol its presence within our 
discipline. This incorporationist strategy was more openly formulated by a 
panel of critics at Ohio State University. Douglas Downey, James Moodey, 
and Pamela Paxton argued that, while they were not opposed to public 
sociology—indeed Douglas Downey and James Moodey were full of ex-
amples of the dissemination of their own research findings—they feared its 
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autonomy. The self-regulation of our discipline by its anointed guardians 
was threatened by a relatively autonomous public sociology that would be 
accountable and not just relevant to publics.

Pamela Paxton was most explicit, attacking the scientific veracity of pub-
lic sociology with an elaborate statistical analysis of the number and type 
of citations in public sociology articles as opposed to corresponding pro-
fessional peer-reviewed articles. At least she brings some evidence to bear 
on the matter, but in so doing Paxton pathologizes public sociology—con-
demned as bad science, as violating the standards of our discipline. Paxton 
chooses cases that demonstrate her point rather than assessing the wide 
gamut of public sociologies. But, more deeply, her approach subjects public 
sociology to a standard of truth, a correspondence notion of truth, which 
professional sociology valorizes as the only notion of truth. She moves the 
attack on public sociology from incorporation to expulsion.

If Paxton pathologizes public sociology, Mathieu Deflem initiated a more 
aggressive “war of movement,” demonizing public sociology as a cover for 
the infiltration of a perfidious Marxism. With a wry sense of humor, Fran-
çois Nielsen (2004) makes the same point, noting that public sociology 
appeared with the collapse of communism and looks like a new packaging 
of old Marxist ideas. “Because it promotes advocacy based on moral politi-
cal values and overestimates the consensus on values, and because there are 
unresolved issues concerning its association with a Marxist political agenda, 
public sociology does not fit easily within a profession oriented to norms 
of scientific-scholarly objectivity” (Nielsen 2004:1626). This, of course, is 
an argument by innuendo and ad hominem without any attempt to seri-
ously consider the advocacy of public sociology by myself or anyone else, 
reducing public sociologies to a single political project, subversive of sci-
entific sociology, itself a taken-for-granted category. David Boyns and Jesse 
Fletcher (2005) take a less conspiratorial view of the supposed affiliation of 
Marxism and public sociology, but nonetheless argue that the association is 
there and is a liability that can only introduce further fragmentation into an 
already fragmented discipline. They conclude their measured critique that 
sociology has not yet achieved sufficient maturity and internal consensus 
to go public.

Policy Sociology

The positional perspective of policy sociology is closely allied to that of 
professional sociology, especially as the former depends upon the integrity 
and legitimacy of the latter. In a disquisition that ranges over a series of 
policy issues, from war to drugs, from educational achievement to birth 
control, Arthur Stinchcombe argues that we are so poor in our predictions 
that we had better stay locked up in our ivory tower working away at our 
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truths. “We should not be distracted by contributing to public discourse, 
and that what we do along that line is not likely to be much use to the 
public” (Stinchcombe 2007:135). Douglas Massey (2007), on the other 
hand, has no such hesitations, but this leads him to take a far more aggres-
sive stance against the politicization of sociology, epitomized, for him, by 
official resolutions made by the American Sociological Association, such 
as the one against the Iraq war. He claims that sociology’s politicization is 
dragging down its—and, particularly, “his”—influence in Washington. We 
need to be more like the Population Association of America that sticks to 
science and refrains from taking political positions and, thus, has greater 
credibility on the Beltway.

Of course, as Massey knows from his own experience the space for so-
ciology within the federal U.S. state is very limited, especially in an era of 
neoliberalism that does not even recognize the existence of the social. To 
scapegoat ASA resolutions as the source of ineffectiveness misplaces the 
source of the problem. Scapegoating reaches fever pitch in Jonathan Turn-
er’s declaration of war on public sociology as the reason for sociology’s lack 
of wider influence. He believes that sociology, as it is now constituted, is 
beyond the pale, beyond reform. His angry denunciations are strangely out 
of sync with his commitment to a dispassionate pure science, ending with a 
radical proposal to expunge the virus by splitting the discipline in two:

