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Preface 

One of the most obvious trends in sociology over the last 30 years is differentiation of 
substantive specialties. What is true in the discipline as a whole is particularly evident in 
sociological theory. Where once there were just a few theoretical perspectives, e.g., functional-
ism, symbolic interactionism, conflict theory, exchange theory, now there are many. In one 
sense this differentiation is exciting and signals the emergence of new ideas, while in another 
light the splintering of theory indicates that there is no consensus over how sociology should 
proceed to explain the social world. 

I assembled the authors in this "handbook" (more like an "armbook") with an eye to 
capturing the diversity of theoretical activity in sociology. Even my original list of authors did 
not cover all of theory and as the months went by I lost four or five authors who, for various 
reasons, could not complete their chapters. The result is that the volume is not quite as broad as 
I had hoped, but it still covers most theoretical approaches in sociology today. 

This is a handbook, implying that it is to be used as a basic reference, but it is a special 
kind of handbook: it is about the forefront of theory. I asked authors to tell the reader about 
what they are doing, right now, rather than what others have done in the past. Those looking for 
textbook summaries or "annual review" type chapters will be disappointed; those seeking to 
gain insight into theory as it is unfolding today will be pleased. Thus, the goal of this volume is 
to allow prominent theorists working in a variety of traditions to review their work. This is a 
handbook, but it is one devoted to theorists telling us about their latest work. I did not seek 
textbooklike reviews of fields, but rather forefront work in a field. Of course, in presenting 
their ideas, the authors of the chapters in this volume place their arguments in an intellectual 
context, but only to explain what they are doing at the forefront. 

As will be evident, the authors took my charge in different directions. All asked me how 
much summary of the field and how much of their own work they should present. My answer 
was to do what they wanted but with an emphasis on their own work. What are they doing? In 
what tradition is this work? What are the problems and issues? How are they to be resolved? 
The result is a volume that provides overviews of traditions but more importantly that shows 
where theoretical sociology is going. 

I hope that the reader finders these chapters as engaging as I do. 

JONATHAN H. TURNER 
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CHAPTER 1 

Sociological Theory Today 
JONATHAN H . TURNER 

If we placed ourselves back in 1950, what would we see in theoretical circles? Functional 
theorizing was about to become the dominant perspective; Marxist-oriented conflict theory in 
America was still in the closet imposed by McCarthyism, although alive and well in Europe in 
many guises but most prominently in the tradition of the Frankfurt School (Turner, 1998, pp. 
545-557; Held, 1980; Schroyer, 1973); and symbolic interactionism was carrying forth the 
legacy of George Herbert Mead. At the general level, this is all there was, although many more 
specific theories of meso processes could be observed, theories such as urban ecology, 
differential association, and anomie theory in criminology, phenomenology, theories from the 
Gestalt tradition (e.g., cognitive dissonance, congruity, and balance theories) in social psy­
chology, and perhaps a half dozen other narrow theories.' A little over a decade later, func-
tionalism was being challenged by European conflict theorists who prodded a new generation 
of Marxist theorists in America to take up the challenge, structuralism was emerging in Europe 
and about to infect America, and exchange theory was just making its entrance. Still, there 
were few general approaches, but things were about to change. The 1960s and 1970s saw a 
proliferation of theoretical perspectives that continues to this day. 

Today, sociology is experiencing what can only be described as hyperdifferentiation of 
theories; and if Randall Collins' (1998) "law of small numbers" has any merit, there are now 
too many approaches competing for an attention space that in the intellectual arena can 
manage at best seven approaches. From this perspective, we should see a weeding out of 
theories to a smaller number, but in fact, this is not likely to occur because each of the many 
theoretical perspectives has a resource base of adherents, a place in academia, and a series of 
outlets for scholarly publications (Turner & Turner, 1990). As a result, theories in sociology do 
not compete head on with each other as much as they coexist. One of the effects of hyper­
differentiation is that many new resource niches are created, allowing scholars and their 
students to operate without having to justify their importance vis-a-vis other theories, and this 

'Textbooks in theory tended to list many more theoretical perspectives, but the distinctions made by authors in the 
1950s, for the most part, were labels that they imposed. Actual theorizing was confined to a few general approaches, 
plus a larger number of more specific theories on specific substantive topics. 

