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To Liberation through Criticism

INTRODUCTION
An introduction has, as one possibility, the purpose of explaining
and, perhaps, justifying, the form and content of a book. Our first task
is, therefore, to explain what kind of text we have written, to compare
our idea of a text to other possible notions, and to emphasize why we
think our approach is particularly applicable to a book on sociology.
ONE BOOK AMONG MANY
The most prevalent type of text in sociology (though not the kind
that we have written) is the “comprehensive introduction” to the field.
The purpose of this kind of book is to communicate to the reader the
conclusions sociologists have reached at a particular period in time
about the structures of human relationships and organizations. In this
approach, groups, organizations, and societies are viewed as objects of
study similar to the cells, tissues, and organisms of the biologist, or the
vii
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planets, solar systems, and galaxies of the astronomer. The student is
expected to learn about the characteristics of some object in which he
does not directly participate, and the uses to which he puts the knowl
edge are not an explicit concern of the writers. The “comprehensive
introduction” does not ordinarily introduce the student to the meth
ods by which sociologists gain knowledge, nor does it organize infor
mation around a perspective about the nature of history and the goals
human beings pursue. However, most important from our viewpoint
is that the “comprehensive introduction” does not view the student as
an active participant in the subject, and we feel that this is a fatal flaw
m the study of sociology. In learning about the chemical composition
ot an asteroid, the student does not gain knowledge on which he can
directly act, unless he becomes a professional astronomer. In contrast
when learning about the structure of the family, the student gains an
interpretation of a set of human relations on which he can act immedi
ately. He can attempt to change the relations in his own family, ignore
the new information, or attem pt to preserve the relations more intelli
gently. In any case, he will have made a commitment about his own
social life based upon what he has learned. We have not written a
“comprehensive introduction” because we believe that we should ex
plicitly recognize the active implications of sociology for the individual
person’s life.
A second kind of sociology text is the “introduction to the disci
pline.” Here the authors attem pt to explain the methods by which
sociologists gain knowledge about human relations and organizations
In the “introduction to the discipline,” conclusions about the way
societies work are subordinated to the description of sets of techniques
used by a group of specialists in their work. The writers do not expect
the student to apply these techniques to his own social relations, but
instead to appreciate how it is possible for experts to study the human
condition scientifically. Again the student is viewed as a learner or at
best, a potential expert rather than as an actor; only here what he
learns is a body of specialized techniques and definitions rather than
a set of factual conclusions and generalizations. The “introduction to
t e discipline puts sociological methods on a par with natural-science
methods. Observing a small group through a one-way mirror is viewed
as no different from observing a cell through a microscope or a planet
through a telescope. No attention is given to the possibility that meth
ods of studying human beings are also ways of relating to them as
human beings. For example, observing people through a one-way
m irror means that the researcher believes that at least in some cases
it is morally justified to conceal from people the full meaning of the
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situation in which they are involved. Similar problems are not encoun
tered in the study of an asteroid, because an asteroid does not have
the capacity to respond to the people who study it. Thus, we have not
written an “introduction to the discipline” because we believe that
methods imply moralities.
A third type of sociology text is the “focused introduction.” Here
the authors organize certain conclusions about social relations and
organizations around a perspective on the meaning of human history
and the values that are—or should be—sought in social life. While the
“comprehensive introduction” frequently presents a set of unrelated
conclusions, the “focused introduction” selects key themes to illumi
nate facts and generalizations. For example, a “focused introduction”
might be based on the problem of social inequality and then trace the
ways in which inequality appears in business organizations, political
parties, families, and churches. The “focused introduction” does not
apply the natural-science model to the study of human events, since
it begins with an interpretation of significant human problems and
then attempts to show the student that he confronts these problems
in his daily life and is often part of them. In some ways our book is a
“focused introduction” because it selects, out of all possible human
concerns, the problem of gaining freedom and understanding within
large-scale, impersonal organizations. Facts and generalizations are
gathered to illuminate this problem and to show the reader how he
might confront it and be involved in it. However, our book differs from
most “focused introductions” because we do not claim that our theme
of freedom and reason is the most significant one for all people, or that
it is the one key for unlocking the secrets of contemporary social
organization. We are aware that there are other perspectives and we
discuss them. We are not out to convert people to our definition of the
situation and we encourage readers to challenge our interpretation
with their own. We are not engaged in brainwashing or ideologyformation, but in creating one possible way in which current human
relations and organizations can be plausibly understood in their totality.
Our recognition that information about society can lead directly
to action, our belief that methods imply moralities, and our conviction
that there is no absolutely true perspective lead us to write a sociology
text which is meant to encourage the active, morally sensitive, and
critical use of sociology by our readers. This fourth kind of text is a
“practical introduction” aimed at showing people the ways in which
sociology can help them inquire into their actual relations with others
and thereby act more freely and intelligently in them. The outline of
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the book reveals this purpose. The first chapter discusses the ways in
which people can come to understand their social relations and their
images of society. The second chapter reviews some of the different
perspectives on the nature of social relations, and invites the reader to
determine which tradition is closest to his own viewpoint. The third
chapter analyzes the ways in which social science can be conceived,
while the fourth chapter reviews the methods by which social situations
can be studied. The fifth chapter discusses the very nature of human
experience, and raises the question of how experience may be defined.
Having introduced in the first five chapters a way of applying sociology
to one s own life, we then in the sixth and seventh chapters present an
image of contemporary society. This image of mass society, which is
based on the obstacles people encounter in attaining freedom and
reason, is compared to other perspectives, and defended. At this point
in the book the reader should be careful not to slip into assuming that
we are expounding the absolutely true interpretation of contemporary
society. We often appear to say “this is the way things are,” but that
is because it would be awkward and redundant to keep repeating “this
is the way we see things, based upon the evidence we have reviewed,
but there are certainly other ways of interpreting social life which are
also backed up by impressive evidence.” We trust the reader not to
adopt our view as a creed, but to consider it as a live possibility.
Chapters 8 through 15 apply the image of mass society to particular
social processes and institutions. The eighth and ninth chapters dis
cuss economic activity, the tenth and eleventh chapters discuss politi
cal activity, the twelfth and thirteenth chapters discuss family, commu
nity and religion (appreciative activity), and the fourteenth and
fifteenth chapters discuss education, knowledge and communication
(inquiry). Throughout these applications of the mass society image our
aim is to show readers how they can better understand the context of
their everyday lives and, particularly, how they can inquire into their
social relations.
The purposes of a practical introduction” to sociology can best
be served if the readers attem pt to relate their own experiences to the
text, and then to imagine new ways of conceiving their experience. In
order to help this process along we have included exercises through
out the book. These exercises are of two types. First, there are exer
cises meant to help the reader clarify his own interpretation of social
relations and his own social life. For example, in the discussion of mass
media there is an exercise in which the reader is invited to draw up an
inventory of the media he consumes and of the time he spends con
suming them. The purpose of this media profile is to sensitize the
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person to his sources of information and their bias. A second kind of
exercise is meant to help the reader create alternative possibilities for
understanding social relations. For example, in the section on crime
we present a way of classifying criminal activity. In this section the
reader is invited to draw up a different classification of criminal activity
and to defend it. The purpose of this exercise is to show the person
that he can create alternative perspectives and need not accept a single
interpretation of a phenomenon. If readers attempt to do both kinds
of exercises, we believe they will expand their awareness of their pre
sent and possible social relations, and will also be immunized against
blind faith in any particular image of human events, including the one
in this book.
The spirit in which we write this book may be grasped by consider
ing what we have done so far in this introduction. We have discussed
various kinds of sociology texts, have shown their purposes, and have
explained why we have chosen to write a particular kind of text. We
have not argued that we have written the best possible text for all
purposes, nor have we argued that if people follow our discussion they
will have access to absolute truth. We have, instead, revealed our idea
of a text in contrast to other notions, so that readers can be clear about
what they can expect to derive from our work. This process of critical
comparison (we call it the process of self-understanding in the book)
is what we would like people to apply to their ideas about social
relations and organizations.
THE INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT
Carrying the process of critical comparison one step farther, our
second task is to identify the intellectual context in which this book
appears. This book appears at a time in which sociologists are becom
ing increasingly aware of the connections of their ideas to the social
organization in which they work. This awareness is symbolized by the
increasing use of such terms as the sociology of knowledge, the soci
ology of sociology, and the philosophy of social science to identify the
study of how thought about social relations and organizations is rela
tive to those very relations and organizations. We are in the tradition
of such sociologists as Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Pitirim Sorokin,
Georges Gurvitch, Karl Mannheim, and C. Wright Mills, who attempt
to trace the relations between the ideas people have about their society
and the particular social groups to which they belong and the interests
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of these groups. However, we depart from the sociology of knowledge
tradition in one important respect. In the past, sociologists have
claimed that in one way or another they have been able to rise above
partial and interest-bound interpretations of society, and to give an
accurate statement of social reality in terms of the major social groups
their relations and their principles of organization. We believe that the
problem of contemporary sociology is not to cut through the web of
competing interpretations of human existence until we reach the solid
core of social fact, but to describe a way in which people can move
through the competing interpretations, understand and appreciate
each of them, and create a perspective that will aid them in preserving
or transforming their social relations according to values they have
chosen to realize. This is another way of saying that we do not have
access to any absolute truth—religious, political, sociological or psy
chological. However, it is also something more. We believe that, while
there is neither a bedrock of social fact nor a mountain top for objec
tive contemplation, there is a process for improving one’s grasp of
social relations by discovering the various groups with which one
might identify, of understanding their projects and interests, of seeing
how these groups relate to other groups, and of making commitments
to act on the basis of widened understanding. This means that we
cannot tell people what side they should be on in social conflicts or
what side will necessarily win in the struggles of our time. We can only
present the best analysis we can devise through our own process of
critical comparison, and then make it clear which side we are on and
why. This is how we understand the meaning of the “sociology of
knowledge” tradition in contemporary social science.
We are hampered in realizing our purposes by the very structure
of the language, by the things people expect to derive from a book, and
indeed by the very structure of a book. The English language hinders
us because there are viewpoints we would like to express that are not
easily communicated in the language. For example, the words “he”
and his appear throughout the text when we are referring to the
singular-third-person subject (the abstract human being). This general
usage of the masculine third person for the human third person has
an obvious bias. It may lead people to believe that only men are
significant in social life and that only men, not women, should reflect
upon their social relations. This is contrary to our belief that both men
and women can share equally in a human process of growth and
inquiry. Yet we adopted ordinary usage of the language because any
other strategy (for example, alternating “his” and “her,” or using “the
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human being”) would have made the presentation stilted, awkward,
and might have distracted the reader from other insights. We avoided
the use of “man” to refer to human being, and “mankind” to refer to
humanity, but the language prohibited us from being as human as we
desired. Perhaps in the future the language will develop genderneutral terms, but for us to coin such terms (shis for his/hers) would
be distracting, to say the least.
What people expect to derive from a book also hampered us. It
probably does not matter how much we insist upon the relativity of our
position; there will be many people who will embrace it as a creed or
react against it as a faith. People expect a book either to tell them the
truth about something or to confirm their prejudices. Our book does
neither, yet it may appear to do both. For example, supporters of black
power, gay liberation, Chicano liberation, or any other social move
ment may be angered because we have not written a chapter or section
exclusively on their group. This does not mean that we oppose these
movements or that we believe that they are insignificant. Instead, we
believe that each of these particular interests is part of a wider rebel
lion against inequality and domination which should be appreciated
before considering the problems of any particular group. However,
this, again, is only one perspective or opinion. The best that we can
say is that we have attempted to make our values explicit and that we
do not have a corner on the truth. We encourage people to rearrange
our evidence and gather new evidence to create alternative perspec
tives, whether they are based on the conflict of races, the cooperation
of religious believers, or any other image of groups in relation.
Finally, we have been limited by the structure of a book itself. The
print medium is best suited to describing a particular point of view,
and where only one-way communication is possible. Conversations are
bilateral or multilateral, in the sense that a number of people speaking
with each other can simultaneously work out several perspectives.
Books, however, are unilateral—the authors present their ideas and
the readers have no opportunity to respond immediately and present
different possibilities. We could, perhaps, have begun to present as
many images of contemporary society as we could think of, but then
we would have had to multiply the length of the book by the number
of images we used. Both writing and reading such a work would be a
project extending over several human lifetimes. Thus, we return again
to the theme that we encourage the reader to take an active responsi
bility for her image of society: to try to clarify her beliefs, to compare
them to our perspective, and to choose the ways she will commit
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herself to preserving or transforming social relations. We ask her not
to respond passively to our viewpoint, and to test it in her own life.
(And this applies to him as well as to her!)
Introductions ordinarily end with acknowledgments. There have,
of course, been many people, living and dead, who have helped us
formulate our ideas constructively. The people who have made the
greatest positive contributions need not be mentioned by name, be
cause their primary interest is to clarify ideas, not to take credit for
them. We thus acknowledge those who have aided us through conver
sation and through their writings and say no more. We do not want
to identify with a school of thought or with an academic clique, nor do
we want to create such a school or clique. We do, however, wish to
acknowledge explicitly those who have helped us negatively. We have
been moved to write this book partly because of the barbarous acts of
contemporary leaders. In studying these acts we have gained many of
our insights and have found the reason to write a book about the
prospects for freedom in a society with irresponsible and arbitrary
leadership. Thus, we must pay our respects to United States leaders
who ordered the bombing of Vietnam, to contemporary mayors who
unleashed the police on peace demonstrators, to officials who un
leashed police dogs on black demonstrators, to communist bosses who
ordered the tanks into Czechoslovakia, to those who sent troops into
Cambodia, and to numerous other politicians, public relations men,
university administrators and departm ent heads, businessmen, labor
union bureaucrats, military leaders, contract researchers, and other
managers and manipulators who seem to make a virtue out of dominat
ing others through force, bribery, fraud, and the mobilization of guilt,
envy, and self-esteem. These are the people who act so that others will
obey rather than learn, and who wish their names to be known by all.
We acknowledge their presence—how can we help it?—and tell them
(if they are willing to listen) that we have learned from their example
to oppose them.
Tippecanoe and
Cook Counties, 1974
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THE STRUCTURE OF
SOCIAL INQUIRY

THE HUMAN CONDITION
The twentieth century is an age of contrasts, a time of beginnings
and endings. At the very time when some people speak hopefully about
the possibilities of a world without war and poverty, others warn of
impending disaster through nuclear warfare or famine. The spread of
the scientific method into new areas of human experience is extolled
in some quarters, while elsewhere growing numbers of people experi
ment with witchcraft and astrology. Suburban homes are replete with
electrical appliances, while the shacks of the rural poor may not even
have indoor plumbing. Millions of human beings spend their working
lives in vast organizations whose operations cannot be understood by
any single individual, but return after work to the nuclear family, the
smallest social unit yet devised. Depending upon the slice of experi
ence being presented at the moment, the human condition is one of
promise or peril. Bertrand Russell has expressed this twentiethcentury mentality: “I see, in my mind s eye, a world of glory and joy,
a world where minds expand, where hope'remains undimmed, and
what is noble is no longer condemned as treachery to this or that paltry
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aim. All this can happen if we will let it happen. It rests with our gen
eration to decide between this vision and an end decreed by folly.” 1
It is by no means certain that the present generation will deter
mine whether humanity progresses to a new expansion of freedom or
commits collective suicide. More than one generation in the twentieth
century has already found itself torn between promise and peril, and
has left the issue unresolved. This uncertainty may continue for many
decades into the future. What is important, however, is that many
people in the twentieth century have felt that they were at the cross
roads between despair and hope. Nietzsche likened human existence
to a rope over an abyss. Experiencing the tensions of twentieth-century
life, many people have felt like tightrope walkers over a bottomless pit.
To either side of them was Nothingness. Ahead of them was a vision
of creative freedom and the development of human potentials. Often
they were seized by vertigo and became unable to rivet their attention
on the vision of hope. They fell into that bottomless pit, committing
barbarous acts of torture and self-destruction on that descent. Nausea,
the physical symptom of those possessed by Nothingness, continues to
haunt the contemporary human condition. William Ernest Hocking
has vividly described the terror of those torn apart by the conflicts and
paradoxes of the twentieth century: “What we see is the moment-tomoment boundary of our being, the nothingness that completes itself
in death, our own and that of the race: in such a world, riddled the
while with horrorfilled actualities, how can a being aspiring and infinite
be other than condemned to frustration?”2
Not everyone in the twentieth century, of course, has seen the
situation as a tension between promise and peril. The perspective that
guides this book has been held by many social thinkers, but not the
majority. Its exponents have tended to be those sociologists and social
philosophers who were concerned with the greater attainment of hu
man freedom, the patterns of coercion and domination which restrict
freedom in contemporary society, and the development of methods for
studying social relations which take account of feeling, choice and
mental image of the world, as well as behavior. Sociologists such as
Erving Goffman, Georges Gurvitch, Pitirim Sorokin, Morris Ginsberg,
C. Wright Mills, Radhakamal Mukerjee, E. T. Hiller, and Peter Berger,
among others, fall into this tradition. Other perspectives have inter
preted the twentieth century as a time of increasing progress towards
a society in which people will be judged by their achievement of tasks
rather than by their family, racial, and national origins, while other
views have stressed the possibility or inevitability of a revolution which
would abolish distinctions between social classes. These perspectives
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are optimistic about the future. Still other views have projected a
decline of civilization and a relapse into barbarism. Both this pessimis
tic attitude and the optimistic viewpoints do not find ambivalence,
paradox and uncertainty in the human condition, but identify clear
trends. Often the way people think about society will be strongly
influenced by such basic judgments of hope and despair.3
Among the most striking contrasts presented by the twentieth
century is that between propaganda and science. The past several
decades have seen the growing perfection of means to deceive people
through the conscious manipulation of language and other media of
communication. At the same time there has been an expansion of the
use of scientific methods in the study of human action. Frequently the
methods of science have been joined to the purpose of deceit, as when
expert advisers to commercial and political elites determine just what
distortions of the truth will best serve the interests of their employers.4
The use of precise knowledge about human activity to deceive human
beings has been, in part, responsible for the widespread feeling that
human existence is bounded by Nothingness.5 One of the factors that
allows people to act in pursuit of their visions of hope is the presence
of trust in human relations. When people begin to feel that they can
no longer trust in the honesty of the messages communicated to them
by their leaders, they lose confidence in the accuracy of their judg
ments about political and economic affairs. They believe that they
cannot make intelligent decisions about public affairs, and withdraw to
the restricted circle of private life where they can at least check their
judgm ents by engaging in face-to-face relations.6 Public life becomes
a question mark to them, and it is a short step from a bare question
mark to Nothingness. Responses to the “credibility gap” that marks
contemporary life regardless of changes in leadership include impo
tent rage, cynicism, acceptance of the situation, apathy, continued faith
that good men in power will set everything right, and serious attempts
to understand the current human condition and the possibilities for its
transformation.7 This book is an attempt to contribute to understand
ing of the human condition in a world filled with propaganda, distor
tion, lies, and self-deception. The first step toward such understanding
is a method of studying human existence.
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THE METHOD OF SELF-UNDERSTANDING
How does an individual go about understanding the human condi
tion? A satisfactory answer to this question can best be gained by trying
to respond to another query, How does an individual go about under
standing anything? Let us say that a person wanted to know how his
automobile worked. It would be reasonable to direct someone with
such a desire to a book about auto mechanics, a course on auto repair,
or a person who knew how to fix cars and was willing to share his
knowledge. After the person had learned the necessary background
information, it would be wise to let him attempt to repair some au
tomobiles himself. Through knowledge about automobiles gained
through books, courses, or conversations, and knowledge by acquaint
ance with automobiles gained through fixing them, the individual
would attain a fair understanding of how his automobile worked. Simi
larly, it appears that people go about understanding things by finding
out what other people know about these things and directly acquaint
ing themselves with them. Thus, understanding involves drawing
upon previously acquired knowledge and testing this knowledge in
particular cases. Through the test a person may meet unexpected
situations, gain new knowledge and thereby add to the common stock
of information about the thing.
Understanding the human condition is of course far more tricky
than learning about how an automobile works. Understanding the
human condition involves understanding people, and since the indi
vidual attempting to find out about human existence is a person him
self, understanding the human condition includes self-understanding.
Understanding the human condition is thus more complex: the indi
vidual who wants to learn about an automobile goes to others for the
basic information that he needs, but the person who wants to under
stand the human condition must examine himself. In learning about
automobiles there are good reasons for the individual to acquire
knowledge about them before he gains knowledge by acquaintance
with them. In understanding the human condition, the person is ac
quainted with it before he knows anything about it.8 Thus, the method
for understanding the human condition must be adapted to the task
of self-understanding.
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Figure 1.1. T h e P r o c e s s o f S e l f -U n d e r s t a n d in g
Clarification: Awareness of general beliefs about human exis
tence
Generalization: Identification of the intellectual tradition and
social groups with which you share beliefs
Relativization: Comparison of your beliefs with other traditions
and groups
Commitment Decision to attempt to realize a vision of human
existence

The process of self-understanding involves four general phases—
clarification, generalization, relativization, and commitment. In the
phase of clarification the individual becomes aware of the general be
liefs he holds about what is significant in human existence, and what
is good and bad about it. In the phase of generalization the person
discovers that he shares his beliefs with the members of certain present
social groupings and is part of an historical tradition. In the phase of
relativization the individual finds that other groupings and traditions
hold some beliefs different from his own about the basic facts and
central values of human existence. In the phase of commitment the
person chooses a certain view of human existence as the basis for his
action and makes it a living experiment. The following discussion will
describe these phases in some detail.
C l a r if ic a t io n

Consider the following question carefully. When you are not in
volved in any particular activity, when you are not attempting to satisfy
any specific desire—when, in short, you are letting your mind roam
free in thought—what do you think about? Many people experience
great difficulty in answering a question like this. Frequently they say
that they never let their thoughts roam free, and if they do, they never
remember what passes through their minds. Other people experience
no difficulty at all in responding. Some individuals say that they think
about religion, and whether or not God exists. Others say that they
think about how certain social changes might be accomplished. Still
others say that they think about their future careers and what they
might be able to accomplish in them. Still others relate fantasies that
they conjure up in their minds.
The thoughts a person has when he lets his mind roam free are
good indicators of what that individual considers important in the
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human condition. They are the basis from which the process of selfunderstanding begins. Bringing these thoughts clearly into awareness
will provide the person with insight into his own vision of the human
condition. For example, if a person says that when his mind roams free
he thinks about how he can make large sums of money, it is likely that
money is a central fact and value in his vision of the human condition.
If he is asked why he thinks about money, he may answer with the
cliché, “Money can’t buy everything, but it sure helps.” On further
inspection it may turn out that this person believes that the good life
consists in material luxury and independence from the commands of
others. More careful examination may disclose that this individual
believes that people are basically greedy and that they are in an endless
rat race to acquire ever greater sums of money. At this point it can be
said that the person has a fairly well developed vision of his view of the
human condition. His central belief about human existence is that
people are motivated to seek as much wealth as they can lay their hands
on. His key values are luxury and independence.
Not everyone believes that money is the most important factor in
human existence, although this belief is relatively popular in the
United States.9 There are many visions of the human condition, some
of which conflict with one another. Some place freedom at the center
of existence, some make one or another supposed instinct central,
others focus attention on a particular activity like work, others believe
that a relationship, like love, is most important, and still others orient
existence around an idea of God. The phase of clarification involves
bringing such beliefs into awareness so that the person can understand
his general orientation to the human condition.
Once it has been described, the phase of clarification does not
seem difficult to undertake. It appears to be far easier than attempting
to understand how an automobile works. Yet many people stubbornly
resist clarifying their beliefs about the human condition. This resis
tance need not be conscious, but may simply stem from a lack of
exposure to multiple views. The reasons for this resistance help one
to grasp the obstacles in the way of understanding the human condi
tion.
Barriers to Clarification One of the most important reasons why
people do not want to clarify their beliefs about the human condition
is that they think that these beliefs may be stupid. Particularly among
many people in the United States, there is fear of being judged ridicu
lous.10 The twentieth century has been an age in which scientific
knowledge has grown at a rapid rate. More and more areas of human
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experience have been turned over to specialists, and there has even
been an effort to turn the mind over to experts. In addition to clergy
men, who have always claimed to be specialists in the soul, there has
been the growth of such professions as journalism, psychiatry, psy
chology, social work, advertising, public relations, and the various
social sciences. The members of each of these professions view them
selves, and are often viewed by others, as experts in the mind and its
beliefs. Those who are intimidated by the experts in the mind are often
afraid to examine their own beliefs. In order to understand the human
condition, it is necessary to conquer this fear and to realize that one’s
mind is worthy of respect. Groups that hold economic and political
power are quite satisfied to have people fear that they are stupid;11 as
long as such fear is widespread these groups have a better chance of
getting their own way.
Related to the fear of being judged stupid is the fear that one will
be judged insane. In some circles it is fashionable to brand as mentally
ill people with whom one does not agree. People who take such insults
to heart, or fear such insults will follow a declaration of beliefs, are
likely to bury their beliefs about the human condition and forget about
them. It is clear that the idea that one’s beliefs about the human
condition will indicate that one is mentally ill leads people to distrust
their own judgments and makes it easier for elite groups to impose
their definitions of experience on others.12 This does not mean that
the elite are responsible for the fears of being judged as stupid or
mentally ill. Rather, such fears lessen the probability that critical selfexamination will take place and thus leave the field open to imposed
visions of the human condition. The best way to conquer the fear of
being judged mentally ill is to carry through the entire process of
self-understanding.
A third reason why people do not want to clarify their beliefs
about the human condition is that they often think that beliefs are
unimportant. One very frequently used cliché in the United States is
that “talk is cheap.” If talk is cheap, thoughts and beliefs are even
cheaper. For many Americans, some vague notion of “action,” “get
ting things done,” or “doing something,” is far more important than
thinking.13 A political system based on compromise between interest
groups leads many people to hold that the reasons for acting are
unimportant so long as decisions are made and the groups that scream
the loudest get a larger piece of the pie.14 Most advertising is based
on the idea that as long as people buy the given product, and continue
to buy it, the reasons for the purchases are unim portant.15 The central
ity of “selling” in American life has led people to the extreme notions
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that teachers are engaged in “selling” their subjects to students and
that psychologists are engaged in “selling” interpretations of human
existence to their patients.16 The idea that beliefs are unimportant is
itself a very important, and also a false, belief. It is important because
it prevents people from examining their visions of the human condi
tion. It is false because it makes a sharp separation between thought
and action, when in fact thought and action are two inseparable phases
of the same human process.17
The idea that beliefs are unimportant is based on the partial truth
that much propaganda and advertising use ideas as a smokescreen to
hide_the pursuit of narrow interest. This partial truth ignores the wider
truth that propaganda and advertising are themselves based on beliefs
about the human condition. Some of these beliefs are that people are
basically little children who crave pleasure, who attempt to avoid con
fronting unpleasant facts, who seek to blame their troubles on others,
and who have a very short attention span.18 Paradoxically, these beliefs
appear to be true when large numbers of people act on the belief that
ideas are unimportant. This discussion should show that there is no
way of cutting off beliefs from action. The choice is not between
whether one is a “thinker” or a “doer,” but between whether one acts
on beliefs that have been critically examined or on beliefs that are
taken for granted without inspection.
There is another side to the idea that beliefs are unimportant.
Many people use their beliefs about the human condition to “sell”
themselves. The most pathetic way in which people make themselves
into consumer goods is by adopting whatever beliefs about the human
condition are current in the groups in which they want to gain accep
tance. In this case, expressing certain beliefs is very important, but the
truth of the beliefs is of little or no consideration. Those who use
beliefs merely to gain acceptance are usually not interested in submit
ting their ideas about the human condition to critical self-examination.
This is because they are ready to change their ideas as soon as it
becomes fashionable to do so. Beneath, this chameleonlike existence,
however, is a particular vision of the human condition, in which the
most important factor in human life is making a favorable impression
on people and being accepted as an insider.19 For the person who uses
beliefs to gain acceptance, existence is not so much a rat race in which
people compete for wealth as a popularity contest without end. Per
haps the ultimate paradox in using beliefs to win popularity is the
person who expresses the idea that one should strive for independent
judgm ent in order to be accepted into a group of people who claim to
cherish nonconformity.

The Human Condition

11

There is an apparent contradiction in using beliefs merely to gain
acceptance. If everyone acted merely to win popularity, each person
would be trying to discover the widely held beliefs. However, there
would be no source of beliefs about the human condition. Thus, peo
ple who use beliefs to gain acceptance depend for their ideas on people
who are motivated by other considerations. In the United States, many
of the beliefs adopted by those in the popularity rat race spring from
business advertising and political propaganda, which are motivated by
profit and power rather than by social acceptance. This means that the
acceptance seekers are abdicating their judgm ent to the image makers
of complex organizations.20 They are content to trade their minds for
a smile.
Using beliefs to gain acceptance is only a special case of using
them for any number of ulterior purposes. Sometimes people who
become aware of the techniques of advertising and propaganda reach
the conclusion that, if so many of those highly placed in organizations
resort to deception and distortion, they ought to get in on the action
too. Everyone is familiar with the salesman who is willing to adopt
racist attitudes when he believes that they will influence a purchase,
but will become a staunch defender of human equality when this pos
ture will help along a sale. Underlings will adopt the views of supervis
e e to speed their promotions, and politicians are notorious for chang
ing their views of human nature in response to the polled opinions of
the various groups in their constituencies. In many cases politicians
conduct their own polls when running for office so that they can make
their appeals effective. Those who simply manipulate beliefs for profit
or power normally resist examining their visions of the human condi
tion. Underlying their cynical use of ideas is the firm conviction that
human life is a frantic scramble after power and privilege, and that only
those willing to face up to the necessity of using force, fraud and
bribery emerge the victors. It is apparent, however, that this view has
a serious defect. If everybody was out to gain power and privilege, then
nobody could be manipulated through an appeal to beliefs. Everyone
would know that talk is cheap, and in that situation it would become
so cheap as to be completely ineffective. This means that the success
of people who manipulate beliefs for power and profit depends upon
the existence of people who take ideas seriously and care about
whether or not they are true. Hence, the manipulators invent a cate
gory of “suckers” who are mentally defective in the sense that they do
not believe that the human condition is an endless rat race. Suckers are
defined as subhumans who are soft-headed and woolly-minded
enough to care whether or not their beliefs are true and their princi-
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pies of action are right. While this is not the explicit view of all advertis
ers and propagandists, it has been the belief of many of them for
example, the prom oter P. T. Barnum and the Nazi Joseph Goebbels.
One way of responding to advertising and propaganda is to make
oneself into a manipulator of ideas. Many intelligent people reach the
conclusion that truth is of little value in the contemporary world, and
decide that if they are not going to be victims they will have to victimize
others. A second way of responding to manipulation is the one which
guides this book. This mode of response assumes that many current
visions of the human condition, particularly those communicated by
large organizations, are not offered in good faith. Given this situation,
a person who believes everything that he reads and hears is a sucker.
If an individual does not want to become an exploiter and also does
not want to be a sucker, he must develop a way of understanding the
human condition that will allow him to see through the various forms
of propaganda and self-deception present in the contemporary world.
The first step toward such understanding is clarification of one’s own
vision of the human condition.
Another reason why people do not want to clarify their beliefs
about the human condition is that they think that beliefs are private
matters. Taking this attitude into account, public opinion pollsters
usually assure that their respondents will remain anonymous. In the
United States a popular response when an individual s ideas are being
questioned is, “I have a right to my own opinions.” It is frequently
difficult to determine just what this statement means. In most conver
sations where ideas are brought into question, there is no attempt by
the critic to throw the other person into jail, do brain surgery on him,
deprive him of a job, or ridicule him. Thus, the critic is not usually out
to punish the other person for his ideas. He is not even trying to stop
the other person from holding his ideas by any means other than
discussion. Why, then, does the other individual assert a right to his
own opinions?
The person being questioned appears to be saying that people
have a right to their own opinions whether or not they are false or
contradictory. This is presumably not a legal right to be enforced by
the police and the courts. There are many reasons why it is desirable
not to make the holding of false and contradictory beliefs illegal,
including the tremendous expense that would be involved in enforcing
such laws. Further, efficient mind-reading devices have not yet been
invented; and finally it is frequently difficult to determine that a belief
is false. Thus, when a person claims that he has a right to his own
beliefs, he seems to be asserting a moral right. This often is seen
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essentially as a right not to engage in self-examination. Can such a
right be defended?
The basis for the claim that one has a right not to engage in
self-examination is that beliefs are a form of private property. Just as
a person has a right to decorate his room with banana peels rather than
paintings, regardless of canons of good taste, so, it is claimed, he also
has a right to decorate his mind with any ideas that appeal to him,
regardless of their truth or consistency. This might be a plausible claim
if ideas were merely decorative property. However, if thought and
action are closely linked together, and if basic ideas about the human
condition are orientation points of the entire structure of a person’s
action, then basic beliefs about the human condition affect others
besides the individual people who hold them.21 These other people
may have a legitimate interest in seeing that the individual’s beliefs
about the human condition do not result in harm to them. Further, it
is difficult to determine in just what sense beliefs are private. Beliefs
about the human condition can be put into words and communicated
to others. Thus, they are not impenetrable “secrets” of the “mind.”
Beliefs about the human condition can be tested for their truth or
falsity. Such beliefs are never the result of pure invention by the indi
vidual. How, then, are they private? The most that can be said is that
beliefs about the human condition can be kept secret. W hether or not
one has an absolute right to refrain from examining them is another
question. The previous discussion shows that such a right is not selfevident.
The idea that beliefs are private matters and, therefore, need not
be submitted to examination, is usually related to the fears of being
judged stupid or insane and the use of beliefs to further ulterior
purposes. This fear frequently goes beyond an unwillingness to clarify
one’s intimate personal concerns to a resistance to examining beliefs
about public matters. It is a stock trick of propagandists to tell people
that they can trust their own unexamined judgments, and that they do
not have to take criticisms of their life-styles seriously. This trick is
played when the propagandist has good reason to believe that wide
spread prejudices and attitudes are favorable to increasing the power
and profit of his employers. When prejudices run against the interests
of elite groups, propagandists will talk about the need for “leading
public opinion,” educating the public, and courageous leadership in
the long-term interest in the face of short-sighted criticism. Hence,
propagandists believe that people have a right to their opinions so
long as those opinions support the interests of influential groups. One
of the guiding themes of this book is that nobody has a right to his own
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opinions about the human condition if he is unwilling to undertake
self-examination. This does not mean that we would like to send the
police after those who do not examine themselves, or that we would
like people to submit their beliefs about the human condition to a
panel of sociologists for scrutiny and approval. Rather, we hold that
because thought and action are so intimately related, nobody has the
right to abdicate this judgm ent about human affairs and to make him
self the unwitting tool of one or another pressure group. While this
statement may appear to be harsh, we would rather be candid about
our values than disguise them. It is partly for our own benefit that we
urge you to examine your beliefs about the human condition. We
would be far happier in a world where more people had respect for
their minds. The fastest way to respect your mind is to get to know it.
Also, it is important to remember that if you have any misgivings,
nobody else has to know that you are questioning yourself.
The Comfort of Unquestioning Faith Finally, people do not want to
clarify their beliefs about the human condition because they believe
that the opinions they hold are correct and are in no need of further
definition. Many people think that, since their beliefs have served them
fairly well for a number of years, there is no sense in taking the trouble
to examine them and see what they really are. Others are convinced
that they have some sort of “intuition” that allows them to make
correct snap judgments about the situations they confront. For exam
ple, the promotion of myths about women’s intuition may encourage
females to renounce careful examination of their ideas. Still other
people are content to follow some authority, such as a church, political
party, or prestigious relative. They hold that this authority is far more
likely to interpret the human condition correctly than they are. Other
people have adopted a dogma, or a set of articles of faith, through
which they interpret the human condition. They repeat the formulas
of this dogma, whether it is based in a religious creed, a political
program, an economic doctrine, or a theory of human nature, without
understanding what they mean. Holding such a creed makes them
appear to know what they are talking about, and they seem to have an
answer to every question. However, when they are asked to define the
meanings of their central terms and to account for inconsistencies in
what they say, it becomes obvious that they usually are hopelessly
confused. Their pat formulas have been concealing ill-formed and
unclarified visions of the human condition. They have been using their
dogmas as an excuse for avoiding self-examination—and even for
avoiding any thinking at all.
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Many people say, “I would really be happy if I could only have a
faith and believe that all of my opinions were correct.” There is no way
of responding to this statement but to ask oneself whether one really
would be happy in such a situation. There are some benefits to believ
ing that all of one’s ideas about the human condition are correct. First,
there is a freedom from nagging doubts about what it is possible to
expect from oneself and others. Once a person has settled on a particu
lar vision of the human condition, his moral universe is structured, in
the sense that he has figured out a way of apportioning rights and
duties among people. He knows which actions are right and which
ones are wrong, what things are good for human beings and what
things are bad, when people are to be held responsible for their behav
ior and when they are not to be held accountable, and even, perhaps,
in what the destiny of the human species consists. Freedom from doubt
leads into the second benefit of certainty—i.e., confidence in action.
People who have unquestioned faith in the correctness of a particular
vision of the human condition often find it easier to take decisive action
than do others.22 When they are confronted with disputes they will
unwaveringly support those who share their faith, even to the extent
of making such statements as, “My country right or wrong. When
they are confronted with problems, they will straightforwardly point
out that these problems were caused by people who did not share their
creed. They have a program for the future and are not faced with
agonizing decisions about what actions will be most productive nor
with wrenching second thoughts about whether they have accom
plished anything.
The advantages of unexamined faith should be weighed against
one central disadvantage. Once a person believes that the opinions he
holds about the human condition are correct and are in no need of
further definition, personal growth becomes very difficult for him.23
Such a person has frozen himself at a particular place and time in
history, and as events proceed he becomes more and more to look like
an antique.24 He becomes incapable of assimilating fresh experience
and appreciating it for what it is. Everything new is twisted to look like
a tired example of the old. Adaptation to significant changes is
impeded and, even more important, it becomes difficult for the person
to make a creative contribution to the continual task of reorganizing
the human condition. The person who locks himself into a narrow set
of beliefs which he refuses to examine, or even bring clearly into
awareness, sacrifices his chances to appreciate the complexities and
fresh experiences of the human condition.25 He is the same today as
he was yesterday, and he can look forward to a similar tomorrow. In
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cutting himself off from large chunks of experience, the person has
gained a superficial and, ultimately, a false security. Since he will not
understand others who do not share his beliefs, some of them will be
able to take advantage of him. If his beliefs are inappropriate to chang
ing circumstances he may bring himself to personal ruin. However,
even if a set of rigid beliefs did not involve the risk of ruin, is the vision
of being the same tomorrow as you are today and were yesterday really
that appealing? Essentially, it is your answer to this question which will
decide whether or not you will undertake the task of self-examination.
If you conceive of the self as a process, continually encountering and
organizing new experiences, you will welcome self-examination. If you
conceive of the self as property, which can be stolen by greedy brain
pickers and which must be protected by a veil of secrecy, you will shun
self-examination. It is apparent that we are writing this book because
we believe that the self is process, not property.26 The idea that the self
is property is behind most of the obstacles to clarifying one s orienta
tion towards the human condition. It shows a profound disrespect for
the creative capacities of the mind.
Figure 1.2.