We will penetrate the public’s consciousness and places where important deci-
sions are made when we demonstrate again and again over a period of some 
decades that we possess an important body of knowledge. The only way for so-
ciology to become more influential is to be a discipline committed to science 
and engineering, however you want to re-label the latter. Sadly, the years since 
I received my Ph.D. have seen just the opposite trend: inclusion of politicized 
social movements and their attendant ideology as not only subject matter (a 
quite legitimate activity for a scientist) but also as epistemology and as a world-
view. We have critical this and critical that; many sociologists do not educate 
students as much as they seek to indoctrinate them into their identity politics 
or their moral vision of how the world should be. Of course, not all sociolo-
gists do this. I would guess that the discipline is split right down the middle 
between those who use the lectern as a pulpit and those who teach knowledge 
in an objective manner and let students decide for themselves how they will 
use this knowledge to frame their own beliefs. Given this even split, the best 
solution is to institutionalize this split into two sociologies—humanistic/activ-
ist sociology (or some such label) and scientific sociology (or some alternative 
label, with my preference being “social physics”). (Turner 2005:44)

Turner would turn us back to the proclamations of Auguste Comte for 
a positive sociology but without examining who, beyond sociology, might 
be interested in such sociological engineering in this era of market funda-
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mentalism. Impotent in the world beyond he pursues a “war of movement” 
against the treacherous critical sociology.

As one surveys the strategies of containing the “danger” of public sociol-
ogy, I am reminded of Foucault’s description of the leper and the plague. 
The first we control through expulsion and the second through detailed reg-
ulation. Broadly, these are the strategies of conservation, but they emanate, 
in the first place, from the successful demystification and denaturaliza-
tion of the domination of professional sociology. To understand how the 
symbolic power of professionalism has been dislodged, we must examine 
the subversive strategies, the challenging perspectives of critical and public 
sociology.

WARS OF SUBVERSION

Just as there is a close alliance of professional and policy sociologies, so 
there is often a seamless transition between critical and public sociology. 
Critical sociology takes the offensive against professional and policy sociol-
ogy in order to create a space for public sociology.

Critical Sociology

As one might expect critical sociologists take a stance that is the mirror 
opposite of the policy sociologists. Thus, former president of the American 
Sociological Association, Frances Fox Piven (2007) questions the possibility 
and the propriety of a policy science and condemns those who would seek 
out patrons in government. She calls for a public sociology that addresses 
“the problems of people at the lower end of the many hierarchies that 
define our society” (Piven 2007:163). As against policy science and even 
neutered public sociology, she openly advocates the politicized sociologist. 
Against positivist science she argues for participatory research that upholds 
collaboration with oppressed groups, and racial minorities.

Just as policy sociology is founded in a neutral vision of scientific research, 
so the critique of policy science is closely tied to the critique of professional 
sociology. Thus, Stanley Aronowitz (2005) indicts professional sociology 
for its disciplinary chauvinism, and its tacit nationalism while Behrooz 
Ghamari-Tabrizi (2005) goes further in condemning “the colonial core” of 
U.S. professional sociology. Judy Stacey (2007) formulates her criticisms in a 
series of utopian proposals that would make sociology a more cosmopolitan 
discipline, connected to the rest of the world with university exchanges; that 
would make sociology a more engaged and engaging discipline, by having 
a moratorium on academic publishing every few years, by embracing public 
sociology as a criterion for academic promotions, by organizing exchanges 



460 Chapter 25

among disciplines and between disciplines and the extra-academic world, 
by improving standards of academic writing. In this volume Herb Gans 
follows a similar line as Stacey, continuing his defense of public sociology, 
and pointing to institutional reforms necessary for its advance—more fund-
ing, different career incentives, and changes in graduate training. Like Stacey 
he believes that the advance of public sociology can only be good for the 
discipline.

Ben Agger (2007) adopts a far more aggressive posture, mounting a “war 
of movement” from below. Unmasking the rituals of academic publish-
ing, and condemning the irrelevance of professional sociology, he does to 
professional sociology what Paxton does to public sociology—condemning 
professional sociology tout court on the basis of egregious cases of unproven 
typicality. If Brint, Neilson, Turner, Boyns and Fletcher, attacked public 
sociology for politicizing the discipline, now critical sociology returns the 
compliment by revealing the professional defense of value neutrality as a 
political project in its own right.

