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Abstract. In response to Michael Burawoy’s call for a “public sociology” and 
to the question of public sociology’s place vis-à-vis Canadian sociology, this 
essay presents four major points. First, Burawoy’s conception of public sociol-
ogy is a hybrid of several different kinds of activities and stances which should 
be assessed separately on their respective merits. Second, many of his recom-
mendations for more public activity on behalf of or by sociologists, including 
better marketing of the discipline, sociologists taking on various civic roles, and 
sociologists acting as public intellectuals, are entirely uncontroversial and/or ac-
tively and widely put into practice in Canadian sociology already. Third, two 
of his recommendations, the promotion of “organic” public sociology and the 
conversion of the discipline of sociology into a political public acting in defense 
of civil society, are potentially much less innocuous. They would not bring the 
benefits expected by Burawoy and, depending on how they were implemented, 
they could be self-destructive as well as politically and morally dubious. Fourth, 
our brief survey of some trends in Canadian social movements scholarship sug-
gests that, first, there is no “hegemony” of “professional” sociology in Canada’s 
universities and, second, that, promoting more public-oriented sociology in this 
subfield poses risks to the credibility and potential applied efficacy of Canadian 
scholarship and would be politically and morally dubious to boot.  
Keywords: public sociology, organic intellectuals, social movements, Canadian 
sociology

1. We dedicate this article to our good friend and colleague Jeff Cormier. Jeff had an 
unrivalled ability to take opposite sides in any debate, and to do so in a way that invari-
ably gave us all a serious run for our money, whatever side we happened to be on. This 
consummate skill of his had nothing to do with any lack of commitment on his part, 
however. Rather it was testimony to his deep commitment to the idea that one can only 
expect to persuade the unpersuaded if one is seen to have taken all sides to a dispute 
equally seriously. And he thought, as do we, that this is the essence of good sociology 
and science more generally. He was convinced that sociology could be a force for the 
good precisely because/when it is able to persuade all publics engaged in their various 
conflicts that its findings and conclusions rest on fair, honest, and reliable methods and 
assessments and that they are consequently valid for them as much as for all others. 
This is the position we try to defend in this article and we hope we have done Jeff’s 
memory some justice with it. We miss him.
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Résumé. En réaction à l’appel de Michael Burawoy pour une « sociologie pu-
blique » et à la question de la situation d’une telle sociologie par rapport à la 
sociologie canadienne, ce texte propose quatre points majeurs. En premier, la 
conception de Burawoy d’une « sociologie publique » consiste en réalité d’un 
mélange de plusieurs activités et positions dont chacun devrait être évalué pour 
ses propres mérites. Deuxième point, plusierurs de ses recommandations d’ac-
tivités publiques par des sociologues et/ou en faveur de leur discipline, y inclus 
un meilleur marketing de la discipline, de l’activisme civique dans les organes 
et organisations et des interventions dans les débats publics par des sociologues 
comme « intellectuels publiques », ne sont aucunement controversées et font 
déjà partie de la pratique acceptée dans la sociologie canadienne. Par contre, 
et ceci représente notre troisième point, deux de ses recommandations, soit la 
promotion d’une sociologie publique « organique » et la conversion de la disci-
pline dans un public politique à la défense de la « société civile », pourraient être 
considérablement moins innocentes. Sans aucun doute ces dernières ne porte-
ront jamais les fruits auxquels Burawoy s’attend pour la discipline et, dépendant 
de la manière dans laquelle elles seraient mises en oeuvre, elles pourraient se 
montrer extrêmement auto-destructives ainsi que moralement et politiquement 
douteuses. Finalement, notre bref tour d’horizon de certaines tendances dans la 
sociologie canadienne des mouvements sociaux nous montre que, premièrement, 
il n’existe aucun signe d’une « hégémonie » de la sociologie « professionnelle » 
dans les universités du Canada et, deuxièmement, que la promotion d’encore 
plus de sociologie orientée vers les « publiques » spécifiques nuirait à la crédi-
bilité et l’efficacité appliquée de la recherche sociologique canadienne ainsi que 
d’être d’une douteuse valeur morale et politique.
Mots clés: sociologie publique; intellectuels organiques; mouvements sociaux 
canadiens; sociologie canadien

introduCtion

Michael Burawoy certainly seems to have the requisite organiza-
tional and marketing savvy to be a successful “public sociologist.” 

Preaching from a few well-chosen pulpits, the ASA Presidency first 
among them, he has almost singlehandedly created a multinational cot-
tage industry busily debating his ideas about the future of our discipline.2 
The responses have been as varied as they have been numerous. While 
many have been quite critical, the criticisms have originated from a be-
wildering range of often entirely opposite positions on the ideological-

2. A casual search on the EBSCO Socindex data base turns up close to 160 entries under 
“public sociology” starting in 2003, with contributions from and/or about sociologists 
in South Africa, Britain, Germany, Ireland, Slovenia, China, France, India, the former 
Soviet republics, translations of Burawoy’s initial speech into Spanish and German, 
and at least 7 major journals that devoted special symposia and debate sections to 
Burawoy’s proposals.
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philosophical spectrum, as well as from every imaginable position in be-
tween. Burawoy himself takes this multiplicity of positions as evidence 
for the plausibility of his own ideas about different kinds of sociology 
and the possibility of a fruitful, collaborative division of labour among 
them (Burawoy 2007:246). We suspect it is more likely an expression of 
the depth and the breadth of our discord concerning the basic question of 
what we want with our discipline.3

The variety of responses is also due in part to key ambiguities and 
a certain murkiness in Burawoy’s own thinking. As some critics have 
noted, in his desire to offer something to everyone he exhibits a polit-
ician’s zeal for papering over the tensions and possible contradictions 
in his own arguments, which has produced a considerable amount of 
confusion about what exactly he is arguing for (see, e.g., Hays 2007:80, 
83). Much of his elaborate taxonomizing of different types of sociology 
and knowledge serves primarily, it seems to us, to give the comfortable 
feeling that there is room around the table for all of our different ways of 
doing sociology and to lend his general argument an aura of a “let 100 
flowers bloom” tolerance. Yet the effect seems to have been the opposite: 
defenders of “professional” and policy sociology see Burawoy’s appeal 
as a thinly disguised attempt to push the discipline towards an ultimately 
self-destructive politicization (Brint 2007; Massey 2007; Nielsen 2004; 
Smith-Lovin 2007; Tittle 2004), while those of a more “critical” bent 
insist, with an iron binary logic reminiscent of old Leninism (see van 
den Berg 2003a:109–141), that sociology is either on the side of the 
downtrodden or a witting or unwitting handmaiden of the powers that 
oppress them (Collins 2007; Hays 2007; Piven 2007). As Davies shows 
with respect to the Canadian scene in his contribution to this special 
issue, these two sides are as convinced of the obvious superiority of their 
own approaches as they are unlikely to be drawn into a constructive dia-
logue, let alone any amicable division of labour, by soothing talk like 
Burawoy’s (cf. Brint 2007:252–254).

But then, Burawoy is not really interested in these particular “faces” 
of sociology, giving them little more than lip service. His central point is 
that we should collectively engage in, encourage, and reward the fourth 
type, public sociology, more and treat it as at least equal in importance 
to the other three. We should manifest ourselves more emphatically as 
sociologists in the public arena and be more appreciative of those who 

3. Burawoy’s taxonomy of four types of sociology, each with its own characteristic kind 
of knowledge, does indeed bear an “uncanny resemblance” to Parsons’ work (Burawoy 
2005:11, fn.5), not least in its comprehensive intent and utterly imprecise concepts, as a 
result of which one could hardly fail to fit all responses imaginable into one or another 
of its pigeon-holes. This hardly constitutes confirmation of the argument that the four 
types describe the discipline adequately or usefully.
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do and reward them accordingly. The collective benefit of this greater 
presence in the public arena, he claims, would be a sociology more vis-
ibly relevant to public concerns, a higher status among the public for the 
discipline as a whole, and finally a more effective “defense of humanity” 
(Burawoy 2005:25) against the twin evils of “state despotism” and “mar-
ket tyranny” (2005:24; see also Burawoy 2004:1615–1616). 

Given the centrality of the notion of public sociology to his entire 
argument Burawoy is actually remarkably unclear, evasive, and even 
contradictory on his exact meaning of that term, as many commentators 
have noted (see, e.g., Brady 2004; Hays 2007; Tittle 2004). For Burawoy, 
public sociology seems to include everything from more effective mar-
keting of the discipline’s accomplishments, to more active participation 
in public debates through the media; greater civic participation at various 
levels of governance; forming close alliances with the whole range of in-
terest groups, movements, and causes in the public realm; creating such 
publics; and, finally, turning the whole discipline into “a public that acts 
in the political arena” (Burawoy 2005:8). This proliferation of different 
senses in which he uses the central term in his argument is no doubt 
the product of his essentially political, rather than analytical, purpose: it 
offers something to everyone. Obviously, it is one thing to recommend 
that our major association put out a more accessible glossy magazine to 
promote the discipline among a wider public but quite another to call for 
the discipline to take a public stand on, say, the war in Iraq.4 

In this comment we first identify and consider five different senses 
in which Burawoy uses the term “public sociology” in order to assess 
whether a case can be made that it has been undervalued in the profes-
sion in Canada and whether doing more of it and/or appreciating it more 
is likely to produce any of the promised collective benefits for either 
the discipline or for the defense of humanity. To illustrate our doubts 
regarding both the potential relevance and implications of embracing 
Burawoy’s call for “public sociology” we next evaluate it in light of 
noteworthy trends in the sociology of collective action in Canada.