B a r r ie r s t o C l a r if ic a t io n _____________ _ _ _________________

People tend to avoid clarifying their images of human existence when:
1. They believe that their ideas may betray stupidity.
2. They believe that others may judge them to be mentally ill.
3. They use ideas merely to gain social acceptance.
4. They use ideas merely to gain such ulterior ends as power or profit.
5. They believe that ideas about human existence are private matters.
6. They believe that ideas are private property to be used as the “owner”
sees fit.
7. They believe that their ideas are absolutely correct.
Do you confront any of these barriers? If so, are you willing to overcome them?
G e n e r a l iz a t io n

Clarification was discussed at such great length because it is the
single most important step in the process of self-examination. Once
people have enough interest in their thoughts about the human condi
tion to subject them to scrutiny, the obstacles in the way of completing
the process are relatively minor. Yet even though clarification of one s
basic beliefs about the human condition is the most decisive step that
one takes on the road to self-understanding, it is merely a beginning.
The next step, generalization, takes the person outside of himself.
Once a person has clarified what he considers to be significant and
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valuable in the human condition, he is prepared to begin the search
for the tradition of which he is a representative. Finding the tradition
of thought that one’s ideas about the human condition represent is the
essential feature of the phase of generalization. There are two aspects
of the search, both of which are integral to self-examination. First,
there is an attempt to identify the present social groupings whose ideas
are closest to one’s own. Second, there is an effort to trace the histori
cal development of one’s beliefs. The key to the process of generaliza
tion is that the person situates himself in a social and cultural field,
rather than conceiving of himself as a detached and isolated individual.
The process of generalization is based on a particular way of
looking at human existence which follows from the idea that the self
is a process. According to some people, human beings are born into
the world with a fixed nature from which they cannot deviate.27 Such
people view the self as a thing with certain properties: a kind of ma
chine. Once there is knowledge about how the machine works, it is
possible to use the machine for one’s own purposes. For example, if
one is sure that human beings are “naturally” greedy, one will attempt
to play upon greed to gain one’s purposes. Other motivations, such as
curiosity and desire for love, will be ignored. As another example,
suppose that a person believes that human beings will do what brings
them rewards and shun what brings them punishments. In order to
gain his purposes, such a person will attempt to manipulate rewards
and punishments rather than appeal to the independent judgm ent of
human beings.
Pitfalls of Depersonification There are several criticisms of viewing
the self as a thing. First, once a person has adopted a fixed view of
human nature, he is forced to explain away all evidence to the contrary.
For example, the person who believes that human beings are naturally
greedy must explain away acts that are apparently motivated by such
impulses as curiosity or love. There are two ways in which this is
normally done. First, the person argues that the curiosity or love
merely hides conscious or unconscious greed. Once the greed has
been made unconscious it becomes virtually useless as a way of under
standing human activity. Second, the person argues that curiosity and
love are merely forms of greed, because people enjoy satisfying their
curiosity and engaging in relations of love. If it is pointed out that
many lovers undergo pain to aid their loved ones, the person responds
that they still “like love better,” or else they would never have suffered
the pain. This kind of argument convinces many people that human
beings really are motivated by greed. However, a close look at it
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reveals that it proves almost nothing. To say that people are greedy
because they do what they prefer to do is to define greed as acting on
one’s preferences, regardless of what they are. There is no law against
defining greed in this way, but it deprives the term of almost all its
ordinary meaning and force. Also, there is a problem in the idea of
preferences. How does one find out about someone’s preferences? It
seems that this discovery can only be made by seeing what the person
does. Thus, there are no preferences apart from actions. This means
that all actions are being defined as greedy simply because they are
actions. Again, there is no law against using the word greed as a
synonym for the word action. It is appropriate, though, to ask whether
this is really what the defender of the greed theory originally intended
to say.
The second defect in viewing the self as a thing is that it tears the
human condition out of history. For those who believe in a fixed
human nature, the human condition always remains essentially the
same. For example, those who believe that human nature is greedy
often hold that politics has always been and always will be a form of
highway robbery.28 For them, it does not matter who controls the state;
the rulers will always be trying their hardest to extort the last pound
of flesh out of the ruled. Cases of political corruption, crime, and
espionage (for example, the W atergate affair) tend to give support for
this view. Frequently, they draw the lesson from this argument that
concerted and collective action to promote social change is foolhardy,
and that the only sensible strategies for the individual are to get a piece
of the action or to withdraw from the battle into private consumption,
drugs, or a “home in the heart of the country.” Paradoxically, the
ruling elite thrive on such cynicism as long as they do not have to
mobilize the population for great sacrifices. Cynicism, bred by fixed
theories of human nature, at least keeps people out of the opposition.
Tearing the human condition out of history deprives people of
clear knowledge of their concrete historical possibilities. Every situa
tion in which people find themselves provides some opportunities and
closes off others. For example, most university classrooms, built with
fixed seats all pointing in the same direction, make lecturing by the
professor easy and open discussion difficult. Rigid views of human
nature are entirely irrelevant to analyzing such concrete opportunities.
Simply stating that human beings are greedy will not account for why
university classrooms are arranged with lecturing rather than discus
sion in mind. Such a statement also will not provide any help in under
standing how it might be possible to provide spaces for learning and
inquiry which would encourage discussion. Similarly, the five-subject
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undergraduate schedule provides opportunities for information about
a variety of experiences, but little chance for in-depth study of any
experience. Fixed theories of human nature will be of no help in
analyzing this situation either. The general ideas that do help in under
standing such situations are those clustering around the view of the
self as a process with multiple possibilities for development at each
historical juncture.
The phase of generalization, or searching for the social groupings
and historical traditions that one represents, is only possible because
the self is a process organizing meanings and relations. Human beings
act on visions of the future (projects), which involve human creations
(cultural objects) and other people (relations).29 If each human being
was a completely unique and self-contained individual, there would be
no possibility for generalization. It is only because the person learns
about possible meanings of the human condition from, others and can
communicate them to others that visions of the human condition come
to be shared by people over time. Thus, the idea that human beings
are naturally greedy is historically specific. It was created by particular
human beings at a particular time, has been held more by some groups
than by others, and has served a variety of specific purposes. It is an
idea most widely held where private business is important, because
many business methods play upon the motivation of greed. Where
business methods are not very important the idea is not likely to
become dominant.30
The phase of generalization can be defined best through an exam
ple. There are a number of people in the United States who believe
that the social group, rather than the individual, is the most important
source of creative ideas, that the ultimate need of human beings is
belongingness and group membership, and that there are systematic
methods available through which people can be engineered into be
longingness.31 Taken together, these beliefs form a powerful and
sometimes compelling vision of the human condition. The vision is
compelling because many innovations and new developments appear
to emerge anonymously out of vast organizations, composed of end
less agencies and committees, and because many human beings seem
to be lost and in search of belongingness.32 The vision is powerful
because large organizations frequently try to control the kinds of hu
man relations that occur within them, and the kinds of personalities
that develop out of these relations.
Suppose that, after clarifying his vision of the human condition,
a person discovered that he held the beliefs listed above. If he wanted
to proceed to the phase of generalization he would ask, “Who else
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holds these ideas and where did they come from?” He would find out
that these ideas are current among many people who work in the
middle levels of large organizations and who are given little oppor
tunity for independent initiatives. He would also find out that these
ideas began to become widespread after World War I, when the image
of the self-made man was tarnished by contact with the realities of vast
organizations. These organizations required people who would coop
erate with their co-workers rather than compete with them, and in
order to help meet this requirem ent a literature developed on ways of
engineering consent. William H. Whyte, Jr., in The Organization Man
did an extensive study of this vision of the human condition and
summarized its claims: “Man exists as a unit of society. O f himself, he
is isolated, meaningless; only as he collaborates with others does he
become worthwhile, for by sublimating himself in the group, he helps
produce a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.”33 Whyte also
identified the groups of middle managers who hold these beliefs and
showed how they grew out of tendencies in American philosophy
which emphasize the importance of human relations over human crea
tions and personal choices. Through his work, Whyte was able to
generalize the central beliefs about the human condition held by many
Americans.
It is important to note that a person willing to exercise his imagi
nation and listen closely to what is said around him could go quite
deeply into the phase of generalization without reading books such as
Whyte’s. A person holding the middle manager’s creed could try to
remember where he picked it up and try to figure out whose purposes
it might serve. Once he had made some judgm ents about these matters
he could seek out books that would tell him the history of these ideas
and how they had developed over time. Through generalization the
person would be able to situate himself historically. He would find out
which groupings shared his ideas about the human condition and what
kind of world these groupings were trying to create. Generalization,
then, makes the process of self-examination social rather than individ
ual. The person is no longer locked up inside of himself with private
and arbitrary judgm ents and feelings. He shares his problems, inter
pretations, and programs with others. He has, in the terms of C.
Wright Mills, made his private problems public.34
Obstacles to Generalization Just as there were obstacles to clarifying
one’s basic ideas about the human condition, so there are obstacles to
undertaking the phase of generalization. The most important barrier
to generalization is the desire that one’s beliefs be unique. Many peo-
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pie in the United States believe that it is a virtue to be unique, and
become upset whenever they realize that they have a great deal in
common with others.35 They refuse to look for social groupings ex
pressing ideas similar to their own, because they feel that they are less
human if they are representatives of a tradition.36 This attitude de
mands careful examination.
The most obvious defect in the attitude is that, whether or not one
wants to admit it, most of his beliefs have a long past and are wide
spread among one or more present social groupings. Thus, when a
person refuses to generalize his beliefs on the grounds that he is
unique, he is not stating a fact, but merely burying his head in the sand.
Further, it is appropriate to ask whether or not beliefs about the human
condition serve any purpose if they are unique. A central belief about
the human condition is a statement that claims to be true about the
human condition in general. If such a statement is unique to an indi
vidual and that individual claims it is true, it means that he also claims
that others are living in falsehood. He then must ask himself whether
he values his uniqueness more than he values others believing the
truth. He may also ask himself how it happened that he alone has been
able to perceive the truth about the human condition.
The preceding discussion was intended to open the possibility
that beliefs about the human condition are not the kinds of things that
one would want to make a mark of one’s uniqueness. Every human
being is at least unique in the sense that no two human beings have
been through exactly the same experiences, and no two human beings
share exactly the same position in space-time. Individuality and
uniqueness can be emphasized through differences in taste and the
organization of life-style. Such differences lead to the expansion of
human appreciation. However, seeking uniqueness through beliefs
seems to be a misplaced use of beliefs, which are claims that certain
judgm ents are true. If a person argues that his ideas about the human
condition are true for him, but not for others, he is either saying that
his judgm ents are based on a limited slice of experience (a sensible
statement) or that everybody is completely different (a questionable
judgment). The wish that one’s beliefs be unique is an outcome of the
idea that the self is private property and that beliefs are a part of that
property. It is similar to the desire of many women not to wear the
same outfit to a party as someone else.
The desire for unique beliefs has two social consequences. First,
it prevents people from recognizing their allies in social struggles and
thereby furthers the spread of dispersed masses of floating individu
als.37 Second, it is useful to ruling elite groups because it prevents the
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formation of oppositions. It is merely another way in which people are
tricked out of using their minds.
Related to the desire for unique beliefs is the desire for originality.
The worship of originality is only a specialized form of the worship of
uniqueness. Often when people clarify their beliefs about the human
condition they experience a joy in self-understanding and, since they
have never seen themselves so clearly before, think that they have far
surpassed what others have been able to learn. Sometimes they experi
ence a letdown when they find that many people in the past have
shared their beliefs about the human condition and have expressed
these beliefs with great precision. Sometimes those who desire origi
nality more than understanding will attempt to prove that their ideas
really are completely new and bear only superficial resemblance to the
beliefs of the past and present. Perhaps what is saddest is that some
people who have overcome the fear of being labeled stupid, and have
clarified their beliefs, come to think of themselves as stupid when they
learn that their ideas are not original. This misplaced judgm ent shows
that many people are at least as embarrassed and misinformed about
their minds as they are about their sexual relations and their capabili
ties for violence.
Placing originality above understanding has the same conse
quences as placing uniqueness above truth. The most important
consequence is to impede the growth of solidarity among human be
ings. There are some great benefits to solidarity. First, generalization
allows one to learn about one’s own thoughts from people who have
spent time and effort trying to work out their implications. Someone
who believes that the emphasis on group creativity of the middle
managers works against human dignity can learn a great deal from
Whyte’s attacks on the ethic of belongingness. Second, generalization
helps a person find out who his allies are in current social struggles.
If thought and action are related, generalization adds a new signifi
cance and importance to one’s action. Third, and most important,
generalization provides what can best be called intellectual friend
ships. The person finds out that he is not a lonely thinker, crying in
a wilderness. There are others who have shared important parts of his
vision, even if it is possible that nobody else’s vision has been exactly
the same.38 Originality and uniqueness may have some snob appeal
and romantic glamour, but in the long run they leave a person alien
ated and alone. This does not mean that people should seek “belong
ingness” for its own sake. Rather, it means that people should not
avoid finding out just how far their beliefs about the human condition
extend in time and space. At this point, we cannot resist firing a parting
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shot at those who resist generalization. How many people get upset
when they realize that their belief that the earth is round is not unique
to them? How many people are uncomfortable that their discovery that
two plus two equals four is not original? Why, then, do some people
care whether or not their visions of the human condition are unique
and original? We believe that it has something to do with the wide
spread idea that a person’s life is his private property.
Figure 1.3 B a r r ie r s t o G e n e r a l iz a t io n ____________
People tend to avoid generalizing their images of human existence when:
1. They would like to believe that their beliefs are unique.
2. They would like their beliefs to be original.
Do you value uniqueness over truth and originality over understanding?
R e l a t iv iz a t io n

The person who generalizes learns that there are people who
share his central beliefs about the human condition. However, at the
very moment that one becomes conscious of his intellectual friends,
one is also made aware of those who disagree with him, and of their
ideas. Recognition—and, hopefully, appreciation—of intellectual op
ponents goes along with acquiring intellectual friends.
The next step after the phase of generalization in the process of
self-examination is the phase that has come to be known by the cum
bersome word relativization. Through relativizing his beliefs about the
human condition, the person becomes conscious that his view of hu
man existence is merely one among many visions, and that sincere and
intelligent people have fundamental differences with him. He also
learns about the structure and content of some of these other beliefs
and comes to appreciate why others would hold them. He discovers
that different beliefs about the human condition are associated with
different social groupings and represent long historical traditions.39
Aspirations of Different Groups The phase of relativization can be
understood through an illustration of how it might occur in a specific
case. Suppose a person discovers that he holds the middle manager s
vision of human existence, and that he believes that the fundamental
motivation of human beings is to seek “belongingness.” This person
has clarified and generalized his beliefs. However, in the process of
clarifying and generalizing he has found out about other visions of the
human condition. He has discovered that, for certain specialists and
higher managers in organizations, the fundamental drive of human
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beings is for interesting work to which they can make a personal and
creative contribution. For these people, belongingness is far less
valued than autonomy and individual initiative. Further, he comes to
realize that most of the clerical and production force in the organiza
tion is interested primarily neither in belongingness nor creative initia
tive, but in security. These people view the human condition primarily
m terms of the social life-cycle of birth, marriage, child rearing, and/or
breadwinnmg, leisure, and death. They believe that human beings are
motivated to acquire the “good things in life,” among which are
security of income, a happy family life, a decent neighborhood to live
in, and some of the comforts and diversions provided by consumer
goods Finally, he becomes acutely aware of the poor and of the mem
bers of minority groups who consider themselves dispossessed by the
other social groupings, and who believe that human existence is a
power struggle between dominant and subordinate groups. For them
the fundamental human drive is for self-determination, in the sense of
economic independence, political freedom, control over the content of
education and determination over the style of living that will character
ize their communities. Through relativization, the person who arrives
at an understanding of these diverse groups has performed a revolu
tion perhaps greater in its impact than the one performed by Coper
nicus when he argued that the earth was not at the center of the
universe. The person who relativizes is no longer at the center of the
social universe. He merely represents one stream of thought and one
mode or action among many.
As the person becomes aware of the different images of the human
how r “ "I i t,he,members ofdifferent social groupings, he grasps
how closely related these visions are to the activities that people perform. The middle manager and technician must work in a group
setting. They do not make policies, but are given directives from
a ove. hus, their main problem is to cooperate efficiently to fulfill
plans programmed by others. A vision of group creativity, a drive to
belongingness and the systematic adjustment of human efforts fits
very well with this kind o f work. The upper-professional higher
manager, however, does make policy, and is continually confronted
with new challenges from the competition of other organizations and
the demands of more specialized groups at lower echelons. For him,
a vision of human existence stressing creative initiative is more appro
priate than one emphasizing belongingness. Similarly, belongingness
is not a primary factor in the work of most clerical and production
personnel, because their tasks center around operating machines or
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engaging in standardized interpersonal relations (e.g., checking gro
ceries in a supermarket), rather than in coordinating group efforts
toward programmed goals. Their satisfactions lie mainly outside of
their jobs and, therefore, their visions of the human condition stress
family and leisure life. Finally, while the dispossessed emphasize group
solidarity, they are not chiefly concerned with belongingness. They are
on the outside of the major organizations, and are demanding greater
rights and a greater share of the social product. They have the least
secure and most menial work, and relatively high proportions of their
members are unemployed. Thus, the vision of human existence as a
power struggle fits their situation well. Rather than belongingness,
they want respect, and the rights that go along with it.
Relativization gives a person a more accurate understanding of
the human condition and of his place in it, a firmer grounding for his
action with respect to others and a deeper appreciation for different
kinds of people. Understanding is furthered by recognition of the
partiality of one’s own vision and the cogency of other visions. Action
is more intelligent because one knows better what to expect from
members of other groups and how one’s communications will be re
ceived by members of these groups. Appreciation is aided by imagina
tively living through the visions of other people. While the phase of
relativization provides all these benefits, there are obstacles that peo
ple confront in undertaking it. As with the other phases, the barriers
to relativization are tied up with the image of the self as property.
Barriers to Relativization The most important obstacle to relativi
zation is the fear that seriously considering other beliefs about the
human condition will disclose that one’s own ideas are trivial. There
are two varieties of this fear. First, there is anxiety that one will find
that he has been a dupe and a fool for most of his life. While this hardly
ever proves to be the case, because most widespread visions of the
human condition have compelling features, there is serious question
about whether a person really wants to keep himself in the dark about
other ideas simply to preserve a false sense of certainty. Refusing to
relativize one’s beliefs is one of the greatest inhibitors to personal
growth. Second, there is the anxiety that relativization leads to making
all beliefs about the human condition trivial. There is an idea that just
because honest and intelligent people hold different, and frequently
clashing, visions of the human condition, all such visions are equally
true or equally false. This means that beliefs about the human condi
tion become merely matters of arbitrary personal preference.
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It should be clear that this kind of corrosive attitude does not
necessarily follow from the process of relativization. First, the idea that
all central beliefs about the human condition are equally true or
equally false often stems from confusing honesty and intelligence with
truth. Just because a person is sincere and bright does not mean that
he is correct. The truth of a proposition is determined by testing it
against experience, not by the sincerity with which it is held. Second,
many differences between visions of the human condition are based on
the slices of experience to which the people who hold them have
access. The differences between the beliefs of the middle manager and
the dispossessed person are in great part a result of the different
experiences they have undergone. The middle manager does not con
front discrimination and prejudice every day. The dispossessed person
does not spend much of his life coordinating complex activities in
accordance with organizational plans. The ideas about the human
condition current in the various groupings are not so much falsehoods
as distortions of the whole stemming from partial experience of the
whole and manipulations of ideas by elite groups. Basic ideas about the
human condition arise out of people taking the most central experi
ences of their own lives and projecting them onto the whole of human
existence.42 This process of distortion is speeded along by packaged
interpretations of the human condition communicated to specific
groups by advertisers and propagandists. The only way to prevent
one’s partial truths from becoming monstrous falsehoods is through
undertaking the process of relativization.
A second obstacle to relativization is the comfort that some people
feel with their beliefs and their unwillingngess to suffer the pains of
questioning them. It is pleasant to feel that the world is in order, that
one is at the center of the social universe, and that one’s own tradition
is the only one worth understanding. However, the same objections
apply both to the person who is unwilling to relativize his beliefs
because he is comfortable with them and to the person who is unwill
ing to clarify his beliefs because he thinks he has a “right” to them. It
is appropriate to select a bed with an eye to whether it will be comfort
able, but since beliefs and activities are so closely linked, comfort may
not be the proper criterion for determining whether or not beliefs
should be held. Placing comfort ahead of truth is very closely linked
with the idea that the self is private property. People often hold on to
consumer goods or get rid of them on the basis of the pleasure or pain
that they derive from them. The goods are their property to dispose
of as they wish. When the idea of property dominates the self, even
beliefs are made into consumer goods.
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Distortions Brought about by the Communication-Gap Theory A third
obstacle to relativization is the idea that all differences in basic beliefs
about the human condition stem from communication gaps. The per
son possessed by this idea believes that there is only one “reasonable”
way of viewing the human condition (his own), and that every sincere
and “norm al” person shares his vision.43 He is convinced there are no
fundamental disagreements among honest human beings, and appar
ent conflict is a result of misunderstandings rather than clashing inter
ests or contradictory premises. Since there is only one “reasonable”
way of viewing the human condition, there is no reason to relativize
one’s beliefs. All that needs to be done is to translate what others are
saying into one’s own frame of reference.
The idea that all disagreements over human destiny stem from
communication gaps is simply false. However, it is very widespread in
the United States today, particularly in large organizations. Accepting
his organization’s propaganda as the only normal way of looking at the
world, the middle manager will tell the workers that management is
trying to look out for the workers’ interests, and will tell the dispos
sessed that they really crave belongingness rather than self-determina
tion.44 The idea that all disagreements result from communication
gaps is extremely useful to the elite. It allows them to twist the de
mands of dispossessed groups for power into demands for equal op
portunity within the system. It allows them to say that violence will
accomplish nothing; come let us reason together.” Of course, those
who already have power can afford to spend their time reasoning for
as long as it takes to wear down the opposition. Further, the communi
cations media can be blamed for creating passions and divisions, and
the responsibility of leadership can be avoided. Finally, the communication-gap theory allows elite groups to play on good intentions
rather than performance. They can try to convince people that they are
“trying as hard as humanly possible” to right all the wrongs. This
seems to mean that as long as they are “trying it does not matter a
bit what they accomplish.
The communication-gap theory lulls a great many people into
complacency. It allows them to say such things as: We re all basically
the same, aren’t we? Why can’t we start talking about some of the good
things about the country, rather than trying to tear it down all the time?
After all, the minorities just want a little more of the pie. If people only
used a little common sense they’d see that we have a good country and
that we’re trying hard to give everyone a fair shake. It s just that you
can’t change everything overnight.” Such people would be quite dis
turbed if they became acutely aware that there are blacks in the United
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States who want to bake their own pie and who do not see themselves
as basically the same as whites.45 Thus, the communication-gap theory
is another way in which people bury their heads in the sand (or in the
pie). It is simply the most sophisticated of the myths that keep people
from self-examination, and is to be avoided like the plague by anyone
out to seek truth. The communication-gap theory also has another
disagreeable feature. It is quite conceited to believe that one’s own
view of the human condition is the only “reasonable” one and that no
“normal” person would hold any other. This is making disagreement
a form of mental illness.46 It is quite useful for the elite to spread the
rum or that the opposition is mentally ill. Relativization increases un
derstanding, effectiveness in action, and appreciation. Its only draw
back is that it decreases conceit.
Figure 1.4.

B a r r ie r s t o R e l a t iv iz a t io n

People tend to avoid relativizing their images of human existence when:
1. They are afraid that confrontation with new beliefs will show them that
they have been fools and dupes.
2. They are afraid that they will find all beliefs to be trivial.
3. They feel comfortable with their present beliefs.
4. They believe that all differences of opinion about human existence are
a result of communications gaps.
Do you avoid discussions about politics and religion? If so, why?
C o m m it m e n t

The final phase of the process of self-examination is commitment,
or the development of a conscious view of the human condition and
a plan of action based upon it. In clarification, one becomes aware of
one’s vision of the human condition and principles of action. In gener
alization, one discovers the roots of that vision in space and time. In
relativization, one comes to understand and appreciate other basic
beliefs about the human condition. In commitment, one uses the
knowledge and appreciation one has gained about the human condi
tion to devise a more adequate vision and to act in terms of it. This
does not mean that increased understanding will always lead to altered
action. There are barriers to commitment. However, if one has cla
rified, generalized, and relativized, he will at least be aware of whether
he is acting on his explicit vision or on some implicit one—or, worst
of all, on one forced upon him.
The phase of commitment is based on the insight that one is
always acting in terms of some view of the human condition, whether
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or not one is fully aware of that vision. In the light of this, human
freedom resides in becoming aware of alternative perspectives, and
consciously choosing to act on one of them or to create a new vision
out of the given material and whatever fresh insights are available. It
is important to note that the phase of commitment does not necessarily
come to a definite end, and that it contains all of the other phases
within it. Each new situation presents a human being with fresh experi
ence and new opportunities for extending awareness. In order to con
tinue the process of self-examination, this experience must be cla
rified, generalized, relativized, and then judged with respect to its
bearing on action. The phase of commitment means that human exis
tence is a continual living experiment in which visions of the human
condition are tested for their factual accuracy, logical consistency,
comprehensiveness, felt quality, and fruitfulness for future action.
These visions are tested not in some laboratory set apart from social
life, but in the concrete human relations that take place from day to
day. Each day that people try to solve their problems by assuming that
human beings crave belongingness and that all disagreements stem
from communication gaps, these assumptions are being tested. Each
day that people go to work assuming that human nature is greedy and
that good sense means getting in on the action, these assumptions are
being tested. O f course, the tests are always incomplete, because it
never happens that everybody is testing the same assumptions. This
means that the results are never completely decisive, and that it is
almost impossible to dislodge completely any widespread vision of the
human condition. Further, the tests are self-certifying, because, for
example, if everybody acted on the assumption that human nature is
greedy, everybody would be greedy.47 Theories of human nature are
realized when people act on them. This is why the phase of commit
ment is so important. By acting on a vision of the human condition,
one helps make that vision come true.
The incompleteness and self-certifying character of basic beliefs
about the human condition are keys to why we consider the process
of self-examination to be so important. If people merely take their
visions of the human condition for granted they are actively creating
a world which they do not even understand. Usually their unexamined
beliefs help serve the interests of one or another elite group. Some
times these beliefs, if fully carried out, would result in consequences
that the holder of the beliefs would deplore. Imagine a world in which
everybody was greedy, or a world in which everybody was passionately
seeking belongingness. Most important, without conscious commit
ment undertaken after the other phases of self-examination, a person
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cannot have respect for his mind. Lacking such respect, an individual
easily becomes the pawn of others, who most likely do not have his
interests at heart. We, at least, find it very difficult to respect people
who are unwilling to undertake self-examination, because we know
that such people refuse to take responsibility for their lives. While this
again may appear to be a harsh judgm ent, we make it because at one
time we avoided self-inspection, and can remember what we were like
at that time. We are aware of the obstacles to self-examination, not
because we have engaged in laboratory experiments with human
guinea pigs, but because we encountered these obstacles ourselves.
Particularly difficult are some of the barriers standing in the way of
passing from relativization to commitment.
Problems in Attaining Commitment The first obstacle to entering the
phase of commitment is the idea that all central beliefs about the
human condition are trivial. This idea, which has been discussed under
the topic of relativization, appears in a slightly different context here.
Sometimes the idea that visions of the human condition are trivial
turns into the belief that the human condition itself is trivial or ab
surd.48 This is not a difficult transition to make, especially in the light
of the fact that visions are an integral component of human existence.
Frequently the person who believes that the human condition is
trivial holds that life is merely a game, or that it does not matter what
he does. Sometimes this is a convenient way of avoiding responsibility
for one’s actions. When questioned about some harmful action, an
individual can say, “What does it matter since life is absurd anyway?”
At other times the belief is a cry of regret for an absolute authority and
a certainty which has been lost forever. At still other times it is a cry
of despair from people who have been pushed into a corner and only
have the narrowest of choices. There are times when an individual has
a choice between doing something utterly repulsive or committing
suicide. In such situations existence does seem absurd.
The idea that human existence is trivial or absurd is itself a vision
of the human condition that can be judged against other visions. If a
person acts in terms of it, she has made a commitment. As she lives
out her experiment, she can judge whether or not she really finds life
trivial. Perhaps there are some experiences that she particularly values
over others. Perhaps she seeks these experiences and plans the rest of
her life around them. For example, she may find happiness when she
is alone in the woods or when she is making love or when she is eating
a good meal. She may forget about the triviality of life when having
these experiences. If she recognizes that she is taking something seri
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ously, she is beyond the framework of triviality. She may still hold the
belief that there is no ultimate meaning to human existence that can
be determined by human beings, and she may feel pangs of regret
about this, and even get periodically dizzy from looking into the abyss.
However, she will also live for those experiences that seem valuable in
themselves. If, on the other hand, she continues to find existence
trivial, she will be stuck with that judgment and the actions that go
along with it. In either case, she will have made a commitment and
performed a living experiment.
A second obstacle to commitment is the fear of closing one’s
options. Many people who have gone as far as relativization view
existence as a set of pure possibilities. They do not want to experiment
with any particular possibility because this will prevent them from
having other experiences. Thus, they remain in limbo, afraid of living
out a particular life.49 It is clear, however, that remaining in limbo is
itself a particular kind of life with its own specific experiences of sus
pense, vacancy and always being on the edge of things but never fully
participating. The person who fears closing his options has effectively
closed them anyway.
There is no way of having one’s cake and eating it too. Each
person is always in a particular situation doing specific things.50 There
is, however, a way of preventing narrowness in one’s life. This is by
continually going through the process of self-examination, particularly
the phase of relativization, and incorporating into one’s commitment
the valuable experiences that one discovers. For example, by observ
ing the social protests of blacks and trying to understand the experi
ence of dispossessed peoples, many whites added a new experience of
militant social action to their lives. Such opportunities for incorporat
ing new experience and acting on it are readily available in the com
plex world of today.
The final obstacle to commitment is the fear that one’s actions will
reveal one to be a fool. Here we return to the very beginning of the
discussion, and to the major themes that we have emphasized. Too
many people in the contemporary world lack confidence in their own
minds. They are told that they should turn their thinking over to
experts, that they cannot make their own decisions, that the world is
too complex for them to understand. They are afraid to examine their
own beliefs because they think that these beliefs are probably worth
less anyway. They are afraid to commit themselves to living experi
ments because there are experts who supposedly know much more
about human existence than they do. The purpose of this book is to
combat these attitudes by showing that it is possible to increase your
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awareness of the human condition, and to provide you with a method
for continually reconstructing your beliefs about human existence. It
is our purpose to show you that you are not a fool, but that you are
instead a representative of a long historical tradition with capacities for
altering that tradition. With this end in mind, the next chapter will
summarize the history of social thought. In reading that chapter try to
separate your intellectual friends from your intellectual opponents.
Through that process you will be generalizing and relativizing, and on
your way to making a conscious commitment.
Figure 1.5.

B a r r ie r s t o C o m m it m e n t

People tend to avoid making commitments when:
1. They think that all beliefs are trivial.
2. They believe that the human condition is absurd.
3. They would like to keep their options perpetually open.
4. They think that they may appear foolish to others.
Do you like to exist above life?

_2

A BRIEF GUIDE
TO SOCIAL THOUGHT
How does a person begin to understand the human condition and
his projects within it? If an individual simply went to the library and
began paging through books in the sociology section with the intent
of clarifying and generalizing his ideas about human relations, he
would probably meet with frustration. He would be confronted by a
bewildering array of books and articles, directed to a wide variety of
questions and containing different and often clashing answers to these
questions. It would be possible for him to spend several years reading
some of these books and articles at random. Through this experience
he would slowly create an overall framework in which the various kinds
of social thought made sense. He would have a map which would
enable him to locate the various types of social thought as he encoun
tered them, and to see how they related to his ideas about the human
condition. It is the purpose of this chapter to try to save an individual
concerned with understanding the human condition some time in
identifying where he stands with respect to the history of social
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thought. This chapter, then, presents the broad outlines of a map of
social thought. As you read through this chapter try to figure out which
kinds of social thought you most agree with and then, if you have the
time, read some of the authors with whom this type of thought is
identified. This will allow you to clarify and generalize your image of
the human condition. If you do not agree with any of the ideas dis
cussed in the following pages, pick out the ideas that you disagree with
most, read the authors who have expressed them and try to figure out
why you disagree with them. This procedure will be just as useful in
the process of self-understanding as the one stressing your agreement
with a type of social thought.
There are many maps of social thought.1 Some of them divide
thought about the human condition according to place or time. Thus,
there are books on German sociology, American social thought, Ori
ental social philosophy, and so on. Similarly, there are books on
nineteenth-century sociology, twentieth-century sociology, and so on.
Other maps divide social thought according to different answers to a
central question. This is the approach taken here. The central question
which will guide the following discussion is, What fundamental as
sumptions about the human condition have characterized social
thought? Philip S. Haring has called such assumptions “grand concep
tions by which I make sense of reality.”2 He argues that, whether or
not a person realizes it, he is using such a grand conception to inter
pret the human condition. The task of the social thinker is to bring
these conceptions clearly into awareness so that human beings can
make conscious choices among the various frameworks through which
human existence can be interpreted.
THE TYPES OF SOCIAL THOUGHT
There are four general ways in which the human condition can be
interpreted, each one of which has many adherents in the contempo
rary world. The first grand conception is the natural-law model. This
type of thinking, which appeared in the ancient civilizations of Greece,
the Middle East, India and China, and was carried through in the
Middle Ages, views the human being as an integral part of an orderly
universe. According to this view, human beings are regulated by a
moral law which they can grasp through divine revelation or reason,
but which they are not free to change. Therefore, natural-law thinkers
believe that there is a proper order to human existence, and that even
if human beings do not always conform to that order, they are still
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ethically bound by it. The aim of natural-law thinkers has traditionally
been to criticize the social life around them when it has not measured
up to the moral standards they hold, and to describe the kinds of
human relations that would measure up to these standards. If this
discussion seems to be difficult to grasp, it is well to remember that
most religious people hold some conception of natural law. For exam
ple, many Christians believe that the commandment to love thy neigh
bor as thyself is a natural law which people may break in many cases,
but which they cannot change because it has been instituted by
God.
The second general way in which the human condition can be
interpreted is in some type of monistic or one-factor model Those who
hold the monistic model believe that the human condition should be
interpreted in terms of a single organizing factor. According to this
view, the activities of human beings can be understood in terms of the
working of certain key forces that operate under one overriding con
cept. For example, some people believe that human beings have a
primary drive to seek power over others. Whatever events occur in
human relations, these people attempt to relate them to the power
drive. Besides clear relations of domination, in which power is obvi
ously involved, such relations as love are interpreted as concealed
attempts to impose one’s will on the other.3 There are almost as many
monistic theories of the human condition as there are human motiva
tions and activities. Some monists hold that economic factors are pri
mary (Marxism), others stress relations between the sexes (Freudianism), others racial factors (Lothrop Stoddard), and still others climate
(Montesquieu). A person is likely to be a monist if he can give a precise
answer to the question, What is human nature? Such a person fre
quently reduces human activity to some factor like greed, lust for
power, desire for love, desire for approval, or the urge to survive
biologically. Whatever factor is picked out, it is likely that there is a past
or present thinker who has interpreted the human condition in its
terms.
The third grand conception of the human condition is the pluralis
tic model Those who hold some type of pluralistic model believe that
there are a multiplicity of factors involved in the human condition, and
that it is necessary to take account of all of these for a complete
understanding of human existence. Pluralists tend to believe that each
individual or each group is a unique combination of factors that will
never be repeated again. Frequently they believe that the human con
dition is divided up into sectors such as the economic, political, social
and cultural, each of which is relatively separate from the others, and
each of which is studied by a special science (economics, political
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science, sociology, and anthropology). Both pluralism and monism are
responses to the decline of natural law. Natural-law theorists are
primarily concerned with discovering and applying the moral laws that
people should follow if they are to lead the good or righteous life.
Monists and pluralists, who frequently believe that there are no such
discoverable laws, are far more interested in discovering and applying
the factors they think determine human behavior.
The fourth grand conception of the human condition is the process
model This is the model held by the authors of this book. Those who
hold the process model believe that events in the human condition can
be best understood by organizing them around a single human process
in which people continuously create and re-create the conditions un
der which they live. The image of the human condition associated with
the process model is one in which human beings have multiple pos
sibilities for future action, yet face present conditions that tend to limit
these possibilities. Thus, the central idea in the process model is that
of human freedom.
The process model differs from the natural-law model because it
does not picture a universe in which there are moral laws that exist
regardless of human choice. It differs from the monist and pluralist
models because it does not aim at the discovery of the factors that
cause people to behave as they do. It holds that there are degrees of
causation in human affairs and corresponding degrees of freedom.
Natural law, monism, pluralism, and process represent distinctive ways
of interpreting the human condition. In the following discussion each
one of them will be considered from the viewpoint of one who seeks
to clarify his vision of the human condition.
N atural Law

The central idea of natural law is that there is a moral order in the
universe which binds human choice. Once a person has come to know
this order through the use of reason, he also understands the pattern
of human relations that is consistent with natural law. John Courtney
Murray, a Catholic social thinker, has described the general features
of natural law. First, natural law asserts that the nature of man is “a
unitary and constant concept beneath all individual differences.”4 This
means that, however much human beings appear to differ from one
another, their ultimate fulfillment would be found in the realization of
a purpose open to discovery by them. A consequence of this is that “for
man, a rational being, the order of nature is not an order of necessity,
to be fulfilled blindly, but an order of reason and therefore of free
dom .”5
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Murray describes concretely what it means to take the natural-law
viewpoint in everyday life. He considers the case of a man who is
protesting against injustice where his own interests are not directly
involved and where the injustice does not violate any civil law. An
example would be someone protesting the denial of voting rights to
eighteen-year-olds before the law was passed allowing them to vote.
Murray argues that such a protestor is claiming that there is an idea
of justice which exists apart from the will of any legislator and is rooted
in the “nature of things.” Further, Murray states that the protestor
implies that he really knows this idea of justice, that it is not created
by him but is instead an external standard forjudging his action, that
the idea should be realized in law and action, that its violation is
unreasonable and “that this unreason is an offense not only against his
own intelligence but against God, Who commands justice and forbids
injustice.”6 Murray concludes that the protestor, who may know very
little about social philosophy, “is thinking in the categories of natural
law and in the sequence of ideas that the natural-law mentality (which
is the human mentality) follows.”7
Difficulties of The Natural-Law Viewpoint A first major difficulty with
natural law is that it is possible to question whether or not the person
engaged in political protest necessarily implies all the points listed by
Murray. There is no doubt that the protestor makes his judgment that
injustice has been done on the basis of a general standard of justice
that he holds. This standard is often closely related to his vision of a
good human condition. It is not clear, however, that the protestor
necessarily claims that there is an idea of justice which exists apart
from any particular human will and which is somehow rooted in the
“nature of things.” Instead, he may simply be claiming that he prefers
to see a world in which the idea ofjustice that he holds is realized over
a world in which this idea is not put into effect. This preference may
be based on the judgment that he would feel better if his idea of justice
was realized or that this idea of justice is part of a vision of the good
life that he holds. If the protestor does not necessarily claim that his
idea of justice is valid apart from any particular human will, he also
does not imply that it is an external standard and that its violation is
an offense against God. In fact, even if a person accepts natural law,
he is not logically bound to accept the notion that God exists.
There is a second important difficulty in the natural-law position.
While almost everybody may agree with such general maxims as jus
tice should be done,” “equals should be treated equally, and good
should be sought and evil avoided,” people may have serious disagree
ments about what is just, in what respects people should be deemed
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equal, and what is good. For example, some may hold that it is just to
allow eighteen-year-olds to vote, while others may hold that such a
privilege would create injustice. There seems to be nothing about the
nature of things that would help in solving this dispute or in deter
mining which camp was on the side of natural justice. This vagueness
in natural law has made it a useful tool for groups seeking to defend
or expand their rights and privileges. Defenders of the status quo have
insisted that the current social order approximates the dictates of
natural law, while those in favor of change have argued that the present
order does not measure up to the standards of natural law. Sidney
Hook has summed up this difficulty of the natural-law position: “Our
own time has spawned a whole series of moral problems in which the
right to security conflicts with the right to liberty and which challenges
us to fruitful and creative devices that aim at giving us as much as
possible of both but must on occasion risk our security or curb our
freedom. The theory of natural law does not take us an inch forward
in negotiating such conflicts.”8
The natural-law position appears in a wide variety of forms in
current social thought. Every person who claims that there are certain
basic human needs which should be met, certain basic human rights
which should be respected, or certain fixed standards of the social
good or social justice which should guide action shares the natural-law
position. Careful consideration of the preceding list will reveal that
natural law remains the most widespread type of social thought in the
contemporary world. Many people believe that there is a fixed “human
nature characterized by particular needs. Some people believe that
these “needs” center around physical survival, and mainly include
food, clothing, and shelter. Others hold that “man does not live by
bread alone” and has “needs” for love or respect. Still others claim
that human bemgs “need” to develop their potentialities to the fullest
extent. Often the idea that human beings have certain inalienable
rights goes along with the notion of human needs. Thus, some claim
that there is a right to freedom from want, some assert a right to be
treated with respect (or even to be loved), and some claim a right to
full development. Frequently, such notions of needs and rights are
turned into fixed standards of social good or social justice.
The Concept o f Human Need It is worthwhile to spend some time
on the idea of human need because it is at the root of most visions of
the human condition. The central problem in notions of human need
is that the supposed needs are not always met and there are people
who seem not to want them to be met. For example, the most elemen
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tary need seems to be that for the means to continue physical exis
tence. Most people agree that human beings “need” food, clothing,
and shelter. However, while there is no dispute that these things are
necessary for the continuation of physical existence, there is great
disagreement about whether physical existence should be continued in
all cases. There are people who say that they would rather be “dead
than Red.” Many others commit suicide for various reasons. Some
governments spend more money on armaments than they do on en
couraging the provision of food, clothing, and shelter. People go on
hunger strikes to protest social conditions and even court death to
further a cause. Others sacrifice their own lives in acts of heroism to
save friends, relatives, or even total strangers. In each of these cases,
of course, there is the assumption that some human beings will con
tinue physical existence. However, there are people who believe that
the universe would be better off without any human beings in it, and
that the most noble human act would be to extinguish human life.
What does the person who holds the idea that human beings need
food, clothing, and shelter say to the person who believes that human
life should be destroyed? Frequently he says that this person is men
tally ill, weird, perverted, deviant, abnormal, sinful, misguided, or
some other term that makes the pessimist into less than a “real”
human being. The assumption here is that anyone who does not fulfill
the requirements set by a particular idea of human nature has thereby
lost his standing as a human being. The usual follow-up to this judg
ment is either an attempt to make the deviant “see the light” or an
effort to eradicate the deviant. These kinds of responses show how
slippery the idea of human need can become. What begins as a call to
universal good becomes an effort to liquidate the opposition, spiritu
ally or physically.
Most natural-law thinkers draw consequences for social relations
and group life from their descriptions of human nature. For example,
Erich Fromm, who believes that the existence of human needs can be
demonstrated scientifically, holds that women have a need to bear
children: “Women have the power to bear children and to nurse them;
if this power remains unused, if a woman does not become a mother,
if she can not spend her power to bear and love a child, she experi
ences a frustration which can be remedied only by increased realiza
tion of her powers in other realms of her life. ”9 How does one account
for the childless woman who claims that she is not frustrated and who
does not seem to be driven to achieve in other human activities?
A more serious application of natural law to social relations has
been given by Mary Elizabeth Walsh and Paul Hanly Furfey. According
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to them, one learns how society ought to function by “examining its
nature, that is, by studying what the thing essentially is.”1» They state
that such an examination discloses that the common good implies the
preservation of public order and the furtherance of economic and
cultural welfare. Any deviation from these standards constitutes a so
cial problem, and the denial of the natural law is itself “the root cause
°ufm ^ e r n social p r o b l e m s . ” " In the Catholic tradition of natural law
that Walsh and Furfey represent, public order and economic and cul
tural welfare require monogamous marriage, the state, and the church
Where these institutions do not appear, human beings will not be able
to attain the good life and will be living unnaturally and, therefore,
unjustly. In the light of the earlier discussion it is appropriate to ask
whether the necessity of particular institutions can be derived from
such vague commandments as “preserve public order” and “further
economic and cultural welfare.”
The Western tradition of social thought has grown out of a
natural-law basis. The Greek philosophers Plato arid Aristotle both
held conceptions of natural law that stressed that human reason could
discover the principles of harmonious social relations. For Plato, jus
tice meant each member of the community making the contribution for
w ich he was best suited. Aristotle had a similar idea, but emphasized
distribution of the social product to those who most deserved it and
the participation of equals in making social decisions. In the Middle
Ages natural law was tied to Christianity, and biblical revelation was
viewed as a supplement to the principles of Plato and Aristotle. In
modern times, natural law has become tied more and more to ideas of
human need and mental health. Some thinkers like Branislaw Mali
nowski, Talcott Parsons, and Marion Levy have attempted to deter
mine the needs that must be met if societies are to continue in
existence. Others such as Erich Fromm, Sigmund Freud, Abraham
Maslow, and Harry Stack Sullivan have attempted to determine the
. n! f J u that must be met for the attainment of a “healthy personal
ity. These examples show the persistence of natural law in contempo
rary social thought, although many of the thinkers would not so label
their ideas.
M o n is m

