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Introduction
Sociology is the pursuit of systematic knowledge about
social life, the way it is organized, how it changes, its
creation in social action, and its disruption and renewal in
social conflict. Sociological theory is at once an integrated
account of what is known and a guide to new inquiry. It is
organized scientifically to help us see the connections
among different facts, relations of cause and effect, and
deeper patterns of social organization and change.
But, sociological theory always comes in the form of
multiple theories. Each offers a distinct perspective on
society, helping us to see different dimensions of what is
going on. Some difference is just a matter of focus, like
looking at nature with a microscope or a telescope.
Sociological theories may focus on interpersonal relations,
large organizations like a corporation or an army, or overall
patterns of social change and stability. But at any of these
levels, sociological theories also propose different ways to
look at social life.

The Classical Inheritance
Contemporary sociological theory is built on a foundation of
classical theory laid down as part of Western modernization
between the 18th century and the middle of the 20th
century. These were remarkable but troubled years. They
ran from the Enlightenment and industrial revolution
through the rise of empires and then decolonization, the
formation of the modern capitalist world system, two world
wars, communist revolutions, Cold War, to the formation of
welfare states that expanded health care, education, and
other benefits. They included fantastic advances in



technology, urbanization, and wealth. They also included
the flourishing of the world’s first large-scale democratic
societies – and long struggles to improve them because
they were founded with internal contradictions, including
toleration of slavery, exclusion of women, and restrictions
on the rights of those without property.
Sociology was born of trying to understand all this
transformation and upheaval – and also likely directions for
further change and what action could shape the future of
society. What we now call classical sociological theory is
the most enduringly influential of this earlier work.
Classical sociological theories orient us to several basic
questions, revealing what is involved in different
approaches to answering them. Among the most important
are the following:

1. What are the conditions for scientific knowledge of
social life?

2. How is society shaped by the state, and how in turn
does society shape politics?

3. What are the social origins and impacts of markets,
especially large and still expanding markets?

4. How do individuality, Community, and society relate to
each other?

5. What are the fundamental differences among societies?
6. How have power relations among societies – such as

colonialism and war – shaped individual societies and
regional and global social relations?

All these questions remain active concerns for sociologists
today. Sociological theories not only propose answers, but
they also understand what counts as a good answer. They
help us clarify basic concepts and their relations to each



other. They help us develop the capacity for good judgment
about what variables are likely to be important in a
particular analytic problem or explanation. Even when they
disagree with classical theories, contemporary sociologists
measure their work by classical standards of intellectual
quality.
Contemporary sociological theory has built on classical
predecessors but sought both to go beyond them and to
theorize new developments. Earlier theorists paid too little
attention to race or to colonialism, for example. W.E.B.
DuBois was an exception, showing the “problem of the
color line” at work both in the racial division of the United
States and in the global division shaped by European
colonization. Not surprisingly, perhaps, most male theorists
failed to appreciate the importance of both women’s
inequality and gender as a constitutive social category.
Classical theorists like Harriet Martineau and Jane Addams
pointed to the issue, but men were slow to grasp it fully.
But, Du Bois, Martineau, and Addams were all clear that
what they wanted was not to abandon classical sociological
theory but rather to bring its analytic strengths to bear on
issues it initially ignored or underestimated. Du Bois, for
example, drew enthusiastically on the work of Max Weber
and later Karl Marx. Martineau admired Spencer; Addams
drew ideas of social evolution from the American
sociologist Lester Frank Ward. What all wanted was to keep
improving sociology’s intellectual inheritance and advance
engagement with the key issues of their day.
What is “contemporary” of course keeps shifting. For Du
Bois and Addams, the 19th century was classical, and the
early 20th century was contemporary. For us, their work
has become classical. Contemporary theory incorporates
what is most valuable from its classical inheritance at the
same time that it innovates, overcomes limits, and responds



