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The “Spirit” of Capitalism Revisited:
Stephen Kalberg on His Translation of Weber’s
Protestant Ethic  (co-published by Roxbury Press and Blackwell
Publishers; April, 2001; ‘www.roxbury.net’)

Stephen Kalberg,  Boston University

Students of  Max Weber have long agreed that the single available translation
into English of his most accessible work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (PE), is profoundly flawed. I am grateful to the editors of  Perspec-

tives for the opportunity to note a few of  the problems with the translation by
Talcott Parsons and to summarize several new features of  my translation. A more
detailed discussion must await a journal publication.

It should first be emphasized that the translation by Parsons is now seventy years
old. This alone justifies a new translation. Classic works in the Humanities are
often re-translated every generation. As translations age, they become less acces-
sible to younger audiences. American English changes quickly, and many of  Par-
sons’ terms and formulations, while appropriate earlier, today ring hollow and
even odd. Some are barely decipherable, especially to PE’s major audience today:
American undergraduates. Moreover, Parsons translated for an audience quite dif-
ferent from today’s readers. In general, his audience was steeped in classical, liberal
arts texts and acquainted with nineteenth century European scholarship. Hence,
whereas Parsons could assume readers would have some knowledge of  persons
Weber refers to repeatedly (e.g., Melanchthon, Fox, Alberti, Baxter, Fugger,
Zinzendorf), familiarity with his Latin phrases, and a general acquaintance with
the history of  Western religions, today’s reader requires assistance. For these rea-
sons alone, a new translation — with a glossary of  key terms, endnotes that iden-
tify names, places, and religious documents, and a translation into English of  Latin
expressions — is long overdue.  Although the remarks to follow are critical of
Parsons, there can be no doubt that Weber scholars, as well as sociologists gener-
ally, owe to him a tremendous debt for recognizing PE as a classic study.

Problems with the Translation by Parsons. The weakness of  Parsons’ under-
standing of  German, and core aspects of  Weber’s sociology, is apparent to the
specialist on every page of  his translation. Simple errors of  translation, as well as
loss of  nuance, occur in every paragraph. Egregious errors, where Parsons loses
track of  Weber’s argument and moves in directions fully contradictory to Weber’s
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Perspectives is the newsletter of  the Theory Section of  the American Sociological
Association. It is published quarterly in January, April, July, and October. The
deadline for all submissions is the fifth day of  the month before publication.
We welcome news and commentary as well as announcements about  confer-
ences, journal information, calls for papers, position openings, and any other
information of  interest to section members.

Send submissions to: J. David Knottnerus and Jean Van Delinder, Department of
Sociology, CLB 006, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK  74078-4062; fax
(405) 744-5780; phone (405) 744-6106 (Knottnerus) or (405) 744-4613 (Van
Delinder); e-mail jdk2307@okstate.edu or jlvan@okstate.edu

text and intentions, are found on nearly
every page. Only several technical prob-
lems can be noted here:

—The lack of  a standardized terminol-
ogy. Weber’s key terms are translated vari-
ously, even randomly (e.g., Beruf, Lebens-
führung, Gesinnung, Gefühl, Diesseitigkeit,
Antrieb). On many occasions, a single
English term stands as the translation for
several German terms (e.g., “conduct” for
Lebensführung, Wandel, Gebarung, and Ver-
halten). Weber’s deep concern for termi-
nological precision is lost.

—The appearance of  the text. In the Ger-
man, Weber guides his reader to major
concepts and themes through the use of
italics. Ninety-five percent of  his italics
do not appear in the English translation
(e.g., modern capitalism). Moreover,
Weber’s frequent placing of  terms in
quotes, in order to indicate his awareness
of  their controversial nature (e.g., “na-
tional character,” “rational,” “productiv-
ity” under capitalism, “achievements” of
the Reformation, the “spirit” of  capital-
ism, “ideas,” “calling”), is omitted from
the Parsons translation.

—The failure to identify noun referents.
Because German nouns and pronouns are
gendered, a pronoun can be traced back
easily to the last same-gendered noun. Par-
sons’ routine translation of  the gendered
pronoun into the non-gendered “it,”
rather than repeating the noun referent,
causes perpetual confusion. Innumerable
passages are rendered unclear owing to
this practice.

