d Michael Makowsky, in The Discovery of Society, argue

a eritical stance toward understanding society since

" #The social world as we kh_ow it...is rh'ostly illusion.” One source of illusion is lh_e
confusion between what is true (and can be verified by observations) and what we
Qould fike to be true—between facts'and values. Sociologists are skeptical of
conclusions that are not supported by evidence. Iliusions about society arise from
ideological distortions and from our own social positions and arrangements, which
cloud our vision about our society and limit our knowledge of other societies. In . -
2ddition to warning us about confusing facts and values, Collins and Makowsky cgution_
us to avoid the fallacy of psycho!ogica[ reductionism, where social events and institutional
arrangements are explained by the actions of individuals. e

Randall Collins an
persuasively for the importance of

‘Society and Illlusion
‘Randall Collins ' | &
Michael Makowsky

We all conceive of ourselves as experts on - and institutions that govern our behavior

society. In fact, however, the social world is a ‘and populate our thought, seemingly as im-
- mystery—a mystery deepened by our lack of mutable as the physical landscape but in real-
_ awareness of it. Society is our immediate, ev- ity as flimsy as a children’s pantomime. Most
_eryday reality, yet we understand no more of ‘obscure of all, our own feelings, actions,
it merely by virtue of living it than we under- thoughts, and self-images—the tacit bargains
stand of physiology by virtue of our inescap-  thatwe make and remake with friends, lovers, .
able presence as living bodies. The history of . acquaintances, and strangers and the paths
sociology has been a long and arduous effort - we steer amid emotions, habits, and beliefs.
to become aware of things hidden or taken All these things are beneath the usual thresh-
for granted: things we did not know existed— old of our awareness. |
other societies in distant places and times, -~ . We think of ourselves as rational,‘ choice-
whose ways of life make us wonder about the . making masters of our actions if not of our
naturalness of our own; things we know of destinies; in reality',' we know little about the
only distortedly—the experiences of social . reasons for either. And if the social world is
classes and cultures other than our own; the shrouded from us today, it becomes even
realities of remf)te sectors of our own social . more illusory the further back we go into our
::er;;::;rfl; 33: S::ZSSZZ trJ;(; ?t(ﬁice platrol car to ’ histor.y. We need go _only a few hundred years
e e : politician and back in European history to an era when au-
in;] }I?:C‘Z[;}Z;igjh:gn}:nj::tﬂd. B lfnreﬂect- th.ority of k.il.lgs a.nd aristocracies was legiti-
_ ofinvisible rules mized by divine right, when unexpected be-
= Rm&a“ el L | | h.avior from oHe fellows was attributed to
ichael Makowsky, "Society and witchcraft and seizures of the devil, and for-

m‘U 3*0‘!-- X The DI'SCOVEIV Of SOC!E 4 i
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eign lands were populated not merely by
bloadthirsty Communists or the terrible Turk
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but by wercwolvcs and Cycl
11iglltmqu from whﬂich I a.m
jamesjoyte declared. Sociol
of that very slow awakening. .

uying o awake!”
ogy has been part

The social world as we know it and have -

known it is mostly illusion. Yet, il we were all
complctcly deluded, there would be no point

in trying to investigate and explain, and this

writing as well as any other would be worth-
" less. The existence of illusions is not in-
- compatible with the existence of facts and of
. the principles of logic. But facts and logic ave
inextricably mixed with concepts and theo-
rics, and in the study of society the concepts

~and theories involved are oncs that we daily

act upon as well as use to explain how things
“are and why. er
. Sociology is not an impossible science,
but it is a very difficult one. It has progresse«
- by disengaging the web of cveryday belicf, not
all at once but little by little, as one taken-for-
granted assumption after another has been
questioned and replaced. As was once said of
-philosophy, sociology is like rebuilding ‘a
boat, plank by plank, while floating on it in
~the middle of the ocean. The history of soci-
- ology is a progression of world views, cach an
- advance on some other in that it asks some
: previdusly unasked question, avoids some
. previous confusion, or incorporates some
previously unobserved fact. Fach world view,
" including our own, has its illusions; \\'ilt'i|1g
the banner of science is no more absolute a
guaralitcc of truth than any other. Neverthe-

less, there has heen a scrics of major break-

throughs in understanding, including some
quite recent ones, and we can be confident
now that we are on the right path. '