JONATHAN H. TURNER • Department of Sociology, University of California, Riverside, California 92521. 
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2 JONATHAN H. TURNER 

is especially so as sociological theory has abandoned the requirement that it be tested against 
empirical facts. 

True, the most prominent theoretical orientations do indeed compete, and here we see the 
law of small numbers operating since there are probably no more than seven major approaches 
dominating the spotlight.^ But backstage, there is lots of activity among less prominent 
theoretical programs that often pay scant attention to the actors on the center stage. The result 
is for many diverse theoretical approaches to persist. No one theoretical perspective in 
sociology has any chance of becoming hegemonic, even to the extent of functionalism in the 
1950s or conflict theory in the 1960s. Indeed, the diversity of approaches has led to a smug 
cynicism about the prospects of theory being anything more than texts produced people who 
call themselves sociologists and who, for many, should not have a privileged voice. Thus, 
sociological theory will never be fully scientific (see Chapter 2, this volume, on what makes 
sciences "scientific"). 

The chapters in this volume represent a mix of theoretical orientations and strategies, but 
as is evident, these theories are very diverse, and the selection in this volume does not include 
some important approaches; to name a few, structuration, network, and ecological theories. 
But the pages to follow do give a sense for the range of activities pursued by sociological 
theorists. In this chapter, I do not intend to summarize specific chapters; rather, I want to offer 
my own impressions of what has occurred to theoretical sociology over the last five decades, 
freely venting my own views and prejudices as I try to review at least the major axes along 
which theories have differentiated. 

DIVERSE STANCES ON EPISTEMOLOGY 

Is Sociological Theory to Be Scientific? 

From sociology's inception, the prospects for theories resembling those in the natural 
sciences have been debated. August Comte (1830-1842), of course, argued for a theoretically 
driven positivism in which the laws of human organization were to be very much like those in 
the physics of his time. Comte found ready allies in Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim and 
perhaps Georg Simmel, but Karl Marx and Max Weber had doubts about the scientific 
prospects of sociology—doubts that persist to this day. Marx saw theory as part of a critique of 
existing social conditions and as a way to mobilize opposition to these conditions. Weber did 
not hold this view, but he believed that much of social reality involves the chance confluence 
of events, thereby making general laws of human organization difficult; instead of theoretical 
laws, objective descriptions of phenomena with analytical ideal types could be undertaken, but 
these analytical descriptions would not constitute a subject matter amenable to universal laws 
(see Chapter 23, this volume, on Weberian theory today). Thus, by the turn into the 20th 
century, three positions could be discerned: (1) those who saw sociology as a natural science 
that would discover the laws of human organization; (2) those who emphasized theory as 
critique and as a call for action; and (3) those who saw sociological "explanation" as 
revolving around interpreting empirical events in terms of analytical schemes consisting of 
categories describing classes of empirical phenomena. 

These positions still exist today, but like all else in sociology, they have many variants. A 
minority of theorists are positivists in this sense: they see their goal as developing general 

^At center stage, there are from four to seven major perspectives, conforming to Collins' law of small numbers. But, 
in the wings are many more theoretical orientations that persist because they have a resource base. 
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scientific principles and models of generic social processes (see Chapters 3 and 4). Many are 
critical theorists of many stripes: Marxists who continue to use theory as both an analysis and 
critique of the existing system of oppression (see Chapter 22, for an example); descendants of 
the Frankfurt School who carry the emancipatory spirit of Marx and the pessimism of Weber, 
and who as a result see the role of the theorist as constructing analytical schemes exposing 
patterns of domination (e.g., Habermas 1962, 1970,1984; see Chapter 5, this volume); world 
systems theorists who take Marxian analysis global and conduct both analysis and critique of 
capitalism on the world stage (e.g., Wallerstein, 1974; Chapter 27, this volume); and post­
modernists who carry on a double critique of science as a failed epistemology and of capital­
ism as a system whose technologies and markets destroy local cultures, compress time and 
space, commodify virtually everything, and fracture the individual (e.g., Lyotard, 1984; 
Chapters 6 and 8, this volume). Probably the largest group of theorists, many of whom have 
doubts about science, construct analytical schemes of categories for "interpreting" current 
events; and although their respective styles of scheme-building vary, they all see theory as an 
interpretative enterprise using a conceptual system of categories denoting important phenom­
ena (e.g., Giddens, 1984; Bourdieu, 1984). 

