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RPeview c.Airticles 
PROFESSOR MILLS ON 

THE CALLING OF SOCIOLOGY 
By EDWARD SHILS 

C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, New York, Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, I959, 234 pp. $6.oo. 

P ROSPERITY brings its own disorders. When American sociology, 
unregarded and undemanding, was pleased to be allowed an aca- 

demic existence, it suffered from lack of self-confidence. The other aca- 
demic disciplines thought little of it and it was unknown to the outside 
world. Its rustic naivete and its simple enthusiasm aroused no antipathies 
within its own parochial confines. When, however, it began to thrive- 
when its output became more interesting intellectually, as it did in the 
i930's, and the attention of the great world, of foundations, govern- 
ments, and publicists, was drawn toward it-it also began to suffer the 
malaise of the prosperous. Professor Robert Lynd was probably the first 
of those who found that the subject they had fostered had not kept pace 
with their own political development toward the radical populism which 
was one trend in the leftward movementof the i930's. In Knowledge 
for What? he accused his sociological colleagues of the evasion of the 
responsibilities implicit in the potentialities of their discipline. He was 
strongly for planning, for equality, and above all for radical political 
engagement; American sociologists-indeed, American social scientists 
in general-were charged with indifference, academic triviality, and 
subservience to the reigning authorities of state and economy. 

In the twenty years since Professor Lynd published his book, sociology 
has grown greatly. Its output has increased vastly, its techniques have 
become more subtle and complicated, the numbers of its practitioners 
and the scale of its operations have multiplied many-fold; many sociol- 
ogists are employed publicly and privately for the provision of more 
exact information about current social phenomena than casual observa- 
tion and executive experience unaided could provide. It has, moreover, 
entered into the public debate. Its literary infelicity has been execrated, 
and its historical myopia deplored. Its enhancement of the common 
good has been proclaimed, aspired to, and sometimes even thoughtfully 
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THE CALLING OF SOCIOLOGY 601 

weighed. Some of its small substance has even become part of the in- 
tellectual public domain. 

Columbia University has been a major agent and beneficiary of the 
prosperity of sociology in these two decades. It was at Columbia that 
some -of the major lines of progress were traveled and that much of 
contemporary sociology could be seen in its most modern form. If Pro- 
fessor Lynd had not written his book there, then someone else at Co- 
lumbia would have had to write it. Now, from the same platform and 
several decades later, Professor C. Wright Mills has taken up the charge 
which Professor Lynd brought earlier. His recent book, The Sociologi- 
cal Imagination, is a critique of the hitherto prevailing sociology, and it 
is a vehement invitation to sociologists to do something much different 
from what the overwhelming majority of them have been doing. His 
critique is more than a collection of random animadversions and eclec- 
tic fault-finding. It is the application of a fundamental disposition which 
is manifest in all that he says. 

II 

This fundamental disposition is expressed in individual bearing, in 
the criticism of contemporaries, in a diagnosis of the present age, and 
in a program. The right style for the profession is depicted by Professor 
Mills in his portrait of the ideal sociologist, who is sometimes imper- 
sonally portrayed and is sometimes openly identical with Mills himself. 
He works alone or with a small body of apprentices. He eschews team 
research, he stays off committees, he goes the way of the traditional 
craftsman, fashioning his own tools as he needs them. Unlike other so- 
ciologists, he elaborates terms only when he requires them, i.e., when 
it is clear that to do so "enlarges the scope of sensibility and furthers 
the reach of reasoning." He "examines social structures," in which he 
tries "'to locate' many smaller milieux" instead of focusing on "small- 
scale milieux." He works "in a fully comparative way," and "directly 
on the national social structures of the world"; he is concerned ex- 
clusively with "issues which are only apparent in long historical per- 
spective"; he confronts "the variety of history, biography, society" (pp. 
20-21). He possesses and exercises the "capacity to shuttle between levels 
of abstraction, with ease and with clarity"; this is what distinguishes 
him as an "imaginative and systematic thinker" (p. 34).' He has a 
great knowledge of history; he is at home in any epoch, in "Nazi 
Germany in i936, Sparta in seventh century B.C., the United States in 

1 Cf. also p. 73. 
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602 WORLD POLITICS 

i836, Japan in i866, Great Britain in i950, and Rome at the time of 
Diocletian" (p. 44). He is a man who espouses freedom and reason, 
although he is ready "in the end, if the end comes . . . to beat those 
who disagree with us over the head" (p. 77). He is a sophisticated man 
of the world, who knows the vicissitudes of existence and the variety of 
human conditions. He fears no harsh truth. He spurns small-town nar- 
rowness, the simplicity of mind and manner of the petit bourgeois pro- 
ponents of "liberal practicality." He is unattached, not a member of 
cliques. He serves only the great traditions of freedom and reason and, 
in that capacity, he is the heroic custodian of "classic social science" 
(pp. 90, III, 128). 

This wide-ranging sociologist is no pedant who masks his thoughts 
in ponderous academic verbiage. He writes with the awareness of him- 
self "as a representative of a great language" (pp. 133, 222).2 

Tough-talking, slangy, learned, deadly serious, indomitable, he is a 
composite of the Lone Ranger, Prometheus, Trotsky, and Max Weber- 
he is one of nature's noblemen, equally at home in the courts of old Eu- 
rope and with "the girl next door." 

III 

Professor Mills is dissatisfied to the point of outrage with practically 
everything in the present state of sociology. He dislikes its conception 
of its calling; he abominates its procedures; he is contemptuous of its 
incapacity and indifference to the task of understanding contemporary 
society. Sociology should be the consciousness of the epoch in which we 
live. This epoch is unique in human history. In this epoch, men "feel 
entrapped"; they feel "threats which transcend their immediate locales" 
(p. i). This is an age -of "uneasiness" and "indifference" (p. ii), an age 
of 'catastrophe" (p. 4), of "threats," of "troubles," of "earthquakes of 
change" (ibid.). It is an age of "terrorized masses and excited mobs; 
crowds and movements" (p. 42), of "'mass men,' each trapped in quite 
powerless milieux" (p. 52). The two "central facts about Western so- 
cieties" are "the frequent absence of engaging legitimation and the 
prevalence of mass apathy" (p. 41) . "Contemporary man," when he is 

2 Here are a few instances of the manner in which that great language is used for 
clear expression: "Power . . . has to do with whatever decisions men make about the 
arrangements under which they live" (p. 40); "The classic practitioner verifies a state- 
ment by detailed exposition of whatever materials are relevant" (p. i26); "Ours seems 
to be a period in which key decisions or their lack by bureaucratically instituted elites 
are increasingly sources of historical change" (pp. II5-i6). (Italics added.) Terms like 
"structural mechanics," "structural transformations," "generic unit," abound and show 
that vigorous expression is fully compatible with portentous ambiguity. 