Natural law thrives as an explicit social philosophy where people
are relatively unaware of any other ways of life that might compete with
their own. Where there is no immediate clash between alternative ways
ot organizing human relations and performing human activities, it is
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understandable that people might come to believe that their ways were
just as natural as day succeeding night and apples falling from trees.
Deviations from ordinary patterns of activity would be infrequent, and
would likely be viewed as unnatural exceptions to the natural order.
Such people would believe that their ways of organizing human life
were part of the “nature of things.”
When diverse peoples are thrown into contact with each other it
becomes difficult to maintain a natural-law position unchallenged.
Each of the different peoples is likely to hold that its way of life is part
of the nature of things. In such a situation it becomes necessary to
explain why those who follow different ways seem to violate “human
nature” or the “natural law.” Just such a situation happened at the end
of the Middle Ages when, through the crusades and the age of explora
tion, Europeans were brought into extensive and intensive contact
with the peoples of other continents. Over several centuries, two dif
ferent approaches developed to account for the differences among ways
of life. The first approach was monistic, in the sense that it explained
the differences through a single factor or cause operating in variable
conditions. The second approach was pluralistic, because it explained
the differences through a multiplicity of conditions mutually determining a given result. Both monism and pluralism are responses of human
beings in the modern age to the encounter of different ways of life and
the growing complexity and specialization of human relations. The
present section will treat monism and some of its particular varieties.
The hallmark of monism, and modern thought in general, is that
it substitutes the problem of causation for the problem of the social
ideal. According to natural law, “the social ideal springs from the very
nature of human society itself.”12 When there is a clash of life-ways it
becomes difficult to determine the “very nature” of human society.
One can no longer look at his own community and see in it an image
of the ideal. Confronted with this problem, some people do not aban
don the search for the social ideal. They carry forward the natural-law
tradition and frequently attempt to make it more universal. However,
other people become concerned with a new problem: Why do people
behave in such diverse ways? In his attempts to answer this question,
the monist looks for an underlying cause or factor that will make sense
out of all of the diversity.
Categories of Monism There are as many possible types of monism
as there are different kinds of human activities, different human char
acteristics and different factors in the human environment. For exam
ple, some monists find economic, political, educational, or religious
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factors unifying the human condition. Others unify the human condi
tion through such characteristics as race or sex. Still others believe that
differences are accounted for by environmental “forces” such as geo
graphical location or climate. In each case one part of human existence
is separated out from all of the others and made the determinant of
them.
%

Marxism The structure of monistic thought can best be illus
trated by an example. Perhaps the most influential and compelling
variety of monistic thought has been Marxism. Many social thinkers in
the twentieth century owe an enormous debt to Marx for his detailed
criticism of modern life. Numerous social thinkers since Marx can be
usefully regarded as either revisionists of his thought or as critics
reacting against it and substituting other interpretations. With the
success of communist revolutions in many parts of the world, Marxism
has become the official philosophy of regimes governing hundreds of
millions of people. This fact alone makes Marxism the most significant
variety of monism in the contemporary world.
The most accessible basic document of Marxism is the Communist
Manifesto, drawn up as the platform of the Communist League, a work
ers association, in 1848, shortly before the revolutions that took place
in Europe during that year. The Communist Manifesto presents a monis
tic interpretation of the human condition based on the operation of
economic factors in determining historical events.
The Manifesto begins with the assertion that the “history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”*» For Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, who wrote the Manifesto, class meant a
group of people sharing a common relation to tools, or the means of
producing goods and services. Whether or not one belongs to a certain
class in the Marxist scheme of things depends upon one’s relation to
the ownership of the means of production and the types of tools that
exist. In all historical societies there has been a continuous struggle
between those who own and control the means of production and
those who must depend on the owners for their survival. According to
Marxists, the owners tend to exploit the rest of the population up to
the point that such exploitation would threaten their very domination:
“Hitherto, every form of society has been based ... on the antagonism
of oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to oppress a class,
certain conditions must be assured to it under which it can, at least,
continue its slavish existence.” ^ At bottom, exploitation means that
the classes composed of owners attempt to appropriate for themselves
all of what has been produced by the other classes beyond what is
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necessary to continue the existence of these other classes as efficient
producing units. Insofar as they are capable, the other classes attempt
to fight against this exploitation.
Historical change comes about, in the Marxist model, through the
rise of classes owning and controlling new and more efficient means
of production. For example, the transition from the medieval to the
modern era was accomplished by the bourgeoisie which controlled the
means to international commerce and eventually the means to indus
trial manufacturing. The bourgeoisie, through a long series of strug
gles, was able to displace the hereditary land-owning nobility from its
position as the dominant class. Ultimately, it gained its success because
its members owned and controlled a form of productive property (the
factory) which was a far more efficient means of production than the
property (arable land) owned by the nobility.
Along with each dominant means of production goes an entire
system of classes. In the Middle Ages, there was a multiplicity of
classes. The nobility was the ruling class, gaining its importance from
the ownership and control of land. Under the nobility were the vassals
and serfs who, to a greater or lesser degree, were contractually bound
to provide rents and services to their lord in return for the use of his
land. In some cases, the serfs were attached to the land in the sense
that they and their children were legally bound to work it unless
released by their lord. Alongside the manor system were the towns,
populated by merchants and skilled laborers who provided goods and
services not available on the manor. It was from these merchants and
laborers that the bourgeoisie grew.
After the triumph of the bourgeoisie through various legal and
revolutionary conflicts, a new class system began to appear. According
to Marx, this system would eventually develop to contain only two
classes—the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie would
centralize in their hands the ownership and control of all the means
of production, and the proletariat, or working class, would have noth
ing to sell but their labor. Under these conditions, Marx thought, the
bourgeoisie would no longer perform the function of organizing pro
duction and would become mere parasites on the rest of the popula
tion. Thus, there would be a sharp breach between those who owned
the means of production and did no work and those who did all of the
work, but did not own any tools. Under these conditions, Marx
thought, there would be another series of revolutions in which the
proletariat would displace the bourgeoisie and organize the means of
production in its own interest. The interest of the proletariat, however,
would be the interest of all, because there would no longer be any split
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between exploiters and workers. Humanity would be one, because
people would no longer identify themselves first as members of a class
and second as individuals.
The chief importance of Marxism as a monistic theory lies in the
way that it organizes the whole of human activity around the idea of
class, which in turn is based on economic differences. Such classes as
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat are not simply groups based on
ownership. They are also political groups, groups of thought, and
groups with distinctive styles of life. This point is made strikingly in
the Manifesto in a denunciation of the bourgeoisie: “Your very ideas are
but the outgrowth of the conditions of your bourgeois production and
bourgeois property, just as your jurisprudence is but the will of your
class made into a law for all, a will whose essential character and
direction are determined by the economic conditions of existence of
your class.”15 Thus, for Marxists the diversity of human existence
becomes understandable when it is organized by economic factors.
Monism's Attractions Like natural law, monistic social thought has
many attractions. First, well-thought-out doctrines like Marxism are
able to make a great deal of sense out of apparently disconnected
events by fitting them into a single pattern. Monistic thinkers often
provide new and fresh perspectives on everyday life. For example,
many people in sympathy with the women’s liberation movement have
been impressed by Marx’ observation: “The bourgeois sees in his wife
a mere instrument of production.”16 These insights, though often
partial, are helpful in fashioning a coherent vision of the human condi
tion. Second, monistic thinkers provide a direction for human action.
If economic relations pattern all of the other human relations, then
social changes will come through the alteration of economic relations.
This kind of reasoning has given social movements based on monistic
doctrines a clarity of program lacking in other movements. Third,
monistic theories are attractive because of their seeming realism. Marx
called himself a “scientific” socialist who had discovered the causes of
historical change rather than a “utopian” socialist who would dream
about ideal communities, but never think seriously about what would
be necessary to put them into effect.
Monism's Difficulties There are two major problems in monistic
theories. The first stems from the effort to organize all of human
existence around a single activity. Even with respect to such a compel
ling view as Marxism, does it make sense to claim that such a factor as
economic conditions underlies the whole of human affairs? For exam-
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pie, take the observation that the bourgeois sees in his wife a mere
instrument of production. While there may be some people in the
ownership classes who view their wives merely as machines for produc
ing children, objects for giving them physical pleasure, and trophies
of their success in the rat race, these kinds of relations do not exhaust
the possibilities within marriage in the industrial age. There are many
other attitudes and viewpoints embodied in bourgeois marriages, such
as cooperative sharing of experience, mutual support, and develop
ment of common interests. This does not mean that the typical modern
view of the woman is as a full person. With great frequency women are
treated as mere instruments of production and consumption, and this
conception is enshrined in religion, literature, and political thought.17
However, it is inaccurate to reduce the condition of women to eco
nomic relations, and this inaccuracy frequently results in actual blocks
to the realization of personal freedom.
Suppose that someone points out that he does not treat his wife
as a mere instrument of production, and that his wife agrees with this
judgment. Suppose, further, that an impartial outside observer also
agrees with the judgment. Confronted with this evidence, a dogmatic
Marxist might try to search for any evidence of exploitation in the
relationship. If he found evidence of exploitation he might say that this
meant that the entire relationship was oppressive. If he found no
evidence of oppression he might still say that exploitation was “really”
there whether or not it was obvious or even discoverable after long
investigation. This conclusion would mean that nothing could con
vince the dogmatic Marxist that a bourgeois marriage could be
founded on anything but exploitation. Such a conclusion, if accepted
by the people involved, would block their realization of personal free
dom because it would destroy their confidence in their own powers of
critical judgment. Thus, through attempting to account for all human
activity through the operation of a single factor, extreme monism leads
to factual inaccuracy and blocks to freedom.
The second difficulty with monism is related to the first. It con
cerns the notion that a person’s very ideas are the outgrowth of the
so-called driving factor in human existence. While there are profound
connections between work and thought, and while becoming aware of
these connections increases the range of freedom, thought cannot
necessarily be reduced to some non-conscious factor. Stating that
thought is caused by economic relations frequently leads to the denial
of reasoned conversation. For example, two people may claim that
their marriage is based on the development of common interests. A
dogmatic Marxist may respond, You are only saying that because you
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are members of the bourgeoisie, and your class position determines
your ideas.” This kind of response is equivalent to the idea that a
person is mentally ill or evil if he does not hold someone’s idea of
natural law. It makes people lose respect for their minds.
Monism is very important in contemporary life. It takes many
other forms than economic determinism, but is always characterized
by the belief that a single factor unites the diverse aspects of the human
condition. The coherence gained by concentrating on a single theme,
however, frequently involves the sacrifice of factual accuracy and the
expansion of freedom.
P l u r a l is m

Pluralism arose as a response to some of the problems in monistic
thought described in the preceding section. Some social thinkers were
struck by the fact that the single-factor interpretations of monism often
stretched the imagination by distorting events to fit the preconceived
mold. Others were disturbed by the tendency of monists to claim that
their pet factors were responsible for causing events when no such
connection appeared to be discoverable. Still others were concerned
with the ways in which monistic theories seemed to limit freedom by
claims that certain future events, such as the displacement of the bour
geoisie by the proletariat, were inevitable regardless of human choice.
All monistic theories seemed to lead to a paradox. The social move
ments based on them made frantic efforts to recruit followers while at
the same time proclaiming the inevitability of their success. Explana
tions that such recruiting was done to make the inevitable happen
sooner were not entirely satisfactory. Together, these criticisms
formed the basis of pluralist thought.
The most basic assumption of pluralism is that a large number of
factors determines human events, rather than a single dominant
theme. However, if this claim was all there was to pluralism it could
not be considered a serious type of social thought. There is a kind of
crude pluralism that appears in everyday life and in political propa
ganda that criticizes Marxism and other monistic theories by stating
simply that “reality is far more complex than the Marxists would have
it.” From these kinds of remarks one is supposed to draw the conclu
sion that all efforts at major social change are misguided. Crude pluralists tend to believe that out of the competition between social groups
grows a balance of interests and a progressive solution to social prob
lems. Crude pluralism is the doctrine contained in most American
propaganda and, therefore, should not be confused with pluralism as
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a major type of social thought. It sidesteps any serious encounter with
monistic theories through a vague idea of “complexity,” while serious
pluralism reworks the root assumptions of monism.
Once certain social thinkers adopted the idea of multifactor causa
tion of human events, they were faced with the serious problem of how
to compare these factors to one another. There was wide agreement
that economic factors, as well as political, religious, familial, educa
tional, and other factors played a part in determining the character of
the human condition. However, comparing these factors to one an
other seemed like comparing apples and oranges. In order to make any
sense out of the multitude of factors (something that crude pluralists
do not care to do) the serious pluralists set out to discover a basis for
comparison, or what the various factors had in common.
The results of this search were a series of concepts that have
become the basis of contemporary sociology. What the search revealed
appears to be quite simple, but was in fact revolutionary in the changes
it accomplished in social thought. The pluralists discovered that all of
the major factors suggested in the monistic theories were forms of
human activity. The economic factor was the activity of producing and
distributing goods and services. The political factor was the activity of
making decisions and trying to see that they were carried out. The
educational factor was the activity of transmitting information from
one person to another. These factors and many others were responsi
ble for the pattern of human events, but they were all activities.18
The discovery that human activity underlies all the particular fac
tors suggested by monistic theories was an impressive advance in
thought because it removed social thought from what is immediately
visible in the commonsense world. A moment’s thought will show that
one never encounters human activity in general in everyday life. One
always encounters a particular type of human activity, whether it be
economic, political, religious, educational, or some other. Thus, for
pluralists activity itself is the form of social life, while each particular
activity is distinguished by a particular content (production, communi
cation, or some other). The distinctions between form and content are
not, of course, absolute. For example, the particular activity of produc
tion is never encountered in everyday life. One always finds people
producing something specific. Thus, the activity of production is in
this case the form of economic activity, while the content of economic
activity varies according to what is being produced (automobiles,
color-television sets, machine guns, or some other objects).
The reasoning behind pluralist thought discloses its major depar
ture from monist thought. Monistic perspectives attempt to unify the
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diverse aspects of the human condition around a single factor or content. Pluralistic perspectives attempt to unify the various aspects of the
human condition around the forms common to all contents. This
difference can be illustrated by considering briefly how Marxism is
revised by pluralist thought.
The Pluralist's View of Marxism The central idea of Marxism is that
the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class strug
gles. The pluralist thinker would change this sentence to read, “The
history of all hitherto existing society is the history of group relations.”
According to the pluralist all human activity takes place within the
context of groups. Among these groups are classes, as defined by
Marx. However, the classes may not be the most important groups in
every situation. Sometimes family groups, religious sects, or schools
of thought are more important than economic classes in determining
the character of human existence. Further, the pluralist would argue
that struggle is only one form of human relationship. In addition to
struggle and conflict, there are also such relationships as cooperation,
competition, exchange, and love. There is no guarantee that struggle
will be the most important human relation in all cases. The pluralist
holds that the only way of finding out which group or which relation
is the most important in a particular situation is to go out and investi
gate that situation. Thus, pluralistic thought attempts to make no
assumptions about the dominant factors in the human condition in
advance of investigation.
Most of the discussion that follows will be based on the contribu
tions of pluralistic thinkers, because they have dominated twentiethcentury sociology. Sociologists such as Max Weber, Emile Durkheim,
George Herbert Mead, Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, Georg Simmel, Arthur F. Bentley, and Talcott Parsons identified different aspects
of human activity that overarch the particular factors contained in
monistic social thought. Their works contain images of the contempo
rary human condition that put into order many of the problems that
people confront today. These images will not be considered at this
point because they will be revealed throughout the following discus
sion.
Pluralism’s Problems Like the other types of social thought, plural
ism has difficulties. They center around the idea that the task of social
thought is to find the conditions that determine human events. Some
pluralists tend to believe that it is possible to look at the human
condition from the outside, like a geologist inspects a rock, and find
out what factors gave it the character it displays. Thus, they often
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forget that they themselves are actors in the human condition, and that
their very social thought is a guide to social action. Like every other
type of social thought, pluralism is both a description of the human
condition and a way of orienting activity within that condition. In
natural law and monism, it is clear how social thought performs this
double function. Natural-law thinkers claim to describe a series of
human needs and a set of social relations for meeting these needs.
Thus, natural law serves as a guide to action by orienting people to
creating or perfecting the relations required for satisfying human
needs. Similarly, monistic thinkers claim to describe a single force
around which all social relations can be organized. Thus, monistic
thought serves as a guide to action by showing people what factors
they should take account of in their efforts to gain certain social
changes. For example, as a guide to action, Marxism directs one to
work upon economic conditions, rather than the religious life or some
other factor, to effect desired changes.
It is more difficult to show how pluralism is a guide to action,
because most pluralists believe that they are simply describing and
explaining human events, rather than orienting action toward those
events. However, pluralist thinking does give rise to a distinctive type
of action. According to the pluralist, there can be no conclusive judg
ments made in advance of observation and experimentation about the
factor that is most important in determining a given human situation.
This means that the adoption of pluralism prevents one from subscrib
ing to any particular variety of monistic thought. Further, the pluralist
finds human activity to be the basic factor unifying the human condi
tion, and cannot adopt any particular natural-law interpretation of
social relations. For him, there is no hidden set of needs lurking behind
activity and experience.
How, then, does pluralism serve as a guide to action? Since plural
ists can neither assume that any particular factor is of decisive impor
tance in determining the human condition nor claim that a fixed set
of needs characterizes human nature, they must adopt an experimental
attitude toward human existence. They must treat every natural law
and monistic perspective as a possible social experiment. For example,
Marxism could be treated as an experiment in transforming social
relations through collective action on economic conditions. The hu
man condition itself would be the laboratory for social experimenta
tion. Further, pluralists must treat their own pluralism as an experi
ment in taking an experimental attitude. Thus, pluralism demands that
all types of social thought be viewed as possible guides to action. This
recognition that each vision of the human condition is a guide to action
as well as a description demands an assumption that human beings are
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free to choose among competing visions. Through their choices, hu
man beings help determine which interpretation of the human condi
tion will come true. It is this fact that makes it difficult for pluralists
to claim that they are merely outside observers seeking the causes of
human events. The idea that pluralism is a guide to action, counseling
experimentalism rather than dogmatism, and that it is one guide to
action among many, leads directly to the process pattern of social
thought.
P r o c ess

Process thought arises in response to conditions in the contempo
rary world that are equal in their impact to the encounter of diverse
ways of life that led to the development of monistic and pluralistic
perspectives. Talcott Parsons has noted that the primary question that
modern (monistic and pluralistic) thinkers sought to answer was the
problem of order: How is society possible?19 Impressed by the con
flicts brought about by European exploration and exploitation of the
rest of the world, and by progressive specialization and industrializa
tion, modern thinkers were concerned to discover how human beings
avoided a chaotic war of all against all. Three general answers were
developed to this question. One group of thinkers held that the stabil
ity of human relations was secured by superior might and wealth. Marx
was one representative of this position. A second group held that the
order present in human relations was sustained by agreement on the
rules of social living. Many pluralists have held this position. In its most
popular form it asserts that, through rewards for conforming to the
rules and punishments for breaking them, human beings learn to obey
the standards prevailing in social groups. In this process of learning,
so its advocates argue, people come to believe that the prevailing
standards are right and that they have an obligation to obey them. The
ideas that stability results from exploitation and that order is main
tained by agreement on rules of conduct are not in necessary conflict
with each other, unless either one is defined as the only answer to the
problem of order. Thus, a third group of social thinkers, the most
numerous, has argued that both might and agreement are factors in
the maintenance of social order.
In the twentieth century, there has been an increasing challenge
to the idea that the central question in social thought is the problem
of order. Part of the reason for this challenge is contained in the fact
that in recent decades for many people order has not appeared to be
the greatest problem in social life. The twentieth century has witnessed
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the growth of enormous organizations, or conglomerates, performing
a multitude of functions, in which decisions affecting the lives of mil
lions of people are made on a daily basis. For some of those who are
workers within the conglomerates such as the state, the large univer
sity, or the multinational corporation, and for those who feel the
consequences of their decisions, there is no problem of order—the
lives of these people are structured by an order that is beyond their
ability to control. Further, as time goes on more reports appear of
drugs that can be used to control moods and behaviors, of improved
propaganda and brainwashing methods, and of the accumulation by
conglomerates of information on peoples’ lives. In the face of these
conditions it is understandable that a number of people have no diffi
culty in believing how order is possible.
The new question that has arisen to challenge the problem of
order can be called the problem of liberation. Rather than asking how
society is possible in a world of diversity and conflicting individual and
group interests, the process thinkers are concerned with how freedom
is possible in a world increasingly dominated by mammoth organiza
tions. The emergence of patterns of social thought based on answers
to the problem of freedom shows how closely social thought is tied to
events and characteristics in other sectors of the human condition.
Throughout the world, people have become aware of the problem of
liberation. People throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin America are de
manding liberation from order imposed by the nations of Europe and
Anglo-America. Minority, sex, and age groups within Europe and
Anglo-America are demanding liberation from order imposed by
dominant groups on these continents. Rebels within the Soviet bloc
are demanding liberation from controls on freedom of expression and
freedom of political participation. Individuals throughout the world
are demanding liberation from the constraints on their thought and
action imposed by the conglomerates. This worldwide movement for
liberation has impressed many twentieth-century social thinkers in
much the same way that the encounter with diversity and complexity
impressed social thinkers of past centuries.
Process thought is based upon the central premise that the human
condition is unified by a single process of action. This process of action
is defined by the fact that human beings can reject their present condi
tions in favor of a vision of the future. Herbert Marcuse has called this
fact “the power of negative thinking” because it discloses the ability
of human beings to deny that their present conditions are necessary
and must inevitably continue.20 Bound up with this notion is the idea
that the human process has four dimensions.
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Four Dimensions Inherent in the Human Process The first dimension
is lived experience. Lived experience means that human beings are di
rectly aware of their feelings and of the constant transformation they
undergo. Human beings are aware of time through felt organic
change. Their original experience is of feelings. The second dimen
sion is social experience. This means that the human process involves
social relations such as competition, cooperation, conflict, and love.
Through such relations people become aware that they are different
from their environment and from other human beings. The third di
mension is cultural experience. This is the aspect of meaning in the
human process. Out of experience, human beings create and carve
objects they can use over and over again to produce similar results.
The set of these objects is culture, and the complexes of culture pro
vide people with opportunities to store and stabilize experience. Fi
nally, the fourth dimension is creative experience. While cultural experi
ence is the appreciation of objects created in the past, creative
experience is the generation and use of new meaningful objects.
In sum, the human process involves people experiencing in com
mon, acting in relation to one another, using meaningful objects and
continually creating anew the conditions for their existence. It is this
idea of the human process that underlies the present book.
The preceding description of the human process reveals a great
deal about the interpretation of the problem of freedom in the twen
tieth century. For the existentialists, the pragmatists, and the human
ists who disclosed the various dimensions of this process, freedom is
something positive.21 In one way or another each thinker who has
attempted to respond to the problem of freedom has challenged the
idea of vacant freedom which has been so popular in the modern era.22
Vacant freedom is the notion that freedom is merely the absence of all
restraints. It is the cry of all those who seek freedom from domination.
However, vacant freedom by itself contains little satisfaction for hu
man beings. It is the freedom that appears when a person has nothing
left to do. If they clarify their images of the human condition, most
people discover that behind their struggle to gain freedom from domi
nation is a quest after freedom for something. The process thinkers
have attempted to describe the aspects of “freedom for” and to show
the possibilities for such freedom in the present human condition.
Some Details of Human Freedom One aspect of “freedom for” is
clarification of one’s vision of the human condition. Without such clar
ification one’s consciousness remains merely a bundle of desires and
myths without any rhyme or reason. A second aspect of positive free
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dom is generalization of the vision , which allows one to identify the group
that is composed of one’s allies. The third aspect of freedom for is
relativization , which allows one to identify competing groups and vi
sions. Finally, the fourth aspect of positive freedom is commitment, or
the decision to act upon an image of a future human condition after
the consideration of one’s own ideas and the ideas of others. For the
thinkers who have attempted to deal seriously with the problem of
freedom, any worthwhile vision of the human condition will include
the project to continue, deepen and extend the process of self-exami
nation. They find it is this very process that is discouraged by the
massive conglomerates of the contemporary world, whose propaganda
systematically distorts the human condition and aims at lulling human
beings into complacency and obedience. In the nineteenth century
Marx could declare: “Workers of the world unite, you have nothing to
lose but your chains.” Today in the face of propaganda, advertising,
and other forms of mental manipulation the process thinkers tell us:
“Examine yourselves and your society, you have your minds to gain.”
Thus, in the end, freedom for means well founded respect for one’s
mind.
Process thought does not reject the contributions of natural law,
monism and pluralism, but reinterprets them. It makes the needs of
the natural-law thinker into possibilities for human action. It makes the
causes of the monists and the pluralists into aspects of the human
condition that must be taken account of in any attempts at intelligent
action. It also asserts that human beings have some control over
whether or not they will make such factors as economic conditions
central in their lives. In sum, it finds in the fact that all types of social
thought are both guides for action and descriptions of action evidence
for the existence of a process of self-examination; it is this that opens
the door to positive freedom.
Figure 2.1. T h e T y p e s o f S o c ia l T h o u g h t
Natural Law: Defines a set of human needs and devises a so
cial ideal in which these needs would be met
Monism: Defines a single factor in human existence which
supposedly accounts for social relations and or
ganization
Pluralism: Explains social relations and organization
through a multiplicity of factors
Process: Organizes social relations and organization
around a single human process of freedom
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SOCIAL THOUGHT IN REVIEW
There are many possible maps of social thought. The one pre
sented above is especially adapted to aiding the process of self-exami
nation. It identifies four general types of social thought, each based on
a different image of the human condition. While there may be other
types of social thought than the ones identified and, therefore, other
visions of the human condition, these four have appeared most fre
quently in the history of civilizations, both East and West. In order to
simplify the process of self-examination, one should attempt to dis
cover whether his own thought fits roughly into any one of these four
patterns and then read more deeply the works of a writer who develops
that pattern. Although the idea of process guides this book, there is
no reason why one has to adopt this pattern. We would be acting in
bad faith if we did not attempt to defend the type of thought which we
think is most sound. However, many intelligent and thoughtful people
disagree with us on fundamental issues, and it is worth your while to
find out what serious natural-law thinkers, monists, and pluralists have
to say. You may very well adhere to one of these three patterns,
particularly natural law or monism, and you may end up sticking to
your position. It is up to you to find out.
To sum up, natural-law thinkers attempt to answer the question,
“What is the good life?” Their answer is usually that the good life is
the fulfillment of some basic human “needs” that they have identified.
In one form or another, natural law was the dominant form of social
thought up until modern times. It is still probably the most widespread
perspective, since most people believe that there is some such thing
as “mental health” or “moral goodness,” that can be defined with
precision. Pluralism and monism arose in the modern era, primarily as
a response to the breakdown of the older traditions and the growing
diversity in the human condition. Monistic theorists searched for a
single cause or factor that would account for the observed differences
in human life and would explain why stability in human relations was
maintained in the face of fierce conflicts. Pluralistic theorists claimed
that a multitude of factors determined the precise character of the
human condition, and unified thought about human relations around
the idea of human activity. Growing out of monism and pluralism,
process thought has analyzed the idea of human activity and has found
that it is based on a notion of human process which involves positive
freedom. The possibilities for such freedom have become particularly
important for many people in the twentieth century who are less inter-

A Brief Guide to Social Thought

55

ested in how order can be maintained than they are concerned with
how to win liberation from powerful organizations.
As one studies social thought with a view to its effects on one’s
own thought and action, it is important to know the standards by which
it can be evaluated. The discussion of such standards is the aim of the
next chapter.
A S a m p l e r o f T h e o r is t s

The following list of theorists is a small sampling of representa
tives of the four perspectives discussed in this chapter: natural law,
monism, pluralism, and process. It may be used as a beginning in the
attempt to clarify one’s own vision of social structure and human
relations. Select the perspective which seems closest to your own,
choose a theorist from the list, and as you read the work identify the
points at which you agree and disagree with the presentation. If you
follow this process through you should be able to clarify your own
assumptions about society and then be ready to appreciate other per
spectives.
Natural Law Scientific sociology was, in part, a rebellion against
natural-law theories of society. There are therefore, few representa
tives of this perspective in contemporary sociology. Older religious
visions of natural law still survive, however, and to them have been
added theories of the “normal” or healthy self derived from personal
ity theory.
RELIGIOUS INTERPRETATIONS
f u r f e y , PAUL h a n l y . Three Theories of Society.

New York: Macmillan,
1937. Furfey criticizes the model of society promoted by scientific
sociology and attempts to show how sociological theories imply
moralities. He then introduces a traditional interpretation of natu
ral law as an alternative sociological theory and morality.
m a r it a in , j a c q u e s . Scholasticism and Politics. Garden Gity, N.Y.. Image
Books, 1960. Maritain attempts to apply traditional natural law to
contemporary social problems, tracing these problems to an ero
sion of public morality.
p s y c h o l o g ic a l in t e r p r e t a t io n s

New York: W. W. Nor
ton, 1961. Freud traces contemporary social conflicts to repressed
instincts and drives.

FREUD, SIGMUND. Civilization and Its Discontents.
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fr o m m , e r ic h .

The Revolution of Hope: Toward a Humanized Technology.

New York: Harper Sc Row, 1968. Fromm presents a critique of
contemporary institutions based on a view of the healthy person
ality.
Monism Monism was the characteristic perspective of nineteenthcentury sociology. While pluralistic and process theories have dis
placed it in the mainstream of contemporary American sociology,
there are still many monists, particularly Marxists, who are actively
theorizing. Monisms may be divided according to the key factors which
they stress in their interpretations of social life.
ECONOMIC MONISMS
m a r c u s e , H e r b e r t . Negations.

Boston: Beacon Press, 1968. Marcuse
adapts a basically Marxist view to contemporary organizational
society.
m a r x , k a r l , and e n g e l s , f r ie d r ic h . The Communist Manifesto. New
York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1955. This is still the most acces
sible and best introduction to economic monism.
t e c h n o l o g ic a l m o n is m s

v. G o r d o n . M an Makes Himself. New York: New American
Library, 1951. Childe presents an interpretation of civilization
based on successive technological innovations.
v e b l e n , t h o r s t e i n . The Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: New
American Library, 1953. Veblen’s classic is a critique of the preda
tory nature of modern society.
c h il d e ,

GEOPHYSICAL MONISMS
h u n t i n g t o n , e l l s w o r t h . Mainsprings of Civilization.

New York: New
American Library, 1959. Huntington analyzes the role of biologi
cal inheritance and physical environment in influencing the course
of history.
w it t f o g e l , k a r l a . Oriental Despotism. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1957. Wittfogel links the appearance of absolutist bureau
cratic regimes to the need to coordinate agricultural production.
BIORACIAL MONISMS
c h a m b e r l a in , H o u s t o n s t e w a r t . Foundations of the Nineteenth Century.

New York: Dodd, Mead, 1912. Chamberlain’s defense of the Ger
manic or Aryan “race” was a source of much Nazi propaganda.
s t o r r , a n t h o n y . Human Aggression. New York: Atheneum, 1968. Storr
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draws conclusions from ethology (the study of animal behavior)
about the nature of human social organization.
POSITIVISTIC MONISMS
d e g r a n g e , m a c q u il k in . The Nature and Elements of Sociology.

New Ha
ven: Yale University Press, 1953. DeGrange attempts to bring
Auguste Comte’s positivism and his theory of the stages of human
society and understanding up to date.
w h it e , l e s l ie a . The Science of Culture. New York: Farrar, Straus Sc
Young, 1949. White presents a positivistic theory of historical
evolution heavily laced with technological monism.
Pluralism Pluralism is the dominant perspective in twentiethcentury sociology. Like natural law and monism, it is not a homogene
ous perspective, but is characterized by a number of different em
phases. Some pluralists are interested primarily in the conflict among
diverse groups, others are concerned with the ways in which some
groups dominate others, others are concerned with how different so
cial activities are integrated together, others are interested in patterns
of organizational coordination, and others are concerned with the
formation of the human self out of social relations.
CONFLICT APPROACH

Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society. Stanford.
Stanford University Press, 1959. Dahrendorf “pluralizes Marx by
pointing to a number of conflicts in contemporary society.
s im m e l , g e o r g . Conflict and the Web of Group Affiliation. New York. Free
Press, 1955. Simmel describes the various forms which conflict
takes in social life.

d a h r e n d o r f, ralf.

ELITE AND DOMINATION APPROACH
MANNHEIM, k a r l . M an and Society in an Age of Reconstruction.

New York:
Harcourt, Brace, 1940. Mannheim presents an argument for elite
planning in a multi-group society.
PARETO, v il f r e d o . Sociological Writings. New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1966. Pareto “pluralizes” Marx by analyzing elitism and
domination as general social phenomena.
f u n c t io n a l is t o r in t e g r a t iv e a p p r o a c h

The Division of Labor in Society. New York: Free Press,
1947 Durkheim “pluralizes” Marx by outlining the general forms
of “solidarity,” or the way diverse activities in society are coordinated.

d u r k h e im , e m il e .

58

THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL INQUIRY

The Social System. New York: Free Press, 1951. Par
sons presents a general theory of social control, emphasizing the
way social roles are integrated into systems of coordinated action
through the coordination of sanctions.

pa r so n s, talcott.

ORGANIZATIONAL APPROACH
g e r t h , h . h ., and m il l s , c. w r ig h t . From M ax Weber.

New York: Ox
ford University Press, 1958. Weber “pluralizes” Marx by outlining
a general pattern of hierarchical organization characteristic of
modern societies—the bureaucracy.
b l a u , p e t e r m ., and s c o t t , w. r ic h a r d . Formal Organizations. San Fran
cisco: Chandler, 1962. Blau and Scott “pluralize” Weber by point
ing out structural dilemmas within organizations as well as the
dynamics of “informal organizations” which grow up around for
mal structures.
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH
m e a d , g e o r g e h . M ind , Self, and Society.

Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1934. Mead describes how the self is formed through in
teraction with other human beings and how people are “social
ized” to obey the rules of the “game.”
g o f f m a n , e r v in g . The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Garden City:
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1959. Goffman shows how people engage in
“impression management” to regulate their relations with others.
Process Process theory, the most recent general perspective in
sociological analysis, has, like the other frameworks, several distinct
foci of concern. Some thinkers are primarily concerned with the types
of human activity, others are interested in analyzing the images and
perspectives through which people view their social life, others are
concerned with the principles of contemporary social structure and
others are interested in the possible patterns of relations (“dialectics”)
which can characterize intergroup and interpersonal activity.
ACTIVITY FOCUS
BENTLEY, Ar t h u r f . Relativity in M an and Society.

New York: G. P. Put
nam’s Sons, 1926. Bentley describes human society as an interlac
ing of cross sections of activity and presents a method of “socio
analysis” similar to the process of self-understanding described in
this book.
z n a n ie c k i , f l o r ia n . The Cultural Sciences. Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1952. Building the idea of creative activity into his analysis,
Znaniecki presents a general theory of culture and society.
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL (PERSPECTIVAL) FOCUS
N o r t h r o p , f . s. c. The Meeting of East and West.

New York: Collier
Books, 1966. Northrop shows how different cultures express dif
ferent theories of knowledge and experience.
s o r o k in , p it ir im . Sociological Theories of Today. New York: Harper &
Row, 1966. Sorokin presents a review of contemporary sociologi
cal theories from a perspective similar to Northrop’s.

SOCIAL-ORGANIZATION FOCUS
J o r d a n , El ija h . Business Be Damned.

New York: Henry Schuman, 1952.
Jordan offers a scathing critique of contemporary social institu
tions from the viewpoint of a philosophy of creative freedom.
HILLER, e . t . The Nature and Basis of Social Order. New Haven: College
and University Press, 1966. Following from Jordan s critique of
the privatization of contemporary society, Hiller applies the no
tion of human process to a theory of social organization.
DIALECTICAL FOCUS
g u r v it c h , g e o r g e s . Dialectique et Sociologie.

Paris: Flammarion, 1962.
Gurvitch shows how dialectical analysis of social relations is con
sistent with a process of creative freedom. See also, Philip Bosserman’s commentary on Gurvitch’s sociology, published in English.
m u k e r je e , r a d h a k a m a l . The Philosophy of Social Science. London. Mac
millan, 1960. Like Gurvitch, Mukerjee develops a multifaceted
dialectic and coordinates it with a theory of social structure and
a philosophy of freedom.