Over the whole of the last decade of the 20th century, increasing cynicism about the 
prospects of scientific theory was evident. Looking back 50 years ago, especially in America, 
there was real optimism that sociology would sit at the table of science, but today a much 
smaller proportion of sociological theorists hold such a position. Many of those who see 
themselves as social theorists do not consider the goal of sociological theory to be the 
articulation of general laws of human organization. These theorists may differ radically on 
what they propose as an alternative, but they are all critical of the epistemology of science. 

My views on the epistemiological wars in theory circles are well known. I will simply 
repeat what I have said before: If sociological theory is not scientific, then what is it? My an­
swer is that it becomes various mixes of journalism, ideological preaching, critique of perceived 
wrongs, and vague philosophizing. Such alternatives to the epistemology science do not, I 
believe, take sociology in a very healthy direction. They assure that we will be a watered-down 
humanities and that we will be irrelevant to policymakers and even our fellow academics. 

Is Sociological Theory to Be Micro or Macro? 

Outside of the epistemological arena, the most debated issue in sociological theory is the 
linkages among micro-level and macro-level phenomena. How are theories of action, behav­
ior, and interpersonal processes, on the one side, to be reconciled with theories of population-
level and societal-level forces, on the other? All sciences reveal a micro-macro divide, and 
even the most advanced sciences have not reconciled the two levels theoretically. In sociology, 
however, the issue appears to have persisted and pestered theorists for several decades (e.g., 
Alexander et al., 1987; Huber, 1991; Emirbayer & Mische, 1999; Ritzer & Gindoff, 1994), and 
we can ask why this should be so, especially in a discipline where much theory does not aspire 
to be scientific. 

One reason for the persistence of the issue is that it is conflated with other questions that 
pull theorists back into epistemological issues. In Europe but also in America, micro-macro 
issues are often conflated with agency-structure questions (e.g.. Archer, 1982,1988; Giddens, 
1984; Smart, 2001). If one gives primacy to action, then structure and culture are at best 
constraints on such action; but more fundamentally, action is not determinative and predict­
able, which in turn makes the scientific pretensions of sociology just that—pretensions. If, 
on the other hand, action is constrained by culture and structure, it is more predictable, and 
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hence amenable to study in scientific terms. I have simplified the antagonists here, but the 
important point is that agency-structure questions take us right back to epistemological doubts 
about sociology as a scientific enterprise. And most approaches that try to reconcile the two 
(e.g., Giddens, 1976) are decidedly antiscience, seeing agency as only loosely constrained by 
structure and as indeterminate in the production and reproduction of structure. All of these 
approaches are incredibly vague and metaphorical about the relations between agency and 
structure, and this vagueness merely labels the issue but with an antiscience bias. 

Another reason the micro-macro, or agency-structure, debate continues is because of 
what I call "micro-chauvinism," whereby a good many theorists argue for the primacy of the 
micro (e.g., Berger & Luckman, 1967; Coleman, 1990; Collins, 1981a,b). Micro-chauvinists 
vary in whether or not they are willing to acknowledge the reality of the macro as more than a 
reification of the analyst, but they all argue that reality is to be explained by reference to the 
micro-social processes. Modem-day symbolic interactionists were the first to make this 
extreme assertion (e.g., Blumer, 1969); others such as ethnomethodologists, at least in the early 
years (e.g., Garfinkel, 1967), also made this assertion, as did the extreme behaviorists (e.g., 
Homans, 1961). But over the last three decades, a growing number of theorists in other tra­
ditions has made the argument that the macro, if it exists, is to be explained by the micro. 
Rational choice theory is one prominent example of this emphasis (e.g., Hechter, 1987; 
Coleman, 1990; Chapter 29, this volume); interaction ritual theory is another (e.g., Collins, 
1975; Chapter 24, this volume). When reality is reducible to theories of micro-processes, a 
good part of social reality is in essence not considered the proper subject matter of theory. 
Naturally, to defend their turf, those working at the meso- and macro-levels spin out counter­
arguments, thus proliferating theories in sociology, which if they do not criticize each other, 
will ignore the pronouncements of micro-chauvinists. 

