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MICHAEL JORDAN MEETS C. WRIGHT MILLS: 
ILLUSTRATING THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION 

WITH OBJECTS FROM EVERYDAY LIFE* 

PETER KAUFMAN 
State University of New York at Stony Brook 

THE INTRODUCTORY SOCIOLOGY instructor is 
faced with an exciting opportunity. She or 
he has the chance to help students develop a 
new perspective for interpreting and under- 
standing their social world. Just as a biology 
instructor may provide students with a 
greater appreciation for the interdependency 
of living organisms or an art historian may 
excite students about visiting museums, the 
instructor of sociology may encourage stu- 
dents to develop a critical awareness of how 
their lives are influenced by the society in 
which they live. As Tepperman and Wilson 
(1996) point out, introducing sociology to 
beginning students entails offering them a 
framework for analyzing how the sociohis- 
torical context in which they live informs 
their individual choices and chances. In 
short, the instructor of introductory sociol- 
ogy has the task of instilling the sociological 
imagination in students. 

As originally put forth by C. Wright Mills 
(1959), the sociological imagination encour- 
ages us to recognize the intersection between 
personal biography and history. According 
to Mills, individuals need to understand that 
their values and behaviors do not occur in a 
vacuum; rather, these values and behaviors 
are situated and consequently influenced by 
their particular time and place. Mills' notion 
of the sociological imagination is mentioned 
in virtually every introductory textbook and 
reader on the market today-and with good 

reason, considering that it accurately cap- 
tures the uniqueness of the sociological per- 
spective. However, as O'Flaherty (1992) 
points out, very little has been written about 
how to teach and develop the sociological 
imagination. Indeed, the only applied exam- 
ple to appear in this journal is Brouillette 
and Turner's (1992) spit or saliva exercise. 
Since the sociological imagination is an inte- 
gral part of most introductory courses it is 
crucial that we have examples of how to put 
it into practice. Otherwise, this potentially 
enlightening concept takes its place along- 
side the other abstract concepts that instruc- 
tors present to students without sufficient 
illustration. 

The exercise discussed below uses objects 
from everyday life to demonstrate to stu- 
dents how their personal biographies inter- 
sect with history. It is adopted from Shor's 
(1980) discussion of "extraordinarily reex- 
periencing the ordinary" and owes much of 
its philosophical underpinnings to the critical 
pedagogy of Paulo Freire. In this sense, the 
exercise embraces the "problem-posing" 
method as opposed to the "banking" method 
of educational practice (Freire 1970). It does 
not instill in students a predetermined bank 
of knowledge but presents questions to 
which they provide the answers based on 
their own experiences. The exercise encour- 
ages active engagement among teacher, stu- 
dents, and subject matter in a mutual quest 
for knowledge and understanding. As a 
number of researchers have pointed out, this 
approach has proven successful for develop- 
ing critical thinking skills in sociology stu- 
dents (Browne and Litwin 1987; Shepelak, 
Curry-Jackson, and Moore 1992; Weast 
1996). 

By illustrating the sociological imagination 
and demonstrating to students how to engage 
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suggestions I received from Patricia Carson, 
Pauline Cullen, Kenneth Feldman, Leigh 
Weaver and the three Teaching Sociology re- 
viewers, Jeffery Breese, Diane Everett, and 
Janet Lohmann. Please address correspondence 
to the author at the Department of Sociology, 
SUNY at Stony Brook, Stony Brook, New York 
11794-4356; email: pkaufman@ic.sunysb.edu 
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in critical thought, this exercise addresses a 
number of questions shared by most students 
and faculty members at the beginning of a 
semester: What are we doing here? How 
will we accomplish what we are doing here? 
What will the instructor be like? How will 
the class be organized? What is the sociolog- 
ical substance of the course? (Dorn 1987). 
In addition to responding to these immediate 
concerns, the exercise establishes a refer- 
ence point for the rest of the semester. As 
new topics are introduced, the students will 
find it useful to refer back to the object 
analyzed in this exercise as a means of 
making the abstract more concrete and rele- 
vant to their everyday lives. 

THE EXERCISE 

Because this exercise piques students' inter- 
est in the sociological imagination, I typi- 
cally use it on the first or second day of class 
to convince as many students as possible that 
the contents of the class will actually be 
relevant to their lives. To begin the exercise, 
the instructor decides on an object from 
everyday life that serves as a "generative 
theme"--something provocative from the 
students' culture to which the majority can 
relate (Shor 1992). In the past, I have used 
such things as a Big Mac, a Barbie doll, and 
a pair of Air Jordan basketball shoes. Other 
objects that one might use include a beeper, 
a compact disk, a condom, a pack of 
cigarettes, or a laptop computer. When se- 
lecting an object it is important to recognize 
that it must be brought into class and passed 
around the room. Unfortunately, this may 
preclude the use of some objects that may 
otherwise be excellent for this exercise (a 
car, a television, the Internet, and a dorm 
room). 