2 e e R A R T e L S e e L

> THE SOURCES OF ILLUSION

At lll_(: center of the web that clouds our vision

is the realization that our knowledge is both
subjective and objective, *Facts™ arce things

e i

opes. “History isa”

* them,
‘ bonccpts and theories. . . -

less we |
Cof spccie

onlyafic
"~ understa

‘about them. The fish apparently

that indcpéndcnt observers can agree upon;
but we must look for facts in order to see
and what we look for depends on our

We cannot usually notice somc.thing un-
Jave a name for it. This is true of the
I world—the botanist notices dozens
s of plal;ts where the layman sces
ld—and it is especially important in
uding society. No one has ever scen
a “socicty,” although we have all seen the
people who belong to onc; no one has ever
scen ait organizalion, only its members, the

physica

 buildings and equipment that belong to it,
* and its name or emblem written on signs and
 pieces of paper. We live in a social world of

symbols: of symbolic entities such as “prop-
erty’—land that would “belong” to no one
but for a social convention, a set of rules as to
how various people must behave toward it

~and what words they must use in talking
“about it—and of symbolic acts such as “mar-

riage™—a recorded ceremony that enables

" middle-class Americans to recognize the oth-

erwise indiscernible difference between a-
couple “illicitly” living together and a “re-
spectable” family. These symbols are by no -
means obvious if one has never thought
: does not
notice the water until he is out of jt. The idea
of a society, as distinct from the state, did not |
devclop until the commercial and industrial |
changes of the cighteenth century an(i'ihe

‘French Revolution woke people up to
o 1€
- recognition that there were two different

forms of social iastitutions, each going its

own way. One hundred years later, thinkers

such as George Herbert Mcad came 1o recog

nize the symbolic nature of socicty and thy

| ‘ 5
provided us with concepts with which 1o ana-
lyze the operations of this world that we ha

e
so long taken for granted. '
Much of sociology has t!cu‘lnpéd by un-

- covering facts that had not previously been

known, cither beeause they were remote from,



ordinary experience or because they had )

been deliberately ignored. The carliest el-
forts at sociology were inspired by European
explorations in the Orient, the Amcricas, Af-
rica, and the South Scas. Familiar ways of life
in Europe could no longer be accepted as the
natural order of God but had to be explained
in light of practices now found to exist in
vastly different culturcs. The first cfforts in
this direction were naive and consisted
mainly of doctrines of progress, which ac-

counted for the Furopean culture simply as a

- social advance over other cultures. Such the-
orizing, nevertheless, began a tradition of
thought concerned with explaining society. It
was an carly thinker on social evolution, Au-
guste Comte, who first gave sociology its

- name and thus helped to create that “invisi-
ble college” of thinkers who have ever since
asked questions about society.

~ Many facts, to be sure, could have been

“discovered without the voyages of Captain
Cook. But the voyage to the other side of

“town is harder to make than a trip around the
world, and a voyage of discovery in one’s own
home is the hardest of all. Conventional
biases against looking for or recognizing facts

.that touch on one’s life have becen greater

“impediments to sociological understanding
than the lack of facts themsclves. These same
biases that have kept most of social reality
obscure have prevented us from seeing that
_ they arebiases. Not the least important aspect
- of an illusion is the fact that one believes it to
be the truth. The great sociologists have con-
tributed to the sociology of knowledge as an
intrinsic part of their work. They have broken
through illusions by analyzing the ways in
which the conditions of social life determine
the contents of our consciousness. The his-
tory of sociology has been a progressive so-
phistication about our own thought, uncover-
ing sources of bias that we did not know
existed. o
The uncovering began with Karl Marx,

the first great thinker to see life from the
standpoint of the common worker. Marx did
not discover social classes, of course; ancient
and medicval law as well as social thoughs
spoke openly of the various ranks of society,
which indeed everyone knew about from
daily cxpericnce. Ideological denial of surat-

