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When I first began to think about the
presidential address, I planned to choose one
of the research areas in which I've worked all
of my professional life. I considered a paper
on Sociology and the City, urban sociology
currently being in an exciting intellectual
transition, and also one on Poverty and
Inequality, a topic about which sociologists
have far more to contribute than they now do.
I would also have liked to discuss Sociology
and the Mass Media, an ever more significant
field which still has not received the attention
and respect from the discipline that it
deserves.

Instead of writing a paper that might have
been relevant to only some colleagues,
however, I chose a topic in which all of us are
or should be interested, the discipline.! More
particularly, I want to discuss our relations
with America’s nonsociologists, the lay
public: both the very large general public and
the smaller well-educated one which does
much of the country’s professional-level
analytic and creative work. Since the lay
public includes the country’s entire popula-
tion, less the approximately 20,000 sociolo-
gists, my topic is also an intrinsic part of
Sociology in America.

Although I shall concentrate on what we
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I am grateful to many colleagues who made
helpful comments on the version of this essay
presented in Atlanta, and to those at the Graduate
Center of the City University of New York, the
State University of New York at Albany, and
Fordham University for allowing me to try out
early versions of it on them. My thanks also to
Anna Karpathakis for library research assistance
and to Allan Silver for convincing me to use an
allusion to Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic work for
the title of this paper and the theme of the 1988
Annual Meeting.

"I had, however, made presentations about
where I thought sociology was going to seminars at
Columbia University in 1980 and 1985, each time
before large enough audiences to suggest that there
was considerable interest in the topic.

still need to do to serve the lay public and the
institutions in which it is involved, in many
respects we are doing better than we have in
the past. Sociology has established a presence
in many kinds of policy analysis and is
moving into large numbers of other so-called
practice areas, even if our ideas continue to
be largely absent from the country’s political
thinking. As best I can tell from energetic but
unsystematic observation, the news media
pay more attention to us than before, and
some journalists now want sociological angles
on feature stories they are covering. Slowly
but surely they are also becoming interested
in sociological research. We even show up as
sympathetic characters in occasional popular
novels and films, although we continue to
play villains and fools in high culture. I have
the impression that the majority of the literary
community still believes that only it can
analyze society.

When one talks with publishers of general,
nonacademic books as well as with editors
and writers for so-called serious magazines
and with foundation heads, the picture also
remains discouraging. Too many people still
dislike sociology or, worse still, are not
interested in it. To be sure, often they react to
caricatures of sociology, but the very fact that
they are not motivated to go beyond carica-
tures is itself depressing. In effect, we play a
smaller part in the country’s intellectual life
than we should.

Many sociologists find nothing wrong with
this state of affairs. For them, sociology is a
social science with emphasis on the science,
and reaching out to, or obtaining the attention
of, the lay public is irrelevant. Others hold a
stronger version of this point of view; being
in touch with the laity, except when necessary
for earning a living, impedes the progress of
scientific research. Colleagues who feel most
strongly speak of vulgarizing sociology or
pandering to the uninformed.

I believe that these feelings are mistaken.
Maintaining some relationship with the Amer-
ican public is part of our responsibility as
members of society and as recipients of its
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funds, public or private, whether as tuition
payments, salaries, grants, or contacts. More-
over, when members of the lay public feel
that our work is useful or enlightening or
both, they have an incentive to give us their
cultural and political support if we need it—
when issues like student interest in sociology,
the allocation of research funds, and freedom
of research are at stake. The rest of the essay
will show that paying more attention to lay
America can be done without pandering.

This essay has three major parts. The first
describes some of the research needed to
analyze sociology’s roles in America, for
without it we cannot fully understand how we
can best reach out to the lay public. The
second part discusses some ways in which we
can now improve our relations with the
public. In the last part of the paper I focus on
sociology itself, offering some ideas on what
we can do better for ourselves even as' we do
better by the public.2

Before I start I must define the term “we.”
I use it broadly, referring to “we the
discipline” and “we the collectivity,” know-
ing all the while that the discipline is highly
diverse while the collectivity is far from a
functioning sociopolitical entity. “We” is
therefore mainly a shorthand about how
numbers of us act or how we should all act,
but I must apologize to the practitioners that
my “we” is mostly the academic discipline
and collectivity, they being what I know best.

STUDYING SOCIOLOGY IN AMERICA

My initial topic is researching Sociology in
America. At one level, I see the topic as a set
of studies in the sociology of knowledge that
tries to understand where we are coming from
and going and how we are tied to the main
structures and hierarchies of American soci-
ety. In the process, we should identify our
employers, sponsors, funders, supporters,
and allies, as well as our clients or constitu-
ents—and our possible victims. In short, we
must understand whose sides we have been
on, purposely or accidentally (Becker 1967).

At another level, Sociology in America is
evaluative, the application of our analytic

2 Some of what follows was also said by
presenters at the Atlanta thematic and special
sessions, but I wrote this essay before reading their
presentations.
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tools and our values to understand and assess
what we are doing for and to the country, as
well as to all the sectors on which we might
impinge, from underdogs to top dogs, for
instance. We need to know whom we help
and whom we injure and damage, intention-
ally and unintentionally, so that we can figure
out what we should be doing and not doing in
behalf of a better society, however “better”
may be defined.

