
U1: SOCIOLOGY Consensus  
Consensus and conformity or dissent and rebellion: which of these pairs of words characterise 

you? 
 

According to a simple definition, consensus is a term in American historical 

discourse naming a set of interrelated ideas that characterize the political and cultural 

tone of the two decades from World War II to the early 1960s. As a reaction to the 

worldwide state of chaos of the 1930s and the 1940s, American intellectuals rallied to 

the defence of three causes they revered and saw endangered: science, democracy and 

America itself. Analysts of the Cold War period refer to the "consensus" culture as a 

"collaboration of business, government and labour" which "established a dominant 

centre which either saw no need for extreme or divisive positions or actively worked to 

support them" (Schaub 1991, 137). This "vital centre" (in A. Schlesinger Jr.'s words) 

represented itself as beyond ideology, a kind of neutral, natural being, in harmony with 

the complex realities of the post-war world.  

To start with, for American intellectuals, Nazism, fascism and communism were 

antiscientific political ideologies by means of which "true believers" attempted to 

remake the world. The moral and political absolutism of those movements was in 

opposition to the worldly practical compromises that marked American politics. As a 

product of pragmatism, social tolerance and openness to diverse interests, American 

politics could only have developed from practical and nondogmatic habits and attitudes 

embedded in a distinctive and pluralistic national culture. Therefore, tolerance, 

pragmatism and openness as norms of social interaction prevented Americans from 

falling victims to ideological fanaticism and nourished the tentative, open-minded and 

experimental attitudes that ideally characterize scientific inquiry. Science, in turn, 

provided a rational justification for democratic government.  

Consequently, in the post-war context of American newly gained world 

leadership, and of the pervasive anti-communism and unprecedented prosperity at 

home, a great part of American intellectuals were led to embrace the status quo. The 

practices and attitudes that composed the American cultural consensus became political 

and moral norms by which to judge the world. At the root of this orientation there 

seemed to lie a political-moral dichotomy linking the moral good with America, 

democracy, science, relativism, pluralism, compromise, existing social institutions, and 

moral evil with Nazi Germany, Soviet Union, totalitarianism, ideology, absolutism, 

repression, command, significant social change. Indeed, historical events such as World 

War II, the Holocaust and the atomic bomb, the subsequent experience of 

disillusionment with the left, "forced" most of the political spectrum to adapt their 

discourse to the new realities.  

These "key terms" became obsessive in the American cultural discourse; however, 

their analysis and interpretation, both in the 1950s and afterward, yielded an ambivalent 

picture of the often ridiculed period of the "tranquilized fifties". On the one hand, there 

were the weaknesses: the naively optimistic view of American society and politics, the 

equation of threats posed by Nazism and communism, the confusion between 

descriptive and prescriptive levels of analysis, and the failure to recognize the extent to 

which the consensus orientation was historically contingent and apologetic. On the other 

hand, in the post-war era of prevailing confusion and transition to a more stable 

international order, the "consensus intellectuals" emphasized two contemporary 

constants of democracy. Firstly, political thought and action must be constantly 

"checked" by the tests of pragmatic analysis and empirical confirmation and, secondly, 

toleration and compromise must nourish the cultural values and practices that support 

democratic governments.  
Source: Cristina Felea, The Beat Literary Movement and the Postmodernist Breakthrough, Doctoral Thesis, 

2006. 

 
New Vocabulary 
consensus = 
agreement reached 
by a group 
status = position or 
standing of persons 
in a society 
dichotomy = duality 
prescriptive = 
normative 
embedded = inserted 
as an integral part of 
a surrounding whole 
contingent = 
determined by 
conditions or 
circumstances not 
yet established 
apologetic = 
justificatory 
 
Prefixes 
ambivalent 
antiscientific 
endangered 
interrelated 
nondogmatic 
postwar 
unprecedented 
 
Suffixes 
Noun-forming 
Fascism 
justification 
democracy 
conformity 
weakness 
tolerance 
 
Adjective-forming 
significant 
existing 
cultural 
distinctive 



Section I    VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES            
 
Guessing meaning Using contextual clues  
You can use several strategies to figure out the meaning of unknown words in a text, such as using prior 
knowledge of the word, pronouncing the word, looking for roots or prefixes, finding definitions/ examples/ 
illustrations in the text, finding words in the sentence with similar/ opposite meaning, and finding information 
related to the word in the paragraph. 
 
A. Match the following words/expressions with the definitions:  
 

1. consensus 
2. [they] rallied [ to 

the defence] 
3. status quo   
4. prescriptive  
5. dichotomy 
6. embedded 
7. contingent  

8. apologetic 
 

a. Agreement in the judgment or opinion reached by a group as a 

whole. 

b. Based on or prescribing a norm or standard. 

c. Being twofold; a classification into two opposed parts or 

subclasses. 

d. Gather or bring together. 

e. Inserted as an integral part of a surrounding whole. 

f. Providing justification. 

g. The existing state of affairs. 

h. Uncertain because of uncontrollable circumstances. 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  
 
 

B. Find words in the text with the suffixes mentioned on the previous page. Use the word in brackets to 
complete the sentences. Add the necessary prefix and/or suffix and put the word in the correct form. 
 