Critical sociology not only fires arrows at professional and policy sociol-
ogy, but can also turn on public sociology itself—or, at least, the variant 
I have embraced rooted in the interdependence of four knowledges. Thus 
Agger (2007) declares war on public sociology—the one rooted in the 
fourfold scheme—as irredeemably contaminated by “mainstream” sociol-
ogy. More specifically, Joan Acker (2005) warns about not taking feminism 
sufficiently seriously: “any revitalized public sociology that does not incor-
porate the feminist insights about the systemic nature of gender subordi-
nation will be in danger of giving support to movements that inevitably 
reproduce domination” (Acker 2005:328). Rose Brewer reminds us of the 
impact of African Studies, Ethnic Studies, Black Studies that arose precisely 
out of an inseparable connection of community and academy. For her so-
ciology, and its public face, is “too enmeshed in the dominant discourses 
and policy practices of the day” (Brewer 2005:358). Along similar lines, 
Evelyn Nakano Glenn (2007) denounces the fourfold scheme of sociology 
as the “disembodied voice” of a white male positioned in an elite establish-
ment—another exclusivist particularism parading as universalism.

Public Sociology

Turning, finally, to the stance of public sociology itself, we do, of course, 
find many who embrace the fourfold scheme as legitimating what they 
have been doing all their life—not as something separate from but part of 
their vocation as sociologists. Such upholders are less likely to be the cel-
ebrated traditional public sociologists who have achieved acclaim through 
national prominence, but rather the organic public sociologists who have 
been working tirelessly and invisibly in the trenches of civil society. This 
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handbook is a testimony to their commitment and an acknowledgment of 
their importance.

This is not to say that those who speak from the stance of public sociol-
ogy view the relations among the four types of sociology as harmonious. 
Far from it. Charlotte Ryan (2004) describes the tensions between the 
rhythms and incentives of an academic career and the demands of a com-
munity based program (Media Research and Action Project or MRAP) at 
Boston College—tensions that inhibited collaboration across the univer-
sity-community divide. William Gamson (2004), who inspired MRAP from 
the beginning, reflects on the difficulty of obtaining university and founda-
tion support for such a program. A different skepticism comes from Patricia 
Hill Collins (2007) who interrogates the significance of labeling something 
as “public sociology,” whether it might not play into the hands of profes-
sional sociology, facilitating its neutralization, marginalization, and even 
stigmatization. In the end she declares her support for the project but not 
without misgivings that recognition has its costs.

For others professional sociology is a major obstacle to the successful 
pursuit of public sociology. Sharon Hays (2007) is passionately committed 
to public sociology—if sociology is not public then it might as well not 
exist. She would want everyone to be a public sociologist. In this project 
the enemy is encamped behind the ramparts of professional sociology, 
but an enemy suffering from false consciousness. She projects a utopia in 
which the fourfold division of labor is subject to the supremacy of public 
sociology. Charles Derber (2004), a public sociologist in both organic and 
traditional modes, is more explicit about the opposition faced by any such 
elevation of public sociology.

Professionalism is a part of an ongoing political struggle for ideological he-
gemony and the control of knowledge. . . . The movement toward historical 
emancipation might then eventually transform or abolish professional sociol-
ogy and professionalism more broadly, creating a different knowledge and class 
structure. It would integrate what we now call sociology into a system of knowl-
edge production and organization that would have far more public participa-
tion, accountability, and accessibility. But any such transformation, in abolish-
ing professional sociology, would also abolish the other three sociologies as 
part of a reconstruction of the entire knowledge system. (Derber 2004:121)

Even he recognizes, however, that the survival of the public sociologist 
requires a minimal adherence to academic rules of the game, so his revolu-
tion may prove to be more partial than he lets on.

The danger of a revolutionary strategy—the strategy of frontal assault—is 
that it will bring down the entire field, and public sociology with it. Better 
to prosecute a self-limiting revolution that seeks not to overthrow profes-
sional sociology, but to use it as a shield against external enemies. Even 



462 Chapter 25

those who do not see the redeeming virtues of professional sociology as an 
end in itself, should see it as an important fortification in struggles beyond 
the academy, providing some protection against the hostilities any suc-
cessful critical public sociologist will inevitably face. A subversive strategy, 
therefore, seeks not to overthrow the division of sociological labor but to 
rearticulate its relations of domination.