3 Also p. 148. 
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self-conscious, views himself "at least as an outsider, if not a permanent 
stranger," in his society (p. 7). Modern Western, and especially contem- 
porary American, societies constitute an "overdeveloped world" in which 
"the means of authority and of violence become total in scope and 
bureaucratic in form" (p. 4). 

Much of this concentrated power is manipulative; it "is successfully 
employed without the sanction of the reason or the conscience of the 
obedient" (p. 41). Unlike earlier ages, which appear by implication to 
have been golden ages of reason and freedom, "in the modern world 
... power is often not so authoritative [i.e., legitimate] as it appeared 
to be in the medieval period; justifications of rulers no longer seem so 
necessary to their exercise of power" (ibid.). 

Because power is so concentrated and men feel so powerless, their 
beliefs make little difference to what goes on. Their values, insofar as 
they possess or "cherish" them, are powerless; the values which they 
embody "do not form some autonomous realm within a society; their 
social relevance lies in their use to justify or to oppose the arrangement 
of power and the positions within this arrangement of the powerful" 
(p. 37). In this contemporary society-presumably unlike the Eden-like 
past of Western society and unlike other societies at any time, in which 
"values" and "beliefs" are an autonomous and powerful realm-free- 
dom and reason have little chance: "the forces that imperil them today 
seem at times to be co-extensive with the major trends of contemporary 
society, if not to constitute the characterizing features of the contem- 
porary period" (p. I30). 

This picture of modern Western society and the implicit picture of 
other epochs and places are probably both wrong; they are certainly 
not novel. Professor Mills does not claim originality for his landscape. 
Some of it one sees in the German romantic glorification of the Middle 
Ages; one sees its robust praise of the past in Cobbett. One sees the 
bloodcurdled horror in the writings of Franz Kafka, Karl Jaspers, Karl 
Mannheim, Hannah Arendt, and the critics of "mass culture." Of 
course, there is a 'bit of truth in it; but its plausibility derives more from 
its correspondence with the current highbrow cliches than from its cor- 
respondence with the dispassionately observable facts of contemporary 
life and history. There have been years in Western history-e.g., in 
Germany during the last years of the Weimar Republic and under the 
Nazis-when reality approximated this picture more closely. The exist- 
ence of nuclear weapons and the newest methods of delivering them 
certainly have introduced a very profound peril which the educated 
classes and the political elites of the great states are insufficiently willing 
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and insufficiently imaginative to overcome. But as a picture of Western 
societies, and not just as an ideal type of extreme possibilities which 
might be realized if so much else that is vital were lacking, it will not do. 

In any case, it is not a picture of any society which is disclosed by 
contemporary sociological research or theoretical reflection. The dis- 
crepancy between his own picture of reality and that which is proffered 
by the results of research and theory is the most immediate occasion for 
Professor Mills's antipathy. 

IV 
What can a man who seems to regard himself as shaped in the mold 

of the great warrior-intellectuals, and who views the world in such 
grandiose and traumatic terms, find to please him among the pygmies 
of American sociology? 

Any sociological inquiry which strives for precision through sys- 
tematic, explicitly standardized procedures of gathering, codifying, and 
assessing data is denigrated as "abstracted empiricism." By this, Pro- 
fessor Mills presumably means that it has separated the situations which 
it studies from the context of more fundamental variables which de- 
termine them. He might also mean that certain properties of the in- 
dividuals studied are "abstracted" from the "whole" concrete individual. 
Professor Mills implies that "abstracted empiricism" is a superficial 
form of contemporary history, since he says that any generalization at 
which it arrives is a generalization which holds only for American so- 
ciety during the period of inquiry. This seems to me to be a fair criti- 
cism, although not fatal. After all, it is quite legitimate to describe a 
condition existing at a particular moment in time,' and the results of 
such inquiries can certainly be illuminating to intelligent persons with 
interests as broad and deep as Professor Mills's. 

He makes many other criticisms. He points to the imperative force 
of purely technical standards in determining the selection and formula- 
tion of problems, the unconnectedness of much empirical research with 
the literature of research and reflection which has gone before, the 
tendency to adduce explanatory variables which have not been included 
in the inquiry in order to interpret statistical relationships discovered 
among the investigated variables. He is certain that only minor prob- 
lems can be studied by these methods (p. 14). The results obtained by 

4In principle, Professor Mills's own position, in other parts of his argument and 
above all in his rejection of "grand theory" and his preference for "middle principles," 
should render acceptable the limited temporal aspiration which characterizes "ab- 
stracted empiricism." 
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"abstracted empiricism" are incapable of synthesis into a picture of the 
larger society. 

Interviewing as an admissible technique of inquiry gains acceptance 
only occasionally: e.g., in a brief reference to S. L. A. Marshall's Men 
Under Fire, which is used. as a foil to The American Soldier (pp. 54- 
56); or in a statement that he intended to interview some members of 
"Ithe power elite." The use of semi-skilled interviewers and of standard- 
ized interviews guarantees the omission of the "kinds of depth ma- 
terials which we know, from the most skilled and prolonged inter- 
views, are there to be gotten" (p. 70). 

In his interesting appendix "On Craftsmanship," he gives, in passing, 
a legitimate place to small specific investigations as parts of a larger 
scheme; but none of those he proposes would pass muster as a respecta- 
ble piece of empirical research (p. 2io). 

His denial of the scientific value of systematic empirical research 
which attempts to exercise intellectual control over its procedures is, 
however, only a prelude to what he regards as the obnoxious cultural 
and political features of this kind of sociology. He is perturbed because, 
in order to obtain financial support for their research, academic scholars 
allow the decision as to what is to be studied to pass from their hands 
into those of administrators and businessmen and foundation officials. 
He regards all this as a monstrous "bureaucratization of reason," on 
behalf of powers who already have too much power which is not wisely 
or liberally used. He sees it as part of a general tendency for sociologists 
to renounce their civic responsibilities and to make themselves into the 
servants of authority. He despises teamwork and the bureaucratic or- 
ganization rendered to some extent inevitable by the scale of systematic 
empirical inquiry. He is repelled by the half-educated sociologists at- 
tracted to large-scale empirical research. 