—The substitution of a “Parsonian” vo-
cabulary. Repeatedly, Parsons employs
terms that cannot serve as adequate trans-
lations of  the German original; for ex-
ample, “norms,” “attitude,” “fact,” “sys-
tem,” “opinion,” “sanction.” The effect
is to turn Weber into a structuralist thinker
and to diminish the powerful “interpre-
tive understanding” (Verstehen) analysis of
subjective meaning in PE. Parsons also
tones down Weber’s vocabulary of  con-
flict and replaces Weber’s gender-neutral
language with a gendered terminology
(e.g., Mensch [person] and Man [one] are

WEBER from page 1

See WEBER on page 4

Moreover, Parsons trans-
lated for an audience quite
different from today’s read-
ers. In general, his audi-
ence was steeped in clas-
sical, liberal arts texts and
acquainted with nineteenth
century European scholar-
ship.

Does it Matter? The translation by Par-
sons does convey the notion that Weber is,
in this book, a sociologist looking at val-
ues and ideas, and documenting their in-
dependence from political and economic
factors, indeed even their “autonomy” as
causal forces. The “spirit” of  capitalism,
according to Weber, arose out of  the
domain of religion. While this is the
book’s central message, Weber’s complex
causal argument is impossible to follow
in the translation by Parsons. The crucial
chapter four on Calvinism, Pietism,

Methodism, and the baptizing sects (the
Quakers, Baptists, and Mennonites; not,
as Parsons believed, “the Baptist Sects”)
repeatedly loses the thrust of  Weber’s anal-
ysis. Critical themes developed at length
by Weber, such as the varying extent to
which believers are motivated to orga-
nize life methodically around a set of ethi-
cal values, and the diverging ways in which
the ascetic Protestant faithful testify,
through their conduct, to their sincere
belief (Bewährung) and otherwise pursue
courses of action that provide a psycho-
logical certainty of  “elect salvation status,”
are obscured. Moreover, an array of sub-
themes central for Weber fail to surface
in this translation. For example:

—The social psychology of  belief.
Weber’s focus upon the motives for ac-
tion in the different religions (Catholi-
cism, Lutheranism, Calvinism, Pietism,
Methodism, and the baptizing sects), and
his subtle and differentiated analysis of
how they vary depending upon the nature
of  salvation doctrines and their transfor-
mation into pastoral care practices (and,
at this level, “psychological premiums”),
is never apparent in the translation by Par-
sons. This analysis unveils Weber as a
powerful microsociologist and social psy-
chologist concerned, on the one hand,
with how diverse motivations for action
are formulated and, on the other hand,
with the reconstruction, through “inter-
pretive understanding,” of  believers’ sub-
jective meaning. The PE, in my view, of-
fers the best illustration of  Weber’s ver-
stehende sociology.

—The pluralism of  Weber’s dialogues. In
various ways, the Parsons translation ex-
aggerates the role of  Marx in this study
(not least by often translating Schichten as
“classes” rather than “strata”). Weber
locks horns as well with Hegel’s Idealism,
Werner Sombart’s evolutionism, Adam
Smith’s a-contextual understanding of  the
“laws of  the market,” race-based expla-
nations for behavior and the “superiority
of  the West,” Hegelian schools of  theol-
ogy that drew a direct line from a

translated as “man”).
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Call for Nominations
Awards of the Theory Section

The Theory Section announces a call for nominations for its two
annual awards, the Theory Prize, which will be awarded for a recent
outstanding paper in theory, and the Shils-Coleman Prize, which will be

awarded for an outstanding student paper.

Edward Shils-James Coleman Memorial
Award (Graduate Student Prize). The
Shils-Coleman Award is given to rec-
ognize distinguished work in theory by
a graduate student. The work may take
the form of  either: (a) a paper pub-
lished or accepted for publication; (b)
a paper presented at a professional
meeting; or (c) a paper suitable for
publication or presentation at a pro-
fessional meeting. The winner will re-
ceive up to $500 for reimbursement
of  her/his travel expenses to the 2001
ASA Meetings. The deadline is Feb-
ruary 15, 2001. Please send nomina-
tions, including five copies of  the pa-
per to:

