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beginnings are ambiguous to the point of moral stasis. Is it any wonder that ordinary
men feel they cannot cope with the larger worlds with which they are so suddenly con-
fronted.‘.‘ That they cannot understand the meaning of their epoch for their own lives?
That—in defense of selfhood—they become morally insensible, trying to remain alto-

glither private men? Is it any wonder that they come to be possessed by a sense of
the trap?

It.ls not only information that they need—in this Age of Fact, information often
dominates their attention and overwhelms their capacities to assimilate it. It is not only

the skills of reason that they need—although their struggles to acquire these often
exhaust their limited moral energy.

What they need, and what they feel they need, is a quality of mind that will help them

to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what

is going on in the world and of what may be happening within themselves. It is this qual-

ity, I am going to contend, that journalists and scholars, artists and publics, scientists and

editors are coming to expect of what may be called the sociological imagination.

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger historical
scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of
individuals. It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of their
daily experience, often become falsely conscious of their social positions. Within that
welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within that framework the psy-
chologies of a variety of men and women are formulated. By such means the personal
uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit troubles and the indifference of pub-
lics is transformed into involvement with public issues.

The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the social science that
embodies it—is the idea that the individual can understand his own experience and
gauge his own fate only by locating himself within his period, that he can know his
own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his circum-
stances. In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in many ways a magnificent one. We do
not know the limits of man’s capacities for supreme effort or willing degradation, for
agony or glee, for pleasurable brutality or the sweetness of reason. But in our time we
have come to know that the limits of “human nature” are frighteningly broad. We have
come to know that every individual lives, from one generation to the next, in some
society: that he lives out a biography, and that he lives it out within some historical
seq uence. By the fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, to the shaping ij
this society and to the course of its history, even as he is made by society and by its
historical push and shove.

The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and t}ne
relations between the two within society. That is its task and its promise. To recognize
this task and this promise is the mark of the classic social analyst. It is characteristic of
Herbert Spencer—turgid, polysyllabic, comprehensive; of_ B Rojss—’graceful,
muckraking, upright; of Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim; of the intricate and
subtle Karl Mannheim. It is the quality of all that is intellectually excellent in Karl Marx;
it is the clue to Thorstein Veblen’s brilliant and ironic insight, to Joseph Schumpeter’s