BEHIND THE WARS

Warriors for and against public sociology position themselves in relation 
to the perspectives of others, announcing their views with a surety that they 
alone are right and rational. As academics we have an interest in portraying 
ourselves as above interests, as without interests. To attack others as moti-
vated by interests other than truth is a violation of the rules of the scientific 
game, although of course they are violated all the time.

We know a war is being waged when academics publicly discredit their 
opponents by “unmasking” interests behind their supposed “rationality,” 
when professionals point to critical sociologists as “interested” in destroy-
ing the discipline while critical sociologists accuse professionals as only “in-
terested” in consolidating their disciplinary domination. The widespread 
discrediting of the perspectives of others calls for a systematic account of 
the interests at work within the sociological field. Academic fields, no less 
than others, are a terrain of clashing interests.

Following Bourdieu, one seeks out the field-specific capital that governs 
the strategies of its actors. I will define the field-specific capital in the dis-
ciplinary field as academic capital, which can be estimated from an indi-
vidual sociologist’s curriculum vitae. It includes the number of articles and 
books published and by whom, it includes citation counts, it includes the 
number and size of research grants, and it includes the recognition given 
to a sociologist by peers in the form of awards and prizes. Of course, the 
very definition of academic capital is subject to contestation so that, for 
example, for some successful teaching adds to academic capital while for 
others it is irrelevant.

For the purposes of this chapter and as a first approximation I assess aca-
demic capital by the standing of the department to which a person belongs 
on the broad supposition that competitive entry into departments is based 
on the accumulation of academic capital. I define the top 16 departments, 
as ranked by U.S. News and World Report in 2005, as elite and the remain-
der non-elite. This ranking is a reputational ranking conducted by heads of 
departments and graduate advisors so it has all sorts of biases—not least, 
one that favors departments that produce the most Ph.D.s—but this is a 
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totally preliminary venture, exploring what direction such an analysis of the 
sociological field might take.

I have categorized the 35 U.S. contributions to 5 symposia (Social Forces, 
Social Problems, The American Sociologist, Critical Sociology, and the collection 
Public Sociology: Fifteen Eminent Sociologists Debate Politics and the Profession 
in the Twenty-First Century) by the present department of their authors and 
by the positional perspective they hold. Attaching a definitive positional 
perspective to each contributor, based on these articles, is very difficult 
so I have sometimes invoked other information. Especially difficult is the 
separation of professional from policy perspectives, and public from critical 
perspectives as sociologists often circulate between these—an interesting 
observation in itself. I have, nonetheless, attempted it, giving more weight 
to deep extra-academic commitment since that is more costly in a world 
where the disciplinary culture is so strong. That is to say, if an author ex-
presses a commitment to policy sociology as well as professional sociology, 
I have categorized them as having a policy perspective, if they express a 
commitment to public sociology as well as critical sociology or professional 
sociology I have categorized them as having a public sociology perspective. 
Finally, I make no claim that the contributors to the symposia are repre-
sentative of the wider discipline, since they were largely chosen by editors 
and/or organizers for the perspectives they might be expected to defend. 
Still, the point here is not to map the whole field, but to point to what such 
a mapping would entail and to see if already in this set there is a linkage 
between academic capital, crudely defined, and positional perspective.

The first finding is that the critical and public sociologists are, as one 
would expect, concentrated overwhelmingly in non-elite departments. 
Only 2 out of 25 are to be found in elite departments and they interest-
ingly enough are William Julius Wilson and Orlando Patterson, both black 
sociologists at Harvard University, and both with a very high public profile. 
At the same time, as table 25.2 shows, there is no such simple correlation 
of professional and policy sociology with membership of elite departments, 
since 4 out of 10 professional-policy sociologists are to be found in non-elite 

Table 25.2. Perspectives by Department of Employment

PROFESSIONAL POLICY
Elite = 5 (1), Non-Elite = 3 (0) Elite = 1 (0), Non-Elite = 1 (0)

CRITICAL PUBLIC
Elite = 0 (0), Non-Elite = 8 (5) Elite = 2 (0), Non-Elite = 15 (7)

Note: Figures in parentheses refer to number of women.
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departments. We also see that women are overwhelming concentrated in 
non-elite departments where they practice some form of critical-public so-
ciology, although again this distribution is less a reflection of our discipline 
as a whole than of the way women contributors were chosen, namely on the 
basis of their feminist or critical race orientations.

