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Abstract
Classical Theory courses in the U.S. present a history of our discipline grounded 
in the works of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, defining “classic” by space and time, 
giving pre-World War II Europe credit for creating the foundation of contemporary 
sociology. While past critiques of this canon have argued for expanding the geo-
graphic bounds outside of Europe, these efforts still ground the origins of social 
theory in a time period of racial exclusion and segregation. We argue for a reckon-
ing with the racial origins of the discipline in the United States in anti-Blackness 
and the legacies of racial exclusions. We must grapple with the histories of exclu-
sion and segregation that continue to impact the discipline’s present and futures. In 
this paper, we argue that the teaching of sociology’s history should be through the 
“Foundations of Social Theory,” a broad approach to teaching that rejects the ideas 
of both “classics” and a “canon.” This approach roots theory in our history through 
core issues of study (e.g., the origins and consequences of capitalism) and directly 
addresses past racial and gendered exclusions by centering BIPOC intellectual con-
tributions across time. By lifting the time and space restrictions, we open the doors 
to including voices omitted and repressed due to the exclusion of BIPOC people, 
especially Black women, from higher education in the U.S. This approach acknowl-
edges the diverse histories and voices in our classrooms and profession, and high-
lights the relevance of social theory for our future.
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“The history of sociology is typically told as a history of its theorists and their 
theories.”

(Lengermann and Niebrugge 2006, p. 2)

Introduction

With the murder of George Floyd, the increasing support for the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement, the violent attempted coup on the Capitol, and dramatic increases in 
anti-Asian hate crimes, the call to rectify racial injustices and address issues of race, 
racism, and white supremacy is not just a call to the country, but a call to our univer-
sities and the social sciences. That two of the officers implicated in Floyd’s killing 
received undergraduate training in Sociology, has brought the need for a reckon-
ing with race to our classrooms. Much like the rest of America, we must examine 
anti-blackness and white supremacy in Sociology, starting with acknowledging the 
role of both in the history of the discipline. In this paper, we address the need for a 
reckoning with the anti-Black origins of “Classical Sociological Theory” and the 
harm of centering racist, sexist, Euro-centric scholarship as the foundations of our 
discipline.

Reckoning with race is not only a response to the social circumstances we find 
ourselves in, but a much-needed response to the “moment of diversity” (Bonus, 
2020) universities are currently in, as they reach new heights of racial and ethnic 
diversity among undergraduate students. Despite claims to promote diversity and 
inclusion, universities continue to offer educational programs that center white cur-
riculum (Bonus, 2020). With the exception of Ethnic Studies1 and African Ameri-
can Studies, curriculum across universities, including the field of sociology, con-
tinues to de-center the perspectives of those representing the increasingly diverse 
student body including BIPOC, women, low-income, and first-generation college 
students.

While sociology is arguably most known for the study of inequality across the 
dimensions of race, class, and gender, the course that teaches the intellectual history 
of the discipline, Classical Sociological Theory, centers that history in the works 
of three white, European, cis-gender men. In fact, in our review of 34 syllabi, we 
found that Marx, Weber, and Durkheim are taught in over 90% of Classical The-
ory courses. Our dedication to the trinity (re)produces a temporal “geopolitics of 
knowledge” (Mignolo, 2005): We present the history of our discipline as grounded 
in Europe and tied to knowledge produced prior to World War II. Yet, Durkheim, 
Marx, and Weber were neither the founders of the discipline of sociology nor do 
their works address the ways in which race, racism, and white supremacy shaped 
the founding and development of the early U.S. In fact, their writings center Europe 
and whiteness, reinforcing a view of the world grounded in white supremacy and 
delineating sociology as a space for white thought. This project began in the 1970s 

1  We include Indigenous Studies, Latinx/e Studies, Asian American and Diaspora Studies, and Critical 
Pacific Islander Studies under this umbrella.
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when BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) people were finally gain-
ing full access to higher education. This temporal geopolitics of knowledge elevates 
whiteness as universal and marginalizes knowledge centering BIPOC perspectives 
as inferior, atheoretical, specific, and lacking rigor (Escobar, 2007; Grosfoguel & 
Cervantes-Rodríguez, 2002; Mignolo, 2005; Quijano, 2007). Building Classic 
Theory around the works of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber presents their theories as 
universal, and, thus, relevant to budding American sociologists, but their Euro-cen-
tric, imperialist perspectives erases key social structures: anti-blackness and white 
supremacy. In the U.S. context, this specifically reinforces anti-blackness, pushing 
scholarship about and by Black people to specialized courses under the assump-
tion that there are no universal, general theoretical concepts to gain from studies 
of the racially marginalized. In fact, Classic Theory has traditionally omitted even 
those Black scholars who did contribute to sociological thought prior to World War 
II through the definition of classic theory as emerging from Europe (Morris, 2015; 
Wright, 2012).

Instead of centering white curriculum as we teach undergraduate and gradu-
ate students about our intellectual history, and past and present concerns through 
courses on social theory, we must grapple with the fraught racial histories that 
shape sociology’s pasts, presents, and futures. We offer this paper as a contribu-
tion to the ongoing conversations about sociological curriculum and pedagogy that 
acknowledges sociology’s past and envisions its possible futures (Deegan, 1988; 
Morris, 2015; Wright,  2012; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Magubane, 2016; Go, 
2013a, 2016, 2017). This paper serves as a pedagogical tool in the reckoning with 
race in teaching sociological theory, a way to acknowledge the whiteness in which 
sociology is rooted. While others have documented the ways that the “integration 
of the academy did not invite a transformation of thinking about social life” (Zuberi 
& Bonilla-Silva, 2008, 16), we reflect on the ways that a “white logic,” “a con-
text in which white supremacy has defined the techniques and process of reasoning 
about social facts” (Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008, 17) shapes a cornerstone of our 
discipline: Classic Social Theory courses. To do this, we focus on the structures 
that elevated the sociological trinity while also excluding BIPOC intellectuals2 
from the “classics.”

Our key claim is that we need to discard the idea of “classic,” which ties the 
founding of our discipline to a specific time and place: Europe before World War 
II. We document how defining “Classic Sociology” by focusing on pre-World War 
II, European scholarly contributions centers the racist and sexist perspectives of the 
classics as the product of white men (see also: Connell, 1997; Go, 2013a, b). The 
sociological trinity was not inevitable, nor the only options presented for a canon, 
but the product of a purposeful construction of our history predicated on racial and 
gendered exclusions and, most importantly, anti-blackness (Connell, 1997; Deegan, 
1988; Go, 2013a, b, 2016; Morris, 2015; Wright, 2012; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; 
Magubane, 2016). In fact, exclusion and segregation by race and gender emerged in 
early American higher education and was replicated in the discipline of Sociology. 

2  We use intellectuals to recognize that because of racial-gendered exclusions, many BIPOC social theo-
rists were excluded from the academe.
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Thus, a dedication to time and space limits “classic” theory by inherently exclud-
ing BIPOC scholars. Focusing only on pre-World War II, European sociology limits 
how we define “theory” (Abend, 2008) and teaches our students that only one kind 
of theory matters (Williams, 2018).

We offer as an alternative to the racist, sexist, and Euro-centric “Classic Sociol-
ogy” teaching “Foundations of Social Theory.” We use “foundations” to renvision 
the ways we teach the history of our discipline through theory and theorists. Given 
the racial and gendered exclusions we discuss below, the social construction and 
reproduction of “classics” is grounded in “white logics.” Thus, “classics” embod-
ies an exclusionary history and connotation. At best, keeping the term “classics” 
is indicative of expanding boundaries to include BIPOC scholars or other schools 
of thought (e.g., Connell, 2007; Go, 2016). Yet, this leaves intact the white logics 
and racial structures that have colored theory and continues to haunt us. Racism, or 
what Bonilla-Silva (2003, 13) defines as “the dominant racial ideology of the social 
system,” structures our past and present. Thus, we use foundations to move toward 
transforming our discipline to reflect the social relations and the ongoing theoriza-
tions that have long existed in BIPOC communities; theorizations that have endured 
despite colonization, repression, and white supremacy.

