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Order ! was first published, in 1902,

the reviewer for the American Jour-
nal of Sociology said of it: “The volume is
something of an anomaly in sociological
literature, but it is none the less welcome
for its very non-conformity.” 2 One has only
to go back to the works of the most influ-
ential of Cooley’s contemporaries, particu-
larly Ward and Giddings, to understand
what the reviewer meant. These sociolo-
gists were obsessed by questions about the
province and proper subject-matter of soci-
ology; about the relation of sociology to
the other social sciences; and about the
essential principle of human society which
distinguished it from animal life. Their writ-
ings, especially those of Ward, were volumi-
nous, and packed with complex but not very
arresting formulations designed to answer
these questions. Whatever good ideas they
had were hidden beneath a cloak of obscure
expressions and concepts. It is hard to find
passages in their books which communicate
any sense of the America in which they
lived. Although both Ward and Giddings,

WHEN Human Nature and the Social

1 A revised edition of this book was published in
1922.  This edition, and Social Orgaenization,
Cooley’s second major work originally published
in 1909, have recently been reprinted in a single
volume: The Two Major Works of Charles H.
Cooley, Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1956. Robert
Cooley Angell has contributed an introduction to
the volume,

2 George E. Vincent, Review of “Human Na-
ture and the Social Order,” American Journal of
Sociology, 8 (January, 1903), pp. 559-563.

but particularly the latter, advocated the
importance of social research, their own
activities fitted the stereotype of the “arm-
chair” sociologist.

In spirit and intent, Cooley’s work was
different. Where Ward and Giddings were
systematic, he was casual. His talents as
a writer outshone even his ability as an
observer and thinker. Cooley’s books are
concerned with behavior in the full range
of human societies, but nevertheless one
gains from them considerable insight into
the structure of the family, the role of chil-
dren, the place of the church and the per-
sonalities of businessmen in the America of
his day. Compared to the number of Ward’s
and Giddings’ publications, Cooley’s writ-
ings are few. The two works recently re-
printed, with the addition of Social Process,
published in 1918, are the only full-length
books he wrote? ’

Many of the questions which so bothered
his contemporaries in American sociology
were of no importance to Cooley; or if they
did interest him, his answers to them were
usually different from those given by Ward
and Giddings. Cooley believed that the
subject-matter of sociology was either “per-
sonal intercourse considered in its primary
aspects—the development of human nature
—or in its secondary aspects, such as groups,
institutions and processes.” To this state-

8 Although published as a book, Life and tke
Student (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1927), is a
collection of comments from Cooley’s journals.
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ment, as if to indicate his disdain for the
fashion of indulging in elaborate definitions
of sociology, he added the following sen-
tence: “Sociology, I suppose, is the science
of these things.” ¢ The disdain which Cooley
felt for these efforts of his contemporaries
arose from his conviction that social life was
so rich in problems and phenomena calling
for observation and comment that it was a
waste of energy to worry about defining
what ought to be studied. His relation to
society and to sociology was spontaneous.

Cooley often thought about the relation
of sociology to the other social sciences, and
his answers always were revealed in studies
of specific problems. Giddings would specu-
late about whether sociology was a special
social science or a generalized science under
which all the other social disciplines should
be subsumed; Cooley would write an essay
criticizing some of the preconceptions of
economic analysis.> He never tried to de-
fend the existence of sociology as an autono-
mous discipline. The gap between Cooley
and his contemporaries in this respect prob-
ably had two sources. Giddings and Ward—
and others—modeled their image of soci-
ology on the natural sciences: it was im-
portant for them to show that the logic
of the sociological approach was comparable
to these sciences. Although Cooley’s gradu-
ate training was in economics, he inclined
toward the humanities and measured the
achievement of sociology in terms of its
superiority to purely literary analysis. From
the beginning of his teaching career, Cooley
felt accepted by his academic colleagues.
Ward, however, suffered considerable per-
sonal privation before becoming established
as a sociologist; and Giddings, even after
he was invited in 1894 to fill the first chair
in sociology at Columbia, was involved in
persistent struggles to build up his depart-
- ment against the opposition of colleagues
in the other social sciences.

Ward and Giddings grew up in a milieu
in which Social Darwinism was the domi-
nant intellectual force. In Ward’s case this

4+ Human Nature and the Social Order, New
York: Charles Scribner, 1922, revised edition, p.
135. The italics are mine.

5 Cf. “Political Economy and Social Process” in
Sociological Theory and Social Research, Being
Sclected Papers of Charles H. Cooley, New York:
Henry Holt, 1930.
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orientation was accentuated by the fact that
he began professional life as a paleobotanist.
Neither one of these men was ever able to
overcome these early influences, in the sense
that both continued to use biological con-
cepts and both felt one of the crucial tests
of sociology was the extent to which social
life could be explained without recourse to
biology. Their personal intellectual histories,
in other words, help to explain why both
Ward and Giddings were so obsessed by
the need to discover the essence of social
organization which distinguished it from ani-
mal life. Cooley never could become inter-
ested in this problem—in part, because he
identified himself with literary figures and
philosophers, but also because his thought,
like that of his teacher at the University of
Michigan, John Dewey, sprang from philo-
sophical idealism. Once Giddings isolated
what he believed to be the essential prin-
ciple of human society—“consciousness of
kind”—he tended to use derivations of this
concept to account for cultural variability.
To Cooley, this was an illustration of “par-
ticularism” which, he said, “consists in
attending to only one factor in a complex
whole.” 8 Cooley considered “particularism”
one of the major intellectual fallacies of
sociological analysis and his criticism of it
became increasingly intense.

Would Cooley still be an anomaly among
sociologists if he were alive and writing to-
day? I believe he would, but for other
qualities of his work than those which
distinguished him from his contemporaries.
Cooley was a deviant because he eschewed
those questions about the nature of soci-
ology that obsessed Ward and :Giddings.
But in our time most sociologists would
agree with Cooley’s view of these issues,
and scholars who share the concerns which
dominated Ward and Giddings are the ex-
ceptions. Sociologists have resolved the ques-
tion of their proper subject-matter. In part,
they have achieved this resolution by study-
ing social institutions which are largely ig-
nored by the older social sciences, like the
family, the church and the social stratifica-
tion system; and, in part, because they now
attend to the myriad problems of social life
which emerged with mass democracy and

¢ Human Nature and the Social Order, revised
edition, p. 26.