Denise Anthony , Chair
Shils-Coleman Award Committee
Department of  Sociology
105 Silsby Hall, HB 6104
Dartmouth College
Hanover, NH 03755
Denise.Anthony@Dartmouth.edu
phone: 603-646-0017
fax: 603-646-1228

Theory Prize. The Theory Prize is given
to recognize outstanding work in theory.
In even-numbered years it is given for a
book, and in odd-numbered years it is
given for a paper. In both cases, eligible
items are those published in the preced-
ing four calendar years. The Theory
Prize to be given in August 2001 is for
an article, chapter, or publicly presented
paper in calendar years 1997, 1998, 1999
or 2000. Please send preliminary nomi-
nations to the committee chair by Feb-
ruary 15, 2001 (formal nominations and
copies of  the paper must subsequently
be sent to all five committee members,
reaching them by March 1, 2001):

Richard Swedberg, Chair
Theory Prize Committee
RS, Dept of  Sociology
Stockholm University
S-10691
Stockholm, Sweden
SWEDBERG@sociology.su.se

EMOTIONS AND
SOCIOLOGICAL
THEORY
Jack Barbalet, University of  Leicester, England

What business does sociological
theory have with emotion?
Straight answers are hard

enough to come by, without me attempt-
ing a simple generalization to settle this
matter. One thing is clear, though; there
is a lot of  activity that shows some folks
have strong views of  their own. Here are
a handful of  very recent cases, alphabeti-
cally listed: Jon Elster, Alchemies of  the
Mind: Rationality and the Emotions (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1999); Helena
Flam, The Emotional Man and the Problem
of  Collective Action (Peter Lang GmbH,
2000); Jack Katz, How Emotions Work (Uni-
versity of  Chicago Press, 1999); Jonathan
Turner, The Origins of  Human Emotions: A
Sociological Inquiry into the Evolution of  Hu-
man Affect (Stanford University Press,
2000); Simon Williams, Emotion and Social
Theory (Sage, 2000).

A focus on emotion does not attach to a
single theoretical orientation or method-
ology, another thing the list above sug-
gests. But it is equally apparent that so-
ciological writing on emotion cannot be
confined to a mere “sociology of  emo-
tion.” We don’t want to trip over terms
here. The sub-discipline sociology of
emotion has been described as “sociol-
ogy of  emotions management.” In this
sense emotion is subject to social and cul-
tural manipulation, transformation and
restraint. This does not exhaust the way
in which emotion may be sociologically
regarded. Arguably more interesting than
the treatment of emotion as socially mal-
leable is consideration of  the ways that
emotions are at the operational core of
social processes. In this mould is Tom
Scheff ’s widely respected work on shame
and conformity, for instance, and Randall
Collins’ on emotional energy and inter-
action ritual chains. In these authors’ hands
emotion is not only foundational to key

aspects of social structure, but also un-
avoidable in sociological theorizing.

In fact, of  course, there is nothing new
in sociological theory about the argument
that emotions are somehow responsible
for the patterns and content of  social life:
see, for instance, Adam Smith’s The Theory
of Moral Sentiments (1759), Emile
Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of  Reli-
gious Life (1912), Georg Simmel’s The Phi-
losophy of  Money (1907), Thorstein Veblen’s
The Instinct of  Workmanship (1914). These
are works that in contributing to a legacy
of  literary resources of  sociological
theory establish the primacy of  emotions
in institutions and action and in socio-

logical explanations of them.

It is not difficult, therefore, to show that
there is an impressive record of  emotion
in sociological theory. At the same time,
it would be disingenuous to deny that
there is also a tradition of  denial of  such
a representation of  emotion in sociologi-
cal theory. A characteristic element of
Western culture is the opposition of  rea-
son and emotion, the association of emo-
tion with the base or trivial, and the ele-
vation of  cognitive factors to causal or
morphological primacy. This strand of
thinking is well established in sociology.

See EMOTIONS on page 6
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religion’s salvation doctrine to the behav-
ior of believers, and numerous nineteenth
century thinkers who failed to distinguish
between ethical action based in values and
means-end rational action. To Weber, all
of these schools omitted a social psychol-
ogy of  belief  and were insufficiently at-
tentive to the ways in which cultural forces
influence action.