Systematic research based on standardized interviews, with standard- 
ized methods of treating the data, possesses no qualities which offer the 
possibility of redemption. Although Professor Lazarsfeld at one place 
is said directly to be a person who expresses his thoughts clearly, and 
in another passage it is hinted that he is a cultivated man as well, he is 
thought to be too steeped in the sin of antihistorical, segmental, bureau- 
cratic empiricism to redeem his subject. 

The other object of Mills's even more unsparing scorn is the theory 
of action, which he contemptuously designates as "grand theory." The 
chief proponent of this heresy, Professor Parsons, does not get even the 
alleviatory sympathy which is accorded so meagerly to Professor Lazars- 
feld. A clear and trenchant style becomes the patriotism of many a 
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sociological scoundrel-even one who does not possess such a style 
himself-whenever the name of Professor Parsons is mentioned. Pro- 
fessor Parsons' style is certainly prolix and turgid; and Professor Mills 
makes full use of the opportunity which it provides for some elephan- 
tine jollity. One-third of the chapter is spent on witty capers over Pro- 
fessor Parsons' style. Two-thirds are devoted to a little of the substance 
of the "grand theory." 

At best, it is interpreted as the "association and dissociation of con- 
cepts." Forty per cent consists of verbal deformation of the sensible 
commonplaces of the textbooks, fifty per cent is "verbiage." In a chapter 
which, for studied rudeness, is not easily equaled in a profession not 
notable for refinement, Mills claims to demonstrate that there is noth- 
ing worthy of consideration in the theory of action. It is abstract on a 
level at which nothing can be realistically analyzed, and it has "no 
genuine problems" (p. 32).5 

His more relevant, if also intellectually more problematic, criticisms 
of "grand theory" attribute to it the belief that there is a comprehensive 
and seamless consensus in all societies, an incapacity to deal truthfully 
with power, and, through its postulation of categories common to all 
social systems, a falsification of the uniqueness of every epoch and so- 
ciety, particularly our own. To the accusation of intellectual nullity, 
and more fundamental error, Professor Mills adds the further charge 
that "grand theory" has, to the extent that it has any function, the func- 
tion of an ideological argument for conservatism. 

V 

When a powerful windstorm blows through a town, it breaks off 
some branches, tears down loosely hung shop signs, breaks a few win- 
dows. When a hurricane of criticism blows against a rambling struc- 
ture built in many styles and by many hands, it is bound to stave in some 
weak spots and to scatter a lot of debris. It knocks over a few things, 
blows mightily against the stronger points, and often leaves untouched, 
as by a freak, parts which look as if they would fall down just from 
their own feebleness. This is the nature of Professor Mills's criticism 
of contemporary American sociology. Here and there, he touches 
strongly on a very weak spot. He is right when he says that there -is far 
too much unreflective busywork in sociological research, that there is 

5 It is hard to know how seriously to take Professor Mills on this. On page 32, he 
says that Professor Parsons' problem is "How is social order possible?" I would readity 
agree that this is Professor Parsons' problem; but Professor Mills surely must accept it 
as an important one. Otherwise, how can one impute to him a rational ground for his 
own concern with power? 
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too little thought about what the indices really indicate, that there is 
too little attention given to the wider structure of American society, and 
that there is insufficient study of the variables which are adduced for 
explanatory purposes. He is right when he criticizes American sociol- 
ogists for ignorance of history and for a loss of contact with the great 
figures of sociological analysis-although American sociology is far 
more in contact with the great classics of sociological tradition than is 
British, French, Polish, or German sociology of the present day. He is 
right when he complains about the bureaucratization of research, the 
unintellectual training of post-graduate students on large-scale projects, 
the lack of firsthand contact of the directors of large-scale projects with 
the human beings under inquiry. He is right when he complains about 
technocratic euphoria and the selfcongratulations about bigness, afflu- 
ence, and the service of the mighty, as well as in his warnings against 
the facilitation of manipulative or unethical practices through empirical 
research. 

Professor Mills could have performed a more useful service to the 
profession, which he so much deplores and which he so anomalously 
calls to such high action, if he had provided a more matter-of-fact and 
juster picture of the deficiencies of his subject. He turns a too indis- 
criminately censorious eye on the whole output. Does he deny that 
sampling, standardization of interview questions, and the statistical 
processing of the data gathered by interviews can make our picture of 
at least certain sectors of reality more reliable-even if it cannot, depict 
all of that reality which properly interests us? Does he really believe 
that nothing that has been learned or could be learned by systematic 
empirical research can ever enrich our self-awareness and give us a 
more differentiated picture of the society in which we live? And does 
he really believe-as he says he does-that the sins of systematic em- 
pirical research arise simply and exclusively from the self-denying 
ordinances decreed by a false conception of science and by a desire to 
stay on the right side of the powerful? 

It seems to me to be at least equally true that the shortcomings of em- 
pirical research arise from the sheer intellectual difficulties of the sub- 
ject. They also stem in part from the unrealistic remoteness of sociol- 
ogists from those whom they study, from their lack of deeper affinity 
with the subjects they interview and contemplate, from a matrix of 
impoverished and distorted imagery. What is wrong with empirical 
sociology is not simply a product of the idolatry of certain techniques 
of data-gathering or of data-processing, but rather the deficient sensi- 
bility which underlies their employment. The fault lies in the empathic 
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poverty of sociologists. The techniques do occasionally assume an im- 
perious autonomy, but only in the hands of persons lacking confidence 
in the presence of affect and an openness toward other human beings. 
Professor Mills's judgments about the contemporary scene seem to 
me to show just as little sense of the way men live in our own society 
as the worst of the "abstracted empiricists" he denounces. For all his 
talk of sociological imagination, his own is just as threadbare as that 
of the sociologists he reproves. If sociologists had more feeling for their 
fellow-men, they would improve their use of the existing techniques 
and would invent better ones. If Professor Mills had more feeling for 
his fellow-men, he would study them more carefully and not just find 
illustrations which support his prejudices. 