To teach a history of sociology that honors the experiences of BIPOC com-
munities, we propose grounding the Foundations of Social Theory in: (1) the his-
torical context that produced the founding fathers myth; (2) BIPOC intellectuals’ 
contributions to the core issues of study, and (3) the identities and experiences of 
our students. In doing so, we can continue to engage with the ideas of Durkheim, 
Marx, and Weber, but do so while centering BIPOC knowledge and acknowledg-
ing the racism, sexism, and Euro-centrism that contributed to the sociological trin-
ity’s work. We offer this paper as a tool to rethink our curriculum and pedagogy 
around the history of U.S. sociology including suggestions for how to teach the 
history of our discipline while centering BIPOC scholars. We focus on the U.S., 
which centers a specific history and racial hierarchy, but offer this as an exam-
ple of the work that sociologists in other countries can do about their own hier-
archies of difference. These conversations must honor the histories, intellectuals, 
and cultures that define each of our genealogies of sociology, rather than imposing 
a U.S.-centric vision on sociology globally. This paper thus serves as an example 
for approaching this work, not as a universal approach for revising sociological 
theory.

Contesting Theory: Teaching about our Past and Future

The content of “Classical Sociology” or “Classic Theory” has been the subject of 
much recent debate. Because theory is a means of professionalization,3 providing 
us with core concepts to understand social relations (Cuatro, 2013), these courses 
establish what Sociology is for our students, introducing them to the history of our 

3  We use profession and discipline interchangeably throughout the paper, as not all who use sociology in 
their daily lives have access to become part of the professoriate.
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discipline and presumably the lines of thought that were foundational to defining our 
subfields of research. This course is so pivotal to the profession, it is required for 
most undergraduate and graduate Sociology programs in the U.S. It is because of 
the central role Classic Theory plays in defining the discipline that it has become the 
topic of debate as scholars challenge how our history is presented, whose narratives 
are centered, and whose are omitted (Deegan, 1988; Morris, 2015; Wright, 2012; 
Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Magubane, 2016; Go, 2013a, 2016, 2017). We join this 
conversation with those calling for a more radical approach to revamp Classic The-
ory (Connell, 2007; Cuatro, 2013; Go, 2013a, 2016, 2020). More specifically, we 
argue for the need to redefine how we name and teach theory to redress the history 
of anti-blackness and sexism that marginalized BIPOC scholars and women in the 
academy.

The prior approaches to revise Classic Theory have largely fallen into two camps. 
The first has focused on specific scholars omitted due to the definition of Classic 
Theory as based in Europe. These proposals tend to focus on incorporating individ-
ual scholars such as Jane Addams or W.E.B. Du Bois, both of whom wrote and con-
ducted research in the U.S. during the pre-World War II period (e.g., Deegan, 1988; 
Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007; Morris, 2015; Romero, 
2020; Wright, 2012). These individualist approaches center the U.S. social context 
and argue for incorporating the proposed scholar due to their methods, primary con-
cerns (e.g., poverty, inequality), or relationship to elite institutions in the United 
States. Those centering the Settlement Tradition argue for the incorporation of Jane 
Addams and the scholars of the Hull House because they contributed to mainstream 
sociology through publications in such journals as the American Journal of Soci-
ology, focused on social change, and provided an empirical and theoretical lens to 
urban social relations (Deegan, 1988). Located in Chicago between 1885 and 1930 
(Romero, 2020), the Hull House scholars including Addams faced sexism and exclu-
sion from a white-men dominated University of Chicago Sociology Department due 
to their focus on activism and practice (Calhoun, 2007; Deegan, 1988; Lengermann 
& Niebrugge, 2007). Settlement associations like the Hull House provided women 
with funding and opportunity to study sociology in the settlement (Romero, 2020), 
opening the doors for predominantly upper-class, white women in higher education 
(Deegan, 1988; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007). At the time, sociology depart-
ments did not grant women appointments, and instead women worked in the domes-
tic sciences or home studies departments within the academy, or worked for govern-
ment agencies to address poverty (Romero, 2020). Gender discrimination in higher 
education and in professional associations limited the role that white women could 
take in the professional field (Deegan, 1988). Yet, Settlement Sociology was also 
a tradition rooted in racist assumptions and white supremacy (Romero, 2020), as 
whiteness provided its members an opportunity for seeking “a new role in life and 
society” while leaving racial and class hierarchies intact (Deegan, 1988, 6). While 
Ida B. Wells did some work with the Hull House, Settlement Sociology largely cen-
tered white women, as seen in the face of the movement, Addams (Romero, 2020).

Experiences for Black scholars were profoundly more limited as seen in 
the experiences of another scholar subject to efforts of inclusion in the classic 
canon: W.E.B. Du Bois, whose intellectual journey also began pre-World War II 
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(1868–1963), overlapping with Addams. Generally, scholars who advocate for 
adding Du Bois to the canon focus on his intellectual influence in the social sci-
ences and highlight the ways that anti-blackness contributed to the marginalization 
of his scholarship (Morris, 2015; Wright, 2012; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020). Some 
also position Du Bois as the founder of particular traditions in the social sciences 
(Morris, 2015; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Battle-Baptiste & Rusert, 2018; Vitalis, 
2015). Wright (2012) and Morris (2015) detail the ways in which anti-blackness 
shaped Du Bois’ career, confining him to segregated colleges, limiting his access to 
archives and resources for publishing. In fact, Du Bois was denied the opportunity 
to conduct a Carnegie study on race relations because the selection committee felt 
that Du Bois, as a Black person, was biased (Go, 2020). Empirically, Du Bois is 
argued as pioneering data visualization, and using quantitative data to assert, on 
a global stage, the humanity and accomplishments of Black people in the United 
States (Wright, 2012; Morris, 2015; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Battle-Baptiste & 
Rusert, 2018). Du Bois thus played a central role in the origins and evolution of 
social science in the United States despite his exclusion from most institutions of 
higher education. The individualist approach brings central figures of U.S. Sociol-
ogy into the classroom, but also still reinforces a notion of time that is inherently 
exclusionary, as the focus on pre-World War II is a period in which BIPOC people 
and women had limited access to higher education, especially Black women.

The second camp of scholars trace sociology’s imperial entanglements and advo-
cate for the transformation of the canon and for the inclusion of other traditions 
(Connell, 2007; Cuatro, 2013; Go, 2013a, 2016, 2020). A central theme of this work 
is recovering the role of empire or the global dynamics of white supremacy in shap-
ing the scholarship of the Sociological Trinity and the formation of the discipline 
(Connell, 2007; Go, 2013b, 2017, 2020). This research cogently demonstrates that 
the presumed universal theories of the Sociological Trinity are in fact reflections of 
a social position (Go, 2016), and served to normalize imperial relations (Connell, 
2007; Go, 2016, 2017). To remedy the shortcomings of Eurocentric perspectives, 
scholars look outside of the West to propose expanding the canon (Connell, 2007; 
Cuatro, 2013; Go, 2016, 2017, 2020) or to ground inquiry in themes rather than peo-
ple (Go, 2013a). This work provides important social context for the Sociological 
Trinity arguing for an expansion of the spaces where theory can come from.

Thus, transformative approaches that center empire versus “Postcolonial Theory” 
focus on the economic, epistemic, ontological, and cultural legacies of empire (Go, 
2016). We aim to advance these transformative approaches by outlining the histo-
ries of race, gender, and exclusion in the U.S. context, and offering paths toward 
transformation through how we (re)produce the history of our discipline in theory 
courses. As we detail below, this calls for an engagement with the structures that 
promoted the sociological trinity in the 1970s, and the legacies of exclusion that 
continue to haunt theory.

These two prior efforts both reject the notion that Classic Theory must be Euro-
pean in origins, but largely respect the bounds of time associated with the definition 
of “classic” (Deegan, 1988; Itzigsohn & Brown, 2020; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 
2006,  2007; Morris, 2015; Romero, 2020; Wright, 2012). What we argue in this 
paper is that the problem with typical definitions of “Classic Sociology” are not just 
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with the focus on place (Europe), but also with time (pre-World War II). Incorporat-
ing the perspectives of marginalized groups to Classic Sociology is impossible when 
restricting the period to a time of racial, gendered, and class exclusion from doctoral 
level education and faculty positions (Brewer, 2005; Evans, 2016). In other words, 
defining “classic” to pre-World War II inherently limits “classic” to those that had 
access to PhDs, largely white males (Brewer, 2005; Evans, 2016).