3_

SOCIOLOGY AND SCIENCE

The first two chapters of this book contain an introduction to
thinking about the human condition. The first chapter shows that to
understand oneself fully it is necessary to understand the social situa
tion in which one is acting. The way to attain such understanding is
to clarify one’s vision of the human condition, generalize it and relativize it with respect to the images held by others, and then commit
oneself to the resulting vision and start the process all over again. The
second chapter describes various images of the human condition that
have been held in the past and that have adherents at the present time,
with the aim of making the process of self-understanding more easy to
undertake.
Throughout these first two chapters an important question has
been left unanswered, even unasked: Are there any standards for
choosing among competing visions of the human condition? We be
lieve that the answer is yes. If we thought that the answer was no, or
even maybe, we would probably not have written this book, because
we would have despaired that the process of self-examination led
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nowhere but to a bottomless pit. Our affirmative answer to the ques
tion is based on a judgment that the investigation of human affairs can
be scientific. Thus, the standards for choosing among competing vi
sions of the human condition are rooted in science, and to grasp those
standards it is necessary to understand what is meant by a human
science.1
SCIENCE
Science (and, somehow, particularly, the term social science) is
terminology that frightens and mystifies many people. It is, of course,
one of the major aims of this chapter to dispel this fear and worship
because we would like everyone to become a sociologist, at least in the
sense that we would like everyone continually to reexamine the human
condition in a critical way. This means that we believe that everyone
who is reading this book is capable of understanding the scientific
method and applying it to his own existence.
The fear and awe that the term science awakens is due to a narrow
and distorted interpretation of scientific activity. According to this
distorted interpretation, scientists carve up human experience into
distinct and highly specialized fields, invent terms to describe events
that only they can understand, and then provide information to engi
neers who invent machines that nobody can control.2 It is no wonder
that those who have such a view of science stand in awe of it. Yet this
interpretation of science only describes a very small part of scientific
inquiry. At the heart of science is a series of standards for evaluating
thought, and these standards have little to do with specialized fields,
mysterious languages, and complicated machines. The scientific
method and scientific standards are available to all for use in their daily
lives, not just to a new caste of academic priests. This should be kept
in mind whenever anyone tries to browbeat you into doing something
that you do not understand on the grounds that it is in some way
“scientific.”
The best way of understanding the scientific method as it applies
to the study of human affairs is to view it as an answer to the question,
By what standards does one evaluate an image of the human condi
tion? There are four general standards for evaluating a vision of the
human condition—accuracy, consistency, adequacy, and fruitfulness.
These standards will each be discussed in turn.
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ACCURACY
Probably the first response that most people would give to the
question of evaluating images of the human condition is that they
would apply a standard of truth. Usually what is meant by “truth” is
factual accuracy. Do the word pictures that make up the vision describe
what is really going on? For example, is Marx correct that there is a
connection between class position and what people think about human
relations? This kind of question, which at first appears easy to answer,
hides a great many difficulties. Awareness of these difficulties allows a
person to apply better the standard of factual accuracy to his image of
the human condition.
Many people in the United States have a love affair with facts. This
attitude is strikingly illustrated by Sergeant Friday, hero of the old
television police drama, “Dragnet.” Friday would spend his time track
ing down criminals by interviewing witnesses and other leads. When
ever the individual who he was questioning would wander off the
subject and start talking about personal opinions, feelings or theories,
Friday would sharply say, “Just the facts!” There are many Sergeant
Fridays in the United States, in all walks of life. They believe that the
world rests on a solid bedrock of fact and become very impatient when
they believe that their associates are ignoring this bedrock in favor of
cloudlike “pleasing illusions.” Yet Sergeant Friday should have known
that the “facts” cannot be easily separated from opinions, feelings, or
theories.
A good police detective knows that the facts are rarely obvious.
Suppose a murder has been committed in front of a crowd of people.
Perhaps the most that everyone in the crowd will agree with is that
someone is dead. When the police are summoned, some people in the
crowd will tell them that the killing was surely done in self-defense.
Others will say that it was certainly the case that cold-blooded murder
was committed. Some will say that the killer was tall and thin, while
others will state that he was short and fat. Others will not be sure
whether it was a man or a woman who did the killing. “Positive identifi
cation” of the killer will prove to be very difficult, as will even the
description of the killing itself. As time goes on, memories of the event
will become vague in the minds of onlookers or, worse, some of them
will begin to believe that they are certain about things that at the time
of the killing they were in doubt about. When it comes time to question
“leads,” so-called facts will often count for far less than “theories.”
There will be an attempt to determine motivation for the killing. Thus,

Sociology and Science

63

part of the investigation will focus on the opinions that people have
about the suspects, their ideas about possible motivations and even
their feelings. (The amazingly different interpretations and recollec
tions on the Watergate-related events are another vivid example of this
phenomenon.)
The situation becomes far more complex when a suspect is ar
rested and tried for the crime. The defense may attempt to argue that
there was not any crime committed, and that the killing was in selfdefense. Or, it may argue that while the defendant did the killing he
was insane at the time. Of course, it may argue that the defendant is
not the killer, and try to “prove” its case by questioning the testimony
of prosecution witnesses, bringing in witnesses of its own, questioning
the motives brought up by the prosecution and calling upon expert
witnesses to demonstrate that it was “impossible” for the defendant
to have committed the murder. The prosecution will call upon its own
set of “facts” which will often be completely at odds with those
brought up by the defense. Some of the so-called facts relied upon by
each side will be considered “evidence” and, thus, will be allowed to
count towards a verdict. Others will not be allowed into evidence and
will not be allowed to count towards a verdict, because they will not
measure up to a legally valid fact. It is the presence of rules of evidence
that points up more than anything else in the administration of law the
difficulty of determining the “facts” in complex human situations.3
Another indication that fact is not always obvious is the care with
which juries are often selected. Each side tries to get people on the jury
who are predisposed toward its case. They do this not because they
believe that human beings are cynical creatures who invariably let the
interest in truth be obscured by passion, but because they know that
prejudices and predispositions color one’s interpretations of the
“facts” and lead to selectivity in which facts will be deemed important.
When a verdict is reached in a complex case, then, it is not at all certain
that the relevant facts were brought out, or considered in reaching the
verdict.
Why spend so much time on an example from legal administration
when the aim is describing the role of fact in science? The answer is
that fact is no more obvious in science than it is in law. Before it is
possible to get the facts, it is necessary to know what one is looking
for. This means that the facts normally succeed rather than precede im
ages of the human condition.4 Since this idea runs against what most
people consider “common sense” it is necessary to inspect it more
closely.
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Problems in Acquiring Facts When Sergeant Friday asked for “just
the facts” he got both more and less than he bargained for. He got
more than he bargained for because the people who responded to his
questions gave him their interpretations of the event along with the
“facts” about it. He got less than he bargained for because he con
ducted the investigation with a certain view of what was relevant. Thus,
his questions were determined by a notion of what it is important to
find out when one is conducting a criminal investigation. This means
that he was likely to miss out on some facts that did not fit into the
framework of his questions. The scientist studying human affairs is in
no different position from Sergeant Friday. If he is in search of the
“pure facts” he also gets more and less than he bargains for.5 He gets
more than he bargains for because, like Sergeant Friday, he is normally
considering the interpretations that people give to events as well as the
events themselves. This makes him differ somewhat from the natural
scientist who, if he is studying squirrels, does not have to take account
of the squirrel’s beliefs about his own behavior. He gets less than he
bargains for because he is always approaching his study with a certain
framework of questions in mind. It is this aspect of a framework that
is most important in the judgment that facts succeed rather than pre
cede images of the human condition.6
In the second chapter we showed that in the twentieth century
some social thinkers have shifted from concern with the problem of
order to an interest in the problem of freedom. This shift will illustrate
how facts tend to follow frameworks or images. Those social thinkers
who are most concerned with the problem of order tend to look for
facts that will support proposed solutions to this problem. For exam
ple, those who believe that order is maintained through exploitation
will look for the instances in which human beings are controlled by
such means as force, fraud, and bribery.7 On the other hand, those who
believe that order is maintained through adherence to common stand
ards will look for the instances in which people appear to obey rules
on their own volition.8 They will weave their responses to their ques
tions around the facts that they have gathered in the net of their initial
concepts. Similarly, those interested in the problem of freedom will
look for facts that will support solutions to this problem. Rather than
focusing attention on how people come to behave in predictable pat
terns, they are concerned with how people surmount obstacles to
self-determination.9 This conceptual searchlight casts a beam over a
different set of facts than the set revealed by the problem of order. For
example, rather than force, fraud, bribery, or rote learning, those
concerned with the problem of freedom tend to look at the dynamics
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of criticism; how people can burst through the structures of myth in
which they are often enveloped.10 For those seeking solutions to the
problem of order, the process of criticism, or self-examination, might
not even appear to be a fact. Some of these thinkers seem to be
unaware that such a process occurs. On the other hand, those seeking
solutions to the problem of freedom may tend to minimize or even
ignore the role of such factors as bribery (subtle and overt) or of praise
and blame in determining behavior. They will just not “see” these
processes taking place, and may reduce the human drama to an inter
play between force and freedom.11
Processes o f Assimilating Facts The preceding discussion should
make it clear that human beings are not born with the capability of
knowing the facts. Although none of us knows what it is like to be a
newborn infant, it is probable that experience is originally a humming
and buzzing confusion.12 The infant does not distinguish himself from
the world and others until adult human beings initiate a process of
learning.13 As the child grows up he learns how to carve up his experi
ence into slices and to tag those slices with names supplied by lan
guage. Names, or words, can be detached from particular experiences
and carried over to new ones that are similar in certain respects. When
it appears that a set of names is appropriate to a given experience, the
person who makes that judgment claims that he has observed or dis
covered a fact. This interpretation can be disputed by someone else,
who applies a different set of names to what he calls the same experi
ence. For example, two witnesses to a murder may differ on the de
scription of the killer. One may say the killer is a light-skinned, blue
eyed individual, and the other may say the killer is a swarthy,
brown-eyed person. Neither of the witnesses, however, could have
observed the “fact” had they not learned how to carve up the flux of
experience into slices through the use of language.
The realization that facts do not appear in human experience
apart from language should not lead to extreme skepticism and de
spair about one’s ability to interpret experience. Rather, it should put
one on guard against too ready acceptance of the “facts” in any partic
ular case. The first reason that it is wise to be on guard is that without
the aid of intelligence, the human senses are quite unreliable. They are
mainly unreliable because of prejudices and predispositions that peo
ple carry with them into situations. A prejudice against dark-skinned
individuals might lead someone to see a killer as someone with a dark
skin even if the killer was light-skinned.14 The second reason why it is
wise to maintain a healthy skepticism is that particular sets of names
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are intertwined with each judgment of fact. The Marxist tends to see
conflict everywhere in social life, while the pluralist tends to see com
petition and basic agreement. When somebody states the “facts”
about a particular social situation, such as a strike or a family quarrel,
it is wise to check out his vision of the human condition, if this is
possible, and see if this influences his judgment.
One of the most common devices of propaganda and advertising
is to play on the naive belief in “just the facts.” The propagandist or
mass manipulator who can convince his audience that there are pure
facts apart from concepts, frameworks, theories, prejudices, predispo
sitions, opinions, and visions has won much more than half his battle.
The reason why he tends to cultivate the belief in pure facts should be
clear by now. If people believe that there are facts apart from interpre
tations, then it becomes possible to play on prejudices that they are not
always aware of. The cards can be stacked by building such assump
tions into the propaganda as “the underdog is always right,” “whites
should feel guilty about the past slavery of blacks,” “women are
primarily creatures of emotion,” and many other “principles” that may
appear absurd when examined systematically. These assumptions are
never stated outright, but lurk right beneath the surface of so-called
factual reports. Also, if one believes that there are pure facts, there is
no need to examine the vision of the human condition held by the
propagandist. For example, a propagandist concerned with damaging
the reputation of a government that has come to power through revo
lution may sketch a portrait of the revolution in which the execution
of the members of the old ruling class, the disruption of everyday life
and the dictatorial methods of the new governers are stressed. The
image of the human condition underlying this portrait may be that
revolutions are always greater evils than whatever preceded them, and
that forms of government should only be changed peacefully.15 Thus,
the propagandist selects “facts” to fit his underlying image of the
human condition without ever informing his audience about that im
age. O f course, he leaves out those “facts” that would tend to cast
doubt on the accuracy of his image, such as reports of the abuses of
the old regime, the low standard of living and extreme inequalities of
wealth that were present in the past, and the failure of the old ruling
class to respond to peaceful movements for improvement. The propa
gandist hopes that his audience will accept his portrait of the horrors
of the revolution as the relatively complete description of the “facts of
the case” and that they will not look any farther for other facts or for
his underlying image of the human condition.
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Separating Facts from Opinion Holding the belief that it is possible
to get “just the facts” without an overlay of interpretation makes one
an easy mark for propaganda and shows that one has little respect for
his thought processes. The scientific attitude toward studying the hu
man condition goes in the very opposite direction from asking immedi
ately for the facts. The first step in scientific investigation is to make
sure of the question that one is asking. Suppose that one is asking the
question: Should the federal government support day-care centers for
the children of working mothers?16 Before this question can be an
swered yes or no, it must be analyzed and clarified. First, it is necessary
to understand what is meant by the term “should.” Usually, it refers
to urging adoption of those actions that are required to realize a vision
of the good society held by the person who is using the term. So, the
first step that must be taken is not to get any facts, but to see whether
or not day-care centers are part of one’s vision of the good society. If
it turns out that they are, the next question is whether or not the
federal government is the proper agency to support day-care centers.
The word “proper” here usually means: Will federal funding be an
efficient means to the end of day-care centers without blocking the
realization of other aspects of the good society? Alternative answers
to this question will be debated fiercely by opposing sides. Those in
favor of day-care centers will point to the successes of the federal
government as an agent in supporting programs, while those opposed
to them will point to failures. Both sides will be drawing upon “facts”
to support their cases. In order to interpret these “facts it is necessary
to have a standard of what makes for success and failure. This is not
a factual judgment either. Those opposed to day-care centers will try
to show that every deviation from some ideal of a perfect government
program is a dismal failure, while those in favor of them will try to show
that slight improvements over past conditions are glowing successes.
One must decide what he means by success. Only after this is done is
it time to look at the “facts” and, perhaps, for them. In this case, the
facts will be examples of similar programs that have been attempted
in the past and a determination of their results. All of those results will
not be investigated; only those consequences that bear on the defini
tion of success and failure that has been chosen. Thus, the “facts”
follow the framework supplied by the questions. Out of the enormous
complexity of human events, the questions that one asks illuminate
slices of activity and identify them as facts.17
Once a person has a good idea of the facts that he is seeking, the
accuracy of these facts becomes extremely important. This is why in
the natural sciences and in some parts of sociology the development
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of means of accurate measurement is considered a central aspect of
investigation. The significance of accuracy can be illustrated by follow
ing the example of day-care centers further. Suppose that one has
decided to find out whether or not federally supported programs simi
lar to a possible program of day-care centers have been successful. The
major task now is to identify the results of these programs. These
results will be framed by such questions as whether or not the federal
monies got spent on the people who were supposed to benefit from
them, whether the projected benefits actually accrued, and whether
there were unintended consequences, favorable and not, of the federal
support. There are many ways of attempting to gain answers to such
questions, some of which will be discussed in the next chapter. How
ever, what is important at this point is to note that, in the absence of
factual accuracy, one will not be able to make an intelligent decision
about the desirability of federal funding for day-care centers. Accuracy
will be judged according to certain standards set up within the meth
ods of determining “facts.” Each method will have its own standards
for determining what kinds of observations are fit to enter the realm
of fact. Some methods will consider as fact what appears in official
documents, firsthand reports, travelogues, newspaper and magazine
articles, and other such sources. Other methods will consider as fact
what is personally observed by the investigator after he has familiar
ized himself directly with the human activity he is studying. Still other
methods will state that facts are what appear in census reports, while
others will claim that facts are found in responses to questionnaires.
Finally, some methods will admit as full scientific facts only those
activities observed under experimentally controlled conditions. What
ever the standards, of course, the sociologist will attempt to be as
accurate as possible according to those standards.
Scientific Inquiry and Fact Finding The interest of scientists in fac
tual accuracy is another way that they are distinguished from propa
gandists and advertisers. The scientist is often more concerned with
the ways in which the facts were arrived at (their grounds) than with
their content. If the “facts” merely represent wishful thinking on
someone’s part they are worthless from the scientist’s viewpoint, un
less he happens to be studying wishful thinking. On the other hand,
the propagandist will use any facts that he can get hold of that appear
to support his case. If he becomes concerned with accuracy it will not
be because he is interested in furthering inquiry into the object of
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study, but because he is afraid if he becomes too inaccurate his oppo
nents will expose him and he will lose effectiveness. Thus, the very
propagandist who claims to offer “just the facts” is often engaging in
as much distortion and outright fraud as he can get away with. At
the same time, the scientist who is doubtful about ever reaching a
point where he knows “just the facts” is engaged in a quest for ac
curacy.
This seeming paradox reveals something very important about
scientific inquiry and the entire process of self-examination. Science
begins with doubt rather than certainty, questions rather than answers,
problems rather than solutions.18 It does not rest with quick answers
based upon wishful thinking, but it also does not remain in a mass of
confusion and extreme skepticism. Rather, it attempts to disclose the
principles of clear thinking and then apply them to the investigation
of experience. When one applies these principles to the study of hu
man activity, one is a sociologist. A statement of fact is an answer to
the question, What happened? The scientist knows the obstacles in the
way of answering that question and attempts to perfect methods for
surmounting these obstacles. The propagandist merely attempts to
cook up an answer which will serve his purposes and gain the belief
of people who think that there are facts without interpretations.
EXERCISE
Listen to an advertisement on TV for a product you have used.
Then determine which facts were used in the advertisement and
attempt to discover the underlying image of the product the
commercial seeks to convey. What facts about the product could
you organize to give a different image from the one in the
advertisement?
EXERCISE
Listen to or read about a debate on some political issue (for
example, the Arab-Israeli conflict). Determine which facts are
considered important by each side and then reconstruct the image
each side has of the conflict. Which “facts” do the two images have
in common? Which “facts are included by one side and not the
other?
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PRECISION
Closely related to factual accuracy is precision. Precision has to do
with the way in which ideas relate to observations. Suppose that some
one says that “India and Pakistan have fought a war.” This is a factual
statement. However, before we know whether to judge this statement
true or false, we must determine the meaning of the term “war.” Does
this term allow us to distinguish precisely between one kind of event
and others? Perhaps the person who made the statement meant that
war is “what happens when two groups or individuals do not like each
other.” This would be an imprecise or vague definition, because it is
quite difficult to determine when two nations do not like each other.
When does indifference end and disliking begin? What about mixed
emotions? Do groups have feelings in the first place and, if they do,
how are these feelings expressed? These are the kinds of questions
that appear when social thinking is founded on vague ideas, rather
than on precise relations between ideas and observations. Due to a
healthy skepticism about facts, scientists attempt to maximize preci
sion in their observations. They attempt to approach a situation in
which any human being who understood the definition that they were
using would reach the same decision about identifying a particular case
as anyone else using that definition.19 With this in mind, one sociolo
gist has defined war as “armed extensive conflict between organized
bodies of people, regarding themselves as politically sovereign and
ethically entitled to assert by force their rights, which they claim to be
blocked or invaded by their armed opponents.”20 This definition
makes it far easier to determine whether or not there is a “war” going
on than the definition of war as “what happens when two groups or
individuals do not like each other.”
Does the preceding discussion mean that one definition of war is
“better” than the other? Is the definition given by the sociologist the
“real” definition of war? What if one does not like this sociologist’s
definition of war because it does not include such events as “wars”
between teenage gangs and bands of organized criminals? These ques
tions lead to the conclusion that, until other information is provided,
the sociologist’s definition of war is better than the other only in the
sense that it is more precise. One could define “war” as the number
of clams in Mrs. Murphy’s chowder. This would be a precise definition,
but it might not be altogether adequate.
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The Importance of Definitions A definition identifies a slice of expe
rience and attaches a name to it. This means that no definition is more
“real” than any other. If someone defines “war” as the number of
clams in Mrs. Murphy’s chowder it is not enough to answer that he has
not “really” defined war. What could the word “really” mean in this
case? It could only mean that experience comes to human beings as
a set of pigeon holes that put everything in place and leave a place for
everything. This would mean that education is a process of learning
to pigeonhole everything in its proper place. Once a person had mas
tered the great filing system of the mind, he could sit back with a
contented smile on his face with the knowledge that nothing in the
world could ever disturb him again, because he would know where to
file every future experience. For someone who adopts this view of
experience, the present book is useless. The present book is based
upon the idea that experience is a continually shifting and dynamic
process with many facets. According to this perspective, there are no
“real” definitions because language is like a net cast over experience
with the purpose of catching certain slices or phases of this experience
and holding them for future reference. “In the beginning was the
word” because, without the word, experience would be merely a form
less and chaotic flux.21
Although there are no “real” definitions, some definitions are
better than others, in the sense that they are well adapted to the
solution of particular problems or to the attainment of particular goals.
If the goal is understanding what happened between India and Pakis
tan, defining war as the number of clams in Mrs. Murphy’s chowder
is not as useful as defining war in some more traditional way. It is only
after the purpose of inquiry has been defined that the standard of
precision can be applied meaningfully to definitions. Thus, if the pur
pose is to describe what happens between teen-age gangs when they
come into conflict, it may be quite useful to define the term “war” to
include these events.
Propaganda and Precision When it comes to precision, propagan
dists work in the very opposite way from scientists. They are usually
imprecise and they also attempt to make people believe that there are
“real” definitions of happenings. One staple of propaganda is to
stretch the ordinary meaning of words to include new events. The aim
is to have the audience associate the event with the emotion that
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normally accompanies the word. For example, when people raise their
voices during a demonstration, administrators say that their words are
“violent.” This stretches the ordinary meaning of violence to include
loud voices, and has the aim of turning opinion against the demonstra
tors. Another staple of propaganda is to narrow the ordinary meaning
of words to exclude new events. For example, when administrators call
in police to break up demonstrations and the police begin clubbing the
demonstrators, the administrators may state that clubbing is not “vio
lence” but “self-defense.”22 This narrows the ordinary meaning of
violence to exclude the use of force by police, and has the aim of
turning opinion in favor of the police and the administrators. In such
cases, the underlying definition of violence seems to be “any activity
the administrators do not like.” This is quite an imprecise definition
and does not allow people to hold particular slices of experience for
future reference.
Propagandists also attempt to convince people that certain defini
tions are more “real” than others. Such attempts are usually made
when the propagandist is trying to use words that have highly favora
ble emotional associations attached to them. For example, suppose a
group of Christians such as the Campus Crusade for Christ or the Jesus
People is attempting to convert radical students to their creed. They
will claim that Christianity is truly “revolutionary” whereas demon
strations are not “really” revolutionary. On the other hand, such radi
cal groups as the SDS will claim that they are the authentic revolution
aries while the Jesus People are “really” reactionaries. Both groups
believe that the people they are trying to convert have favorable emo
tional associations with the term “revolution.” Thus, instead of trying
to convince people to join them by telling them what kind of experi
ences they can expect if they enter the given movement, they try to
induce people to join them by throwing around words with favorable
emotional associations. Perhaps this means that they believe that peo
ple would never join up if they knew what they were in for.23
Some people have been so disturbed by such propaganda tactics
that they have suggested that only the precise use of ordinary language
will prevent the domination of the mind by power groups.24 This
position is understandable in the light of the abuses noted above, but
in the long run it is unsound. If experience is dynamic, then shifting
and multidimensional ordinary language must change along with it if
it is to express the new possibilities seen by free human beings. Such
change demands experimentation and a relatively large measure of
imprecision.
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EXERCISE
Listen to or read a political speech or an advertisement. Were
there any terms used so imprecisely that you could interpret the
statement in more than one way? If so, determine what purposes
the imprecision might serve.
CONSISTENCY AND COHERENCE
In the discussion of precision we noted the tendency of propagan
dists to expand and narrow the definitions of terms to suit their partic
ular purposes. What would be called violence if done by the opposition
would be called peaceful advocacy if done by the propagandist’s allies.
What would be called self-defense if done by the propagandist’s allies
would be called violence if done by the opposition. In the first case the
definition of violence is expanded to include shouting. In the second
case it is contracted to exclude the use of force by one’s allies. This
shifting of definitions should not be confused with inconsistency.
When definitions are shifted, the same word is used to mean more than
one thing. When definitions are inconsistent or contradictory, they
both affirm and deny the same thing.
A contradictory claim is a claim that a statement and its negation
are both true. An example of a contradictory definition is, “War is what
happens when two groups dislike one another and not what happens
when two groups dislike one another.” An example of a contradictory
claim is, “India and Pakistan fought a war, and India and Pakistan did
not fight a war.” It is clear that war cannot be both what happens when
two groups dislike one another. It is clear that India and Pakistan could
not both fight a war and not fight a war. It is important to note that
war could be defined as what happens when two groups dislike one
another or not what happens when two groups dislike one another. In
this case the term “war” would be a synonym for the word “every
thing.” Similarly, one could truthfully claim that either India and Pa
kistan fought a war or India and Pakistan did not fight a war, though
it might take some figuring out to determine why a person would make
such a statement.
Scientists attempt to avoid contradiction in both their definitions
and their claims. Given the examples above, this would seem to be an
easy task. However, in difficult and complex studies contradictions
often creep in, thereby rendering much of the work nonsense. For
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example, someone may claim that human beings seek pleasure and
avoid pain. Discussion may proceed for a time on this basis until
someone else asks, “What about masochists who seek to be hurt?”
Perhaps the response will be, “Well, for that kind of person pain is
pleasure.” Is this response contradictory to the original statement that
human beings seek pleasure and avoid pain? A yes-or-no answer to this
question is impossible until definitions are checked. If by the term
pleasure the person means “that which is sought by people” and by
pain he means “that which is not sought by people” he is not in
contradiction, for he has simply been arguing that people seek what
they seek and avoid what they avoid. This kind of argument is tautolog
ical, or true by definition. If, however, by the term pleasure the person
means a specific feeling and by pain a different feeling, then he is in
contradiction.
Scientists attempt to avoid contradiction because they aim at accu
rate and systematic description of experience. Propagandists will at
tempt to employ contradiction whenever they believe it will serve the
interests that they are trying to promote. For example, some religious
promoters will define God as a supreme Person ruling the universe and
then state that every person seeks God. If confronted by a person who
claims that he does not believe in God nor seek God, the promoter will
ask, “Well, do you seek anything?” The person may answer, “Yes, I
seek social justice.” Then the religious promoter will respond, “Well
now, social justice is your God and so you do seek God after all.” This
kind of argument is contradictory, because the religious promoter will
not usually admit that he means by God anything that human beings
seek. However, though the propaganda is contradictory, it is some
times successful in converting unsuspecting souls.
Even more serious than actual contradiction is the tendency of
much propaganda to undermine the standard of consistency itself.
Matching the misguided quest for “just the facts” are such phrases as
“foolish consistency,” “cold and unfeeling reason,” and “life is larger
than logic.” When people use such phrases it means that either they
want to avoid undertaking the task of self-understanding or that they
want to prevent others from undertaking this task. It is obvious that
if people can be persuaded that maintaining consistency is foolish,
heartless, or stupid they will tend not to look seriously upon contra
dictions when they appear in propaganda. This does not mean that a
person should never change his plans or intentions. There is nothing
contradictory about planning to become an engineer and later decid
ing to become a sociologist, or vice versa, as long as one realizes that
a plan has been changed. There is also nothing cold and unfeeling, or
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dead, about attempting to be consistent. In fact, the attempt to fashion
a consistent image of the human condition can be one of the most
exciting adventures in thought, because the very points where contra
dictions are detected are usually the points where one is most resistant
to change and most self-protective.25 A very good way of understand
ing oneself or another thinker is to track down the contradictions.
They will appear at the points where a person is unwilling to surrender
a principle even though it is confronted with a sharp challenge. Exam
ples of such principles are the ideas that all people seek pleasure and
avoid pain or that God is a supreme Person ruling the universe who
everybody seeks. Since scientists aim at accurate and systematic de
scription of experience, they are willing to surrender or alter principles
when they stand in the way of attaining this aim. Since the science of
human affairs is the process of self-understanding and clarification,
everyone who would seek self-understanding must be scientific in the
sense of trying to avoid contradiction.
EXERCISE
You are probably familiar with the views on society and social
relations held by one or both of your parents. Are there any
contradictions or inconsistencies in these views? (For example, do
your parents proclaim a belief in equality and then say that you can
only date people from certain groups?) If you can find any
inconsistencies, can you account for them by some motive of
self-protection? Can you account for them in any other ways?
A good indication of the importance of consistency in human
existence is that a familiar way of dominating people is to make them
and others believe that they are incapable of consistency. Thus, racist
snobs have spread the belief that blacks are incapable of reasoned
thought, and some people in the middle class have spread the belief
that working people are incapable of reasoned thought.26 A very large
number of people believe that old people naturally become “senile”
and, therefore, incapable of reason. Another large number of people
believe that women are “basically” creatures of emotion. Many women
seem to like this idea and claim a right to be inconsistent. In accepting
this badge of inferiority they are playing a cheap trick on themselves
and on other women in an attempt to be cute and win concessions in
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a fundamentally unequal relationship. As was pointed out in the first
chapter, the greatest barrier to self-understanding is contempt for the
mind. The invariable result of such contempt is exploitation.
Closely related to the standard of consistency is the standard of
coherence. A coherent description is one in which the names used in
describing the events exhaust the subject, are about the same thing,
and do not overlap one another. For example, suppose that one was
describing families and divided them into families containing more
than one married pair and their offspring (extended families) and
families containing no more than one married pair and their offspring
(nuclear families). These categories would not overlap, would exhaust
the subject, and would be about the same thing. Suppose the category
of nuclear family was dropped from the system of classification and in
its place was substituted the category of “happy family.” Now the
categories would overlap, would not exhaust the subject, and would
be about different things. They would overlap because some extended
families might also be happy. They would not exhaust the subject
because some families with no more than one married pair might be
unhappy. They would not be about the same thing since one category
would define families according to happiness and the other category
would define families according to the number of married pairs con
tained.
Scientists seek coherence in their descriptions of experience. It is
only with a coherent system of names that facts can be accurately
identified. Imagine a person doing research on the family with only the
categories extended family and happy family available to him. Imagine
further that this researcher could classify each family he observed in
only one of the two categories. Where would he put the happy extended
fam ily ? Where would he put the unhappy nuclear family ? Coherence, of
course, is not prized by the propagandist. In fact, he thrives on inco
herence. For example, a popular form of propaganda is the statement
that there are only two kinds of societies in the present world—i.e.,
capitalist democracies and communist dictatorships. Someone who
accepts this classification system has a hard time classifying a capitalist
dictatorship, a communist democracy, or some other form of society
such as a socialist democracy. Usually the propagandist wants the
individual to believe that all capitalist societies are democracies and all
communist societies are dictatorships. Thus, he wants to cloak capital
ism in the garments of democracy. This example shows how important
it is to inspect carefully the coherence of one’s categories. Without a
coherent set of names many significant experiences will be lost to
awareness and others will be hopelessly distorted.
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ADEQUACY
Suppose that a person worked up a vision of the human condition
that was factually accurate, precise, consistent, and coherent. Suppose
further that another individual also worked up such a vision, but that
it was different. How would someone be able to judge between these
two visions? Both would meet the formal standards of science per
fectly, but both would select out of human experience different facts
and different categories. The first impulse might be to say that, as long
as both visions are accurate and consistent, the choice among them is
simply a matter of taste. That it is possible to take this position is
proven by its popularity in the contemporary world. However, it is
worthwhile to attempt to find out whether one can do any better than
arbitrary whim.
One way of going beyond mere taste is to argue that the task of
science is to explain the events that occur in experience. The general
form of explanation is by a law linking two kinds of events together in
time. An example of a law is that the volume of a gas increases in direct
proportion to the amount of heat. This law allows one to explain
particular cases of gases expanding in volume, as well as to predict
when and how the volume of gases will expand in the future.
For most of its history, sociology has been a search for laws of
human activity. Up until this time, few if any laws have been discov
ered. Despite, however, the lack of success on this score, the majority
of sociologists continue to claim that their efforts are justified by the
future possibility of a set of interrelated laws of human activity.2^
Sociologists point to physical science as an example of what they might
accomplish. They are particularly impressed by two features of physi
cal science. First, the physical sciences contain an interrelated body of
generalizations that describe the succession of events accurately
enough to be used for prediction of future events. This is the element
of law in physical science. Second, the laws in physical science are
derived logically from a small set of axioms. These axioms present a
model of physical motion. Many sociologists hope for a future science
of human activity that would be logically derived from a small set of
axioms presenting a model of human behavior. In such a science of
human activity, all the various generalizations about behavior would
be tied together by this model. If sociologists have been thus far
unsuccessful in discovering laws of human activity, they have been
doubly unsuccessful in relating the tendencies that they have observed
to a model of human behavior contained in a small set of axioms.
It is not our intention to question the presence of regularities and
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tendencies in human affairs. Without such regularities and tendencies
human existence would be a mere chaos and we could not be even
writing this book with the expectation that it could be read and under
stood. Thus, the search for trends, tendencies, and other regularized
successions, even if it does not end in the discovery of universal laws,
should be encouraged by those seeking self-understanding. Accurate
description of such tendencies is of great help in supporting or casting
doubt upon particular visions of the human condition. For example,
suppose a person is organizing a vision of the human condition around
the relations between men and women, and claims that the growing
number of divorces is due to the fact that women have begun doing
“men’s work.” -The validity of this vision would be in doubt if it was
found that the divorce rate was lower in marriages where the wife was
doing work traditionally restricted to males than in other marriages.
One need not adopt a physical science model of the human sciences
to affirm that statements about regularized successions in human
affairs should be substantiated.
While substantiated generalizations are valuable to a human
science, the attempt to devise a small set of axioms about human
behavior from which these generalizations could be logically derived
contradicts the very principles upon which this book is based. The
process of clarification, generalization, relativization, and commitment
is a process of freedom. It is based on the premises that human beings
can keep part of their experience detached from immediate social
requirements, can say no to commands, can choose among alterna
tives, and can create new alternatives. It is this process that defines
human existence rather than some axiom like “men seek pleasure and
avoid pain.” One begins work in the human sciences either with the
principle of freedom or the principle of determinism. If one accepts
the principle of determinism, one will seek a small set of axioms from
which all human behavior can be derived. If one adopts the principle
of freedom one will see the human sciences as opportunities to expand
awareness of one’s situation.
Adequacy: A Standard for Evaluation If one adopts the principle of
freedom, it becomes necessary to supply an alternative standard to
logical derivation from a small set of axioms for evaluating images of
the human condition. Such a standard can be called “adequacy.” By
adequacy is meant the degree to which the vision makes sense of one’s
situation by knitting the various parts of it into a meaningful whole.
This is not the same as evaluating thought according to whether one
“likes” it or not. One may like an image of the human condition which
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ignores such experiences as death, exploitation, and war, but such an
image will not be adequate because it is not comprehensive enough to
take account of these factors. Further, the judgment of adequacy only
makes sense when applied to visions that tend toward factual accuracy,
precision, consistency, and coherence. However, there is an element
of “insight” in judgments of adequacy that is not reducible to the
formal standards of science or to comprehensiveness. This kind of
insight is similar to the appreciation of painting. In painting, the artist
organizes parts of the visual field. He selects out certain colors and
forms, and leaves out others. He puts some colors and forms in the
foreground and others in the background. A similar process takes
place in creating images of the human condition. The human scientist
selects certain experiences such as economic production or religious
activity to compose his vision, and he leaves out others. Given his
selection from the whole mass of human activity, he places stress on
these features in an order of significance. The result is an image into
which the reader or listener can imaginatively enter and find a place
for himself. For example, if Marxism is considered in this way, the
individual enters into the image as the member of some economic class
and is able to appreciate his situation with respect to others in a new
way. By doing this he has gained an insight into the relation of his
activity to the wider activities going on around him.
What does the term significance mean with respect to visions of
the human condition? It is a judgment of what that image means for
one’s entire existence as a human being. Some images are grotesque
in the sense that they appear to distort human existence even if they
are relatively accurate and consistent. For example, we find the vision
of the human condition presented by prohibitionists to be grotesque.
It is difficult for us to make sense out of our lives by organizing all our
experiences around the supposed evils of consuming alcoholic bever
ages. The same goes for visions of the human condition organized
around the benefits of eating “organic” foods or of taking conscious
ness-expanding drugs. Yet some people find these visions, or others
like them, to be more than adequate. From these differences in judg
ment we do not draw the conclusion that “beauty is in the eye of the
beholder” or that “it is all a matter of taste.” There will always be
differences in vision, but some people arrive at their visions through
rigorously undertaking the process of self-understanding, while others
arrive at their visions somewhat impulsively. For us, it is this process
that makes all the difference, because we are not so vain as to believe
that our vision of the contemporary world is the most adequate one.
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It is merely the most adequate one that we have been able to develop
over time and through efforts at self-understanding.
Adequacy can be judged to some extent by the richness of a vision
and its plausibility. One vision is richer than another when it provides
a greater number of reasons why people might relate to one another
in certain ways. For example, an account of conflict between ethnic
groups which included motivations and reasons drawn from economic
competition, power relations, religious rivalry, and language differ
ence would be richer than one employing only language difference. A
vision is more plausible than another when, through using imagina
tion, one can make sense of the reasons given for a social relation in
terms of one’s own actual and possible experience. Plausibility is far
less precise a standard than richness and should be used with care.
One may find an account of human existence implausible merely be
cause of one’s own narrow experience or the limitations of one’s imagi
nation.
There is a way of making plausibility somewhat more precise—a
kind of standard that one can use to approach a measure of adequacy.
Suppose that two competing visions of the human condition are to be
judged; suppose further that the advocate of one of these visions has
understood only the image he favors, while the advocate of the other
vision has understood both images. One would tend to trust the judg
ment of the person who had understood both images rather than that
of the person who had understood only one.28 This standard, of
course, is merely a rough measure, because it is very difficult to judge
whether or not one understands a vision of the human condition in its
most important implications. The standard is most useful in picking
out those who are making no effort at wider understanding, but who
instead resist the process of self-understanding and prefer to rest
content with whatever prejudices they happen to have. Ultimately,
adequacy can be tested only through insight.29 It should be obvious by
now, however, that if insight is to be valuable it must be hedged by high
intellectual standards such as factual accuracy, precision, consistency,
coherence, and comprehensiveness, as well as by active commitment
to the process of self-understanding. It is the use of such standards that
distinguishes insight from taste. Perhaps the most important differ
ence between the human sciences and propaganda is that the propa
gandist attempts to paint an image of the human condition based on
wishful thinking, while the human scientist attempts to construct a
vision based on accurate description of experience. Wishful thinking
is the philosophy of the playpen and, unfortunately, of the board
rooms of many corporation directors, military leaders, political bosses,
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and university trustees. From our perspective, the mark of maturity is
the application of science to one’s own life. Propagandists attempt to
convince people that science is rigorous, dull and painful. They try to
make them believe that to be scientific means that one turns into a
robot or a human computer. Nothing could be further from the truth.
While there is no doubt that science is rigorous, the rigors of a human
science are both exciting and enjoyable.
FRUITFULNESS
A human science is not merely a description of human activity, but
also an invitation to action. There is no sharp distinction between
thought and action in human existence—one must act to gain knowl
edge. Thus, the methods discussed in the next chapter are really
modes of action. One uses knowledge in acting. Within one’s everyday
activity are displayed certain assumptions about human relations that
constitute an active vision of the human condition. This means that,
when one clarifies his image of the human condition, certain modes of
action seem more reasonable to undertake than others. For example,
the prohibitionist will be directed toward action aimed at ending the
manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages, while the Marxist will be
oriented toward action aimed at changing the system by which the
means of production are owned and controlled. Each vision of the
human condition situates the person in a wider domain of action,
points out likely allies and opponents, and suggests measures to be
taken for altering or preserving human relations.
The fact that each image of the human condition suggests courses
of action leads to judging these images on the basis of their fruitfulness
for action. While the physical sciences provide predictions, the human
sciences provide possibilities. The physical scientist will predict that if
a gas is heated its volume will expand. The human scientist will offer
the possibility of, for example, changing the ownership and control of
the means of production through revolution. There will be alternative
possibilities to that one, elements of choice will enter, and future
human beings will experience them. Thus, the possibilities provided
by visions of the human condition are really invitations to living ex
perimentation with human existence. This judgment leads to the ques
tion of whether there is any standard according to which possibilities
should be chosen. This is a moral question, and an answer to it is
implied in all of the preceding discussion. Visions of the human condi
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tion should not be judged merely according to the quantity of pos
sibilities they reveal for action, but according to whether these
possibilities promise to extend and reinforce the process of selfunderstanding.30 Thus, the most fruitful images of the human condi
tion will be those that provide the most possibilities for expanding
clarification, generalization, relativization and commitment. I his
judgment is inescapable once one has adopted a human science based
on freedom rather than determinism.
Much propaganda runs counter to a human science with regard
to orientation towards the future. Some propagandists make believe
that the possibilities they offer are predictions. They say that people
have a “chance not a choice” to join the inevitable revolutionary move
ment or whatever other movement they are promoting.31 Other propa
gandists tell people that they are already “free” and that they have no
obligation to undertake the process of self-understanding. Both kinds
of propaganda are attempts to bring the future under control through
manipulating human beings. The “chance not a choice appeal is an
attempt to make people believe that they have no control over their
own destinies, but that they are pawns of “history.” The appeal to
irresponsible “freedom” is an attempt to convince people to stay just
the way they are so that they can remain easy pickings for existing
power groups. Thus, the propagandist is ultimately out to make people
into either mindless fanatics obeying the directions of a leadership
group, or else grasping children manipulated by advertising and pub
lic relations technicians. The first technique is primarily used by the
totalitarian political movement, while the second is mainly used by the
conglomerate organizations of the West.