Professor Mills thinks that sociologists of the sort he execrates are 
excessively incorporated into their society. He would have them be- 
come outsiders like himself. I think, on the contrary, that some of the 
flaws which he detects-and some of which, I agree, are flaws-arise 
because sociologists, himself included, draw their basic imagery from 
an alienated relationship with the lives of ordinary men and women. 
The sociologists employed by market research firms have no more em- 
pathy for their subjects, feel no closer to them, simply by virtue of draw- 
ing their salaries from big business. They are as distant from their so- 
ciety as Professor Mills, and for the same reasons. They do not know 
their own fellow-countrymen because their traditions as intellectuals, as 
well as their institutional segregation, attenuate their vital contact with 
ordinary life. The intrusion of various forms and derivatives of Marx- 
ism, since the i930's, although it has immensely widened intellectual 
perspectives, has contributed to this alienation.6 

Whether these techniques are inextricably associated with technocratic 
attitudes which entail the manipulation of other human beings, and 
whether they are inevitably psychologistic-both of which assertions are 
made by Professor Mills-are at best open questions. It seems to me 
that there is no logical relationship between systematic empirical re- 
search and a technocratic attitude, or between that kind of research 
and psychologism, which is not coextensive with systematic empirical 
research. The psychologistic bent of much of systematic empirical re- 
search grows out of the original development of these techniques, in 
their more precise form, from psychology; the technocratic bias which 

6 Professor Mills implies that sociology has more to gain from a hostile attitude toward 
the existing order than from uncritical incorporation into it. It is true that, in taking 
this position, he stands in a distinguished tradition. Nonetheless, neither his viewpoint 
nor its opposite is correct. Neither the unqualified hatred of the outsider nor the un- 
critical affirmation of the patriot opens the path to truth about society. 

This content downloaded from 119.15.93.148 on Wed, 16 Jul 2014 05:33:54 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE CALLING OF SOCIOLOGY 609 

certainly exists, but which must not be exaggerated in sociology, seems 
to me to be more a function of the kind of people who come into the 
field of sociology and are drawn to this kind of research than an inner 
necessity of the technique. It is likely that certain research procedures 
are more congenial to the manipulative utilization of their results, 
but that is not true of all of them. 

Some measure of bureaucratization-i.e., organization, division of la- 
bor, and hierarchy-seems inevitable if empirical sociological research 
is to be pursued on a large scale. It is entirely likely that more of this 
is done today than is useful for intellectual development. It cannot, 
nonetheless, be denied that much interesting and-in principle-sci- 
entifically relevant information can be gathered by survey techniques, 
and that it can be done for morally acceptable ends. It is also undeniable 
that certain kinds of valuable data can be obtained only by survey tech- 
niques, and these inevitably require large-scale administrative arrange- 
ments. It would have been useful if Professor Mills had considered the 
means of reducing the extent of bureaucratization, especially in univer- 
sity research, and of ameliorating its intellectual consequences in para- 
university organizations. It would also have been useful if he had given 
the impression that he had really considered the question of the worth- 
whileness or worthlessness of organized, large-scale social research in an 
honest matter-of-fact way. I myself am not an enthusiast for this kind 
of research, and I share some of Professor Mills's judgments; but neither 
the evidence, tone, nor logic of his argument impresses me as being the 
work of a dispassionate seeker after truth. 

Professor Mills's major criticisms of "grand theory" are even more 
loose-jointed than his criticisms of "abstracted empiricism." After all, 
the latter is only an annoyance; the former is a rival to his claim to rep- 
resent the classic tradition of analysis of major societies. The contention 
that grand theory asserts the invariable autonomy of the value system,7 
or, more generally, of the cultural sphere-which Professor Mills seems 
to believe exists in most societies other than our own American so- 
ciety of the middle of the twentieth century-is obviously incorrect. 
That theory asserts, time and again, that the unfolding of the immanent 
possibilities of the sphere of cultural values, as well as its effective self- 
reproduction in recurrent situations, depend on the "articulation" of the 
cultural system with the exigencies of the situation of action and the 

7Professor Mills certainly must believe that there are possibilities of development 
inherent in a system of cultural values-otherwise, how could he claim to believe in 
the value of reason and the freedom to exercise it, or why should he proclaim his ad- 
herence to the "classic tradition" of sociological analysis which he believes he is ex- 
tending in accordance with the dictates of reason? 
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personality system. The value system is by no means always sustained, 
or even often fulfilled, in action because it is not the sole determinant; 
it is, however, an ever-present component of action. The sociology based 
on the theory of action has turned its back on the utterly wrong-headed 
division of human life into substructure and superstructure that Pro- 
fessor Mills still accepts. 

This leads us to the associated criticism of the general theory, namely, 
that it postulates a complete consensus in society. Professor Mills, like 
other critics who at one time or another have come under Marxist in- 
fluence, is troubled and enraged by any mode of analysis which even 
remotely suggests a "harmony of interests." These critics may no 
longer believe in Marxist politics, but the Marxist view of the world 
dies very hard in them. Professor Parsons seems to them to be, there- 
fore, the epitome of all that originally enraged them. He talks of "social 
order," and he ponders the questions of the "identification of interests" 
whereby "society" is formed out of a "state of nature." There is nothing 
in the theory of action that warrants the attribution of unbroken and 
inevitable consensus. Its stress on the imperfections of the system of 
socialization, on the strains inherent in institutionalization and the 
consequent pressures toward withdrawal and rebellion, as well as its 
attention to the differentiation of subsystems, each of which tends to 
develop its own culture, seem to me to be ample evidence-as they 
would be to any reasonably fair-minded judge-that Professor Mills's 
accusation is groundless. 

The utility of a simple model of harmonious interaction is only a 
point of departure for the introduction of further variables, such as dif- 
ferences in expectations, connected with age, sex, power, facilities, re- 
wards, etc. These latter explain why in reality the interaction is not 
often harmonious, and they do not involve a denial that in some meas- 
ure consensus does nonetheless manage to exist in important sectors of 
society and at important moments. 

