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Sociology as an Individual Pastime

mrom Trvifation to Sociology

PETER L. BERGER

What does it wmean to “think sociologically”? In this selection from his book In-
vitation to Sociology, Peter Berger explains why sociologists are so annoying to
the powers that be, the purveyors of conventional wisdom, advertisers, politi-
cians, and others with a vested interest in your going along with their view of
things. Sociologists have a reputation for stirring up the waters and occasionally
making trouble. For Berger, this is just part of the way sociologists see the world.

It is gratifying from certain value positions (including some of this writer's)
that sociological insights have served in a number of instances to improve
the lot of groups of human beings by uncovering morally shocking conditions
or by clearing away collective illusions or by showing that socially desired re-
sults could be obtained in more humane fashion, One might point, for exam-
ple, to some applications of sociological knowledge in the penological
practice of Western countries. Or one might cite the use made of sociological
studies in the Supreme Court decision of 1954 on racial segregation in the
public schools. Or one could look at the applications of other sociological
studies to the hurpane planning of urban redevelopment. Certainly the sociol-
ogist who is morally and politically sensitive will derive gratification from
such instances. But, once more, it will be well to keep in mind that what is at
issue here is not sociological understanding as such but certain applications
of this understanding. It is not difficult to see how the same understanding
could be applied with opposite intentions. Thus the sociological understand-
ing of the dynamics of racial prejudice can be applied effectively by those pro-
moting intragroup hatred as well as by those wanting to spread tolerance.
And the sociological understanding of the nature of human solidarity can be
employed in the service of both totalitarian and democratic regimes.

L

One [more recent] image [of the sociologist is that of] a gatherer of statis-
tics about human behavior. The sociologist is here seen essentially as an aide-
de-camp to an IBM machine. He* goes out with a questionnaire, interviews

* Berger wrote this in 1963, using gendered language (preferring he to the now-
standard he/she). Today more than half of all sociology students are women (ed.).
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people selected at random, then goes home, enters his tabulations ento in-
numerable punch cards, which are then fed into a machine. In all of this, of
course, he is supported by a large staff and a very large budget. Included in
this image is the implication that the results of all this effort are picayune, a
pedantic re-statement of what everybody knows anyway. As ene observer re-
marked pithily, a sociologist is a fellow who spends $100,000 to find his way
to a house of ill repute.

This image of the sociologist has been strengthened in the public mind by
the activities of many agencies that might well be called parascciological,
mainly agencies concerned with public opinien and market trends. The poll-
ster has become a well-kmown figure in American life, importuning people
about their views from foreign policy to toilet paper. Since the methods used
in the pollster business bear close resemblance to sociological research, the
growth of this image of the sociclogist is understandable. The Kinsey studies
of American sexual behavior have probably greatly augmented the impact of
this image. The fundamental sociological question, whether concerned with
premarital peiting or with Republican votes or with the incidence ol gang
knifings, is always presumed to be “how often?” or “how many?”

W %

Now il must be admitted, albeit regretfully, that this image of the sociolo-
gist and his trade is not aliogether a product of fantasy. Beginning shaortly af-
ter World War 1, American sociclogy turned rather resolutely away [rom
theory to an intensive preoccupation with narrowly circumscribed empirical
studies. Tn connection with this tum, sociologists increasingly refined their
research techniques. Among these, very naturally, statistical techniques fig-
ured prominently. Since about the mid 1940s there has been a revival of inter-
est in sociological theory, and there are good indications that this tendency
away from a narrow empiricism is continuing to gather momentum. It re-
mains true, however, that a goodly part of the sociclogical enterprise in this
country continues to consist of little studies of obscure fragments of social
life, irrelevant to any broader theoretical concern, One glance at the table of
contents of the major sociological journals or at the list of papers read at so-
ciological conventions will confirm this statement.

