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As someone who has been teaching theory
courses for 35 years, I had a visceral reaction
to Alan Sica’s editorial, ‘‘A Million Words
of ‘Theory’,’’ (Contemporary Sociology, July
2013). For him, the gold standard of the the-
ory text is the two-volume 1961 edition of
Theories of Society—a ‘‘monumental’’ compi-
lation by Talcott Parsons, Edward Shils,
Kasper Naegele and Jesse Pitts with 169
excerpts from 87 theorists, amounting to,
Alan notes, 1.4 million words plus 29 pages
of bibliography. Next to this, he laments,
subsequent compilations of the classics of
social theory look slight: Ritzer’s history of
social theory weighs in at 367,000 words,
Charles Lemert’s anthology at 444,000 while
Sica’s own textbook comes in at a mighty
663,000 words and 144 authors, but still
less than half the gold standard.

Why is a great Weber scholar like Alan
Sica counting words to measure theory? I
have always found Alan’s knowledge of
social theory staggering and inspiring, but I
confess that it also induces in me a deep
sense of inadequacy. If all this knowledge,
or even a small proportion of it, is what it
takes to be a social theorist or to teach social
theory, then I’m dead in the water before I
begin. I don’t command a full understand-
ing of even a tiny fraction of these theorists.
And if I’m intimidated, what about those
students for whom these textbooks are
designed?

As I explain in more detail below, in my
approach to teaching theory, less is more.
By engaging students with a limited selec-
tion of key texts, they learn much more
than in the survey approach represented by
these textbooks. I use the word ‘‘survey’’
advisedly both in the general and technical
sense. Each excerpt included in these texts
is treated as a data point from the population

of possible social theories. They are then
organized into categories, labeled and classi-
fied. As in a social survey, there is a double
decontextualization: the excerpts are severed
from their historical context as well as from
the context of the editorial process that
selects some and omits others. So too, there
is a double disconnection: the excerpts are
separated from one another as if they were
independent entities, obscuring the ways in
which they are in dialogue with one another,
but they are also separated from other poten-
tial excerpts from the same theorist.

Alan Sica’s Social Thought: From the
Enlightenment to the Present is a case in point.
In his short introduction he laments ‘‘the
harsh financial forces that rule publishing
today’’ that forced him to cut the length of
the manuscript in half and the number of
theorists from 185 to 144, so that whole
populations (in particular women and theo-
rists from the Africa, Latin America and
Asia) had to be excluded. Nowadays the
costs of publishing, especially reprint fees,
make a ‘‘book like Parsons’ huge Theory of

1 My pedagogy has not arisen tabula rasa. It
has been shaped by my own experiences as
a student—both negative and positive. Among
the latter I would mention two: my high school
mathematics teachers, and Don Levine’s intro-
ductory graduate theory course at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. Subsequently, I had the good
fortune to teach with Adam Przeworski who
showed me how theories can converse, to col-
laborate with dedicated teaching assistants
who made theory live with an astonishing
inventiveness, and to engage with legions of
spirited Berkeley undergraduates who have
made teaching theory the exciting and chal-
lenging project that it remains to this day.
Finally, thanks to Alan Sica, ever the magnan-
imous editor, for encouraging me to write this
response.
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Society out of the question.’’ In addition,
Alan avers, by eclipsing what little consen-
sus there was, the canon wars have now
made the editor’s job even more difficult.
He reels off lists of theorists that deserve rec-
ognition, but were denied inclusion on the
grounds of space, and apologizes to each
and all for subjecting them to the editor’s
ax. Surprisingly, that’s all we hear from
Alan—the rest of the book places his chosen
excerpts in chronological order without con-
text or connection. This is the theory survey
par excellence.

I have never had the chance to
observe Alan Sica in a classroom, but
I’ve seen my colleagues—devotees of the
survey approach—assign graduate students
hundreds of pages of Hegel, Marx, Weber
and Durkheim each week. The subtext
is: this is what you must know—learn it,
regurgitate it, don’t question it. Similarly, in
a textbook-based undergraduate course, the
teacher wields the textbook over the students,
expecting them to absorb one theorist after
another, all too often in an incoherent and dis-
connected manner. The students are taught to
survey the mountain range from below, rather
than attempting to climb one or more moun-
tains and see things from their summits.

Perhaps it’s good to get a glimpse of the
mountain range. But it can only be a glimpse,
for few can read and absorb such a vast ter-
rain. So it easily becomes an excuse for the
teacher not to engage the class, or more
problematically, for the teacher to rule over
the class, to deliver himself (or, less likely,
herself) beyond contestation, favoring those
who come with the cultural capital in an
absurd game of make believe. You pretend
to teach, we pretend to learn. Introduction
to theory thus becomes a disciplinary tool,
and all too often for first semester graduate
students, a hazing ritual in which the
instructor becomes a high-priest putting
them in touch with the Gods. Quickly, they
learn the rules of the game so well that
they are not even aware that they are playing
it. No wonder that today some colleagues
object to classical theory tout court as a pile
of dead wood, confined to the past, a distrac-
tion from serious scientific engagement,
from the real problems of the day.

But if this textbook-based survey approach
is flawed, what is the alternative? One

possibility is the interpretive approach to
social theory which is designed to bring the
theory and the theorist into relation with
one another and to the world in which they
live, in a dynamic three-way relation.
Charles Camic’s approach to theory is the
prototype and Bourdieu’s field theory can
help. This interpretive approach to the histo-
ry of ideas, if it is to be more than placing
theory and theorist in their life and times,
requires a sophisticated theory of knowl-
edge. It replaces the survey approach with
a focus on a single theorist whose theory is
constituted at the intersection of biography
and history.

Another interpretive approach focuses on
a selection of excerpts from the great
thinkers of the past derived from the editor’s
own distinctive theoretical vision, which is
then promoted through its projection into
the past. That’s what Parsons tried to do,
by selecting pieces constructed as stepping
stones to his own theory. Here excerpts are
connected to one another in a teleological
manner, culminating in this case in the archi-
tectonics of structural functionalism. By clar-
ifying the criteria of excerpt selection, at
least, this has the virtue of being open to
critique.

