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A little over a decade ago, ASA past-president Herbert Gans embarked
upon an intriguing and, to our knowledge, unprecedented study of
bestselling books written by professional sociologists. On the heels
of his presidential campaign to make sociology more visible and influential to the lay public, Gans believed such a study would help us
better understand the general reading public’s interest in and understanding of sociology’s knowledge, information, and insights.
The main results of Gans’s study, published as a featured
essay in our sister publication Contemporary Sociology, weren’t
particularly encouraging. He found that only one book (David
Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and Reuel Denney’s classic The Lonely
Crowd) had sold over the benchmark of a million copies and
only two (Tally’s Corner by Elliot Liebow and The Pursuit of Loneliness by Philip Slater) had sold over 500,000. In the 50-year
period Gans examined, only 53 sociology books had sold over
50,000 copies. Gans concluded that sociology had “a long way
to go before it makes a significant impression on the general
public” and, if that was the goal, trying to write bestsellers was
probably not the way to make that impression.
But Gans’s study had a silver lining: it provided clues as to
where and how sociology was best suited to contribute to the
public. Books about inequality (like William Ryan’s Blaming the
Victim) and about family, children, and relationships (like Lillian
Rubin’s Worlds of Pain) topped the list. There were also several
big, synthetic analyses of American society—for example, Robert
Bellah et al.’s Habits of the Heart or Richard Sennett’s The Fall
of Public Man—whose social impact was easily matched by their
sales numbers.

Going further, Gans pointed out several stylistic characteristics shared by the books. Top sellers did not use jargon, tended
to have a strong narrative or storyline (rather than simply reporting research results), and took an interdisciplinary approach.
Recent changes in the publishing industry and the popularity of books like Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner’s Freakonomics and Malcolm Gladwell’s Outliers inspired us—the Contexts
graduate student editorial board—to update Gans’s seminal
study. Tackling this challenge, we gathered data from the publishing industry’s largest provider of retail sales information to
take a new look at recent bestsellers written by sociologists and
bought by the public.
Although we couldn’t directly replicate Gans’s study (for
reasons discussed below), our results echo some of his earlier
findings and conclusions. However, they also reveal some shifts
in the landscape. Books about crime, media, and race do remarkably well, but we found very few broad, societal-level interpretations of American life. Using our new data, we speculate on
some findings and expand on Gans’s concluding reflections about
how best to collaborate with others to bring sociology to broader
audiences.
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searching for bestsellers
Setting out to replicate Gans’s
study, or even to gather comparable
data, was no small task. First, our
method for gathering sales data
diverged from Gans’s. In his study, Gans
gathered sales figures through a questionnaire mailed to authors and presses.
From this self-reported data, he
grouped books based on numerical
intervals of total books sold (for example, The Lonely Crowd sold over 1 million copies, whereas Howard Becker’s
Outsiders and Kai Erikson’s Wayward
Puritans sold between 100,000 and
150,000).
Initially, we tried to replicate Gans’s
approach by requesting sales numbers
from more than 70 academic and popular presses that publish sociology texts.
Unfortunately, while some presses generously shared their sales information,
others did not respond or were unable
to provide actual sales numbers. Plus, even if all of the presses
had responded, self-reported data is notoriously problematic. As
more than one publisher told us, authors and presses may inflate
their own sales numbers or keep them secret for strategic reasons. (Indeed, Gans ran into similar roadblocks in a recent attempt
to replicate his own study.)
Further, we chose to focus specifically on retail sales and
exclude institutional sales and course adoptions (as well as introductory textbooks). Using retail sales alone captures the public’s
interest in sociology, while course adoptions and bulk academic
sales to institutions are more likely to reflect only what sells well
in academic circles. Because Gans was unable to distinguish
between retail and institutional sales in his study, our data comes
closer to his original intent. That said, our list likely overlooks
books primarily assigned in courses or purchased by libraries
(though this has declined dramatically since Gans’s study). The
result is that our two lists cannot be directly compared.
To get our numbers, then, we had to find other sources for
more accurate sales information. We combed through ten years
of New York Times Non-Fiction Bestsellers lists, but did not find
much. Books by sociologists simply do not make the list (and
the list itself is, as one reviewer pointed out, determined by editors and not sales). Then we tracked Amazon sales rankings for
fifty or so popular sociology titles, but learned that Amazon captures, at best, fourteen percent of the consumer market and
industry insiders suspect the rankings themselves are skewed for
marketing purposes.
Finally then, because we were primarily interested in retail
sales, we contacted BookScan. The largest national provider of
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retail book sales data,
BookScan was launched
in 2001 by Nielsen, the
television tracking company that has been
measuring ratings for
more than fifty years. To
track books instead of
broadcasts, BookScan
collects and tallies sales
data from major book
retailers like Barnes &
Noble, Borders, and
Amazon. The company
claims to capture 75
percent of the retail
book market in the
United States, and,
according to an article
by Daniel Gross on
Slate, it’s become the
primary source of reliable sales information
for authors, editors, and agents in an otherwise mysterious,
shrouded market.
For our study, BookScan generously provided annual sales
data for the top 10,000 social science books sold in each year
from 2004 to 2008. We selected the top ten to fifteen books
sold each year that were written by authors with either an
advanced degree in sociology or experience teaching in sociology departments. We then supplemented the list by including
all sociologists who had cumulative sales in the top 1,000 social
science books in the five-year period.
Assembling our numbers, we focused only on the most
recent bestsellers (in particular, books published since Gans’s
study), omitting any bestselling books originally published before
1995 (for example, classics such as W.E.B. DuBois’s Souls of Black
Folk and Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, both of which had high sales numbers in our data). So, since
we only had data since 2004, and because retail sales tend to drop
significantly just a few years after publication, our findings likely
favor newer books.