[ication is an innovation of modern Amerca
What Marx discovered was that our ownx
.thought is a product of our social eiroum-
_stances and that much of what we believe to»

be reality is but a reflection of our socialy

“determined interests. Marx may have definedt

“interests” too narrowly in economic ICrns,

‘but there is no doubt of the validity of this

gencral principle. Marx was not the first to
notice that governments tell lies or that news—

- papers, writers of books, and individuals e

conversation put forward alleged facts and
explanations that are actually selected and
distorted according to the interests of ther

formulators. Much of the thought of the En-

lightenment is epitomized by Voltaires effort
to unmask the absurdity of supernatural ex-
planations for human events. Marx went be-
yond Voltaire when he pointed out how the
socially conservative attitudes adopted by the
Church were only to be expected from the
leaders of a wealthy, landowning institution
whose higher ranks were filled from the aris-
tocracy and whose leaders, like Cardimls
Mazarin and Richelieu, often served in the

government of the kings. . ..

Marx’s recognition of ideological bias in
social ideas is not a counsel of despair. The
bias cannot be wished away, but it can be

-gradually pushed back by continuous effort

to examine our own and others™ idess for
.their adequacy in explaining the full ranze of
facts about society. This is not to say that
biases cannot be found in modem social sci-
ence. They are deeply embedded, especially
in the areas of politics, deviance, and seratilz-
cation. But we can have some faith that the
search for the most powerful explanatory the-



ological distor

ry wi om idc
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One result of Marx's unveiling of ideol

has been a distinction (first ctilpllmiz{:‘(l
pictions of reality
“lacts” (here

ogy
by Max Weber) between de
and evaluations of it, between
"used broadly to refer both o empirical data
-and to theorics summarizing and explaining
the data) and “values.” This scems ohvious
enough: It is onc thing to find out what the

* state of affairs is in the world, another thing
to decide whether we think it is good or bad,
just or unjust, beautiful or ugly. This dlis-
tinction is important because most of our
‘thought about the social world is evaluative:
We are more interested in linding wronglos
ers to condemn and heroes to praise than in
explaining what happens or cven in ascertains
ing the facts. Just after World War 11 it was
popular to point to the “big lic” techtieuey of

* propaganda as a sign of (otalitarian regimes
and to stercotypes and distortions as Alie
arning signs ol extremist political thouglit,
A closer acquaintance with serious sociology
would have shown that such distinctions are
naive: that all governments try to manipulate
their own legitimacy, that all politics deals in
slogans and idecology, and that the popular
world view is made up ol stereotypes, Il we are
‘to expose the authoritarian and the brutal,
“deeds are much better indicators than word,
The distinction between facts and values
thus has a twofold uselulness: It warns us to
note which statements are saying something
about reality and which are only assuming
somcething about that reality in ovder o
_arousc our feclings about the good or evil
(it and it points us to the hard discipline of
scparating out and testing g body ol knowl.
_Cflgc 'Wh(.)gc validity does not depeiud merely
on our moral poing of view,
.l". the history of sociology the st le
against value hiases is L from won, histlovd,

- controversy currently rages over fhis very

§s 4 strong tendency, especially
Aty younger sociologists whose ])gf‘:;ﬂll;ﬂr
sympathies are vclwmm‘l!y on the nuc n]
donripated racial minofritics m'mnm:u.a and
oppressed peasants in the llmd \\m!il; ‘?
declare (hat all sociology st h( it
1iasedd andd hence that the only choice is the

fastre, There

moral one: Which side are you on? [ support

of this position, it is pointed out that aca-

demie social scientists have claimed to be

wilnesnentral and yet have created theories

that extol the virtues of American democracy,

iltmize the plight of uppressed groups, and
rationalize military support for brutal dicta-
forships in Chile, Central America, and else-
where, But the lesson is not cleatly drawn,
Propaganda for the left is no more valuable
futellectunlly than propaganda for the right or
the center, whatever one may think of its
maoralvirtue, '