—The intertwining of past and present.
Weber’s multiple illustrations of  how be-
havior originating out of  belief  may
slowly lose its religious dimension and be-
come “routinized” into utilitarian action
(and how persons then incorrectly under-
stand the causes of this utilitarian action
by reference alone to structural forces and
means-end rational pursuits in the
present) are occluded in the Parsons trans-
lation. Yet this “deep cultural” mode of
analysis is quintessentially Weberian, as is
his intertwining, in this manner, of  past
and present.

—The logic of  ideas. While Parsons’
translation conveys the importance We-
ber attributes to ideas and values, it fails
to articulate a related central point: theo-
logians, and even the lay faithful, have
struggled to render ideas internally consis-
tent (particularly in order to decipher ap-
propriate routes to salvation), and these
confrontations with ideas follow rational
rules of  logic. Moreover, the cognitive res-
olution of  dilemmas anchored in ideas
may eventually influence the action of  be-
lievers, indeed even their economic ac-
tivity.

—The levelling out of  causal analysis. We-
ber’s incessant focus upon issues of  cau-
sality, as concerns both “internal” (reli-

gious) and “external” (political and eco-
nomic) forces, is seldom apparent in the
translation by Parsons. In this regard, the
translation of  Wahlverwandtschaft (elective
affinity) as “correlation” is unfortunate.
In particular, the manner in which exter-
nal forces provide facilitating (though not
determining) contexts for the unfolding
of  internal forces remains scarcely visible,
as is true of  Weber’s micro-level, causal
analysis of  how the lives of  the devout
become organized around ethical values
and “directed” (Lebensführung).

Features of  this New Translation. Be-
cause, in my view, it “does matter,” I have
attempted to draw out not only PE’s cen-
tral focus but also these further themes.
However, my efforts have not been lim-
ited to the accurate rendering of substan-
tive themes into a clear English. The PE
must now be offered in a more accessible
format to today’s undergraduates. On this
behalf  I have undertaken a number of
changes:

Persons, places, and obscure documents
and groups have been identified, either
within brackets in the text or in new end-
notes. Latin, Italian, Dutch, and French
phrases have been translated. Weber’s itali-
cization and quotes, as helpful red threads
of  orientation, have been retained. The
translation of  key terms has been stan-
dardized and a glossary of  approximately
thirty terms has been added. These terms
have been set in bold type in the text. In-
numerable partial bibliographical entries
have been adjusted and completed. All
paragraphs and endnotes that Weber
added in his 1920 revision of  the manu-
script have been marked.

Furthermore, I have undertaken a far

WEBER from page 2

Book
Announcement
Self-Analytical Sociology: Essays and
Explorations in the Reflexive Mode.

Larry T. Reynolds. 2000. Rockport,
TX: Magner Publishing. $39.95.
(ISBN: 1-929416-26-1).

If  ever the time was ripe for the long
overdue sociological reexamination
of  sociology, that time is now, as the
fin de siecle is upon us. It is a moment
made for critique and renewal—
truly a time for stock-taking and
soul-searching. That is the project
taken up by Self-Analytical Sociology, a
volume that pokes, prods, and in
other ways dissects, analyzes, and
critiques the profession, discipline,
and science of  sociology. This col-
lection of  thirty-three essays and in-
vestigations includes several older,
classic works, and numerous papers
written in the 1980s and 1990s, in-
cluding a dozen new works appear-
ing in print for the first time.

Stephen Kalberg lived in Germany for nine years. He has taught at two German univer-
sities, lecturing in German. He is co-chair, Study Group on Germany, Center for Euro-
pean Studies, Harvard University and serves on the editorial board of  the new journal,
Max Weber Studies. Kalberg teaches theory, political sociology, and comparative sociol-
ogy at Boston University. Some of  his recent and forthcoming publications include:
“Max Weber.” In: The Blackwell Companion to Major Social Theorists, edited by George Ritzer
(Blackwell, 2000). “Tocqueville and Weber on the Sociological Origins of  Citizenship”
(Citizenship Studies; July, 1997. This article has been translated into five languages.) Max
Weber’s Sociology of  Civilizations. Forthcoming.

more radical shortening of  Weber’s sen-
tences and paragraphs than undertaken by
Parsons. Because Weber’s text occasion-
ally lapses into a short-hand format,
bridging and transitional phrases have been
added into the text, in brackets, on be-
half  of  clarity. Finally, I have written an
introduction that summarizes major as-
pects of  Weber’s argument regarding the
origins of the “spirit” of capitalism and
examines an array of  PE’s major themes.

