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PREFACE

This book examines the intersection of race relations, social class, and urban
problems in the scholarship of the sociologist, William Julius Wilson.
Wilson, who currently is Lewis P. and Linda L. Geyser university professor
at Harvard University, is a distinguished and nationally visible scholar who
has become widely recognized in both academic and public policy circles. In
a Washington Post article he was described as the “most influential sociologist
of his generation” (Abramowitz 1991), and Time magazine in 1996 named
him as one of America’s twenty-five most influential Americans. Wilson’s
sociological writings are primarily concerned with analyzing questions of race
relations using sociohistorical and theoretical perspectives. He is best known
for the contemporary classics The Declining Significance of Race (1978), The
Truly Disadvantaged (1987), and When Work Disappears (1996), where he has
refocused recent public debates and research on poverty in general and the
urban underclass specifically. His more recent scholarship and commentaries
combine these interests with policy concerns focused on the inner-city poor
and jobless.

I initially began writing this book as an article which attempted to crit-
ically appraise the theoretical and research controversies of class and race
which were symbolized and influenced by The Declining Significance of Race
and The Truly Disadvantaged. Early on, it became clear that an article would
be insufficient to treat Wilson’s scholarship in its complexity and many-
layered meanings. There appeared to me to be many more dimensions of
meaning and complexity in his scholarship than was coming across in the
sociological controversies. A search for truth and meaning has helped guide
this study.

Contained in Wilson’s theoretical construction of social reality is a
complexity of analysis that is frequently not understood or appreciated by his
defenders and critics. This complexity partly grows out of his sociological
imagination, which combines formal and pragmatic aims with a holistic
analysis of post-World War II macrosociological changes such as industrial-
ization, the growth of the government and public policies, urbanization, and
changes among ethnic and racial groups that intersect with social-class
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conflicts. The holistic perspective used by Wilson is an exercise of theoreti-
cal research combining both normative and empirical approaches of socio-
logical theory. The analyses in Wilson’s scholarship synthesize and address a
range of sociological, political, and cultural discourses that extend from the
left to the right. 

At the same time, there are contained in the criticisms of Wilson’s
analyses of class and race important voices which were generally neglected,
distanced, discredited, and invalidated in mainstream discussions and publi-
cations. Aldon Morris notes in the controversy surrounding The Declining
Significance of Race that while liberal academics largely portrayed Wilson as
dispassionate, courageous, and radical, his Black critics were usually dis-
missed as overreactionary and emotional (Morris 1996, 312). It is instructive
that many of the independent and critical commentaries by Black and White
scholars based on philosophical, theoretical, and historical analyses and social
science research evidence were “fenced out” of mainstream sociological jour-
nals. These are the invisible “voices behind the veil” which will enter the con-
tinuing and unresolved controversies of race and class. Among these invisible
voices are prophetic voices. 

Alongside the focus on race and class, Wilson’s sociology is importantly
informed by urban sociology; he has in turn helped influence research on
urban questions through his framing of macrosociological models of society,
numerous concepts, and hypotheses. It is instructive that Wilson’s interests in
race relations in the city coincide with his years at the University of Chicago
and appear largely absent in his scholarship before this time. In fact, it is
through the context of the Chicago School that he begins examining the sig-
nificance of the Black urban experience. It should be mentioned at the outset
that while Wilson does not appear to be consciously entertaining the devel-
opment of a model or theory of Blacks in cities. In many respects, this theory
of Blacks in cities appears more a serendipitous concern. Within public-
policy circles, Wilson has become a leading urban expert. His appropriation
and treatment of numerous concepts, models, hypotheses, and generaliza-
tions of race, class, and postindustrial society pull his work in the direction of
urban sociological theory.

The intersection of race, class, and the city has long interested sociolo-
gists. Nearly one hundred years ago, W. E. B. Du Bois pioneered the first sys-
tematic study of organized life in an urban community in The Philadelphia
Negro: A Social Study (1899) and established the Sociological Laboratory in
Atlanta. Although Du Bois identified the role of racial discrimination, eco-
nomics, and social class in the growth of the city, his scholarship has been
given relatively little attention. Sociological interests in race, class, and the city
have been more importantly influenced by the Chicago School of sociology
that was centered around the master sociologists, Robert Park and Ernest
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Burgess. At the level of the city, these sociologists introduced a human eco-
logical perspective that analogized the growth of the city to the competitive
struggle of economic activities and human groups for survival within the phys-
ical environment. The sifting and sorting processes, leading to the differenti-
ation of economic activities and community areas which spatially took on the
form of concentric zones, were explained by ecological processes of invasion,
succession, and segregation. At the level of race relations, the ongoing contact
and competition among racial and ethnic groups contained the expectations of
conflict, accommodation, and assimilation. For these Chicago School sociol-
ogists, the prejudices that instinctively and traditionally were reflected in
social distance were to be challenged by subordinate group racial conflicts and
antagonisms which indicated that the traditional social order was weakening,
accommodation was no longer functional, and social distance was no longer
effectively maintained. While many of these ideas of race, class, and the city
influenced by the early Chicago School have been critiqued, the fundamental
assumptions, concepts, and hypotheses continue to importantly influence how
the contemporary experiences of race relations are interpreted. These classic
perspectives have contributed important ideas of the “liberal expectancy” that
have become parts of the dominant sociological belief system.

