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P &l Future historians will write about Neil Smelser as an iconic figure in twenu-

12. Intellectual Cycles of Social Movement Research: eth-century sociology’s second half. Smelser has had an extraordinarily
From Psvchoanalysis to Culture? active career not only as a scholar but also as a teacher and organizational
James M. Jasper [ 234 leader. Fvery participant in this volume has proudly been a “Smelser stu-

13. Shaping Sociological Imagination: dent” in one form or another. The distinction of these contributions speaks
The Importance of Theory directly to Smelser’s power as a teacher. His immensely impressive and var-
Piotr Sctompka /254 ’ icd performances as organizational leader are perhaps less well known, but
they speak equally clearly of schalarly power exercised in a more politcal

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS /20 manner. His roles have included being advisor to a siing of University of

California chancellors and presidents; referee of the nation’s most signifi-
cant scientific training and funding programs, from the Natonal Science
Foundation to the departments of leading universities; organizer of the
{Handbook of Sociology and the new International Encyclopedia of the Social and
Brhavioral Sciences; and, most recently, director of the Center for Advanced
Study in the Behavioral Sciences.

In many respects, both Neil Smelser and the social sciences marured
together in the second half of the last century. Smelser expanded his areas
of research to include sociology, psvehology, economics, and history at the
sime time that newly synthetic cross-disciplinary programs, area studies, and
applicd programs appeared. Through his work with commissions and foun-
dations and as a spokesperson for the social sciences, he sought a greater
public role for sociology and helped to foster the gradual infiltration of their
findings and methods into other disciplines, practical setrings, and popular
culture. Smelser’s early interest in comparative international studies antici-
prateed their expansion, an increase in international collaboration, and
preater awareness of globalization issues. His move from optimism about
positvist approaches and fimctionalism in the 1gzos 1o a more guarded opti-
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Chapter 13

Shaping Sociological Imagination
The Importance of Theory

Piotr Sztompka

[ had my first taste of sociological theory in Nell J. Smelser’s graduate class
at Berkeley in 1972-1g74. Following on the themes already developed in his
Lssays in Sociological Explanation {1968), he discussed the works of the greal
classical scholars: Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and Alexis de
Tocqueville. It struck me immediately that he was not Jjust contemplating

S0

commenting on, or analvtically dissecting them. Instead he was using them.

orying to unravel the structure and logic of their theoretical explanation ol

concrete issues: social inequality in the case of Marx, power in the case ol
Weber, cultural cohesiveness in the case of Durkheim, and the functioning
of democracy in the case of Tocquevilie. It was the ability 1o explain such cru
cal social issues that made them great sociolugists, because theory, in thei
view, and clearly in the view of Smelser, was empirically and historicalh
rooted general explanation. It was, as Smelserwas defining it, “an m:ﬁ%iﬁ. :
ol accounting for regularities, variations, and interdependencies among the
phenomena identified within the sociological frameworks” (1968: 55).
Looked up Smelser’s own major theoretical contribution, Theory of Col
lective Behavior (1g63), and found the same focus on explanation, butnot jusi
any explanation. He put forward a dynamic explanatory model incorporat-
ing a temporal dimension in the “value-added sequence.” According to his
madel, the necessary preconditions for episodes of collective behavior
social movements cumulatively emerge in stages: from structural con-
duciveness; to structural strain, initiating events, spread of generalized
beliefs, and attempts at social control; to the emergence of the explained
social phenomenon. This account, “logical patterning of social determi
nants, each contributing its ‘value’ to the explanation of the episode”™ (1068
99) . was obviously the realization of Smelser’s ereed (hat “sociological expla
nation consists in bringing consiudctons such s hypotheses, miodels and

Ty
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theories to bear on factual statements” (58). This theory was causal, empir-
ical, genetic, and operational and demonstrated forcefully that secial facts do
not exist statically but are in a state of continual emergence, “social becom-
ing,” as I later called it (Sztompka 1gg1). To this day Smelser’s model is an
exemplar of what sociological explanation (that is, sociological theory)
should look like.