L

Statistical data by themselves do not make sociology. They become sociol-
ogy only when they are sociologically interpreted, put within a theoretical
frame of reference that is sociological, Simple counting, or even correlating
different items that one counts, is not sociology. There is almost no sociology
in the Kinsey reports. This does not mean that the data in these studies are
not true or that they cannot be relevant to sociological understanding. They
are, taken by themselves, raw materials that can be used in sociological inter-
pretation. The interpretation, however, must be broader than the data them-
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selves. So the sociologist cannol arrest himself at the frequency tables of pre-
marital petting or extramarital pederasty. These enumerations are meaningful
to him only in terms of their much broader implications for an understanding
of institutions and values in our society. To arrive at such understanding the
sociologist will often have to apply statistical techniques, especially when he
is dealing with the mass phenomena of modern social life. But sociology con-
sists of statistics as little as philology consists of conjugating irregular verbs
or chemistry of making nasty smells in test fubes,

Sociology has, from its beginnings, understood itself as a science. There
has been much controversy about the precise meaning of this self-definition.
* * * But the allegiance of sociologists to the scientific ethos has meant every-
where a willingness to be bound by certain scientific canons of procedure. Tf
the sociologist remains faithful to his calling, his statements must be arrived
at through the observation of certain rules of evidence that allow others to
check on or to repeat or 1o develop his indings further. It is this scientific dis-
cipline that often supplies the motive for reading a sociological work as
against, say, a novel on the same topic that might describe matters in much
more impressive and convincing language. As sociclogists tried to develop
their scientific rules of evidence, they were compelled o reflect upon method-
ological problems. This is why methodology is a necessary and valid part of
the sociological enterprise,

At the same time it is quite true that some sociologists, especially in Amer-
ica, have become so preoccupied with methodological questions that they
have ceased to be interested in society at all. As a result, they have found out
nothing of significance about any aspect of social life, since in science as in
love a concentration on technique is quite likely to lead to impotence. Much
of this fixation on methodology can be explained in terms of the urge of a rel-
atively new discipline to find acceptance on the academic scene. Since science
is an almost sacred entity among Americans in general and American acade-
micians in particular, the desire to emulate the procedures of the older natu-
ral sciences is very sirong among the newcomers in the marketplace of
erudition.

As they become more secure in their academic status, it may be expected
that this methodological inferiority complex will diminish even further.

The charge that many sociologists write in a barbaric dialect muust also be
admitted with similar reservations. Any scientific discipline must develop a
terminology. This is self-evident for a discipline such as, say, nuclear physics
that deals with matters unknown to maost people and for which no words ex-
ist in common speech. However, terminology is possibly even more important
for the social sciences, just because their subject matter is familiar and just
because words do exist to denote it. Because we are well acquainted with the
social institutions that surround us, our perception of them is imprecise and
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often erroneous. In very much the same way most of us will have consider-
able difficulty giving an accurate description of our parents, husbands or
wives, children or close friends. Also, our language is often {and perhaps
blessedly) vague and confusing in its references to social reality. Take for an
example the concept of class, a very important one in sociology. There must
be dozens of meanings that this term may have in common speech—income
brackets, races, ethnic groups, power cligues, intelligence ratings, and many
others. Tt is obvious that the sociologist must have a precise, unambiguous
definition of the concept if his work is to proceed with any degree of scientific
rigor. In view of these facts, one can understand that some sociologists have
been tempted to invent altogether new words to avoid the semantic traps of
the vernacular usage.

Finally, we would look at an image of the sociologist not so much in his
professional role as in his being, supposedly, a certain kind of person. This is
the image of the sociologist as a detached, sardonic observer, and a cold ma-
nipulator of men. Where this image prevails, it may represent an jronic tri-
umph of the sociologist’s own efforts to be accepted as a genuine scientist.
The sociologist here becomes the self-appointed superior man, standing off
from the warm vitality of common existence, finding his satisfactions not in
living but in coolly appraising the lives of others, filing them away in little cat-
egories, and thus presumably missing the real significance of what he is ob-
serving. Further, there is the notion that, when he involves himself in social
processes at all, the sociologist does so as an uncommitted technician, put-
ting his manipulative skills at the disposal of the powers that be.