In this paper, we build on the prior transformative efforts to contest classic theory 
by accounting for intersecting racial and gendered structures that shaped the founda-
tions of social theory in the U.S. We align ourselves with other calls to transform the 
way we conceive of theory (Connell, 2007; Cuatro, 2013; Go, 2016, 2017, 2020) 
and draw inspiration from the colonality perspective, a sociological and interdisci-
plinary paradigm rooted in the Americas (e.g., Grosfoguel & Cervantes-Rodríguez, 
2002; Mignolo, 2002; Quijano, 2007). This calls for an examination of the racial 
structures that elevated Durkheim, Marx and Weber and how Eurocentrism and 
erasure continues to haunt our past and present. These structures are predicated on 
the elevation of white-men in a context of anti-blackness, gendered exclusions, and 
the racialization of space. We must also seek out perspectives of BIPOC intellectu-
als that produced knowledge from subaltern epistemic and social positions. Per col-
onality, both are necessary to grapple with the history of our discipline and to under-
stand the ways that race haunts our present. In teaching this means using multiple 
perspectives that travers time and space to name and dismantle social structures that 
perpetuate coloniality, or the persistence of the intersecting race, gender, and eco-
nomic systems that perpetuate white supremacy. By centering the work of BIPOC 
intellectuals, we move away from the problematic idea of inclusion and toward a 
more liberatory approach of transformation.

The Myth of European Origins: How Sociology Constructed “Classic”

“...the Classical canon in sociology was created, mainly in the United States, 
as a part of an effort at reconstruction after the collapse of the first European-
American project of sociology…” (Connell, 2007, p. 24)

The myth that Durkheim, Marx, and Weber established the discipline of Sociol-
ogy solidified in the 1970s, producing a Classic Sociological Theory that centers the 
three as founding fathers that persists still today and restricts Classic Sociology to a 
specific time (pre-World War II) and place (Europe). To advance curricular and ped-
agogical changes, we must grapple with the historical context that shaped the rise of 
the sociological trinity. To re-envision the history and futures of our discipline, we 
must understand that the rise of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber was not inevitable, but 
the product of a social milieu. Thus, in this section, we document the dominance of 
Durkheim, Marx, and Weber in the current teaching of Classic Theory and briefly 
outline the construction of the sociological trinity.

Sociologists often view Durkheim, Marx, and Weber as the canon and 
founding fathers of American sociology (Magubane, 2016). This is evident 
in our analysis of syllabi in our shared disciplinary repository, the American 
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Sociological Association’s Teaching Resources and Innovations Library for Soci-
ology (TRAILS).4 Across 34 syllabi for Classic Sociological Theory, the trin-
ity appears in over 90 percent.5 Furthermore, the works of Durkheim, Marx, and 
Weber had the most extensive engagement, as measured by number of readings. As 
shown in Fig. 1, of the 815 readings assigned across the 34 syllabi, 300 (37 percent) 
were readings by Durkheim, Marx, or Weber. The next most frequently assigned 
scholar, W.E.B. Du Bois, was only included on 16 syllabi (47 percent) including 35 
readings across those 16 syllabi, despite his enormous corpus of research and writ-
ing. Durkheim, Marx, and Weber play a central role in how we currently engage 
with the history and theoretical foundations of our discipline both by measures of 
presence on Classic Sociology syllabi and by the amount of their work taught in 
those courses.

The works of these three scholars reflect a canon, which Connell (2007, 4) defines 
as “a privileged set of texts whose interpretation and reinterpretation define a field.”6 
Our syllabi review demonstrates that Classic Theory instructors heavily favor the 
texts produced by the trinity. This centering of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber is due 
to the construction of the founding fathers myth, which credits the three scholars for 
establishing the discipline of Sociology and has produced a heavy reliance on the 
theoretical work of the three in sociological research.

The idea of the canon as rooted in the founding fathers was created and reinforced 
by the sociological community in the context of anti-blackness and racism of the 

Fig. 1   Number of readings by theorist

6  Given this definition of the canon, and how social theory is used to teach the history of our profession 
by revisiting key texts, we use canon and classic interchangeably in the remainder of the paper.

4  Syllabi included on TRAILS (https://​trails.​asanet.​org/) are voluntarily uploaded by course instructors 
to share with other members of ASA.
5  We excluded syllabi with course titles that contained “modern” and “contemporary” to focus on how 
we see the history of our discipline via the “Classics.”.
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1970s, a point we develop below. None of these European scholars trained in U.S. 
institutions nor contributed to building the departments of Sociology that emerged 
in American universities. In fact, none of these scholars were trained in Sociology 
as it was a burgeoning discipline that surfaced after their doctoral training. Focusing 
on Durkheim, Marx, and Weber in “Classic Sociology” centers a geographically and 
temporally bound history of our discipline, which overlooks the intellectual contri-
butions of the scholars producing earlier American sociological work.

The founding fathers myth emerged in the 1970s, post-Civil Rights Movement 
(Connell, 2007; Go, 2020). During this period, whites resisted K-12 desegregation 
orders (C. Anderson, 2016; Delmont, 2016), limiting Blacks’ access to education, 
particularly education supported by more resource allocations required for future 
access to higher education. At the same time, student movements agitated for Ethnic 
Studies departments and expanded access for communities of color in higher educa-
tion (Ferguson, 2012; Okechukwu, 2019). In response, universities used a discourse 
of “excellence” to maintain the racial exclusions that defined higher education and 
to curtail the epistemic reorientation demanded by BIPOC students and aligned fac-
ulty (ibid.). The anointing of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber as the foundational his-
tory of our discipline must be read within a context in which “excellence” was used 
to reinscribe white logic. Said another way, excellence and the rise of the trinity 
should be read in light of the idea of “racial project” (Omi & Winant, 1994), an 
epistemic project to affirm boundaries of the discipline that excluded Black scholars. 
The elevation of the trinity is part and parcel of the deliberate and ongoing exclu-
sion of other voices and perspectives, and the epitome of a “possessive investment 
in white sociology” (Brunsma & Padilla Wyse, 2019). Done at a time when BIPOC 
students were increasingly enrolling in higher education, the founding fathers myth 
defined whose views, contributions, and perspectives were deemed sociological and 
foundational to the discipline: dead European men invested in imperial projects.

Durkheim, Marx, and Weber were not the inevitable canon. In fact, the focus on 
the three eliminates the work of Hughes and Fitzhugh who first used the term “soci-
ology” in English (Magubane, 2016), as well as the founders of the first U.S. Soci-
ology departments: Giddings, Small, Sumner, and Ward (Breslau, 2007). Rather, 
the expansion of the discipline in the United States, translation of their works, and 
texts that cited their works, elevated the place of the trinity (Connell, 2007). With 
European universities suffering the financial and physical losses in the aftermath 
of World War II, American universities became the centers of intellectual develop-
ment: “it was in the United States that sociology grew most dramatically and that 
the strongest traditions joining theory to empirical research were forged” (Calhoun, 
2007, p. xi). Sociology flourished in this new environment as funding was directed 
to social reform projects that included addressing urbanization, immigration, crime, 
poverty, and the family (Calhoun, 2007, p. 2).

As Sociology departments grew in number, texts began to emerge to teach a nar-
rative about the origins of the discipline. These early sociological texts credit Adam 
Smith, Condorcet, and Comte as founders, grounding the discipline of sociology in 
Europe where the university system was robust and flourishing prior to World War 
II and the first Sociology departments were established (Calhoun, 2007; Connell, 
2007). The myth of the founding fathers came later with Talcott Parsons, Edward 
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Shils, and their collaborators who centered European theory as the foundations of 
American sociology (Calhoun, 2007). Parsons’ (1937) history of the discipline, sub-
titled “A Study in Social Theory with Special Reference to a Group of Recent Euro-
pean Writers,” focused on Marshall, Pareto, Weber, and Durkheim (Connell, 2007). 
The myth was further reinforced with later texts such as Mills’ influential work 
The Sociological Imagination (1959), which also referenced Durkheim, Marx, and 
Weber as central contributors to sociological theory. While Durkheim and Weber 
were integrated into the earlier narratives of the origins of sociology, Marx was pre-
dominantly added later as his texts influenced the rise of revolutionary movements in 
the 1960s both in the U.S. and abroad (Blomström & Hettne, 1984; Connell, 2007). 
By the 1970s, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber were credited as the intellectual founda-
tion of contemporary social theory as seen in Giddens’ 1971 book Capitalism and 
Modern Social Theory: An Analysis of the Writings of Marx, Durkheim and Max 
Weber (Cuatro, 2013). With central figures of American sociology pointing to the 
importance of these three scholars and the growing availability of their texts thanks 
to their translation into English, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber were widely credited 
for the founding of sociology despite that the earliest scholar of the three, Durkheim, 
came late to the sociological debates of the time (Connell, 2007).