In order to better capture the interests driving the different perspectives 
I included a second dimension of academic capital, the department where 
sociologists were trained. Is it elite or non-elite? The argument is that de-
partment of origin, the ranking of the Ph.D. degree, is as determining of 
academic capital as the department of employment. Table 25.3 presents 
this dimension by itself, and it shows that all but one of the professional 
and policy sociologists are trained in elite departments, but the critical and 
public sociologists are trained in both elite and non-elite departments. This, 
too, is not surprising since elite departments produce many more graduate 
students than can be accommodated in their faculty ranks, so there is bound 
to be a considerable movement from elite to non-elite departments. In other 
words, professional-policy orientations are shaped heavily by training whereas 
critical-public orientations are more shaped by department of employment.

If we combine department of training with department of employment, 
and switch the table around to ask how academic trajectory shapes ori-
entation we discover in table 25.4 that those who are trained in an elite 
department and end up in an elite department are very likely to adopt a 
professional-policy perspective whereas those who spend their whole lives 
in a non-elite environment are very likely to possess a critical-public ori-
entation. There are very few who manage to move from non-elite to elite 
departments. In fact, they are again the two black scholars at Harvard.

The most interesting category is made up of those who move from elite 
to non-elite caught as they are between two worlds. Within our small and 
selected population three hold on to a professional-policy orientation, 
whereas the rest (11) assume a critical-public orientation. The divisions 
within our disciplines are often the most acutely felt within this group. Here 
we find the most outspoken critics as well as the shock troops of profession-
alism, here, in other words, we find dissidents and technocrats side-by-side. 
Indeed, the non-elite department, full of active sociologists trained in elite 
departments, is often the theater of civil war between technocrats and dissi-
dents. Such departments may be also collectively mobilized along the lines 

Table 25.3. Perspectives by Department of Training

PROFESSIONAL POLICY
Elite = 7, Non-Elite = 1 Elite = 2, Non-Elite = 0

CRITICAL PUBLIC
Elite = 3, Non-Elite = 5 Elite = 8, Non-Elite = 9
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of public sociology; they may become a niche department that prides itself 
in teaching and public engagement. More likely, they undertake a project 
of collective “upward mobility,” like the Sanskritization of caste, seeking to 
ascend the rankings by “mainstreaming,” by accentuating the commitment 
to publications in the American Journal of Sociology, the American Sociological 
Review, placing graduate students in elite departments, celebrating recogni-
tions by the American Sociological Association, and so forth.

In the end no research department, elite or non-elite, can escape these 
tensions, but nor can the American Sociological Association itself. From its 
inception in 1905, the ASA has been a battleground between profession-
als seeking to centralize control in their hands and countervailing critical 
voices, calling for internal democracy and stronger public engagement. 
Thus, the inter-war struggles led to the creation of the Sociological Research 
Association in 1937, a self-selected elite who would act as guardians of the 
profession, while the breakaway Society for the Study of Social Problems 
created in 1951 was an attempt to wrest control from the professionals and 
to engage more directly with questions of social justice. The recent struggles 
for public sociology continue this tradition. They began as a reaction to 
oligarchic tendencies that were concentrating control within the executive 
council, a reaction that came to a head in a struggle over the editorship of 
the American Sociological Review (1999–2000). Since then the professional 
elite has had to relinquish its influence over key positions such as ASA 
president, and thus over the program at its annual meeting, over the mul-
tiplying sections that conduct their business with a considerable measure 
of autonomy, and over the formulation of political resolutions. The move 
away from oligarchic control, together with the discussion of public issues, 
brought in new members and record attendances at the annual meetings. 
The association is no longer so firmly controlled by a priesthood of aging 
white males from the elite departments.