“PubliC SoCiology” aS better Marketing

This is one way in which Burawoy suggests we can and should do more 
“public sociology” as he praises the American Sociological Associa-
tion’s “vigorous efforts in outreach and lobbying” (Burawoy 2005:25). 
The idea is that we should do more to spruce up our public image by 

4. The ASA did this in 2003, after forceful lobbying by Burawoy and others (see, e.g., 
Burawoy 2004:1603–1618).
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putting out newsletters, press releases, public events, lobbying policy-
makers, etc. to celebrate and call attention to the accomplishments of the 
discipline and their practical importance to matters of public concern.  

If this is all Burawoy has in mind, then the argument is utterly un-
controversial and has been made many times before.5 As he points out 
himself, the ASA is already doing this and in Canada, at least since Marc 
Renaud’s presidency, better marketing and lobbying for the social sci-
ences more generally has been a major goal of the SSHRCC. Assuming 
that at least part of the discipline’s relatively low status is a matter of 
bad optics (though how much is due to this probably is quite debatable; 
cf. Halliday and Janowitz 1992; Wilson 2007), the likely outcome of 
such efforts is not terribly contentious. Nor, finally, do we expect much 
controversy about appreciating and rewarding those in marketing and 
lobbying jobs. Presumably one would wish to pay them a decent salary 
as consultants or officers of the discipline’s organizations and associa-
tions, celebrate their greatest accomplishments by honourable mentions 
in various newsletters and with modest prizes perhaps, but not award 
them tenure at a major university.

“PubliC SoCiology” aS More “relevant” SoCiology

Like so many before him, Burawoy also calls for sociology to address 
the issues and concerns that really matter to people out there in the real 
world rather than “regress toward insularity … focusing on the seem-
ingly irrelevant,” producing either “incomprehensible grandiosity or 
narrow ‘methodism’ ” (Burawoy 2005:17) as professional sociology, in 
its more pathological moments, is wont to do. But, as several commenta-
tors have noted (Hays 2007; Tittle 2004; Wilson 2007), in a trivial sense 
all of sociology is to some degree relevant to social life and thus to the 
“public.” So why and how does this inherent “publicness” require more 
emphasis and credit? Are we to give more credit to the work of soci-
ologists who are self-consciously motivated by a desire to serve some 
“public” cause than to that of those who claim they are just trying to 
figure out how a particular social phenomenon works? Isn’t that like 
favouring the work of the cancer researchers who are motivated by the 
ideal of reducing human suffering over those who are plainly interested 
in the intricacies of carcinogenesis? We can admire the moral commit-
ment of the former, of course, but we would be very foolish indeed to 
treat the latter’s findings as any less valid because of their morally less 
high-minded origins.

5. For instance in Herbert Gans’ 1988 presidential address to the ASA (Gans 1989).
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Are we to push for a sociology that more directly addresses the cur-
rent concerns of the various social “publics” out there? The underlying 
assumption here seems to be that existing institutional mechanisms fa-
vour research that is “insular” and irrelevant to such publics. But is this 
a reasonable assumption? If anything, one could make the opposite case 
about current trends in research funding. The most notable recent trend 
in the funding policies of major granting agencies, including that of our 
own SSHRCC, has been a remarkably energetic push towards greater 
“relevance.” In exchange for their scarce research dollars, such agen-
cies now routinely demand ever more elaborate justifications in terms 
of “societal benefits” and ever more detailed “dissemination strategies” 
to reach a plethora of purported “next users” of the research findings, 
and they strongly encourage researchers to involve and collaborate with 
organizations and institutions that represent “civil society.”6 In effect, 
these agencies are imitating the long-established practice in the natural 
and medical sciences of encouraging researchers to focus on issues and 
problems that are thought to have important applications in the near or 
distant future. To put it differently, these funding-backed pressures oper-
ate to keep our research “relevant,” providing those of us who might 
otherwise be motivated merely by idle curiosity with a strong incentive 
to steer that curiosity into “socially useful” directions. 

Whether this is a good or a bad thing is not obvious, however. For one 
thing, one can legitimately ask who should be the judge of societal “rel-
evance”; it is not immediately clear which sociologists, or which body of 
sociologists, would have a better claim to this than the SSHRCC’s gov-
erning council. For another, “current concerns” in the social world tend 
to be remarkably volatile and fad-prone with the result that increasing 
amounts of time and energy are being wasted on opportunistic grants-
manship, the (re-)tailoring of research grant applications to fit the latest 
enthusiasms, and the writing up of platitudes about societal benefits and 
dissemination strategies, as many of us are all too painfully aware. Thus 
current trends would seem to strongly discourage the kind of basic re-
search and careful methodological work of “professional” sociologists 
that Burawoy so cavalierly dismisses as “insular.” In the long run, this 
may seriously undermine basic research in Canada in favour of super-
ficial, apparently policy-relevant work based on grantsmanship.

6. As these lines were written the European Commission’s Research Information Service 
announced a new program called Platon+ specifically for the social sciences and hu-
manities. Platon+ “will develop activities to disseminate SSH research results to four 
major stakeholder groups: researchers, businesses including small and medium enter-
prises (SMEs), policy decision-makers, and civil society organisations (CSOs)” (http://
cordis.europa.eu/search/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.document&N_RCN=29471). 

http://cordis.europa.eu/search/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.document&N_RCN=29471
http://cordis.europa.eu/search/index.cfm?fuseaction=news.document&N_RCN=29471
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PubliC SoCiologiStS aS PubliC intelleCtualS

Then again, merely doing work that promises to deliver “social benefits” 
of one kind or another does not really measure up to Burawoy’s grander 
Millsian vision. According to this vision, the “public sociologist” is an 
“engaged” sociologist, taking stances on behalf of various public causes 
as polemicist, activist, or participant in public debates. This is a slight-
ly more complicated matter depending on the exact meaning of taking 
“public stances.” There appear to be several possibilities. 

The most obvious one, and one Burawoy seems to have in mind 
when he talks about public sociologists participating in public debates, 
questioning goals and values rather than means, engaging in public dia-
logue, etc., is the public sociologist as public intellectual, one who act-
ively intervenes in the public debates of the day through books, articles, 
editorials, and speeches that address a larger general audience beyond 
the confines of the discipline and academia. Names like Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan, Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Dennis Wrong, Amitai Etzioni 
and Robert Bellah come to mind. But this fairly random list immediately 
makes nonsense of a central part of Burawoy’s argument: not even in the 
United States have “public sociologists” ever had to play second fiddle 
to their supposedly more “professional” brethren, much less being “sub-
jugated” to them (Burawoy 2007:250). The US has, in fact, quite a long 
and lively tradition of public sociologists as part of a wider tradition of 
public intellectuals, thank you very much. They may not quite have the 
same celebrity status as the Great Gurus of Paris’ Left Bank are reputed 
to enjoy — a celebrity which, we suspect, is much envied by some of 
their Anglo-Saxon colleagues — but the tradition is not any less impres-
sive for all that.7

It is not so much a tradition of public sociologists as it is one of 
public intellectuals, some of whom happen to be professional sociolo-
gists but many of whom are not, including the likes of John Kenneth 
Galbraith, John Rawls, Edward Said, Noam Chomsky, Michael Walzer, 
Robert Putnam, and Irving Howe, to name but a few. This suggests sev-
eral serious problems with respect to Burawoy’s argument, it seems to 
us. First, given that a thriving tradition of public intellectuals, many of 
whom are sociologists by occupation or credentials, already exists why 
call for more of this kind of “public sociology”? How much more do 
we need, and what would be the benefits of such an increase? While oc-
casionally tipping his hat at some of these public intellectuals (Burawoy 
2005:7–9), Burawoy offers no answers to these obvious questions.

7. Such “Dreyfus envy” is no doubt quite widespread in the Anglo-Saxon world and be-
yond (see Collini 2006).
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More to the point, one has to wonder why and how sociologists in 
particular should be called upon to conduct themselves more like such 
public intellectuals. Should we insist that, say, Amitai Etzioni or Dan-
iel Bell identify themselves more emphatically as sociology professors 
when they engage in public debate? What good would that do, and to 
whom? It seems at least possible that this might actually end up weak-
ening both their influence in the public arena and that of the discipline 
of sociology as whole! 

Burawoy claims that we sociologists have a special mandate to fulfill 
among public intellectuals: we are destined to be the defenders of an 
embattled “civil society” or even “humanity,” in contrast to economists 
and political scientists who naturally identify with “the market” and “the 
state” respectively (Burawoy 2005:24–25). Just a glance at the more or 
less random lists of public intellectuals and sociologists that we rattled 
off above should suffice, it seems to us, to expose the utter silliness of 
this claim. Are we really going to argue that Amitai Etzioni and Daniel 
Bell are the defenders of “humanity” while Paul Krugman and Robert 
Putnam are not, simply by virtue of the former’s professional sociologic-
al credentials? Quite apart from the fact that, if anything, many soci-
ologists have tended to advocate state intervention while many political 
scientists have denounced it,8 proclaiming ourselves the defenders of 
“humanity” seems likely to make our discipline a laughing stock both 
within and outside academia. 

