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STRUCTURE and FUNCTION of SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

Yosuke KOHTOH

When we begin to make scientific researches into a society, why is the Socio-
logical Imagination needed ?

All classic social scientists have been concerned not only with the salient charac-
teristics of their time, or the structure and historical trend of a society as a
whole, but also with the character of human nature, or wishes and motives of
various individuals living in the society. In the classic tradition of western
social thought it is easy to find out the complementarity between knowing society
as a whole and understanding individuals in the concrete

If sociologists don’t want to abandon this classic tradition, they should always
seek to attain these dual goals at once. Therefore the sociological imagination
becomes needed. C.W. Mills explained this noint clearly. The sociological imagi-
nation

“is a quality of mind that seems most dramatically to promise an understand-
ing of the intimate realities of ourselves in connection with larger social
realities” (The Sociological Imagination, p.15).
Owing to Mills we can recognize very clearly the promise of the sociological
imagination. But there remains an important problem. How can this promise
come to be realized at all?

It is not in arts but in sciences that the sociological imagination must play a
great part. In this connection we face with difficult problems. Scientific method
can be mastered in principle by everyone, only if he wants it. The sociological
imagination should be regarded as a normal process of scientific discovery rather
than a virtuosity which only a man of genius can enjoy. Concerning the imagi-
nation, we have never sufficiently made clear its formal procedure. The main
aim of this paper is to formulate the typical proceeding of activating and trans-
forming the imagination in social sciences.

There has been a very close connection between imagination and analogy in the
history of social thought. I may call “analogue” what is treated to be analogous
to a society. This analogue, with which which sociologists analogize a society as
a whole, seems to have two functions.

One is the presentation-function. Owing to this function the total society is
able to become vivid and intimate to us as if we see it before our very eyes,
though it is in fact invisible, remote and abstract. Having resort to the present-
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ation-function of analogue, sociologists can give a full picture of a society as a
whole. What is made present by the medium of analogue is different between
in sciences and in arts. In the former it is only a reality in a real world, but
in the latter fictitious person and thing are permitted to be present.

When we construct what is called models, we cannot help depending upon
analogues. Analogue is the source of models. It has also the model building-
function. As usual, several models can be derived from one analogue, and the
capacity which enables us to inspire with models is different among them. Only
if something is analogous to an object of study, we may call it analogue, but
models are supposed to have the same formal structure as it. Analogues used in
arts are not necessary to be isomorphic. Analogues should be transformed into
models, as far as they concern with sciences.

Though we are used to mean only the presentation-function by the term Imagi-
nation, every analogue has always two functions, =~ But it is perhaps more im-
portant for social scientists to realize clearly that two are antinomic.

From where do we get analogues? They are concrete objects or knowledge
about realities. Furthermore they are only in objective terms observable or also
in subjective terms understood. If we cross these two axes, we get four types.
Organism, artefact, small historical group and small group in ethnography are
representative of each.

In respect of presentation-function, analogue derived from our experiences are
more excellent than that derived from our knowledges. But in respect of model
building-function, the latter is superior to the former.

It is very difficult for analogue to optimize these antinomic two. Only very few
really can make a contribution to a scientific study of society. Indeed in the
history of sociological thought up to now very small number of analogues have
been made use of repeatedly. Because of this little variation there appears the
tradition. If we can discern which analogue is used, it is easy to reduce various
social thoughts to some fundamental types and to recognize their nature and
development clearer. It is “analogue” that constiutes the infrastructure of social
thoughts and theories.



