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Review on the first chapter (“The Promise”) of C. Wright Mills’ book “The Sociological Imagination”
. 

  

              The Correlation between personal and public is one of the main issues, being discussed in sociology till nowadays, as well as the question about the meaning and importance of social sciences (in comparison with natural sciences). In his book “The Sociological Imagination” C. Wright Mills tried to answer these questions by means of the new concept – “sociological imagination”. In this review we will try to point out main Mills’ theses, presented in the first chapter of the book, to define what sociological imagination is, as well as who and how can make use of it. 

  

              In the theory of Baden school, one of two main Neo-Kantians schools (which had great influence on Max Weber’s sociological investigations), there are “realms of values”, which is common for all individuals and also independent of them, and all our actions have sense only when (and because) we correlate them with these common values (see works of W. Windelband and H. Rickert). Without this action, named “labeling as value”, we cannot say that something has sense. This action helps each of us to fill our lives with sense by connecting our private actions with universal values.

       According to Mills, individuals (he wrote about his contemporaries) lost this important connection between private life and common values. The existence of universal “realm of values”, which was obvious for Neo-Kantians, became problematic in XX-th century: Mills asserted that in the “overdeveloped” world, oversaturated with information, men need “new quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of men and society, of biography and history, of self and world” (Mills, 2000: P. 4), because old qualities are not sufficient for this function any more.  And this new quality is sociological imagination. 


Mills defined this notion as “quality of mind that seems most dramatically to promise an understanding of the intimate realities of ourselves in connection with larger social realities” (op. cit.: P. 15) and also as “special quality of mind that will help them (men) to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in the world” (op. cit.: P. 5). Along this Mills wrote that for all great sociologists, for example, E. Durkheim, M. Weber, K. Marx, sociological imagination was the main instrument, because it is what can “grasp biography and history and the relations between the two within society” (op. cit.: P. 6). So, men need sociological imagination to solve their private problems through connection with macro processes, but as a source and as a concept sociological imagination is being developed in social sciences. 


This assertion helped Mills to connect two different realms – scientific investigations and everyday life, and it was his answer to the question “why social sciences are important as well as natural sciences” (by the way, the distinction between natural sciences and liberal arts was also made and discussed by Neo-Kantians). One of the main critical points in regard to social sciences is that results of investigations within them do not connect with reality; they can not change our everyday life and help us to do something more effective. Mills tried to eliminate this point explaining the meaning of social imagination, and, as he wrote, his aim in the book is “to define the meaning of the social sciences for the cultural tasks of our time” (op. cit.: P. 18). 


But what is social sciences? In the 1950s sociology was defined as empirical sociology; development of methodological instruments and collection of facts and data were the most important and meaningful activities for scientists. Mills, on the contrary, wrote about importance of theoretical sociology, of classical texts, and of history of sociology. Science cannot solve empirical problems without theoretical generalizations; moreover, previous theoretical works do not lose their importance with the lapse of time. We cannot make clear distinction between theory and practice, and the question about their correlation is also one of the most important in social sciences. Mills promised to explain his answer to it in the next chapters. 


Mills’ reflections on the everyday life of his contemporaries are not based on the scientific assertions: you will not find statistics or references on some research in this chapter. He based his assertions on common sense conclusions, and this is not very good base for further investigation, even theoretical one. As famous French philosopher Rene Descartes wrote in his classical work “Rules for the Direction of the Mind”, we have to reject any ideas that can be doubted. Only proven facts can become the basis for our investigations. It is our main question to Mills’ text, but it is a fundamental one, and should be considered by any reader. 


Secondly, besides those definitions of sociological imagination we gave above, there is no other description of this instrument in this chapter, as well as instructions, how exactly it works, how we can apply it. Mills paid attention only to its main function, but did not go into details. It is second significant shortcoming of this work, but we can suppose, that these problems were solved in the following chapters. 


 In the end of the review we want to emphasize that this chapter of Mills' book is interesting, because it touches upon very important issues for social sciences, but in order to understand his ideas and their importance, we have to read the whole book, and only after this we should make final conclusions. 
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