The distinction between facts and values
remains erucial, even in this context. If we do
not make an effort to uphold the ideal of
intellectnal objectivity in assessing theories
and facts, no valid knowledge is possible—
even the sort of knowledge that practical and
activist people claim o have about the prol-
lems of the world. IF objectivity is not main-
tained, hoth serious theory and intelligently
guided action will be impossible. A successful

explanastory theory is universally acceptable

a8 knowledge; hut in the realm of value judg-
ments, everyone’s basic values are as good as
everyone olse’s, and no logical argumnent can
force people to change their minds., .. In
the cud the facevalue distinetion remains ab-
selutely crucial, and not only for the develop-
ment of objective sociological theory, What-
erer our valiwes may he, only by taking a
osition of detchment are we able to see
sociely realistically ecnough o act on it with
iy il into our diances of success. . .
T here se] w number of sources of il
SOt in onr views of social reality: taking our
‘bl wmnmgementy for pranted bhecause we



kunow of o othery, kkoodogical disiortions
based e the Tarcreds and porspedtives of our
wxctal positions, inateline to detach oursches
hei an evalmative A,  DePresson of
things that nwake w fock shaweful or guily. By
the titne thewe sxwsves of hias canxe to light,
socRolopy mus on e eae of the teenticth cen-
try, W shall toemch on only two linds of
ilhasione mnd theredw bring varsehes up to
the prescnt: the fallwey of pechological re-
ductionmsn ad the misconceptions that a
too-lizeral Rlcutitiation with physical science
can chgender, The man who cut through the
first of these nrest strilingly was Emile
Durkbeetn, :

Prople will commonly attempt to explain
sockid events by the actions of individuals: to
ook for great ndnvaduals in history, agitators
in rots, tractoes in defeats. By the end of the
nineteenth contury the dominant evolution-
ist thinkers—speaking ospedally in defense
of a libssepfaire economic policy—described

society as the interplay of individual deci-
sons, tn which deliberate sodal policy could
have littde effect. Navertheless, their basic
mode of explanation was individualistic, Peo-
ple struggte for a livelihood and rise and fall
according to teir individual qualides; mod-
ern sucicty itell exists bocause of contracts
between individhaals _
Durkheim stnick through in a new direc-
tion: The distinative thing about social insti-
utions is that they persist while individuals
come and gos they have a force of their own
ach that indhviduals who violate social norms

ot anly do not change the norms but are

unished as daviants. Funthermore, society

an never be legically explained in terms of
ke motives of individuals. As Durkheim put
b, society is & reality sut graienis. “Social facts,”
uch as the rules that people enforce upon
ach . other, the forms of the institutions
vithin which people act, and even the ideas
hat they hold, cannot be explained by exam-
g the workings of an individual and

multiplying the result a millionfold, Theew
facts must be explained by sociabethiat i,
supraindividual—causes,  Living - organisms
are made up of chemical molecules; yet phys
iology must be explained on ity own tevel, in
terms of the functioning of the patts in rele
tion to cach other. Dy the same token, society
is made up of individualy but is not ex plicable
simply. in terms of individual psycholoyy.
With his cmphasis on social structure as thie
subject matter of sociology, Durkhicim gave
the ficld a distinctive focus of its owni. He aleo
showed that such supposedly individual phe-
nomena as suicide, crime, moral outrage, and
cven our concepts of time, space, God, and

_ the individual personality are socially deter

mined. With Durkhecim nincteenth-centiry
individualistic rationalism commits suicide.
We know now that we arc all social creatures
and there is no turning back to the naive
optimism of the ninetcenth century that
could sce in the rational cducation of the
individual the solution to all social ills,