Soon after my Berkeley class, 1 had the opportunity to study under two
other American theorists who, in spite of basic differences in the orientation
and substance of their theories, seemed to share with Smelser the focus on
explanation. One was Robert K. Merton, who put forward his influential
program of middle-range theory to resolve the dilemma between abstract
“grand theory,” seen in Talcott Parsons’s style, and the narrow-empirical data
gathering, which dominated some subdisciplines of sociology. The other
thecrist was George Homans, with his critique of Parsonian functionalism
in the name of the covering-law model of explanation, borrowed from Carl
Hempel’s classic logical work. Both Merton and Homans were trving to show
what sociological explanation—that is, sociological theorv—should look
like.

I have become more and more convinced that explanatory theory is the
most impertant, illuminating, and useful aspect of that vast and multifaceted
enterprise that runs roday under the lahel of theory. In my sociological edu-
cation, and later my own academic work, it was explanatory theory that
turned out to be crucial. In this chapter, 1 argue why explanatory theory
should remain in the forefront of sociological teaching and not be put aside
by some other, wendy modes of theorizing.

THE EDCCATIONAL FOCUS: SOCIOLOGICATL IMAGINATION

The education of sociologists has four aims: (1) to teach the language of the
discipline, a set of concepts with which sodial reality is understood, (2)
develop a particular vision, a perspective from which social realitv iy
approached, (§) to train in the methods, procedures, and techniques of
empirical inquiry, and () to provide information about main taces and data
concerning contemporary social life, Let us put the points 1 and 2—lan-
guage and perspective—under one label, “sociological imagination,” hor-
rowed from the classic book Sociological Imagination by C. Wright Mills, Fle
cxplains the notion as follows: “The sociological imagination enables us to
grasp history and biography and the relation between the two within society”
(rgney 3). Letus elaborate the full meaning of this statement and extend the
concept hevored Mills’s insight.

i consider sociological imagination to be a complex skill or ability made
up ol live components, including the abiliities to (1) see all social phenom-
agents, xdividual or collective, and 1o

e s oduced Iy some so
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identify those agents, ( 2) understand deep, hidden, structural, and cultural
resources and constraints that influence social life. including the chaneces fon
agential efforts (as Mirra Kom arovsky puts it, “It takes patient training of the
sociological sight to enable the students to perceive the invisible social strug
ture” [1951]), () recognize the cumulative burden of tradition, the pes
sisting legacies of the past, and their continuing influence on the present,
{4) perceive social life m its incessant, dvnamic, fluid process of “social
becoming” {Sztompka 1gg1), and (3) recognize the wemendous variety and
diversity of the forms in which secial life mav appear. Everett Hughes defines
one of the main goals of sociological education: “The emancipation through
expansion of one’s world by penetration into and comparison with the world
of other people and other cultures is not the only aspect of sociologic.l
unagination. . ., But it is one great part of it, as it is of human life irseil -
{1970: 16),

To putitanother way: Sociological imagination is the ability to relate ans
thing that happens in a society to a structural, cultural, and historial con
text and to the individual and collective actions of societs] members, recop
nizing the resulting variety and diversity of social arrangements. Mills give,
us an example:

One result of reading socivlogy ought 1o be 1o learn how to read A newspaper.
To make a sense of 4 newspaper—which isavery complicated thing—aone mus
learn how to connect reported events, how to understand them by relating
them to more general conceptions of the societies of which they are tokens,
and the trends of which they arc a part. . . My point is moQ.Eomm, is a way ol
going bevond what we read in the newspaper. It provides a set of conceptions
and questions that help us 1o do this. If it does nor, then it has failed as part ol
liberal education. {1gbo: 16-17)

Teaching sociology cannot be limited to sociology in books. Tt must ¢
beyond that toward sociology in life, allowing decper interpretation, hetis
understanding of everything that surrounds us. As another classical authao
Robert Park, emphasizes, “When there is Do attempt to integrate the thi &
learned in the schoolroom with the experience and problems of actual i
learning tends to become mere pedantry—pedantry which exhibits itsclf 11,
a fack of sound judgement and in 3 lack of that kind of practical undes
standing we call common sense” (1937: 25). Mirra Komarovsky makes ol
same point: “There is no greater educational danger than this: that the s
dents learn the sociological concepts on a purely formal verbal level withon
the richness and fullness of meaning; that this body of words reniins 4 ey
ile segment of mentality, relatively unrelated to the confused stream of hi
which it sought to interpret” (1g45).