Figure 3.1. S t a n d a r d s
DITION
Natural Science Model

fo r

1. Factual Accuracy
2. Precision
3. Consistency and
Coherence
4. Explanation (Under what
conditions do specific
events appear?)
5. Prediction (Under what
conditions will specific
events appear?)

E v a l u a t in g a V is io n o f t h e H u m a n C o n -

Human Science Model

1. Factual Accuracy
2. Precision
3. Consistency and
Coherence
4. Adequacy (Do diverse events fall
into a plausible context?)
5. Fruitfulness (Does the image
reveal new possibilities
for action?
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EXERCISE
What kind of image of the human condition would be most
appropriate for getting people to obey a leader blindly?
What kind of image of the human condition would be most
appropriate for encouraging people to act freely?
What kind of image of the human condition would be most
appropriate for discouraging action?
Devise or find images of the human condition that would
mobilize masses of people to follow a program of action, that
would encourage them to reach independent commitments and that
would discourage them from acting politically.
HUMAN SCIENCE
Sociology is the science of the human condition. As a human
science it incorporates standards forjudging its own products. These
standards fall into four general categories—factual accuracy, consist
ency, adequacy, and fruitfulness.
A factual judgment is an answer to the question: Did it happen?
There are no such things as pure “facts” separated from some frame
work of interpretation and some procedures for observing experience.
Scientists attempt to make clear the frameworks guiding their search
for facts and the procedures they are using to gather them. Propagan
dists pretend that their messages communicate the bare facts of the
case.
Consistency is the avoidance of contradiction. Scientists aim for
consistency in their descriptions by attempting to avoid saying that the
same statement is both true and false. Propagandists will be inconsis
tent when they believe that it will serve their aims and that they will
be able to get away with it.
Adequacy is the quality of an image of the human condition that
allows it to make sense out of the various aspects of human activity.
Human scientists aim for adequacy by attempting to paint an image of
the human condition that is comprehensive, significant and grounded
in consistent reports of fact. Propagandists aim for adequacy by appeal
to wishful thinking.
Fruitfulness refers to the possibilities for action revealed by a
vision of the human condition. Human scientists aim for a fruitfulness
that will expand the process of self-understanding. Propagandists at-

84

THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL INQUIRY

tempt to convince people that they should obey the orders of some
elite group or that they should stay the way they are.
The practice of human science within everyday existence demands
adherence to the standards of accuracy, consistency, adequacy, and
fruitfulness. Adherence to these standards demands both respect for
one’s mind and knowledge of the methods of inquiry that are used to
gain knowledge about the human condition. Gaining confidence in
one’s mind requires overcoming the barriers to self-understanding
discussed in the first chapter. The methods of gaining knowledge
about the human condition are discussed in the next chapter.

_4
METHOD WITHOUT MADNESS
How does one arrive at a fairly complete vision of the human
condition? Most people pick up information from their families and
friends, and from the mass media such as radio, television, and news
papers. Along with this information come built-in interpretations and,
without too much awareness, most people adopt a mixture of these
interpretations as their image of the human condition.
Much of what is presented as news on the evening newscast can
be seen as attempts to portray the human condition. Astronauts’ wives
are stoic and prayerful as their husbands fly through space; neighbors
of a tragedy-stricken family are quick to rally and give aid; parents try
to block the busing of their children aimed at achieving integration;
people flock to football stadiums in frigid weather but tend to avoid
voting if drizzles are predicted for election day; the President says that
we all must sacrifice for the public good; the struggle for women’s
equality involves integrating bars and becoming jockeys-----Critics of
the mass media claim that the human condition presented through
them is partial and distorted, and meant to make people favor the
85
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status quo. William Ernest Hocking wrote that most people today gain
their images of the human condition from “accepted moulders of
crowd opinion,” like propagandists, advertisers, and public relations
men.1
The partiality, distortions, and prepackaged interpretations built
into the most available sources of information about the public situa
tion make it necessary for those in search of self-understanding to push
beyond these sources. It also becomes necessary to use more active
and reliable methods than merely watching the evening news to gather
and interpret information. Since generalization, relativization, and,
ultimately, commitment are based upon beliefs, the quality and type
of information about the human condition are very important. The
procedures used to gather this information are generally referred to
as methods. Thus, method is a series of regularized acts pursued to
gain previously unknown knowledge. The specific content of the
knowledge is, of course, not known (documenting the obvious is a
pointless activity), but the means of gaining the knowledge are fully in
awareness.
In some ways, using a method is like fishing. Putting a baited hook
on a string, attaching it to a pole to extend it further, dropping it into
the water and retrieving it when a tugging is felt are all procedures in
a method for catching fish. Where and when one fishes and the type
of hook, line, bait, and rod one uses depend upon the variety of fish
one is after. Although the method is known, the goal is at best only
partly known. The method may be specific to a given species of fish,
but the particular fish, or even the size or weight, cannot be specified
in advance. In sociology, as in fishing, one chooses a method to suit
one’s goal. We do not need a sophisticated angler to tell us that we will
not catch a barracuda by dropping a worm on a safety pin tied to a
string into a pond. Likewise in sociology, certain methods are more
appropriate for gaining some kinds of knowledge than are others. For
example, one would hardly use a self-administered questionnaire to
find out from which social groupings suicides come.
The analogy between sociological methods and fishing breaks
down, however, because fishing is usually considered a diversion
rather than an authentic activity in which the result matters. While a
sportsman is not concerned ultimately with the uses to which his catch
will be put, a sociologist should be concerned with the uses that are
made of his findings. The sportsman will often allow his equipment to
determine his goal. Sociologists, on the other hand, choose their goal,
which in turn determines to some extent the method they employ. If
one is a serious inquirer, a particular method is not used because it is
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popular or easily funded, or because the researcher is skilled in its use,
but because it seems likely to help solve a problem, to give new infor
mation. To let the means determine the end is to fall prey to what
Abraham Kaplan refers to as the Law of the Instrument: “Give a small
boy a hammer, and he will find that everything he encounters needs
pounding.”2
Before any method is selected, the first step is to answer the
question, What do I want to find out about? Responses to this question
may be as varied as how many people agree with a given position,
under what conditions people discriminate against others, the effects
of worker self-management in factories on efficiency and job satisfac
tion, and what factors influence police rioting. There are, of course,
a multitude of other possible responses.
A second question to ask oneself is, Why do I want to know this
information? For some researchers, unfortunately, the answer is to
enable some people to manipulate others” or, more simply, “because
I am being paid to find this out.’ For others, the goal is to reduce
human behavior to a series of universal laws. A purer approach is to
take neither of these two positions, and do research to make available
information that will help ourselves and others clarify, generalize, and
relativize images of the human condition. Such research is intended to
provide fruitful possibilities for action or, in C. Wright Mills terms,
“To make private problems public.”
METHOD AND PARADIGM
After deciding upon a problem that one wants to investigate, an
appropriate method must be selected. In some sciences, particularly
branches of physics and chemistry, there is general agreement on the
problems that should be explored and, usually, general agreement on
the methods that should be used. Sometimes the relation between
problem and method becomes so close in these disciplines that if
someone comes up with a problem that is not approachable by the
approved methods, the problem is declared illegitimate rather than
the methods being declared inadequate. For example, I. Velikovsky
was concerned with determining the origin of the earth and, by im
plication, of planetary bodies in general. His thesis was that the earth
was formed through catastrophic events, and to demonstrate this the
sis he used ancient literature, reports of myths, and sacred books. His
use of the historical method to demonstrate an astronomical thesis met
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with derision and harsh attacks from the leaders of professional as
tronomy. Professional astronomers normally use methods based on
telescopic observation and other physical techniques to conduct their
investigations and to decide between competing interpretations of
astronomical events. Since Velikovsky’s thesis could not be demon
strated by these methods, the majority of professional astronomers
declared his thesis illegitimate.3
The astronomers could laugh and scream Velikovsky out of court
(whether or not they were justified in so doing) because they agreed
upon the problems that astronomers should explore and the methods
that they should use. When there is such agreement on problem and
method in a science, that science is said to have a paradigm. Thomas
Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions describes the process
whereby a paradigm is established in a discipline and then reigns
supreme. For example, Newton’s paradigm of physical motion unified
the science of physics for a time because it accounted for a great deal
of work being done at the time on the problem of motion and showed
an impressive application of mathematical technique to this problem.
Almost all paradigms have emerged victorious from a battle against
competitors. Thus, revolutions that attempt to install a new paradigm
are sometimes successful. Unsuccessful attempts have on occasion led
to the founding of new disciplines. Paradigms unify the activity of
scientific inquiry through a division of scientific labor. Theorists work
on the most general principles of the paradigm and attempt to make
them consistent. Experimenters test the implications of the general
principles to see whether or not they are factually accurate. Applied
scientists devise ways in which the principles can be used in attaining
human goals. In this way, a scientific “community,” or discipline,
forms around a paradigm. The existence of paradigms and of “scien
tific revolutions” should lead to the recognition that science is by no
means a repository of absolute and changeless knowledge. There are
always intelligent and informed people who do not accept the given
paradigm of a discipline, and who carry on a continuous war with the
dominant group. Some of them are reactionaries, attempting to carry
on a paradigm that has been discarded by most professionals, while
others are revolutionaries out to install a new paradigm. They are at
the fringes of the discipline and do not accept the going division of
labor. They are also an embarrassment to the dominant group, and
attempts are made to discredit them and ride them out of the profes
sion. This situation is one more reason not to worship science, but to
attempt to understand it as a kind of inquiry.4
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Sociology has no single paradigm and, thus, has a number of
different methods. This fact has been bemoaned by some and ap
plauded by others. Among those unhappy with the situation are people
who view the disciplines of the natural sciences as successful and
worthy of emulation. They would like sociology to be based on a small
set of axioms about human behavior and would like theorists to test
these axioms for consistency, experimenters to test them for factual
accuracy, and applied sociologists to use them in engineering the
attainment of goals. As we pointed out in the last chapter, there is no
way of wishing this kind of paradigm into existence and many good
reasons (centering on the assumption of human freedom) for aban
doning the quest for it.
At least for the present, sociology does not have a paradigm in
Kuhn’s sense of the term. Instead of paradigms there are visions of the
human condition. There is a very important difference between a
paradigm and such a vision. Adopting one paradigm rather than an
other (for example, adopting the wave theory of light rather than the
particle theory of light) does not immediately change one’s activity in
everyday life. However, seriously adopting one vision of the human
condition rather than another (for example, adopting Marxism rather
than Christianity) does immediately change one’s everyday activity. It
is this immediate effect on action that makes it both unlikely and
undesirable for sociology to have a paradigm. There is little worry that
sociology will gain a paradigm in the near future. There is little con
sensus in the field either on the nature of what knowledge is to be
sought or on the method to be used.5 This is why we have not given
a formal definition of sociology in this book. We hope that you will be
satisfied to unify the field through the process of self-understanding
rather than through any select list of problems and methods.
Besides those who would like sociology to have a paradigm are
those who, disappointed by the many methods now in use in sociology,
believe that once the proper method is found, all important questions
could then be answered.6 The very fact that so many methods abound
indicates that the “right” one has not yet been discovered. Taken at
its worst, the idea that there is one method that will provide the key
to knowledge reminds one of Aladdin’s quest for the magic words that
would open the treasure-laden vaults. The process of self-understand
ing, which guides this book, is no such set of magic words. It will not
answer all the important questions, but it will, we hope, help you to
discover which questions are important.
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DIVERSITY OF METHODS
Many sociologists are not only content with the diversity of meth
ods within the field, but claim that this variety is necessary for further
ing scientific inquiry. There are two arguments given to support this
position. The first is that the goals sociologists seek are so diverse as
to require different methods to attain them. La Piere’s classic study of
discrimination demonstrates this point well. La Piere sent out a letter
to restaurants asking whether or not they would serve persons of
Oriental descent (the study was conducted well before the passage of
civil rights laws barring discrimination in public accommodations).
Many restaurants replied that they would not serve persons of Oriental
descent. This use of the questionnaire method, however, did not end
La Piere’s study. His next step was to visit the restaurants accompanied
by Orientals. This use of a participant method disclosed that many of
the same restaurants that had stated that they would not serve Orien
tals actually did serve them when they showed up.7 La Piere’s study
shows that sociologists can have multiple goals. One goal could be to
find out whether or not people are willing to predict their own dis
criminatory acts. A second goal could be to find out whether or not
they actually discriminate. A third goal could be to discover whether
or not predictions match actions. The first goal can be attained
through a questionnaire method, the second goal can be attained
through a participant method and the third goal through a combina
tion of the first two methods.
The second argument in favor of a variety of sociological methods
centers around the notion of validity, or the question, Is what has been
reported by one method “the real honest-to-goodness truth” ? I his is
not a question of whether the particular researcher has been honest
and skillful, because studies using the same methods can often be
repeated and can serve as a control for dishonesty and incompetence.
The issue here is the object of study itself—human beings. Whereas
a wooden block will slide down an inclined plane in the same way
whether or not it is being watched, whether or not it has done so
before, or whether or not the researcher wants it to do so, human
beings can respond to given situations by altering their activities.
Webb and his associates describe several ways in which the objects
being studied, people, tend to react to research settings in such a way
as to make the results of investigations invalid.8 What ties these re
sponses together is that the people do not act as they would if they
were not in a research situation.
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A general reaction is often referred to as the “guinea pig effect,”
defined as an awareness that one is on display.9 Such an awareness
frequently influences people to act in ways that they might not have
acted had they not been conscious of an observer. For example, how
“naturally” do people act when they are being filmed on home movies
or when their conversations are being taped? A more specific reaction
to being observed is role selection, where the research subject assumes
a role that he considers appropriate to the situation, but which he does
not assume in everyday life. For example, many people take the role
of “expert” when responding to questions posed by a sociologist
about which they know very little. They agree or disagree with policies
that they have never heard of and praise or condemn men of whose
positions and deeds they are ignorant. D. Smith has documented this
tendency with respect to public affairs and has shown, in the process,
how willing people are to take the role of “expert” when they are
actually ignorant.10
A partial solution to the fact that people respond to research
settings is the use of multiple methods. Instead of using one method
to find something out, many sociologists urge that several different
methods be used to cross-check one another. For example, in order to
find out which individuals and groups are most powerful in a city, some
sociologists will analyze newspapers and other documents, conduct
interviews, and administer questionnaires.11 However, while the use of
more than one method to increase the validity of findings improves
accuracy, it is unlikely that it eliminates the uncertainty of social re
search. This uncertainty is ultimately rooted in the fact that human
beings are continually reshaping their situations. They make judg
ments upon their surroundings and then act to alter the surroundings
or their responses to them. This creative activity is at a maximum
when people are most free and most involved in the process of selfunderstanding; thus, the more people make human science a part of
their lives, the less they will behave like robots whose movements can
be perfectly calculated in advance. Perhaps the most ingenious way in
which certain kinds of social research can be made questionable is for
people to learn about the methods of research and how and why they
are used. With such knowledge they are able to make a decision about
whether or not to cooperate with the researcher, and the researcher
may never know about that decision.
Most generally, methods of social research are complicated by the
fact that both human science and human existence are changing simul
taneously. In the natural sciences there is no assumption that changes
in the science are due to fundamental changes in reality. Astronomers
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do not claim that during the Middle Ages the sun revolved around the
earth and that in modern times the earth has been revolving around
the sun. Instead, they assume that the earth revolved around the sun
during the Middle Ages but that human science was not far enough
developed to recognize this. No such assumptions about the uniform
ity of social existence can be made by human scientists. As human
beings continually remake their existence, human scientists must alter
their perspectives. The matter is complicated even further by the fact
that human science is part of human existence and contributes to
changing it. The historian E. H. Carr captured some of these difficul
ties, which are faced by all human scientists, in a striking passage: “The
historian is like an observer watching a moving procession from an
aeroplane; since there is no constant or ascertainable relation between
the speed, height and direction of the aircraft and the movement of the
procession, changing and unfamiliar perspectives are juxtaposed in
rapid succession, as in a cubist picture, none of them wholly false, none
wholly true.” 12 The only change that should be made in Carr’s descrip
tion is that while he is observing the procession, the human scientist
is taking notes on it, writing them up as interpretations and then
throwing them down as leaflets. Those leaflets affect activity, and the
human scientist becomes part of the procession.
CLASSIFICATION OF METHODS
Like patterns of social thought, methods of social research can be
classified in many ways. One popular scheme classifies methods ac
cording to the degree that they incorporate precise measurement.
“Hard” methods produce information that can be described in terms
of mathematical symbols while “soft” methods produce information
that can only be stated in terms of everyday language. Usually, those
who employ this classification consider themselves “hard scientists,”
out to realize the dream of a science of human behavior based on a
small set of axioms. Perhaps the more serious among them are less
scientists than romantics like Don Quixote, forever tilting at windmills.
In the process, they have gathered a tribe of Sancho Panzas around
them who are along for the game.
The classification of methods used here is adapted to the aim of
illuminating the process of self-understanding. Methods will be ar
ranged according to the degree to which the researcher is involved in
creating his information. Those methods that do not involve the crea

Method Without Madness

93

tion of information by the human scientist are open for anyone to use.
These can be applied immediately by anyone attempting to clarify his
vision of the human condition. Those methods that do involve the
creation of information by the human scientist are not available to
most people because they are costly and often require the cooperation
of organizations to be used. Even if one had the money, the coopera
tion can usually be bought only by a “licensed investigator” with an
advanced degree in hand. For the purposes of self-understanding,
methods relying on created information will be discussed mainly with
the intention of informing you about their goals and uses, so that you
will know about them when you encounter them. It will then be your
choice whether or not you cooperate with the sociologist.
The general methods of investigation will be discussed here. They
are not exhaustive of all sociological methods, but give some idea of
the range of the discipline. The historical method is the one most avail
able for use by people in their everyday existence. It involves the
imaginative synthesis of information about the human condition which
has already been gathered or created by others. The “founding fa
thers” of sociology, such as Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim, relied heavily on the historical method.13 They analyzed reports,
past and present, about human existence, and wove the information
into patterns illuminating the structure of social relations. Related to
the historical method, and really a part of it, is the demographic
method, in which statistical data (such as birth and death rates) gat
ered by official and other organizations are analyzed.
The participant method involves some creation of information be
cause the human scientist is present in the group which he is studying.
The aim of this method is to illuminate the structure of social relations
by carefully observing what goes on in a group. While it is not possible
for a person to gain entrance into every group in which he is inter
ested he can start using the participant method immediately in the
groups to which he belongs. Related to the participant method is
nonparticipant observation, in which the human scientist is present
with the group he is studying, but not a part of it.
The survey method involves the researcher in asking specific
questions to people about aspects of the human condition. Here the
investigator is deeply involved in creating information. At the extreme,
the research subjects may never have even thought about the questions
they are being asked before being confronted by the interview or the
questionnaire. Related to the survey method is the depth interview, in
which the researcher asks open-ended and general questions to sub
jects in order to find out underlying attitudes about given questions.
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While the survey method usually gets at specific attitudes, the depth
interview plumbs the underlying perspectives supporting these atti
tudes.
The method of experimental small groups involves the greatest crea
tion of information by the human scientist. These groups usually exist
only for the purpose of social research and are manipulated and ob
served by the very people who have brought them together. The soci
ologists who do small-group research believe that, by organizing a
group under controlled conditions, they will be able to discover gen
eral patterns of human behavior.
The discussion of these frequently used methods will proceed
from those in which the data has not been created by the human
scientist to those in which the information must be created by the
human scientist.
T h e H is t o r ic a l M e t h o d

The historical method was the first one practiced by those who
were identified as sociologists. All of the “Fathers of Sociology”—
Comte, Marx, Spencer, Durkheim, Weber, etc.—used this method ex
tensively. Thus, the historical method was begun by thinkers in the
monist and pluralist traditions of social thought, who attempted to
discover the causes of human activity in historical “forces.” Naturallaw thinkers were far more interested in identifying the nature of the
good life through speculative reason and argumentation than they
were in discovering pattern in history. For them, history was a shifting
and imperfect flux masking the social ideal that could only be known
through contemplation. Thus, the historical method came into use
only in modern times. Its use is carried over, however, into process
thought, and many recent thinkers such as Sorokin, Maclver, Veblen,
Riesman, and Parsons have relied heavily upon the historical method.
The historical method is the basic sociological method. It is basic
because the knowledge resulting from its use takes the form of a
general picture of a society or an age, or a vision of the human condi
tion. Before an investigator can even use one of the other methods he
must have a general idea of the social context in which he is operating.
He may not be fully aware of this context, but it will shape his work
anyway. The aim of the historical method is to bring the social context,
or the kinds of human relations and organizations in which people act,
into sharp focus. For example, it is certainly possible for someone to
conduct questionnaire research asking people what brand of tooth
paste they use without being fully aware of his vision of the human
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condition. The historical sociologist would say that unless the inves
tigator was aware that this research would only have meaning in an
industrialized and capitalist economy in which consumers were inter
ested in cleanliness (perhaps because of old religious associations that
have been forgotten), the investigator would be more like an automa
tion manipulated by social forces than a free inquirer.
The Concept of Ideal Types The historical method provides a con
text through the construction of ideal types.14 In forming an ideal type,
the sociologist selects out of a human situation those elements that
seem to him to be the most significant, and then knits them together
into a coherent description. This process is not mysterious and is, in
fact, carried on by most people every day. For example, most people
have an idea of “dictatorship” that they carry with them and use at the
appropriate moments in conversation and thought. This notion o
dictatorship does not refer to any particular government, though it
may be based upon knowledge of a particular government. Also, no
government may ever have existed that had all the traits present in t e
notion of dictatorship. Thus, an ideal type varies from observed social
situations in two ways. First, it does not include as much as any particu
lar social situation. Social situations are infinitely complex and it a
person decided to describe every aspect of only one he could not do
it in ten lifetimes. Second, an ideal type contains some traits that
particular cases may not contain. There might be no government with
all the aspects of a complete dictatorship. It is also important to note
that the term “ideal” does not mean here “desirable.” One may use
an ideal type of a dictatorship without believing that any dictatorships
are desirable.
.
e
Some of these points can be illustrated by the ideal type of
totalitarian dictatorship. A totalitarian dictatorship is usually defined
as a regime in which a single party composed of an elite attempts
through force and propaganda to suppress all other political move
ments and to bring all social groups under its centralized regulation.
This definition certainly does not include everything that goes on in
any government, nor does any government fully show all the charac
teristics of the definition. Also, for most people it does not define a
desirable form of government. What use is it? The .deal type of
totalitarian dictatorship has been very useful in identifying and high
lighting certain tendencies in twentieth-century politics by bringing
them together and fusing them in a description. By doing this it has
allowed people to better orient themselves to events in the contempo
rary human condition. Many people who warn of totalitarian tenden
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cies in the United States are guided in their perception of public affairs
by this ideal type.
Construction of a good ideal type is artistic work. Totalitarian
dictatorship could be defined as a regime in which a single party
composed of an elite attempts through force and propaganda to sup
press all other political movements and whose members wear the same
colored shirts and smoke more cigars than the average man. The
defect of this ideal type would be the mixing up of significant and
trivial characteristics. However, there is no easy way to determine
which characteristics of a complex social situation are significant and
which ones are trivial. A serious study of history and current affairs,
as well as a study of social thought, gives some guidelines for determin
ing importance, but the genius of those who have brought the histori
cal method to its fullest development has been in creating new and
imaginative syntheses that have illuminated the context in which hu
man action was occurring.
Frequently, practitioners of the historical method compare two or
more ideal types to one another. In the nineteenth century, monists
and pluralists set the context for most contemporary sociology by
formulating ideal types of whole “societies.” Frequently these images
of societies were meant to represent “the way things used to be” and
the “way things are now.” These ideal types were compared to one
another with respect to the different forms taken by the family, law,
religion, politics, various aspects of the economy, the fine arts, and any
other aspect of human existence that the thinker judged to be impor
tant. Each “society” was seen to have a distinctive kind of some basic
characteristic that greatly influenced the other aspects of human exis
tence described.
This was particularly the case for monistic thinkers who sought to
describe the human condition in terms of a single primary factor. For
example, Karl Marx found the crucial characteristic in the ownership
of the means of production. This led to the distinction between “feu
dal societies” based on ownership of inherited lands, and “capitalist
societies” based on the private ownership of industrial property. For
Ferdinand Toennies the crucial distinction was whether the human will
was based on love or on calculation.16 Toennies felt that, in the pre
modern age, human relations were organized around the feelings of
solidarity while in the modern age cold and calculating reason had
taken over. Emile Durkheim contrasted two types of society on the
basis of their social solidarity, or what held them together.17 The first
human societies were based on the sharing of common beliefs (me
chanical solidarity) while more modern societies have been based on
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the interdependence springing from a division of labor in which men
must trade products with one another in order to survive (organic
solidarity).
Durkheim’s ideal types have been very influential in contemporary
sociology and show how a wide variety of information can be synthe
sized into a compelling description. In the archaic societies founded
on a mechanical solidarity of uniform beliefs, people generally had
similar skills and life-styles. Criminal law was basically repressive, pun
ishing the offender for the outrage caused to society. This repression
and continuous attempt to secure conformity was based on the fact
that only through conformity could the society be held together. Mod
ern society, founded on an organic solidarity of division of labor, is
characterized by a diversity of skills and life-styles. Rather than being
repressive, criminal law is restitutive, aiming at restoring the disturbed
situation to harmony or equilibrium. The focus on restitution is neces
sitated because modern society survives through interdependencies of
specialists. This society is likened to an organism in which the organs
and tissues (lungs, heart, stomach, and so on) can only perform certain
specific acts and cannot maintain themselves without the help of the
other organs. Durkheim’s point is that only through pooling their skills
are people enabled to obtain what they “require.” This analogy might
lead one to conclude that, just as the various organs in their inter
dependence function for the ultimate good of the body, so people in
their interdependence function for the ultimate good of society. This
kind of analogy is quite misleading, because a society is a human
process incorporating freedom rather than a living thing striving to
maintain equilibrium. Further, even if society is treated like an orga
nism, it is necessary to remember that diseased tissues do not contrib
ute to the ultimate good of the body. Thus, if one really took the
organic analogy seriously he might have to admit that just as surgery
is sometimes required on the human body so may it sometimes be
necessary on the body politic. It is unlikely that these implications are
in the minds of propagandists and politicians like John F. Kennedy
who say, “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can
do for your country.”
The method of historical sociology results in a broad picture of
a given society. Essentially it attempts to describe the human condition
at a particular time and place. One may criticize such images of the
human condition on the grounds that all comprehensive visions are
somewhat inaccurate. In attempting to contrast different societies,
similarities are frequently overlooked. For example, in criticizing
Durkheim’s vision, one can note that in modern times the division of
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labor is not total. There are roles, and skills that go along with them,
that most people in a society fill, such as the general role of human
being, child or parent. This criticism, of course, is aimed at extravagant
claims for the self-sufficiency of the historical method, not at the
proper use of the method.
A second criticism, aimed at some of those who have used the
historical method, is that the possibilities for future action disclosed
by some thinkers are very narrow. This narrowness seems to result
from monistic theories which trace social changes to the operation of
a single “force.” Pluralistic and process patterns of thought escape this
difficulty by assigning importance to a variety of factors and to the
diversity of commitments undertaken by human beings. This multi
plicity of factors, however, does not prevent pluralistic and process
thinkers from using the historical method to create general visions of
the human condition. It merely makes the quest for common themes
more challenging and the resulting product more complex.
D e m o g r a ph ic M et h o d

Closely related to the historical method is the demographic
method. While the historical method is qualitative in the sense that it
issues in ideal types expressed in words, the demographic method is
quantitative because it uses statistical data. The demographic method
is the analysis of statistical data originally collected by government and
other agencies for purposes other than scientific research. These num
bers include crime statistics, voting results, tallies of membership in
religious and other organizations, and vital statistics (births, deaths,
and so on). This means that those who use the demographic method
do not create their own information.
Demographic sociology, which began with the works of the Bel
gian Quetelet in the nineteenth century, uses statistics to compare and
contrast social groups. Durkheim, for example, used this method to
show that the incidence of suicide was higher among people with few
stable social ties than among those with many social ties.18 This exam
ple shows the strength and the weakness of the demographic method.
Its strength is that, as long as the statistics are somewhat accurate, this
method can quickly dispel sweeping and misinformed generalizations
about social groups and add support to some visions of the human
condition rather than others. Thus, Durkheim’s research cast doubt
upon the idea that suicide was strictly a matter of “mental illness.” The
weakness of the demographic method follows from its strength. While
it can detect trends and tendencies, it must remain mute about particu
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lar individuals and their projects. One cannot leap from statistical
tallies to statements about what factors “cause” people to act in certain
ways. The absurdity of such leaps is shown by the fact that they can
be made in contradictory directions. Given the statistic that crime rates
are higher in predominantly black neighborhoods than in predomi
nantly white neighborhoods, some people draw the conclusion that
blacks are inherently “prone to violence” while others draw the con
clusion that “poverty and discrimination are the true causes of
crime.”19 Neither of these interpretive leaps is warranted merely by the
statistics. They must be judged in terms of wider visions of the human
condition in which the statistics are merely one piece of evidence.
Uses The historical and the demographic methods are the basic
procedures for carrying out social research without creating data.
Their most important feature is that they can be used immediately by
any human being who can read and count. If the aim of this book is
to encourage people to embark on an adventure in self-understanding
and to be responsible for their images of the human condition, a key
step in realizing this aim is to encourage people to use the historical
and demographic methods themselves. Perhaps the best way to begin
to use these methods is for the individual to take a look at his stock
of ideal types and to see whether or not they stand up to inspec
tion. This is simply another way of saying that the first phase of selfunderstanding is clarification.
P a r tic ipa n t M e t h o d s

In the historical and demographic methods, the human scientist
weaves information gathered by others into a pattern of which the
others might not have been aware. He is generally not present at the
events that were the source of this information. In participant observa
tion, on the other hand, the researcher is present at ongoing social
activities. For example, if a sociologist is interested in studying the
characteristics of work and social relations on an assembly line, he
might become an assembly-line worker for a time and gain firsthand
knowledge of the situation. For a study of mental hospitals he might
take a job as an attendant in a mental hospital.20 For an investigation
of the lower-class black man’s way of life, he might hang out with such
people at their haunts.21 Thus, the participant-observation method
involves the researcher more in the creation of information than do the
historical or the demographic methods.
The general problem of the participant method is that, while the
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activities witnessed by the sociologist are generally not undertaken at
his direction, there is a question of how much influence his presence
exerts on the content of activity. There is no way of knowing what the
precise nature of the activity would be with the researcher absent. This
problem has led to several attempts at solution. Most of them involve
the use of secrecy and sometimes of outright deceit. The simplest
measure is for the sociologist merely not to disclose his purposes to
the group being studied. For example, if he is working on an assembly
line he does not tell his fellow workers that he is a sociologist, and
pretends to be just one of the boys. More complicated measures in
volve the use of hidden tape recorders and cameras to transcribe
“spontaneous” activities.22
These tricks have been devised to get around the problem that
human beings are capable of altering their activities upon receipt of
new information. They are of very dubious ethical standing because
they only succeed by keeping the people being studied in ignorance
of their actual situation. They may also be ineffective for two reasons.
First, there is no way of insuring that nobody will suspect the fraud.
This factor becomes increasingly important as more people learn
about the “techniques” of social research. Second, with respect to the
use of hidden recording instruments, the ultimate purpose of direct
observation is to learn the meanings behind human actions rather than
to impose meanings on these actions. By simply viewing a given social
interaction, one may not correctly interpret the meanings given by the
participants. For example, seeing a man giving a boy some money will
not reveal whether he is giving charity, giving his son an allowance or
placing a bet.
Participant observation was first perfected by anthropologists who
were interested in understanding systems of action and the meanings
of these actions in groups with unfamiliar cultures (including different
languages from those known by the anthropologists).23 Here there
could be no question of outright deceit because the anthropologist was
obviously different from those he was studying and had to win their
confidence before he could attain his research goals. Obviously, an
Englishman or a Frenchman could not pass as the member of a tribe
in the Amazonian rain forests or the Kalahari Desert. The ultimate aim
of field work (the anthropologist’s term for participant observation) is
not so much for the researcher to share directly in the experiences felt
by those he is studying as to capture their existence as a whole through
their own frames of reference. Thus, the goal of the anthropologist is
essentially to clarify the image of the human condition held by those
he is studying. It is, of course, often the case that the people he is
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observing are not aware of these frames of reference, just as many of
those reading this book are not fully aware of their visions of the
human condition.
An important consideration in using the participant-observation
method is that the investigator give an accurate report of what he has
observed, rather than a commentary colored by his original views,
biases, and orientations. This means that good participant observation
involves the method of self-understanding in all its phases. It involves
clarification because, without knowledge of one’s image of the human
condition, it is impossible to pick out one’s biases. Generalization
enters when the anthropologist is able to identify himself as a member
of a particular culture, and relativization follows with the recognition
that the culture he represents is one among many. Finally, commit
ment comes when the anthropologist dedicates himself to understand
ing the meanings of activities for others and describing the general
patterns of these meanings as they cut across different groups. The
fact that good participant observation involves the process of selfunderstanding as both its precondition and goal means that everyone
who is along the road to self-understanding has automatically become
a human scientist. Thus, such a person will be studying each group to
which he belongs at the very time he is acting within that group. If he
is fully committed to inquiry he will make the results of his investiga
tions known to his colleagues and thereby increase the awareness
necessary for intensifying freedom. In this case, human science
becomes collective self-criticism.
The result of participant observation is a description of a way of
life. No other method results in an answer to the broad question, What
is it like to be a member of this group? The researcher may find the
life-style he is observing to be preferable to his own. There are stories
of anthropologists failing to come back from their field trips because
they became so involved with the groups they were studying. This can
be viewed as either a hazard or a benefit of using the method. Short
of conversion to a new way of life, the method enables a person to
explore the possibilities of a life different from the one he is leading,
either through undertaking research himself or reading the reports of
research done by others. One can get an idea of what different jobs are
like, or what it would be like to live under different family arrange
ments. Since the participant-observation method embodies the pro
cess of self-understanding, it is disturbing to realize that the majority
of studies in sociology that utilize the method are concerned with
either downtrodden or deviant groups.24 Delinquents, the unem
ployed, drug users, and mental patients represent only a narrow spec
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trum of the possibilities for human beings. It is also important to note
that, although what is commonly called participant observation in
volves physical presence in a group, many of the same results can be
gained through imaginative participation in groups. Novels, utopian
literature, and histories are all arenas for the observation of groups
and the exploration of new possibilities. It is in such imaginative par
ticipation that the historical and participant methods fuse.
N o n p a r t ic ip a n t O b se rv a t io n

It is not necessary to become a member of a group to study it
firsthand. Nonparticipant observation is the method in which the re
searcher is on the scene of group activity, but holds himself apart from
that activity to study certain aspects of human relations. This method
is not as easy for the ordinary person to apply as participant observa
tion, because most groups will not invite a researcher to study their
activity unless they expect to gain something from the research. Thus,
much nonparticipant observation has been carried out in bureaucratic
organizations where managerial groups have allowed sociologists to
study human relations in work settings, perhaps with the idea that the
resulting research will reveal the sources of inefficiency and the ways
of reducing it.25 Since the nonparticipant observer does not become
a member of the group he is studying and often attempts to remain as
inconspicuous as possible (to avoid the “guinea pig effect”), his aim
is usually not to grasp visions of the human condition, but to describe
patterns of social relations. For example, in studying a group of office
workers, the nonparticipant observer may note when official rules are
broken, for what purpose and by whom. He may uncover networks of
“informal organization” through which tasks get carried out when the
official rules hinder efficiency. Alternatively, he may uncover patterns
through which work is avoided or sabotage is performed. Participant
observers, of course, are also capable of focusing on patterns of human
relations (for example, hidden power structures, friendship cliques). If
the nonparticipant observer remains unobtrusive enough, he has the
advantage of not disturbing the pattern of relations in the group by
adding a new member to it.
For the ordinary person, nonparticipant observation can best be
done in public places. One may study the relations among waitresses
in a restaurant, the behavior of political demonstrators, the avoidance
patterns of pedestrians on a busy street or the relations among me
chanics at a garage when one’s car is being repaired. Questions that
one might ask would be: Who seems to ask for advice and who gives
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it? If conflicts appear, what are they about? Do the official authority
relations seem to hold, or are they breached? How much oftheir time
do people spend working and how much “socializing”? One might
want to compare relations at different restaurants, different service
stations, different demonstrations, or among different families at a
public beach or park. Nonparticipant observation can be a broadening
experience which opens up new sensitivity to the range of social re ations All bus terminals are not the same; each discount department
store has a slightly different work setting, leading to more or less
harmony, efficiency, and individual initiative. Making nonparticipant
observation a part of one’s existence not only reduces boredom, but
also gives one knowledge of the complexity of what at first sight seem
to be the simplest of human relations.
S urvey M etho d