These two interpretive approaches break
from the survey in two contradictory direc-
tions: the first underlines the singularity of
theory as a product of a specific time and
place, even of a specific author, while the
second strips the historical context away
and instead presents the history of theory
as a long staircase ascending into the pres-
ent. As a teaching strategy, however, they
may leave students just as bewildered as in
the simple survey approach. Here too
students are expected to be passive recep-
tacles of the packaged knowledge congealed
in the text book.

In my own teaching I have attempted to
develop a third approach, what I call the
ethnographic approach to social theory. It
replaces the search for a universe of theories
that are connected by an inner destiny with
a focus on the connections within theories
as well as connections among theories,
although without any superimposed teleolo-
gy. The development of this dual connected-
ness opens up a new relation of students to
theory, which is no longer external to them.
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Like ethnographers, students are not simply
observers but participant observers, they
learn that they are theorists themselves.
They learn to live in theory so that theory
begins to take root in them, occupying their
lives, shaping their imagination. This may
sound preposterous, so let me explain.

In opposition to the survey, the ethno-
graphic approach focuses on a series of care-
fully chosen extracts from the original texts
of each theorist, extracts that students can
manageably study in the allotted time—
from a few paragraphs to 10 or so pages
per class depending on their difficulty. These
extracts are like the pieces of a jig-saw puzzle
that are slowly assembled in the course of
a dialogue between teacher and taught. Like
the ethnographer’s field notes they are read
and re-read as they are put into relation
with successive extracts (from the same theo-
rist). Each extract is interpreted in the light of
what came before and is re-interpreted in the
light of what comes after. Slowly but surely,
piece by piece, we create a vision of the whole.

Once the theoretical architecture is built, it
is subjected to systematic critique, by search-
ing out both internal contradictions and
external anomalies—the latter often leading
back to the former. External anomalies
derive not so much from historical analysis,
but from the lived experiences of the
students themselves. Great theories harbor
great contradictions that feed their contin-
ued discussion and relevance. The point,
however, is not only to underline the limita-
tions of a given theory, but also to seek to
resolve those contradictions by reconstruct-
ing the theory on its own terms, that is, on
the basis of its own assumptions rather
than by adding arbitrary postulates. The
idea is to refute the refutation. Students
gradually master this technique of recon-
structive critique through their own practice.

Critique of one theorist provides the basis
for advancing to the next. The anomalies and
contradictions can be addressed either within
the theorist’s original set of assumptions,
thereby building a theoretical tradition, or
by changing those assumptions and starting
a new theoretical tradition. In either case, as
with ethnography, the past is never eclipsed
but becomes part of the present, as previous
theories are embodied in successor theories.

The entire process is organized on the
basis of student participation, which has its
own rules, especially important with student
enrollments of 200 or more. All dialogue in
class is initially limited to the text at hand,
which students are required to bring to class.
But later, at certain points other theorists
(but only those who have been assigned in
the course) and the personal experiences of
students may be invoked. The class begins
with my writing out the set of questions
students should take to the next readings,
followed by a summary of where I think
we are, where we have come from, and
where we are going. We then launch into
a collective discussion structured by the
questions from the previous class, always
in reference to the text in hand. Thus, the
classes are conducted Socratic-style through
an expanding discussion of specific quota-
tions from the text, often represented visual-
ly in the form of an accumulating diagram
on the board. This allows everyone to partic-
ipate without unduly advantaging those
who claim to have prior knowledge of theo-
ry. This is education for all, not just those
well-endowed with cultural capital. And,
in principle, any student can contest what
the instructor says, which they invariably
do. Indeed, they discover flaws in my argu-
ments, offer alternative interpretations of
texts, and in the second semester they often
have been on the ropes as I vainly try to
defend each theorist in turn.

Apart from the classroom discussion,
there are also discussion sections, 20
students in size, led and organized by bril-
liant, devoted and above all creative teach-
ing assistants who have collaborated with
me in developing this approach to theory.
Along with one-page reading memos due
every week, each semester we assign a ‘‘the-
ory in action’’ paper (no more than a thou-
sand words) that requires students to choose
current events or their own experiences to
illustrate a theorist of their choice. In addi-
tion mid-term and final exams consist of
three short 750-word take-home papers
(once again less is more) that assume the
form of an exegesis of a given theorist, a com-
parison of theorists, or an application of the-
ory to real live situations as defined by an
article from a newspaper or magazine.
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The course culminates in a 20-minute oral
examination with their teaching assistant in
which each student has to reconstruct the
entire course as a conversation among the
theorists, again in answer to a specific ques-
tion given ahead of time. They are encour-
aged to include images, pictures, drawings,
in what essentially is a poster presentation.
The posters they produce amply demon-
strate to what extent the various theorists
have become part of them, whether theorists
have become different mindsets that they
will take with them into their future lives.

This is the approach I’ve struggled to
develop over the years in lieu of the survey
approach, but consistent with the ethno-
graphic disposition I didn’t start from
scratch. Especially, in the beginning, I too
had to rely on surveyors and interpreters
such as Raymond Aron, Anthony Giddens
and, indeed, Talcott Parsons. They helped
me choose my theorists and the themes
that would make them comparable.
Among other things they helped me discov-
er the key ideas that are central to all
social theory, what Robert Nisbet calls
‘‘unit-ideas’’ such as: ‘‘community,’’ ‘‘author-
ity,’’ ‘‘status,’’ ‘‘the sacred,’’ and ‘‘alienation.’’
More abstractly one could also include
‘‘social conflict,’’ ‘‘social change’’ or ‘‘social
order.’’ In my courses I have experimented
with various such ideas, but none have
worked as well as ‘‘the division of labor,’’
which is not only an issue of great concern
to many social theorists but also an idea
that students can grasp from within their
own lives. It’s all around them—in their fam-
ilies, their workplaces, their classrooms, their
dormitories. Focusing on this theme leads to
a set of questions posed in relation to each
theorist we study: What is the division of
labor? What are its origins, its conditions of
existence, it tendencies, its consequences,
and its future? This provides a framework
for choosing both the theorists and the
extracts that become the basis of the unfold-
ing conversations.