Table 25.4. The Effect of Academic Trajectory on Perspective
 

Department of EmploymentDepartment
of Training Elite Non-Elite

Elite Professional Policy Professional Policy
 5  1 2 1
 Critical Public Critical Public
 0 0 3 8

Non-Elite Professional Policy Professional Policy
 0 0 1 0
 Critical Public Critical Public
 0 2 5 7
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We are now in a better position to understand the public sociology wars. 
Symbolic domination—domination without overt resistance because dom-
ination is not recognized as such—is secured through the legitimation of 
academic capital, awarded for objective scientific research and consecrated 
in the leaders of our field. Competition for recognition and for research 
funds keeps the field alive, and concentrates resources in the hands of the 
few, while obscuring the conditions of their existence, namely the armies 
of teachers who have few if any opportunities to gain admission to the in-
ner sanctum. In this realm of professional sociology, there are struggles but 
they are largely confined to the tenure of individual sociologists, the mobil-
ity of departments up the rankings, the succession of leaders, the editorial 
boards of major journals, and so forth.

The struggle for public sociology threatens the equilibrium of our dis-
cipline, demystifying the invisible domination of professional sociology, 
compelling it to come out into the open and defend its interests as the 
interests of all. So now professional sociologists defend their hegemony 
vis-à-vis public and critical sociology either by declaring sociology as not 
mature enough to enter the public realm, or arguing the opposite, declaring 
themselves to be public sociologists, but insinuating a distinction between 
their authentic and the other’s inauthentic public sociology. We can call 
these hegemonic strategies, in which the professionals position themselves 
as representing the interests of all, a war of position. A more aggressive 
strategy, that is a war of movement, is to condemn public sociology as self-
defeating, as discrediting the entire sociological enterprise, or alternatively, 
a hopeless enterprise because no one is listening to us. At the extreme 
public sociology is demonized as “political orientation in non-partisan 
clothing” (Brint 2005), which justifies infantilizing and sanctioning its sup-
porters, expelling them if necessary.

One war of movement begets another. Critical sociologists attack pro-
fessional sociology for its self-referentiality, disciplinary chauvinism, and 
a latent political project of its own, denouncing policy sociologists as the 
servants of power. Behind the shock troops of critical sociology, however, 
lie alternative visions of sociology, valorizing not academic capital but 
what we might call an extra-academic or temporal capital—capital valorized 
through forms of public recognition. Public sociologies march to the tune 
of dialogic engagement rather than empirical-theoretical knowledge, a 
consensus rather than a correspondence view of truth, norms of relevance 
rather than norms of science, accountable to publics rather than peers. This 
is a war of position from below—a project centered around temporal capi-
tal that potentially challenges the supremacy of academic capital, constitut-
ing an alternative but always subjugated hegemony.

In considering this subjugated hegemony a distinction should be made 
between two types of public sociology. On the one hand there is traditional 
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public sociology, which uses academic capital to accumulate temporal capital. 
Here I am referring to the way professional leaders command authority in 
the public realm for the scientific expertise they vaunt. This is the public 
sociology of David Riesman, William Julius Wilson, Robert Bellah, Arlie 
Hochschild—public sociologists who see no clash between the two forms 
of capital. To the contrary each fosters the accumulation of the other. So the 
defenders of traditional public sociology will campaign for the recognition 
of temporal capital in professional publications, such as the new sociology 
magazine, Contexts, in professional appointments and promotions. We can 
call this the incorporation of public sociology.

On the other hand, far more threatening but institutionally much weaker, 
is an organic public sociology that offers an alternative vision of sociology, de-
mystifying and censuring the domination of academic capital, calling for a 
new science of public engagement. Here we find varieties of participatory 
action research as well as certain feminist methodologies which pose the 
question of “whose knowledge?” From Paulo Freire to Dorothy Smith they 
problematize conventional sociological methods as furthering elite domi-
nation, and develop alternative techniques of collaborative research. Such 
organic public sociologists oppose positivist science as inauthentic. They 
champion their own participatory methods as the basis for an alternative 
and more authentic science. Organic public sociology—sociologists work-
ing with local communities, neighborhood associations, churches, labor 
movements, and so forth—is far more widespread but also less visible than 
traditional public sociology. As the public face of professional sociology, 
traditional public sociology can be deployed to stifle the more radical chal-
lenge of an organic public sociology—neutralizing the war of position from 
below. Alternatively, the two can work in concert with traditional public so-
ciology acting as an umbrella and protection for a grassroots movement of 
organic public sociologies, but in turn being inspired by that movement.