I consider the training of the sociologi
apply it to concrere probiems of sacial |

ol the skl (I

cta be absolutely con il o the

T
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education of sociologists, both those who think about academic careers and
those who go on to practice oriented professions,

SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION AND THEORETICAL RESOURCES

To a great extent, training the sociclogical imagination is synonymous with
training in sociological theory. However, this is not in the sense of memo-
rizing names, schools, definitions, and arguments, but rather in the sense of
using theorv—ithat is, referring ro concrete experience, looking at the cur-
rent problems in the surrounding society, its dilemmas and opportunities, It
also applies to our personal biographies and life chances. Sociological imag-
ination should provide a map to ensure a better orientation in the chaos of
events, change, and transformation. It should give us a deeper understand-
ing, more thorough enlightenment, and, in rhis way, provide more oppor-
tunities for informed, rational life and sound practice. In this chapter I
review the resources for such indispensable theoretical training that we pos-
sess in the sociological rradition, as well as in recent social theory.

One huge pool of theoretical ideas is found in the history of the disci-
pline, from the early nineteenth century onward. Teaching the history of
sociology is not an antiquarian pastime. The tradition of our discipline is still
extremely vital. Most of the concepts, models, issues, and querties that we
study today have been inherited from the nineteenth-century masters, They
put solid foundations under the sociological en terprise, and their work is still
very much alive, They should be studied, not in a historical or biographical
way, but in the context of our time, as their seminal ideas throw light on our
present realities. Of course they must be studied critically and selectively,
because not all have left an equally relevant heritage. My personal selection
includes, of course, the "big three” Weber, Durkheim, and Mars—the tue
undisputed giants of sociology—as well as Ay guste Comte, Herbert Spencer,
Georg Simmel, Ferdinand Toennies, Vilfredo Pareto, Alexis de Tocquerville,
Charles Cooley, William Sumner, and George H. Mead. Reading and reread-
ing them are crucially important to discovering new insights and questions
and formulating sociological problems by entering into a sort of dialogue.
with them to assess our own ideas. Perhaps most important, they can show us
the besr models for intellectual work. As Robert Merton puts it, “Exposure
1o such penetrating sociological minds as those of Durkheim and Weber
helps us to form standards of aste and judgement in identifving a good soci-
ological problem—one that has significant implications for theory—and to
learn whiet constitutes an apt theoretical solution to the problem. The clas-
sies are what Salvemini liked to eall ‘libri fecondatori’—books that sharpen
the faculties of exacting readers who give them their undivided attention”
(n Ssompha tgg6a: 31-32}. There is one additional benefie: the siudend
Ll

s that the socinl world is mudticdlime nsional il extremely o
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E.n: it Em,wﬁog requires many approaches to understand it. Studving the
history c.u .,,:a.:u.How.Hmm theories is a great lesson in theoretical EE,&.E:.“ tol
erance for variety, and diversity of perspectives, and the best medicine

agamst narrow-minded dogmatsm and orthodoxy.
_w::. let us Jeave sociological tradition, as my main focus here is current
sociological theory and its relevance for teaching. T argue thatwe have fou

tvpes ol theory and theorizing in contemporary soclology, and that they are

.Ow unequal importance for educational purposes in training the sociological
imagination. In order of diminishing importance, I discuss mxﬁ_w:mﬁciwzr.
ory, heuristic theory, analvtic theory, and exegetic theory. This classification
party overlaps with the triple distinction of “theories of,” presupposition:l
studies, and hermeneutical theory as proposed by Jeffrev Alexander (16gSh)

But his preferential order is different from mine, and he does not anmﬂww:?..
my third category: analytic theory.