This last image is probably not very widely held. * * * As a general portrait
of the contemporary sociologist it is certainly a gross distortion. It fits very
few individuals that anyone is likely to meet in this country today. The prob-
lem of the political role of the social scientist is, nevertheless, a very genuine
one. For instance, the employment of sociologists by certain branches of in-
dustry and government raises moral questions that ought to be faced more
widely than they have been so far. These are, however, moral questions that
concern all men in positions of responsibility in modern society. The image of
the sociologist as an observer without compassion and a manipulator without
conscience need not detain us further here, * * * As for contemporary sociol-
ogists, most of them would lack the emotional equipment for such a role,
even if they should aspire to it in moments of feverish fantasy.

How then are we to conceive of the sociologist? In discussing the various
images of him that abound in the popular mind we have already brought out
certain elements that would have to go into our conception.

B

The sociologist, then, is someons concerned with understanding society in
a disciplined way. The nature of this discipline is scientific. This means that
what the sociologist finds and says about the social phenomena he studies oc-
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curs within a certain rather strictly defined frame of reference. One of the
majn characteristics of this scientific {rame of reference is that operations are
bound by certain rules of evidence. As a scientist, the sociclogist tries to he
objeclive, to conirol his personal preferences and prejudices, to perceive
clearly rather than to judge normatively. This restraint, of course, does not
embrace the totality of the sociologist’s existence as a human being, but is
limited to his operations gua sociologist. Nor does the sociologist claim that
his frame of reference is the only one within which society can be looked at.
For that matter, very few scientists in any field would claim today that one
should look at the world only scientifically. The botanist looking at a daffodil
has no reason to dispute the right of the poet to look at the same object in a
very different manner. There are many ways of playing, The poini is not that
one denies other people’s games but that one is clear about the rules of one’s
own. The game of the sociologist, then, uses scientific rules. As a result, the
sociologist must be clear in his own mind as to the meaning of these rules.
That is, he must concern himself with methedological questions. Methodol-
ogy does not constitute his goal. The latter, let us recall once more, is the at-
tempt to understand society. Methodology helps in reaching this goal, In
order to understand society, or that segment of it that he is studying at the
moment, the sociologist will use a variety of means. Among these are statisti-
cal techniques. Stalistics can be very useful in answering certain sociclogical
questions. But statistics does not constitute sociology. As a scientist, the soci-
ologist will have to be concerned with the exact significance of the terms he is
using, That is, he will have to be careful about terminology. This does not
have to mean that he must invent a new language of his own, but it does
mean that he cannot naively use the language of everyday discourse. Finally,
the interest of the sociologisl is primarily theoretical. That is, he is interested
in understanding for its own sake. He may be aware of or even concerned
with. the practical applicability and consequences of his findings, but at that
point he leaves the sociological frame of reference as such and moves inio
realms of values, beliefs and ideas that he shares with other men who are not
sociologists.

[THE MOTIVATION TO DO SOCIOLOGY]

[Wle would like to go a little bit further here and ask a somewhat more per-
sonal (and therefore, no doubt, more controversial} question., We would like
to ask not oniy what it is that the sociologist is doing but also what it is that
drives him to it. Or, to use the phrase Max Weber used in a similar connec-
tion, we want to inquire a little into the nature of the sociologist's demon. In
doing so, we shall evoke an image that is not so much ideal-typical in the
above sense but more confessional in the sense of personal commitment.
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Again, we are not interested in excommunicating anyone. The game of sociol-
ogy goes on in a spacious playground. We are just describing a little more
closely those we would like to tempt to join our game,