Scholars who study the city in its own right have usually grappled with
a number of questions that are influenced by theory, research, public policy,
and cultural beliefs. A partial list of these “burning questions” would include
the following: How can the social structure of the city, suburb, and metrop-
olis be best captured, described, and painted in terms of dimensionality?
What are the changing macrosociological factors relevant to explaining the
growth, decline, and revitalization of urban areas? What are the organiza-
tional and disorganizational consequences of industrialization and urbaniza-
tion for the quality of life of urban residents? To what extent are cities and
their occupational opportunity structures sources of social mobility? How
may differences in the residential movement and segregation of populations
within and across urban areas be described and explained? To what extent do
macrosociological factors of governmental organization, intergovernmental
relationships, and public policy bear on ameliorating urban inequalities. The
factors of race and class can intersect complexly with any of these concerns.

My interests in the sociologist, William Julius Wilson grew partly from
my sociological interests and continuing interests in Black intellectuals. The
convergence between my interests and those of Professor William Julius
Wilson, from my perspective, is not accidental. I am a mature sociologist
whose scholarly interests include urban sociology, race and ethnic relations,
population, and theory; my research is focused on understanding how post-
World War II and contemporary macrosociological changes such as
corporate-administrative growth and deindustrialization, federal government
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expansion, and the construction of new communities in cities and suburbs of
metropolitan areas were accompanied by changes in the socioeconomic and
residential status of Blacks. Professor Wilson’s insights have in no small part
influenced my interests and understandings. While there is considerable con-
vergence in Professor William Julius Wilson’s interpretations of the Black
experience in cities and my own interpretations, there are sufficient differ-
ences. This divergence appears to grow out of not only different theoretical
and research orientations and interpretations, but also fundamentally differ-
ent assessments of the post-World War II and contemporary experiences of
Blacks in cities and the meanings of the intersection of race and class. I am
not related to William Julius Wilson.

This study also grows out of my continuing interests in Black intellec-
tuals in general and post-World War II Black sociologists specifically. It is an
attempt to make sense of the status of sociology at the beginning of the
twenty-first century and the persistent questions of class and race that con-
tinue to challenge democracy and social justice. In The Crisis of the Negro
Intellectual (1967), Harold Cruse described the dualism in the challenges con-
fronting Black intellectuals. On the one hand, these Black intellectuals were
challenged to be acutely attuned to the American power structure, its cultural
institutions, and structural changes in economics, politics, and social class in
order to control or influence these. On the other hand, Black intellectuals
were challenged to define and negotiate a role that would combine cultural
and political criticism and include both programs and demands (Cruse 1967).
Some of the directing questions which have structured this study include, but
are not limited, to the following: How do Black sociologists address the con-
tinuing significance of race in American society and the complex challenges
of assimilation, pluralism, nationalism, and separatism? What are the dilem-
mas for Black sociologists in the academy, as academic intellectuals, and in
the larger society as public intellectuals? To what extent are these intellectual
dilemmas reflected, reproduced, and resolved in sociological controversies
and public issues? To what extent are these same intellectual dilemmas
reflected, reproduced, and resolved in personal troubles and alienation?
What are the continuing conflicts and how are these resolved?

As a graduate student, the critical and humanistic perspectives in the
sociology of knowledge and sociology of sociology, as partly reflected in C.
Wright Mills’ The Sociological Imagination (1959), and Power, Politics, and
People, (Horowitz 1963), Alvin Gouldner’s The Coming Crisis of Western Soci-
ology (1970), Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s The Social Construction of
Reality (1970), and Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(1970), raised important questions and suggested some resolutions concern-
ing the complex structural, cultural, and biographical relationships in the
underside of sociology. The insights and controversies generated by the
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humanistic and critical perspectives in Harold Cruse’s The Crisis of the Negro
Intellectual (1967) and Rebellion or Revolution (1969), James Blackwell and
Morris Janowitz’s The Black Sociologists (1974), Joyce Ladner’s The Death of
White Sociology (1973), and the ongoing debates in The Black Scholar and Black
World magazines were other important sources of sociological imagination
and reflection which complemented my broader training in sociological
theory and research methods. 

At the same time, the presence of important social movements such as
the civil rights movement and Black power movement, the antiwar move-
ment, and the antiapartheid and “free South Africa” movements, awakened in
me an appreciation of the role of consciousness, struggle, and human agency
in history and the importance of understanding the ongoing syntheses of
conflict and order in the reorganization of social reality. Among the sociolo-
gists, I became particularly inspired and energized by the promise of sociol-
ogy contained in C. Wright Mill’s Sociological Imagination and his numerous
other works. It is from Mills’ critique and appraisal of sociology that part of
the renewal of sociology will take form. From numerous griots and teachers,
I was also challenged to learn from the ancestors in order to provide a foun-
dation for my better understanding of the present and charting directions for
the future. 