The centering of Europe as foundational to sociological theories had a strong 
influence on development theory, which allowed early U.S. Sociology programs 
access to government funding. As European centers rebuilt with aid from the U.S., 
the U.S. ascended to a position of world leader. Western nations faced a quagmire, 
as nations in Africa, Asia, and Latin America convulsed with challenges to imperial 
racial orders (Brostelmann, 2001; Krenn, 2006, 2012; Prashad, 2007). As the U.S. 
sought to manage these challenges to the world order, it recognized that economic 
inequality was a key issue. Yet, the question guiding policy was inherently racist: 
What is wrong with non-white societies (Krenn, 2006)? U.S. policies promoted eco-
nomic and political “development” programs as solutions to unrest (Krenn, 2012; 
So, 1990). This context provided social scientists with an opening to expand their 
profiles by contributing to U.S. foreign policy efforts through the rise of develop-
ment theory and benefit from funding to do so.

Development theory further cemented the role of the trinity. These paradigms 
drew heavily on the works of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, which provided the 
social evolutionary foundations of major development paradigms (Blomström & 
Hettne, 1984; So, 1990). Because of the centering of Europe and the basis of their 
works in imperial histories and archives, the founding fathers were easily grafted 
onto development paradigms. The founding fathers’ works were rooted in the colo-
nial assumptions of the deficiencies of non-white people, which was applied to 
“development” and modernization theory. Durkheim’s view on structural function-
alism was key to ideas of modernization, while Weber’s views on culture and capi-
talism laid a foundation for work that linked cultural deficiencies to inequality. Third 
World movements, here we use the term in the sense of Prashad (2007) to talk about 
movements for dignity and self-determination, translated Marxist theories into their 
context and plan for liberation (Blomström & Hettne, 1984). Thus, the international 
context also elevated the sociological trinity within intellectual circles and policy 
circles, centering Europe as the birthplace of social theory.
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The sociological founding fathers myth was the product of a broad landscape 
of social change in the 1970s: the American educational landscape expanding, the 
translation of key texts, the investment in early sociological research, the writings of 
central U.S. sociologists, and the exportation of U.S. sociology textbooks (see Con-
nell, 2007). Key debates in development theory furthered the rise of the sociological 
trinity to canonical status by elevating the importance of their work to intellectual 
inquiry and public policy. This confluence of changes in funding, education, and 
universities gave rise to American sociology, grounded in the intellectual traditions 
of Europe as represented by Durkheim, Marx, and Weber. Thus although Durkheim 
and Marx were not widely accepted at the time that they wrote due to their Jewish 
heritage and anti-Semitism, they were elevated to the canon at a time when they 
were explicitly seen as white (see: Brodkin Sacks & Brodkin, 1998, Jacobson, 1999) 
and thus used to center whiteness in response to the calls for universities to develop 
curriculum and departments that center BIPOC epistemologies, ontologies, and 
cosmologies.

The centering of Europe and perpetuation of the founding fathers myth con-
tinues even today as seen in the dominance of the three scholars among Classic 
Sociological Theory syllabi. This story of American sociology rooted in Euro-
pean imperialism omits important voices of non-white, non-cis-gendered men, 
devaluing the contributions of BIPOC and women scholars, particularly Black 
scholars.

On the Other Side of the Veil: Race, Gender, and Educational 
Inequality

“From the beginning of the founding of the first academic department at the 
University of Chicago, sociology has had a history of silencing voices that 
were different from the dominant white, male, bourgeois, and ‘moral’ voices 
of the founding ‘fathers’” (Peters, 1991, p. 248).

While transformation efforts to rethink the canon grounded in imperialism are 
important, we focus specifically on the U.S. to center what Blauner termed “inter-
nal colonialism,” or the racial conditions that excluded and marginalized BIPOC 
scholars from ideas of classic theory within the United States. We avoid reproduc-
ing imperial dynamics that proclaim a singular vision of sociology, acknowledging 
that each country has its own historical hierarchies of oppression to grapple with. In 
the U.S., the dominant form of oppression is racism and anti-blackness, which we 
focus on in the context of classic theory and the early discipline of Sociology. We 
center the profound role of anti-blackness and the intersections of race and gender 
in shaping knowledge production including the systematic exclusion and segregation 
Black scholars faced in the academy and the long-term impacts of these practices. 
We aim to lift the veil (Du Bois & Edwards, 2008)7 that hides BIPOC people from 

7  The veil is the manifestation of the structural divide between the social worlds that whites and Blacks 
inhabit.

286 The American Sociologist  (2021) 52:276–303



white sociologists to include the scholarship of marginalized racial groups, particu-
larly Blacks, on the other side. Thus, we build on Jung’s (2009, 2019) point that it is 
intellectually important to grapple with the dual functions of white supremacy and 
anti-blackness in the construction of theory. When we engage with the underlying 
racial logics–white supremacy and anti-blackness in particular–we can reckon with 
the harm racism to BIPOC communities and the knowledge produced about and for 
these communities.

The emergence of the founding fathers myth came at a time when BIPOC people 
were finally gaining access to higher education outside of racially segregated schools 
due to the gains of the Civil Rights Movement. By tying the definition of “Classics” 
to a time in which only white men could easily get PhDs, we reproduce racial and 
gendered limitations on what constitutes our discipline’s intellectual history. White 
men, like the founding fathers and those that elevated them to the canon, were on one 
side of the veil with access to academia and PhD programs. On the other side of the 
veil, BIPOC people were broadly denied access to PhD programs. Furthermore, the 
few BIPOC people who gained access and completed PhDs were unable to publish 
their research in sociology journals and denied work as tenure-track faculty in pre-
dominantly white institutions. Our common definitions of “classics” inherently focus 
on a period in which racism, sexism, and classism defined the foundational scholarly 
work. Time (pre-World War II) and space (Europe) perspectives of the history of our 
discipline center the works of white, cis-gendered, upper-class men and remove their 
contributions from social contexts. In this section, we outline the systemic exclusions 
that shaped who was allowed to produce and disseminate knowledge, and whose 
knowledge was valued. Since others have detailed accounts of the exclusions of white 
women (e.g., Deegan, 1988; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2006; Romero, 2020), we 
look at the intersections of race and gender and center anti-blackness to highlight 
those who faced the longest exclusion from the ivory tower and broader knowledge 
production: BIPOC scholars, especially Black Women. Finally, we consider the 
implications of the segregationist and exclusionary origins of higher education for the 
emergence of American Sociology.

The Exclusive and Segregated Origins of Higher Education

The first American universities were founded on exclusion based on race, class, 
and gender (J. Anderson, 1993, 2002; Calhoun, 2007; Evans, 2016; Morris, 2015; 
Wright, 2012). These institutions were designed for upper-class, white, men in 
their pursuit of post-secondary education. When Black “universities” emerged 
in the mid-1850s, they were originally meant to serve students of all races, but 
whites refused to attend universities with Black students (Smith, 2016). Thus, 
they became what we now know as Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs), serving the broad educational needs of the Black community, which 
initially meant mainly focusing on high school level education and not providing 
any collegiate level work (Anderson, 2002; Wright II, 2002a, b). This racial divi-
sion in higher education continued until the 1970s following the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 and student activism pushing for opening the doors (J. Anderson, 2002; 

287The American Sociologist  (2021) 52:276–303



Bowen & Bok, 1998; Ferguson, 2012; Hill Collins, 2007; Okihiro, 2016). Thus, 
the period when the canon was constructed was defined by deliberate practices 
of exclusion and segregation, particularly for Black women who were subjected 
to both racism and sexism in their pursuit of higher education (Crenshaw, 1990).

There were notable exceptions to patterns of exclusion. The early adopter of 
diversity in college admissions was arguably Oberlin College (J. Anderson, 2002; 
Bowen & Bok, 1998; Evans, 2016; Smith, 2016). In 1835, the college opened 
their doors to men of color, and in 1837, admitted the first women (Bowen & Bok, 
1998; Evans, 2016). But the admission to and graduation of Black people from 
bachelor’s programs, commonly called the “gentlemen’s course” (Evans, 2016), 
was rare well into the early twentieth century (Evans, 2016; Matthew, 2016). By 
1900, 2,541 bachelor’s degrees had been awarded to Black people nationwide, 
including 252 Black women (Evans, 2016).