Third, as our lists also suggest, neither public sociologists nor public 
intellectuals are a particularly homogeneous lot, ideologically speaking. 
In fact, they are literally all over the political map. While Burawoy oc-
casionally recognizes this in passing (Burawoy 2005:8–9), he does not 
seem to grasp its general import for his argument. If, as appears to be 
the case, public sociologists of this variety basically represent the entire 
political spectrum, what effect can we expect their public activities to 
have on the public perception of the discipline? At most, it seems to us, 
they would confirm the public’s general impression that sociologists are 

8. It sounds vaguely plausible to argue that economics has an “interest” in the “expan-
sion” of markets, as Burawoy (2005:24) does, but that “political science depends on the 
state with an interest in political stability”? This description hardly fits the rather prom-
inent chunk of political science known as Public Choice theory. And what are we to 
make of the numerous sociological advocates of greater state intervention to counteract 
the alleged inequities of the market, particularly, but by no means only, in the sociology 
of the welfare state and social stratification (e.g., Evans et al. 1985; Esping-Andersen 
1985; 2002; Korpi 1983; Stephens 1980)? Are they all “really” political scientists? If 
anything, it could be argued that while political scientists have been arguing for a re-
duction in the size of the state in favour of an idealized textbook version of the perfectly 
competitive market, sociologists have been arguing for greater state intervention in the 
market by an equally idealized “democratic” state (see van den Berg 2003a; 2004). 
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as divided as the public is on the issues at hand. This may not be a bad 
thing — far from it — but it is unlikely to strengthen the discipline’s 
public image or authority as envisaged by Burawoy. 

Finally, Burawoy seems convinced that the culture of public intellec-
tuals/sociologists is uniquely weak in the US. In view of what we have 
just said, this is not exactly obvious. If anything, one gets the impres-
sion that it is actually weaker in Canada, in spite of the prominence of 
people like John Ralston Saul, Michael Ignatieff, Mordecai Richler, and, 
of course, Charles Taylor and Gérard Bouchard. But then, maybe this is 
merely a manifestation of the universal sense outside of France that “we” 
don’t have, or have lost our culture of, public intellectuals, as Collini  
suggests (Collini 2006).

“organiC” PubliC SoCiology

The likes of Bell, Glazer, and so on are merely “traditional public soci-
ologists” according to Burawoy (2005; 2007:253). They cater to rela-
tively “thin” and often privileged publics from a distance. The ones that 
Burawoy really admires are the “organic” or “grassroots” public sociolo-
gists who carry “sociology into the trenches of civil society” (Burawoy 
2004:104) as they circumvent 

the media in favor of a direct unmediated relation to publics, which 
might include neighborhood associations, communities of faith, labor 
movements, environmental groups, in other words, publics that are lo-
cal, thick (with intensive interaction among their members), active, and 
often counterpublics that make demands on municipalities or state gov-
ernments. (Burawoy 2007:254; 2004:104, 128; 2005:7–8) 

These are the true wellsprings of resistance on behalf of “humanity” 
against the “state and economy [as they] collude in the cooptation, regu-
lation, surveillance, and repression of society” (Burawoy 2007:256).9 

One might ask, how does this differ, really, from asking sociologists 
to take their civic duties more seriously as citizens? Few “professional” 
9. The entirely unreflective romanticization of a friendly, cosy, consensual “civil society” 

as opposed to the nasty, cold and oppressive “state” and “market” in Burawoy’s argu-
ment has been noted by others (see, e.g., Brady 2004:1633–1634; Brint 2007:245–246). 
It bears more than a passing resemblance to Habermas’s no less unreflective romanti-
cization of the “communicative rationality” characterizing a “lifeworld” in danger of 
being “colonized” by the big, bad “systems” of state and economy, driven by power and 
money (van den Berg 1990). While Burawoy occasionally concedes that civil society 
may not be exactly a model of democratic tolerance and humanity (Burawoy 2005:24–
25; Burawoy et al. 2004:129) he once again does not appear to grasp in the slightest 
how fundamentally this undermines his whole claim that sociology is somehow des-
tined to become the great defender of “humanity” (see also Brint 2007:246–248).
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sociologists would object to this, although they might ask why sociolo-
gists should be singled out in particular for such high civic virtue. In fact, 
to argue that sociologists, qua sociologists, should participate more act-
ively in public life than any other category of citizens smacks of an oddly 
elitist mindset for one so concerned to promote democracy and equality 
(cf., e.g., Tittle 2004). Moreover, it is not exactly clear how the discipline 
as a whole would benefit in one way or another from more sociology 
professors rather, than, say, nurses, plumbers, or lawyers, facing each 
other at opposite sides of city councils, zoning disputes, pro- and anti- 
Israel demonstrations, and so on, let alone how this would materially af-
fect the “defense of mankind.” The disproportionate number of lawyers 
active in US politics certainly does not appear to have improved their 
collective occupational or disciplinary respectability!

Surely there is some sociological expertise that could be of use to 
various groups and organizations operating in “civil society”? Converse-
ly, surely attempts to put that expertise to practical use, and the out-
comes of those attempts, constitute a potentially quite valuable source of 
quasi-experimental evidence for “professional” and “policy” sociology. 
This is what many of the contributors to the Boston College symposium 
organized in response to Burawoy’s call for more public sociology have 
argued (Burawoy et al. 2004). Several of them consider themselves to be 
“organic” public sociologists in Burawoy’s sense, and they are happy to 
describe the ups and downs of offering their particular expertise to a var-
iety of community groups struggling to be heard in the political arena as 
well as the many lessons they have learnt from interacting with publics 
in the “real” world out there. 

Again, few, if any, “professional” sociologists would feel the need to 
object to any of this in principle but they would not call it “organic public 
sociology.” They would call it “applied sociology,” and, on the whole, 
be quite happy to recognize the potential two-way benefits that can flow 
from the natural experiments that such applied sociologists help conduct. 
Moreover, they would argue that ideally such applied sociology should 
be tested in a wide range of social settings and on the full range of groups 
and interests that populate “civil society.” Burawoy appears to concur 
with this last point, insisting repeatedly that public sociology does not 
have any particular political colour. 

Public sociology has no intrinsic normative valence, other than the com-
mitment to dialogue around issues raised in and by sociology. It can as 
well support Christian Fundamentalism as it can Liberation Sociology or 
Communitarianism. (Burawoy 2005)
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If we are to take this seriously, we have to ask again what the differ-
ence is between Burawoy’s “organic” public sociology and plain applied 
sociology. If we are really talking about plain old applied sociology, this 
raises two further obvious questions. First, why is it so terribly import-
ant that “professional” sociology, or the university, pay greater tribute 
to this kind of applied sociology? Maybe a case can be made for teach-
ing more courses in applied sociology, with appropriate case studies and 
group projects, much as they do in management courses. This might, for 
instance, give some of our students a better idea of what they can do with 
their sociological qualifications other than pursuing an academic career. 
Perhaps through greater and more systematic attention to the lessons to 
be learnt from such natural experiments in applied sociology profes-
sional sociology could be considerably enriched. This is, presumably, 
what happens in disciplines such as management, nursing, and social 
work, the latter of which, from this perspective, could be seen as a kind 
of applied sociology avant la lettre. All of these disciplines rely heav-
ily on their academic branches being informed by what works “in the 
field,” as do other profession-based disciplines like engineering, law, and 
medicine.10

In these disciplines, the practitioners, the professionals in the more 
common sense of the term,11 reap their principal status and rewards, 
modest though they may be for some of them, outside academia and 
quite independently from it. Why do Burawoy and his organic public 
sociologists insist on the need for public sociology to gain greater status 
and rewards within the university and academia (see also Stacey 2007)? 
Why are the appreciation, satisfaction, and possible material support 
from their respective publics in the “real” world not enough to satisfy 
their needs for status and reward? This question points to a rather sur-
prising tacit assumption of Burawoy’s: what really appears to matter to 
him is what the academic world thinks. When he presents sociology as a 
Bourdieuian “field of domination,” Burawoy is effectively talking about 
the academic field only. While among academically employed sociolo-
gists “professional” sociology may enjoy the highest prestige, we have 
no reason to believe that in the eyes of the wider public, much less of 
those publics that have had the pleasure of having academic sociologists 
come to their aid, it is viewed as more prestigious than the grass-roots 

10.  Putney et al. (2007) make a similar point with respect to gerontology.
11.  Burawoy’s use of the term “professional” for what others would call academic or 

“(social-) scientific” sociology, with all the associations attaching to the former of mon-
opolizing practical knowledge and credentialing authority in order to raise the profes-
sionals’ income and status, only adds to the many confusions he has introduced into the 
debate, as can be seen rather clearly for instance, from Charles Derber’s comments in 
Burawoy et al. (2004:119–121).
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applied variety Burawoy advocates. In fact, from some of the anecdotal 
evidence presented by the aforementioned practicing public sociologists 
one might get the opposite impression: those publics tend to be rather 
more skeptical of the utility of the abstract, vague, impractical, and un-
intelligible utterances of “professional” sociologists than of the practical 
advice of the effective street-level “organic” sociologist, and for good 
reason!12 So why this hankering after respectability within academia it-
self? Why is it so important for the university to hire and support soci-
ologists engaged in such applied practice in addition to its traditional 
mandate of conducting fundamental research and teaching? 