Through these innovations, I’m hopeful
that this new translation will present this
classic text in a more clear, accurate, and
readable manner. This new edition also
includes Weber’s essay on the United
States, “The Protestant Sects and the
Spirit of  Capitalism,” and my new trans-
lation of  the introduction to his massive
comparative studies on the “economic
ethics of  the world religions” heretofore
known as “Author’s Introduction.”
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What is being taught in the name of  “theory” to graduate students in sociology? How do instructors really feel about training in classical
theory? Contemporary theory? Theory construction? Science? What messages about theory are they passing down to the next generation
of  scholars in our discipline? We spoke with 71 instructors of  required graduate theory courses in the nation’s top 50 departments of
sociology, asking these and other questions. Some of  the raw results from our interviews will appear, with little or no commentary, in a
series of  short articles in this and future newsletters. The project was supported by a small grant from the American Sociological
Association, and assistance was provided by Christopher Barnum, Cynthia Estep, Will Kalkhoff, John Knapp and C. Wesley Younts.
Readers are encouraged to send comments to the editors and/or to the author at barry-markovsky@uiowa.edu

Theory Training
in Sociology
Barry Markovsky, University of  Iowa

Part 1: Sample Characteristics and
Quality Perceptions

The 50 targeted departments were those
cited in the 1998 U.S. News and World Re-
ports reputational survey <http://www.
usnews.com>. Potential interviewees
were located through department web-
sites and through telephone inquiries with
departmental administrators. The great
majority of  instructors that we interview-
ed taught a course that was required of
all Ph.D. students in their programs. In a
few cases the course was part of a set of
2 or 3, of which a subset was required
of  all Ph.D. students. Data were collected
between November 1998 and July 2000.
We arranged telephone interviews with
as many instructors as possible, in the end
completing 63 interviews. An additional
8 cases were obtained using an e-mailed

version of  the interview protocol.

Forty-eight departments had required
graduate theory courses, and we reached
1 or more instructors from 46 of the 48.
Among our respondents, 42 taught a clas-
sical theory course, 23 taught contempo-
rary theory, 4 taught theory construction,
6 taught a combined contemporary and
classical course, and one taught a com-
bined contemporary and construction
course. Six of the instructors taught two
different courses—4 taught both contem-

porary and classical; one taught contem-
porary and construction, one taught clas-
sical and construction—and one of our
respondents did not specify which course
s/he taught.

The first chart shows, in seven-year incre-
ments, the number of  years since the
Ph.D. degree for our respondents. The
overall mean is 19.3 years. Most striking—
visually at least—is the seemingly dispro-
portionate number of junior faculty
teaching required theory courses. I leave
it to readers to interpret this finding.

The chart below shows where today’s
theory instructors received their doctoral
degrees. Notably, approximately half  of
the instructors in our sample received
Ph.D.’s from only 6 departments, and
three-quarters have degrees from only 13
different departments.

Finally, the table on page 6 shows how
instructors regarded their own graduate
training in theory. (“Omitted” indicates
that the question was left out inadvertently
by the interviewer.) For those who judged

See TRAINING on page 6
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their training inadequate, the subsequent
table lists specific areas where instructors
felt their own training was deficient.

Was Your Graduate Theory Training
Adequate?
66.2% - Yes                 28.2% - No
  4.2% - Marginal             1.4% - Omitted

If  “No,” then in what areas?  (n = 20;
23 responses)
26.1% too restrictive; no survey
21.7% deficient in classical
17.4% (not specified)
13.0% self-taught
04.3% deficient in theory construction
04.3% unbalanced
04.3% instructor bias
04.3% my fault
04.3% not required

The next installment in this series will
present data on instructors’ attitudes to-
ward different areas of  theory and how
well they are taught in their own depart-
ments and nationwide.

TRAINING from page 5

Indeed, the acme classic of sociological
theory, Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism, is a primer of
Cartesian principles in which the impor-
tance of expelling emotion from social
life and social reasoning is outlined and
justified. It is true that Weber sees Cal-
vinist anxiety behind the Protestant Ethic.
But sociologists sympathetic to an emo-
tions approach cannot take encourage-
ment from that. This is because for We-
ber the anxiety in question is understood
as an attitude not an emotion, and this anxi-
ety is auxiliary to a doctrine, and it is with
the doctrine that Weber explains the Ethic
(see Barbalet 2000).

