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                LEARNING HOW TO READ THEORY
   SOCIOLOGY 15: FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
   FALL 2009
   Professor Himmelstein
   Good theory presents an argument. The argument may be clear or not,
   logical or not, plausible or not, supported by evidence or not. The
   point of reading theory is to get the argument and ultimately to
   figure out how to evaluate it critically.
   Good theory is rarely easy to read. The ideas are rarely transparent.
   They are not always clearly and systematically presented. They often
   presume that we have read other works that we haven’t.
   Beyond that, the challenges we face in reading theory depend on both
   the ideas themselves and the ways in which the authors present them.
   To aid your reading, keep the following questions in mind:
   1. What is the purpose of the piece of writing?
   Is that purpose clear? If it is, good. If not, one challenge facing us
   is figuring out what the purpose is. For example, Marx and Engels
   clearly state the purpose of “The Manifesto,” to present the views,
   aim, and tendencies of “Communists.”
   Is presenting a theory the main purpose of the work? If so, good. If
   not, we have to figure out how to extract the theory. We may have to
   articulate things the authors leave implicit or only hint at. “The
   Manifesto” does not try to articulate systematically the authors’
   theory of society and history. It only hints at it. We have to do the
   rest.
   2. How is the piece of writing organized? Is it divided clearly into
   sections or chapters, and does each of these have a clear purpose or
   play a clear role in presenting an argument?
   If so, we can let the authors guide us through the argument. We can
   figure out easily at each point where we are in that argument. If not,
   we have a lot of work to do.
   As we shall see, Freud generally organizes his argument very well, so
   do Weber in The Protestant Ethic and Durkheim in Suicide. Tocqueville
   divides Democracy in America minutely into volumes, parts, and
   chapters; however, these do not always tell us where we are in his
   argument. Tocqueville has a systematic theory, but he does not always
   present it systematically.
   3. What kind of writing is it? Different kinds of writing offer
   different challenges and opportunities.
   Some of the works we read are purely theoretical works that try to lay
   out a systematic set of concepts. Examples include Freud’s two sets of
   lectures and Weber’s writings on power. Others apply a theory
   systematically to a specific topic. These include Freud’s books on
   religion and group psychology, most of the Durkheim readings, and
   Weber’s study of the Protestant Ethic. Tocqueville’s work is half
   theoretical work, half ethnography. The Marx/Engels readings are an
   eclectic mix of political pamphlets, journalism, theoretical writing,
   and mere notes.
   4. Who is the intended audience? This is rarely you and me. Durkheim
   and Weber write for a scholarly audience. Weber apparently imagined an
   audience who had read just about everything he had. Freud and
   Tocqueville wrote for a general educated audience, but ones located
   respectively in mid 19th century and early 20th century Europe. Marx
   and Engels wrote for radical philosophers, revolutionaries, and the
   working class (as they imagined it). Often, one suspects, social
   theorists write for and to themselves, trying to attain clarity that
   they didn’t have yesterday or the day before.
   5. What does a piece of writing take for granted? That is, what does
   the author assume its intended readers know and don’t know? Marx’s
   early writings in particular developed as critiques of others,
   especially German philosophers. Weber assumes an encyclopedic
   knowledge of the history of the major world civilizations. If we don’t
   have time to study Hegel or Chinese history, we have to figure out how
   to make do.
   MARX’S EARLY WRITINGS—OOPS!!!
   I appreciate that you all frankly acknowledge your confusion with
   these texts. They are confusing. As I said on the handout, they are
   merely notes recording Marx's internal debate with German philosophy.
   Since we are unlikely to shed much light on this debate with a
   ten-minute discussion of early 19th century German philosophy, we are
   stuck with the texts as they are.
   None of the usual guideposts for reading are here: No Table of
   contents, index, introduction or conclusion. No clear division into
   parts. No clear statement of purpose.
   “The Manifesto” at least says upfront what its purpose is and has
   sections that address different things.
   When texts are this confusing, the last thing you want to do is try to
   understand them line by line. You need to find the right question to
   ask or the central concepts to understand.
   That is where the handouts come in: I give you some things to look
   focus on. I identify two central concepts, alienation and species
   being. I also say that each of the first three texts addresses these
   issues: So, one way to approach these texts is to ask oneself, despite
   their different topics, what do they have in common?
   I also direct you to central ideas in each text: religion as inverted
   consciousness and opiate; political and human emancipation; rights of
   citizen and rights of man; various elements of alienated labor.
   This is the kind of things you need to do for yourselves, hopefully
   with easier texts.
   The one guidepost that Marx (and Tucker) give us is some effort to
   define species being. So, we may start there: page 33-34 (note),
   75-76.
   Reading Tocqueville
   All of the authors in this course challenge our reading skills because
   they make complex arguments about very big topics. To articulate and
   understand these arguments, we need a clear reading strategy.
   Because each author writes differently, we need a different reading
   strategy for each. Each work presents us with different challenges and
   different opportunities for meeting these challenges.
   Tocqueville is easy to read because he clearly states what he is
   writing about and why.
   He defines a condition called “democracy” or “equality of conditions.”
   He explains the problems that might emerge from this social condition
   and suggests ways for solving these problems.
   He has a systematic argument which organize all the features of a
   democratic society—its politics, its education system, even the habits
   and beliefs of its people—into a coherent, logical whole.
   He has an introduction which actually says what will happen in the
   book.
   He has a detailed table of contents which tell us what he is doing at
   every point.
   Tocqueville is difficult to read even though he has a systematic
   argument because he presents it in bits and pieces.
   This is partly because he wants to tell his European readers a lot
   about American society. This is a sprawling book.
   So, we need to figure out where the most important pieces are. He
   summarizes his work clearly at several points, but we have to figure
   out where they are.
   Furthermore, we can’t read everything of relevance.
   The detailed table of contents is less useful here: The important
   parts aren’t always obvious. This is where I come in: By selecting and
   organizing the readings, I make it easier for you to focus on what is
   important.
   Actually, I probably do more harm than good to the project of learning
   to read well. I have left out parts of the book whose titles seem to
   address T’s main ideas and included sections that don’t…hmmm…
   READING WEBER
   From the beginning, my students find Weber hard to read. He has very
   long, meandering sentences with numerous clauses. He seems to jump
   around, often going off into what end up being digressions. He makes
   numerous historical and cross-national observations the understanding
   of which require an encyclopedic knowledge.
   However, we don’t need to understand everything he says to get his
   argument. It is all right to read through pages that make little
   sense, as long as one can figure out where the overall argument is
   going.
   Luckily, despite the problems reading him, Weber does guide us. The
   title and table of contents pretty much tell us the topics of the
   book. Often, though not always, the beginnings and ends of chapters
   indicate what is to come or summarize a longer argument.
   In addition, Weber like many authors gives us signposts along the way.
   Look for sentences that announce summaries and/or transitions.
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