THEORETICAL BOOM

In general, the last decade of the twentieth century was a good time for soc
ological theory. Only half a century ago, in the middle om:m twentieth cen
tury, there was a lot of talk about the crisis of sociological theory (e.g., Gould
ner 1971). Even quite recently, a rather pessimistic m@tamwmmm Emmumn.?m: by
Alexander, who perceived diminishing influence of sociological theorv in
the wmnmm: period, both within the discipline and without, mnno::uwamm [
ﬁ.:m growing importance of theoreticat work in economics, philosophy, and
literary studies (1988a). But now the situation seems to have nrmbmm“m; |
.m:mﬂm the opinion of a British socinlogist, Gerard Delanty: “Social 5%@3. i
In a position of great strength at the moment” {1908: :.k .
To support this claim, I offer some institational or organizational facis
H:.w Research Committee on Theory (RC 163, which T founded together wil)
(_o:an..\«. __:nxm:&m.ﬂ 1 1986, has grown to become one of the biggest of mor
than ES. committees of the International Sociological }ﬁmommso:. In 1h
American Sociological Association (ASA}, the theory section is onte of (he
largest groups. During the last decades of the century, the circulation ol
mwmcm,mmnm_ Journals dramaticallv increased, and many new titles appeied
Theory, Culture, and Society; Evwropean Journal of Secial ._.‘.\__83_“. Sociological T
ory (published by the ASA); and Theory and Society. A new ?5:99.: Join
nal of Classical Sociology, has been faunched by Sage under 1the E.:::,.;._‘_..___ ol
Bryan Turner. A number of major compendia of theoretical knowledge hin
come out: Polity Reader in Social Theory (1ggy), Blackull ¢ amprnion m_ e
Theory (1996), Major Social Theorists (2000), and Heanedbool of Soctedd Fln
(2000). New monographs e taking stock of ciorent theor v fon ox
Patrick Bacvt's Sociaf Fhesry in i teth Coilieey (1oG8) il Johi Sces,
Saciodogival Fhem y: Comttenifraatny Deluttes (1)

of
i

A Lagen probshishers, laduny:
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Polity Press, Cambridge University Press, and Sage, put out rich lists of theo-
retical work, both classical and recent, including important book series: for
example, Cambridge Cultural Social Studies (edited by Jeffrey Alexander
and Steven Seidman). All around the world, there are theoretical confer-
ences focusing on theoretical issues, including for example, “Reappraising
Theories of Social Change™ at Montreal (2000) and “New Sources of Critical
Theory™ at Cambridge (2000).

It is notable that theory has returned to its cradle, to Europe, after a long
detour to North America (Nedelman and Sztompka 19g3). Of course, apart
from the continuing influence and presence of the “old guard™—Robert K.
Merton, Neil Smelser, Seymour M. Lipsert, Lewis Coser, Peter Blau, and oth-
ers—a number of influential theorists from the vounger generation work
and publish in the United States, including Jeffrey Alexander, Randall
Collins, Craig Calhoun, and Jonathan Turner, to menton just a few. Bue
Britain, France, and Germany currently provide the most fertile grounds for
original theoretical work. As Neil Smelser admits, “In fact, in the past 50
years, the center of gravity of general theoretical thinking has shifted from
the United States to Europe, and this shift is represented in the works of
scholars like Alain Tourine, Pierre Bourdien, Jurgen IHabermas, Niklas Luh-
mann, and Anthony Giddens. Much of current theoretical thinking in the US
stems from the influence of these figures on faculty and graduate students”
{1900t 47-48). From the European side, this is echoed by Bryan Turner, who
predicts, “European social theory may once more emerge to evolve to a new
form of domination in the world development of social theory” (19g6b: 16).

EXPLANATORY THEORY

How can the above-mentioned facts and tendencies be interpreted? Sticking
to the old, traditional opposition of “theory versus research” or “theoretical
versus empirical sociology” (as exemplified by the Parsons-Merton debate in
10947 at the annual ASA convention; se¢ Merton 1648) could lead one to con-
clude that the ascent of theory indicates a shift from research to scholasti-
cism and the realm of pure ideas. In other words, empirical research 1saban-
doned and real social problems and concrete social facts are ignored. In fact,
nothing could be farther from the truth. The impressive reputation of the-
ory is due to the fact that it won its way into all domains of empirical sociol-
ogy, found a place in all specialist areas of sociology, and has finally become
accepted as a valid and necessary component of sociological research. The
separation of theory and research is no longer feasible. Instead we witness a
proliferation of theories dealing with various substantive social problems and
Issues.