Sociological theory has not neglected in-
vestigation of  the bases of  rationality. It
is less frequently, however, that the emo-
tional foundations of rationality are dis-
cussed (Barbalet 1998: chapter 2; Collins

1993). Successful arguments concerning
the affective basis of reason are in fact
relatively easy to make, because the dis-
tinction between reason and emotion is
always blurred, not sharp, and the sup-
posed opposition between them is at best
difficult to keep in focus. And yet, the idea
of the opposition between reason and
emotion persists. It is not sufficient, then,
merely to demonstrate the intellectual fail-
ure of the conventional distinction be-
tween reason and emotion. It is more
important to address why the distinction
is so durable and widely accepted (see
Barbalet 1998:54-61).

Symptomatic of the wrong-headed ap-
proach to emotion in sociological theory
that opposes it, is the inclination to treat
emotion as a unitary phenomenon, differ-
entiated by intensity alone. It is perfectly
meaningful to say, for instance, that emo-
tions underlie rational decision-making,
valuation and moral coding, interpersonal
responses, resource allocation and ex-
change, authority attribution and hierar-
chic formation, and so on. But the salient
issue must always be: which particular emo-
tions do what? Indeed, one robust socio-
logical theory of emotions differentiates
specific emotions in terms of  antecedent
structural relations along the axes of
power and status (Kemper 1978). This
suggests that particular emotions, such as
anger, shame, regret, that have a reality in
the vividness of  individual experience, al-
so have a social salience born through the
specific social causes and effects charac-
teristically associated with them. Thus it
is not the emotionality of a displaced so-
cial group, say, that tells us how its mem-
bers will behave, but whether the pre-
dominant emotion is fear or hope, resent-
ment or vengefulness.

A sociological theory of  emotion, then,
might focus on particular emotions, not
to discover their psychological dimen-
sions or the ways in which they are sub-
ject to conscious reflection, but in order
to amplify an apparently unconnected as-
pect of  social structure or social action.
Scheff  (1988) did just this in his study of

shame and conformity. My own treat-
ment, of confidence, fear, resentment,
shame, and vengefulness in Emotion, So-
cial Theory and Social Structure (Barbalet
1998), and of boredom and social mean-
ing (Barbalet 1999), was also to examine
and theorize key aspects of  social struc-
ture. It is important to emphasize that the
use of emotions categories as explana-
tory variables is not a commitment to psy-
chological reductionism. Explanations of
social processes in terms of  emotions
need not put at risk the sociological qual-
ity of the account.

Sociological theory always has an histori-
cal as well as a systematic dimension. If
sociological theory were to give more se-
rious attention to emotions, not only the
particular issues it dealt with would
change. Different research foci tend to
draw upon different intellectual traditions.
A new approach requires not only the le-
gitimation that an identification of pre-
cursors can provide, but also the intellec-
tual resources bequeathed to current re-
search by earlier practioners. That is, the
re-introduction of emotions into socio-
logical theory will be associated with a re-
organization of  the sociological tradition.
Not only will interpretations of  the cur-
rent staple change, but also presently ne-
glected writers will be found to have much
to offer. At the present time, for instance,
the 18th century thinker, Adam Smith, is
quite marginal to sociological theory, and
the early 20th century American, Thorstein
Veblen, fails to be given his due. An ap-
proach to sociological theory that takes
emotions seriously will find in each of
these and other relevant writers informa-
tion and inspiration that will bring them
to new generations of  theorists.

The importance of  emotions for socio-
logical theory is not at issue. Leading so-
ciological theorists, both today and in the
past, have indicated the fundamentally
emotional nature of social processes and
institutions. The future prospects are that
more sociological theorists will give at-
tention to the emotions.

EMOTIONS from page 3
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Book
Announcement
Culture, Structure, and Agency: Towards a
Truly Multidimensional Sociology. David M.
Rubinstein. Sage Publications. London.
January 2001.

A multidimensional sociology, incorporat-
ing both culture and social structure in
action, has long been a theoretical desi-
deratum. This book aims to go beyond
an ‘additive’ multidimensionality by show-
ing that culture and structure are mutu-
ally constituting.