The exercise includes four steps with each 
step containing a set of questions that guides 

the students' responses.' I give each student 
a handout listing the four steps and the 
guiding questions for current and future 
reference (see Appendix). In small classes, I 
solicit at least one response from each stu- 
dent for each step of the exercise. Larger 
classes do not allow such a methodical ap- 
proach; however, even if the size of the 
class precludes all of the students from 
participating, it is important to ensure that 
the same students do not provide all of the 
answers. In any case, I write all of the 
responses on the board to illustrate and 
foster an analytical building-block approach 
to the sociological imagination. A visual 
display of all previous responses is impor- 
tant because in this type of brain-storming 
exercise the students' initial responses will 
quite often trigger their later responses. 

The following illustration of this exercise 
will be based on a pair of Air Jordan 
basketball shoes since this is the most recent 
object I have used. At the time, I chose this 
particular object because a nationwide hyste- 
ria existed over Michael Jordan and his 
basketball team, the Chicago Bulls, as they 
attempted to become the most successful 
team in the history of the National Basket- 
ball Association.2 

Step One: Description 
In the first step, students must simply de- 
scribe the object. The instructor should pass 
the object around the room, ask students to 
study it closely, and answer the following 
questions: What is the object under consider- 
ation? How would you describe it in detail? 
What do you call it? How is it referred to? 

focus exclusively on the definition of the prob- 
lem. The solutions to these problems can come 
later-either in the current course or during 
more advanced course work. 

1Shor has a fifth "Utopian" step in which the 

object under investigation is reconceptualized to 
ameliorate any social problems that may be 
associated with this object. While I agree that 
this is a valuable step in the process of develop- 
ing critical consciousness, I omit it in order to 

2For an interesting account of the far-reaching 
impact of Michael Jordan see Michael Eric 
Dyson. 1993. "Be Like Mike? Michael Jordan 
and the Pedagogy of Desire." Pp. 64-77 in 
Reflecting Black: African American Cultural 
Criticism. Minneapolis, MN: University of Min- 
nesota Press. 
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This initial step allows students to feel com- 
fortable about participating since the ques- 
tions are not too challenging. Asking stu- 
dents to merely describe a familiar object 
puts at ease even those students most tenta- 
tive about verbal participation. 

For the Air Jordans, students gave the 
following responses: basketball shoe, 
sneaker, footwear, black and red, leather, 
rubbery, smelly, laces, comfortable, recog- 
nizable, sends message, and Michael Jor- 
dan. When giving these responses, students 
may be wondering what this has to do with 
sociology. At first, this exercise may seem 
senseless because the questions are so sim- 
ple. It is important to resist the urge to pass 
over this first step and get to the weightier 
issues in steps two through four; having 
students identify the obvious and the taken- 
for-granted is a necessary step in getting 
them to think critically. This first step 
demonstrates to the students that to embrace 
the sociological imagination they must be 
able to clearly and exhaustively identify the 
object under consideration. 

Step Two: Local Analysis 
Once students identify the object under con- 
sideration, the class can begin to analyze 
what it means in the context of their social 
reality. To this end, step two elicits answers 
to the following questions: How does the 
object relate to other aspects of social life? 
How is it used? How is it bought and sold? 
Who buys it and sells it? In what context 
does it exist? Who benefits from it? Who 
suffers because of it? Why does it appear the 
way it does? How does it directly relate to 
your life? These questions allow the class to 
begin considering the connections between 
their own lives and the society in which they 
live. They begin to see how the taken-for- 
granted objects of their everyday lives are 
more complex then they previously as- 
sumed. In particular, students recognize that 
because of the differences in their personal 
biographies the answers to these questions 
may be surprisingly different. 

As the following responses indicate, the 
meaning of Air Jordans for the students' 

own lives are quite diverse: "First expensive 
item I purchased on my own." "I couldn't 
wear them on my team because they were 
black." "They are screwing up our priori- 
ties." "It is okay and fashionable for women 
to wear high tops." "Not everyone can 
afford them and this leads to crime." "Nike 
and Michael Jordan are making a ton of 
money." It is evident that at this point 
students are beginning to invoke the socio- 
logical imagination. They are taking an ob- 
ject very familiar to them and analyzing it 
according to their personal biography and, 
implicitly, according to their historical con- 
text. Moreover, as students hear the re- 
sponses of their classmates, they understand 
that not everyone has the same experiences. 