top 37 bestselling books
Our search yielded a list of 37 bestsellers in sociology,
reported in grouped numerical intervals. (Though our list resembles Gans’s, we warn again that it should not be compared
directly due to different data sources, methods, and time periods.) Barry Glassner’s The Culture of Fear was the only book to
sell over 50,000 copies in the five-year period. Michael Eric Dyson,
who does not have an advanced degree in sociology but is currently a sociology professor at Georgetown, has five books on

the list (his Is Bill Cosby Right? being his single biggest seller on
the list), and Dalton Conley, Joel Best, and Peter Phillips each
have two. Other top-selling authors include Annette Lareau, Elijah Anderson, Sean Patrick Griffin, and Louise Brown.
The books on our list sold an average of 10,100 copies
between 2004 and 2008, with the strongest years being those
just after initial publication. Although we don’t have the data
to provide much insight into why some books sold better than
others, we do offer some speculations. For example, some books,
such as Culture of Fear, probably benefited from social and political events unrelated to the book itself. In Glassner’s case, for
instance, his book was featured in the 2002 Michael Moore documentary Bowling for Columbine. The popularity of some methods books, such as Robert Emerson et al.’s Writing Ethnographic
Fieldnotes and Michael Patton’s Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, on the other hand, may stem in part from the
rise of “cultural studies” and the desire for methods texts in
these areas. As sociologist Michael Schudson has noted, gender studies, African American studies, and media studies all dwarf
sociology sections in university and retail bookstores.
As mentioned above, our list is likely biased against older
books. Yet, many books published before 2004 have continued
to sell well in recent years, comprising about a third of our list.
Sales for books like Anderson’s Code of the Street, Lareau’s
Unequal Childhoods, and Mitchell Duneier’s Sidewalk, as well
as methods books like Emerson et al.’s Writing Ethnographic
Fieldnotes, all of which were published before 2004, increased
sales for at least three of the years in our study. More generally,
though, sales for the majority of the books on our list declined
after the first year of publication. This appears to be a trend
across the social sciences—of the top 1,000 social science books
in our dataset, two-thirds experienced drops in sales after their
first year on the shelves—and for non-fiction as a category.
According to a Publisher’s Weekly report last year, fewer than
ten non-fiction books sold more than one million copies in 2008.

Despite these cautions, some sociology does sell extraordinarily well, even if professional sociologists aren’t the ones writing it. Physiologist Jared Diamond’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Guns,
Germs, and Steel, which combines sociology with geography,
history, and ecology, consistently ranked as a top performer in
the social sciences with annual sales of more than 200,000, and
journalist Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma sold more than
250,000 copies in 2008 alone. In contrast, the top-selling book
written by a sociologist in 2008 sold fewer than 10,000. Books
from other disciplines were closer to the books on our list. Political scientist Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone sold more than
50,000 copies across the five years, and Race Matters by Cornel
West, the esteemed African American studies professor and public intellectual, sold more than 40,000. We also suspect Gladwell’s Blink and Outliers (which was reviewed by Joel Best in
Contexts last year) to be top-sellers, as well as Naomi Klein’s No
Logo or psychologist Daniel Gilbert’s Stumbling on Happiness, but
their books do not appear in our BookScan data.
Interestingly, we note that commercial presses still dominate the publishing of sociology books, even in light of declining sales. Of the 37 books on our list, commercial presses like
Perseus, Random House, Sage, and Macmillan, as well as some
smaller independent and non-profit presses, publish three-quarters of them. Gans had speculated that the interest of commercial presses in sociology books would diminish over time due to
their low returns. But, as one academic publisher reminded us,
some academic and non-profit presses like Oxford actually outperform many commercial presses. Indeed, Oxford, along with
California, Chicago, and Harvard, published the remaining quarter of the books on our list.