1. The 1950s were an era of conformity, consensus, and complacency.  (conform) 

2. What is scary about …… is that people wanted to believe the people McCarthy classified as 

communists were really communists. (McCarthy) 

3. In the 1950s, conformity meant that you were a middle-class WASP (White Anglo-Saxon …… ) 

with 2.5 kids, a white picket fence, and living in the suburbs. (protest) 

4. As the 1950s turned into the 1960s, race …… began improving.  (relate) 

5. America’s informal one "family wage" system enjoyed popular support and grew in …… (signify) 

6. The ’60s could be seen as the working out of the many tensions the 1950s embodied: in family life, 

on ……  matters, in politics, and in culture.  (race) 

7. The sense that there was something empty in the larger culture fed the …… that eventually led to 

the counterculture of the 1960s.(restless) 

 

C. Find 7 context-related antonyms in your text to the following words. 
  

1. democracy is  opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

2. pluralism is opposite in meaning to  ____totalitarianism____ 

3. dogmatic is opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

4. dissent is opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

5. scientific is opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

6. descriptive is opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

7. compromise is opposite in meaning to _____________________ 

 

D. Use the new vocabulary to write 150-word comment on the following topic. 
 

The year 1989 reshaped the world. It meant the end of the cold war and the fall of communism. Its 

news stories - from Tiananmen Square to the fall of the Berlin Wall - are now historical marker posts. 

How did 1989 change your life? 



Section II    LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 

Sentence patterns       
Knowledge of basic sentence patterns is important for writing varied and interesting sentences. 

Experienced writers know that if they wish to give two or more elements in a sentence equal weight, 

they will use coordination. On the other hand, if they wish to emphasise one element over another, 

they will use subordination. (Abbreviations used: subject S, verb V, conjunction C.) (G. XI) 

 

A. Study the following examples and write your own in the table. 
 
Type Examples  Write your own examples 

Simple  The political thought (S) [and action (S)] 

must be checked (V) [and analysed (V)]. 

 

Compound 

 

The political thought must be checked and 

the action must be analysed. 

 

Complex After the political thought has been checked, 

the steps to action must be analysed. 

 

Complex-

compound 

After the political thought has been checked, 

the steps to action must be analysed and 

immediate implementation must follow. 

 

 
B. Use the text to complete the next five sentences so as to have simple (S), compound (C), complex 
(Co), and complex-compound (CC) types. 
 
1. These "key terms" became obsessive in the American cultural discourse. S 

2. The practices and attitudes that  …… became political and moral norms by which to judge the world.   

3. In the post-war context, America gained world leadership and …….  

4. Moral good was linked with America and …… Germany.   

5. Moral good was linked with America and moral evil was connected with Germany, a fact that …….   

 

C. Combine the short sentences into a single sentence with the help of the conjunction(s) in the right 
column. Answers may vary. 
 
1. Politicians listen to people [while any controversy is hot].  They listen [when the news 

coverage is good].  They listen [before an election rolls around]. 
and 

Politicians listen to people while any controversy is hot, when the coverage is good, 

 and before an election rolls around.  

2. You should lobby the legislators [who are sympathetic].  If not them, you should 

lobby those [who have strong pressure groups at home]. 
either…or 

 

3. Some people have the energy [to get involved].  They don't have the energy [to make 

changes]. 
Although 

 

4. [Hoping for successes], I keep trying. [Failing often], I keep trying. [Making many 

small steps forward], I keep trying. 
and 

 

5. When I sit at home, I find myself [getting depressed].  I find myself [feeling even 

more tired]. 
and; 
However, 

 

6. Some students are nervous around anything high-tech. Other students seem to enjoy 

new challenges. They regard learning how to use computers as a kind of game. 
While; as 

 

 



Section III TEXT STRUCTURE 
 

Features of academic writing 
According to general opinion, written language is relatively more complex than spoken language. It is 

more formal, more grammatically complex, and lexically dense (specialist vocabulary). Other 

important features include objectivity, namely emphasis is on information and arguments rather than 

on writer or reader by using the passive voice for example. Then there is explicitness: it is the 

responsibility of the writer to make it clear to the reader how the various parts of the text are logically 

related by the use, for example, of various signalling words. Hedging, or cautious language, refers to 

the strength of claim related to writer’s statements. Finally, it is essential that academic writers be able 

to provide evidence and justification for any claims they make, being also responsible for 

demonstrating an understanding of any source texts they use. (G.XIX.1) 
 

A. Read the following texts and identify features of academic writing by ticking one or more 
characteristics from the box on the right. 
 

Text Features 
1. The sociologist C. Wright Mills coined the term sociological 

imagination to describe the ability to see the interplay between biography 

and history, public issues and private troubles. "Neither the life of the 

individual nor the history of a society can be understood without 

understanding both," wrote Mills (1959, p.3).  

a. grammatically 

complex 

b. lexically dense 

c. objectivity 

d. explicitness 

e. responsibility 

 

2. Other problems with Schapiro's work stem from the fact that he was an 

old-fashioned political historian. 1917 is based on the premise that it is 

possible to understand the Russian revolution purely in terms of political 

power, without reference to social or economic questions. 

This, firstly, leads Schapiro into errors of interpretation. (…) This 

approach allows him to avoid discussing the appeal that the Bolsheviks' 

program held for industrial workers and peasants. (…) Secondly, 

Schapiro's purely political orientation affects his choice of period. He 

picks the dates 1917-1924 because they delimit the transfer of political 

power. 

a.  grammatically 

complex 

b. lexically dense 

c. objectivity 

d. explicitness 

e.   responsibility 

 

3. While the results obtained in this investigation must be evaluated 

relative to the population sampled, the mode of data collection employed, 

and the sponsoring agency, comparisons between reported and actual ages 

for each of the question formats studied revealed uniformly high levels of 

reporting accuracy. Simultaneously, though, there were insignificant 

differences among the refusal rates associated with the question formats. 

a. grammatically 

complex 

b. lexically dense 

c. objectivity 

d. explicitness 

e    responsibility  

 

B. Listen to two paragraphs, write them down and then reword them in a more academic style, by 
using the words suggested in the text box. 
 
1. are taken    individuals     for this reason    approach    that is     which    separate    plan 

 

2. occasions   considerable period   improvement   process of learning   designing 

 

 

 
 