Theorists ind researchers now meet halfway. Most theorists no longer pur-
sue purel abstract ideas, but e looking at real problems: lobalization,
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ﬂm:mﬂﬁ risk, trust, civil society, democracy, new forms of labor, social exclu
sion, cultural traumas, and so on. At the same time, empirical researchers no
longer confine :.ﬁ:#m?.mm to factfinding and dama-gathering butl proposc
models, generalizatons ot their domains informed by accumulated
_.n..wwm:.n:“ theories of deviance, collective behavior, social :woamam.:mm. erh

nicity, mass media, social capitat, posunaterialist values, and so o:” Fon
exampic, the Handbook of Secivlogy, by Stella Quah and Arnaud Sales {2000)

which sums up the state of the art in various sociological m:U&va:me iy
fact includes a considerable amount of theory in mm.,.nr chapter. The Uﬁw:_,
llustrates that theory is coming closer to waa_,mmmms.m real social problems, .
opposed 1o esoteric sociological problems—that is, the problems mxﬁm.:

m:mn.& by common people as opposed o the professional concerns of sor

o_om.;ﬁ. Theory can provide explanations of pressing social issues by gen

craung more or less directly testable hypotheses and can thus Emrm_:

more people in society by providing them with guidelines for thinking :nel
mental maps of specific domains of their social lifeaworld,

This first theoretical approach can be labeled “explanatory theory.” 1
represents what Bryan Turner calls a “strong program” for theory ( 5@@? th
First, we must ask three questions about a theory: It is a theory of what, Lo
:ﬁmr and for whom? A theory of what? Of real WCQ.& 1_.0205\;” why :“:ﬁ ¢
,Q.:,:n.. why new social movements, why poverty, why ethnic revival? %mn:_ ot
ing Merton, Smelser, Bourdieu, and Bryan H:w:mﬁ‘ theory should grow om
of research and be directed toward research. “For theoretical ncscmv:::__..
to be worthwhile, they need to be question-driven” {Baert 1g8: 202). “Social
theory thrives and survives best when it is engaged with QW@:.MQ_ research
and public issues” (Turner 1g9g6b: 12}, A theory for what? For providine
n,xw_m:mmc:wv or at least models allowing better .E,mmnmNm:oc of dispers ]
facts and phenomena, and interpretation of Es::owm and varted events il
phenomena. A theory for whom? Not only for fellow theorists but also fuon
common people, to provide them with an orientation, enlightenment, tiul
understanding of their condition. An important role of theories is to ,.Em., N
democratic public discourse” (Calhoun 19g6: 429). This role will becoimn
even 398 pronounced as more societies become democratic, and cvin
wore in a "knowledge sociewy” of the future, composed of informed, ¢l
n.meQ citizens who care about public issues, and where democracy _x._:., A
form of “discursive democracy” (Dryzek 19go). \

One can formulate a hvpothesis in the framewark of the “sociology ol
rzoimamm:“ the driving force behind the developments in nx?:::::,h. ihe
ory are found in rapid, radical, and overwhelming social change, We e
mx.ﬁmﬁmznmbm the next “great transition” (to Umwmvr‘_.u&c Kl Dol ) Fhe
ories are especially in demand in times of change., There is pressure on soc
ologists from both the common people aned politicians (o provide explain

tions of the chaos. Evervone wants (o know where we hionde comne [rom, where
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we are, and where we are going. Facts and data alone cannot answer such
questions. Only generalized explanatory models can provide an overall view.
“Nothing presses this theoretical venture on us more firmly than the expe-
rience of historical change and cross-cultural diversin” {Calhoun 1996
4317,

Teaching explanatory theories is, in my opinion, the mostimportant goal
of sociological education, and particularly so in periods of overwhelming
social change. This kind of theory provides the strongest stimulus in devel-
oping the sociological imagination, as it links theorizing with concrete
experience.

IHEURISTIC TIIEORY

Let us move on to a second kind of theoretical approach: theoretical orien-
tation, or what I call a heuristic theory (not directly testable but useful in
generating relevant concepts, images, and maodels). It is closest to social phi-
Josophy, and particularly the ontology or metaphysics of the social world, as
it attempts to answer three perennial ontological questions about the con-
stitution of social realitv: What are the bases of social order? What is the
nature of human action® And what is the mechanism and course of social
change? Such questions have been addressed by all classical founders of soct-
ology. Good examples of the classical orientations dominating in the middle
of the last century, which atiempted to deal with such issues, were structural
functionalism, svmbolic interactionism, exchange theory, and Marxism.
Since then, several new wends have emerged, which I discuss later.