In other words, as in the case in the other disciplines mentioned, 
there is nothing wrong with the fact that applied sociology is valued 
for the effectiveness of the services it can render to its customers/bene-
ficiaries and that it is valued and rewarded for this by those customers/
beneficiaries. No doubt the effectiveness of those services will depend to 
some considerable degree on the quality of the social-scientific (“profes-
sional”) sociology it attempts to put into practice. Nor is there any doubt 
that valuable lessons are to be learnt from these applications for social-
scientific sociology. For that matter, the same goes for the successes and 
failures of “policy sociology,” which is also a type of applied sociology. 
In fact, the only difference between Burawoy’s “organic” sociologists 
and his “policy” sociologists is that the former share their customers’ 
goals and ideals while the latter do not. This difference, in turn, explains 
why the latter need to be paid for their services while the former will 
often provide them pro deo, that is, for the sheer satisfaction of serving 
a cause they support. This situation is, it seems to us, just as it should 
be. In fact, one can even make the stronger case that only the custom-
ers/beneficiaries should be the judges of the value of the work of such 
applied sociologists and not their academic peers. If obtaining tenure 
or promotion in academia were as important as satisfying their custom-
ers/beneficiaries to applied sociologists, this could only serve to distract 
them from doing the latter as effectively as possible. Thus, we see no 
need for any revaluation of either form of applied sociology, within or 
outside the academy.

So is there, then, no real difference between Burawoy’s “organic” 
public sociology and the traditional, and wholly uncontroversial notion 
of applied sociology? If we can believe that Burawoy really means what 
he says when he insists that such a sociology has “no intrinsic normative 
valence” then the answer would have to be “yes” and one would have to 
wonder what the fuss was all about. On closer inspection this is probably 
not exactly what Burawoy has in mind. Sociology, he tells us, is natu-
12.  See, e.g., Charlotte Ryan’ s remarks in Burawoy et al. (2004:111–112).
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rally aligned “with humanity’s interest in opposing the erosion of civil 
liberties, the violation of human rights, the degradation of the environ-
ment, the impoverishment of working classes, the spread of disease, the 
exclusion of ever greater numbers from the means of their existence, 
and deepening inequalities”(Burawoy et al. 2004:125), it is naturally in-
clined towards combating “the inequalities and injustices we [sociolo-
gists] study and inveigh against” (2004:129). Broad as these concerns 
may seem, one somehow gets the feeling that they do not encompass the 
entire conventional political spectrum. In fact, the “normative valence” 
among the self-proclaimed “organic sociologists” who have responded 
favourably to Burawoy’s call is decidedly and unanimously on the pol-
itical left, with not a trace of any “Christian fundamentalism” or even 
“communitarianism” to be found. In short, Burawoy and his supporters 
are really only talking about “organic public sociologists” of the political 
left, as is plainly and unapologetically on display in the contributions to 
the Boston College symposium (see also Bonacich 2007).

We would like to raise at least two basic questions about this kind of 
exclusively left-wing “organic public sociology.” First, one may wonder 
whether the picture of a repressed, underrewarded, and underappreciated 
minority of practitioners of this kind of sociology within academia is 
really accurate. Below we will address this question for Canadian social 
movements sociology where we suggest that this picture grossly mis-
represents the reality of that particular field.13 Second, one has to wonder 
how much the discipline as a whole is likely to gain from the activities 
and prominence of its exclusively left-wing “organic” activists within 
their respective left-wing groups and causes. Can we really expect these 
to enhance our standing among the public at large, let alone among those 
active in mainstream or even moderately “alternative” organizations and 
institutions? 

But then, we may not want to please the mainstream or what used 
to be called “the establishment.” Maybe we want to create entirely new 
“publics” to combat and eventually replace that very mainstream (e.g., 
Burawoy et al. 2004:128–129). All the somewhat disingenuous disavow-
als of any “intrinsic normative valence” notwithstanding, this is quite 
evidently what Burawoy and his supporters ultimately have in mind. The 
causes they favour, they believe, are in some objective sense not only the 
causes of Justice but also those of the great “masses” of the world popu-
lation (“humanity,” no less) and of the ultimate, “progressive” direction 
of History itself. Marxism wasn’t dead; it was just resting.…

13. We suspect our conclusions would hold for other areas and for other countries as well, 
including the US.
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the diSCiPline aS a PolitiCal PubliC

This brings us to the fifth and most ominous interpretation of the notion 
of a more “public sociology,” hinted at by Burawoy when he calls on 
us to “constitute ourselves as a public that acts in the political arena” 
(2004:8). Referring to the ASA, as the new president, he asserts that 

[t]he association is a political venue unto itself — a place to debate the 
stances we might adopt…. Recognizing we are part of the world we study, 
we must take some stance with respect to that world. To fail to do so is to 
take a stance by default. (Burawoy 2004:1606) 

In this interpretation, sociology should take political stances as a disci-
pline. Such positions are to be arrived at, to be sure, “through open dia-
logue, through free and equal participation of our membership, through 
deepening our internal democracy” (2004:1606). 

For Burawoy, the desirability of this taking of political sides by 
the discipline as a whole is intimately connected with what he sees as 
our right and obligation to go beyond merely providing “instrumental” 
knowledge to our clients and publics, engaging with them in a dialogue 
about the ultimate values and goals that animate our research and our 
social lives (Burawoy 2005:9). 

Thus, empirical science can only take us so far: it can help us understand 
the consequences of our value commitments and inform our value discus-
sions, but it cannot determine those values. Determining values should 
take place through democratic and collective deliberation. (Burawoy 
2004:1606–1607)

To assess what may be at stake here, it will help to consider the pos-
sible outcomes of a process of “open dialogue” among ourselves to de-
termine “our” values and political stances. The most likely outcome, no 
matter how “deep” our internal democracy, is, pace Habermas, a fairly 
wide range of values and opinions no doubt located somewhat to the left 
of that of the rest of the population. This will hardly surprise those few 
among that rest of the population who pay any attention at all to what 
we sociologists think. It simply confirms the rather well-known fact that 
sociologists tend, on average, to be somewhat left of centre in their val-
ues and politics, but no less divided than the general public for all that 
(Cohen 2008; Gross and Simmons 2007). 

Should we perhaps advertise this state of affairs more loudly to the 
general public? What exactly could we or, for that matter, those left-
of-centre causes some of us hold dearer than the average citizen does, 
hope to gain from this? It certainly will not do anything to strengthen the 
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credibility of our research results in the eyes of that large majority of the 
population who do not necessarily share “our” values and politics. And 
does anyone really think that, given the many divisions about values 
and politics among ourselves, the fact that on average we tend to lean 
slightly further to the left than the proverbial person in the street is really 
going to strengthen the fight against the many “inequalities and injustic-
es” Burawoy mentions? As Burawoy himself notes somewhat wistfully, 
sociologists’ concerns are “simply too far to the left” (Burawoy et al. 
2004:127) to be as influential in policymaking circles as, say, economists 
are (cf. Turner 2007:265).

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that our fundamental values are 
close enough and/or that we as a profession are so much better at con-
ducting “open dialogue” through “democratic and collective delibera-
tion” than ordinary folks that, by some Habermasian miracle, we were 
able to come to something like a consensus of a sizable majority re-
garding nontrivial issues of values and politics. Having reached such a 
consensus, suppose we then went out and advertised this particular con-
sensus as the political position of the discipline.14 What exactly would 
that mean and what good would that do us or the rest of the world?

First, there is the awkward problem of dissident minorities. Declar-
ing the majority position, no matter how large that majority, to be the 
position of the entire discipline smacks more of Leninist “democratic 
centralism” than of any “deepening of our internal democracy”: the min-
ority positions are simply silenced. Even then, if all we do is declare the 
position adopted by the majority of our members to be the discipline’s 
we still do nothing more than advertise our slightly left-of-centre lean-
ings as discussed above.