anatomy of a bestseller
So, what helps a sociology book become a bestseller?
Reviewing the books on our list, we see clear commonalities in
the style of writing, topics engaged, and overall scope that may
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Cumulative Book Sales, 2004-2008, BookScan
Over 50,000
Barry Glassner, The Culture of Fear: Why Americans are Afraid
of the Wrong Things, Basic, 2000
40,000 to 49,999
None
30,000 to 39,000
Michael Eric Dyson, Is Bill Cosby Right?: Or Has the Black Middle Class Lost Its Mind?, Basic Civitas, 2005
20,000 to 29,999
None
10,000 to 19,999
Michael Eric Dyson, Come Hell or High Water: Hurricane Katrina and the Color of Disaster, Basic Civitas, 2007
Michael Eric Dyson, Why I Love Black Women, Basic Civitas,
2004
Sean Patrick Griffin, Black Brothers, Inc.: The Violent Rise and
Fall of Philadelphia’s Black Mafia, Milo, 2005
Michael Eric Dyson, The Michael Eric Dyson Reader, Basic Civitas, 2004
Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, California, 2001
Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and
the Moral Life of the Inner City, W.W. Norton, 1999
Dalton Conley, The Pecking Order: A Bold New Look at How
Family and Society Determine Who We Become, Pantheon,
2004
Dalton Conley, Honky, Vintage, 2000
Louise Brown, The Dancing Girls of Lahore: Selling Love and
Saving Dreams in Pakistan’s Ancient Pleasure District,
Fourth Estate/HarperCollins, 2005
5,000 to 9,999
David C. Pollock and Ruth E. Van Reken, Third Culture Kids:
The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds, Nicholas
Brealey, 2001
Paul H. Ray and Sherry Ruth Anderson, The Cultural Creatives:
How 50 Million People Are Changing the World, Three
Rivers, 2005
Peter Phillips and Project Censored, Censored 2005: The Top
25 Censored Stories, Seven Stories, 2004
Sudhir Alladi Venkatesh, Off the Books: The Underground
Economy of the Urban Poor, Harvard, 2006
Hella Winston, Unchosen: The Hidden Lives of Hasidic Rebels,
Beacon, 2005
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Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of American Teenagers, Oxford, 2005
Mitchell Duneier, Sidewalk, Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2000
Robert M. Emerson, Rachel I. Fretz, and Linda L. Shaw, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, Chicago, 1995
Allan G. Johnson, Privilege, Power, and Difference, McGrawHill, 2005
Michael Eric Dyson, Debating Race with Michael Eric Dyson,
Perseus Books, 2007
Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation
Methods, Sage, 2001
Kathryn Edin, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put
Motherhood Before Marriage, California, 2005
Joel Best, Damned Lies and Statistics: Untangling Numbers
from the Media, Politicians, and Activists, California, 2001
Warden James H. Bruton, The Big House: Life Inside a Supermax Security Prison, Voyageur, 2004
Howard Zehr, The Little Book of Restorative Justice, Good
Books, 2002
Paul Starr, The Creation of the Media: Political Origins of Modern Communications, Basic, 2004
Morris Berman, The Twilight of American Culture, W.W. Norton, 2001
William Julius Wilson, When the Work Disappears: The World
of the New Urban Poor, Vintage, 1997
Slavoj Zizek, Violence: Six Sideways Reflections, Picador, 2008
Eric Klinenberg, Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in
Chicago, Chicago, 2003
3,000 to 4,999
Joel Best, More Damned Lies and Statistics: How Numbers
Confuse Public Issues, California, 2004
John Edwards, Marion Crain, and Arne L. Kalleberg, Ending
Poverty in America: How to Restore the American Dream,
New Press, 2007
D. Michael Lindsay, Faith in the Halls of Power: How Evangelicals Joined the American Elite, Oxford, 2007
Katherine S. Newman and Victor Tan Chen, The Missing Class:
Portraits of the Near Poor in America, Beacon, 2007
Peter Phillips and Project Censored, Censored 2004: The Top
25 Censored Stories, Seven Stories, 2003
Philip Rieff, Charisma: The Gift of Grace, and How It Has Been
Taken Away from Us, Pantheon, 2007