What are the characteristics of this kind of theory? Again, let us ask our
three questions, Theory of whatr Of the loundations of social reality. Itposes
questions not of “why” but of "how™: How Is social order possible (how do
social wholes exist; how do people live together, cooperate, cohabit) 7 How
is social action carried out? How does social change praoceed: Theory for
what For the conceprual framework for more concrete explanatory theo-
retical work, for sensitizing us to specific tvpes of variables, for suggestng
strong caregories 1o help us grasp the varied and dispersed facts. Theory for
whom? Mostly for researchers building explanatory models of specific
domains of reality and answering concrete problems.

The formidable growth of such heuristic theories by the end of the cen-
tury cannot be explained by reference to social facts, but rather by intellec-
taal developments. Heuristic theory should be seen in terms of the history
of ideas rather than the sociology of knowledge. It seems o be related to
new, contingent inteltectual developments—that is to say, new trends and
At active, innovative, original perspectives. There is the excitement of a
“paradigmatic shift” (Kuhn 1g70); in fact we have witnessed three parallel

St o Tseeond”

[ ie shifts inovecent theory, The fiest shifr, Drom ™
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m.oﬁo_cm% (Dawe 1978), moves from a view of fixed organic svstems o flujd
fields of social forces. Social order is seen to be a no:M._ES:,‘M::.BEW and
Q:._mc,:nﬁni achievement of agenis, produced and .,mﬁaoﬁ:wnmn g :::n::
‘.»Q_::. Examples of such perspectives are found in the work of _wm?:.;
EEEH& Luckmann, Elias, Giddens, and Bourdiew, The second shift is m..;:___,
evolution or social development to social becoming. There is an mE. bt
on open-ended historical scenarios, determined by decisions and a_:inwﬁ W,._ 1 ﬁ.
ﬂu.o by contingent, random occurrences. mxmﬁm_mm of this vmamvmn?m ae
found in historical sociologv-—represented by authors like HE,.. ..fihﬂ._
H:n.&m Skocpol, and myself (Sztompka 19g1, 5@35. The third meﬁ_z m,:___.
mages of homo economicus, the calculating, Bmm:wr purpeseful m.n.ﬁoh, ﬁ sull v
the heart of rarional choice theory, e.g., James Coleman and Jon Elster), il
.\.::;c .u&,m.c_\ck._f:“ the normatively directed role plaver Amm: wcssm in ._“3.
_.:E.:o:m:m:r ¢.g., Alexander, Luhmann, and Richard Munch), ta komo o
itans, the knowledgeable and meaningful actor informed and qow;qm::i_ _;
mo:wna.m svimbolic systems of knowledge and belief. This wr:,r.wu w?c secn .
an .:ZE.?,Q..EJ.Q turn, culttural turn, or linguistic turn. ..00585,?:..:. ,,
social theory has done an aboutface in analvtical terms by giving romn
nence and priority to cultural phenomena and cultural wm_ma.omuw & mnmnm_.n ling:
to Bryan Turner {19g8}. It has many varieties. In one, which 7 ,..2:2.:_:_..
nm.:nm mentalism, there is a stress on the invariant components o.ww:m hurn |
mind. Examples include the stricturalism of Claude 1évi-Strauss or _x.n._._____
nand De Saussure and the phenomenology of Alfred Schutz H,..:n, s
kind, what some authors call textualism, is mn._vwmmmzﬁn_ by wowﬁ.a,:nm:? n
or theory of discourses by Foucault, where social realite &u_ummﬁ asa H,:._.:_ af
text 5& specific semantic meaning and its own rules OWMSEEE. The thn d
i ,mc:ﬁ:::\,m also labeled intersubjectivism, to which Habermas mem : “al
n.cE:U::cb 1n his theory of communicative action, Finallv, there is Hr,m. re _..
tion wmmms% the “overintellectualized image of man.” H:mmﬁwbmw: ,.r:_,._:
practical knowledge {Giddens) and ethno-methods (Harold Omamrwﬁ.: i
m._mc o secing the body as an instrument of action (Brvan Turner) and i
lions as accompanving actions, things one uses, oE.QO encountercd, ¢
ronment providing context for action. Individuals are seen as the ca _.1,. Tl
routine but complex, characteristic sets of practices (Bourdien).
. 1::.; we presently have a rich and varied menu of heuristic oricntation:
Hmm&.:d.m should sensitize students o the necessity of using many of these o _
entations to look at society [rom various @n;wmn\c{om and different sides i
order to attain a fuller understanding of social life. o