This examination is larger than a study of William Julius Wilson. It is
in part an attempt to make sense of the status of sociology at the beginning
of the twenty-first century and the persistent questions of class and race that
continue to challenge democracy and social justice. A partial list of these
“burning questions” include the following: How do sociologists address the
complex challenges of postindustrial or corporate capitalism, liberalism, and
conservatism at the beginning of the twenty-first century? What are the rel-
evant social structures of politics, interest groups, association, and commu-
nity that mediate between the society and the individual and how are they
acted upon? To the extent that racism remains a complex, changing, and per-
sistent structure of what many believe to be a deracialized American society,
how do sociologists clarify and make sense of these contradictions? How does
the persistence of racism bear on democracy and social justice and competing
theories and ideologies of assimilation, pluralism, nationalism, and sepa-
ratism? What are the unique challenges and dilemmas for the academic Black
sociologist who is expert on racial matters, as an academic intellectual, or in
the larger society, as a public intellectual? To what extent are these dilemmas
reflected and reproduced in controversies and intellectual productions? What
are the continuing conflicts and how are these resolved?

In approaching this study, I have pursued several aims. The first is to
show that running through William Julius Wilson’s scholarship is a complex
treatment of changing post-civil rights race relations that is best theoretically
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understood as a discourse or dialogical approach. Through the use of socio-
logical controversies, he has attempted to initiate a community of discourse
among competing sociological and public policy perspectives that are often
fragmented, isolated, and polarized. In his sociological analyses of race rela-
tions, Wilson has initiated a discourse between the integration (social-order)
and power conflict schools such as assimilation, pluralism, social class, and
racial caste perspectives. In his analyses of social class, he has appropriated
Marxian and neo-Marxian themes of social class and class formation and
incorporated Weberian concepts and analyses of stratification. In his analyses
of public policy, he has critically appraised and found common ground among
liberal, neoliberal, neoconservative, and conservative perspectives of poverty,
welfare, employment, and macroeconomics. This attempt at finding common
ground, or the holistic perspective, runs through Wilson’s early and later
scholarship. This is a dynamic exercise of centrist analysis from what might
be called, “the vital center.” 

A second aim is to show that Wilson’s perspectives of race, class, and the
city are importantly influenced by his formal perspectives and dialogical
approach. Driving this is a pragmatic sociology focused on clarifying the
meanings of human action, which is grounded on systematic theoretical
explication and empirical research, and ultimately concerned with identifying
systems of norms and values in human action. Understanding the formal and
pragmatic sociology behind his analyses of race, class, and the city helps con-
textualize and explain how Wilson has arrived at his generalizations. These
perspectives appear to grow out of his training in the philosophy of the social
sciences and his societal approach of race relations.

A third aim of this book examines the urban sociological questions that
are resurrected and refocused in Wilson’s analyses of Blacks in cities. In
developing numerous descriptions, sketches, models, and theories of historic
and contemporary race relations, Wilson has appropriated concepts and
hypotheses from the Chicago School, critiques of the Chicago School, and at
the same time gone beyond these to integrate competing perspectives. In his
treatments of industrialization and class formation, Black migration, popula-
tion growth and mobility, racial segregation and ghettoization, and the moral
order of the Black community, he is “walking on old ground.” His analyses of
the role of industrialization in the class differentiation and integration of
Blacks in the urban opportunity structure converge with and are informed by
E. Franklin Frazier. In making sense of inner-city ghettos, Wilson draws
from the classic concepts of Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, and Louis Wirth
and reframes these as “concentration effects” and “social isolation.” The pos-
sibilities of Wilson’s sociological treatments of Blacks in cities are primarily
normative and center on his situating of changing race relations in its
macrosociological contexts. The limitations of this analysis rest primarily on
how he treats human and cultural agency, his understating of the continued
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role that structural features of racism, discrimination, and segregation have
and the interrelations these have with social class.

There are several recurring themes relevant to the urban experience of
African Americans that are addressed in Wilson’s work that will be of concern
here: (1) industrialization, urbanization, and the changing class structure of
Blacks, (2) migration, population growth, and the social mobility of Blacks,
(3) racial segregation and ghettoization, and (4) social isolation, concentra-
tion effects, and disorganization in the moral order of the inner city. Since
beginning and revising this book, Wilson’s When Work Disappears was pub-
lished. It is examined in the context of his previous scholarship. 