speak to the particular
retail markets in which
sociology texts sell well.
While a content analysis of these books can’t
give a definitive formula for generating a
bestseller, we’ve distilled some common
characteristics that
likely resonate with the
broader book market.
Writing. Gans
found
bestselling
books to be generally
jargon-free, narrativedriven, and interdisciplinary in the sense
they were accessible
across academic disciplines. Most of our
books seem to fit this
description. For example, The Culture of Fear was applauded by top media outlets in
part because of its combination of sociological analysis with an
engaging journalistic writing style.
The books on our list also include clear characters and vivid
personalities such as the single mothers and suburban families
in Unequal Childhoods and Hassan, the Greenwich Village vendor who appears in the first few pages of Sidewalk. Gans speculated that a jargon-free writing style and memorable narratives
helped authors build loyal readerships, which facilitated the success of their future books. The repeat appearances of Dyson,
Conley, and Best on our list certainly lend support to this idea.
Not surprisingly, a number of authors on our list are themselves interdisciplinary. Conley is an adjunct professor of community medicine at Mount Sinai University and the Dean of Social

Subjects of bestselling sociology books, 2004-2008
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Sciences at New York University, while
Dyson has held appointments as a
humanities professor in top universities
and seminaries and is a frequent contributor to television programs, magazines,
and websites.
Topics. While clear writing makes
the work comprehensible, not all topics seem to resonate equally with a
broader public audience. Gans found
sociology was on the cutting edge of
the American public’s interest in poverty
and racial inequality in the 1960s; books
like Tally’s Corner, Blaming the Victim,
and Worlds of Pain tapped into the current. Gans also found books that
focused on family, children, or friends
(such as Lillian Rubin’s books) sold particularly well.
Similarly, we find books about race,
ethnicity, and inequality continue to take
top spots. In our list, BookScan identifies eight as books about ethnic studies, race relations, and African American studies. Religion and
media are also popular subjects. Unlike Gans, who found very
few criminology books, we found three. Including Anderson’s
Code of the Streets, Sudhir Venkatesh’s Off the Books, and Griffin’s Black Brothers, Inc., would bring our criminology total to at
least five. The success of criminology books not only reflects a
widespread societal interest in crime, but also the rise of criminology as a subfield within sociology.
Only two books address issues related to children, marriage,
or family, and even fewer address politics or social movements.
One way to interpret this finding is to suggest that these areas
may have dropped off the public’s radar since Gans’s study.
Instead, since these subfields clearly remain vibrant in the discipline, we suspect that many readers have turned to other experts
in political science and cultural studies, or perhaps television pundits, for insights into these areas. If sociology hopes to make a
bigger impact on the public, reclaiming some of these topics
might be one place to start.
Scope. We also notice fewer books (though there are some
notable exceptions) that claim to offer a “big picture” take on
American society and culture writ large in the manner of Lonely
Crowd. Sociologists seem to be writing fewer books offering
broad commentary on American life, tending instead toward
increasing specialization and a focus on difference rather than
community. This is certainly the case in the journals. Sociologists
are now producing work as experts on fine-grained topics like
the role of media in producing unfounded fear, the governmental response to Hurricane Katrina, the red-light districts of Pakistan, or an African American crime syndicate in Detroit.