While Oberlin College continued to be at the forefront among white univer-
sities, HBCUs such as Fisk and Howard Universities were educating the vast 
majority of Black students (J. Anderson, 2002; Evans, 2016; Wright II, 2002a, 
b). The earliest HBCUs were founded in the mid-1850s in Pennsylvania (Lincoln 
University), Kentucky (Berea College), and Ohio (Wilberforce University), which 
was followed by more new schools after the Civil War (Wright II, 2002a, b). Most 
of these colleges were colleges in name only as they did not offer college-level 
coursework (J. Anderson, 2002; Wright II, 2002a, b). For instance, historical data 
shows that in 1916 “of the 7,513 students enrolled in the twenty-three African 
American public colleges, 4,061 or 54 percent were classified as elementary level 
students; 3,400 or 45 percent were considered secondary or high school level stu-
dents; and the additional 74 were distributed between the categories of ‘unclas-
sified’ and ‘collegiate’” (J. Anderson, 2002, p. 8). The segregationist and exclu-
sionary policies in education meant that these lower levels of education were not 
readily available to Black Americans otherwise, so HBCUs stepped in to fill the 
void (J. Anderson, 2002; Wright II, 2002a, b).

Since completing a bachelor’s was a prerequisite for acceptance into a doctoral 
program, very few Blacks even qualified to apply (Bowen & Bok, 1998; Ferguson, 
2012; Matthew, 2016). It was not until the courts forced southern states to provide 
equal educational opportunities with the Gaines decision in 1938 that Black K-12 
institutions began to address the educational needs of Black Americans (J. Anderson, 
2002). But even after the Gaines decision, access to education continued to be shaped 
by segregationist policies (J. Anderson, 2002).

As access to higher education slowly expanded, sexism continued to be a bar-
rier for Black women. Black men gained access to elite white institutions of higher 
learning such as Harvard, Yale, and Stanford, while Black women continued to 
be limited to less prestigious colleges and HBCUs (Evans, 2016; Perkins, 2018). 
Du Bois himself was at the forefront of this product of male privilege, earning his 
PhD in History from Harvard in 1895 (Evans, 2016; Du Bois, 1940; Morris, 2015; 
Wright, 2012). In contrast, the first Black women PhDs came out of Radcliffe (Eng-
lish) and the University of Chicago (Germanic languages) in 1921 (Perkins, 2018). 
PhDs from Europe were more common for Black women, such as Anna Julia Cooper 
who received her doctorate in France in 1924.
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Despite these gains, Black Americans were largely limited to HBCUs until 
the 1970s (J. Anderson, 2002; Hill Collins, 2007). In fact, 80 percent of black 
college graduates in 1968 came from HBCUs (J. Anderson, 2002). Thus, most 
college-educated Blacks were limited to less prestigious universities, which in 
turn limited their access to doctoral programs. In part because of this it was 
not until 1941 that a predominately white institution awarded any Black PhD a 
permanent position in a tenure-track job, Dr. Allison Davis, a professor of Edu-
cation at the University of Chicago (J. Anderson, 1993; Matthew, 2016). Even 
Du Bois was excluded from the privileged position of a professorship in a white 
college or university for the entirety of his lifetime despite his Harvard pedigree 
and extensive publication record (Morris, 2015; Du Bois, 1940; Wright, 2012). 
The structures of education included few Black PhDs and even fewer Black pro-
fessors (Matthew, 2016).

Black scholars that did earn a PhD were limited to work in HBCUs, which pre-
dominately offered opportunities to Black men (J. Anderson, 1993; Morris, 2015). 
Du Bois only found tenure-track jobs at Wilberforce University and Atlanta Uni-
versity, both HBCUs (Morris, 2015). Similarly, his Black collaborators Monroe 
Work, Richard Wright Jr., and George Edmund Haynes, who include the first Blacks 
awarded PhDs in Sociology at University of Pennsylvania and Columbia Univer-
sity, only found tenure track employment at HBCUs until 1950 when Dr. Haynes 
became a Professor of Sociology at the City College of New York (Morris, 2015). 
Those Black scholars that worked at HBUCs had to manage budgetary constraints 
that demanded higher teaching loads, and provided little money for research support 
(Romero, 2020).

Since association with a prestigious university was often a prerequisite for accept-
ance by one’s peers, the systematic exclusion of Blacks from the acclaimed centers 
of intellectual life also meant the systematic exclusion of them from the canon, par-
ticularly due to the segregation of Black PhDs in HBCUs (Morris, 2015; Vitalis, 
2015; Wright, 2012). The discipline of sociology emerged under these conditions of 
racism, sexism, and elitism in the academy.

The Emergence of American Sociology

In this context, American sociology also emerged as exclusionary and segregated. 
The first sociology department was founded at University of Chicago in 1892 fol-
lowed by Columbia University in 1893 (Calhoun, 2007). The expansion of Sociology 
departments was rapid in the U.S. By 1928, “there were 99 independent departments 
of sociology, plus 48 more that combined sociology with another social science” 
(Camic, 2007, p. 229). With more departments and more resources, the number of 
sociology doctorates steadily increased from 13 in 1920, to 26 in 1925, to 40 in 1930 
(Camic, 2007). But these departments and doctoral programs reinforced the racist 
context of higher education in two ways. First, the early discipline built on biology, 
using Social Darwinism and eugenics to support the existing racist ideologies that 
Black people were inferior to Whites (Breslau, 2007; Calhoun, 2007; Morris, 2007, 
2015; Winant, 2007). Second, in distinguishing the discipline, sociology silenced 
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Black scholars, pushing their scholarship to the periphery, excluding them from ten-
ure track positions, and omitting their contributions to the discipline (Breslau, 2007; 
Calhoun, 2007; Hill Collins, 2007; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007; Morris, 2015; 
Peters, 1991; Wright II, 2002a, b).8

Early sociology relied on biological ideas of social evolution to explain social 
differences with Social Darwinism, such as the work of William Graham Sumner 
and Franklin H. Giddings (Breslau, 2007; Calhoun, 2007; Morris, 2015; Winant, 
2007). American sociologists used biological ideas to support the commonly held 
assumptions that Black people were inferior to white people (Morris, 2007; Winant, 
2007). “[W]hite social scientists concurred with the general white consensus that 
blacks were created inferior and incapable of functioning as social equals of whites” 
(Morris, 2015, p. 3). Even the sociologists who rejected the idea of biological dif-
ferences, like Robert Park, supported the idea that Blacks were culturally inferior to 
Whites (Morris, 2007; Winant, 2007). Park thus focused on assimilation as “Black 
people needed to master white culture and demonstrate that they could measure 
up to the standards of European civilization” to be accepted in American society 
(Morris, 2007, p. 507). These racist ideologies were common in early sociological 
publications, as seen in the American Journal of Sociology’s lead article of 1904, 
an introduction to the eugenics movement by Francis Galton entitled “Eugenics: Its 
Definition, Scope, and Aims” (Morris, 2015). American sociology thus reflected 
broader “racial scripts” (Molina, 2014) that presumed non-white people were inher-
ently inferior.

In addition to reinforcing racist ideologies through theory and research, the early 
discipline purposefully excluded Black scholars by separating theoretical sociology 
from applied sociology, a practice that also had implications for white women (Bre-
slau, 2007; Calhoun, 2007; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2006, 2007). To establish soci-
ology as a legitimate discipline, early sociologists aimed to represent the discipline 
as akin to philosophy, bringing big theoretical ideas about how humans interact and 
create societies, and separating itself from the service-based profession that became 
Social Work (Breslau, 2007; Calhoun, 2007; Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007). 
Albion Small, the chair of the first sociology department in the U.S. at the University 
of Chicago, described this focus in a 1912 article in the American Journal of Sociol-
ogy, reflecting discussions happening in the early years of the American Sociologi-
cal Society (now known as the American Sociological Association) (Lengermann &  
Niebrugge, 2007).

Like all sciences which embrace fundamental principles and concrete elabora-
tions of the same, sociology falls naturally into two parts. General sociology 
is study of the conditions (physical and psychical), elements, forms, forces, 
processes, results (at given stages), and implications of human association. 
Special sociology (‘applied sociology,’ ‘social technology,’ ‘Sozialpolitik’) is 
procedure on the basis of a presupposed general sociology, particularly upon 
the presumption of certain ascertained social values and corresponding pur-

8  Also see Yu (2001), Jung (2009), and Go (2020) for a review of anti-Asian expressions in early US 
sociology.
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poses, to work out feasible programs for social co-operation which will assure 
progress toward attainment of the purposes (Small, 1912, p. 200).

The leaders of the discipline, who achieved their status in a context of racial 
exclusion, worked to preserve these exclusionary measures. They separated Soci-
ology from Social Work (also referred to as Applied Sociology) using the distinc-
tion that Sociology was based on theory, thus drawing a bright boundary between 
sociology and the works of Black scholars like W.E.B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells. In 
fact, Small explicitly excluded empirical work from sociology, defining sociology 
instead by the use and focus on formal theory, which Small argued social workers 
and scholars like Du Bois lacked (Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007). The distinc-
tion between theoretical sociology and applied preserved a white-men centered dis-
cipline by separating the works of Black scholars who not only conducted the first 
empirical sociological studies done in the U.S., but also used their research to advo-
cate for the marginalized and oppressed (Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2007; Morris, 
2015; Wright II, 2002a, b). Efforts to exclude these approaches from “General Soci-
ology” brightened boundaries at a time when Black scholars were entering higher 
education.