The fourth aim of this book is to provide a sociology of knowledge
analysis which contextualizes the changing intellectual interests in William
Julius Wilson’s scholarship on race, class, and the city. The sociology of
knowledge perspective begins from the premise that the intellectual products
of scholars existentially grow out of historic and social contexts. For example,
historically specific changing institutional contradictions such as the trans-
formation of the U.S. economy from an industrially based to an increasingly
postindustrial service based system, the reorganization of the government
into an increasingly deregulated “new federalist” system, social class contra-
dictions such as the declining influence of organized labor and industrial
labor unions in American politics, and recent income trends which show
increased inequality among higher and lower social classes are relevant to
understanding sociological controversies. These changing institutional and
class contradictions in turn have a bearing on how racial matters such as civil
rights, affirmative action, immigration, the Bell Curve controversy, and the
multiracial and multicultural debates are treated and discussed. The varied
and complex ways in which scholars view their intellectual and professional
objectives as connected or disconnected from these changing institutional
and intergroup contradictions are importantly affected by their social inte-
gration and social consciousness.

From the microsociological perspective, the sociology of knowledge
advances that intellectual products are social processes that enter a scholar’s
conversation and reflection including the internalized audience(s) and the
collective ideas that in turn may be accepted, rejected, discarded, and refor-
mulated. In examining sociological controversies, the dynamic of scholarly
discourse may be examined in how knowledge is socially constructed and
reconstructed based on logical rules, evidence, and critiques. The concepts,
hypotheses, perspectives, arguments, theories, and rhetorical styles used by
the scholar provide clues of the visible and invisible audiences and sociologi-
cal rules. 

Another premise in the sociology of knowledge advances that theories
of social structure and social behavior can be understood sociologically as
typical symbolic explanations associated with historically situated actions.
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The sociologist, C. Wright Mills called these “situated actions” and “vocab-
ularies of motive” and emphasized that the explanations current in sociology
reflect the social experiences and social motives of American sociologists.
Mills noted that earlier in the twentieth century, the typical vocabulary of
explanation in mainstream sociology was singular and the motives expressed
a small town or rural bias (Mills 1963). During the early post-World War II
years, the sociological vocabulary was identified as a symbolic expression of a
bureaucratic and administrative experience in life and work (Mills 1959).
Currently, the vocabulary of explanation in mainstream sociology challenges
scholars to creatively integrate and negotiate the varied assumptions of social
control, which derive from a rational-legal bureaucratic ethos of modern
industrialization, and the public policy values and norms of corporate liber-
alism and pragmatic conservatism.

It will be argued that William Julius Wilson’s role as a leading public
intellectual is partly understood by the changing situational factors that
accompany his increased structural and cultural integration in academia and
his role in sociological controversies. His social consciousness and analyses of
race, class, and the city are complex and evolving. There are subtle changes
in emphasis in the paradigms used by him that in turn influence his percep-
tions, the questions asked, and the concepts and language used for formaliz-
ing his accounts. Accompanying changes in his professional career, his
theorizing moves from a complex dialectic using functionalist, symbolic
interaction, power-conflict and social history perspectives to a relatively more
conservative social control model incorporating the earlier perspectives with
stronger political economy, urban ecological, and social capital perspectives.
Over time, his public presentation or persona will also undergo symbolic
changes. 

At the same time, there are strong elements of persistence in his schol-
arship. Throughout his scholarship, there is a continuing concern to address
the complex relationships between changing macrosociological structures of
the economy, government, and urban community and changes in racial and
ethnic relations. The societal or macrosociological argument running
throughout his work remains fundamentally intact. While he maintains inter-
ests in race relations, he wants to go beyond race relations to address larger
societal concerns. Driving this is a pragmatic sociology focused on the mean-
ings of human action, grounded on systematic theoretical explication and
empirical research, which is ultimately concerned with identifying and clari-
fying systems of norms and values in human action. Sociological controver-
sies and discourses bearing on race, class, and public policy are the arenas for
this pragmatic sociology. 

The fifth aim of this book focuses on Wilson’s vision of American soci-
ety and the roles that sociologists and sociology might play in social reform.
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The promise of sociology draws primarily on its role in formulating public
issues and policy research. Driving this is a recognition that the future of
sociology will increasingly be based on the extent which sociological theories,
hypotheses, and concepts are used in the formulation and discussion of
public-policy issues and the extent which sociological research broadens its
domain of policy relevant scholarship and becomes more pragmatic, flexible,
and accessible. Although the role of sociology in public policy has long been
recognized as an important goal, how this becomes articulated in both theory
and practice has diverse and competing directions. The age-old questions of
“knowledge for what” and “knowledge for whom” continue to be unresolved.
Wilson provides one strategy of clarification for these questions. Through
sociological controversy, Wilson introduces a refocused liberal discourse that
brings together social science and public policy perspectives.

Preface xvii



yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This manuscript has truly been a social construction. Over the course of this
investigation, I have incurred more debts than I have acknowledged here.
Earlier drafts of this manuscript benefited from the reviews by Margaret
Anderson, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, James Conyers, John Farley, Carl Jor-
gensen, Anthony Orum, Gordon Morgan, John Stanfield, Stephen Steinberg,
and Charles Tilly. Their very constructive, helpful, and detailed suggestions
and criticisms have helped the revisions in immeasurable ways.

