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1.   Sociology is a system of thought. I t  is a vision of the world, not the world itself. 
 

2.   This vision has an intellectual history.  It originated from a crisis in European culture, 

and it carries the scars of its birth. Though it has grown and changed - at least in part 

through interaction with other crises in other cultures - we cannot understand sociolo-

gy without understanding its origin. 
 

3.   Specifically, sociology is a child of the European Enlightenment   It begins from the 

premise that knowledge is good, and that understanding the social world brings free-

dom, which is also good.  It thus seeks emancipation from ignorance, which it believes 

will benefit everyone. 
 

4.   Not all philosophies agree with this point-of-view. 
 

5.   Like other Enlightenment philosophies, sociology seeks to discover the regularities 

that produce everyday social life. It presumes that certain social factors are prima-
ry.  These factors structure the rest- i.e., they shape the epiphenomena of our eve-

ryday experience. 
 

6.   Various sociologists believe that different elements of social life are primary.  Karl Marx, 

for example, regarded the production of life's necessities as the motor of social life; Emile 

Durkheim focused on the nature of the social bond; Max Weber focused on the culturally 

mandated patterns of social action; W.E.B. Du Bois focused on race and the color line. 
 

7.   Contemporary sociologists pursue these and other central foci.  Some emphasize for-

mal organizations; others emphasize individual actions and interactions; still others re-

duce such interactions to economic exchanges (both with humans and with postulated 

non-human beings). These various foci constitute the theories the guide sociological 

inquiry. 
 

8.   Though the possibilities seem endless, they are not.  The same vision motivates all: the 

idea that understanding the driving forces of social life will improve that life.  The dif-

ferences are in the details, not in the central vision. 
 

9.   To the degree that sociology is more than just slow journalism, it depends on such 
theories. 

 
10. Even journalism has theories; it is just not conscious of them. 

 
11. Unlike many other intellectual disciplines, sociology is required to explain its own exist-

ence. 
 
 
 