We would say then that the sociologist (that is, the one we would really like
1o invite to our game) is a person infensively, endlessly, shamelessly interested
in the doings of men. His natural habitat is all the human gathering places of
the world, wherever men come together, The sociologist may be interested in
many other things. But his consuming interest remains in the world of men,
their institutions, their history, their passions., And since he is interested in
men, nothing that men do can be altogether tedious for him. He will naturally
be interested in the events that engage men’s ultimate beliefs, their moments
of tragedy and grandeur and ecstasy. But he will also be fascinated by the
common place, the everyday. Ie will know reverence, but this reverence will
nol prevent him from wanting to see and to understand. He may sometimes
feel revulsion or contempt. But this also will not deter him from wanting to
have his questions answered, The sociologist, in his quest for understanding,
moves through the world of men without respect for the usual lines of demar-
cation. Nobility and degradation, power and obscurity, intelligence and
folly—these are equally interesting to him, however unequal they may be in
his personal values or tastes. Thus his questions may lead him to all possible
levels of society, the best and the least known places, the most respected and
the most despised. And, if he is a good sociologist, he will find himself in all
these places because his own questions have so taken possession of him that
he has little choice but to seek for answers.

It would be possible to say the same things in a lower key. We could say
that the sociologist, but for the grace of his academic title, is the man who
must listen to gossip despite himself, who is tempted to look through key-
holes, to read cther people’s mail, to open closed cabinets. Before some other-
wise unoccupied psychologist sets out now to construct an aptitude test for
sociologists on the basis of sublimated voyeurism, let us quickly say that we
are speaking merely by way of analogy. Perhaps some little boys consumed
with curiosity to waich their maiden aunts in the bathroom later become in-
veterate sociologists. This is quite uninteresting. What interests us is the cu-
riosity that grips any sociologist in froni of a closed door behind which there
are human voices. If he is a good sociologist, he will want to open that door,
to understand these voices. Behind each closed door he will anticipate some
new facet of human life not yet perceived and understood.

The sociologist will occupy himself with matters that others regard as too
sacred or as too distasteful for dispassionate investigation. He will find re-
warding the company of priests or of prostitutes, depending not on his per-
sonal preferences but on the questions he happens to be asking at the
moment, He will also concern himsell with matters that others may find
much too boring. He will be interested in the human interaction that goes
with warfare or with great intellectual discoveries, but also in the relations
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between people employed in a restaurant or between a group of little girls
playing with their dolls. His main focus of attention is not the ultimate signif-
jcance of what men do, but the action in itself, as another example of the in-
finite richness of human conduct. So much for the image of our playmate.

In these journeys through the world of men the sociologist will inevitably
encounter other professional Peeping Toms. Sometimes these will resent his
presence, feeling that he is poaching on their preserves. In some places the
sociologist will meet up with the economist, in others with the political scien-
tist, in yet others with the psychologist or the ethnologist. Yet chances are
that the questions that have brought him to these same places are different
from the ones that propelled his fellow-trespassers. The sociclogist’s ques-
tions always remain essentially the same: “What are people doing with each
other here?” “What are their relationships to each other?” “How are these re-
lationships organized in institutions?” “What are the collective ideas that
move men and institutions?” In trying to answer these questions in specific
instances, the sociologist will, of course, have to deal with economic or polit-
ical matters, but he will do so in a way rather different from that of the econ-
omist or the political scientist. The scene that he contemplates is the same
human scene that these other scientists concern themselves with. But the so-
ciologist’s angle of vision is different. When this is understood, it becomes
clear that it makes little sense to try to stake out a special enclave within
which the sociologist will carry on business in his own right. * * * There is,
however, one traveler whose path the sociologist will cross more often than
anyone else’s on his journeys. This is the historian. Indeed, as soon as the so-
ciologist turns from the present to the past, his preoccupations are very hard
indeed to distinguish from those of the historian. However, we shall leave this
relationship to a later part of our considerations. Suffice it to say here that the
sociological journey will be much impoverished unless it is punctuated fre-
quently by conversation with that other particular traveler.