There are also more macro-chauvinists (e.g., Blau, 1994,1977a,b; Mayhew, 1981a,b; see 
also Chapter 17, this volume), but this chauvinism is generally more tempered, simply arguing 
that there are emergent realities that need to be explained in their own terms (Turner, 2000, 
2002). While these emergent realities do indeed constrain action and interaction at the micro-
level, they do not determine in any precise manner micro processes. 

There has been a number of strategies to reconcile the micro-macro divide that are less 
chauvinistic (Turner, 1983, 2002; see also Chapter 18, this volume). Perhaps the most popular 
is implied by Max Weber's (1921/1968) analysis of building conceptual staircases from 
"action" to "social relationships" to "associations" to "legitimated orders." Talcott Parsons 
(1951) followed a similar strategy in his analysis of "modes of orientation and motivation" 
leading to actions that form relationships in "social systems" composed of "status-roles" and 
typified by the "pattern variables." The general argument of these approaches is that as one 
adds more actors and relationships, additional concepts are introduced to account for the 
emergent properties of each new level of reality, but the problem with most such approaches is 
that they become much like Weber's sociology, a series of analytical categories that describe 
but do not explain the dynamics of each level of reality. 

Another approach comes from Simmel (1895) and his advocacy for a formal sociology. 
Here, emphasis is on the forms of the relationships rather than the properties of the actors in the 
relationship, with the theories thereby explaining the dynamics of relationships among both 
individuals and collective actors. Network theory and more significantly exchange network 
theory (e.g., Emerson, 1962; Molm & Cook, 1995) take this approach; while considerable 
insight has come from these theories (see Chapter 31, this volume), it is probably true that the 
nature of the actor sometimes does make a difference in the dynamics of their relationships. 
Isomorphism does exist no doubt across levels of reality, but this fact cannot explain away the 
emergent and unique properties of each level. 

Yet another strategy for dealing with the micro-macro gap is what might be termed 
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deductive reductionism in wliich axioms or higher-order propositions about behavior or other 
micro-processes stand at the top of a deductive system of propositions, with the laws of social 
structure and culture derived from, and hence explained by, these axioms (e.g., Homans, 1961; 
Emerson, 1972; Blau, 1994; see also Chapter 3, this volume). Such an approach acknowledges 
the reality of the meso and macro and the laws of sociology that explain their operation, but it 
emphasizes that these laws are deducible from the laws of micro-processes. In this way, the 
gap in explanations at different levels of reality is closed by the deductive structure of the 
theory. 

The recent rise in cultural theory in some respects is an effort to deal with the micro-
macro problem, although it obviously is much more (Lamont & Wuthnow, 1990; see also 
Chapters 7, 9, and 10, this volume). When attention shifts from social structures to systems of 
symbols, it is much easier to see how culture becomes part of the individual, and conversely, 
how thoughts and acts of individuals generate, change, or reproduce culture. For ultimately 
culture is either inside of people's heads or deposited in warehouses, such as libraries, and it is 
used by people in action and interaction. Thus a more macro force—culture—is more readily 
connected to a micro force—thoughts, actions, and interactions of people who have inter­
nalized culture—than is the case when structure as networks of relationships must be recon­
ciled with individuals' actions. This is why, I suspect, that structuralism became so popular; it 
allowed sociologists to see structure as cultural symbols, and as such, it is far easier to connect 
macro- and micro-levels of analysis. Anthony Giddens' (1984) structuration theory is a good 
example, because structure as "rules and resources" that are used by actors in micro-settings 
allows for an easier reconciliation of micro and macro. Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu's (1984) 
notion of "habitus" is a name for the nexus between culture and the individual, again connect­
ing micro and macro. Of course, culture is not all that there is to the macro-realm; and these 
approaches do not solve the problem of how to conceive of structure as anything more than 
rules and other cultural processes. The cultural turn in sociology, then, only gives the illusion 
of resolving the micro-macro problem. 