to new issues. Theorists ask, for example, whether the West
is in decline or how it can renew itself.
We have drawn the line separating contemporary from
classical roughly in 1968–1975. This was a period of crises
and shifting directions. The year 1968 saw protest
movements around the world, many sparked by the US war
in Vietnam but also calling for broad social transformation.
A million students marched through the streets of Paris and
joined forces with as many as 10 million striking workers.
In Japan as well as Europe and the United States, specific
concerns of students mixed with pursuit of broader social
transformation. Protests were huge in the United States,
not just on college campuses but at the Chicago convention
of the Democratic Party – where police repression became
as famous as the protests.
Upheavals were international. Early in 1968, the Prague
Spring briefly brought a progressive, potentially
democratic government to Czechoslovakia before Soviet
repression. Protests in Poland and Yugoslavia further
signaled a crisis in the Communist bloc. Repression of
dissent helped to bring stagnation that undermined
communism over coming decades. 1973 brought a military
coup in Chile that led to decades of right wing military
dictatorship there (mirrored in some other Latin American
countries). The dictators gave neoliberal economists some
of their first chances to shape policy. Later in 1973, the
Yom Kippur War helped to spark the transformation of
OPEC into a global force controlling – and radically
increasing – the price of oil. This sparked an economic
crisis that famously combined high inflation with stagnant
growth. Neoliberalism guided an intervention that tamed
inflation but with policies that guided a long period when
wealth grew but wages did not. The postwar boom ended,
and inequality began to grow sharply.



Also in 1968, Martin Luther King was assassinated, and the
Great Civil Rights Movement launched in the 1950s seemed
to stall. The same period saw dramatic expansion in the
long struggle for women’s rights. “Second wave feminism”
started in the early 1960s and continued for two decades.
In short, the era was a watershed. Sociology was deeply
engaged in trying to understand social change and
transformation. Some earlier work seems surprisingly
contemporary. We have no doubt that some later work will
soon attain the status of classics. But, most of the major
conversations and controversies in contemporary
sociological theory have roots in the 1960s and 1970s, and
each drew in different ways on classical theory.

Symbolic and strategic interaction
In the 1960s, there was renewed interest in connecting
personal life to sociological issues. The most important
bridge from classical to contemporary was established in
Herbert Blumer’s work in the tradition of his teacher,
George Herbert Mead He named this “symbolic
interactionism.” The creation of social reality, Blumer
argued, is a continuous process. Positivist research
methods that break this down into “variables” commonly
lose touch with the meaning that was created by actors in
interaction. It is important to understand society not as
static structures but as potentials that people could use in
their future actions and interactions.
Part of the attraction of symbolic interactionism was that it
offered insight into the self and society at the same time.
This suited it to an era when people placed new emphasis
on self-understanding, not least in the context of expansion
in the range of choices they could make about their lives.
Throwing off constraints was a major theme of the 1960s,
an era of Romantic enthusiasm for self-examination and



self-expression. But, as contemporary sociologists showed,
the ideal of perfect freedom was illusory. Even sex, drugs
and rock and roll were socially organized.
No theorist was more important to this effort than Erving
Goffman (excerpted here). Influenced by Mead, Durkheim,
the “Chicago School” and classical sociological theory
generally (and also by anthropology), Goffman resisted
belonging to any one school. He pursued ethnographic
studies with theoretical intent – and vast influence. In
these, he sought to situate individuals not just in social
relationships but in projects of creating and managing their
self-understanding at the same time they managed their
relations to others. Coping with embarrassment is a
repeated and personally meaningful social task (even if
sometimes ignored by theorists). We can think of
individuals as actors in social dramas, he wrote, presenting
themselves in more or less persuasive performances.
Part of what made Goffman’s work so important was his
focus on ordinary people as they managed social challenges
such as stigma, mental illness, repressive institutions, or
simply dating in high school. He did not see society mainly
through its elites, nor did he see it as obviously
harmonious. In this, he fit with and shaped an era of
growing appreciation for the life projects of ordinary
people and a sensitivity to society as sometimes an obstacle
or a challenge as well as usually a necessary condition.
Goffman was perhaps the most powerful influence in the
development of “microsociology.” This focused on the small
picture of face-to-face interaction, not the big picture of
politics, economics, functional integration or class conflict.
A successful conversation is a social achievement and not
always an easy one, Goffman suggested, and commonly
dependent on “interaction rituals.” Goffman’s insight
informed decades of research in conversational analysis, a