In my two semester course, required for
Berkeley sociology majors, I start with Smith
and interrogate his assumptions, leading on
the one hand to Marxism and on the other
hand to sociology and beyond. The first
semester shows how the Marxism is a living
tradition that develops successively from

Marx and Engels to Lenin, Gramsci and
Fanon, each theorist working off anomalies
and contradictions in previous theorists as
well as engaging specific historical chal-
lenges. You might call this an internal dia-
logue of theory reconstruction as opposed
to an external dialogue of critique that takes
place in the second semester where
Durkheim faces off against Marx, Weber
against Lenin, Foucault against Gramsci,
and Beauvoir against Fanon. This critical
dialogue does not lead to the conquest of
one theorist over the other but the clarifica-
tion of what makes them great social theo-
rists, viz. their assumptions about human
beings that allows them to conceive of socie-
ty, their vision of history that allows them to
project an alternative future, their explana-
tion of social reproduction that allows them
to understand social change, and their inno-
vative methodology that allows them to put
their theory to work in empirical studies.
Their distinction, along with their limita-
tions, creates the foundation for alternative
living traditions.

To end with feminist theory—and we read
Mackinnon and Collins after Beauvoir to
catch a glimpse of the feminist tradition—is
not so much to follow a chronology nor
only to develop a critique of classical theory
for sidelining gender, but to bring theory
home, forcing students to reflect on their
own lives and their own location in the divi-
sion of labor. From there we turn the theory
of the division of labor back on itself, calling
attention to the social location of the theo-
rists we studied and to think of social theory,
in part, as a product of location. It compels
students to think about the relation of the
theorist to the subjects they theorize, and,
thus, of themselves to the world they inhab-
it. As the conclusion to the course, feminism
is the most vivid expression of the signifi-
cance of social theory, namely to question
the entrenched common sense we develop
as participants in the world, to underline
the presence of theory not only in disembod-
ied texts but also in our own embodied lives.
In denaturalizing our lives and challenging
common sense, social theory shows that
the world need not be the way it is
and explores what it would mean to inhabit
a better world. In their different ways that is
what motivates and inspires Marx, Weber,
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Durkheim, Foucault, and Beauvoir, and it is
what defines every enduring sociological
theory, infusing energy and meaning into
the substantive fields of sociology. In the
age of the internet, of distance learning and

of MOOCs it is especially important to
uphold the idea of living theory: living
with theory, living in theory and even living
for theory.

What is Living and What is Dead in Theory Teaching

ALAN SICA

Penn State University
ams10@psu.edu

Answering a critique put forth by an old and
admired friend whose fan club spans the
globe, whose YouTubed lectures cannot but
charm, who personifies the public face of
sociology’s most public dimension, who
has iconized the Berkeley sociology program
for decades, whose printed prose comes with
the same smiling goodheartedness that greets
visitors to his home—is there any way to
analyze his classroom practice of ‘‘living
theory’’ via an ‘‘ethnographic approach’’
that does not take the form of a mutually
congratulatory missive exchanged between
old men whose real battles occurred too
long ago to remember rightly, whose very
existence inconveniences the youth they
continue trying to teach, whose scholarly
obsessions with Gramsci or Weber or Ibn
Khaldun resonate with their students as
vaguely as does Mao’s Little Red Book
with today’s industrialists in Guangdong
province?

Perhaps there is a way to speak pithily,
even within the bounds of amiability.
(Some mere enumeration, reader beware,
will be put to use despite its apparently
pedestrian nature, duly noted as such by
Burawoy in his critique above.) But first,
three simple corrections. Burawoy claims
that I hold the weighty Theories of Society to
be ‘‘the gold standard’’ among theory text-
books. Neither did I say nor imply this. I
simply wished to remind readers of its exis-
tence as a marker for what ‘‘theory’’ meant
in some important circles 50 years ago com-
pared with the field’s current condition. Sec-
ond, he avers that my own Social Thought
includes nothing of my voice except a short-
preface. In fact, I wrote 144 one or two-page

introductions to the excerpts (before Wiki-
pedia existed), which meant each one
required considerable digging so that reli-
able information could be supplied to
students before they tackled each theorists’
own words. The book allegedly lacks the
‘‘context or connection’’ between theorists
that Burawoy calls for, partly because that
is what good lectures are meant to afford
the beginning student. Sewing ligaments
of meaning among such a large gang of
writers would have required another 800-
page book, which my publisher wisely did
not permit.

Third, and most important, Burawoy
champions the ‘‘interpretive approach to social
theory’’ as being mightily superior to mere
surveys. The former he attributes to Charles
Camic, the latter to me, which made me
laugh. He seems not to realize that my first
book, 30 years ago, was called Hermeneutics:
Questions and Prospects, that my first Weber
book included a long digression on herme-
neutic/interpretative technique, and that
for me it goes without saying that teaching
theory, survey or not, is always and by abso-
lute necessity an interpretative exercise in
which the teacher links the theorist’s life
with his or her writings in their socio-politi-
cal environment. When I first ‘‘discovered’’
hermeneutics, 40 years ago via Gadamer’s
Truth and Method as well as in Dilthey’s writ-
ings, my interest in this way of working was
considered by my elders as strangely unsci-
entific and irrelevant to sociology. My, how
things do change.