The distinction between theoretical and applied sociology not only resulted in 
the separation of applied sociology into the field of social work, but also relegated 
early Black scholars to social work departments rather than sociology if they were 
accepted in white institutions, or to non-tenure-track positions in sociology depart-
ments (Breslau, 2007; Calhoun, 2007). “Typical [sociology] graduate departments 
included a single professor of theoretical sociology and a number of part-time prac-
tical [or applied] sociologists…Programs that did not include graduate study were 
even more focused on training for practical work, and these were often the depart-
mental home of university training in charity and social service work” (Breslau, 
2007, p. 59). This often relegated Black scholars to temporary positions such as lec-
turers or to HBCUs (Wright, 2012; Morris, 2015).

American sociology emerged in a fraught context. It came of age in an era of 
eugenics, Social Darwinism, and gender and racial exclusions. The systematic 
exclusion and the segregation of Black scholars to departments outside of sociol-
ogy and non-academic research produced a discipline whose early scholars cen-
tered the perspectives, opinions, and interpretations of white, upper-class, cis-gen-
der men (Hill Collins, 2007; Peters, 1991), which shaped the rise of the founding 
fathers myth. Anti-Blackness has continued to define educational systems in the 
United States, which has important consequences for what counts as theory and 
who is in the room to theorize. From white resistance to Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion in the 1950s that led states to develop legal strategies to maintain segregation 
and deny funding to majority black schools to Reagan’s reconfiguration of financial 
aid that led to an 8 percent drop in Black college enrollment including graduate 
programs (Anderson, 2016), education has been an important battle ground for the 
maintenance of white supremacy. The same structures of anti-blackness that lim-
ited access for early Black scholars persist today, limiting whose perspectives are 
privileged in the classroom and the questions and texts that demand “interpretation 
and reinterpretation” (Connell, 2007, 4).
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We continue to live with the legacies of anti-blackness in society and in the 
pipelines to our profession, which is most readily apparent in “epistemic inequali-
ties” (Go, 2017) such as the relegation of theory to a particular time and space. The 
founding fathers myth emerged alongside efforts to restrict the discipline to white 
bourgeois men, making the anointing of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, as the founda-
tional history of our discipline a part of a “racial project” (Omi & Winant, 1994) to 
affirm boundaries of the discipline that excluded Black scholars. Given the intersec-
tional experiences of Black women, their contributions to sociology were even fur-
ther limited by “epistemic inequalities.” The elevation of the trinity is part and par-
cel of the deliberate and ongoing exclusion of other voices and perspectives, and the 
epitome of a “possessive investment in white sociology” (Brunsma & Padilla Wyse, 
2019), and furthermore, a white men’s sociology. By contextualizing the sociologi-
cal trinity in the racial and gendered contexts that define our discipline’s history, 
we demonstrate that the canon was the product of the intersections of history, biog-
raphy, and social structure, which we can use to train our students to consider the 
social construction of the canon. Our dedication to teaching the trinity as the history 
and present of our discipline through classic theory courses reproduces a “posses-
sive investment in white sociology” (Brunsma & Padilla Wyse, 2019).

The Consequences of White Male Dominated Sociology for Teaching 
our History

As noted in the epigraph for this article, we often tell the history of our discipline 
through social theorists. In teaching social theory, we must grapple with the social 
contexts of segregation and exclusion that define our past and present and be truth-
ful about the contexts that gave rise to the trinity. Furthermore, we must make space 
for the voices historically (and contemporarily) marginalized in the discipline, par-
ticularly those that help us understand persistent social issues. While the founding 
fathers trinity has clearly influenced research and thus grounded our history in Dur-
kheim, Marx, and Weber, we need to consider the implications of the explicit “racial 
projects” (Omi & Winant,  1994) that elevated three white men as the trinity and 
marginalized BIPOC scholars. The task of a discipline rooted in white empire was 
to naturalize what Robinson (2007) terms racial regimes: systems that use race to 
justify social hierarchy, the subjugation of non-white people, and racial inequality, 
as seen in how the founding fathers myth elevates theorists that relied on biased 
imperial archives and projects (Connell, 2007; Go, 2013b; Steinmetz, 2013). This 
problem is especially important to address as our student body and professoriate are 
diversifying. Teaching and reproducing the founding fathers myth as our discipline’s 
history reinforces that non-white scholars did not and do not contribure to our dis-
cipline, signaling to our growing number of BIPOC students that their voices and 
perspectives are not valued.

The founding fathers myth teaches a history of our discipline through the 
thoughts of white men and white empire, as opposed to empirical findings based on 
rigorous analyses. The work of the founding fathers privileges ideas of social evolu-
tion as the norm and universal. A common theme across their texts is that European 

292 The American Sociologist  (2021) 52:276–303



society is the standard that all societies should strive to achieve. These theories 
are founded in imperial archives, collected through violent campaigns of conquest 
and colonization. When we remove these writers and writings from the contexts of 
empire and the racial aparthied in the U. S., we perpetuate imperial violence as nor-
mal and necessary to social evolution and progress, especially when we accept arm-
chair theorizations as universal. We thus reproduce a dichotomy between “theory” 
and “empiricism” that was used to reinscribe a discipline grounded in white men 
and to reproduce racial and gender exclusions.

Yet the founding fathers myth also forces us to teach these problematic, Euro-
centric works as the decades of dominance of the myth means that Durkheim, 
Marx, and Weber have had a large influence on the theoretical foundations of the 
discipline of Sociology. Instead of removing their works from our conception of 
Foundations of Social Theory, we argue that teaching about the works of Dur-
kheim, Marx, and Weber must include an honest account of the ways that rac-
ism still haunts Sociology. Researchers in the U.S. reproduce the assumption of 
a racist research agenda based on empire, seeking to identify what was “wrong” 
with non-white populations or what made them “deficient” (Blomström & Hettne, 
1984; Connell, 2007; Ferguson, 2012; Okihiro, 2016). For instance, when Du Bois 
was tasked with studying the 7th ward in Philadelphia, the University of Pennsyl-
vania wanted him to examine what was “wrong” with the Black population, a pro-
ject that he refused. This perspective continues today with the normative judge-
ment of BIPOC populations as seen in such recent works as Lawrence Mead’s 
article “Poverty and Culture,” which was withdrawn from publication due to racist 
assumptions and a lack of empirical evidence. We can see this question repro-
duced in studies that have led to major paradigms in the field, such as theories 
of assimilation, “the culture of poverty,” and development theories.9 These para-
digms are foundational to many subfields in the discipline and continue to shape 
contemporary lines of academic inquiry, including, for instance, efforts to revive 
the culture of poverty.

The reinforcement of the founding fathers myth also limits what theory “looks 
like” (Williams, 2018), which is especially important as our discipline continues 
to diversify. We present a history of our discipline and an image of theorists as 
white and men, reproducing racial and gendered biases and racial projects rooted 
in white supremacy. Said another way, we reproduce an epistemic myth that white 
men are the bearers of universal and objective knowledge and erase the racial 
and gendered structures that shape our past and present. Furthermore, we ostra-
cize other forms of theory that are more empirically based (Abend, 2008). Thus, 
BIPOC scholarship, like Wells-Barnett (2012) study of lynching, are framed as 
examining a racial group’s experience, rather than contributing to theory that 
defines the past and present of our discipline. In reality, her work, and the work 
of others, interrogates the intersections of history, society, and biography, while 
relying on empirical evidence to show how social structures are (re)produced. 

9  We purposefully omit citations for these racist works to not contribute to their standing in sociology 
with a citation count (Buggs et al., 2020).
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This dichotomy positions BIPOC scholars as “political,” “advocates,” “subjec-
tive,” and simply “race scholars” (see also: Go, 2020).