Source: Nielsen Book Scan
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This is not to say
that all books are so
specialized, and we
are not sure whether
increased specialization is to the benefit
or detriment of sociology’s public voice. In
fact, fewer “big”
books on our list may
simply reflect a trend
in the book market
writ large. According
to one publisher we
spoke to, “There has
been a fragmenting of all markets. That’s why people like Oprah
are so important—there are so few single channels that attract
so wide a population. There aren’t the chances that one book
like Habits of the Heart would sell as well today. It’s much less
likely for it to happen today than it was 20 years ago, and that’s
part of the larger, general fragmentation that is occurring
throughout all of society.” However, a subtle shift toward specialization indicated by our list does signal that sociologists are
unlikely to be the public’s go-to experts for insightful social commentary on a broader scale.

looking forward
While our list is by no means definitive or exhaustive (not
only because it represents just 75 percent of the retail market), it
nonetheless provides a starting point for thinking about where sociology has made (and might make) an impact on public life. Some
of the reviewers suggested other methods for collecting data,
such as surveying some of the top-selling authors on our list to
check for discrepancies in the BookScan data and solicit reflections
on why some books sell and others do not. We encourage future
studies that combine data from multiple sources, including authors
themselves, in order to move toward a more comprehensive bestseller list. We hope our list can be a reference or signpost for
these studies, much like Gans’s list was for our own.
If there is an argument resting in the data we have gathered,
perhaps it is the same one Gans made over a decade ago—to
the extent that sociology hopes to impact public life, writing
bestsellers may not be the best way to do so. Of all the books
on our list, a small minority sold more than 10,000 copies. On
the other hand, books like Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed
and Dave Eggers’s Zeitoun undoubtedly sell better than the “sociology” books on our list, but they share some of the same characteristics, such as style, tone, and subject matter.
Perhaps the incentive structures within academia have
changed so that writing bestsellers is no longer an ambition of sociologists (and maybe it never really was). Indeed, one publisher
lamented to us that sociologists, perhaps more than other aca-
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talking bestsellers with barbara ehrenreich
A best-selling author and self-described
“independent scholar,” Barbara Ehrenreich is a
prime example of a non-sociologist bringing sociological insights to the public. In books like Nickel
and Dimed, Bait and Switch, and Bright-Sided,
Ehrenreich has invited Americans to look at the
peculiarities of modern life, often by bringing
their own voices to the page. Contexts grad board
member Hollie Nyseth asked her to share a few
insights on writing engaging, influential books,
sociology or not.
“Well,” she began, “nobody knows how to
write bestsellers. It’s a matter of luck and a lot of
other things.” But if she were to try to give an
aspiring author some tips, Ehrenreich said, she’d
point them in the direction Herbert Gans outlines
in his “One Thing I Know” column: write about
contemporary topics, the kinds of things you talk
over at happy hour or see playing out on the
evening news. Then go where the topic takes you.
“Because I’m an independent scholar, I don’t
have to recognize disciplinary boundaries. If I
need to be in history or in anthropology or in evolutionary biology, that’s where I go.” And like any
good (if accidental) sociologist, she says, “I
depend on friendly people in the disciplines to
answer questions, to help orient me, to tell me
where the debates are.”
Compelling examples of her own curiosity
and boundary-crossing, Ehrenreich’s books have
punch… and longevity. “I think [my work’s] survival now hinges a lot on being used in college
classes and high school classes, even middle school
classes. And all I can understand is that students
enjoy reading it. Teachers tell me that you can get
into a lot of serious issues but, if it’s a fun read,
that’s what keeps you going.”
demics he works with, are reluctant to promote their published
works with the public and even view the idea of competing in the
book marketplace with “hostility.” He went on to say, “If you
want to be an author that sells well… you had better be the quintessential salesperson to drive that book’s success.” Authors in
all fields and for all types of publications and presses are now
expected to act as their own promotion agents, setting up Facebook accounts and hustling at readings and book signings. That
convention may deeply unsettle some sociologists.
If the institutional and cultural incentives have changed
within sociology, then we might at least expect some of the classics—written at a time when engaging the public was maybe

more of a premium—to still be going strong. However, when
we checked to see how some of the books on Gans’s list fared
in the retail market today, we found mixed evidence that they
were still selling. While some titles, such as Habits of the Heart
and Arlie Hochschild’s The Second Shift, continue to fare well,
most, including Lonely Crowd, sold less than a few hundred
copies in five years.
If writing a bestseller is not the best way to reach the public, then writing opinion pieces, magazine articles, or working to
get our work covered by journalists might be the next best option.
Gans cautioned against giving away too much to journalists, but
even Riesman had journalists like William H. Whyte and Anthony
Lukas in his midst, and they helped shape sociology for the better. This is not to say that Freakonomics, the product of a curious
yet compelling collaboration between an economist and journalist, should be the model for bringing sociology to the public. But
it is in our interest to promote and encourage bestsellers that
think and read sociologically, whether or not they are written by
our colleagues. Of course, much as the books on our list, that
idea might be a hard sell.
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