With these small points behind us, we
might reflect on the title of my response,
a corny punning on Burawoy’s own, stealing
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from Benedetto Croce’s wonderful polemic
from 1906, What is Living and What is Dead
in the Philosophy of Hegel, surely one of the
most borrowed expressions in scholarly
writing. Everybody knows the title; nobody
reads the book (as with Werner Sombart’s
Why is There No Socialism in the United States?
[1906]). Just having published his own Logic
(1905), Croce found Hegel’s to be faulty, so
he substituted what is ‘‘distinct’’ for what
in Hegel is merely ‘‘opposite,’’ and added
‘‘action’’ to the latter’s triad. Why care?
Because Marx learned to think dialectically
from Hegel, as did Croce; and because Croce
was the smartest Italian (European?)
humanist of his long era, writing about
everything with an ambition as grasping as
Hegel’s; and because one’s brain becomes
livelier when addressed by Croce’s encyclo-
pedic, synthesizing imagination. The reis-
sued paperback copy of Croce’s book on
Hegel that I own was published in 1985,
which meant that after I bought it, the low
quality photocopied version I had made
from a library copy in 1973 could finally be
discarded, motivated as I had been by refer-
ence to Croce in the work of some trusted
guide (George Lichtheim, perhaps). This is
just the sort of retrogressive searching for
influences that Burawoy finds counterpro-
ductive if dragged into lectures, particularly
the undergraduate theory course at Berkeley,
his singular forum for extended teaching of
this type. Burawoy is as allergic to the
pedantic as Marx was hostile to the authori-
tarian. One can admire both for their schol-
arly prejudices, even if refusing to join with
them at every turn.

In both geographical and instructional
terms, Burawoy’s ‘‘living theory’’ does not
live where I do for two reasons, the first ped-
agogical and mundane in nature, the second
solidly intellectual. The differences between
his style of teaching social theory and mine
reflect variations in our teaching environ-
ments, and perhaps more interestingly,
our contradictory understandings of what
‘‘social theory’’ can or should mean when
being introduced to undergraduate students
(and, for the most part, also to beginning
graduate students). He believes short read-
ings from a small canon, mixed with lots
of talk, are best, particularly when the
students’ own viewpoints are brought into

close contact with brief, assigned texts. He
encourages them through ‘‘Socratic-style’’
teaching to embrace theory, to make it their
own, which they are then ‘‘empowered,’’
one might say, to develop in discussion
sessions with graduate teaching assistants.
They become, in his terms, ‘‘participant
observers’’ within Theory World. Though
Burawoy does not criticize my theory-peda-
gogy as such, he finds my Social Thought
textbook not to his liking, and since it was
designed to suit my classes, he is ipso facto
claiming that his way of doing things in his
theory class is better than what I do in
mine. Thus, rather than debate generalities
with him (e.g., ‘‘The anomalies and contra-
dictions [of a given theorist’s work] can be
addressed either within the theorists’ origi-
nal set of assumptions, thereby building
a theoretical tradition, or by changing those
assumptions and starting a new theoretical
tradition’’), I would prefer to speak directly
to the dynamics of the classrooms we face
and the goals we have for each, including
our use of assigned readings.

My everyday experiences as a theory
teacher have by happenstance been broader
than Burawoy’s, including stints in many
zones: at a junior college in Virginia, the fin-
est liberal arts school in the country, Bura-
woy’s alma mater in Chicago, the University
of California itself, state schools in Kansas
and Pennsylvania, and a fine private univer-
sity in Philadelphia. My 40th year of teach-
ing theory is now with me. As much as I
enjoy listening to Burawoy’s Berkeley theory
lectures via the internet, hearing him pro-
voke, prod, amuse, and inform his large
audience of undergraduates, and as lucky
as his students are to have that experience,
my approach and his, as revealed by his
online syllabi, are entirely different. Like so
many other theory experts, I have tried
many approaches and techniques during
decades of experimentation. For my Penn
State students, undergraduate and graduate,
the best method for warming their hearts
and minds to the cadences of theorizing, so
it now seems, is to show them via brief read-
ings the entire gamut of possibility from
John Locke forward. Following that, empha-
sis shifts and intensifies to four of the found-
ers (the classical theory course), and to
a half-dozen or more contemporary writers
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(the second semester, only for graduate
students), once again after a swift trot
through a crowd of modern theorists whose
works appeared after 1920.

The problem with Burawoy’s ‘‘living theo-
ry’’ regimen lies in its specificity to the
Berkeley scene, trivial as that may seem in
the context of his larger argument. His sylla-
bi reveal his use of five to seven T.A.s (‘‘bril-
liant, devoted and above all creative’’) from
one of the best graduate programs in the
world, who talk theory with some of the
world’s best undergraduates in 10 groups
of twenty each, feeding off of two weekly
meetings in a large lecture hall where Bura-
woy works his magic. Naturally, with
hyper-motivated students of that type and
quality, one can rely on them to ‘‘do the read-
ings’’ for the most part, and for the T.A.s to
work hard at bringing out the fine points
during discussion groups. One can also
assume such students can already write
English well when they arrive on campus,
and that virtually all of them aim at post-
graduate work.

Though Penn State does not vary signifi-
cantly from that scenario, it is different in
a key aspect which I think gives its students
a healthier theory education than Burawoy’s
might receive, despite his protean efforts.
This is mainly because none of the Penn
State classes is larger than 30 students, and
all sections of it are taught year-round by
experts who assign papers (not exams, and
not oral recitations) which are edited and
graded for style and content. Thus, the
required undergraduate theory course
renders service not only as a conduit of soci-
ology’s main ideas but also, and perhaps just
as importantly, as that increasingly rare
course in which students are persuaded to
write well about difficult topics, meanwhile
overcoming their anticipatory dread of hav-
ing to deal with abstractions. Put another
way: had I spent the last 35 years at Berkeley
as has Burawoy, I would likely have adopted
some form of ‘‘living theory’’ as he describes
it. But since I, along with 99% of all theory
teachers, do not live in that pedagogical
environment, other modi operandi presented
themselves.