We could also present the values and politics of the majority among 
us, particularly if it were a near-unanimous majority, as not so much 
a matter of what our values and politics happen to be but rather as a 
manifestation of our special sociological expertise. In other words, we 
could claim that, by virtue of the near-unanimous agreement among our-
selves about these particular values or political stances they represent 
sociologically “valid” positions and values. It helps that fashionable 
contemporary theory is all about blurring the distinction between sci-
entific methods of validation and other ways of finding consensus. Such 

14. We leave aside here the question of the rather less appealing way in which these things 
are usually done in reality. Whenever some professional association takes a political 
stance like the one on the war in Iraq, or the need to “Canadianize” Canadian universi-
ties (see Cormier 2004), or the boycott of Israeli academics (see below) by virtue of 
some “majority” vote among members or plenary session attendants, there is invariably 
a strong suspicion of a not-so-democratic militant minority holding the association as a 
whole hostage with questionable voting and agenda-setting tactics.
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theoretical sophistication can be conveniently invoked to dismiss any 
awkward, naively positivist questions about what exactly we mean by 
“sociologically valid.” This is exactly what Burawoy appears to be doing 
with his distinction between “instrumental” and “reflexive” knowledge, 
the latter being about ends rather than just means (e.g., Burawoy 2005:11 
ff.; 2007:244). It allows him to claim that the values and politics we 
have decided on among ourselves, after due democratic deliberation, of 
course, may not be sociologically “valid” in exactly the same sense as, 
say, social mobility rates or crime statistics are, but they are sociologic-
ally valid in the “reflexive” sense.15

Now, once again supposing, however unrealistically, that we could 
form a consensus close enough to unanimity among ourselves on some 
nontrivial value or political stance to pull something like this off in a 
vaguely credible manner, what could be gained from that? First, if we 
insist that the outcomes of our democratic deliberations are a matter 
of sociological knowledge, albeit of the reflexive type, we are clearly 
claiming more than simply a place around the public table to discuss 
values and politics with our fellow citizens. We are invoking our special 
expertise as sociologists and the authority of sociology as a scientific 
enterprise. And that authority, such as it is, consists precisely of the claim 
that what we, qua sociologists, have uncovered about the social world 
is valid for sociologists and laypersons alike. Stated differently, we are 
in effect claiming a special expertise, one surpassing that of the ordin-
ary, sociologically uninformed citizen out there, in matters of values and 
politics. In effect, we are reserving the process of democratic delibera-
tion for ourselves while passing our opinions off to the rest of the pub-
lic under the authoritative banner of social science, thereby denying or 
short-circuiting its open, democratic deliberative process. Is that what 
we mean by “deepening … democracy”?

Let us not dwell on the chillingly antidemocratic arrogance of this 
position, familiar though it is from the thinking of many Marxists and 
ex-Marxists (but see, e.g., Tittle 2004).16 Fortunately, sociologists do 
not occupy important enough social positions for such arrogance to ever 
become a real threat to democracy anywhere but within the ineffectual 
confines of various “action committees” gathering at annual conferences 
of assorted “associations.” The more immediate issue is whether passing 

15. Some time ago, Burawoy used a similar tactic in trying to rescue Marxism’s scientific 
credentials by arguing that according to Lakatos’ modified Popperianism the system-
atic refutation of a theory’s predictions do not necessarily make that theory any less of 
a scientific theory (Burawoy 1990). 

16. It is worth noting that Habermas has had exactly the same difficulties in sorting out 
the crucial “democracy for whom” question as Burawoy, getting himself entangled in 
exactly the same contradictions and confusions (see van den Berg 1980; 1990).
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off the values and politics we can agree on as our collective “reflexive 
knowledge” will do either those values and politics or us collectively 
any good. We are fairly certain it would not. First of all, it takes a rare 
combination of intellectual arrogance with a total lack of political real-
ism, not to mention an utter lack of sociological sense, to believe that 
the “public” is dumb enough not to see right through the ruse of pushing 
our political preferences as “reflexive knowledge.” Second, this being 
so, all we could possibly accomplish by giving specific values and pol-
itical positions the stamp of approval of the discipline of sociology is to 
both discredit those values and positions and ourselves. At the very least, 
all research conducted by sociologists having anything at all to do with 
these values and political positions would be automatically disqualified 
by all nonsociologists, an outcome not very helpful for either the causes 
or the discipline. Finally, insisting that the values and positions in ques-
tion represent the only “correct” sociological position possible is an open 
invitation to those colleagues who happen to disagree to start their own 
sociologies, complete with separate associations, degrees, etc. Again, not 
exactly a prospect likely to strengthen the discipline and its reputation. 
In short, to present our political views as somehow sanctioned by, or the 
product of, our special expertise as sociologists is a very, very bad idea 
indeed, morally, politically, practically, and professionally. In conclu-
sion, then, the call for sociologists to constitute themselves into a united 
lobby for specific values and politics is either pointless or as antidemo-
cratically arrogant as it is silly and self-destructive.17

“PubliC SoCiology” in Canada? SoMe leSSonS froM the Canadian 
SoCiology of SoCial MoveMentS

According to Burawoy, US sociology is unique in the degree to which 
“professional” (i.e., academic, social-scientific) sociology dominates the 
other kinds of sociology. In other countries and parts of the world, he 
maintains, public, policy, and critical sociologies are far more prominent 
and widely appreciated, although, regrettably, the US model seems to 
be spreading (Burawoy 2005:20–22). Canada constitutes an interesting 
comparative case: there has been much alarm about Canadian sociology 
becoming a mere branch of US sociology (Cormier 2004). It can also be 
argued that Canadian sociology is quintessentially characterized by the 
strength of “its critical and left-wing traditions” (McLaughlin 2005:4). 
From casual observation of the two countries’ main sociological journals 
17. See Boyns and Fletcher (2007) and Holmwood (2007) for alternative criticisms of 

this aspect of Burawoy’s appeal for more public sociology both concluding that it will 
inevitably end up marginalizing the discipline rather than strengthening it.
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and conferences, one gets the impression that, in Canada, sociologists of 
the critical and organic public variety are far better represented than in 
the US.

Perhaps not surprisingly, engaged organic public sociology is par-
ticularly well represented within the Canadian sociology of social move-
ments. One studies the movements one finds most interesting, after all, 
and many of us would find the movements we ourselves strongly iden-
tify with the most interesting of all. This also suggests that examining the 
subfield of the sociology of social movements might give us some valu-
able insights into what the beneficial or harmful effects are, in practice, 
of the presence of organic public sociologists in the field. As we have 
seen, organic public sociologists constitute a critical element in Bura-
woy’s argument. Consequently, taking a closer look at how the place 
of organic public sociologists among Canadian sociologists of social 
movements has affected the quality of their own work, the standing of 
the discipline and, of course, the fate of humanity, provides us with an 
excellent opportunity to assess that argument.

The Canadian social movements field is best characterized as a con-
tinuum of scholarly approaches. Scholars at one end of the continuum, in 
what we would call mainstream scholarship, focus on collective protest 
in support of the full range of public causes, including Aboriginal rights, 
nationalism, the environment, Canadianization in academia, women, 
pro- and anti-gay rights, and pro- and anti-abortion rights, to name only 
a few areas that have received significant attention. This tendency takes 
its inspiration from what Burawoy would call professional approaches 
which are often, but by no means always, of American provenance (Mc-
Carthy and Zald 2002; 1977; Tarrow 2005; 1998; Tilly 1978; Polletta 
2004). 

This mainstream approach, applied mostly by sociologists or pol-
itical scientists in Canada, is largely influenced by questions emerging 
from the post-1960s American (resource mobilization, political process, 
transnational contentious politics) and/or European (new social move-
ments) theoretical traditions in the field. Mainstream scholars tend to shy 
away from engagement with either classical or contemporary theoretical 
treatments of society, social change, and structure and agency (Marx, 
Gramsci, Weber, Foucault, Bourdieu), preferring to employ a variety 
of methodologies and cases in empirical studies identifying the central 
macro-, meso-, and micro-level mechanisms that account for movement 
emergence, maintenance, successes, or failures (Wilkes 2006; 2004; 
Stanbridge 2007; 2005; Kowalchuk 2005; Ramos 2006; Staggenborg 
and Lang 2007; Cormier 2004; Fetner 2001; Tindall 2002; Smith 1999). 
In Burawoy’s terms, mainstream scholars are concerned with the pro-
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duction of instrumental knowledge based on what they present as dispas-
sionate assessments of the competing models of the ways that various 
publics are affected by, challenge, and seek to change complex political 
and cultural relations and power configurations. The explicit aim is the 
accumulation of knowledge to advance theoretical explanations of social 
movement dynamics across differing social and political contexts, not 
advocacy for “humanity” or the forging of close relationships between 
researchers and the social movements they study.

The latter is one of the stated or implied objectives of Canadian 
social movements scholarship located at the other, activist-oriented 
end of the continuum, consisting of a mixture of “organic public” and 
“critical” sociologists in Burawoy’s parlance.18 While many of the more 
activist-oriented scholars in Canadian sociology pay their respects to the 
intellectual progenitors of mainstream scholarship, the distinguishing 
characteristic of their work is the coupling of empirical investigation of 
movement politics and dynamics with varying levels of programmatic 
commitments to cultivating theoretical and practical insights aimed at 
supporting subaltern publics in their mobilizations against particular 
structures or sites of oppression and injustice. Wishing to go beyond the 
mere identification and assessment of explanatory mechanisms, activ-
ist-oriented scholars seek to develop the theoretical insights that they 
believe will assist and strengthen historical and contemporary instantia-
tions of progressive protest. In their search for a scholarly praxis of so-
cial change, the most explicitly activist Canadian scholarship travels be-
tween liberal, Marxist, neo-Marxist, Gramscian, postmodern, and, most 
recently, anarchist theories of the state, (global) civil society, difference, 
and subjectivity to describe, highlight, and interrogate the social change 
potentials of the latest manifestations of public resistance at the local, 
national, and global levels (Smith 2008; Conway 2004; Canel 1992; 
Magnusson 1992; Ratner 1992; Carroll 1997; Angus 2001; Dhruvarajan 
2003; Day 2005). While Canadian scholars on the activist-oriented side 
of the continuum may disagree over the theoretical terrain (modernist 

18. We note that activist-oriented scholarship on social movements in Canada comprises 
studies investigating the dynamics of social movements as well as those that focus 
more specifically on the particular causes of oppression that are addressed by cam-
paigns or movements of popular protest. While a more detailed discussion is beyond 
the scope of this essay, it is interesting to note that some of the scholars of social 
movements and oppression at the activist-inclined end of the continuum make their 
institutional homes in cultural studies, humanities, and women’s studies departments 
as much as in sociology and political science. Expanded consideration of these nuances 
would situate activist-oriented Canadian studies of social movements and oppression 
in relation to the themes provocatively discussed by Davies in this special edition, and 
would more carefully explore the distinctions and overlaps between activist-oriented 
tendencies towards “critical” and “organic public” sociology.  
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versus postmodern) best suited to both apprehending and supporting pro-
gressive movements (Carroll 1997; Carroll and Ratner 1996a; Day 2005; 
Mooers and Sears 1992), all strive to produce knowledge of the local and 
global political-moral issues of the day that is reflexive in its discursive 
empathy, relevance, and/or practicability for progressive civil society 
publics and the social justice projects they pursue, thus falling squarely 
within Burawoy’s category of “organic public” sociology.