BEYOND THE WARS

What, then, are these disciplinary struggles about? Why are they so intense? 
Are they more intense in sociology than in other disciplines? If so, why? 
Is it because sociologists are more reflexive about who they are and what 
they do, as Bourdieu might say? Is it because sociologists write and research 
matters about which everyone has an opinion, continually threatening the 
boundary between sociology and common sense? Is it because sociologists 
are so insecure about the scientific status of their discipline? What, in the 
final analysis, defines the specificity of sociology that might account for 
these wars but also lead beyond the wars? It is to these questions that I now 
turn, albeit in a brief manner.
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Appearances notwithstanding, the intensity of the public sociology wars 
do betray an underlying commitment to the field of sociology, understood 
not as an elite scientific field (Bourdieu) but as a broader disciplinary field. 
Whether the strategies are conservative or subversive, accommodating or 
revolutionary, the object and terrain of struggle is the shared disciplinary 
field of sociology and perspectives adopted broadly reflect location within 
the division of sociological labor, which in turn reflect positions within 
the system of higher education. Following Bourdieu, one can say that it 
is through such struggles that the unity of the field and its boundaries are 
constituted. I have depicted the struggles organized around the antagonism 
between the four sociologies, while the chapters of this book underline 
their fructifying interdependence. What is the unity that these chapters por-
tend, and how can we bring it to the fore?

Our shared commitments come into focus, once we attend to our origins, 
and the fate of sociology in different societies. Sociology grew up with the 
rise of civil society at the end of the nineteenth century—those associa-
tions, movements, and publics that are neither part of the state nor of the 
economy. Sociology disappears or goes underground with civil society as 
we see in Hitler’s Germany, Salazar’s Portugal, Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s 
China, and Pinochet’s Chile. Sociology thrives when civil society flourishes, 
as we saw in the twilight of apartheid, the Soviet Union, post-revolution-
ary Portugal, the civil rights era in the United States. Looking at matters 
historically and geographically, we find strong links between the vibrancy 
of sociology and the strength of civil society.

Civil society is not simply the object of knowledge for sociology—we 
examine much more—but rather the standpoint from which we study the 
world. That is to say we study the economy in terms of its effects upon civil 
society (atomizing relations, creating inequality, generating social move-
ments) or civil society’s contribution to the existence of the economy (sup-
porting the non-contractual elements of contract, the networks that make 
markets possible, etc.). Equally, we study the state from the standpoint of 
its effects on civil society (the application of violence, the generation of 
social policy, the justification of domination) and vice versa the effects 
of civil society on the state (generating or absorbing conflicts, stabilizing 
democracy, etc.).

Civil society is not a homogeneous entity. It is no more homogeneous, no 
less at war with itself, than sociology. It is riven with conflicts, hierarchies, 
and exclusions, many of them deriving from the invasion or colonization 
by market and state. More generally, as a relatively autonomous realm civil 
society is Janus-faced. On the one side it serves to reproduce existing patterns 
of domination through the organization of consent; on the other side, it is 
the terrain for burgeoning conflicts that challenge patterns of domination. 
So sociology, too, is Janus-faced, on the one side conservatizing interests to 
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preserve an autonomous profession and on the other side subversive strug-
gles that reflect public engagement. The two-sided character of sociology is 
no epiphenomenon or mirror reflection of the two-sided character of civil 
society, but nonetheless there is a correspondence between the two.

That having been said, civil society does also have an underlying integ-
rity, an underlying resilience that repels the assault of markets and states, 
an underlying telos that imagines institutions of self-regulation. It is one 
function of public sociology to establish the grounds of that integrity, to 
make that integrity the subject of interrogation, which is why there cannot 
and should not be a single public sociology, but there has to be a multi-
plicity of public sociologies, catering to different segments of civil society. 
The multiplication of public sociologies, while generating conflict within 
sociology, nonetheless reflects a higher unity, a thickening of civil society, 
and a more effective defense against markets and states. We do share a com-
mon perspective, despite our differences, in and through our differences. 
The chapters of this handbook, starting with Vince Jeffries’s integrative so-
ciology, are testimony to that common project. Once we focus on specific 
problems of public concern—domestic violence, child labor, professional-
ism, human rights, civil war, community organizing, incarceration, and 
so forth—from whatever quadrant of our discipline many of our internal 
differences miraculously evaporate.