The survey method involves the sociologist in creating his infor
mation far more than do the methods previously discussed. This
method, which basically involves asking people questions and recor
ing the responses, takes several different forms. When a researcher
records the reply, either in writing or with the use of a tape recor er,
the method is technically known as interviewing. When the respondent
writes his answer out it is known as the questionnaire method. In either
case, the questions may range from those requiring a brief reply in
dicating such facts as one’s age, marital status, or father’s occupation,
to those demanding a more extended response indicating such things
as the reasons why one went to college or what one thinks of social
equality for racial minorities. A further distinction within this method
involves whether the question is open ended or forced choice. Openended responses allow the respondent to improvise his own answers
to the questions in his own words. Forced choices require the respond
ent to select an answer from a fixed set of alternatives. Which particu
lar type of survey method is used depends, of course, upon the prob
lem guiding inquiry. For example, if one is interested m political-party
affiliation, the forced-choice questionnaire with brief reply might be
most appropriate.
.
The survey method is currently the one most frequently used
sociology (perhaps because of its apparent simplicity) and also the
most misused method. The most important pitfalls are those that
follow from the failure to clarify divergent frames of reference. Asking
questions is a normal human activity. However, most inquiries take
place between people who share common frames of reference, use
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language in similar ways and, in general, are quite sensitive to the
specific intentions of the question. This is by no means necessarily the
case when hundreds or even thousands of people are asked to respond
on a questionnaire or to an interviewer. Many of the people questioned
may have little in common with the background, style of language, and
interests of the researcher.26 Thus, they may give different meanings
to the questions than the researcher intended. This means that the
respondents frequently misinterpret the questions and that the re
searcher often misinterprets the answers, leading to a situation in
which the “new knowledge” is of low quality. A second difficulty is that
questions are sometimes phrased in such a manner as to bias the
response. This'is the social science equivalent of the “loaded ques
tion” which appears in propaganda and in everyday life. For example,
someone interested in attitudes regarding future space exploration
might betray his bias by asking, “Do you think that we should waste
any more money on space flight?” In an attempt to avoid such bias
researchers try to devise neutral questions. Propagandists and adver
tisers, on the other hand, try to devise loaded questions (“You do like
our product, don’t you?”). Then they can report that 95 percent of
those questioned prefer their product.
Another danger in survey research is generalizing from an inade
quate base of information. For example, it would probably be a mis
take to question the people in your sociology class about their reading
habits and then conclude from the findings that Americans in general
read the same amounts of the same things; college students are of
course unlikely to be representative of the rest of the population. The
people in your sociology class, however, might be representative of
college students in general on this matter and, thus, generalizing the
findings to all college students might not be a mistake. Propagandists
make it a practice to generalize from an inadequate base of informa
tion. For example, they will use striking cases of demonstrations turn
ing into riots to argue that all demonstrations tend toward riots. For
sociologists, however, whether one assumes that the sample surveyed
is representative of some wider group, such as Americans, the middle
class, or even “people,” should depend upon knowledge of both the
sample and the larger group.
While, like all other methods, the survey method can be misused,
it enables one to gain significant information when wisely applied. It
is particularly helpful in the processes of generalization and relativization, because it enables one to identify those with whom one agrees
and disagrees. In reading the results of surveys, people are sometimes
amazed and sometimes relieved to find that there are many who agree
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with them on certain issues. This recognition may stop a person from
thinking that he is mentally ill or deviant (“If I am the only one in the
world who thinks this I must be crazy, but if many other people agree
with me maybe there is some truth in what I think”). Further, when
people find that they are in agreement in criticizing the present order,
this recognition may give rise to joint action for social change. Surveys
also provide information about where support for and opposition to
social movements can be expected.27 Thus, surveys help make the
private problems of individuals into public issues.
The current drawbacks of survey research do not arise from the
method itself, but from the way it has been used. In general, survey
research has failed to ask crucial questions, and has often allowed for
only those answers the researcher considered to be possible.28 The
processes of clarification and relativization of beliefs are both en
hanced when new answers are given to old questions. Respondents can
also benefit directly from the research when they are asked questions
they had never before confronted and when they are presented with
alternatives they had never before envisioned. This kind of inventive
use of survey research creates a new social reality.
D epth In te r v ie w in g

While the ordinary person is primarily hindered from undertaking
survey research by the lack of funds and facilities (for example, a
computer), depth interviewing is even more difficult for the nonprofes
sional to carry out. In depth interviewing, subjects are asked to speak
about their ideas and experiences with regard to basic values such as
social equality, civil liberties, marital and parental relations, ethnic
identification, and religious commitments. The interviewer takes notes
or tapes the conversation, sometimes letting the respondent deter
mine the direction of the discussion (nondirective interviewing) and
sometimes attempting to guide the discussion through pointed ques
tions (directive interviewing). The aim of the researcher is to find
underlying themes in the responses of the subject which reveal ten
sions and ambivalence about one’s role in the social structure, conflict
ing values, and fundamental vision of the human condition. For exam
ple, one might conduct depth interviews with working-class whites to
determine the extent to which they are willing to apply the value of
social equality in their personal relations. Do they carry racial preju
dices against blacks? Are they willing to let any prejudices they have
influence their attitudes and activities with respect to equal employ
ment opportunities, open housing and the integration of schools? If
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they are prejudiced and willing to discriminate, how do they justify
their attitudes and actions? It is clear that many people would not
submit to a depth interview unless they trusted the researcher person
ally or trusted his professional integrity.
Depth interviews differ from survey research and are similar to
participant observation, because they allow for the analysis of visions
of the human condition rather than particular attitudes. Thus, the best
depth interviewers are those who have carried through the processes
of generalization and relativization, enabling them to be conscious of
their own world-view and sensitive to the world-view of the subject.
Depth interviewing combines the difficulties of survey research and
nonparticipant observation. Like survey research, it may involve asking
questions about which the person has never thought deeply; and like
nonparticipant observation, it may produce a “guinea pig” effect. Fur
ther, it is difficult to derive generalizations from depth interviewing,
because the sample is usually small and the interviewer must be sophis
ticated enough not to impose his own agenda on the conversation.
Like participant observation, depth interviewing demands that the
researcher keep his own biases in abeyance.
In depth interviewing, the researcher is often concerned with
identifying images of which the subject is not fully conscious. The
subject may believe that he is committed to social equality, but his
responses may show that in many cases he is actually committed to
white supremacy. The aim of uncovering “covert culture” involves
certain ethical dilemmas. To reach his goal, the researcher must con
ceal it from the subject in order to avoid defensive tactics and pat
answers. Thus, the researcher must ask for trust at the same time he
refuses to give it. This tactic involves a certain degree of manipulation.
If one is willing to forget the ethical dilemmas, approximations to
depth interviewing can be made in ordinary life. On buses and trains,
and at vacation resorts, people removed from their everyday social
relations are often willing to speak freely about themselves, their prob
lems, and their attitudes about social relations. They seek opportuni
ties to converse in order to test their ideas against a neutral judge and
because they feel more secure away from their normal social contacts.
Also, in expressing themselves freely to a stranger they do not risk the
tangible punishments they might suffer from expressing themselves
freely at work, among friends or even in the family. It is possible to turn
such conversations with strangers into depth interviews by guiding
them toward the discussion of particular attitudes about society, and
then looking for inconsistencies, tensions, and hidden motivations.
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There is much to be learned about images of the human condition
from such conversations, particularly if one makes sure to find out the
social background data about the stranger (type of work, degree of
education, religious affiliation, ethnicity, geographical residence, and
family background). Then it may be possible to trace back some of the
attitudes expressed to social factors, allowing one to reconstruct the
stranger’s image of the human condition. Whether or not one under
takes such a project will depend upon whether he is willing to manipu
late people in this way.
E x pe r im e n t a l S mall G r o u ps

The method of experimental small groups involves the sociologist
the most deeply in creating his own information. In general, smallgroup research brings together people who would not otherwise form
a group (and who may never have even seen one another before), and
provides a situation in which these people interact. The basic assump
tion behind this method is that the behavior observed under the condi
tions contrived by the researcher is not significantly different from
what would happen under similar conditions in everyday social life.
For example, the behaviors observed in a contest set up by the re
searcher may be used as a model of what goes on in business competi
tion.
The problems investigated through the experimental smallgroups method have varied from trying to determine how a group can
influence an individual’s attitudes or beliefs, to attempting to find out
how much pain one person will administer to another.29 Many studies
utilizing small groups are of particular interest to large organizations,
especially business and military conglomerates. These organizations
are interested in the question, How can workers (or soldiers) become
more efficient? Some sociologists attempt to answer this question by
having experimental small groups perform tasks under varying condi
tions.30 They see how performance varies as conditions change (differ
ent lighting, presence or absence of music, varying styles of leader
ship).31 Sociologists undertake these studies, not because they want to
exploit the worker, but because they are being funded by the manage
ments of the organizations. It would be interesting to find out what
questions would be studied if researchers had a free hand in selecting
their problems. It is also interesting to note that labor unions have not
yet seen fit to support counter-research on such questions as, How can
management be made to produce more humane working conditions?
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The experimental small-group method has also been used in try
ing to understand international relations and relations between busi
nesses (What are the causes and cures of conflict?). In such “simula
tions of the real world” individuals are made to represent such units
as nations or corporations and then to play a game that supposedly
parallels what happens in actual conflicts.32 This procedure rests on
the questionable assumption that organizations are “things” that act
like human beings. Further, and even more important, despite the use
of the game metaphor in politics (“Nixon’s game plan”) and business
(“the money game”), games do not share many significant features
with other aspects of human existence. In a game, it is assumed that
the participants know the rules, the rules do not change in the midst
of the contest, all are aiming at the same goal (victory), the rules
declare a winner and an end to the game, and one person’s loss is
another person’s gain. None of these conditions seems to hold in most
life situations. Further, most games do not involve life-or-death deci
sions.
Much of the research utilizing small groups can be criticized from
the standpoint that most experimental situations do not reflect life
situations in important respects. Who cares to generalize from one
contrived situation to another? Attempts have been made to take ac
count of this criticism by utilizing natural groups, that is, groups that
are already in existence, such as work groups, school classes and the
like. The validity of the results of these studies depends to a large
extent upon how real the participants viewed the situation.
The small-group method need not involve any separation be
tween researchers and participants. In its widest sense the method
includes investigations where the roles of researcher and participant
are one. Utopian communities such as the Oneida experiment and
Brook Farm, as well as some hippie communes and radical collectives,
can be understood as experiments in seeing what life would be like if
certain principles and rules were put into effect. Small-group studies
of a more private nature frequently are undertaken, as when a married
couple attempt to live together with full equality and dignity for each.
In the case of such living experiments, the method of experimental
small groups becomes one with the method of participant observation
and the wider process of self-understanding. Every group situation can
be viewed as an experiment in human existence, and can be judged and
criticized by those participating. It is, of course, to the advantage of
elite groups to make people believe that group situations fulfilling elite
purposes are not experiments but are eternal parts of the human
condition.
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Figure 4.1. T h e C l a s s i f i c a t i o n
Least Creation of Data
by Sociologist

of

M e t h o d s _____________________________
Most Creation of Data
by Sociologist

Historical Method
Demographic Method
Participant Observation
Nonparticipant Observation
Survey Method
Depth-Interview Method
Experimental Small-Group Method
METHOD IN REVIEW
Sociological methods range from those in which the researcher
analyzes and reshapes information gathered by others, to those in
which he creates his own information. The basic sociological method
is the historical and demographic method which uses available docu
ments to construct images of the human condition (ideal types). These
ideal types form the context in which more specific sociological meth
ods are used. Participant methods involve the presence of the sociolo
gist in group situations, attempting to grasp the meanings behind the
behaviors of group members. Surveys require the sociologist to create
his information by asking people questions and having them respond
either vocally or in writing. Finally, the method of experimental small
groups requires the sociologist to bring together people and contrive
a situation in which they must act with respect to one another. While
in its most narrow definition, this method involves the sociologist most
deeply in creating his own information, in its widest sense every small
group can be conceived as an experiment in human existence. This is
because human beings are continually contriving the conditions of
their existence, with or without the help of social scientists. Where the
small-group method meets the historical and participant methods is
where the sociologist makes people aware of their own experiments.
Despite the fact that the preceding overview of major sociological
methods was brief, the diversity of methods is readily apparent. No one
method is inherently better than another. Rather, a method is more or
less appropriate to answer a given question. Certain prediction of
future events is not possible using any of these methods, but it is
human freedom rather than faulty method that is responsible for this
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situation. Certain prediction is valuable for engineers who want to
manipulate things. Do we really want a class of human engineers who
manipulate people for the ends of those who pay them? Fortunately,
it is not even necessary to answer this question because sociological
methods achieve an understanding of the present and of various pos
sibilities for the future. Through the use of these methods one can
choose with fuller awareness to commit oneself to a specific future and
help to create it. The best way to block the emergence of a class of
human engineers is to become a sociologist yourself.
T h e H i s t o r i c a l M e t h o d in U s e

Lipset, S. M.; Trow, M.; and Coleman, J.S. Union Democracy. Glencoe, 111.:
Free Press, 1956.

The historical method is best adapted to describing the general
organizational patterns and processes through which human beings
act on their projects. Any image of the human condition developed
through the historical method draws some conclusions about the pro
jects most likely to be successful in a given social structure. Those who
dispute such conclusions have the alternatives of generating an en
tirely new image or of revising the existing image. The process of
revision may be carried out through a “critical case study.” In the
critical case study, an organization is selected that does not display the
characteristics defined in the existing image and then an attempt is
made to explain the divergence from expectation.
An example of a critical case study is the analysis of the Interna
tional Typographical Union conducted by Seymour Lipset and his
associates. Lipset disputed the contention of Robert Michels that dem
ocratic decision making is impossible in large formal organizations.
Selecting the International Typographical Union as an organization
that had a two-party democracy rather than a single ruling elite, Lipset
attempted to explain why this organization was not an oligarchy by
seeing how its membership and social structure differed from the
pattern within less democratic unions. He showed, among other
things, that members of the ITU formed closer communities than
other unionized workers because they worked in relatively small shops
and often at odd hours. They also had a tradition of strong local
organization and decentralized bargaining patterns with employers.
Such factors encouraged concern with union affairs by members, the
appearance of multiple power centers within the union, and built-in
checks upon the seizure of power by small cliques. Added to these
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factors were the relatively high incomes, educational attainments and
political sophistication of members. Thus, Lipset was able successfully
to challenge and revise Michels’ thesis that oligarchy is inevitable in
large formal organizations. He did not argue against the claim that
there is a tendency toward oligarchy in such organizations, but main
tained that this tendency can be mitigated by particular constellations
of social, cultural, and personal factors.
The kind of critical case study done by Lipset can be applied to
challenge many sweeping claims about the nature of social organiza
tion. For example, some people claim that democracy is impossible
outside a capitalist economic system. In order to challenge this thesis
one might look for a nation in which democracy functioned in a social
ist or semi-socialist economy, and attempt to see how the danger of
using the economy as a political weapon was avoided. Or, one might
challenge the thesis the grades are necessary to motivate learning by
seeking out examples of successful experiments in ungraded courses
and seeing how motivation was sustained.
T h e D e m o g r a p h i c M e t h o d in U se

Durkheim, Emile. Suicide. Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1951.

Perhaps the most famous example of the demographic method in
sociology is Emile Durkheim’s study of suicide rates. Durkheim s major
concern was to refute the claims that suicide was the result of variations
in climate, hereditary factors, individual psychological disturbances or
sheer imitation and crowd contagion, and to advance the thesis that
rates of suicide are related to the degree to which human beings are
integrated into social groups. Using publicly available statistics on
suicide rates, Durkheim showed that explanations of suicide that did
not take social integration into account could not be supported by the
evidence. For example, some writers maintained that temperature had
a direct effect on the number of suicides, but Durkheim showed that
rate of suicide did not vary directly with temperature change.
In supporting his own claim that suicide is a function of the ab
sence of social bonds, Durkheim linked suicide rates with three vari
ables: religion, family, and political situation. He found that suicide
rates were higher among Protestants than Catholics (Protestantism has
an individualistic theology and Catholicism a more communal theol
ogy), among unmarried than married people, among childless married
couples than married couples with children, and in times of political
crisis and nationalist agitation than in times of political tranquility.
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These conclusions helped support and advance Durkheim’s central
idea that social structure functions somewhat independently of indi
vidual personality characteristics in determining human activity.
Similar studies to Durkheim’s can be done using publicly available
statistics. For example, incidence of various kinds of crime, of automo
bile accidents, of divorces or of civil violence can be correlated with
social structural factors to determine how far it is possible to explain
these phenomena on the bases of personality, organic or environmen
tal factors. Does the “long, hot summer” theory of civil violence make
sense? What about the hereditary theory of crime? Such topics are
continually studied by sociologists and you can begin to do research
on them now if you are interested in any of them.
T h e P a r t ic ipa n t M e t h o d in U se

Goffman, Erving. Asylums. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1961.

While the participant method can be used in any social group to
which the investigator can gain access, some of its most striking ap
plications have been carried out in organizations closed off from the
general public. An example of a significant and socially critical use of
the participant method is Erving Goffman’s study of the life and world
view of inmates in a large mental hospital. Guided by the assumption
that “a good way to learn about (the world of the mental patient) is
to submit oneself in the company of the members to the daily round
of petty contingencies to which they are subject,” Goffman took the
role of assistant to the athletic director of the hospital and then
“passed the day with patients, avoiding sociable contact with the staff
and the carrying of a key.” The top management of the hospital knew
of his aims in advance, so he did not have to worry that his research
would be cut off precipitously.
In penetrating the “world” of the inmate, Goffman found that
mental patients attempt to maintain as much personal integrity as
possible by appropriating property and space for their own uses and
trying to keep up an appearance of dignity in a debasing situation. He
also discovered that the official ideology of the hospital—that patients
should cooperate with the staff in effecting a cure—was not shared by
the inmates. Instead, the inmates showed “a self-justifying definition
of their own situation and a prejudiced view of non-members, in this
case, doctors, nurses, attendants, and relatives.”
Goffman’s research shows some of the strengths as well as some
of the problems of the participant method. He was able to learn things
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about the “world” of the mental patient that could probably not be
discovered through the historical, demographic, survey or experimen
tal methods. However, he admits that his results were “partisan”
(biased in favor of the values of the mental patients) and not amenable
to verification by quantitative methodologies (statistical measurement
would have been difficult for a participant observer). These difficulties,
of course, are only significant if one believes that sociology can be
“value-free” and should employ a natural-science model. More impor
tant, perhaps, is the ethical problem. Goffman was able to gather his
information because people thought he was an assistant to the athletic
director (when “pressed,” he avowed to being “a student of recreation
and community life”). He probably could not have been as effective an
observer if he had announced his intentions in advance. This ethical
problem of concealing intention haunts most participant research, and
the choice is between gaining the insights and critiques produced by
people like Goffman and making sociological research more honest.
T h e N o n p a r t i c i p a n t M e t h o d in U se

Blau, Peter M. The Dynamics of Bureaucracy. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963.
Like the participant method, nonparticipant observation is useful
in revealing patterns of social interaction that would be difficult to
discover with more indirect methods. An example of nonparticipant
observation is Peter M. Blau’s study of a division of a state employment
agency. Blau began with the idea that organizations do not always
function according to the principles set down in the rule book. His
observations confirmed in many different instances the existence of
informal networks of relations that violated the spirit, if not the letter,
of the official code. For example, employment interviewers were sup
posed to complete detailed forms on job requests for workers, provide
counseling to those seeking employment and find the most qualified
worker for a given job. However, the situation in which the interview
ers actually found themselves did not lend itself to the fulfillment of
these norms. Since requests for workers came sporadically and in large
chunks, and since these requests were usually for relatively unskilled
labor, there did not seem to be good reasons to spend time filling out
detailed forms, deciding who was most capable of filling a position or
counseling potential employees. Further, performance of the agency
was judged according to how many people were placed, not according
to the professional quality of counseling or to the level of accuracy in
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fitting individuals to specific positions. Thus, instead of living up to the
spirit of the rules, interviewers placed people on a first-come, firstserved basis.
From these observations, Blau drew the conclusion that informal
relations functioning outside or even against the rules often fulfill
formal organizational goals more efficiently. The state employment
interviewers he observed were actually working to attain organiza
tional purposes by more effective means than those prescribed in the
rule book. O f course, behind this situation was a kind of organizational
hypocrisy. While officially interviewers were supposed to be judged on
the quality of their work, in actuality they were judged only on the
quantity of placements. Such hypocrisy is probably responsible for a
great deal of the kinds of informal organization Blau discovered.
Workers grasp that what the rules prescribe is not what is really ex
pected of them. This hypothesis, of course, can be tested by readers
of this book as they observe formal organizations.
T h e S u r v e y M e t h o d in U s e

Stouffer, Samuel. Communism, Conformity, and Civil Liberties. Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955.

One of the most important uses of the survey method is to deter
mine how different groups in a society are aligned on given issues. By
eliciting attitudes on various issues of public concern, the researcher
can gather information on which groups are likely to favor and oppose
certain policies. Further, attitude research can affirm or question gen
eralizations about the perspectives of different groups. An example of
this use of the survey method is Samuel Stouffer’s study of attitudes
toward the protection of civil liberties in the United States during the
early 1950s—a time at which Senator Joseph McCarthy was attempting
to mobilize public sentiment against the American left wing. Stouffer’s
study was based on two independently chosen random samples of the
American people (a “national cross section”) and two samples of com
munity leaders (mayors and American Legion commanders). Stouffer
was interested in determining which groups in the American popula
tion were most favorably disposed towards limiting such civil liberties
as freedom of speech and association to diminish an internal commu
nist threat. In order to reach his goal, Stouffer asked such questions
as: “If a person wanted to make a speech in your community against
churches and religions, should he be allowed to speak or not?” He
found generally that the community leaders were more likely to ex
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press attitudes of tolerance to nonconformity than was the population
in general. For example, while more than 60 percent of the community
leaders claimed that a person should be allowed to make a speech
against religions, 60 percent of the national cross section would not
allow such a speech.
Stouffer’s work has been used to support the theory of “demo
cratic elitism” which holds that the protection of individual rights and
democratic processes is best assured by the upper middle class and is
somewhat endangered by the lower middle and working classes. This
interpretation has been challenged by the claim that, even according
to Stouffer’s data, tolerance varies directly according to educational
attainment, not directly according to class, and that most civil liberties
issues are not of great importance to many lower-middle and workingclass people. The use of surveys to support and undermine images of
the human condition shows that they cannot stand alone as examples
of “pure research” but that, instead, they have ramifications for the
adequacy and fruitfulness of programs for social stability and change.
T h e D e p t h I n t e r v i e w M e t h o d in U se

Becker, Howard, et al. The Boys in White. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1961.

The depth interview is best adapted to probing ambivalence in
attitudes and to uncovering sentiments that lie below the surface of
socially accepted opinions and ideologies. An example of research
using the depth interview method is Howard Becker’s study of value
conflict in medical students. While Becker was primarily conducting a
participant observation study of the attitudes of medical students to
ward the medical profession, he spoke to individual students at length
in conversations that approximated depth interviews. Becker notes
that sociologists normally attempt to get “beneath” the idealistic
ideologies of people and penetrate to their “latent” concrete interests.
In his study of medical students Becker found himself confronting a
reverse situation. He defines the subculture of medical students as one
of “ritualized cynicism,” in which a student who expresses any idealis
tic or altruistic sentiments will be ridiculed. Therefore, in his private
conversations with students Becker attempted to pierce the conven
tional cynicism and bring out any idealistic motivations he could elicit.
Rather than asking pointed questions that would reveal motives of
self-interest, he encouraged expressions of idealism by speaking about
topics in which they seemed to have “impractical” interests. He found
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that, despite the oppressive features of the role of medical student,
many of the students maintained altruistic concerns that coexisted with
their cynicism and concern for future security. This experience led
Becker to the conclusion that sociologists should begin their research
neither with the assumption that ulterior motives always underlie ex
pressed motives nor with the assumption that people are as good as
they say they are. Rather, they should begin with the hypothesis that
people may have multiple motivations and that they may hold conflict
ing motives at different times.
Becker’s use of the depth interview method raises some questions
about its validity. How much does the interviewer have to intrude into
the situation before the response he elicits is simply a function of his
persistence? For example, how many of the medical students altruistic
responses were fabricated to please Becker? Further, how significant
are suppressed motivations for actual social relations when the group
structure imposes and enforces a conventional set of attitudes? Finally,
is the hypothesis that people may be ambivalent any less dogmatic than
the hypotheses that they mean what they say or that their expressed
motives are screens behind which they hide their real motives? None
of these questions renders the depth interview useless; they simply
show the difficulties involved in understanding human motivations,
attitudes, and sentiments.
T h e E x p e r i m e n t a l G r o u p M e t h o d in U s e

White, Ralph, and Lippitt, Ronald. Autocracy and Democracy. New York:
Harper, 1960.
In the experimental group method the researcher creates groups
and controls the environment so that he can determine whether cer
tain consequences appear upon the introduction of given activities or
relations. One of the more interesting series of small-group experi
ments was carried out by Lewin, Lippitt, and White on hobby and play
groups of ten-year-old boys. While the designs of the various experi
ments are complex, the aim was to determine whether the quantity of
work accomplished and the satisfaction of members with the group
would be influenced by the style of the adult group leadership. Three
types of groups were created according to three different styles of
leadership—autocratic, democratic, and laissez faire (anarchic). Gen
erally, the investigators found that in democratically organized groups
the members showed the highest work motivation, the most originality
in work projects and the greatest satisfaction with the group. Laissez
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faire organization, on the other hand, was characterized by lower pro
ductivity than democracy, poorer quality of work, and less satisfaction
with the group. Finally, while autocratic organization resulted in the
highest quantity of work done, originality was low, dependence was
high, there was little satisfaction with the group, and, most important,
there were high levels of discontent which were expressed by scape
goating, destruction of property, rebellion, dropping out of the group,
and wild behavior when the autocratic leader was withdrawn.
The Lewin-Lippitt-White experiments demonstrate the manipula
tive character of small-group research, as well as its cultural bounded
ness. Is it ethical to impose autocratic leadership on a group of chil
dren who cannot understand why they are being subjected to this
sytem? How much were the results of this research influenced by the
fact that it was conducted in the United States, which has a democratic
ideology, rather than in a society characterized by more authoritarian
ideologies and institutions? While many small-group experiments
show great ingenuity, use of the method raises moral questions and it
is not easily applied, if it can be applied at all, in ordinary life.

5

_

HUMAN ACTION
The past four chapters have been devoted to describing the ways
in which the human condition can be studied. They ranged from the
most general consideration of how human beings can orient them
selves to their situations as scientists to the more specific questions of
the methods that they can use to analyze these situations. With this
preceding discussion in mind, it is time to begin investigating the
content of social existence. The presentation of the content of soci
ology will be, of course, from the viewpoint of process thought, and
will stress the pattern of opportunities for human freedom present in
the contemporary world, as well as the many obstacles to its attain
ment.
The content of sociology is the human condition, the basic com
ponents of that condition, and the relations among those components.
Throughout the history of social thought, the major issues dividing
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competing perspectives have centered around different interpreta
tions of the nature of these components and how they are linked
together. In American sociology there are two general perspectives
presently vying for dominance. Each is based on a view of which
human experiences it is important for sociologists to investigate. One
of these views is based on a restrictive interpretation of human experi
ence, while the other is rooted in a more expansive understanding of
experience. Restrictive empiricism has been the major current in Ameri
can sociology up until recently, but now it is being challenged by a
vigorous movement promoting expansive empiricism.
RESTRICTIVE EMPIRICISM
The root idea of all empiricism is that whatever can be known by
human beings appears in their experience.1 Therefore, according to
empiricists, what is believed in but is not experienced (for example,
many notions of God) is not an object of knowledge, but is an object
of faith. Since factual accuracy is near the core of all science, scientific
investigation is based on an empirical interpretation of knowledge.
Restrictive empiricism holds that only certain human experiences
are open to scientific investigation. These experiences fall within the
range of what is thought to be “publicly observable” or capable of
being known independently by any human being with the full use of
his senses.2 Thus, restrictive empiricists argue that inquiry into the
human condition should be limited to that area of experience that can
be known through the five senses—sight, sound, taste, smell, and
touch. This means that restrictive empiricists study human behavior, or
that part of the process of human action which can be “externally
observed.”
Restrictive empiricism became popular in sociology mainly be
cause many social scientists thought that it was the foundation of the
natural sciences. They reasoned that, if natural science restricted itself
to studying what could be observed through the senses, then social
science could only be successful if it placed the same limitations upon
itself. This decision to follow the lead of natural science led to the
development of many of the methods discussed in the preceding chap
ter, particularly the demographic, survey and experimental-small-
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group techniques. Social scientists believe that by using these tech
niques they could avoid the difficulties involved in trying to find out
what was going on “inside people’s heads.” Governmental statistics on
suicide rates were seen as objective, in the sense that they referred to
events that could be observed through the senses. The web of feeling
in which the suicide was enmeshed could be factored out of the scien
tific description and left to the novelist or playwright. Responses to a
questionnaire on political-party preferences were also held to be ob
servable, at least by anyone who understood the language in which the
responses were written. For many purposes, the meaning of this pref
erence to the respondent could be ignored. This was particularly true
if the aim.of the social scientist was to predict the general trends in
voting behavior. The results of experiments aimed at finding the fac
tors influencing the output of work groups were considered objective.
Meanwhile, the fundamental principles of economic activity operating
within the contemporary human condition, such as organizational
growth, could be held constant and put out of awareness. Finally, with
feelings, meanings, and principles left out of social research, many
social scientists concluded that their task was to find out the factors
that determined human behavior rather than the structural limitations
on the development of human freedom. This lack of attention to
freedom was a direct result of adopting restrictive empiricism and
trying to imitate the natural sciences.
Restrictive empiricism has, we believe, a built-in failing which has
led to the development of opposing interpretations of experience.
This weakness can be grasped by considering the claim that the re
sponses to a questionnaire are scientific data because they are observa
ble through the senses. It is apparent that the least significant feature
of the responses is that they are publicly observable. The questions
themselves are put in a language that must be understood by the
respondent if his answers are to be useful. This understanding, essen
tial to the purpose of the questionnaire, is not publicly observable.
Further, the very purpose of the questionnaire is to gain knowledge of
some aspect of the human condition. This purpose is not publicly
observable, but is intended by the scientist. Finally, the observable
responses to the questionnaire are merely symbols of the meanings
that respondents have expressed. Thus, a complex network of under
standings, intentions, and meanings is necessary to make sense of the
questionnaire as a tool of research. From this viewpoint, the question
naire is merely the tip of a vast iceberg. It is, of course, possible to
ignore the rest of the iceberg and study only the tip. However, in

Human Action

121

choosing to do this, the scientist should realize that he is taking for
granted large chunks of human experience in the absence of which his
research would not be possible. This means that the results of his
research will be indicators of underlying processes which he has cut
himself off from studying. It also means that his thought about the
human condition will be inadequate to account for his own activity as
a scientist. Like all other human activities, scientific inquiry is en
meshed in a set of feelings, goals, principles, and choices which can
only be understood by opening inquiry to the entire field of experi
ence.3
EXPANSIVE EMPIRICISM
The weaknesses of restrictive empiricism were already apparent to
some thinkers in the nineteenth century, but have only come to the
attention of a large number of sociologists in recent years.4 One re
sponse to these weaknesses is to appeal to principles outside of human
experience, such as a deity or an absolute spirit that cannot be ob
served, but that are supposedly responsible for making sense of the
“inner life/’ Similarly, appeal can be made to abstract entities such as
the Self or Society, which do not appear directly in human experience
except as words. From this perspective, some entity called the Self, or
some object called Society, stands behind human experience and
causes particular experiences to occur. For example, some people
claim that “bad individuals” are the cause of crime, while others retort
that the real roots of crime are found in “society.” Anybody who has
engaged in such debates can testify how arid they become and how
they seem to dissolve into confusion. This aridity and confusion are
the result of discussing human activity in terms of entities that are not
experienced as “things.” Neither the self nor society are things that
cause other things to happen. They are processes into which particular
human activities such as producing, consuming, learning, and deciding
are knit, and are, therefore, much more like results than like causes.5
What view of experience can one adopt in order to be aware both of
the weaknesses of restrictive empiricism and unwilling to appeal to
entities beyond experience? The answer to this question is really pre
sent in the preceding discussion. The scientific alternative to restric
tive empiricism is an expansive empiricism which takes account of the
full range of human experiences, including feeling, meaning, princi-
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pie, and freedom. It attempts to link these experiences to one another
and to the “tip of the iceberg”—publicly observable behavior. Thus,
it is not a way of throwing out the vast amount of social science
research that has been done in the twentieth century with the tools of
demographic analysis, survey research, and experimental small
groups. Instead, it is a way of trying to make sense out of this research
and relating it to more fundamental human concerns. One way of
understanding expansive empiricism is as an attempt to integrate the
historical and participant methods with the other methods. The his
torical method has been the major means through which the meanings
and principles of human activity have been revealed, while participant
methods have been the means through which the feelings and choices
in human activity have been disclosed. Thus, the historical and partici
pant methods help to “make sense” out of the results of the demo
graphic, survey and experimental-small-group methods.
Expansive empiricism is basic to a humanistic perspective on soci
ology and, therefore, to the process of self-understanding. In order to
embark on the quest for self-understanding it is necessary to open
oneself to the full range of human experience without any preconcep
tions about where it necessarily begins and ends.6 Restrictive empiri
cists did not intend to place obstacles in the way of self-understanding,
but they ended up doing so because their doctrine forced them to
ignore significant phases of experience, or at least to slip these phases
in through the back door and under the cover of “observable behav
ior.” The case of restrictive empiricism shows how closely intertwined
are the categories of human fact and human value. Through cutting
off sociological inquiry at an arbitrary point, the restrictive empiricists
also placed barriers in the way of attaining freedom. This is particularly
ironic because the restrictive empiricists claimed that their “behav
ioral” human science would vastly increase the scope of human free
dom by providing people with knowledge of the conditions under
which particular kinds of events occur in social existence.7
Expansive empiricism has been developed by a number of
philosophers and sociologists throughout the nineteenth and twen
tieth centuries, including such figures as William James, Henri Berg
son, Edmund Husserl, Maurice Hauriou, and Georges Gurvitch. It has
influenced American sociology through the works of Charles Horton
Cooley, George Herbert Mead, Florian Znaniecki, Pitirim Sorokin, and
Talcott Parsons. Its spirit has been strikingly described by Georges
Gurvitch, who states that human experience breaks without cease its
own frames of reference: “Like a true Proteus [experience] escapes us
when we believe that we grasp it; we are made fools by it when we
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believe we have penetrated its secret, we are its victims when we
believe we have freed ourselves from it, even if only for an instant.”8
The key to expansive empricism (called by James “radical empiricism”
and by Gurvitch “hyper-empiricism”) is that all human experience that
can be described has a component of sense and feeling, is in process
and is in some measure conceptually constructed. Thus, all experience
has an element of immediacy (sense data and felt process) and mediacy
(concepts and structured processes): “The effective experience that we
oppose to arbitrary philosophical interpretations, such as lived experi
ence, everyday experience or constructed experience, is always medi
ate to some degree. It is a point of intermediary spheres between the
immediate and the constructed. . .”9
In order to understand fully the insight contained in expansive
empiricism, it is necessary to perform a revolution in ordinary think
ing. One helpful aid towards making this revolution is to imagine
experience as a field—i.e., a somewhat amorphous moving mass rather
than a specific and sharply defined object. You will notice that we did
not say that you should imagine your experience as a field. For the
expansive empiricist, the self appears within experience, rather than
experience belonging to a self. This means that experience is the
fundamental category and not the self. It is another way of stating the
major point of the first chapter—that the self is process, not property.
Once you have grasped the image of a field, it is necessary to move
on to the point that experience is a special kind of field. Experience
is a field of happenings, expanding and contracting, sometimes mov
ing quickly and sometimes more slowly, sometimes unified and some
times diverse, sometimes smooth and sometimes jagged. Sometimes
feeling predominates in the field, at other times relatively precise
objects are dominant, at still other times the center of attention is
relations among actions and actors, and at yet other times the very
processes of change are at the forefront. Any complete description of
a given experience will contain each of the major aspects of experience
—sense and feeling, objects, relations, and processes. However, each
given experience will tend to emphasize one of these aspects over the
others. Thus, experience is always moving in the direction of one or
another of its major aspects.
Each of the major aspects of experience can be given a name and
made the basis of a type of experience. The more experience moves
in the direction of sense and feeling, the more it can be called lived
experience. Lived experience is the most primitive form of experience,
and one may suppose that the closest human beings ever come to it
in its pure form is when they are infants confronting a whirl of sense
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and feeling that has not yet been blocked out into objects. Sometimes
people attempt to wrench themselves back into lived experience
through taking hallucinogenic drugs (such as LSD or marijuana), or
through encasing themselves in an environment of loud music, in
cense, and flashing lights. Whether or not such efforts are successful
in liberating experience from well-defined objects, they show that a
number of people in the contemporary world are looking for a founda
tion to their experience beyond the definitions that they have been
taught.
The more experience moves in the direction of marked off ob
jects, the more it can be called cultural experience. In cultural experience,
parts of the field of experience are detached from the rest and made
into more permanent features of existence. Unlike lived experience,
which is a humming and buzzing confusion, cultural experience is
relatively orderly and regularized. Most of the experiences of everyday
life are cultural, in the sense that they are of objects that have names
in an ordinary language and have usages that are known by those who
identify them. Similarly, the experiences that scientists speak about in
specialized languages are cultural, in the sense that those who under
stand the languages can identify them out of the total field of experi
ence. For most people most of the time cultural experience is at the
center of existence.
The more experience moves in the direction of ongoing relations
between actions and actors, the more it can be called social experience.
Social experience relates to such intergroup and interpersonal pro
cesses as competition, conflict, cooperation, exchange, and love.
These relations are present wherever human activity appears and are
not linked specifically to any set of cultural experiences. Nearly all
human experience contains a social element, even those portions of
experience which seem to be the most “private” and personal. Much
personal experience is in the form of a conversation, a dialogue or an
argument, in which the individual “talks to himself.” 10 This internal
conversation may embody such processes as conflict and cooperation
between different tendencies towards action. Sometimes the conflict
becomes so severe that it becomes difficult to speak of a single person
ality. Other personal experience, particularly creative activity, is un
dertaken with potential consumers, users, or appreciators in mind. In
these experiences, the creator at least implies a possible future cooper
ative relation between his producing activity and the consuming activi
ties of others.
Finally, the more experience moves in the direction of the pro
cesses of acting themselves, the more it can be called creative experience.
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Creative experience makes sense out of the ways in which cultural
experience arises from its lived and social matrix. As Gurvitch noted,
human experience breaks without cease its own frames of reference.
This aspect of novelty, freshness and dynamism is the creative compo
nent of experience. It is through creative processes, such as inventing
and perfecting tools, creating new patterns of symbols, devising and
appreciating products, and testing systems of rules for coordinating
activity, that cultural experience becomes blocked off from lived expe
rience. Thus, creative activity continually organizes and reorganizes
the rest of experience. Since human existence takes place in time, and
since time is irreversible, there are always new challenges, opportuni
ties, and barriers appearing in human existence. In its purest form,
creative experience comes close to the sheer intuition of change and
process.11 From there it shades off into the experiences of activity,
effort, challenge and novelty.
Figure 5.1. T h e T y p e s o f H u m a n E x p e r i e n c e
Subjective and
Objective and
Private
Public
Contents / Lived Experience
Cultural Experience

Processes / Creative Experience

Social Experience

D ir e c t io n s of H um an Ex pe r ie n c e

Lived, cultural, social, and creative experience are the four direc
tions in human experience. In the ever-shifting field of experience, one
or another of these comes to the forefront and then fades away to make
place for another. Viewing experience as a field makes it difficult to
make hard and fast distinctions between the contents of experience
and the processes of experiencing, or between subjects who experi
ence and objects that are experienced. Of course, the four directions
of experience are characterized by varying degrees of content and
process, of subjectivity and objectivity. For example, lived experience
has a primacy of content since its core is sensation and feeling. It is also
relatively subjective because it is difficult to communicate and is closely
related to specific states of the organism. Cultural experience also has
a primacy of content since its core is the blocked-out and identifiable
object. However, it is relatively objective, because it forms the basis of
communication (language is an important phase of cultural experi
ence) and is relatively independent of specific states of any particular
organism. Social experience has a primacy of process, because it refers