Step Three: Global Analysis 
In the second step students begin to under- 
stand how their own perspective is contextu- 
ally based on their personal biography. The 
third step builds on this progression of criti- 
cal thought by requiring students to consider 
the perspective of individuals from other 
cultures. In this step, they address the fol- 
lowing questions: Does this object exist in 
other countries? If so, in what form? How is 
it used? How is this use different than its use 
in the United States? Is it altered in any way 
when used elsewhere? Does it affect life on 
the planet in any significant way? Where and 
how is it made? This step allows students to 
consider the object in other contexts-some- 
thing they probably have never done. This 
further exposes the taken-for-granted nature 
of the object and illustrates the need to 
consider situational or ethnocentric biases. 
The third stage also gives a voice to foreign- 
born students who may have felt somewhat 
inhibited to participate up to this point. 

Since this step concerns issues that stu- 
dents may not be familiar with, it may take 
some extra prodding by the instructor to get 
them to offer answers. When I used the Air 
Jordans I was fortunate that the incident 
regarding the foreign sweatshops producing 
Kathie Lee Gifford's clothing line had just 
been reported. This provided an opportunity 
for a number of students to comment on the 
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exploitation of foreign labor for American 
products. Other comments that students 
made included: "Air Jordans are a symbol 
of American culture." "They are not only 
used to play basketball in many countries." 
"They are a form of cultural imperialism." 
"They suggest that anyone can be rich and 
famous in America." This third step further 
reinforces the significance of each individ- 
ual's personal biography and allows students 
to develop a firm understanding of how the 
meaning of the object changes depending on 
the locality in which it exists. Students come 
to realize that while many people around the 
world may be familiar with the object, the 
connotations attributed to it may be quite 
diverse. 

Step Four: Historical Analysis 
The final step completes the exercise in the 
sociological imagination by analyzing the 
historical aspects of the object. Students 
consider the following questions: When did 
the object come into existence? Why did it 
appear at this time? How has the object 
changed over time? What other aspects of 
social life have changed as a result of this 
object? How has your use of this object 
changed over time? What will this object be 
like in the future? Will it still exist? At this 
step in the exercise, students are seriously 
thinking about the object and welcome the 
opportunity to consider its history. This 
fourth step illustrates to students the need to 
situate their values, beliefs, and behaviors in 
a particular historical context. 

The responses given in this step demon- 
strate that students have transformed their 
understanding of this object by incorporating 
a much deeper level of analysis. Consider 
the following: "Air Jordans helped to legit- 
imize the black male athlete." "Until the Air 
Jordans I never really cared about what 
shoes I wore to play basketball-now it 
matters to me." "I always thought high tops 
were ugly and 'clunky' now I think they are 
a cool fashion statement." "The model 
changes so quickly that the pair I own are 
now outdated." "My parents don't under- 
stand why a pair of sneakers is so impor- 

tant." "In 7 to 10 years no one will even be 
wearing these anymore." As these responses 
indicate, the students recognize that the 
meaning of the object and the form it takes 
is not static but rather, that it changes over 
time. The students are now locating their 
personal biases about the object in a socio- 
historical context and are thus invoking the 
sociological imagination in their analysis. 

ASSESSMENT OF THE EXERCISE 

When I first introduce students to this exer- 
cise they are a bit skeptical. After all, most 
did not come to school expecting to talk 
about Air Jordans and Big Macs; they came 
to gain "real" knowledge-numbers, equa- 
tions, definitions-presumably by "banking" 
it. However, when this exercise begins to 
take root and students actually see the merit 
in discussing objects from their everyday 
lives, their conception of acquiring knowl- 
edge yields, at least temporarily, to the 
problem-posing approach. Most students are 
eager to provide answers in the various steps 
because the answers come from their own 
lived experiences. They realize that the pro- 
duction of knowledge is not flowing from 
the teacher to the student but rather, from 
student to teacher and from student to stu- 
dent. As a result, students are comfortable 
and eager about "doing" sociology, thus 
fostering what hooks (1994) calls an 
"engaged and transformative pedagogy." 