Yet even with all such pedagogical issues
aside, there are profound differences in the
way Burawoy and I conceive of ‘‘theory’’

that would jeopardize our teaching the
course together. His first semester is mostly
Marx/Engels (12 lectures over 6 weeks),
then Lenin (4 lectures and a movie over 2
weeks), then Gramsci (4 lectures), then
Fanon (one movie and 3 lectures). Burawoy
has the great good fortune to have
two semesters during which to teach the
history of social thought, and I—like most
other sociologists today—have only one
(for undergraduates). His second course,
then, begins with 7 Durkheim lectures,
5 on Foucault, 9 on Weber, concluding
with one movie and 6 lectures on the femi-
nisms of Beauvoir, MacKinnon, and Pat
Collins.

Even though all these writings have indu-
bitable intrinsic value, they cannot convey to
novices the full range of voices that fall
under the heading ‘‘social theory,’’ a goal to
which survey theory courses should aspire.
Rather, they represent Burawoy’s particular
enthusiasms, most of which he has voiced
ever since graduate school. Whereas Marx
and Engels will never lose their place in
the pantheon of classical theory, it seems
quixotic, if not self-serving, to offer nine
lectures on Lenin and Gramsci while
saying nothing about Saint-Simon, Comte,
Malthus, Fourier, Mill, Quetelet, Tocqueville,
Douglass, Spencer, Le Play, Maine, Dilthey,
Tönnies, Tarde, William James, Le Bon,
Mosca, Small, Gilman, Veblen, Simmel,
Mead, Michels, Pareto, Freud, Cooley, Du
Bois, Sumner, Trotsky, Sorel, Lukács,
Troeltsch, Scheler, or Thomas. (Burawoy
will recognize these names as appearing in
the Table of Contents of my Social Thought.)

Every theory teacher knows that it is far
easier and more pure fun to teach Marx/
Engels and Fanon than, say, Weber,
Durkheim, or Simmel. College students are
the perpetual proletariat, especially now
when crushed under a trillion dollars in
loans, so they immediately ‘‘relate’’ to the
Leftist tradition in ways that do not arise
when they first face books like Suicide or
The Protestant Ethic. As sincerely as I sympa-
thize with Burawoy’s attachment to that
tradition, I do not regard it as a suitable sub-
stitute for ‘‘everybody else’’ during a one-
semester course. He does indeed have the
luxury of a second semester, yet the die has
been cast. Once the Left perspective is firmly
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set in students’ minds, everyone else’s work
becomes a weak foil to it, so that the func-
tionalist or Weberian or interactional tradi-
tions seem uninspired by comparison. It is
hard to engender in novices the thrill of righ-
teous indignation that comes from studying
The Communist Manifesto when they turn,
e.g., to the fine points of Simmel’s essays
on fashion, the nobility, mental illness, or
even his Philosophy of Money. That Simmel
was (not unlike his colleagues) the perfect
bourgeois gentleman, enjoying croissants
while Marx’s family starved, is not lost on
smart undergraduates, and most especially
at Berkeley.

Among my favorite courses to teach were
graduate seminars on Das Kapital, another
on Simmel’s Philosophy of Money, and an
entire semester devoted to Weber. It is very
easy to understand the appeal such classes
hold both for ardent students and their ener-
gized instructors. Anyone who does not
enjoy such a class should find other employ-
ment. Yet I view them as aristocratic brain-
candy, not as the meat and potatoes that
feed the hungry masses, longing to learn
about social theory from a starting point of
almost pristine ignorance. Burawoy and I
agree that reading should be assigned realis-
tically; a week on Hegel’s Phenomenology or
on Economy and Society is a bad joke, and
worse teaching. We agree that students
must by hook or crook become invested in
the process of theorizing, not only concerning
past fluctuations in societal developments,
but also in their everyday world. Where we
seriously depart is in defining the canon,
and how to use it when addressing young
scholars who in most cases have never
thought along the lines of the people they
are being asked to read for the first time.

There is no smarter apologist for orga-
nized religion than Joseph de Maistre.
Once students read his explanation for the-
ocracy, they can more readily understand
those countries which still live under such
a regime in a way they will never get from

Marx’s puerile reduction of religious senti-
ments to deluded wrong-headedness. Simi-
larly, once Adam Smith’s notion of sympa-
thy and justice is absorbed, or Edmund
Burke’s reflections on the virtues of conser-
vatism, or Thomas Paine’s concern for polit-
ical rights, or Wollstonecraft’s treatment of
men’s rights as well as women’s, or
Spencer’s analogies of social structure and
bodily organs, they will have in their minds
material which speaks directly to today’s
concerns, but in an elevated and sharpened
theoretical language unavailable through
PBS or CNN. They will be welcomed into
a world of ideas and of carefully wrought
terminology, of which they might have
seen a glimmer on their own, but will not
have had time in their short lives to perfect.
Burawoy rightly says that theories to the
extent historically plausible ought to be
taught as if they are in dialogue, not cut off
from each other, then jammed into artifi-
cially remote boxes of disembodied terms
and charts. It is astonishingly easy to connect
Marx/Engels with Lenin, Gramsci, and
Fanon. After all, they are family members.
This, however, is not enough. We do not
exclusively live in Gramsci’s world, or in
Fanon’s. Instead most of the world’s citi-
zens face what Tom Paine knew too well:
an overpowering state, its despotic leaders
and allied plutocracy doing everything
they can to repress dissent and popular
organization. It becomes wise, then, to do
what Paine did, to study the most accom-
plished ideologue of the Right, Mr. Burke
himself, and to respond to him in kind.
One does not learn enough about these
matters from today’s ordinary media
outlets, so one function of a well-rounded
social theory course is to bring students
into contagion with the entire offering that
falls under the magnificently inchoate label
‘‘theory.’’ And the more voices they hear
clearly, the better will they be able to digest
and dissect the social and political reality of
their own troubled times.
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SYMPOSIUM

Is American Science Being Challenged?

TOBY E. HUFF

Harvard University
thuff@fas.harvard.edu

The question of whether or not American
science is in decline is a subject of much dis-
cussion. It has been the subject of national
studies (by the National Academy of Scien-
ces, the RAND Corporation, etc.), the atten-
tion of weekly magazines such as The New
Yorker and the panicked soul-searching of
national educational leaders.