At the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, where I have taught for the
past fifteen years in the department of sociology and urban studies program,
Lakshmi Bharadwaj, Ron Edari, Don Green, Ann Greer, Eleanor Miller,
Joan Moore, Don Noel, Stacey Oliker, Eric Rambo, Harold Rose, Gregory
Squires, William Velez, and John Zipp have been delightful colleagues. They
have taken time from their busy schedules to either read drafts or listen to the
arguments in brown bags. Over the years, graduate students in the urban
social structure seminar at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee discussed
many of the issues contained in the book and freshened my interests and
curiosity.

Also the anonymous reviewers at the State University of New York
Press provided several constructive criticisms and recommendations that
have tremendously improved this manuscript. These recommendations
helped me to rethink and refocus parts of the study. The encouragement
from these same anonymous reviewers energized my productivity. 

William Julius Wilson is to be generously thanked for providing an
interview. He has taken time from a very busy schedule to address several
questions and has also provided unpublished papers and materials that have
been useful in these efforts. He also provided comments and corrections for
an earlier draft of the manuscript. The thoroughness, carefulness, and gen-
uine interest shared by him in this project have helped energize its comple-
tion. Through secondary sources, Wilson has provided a trail of public
interviews that stretch over twenty years. The sociological perspectives and
discussions of race and class introduced by him have in part influenced my
sociological imagination. 

xix



Other scholars interviewed in connection with this include Lewis Kil-
lian, Charles Willie, Douglas Massey, Edgar Epps, Alphonso Pinkney, Robert
Solow, Sue Model, Lew Walker, Doris Wilkinson, and Timuel Black. Papers
based on this research have been presented to professional conferences at the
American Sociological Association, the Society for the Study of Social Prob-
lems, the Association of Social and Behavioral Scientists, and the Midwest
Sociological Society. To the numerous other persons that I have talked to
concerning this scholarship that are not mentioned, thank you.

I am particularly indebted to the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
for providing a paid sabbatical during the academic year 1998–1999 which
allowed me to complete major portions of the book. Without the sabbatical,
it is doubtful whether this project would be completed.

My family has been a continuing source of nurturing, support, and love
through the years. For my parents, Frank Harold Wilson, Sr., and Ruth John-
son Wilson, my brother, Charles Edgar Wilson, and all of my extended
family, thank you. The greatest appreciation is expressed to my wife, Edie
Adekunle-Wilson, who has been an anchor of love, understanding, and reas-
surance during this intellectual journey. Her encouragement, inspiration,
devotion, and patience have added to the enjoyment of this project. She has
been the most important person in this effort.

I have approached this project with both sympathy and criticism. The
search for truth and meaning has been paramount. Any strengths that this
book may have are due to the generous and constructive contributions of the
numerous scholars who have taken time from their busy schedules for inter-
views, to read earlier drafts of the manuscript, discuss the issues, and help in
various ways. Of course, I alone am responsible for any shortcomings in this
book.

xx Acknowledgments



CHAPTER 1

THE SHADOW BEHIND THE ACT

THE BEGINNINGS OF A BLACK SCHOLAR

William Julius Wilson’s journey as a sociologist begins during the years of the
Great Depression, the New Deal recovery, and World War II. His early nur-
turing and growing up take place in the Middle Ground of western Pennsyl-
vania—an area that is nested geographically and socially between the
northeastern and midwestern United States. Wilson was born on December
20, 1935 in Derry township, Pennsylvania. He is the oldest of six children
born to Esco Wilson and Pauline Bracey Wilson; he grew up in a community
named Bairdstown (H. West 1979; Abramowitz 1991). According to Wilson,
“when we were growing up, we considered Bairdstown a suburb of Blairsville.
. . . The two communities were separated by a river.” (W. J. Wilson, letter to
author, July 31, 2000). Today, Bairdstown no longer exists. Its identity is con-
nected with Blairsville and Derry township.

Derry township is a small, rural nonfarm community in Westmoreland
County roughly fifty miles east of Pittsburgh. The social structure of this
working-class community in a mining district of western Pennsylvania was
largely made up of workers in operatives, crafts, and laboring lines of work.
Before the United States entry into World War II, Derry township’s recov-
ery in 1940 from the Great Depression was reflected in nearly 87 percent of
its male labor force employed and 13 percent of its male labor force unem-
ployed. The median years of school completed by adult residents (twenty-five
years and older) in 1940 was 7.4 years and females made up roughly 20 per-
cent of the work force. Derry township contained a diverse ethnic commu-
nity of families largely made up of persons of English American, German
American, Irish American, and Italian American ancestry. 