A companion to this canard is the allegation that the general theory 
has no place for power. It can scarcely be anything better than unseeing 
prejudice which causes Professor Mills to assert that the general theory 
is unable to deal with power and in fact does not deal with it. It is true 
that the general theory does not deal apocalyptically with power in so- 
ciety, and it does not regard power as the sole means of co-ordination 
or of the creation and maintenance of order-such as it is in Professor 
Mills's supercharged fantasies about modern society-but that is cer- 
tainly not tantamount to showing that it disregards power and is logi- 
cally required to disregard it. 
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Finally, we must refer to Professor Mills's refusal to acknowledge 
any place for such an abstract theory. This is a point which may be 
discussed without particular reference to the general theory; the question 
is whether any abstract theory is at all possible, and, if fit is possible, 
whether it has any intellectual utility.8 

Professor Mills criticizes the theory for its high level of abstraction. 
From a rhetorical point of view, he is probably justified; and it is quite 
possible that the fairly unbroken procedure of abstraction causes the 
theory to fail in its applicability to concrete societies. But these are mat- 
ters of procedure and of the present level of development of our analyti- 
cal capacities, and not of principle. 

One could make all sorts of derogatory imputations to elucidate Pro- 
fessor Mills's gross account of the theory of action and his denial of 
its right to existence-and, if one were to traffic with Professor Mills 
in his own coin, one would have to do so. I shall, however, do him the 
credit of attributing his fundamental rejection, not to his obvious in- 
capacity to study a divergent viewpoint patiently and courteously, but 
to a real intellectual difference. Professor Mills is a "historicist." He 
believes in the uniqueness of every epoch and every society; he believes 
in "wholes" which are not capable of exact analysis (p. 73).' He regards 
these "wholes"-whole societies, nation-states-as the only fit objects 
of sociological inquiry.'0 He repeatedly stresses the need for history in 
sociology," and he believes that no concepts can be trans-historical in 
scope. Social laws are valid only for a particular epoch.'2 He does not 
believe that there is any "human nature" other than the diverse and ap- 
parently discontinuous manifestations of the individual organism which 
appear so differently in different epochs and societies." 

8 Naturally, I do not for a moment concur with Professor Mills's preposterous asser- 
tion that the general theory is the association and dissociation of concepts. It is an 
effort to discern and delineate the most essential elements in the most simple model of 
a social system and then, by the successive addition of complicating elements, to build 
up a differentiated picture of the working of a society. It is, accordingly, a set of cate- 
gories which designate the variables that constitute social systems and societies. The 
variables possess dynamic properties; the scheme is therefore not merely classificatory. 

9 Only small, unreal, trivial things are capable of exact analysis. 
10 "It is his job to make that structure explicit and to study it as a whole" (pp. 78-79). 
11 Although, strangely enough, he says that it is not necessary to know American 

history in order to understand American society (pp. i56-57)! 
12He is rightly skeptical about the validity of any laws which are asserted from 

the general theory or from systematic empirical research. But does he know of any 
really valid laws of particular epochs, including his own apocalyptic visions of contem- 
porary Western society? 

'3 "The idea of some 'human nature' common to man as man is a violation of the 
social and historical specificity that careful work in the human studies requires; at the 
very least, it is an abstraction that social students have not earned the right to make" 
(p. I 64) . 
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The truth of the matter is that Professor Mills, despite all his allega- 
tions of historical interest, is concerned only with contemporary so- 
ciety; and historical and comparative knowledge is, at best, intended 
only to serve to elucidate its uniqueness. He formulates the questions 
which should interest the real social scientist, the exponent of the clas- 
sic tradition, as follows: 

(i) What is the structure of this particular society as a whole? What are 
its essential components, and how are they related to one another? How 
does it differ from other varieties of social order? Within it, what is the 
meaning of any particular feature for its continuance and for its change? 

(2) Where does this society stand in human history? What are the 
mechanics by which it is changing? What is its place within and its 
meaning for the development of humanity as a whole? . And this pe- 
riod--what are its essential features? How does it differ from other periods? 
What are its characteristic ways of history making? 

(3) What varieties of men and women now prevail in this society and 
in this period? And what varieties are coming to prevail? . . . What kinds 
Of "human nature" are revealed in the conduct and character we observe 
in this society and in this period [pp. 6-7] ?'4 

VI 

Where does this hyper-political historicism lead him? What problems 
does he regard as significant, as intellectually legitimate? What variables 
does he regard as interesting in themselves or important in their con- 
sequences? What procedures and categories does he recommend? 

Professor Mills really believes in the power of the powerful-at least 
in contemporary society, which is all he is concerned with. He believes 
that what happens in the public sphere, in the sphere dominated by 
the powerful of the economy and the polity, determines what happens 
elsewhere in the society. Families, workshops, professions, friendships, 
all these are only "milieux"-which is, I must acknowledge, an original 
mode of derogation. They possess no intrinsic interest. No sociologically 
or intellectually interesting results can be obtained by studying them 
except as epiphenomena of power. They should enter into sociological 
study to show that "private troubles" are functions of public issues.'5 

14 The informed reader will soon recognize the identity of Professor Mills's histori- 
cism with that of Karl Mannheim as he expounded it in Man and Society in an Age 
of Transformation, London, I940, Part iv, "Thought at the Level of Planning." The 
foundations of Professor Mills's position are clearly delineated and emphatically criti- 
cized in Professor Popper's The Poverty of Historicism, London, I957. 

15 Professor Mills's recommendation that sociologists help ordinary men to translate 
their "private troubles" into public issues is reminiscent of the Marxian idea of "false 
consciousness" and its transformation into "class consciousness" through the adoption of 
the Marxian outlook. 
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In other words, he apparently believes that the subsystems of the larger 
society have no self-reproductive power, no internal coherence or 
equilibrium; he thinks that whatever happens in them happens because 
of something outside. Now what is it that happens outside, and what 
is it that is constitutive of the nature of the nation-state? It is power. 
Power, who has it, and how it is exercised, are the sole legitimate ob- 

jects of study for sociology. Professor Mills is scornful of those who, 
like Professor Parsons, would include the study of the central value 
system, its differentiation, its incompleteness, its variants, and its com- 
petitors as a major object of sociological inquiry. He treats this as no 
more than ideological apologetics on behalf of the injustices of present- 
day society. He acknowledges that, in addition to coercion and manipu. 
lation, which he regards as the main forms of power in our own epoch 
and society, there can also be legitimate power or authority; but he does 
not allow himself to enter into that. He is so fascinated by an image 
of the world as "a darkling plain . . . where ignorant armies clash by 
night," where everything lies at the margin of extremity, that the pos- 
sible existence, as objects of sociological inquiry, of love and loyalty, 
of devotion to a task or attachment to a locality or persistence in the 
pursuit of an ideal value like truth or the public good, is meaningless 
to him. He disparages any kind of small group studies unqualifiedly 
and very briefly. Voting studies are written off because they disregard 
"the dynamics of American politics."1 