To achieve a synthetic approach, struc-
ture is conceived as the array of oppor-
tunities. This view of  social structure is
defended by many references to empiri-
cal and theoretical work. It is then argued
that culture is ‘read’ by actors in light of
their opportunities which are, in turn, cul-
turally constructed. The actor is thus seen
as constituting the components of action,
each in light of  the other. The aim is to
theorize agency and a synthesis of cul-
ture and social together. Jeffrey Alexander,
William Sewell et al. have approached this
synthesis.

The book also incorporates a third com-
ponent of action - desires, etc. This re-
fers to aspects of actors, like emotions,
that are not reducible to culture or social
structure. A synthetic approach is main-
tained insofar as desires, etc., are shown
to be dialectically intricated with culture
and social structure. This argument draws
on Wittgenstein’s ideas on ‘inner experi-
ence’ to show that desires, etc., are con-
stituted by actors in light of their cultural
resources and their structured opportuni-
ties. The result is a conception of  action
in which actors are portrayed as consti-
tuting each component of action in light
of  the other two.

The book draws on much empirical re-
search and also engages the work of Par-
sons, Giddens, Bourdieu, Marx, Weber,
Durkheim, network theory, rational
choice, the new cultural studies, post-
modernism, etc.

SOCIOLOGICAL
IMAGINATION
GROUP
Harold Kincaid, Department of  Philosophy,
University of  Alabama at Birmingham

At the Washington meetings a
group of  ASA members calling
themselves the sociological

imagination group held an informal con-
ference during the evenings of  the meet-
ings. This report describes the perspec-
tive of  that group, the volume coming out
of  that conference, and the group’s call
for papers for a similar conference at the
Anaheim meetings.

The sociological imagination group
formed out of  a reaction to isolating spe-
cialization represented by the 40 plus Sec-
tions of  the ASA. It takes its inspiration
from the book of  the same name by C.
Wright Mills, updated by more recent
developments in the disciplines. The
group believes that sociology retains great
prospects for producing knowledge es-
sential to solving crucial substantive and
applied problems, but that such progress
is most likely to be made by applying the
following ideas:

A “web” approach to scientific method:
All empirical testing takes place within the
context of  a web of  background knowl-
edge, yet instead of  ignoring that com-
plex context it should become part of  the
research process. The more extensive and
varied the total web we take into account,
and the more its pieces are tested against
each other, the stronger the resulting pro-
duct. It is these diverse evidential relation-
ships that are crucial, and no set of  iso-
lated propositions can substitute for this
richness. We thus deny any inevitable dif-
ference between quantitative and qualita-
tive, or experimental and nonexperi-
mental, data. All can be compelling, or all
can be without force—depending  upon
what other information we bring to the
argument. We also deny that positivism

and postmodernism are the only options.
There is no logic of science that mechani-
cally tells us what to believe, and socio-
logical investigation is indeed a social pro-
cess. Yet that does not mean reasons and
evidence have no place and that all social
inquiry is politics.

Abstract concepts: These—in addition to
middle-range concepts—are essential to
progress in sociology. As we use the term,
an abstract concept is not one that is far
from reality. Rather, concepts are abstract
when they allow us to explain diverse
phenomena in diverse circumstances. If
we are to overcome the isolating special-
ization in our discipline, we need a com-
mon language that can build bridges
across our findings. By connecting appar-
ently diverse inquiries, abstract concepts
promote an essential feature of the sci-
entific enterprise: strengthening, refining,
and testing work in one domain by incor-
porating its results into investigations in
other domains. Also, they are essential to
developing theories as opposed to low-
level generalizations based on ordinary-
language concepts. Evidence, experi-
ments, and statistical inferences are blind
without theories identifying the relevant
factors, confounders, and mechanisms.