Overwhelmingly, students' assessment of 
the exercise is favorable. They appreciate 
the opportunity to analyze an object they 
consider salient in their lives in a scholarly 
context. For example, after the Air Jordan 
example, a number of students expressed 
their amazement and excitement over ana- 
lyzing a pair of basketball shoes in college. 
As one student put it, "I've never analyzed 
a pair of sneakers before! At first I thought 
this was crazy but you know, it was really a 
great example." Similarly, on course evalu- 
ations students point to the "good," 
"creative," "interesting," and "real life" 
examples that "associate the lesson with 
everyday life" and "help us understand the 
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sociological imagination." The lasting im- 
pression the exercise leaves on students is 
clearly evident when they approvingly note 
the "Big Mac description" or "Air Jordan 
thing" on the end of the semester evaluations 
even though the example took place the first 
week of class. 

Students also appreciate this exercise be- 
cause it provides continuity for the sociolog- 
ical concepts that will be discussed through- 
out the term. Using the object of this exer- 
cise as the reference point, students can 
engage in critical thinking exercises through- 
out the term to make connections between 
the material they learn in one week with the 
material from a later week. For example, 
students were quick to reference the Air 
Jordans when discussing socialization ("I 
wanna be like Mike"); stratification (who 
makes the shoes, who buys the shoes, who 
owns the company); gender (cross-gender 
appeal); race (transcending typical racial 
boundaries); deviance (stealing shoes be- 
cause the culture says we should have them 
but not all can afford them); and even 
religion (worship of Michael Jordan and his 
shoes). In each of these instances, the Air 
Jordans provided a concrete example of the 
abstract concepts the students were grap- 
pling with as well as offering an ongoing 
example of the dynamic nature of the inves- 
tigation of social life. 

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Three primary strengths of this exercise are: 
(1) providing an applied example of the 
sociological imagination; (2) offering a step- 
by-step approach to thinking critically about 
social life; and (3) providing a reference 
point to build upon when introducing new 
topics throughout the semester. In this 
sense, the exercise is ideal for the introduc- 
tory course. Students have no problem 
grasping the exercise and they quickly be- 
come comfortable using the perspective of 
the sociological imagination. I have also 
used this exercise while teaching other 
classes with equal success although in these 

instances the topic of the course constrains 
the choice of the object. 

The use of this exercise also provides a 
number of options for evaluative work. As 
an end of the semester project I have broken 
the class into small groups and let each 
group choose their own object. They then 
must do the exercise as a group and present 
their findings to the class making reference 
to at least four of the topics discussed during 
the semester (e.g., race, culture, collective 
behavior, health). Another option is to as- 
sign research projects based on the global 
and historical responses given in steps three 
and four. For example, students may do 
research papers on topics such as: "The 
Influence of American Products in the Third 
World;" "The Popularity of Basketball in 
the Inner Cities;" "The Rise of the Black 
Athlete From Jessie Owens to Michael Jor- 
dan; " and "Changes in the Fashion Industry: 
Have High Tops Replaced High Heels?" 

According to Mills, the real analyst of the 
social world is able to recognize both the 
task and the promise of the sociological 
imagination; she or he understands how 
personal biography intersects with history to 
inform the social reality. For beginning 
students, this can be extremely difficult to 
comprehend. Without an adequate example 
to illustrate Mills' idea, most students leave 
the introductory class with only a vague and 
abstract understanding of this insightful con- 
cept. By using objects from the everyday 
lives of students, this exercise provides a 
concrete and easily understood example of 
the intersection between personal biography 
and history. In short, the exercise helps 
students begin to grasp the sociological 
imagination and become real social analysts 
in true Millsian fashion. 

APPENDIX. 
EXTRAORDINARILY REEXPERIENCING 
THE ORDINARY: AN EXERCISE IN THE 

SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION* 

(1) Description: What is the object under consid- 
eration? How would you describe it in detail? 
What do you call it? How is it referred to? 
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Appendix con't. 

(2) Local Analysis: How does it relate to other 
aspects of social life? How is it used, bought, 
sold? In what context does it exist? Who benefits 
from it? Who suffers from it? Why does it appear 
the way it does? How does it directly relate to 
your life? 

(3) Global Analysis: Does this object exist in 
other countries? If so, in what form? How is it 
used? How is this use different than its use in the 
United States? Is it altered in any way when used 
elsewhere? Does it affect life on the planet in any 
significant way? Where and how is it made? 

(4) Historical Analysis: When did the object come 
into existence? Why did it appear at this time? 
How has the object changed over time? What 
other aspects of social life have changed as a 
result of this object? How has your use of this 
object changed over time? What will this object 
be like in the future? Will it still exist? 

"* Adopted from Shor 1980. 
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