IOf the various special "fields" within sociology, only industrial so- 
ciology gives the appearance of "promise." It is not the industrial so- 
ciology which we know-although it is the only "field" in which a 
fair number of the workers come in for a word of praise. It is not the 
industrial sociology which is concerned with primary groups in indus- 
trial settings, or the acceptance of technological innovation, or responses 
to various modes of remuneration. It is much more epochal, and it is 
of a degree of pompous vagueness which reminds me of the windy 
formalities of the University of Frankfurt before Hitler closed down 
German sociology in I933. According to Professor Mills: "The theoreti- 
cal problem of industrial sociology, as it comes to an intellectual and 
political climax in the conception of morale, is a problem of exploring 

16 He does make a good point when he observes that one of the most famous voting 
studies did not study the role of the party machine "in getting out the vote" (p. 50)! 
Yet how could he have any sympathy for voting studies, which show that much of the 
individual's decision as to which party he will vote for is a function of traditionally 
accepted religious affiliations, of vaguely conceived class identifications and interests, 
and of the traditional orientations of urban, small town, and rural life? These studies 
support neither the view that people are coerced or manipulated nor the view that they 
are rootless, traditionless, beliefless, frightened "mass men." 
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the several types of alienation and morale which we come upon as we 
consider systematically the structure of power and its meanings for the 
individual lives of workmen. It requires us to examine the extent to 
which psychological shifts have accompanied structural shifts; and in 
each case, why. In such directions lies the promise of a social science 
of modern man's working life" (p. 95n).17 The rest of current American 
sociological endeavor is consigned to the rubbish-heap of intellectual 
error and misspent exertion. 

Accordingly, macro-sociology is the only legitimate sociological un- 
dertaking. This could be a perfectly consistent view-although Profes- 
sor Mills does not hold to it consistently-if it is assumed that highly 
centralized political and economic power and the central value system 
are the sole determinants of all that goes on in a society. Professor Mills 
does not however appear to think that this is true of some other soci- 
eties-e.g., Western society in the nineteenth century, which apparently 
did have some relatively autonomous spheres."8 But in our present con- 
dition, where power is concentrated and the "troubles" which occur in 
subsystems ("milieux"?) are functions of "public" events, these lesser 
phenomena are not worth studying except as emanations of that all- 
creative essence: power. 

VII 

Professor Mills's alternative to systematic research and general theory, 
as means of gathering information and assessing it, is "the sociological 
imagination." The term is a good one, and it could mean something 
very important. One will, however, have a hard time in trying to find 
out what he means by it. Even in his intermittently admirable appendix 
"On Craftsmanship," in which, presenting himself as a model, he ad- 
vises the neophyte on how to proceed as a sociologist, there is practi- 
cally nothing about the substance of "the sociological imagination." 

The capacities of the sociological imagination are floridly but vaguely 
described. It is claimed that it "enables its possessor to understand the 
larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and 
the external career of a variety of individuals" (p. 5). It permits him 

17 Professor Mills does not say here whether the investigators who attempt to realize 
this program will be able to dispense with the techniques which have been developed 
by "abstracted empiricism." They certainly will not if they are to do a good job. 

18 These spheres were, it seems, coordinated into a relatively ordered society by the 
identity of orientation of men in the different spheres-a very anomalous occurrence 
from the standpoint of one who vigorously denies the autonomy of value orientations 
as well as the possibility of a consensus of value orientations. Are we to infer that the 
general theory of action is applicable to nineteenth-century liberal society but not to 
the twentieth century? 
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to "understand his own experience and gauge his own fate only by 
locating himself within his period . . . by becoming aware of those 
[chances in life] of all individuals in his circumstances" (ibid.). 
In other words, the sociological imagination is a procedure which en- 

ables one to see the world just as Professor Mills sees it. But what is it 
as a procedure? It is ". . . the capacity to shift from one perspective 
to another-from the political to the psychological; from the examina- 
tion of a single family to comparative assessment of the national budgets 
of the world; from the theological school to the military establishment; 
from considerations of an oil industry to studies of contemporary poetry. 
It is the capacity to range from the most impersonal and remote trans- 
formations to the most intimate features of the human self" (p. 7). It is, 
that is to say, the way of describing the all-permeativeness of power. 

One thinks of Max Weber's vast comparisons and his identifications 
of social and historical events remote from each other in apparent struc- 
ture and in time and space. But Max Weber used these comparisons and 
identifications to illustrate general categories and themes, and he was 
not obsessed with a single variable. He was, moreover, no historicist. 
Professor Mills's denial of the possibility of transhistorical categories 
and hypotheses greatly diminishes the scope of this impressive intel- 
lectual ballet and makes it less interesting. 

Yet it would be a great loss to our enterprise if Professor Mills's slam- 
banging exposition caused this valuable notion to be dismissed. The 
sociological imagination is valuable because, insofar as sociology aspires 
to and is called upon to enter into the arena of public opinion as a more 
differentiated, deeper, more realistic mode of forming and holding 
opinions, it will do so through the cultivation of a substantive sociologi- 
cal imagination. After all, it is not the specific results of particular 
sociological inquiries nor the cumbersome general theories which can 
become the intellectually fruitful possession of the educated public, or 
even of specialized sociologists. What is living in sociology is the in- 
tellectual sensibility behind the specific research and the elaborate theory. 
It is a sense for overtones and possibilities which our explicit theories 
and procedures have not yet succeeded in articulating. It is not bound 
to a particular substantive outlook, as Professor Mills would have it. It 
can be micro-sociological as well as macro-sociological. 