126

THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL INQUIRY

to interpersonal, interactional, and intergroup relations. These rela
tions can be about any conceivable content. There can be cooperation
in making weapons as well as in making medicines. Social experience
is also relatively objective because it is generally centered around the
interlinking of regularized activities, such as the competition between
political parties, the conflict between warring states, the cooperation
among members of an athletic team or the exchanges between buyers
and sellers. Such relations are often quite independent of the particu
lar organisms taking part in them. Finally, creative experience also has
a primacy of process, because its core is the very flow of action. Like
the relations making up social experience, the activity making up crea
tive experience can work upon any conceivable content from a poem
to a hammer. Creative experience, however, is relatively subjective
because it tends to be highly individualized and, although its ultimate
aim is usually a sharable cultural experience, it cannot be readily com
municated before its completion. Thus, while there are no sharp lines
that can be drawn between process and content, and subjectivity and
objectivity, or between the four directions in experience, each direc
tion has its distinguishing characteristics; these conceptual distinctions
are rarely experienced separately.
The field of experience is always moving more in one direction
than in the others. If you have been able to picture experience as a
dynamic field, you will by now be able to grasp its ebbs and flows, and
its changes in direction, as existence unfolds. Heightened awareness
of the characteristics of experience is itself an immediate benefit of
expansive empiricism. It is a benefit that cannot be provided by restric
tive empiricism, because this view carves out certain phases of experi
ence as being worthy of scientific attention and ignores the others.
However, the importance of expansive empiricism goes far beyond its
ability in aiding a person to make more immediate sense out of experi
ence. It also provides a fundamental perspective for the study of hu
man action.
EXERCISE
Try to experience your activities consciously as you go through
the day. Which types of experience seem to predominate? When
are you most immersed in cultural experience? lived experience?
social experience? creative experience? What contexts seem to
encourage each experience? What contexts discourage each type of
experience?
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HUMAN ACTION
Every science takes from the field of human experience a class of
events, objects, processes or happenings that serve as its subject mat
ter for analysis and description. The definition of this subject matter
can be called the scope of the science. For example, restrictive empiri
cists have defined the scope of sociology as the class of “publicly”
observable human behaviors, or even as the study of the “forms” of
social relations (competition, domination, exchange, and so on), the
investigation of groups, the study of rule-bound and purposive behav
iors, and many other slices of experience.12 There have frequently
been heroic efforts to attempt to carve out a special niche for sociology
that would distinguish it clearly from the other social sciences, such as
political science, economics, anthropology, and jurisprudence. Thus,
some have hoped that sociology would become the master social
science, synthesizing all the results of the other social sciences into
descriptions of the general patterns of historical development.13 Oth
ers have advocated that sociology confine itself to investigating the
linkages between different “areas” of human existence, such as the
economy, the “political system,” and the “culture.” 14 Still others have
observed that sociologists seem to study whatever the other social
sciences have ignored in their investigations of the human condition.15
According to this interpretation, since no other social science was
taking an interest in such subjects as the family and race relations,
sociology got to work on them. Related to this view is the idea that
sociology arose as a result of the new problems created by the indirect
consequences of industrialization and urbanization. Nobody specifi
cally intended that industrialization and urbanization would bring on
problems of juvenile delinquency, alcoholism, racial conflict, the dis
placement of religion from the center of human existence, the increase
in impersonal crime, and the demand for organized measures to cope
with mentally ill human beings. No specialized social science was
uniquely equipped to study these problems and provide advice to elite
groups concerning their solution, so sociology grew up to perform
these services.16
The ideas that sociology is (or should be) the master science of
historical development, the study of the relations between the various
specialized areas of human existence and the investigation of the left
overs from the other social sciences are merely a few of the multitude
of suggested definitions of the scope of the discipline. It is important
to note that none of these definitions is arbitrary, but that each one of
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them reflects the way that its proponents view human experience. For
those who believe that experience is divided up into neat boxes, soci
ology will have a special scope distinguishing it clearly from the other
social sciences. On the other hand, for those who view experience as
a field, there will be no clear lines of demarcation between the disci
plines.
E s t a b l is h in g S o c io l o g y as a S epar a t e D isc ip l in e

One reason why a number of sociologists have been concerned to
distinguish their discipline from the other social sciences is that soci
ology is one of the youngest human sciences. In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, sociologists had to battle to gain their
own departments and courses in the universities of the West.17 They
had to prove both that they represented a respectable science, that
they were studying different contents, and were employing different
methods than the existing disciplines. Their respectability was in
doubt because some considered them to be social reformers while
others thought of them as propagandists for the establishment. These
attacks were probably one reason why many sociologists bent over
backwards to prove that they were like natural scientists. Even more
serious were the fears of scholars in the other social sciences. Some
historians felt threatened by a discipline that appeared to cover the
same ground as their own field. They argued that no new discipline
was necessary to investigate human affairs comprehensively, and re
mained unimpressed by claims that historians could content them
selves with describing unique events while sociologists would search
for general laws of human behavior.18 Meanwhile, political scientists,
anthropologists, and economists were busy making their claims to
represent the most significant “science of man.” In such a competitive
and hostile environment it is no wonder that sociologists felt called
upon to prove that they had a specific and unique contribution to make
to the advancement of human knowledge. Of course, they were unable
to agree upon a common definition of the nature of that contribution.
The history of sociology shows clearly that other considerations
than the quest for understanding frequently influence scholarly work.
Like labor unions fighting jurisdictional battles and then reaching
agreements about which trade does which work, academic disciplines
have parcelled out human experience only after conflicts—often bitter
ones. Definitions of scope have been used as weapons in such conflicts,
with the more powerful disciplines making extravagant claims about
the extent of their scope and the weaker disciplines making modest
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claims with the hope that they will be granted some niche in the
academic marketplace. Thus, in its early years, sociology was a weak
discipline that had to prove that it deserved a place in the university
structure. Today, however, it is no longer applying for admission and
need not prove that it is distinct in its scope from the other social
sciences.
The subject matter, or scope, given to sociology in this book is
human action. This is a wide scope, but it is the only one that will
support the quest for self-understanding and the only one that is
consistent with the idea of experience as a dynamic and shifting field
combining feelings, objects, relations, and creative processes. Even if
they have not always been anxious to admit it, since the beginnings of
their discipline sociologists have ranged over the entire scope of hu
man action and have studied it with a variety of methods. Sociology has
been the one discipline besides history to take a consistently compre
hensive view of human experience. Thus, the broad definition of scope
that we have given merely makes explicit what many other sociologists
have known but have left unsaid.
Human action is a process interrelating groups, relations, objects,
and purposes. In its briefest definition, a full human action is a group
of people in relation to one another, using a set of objects for the
realization of purposes. It is not easy to grasp the whole meaning of
this definition all at once, but certain points are relatively apparent.
First, our account of human action does not have for its basis a single
individual doing something. In fact, for the moment, the “individual”
is left out of the description altogether. Instead of the common-sense
way of thinking about action as proceeding from particular “actors”
(individuals) sociologists think about action in a group setting. How
ever, it would be a mistake to think that sociologists simply substitute
the unit group for the individual and then go on to state that action
proceeds from a group “will” or a group “mind.” According to the
sociological view of action, there is no group will or group mind.
Rather, groups are only evident where human beings are in relation
to one another and using objects to realize purposes. There are no
groups apart from these activities, and it would not be inaccurate to
say that the extent of the activity defines the extent of the group. For
example, the group of undergraduate sociology students does not
have a will or a mind of its own, but is defined by the activities involved
in being a sociology student, such as registering for courses, taking
examinations, listening to lectures, participating in discussions, and
reading books and articles. What sense would it make to say that there
was a group will standing behind these activities and determining
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them? Yet there are people who believe that such groups as the
“American people” or the “black people have destinies and souls
which in some way can be separated from concrete activities.
A second point following from the definition of human action is
that, among other things, the group is a network of relations. Among
some sociology students there is competition for grades and among
others there is cooperation in attempting to understand the human
condition. In certain cases there is competition and cooperation going
on at the same time. Sometimes, even among sociology students, there
is outright conflict, as when someone with a revolutionary vision of the
human condition encounters someone whose vision emphasizes the
goodness of the present order. The relations that occur in the process
of human action are sometimes fixed in advance by rules, sometimes
they seem to arise spontaneously and sometimes they grow up around
systems of rules, subverting these systems or reinforcing them. Often
the people involved in the relations are not aware of them, as when
professors in college are not aware that they are competing with one
another for the student’s time. Frequently the individual has little or
no control over the relations in which he is enmeshed. Does the stu
dent preparing to enter graduate school have control over the com
petitive relation governing the distribution of the limited number of
places and the limited amount of financial aid available? Whether he
likes it or not, if he is seeking to enter graduate school he is engaged
in a competition with others having similar purposes. 1 his lack of
control by individuals over many of the relations that they enter is
another indication of why sociologists do not begin with the individual
in their account of human action.
A third aspect of the definition of human activity also takes one
beyond the individual. Interrelated group activities refer to meaning
ful objects available to a number of actors. Perhaps the most striking
feature of human action is the one that is usually most taken for
granted—the fact that the human world is a world of meaning.19 For
the most part, experience does not appear as a meaningless blur, but
as a relatively well ordered array of objects linked to one another in
significant relations. It is culture that makes this order possible. A
cultural object is a human creation with a usage attached which, if used
in the prescribed way, will provoke a relatively standardized experi
ence. Examples of cultural objects are tools, rules, symbols, and pro
ducts. A hammer used correctly will allow one to pound a nail into a
piece of wood, a set of rules followed by a group of people will create
a particular social situation, a word whose meaning is known will allow
one to recall past events and tell others about them, a television set
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when properly adjusted will allow one to witness the evening news.
Hammers, the rules of parliamentary procedure, words, and television
sets are all cultural objects. They are human creations that can be used
over and over again to provoke standardized experiences.
T he S w eep of C ulture

When it is grasped, the imposing character of culture is very
impressive. Any single individual is responsible for only the tiniest
fragment of the objects available in the field of experience. A person’s
innermost thoughts are drenched in culture, because they are ex
pressed in words that he has learned from others, rather than in sym
bols that he has thought up himself. The ways of processing and
preparing the foods that he eats to sustain life are parts of culture and
were not put into being by his individual activity. The systems for
making decisions that he encounters when he is involved in disputes
were in the process of development long before he was born. The very
things that he finds beautiful are usually the creations of others and,
at the very least, were identified by others long ago. It would be
possible to go on endlessly pointing out how dependent human beings
are upon culture. In most phases of existence, individual persons are
far more representatives of culturally defined processes than they are
freely creative actors. The genius at the game of chess, the master
carpenter, the assembly-line worker, the housewife and mother are all
representatives of a long history of cultural development. Perhaps the
chess master adds his own individualized flair to the game, but he
works within rules that he did not devise, he learned how to play from
others, and he has usually studied the styles of the great masters of the
past.
The immense, massive, and imposing character of culture is nor
mally taken for granted in everyday life. People talk about “their”
automobiles, “their” houses, “their” children. They forget that they
only acquired the automobiles and the houses because others first
designed and produced them, still others financed them, and yet oth
ers recognize rights of ownership. They forget that the ways in which
they raise their children are not original, but were usually devised long
ago. In short, they do not see themselves as mere points for the
organization of culture. Perhaps one important reason why the signifi
cance of culture is generally ignored is that much of it seems to take
care of itself. Most people, for example, do not worry continually
about the language that they use in everyday life. They are not afraid
that tomorrow the English language will not be understood. They
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expect that people will continue to give and receive messages in En
glish and that children will continue to be taught the language. They
only begin to worry about the language when they are confronted with
specific problems.20 For example, they will become concerned if peo
ple who should “know better” persist in misunderstanding them. The
importance of language will come home to them when they are in
contact with people who cannot speak English, or refuse to do so. They
may become enraged when specialists insist upon speaking to them in
words that they cannot understand. They may feel helpless and inade
quate if they “cannot find the words” to describe the way they feel or
to describe something unique that they have observed. Thus, people
will begin to see the importance of culture when they are confronted
with its inadequacies or when they have problems using it. However,
such insights into the significance of culture are almost never carried
over to a durable awareness of the person’s dependence upon culture
as a whole. Problems with language, for example, occur within the
context of a given language. The context itself is normally not ques
tioned, merely the specific thing that is responsible for the problem.
Similarly, when a television set breaks down, it is usually not the entire
system of electrification and electrical appliances which is brought into
question, but merely a faulty circuit board.
In order to undertake the process of self-understanding, it is
necessary for a person to wrench himself out of the everyday way of
looking at the world and into a wider perspective that looks upon
human action. Ordinarily, people look at themselves as the centers of
the human universe and look at culture as organized around them.
Rather than seeing themselves as representatives of long lines of his
torical development and as participants in complex chains of action
beyond the grasp of any single person, they see themselves as the
causes of human events. It is just this way of looking at things, of
course, that makes a person most the slave of culture. People who
believe that they are at the center of human affairs are unlikely ever to
question the cultural context in which they are embedded.21 They will
believe that their most important activities are “natural” and could not
be otherwise. They will believe that “God speaks in English,” in the
sense that any thought worth expressing can be expressed in the En
glish language, and that “children need a mother at home if they are
going to grow up to be normal.” Thus, the people who are the
staunchest individualists can at times also be the most abject slaves to
culture. Their very individualism is part of a long tradition in Western
economic and political life.22 Conversely, the quickest way for a person
to become free is to recognize his dependence on culture. Through
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such récognition he will be able to scrutinize the cultural context in
which he is embedded, see its strengths and limitations, and compare
it to other contexts. This is the idea behind the phrase “liberal educa
tion.” For example, it has been a traditional goal of liberal education
that people learn a language other than their native tongue. The rea
soning is that learning another language will help allow one to gain a
better understanding of communication. This understanding will be
the result of clarification, generalization, and relativization with re
spect to language. Thus, liberal education, in its broadest sense, is
carrying the process of self-understanding into as many areas of life as
possible.
The importance of culture has been stressed so much in the
preceding discussion because it is the key to understanding why the
sociologist considers human action to be far wider than the move
ments of individual organisms. Awareness of culture has also been one
of the primary means by which twentieth-century thinkers have liber
ated themselves from the notion that the self is property and have been
able to grasp the idea that the self is process. While the group takes
action beyond the organism, it is still easy to think of the group not
as a field of activity but as a set of organisms. While the idea of relation
brings home the interdependence of human beings, it is still easy to
think of relations as happenings between two concrete organisms
rather than as processes through which activities are interlaced. Simi
lar evasions are more difficult to make with respect to culture, because
culture is the content being organized by groups in their interrelated
activities.
Bentley *s Concepts of Space One of the most illuminating descrip
tions of the way in which culture opens out human action beyond the
individual was done by Arthur F. Bentley.23 Bentley’s concern was to
reveal the idea of space adequate to describing human activity pre
cisely. While this problem appears to be somewhat abstract and
removed from the quest for self-understanding, it has close connec
tions with the major themes of this book. By following Bentley through
the various ways in which space can be conceived in sociology, one will
be able to make the transition from the everyday perspective to the
sociological perspective.
The first idea of space discussed by Bentley is “movement-space.”
There are two varieties of movement-space. The crudest description
of movement-space confines the description of human affairs to events
that take place inside of the biological organism, such as nerve im
pulses. Restricting space this narrowly means that the sociologist could
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never account scientifically for his own activity of selecting a problem
for investigation, observing relevant phenomena and reporting his
results. A wider movement-space than the inside of the organism is the
space formed by body movements. Many sociologists claim to use this
space in their research when they state that they are studying “observa
ble human behaviors.” However, confining oneself to body move
ments creates a problem for the sociologist. Sheer body movements
have no meanings in themselves. Is waving a clenched fist a sign of
anger, a sign of the unity of a group, a greeting, or something else?
The answer to this question cannot be determined by studying the
body movement itself and confining one’s observations to movementspace. Noting this difficulty, Bentley argues that there must be an idea
of space adequate to take meanings into account.
The second idea of space discussed by Bentley is “action-space.
Here, space is no longer defined by successive body movements, but
is defined by the entire field of activity taken up by an organism over
time.24 Action-space is what most people assume in their everyday lives
when they describe activities. They begin thinking of space as the field
that they use for carrying out their daily activities, and then extend this
notion to viewing space as a great container in which things go on.
However, close inspection shows that action-space is not adequate for
describing human activities. First, it is obvious that human organisms
do not occupy action-spaces distinctly separate from one another.
There is a great degree of overlap among action-spaces, and what
accounts for this overlap is that human beings are engaged in common
activities. For the most part, these activities are organized around
complexes of cultural objects, such as factories and homes, rather than
around biological organisms. Second, the extent of action-space seems
to vary with the activity being performed rather than with any state of
the organism. When a person goes off to college his action-space
changes, not as a result of his organism changing, but as a result of his
undertaking a new activity. Thus, Bentley argues that it is putting the
cart before the horse to speak in terms of action-space. The space
taken up by human events is not the sum of a number of action-spaces
but, instead, action-spaces are merely the results of human activities.
Bentley’s idea of a space adequate for describing human affairs is
an attempt to overcome the weaknesses in the notions of movementspace and action-space. His “transactional space” is neither defined by
body movements nor by the field taken up by an organism’s activity,
but by activities themselves in their spread over time and space. Thus,
the activity of making automobiles has a certain spread that defines its
transactional space. This spread is already longer than any single in
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dividual’s lifespan, and wider than any single individual’s comprehen
sion (like the unification of France over several centuries). By adopting
transactional space as his frame of reference, the sociologist is able to
add an historical depth and a comparative breadth to his work. Bentley
would argue that, whenever people have given accurate, consistent,
adequate and fruitful accounts of human affairs, they have assumed the
framework of transactional space whether or not they were aware of
doing so. For example, somebody describing the development of the
automobile industry and its consequences for the existence of organi
zation does not conduct his analysis in terms of the particular actionspaces of specific individuals who have at one time or another pro
duced or used automobiles. Rather, he considers the transactional
space taken up by activities engaged in with respect to automobiles. He
does not look at particular action-spaces both because they will overlap
with one another in many cases and because they will contain much
that is not relevant to his problem. Of course, if someone’s concern
is describing the activities of organisms, action-space is the appropri
ate notion of space to use. It is well to ask, however, whether human
beings can be considered fruitfully merely as “behavioral organisms”
or whether serious inquiry into the human condition demands that
action be considered in its wider space and time spread.
Transactional space is the frame in which human action, as the
sociologist considers it, occurs. In transactional space, cultural objects
and the activities undertaken with respect to them are the center of
attention, rather than individuals. These activities always involve
groups, at the very least in the sense that for a cultural object to exist
it must have a sharable meaning and the possibility of being available
to more than one human being. Most cultural objects involve groups
to a far greater extent, in the sense that they can be neither produced,
used, managed, nor known without the involvement of a number of
people. Similarly, the activities that take up transactional space always
involve relations, in the sense that group activity is the interlacing of
human relations. Producing, using, managing, and knowing all in
volve, at one time or another, one or more of such relations as cooper
ation, competition, conflict, love and exchange. By removing oneself
from action-space and placing oneself in transactional space, one is
enabled to appreciate a process of human action extending far beyond
any particular individual and even beyond any specific membership
group.
The discussion of groups, relations, and cultural objects as phases
of human action, prepares the way for the fourth point contained in
the definition of action. A full human action was defined before as a
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group of people in relation to one another, using a set of objects for
the realization of purposes. The notions of group, relation, and object
all take one away from the person as central focus. The idea of purpose
reinstates the person into the process of human action.
The Purposefulness of Culture While insight into the immensity of
culture allows one to appreciate the dependence of human beings on
a wide field of activity, it becomes at some point necessary to account
for the existence of this humanized cultural world. Some sociologists
have attempted to view culture as a “thing” which somehow deter
mines human beings to act in preordained ways. According to this
viewpoint, the person is a resultant of the intersection of the “organic”
(biology) and the “superorganic” (cultural object).25 From where,
however, does this superorganic realm arise? A restrictive empiricist
might argue that culture is a means by which human beings secure
their biological survival as a species. While this may be a result of
culture, it is quite difficult to show that all cultural objects have this
consequence and even more difficult to show that all cultural objects
are direct responses to the drive towards survival (if there is such a
drive at all). An expansive empiricist, who is not tied down to movement-space as a frame of reference, need not reduce “culture” to
nature. Rather, since he takes the entire domain of experience as his
province, he can note that cultural objects are inserted into human
existence through the creative and purposing activities of human be
ings.26
Just as human action has a spatial dimension, it also has a time
dimension. This time dimension does not include only the past and the
present, but also extends into the future. Human beings project im
ages of the future ahead of themselves and then attempt to bring some
of these visions into existence. This futuring activity is responsible for
the insertion of new cultural objects into existence, as well as for the
more mundane acts involved in achieving culturally given purposes.27
For example, the chess master who devises a new strategy and then
attempts to put it to work is inserting a new cultural object into exis
tence. However, the more general purpose that he has of winning the
match is culturally given.
Figure 5.2. W a y s

of

C o n c e iv in g S pace

Movement-Space: The space taken up by a particular body move
ment (e.g., the wave of an arm)
Action-Space: I he space taken up by the actions of an orga
nism (e.g., the office where a person works)

Human Action

137

Socio-Cultural-Space: The space taken up by human projects (e.g., all
the places where this book was written, pro
duced, read, etc.)
A Sociologist's View of Time A description of time parallel to Bent
ley s analysis of space can be developed to make more sense out of
evolving human purpose. The most restricted frame of time is “move
ment-time” confined to present body processes or sucessive body
movements. In this notion of time there is no idea of proceeding in a
meaningful way from the present into the future. There is merely the
notion that at a certain instant a certain movement took place. Move
ment-time sees human activity as a series of “presents” detached from
one another. No attention is given to the fact that accumulated past
experiences make a difference for present action.
A wider frame of time is “action-time,” which takes account of the
summed-up life history of the organism. The framework of action-time
carries the recognition that human beings are continually accumulat
ing fresh experiences and, to some degree or other, integrating them
with past experiences. Each organism is a unique center for the inte
gration of experience and, according to sociologists who use action
time, memory of past events is a key factor in shaping the course of
present activity.28 The common expression, “His past has come back
to haunt him,” shows recogntion of the importance of action-time in
human existence. Just as action-space spread out to include the orga
nism's activities, so action-time spreads out to include the organism’s
life history. However, while action-time has distinct advantages over
movement-time, it is not adequate to describing human activity, be
cause it does not contain a necessary future reference.
A notion of transactional time can be developed to remedy the
deficiencies of movement-time and action-time. Transactional time
expands the frame of time to include the future perspectives of human
beings. Not only are human beings the organizers and integrators of
present and past experiences; they are also the creators of the future
through their decisions to carry on or alter ongoing activities in the
name of projected purposes. Thus, human activity is prospective (for
ward-looking) as well as retrospective (backward-looking). Human be
ings arc enmeshed in a web of groups, relations, and cultural objects,
but present activities carry with them a future reference. It is through
this future reference that human beings are enabled to reject the
propagandist’s claim that “things are as they have to be.” It is also to
this future reference that Gurvitch referred when he stated that human
experience breaks without cease its own frames of reference. An ap-
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propriate motto for the sociologist using action-time would be,
“Where there is life there is hope.” The sociologist using a trans
actional perspective would have to deny this and say instead, “Where
there is hope there is human activity.”
Figure 5.3. W a y s

of

C o n c e iv in g T im e

Movement-Time: The time elapsed in a particular body movement
Action-Time: The lifetime of an organism
Socio-Cultural-Time: The time of human projects—past, present, and
future
Note the similarity to the ways of conceiving space in Figure 5.2.
Thus, the idea of purpose brings the person back into human
action, not as the fundamental unit of analysis which “causes” every
thing to happen, but as the focus of purposive activity and as the
gateway through which human activity enters the future. What pur
poses could there be without groups, relations, and cultural objects?
Purposes have reference to activities involving a number of people,
they relate to other purposes in a number of ways, and they are ex
pressed in terms of plans for cultural objects. Yet what would groups,
relations, and cultural objects be without purposes? There might be
packs of organisms reproducing themselves in an endless cycle and
changing only in response to changes in climate and vegetation, and
to mutations in their germ cells. There might be blind and predeter
mined relations of conflict or collaboration, as in “wars” between
armies of ants or in the feeding of the queen ant by worker ants in a
single colony. There would not be cultural objects, because for these
to reach their full development they must be designed to realize a
purpose. There might, however, be such structures as beaver dams,
made by organisms following a biologically determined program. In
short, there could be life without purpose, but no human existence.
There could be action-space and action-time, but no transactional
space and time.
Figure 5.4. T h e P h a s e s

of

Group:
Relation:
Cultural object:

H um an A c tio n

People are observed acting together.
People interact with one another cooperatively,
competitively, in conflict, and with love.
People act with respect to objects which have
meaning for them.
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Purpose: People act from motives and for goals.

A human act is a group of human beings, in relation to each other, oriented toward
meaningful objects and entertaining purposes. Fighting a war and making love are exam
ples of human actions.

Humanistic sociology is the study of human action in its fullest
extent. It is not “humanistic” because it idealizes the individual,
preaches the love of humanity, recognizes the emotional element in
human existence, or commits itself to equality among classes, races
and sexes.29 It is humanistic because of its expansive empiricism, which
takes account of the full range of experience and the complete extent
of the process of action in time and space. The major idea of humanis
tic sociology is that the process of human action is far wider than the
activity of any particular individual or group. This means that the
human condition cannot be understood by describing it in terms of the
needs or desires of individuals, or with reference to the interests or
demands of groups. Both groups and individuals are aspects of ac
tivity, rather than entities or “things” standing behind activity and
“causing” it to happen. Think for a moment about what you call your
own activity. Have you ever found yourself completely at rest and then
pushed a button to get yourself moving in a particular direction? Not
if your experience has been at all like ours. We find ourselves acting
whether we like it or not. Even when we are sleeping we have dreams.
When we are fortunate enough to integrate our various activities,
thoughts, and feelings into some kind of unity and thereby exert some
control over them, we consider it quite an achievement, if only a
temporary achievement.30 Continuous organization and reorganiza
tion of existence is the price that people pay for having a future refer
ence to activity. It is also the reward for being human.
Figure 5.5. T y p e s

of

H um an A c tio n s

Creative Acts: The meaning of the act is unknown until the act
is completed (e.g., the composition of a new
song).
Imitative Acts: The meaning of the act is known consciously
throughout the act (e.g., practicing a dance step
which one has been taught).
Habitual Acts: The act is touched off by an external stimulus
and is performed without thought (e.g., brush
ing your teeth in the morning . . . if you are in
the habit).
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A full human action includes groups, relations, objects and pur
poses. However, all human actions do not combine these components
in the same way. Florian Znaniecki has distinguished among creative,
reproductive, and habitual actions: “Creative actions, reproductive
(imitative) actions, and habitual actions differ mainly in the formation
of their purposes. At one limit we find creative actions in which the
purpose continues to evolve until the action is completed. At the other
limit, we observe habitual actions, in which the purpose is formed at
the very moment when the action starts. In between these limits fall
imitative actions, in which stabilization of the purpose is achieved
during the first part of the action and the purpose remains unchanged
during its realization.”31 At the limit of habitual actions, future refer
ence is at its minimum and human beings appear to behave like trained
animals. The propagandist’s dream would be to have all human action
except the elite’s become habitual and to be directed toward serving
the elite’s interests. One of the moral purposes of the sociologist is to
expand the range of creative actions. However, the sociologist under
stands very well that, for creative actions to be more than childish play,
they must be based on a disciplined appreciation of existing cultural
objects. This means that the route to creative freedom involves making
a large number of activities habitual and spending a great deal of one’s
life performing imitative actions. Many actions which are first imitative
are usefully made habitual once they are learned. For example, what
good would it be to deliberate about how to brush your teeth every
morning? And, of course, the destiny of creative actions is to be made
imitative. We are relieved that we were not called upon to reinvent the
typewriter before beginning work on this book.
Understanding human action as a process involving groups, rela
tions, objects and purposes saves one from the oversimplifications of
worshiping such abstractions as “society” or the “individual” or “cul
ture.” The problem of human action is not deciding whether one
should favor the “individual” over “society” or sacrifice individual
rights to the collective good. Rather, it is a problem of which actions
should be encouraged and which ones discouraged. It is, of course,
also a problem of how actions can be effectively encouraged and dis
couraged, and how diverse actions can be organized into a harmonious
whole. While these problems are far from solution, they are at least far
more intelligible than the older dilemmas.
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EXPERIENCE AND ACTION
The basis of a humanistic sociology is expansive empiricism. As
opposed to restrictive empiricism, which limits sociologists to studying
observable behavior, expansive empiricism permits sociologists to in
vestigate the full range of human experience. A comprehensive view
of human experience contains the elements of lived experience, or the
life of feeling, social experience, or the processes of relation among
human actions, cultural experience, or the experience of blocked-off
and definable objects, and creative experience, or the very processes
of change. None of these types of experience is shut off from the others
by fixed boundaries. Rather, experience is a dynamic field, continually
moving in the direction of one or another type of experience, but
always including elements of all four.
Given a basis of expansive empiricism, the scope of sociology is
the process of human action. Human action, from a sociologist’s per
spective, should not be confused with the behaviors of particular in
dividuals or concrete groups. Rather, it is a process spreading out in
space and time far beyond the range of specific individuals or groups.
The process of human action contains the four components of group,
relation, cultural object and purpose. The definition of a full human
action is a group of people in relation to one another, using a set of
objects for the realization of purposes. This view of human action
assumes definitions of space and time that treat space as a field taken
up by activity, rather than as an area circumscribed by body motion or
the behavior of an organism, and of time as a process extending from
the past into the future, rather than as a series of instants or the life
history of an organism.
Expansive empiricism and the full human action define a humanis
tic sociology, which is distinguished not by its good intentions toward
humanity, but by its willingness to investigate all facets of human
experience without preconceived notions.
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P/IRTII
THE PRINCIPLES OF
SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

ó

HUMAN RELATIONS IN A
MASS SOCIETY

In the fourth chapter it was pointed out that using the historical
method of sociological research leads to a vision of the human condi
tion summing up the major features of an entire age. In the modern
age no one vision has been convincing enough to persuade all reflec
tive people of its accuracy. A number of images have competed with
one another, and this has made it possible for people to experiment
with different ways of interpreting human existence. This means that
in the modern age there are more opportunities to relativize one’s view
of existence than in preceding eras. It also means that interpreting the
significance of one’s actions in a broader context than immediate satis
faction or dissatisfaction is a more complicated task than ever before.
There is no “normal” view of human relations against which one’s own
ideas can be judged for their adequacy. Each human being, whether
or not he is aware of it, is continually testing assumptions about society
for their accuracy and adequacy. It is easier to determine whether or
145
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not someone else’s vision of the human condition is adequate than to
determine the adequacy of one’s own image. We may be painfully
aware, for example, that someone’s assumption that we believe in
white supremacy is unfounded, but we can never be sure which of our
assumptions about other people miss the mark. This is why we have
come to believe that understanding a number of visions of the human
condition is the best way to grasp the values and beliefs of others.
THREE ASPECTS OF A COMPREHENSIVE HUMANISTIC
VIEW
There are three major aspects of any comprehensive image of the
human condition. Perhaps the basic aspect is a way of seeing oneself in
relation to others. Each vision provides an account of the significant
groups composing the social order and the relations that hold among
them. For example, in France before the Revolution of 1789, people
frequently saw themselves as members of “estates.” There were three
estates of the realm, each supposedly performing an essential function
for the good of the whole. The nobility was composed of landowners
who gained their title through inheritance and also made key political
and administrative decisions. The higher clergy was composed of the
religious leaders of the Catholic Church, many of whom came from the
families of the nobility. The “third estate” was composed of the mer
chants, professionals, and tradesmen. According to the doctrine held
by the nobility and higher clergy, the three estates were supposed to
cooperate with one another for the social good. When this interpreta
tion was challenged by many members of the “third estate,” who held
that they were being denied freedom of enterprise by the nobility, a
revolutionary conflict ensued that ultimately deprived the nobility and
higher clergy of many of their former privileges.1
A second aspect of a comprehensive image of the human condi
tion is a set of values which supposedly are or should be realized in social life.
For example, harmonious cooperation of different social ranks and
orderly fulfillment of traditional duties were the values supposedly
realized in France before the Revolution. In its struggle against the
Old Regime, members of the third estate charged that the claims of
harmony masked unjust inequalities, and fought for the new values of
individual freedom regardless of traditional and inherited rank.
The third aspect of a comprehensive image of the human condi
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tion is an orientation for action. Following the image of estates, the
appropriate action for each person would depend upon the estate into
which he was born or had entered through arduous efforts. Generally,
proper action was defined as discharging the duties of one’s station
without interfering with others discharging their obligations. In this
image there was no hope held out for changing the social order in its
essentials, though groups could appeal to higher authorities that their
traditional rights had been violated. Only in the nineteenth century did
the idea that the very structure of society could be changed become
widespread. Under the Old Regime, the official image held that the
social order was backed by the divine order and, therefore, could not
be changed without committing sin.
I he three aspects of a vision of social existence are closely tied
together. The key values are realized by the significant groups per
forming appropriate actions. For example, the values of harmonious
cooperation were supposedly realized by the three estates discharging
their traditional obligations. In the modern era, since it has been
difficult to uphold any “official” version of social existence, all images
have come into question. At the present time, in the West, three
visions of the human condition mainly compete for the adherence of
both sociologists and social actors. The images of class society, interest-group society, and mass society have broad followings both in the
academy and in the public at large. A fourth image, of community, has
gained a number of adherents since World War II.
CLASS SOCIETY
Jean-Paul Sartre has claimed that human beings today live in the
age of Marx.2 What he means by this is that Karl Marx was the first
thinker to develop systematically a vision of the human condition in
which people could find the meaning of their existence mainly in terms
of the social groups to which they related. The image developed by
Marx was one in which the broader significance of human action was
in terms of economic classes. The human being was first and foremost
a member of an economic class, and the values to be realized in society
and the appropriate action to be taken by people in the public domain
referred to the class structure.
In the second chapter Marxism was discussed as an example of
monistic thought in which the primary factor of human existence was
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economic. Human beings were classified according to their relations
to the means of production. In its simplest form Marxism holds that
in capitalist societies (where the means for producing goods are owned
privately and used for making a profit) there are two classes—owners
and workers (bourgeoisie and proletariat in the Marxist terminology).
According to the Marxist argument, where the means for producing
goods are owned by a few, these few charge the many a fee for access
to the tools. The fee is in the form of profits made by the owners. Thus,
the Marxist argues that workers do not receive full value back for the
labor they expend. The hallmark of capitalist society is class struggle.
Workers fight to receive full value for their labor, while owners strive
to keep back as much of the product as they can for themselves. In the
Marxist view, one is a member of an economic class and, if one is a
worker, one should view oneself primarily as a worker struggling to
overthrow capitalism. Workers who view themselves as members of
religious or national groups first have “false consciousness” because
these affiliations are only keeping them from solidarity with fellow
workers throughout the world. The goal of the Marxist is a fully “class
conscious” working class dedicated to instituting public ownership of
the means of production (socialism).
The Marxist view is that the key value is justice, and that the
primary evil of the capitalist order is exploitation. The most basic
justice would be realized if workers received full value for their labor
instead of having some of it taken away from them in profits. The core
of exploitation is living off the labor of others while the others must
sell their labor to live. Marxists are convinced that, once economic
justice is established through public ownership of the means of pro
duction, the way will be open to the realization of creative freedom for
all and the treatment of each according to his needs.
Marxists hold that the appropriate action for workers is revolution
aimed at destroying the capitalist system and its ruling class of owners.
They do not believe that owners will voluntarily surrender their privi
leges, so they hold that coercion is necessary to establish justice. Marx
ists argue that revolution will come with the sharpening of the class
struggle, though they disagree on how to plan for revolution and the
exact form that it will take.3 Though it is not readily apparent to
Americans, who live under an anti-Marxist regime, Marxism in its
many varieties is probably the most widely believed in image of the
human condition throughout the world. Much of its appeal resides
in the fact that many people regard economic concerns as the most
important in their lives and see in revolution the hope for a better
future.
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INTEREST-GROUP SOCIETY
If everyone believed in the image of class society, things would be
simple for the Marxist. The workers probably would have overthrown
capitalism long ago, and there would be no more need for Marxists
because there would be no more class divisions. The Marxist could
forget the revolution and enjoy the good life. However, since the
appearance of Marxism in the mid-nineteenth century several other
images have appeared to compete with it. The one most widely held
in the United States is that of interest-group society.
In the image of interest-group society, human beings are not
primarily members of any single class, but belong to a number of
diverse and often conflicting groups.4 A person may be a worker, but
he may also be a Catholic, an American, a black, a home owner, and
many other things. Some of his affiliations may reinforce one another,
but others may pull him apart. For example, the fact that he is a black
and a worker may make Marxism appealing to him, but the fact that
he is an American, a Catholic, and a home owner may dispose him to
reject Marxism. For those who hold the interest-group-society image,
multiple memberships and cross-cutting cleavages make any monistic
image like Marxism far too simple a view of human existence. Life
appears more like a balancing act than a straightforward boxing match.
People are continually faced with conflicts among loyalties, and they
must make some sense out of their lives by choosing one horn or the
other of various dilemmas.5 One is lucky when one can strike a rela
tively harmonious balance among one’s various allegiances. All too
often the self is divided among conflicting interests.6
I he values associated with the image of the multigroup society are
diversity, autonomy, tolerance, and compromise. For the pluralist,
social life is like an Oriental bazaar with a remarkable variety of sights,
sounds and smells. The pluralist resists “reducing” the diversity of
existence to any single interest, be it economic, religious, or any other.
Amid this diversity, the individual gains a measure of autonomy be
cause, wherever there is conflict among claims, there is room for indi
vidual choice and ultimately even creativity. Thus, the pluralist sees
creative freedom emerging out of conflict, not out of economic justice.
Within the pluralist scheme the problem arises of how society holds
together. This is why those who hold the multigroup image value
toleration and compromise so highly. They find these virtues neces
sary to maintaining an “equilibrium” of diverse interests and oppor
tunity for exercising individual initiative.
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The social action favored by pluralists runs to reform rather than
revolution. Any attempt to change the social order wholesale will
involve the imposition of a simplified and distorted image of the hu
man condition. Thus, if one is concerned with realizing greater justice,
the wisest action is piecemeal reform through established institutions.
Those who hold the image of interest-group society usually affirm
the goodness of representative democracy in which political parties
compete through elections for government offices. They claim that
the system of elections is a peaceful substitute for revolution, and
that by working within this system justice can be progressively
realized.7
MASS SOCIETY
The image of group society was developed towards the end of the
nineteenth century in response to Marxism. In the twentieth century
yet another image has attracted the attention of many social thinkers.8
Those who hold the vision of mass society claim that human beings in
the West are members of either masses or elites. The masses are
composed of individuals who can relate to each other only on the basis
of what they can get out of the other, not on any genuine sharing of
experience. The masses are herded into vast organizations where they
perform particular functions and do not get the chance to engage in
creative work, make decisions about their destiny or inquire into their
situation. Most important, the masses are manipulated through propa
ganda into doubting their ability to think independently. They are
taught by advertisers that comfort is far more valuable than adventure,
and by political ideologists that they are threatened by vicious ene
mies. They are convinced that only specialists understand the mul
tifarious aspects of human existence, and that they are incompetent to
judge what is good for them. Elites are those on top of contemporary
organizations.9 They gain wealth, power, and dignity when their or
ganizations accumulate greater resources. For those who hold the
image of mass society, the major principle of elite domination is
manipulation through the mass media of communication. Elites in the
United States project myths of the “communist menace” to keep con
trol over the masses, while elites in the Soviet Union project myths of
“American imperialism” for the same purpose. One of the major rea
sons for the appearance of mass-society theory is the growth of large
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organizations wielding impressive power in both East and West. The
emergence of a manipulative elite in communist countries cast doubt
on the idea that justice would be automatically realized in a socialist
order, while the growth of enormous organizational complexes uniting
government, industry, labor and the universities (for example, the
military-industrial complex) cast doubt on the notion that diversity was
a hallmark of Western countries with modified capitalist systems.
For those who hold the mass-society image, the values sought in
such an order are wealth, power, influence and loyalty for the elite,
coupled with security and transient pleasures for the mass. Life is seen
as hollow, concerned only with the externals of existence. In a mass
society, responsibility for public affairs tends to be shunned, creativity
is cut off, and the appreciation of complex experiences is discouraged.
More and more of life becomes organized, which means that contribu
tions are standardized and the personal touch is lost. People are not
so much faced with the problem of which side to choose in an ultimate
struggle or how to balance a myriad of allegiances, but how to keep
from being swamped by organizations.
The image of mass society is far more pessimistic than those of
class society and group society with regard to social action. Revolution
seems hopeless to those who see human beings as isolated from genu
ine relations with one another, while reform of mammoth organiza
tions appears to be futile. Many of those who hold the image of mass
society without realizing it view apathy and “going along with things”
as the only sensible strategies. However, those who have written about
mass society counsel rebellion. The individual, along with those few
he can find to share experience, should resist the organizations by
asserting the possibilities for realizing such values as free inquiry,
justice and respect for others. When ordered by an organization to
commit barbarous actions, such as slaughtering civilians in war, the
individual should refuse to obey orders. Resistance is a last ditch effort
to preserve dignity in a hostile world.10
EXERCISE
Analyze the contents of American television programs from the
viewpoints of the three images—class society, interest-group
society, and mass society. Can television be considered as a tool of
dominant economic classes? Is it an arena for the competition of
interest groups? Is it a means for elites to manipulate masses?
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COMMUNITY
Since World War II, people who have generally agreed with the
mass-society image have sometimes attempted to push beyond this
view of the human condition. They have not so much come up with a
new vision of the present as a possibility for the future. What would
the rejection of mass society mean? Primarily it would call for the
establishment of trusting and cooperative relations among people en
gaged in common endeavors. Such relations are the substance of com
munity. Under the emerging vision of community, people would view
themselves as cooperators in realizing a set of values to which they
were committed.
The most significant question with regard to community is, of
course, What values are sought? What is the principle that brings
people together to cooperate? For the most part, the answer to this
question has been the preservation or expansion of some particular
tradition, or of the values of some restricted group. For example, the
alleged rights of the “black community” have become a major issue in
current political controversy. With the growth of the black movement,
Jews, Italians, and middle Americans have “discovered” their group
identities.11 People have reacted against mass society by reasserting
claims to cultural and even political autonomy as members of national
ity groups. 7 his has been evidenced by protest movements in the two
great multinational states where the mass-society image best applies—
the United States and the Soviet Union. The “ethnic revival” can be
seen as an ingenious way of going beyond the lonely resistance of the
rebel in mass society.
I here is a second way of reacting against mass society in the name
of community. This is to envision a rational and inclusive community
which would not be restricted to any particular group of people
formed by historical accident. The primary value of such a rational
community would be furtherance of the process of self-understanding
described in the first chapter with the aim of a critical synthesis of the
contributions of various peoples throughout the world.12 People
would not attempt to affirm the superiority of their particular tradition,
or even the independence of that tradition, but would attempt to
appreciate the contributions of others and in turn show others what
they might appreciate. Such a rational and inclusive community is far
from being realized in the present world, but it is the commitment of
the authors of this book. A rational community would not eliminate
conflict, but at least people would know why they were opposed.
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The image of the human condition guiding most of the following
discussion will be that of mass society. However, since this image is not
wholly adequate, some of the observations will be drawn from the
perspectives of class society and interest-group society. Those who
have reflected on the images discussed above will realize that each of
them distorts experience by overemphasizing some relations that ap
pear in everyday life and ignoring others. Such an understanding of
the limitations of visions of the human condition is a beneficial result
of relativization. However, one must still be committed to the general
standpoint that one finds the most adequate, and modify it to take
account of other insights. The image of mass society has been chosen
by us because we find large organizations to be a very significant factor
in everyday life. We find that, though we are members of a multiplicity
of groups, the ones that determine our fate the most are highly orga
nized, impersonal, and often knit into complexes. We find that, though
we are workers in the sense that we do not own our means of produc
tion, we are separated from other workers by specialized function and
difficulties in communication. Mass society helps us explain our situa
tions better than the other images, just as rational community helps us
express our goals. It is within this context that we interpret the various
types of human relations. However, it is important to note that many
other thoughtful observers have reached different conclusions than
ours. We can only present the interpretation we have chosen as con
vincingly as we can, recognizing the existence of other perspectives. It
is ultimately up to you to evaluate the adequacy of our interpretation
to your own existence.
Figure 6.1.
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THE CHARACTERISTIC RELATIONS OF MASS SOCIETY
Whether a collectivity of individuals is seen as a class, group, or
mass society, the nature of the relations between the individuals is a
crucial consideration for sociologists. What is the basis for the interre
lation between people? Chemists ask a somewhat similar question
when they try to account for the interrelation between molecules or
atoms. W'hy do twice as many hydrogen atoms as oxygen atoms com
bine with one another in just this proportion to form the compound
known as water? These chemical bonds, as any high school student
can tell you, result from the different “shells” of electrons surrounding
each type of atom and the resulting valence, or physical attraction,
created. However, this analogy to human relatedness has severe limita
tions. The primary one is that the chemists’ atoms have no ability to
reflect upon their situation. Further, atoms cannot choose to interact.
Human beings can inspect their activities and can, and sometimes do,
change them. Whereas chemists today would tend to agree about the
general mechanisms involved in chemical bonding, social thinkers
have posed contrasting answers of different degrees of completeness
to the problem of how social bonding occurs and its forms. Departing
even further from the model of chemistry, those concerned with hu
man relatedness are not even in agreement that there is a general
solution to this problem applicable to all times and places. O f course,
common sense” is of no great help in solving this problem: note the
contradiction in the proverbs “birds of a feather flock together,” and
“opposites attract.”
Emile Durkheim, considered to be one of the more important of
the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century sociologists, viewed
the task of accounting for the bonds between people as central to
sociological inquiry. He called the presence of bonds of interrelation
“social solidarity.” Durkheim believed that the basis for social solidar
ity was dependent upon the extent of the division of labor (people
doing specialized tasks, rather than all doing the same thing, such as
farming).13 Where there was very little division of labor the solidarity
was termed “mechanical.” Kinship and neighborliness acted as exter
nal forces holding people together. As jobs became differentiated,
social solidarity could be accounted for by the interdependence of
people. Durkheim termed this “modern” type of solidarity “organic.”
Applying this idea, society can be compared to a living thing in which
the organs of the body, such as the heart, brain, and liver, are inter
dependent. Each organ is needed to contribute to the life of the whole
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organism, and thus to its own life as well. Thus, in Durkheim’s model,
people are seen as performing functions necessary to the persistence
of the society. The personal meaning of their lives is not important to
the social scientist, only what they do for the so-called social organism.
While Durkheim’s idea points to a significant feature of contem
porary life, it is not entirely accurate to think of society as an organism.
Are societies such tightly knit wholes that everyone in them performs
one or more functions necessary to the survival of the whole? The first
reason to question the organic metaphor is the existence of wide
spread conflict in modern societies. I he presence of diverse groups
acting on incompatible images of the human condition (for example,
the class and interest-group images) makes it difficult to determine just
what is supposed to be maintained. Social conflicts frequently arise
when some groups are accused of not making enough of a contribution
to the whole, or even of trying to destroy the whole. Some people in
the I nited States today believe that welfare recipients are destroying
society by draining away money from those who have “earned” it while
others hold that capitalists living off investments are parasites in the
social body. I he existence of these two divergent positions shows how
difficult it is to characterize society as an organism.
A second and related reason to question the organic metaphor is
the fact that in social existence some people gain benefits at the ex
pense of others. It is not ordinarily thought that the liver is making a
profit at the expense of the heart, or that the lungs are exerting arbi
trary power over the big toe, but it is often thought that some groups
and individuals are “getting the better” of others. Even if it was as
sumed that everyone made some contribution to the maintenance of
the whole, could it also be assumed that everyone was being rewarded
justly for their contributions? This problem of injustice and inequality
does not usually arise with regard to biological organisms. Of course,
the fact that human beings do debate about what is just is closely tied
to the fact that they enter into conflicts. Perhaps an entirely rational
society, in which everyone was convinced that all relations were just,
would appear more like an organism than present societies. This, at
least, is what Utopians who have described static ideals of social perfec
tion have felt. However, there is even question that the disappearance
of conflict and injustice would make society more like an organism.
I he third and most important reason to question the organic
metaphor is that social existence, at least in modern times, is continu
ally changing. If, as Durkheim thought, groups are the organs of so
ciety, Western societies have been discarding organs and adding new
ones at a furious pace over the last several centuries. Certainly, biologi-
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cal organisms undergo change across generations. However, a given
dog or cat does not throw away its heart and add something entirely
different to replace it in a single life time. With the advent of automatic
pin-setters, the pin boys have disappeared from the bowling scene.
Meanwhile, the group of people who maintain snowmobiles has grown
very rapidly. These relatively superficial changes are matched by more
fundamental transformations, such as the emergence of groups of
skilled technicians and the decline of the landed aristocracy.14 There
is no reason to believe that even with the advent of “justice” there
would be an end to the formation and dissolution of groups. So long
as people create new meanings, there will be no way of reducing
society to an organism.
F u r t h e r V iew s o f M o d e r n S o c ie t y