At the center of this puzzle is whether or
not this question can be answered by the
skillful analysis of survey data, even if
such data exist for several decades and are
robust enough to explore multiple aspects
of the manpower equation.

The authors of this book have skillfully
used a broad range of survey data extending
over the last four decades to arrive at the
conclusion that there has been no decline
in American science.The authors begin their
inquiry by pointing out the impressive
ascendancy of the American scientific enter-
prise, its scientists and technologists who
have won Nobel prizes, produced many
new inventions, and generally achieved
high levels of scientific publishing, highly-
cited publications, and the monopoly of 85
percent of the top 20 universities of the
world. It is probably true that the United
States has created a science and engineering
regime greater than any other country ever,
and with levels of scientific and technologi-
cal achievements unequalled elsewhere.

Nevertheless, such is the recognition of
apparently new levels of globalization and
the dependence of the American regime on
advances in science and technology that
any wavering of minor indicators sends ner-
vous officials into paroxysms of self-doubt.
Alarmists cite the most recent and isolated
factoid they can find hoping to persuade
others that the United States and the West
are in decline. Of course, no right-thinking

American could call for less than more and
better scientists no matter what the question
might be.

Xu Xie and Alexandra A. Killewald do
indeed consider a broad range of perspec-
tives on this question. They find no drop-
off of test scores over the last four decades
for elementary and high schools students;
neither a shortage nor a glut of aspiring sci-
entists and engineers; probably no decline in
native born Americans pursuing science, but
a ‘‘dramatic’’ rise in foreign-born scientists;
a rise of the percentage of women and immi-
grants in the scientific enterprise; but no
‘‘leaky pipeline’’ losing valuable scientific
talent between the BA and the scientific
workplace; and finally a relative decline in
the wages of scientists that have not kept
up with other professions. With regard to
scientific publications, probably the most
opaque indicator, the authors find a relative
decline of the percentage by Americans, but
this mainly reflects the enlarged global pool
of scientists and scientific publications. It is
true that the performance of American stu-
dents is mediocre on international tests for
math and science proficiency (slightly below
the line of best fit when controlling for eco-
nomic resources), but there is little evidence
of long-term decline.

Although I am a strong believer in the
Mertonian norms of science (universalism,
communalism, organized skepticism, and
disinterestedness) if considered in a broad

Is American Science in Decline?, by
Yu Xie and Alexandra A. Killewald.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2012. 230pp. $45.00 cloth. ISBN:
9780674052420.
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comparative perspective, it seems to me that
the authors’ attempt to link or explain the
desire of individuals to become scientists
via the norm of ‘‘universalism’’ and/or the
desire to be bold and innovative is wide of
the mark. The career of scientist or engineer
is indeed open to all comers in the United
States, but so is that of entrepreneur, stock
broker, financial services worker, and so
on. Indeed, there is probably no greater suc-
cess story of the last four decades than the
outstanding successes of immigrant entre-
preneurs, businessmen, and inventors who
have achieved remarkable success in the
American economy. Likewise, we know
that masses of MBAs from the best schools
(of all backgrounds) have flocked to Wall
Street, hedge funds, and financial engineer-
ing firms, reaping huge rewards (probably
to the detriment of the American economy),
while a very small percentage (maybe 3.3
percent of the labor force according to the
authors’ estimate) has gone into science
and engineering when, the authors report,
wages have not kept up for scientists. Seen
from the broader perspective of such alter-
natives, the focus on universalism is an
exceedingly narrow perspective with no
prospect of explaining the choice of a scien-
tific career. Likewise, the authors’ reference
to ‘‘comparative advantage’’ surely does
not tell us why scientific researchers prefer
their careers of apparently diminishing
financial rewards to those where consider-
ably larger remuneration is available. Hence
their chapter on ‘‘Why do People Become
Scientists’’ is a non-starter.

The authors seem to be unfamiliar with
the older literature showing that the distri-
bution of scientists by background is any-
thing but equal based on religion, region,
type of college/university, or working ver-
sus middle-class status. What they do show
is that immigrants now constitute a larger
share of the scientific work force than in
the past (about 7 percent in the past and
now 27 percent [p. 51]), but they provide
no elucidation regarding which foreign back-
grounds seem more conducive to pursuing
the natural sciences or engineering.

Moreover, their graph 6.1 shows that inter-
est in studying the physical sciences, or
becoming a ‘‘scientific researcher’’ has been
absolutely flat from the early 1970s to the

present. All the variation is in the biological,
computer, or engineering sciences, whose
personnel seem to respond to market signals
or other ephemeral trends. From this point of
view, we seem to have two different pools of
potential scientists: one that fluctuates not at
all, and one that responds perhaps, to job
opportunities—nothing to do with univer-
salism which presumably has not varied in
the last four decades.

From the start the authors point out that
basic science ‘‘has been a global enterprise
from its very inception’’ (p. 29), yet they
repeatedly fall back on the refrain, ‘‘science
is becoming more globalized’’ (p. 132). Con-
sequently, they conjecture, ‘‘American sci-
ence will surely have difficulty maintaining
its historically unchallenged position.’’ It is
this contradiction of claims coupled with
a lack of historical perspective that makes
this book problematic and its forty tables of
data unsatisfying.

Repeatedly they forget their own mention-
ing of Italian, French, German, Polish, and
British contributors to the seventeenth cen-
tury scientific revolution (p. 29). And if
they were to jump forward to virtually the
middle of the twentieth century, they would
discover that a very significant portion of the
brain power that masterminded the Manhat-
tan Project designed to produce the atomic
bomb was foreign born: Edward Teller
(Hungary); Stanislaw Ulam (Poland); Hans
Bethe (Germany); George Kistiakowsky
(Russia); Enrico Fermi (Italy); and Wolfgang
Pauli (Austria), also called ‘‘father of the
atomic bomb’’ with Robert Oppenheimer.