The sociological sensibility or imagination is not an alternative to 
systematic empirical research or general theory. It is a necessary condi- 
tion for their realism and relevance. It is the matrix out of which they 
both arise. It is the substratum of perception, what psychologists used to 
call the "apperception-mass" of systematic sociological work. For this 

This content downloaded from 119.15.93.148 on Wed, 16 Jul 2014 05:33:54 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


616 WORLD POLITICS 

reason, I disagree thoroughly with Professor Mills when he thinks of 
the sociological imagination as a replacement for the intellectual errors 
now current in professional sociology. Systematic work in sociology be- 
gins when the sociological imagination has gone as far as it can go; the 
results of that work feed back into the sociological imagination and, 
if our hopes are not belied, the relationship will be a lfigure of interlac- 
ing spirals. 

One could say that the best that sociology has to offer today to the 
educated public, to students at large, and to the oncoming generation 
of sociologists, is the sociological imagination. The sociological imagina- 
tion may be understood as that body of categories, estimations, and pre- 
dictions which an experienced and realistic sociologist carries in the 
boundary area of the mind beyond the systematic articulations of re- 
search and theory. It is the unformulated categorical apparatus, which 
Professor Michael Polanyi has called "personal knowledge." It is the 
precipitate of intelligent curiosity, the assimilation of the results of sys- 
tematic inquiry, long study, experience of the world, and ordered re- 
flection. The particular results of "abstracted empiricism" are not only 
particular, as Professor Mills stresses; they are also not very determinate. 
Their chief intellectual value is to stimulate and discipline the imagina- 
tion concerning the possibilities of human activity and the kinds of situa- 
tions which generate it and which are generated by it.19 The sociological 
theory of action, derived from Max Weber, Durkheim, and Freud (and 
the same is true for the classificatory schemes of Professors von Wiese 
and Gurvitch), is still too abstract; its categories, despite their vagueness, 
are not supple enough-at least for the present-to be used, in a full 
panoply, for the interpretation of concrete phenomena. In the intellec- 
tual exercise of an experienced person with some confidence in his own 
capacities of observation and judgment," it can, however, provide a con- 
stellation of perceptive dispositions, of categories and expectations which 
enable one to see, in a more orderly and coherent way, the richness of 
social reality and its central tendencies. The fundamental variables are 

19 Professor Mills thinks that "facts" only discipline "ideas" (p. 70). Do they not also 
stimulate them? He regards the results of sociological research only as epiphenomena 
of no intrinsic or scientific value. This is quite in agreement with the general dis- 
position of his thought. Yet, on page 74, he seems to believe that "detailed investiga- 
tions" ought to be used to "reshape ideas." This is only one more instance of the slap- 
dash way in which Professor Mills deals with complicated problems. 

20Professor Mills says that every man should be his own theorist. In one sense he 
is correct. No theory is worth anything unless it becomes the theory of the person who 
uses it, i.e., unless it has been deeply assimilated and adapted to that person's own mind 
and relationship to reality. Otherwise, it remains a set of phrases. One of the defects 
of our general theory is that it is difficult for young people to assimilate it selectively 
and individually. 
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not yet capable of subjection to precise definition, and their behavior is 
far from exhaustively understood by sociology. 

Yet, not all sociological effort has been wasted. The intellectual use- 
fulness of sociology consists not in its exact results, but in the establish- 
ment of foci of attention, expectations, or assessments of the probable 
ramifications and variants of the objects on which our attention has been 
so focused. Let us, for example, take a matter close to Professor Mills's 
heart, namely, power. We do not know much about it, and what we do 
know we find very difficult to articulate. When we do articulate, the 
result always seems to fall short of what we think about it, just below 
the level of explicitness; what we articulate is not quite what we notice 
and interpret when we consider concrete acts of the exercise of power. 
We do not yet have any theory which systematically takes into account 
what the incumbency of positions of great power, the mere fact of being 
endowed with power, and the nature of the task of exercising it, do to 
the outlook and conduct of those who exercise it, and how those changes 
influence their exercise of power. We know nothing precisely of how 
persons in power conceive of those below them, why they think of them 
as they do, and how that affects their response to them. We have no 
theory about what subjection to power does to people, how they adapt 
themselves to it, how they yield to it, evade it, resist it, and transform it. 
We have nothing like an adequate theory of the interaction of rulers 
and ruled. Yet, thanks to great writers before and outside sociology, 
like Aristotle, Cicero, Hobbes, Clarendon, and Churchill, thanks to 
interviews with politicians, to public opinion polls, to odds and ends 
of research, to high-grade journalism, and to Max Weber, Lasswell, and 
de Jouvenel, our imaginations have been steered to the state in which 
they can encompass these phenomena as sets of possibilities which the 
mind should consider when it contemplates situations of the exercise 
of power. 

The same remarks could be made about relationships of conviviality, 
friendship, and love-the personal primary groups, the primordial re- 
lationships of kinship and locality, the impersonal obligations of life in 
organized corporate bodies. What we perceive is more diversified and 
more just to reality than what we have yet succeeded in incorporating 
into our systematic theory, or in formulating in our systematic em- 
pirical methods, or in discerning by means of them. 

I think that this is as it should be, since it is only by the fortification 
and elaboration of our sociological imagination that our theory will 
receive sustaining nutriment and our empirical research, more pertinent 
guidance. And for the members of the public who have some contact 
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with sociology in the course of higher education and in reading there- 
after, it is through the enrichment and training of their sociological 
imagination-and not by "mugging up" the concepts of the general 
theory or the precise results of numerous systematic inquiries-that their 
minds will be improved. If sociology is to have value as an element in a 
liberal democratic polity, and as an element in a reasonable man's self- 
understanding, then it can do so only as it becomes a part of opinion.2' 

Despite our many disagreements-about politics, science, literary style, 
etiquette, the value of systematic empirical research and general theory 
-my own views and Professor Mills's converge at this point, as they do 
at many others. But no sooner do they converge than they diverge once 
more. For example, Professor Mills does not care for sociologists in their 
role as advisors or as suppliers of intelligence to the powerful in the gov- 
ernment or in business. For my own part, I find nothing dangerous in it. 
On the contrary, I would place the education of our rulers high on the 
agenda both of democracy and of sociology. There is everything to gain 
in making our rulers, who are part of ourselves, wiser and more realistic. 
If they are not wise, it is because we are not wise; if they are not realistic, 
it is because we are not. If sociology has something important to say, it 
should be at the disposal of rulers as well as citizenry. Of course, it is true 
that technocratic or supine sociologists in the service of tyrants and 
demagogues can do some harm-limited by their meager knowledge and 
the distance at which they are kept by the rulers-but so can "free" 
sociologists who infuse into public opinion harum-scarum, nervous- 
Nellie fantasies about the nature of our present-day society. 