Limiting what theory looks like has important consequences for our increas-
ingly diverse student body. BIPOC and first-generation college students bring dif-
ferent histories and experiences with them into the classroom. Research shows 
that BIPOC students seek out knowledge that helps them interrogate the histories 
of imperialism and colonialism that define a collective experience (Bonus, 2020; 
Ferguson, 2012; Okihiro, 2016). They seek knowledge from the ivory tower 
to bring back to their communities (Bonus, 2020; Okihiro, 2016; Pérez Huber 
et  al., 2018). The founding fathers myth is grounded in armchair theories that 
denigrate BIPOC people, history, and achievements, and limits what theory looks 
like. There is a clear symbolism to grounding our teaching in European sociol-
ogy without a clear engagement with the racism that shaped these writings and 
how this haunts our past and present. We normalize imperial and colonial vio-
lence against Black, Indigenous, Brown, and poor bodies, reproducing the racial 
regimes articulated through and legitimized by the founding fathers’ work. At 
best we obfuscate and at worst we naturalize systems of exclusion and the ways 
that “white rage” (C. Anderson, 2016) continues to shape our profession and 
society.

Rooting the history of U.S. sociology in European imperialism has important 
consequences at a time when our students are increasingly racially diverse. We 
normalize a history and disciplinary standard that reproduces racial and gen-
der regimes, or heteropatriarchal white supremacy. As importantly, we limit 
what theory looks like to exclude the real variation in what constitutes “theory” 
(Abend, 2008). This limited focus ignores the history of the discipline, par-
ticularly by ostracizing the contributions of BIPOC scholars who faced racism, 
sexism, and classism that limited their ability to engage in academic knowl-
edge production. This history of the discipline sends a clear signal to students 
of who we view as theorists and what literature we value as a contribution to 
the discipline. We reproduce the racism of the past by lowering our standards to 
include the armchair theories of the founding fathers while ignoring the empiri-
cal work of BIPOC men and women, thus reproducing the violence of imperi-
alism by teaching the claims of white men as universal despite a lack of rigor 
and reliance on racist evidence. To prepare the next generations of our profession 
and our research, we must clearly address the imperial, racial, and gender exclu-
sions that define sociology’s pasts, presents, and futures. Even adding a few lone 
voices such as W.E.B. Du Bois or Jane Addams fails to live up to the promise 
of sociology by reinforcing exclusive parameters to definitions of classic theory. 
To be clear, we do not advocate throwing out the works of Durkheim, Marx, and 
Weber. Instead, we are critiquing teaching the founding fathers myth as gospel, 
without engaging with the contexts of race, gender, and social structure or giving 
any space to the perspectives of marginalized scholars. Given the racialized and 
gendered boundaries between applied sociology and theory, and the problems of 
archives (Trouillot, 1995), we must be open to texts beyond academic publica-
tions, beyond Europe, and across time.
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Teaching the Foundations of Social Theory

“Scholars who ignore the history of diversity in academia will remain poorly 
educated. This work shows that racial ‘minorities’ have long contributed much 
to higher education and that their increased access to academia should be 
based on that contribution.” (Evans, 2016, p. 9)

To address the growing diversity of our discipline and our (unacknowledged) 
history, we must expand beyond the sociological trinity and beyond the constraints 
of space and time. While others propose a criteria to determine whether a person 
should be considered a sociologist (Deegan, 1988), we suggest a new approach to 
teach “Foundations of Sociology.” This approach is grounded in: (1) the historical 
context that produced the founding fathers myth (as we modeled above); (2) BIPOC 
scholars contributions to core issues of study, and (3) the identities and experiences 
of our students. In the preceding section, we provide examples of how we can teach 
the context that produced the founding fathers myth.

To address the core issues of the discipline in ways that attempt to combat 
white logic, we must look both to BIPOC intellectuals and move beyond our idea 
of a canon rooted in specific texts.10 Given the persistent exclusion and margin-
alization of BIPOC scholars, we must seek out BIPOC texts inside and outside of 
academic settings. As Go (2020) points out, many BIPOC intellectuals engaging 
in sociology did so with a political urgency that applies to our current political 
conditions of persistent and growing racial inequality. Thinking of the canon as 
a set of texts that we revisit (see above) binds us to the racist epistemic struc-
tures that elevated the canon and that reproduces Marx, Weber, and Durkheim 
as gospel. Rather than canonize people or texts, we can root the history of our 
discipline in core concepts. This allows us to seek out works across time and 
space that will speak to an issue from different social positions, while allowing 
for intellectual freedom to reflect and revise our past and present in light of the 
diversification of the field and those that deploy sociology in their careers and 
political engagements.

This approach should center the identities of our students to better help them 
understand their lived experiences and inform their understanding of their commu-
nities and the world around them. There is ongoing urgency to relevancy. Sociology 
has important contributions to make to our understanding of pressing social issues, 
such as: the consequences of COVID-19 pandemic on racial and gender inequalities; 
the declaration of racism as a public health crisis, and persistent lethal violence lev-
eled against communities of color. Thus, it is imperative that we marshall all of our 
resources to use the historic and present insights of our discipline to highlight the 
social forces that structure lived experiences and pathways toward liberation. We 
call this approach teaching “the Foundations of Social Theory.”

This approach to teaching theory should be organized around core issues of study 
in the discipline (see also Cuatro, 2013; Go, 2020) and with consideration of the 

10  Given the persuasive nature of white logic, we do not proclaim to move beyond it, but rather, we are 
seeking paths toward liberation.
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strengths of one’s department. This will require conversations and transformations 
at multiple curricular levels and potentially larger curricular changes. We might 
have to rethink our course readers and look widely for BIPOC work including open 
access sources. This is an opportunity to transform our discipline’s past and pre-
sent to embrace an explicit intentionality to center the works of BIPOC intellectuals 
across time. There is no one way to take this approach, thus we suggest a few differ-
ent paths toward change. We recognize that this work can be difficult, especially for 
BIPOC teachers who may have to navigate departments invested in (re)producing a 
white centered sociology.

Teaching the Foundations of Social Theory around “core issues” allows a range 
of unique perspectives in theory courses under academic freedom and the variety of 
social contexts in which we teach. However, it must be accompanied by a deliberate 
effort to include the work of BIPOC scholars. This will naturally simulate debates. 
A vibrant part of our intellectual community is the range of views theorists hold 
of the field, which has produced exciting and productive debates in the literature. 
We believe the same kind of debate is necessary within departments, universities, 
and our national association. One productive path requires discussions and a reflec-
tion on what one’s department has to offer. You might work with your fellow the-
ory teachers to envision a BIPOC centered course that speaks to the key areas of 
study and teaching in one’s department. Another may be discussing amongst faculty 
teaching theory the key ideas–social change, capitalism, social organization–that the 
course should explore. For instance, a course could focus on the origins, growth, and 
consequences of capitalism. Another reenvisioning could examine whether social 
change has been or is possible. Grounding conversations in core issues of study pro-
vides us with an intellectual opening to extend the discussion to a wider range of 
contributors to those debates.

By way of illustration, let us consider the proposal described above, which 
focused on the core issue of capitalism, and its origins, evolution, and consequences. 
The syllabus could use this piece to frame the course and introduce students to how 
our racist past haunts the present. Empirical works would begin by centering the 
work of BIPOC people, W.E.B. Du Bois’ Black Reconstruction (1935), Ida B. Wells’ 
twentieth century work on the causes of lynching (2012), Anna Julia Cooper’s twen-
tieth century writings on worth (2000), Cedric Robinson’s Black Marxism (2005), 
and the theory of coloniality (e.g., Quijano & Wallerstein, 1992). The course would 
then move to engage with works from Marx and Weber. This move both decenters 
whiteness but also allows us to grapple with the ways in which white supremacy 
shapes the works of the sociological trinity. This move also removes the universal 
assumptions of these works by centering experiences and perspectives outside of 
the scope of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber. The course could use the aforementioned 
works to examine: (1) what are the origins of contemporary capitalism; (2) what are 
the defining features of capitalism; (3) what are its consequences in people’s eve-
ryday lives; and (4) what defines inequality within capitalist systems? In this way, 
we teach core issues of the discipline while allowing for a wider range of perspec-
tives to help students construct the history and the debates that define sociology. At 
the same time, we disrupt a pedagogical practice of framing the white gaze as uni-
versal. Furthermore, this approach asks that students learn to view the world from 
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different social positions and see the ways that history, society, and social position 
shape social analysis. Dr. Fillingim has found this to be a productive way to trans-
form social theory into a space where BIPOC perspectives are a means to theorize 
social relations.