In the same context, the authors seem
unaware that quantum mechanics—which
was so decisive for our contemporary digital
and Web existence—was fashioned by lots of
European scientists at the turn of the twenti-
eth century and did not in any way result in
the decline of American scientific ascendan-
cy. Furthermore, it was the American scien-
tists/engineers William Shockley, William
Bardeen, and Walter Brattain who put those
indispensable ideas into practice (i.e.,
invented the transistor), while their succes-
sors (Jack Kilby, Robert Noyce, Gordon
Moore, Andrew Grove, et al.) operational-
ized the manufacture of the microchip.
This is not to suggest that native born Amer-
icans are uniquely qualified for this kind of
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technological breakthrough, but that there is
something unique about the American (and
broadly Western) sci-tech enterprise that
has not been matched elsewhere. This point
gets lost when the inchoate threat of global-
ization is trotted out.

If the focus of this study really is on science
in a fairly standard sense of basic research in
the physical and biological sciences, then it
seems to me we have to bring in the institu-
tional locus of that, which is the university,
mentioned but once in this study. The
authors do recognize that ‘‘academic scien-
tists’’ have been the major source of new sci-
entific ideas while at the same time that part
of the scientific pipeline is experiencing
a slump, with hardly any new scientific posi-
tions opening up for new researchers. That
should be a cause for concern.

It is at this point that some attention needs
to be re-directed toward the uniqueness of
the university as an institutional locus of sci-
entific inquiry that extends all the way back
to the Middle Ages. Furthermore, one hopes
that it is now fully appreciated that the West-
ern university is a unique creation of West-
ern Europe, that there was nothing like it
in China, India, or the Islamic world before
the early twentieth century (with minor
imports or imitations beginning to appear
in the late nineteenth century in the Muslim
world). What this means is that before the
authors can speak about potential challenges
from ‘‘more competitive countries’’ (read:
China), one should reckon with the fact
that there has been no scientific challenge
from outside the West for the last three hun-
dred and fifty years, and that China still
lacks a stable roster of first rate universities
with a proven scientific track record.1

This is a critical perspective because the
scientific and technological proficiency of
the United States and Europe have been
behind all the major surges of long-term eco-
nomic development for some time. A group
of economists studying what they see as
‘‘long waves’’ of techno-economic develop-
ment have postulated five such major shifts:
the First Industrial Revolution of mechanized
cotton production; the Age of Steam Power
and Railroads; the Age of Steel, Electricity,
and Heavy Engineering; the Age of Oil,
Autos, and Mass Production; and the Age
of Information and Telecommunications.2

Behind each of these major developments
Carlota Perez postulates a fructifying tech-
no-economic paradigm that drives economic
development. In addition, one can identify
underneath these paradigms a major scien-
tific breakthrough that made these waves
of rapid economic growth possible. It is
also apparent that considering only the tech-
no-scientific ingredients of these develop-
ments, their origins have been entirely
gestated in the West.

In a word, the authors calm the waters
with regard to available indicators of a possi-
ble decline in American science, showing
that there is little sign of actual decline, but
then they raise the new threat of global com-
petition without providing the slightest evi-
dence that such a threat exists or has not
already been faced by the American sci-tech
establishment, in fact, throughout the twenti-
eth century. Yet that competition came not
from China or Asia (Japan notwithstanding)
but from Europe. And that is the most likely
place from which significant numbers of top-
notch scientists and Nobel Prize winners are
likely to come in the near future.

1 For thoughts on this see Jonathan R. Cole, The
Great American University: Its Rise to Preemi-
nence; Its Indispensable National Role; Why it
Must be Protected (New York, NY: Public Af-
fairs, 2009), especially Appendix A.

2 Chris Freeman and Francisco Louca, As Time
Goes By: From the Industrial Revolutions to the
Information Revolution (Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press, 2001); and Carlota Perez,
Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital:
The Dynamics of Bubbles and Golden Ages (Chel-
tenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2002).
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What does one do with a file-drawer disser-
tation? Wait until the external environment
is just right, and capitalize upon it. Intention-
ally or not, this is what Yu Xie has done to
great effect—with graduate student collabo-
rator Alexandra Killewald who is now an
assistant professor of sociology at Harvard.
Instead of merely updating his 1989 disserta-
tion on the process of becoming a scientist,
Xie uses his interests and skill set to (thank-
fully) bring some data to bear on an impor-
tant, unsettled, policy-relevant debate.
Because of declining math and science skills
and America’s inability to produce enough
scientists, is American science in decline?
This is what the National Academies of
Science concluded in a high-profile 2007
report. Other reports—by Rand, the Urban
Institute, and econometricians—challenged
this ‘‘alarmist’’ view. As social scientists,
Xie and Killewald deemed it imperative to
bring a large amount of representative data
to bear on these important and policy-rele-
vant questions.

And bring in data they did. In this concise,
resourceful, and engaging book, Xie and
Killewald analyze over a dozen datasets,
most of them national in scope. They draw
upon Census data, the American Communi-
ty Survey, General Social Survey, three data-
sets from the National Center for Education
Statstics (NLS 1972, High School and Beyond
1982, and the National Educational Longitu-
dinal Study 1988), and three NSF datasets
(New Entrants Survey, National Survey of
Recent College Graduates, and IPEDS). In
the chapter on globalization, they draw on
international data from the NSF, Trends in
International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS), and the Program for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA). In the
chapter on public attitudes toward science,
they analyze material from the National Sci-
ence Board, Newsweek, and The New York
Times. It is not the sheer quantity and variety
of data, but the authors’ ability to use it in

a careful, focused manner, to answer just
the question at hand. Impressively, Xie and
Killewald were able to locate data on just
about everything they deemed relevant to
the question of American science in decline
(test scores, graduation rates at all levels,
workforce patterns, and public attitudes
toward science), except perhaps the norm
of universalism (p. 40) and math self-con-
cept (p. 78).