Some who have advocated this cultural turn (e.g., Alexander, 1982-1984) argue for a 
multidimensional approach to theorizing about micro- and macro-processes. Action and order 
are each considered important dimensions of the social world and each is conceptualized, but 
in fact, such conceptualizations simply label the problem rather than resolve it. Action has 
certain properties, and order or structure-culture has its own distinctive properties; but the 
question remains: How is a theoretical integration to occur beyond simply stating that action is 
constrained by order and that order is reproduced and changed by action? Other multidimen­
sional approaches, such as Ritzer's (1985, 1988a,b, 1990) "integrated paradigm," categorize 
reality along two intersecting dimensions: microscopic-macroscopic and objective-subjective. 
And then, various approaches are placed in the four quadrants created by these two continua— 
that is, micro-subjective, macro-subjective, micro-objective, macro-objective—but all this 
does is once again categorize approaches. It does not reconcile them theoretically or produce 
integrated explanations. 

One of the most famous approaches for reconciling micro-macro theorizing was Robert 
Merton's (1968) advocacy for "theories of the middle range." In this approach, sociology 
would abandon the grand analytical schemes like Talcott Parsons' "action theory" in favor of 
theories about specific substantive topics, awaiting a later Einstein to come along and integrate 
these middle-range theories with the equivalent of general relativity theory. The end result of 
this advocacy was to produce "theories of" each substantive area in sociology, which of 
course only proliferated the number of specialized theories in the discipline. Since these 
theories were so specialized, and indeed, since they often elevated empirical generalizations to 
the status of laws, there was little hope that they would be integrated in ways that would 
resolve any theoretical problem, much less the micro-macro linkage question. 
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The most obvious solution to the micro-macro problem has not, in my view, been 
pursued with any commitment (Turner, 2002). This solution involves recognizing that social 
reality does indeed unfold along micro, meso, and macro dimensions; that each of these levels 
reveals its own emergent properties; that these properties are driven by forces distinctive to 
each level; that theory is to be about the dynamics of the forces operating at each level; and that 
theoretical integration will always be about how the properties of one level load the values for 
the unique forces operating at other levels. This kind of synthesis does not produce a "unified 
theory" but rather a series of theoretical models and principles on forces of one level of reality, 
as these are influenced by structures at other levels of reality (as David Boyns and I explore in 
Chapter 18; see also Turner, 2000, 2002). 

Thus, sociological theory has not resolved its micro-macro divide any more than other 
sciences, although sociological theorists seem rather more obsessed with the problem. Added 
to this are the disagreements over epistemology, and we can see why sociological theory has 
moved in so many diverse directions. There is no accepted epistemology among theorists, and 
efforts to resolve the micro-macro gap have tended to produce "solutions" that further 
differentiate theory. The end result is a hyperdifferentiated discipline, at both the theoretical 
and substantive levels. 

DIVERSE THEORY TRADITIONS 
IN SOCIOLOGY 

Functional Theory 

Functionalism was sociology's first theoretical orientation, and for a brief time in the 
1950s and early 1960s, it dominated sociological theorizing (see Turner & Maryanski, 1979, 
for a history). Today, functionalism is virtually dead, except for a few dedicated theorists who 
continue to work in the tradition (e.g., Miinch, 1982). Functional theory always asks the 
question of how a particular phenomenon operates to meet the survival needs or requisites of a 
larger social system, as the latter seeks to adapt to its environment. The notion of "needs" or 
"requisites" always poses a problem in such theorizing because it often appears that the need 
for something brings this something about; or alternatively, the reasoning becomes circular: 
system parts exist to allow the system to meet its needs for survival in an environment; and we 
know that a part of this system is meeting these needs because the system is surviving. 