The final major developmenit of sociology
took place in the carly twenticth century, for
the most part in the United States. Instead of
relying on historians, newspapers, and their
own spcculations, sociologists began to go
and sce for themselves: first with commisiity
studies, then with surveys, participant ofser-
vation of organizations, and small gﬂmp Lo 2
periments. This rescarch tradition has done
much to counteract illusions based on ideol-
-ogy and on other biases. We have discovered,
for example, that the conservative ¢laims that
crime is duc to hereditary degeneratiots of
racial traits (theories once popular among
biologically oricnted sociologists of the evolu-
tionist school) are falsc, as are liberal outcrics
that social mobility has been declining in the
United States. The great merit of an active
research tradition is that it is largcly sclf-cor
recting; as long as we insist that theorics mis
“explain facts, their biascs arc likely to reves
themselves sooner or later. |
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11e merit of this distinction turns out to:
The mer! fluman social behavior and.
s are basically symbolic. Soci-
| alfects the observable bch_avibr*
A1 individuals only through gys(cms"(bf lmm.-
ol indivic and positions that individu-

als can identify with and orient tOW?r(l; As
il mpcctcrl,stricl,ly hehavioristic theo-

ch fruitin psychology;:
vather, it has heen in l,'llc rarea\of 'cogni_l,iv¢
development and functioning that progress:
has been made. In sociology the extreme pos—
itivists have been found mostly-antong: rcf_
scarchers who have been caughtup in sljort&
yun technical concerns and  hence hgve".
contiibuted litlle to advancing theories: that
explain socicty, It has been by insisting on tl?(:’
principle that we be able to explain all the:
facts that social science corrects itself,. even:
against illusions created by an excessive zeal.
to emulate the methods of the natural sci-
ences. Symbolic reality is the empirical reality
for sociologists; it is life as all individuals ex—
perience it. Numbers derived by totaling the:
answers of many individuals to a few short
questions about what they believe or have:
done are quite a long way from the firsthand’
experience of those indivichaal lives th
ave uliimately trying to explain. In this sense
l;ln-ing Goflinan and his students, with their
lirsthand accounts of how people manipulate

sent for each other
atest of the jm portant

at we

Lo experience, are the §
innovators in sociology
_ We are coming (0 sec thay there is

necessary battle between “hard™ and > 1S ho-
the social scienees. Both qu
perticial data and direey Phenomenalee
expericnce of a few situations have nflcfﬂ‘
values and weaknesses, When W n‘ their
plement cach other, they hel

“soft™ in
ANtitative but sy
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ship, we are learning 1o “pianighilaie” LT B
counts of social realily froin sevetal Vgt
CpOItS. s _

. Ifsociology hasa (:Unli'll_ili.i"h)'n o liiil]&’t?; it

is this: If we cail _ch mote redlistic 'atl)i}lll bl
world, more wary ol the dileminas of soyial
organizations, more aware both vl ilie feges

sitics of social coorditiation and uf tie dans |

gers of soclal coerciott, aind 1note sophistls
“cated about the illusioits with which oy
institutions populate soctal reality, we tai
pethiaps make our wotld more livable, B may
be that if enougli people realized the connees
tions between political iluston and political

~ cocrcion and the deadening eltect ol pyychie
chimeras on our cveryday encounters, the

quality of life would Improve a great deal, A
‘significant part of the new generation has
already shown itsell more tealistie Uin
those before it=more capable ol culling
through social hypocrisies aboul sex and pol:
itics, through rituals of stalus delerence
and illusions about personal relationships,

Whether a new eulivire of honesty and per
sunil emancipation will enable us to control
the toereive and alienating institutions of
modern society is still in doubt, but greates
Hlamination is one of aur few weapons. . ..

K QUESTIONS |

1, Explain what Collins and Makowsky mea
hy the “distinetion between facts anc
vilves, I -

3, Nnstvate e fallacy of psychological re
ductionlsm in a newspaper account of
current soclal issue, :

3, 1w do Emile Duykheim's insights helpu
avolil the fallacy of reductionism?

“ A, Wit possible for sociology tabe completel

ohjective? Nefend your position,

6, 1 hias s a greater problem when we stud,
our own surroundings than when we inves
tigate those of others, haw can we over
come or reduce this bias? | |