“Sociology in America” is a good title for
an ASA annual meeting theme, but the topic
could also be called sociology and society, in
part to emphasize that it must be cross-
national and cross-cultural as well (Kohn
1987). A first priority is conceptualizing the
basic subject, and many alternatives are
possible. One can begin by looking for and at
sociology’s contributions, identifying activi-
ties and institutions in which sociologists
have participated directly or in which their
work has been used indirectly. A major
problem with looking at contributions is that
we tend to forget the negative ones and the
ones we fail to make, but this problem can be
corrected.

A slightly different approach would be to
ask what roles sociology has played and is
playing, adding the evaluative element by
also asking how well these roles were played,
and which should be played in the future.
Some roles are self-evident, but the concept
allows us to wonder whether, for example,
we somehow also represent particular interest
groups, or falling, not to mention rising,
classes. Or are we mainly one of a set of
academics whose role it is to add a touch of
cultural polish and a smidgen of social
conscience to the socialization of young
Americans able and willing to go to college?
Yet how do we fit into the scheme of things
when we play what I think of as the Martian
role, distancing ourselves and going to Erving
Goffman’s backstage—or back of it—to
report on how society or some of its
constituent parts operate.

My own thinking takes me in the direction
of effects concepts, because what matters
most is not what we have done but how our
work has affected others. Somewhat the same
outcome as a study of effects can be achieved
by the use of functional analysis, for
functions are operationalized as conse-
quences—as long as we always inquire into
functions and dysfunctions of what for whom,
and assume the possibility that some of our
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activities are functional mainly for ourselves.
Alternatively, one can look at sociology’s
benefits and costs—if these are not treated
solely as quantitative concepts. We must also
remember that researchers will not always
agree on what is beneficial and costly, and
that the determination of benefits and costs
must reflect the views of all those who
actually win and lose. Moreover, we must
never exclude the possibility that our work
has neither significant benefits nor costs —nor
major independent effects. We are, after all,
only 20,000 in a country of 230 million.

I am aware of all the methodological
difficulties of studying effects, functions, and
benefits and costs, but we must discover what
impact we have had. Furthermore, any
properly sociological effects study has to
examine the agents and processes that have
shaped sociology to achieve whatever impacts
it is having. Thus, a study of sociology’s
impact on America must be preceded by
research on America’s impacts on sociology
(Gouldner 1970; Vidich and Lyman 1985).
However, if we analyze the roles we have
played, we must likewise ask who helped us
play these roles and how we were invited or
shoehorned into them.

Needless to say, there are other conceptual
schemes for looking at sociology in America,
but whatever the schemes, the questions I
have raised also have to be answered
historically. In fact, it may be strategic to
begin with historical analyses because the
historical view can give us a better fix on the
primary theoretical and empirical issues on
which we must concentrate in order to
understand the present.

Although the teaching of sociology has still
not obtained enough respect from the disci-
pline, the fact remains that virtually all
academic sociologists, including those at the
most elite research universities, earn their
living by teaching. Consequently, one of the
first and most important questions to be
researched concerns the effects, and thus also
the effectiveness, of our teaching.

ASA estimates that 75 percent of Ameri-
ca’s sociologists—or 15,000 —are still aca-
demics. If each teaches four courses a year,
and many unfortunately teach many more,
that comes to 60,000 courses a year, and of
these the most frequently taught continue to
be introductory, marriage and the family, and
social problems. Although studies have been
made of the major texts used in these courses,
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we ought to start finding out what is actually
being taught in them: not only what kinds of
sociology, but what descriptions of and
prescriptions for American society. For exam-
ple, a multicampus sample of marriage and
the family courses could be analyzed to
identify what models of marriage and the
family sociologists teach, and what postures
they encourage students to take toward them,
explicitly or implicitly. To what extent do we
teach conformity to the culturally dominant
models, and if we suggest the desirability of
sociopolitical change, what new or old
models do we have in mind?

After that, we ought to begin on the more
urgent but also more complex task of looking
at what students learn from these basic
courses, for their own lives and their citizen
roles, to see if we can establish findings about
the effects of their exposure to sociology.
Since sociology has begun to drift down to
the high schools, similar research can be done
there. Schools not being the only teaching
institutions in America, however, someone
should also take a look to see whether
sociology has yet had any visible impact on
the country’s news and entertainment media.

Parallel kinds of research can be under-
taken among sociological practitioners. In-
deed, now is an ideal time to begin, for
before-and-after studies should immediately
be conducted at some of the many public
agencies and private companies that are first
hiring sociologists, so that we can learn what
early effects they are having. Now that
sociologists are being employed in market
research, for example, it would be useful to
look at a sample of firms to discover what, if
anything, the sociologists do differently —and
with what effects —from the previous market
researchers who have generally been MBA’s
and psychologists. Do sociological market
researchers have more empathy for the
subjects of market research than had their
predecessors, and what effects does this have
on their work, the resulting firm policies, and
the profits? Or are sociologists in big
organizations more likely to practice what
their organizations prescribe rather than what
their discipline has trained them to practice?
Incidentally, an interesting study of academic
practitioners, the increasing number of sociol-
ogists who become deans and provosts of
their universities, could be done to see what,
if anything, they do differently because they
are sociologists.