ANALYTIC THEORY

The third theoretical approach can he ealled . tic theor v, What i doaes -

eneralize and clarify coneepis, prowvi : i
e artty concepts, providing tvpologics, < Lissilications, e
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cations, and definitions applicable in explanatory theory. It has an impor-
tant but subsidiary role to play. However, there is a danger that it can
become merel a method to sharpen conceptual tools without ever resulting
in a specific orientation or producing a binding system of concepts. The
attempts to construct closed conceptual systems and special languages to
cover the whole domain of sociology seem to have ended with Niklas Luh-
mann’s huge effort (earlier only Talcott Parsons had similar ambitions). But
on a more limited level, this variety of theorizing is useful and necessary,
coming close to what Merton labeled “middle range theory” (in Sztompka
16g6a: 41-50). These are empirically informed conceptual schemes, appl-
cable to concrere empirical problems {e.g., his theories of roles and role sets,
reference groups, stratification, mobility, anomie, deviance, etc.).

What is the nature of such a theoryr Again we must ask our three ques-
tions. Theory of what? Of rich concepts useful for grasping phenomena.
Theory for what? For identifving, unraveling, explicating phenomena or
important dimensions of phenomena. Theory for whomr For sociologists,
providing them with a canonical vocabulary, the technical language to deal
with their subject matter. Teaching analytic theory is crucial to developing
students’ ability to think and talk sociologically, It provides them with the
basic tools of the ade. The focus in introductory courses of sociology
should be on precisely this kind of theory.

EXEGETIC THEORY

Finally, there is the fourth kind of theory, which can be called exegetic the-
ory. It comes down to analysis, exegesis, svsternatization, reconstruction, and
critique of existing theories. It is, of course, a valid preparation for theoret-
ical work. It should be seen as a stage of a scientific career, a period of
apprenticeship. Most major theorists have gone through such a smage: Par-
sons with The Structure of Social Action (1937), Giddens with Capitelism and
Modern Social Theory (1g71), Alexander with his four-volume Theoretical Logic
in Sociology (1982), and Smelser with Essays in Sociological Explanation {1968).
I also include myv Sociological Dilemmas (1974) in this category. However, we
can lose sight of what is truly important if we let dissecting and analyzing the
work of fashionable authors become the main concerns: what certain schol-
ars said; how they could supposedly say it better; what they could have said
but did not; are thev consistent; what do they, or do they not, really meanz
The more esoteric, incomprehensible, and muddled a theory, the greater
opportunity it provides for exegeric debate. It inspires the frantic search "in
a dark room, for a dark dog, which is not there.” This is the secret of some
current theories (e.g., the whole school of postmodernism and deconstruc-
tiemism) and explains their popularity among interpreters. If a theory is
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.U,Q&Wr%o;wmwa. problem-oriented, precise, and clear, there is not much
Interpret and criticize.
, Our three questions are especially revealing in the case of the fourth kil

of H:mm:,.m.. Theory of what? Of other theories, certain books, texts, and phin
toms ol sociological imagination, resulting in self-referential exercises. | h

ary tor whatr For apologies or destructions of proposed theories—which ¢

iy :Eu.:nw factionalism, dogmatism, orthodoxyv of schools, sects, m:&. _.:.:.
mmm which degenerates from the free market of ideas into a vicious battlc!
oﬁ. ideas. Theory for whom? For other theorists who play intellectual g -
within the sects of the initiated. Such theories are the least no:wm@cm::ﬂ ___ el
wmm: futile and irrelevant. They often deteriorate into epigonism. HE%:.._:
ion is shared by several rheorists: “Social theorvis at once m.m most m:m.r. *._ al
the most vital of intellectual enterprises. It is futile when it turns inw:i i
closes into itself, degenerates into a desiccated war of concepts or an inywh
c:, celebration of the cognitive exploits of this author, that school. niy (1.
m_:c? vour orthodoxy” (Wacquant 19g8: 132). “Itis necessarvy to let fresty
into the often closed compounds of indoor theorizing. Social theory _.,. _h_ 0
o\s? conceptualizations and discourse on other Emon:Dm:qm no_\:.h._...,

