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Using Outlines to Understand Social Theory 

Like all intellectual work, social theory consists of a series of statements that point to a conclu-
sion.  Step “A” plus Step “B” plus Step “C” lead us to Point “D” – and they are placed in this or-
der to convince us, as readers, that the author is right.  These steps may involve data or 
definitions, evidence or examples, or other things.  No matter.  The point is that the author has 
crafted a compelling argument, whose steps we must bring to the surface.  That’s the point of 
an outline: it clarifies an author’s reasoning, so we can see what is really being said.   

We all know the mechanics: Major points marked with Roman numerals, sub-heads with capital 
letters, sub-sub-heads with Arabic numerals, etc.  But a good outline follows other rules, as 
well.  Here are some of them. 

 Arrange the outline in the same order as the author has written the essay, because that 
order reflects the author’s chosen structure for the whole argument. 

 Keep it concise.  Unlike a summary or a précis, an outline does not have to be in whole 
sentences.  It should, however, tell your reader what the point is – and thus it cannot be 
too telegraphic.  

 Key concepts belong in the outline, with short notes to clarify what the author means by 
each concept.  

 Identify key premises that underlie the argument.  For example, Reading 1.1 (“On Alie-
nated Labor”) is based on Marx’s sense that our ability to labor, and thus to transform 
the natural world, is an essential part of our humanity.   

 Distinguish the most important points from the subordinate points and from the even-
less-important sub-points.  Use outline format *I., A., 1., a., … etc.+ as a tool to keep this 
clear. 

 Pay attention to the connections that the theorist makes between key concepts and/or 
between a concept and historical developments, etc.  These connections generally build 
the structure of an argument, cementing together the building blocks (e.g., key con-
cepts).  

For your own review, and also to aid class discussion, it’s a good idea to note the paragraph 
number(s) and page number(s) that correspond to each point in the outline.  Major points or 
headings may span many paragraphs and pages, with second-level points covering only a few 
paragraphs within them.  
 