VIII 

Professor Mills espouses sociology as a part of public opinion because 
he is a proponent of freedom and reason-indeed, he sees himself as 
one of the very few such proponents. The values he proclaims are those 
of traditional liberalism, and the genuine tradition of the liberal distrust 
of authority does indeed speak in him. I sense, however, that Professor 
Mills is not quite so liberal as he sounds.22 He is at heart an anarchist, 

21 I agree with Professor Mills in his aversion to a technological sociology which 
would be at the disposal of the powerful for the manipulation of their subjects. It is, 
however, an unnecessary anxiety which he feels. Sociological knowledge is nowhere 
near the condition in which it could be used manipulatively, as can pharmacology or 
neurology. It is strange that he should be concerned about this subjection of empirical 
research to the manipulators when he thinks that its truth value is so negligible. 

22For example, American sociology of the period prior to abstracted empiricism 
and grand theory is derogated as "liberal practicality"; and, though he regards "liberal 
practicality" as better than the "illiberal practicality" of technocratic "abstracted em- 
piricism," he regards it as very little better. 
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beneficially influenced by Max Weber, and less beneficially by Veblen, 
Trotsky, and Kafka; and his conception of the potentialities of power 
and of the relations between rulers and ruled in contemporary society 
appears to me to be closer to fantasy than to reality. Power, although 
concentrated, is not so concentrated, so powerful, or so permeative as 
Professor Mills seems to believe. There are, even in America today, 
spheres of considerable autonomy, of enough autonomy to make a 
difference; and there is even a considerable degree of responsiveness 
of the government to popular desires-sometimes too much. The au- 
tonomy of the spheres is certainly not so great as we should like it to 
be or as it could be if our citizenry were more sensible and our politicians 
were better instructed. I do not see, however, how this desirable condi- 
tion will be brought about if sociology, which he wishes to become the 
central element of public opinion, is governed by the notion that its 
chief office is to serve as a harsh censor of authority, and if its critique 
and the image on which that critique rests are as melodramatically 
falsified as in the view which Professor Mills asserts. What kind of pub- 
lic opinion would we have if sociology were what Professor Mills would 
like it to be? He regards the main task of his sociology as the transla- 
tion of "the personal troubles of milieu" into "the public issues of social 
structure." There are paranoid implications in this doctrine which, quite 
apart from the factual exaggeration, would free the individual of every 
trace of moral responsibility for his own deeds and misdeeds, and trans- 
fer the cause of his troubles into the public sphere (i.e., the centers of 
authority in economy and polity). There is already enough silliness in 
public life without the addition of Professor Mills's "improvements." 

Even if our private troubles stemmed from the public sphere, this 
conception of the task of sociology and its public calling would con- 
stitute an entirely unjustifiable delimitation of the range of the socio- 
logical imagination. Why should only troubles and issues be investigated 
-assuming that Professor Mills is interested in understanding the real 
world and not just in agitating against it-and why should public opin- 
ion be led to think so? Are there only "troubles" and "issues" in the 
world? Are there no harmonies or satisfactions at all, no love or 
friendship or solidarity or consensus in any sphere of life at any time? 
If there are not, then the situation of the Hobbesian state of nature has 
been realized among us; and Professor Mills is whistling on very low 
notes, in a very dark night, when he asserts that the sociological imagi- 
nation will help to instate a regime of reason and freedom. He knows, 
however, that we do not live in such a state of nature. Why, then, 
should sociology study only those elements in our society which derive 
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directly from the state of nature? The image of our own society which 
his program would create would be a false one, and the public opinion 
into which it would enter would be no less distorted than that which 
prevails today, so full of wrong-headed notions as it is. He would gen- 
erate, by this false picture of society, an apathy greater than that which 
he regrets so much today, and a fanatical Prometheanism far more 
devastating than that to which even he aspires. 

Ix 

In some respects, I regard Professor Mills as an ally in my own con- 
cerns-a more vigorous, more rambunctious, more strident, more audi- 
ble one, whose aggressive vagaries I deplore, whose theoretical evasions 
and obduracies I regret, and whose literary style drives me to embar- 
rassed -distraction. 

It is not my desire, in this note on his little book, to give comfort to 
the philistines and pharisees, of whom there are so many in sociology. 
Professor Mills is a man of strong temperament and an arresting rhetori- 
cal force. His passionate response to the world gives an apparent unity 
to his thought; but it is not the unity which it could possess if it were 
disciplined by a correspondingly intense and persistent rigor of analy- 
sis or by a painstaking devotion to truth. 

Nonetheless, there are some important matters on which he is nega- 
tive on which he is 'right. There are some on which he is positive and 
on which he is also right. He is a prophet, and prophets are not good 
guides for daily life. Without them, however, the quality of daily life 
would be worse than it is. 

He has written a book which tries the patience and exasperates the 
intelligence 'by the frequent crudity of his views, his portentous man- 
ner, and his slovenly expression. But there are, here and there, in his 
book, very worth-while truths which should not be dismissed because 
of the bellowing style in which they are delivered. His refusal to accept 
the bureaucratization of intellectual life is admirable; his insistence on 
a wider context in the formulation of the problems of empirical research 
and his impatience with turgid obscurity are just; and his demand that 
sociology should qualify itself to become an effective part of the public 
opinion of a democratic society is certainly very much on the right 
track. His arguments for macro-sociology, freed of their claim to ex- 
clusiveness and his own fantasies about power, point to an important 
deficiency of contemporary sociology that should be remedied without 
delay. 

This content downloaded from 119.15.93.148 on Wed, 16 Jul 2014 05:33:54 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE CALLING OF SOCIOLOGY 621 

It is a great pity that what is sensible in his book is so entangled with 
what is wild and ridiculous. Sociologists should not think that, when 
they have pointed out the latter, they are exonerating themselves from 
taking the former seriously. If they do so, they and the development 
of their subject will be the losers; Professor Mills will continue 'to play 
his rat-catcher's pipe; and the liveliest and most indomitable of the 
post-graduate students and young lecturers, who hold the future of the 
subject in their hands, will disappear into the hillside which, to them 
and to him, looks like a mountain. 
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