Any intellectual activity derives excitement from the moment it becomes a
trail of discovery. In some fields of learning this is the discovery of worlds pre-
viously unthought and unthinkable. This is the excitement of the astronomer
or of the nuclear physicist on the antipodal boundaries of the realities that
man is capable of conceiving. But it can also be the excitement of bacteriol-
ogy or geology. In a different way it can be the excitement of the linguist dis-
covering new realms of human expression or of the anthropologist exploring
human customs in faraway countries. Tn such discovery, when undertaken
with passion, a widening of awareness, sometimes a veritable transformation
of consciousness, occurs. The universe turns out to be much more wonderful
than one had ever dreamed. The excitement of sociology is usnally of a differ-
ent sort, Sometimes, it is true, the sociologist penetrates into worlds that had
previously been quite unknown to him—for instance, the world of crime, or
the world of some bizarre religious sect, or the world fashioned by the exclu-
sive concerns of some group such as medical specialists or military leaders or
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advertising executives. However, much of the time the sociclogist moves in
sectors of experience that are familiar to him and to most people in his soci-
ety. He investigates communities, institutions and activities that one can read
about every day in the newspapers. Yet there is another excitement of discov-
ery beckoning in his investigations. It is not the excitement of coming upon
the totally unfamiliar, but rather the excitement of finding the familiar be-
coming iransformed in its meaning. The fascination of sociology lies in the
fact that its perspective makes us see in a new light the very world in which
we have lived all our lives. This also constitutes a transformation of con-
sciousness. Moreover, this transformation is more relevant existentially than
that of many other intellectual disciplines, because it is more difficult to seg-
regate in some special compartment of the mind. The astronomer does not
live in the remote galaxies, and the nuclear physicist can, outside his labora-
tory, eat and laugh and marry and vote without thinking about the insides of
the atom. The geologist looks at rocks only at appropriate times, and the lin-
guist speaks English with his wife. The sociologist lives in society, on the job
and off it. His own life, inevitably, is part of his subject matter. Men being
what they are, sociologists too manage to segregate their professional insights

from their everyday affairs, But it is a rather difficult feat to perform in good

faith.

The sociclogist moves in the common world of men, close to what most of
them would call real. The categories he employs in his analyses are only re-
finements of the categories by which other men live—power, class, status,
race, ethnicity. As a result, there is a deceptive simplicity and obviousness
about some sociological investigations. One reads them, nods at the familiar
scene, remarks that one has heard all this before and don't people have better
things to do than to waste their time on truisms—until one is suddenly
brought up against an insight that radically questions everything one had pre-
viously assumed about this familiar scene. This is the point at which one be-
gins to sense the excitement of sociology.

Let us take a specific example. Imagine a sociology class in a Southern col-
lege where almost all the students are white Southerners. Imagine a lecture
on the subject of the racial system of the South. The lecturer is talking here of
matters that have been familiar to his students from the time of their infancy.
Indeed, it may be that they are much more familiar with the minutiae of this
system than he is. They are quite bored as a resull. It seems to them that he is
only using more pretentious words to describe what they already know. Thus
he may use the term “caste,” one commonly used now by American sociolo-
gists to describe the Southern racial system. But in explaining the term he
shifts to traditional Hindu society, to make it clearer. He then goes on to ana-
lyze the magical beliefs inherent in caste tabus, the social dynamics of com-
mensalism and connubium, the economic interests concealed within the
system, the way in which religious beliefs relate to the tabus, the effects of the
caste system upon the industrial development of the society and vice versa—

-t
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all in India. But suddenly India is not very far away at all. The lecture then
goes back to its Southern theme. The familiar now seems not quite so famil-
iar apy more. Questions are raised thal are new, perhaps raised angrily, but
raised all the same. And at least some of the students have begun to under-
stand that there are functions involved in this business of race that they have
not read about in the newspapers {at least not those in their hometowns) and
that their parents have not told them—partly, at least, because neither the
newspapers nor the parents knew about them,

It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what
they seem. This too is a deceptively simple statement, It ceases to be simple
after a while, Social reality turns out to have many layers of meaning. The
discovery of each new layer changes the perception of the whole,