Given that much of the data they analyze
have been in the public realm for many
years, and given that I study (largely aca-
demic) science, I did not expect to be sur-
prised by some of their findings. Those of
us in academe are reminded that we consti-
tute a very small (2 percent) slice of Ameri-
can science, but are responsible for almost
all published articles (p. 122). And we sociol-
ogists cannot complain: social scientists earn
more (22 percent more at master’s level and
13 percent more at doctoral level) than simi-
larly educated scientists (p. 60)! No more
pining for paid, service- and teaching-free
post-doctoral positions, either: while post-
docs are becoming more common (over 50
percent of PhDs take one), they are low-
paid, may hinder creative and independent
scholarship, and are now less likely to lead
to an academic position (p. 130). The road
to gender parity is also optimistic: not only
are women’s inroads into all scientific fields
(especially the biological sciences) impres-
sive (p. 94), but female recipients of bache-
lor’s degrees in scientific fields are more
likely to continue to graduate school than
their male counterparts (p. 108). And last,
from the authors’ reliance on a two-stage

Is American Science in Decline?, by
Yu Xie and Alexandra A. Killewald.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2012. 230pp. $45.00 cloth. ISBN:
9780674052420.
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decomposition analysis, we learn that family
background affects whether a student earns
a bachelor’s degree or not, but it does not
have any additional effect on a student’s
decision to major in a scientific field
(p. 104). Science is more equal opportunity
than education.

One of the most important take-home
points from this book is that the reference
category matters. We witness the consequen-
ces in two respects. First, the authors decide
(following Xie and Shauman 2003) to
exclude social science from their definition
of science. To justify, they note that social sci-
ence undergraduate degrees are very popu-
lar and rarely lead to social science careers,
and the national-level concern about scien-
tific decline pertains only to natural science
(p. 119). This decision contrasts with the
more encompassing definition used in the
NAS report and the NSF’s Science and Engi-
neering Indictors report, and is likely respon-
sible for discrepancies. Whether we are
comparing natural science (math, engineer-
ing, biological/medical, and physical) fields
to all others, or natural and social/behavior-
al science fields to all others, clearly matters.

Reference category is perhaps more conse-
quential in a second respect. Should compar-
isons have been made historically, or
comparatively to other countries? Compared
to its own past, American science appears
robust: youth are learning just as much
math and science; the public interest in sci-
ence has remained steady and has even
grown regarding medical science; and scien-
tific degree holders and scientific occupa-
tions are growing, especially among
women and Asians. But concern arises
once the reference category shifts to the cur-
rent global context. After engaging in cross-
national comparisons of youth test scores
(where, even after controlling for level of
economic development, American youth
are not performing as well as their counter-
parts in other countries) and scientific
articles (where the United States has the low-
est growth rate1), Xie and Killewald con-
clude that ‘‘America may be in danger of
losing its dominant position in the world’’

(p. 37). The authors reassure us that loss of
dominance does not equal decline: ‘‘Ameri-
ca’s situation would be much more precari-
ous if science is indeed declining in
America in an absolute sense than if science
is merely getting better elsewhere’’ (p. 36).
But by favoring historical over cross-nation-
al comparisons, the authors’ picture of
American science is skewed slightly toward
rosey.

While I admire this book for what it
resourcefully covers, it falls short of provid-
ing a more nuanced assessment of American
science ‘‘based on a full complexity of its
various aspects’’ (p. 8). The authors focus
their analysis on individuals: in school
(potential scientists) and in the labor force
(actual scientists), perhaps because this is
where the policy debate centers. But there
are many other aspects of science that are
not addressed here and open up avenues
for future research: (1) Funding. How does
American science look (either historically
or cross-nationally) in terms of investments
in research and development? Is R&D com-
manding a greater proportion of companies’
budgets? Is programmatic funding giving
way to more uncommitted funds for basic
research (Geiger 1990)? How does U.S.
investment in basic science (largely through
NIH and NSF funding) compare to other
countries? (2) Quality. U.S. scientists might
be producing less compared to scientists
worldwide, but they may be producing bet-
ter work with higher impact; they may be
receiving a larger share of citations, Nobel
prizes, and other awards. (3) Interconnected-
ness. The authors speak of increasing collab-
oration across countries, but not the
increasing ties between academe and indus-
try, nor increasing ties across disciplines
both of which abet innovation and impact
(Fleming, Mingo, and Chen 2007; Leahey,
Beckman, and Stanko 2012; Wuchty, Jones,
and Uzzi 2007). (4) Usefulness. American sci-
ence may be more adaptable and profitable
than ever before. The rise of technology
transfer offices in American universities,
and evaluations of patenting and licensing
trends would have been informative.

These four omissions provide research
avenues for the rest of us. I would love to
explore whether and how specialization
in science (Evans 2010; Leahey 2007) is

1 I note, however, that the authors do not
account for journal quality or rate of new jour-
nal proliferation in different countries.

Symposium 791

Contemporary Sociology 42, 6



changing over time and whether it is condu-
cive to scientific innovation.

Harkening to de Tocqueville, the authors
note in their conclusion that the social and
cultural environment in the United States—
especially its recognition that individual
achievement can have a social benefit—is
ideal for science. But the current political
environment, combined with rapid growth
in one specific area of science (biomedical
science) that seems particularly dependent
upon political whims and morality, may
not bode well for American science. Jason
Owen-Smith’s (Scott, McCormick, and
Owen-Smith 2010) research on controversial
human embryonic stem cell legislation and
its impact on scientists and their careers is
exemplary in this regard.

Xie and Killewald’s efforts have produced
an authoritative and indispensable evalua-
tion of American science in education and
in the labor force. Their devotion to empiri-
cism, especially in light of a (ungrounded)
policy debate, is highly commendable.
While it leaves open many avenues for
future research on other aspects of science
(funding, quality, and the like), it fails to
proffer a theory, or at least explanations,
for the trends it uncovers. Why is American
science declining in some respects but thriv-
ing in others? Why are other countries doing
better in some respects? Without answers,

even tentative answers, to such ‘‘why’’ ques-
tions, the impact of this book may be unnec-
essarily limited.
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