Here then lies the specificity of sociology as compared to other disci-
plines. It takes the standpoint of civil society and valorizes the social, as op-
posed to economics that takes the standpoint of the economy and valorizes 
the market, and political science that takes the standpoint of the state and 
valorizes political order. This is not to say that these disciplines are homo-
geneous since they too are fields with dominant and dominated perspec-
tives. Within economics there are growing tendencies toward institutional 
analysis and there is even an oppositional organization called post-autistic 
economics. Political science’s embrace of economic models generated the 
“perestroika” counter-movement. So sociologists can find allies within 
these two disciplines. At the same time, sociology is not impervious to 
the influence of the dominant paradigms within economics (the rational 
choice tendency) and within political science (the fascination with the 
state per se), but these have always been weak and subjugated tendencies 
within our discipline. Turning elsewhere within the academy, we do share 
the standpoint of civil society with large fractions of other disciplines, such 
as anthropology, human geography, and social history, not to mention the 
inter-disciplines of women’s studies, race and ethnic studies, and environ-
mental studies all of which have historical roots in particular publics.

As sociologists we do share interests—interests at odds with those of 
political science and economics, whose theories have stood in as ideolo-
gies that have justified the colonization of civil society, and specifically the 
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corporatization of the university, privatization of research, and the com-
modification of student learning. In our era of market fundamentalism, 
when civil society is under threat, sociology takes up a defensive posture in 
the face of the more powerful disciplines of political science and econom-
ics. In this era, to defend a single social science is to endorse the supremacy 
of economics. It would turn sociology into a minor moment of economics, 
which is, indeed, where we began more than a century ago. This is not to 
deny the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration and alliance, espe-
cially now, but simply to hold on to sociology’s differentia specifica.

The era of market fundamentalism is not eternal. There have been at least 
two previous waves of marketization, one in the nineteenth century and an-
other in the early part of the twentieth century, beginning after World War I. 
Both gave rise to counter-movements—the first to a vibrant civil society and 
the second to a welfare state—and both would produce a vibrant and self-
confident sociology. Today we see the exhaustion of third-wave marketization 
that began in the 1970s. Indeed, it is entering a deep economic crisis that has 
already produced a counter-movement from the U.S. state—a state that had 
hitherto pioneered deregulation. Counter-movements can be found all over 
the world in local struggles against land and water expropriations, in leftist 
governments in Latin America, and perhaps in Islamic states in the Middle 
East and at the global level from international agencies such as the IMF and 
World Bank. The era of counter-movement introduces enormous uncertainty 
as to its form and direction. It is an era in which the range of possibilities 
expands, possibilities that portend repressive dangers no less than democratic 
openings. We close our eyes to such dangers and openings at our peril—we 
can assert our presence in society, joining the switch men and women of his-
tory, or, possibly for the last time, be condemned to irrelevance.

NOTES

I should like to thank Vince Jeffries and Steve Lopez for their comments on a draft 
of this chapter.

1. I have drawn widely on Bourdieu’s writings on intellectuals, scientific and 
cultural fields, and the public role of sociology and of intellectuals more generally. 
See Bourdieu (1975, 1988, 1989, 1992, 1993, 1998, 2000, 2008).

2. Each field has its own specific capital which, in the Bourdieusian scheme, can 
be converted from or can be converted into more generalized economic and cultural 
capital. Calhoun (2005:35) misses this point in proposing that the sociological field 
itself is organized by economic and cultural capital.

3. This chapter follows that of the handbook itself in largely concentrating on the 
field of U.S. sociology. If it was initially applied to the United States, the fourfold 
scheme was conceived of as a universal template that would cast light on the disci-
plinary field of other nations and also at the global level. Elsewhere I have explored 
how other national divisions of labor give rise to distinctive struggles and alliances, 
and even how the disciplinary field in one country depends on or influences the 
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disciplinary field in another. In these comparative analyses we learn just how pecu-
liar U.S. sociology is, and thereby broaden our imagination of what it could be. But 
here I confine myself to sociology in the United States.
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