In terms of the public sociology debate, then, the sociological sub-
field of social movements in Canada can be understood as comprising 
two coexisting and partly overlapping trends in scholarship that are best 
evaluated by conceptually distinguishing research practices from the ex-
plicit or implied programmatic statements of particular scholars. That is, 
while sociologists on both ends of the mainstream-activist-oriented con-
tinuum publish studies of social movements that are built upon empirical 
investigations of cases and contexts of civil society activism, those on 
the more activist-oriented end distinguish themselves by the prominence 
they give to programmatic analyses and statements of the “organic” kind 
favoured by Burawoy.19 In short, there is a considerable proportion of 
Canadian social movements scholars for whom the use of the methods 
and findings of sociological research to advance theoretical and/or prac-
tical support for a particular movement’s cause is a primary and legitim-
ate scholarly pursuit. Consequently, we see no sign of any “hegemony” 
of “professional sociology” in Canada relegating the “organic” approach 
to the less than respectable fringes. Quite to the contrary, although we do 
not have the space here to document this in full, at the annual meetings 
of the Canadian Sociological Association the latter often appear to be the 
“hegemonic” ones and the former on the margin.20 Casual inspection of 
the Canadian journals, publishing houses, and sessions of other sections 
of the CSA suggest that this may not be a situation unique to the social 
movements subfield. So it seems that to some extent we Canadians have 
been practicing for some time what Prof. Burawoy is preaching. Now, 
building on our admittedly cursory presentation of certain trends within 
Canadian social movement scholarship, let us consider to what extent 
this has brought us and, of course, humanity, the benefits he envisages.

19. While the quality and depth of recent research contributions within mainstream social 
movement scholarship (see for example, Ramos 2006; Wilkes 2004; 2006) are not 
dissimilar from many of those produced by some the most committed activist-oriented 
scholars (see for example, Carroll and Ratner 2001; 1996a; 1996b), the varying scope 
and nature of scholarly outputs on each end of the continuum suggested here can be 
better understood by considering the programmatic positions on movement activism 
alongside which they are presented. This notion will be elaborated upon below.    

20. Although a minor renaissance of the mainstream tendency, at least within the social 
movements section, may currently be underway. For the program of the Association’s 
43rd annual meeting see http://www.csaa.ca/AnnualMeeting/2008Programme.pdf. 

http://www.csaa.ca/AnnualMeeting/2008Programme.pdf
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Canadian MoveMent SCholarS aS organiC PubliC intelleCtualS

What does it mean for sociology in Canada that a major subset of so-
cial movement scholars is already active, recognized, and rewarded for 
approaching their research as “organic sociologists” along the lines ad-
vocated by Burawoy? For one thing, it means that the field apparently 
accommodates widely differing approaches to the knowledge-producing 
relationships between researchers and their subjects of study. While 
scholars on the mainstream side of the social movements continuum 
surely find the publics and political issues they study of great interest 
and importance, they do not study them in the service of crafting the 
products of research into tools for those publics, and their supporters, to 
use in mobilization for social change. And while scholars on the activist-
oriented side of the continuum may well take the values and methods 
of social science inquiry seriously, the reality of politically engaged 
scholarship means that they must grapple with the implications of inter-
preting and presenting the subaltern publics they study in ways that could 
undermine their political claims. In short, while mainstream scholarship 
on social movements in Canada tends to uphold a research program of 
maintaining critical distance between researcher and activist subjects of 
study, activist-inclined studies of social movements necessarily tend to 
disseminate research findings premised on the principled reduction of 
that distance. In our opinion, two interlinked weaknesses particularly 
characteristic of the activist-oriented approach to studying and writing 
about social movements threaten to render the research contributions of 
organic public intellectuals more harmful to the discipline of sociology 
in Canada than helpful.

The first major weakness found within the activist-oriented schol-
arship on social movements in Canada arises from the superficial and 
incomplete conceptualization of civil society on which it is usually 
built. Though Burawoy responds to this line of criticism directed against 
public sociology in general by acknowledging that there lies danger in 
giving civil society and the public sphere a “purely positive valence” 
(2004:129), neither he nor any of public sociology’s strong defenders 
moves beyond the refrain that the source of civil society’s competitive 
interests and fissures consists of the colonization and commodification 
being wrought by states and markets in the first place. State and market 
forces colonize publics in civil society, making civil society unsafe for 
publics, so publics, with the help of sociologists, must “study and in-
veigh” (2004:129) against states and markets. Reiterating one of public 
sociology’s basic presuppositions might suit the immediate purposes of 
activist-oriented citizens of liberal democracies but it does not address 
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the fundamental criticism that public sociologists either conceal or don’t 
want to face what civil society is all about. 

Denying an equation between social critique, the fight for justice, 
and left politics in particular, Burawoy insists that public sociology is 
not directed at publics oriented towards any single political “valence.” 
But we, and many others (Brint 2007; Brady 2004; Nielsen 2004; Smith-
Lovin 2007; Abbott 2007), have already noted that undemocratic, pro-
market, antichoice, white supremacist, heterosexist, promilitary inter-
ventionist publics, among others, are not really likely to figure on the list 
of communities that public sociologists would view as being in need of 
study or support. Yet members of these publics are active in civil society. 
Some of them are even opposed to the state and the market. Are mem-
bers of these publics inherently enemies of public sociology or are they 
simply suffering from false consciousness and in need of vanguard soci-
ologists to help them see the proper way to mobilize in defense of hu-
manity? Public sociology’s advocates don’t provide satisfactory answers 
to these uncomfortable questions about the full composition of civil so-
ciety (Brint 2007:246–8). We see an association between this paucity 
and additional problems inherent in the activist-oriented approach to the 
study of social movements in Canadian sociology.

Very simply put, while much of Canadian social movements scholar-
ship focuses on the claims-making mobilizations of left-wing publics 
in civil society,21 activist-oriented works proceed from the implicit pub-
lic sociology presupposition that only the activism of the groups and 
communities of the “progressive” left represents the true democratic 
and social justice interests and aspirations of disenfranchised citizens 
everywhere.22 Leftist publics are not only studied by activist-oriented 
scholars because they are interesting vis-à-vis theoretical explanations 

21. See Carroll (1997:3–8) for a trajectory of some of the earliest examples of Canadian 
movement scholarship on leftist activism. Beyond activism addressing women’s so-
cial and political issues (Staggenborg and Lang; Kruzynski 2004; Narushima 2004; 
Mensah 2000; Gunew 1998; Michaud 1997; Fiske 1996), recent scholarly efforts in 
Canada focus heavily on progressive mobilization for Aboriginal rights (Wilkes and 
Ricard 2007; Ramos 2006; Long 1997), queer issues (Fetner and Kush 2008; Smith 
1999; Sears 2005; Meyer-Cook and Labelle 2004; Rudy 2001), the environment 
(Haluza-Delay 2008; Mallory 2006; McCarthy 2006; Harter 2004), and against cor-
porate globalization (Day 2005; Chodkiewicz 2003; McNally 2002). But see Harrison 
(2008); Harrison et al. (1996); and Harrison and Krahn (1995) for notable exceptions 
to a strict research emphasis on left protest.