We imagine one question on our reader’s minds:”Is there room for [fill in person’s 
name or theoretical concept]?” Given the multiple levels of transformation that we 
outline above the answer is: that is up to you. But as you approach the process, resist 
the tendency to reinforce distinctions between “classic” and “contemporary” such 
as time restrictions that would reinforce excluding BIPOC scholars. Core issues 
of the discipline are not time delimited. For instance, one might wonder if we can 
teach Goffman’s work on the presentation of self. The question that we believe is 
most important is, how can I (or “we” if this is a collective question) use a BIPOC 
centered approach to engage with the idea of the presentation of self? That might 
include Gonzales’ (2020) look at how Black and Latinx women struggle with the 
presentation of self in activism using Women of Color Feminist and Queer perspec-
tives, or Sims et al.’s (2019) study of how hair presentation affects racial perceptions 
by others. These works would lend themselves to a discussion of the ways in which 
race and gender shape our presentation of self, reinterpretation of self, and percep-
tion by others. These pieces could easily be put in dialogue with Goffman’s ideas 
and theories. Starting with the work of BIPOC scholars has important epistemologi-
cal and pedagogical consequences. We decenter whiteness, acknowledge the ways 
in which race shapes the presentation and interpretation of self, an undertheorized 
aspect of Goffman’s work. Putting these works in dialogue highlights the presump-
tion of white scholarship as ostensibly universal.

In addition to incorporating history, we must do the work to see our students’ his-
tories and life experiences and integrate them into our discussions of theory to help 
them better their understanding of the world around them. This includes seeking out 
theorists that represent different perspectives on core issues of the discipline. For 
instance, Dr. Fillingim, as a theory instructor at a university with students of Pacific 
Island origins, has sought out resources that highlight the place of Pacific Islander 
communities in the sociological theorizations of capitalism. As such, she teaches 
about the role of sociology in U.S. imperialism in the Pacific, and perspectives on 
how indigenous communities in the Pacific challenge imperialism and capitalism. 
Dr. Fillingim puts this in dialogue with Frantz Fanon’s (1963) work on violence, and 
Ruby Ibarra’s song “US,” to examine the ways the consequences of imperialism and 
theories of liberation across time, space, and medium. These works highlight the 
global impacts of imperialism, as gendered interpretations of violence and libera-
tion. This act simultaneously engages with core issues in the discipline (capitalism, 
social structure, social division, social change, gender) and key issues in students’ 
lives, communities, and histories.

As we approach teaching the Foundations of Social Theory, we should also turn 
to other contemporary traditions. The rich and vibrant work of Black Feminist The-
ory, the Black Radical Tradition, Indigenous theorists, and Chicana/Latina theory 
can guide our thinking. We can look to BIPOC intellectuals to create a dialogue 
about key theories in the field across time and space. For instance, the question of 
liberation is a key issue that grounds various aspects of the discipline, from W.E.B. 
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Du Bois’ theorization of the “dark proletariat;” to Marx’s views of class conflict; to 
Anna Julia Cooper’s (2000) work on race, gender, and class; to Anzaldúa’s (1999) 
theorization of gender, colonialism and sexuality; to Tuck’s and Yang’s (2012) theo-
rizations of decolonization. A course can place these works in dialogue to under-
stand the social structures that (re)produce oppression and different visions of lib-
eration. Alternatively, a course could examine the intersections of agency, race, 
gender, and social structure, through the works of Wells-Barnett (2012) and Cooper 
(2000), James (2001) and Robinson (2005), Simpson (2014) and Calderon (2014), 
and Sandoval (2013) and Gonzales (2020). These works offer historical and con-
temporary insights into the discipline’s long history of intersectional analysis. As a 
final example, a course could analyze the question of power from the perspectives of 
Cooper (2017), Fanon (1963), Rivera Cusicanqui (2012), alongside white European 
men theorists.

We offer these suggestions to begin the conversation of how we can reconcile 
the history of our discipline with the realities of race in the U.S. This kind of reim-
agining of a cornerstone of the discipline will undoubtedly be difficult and uneven. 
Changes may be incremental, as Dr. Fillingim has found in the way she revised her 
Social Theory course. There is an urgency to addressing the needs of our students, 
and our obligation to teach truthfully  (Connell,  2019). While some might focus 
on the idea of losing a cornerstone of sociology, we argue that there is much to be 
gained by expanding how we think about social theory, who can theorize, and by 
centering the knowledges of BIPOC communities. While our approach is a U.S. per-
spective for reasons outlined above, the same approach can and should be applied to 
teaching theory outside of the U.S. by interrogating the histories of the core dimen-
sions of inequality and centering the works of marginalized groups.

Conclusion

With the growing racial and class diversity in college students and the growing calls 
for racial justice, there is a particular urgency to reviewing the history of sociology 
and the way we represent and teach our origins. By describing sociology’s origins 
through theorists (Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2006) and the founding fathers myth, 
we frame Durkheim, Marx, and Weber as the canon and root our disciplines history 
in a time, pre-World War II, and space, imperialist Europe. This approach natural-
izes a canon rooted in biased imperial archives and normalizes the omission and 
silencing of BIPOC scholars. Replicating and reinforcing this foundation has con-
sequences for both the production and consumption of knowledge in our discipline: 
We reproduce a history of our discipline that refuses to interrogate the racial, impe-
rial, and sexist structures that allowed the founding fathers to become the canon.

In this paper, we argue for moving beyond redefine “classic” to remove the space 
and time constraints used to justify and reinforce the founding fathers myth, while 
embracing the origins of the discipline as an empirical social science engaged with 
social justice (Feagin, 2001; Romero, 2020). To move towards a sociologically 
grounded history of the discipline in the U.S., we must grapple with the impe-
rial, racial, gendered, and geographic practices that elevated white men and that 
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deliberately excluded and marginalized BIPOC scholars to reckon with race. In this 
paper, we propose an approach to classic sociology that reflects the ways racism 
and sexism structure our past and haunt our present. We name this approach the 
“Foundations of Social Theory.” This change is more than just semantic or sym-
bolic. We believe it offers an intellectual flexibility to move away from the confines 
of the founding fathers myth and toward a more inclusive and historically grounded 
vision of the canon. This shift acknowledges the multifaceted ways that we can teach 
our discipline’s history through theory. Further, this moves away from canonizing 
texts toward a reflexive engagement with what constitutes the core of our discipline 
by grounding our history in core questions.

Rather than focusing solely on Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, or even simply add-
ing Du Bois or Addams to the canon, the Foundations of Social Theory approach is 
grounded in (1) the historical context that produced the founding fathers myth; (2) 
BIPOC scholars contributions to the core issues of study, and (3) the identities and 
experiences of our students. The approach allows for continued academic freedom 
and diverse pedagogies, while incorporating previously omitted voices of BIPOC 
scholars who were foundational to American sociology. While we focus here on 
American Sociology, this approach allows for the inclusion of global perspectives 
to understand key issues that define our past and present, as U.S. history has not 
transpired without other nations. Our task is to re-envision narratives of U.S.-based 
sociology, but also hope our work spurs a similar conversation for other regions and 
nations that have their own unique histories of oppression and disciplinary contexts 
to incorporate in teaching the origins of sociology and sociological theory.

While it may be tempting to rectify epistemological inequalities through a “Con-
temporary Social Theory” course, either as a requirement or option. This approach 
reproduces racial and gendered inequalities much like the advent of “applied sociol-
ogy” or “Social Work” (see above). That is, by leaving the Durkheim, Marx, Weber 
trinity untouched and as students first exposure to sociological theory, we reproduce 
white racial logics of the discipline as sociological common sense, and ignore the 
enduring role of racism in the creation of our past and its reverberations into the 
present.

As we wrote this piece, the United States capitol was attacked by white terrorists, 
while Latin American people are being caged, Asian women were gunned down by 
a white supremacist, and Black lives continued to face systematic violence and sys-
temic racism. There are important and powerful social theories that we can bring to 
understand the historical origins of these events, their consequences, and avenues for 
social change. As Connell (2019, 26) powerfully points out “movements for change 
need knowledge, explanations, strategic ideas and accurate information,” thus, there 
is an important role that social theory can play in these struggles.

This shift will take time, but it is necessary. Our increasingly diverse students 
deserve the truth about the origins of modern-day sociology. They deserve to see 
themselves in the development of the discipline as the study of Black and poor 
communities was central to the foundation of American sociology. While BIPOC 
scholars are working to highlight the historic and present intellectual contributions 
of such scholars as W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells, A.G. Dill, Patricia Hill Collins, 
Kimberle Crenshaw, and William Julius Wilson, making change requires a broader 
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movement within the discipline. Much like the founding fathers myth was produced 
during “a second crisis in imperialism,” as Connell (2007) argues, the present crisis 
in race relations offers an opportunity to appraise the history and future of our dis-
cipline in ways that are both inclusive and reflect the realities of history. Our aim is 
to spark conversation, reflection, and a movement to a future in which sociology can 
embrace its diverse pasts, presents, and futures.
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