Early functionalism, however, avoided these problems by examining differentiation as a 
kind of master social process. Herbert Spencer (1874-1896) emphasized the axes along which 
social systems differentiate, whereas Emile Durkheim (1893) examined the new bases for 
integration of social systems undergoing differentiation. From their respective analyses, it is 
rather easy to extract testable propositions. Thus, it is not functionalism per se that creates 
problems, but rather it was the particular mode of analysis conducted by Talcott Parsons. 
Parsons' functionalism emphasized requisites (the famous, A,G,I,L) and built an elaborate 
category system around these requisites (Parsons, Bales, & Shils, 1953; Parsons & Smelser, 
1956). Such an approach saw explanation as placing an empirical case into an analytical 
category. This approach had no real theoretical legs because to categorize a phenomenon in a 
rather elaborate conceptual scheme does not explain it. This problem of believing that 
classification is explanation was far more fatal to functionalism than its supposed ideological 
conservatism (e.g., Dahrendorf, 1958; Lockwood, 1956). 

Neofunctionalism (e.g., Alexander, 1985; Alexander & Colomy, 1985) abandoned the 
notion of requisites—the defining feature of all functional analysis—and emphasized the 
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master process of differentiation and relatedly cultural processes. As a result, neofunctional-
ism is not functional theory (Turner & Maryanski, 1988). Even with the abandonment of the 
notion of needs or requisites, neofunctional sociology never really was accepted as theory, 
although it can be credited with bringing back into focus the central problematic of early 
functional sociology: the process of differentiation with a special emphasis on cultural bases of 
integration in differentiated social systems (see Chapter 7). Neofunctionalism, then, helped 
bring culture back to prominence within sociological theory but did not make functionalism 
any more acceptable. 

The demise of functionalism left the door open for many new approaches to gain 
prominence or to regain prominence lost under the brief hegemony of Parsonian functional­
ism. The most obvious benefactor was the approach most responsible for the demise of 
functionalism: conflict theory. 

Conflict Theory 

With the exception of a few persistent souls (e.g.. Mills, 1956), conflict theory remained 
closeted during the McCarthy era in America (1950s); but as Europeans began to criticize 
functionalism (e.g., Dahrendorf, 1958; Lockwood, 1956) and as the repression of the Cold War 
era lessened, conflict theory emerged in America and during the cultural changes of the 1960s 
and 1970s became the most dominant theoretical orientation. Even those who were not conflict 
theorists began to label themselves in this manner, if only to get attention or appear in vogue. 
Indeed, for a time all theories were "required" by the new (in)sensibilities to talk about power 
and conflict—as if this is all that there is in the social universe. 

As a critique of functionalism, conflict theorists were rather unfair; and out of the ex­
tremes of this critique, sociologists discovered the obvious: social systems reveal both integra­
tive and conflict processes. Only in an environment where the conflict theorists had gone 
overboard would such an obvious statement be taken seriously, as somehow profound. What 
conflict theory did do, however, is shift the focus of theoretical sociology to the conditions 
under which varying types of conflict emerge in social systems; once this shift in emphasis had 
occurred, many diverse conflict approaches developed. 

One was the Marxian and Weberian emphasis on how inequality and stratification 
generate conflicts between social classes (e.g., Dahrendorf, 1959). Another was an effort to 
update Marx to deal with the fact that a revolution never occurred in capitalism, and moreover 
that classes do not polarize in capitalist system but on the contrary they proliferate (Wright, 
1985,1997; see also Chapter 22). Social movements theorizing got an enormous boost, moving 
from a subfield within collective behavior to the study of mobilizations (see Chapter 25, as 
well as Chapter 26). Exchange theories often saw themselves in conflict terms (e.g., Collins, 
1975; Blau, 1964), although few proposed the obvious point that much conflict theory is a 
subcase of exchange theory (or what transpires when the exchange of resources is unequal in a 
social system). World systems theory (Wallerstein, 1974; Frank, 1979) also emerged in the 
heady days of the conflict revival, and this approach has evolved from its purely Marxian roots 
into a variety of approaches examining globalization issues (e.g., Chase-Dunn, 1989; Chase-
Dunn & Hall, 1997; Sanderson, 1988,1995); and indeed, theorizing about globalization is the 
new hot area in sociology (see Chapter 27). Perhaps the most interesting offshoot of conflict 
theory was the rise of comparative-historical sociology, which disproportionately perhaps, 
has focused on revolutions but which nonetheless became the entry point for a new historical 
sociology that represents one of the brighter branches of sociology today (see Chapter 26). 

Today, sociologists do not go around thumping their chests, proclaiming themselves to be 