22. In a politically liberal essay, Angus (2001), for example, acknowledges that healthy 
democracies are constantly emerging from contestation between diverse publics from 
all sides of the political spectrum over “the best route to sustainable human and nat-
ural life” (2001:85). In highlighting, however, the current movements whose public 
contentions are most likely to usher in the needed reinvigoration of community and 
democracy, he emphasizes standard movements of the left (2001:41, 80–86).    
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of the dynamics of social movements, but also because giving them re-
search attention is part and parcel of theoretical programs that define left 
movements a priori as the most just social and political causes.23 Even 
if we could share these scholars’ supreme confidence in automatically 
seeing within the life worlds of leftist activist publics the “alternative 
social visions … imbued with the potential for a counterhegemony” that 
are needed for the fight to (re)enact democracy and dignity for all of 
humanity (Carroll 1997:26–27), we would still insist that, to make their 
research on the political-moral challenges of the day truly relevant, or 
reflexive in public sociology’s terminology, organic public scholars in 
Canada must address the composition of (global) civil society with a 
much broader and realistic focus than they currently do. To further dem-
onstrate this weakness, we can briefly contemplate its implications in 
relation to the challenge of studying the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a 
serious global issue with which one of us has had experience as both 
advocate and scholar.24

As an ongoing political-moral quandary of interest to many Can-
adian academics and citizens, mobilization for peace and justice in the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is surely the exact type of case of civil society 
activism that is likely to be of interest to activist-oriented scholars. How 
exactly could studying mobilization in relation to such a complex polit-
ical conflict provide theoretical or practical insights contributing towards 
its just and equitable resolution? Is it entirely clear which one of the 
publics that are involved in the various civil society battles over Israel-
Palestine should be recognized as the leaders of progressive mobilization 
in pursuit of peace, justice, and democracy? Should organic public intel-
lectuals in Canada gravitate towards studying those activist publics that 
have vigorously taken up the call to mobilize against Israeli “Apartheid” 
and to create a single secular democratic republic in Israel-Palestine? 
What about those who, despite the tremendous contradictions and dis-
appointments of the Oslo and post-Oslo period, advocate a just two-state 
solution believing that it represents the only realistic resolution to the 
conflict? Or should Canadian publics convinced that there should never 
be a Palestinian state be studied and situated in the research programs 

23. In a recent example, after advancing a broad conceptualization of the working class in 
Canada, Camfield (2008) uses an antiracist feminist Marxist theoretical perspective to 
argue that increased strategic militancy by the labour movement in mobilizing to block 
the employers’ agenda in the workplace and in stopping neoliberalism “matters a great 
deal to most people in Canada, whether or not they appreciate it” (2008:78–81). Addi-
tional examples will be highlighted below.

24. In addition to conducting scholarly research and publishing on peace and human rights 
activism in Israel-Palestine, Goldberg has led and participated in numerous Jewish-
Israeli-Arab-Palestinian civil society projects in Canada and the Middle East promot-
ing national co-existence between Israelis and Palestinians.   
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of organic public scholars as the true defenders of humanity and global 
justice? Reflecting public sociology’s programmatic proclivity towards 
conceptualizing leftist and relatively powerless civil society publics as 
the most authentic holders of humanity’s democratic and liberatory po-
tentials, we suspect that a majority of Canada’s activist-oriented sociolo-
gists would focus their research efforts on those groups and communities 
comprising the first category of publics.25

The point here is that grappling seriously with moral-political chal-
lenges demands scholarly openness to understanding the multiplicity of 
experiences and actors operating within (global) civil society. Assess-
ing the potential benefits that movement activism can bring to those 
suffering in Palestine and Israel, for example, would mean that scholars 
not only study the publics they support but also the potentials for these 
publics’ political positions and strategies to be effective in relation to the 
existence and operations of a range of publics that they dislike.26 If, on 
the basis of either an acknowledged or implied programmatic principle, 
the majority of activist-oriented scholars in Canada chose to devote their 
research to only the most leftist Canadian publics mobilized vis-à-vis 
the conflict, this would not only confirm that organic public sociology 
restricts itself to a single political-moral vision but, and possibly worse, 
it would also curtail true reflexivity by foreclosing scholarly openness 
to the full range of actors and political possibilities revolving around 
the problem under study. And, conversely, activist-oriented scholars con-
ducting research on all Canadian publics active on the conflict would 
reveal openness to a truly wide range of political positions among public 
sociologists in Canada. The resulting research attention given to pub-
lics supporting fundamentally irreconcilable political-moral visions for 
peace and justice in Israel-Palestine would make a mockery of the claim 
that organic public sociology can help constitute voices in support of 
some undifferentiated “humanity.”

Premised as it is on an incomplete and rosy conceptualization of 
civil society that highlights left-wing publics as the only ones politically 
worthy of research, activist-oriented scholarship of social movements in 

25. See McLaughlin (2008) for a recent account of the ways that civil society publics ad-
dressing Israel-Palestine from both the left and right have been vying for the presence 
and legitimacy of their causes on university campuses in Canada. McLaughlin also ad-
dresses the uneven responses by faculty and university administration officials to such 
developments.

26. For a remarkably comprehensive analysis of the validity of employing the South Afri-
can Apartheid model to both critique the Israeli state and to develop practical political-
social policy to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, see Adam and Moodley (2005). 
This analysis of conflict resolution in Israel-Palestine, conducted by sociologists based 
in Canadian universities, is most rare in its effort to assess the justice claims, realities, 
and possibilities open to the variegated publics and polities in both Israel and Palestine.  
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Canada appears to be programmatically inclined to avoid directing ques-
tions towards some of the very social realities, dynamics, and complex-
ities that must be weighed by those truly seeking to play a constructive 
role in relation to the vexing political-moral problems of our times. By 
replicating an unresolved weakness within public sociology’s concep-
tion of civil society, activist-oriented movement scholars both limit the 
potential of the contributions they make to the scholarly reputation of the 
discipline of sociology in Canada and fail to conduct research that helps 
to clarify what truly can be done by those wishing to act in the defense 
of democracy and humanity.

The second set of problems inherent in the activist-oriented approach 
to the study of social movements in Canada centres on the credibility of 
scholarship based on programmatic approaches that reduce the distance 
between researcher and subject. There may be good reasons for bringing 
sociology to play a greater role in public life through close partnerships 
between sociologists and grassroots publics, but reducing the distance 
between researchers and members of the wider society they study can 
necessitate the privileging of activist-oriented community-building ac-
tions (changing society) over the standards and practices of social sci-
ence (understanding society). This situation is undoubtedly appealing to 
those who take as axiomatic the connection between fighting for social 
justice and sociology (Collins 2007; Piven 2007), as well as to those who 
prefer the lived experience of the “imperfect whole” of the front lines to 
working through the intellectual implications of theoretical constructs 
that don’t easily relate to actual conditions (Burawoy et al. 2004). It is 
problematic for those who are uncomfortable with the idea that truth 
value in research is engendered by a mutually supportive dialogue with 
publics (McLaughlin et al. 2007; Smith-Lovin 2007). In short, in asking 
sociologists to address political-moral concerns more directly in their 
work, supporters of public sociology declare the classical dichotomy be-
tween science and advocacy to be both false and dangerous to the fate 
of humanity. While we accept the charge that scholarly theory can often 
resemble a “secret language” (Burawoy et al. 2004:111) of scholars more 
than explanations of the lives of the subjects from which it is derived, we 
can also briefly show why the narrowing of distance between researchers 
and subjects in the activist-oriented literature on social movements fails 
to bring the benefits promised to the discipline of sociology in Canada. 

Whereas mainstream Canadian scholars of collective action are con-
tent to look at “influential theories in the field, the issues they raise, and 
how they help to explain … mobilization and outcomes” (Staggenborg 
2008:2), activist-oriented scholars insist on adding programmatic state-
ments of a normative nature promoting or furthering movement protest. 
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So, for example, Saul (2005) adds to his solid analysis of the historical 
dynamics of popular movement activism that contributed to the elimina-
tion of apartheid in South Africa by arguing for “the continuing necessity 
of a revolutionary, even socialist, emancipation in Africa” given the se-
verity of social crises brought on by “international-financial-institution-
sponsored ‘economic fundamentalism’” that forces African countries 
“to ‘compete’ ever more nakedly in a game they cannot possibly win” 
(2005:257). Or, for example, Dhruvarajan (2003) elucidates classes of 
negative outcomes of global economic policies on women as well as 
forms of resistance that they have engendered, but it is clearly just as 
vital to her that this empirical data instill a “commitment to the cause 
[that] should inspire us to become activists in transforming this world 
to become a just and caring place for all” (2003:193). And, lastly, Day’s 
(2005) persuasive demonstration that today’s antiglobalization activists 
prefer local “direct action for the construction of sustainable alterna-
tives” to challenging the state melds seamlessly into a theoretical praxis 
proposing that “most of our energy … go into” enacting those strategies 
best suited to “achieve the goals of revolution and reform here and now, 
rather than putting them off to some distant place and time” (2005:215). 
As inspirational as it must be to some, the question is how is the quality 
of knowledge affected by anchoring research practices to programmatic 
positions expressing clear strategic affinities between activist-oriented 
scholars of movement activism and the mobilization projects of the pub-
lics that they study? 

William Gamson, a highly respected scholar of social movements 
and proponent of public sociology, acknowledges that the sociologist in 
an engaged partnership with civil society publics has a responsibility to 
use “first-rate professional sociology” to provide “tough-minded” assess-
ments that will help those publics to relate to the world as it actually exists 
and not as it ought to be (Burawoy et al. 2004:108). It is, however, only 
by failing to really address the implications of the tensions that can arise 
between such scholars and “their” publics that he can casually couple this 
commitment to research “objectivity” with a declaration that the dichot-
omy between science and advocacy is false. What will happen to a public 
sociologist’s findings if, for example, his research partnership is strained 
because his objectivity about movement strategy has been misunderstood 
by the publics he works with? Or if it is deliberately disrupted by move-
ment activists because a sociologist’s tough-minded assessments have 
been understood all too well? Ryan, one of Gamson’s own colleagues, 
frankly acknowledges that dialogue between sociologists and their part-
ners in civil society won’t always smooth over the disagreements, pres-
sures, and competing interests that inevitably appear (Burawoy et al. 
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2004:112), but, like most supporters of public sociology, she fails to see 
the damage that can be done to both the credibility and the usefulness of 
scholarly knowledge when researchers find themselves in the position of 
having to choose between their version of the truth and that which is held 
by the subjects they study and support (McLaughlin et al. 2007). 