AE.:&&OQ 1998: 132). “Without these political and public commiuncn-

social theory isin danger of becoming an esoteric, elitist, and eccentric inte s

est of marginal academics” (Turner 1gg6b: 1 8). “Quite a number of schol.y -

seem to assuime that theoretical progress depends solely on close scrutiny il
.H@Q.d::.w. of preceding social theories. . . . This m.:,mﬁmm;@. is unlikely to provul
InovAtise and penetrating social knowledge” (Baert .Hmom” wowv‘.

Needless to say, [ would not recommend exegetic theories for sociolop:
,ﬁ.cmmsm. If included at all, their place in the curriculum shouid be oniv n __
ginal, perhaps limited to graduate or postgraduate levels as a kind of i
tal exercise in reading and debunking of esoteric texts,

CONCLUSION
It has been argued that the most important, fruitful, and promising tvpe ol
ﬁ.rmoiu n.azﬁ.& for sociological imagination, are the explanatory and heu -
tic theories. Analytic theories have a subsidiary role in m:x_.—un_::m. Cone
Ew: tools and providing the language for moﬁoammmm_ thinking, Excuctis th
ories are useful only in preparing a background for nrn:.,._\.,:m_r.:_:_ i
development of critical skills, but they do not contribute 10 (heor
and they should not replace other forms of theorizing.
.mem:mﬁoﬂ« and heuristic theories make up a _v_:._:_;_r. treosine of (he o
retical explanations and theoretical orientations. How should w
this fragmentation of the theoretical fickdy The attitude of
eclecticism” is a good way 10 address explatatory, praciical 1
useful for the people, not only lor the theanists (1he

¥

.a. _::_:.

o deal wiely

"k

guote s dtom Menon

SHAPING SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION w@un

1g76: 16g). This should be imparted to sociology students. Being disciplined
means having a critical approach, appraising theories on their internal mer-
its, coherence, persuasiveness, and ability 1o generale hypotheses. Being
eclectic means having an open, inclusive, tolerant attitude, free from one-
sided dogmatism. The spirit of Neil Smelser's work is clearly congruent with
this strategy. He explicidy suggests "an attitude of permissiveness [or a vari-
etv of theoretical and empirical activities, combined with an obligation to
relate these to the core of sociology” {1g68: 61). More recently, some other
authors have argued in the same, ecumenical direction: “It is generally not
possible to ask all the interesting questions about any really signiticant phe-
nomenon within the same theory or even within a set of commensurable,
logically integratable, theories” (Calhoun 19g6: 433). "It is possible to gain
cumulative knowledge about the world from within different and competing
points of view” (Alexander 1g58a: 79}

Disciplined eclecticism allows us to cross not only intertheorerical borders
but also interdisciplinary borders, 16 go back toward social theory as prac-
ticed by the classics rather than engage onh narrowly defined sociological
theory. Already in the 1g60s, Neil Smelser opted for this kind of rue theo-
retical integration, whichi is not to be confused with creating interdisciplinary
institutes: “A major requirement of integration is that some common lan-
guage he developed so that the elements of the different social sciences can
be svstematically compared and contrasted with one another” (1g68: 33).
Twenty vears later. Immanuel Walleystein argued that, by intellectual neces-
sity, sociology should link with psychology, economics, anthropology, cogni-
tive sciences, and political science, and that it is important to abandon some
pernicious interdisciplinary divisions which emerged in the nineteenth cen-
tury and have proved resilient (1988). The same message was forcefully artic-
ulated a decade later by Mattei Dogan: “The networks of cross-disciphinary
influences are such that thev are obliteraung the old classification of the
social sciences. The trend that we perceive today is from the old formal dis-
ciplines to new hybrid social sciences” (1997: 442). The persistent emphasis
on the same need for integration over several decades proves in itself that the
promise is not vet fulfilled. It remains as perhaps the biggest challenge facing
sociological theory and sociological education Loday.
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