During Wilson’s growing-up years, Derry township contained a pro-
portionately small Black population. According to 1940 census figures, 280
Blacks were represented among the town’s more than fourteen thousand res-
idents. Wilson notes: “Blacks were spread throughout Derry township and no
distinctive Black community existed” (W. J. Wilson, interview by author, June
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16, 1997). Although Blacks were dispersed and integrated in Derry township,
there also appears to have been social networks among Blacks and a Black
church. Despite the integration, Wilson was not insulated from racial preju-
dice and discrimination. In one interview, he shares that “I was called ‘nigger’
by the older boys, and I got into some fights triggered by racial slurs” (Rem-
nick 1996, 99). While experiencing some discrimination in the stores, he
states: “he did not experience segregation nor feel especially deprived” (Rem-
nick 1996, 99). 

Economic and social circumstances more than race appear to have
influenced his perceptions, consciousness, and outlook on life. His father
worked regularly and hard as a laborer in the coal mines and steel mills within
the Pittsburgh area. When Wilson was thirteen, his father died at age thirty-
nine of lung disease. Following his father’s death, his family had financial dif-
ficulties. Briefly the Wilson family collected relief; to supplement her family’s
needs, his mother worked part-time cleaning houses (Remnick 1996;
Abramowitz 1991). In one interview he indicated: “We used to go hungry a
lot. It was real poverty. We were struggling all the time” (Remnick 1996, 99).
Elsewhere he explained: “The vegetables from our garden literally kept us
from starving” (Reynolds 1992, 84), and “For a family of seven, we had one
quart of milk a week” (Remnick, 1996). Despite growing up poor, Wilson
emphasized that in Derry township he did not feel deprived or trapped in
poverty. Nor did he experience the “crowded conditions, crime, drugs, and
the sense of being imprisoned” (Moyers 1989, 80). 

A close, nurturing, and mutually supportive extended family figured
importantly in Wilson’s expectations, achievements, and aspirations. His par-
ents worked regularly and hard and the children in the Wilson family grew
up with their lives organized around work. While neither of his parents com-
pleted high school and were materially poor, both nurtured the expectation
that William and his brothers and sisters would go on to college. He
described his family as an extremely close one; his mother encouraged her
children by creating a study time. While she knitted, they would all sit around
the table and do their homework (Abramowitz 1991, B2). While we were
growing up he notes, “All we ever heard from our mother was talk of going
to college” (Hollie West 1979, 70). Reinforcing this, the teachers in his
schools were described as encouraging and “never gave up on us” (Remnick
1996, 99). 

Although he was expected to do well in school and go on to college,
there were sometimes competing pressures. As a youngster, he was at times
more interested in making the football team than getting good grades
(Abramowitz 1991, B1). One may infer that as the oldest male child, he had
important expectations and responsibilities with respect to school, family, and
work. He was expected to be a role model for his younger siblings. One may
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also safely infer that William was a serious and prepared student whose edu-
cational promise and preparation were high but only partly actualized. The
actualization of these expectations and personal ambitions in achievement,
scholarship, and academic recognition would occur over three decades.

Within his extended family, his aunt, Janice Wardlaw played an impor-
tant role in supporting his college education. According to Wilson, his father
had helped pay his Aunt Janice Wardlaw’s tuition; she was the first person to
complete college within the extended family and she lived in New York. In
return, Aunt Janice agreed to help finance William’s college tuition. His aunt,
who is now deceased, was a former social worker and a psychiatric social
worker; she held two master’s degrees. She served as an important role model,
for she took William to museums and libraries during his summer visits in
New York. Janice Wardlaw’s husband introduced him to boy scouting. When
he completed high school, his aunt invited him to live in New York City with
her family. She introduced him to her office colleagues and others in the city
(Hollie West 1979, 74). Aunt Janice inspired and intellectually challenged
him by giving him books and by “talking constantly about the importance of
ambition and creativity” (Moyers 1989; Remnick 1996). Through Wilson’s
encouragement and support, each of his younger brothers and sisters earned
at least a bachelor’s degree. His siblings include: a brother who is a college
administrator, a brother who is a mathematician and computer consultant for
an airline, a sister with the Ph.D. who teaches college, and two sisters with
nursing degrees. One of the latter sisters also has a master’s degree in busi-
ness administration. The possibilities of achievement and mobility through
education appear to grow out of his family’s expectations and personal life
experiences; they will constitute an important norm in his analyses of race
relations and prescriptions of social policy. 

Wilson attended Wilberforce University with a scholarship from his
church and additional financial support from his aunt. Wilberforce Univer-
sity has the distinction of being the oldest historically Black institution of
higher education and one of the schools where W. E. B. Du Bois, the emi-
nent sociologist and historian, taught earlier in the twentieth century. At
Wilberforce, he initially considered majoring in business administration,
however, he changed his major after taking his first sociology courses. Among
his teachers at Wilberforce, Professor Maxwell Brooks is mentioned as cap-
turing his sociological interests with courses in social problems and race
(Remnick 1996).