Anthropologists use the term “culture shock” to describe the impact of a to-
tally new culture upon a newcomer. In an extreme instance such shock will be
experienced by the Western explorer who is told, hallway through dinner, that
he is eating the nice old lady he had been chatting with the previous day—a
shock with predictable physiological if not moral consequences. Most explor-
ers no longer encounter cannibalism in their travels today. However, the first
encounters with polygamy or with puberty rites or even with the way some
nations drive their automobiles can be guite a shock to an American visitor.
With the shock may go not only disapproval or disgust but a sense of excite-
ment that things can really be that different from what they are at home. To
some extent, at least, this is the excitement of any first travel abroad, The ex-
perience of sociological discovery could be described as “culture shock” mi-
nus geographical displacement. In other words, the sociologist travels at
home—with shocking results, He is unlikely to find that he is eating a nice old
lady for dinner. But the discovery, for instance, that his own church has con-
siderable money invested in the missile industry or that a few blocks from his
home there are people who engage in cultic orgies may not be drastically dif-
ferent in emotional impact. Yet we would not want to imply that sociological
discoveries are always or even usually outrageous to moral sentiment, Not at
all. What they have in common with exploration in distant lands, however, is
the sudden illumination of new and unsuspected facets of human existence in
society. This is the excitement and, as we shall try to show later, the humanis-
tic justification of sociology.

People who like to avoid shocking discoveries, who prefer to believe that
society is just what they were taught in Sunday School, who like the safety of
the rules and the maxims of what Alfred Schuetz has called the “world-taken-
for-granted,” should stay away from seciology. People who feel no temptation
before closed doors, who have no curiosity about human beings, who are con-
tent to admire scenery without wondering about the people who live in those
houses on the other side of that river, should probably also stay away from so-
ciology. They will find it unpleasant or, at any rate, unrewarding. People who
are interested in human beings only if they can change, convert or reform
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them should also be warned, for they will find sociology much less useful
than they hoped. And people whose interest is mainly in their own conceptual
construciions will do just as well to turn to the study of little white mice. So-
ciology will do just as well to turn to the study of little mice. Sociology will be
satisfying, in the long run, only to those who can think of nothing more en-
trancing than to watch men and to understand things human.

T

To be sure, sociology is an individual pastime in the sense that it interests
some men and bores others. Some like to observe human beings, others to ex-
periment with mice. The world is big enough to hold all kinds and there is no
logical priority for one interest as against another. But the word “pastime” is
weak in describing what we mean. Sociology is more like a passion. The soci-
ological perspective is more like a demon that possesses one, that drives one
compellingly, again and again, to the questions that are its own, An introduc-
tion to sociology is, therefore, an invitation to a very special kind of passion,

rrom The Sociological Imagination
C. WRIGHT MILLS

C. Wright Mills wrote of his own work, ‘I have tried fo be objective; I do not
claim to be detached.” He argues that sociologists’ questions come from the
same sources ds the important questions evervorne asks: their own experiences
and the things that perplex, confuse, and inspire them. To be effective, sociology
nuist make & connection between the individual and the social. It must allow
the individual to see the larger social context in which his or her life is lived, and
in this way give both understanding and meaning to personal experiences.

owadays men often feel that their private lives are a series of traps, They
N sense that within their everyday worlds, they cannot overcome their
troubles, and in this feeling, they are often quite correct: What ordinary men
are directly aware of and what they try to do are bounded by the private or-
bits in which they live; their visions and their powers are limited to the close-
up scenes of job, family, neighborhood; in other milieux, they move
vicariously and remain spectators. And the more aware they become, how-
ever vaguely, of ambitions and of threats which transcend their immediate lo-
cales, the more trapped they seem to feel

Underlying this sense of being trapped are seemingly impersonal changes
in the very structure of contineni-wide societies. The facts of contemporary
history are also facts about the success and the failure of individual men and
women. When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a feu-
dal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman, When classes rise or fall, a
man is employed or unemployed; when the rate of investment goes up or
down, a man takes new heart or goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance
salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives
alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individual nor
the history of a society can be understood without understanding both.

Yet men do not usually define the troubles they endure in terms of histori-
cal change and institutional contradiction, The well-being they enjoy, they do
not usually impute to the big ups and downs of the societies in which they
live. Seldom aware of the intricate connection between the patterns of their
own lives and the course of world history, ordinary men do not usually know
what this connection means for the kinds of men they are becoming and for
the kinds of history-making in which they might take part. They do not pos-