Moving down the ladder of  abstraction:
We deny the common assumption that
makes a sharp divide between the theo-
retical and the empirical, the abstract and
the concrete. Both are essential. As nu-
merous studies of  the biophysical sciences
demonstrate, the route from theory to
observation involves diverse kinds and
levels of  interconnections. Raw data do
not organize themselves, and thus a theory
of  data is needed. Unfortunately, sociol-
ogy has often tried to move down the lad-
der of  abstraction with procedures which
oversimplify the complexity of  human
behavior. A few sociological variables are
identified and tests of  significance, cor-
relations or regressions are run. Implic-
itly, this appears to be an effort to imitate
both the simplicity and predictive power
of  much of  the physical sciences, as il-
lustrated by the simple yet powerful for-

See GROUP on page 8
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35th World
Congress of the
International
Institute of
Sociology
You are invited  to the 35th World Con-
gress of  the International Institute of  So-
ciology, to be held in Kraków, Poland,
from 11-16 July 2001.

This is the first Congress to be held in
East Central Europe and the very first
World Congress of  sociologists in the new
millennium. The theme of  the Congress
- “The Moral Fabric in Contemporary
Societies” - addresses the crucial intellec-
tual and social challenges of  the new mil-
lennium. It reflects the deepest concerns
of  contemporary societies regarding com-
munity, solidarity, truth and trust in the
modern world. Further, it demands theo-
retical deliberations about the various
moral issues facing present-day societies.
It also links the contemporary and future
interests and scientific pursuits of sociolo-
gists today with the tradition of the IIS
established by its founders - Max Weber,
Georg Simmel, Ludwik Gumplowicz,
Thorstein Veblen and many others.

The program will consist of an opening
session, a series of plenaries that will con-
vene many leading figures of  the interna-
tional sociological community, “author
meets the readers” sessions and working
sessions inspired by the guiding theme.
The Jagiellonian University in Kraków,
which has just celebrated the 600th anni-
versary of its refounding, will host the
Congress and also offer a varied program
of  social events. Sightseeing and other en-
tertainment will be available for confer-
ence participants and accompanying per-
sons.

Please visit our website at http://
confer.uj.edu.pl/iis2001 for updated in-
formation, including the tentative pro-
gram and descriptions of  sessions.

mula, F = ma, or force = mass times ac-
celeration. Yet Newton’s law is tied to re-
ality only via theories of  mass, force, ac-
celeration and how they are to be mea-
sured. Investigating variables without that
further understanding is mistaken, both
in physics and in sociology.

Reflexive methodology: Good social sci-
ence is social science aware of  its own
practice—both in terms of  the sociolo-
gist aware of  his own motivations, feel-
ings, and so on and the profession aware
of  how its collective organization contrib-
utes to or hinders producing reliable re-
sults. On both counts sociology has been
far too unaware. Doing better social sci-
ence requires better self  understanding.

It is our belief  that this general approach
holds the promise for rapid cumulative
development in sociology and the social
sciences more generally. That hope can
only be born out in practice, however.
Toward that end several individuals made
presentations at the Washington meetings
that took some primary piece of  research
and tried to show how the use of  abstract
concepts, the web approach to scientific
method, reflexive understanding, and
moving down the ladder of  abstraction
can contribute to improving those pri-
mary analyses. These presenters and oth-
ers will then be combined into a volume
entitled “Toward a Sociological Imagina-
tion: Bridging Specialized Fields,” edited
by Bernard Phillips, Harold Kincaid and
Thomas Scheff, that will apply our gen-
eral approach to primary research on small
groups, discrimination, secularization,
narrative meaning, inequality, elite theory,
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and the sociology of  the emotions. Con-
tributors include the three editors and
James Kimberly, David Maines, David
Britt, Richard Lachmann, John Malarkey,
and Chanoch Jacobsen. The volume is
tentatively forthcoming with Aldine de
Gruyter in the Sociological Imagination
series edited by Phillips. We openly grant
that these pieces are no more than an ini-
tial effort.

It is hoped that this is the first in a series
of  informal conferences and conference
volumes. We are planning informal gath-
erings during the evenings of  the Ana-
heim meetings for presentations sympa-
thetic to our basic approach. Those pre-
sentations may be either secondary analy-
ses of  primary work or primary work it-
self. The goal is to then produce a vol-
ume to be edited by Thomas Scheff,
Harold Kincaid and Bernard Philips. We
invite individuals interested in contribut-
ing to look at various documents from
the group available at www.uab.edu/
ethicscenter/SI.html and to contact
Phillips (bernieflps@aol.com), Kincaid
(kincaid@uab.edu) or Scheff
(scheftj@gte.net) to discuss their projects.
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