Maxwell Brooks was a consummate scholar and one of the first Blacks
to receive a Ph.D. in sociology from Ohio State University. At Wilberforce
during the 1950s, Professor Brooks and the department of sociology were
synonymous. Brooks was a generalist who taught courses such as theory, his-
tory of social thought, research methods, race relations, social movements,
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and social disorganization. Brooks was formal, well-dressed, dispassionate,
and careful in both his manner and teaching. His lectures were well-formu-
lated. In this church-based university, Brooks was fiercely independent, sci-
entific, and heretical in orientation (L. Walker, interview by the author, April
13, 1998). Wilson remembers him as having an interest in McCarthyism
(Remnick 1996). 

It is significant that Maxwell Brooks was both a mentor and role model
for Wilson. As the top student in his class, Brooks offered him a teaching
assistantship (W. J. Wilson, interview by the author, June 16, 1997). Brooks
also sponsored Wilson as a member into the honor society, “Sword and
Shield” (L. Walker, interview by the author, April 13, 1998). Working under
Brooks, he developed the holistic perspective that would influence his socio-
logical imagination and analyses of social problems (W. J. Wilson, interview
by the author, June 16, 1997). Whether consciously or unconsciously, Wilson
appears to have partly modeled his broad intellectual interests and profes-
sional image after Maxwell Brooks. 

Outside the classroom, Wilson was a campus leader involved in student
government and politics. He pledged and became a member of the Omega
Psi Phi fraternity. Although Wilberforce was a small campus at this time
(roughly three hundred students), the campus environment was highly com-
petitive, socially close, and encouraged participation in extracurricular and
service activities. The academic and social environment appears to have been
nurturing and supportive for him. It is during the Wilberforce years that he
met and dated Mildred Hood who he married in 1957. From this marriage
he has two daughters, Colleen and Lisa.

After graduating from Wilberforce, Wilson served two years in the
United States Army between 1958 and 1960 earning the rank of specialist
fourth class. In the United States Army, he earned the Meritorious Service
Award. It is significant that while stationed at Fort Bliss, Texas he took an
officer’s training course in social psychology where he excelled as the top stu-
dent. While he was in the army, his wife, Mildred Hood Wilson was living
and working in Toledo, Ohio (W. J. Wilson, interview by the author, June 16,
1997). 

Following his discharge from the army, William’s sociological training
and career advanced very rapidly. His transition from the army to graduate
school was partly enabled by Professor Maxwell Brooks who knew a Professor
Longsworth at Bowling Green University, who in turn offered him a fellow-
ship. Bowling Green University’s closeness to Toledo was important for it
enabled Wilson to enjoy his family and pursue scholarly matters. He studied
for and received a master’s degree in sociology at Bowling Green State Uni-
versity in Ohio in 1961. His master’s thesis was entitled, “A Study of Attitudes
of the Protestant Pastors of Church and Sect Type Religious Organizations in
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the City of Toledo Toward Militarism and Pacifism.” This focused on liberal
and fundamentalist religiosity and the relationship between political attitudes
and human action. Among the intellectual influences at Bowling Green on his
scholarship were Arthur Neal, Joseph Perry, and Frank Miles. The holistic
approach in the thesis also shows the earlier influences of Maxwell Brooks.

THE WASHINGTON STATE YEARS

From Bowling Green, Wilson went directly to Washington State University
in Pullman, Washington to the Ph.D. program. Washington State during the
1960s and early 1970s was one of the leading research and training centers in
sociology to actively recruit Black graduate students. During these years,
Washington State University graduated more Black doctorates in sociology
than any university in the country. Professor T. H. Kennedy, an important
faculty member, was influencial in recruiting Blacks for the doctoral program.

At Washington State, Wilson initially wanted to study social stratifica-
tion, however, the late Richard Ogles, a former professor of sociology at
Washington State and an important intellectual influence, helped to refocus
his interest. According to Wilson, Richard Ogles was “one of the most bril-
liant theoretical methodologists in the social sciences.” Ogles introduced
Wilson to the writings of the philosophers of science Ernest Nagel, Karl
Hempel, and Gustav Bergman (W. J. Wilson, interview by the author, June
16, 1997). As a doctoral student, his studies principally concentrated on
theory construction, the logic of sociological inquiry, and the philosophy of
social sciences (Wilson 1986, 4–5). Theoretically, Wilson was impressed with
the precision in the thinking in the philosophy of science, for sociologists
were seen as less precise in their thinking. During these years, he studied the
philosophies of science and scientific theories of evaluation. In these studies,
he explains that “we would apply the context of validation of concepts and
explanations and the context of data and exploration” (W. J. Wilson, inter-
view by the author, June 16, 1997).

His dissertation and early publications indicate a continuing interest
with formal theoretical concerns (Wilson and Dumont 1968; Dumont and
Wilson 1967; Wilson, Sofios, and Ogles 1964). Wilson received the Bobbs-
Merrill award as the outstanding graduate student in the department of soci-
ology (1963) and his Ph.D. in 1965 from Washington State University.
Reflecting on the Washington State years, he notes: “I became a star out
there and came into my own” (Remnick 1996, 99).