Given such a remarkable lack of reflection on these potential tensions 
it is no surprise that activist-oriented scholars in Canada rarely appear to 
see, and thus analyze, movement challenges, responses, and action strat-
egies differently from how members of the movements they study view 
things themselves.27 Returning to the Israel-Palestine example to further 
this point, and in a not-at-all farfetched scenario, what would happen 
to a sociologist-advocate of Palestinian self-determination conducting 
research on pro-Palestinian publics in Canada if she were to discover 
serious inaccuracies in certain of the cherished factual assumptions 
underpinning her pro-Palestinian public’s political stances? Inevitably, 
such a researcher would face a dilemma that would affect her efforts to 
contribute knowledge to the field of social movements: either downplay 
her findings and their possible implications for the movement’s practices 
to maintain the partnership or try to persuade activists of the inaccuracy 
of their assumptions and its relevance to their struggle with the obvious 
risk of creating a rift between the academic and “her” public. If, out 
of a programmatic commitment to use the academy as a means of sup-
porting civil society publics, an activist-oriented scholar were to resolve 
this potential dilemma by withholding her true assessments of movement 
strategizing, she would thereby necessarily reduce the validity of her 
findings. If, on the contrary, she chose to express herself freely in her 
research findings in order to produce the best scholarship possible she 
would clearly run the risk of endangering the closeness of her relation-
ship with her comrades.

We are not claiming here that sociologists can study politicized, or 
any, human subjects in a value vacuum. We do suggest, however, that ac-
cepting the argument that distance between science and advocacy is not 
absolute is not tantamount to insisting that it cannot, or should not, exist 
in reasonable measure.28 Building research projects that are tethered to 

27. Illustrating the aversion of activist-oriented scholars in Canada to approaching re-
search subjects with some amount of programmatic distance, we note how Steele and 
Mathews, both movement observers and participants themselves, responded to Cor-
mier’s (2004) scholarly investigation of the Canadianization movement in Canadian 
academia and culture by decrying our late colleague’s work for, among other things, 
studying activism with neocolonialist “‘theories’” that have “little or no relevance to 
understanding and solving [a] … problem in a Canadian context” (2006:502). 

28. Greater elaboration is beyond the scope of this essay but, from some personal experi-
ence, we disagree with Gamson’s casual dismissal of the potential for science-advocacy 
tensions to disrupt the quality of scholarly efforts and outputs. In his own scholarly 



792 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 34(3) 2009

closed political-theoretical programs29 invariably leads activist-oriented 
scholars of social movements in Canada to produce scholarship that ef-
fectively parrots the political perspectives and strategic calls of the pub-
lics they study. When activist-oriented scholars present their empirical 
findings to “fit” with the political positions of their subjects, this auto-
matically renders their knowledge claims one-sided in perspective and 
thus utterly unlikely to convince anyone but those already convinced of 
the legitimacy of their claims. But worse still, not only is such scholar-
ship automatically discredited in the eyes of all but the “public” it osten-
sibly serves, in the end it will inevitably be useless or even damaging to 
the very cause of the public that is the object of such academic attention. 
Surely movement activists are ultimately no less ill-served by academic 
yes men eager to “support” their cause, as kings and statesmen are by 
the yes men they tend to surround themselves with. As Max Weber fam-
ously put it: “The primary task of a useful teacher is to teach his students 
to recognize ‘inconvenient’ facts — I mean facts that are inconvenient 
for their party opinions. And for every party opinion there are facts that 
are extremely inconvenient, for my own opinion no less than for others” 
(Weber 1948:147, emphasis added). These words remain as true as ever, 
especially for those really concerned with the actual impact that mobiliz-
ations for social justice, in Canada as elsewhere, could and should have.

A closer look at the prominence and contributions of activist-oriented 
sociologists among Canadian sociologists of social movements, leaves 
us neither optimistic about the claim that more public sociology would 
positively affect the standing of the discipline of sociology in Canada 
nor about the idea that unleashing the organic public intellectual within 
would assist in achieving Michael Burawoy’s greater goal of establish-
ing an effective sociology-civil society bulwark for humanity. By relying 
on a narrow conception of civil society that stems from a particular pol-
itical predisposition, activist-inclined scholars merely reveal that they 

engagement with conflict in Israel-Palestine, Goldberg has experienced resistance to 
efforts to bring practically oriented theoretical modalities to grassroots publics for the 
purpose of conducting research on civil society social justice projects. In these cases, 
activists on both sides of the conflict based in Canada were far more closed to dialogue 
on the strengths and weaknesses of their strategic positions in relation to sociological 
knowledge than were those in Israel-Palestine. For efforts to study peace and human 
rights activism in Israel-Palestine that aimed to achieve sufficient researcher-subject 
distance to openly assess both strengths and weaknesses of local movement activity, 
see Goldberg (2006; 2008).       

29. While much contemporary activist-oriented scholarship continues to be animated by 
programmatic approaches to political economy that pick up on earlier entreaties declar-
ing the need to “finish the Marxist project rather than abandon it” (Ratner 2002:236), 
other fashionable bases of activist-oriented scholarship grow out of theoretical engage-
ments with neoliberal globalization (Dhruvarajan 2003) and the environment (McKen-
zie 2008) that search for new potential emancipatory subjects.   
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only truly interested in the fate of leftist publics. Their programmatic 
commitment to closed theoretical programs that eliminate strategic and 
ideological distance between researcher and subject only raises concerns 
about the credibility and utility of knowledge claims of movement activ-
ism and politics that are advanced by these public sociologists. In sum, 
by neither achieving the best promises of social science nor being able 
to produce knowledge that is actually practically relevant to the people 
they study, the activist-inclined approach to social movements shows 
how both the public image and the practical utility of Canadian sociol-
ogy would only be further undermined if this sort of “public sociology” 
became even more prominent than it already is.

ConCluSion

In response to Burawoy’s call for a “public sociology” and the ensuing 
debates we have tried to make four major points. First, Burawoy’s con-
ception of “public sociology” is, in effect, a hybrid of several different 
kinds of activities and stances which may or may not be mutually in-
compatible but which should, in any case, be assessed separately on their 
respective merits. Second, many of his recommendations for more pub-
lic activity on behalf of or by sociologists, including better marketing of 
the discipline, sociologists taking on various civic roles and sociologists 
acting as public intellectuals, are entirely uncontroversial and/or actively 
and widely put into practice already. We see no reason to argue against 
the desirability of any of these nor do we see any reason for extended 
debates about them. Third, two of his recommendations, the promotion 
of “organic public sociology” and the conversion of the discipline, or its 
major association(s), into self-styled players in the political arena are 
considerably less innocuous. Merely advertising the somewhat left-of-
centre political position of the average sociologist would probably only 
do minor damage to the standing of the discipline but it would certainly 
not bring any of the benefits expected by Burawoy. Anything going be-
yond this, we argue, would be plainly self-destructive and politically and 
morally highly dubious to boot. Fourth, our brief survey of some trends 
in Canadian social movements scholarship suggests that, first, there is 
no sign of any “hegemony” of “professional” sociology to be begin with 
and, second, that, if anything, this is to be regretted, not celebrated.

Let us end with a brief not-so-academic thought experiment. Sup-
pose that our “critical” and “organic public” colleagues were to suc-
ceed in breaking the “hegemony” of the “professional” sociologists on 
a significant scale, forming the majority, or at least a large minority, in 
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most departments in the country. Arguably, this can already be said to 
be the case in a number of sociology departments in Canada. Now, how 
would such a more or less successful “coup” against “professional” soci-
ology’s dominance within academia affect the discipline as a whole? 
The long-term outcome is not hard to predict: eventually the discipline 
would split into an even more fragmented collection of politically en-
gaged but underfunded and not very respected academics who may or 
may not succeed in keeping the label “sociology” for their own disparate 
activities, on one side, and some other discipline, call it “social science,” 
which focuses on what Burawoy calls “professional sociology,” builds 
a reputation for scientific solidity and rakes in all the research dollars, 
positions, and awards, on the other. It is not a future we anticipate with 
great pleasure.30 

But then again maybe all this is just a tempest in a teapot. After all, 
while confusingly arguing for the rehabilitation of public sociology, 
Burawoy also repeatedly argues that professional sociology is neces-
sarily the primus inter (not so) pares among the four different kinds of 
sociology: 

There can be neither public nor policy sociology, however, without a pro-
fessional sociology that develops a body of theoretical knowledge and 
empirical findings, put to the test of peer review. Professional sociology 
provides the ammunition, the expertise, the knowledge, the insight, and 
the legitimacy for sociologists to present themselves to publics or to pow-
ers. Professional sociology is the sine qua non of all sociologies … the 
fact is that today without professional sociology there can be no other 
sociology. 

Amen and let’s try to keep it that way.
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