In his earliest sociological publications, Wilson addresses the scientific
status of sociological theory with respect to the structures of explanation, sig-
nificance of concepts, and the nature of evidence (Wilson and Dumont 1968;
Dumont and Wilson 1967). In these writings, he takes issue with sociological
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approaches based on abstract empiricism, the new causal sociology, and log-
ical positivism. He asks whether the evaluative criteria that are used in formal
examinations of the social science logic of inquiry are methodologically dis-
tinct from the natural and physical sciences and what bearing these have on
the proper construction of social theory. While arguing that the use of more
rigorous evaluative criteria in theory construction functions to make explicit
the logical and empirical status of theorists and help evaluate their claims,
Wilson sees two paths in theory that may be based largely on rigorous eval-
uative criteria, for example, (1) sociology may eliminate from inquiry all that
does not conform with these standards; and (2) sociology may develop a prac-
tical program for selecting and developing those aspects of sociological
theory that show promise of eventual conformity with these criteria. Wilson
sees the first path as problematic, excessive, and to be resisted because it will
result in both “good” and “bad” sociology being thrown out. The correct
path is more pragmatic. In this practical program of sociology, Wilson sug-
gests bases or standards for the selection, evaluation, and utilization of con-
cepts in sociological theories (Dumont and Wilson 1967).

For Wilson, the forms of sociological theories run the continuum
between implicit and explicit construction. What distinguishes these explicit
theories from implicit theories is the presence of epistemic and constitutive
significance where “concepts are connected either directly or indirectly, with
observables by rules of correspondence that have been empirically justified”
(Dumont and Wilson 1967, 987). Implicit theories are characterized by “iso-
lated abstract concepts that have an ambiguity and openness of meanings
while affording no clear specification as to how or why they were derived.”
These implicit theories do not have a definitive rationale for the use of indi-
cators. In between implicit and explicit theories is the theory sketch—“a
more or less vague indication of the laws and initial conditions considered as
relevant to be later filled out into a full explanation.” He notes, “the connec-
tion between the observable concepts and theoretical concepts is only pre-
sumed to represent an empirical relation.” Explicit theories contain concepts
with epistemic and constitutive significance alongside rationales for the use
of correspondence rules. Explication consists of both meaning analysis and
empirical analysis. Meaning analysis involves surveying the literature to “cull
out the most basic assumptions inherent in various meanings of concepts.”
Empirical analysis refers to submitting meaning analysis to direct empirical
test (Dumont and Wilson 1967, 988–990). 

Wilson’s sociology is an analysis of the meanings of human action that
should be grounded upon systematic theoretical explication and empirical
research. This sociology of human action is primarily based on an idealistic
and humanistic orientation that is ultimately concerned with identifying and
clarifying normative systems and values. There is a pragmatism built in of
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standards for the selection, evaluation, and utilization of concepts in socio-
logical theories.

Elements of this formal theory, human action, scientific theory of eval-
uation and pragmatism will remain in later writings. Although he was initially
interested in stratification, there are no writings during these years focused
on social class or race relations.

THE AMHERST YEARS

Wilson’s first academic appointment was as an Assistant Professor at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts, Amherst in 1965. The University of Massachusetts,
Amherst is the leading public university in New England and the department
of sociology is nationally recognized. The academic community in the soci-
ology department was liberal and was characterized by close working rela-
tionships with faculty at other nearby institutions such as Smith College,
Mount Holyoke, and Williams College. Collegially, it was a competitive and
supportive environment.

For Wilson, it is significant that his initial academic and tenure
appointment at the University of Massachusetts preceded the initiation of
affirmative action in higher education. In one interview he states that when
he was hired, “no one questioned whether it was because I was Black”
(Reynolds 1992, 84). Elsewhere he adds: “The Sociology Department was
pleasantly surprised to find out he was Black. Based on reading his resume,
there was nothing to indicate in terms of research specialties and interests
that he was Black” (W. J. Wilson, interview by the author, June 16, 1997). As
a scholar, Wilson did very well at the University of Massachusetts and
received tenure and promotion to associate professor without the slightest
difficulty. During the Amherst years, Wilson was recognized as a master
teacher and in 1970 won the Distinguished Teaching Award (S. Model, letter
to author, April 16, 1990).

Although earlier theoretical interests in the philosophy of social science
and formal theory would remain, Wilson’s sociological concerns would addi-
tionally be influenced by events outside the academy. According to Wilson:

In my last two years as a graduate student in the mid-1960s I, like most
Blacks, was caught up in the spirit of the Civil Rights Revolution and was
encouraged by the changes in social structure that led to increasing oppor-
tunities for Black Americans. I also followed with intense interest the ghetto
riots in Watts, Newark, and Detroit. And although at this point I had not
developed a serious academic interest in the field of race and ethnic rela-
tions, my intellectual curiosity for the subject, fed by the escalating racial
protest and my sense of the changing social structure for Blacks in America,
was rising so rapidly that by the time I accepted my full-time academic job
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