Ferdinand Toennies would agree with his contemporary Durkheim that the type of social solidarity has changed from “primitive” to
modern society.15 According to Toennies, social relationships in ear
lier times were characterized by an emphasis on treating others as ends
in themselves rather than as means to ends. This end-oriented type of
relationship is called a gemeinschaft and it refers to the way family
members or friends are supposed to treat one another. Toennies*
modern gesellschaft relationships are of the “what’s in it for me” and
“you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours” variety. They are based
on rational calculations of advantage. An important aspect of gesell
schaft relationships is the need for a third party to maintain the stability
of these relationships. Under a gemeinschaft people are united by bonds
of feeling and sentiment, and tend to resolve their disputes through
custom or mediation. Under a gesellschaft, the parties to the relation
ship do not necessarily have any bonds of sentiment uniting them and
frequently even try to eliminate emotion from their dealings with one
another. They confront each other trying to get the best bargain.
Under these conditions there is no guarantee that promises and con
tracts will be honored if one of the parties finds out that honoring them
will be to his disadvantage. Therefore, where gesellschaft relationships
come to predominate, a strong state usually arises to enforce contracts
through law and, if necessary, coercion.
I he British social thinker Henry Sumner Maine was impressed by
the importance of contract in modern life.16 Like Durkheim and Toen
nies, he devised a classification scheme for human relations in which
there were two major types. Maine termed his types “status” and
“contract.” Basing much of his conclusions on research about the
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family in ancient Rome, Maine described how one’s position (status)
in the family (father, eldest son, for example) was the major criterion
for the way in which people behaved towards one another. With the
expansion of the Roman Empire, and the concommitant decline in
power of the patriarchal (father-dominated) family, relationships
based on rational decision (contract) rather than who you were (status)
became the predominant type.
In summary, then, many influential social thinkers have claimed
that the dominant mode of relating in modern society is of an organic,
gesellschaft, and contract variety.17 How useful is this composite picture
for understanding relations at present? How congruent is it with the
mass society vision?
Figure 6.2.
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Are relations in mass society characterized by rational calculation?
I he sales situation has often been used to illustrate the rationally
calculated relationships of modern society. In the pure form of the
sale, the buyer and seller confront one another, each having the aim
of gaining maximum advantage in the bargain. Where there are no
other considerations, any means, including threats, fraud and other
kinds of coercion, will be used by either party when he calculates that
it is to his advantage to do so. Whatever one party gains, the other
loses, and each party, knowing this, tries to make sure that he wins. It
should be evident that the pure sales situation is not the most typical
relationship in modern society. For example, an insight into buyerseller relationships today is provided by an inspection of advertise
ments. Advertisers exhort people to make purchases on anything but
rational grounds. “Use this hair cream and girls will find you so sexu
ally appealing that you will have to fight them off!” “Chew this gum
and boys will want to kiss you!” “Drive this car and everyone will be
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envious of you! ’ Such advertising does not encourage people to make
choices on a rational basis, since it appeals to nonrational fantasies
and, even more importantly, does not give the kind of information
about the product relevant to making a rational choice about its merits
when compared to competitors. A possible reason for the lack of
information is that there is exceedingly little difference between one
brand and another. From comparably priced American cars to innu
merable varieties of detergents, not only are the differences among
competing products miniscule and irrelevant (blue bleaching beads
versus green whitening crystals) but the same companies frequently
produce more than one of the “competitors.”
R e l a t io n s h ip s in E c o n o m i c S i . u a t io n s

I he interrelationship between the consumer and the producer
can thus hardly be characterized as rational, although the calculating
manipulation of the masses (consumers) can be seen as a rational
activity for the elite (manufacturers). The sales situation in this case is
only partial. The manufacturers have their eyes open and are clear
about their aims, but the same cannot always be said for the consum
ers. 1 he imbalance between manufacturers and consumers may be
alleviated to some extent by the appearance of the “consumer move
ment, which calls for greater information about products, enhanced
product safety and more rights for aggrieved consumers. However, it
remains the case that even the face-to-face relationship of salesman
and customer is frequently anything but a gesellschaft or rational type
Aside from outright lying (the image of the used-car salesman), sales
people often resort to a form of behavior that has been termed, bor
rowing from Toennies, pseudo-gem einschaft The prefix “pseudo”
means false, and the whole term indicates feigning gemeinscha/t. In
pretending to be interested in you as a person, the salesman will ask
about your family, listen to your complaints about your job, or discuss
the possibilities that rain may ruin your picnic tomorrow. As the cus
tomers usually realize, with increasingly less dismay about it, this “in
terest” is shown by the salesman only to make the sale; it is not
genuine.
Pseudo-gemeinschaft is, of course, not confined to commercial rela
tions. It is present in situations in which one person is attempting to
gain another’s cooperation in something that might be unpleasant for
the other or against the other’s interests. For example, the “bedside
manner ” of medical doctors is sometimes an aid in gaining the cooper
ation of the patient. Teachers sometimes pretend to conduct their

Human Relations in a Mass Society

159

classes on a basis of friendship and openness even though they must
give grades, while administrators show great “concern” for office per
sonnel who would be fired if they did not obey orders to the letter.
Pseudo-gemeinschaft is a potent barrier to social change because it gives
some people an excuse not to fight for greater rights. After all, if the
boss is such a “nice guy” it would not be right to hurt him.
F u r t h e r E v id e n c e o f N o n r a t io n a l it y

Thus, economic relationships are not the only ones characterized
by a lack of rational calculations. The masses as citizens are treated in
a similar manner to the masses as consumers. Individual politicians are
packaged by advertising firms which also do market research to see
what personal characteristics should be played up, manufactured,
toned down, or hidden.19 Political campaigns, like automobile adver
tisements, usually fail to give information relevant to helping the per
son (in this case the voter) make a decision as to which candidate
would make the best officeholder. And, like the proverbial used-carsalesman’s guarantee, the candidates’ promises must be listened to
without naively believing that there will be a real effort to fulfill them.
Racial, religious, ethnic, and sexual discrimination, as has been
pointed out by civil rights workers, is not a rational activity either. One
decides that a person is unfit to be an employee, a neighbor, a fellow
club member, or some other kind of associate, not on the basis of
characteristics relevant to the association (for example, work skills,
friendliness, or special personal interests) but on the basis of some
unrelated criterion. What has been termed reverse discrimination, that
is, giving people preferential treatment because of their racial, reli
gious, ethnic, or sexual characteristics, does not constitute a particu
larly rational relationship either. Although reverse discrimination has
been prevalent for a very long time, it has only recently been publicly
acknowledged. Slogans such as “Buy Black” exemplify this position.
Related to reverse discrimination is the entire “ethnic revival”
which, under the impetus of the black civil rights movement, arose in
the late 1960s. America has long been known as a “nation of immi
grants,” but it has also been known as a “melting pot” in which the
particular customs and characteristics of the immigrant groups became
fused into “the American way.” During the 1940s and 1950s the at
tempts to assimilate into the dominant culture sometimes went as far
as people changing their names to more Anglo-Saxon forms. In the
1960s many people began to acknowledge that there were “lumps in
the melting pot.” The reestablishment of ethnicity can be seen as an
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attempt to overcome another feature of relations within mass society
the atomization of individuals, which results in increasing isolation.
Atomization implies not only the lack of close relations with other
individuals, but also no meaningful relations with collectivities.20
O ne’s relationship to the larger collectivity of the state is the only
meaningful relationship, but it is only one way—from the state to the
individual. Even relations within the nuclear family (parents and minor
children) have become less intense and less meaningful. Other agen
cies can perform most of the traditional functions such as preparing
food and clothing, child care, and education. A large proportion of
women work and are capable of self-support. Geographic mobility due
to shifting job opportunities reduces interaction with other relatives.21
Divorce looms as a very real possibility. With over one in every three
marriages ending in divorce, the husband-wife relationship is no
longer seen by many as a lifetime commitment.22
D e c e p t iv e U n ity in I n t e r e s t G r o u p s

I he pluralist or interest-group image of the human condition
provides a very different view of contemporary, and especially Ameri
can, society from the one discussed above. In the pluralist image,
people relate to one another as members of groups of one sort or
another. 1hey also relate to the state as members of groups. America,
in particular, is seen as a nation of joiners. Mass-society proponents
give two complementary arguments to counter the pluralisms claim,
first, they contend that sizable proportions of Americans are not mem
bers of voluntary associations. When a representative sample of adults
was asked, in 1960, “Are you a member of any organizations now:
trade or labor unions, business organizations, social groups, profes
sional or farm organizations, cooperatives, fraternal or veteran
groups, athletic clubs, political, charitable, civic, or religious organiza
tions, or any other organized groups?,” only 57 percent answered
affirmatively, which means that approximately 43 percent of all adults
are not members of any voluntary associations.23 The second argu
ment, which is the more crucial one, refers to the responsiveness of the
groups to their members. Since the pluralist position sees the group
as transmitting demands to the state (through lobbies and general
pressure-group tactics), as well as interpreting the actions of the gov
ernment to its members, groups must allow for the democratic input
of their members. However, it has generally been conceded that most
voluntary associations, particularly labor groups, are run by elites. The
conclusions of Robert Michels’ famous study of the German Social
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Democratic party in the late nineteenth century, in which he found
control by an oligarchy despite democratic procedures and beliefs,
seem to hold true for many groups in the United States. Michels even
formulated an “iron law of oligarchy” that related the increasing size
and complexity of organizations to control by elites.24 S. M. Lipset, an
advocate of the pluralist position, has acknowledged that his analysis
of the International Typographical Union, which showed it to be
democratically controlled, points to an exception rather than the
rule.25 It is significant to note that, if one excluded unions, fully half
of American adults are not affiliated with any organized group.26
D i r e c t n e s s in C o m m u n i c a t i o n

Linked to the atomization of individuals is the fact that relations
in mass society are more often mediated than face-to-face. Mediation
can be of two types, both of which are prevalent in mass society. First,
mediation can refer to communication via some technology that allows
people to relate to one another over great distances and time spans.
For example, communication by telegraph can span continents. Sec
ond, mediation can refer to communication via a third party. For
example, journalists often convey messages from politicians to their
constituents. An important result of mediated relations of both types
is their distortion. Even the telephone distorts. Have you ever felt
frustrated by not being able to see a person’s facial expressions while
talking to him over the phone?27 You have difficulty in judging how
what you are saying is being understood. Messages are misinterpreted
(communications analysts call this “noise in the system”) and neither
party is quite certain about the effects on the other. Relating to others
via the written word (as the present authors are with you, the reader)
is even more noise-producing, because authors of books and journal
ists (as opposed to letter writers) rarely obtain feedback from those to
whom they are communicating. Radio and television also suffer from
a general lack of feedback, especially immediate feedback, and thus
serve as poor vehicles for undistorted communication.28 Newspapers,
radio, and television are often referred to as mass media because they
are able to reach a mass audience. A mass audience is not only com
posed of a large proportion of the population, but also refers to the
level of exertion and skill (both relatively low) needed to receive the
medium.29 For a number of reasons, including the fact that the more
complex the message, the more possibility there is for distortion, the
mass media have generally communicated only the simplest types of
messages.
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Because so many of our relations are mediated through the mass
media (such as those with the President, the news commentator, the
talk-show host), relations within mass society are often on a superficial
and somewhat childlike level. Issues are oversimplified, possible solu
tions are seen as either right or wrong, people are classified as either
good or bad, and much of life’s richness and complexity is lost to
people.30 The implications of this stereotyping go beyond lamenting
about the masses not being able to appreciate the fine points of experi
cnee. Of greater significance is that these oversimplifications allow the
elite groups, who control the mass media, to distort “reality” and
present a particular biased view. Manipulation of the masses through
the media is accomplished not only in this way, but also by simply not
allowing opposing views to be aired: “ The idea that gets amplification
and extension through the media—not necessarily the most reason
able idea—is the one which wins the endorsement of the people.
Those who are in positions controlling access to media can take advan
tage of this fact to gain public support for ideas and policies which
would not be accepted by the majority of people if they had to compete
fairly in the open marketplace of ideas.”31
Is L i f e a G a m e ?
Relations in mass society are also characterized by frequent refer
ence to game and drama images of life. “All the world’s a stage.” “Life
is like a game.” Nixon had a secret “game plan” to end the Vietnam
war. In one sense these images add a poetic quality to everyday speech.
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Unfortunately, metaphors become reality to people, and life does be
come a game or a play.32 These beliefs result in people acting inauthentically. Believing that they are but actors obeying scripts, they do
not feel responsible for their actions. Their “real” selves would never
kill others—but while playing the part of soldier one may kill because
it is in the script. One may begin to wonder under these circumstances
whether the “real” self ever makes its appearance, whether there is
such a “real” self at all.33 And what happens to those who cannot
change parts rapidly enough? Ex-soldiers have been known to “go
berserk” and shoot people in their home towns, confusing them with
“the enemy.” But, life is not all a play. Curtains do not come down and
the bodies do not get up and walk off stage. If one believes that life
is only a game, one’s actions need not be taken too seriously—it is all
merely an amusement. The game metaphor would have you believe
that everyone has an equal chance of winning since the rules of the
game are fully known to all, and everyone is striving for the same goal.
One gets the idea that poor people simply are not really trying and one
need not worry about them. If they want to become rich, they have the
same chance as anyone. The life-as-a-game view is being challenged
in contemporary life in a number of ways. Workers (for example, the
United Auto Workers) have begun to bargain for meaningful jobs
rather than only wage increases. More and more people are “dropping
out of society,” setting up experimental communities and refusing to
play the game.
Figure 6.4. Is
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EXERCISE
r ^ , D°
r ‘He “game” metaPhor to refer to your social
rhl
li?
;
3 °f’f wh?n? Do y°u usc k accurately, or does it distort
the situation. If it distorts the situation, in what ways does it do

An example of life-as-a-game beliefs affecting relations in mass
society is the popularity of the put-on: “The put-on is not mere kidding
or joshing, or even lying or telling tall tales.. . . The goal of the kidder
•s to pass off untruth as truth. . . . For the kidder, the joy comes from
letting the victim know he’s been gulled and in watching that realiza
tion sink into his consciousness. In contrast, the victim of the put-on
is never really let in on the truth—if, indeed, the truth ever existed.
he victim is constantly m a state of uncertainty and confusion.”»'» The
put-on’s significance lies less in its effect than as a symbol of relations
in mass society—inauthentic, manipulative, impersonal, and irrational.
5. M a s s S o c i e t y a n d A u t h e n t i c R e l a t i o n s
Mass Society
Authentic Community

Cynicism
Anxiety
Manipulation
Private Advantage
I he Put-On

------------

Trust
Confidence
Cooperation
Public Contribution
Dialogue

EXERCISE
hv
r
consc,ously cn8age in manipulating others
y such means as the put-on? In what relations do you use such
manipulative means? What are you trying a c c o m p li these
elations: In what cases do you attempt to be honest? Which do
you find more satisfying—manipulation or honesty?
The impact of relations in mass society—a lack of real interest in
you as a person, not being sure if the other is trying to manipulate you
not really understanding the whole interaction-leaves people bewil
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dered, unsettled, and somewhat anxious about their entire situation.
In extreme cases this produces a state of anomie in which a person
does not know what he should or should not do.35 The general reac
tion to mass society is one of looking to others for guidelines, since one
cannot trust one’s own judgment. Many sociologists have discussed
this general phenomenon from a number of different approaches. In
David Riesman’s definition of the other-directed character-type, one’s
contemporaries are the source of an individual’s goals and behavior,
and cues from them are constantly being monitored to see that one is
doing the right thing. Although Riesman discusses how parents mold
their children into other-directedness, making them “feel guilty not so
much about violation of inner standards as about failure to be popular
or otherwise to manage . . relations with other children, why parents
and educators feel that other-directedness is the ideal is a more basic
question.36
A somewhat similar understanding about people in mass society
is reached by William H. Whyte in his book The Organization Man ,37
Rather than discuss relations in general, he treats them within the
setting of large business and governmental organizations. Whyte goes
beyond the analysis of other-directedness by discussing the content of
this orientation, which he calls “the social ethic.” His analysis provides
some indication of why other-directedness arises. The basic principles
of the social ethic are the beliefs in belongingness as the individual’s
ultimate need, and the group as the major source of human creativity.
I he social ethic is an ideology in that it justifies the existing types of
relations, particularly power relations, in mass society. In the middle
levels of massive organizations, technicians and administrators must
function as efficient “teams,” carrying out the orders of top manage
ment. Other-directedness and the social ethic help create such team
work, and play down the possible satisfactions that a person might
derive from making basic decisions about the goals and conditions of
his work. Demands for participation in major decisions are viewed as
threats by organizational elites, and security-conscious parents and
teachers seem to know intuitively that the road to the suburbs is trav
eled by those who understand “team work.”
SUMMARY
Each image of the human condition contains a view of human
relations. For those who hold the image of class society, modern life
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is characterized by bitter conflict among classes attempting to satisfy
incompatible interests. Owners supposedly try to draw away as much
of the worker s product as they can for their own uses, while workers
attempt to wrest control of the economy away from the owners. In
contrast, those who hold the image of group society believe that com
petition among a multiplicity of divergent interests is the dominant
social relation in contemporary life. Human beings, according to this
view, are often split apart by internal conflict among their diverse
allegiances. Finally, those who hold the image of mass society claim
that the dominant relations today are impersonal, mediated and
manipulative. A potent symbol of the mass society is the “put-on”
where the victim is never fully aware of the basis of the relation or its
implications. In a sense, advertising is an enormous put-on because
it uses rational methods to make people behave irrationally.
W nters like Riesman and Whyte have argued that the dominant
character-type in the mass society is the other-directed person who
derives his standards of action from those around him. This charactertype is well adapted to the massive organizations of contemporary life
which demand a combination of team work, obedience, and initiative
in handling details from their employees. Thus, behind the relations
of mass society are hierarchical organizations channeling the various
social processes and activities.
READINGS ON IMAGES OF THE HUMAN CONDITION
The following list of readings is a small sampling of representa
tives of the four images discussed in this chapter: class society, interestgroup society, mass society, and community. It may be used as a
beginning in the attempt to clarify one’s own image of the human
condition in the contemporary world. Select the image that seems
closest to your own, choose a theorist from the list and, as you read
the work, identify the points at which you agree and disagree with the
presentation. Then sample some of the other images so that you can
relativize your perspective.
CLASS SOCIETY
7 he Theory of Democratic Elitism. Boston: Little,
Brown, 1967. Bachrach criticizes the interest-group image and
suggests a class image stressing participatory democracy at the
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b a r a n , PAUL a ., and s w e e z e y , p a u l m . Monopoly Capital. New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1966. Baran and Sweezey apply Marxian
economics to American capitalism and social structure.
d o m h o f f , g . w i l l i a m . Who Rules America? Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice-Hall, 1967. Domhoff discusses the extent to which there
is a ruling elite in the United States.
HAMILTON, RICHARD f . Class and Politics in the United States. New York:
Wiley, 1972. Hamilton argues that the most significant political
issues in the United States today are based on class rather than any
other considerations.
m a r c u s e , H e r b e r t . One-Dimensional Man. Boston: Beacon Press, 1966.
Marcuse contends that capitalist society is maintained through the
manipulation of human desires and the systematic narrowing of
choices by elite groups.
Human Relations in a Mass Society

i n t e r e s t -g r o u p s o c ie t y

Who Governs? New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961.
Dahl argues that inequalities in the United States are “dispersed”
rather than “cumulative.”
d a h r e n d o r f , r a l f . Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1959. Dahrendorf argues that there are
inequalities in power throughout the institutions of industrial so
ciety, not only in the economy.
G a l b r a i t h , j o h n k e n n e t h . American Capitalism. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1952. Galbraith argues that corporate power in the United
States is checked by the “countervailing power” of unions and
government.
r i e s m a n , d a v i d , et al. The Lonely Crowd. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1961. Riesman argues that rather than power elites, dead
locked “veto groups” determine public policy in the United
States.
dahl, robert.

ROSE, A r n o l d m .

The Power Structure: Political Process in American Society.

New York: Oxford University Press, 1967. Rose presents a com
prehensive defense of the interest-group image.

mass so c ie ty

The New Society. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1960. Carr’s
vision of mass society emphasizes the importance of economic
planning and manipulation through propaganda in determining
social structure and policy.
J a s p e r s , k a r l . Man in the Modern Age. New York: Doubleday, n.d. Jas
pers presents the classic description of contemporary industrial
carr, e . h .
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society as a purposeless “life-order” in which human beings are
merely cogs in a vast “wheelworks.”
MILLi1956.
^ f i WM
HHTargues
Tke PT
u lite'tendency
NeW Y°inrk:American
° xford University
Press,
Mills
thaterthe
social structure
is toward a mass society dominated by a “power elite” of wealth
military power, and high administrative position.
NISBET, ROBERT. Community and Power. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1962. Nisbet maintains that in the modern world there is
a tendency for “intermediate” organizations to disappear and for
masses of individuals to confront power elites without the protection of solidary groups.
ORTEGA y GASSET, JOSE. The Revolt of the Masses. New York: New Ameri
can Library, 1950. Ortega describes the rise of the undisciplined
mass man as the dominant social type in the twentieth century.
COMMUNITY

The Public and its Problems. New York: Holt, 1927. Dewev
aj'P'Ues that problems become a public responsibility when they
affect people who are not directly involved in creating the original
situation.
°
6
GOODMAN, p e r c iv a l , and GOODMAN, p a u l . Communitas. Chicago: Uni
versity of Chicago Press, 1947. The Goodmans describe various
detfes C° mmunitanan solut>ons to the problems of modern soDEWEY, JOHN.

MCT - ’ “ AR,SHlALL Understandmg Media. New York: McGraw-Hill
954. McLuhan proclaims the arrival of the “global village”
brought about by the worldwide web of electronic media.
m u m f o r d , LEWIS The Culture of Cities. New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1938. Mumford documents the decline of community
in the contemporary megalopolis.
ROSZAK’ TiQ(?Q°DRt; The Making of a Counter Culture. New York: Doubleay, 1J69. Roszak discusses the “youth revolution” of the 1960s
in terms of cultural transformation and the quest for solitary
communities in a technocratic and scientifically oriented society

THE CULTURE OF
MASS SOCIETY
Human action is a process in which people relate to one another
in terms of future plans in a world of meaningful objects. In the last
chapter the kinds of relations appearing in mass society were discussed
in some detail. That discussion, however, provided only a partial view
of the quality of life in mass society. Relations are the form of human
life; the meaningful objects of culture are its content. Just as mass
society has its characteristic human relations, it also has its distinctive
cultural objects that provide a kind of comprehensive environment for
human life that frequently overshadows in significance the so-called
natural or biological environment.
Human beings are continually creating meanings out of their ex
perience. Cultural objects are such meaningful creations. They lend a
certain stability to experience, by marking off or shaping parts of it so
that the same experience will be available to many different people at
different times. A cultural object, then, is something created by human
beings with a standard usage that will make similar experiences avail169
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able to different people at different times.1 The usage of the object is
its meaning. For example, a hammer is a cultural object, because if it
is used correctly a person will be able to pound a nail into a wooden
surface. Similarly, a roast duck is a cultural object, because if it is eaten
a person will experience certain tastes and undergo certain changes in
bodily functions. A word is a cultural object because its standard usage
allows one person to share a thought with another, while a traffic
regulation is a cultural object because if people follow it their relations
will be coordinated in a certain pattern.
T he examples of the hammer, roast duck, word, and traffic regula
tion point to four major aspects of culture—tools, products, symbols,
and rules. A tool is a cultural object used to create other cultural
objects—for example, the hammer may be used to produce a book
case. For some writers, the human being is distinguished from other
forms of life by the ability to make tools.2 Other animals, so the argu
ment goes, must adapt themselves instinctively to the “forces of na
ture, while only human beings can actively “tame nature” and
bend nature to their uses. 1 hrough the use of tools people create
an environment that supercedes the organic. Kroeber, in fact, coined
the term “superorganic” to characterize culture as a whole.3 Some
people have taken this argument so seriously that they have concluded
that tools are the most important factors in human existence and that
they even determine the rest of human existence.4 This position, which
may appear to be reasonable at first glance, becomes much less plausi
ble upon closer inspection. What would life be like if people were
primarily tool-makers and tool-users? I’he bulk of existence would be
spent in preparing to produce things or producing them. People would
have their attention fixed on “nature” rather than upon one another.
Everyone would be merely a specialist, performing some function in
an enormous productive machine with no overall goal in mind. Cer
tainly, human beings are tool-makers and tool-users, but they are other
things as well.
A product is a cultural object used for the appreciation derived
from it. For example, the roast duck is appreciated for its taste and the
feeling of well-being derived from it. The distinction between tools
and products is one of usage, so the same object may be a tool or a
product. A master craftsman, like a cabinet maker, may deeply appreci
ate the qualities of the materials he uses in his work, while a person
striving for success may consider the food he eats merely as a tool for
strengthening his body to make it fit for the great rat race. These
overlaps do not destroy the distinction between tools and products,
but only point to the fact that cultural objects can have multiple uses.
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It is a mistake to believe that everything created by human beings has
one “correct” use. Newspapers can be used to wrap fish as well as for
reading material. Is there anything wrong with using them to wrap
fish? Some writers believe that human beings are distinguished from
other animals by their ability to appreciate.5 Animals supposedly do
not cultivate standards of taste, and do not develop music, poetry, and
other arts to be appreciated for themselves. While it is correct that
human beings are appreciators, it is just as distorting to believe that
appreciation is primary as it is to hold that tool-making is primary. A
world in which appreciation dominated other processes would be one
in which creative activity and special skills would be devaluated. The
connection between products and what was necessary to produce them
would be destroyed.
A symbol is a cultural object used to convey information (or misin
formation) about other objects. For example, the word refers to some
object, idea, or relation. The importance of symbols in human exis
tence can be demonstrated by a simple mental experiment. Try think
ing without using any symbols at all. If your experience is anything like
ours you will find that thought without some symbols (be they math
ematical, the symbols of ordinary language or some other symbols) is
very difficult. Thinking is a form of talking to oneself—and try talking
without using a language! This pervasiveness of symbols has led some
thinkers to claim that the human being is the “symbolizing” animal.6
In fact, while in nineteenth-century thought the image of the tool
maker was dominant, in the twentieth century the image of the symbolizer seems to be displacing it.7 Certainly, human beings communicate
through the use of symbols, and without communication there would
be little or no shared meaning, if there would be any meaning at all.
However, the same kind of argument applies as was used with tools
and products. Would life be human if people confronted a “natural”
environment which they could not control, or if they had no way of
ordering their life of feeling? Believing that symbolizing is the dominant
human activity may be comforting to intellectuals, but it is a distorting
belief that leads to placing those who specialize in knowing above
those who specialize in making. But, in human life the “mind” does
not exist without a “body,” and knowledge is no guarantee of virtue.
A rule is a cultural object used to coordinate and order the uses
of other objects. For example, the traffic regulation coordinates and
orders the uses of automobiles. Like the other aspects of culture, rules
are pervasive, and this has led many writers ever since Aristotle to
proclaim that human beings arc “political” animals because they are
capable of self-consciously organizing their existence.8 This belief,
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prevalent more in ancient times than in the present, is distorting be
cause it tends to place ruling above other human activities. Those who
make rules for others or who administer the laws are seen as somehow
“higher than those who make and use tools, or gain and transmit
knowledge. The notion that human beings are primarily political ani
mals is partial because without tools and products there would be
nothing to regulate, and without symbols there would be no way of
making the rules known.
Tools, products, rules, and symbols are all equally important in
human existence. Eliminating any one of them would mean the end of
human existence as people know it, because each of the components
of culture is dependent upon the others. How, then, is the human
being best characterized? At the very least, human existence is a com
bination of a variety of distinctive meaningful processes, no one of
which can define what it is to be human. More ambitiously, human
existence is capable of becoming a creative process in which people
continually improve their tools, deepen their appreciation of products,
inquire more extensively and intensively into their experience, and
regulate themselves more harmoniously.
Sociologists do not study tools, rules, products, and symbols di
rectly, but study primarily the relations among human beings that
grow up around the uses of these cultural objects.9 One might say very
roughly that cultural anthropologists study systems of tools, rules,
products, and symbols, the relations between these systems, and the
relations of these systems to other phases of the environment. It is
important to note that cultural objects do not appear apart from wider
contexts. I ools form parts of technologies, products form parts of
life-styles, symbols form parts of languages, and rules form parts of
legal, moral, or customary systems. Further, at any given place and
time, there is often a coherence between technologies, life-styles, lan
guages, and systems of rules.10 In the present day, this coherence does
not go so far that all cultural objects are linked together into a system
in which they fit together perfectly. However, each image of the human
condition involves some view of how the various aspects of culture
cohere. The image of mass society involves the interpretation and
criticism of the notions that contemporary human beings in the West
live in a “technological,” “organizational,” “affluent,” and “scientific”
society. Each of these adjectives describes respectively the system of
tools, rules, products, and symbols that are supposedly found today.
I hey are all widespread and have gained currency through repetition
in the mass media. Critical examination of them goes to the root of
how many people today think of their situation.
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EXERCISE
Do you conccivc of yourself as primarily a producer, a decision
maker, a consumer, or a thinker; or do you think of yourself in
other terms? Try to determine the activity you think is most
important in the human condition and then try to interpret
contemporary life in terms of that activity.
Figure 7.1.
Object

T he Four C om ponents of C ulture

Example

Image of the Human Being

lool
Hammer
Producer
Rule
A speed limit
Decision-Maker
Product
Candy bar
Consumer
Symbol
Sentence
Communicator
A tool is an object with which other objects are created.
A rule is a pattern for coordinating human activities.
A product is an object which provokes certain complexes of feeling.
A symbol is a means of referring to experiences.
A cultural object is a standardized means to experience.

THE TECHNOLOGICAL SOCIETY
1 he image of technological society, focusing on systems of tools
and their consequences for human beings, depicts technology alterna
tively as creating the possibilities for either a heaven or a hell on earth.
On the positive side, the increased efficiency of agricultural technology
allows for fewer workers to feed more people than previously. The
plow, tractor, and insecticides are some of the tools composing this
technology. Those who are no longer needed to produce food can
then work to produce other cultural objects—from automobiles to
books. The tools of the automotive industry, including the much noted
assembly-line conveyor belt, allow a worker to be more efficient. That
is, for the same number of hours worked per man, more cars are
produced. They also increase efficiency in the sense that highly skilled
workers arc not needed and, thus, the time that would have been used
to train them can be used to produce the cars. The increase in effi
ciency due to the development of tools not only produces a wider
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range of cultural objects and a wider distribution of them, but also
reduces the number of hours per week that a person must work in
order to support a family. The four-day week is discussed as a possibil
ity in a number of industries. In general, the positive view of technoogical society holds that, given sufficient resources, the technology to
solve any problem, from curing cancer to preventing the strike of
nuclcar bombs, is within mankind’s reach.
The negative view of technological society consists of a number
seP aratc critiques. One concerns the organization of persons and
tools m the process of production. The division of labor in the factory
breaks down the manufacturing process into a number of very small
steps and eliminates the need for highly skilled workers. Each worker
repeatedly performs one task, such as tightening a bolt, all day long.
ot only is this task boring, but it is meaningless to the worker as well.
It is meaningless because the worker has little knowledge of how his
activity contributes to the final product. Tools are not used to create
but only to obtain income with which one may buy products.“ How
ever, the worker’s task is obviously meaningful to the plant manager
who does understand how each job contributes to the whole. The
division of labor, which was initiated for the sake of efficiency, may
have gone too far. The boredom and frustration of jobs have resulted
,m ‘f, SCntee ratCS’ a,coholism. drug addiction, and even sabo
tage.'2 The quest for efficiency may be leading to inefficiency.
I echnological society has also been under attack from the ecology
movement. Air, land, and water pollution, as well as the depletion of
natural resources such as minerals and topsoil, have been blamed on
the improper usage of technological systems. Antithetical stands, often
taken in conjunction with each other, have been taken with regard to
solving the “crisis.” On the one hand there are those calling for the
abandonment of all but the simplest tools, advocating bicycling over
<riving an automobile, eating foods grown and manufactured without
the use of chemicals (“organic foods”), and in general prescribing a
ac to nature life-style. Although some people are trying to adhere
to this to a greater or lesser extent, most are in favor of fighting the
baneful effects of technology with technological weapons. Laws are
passed to require manufacturers to produce less polluting cars. Com
plicated purification systems are developed to turn sewage into pota
ble water. Garbage is now used as the basic ingredient in manufactur
ing certain construction blocks. The masses are urged to separate
aluminum cans, glass, and other materials from the rest of their waste
material so that these can be recycled.
Further criticism of technological society can be found in litera
t u
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ture, particularly sciencc fiction. Enlarging upon already existing tools,
science fiction stories develop their consequences in extremes. Thus,
computers or computerized robots take over the world, a “mad scien
tist creates a pill which, when dropped into the public water supply,
renders people incapable of making decisions, or any number of other
nightmares. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and George Orwell’s
1984 are other examples of this genre. All have in common the domi
nation of tools over human beings.
W hether technological society and its future developments are
praised or damned, those who concern themselves with the vision tend
to share a view of the relationship between human beings, tools, and
other aspects of culture. In a somewhat extreme form, their view is
that, although human beings are the creators of tools and technolo
gies, once developed, these creations have a life of their own. They
tend to dominate the other aspects of culture. They will produce what
they were developed to produce—and rules and symbols will have to
be altered to fit these new developments.
Many people are afraid of some of the technologies now being
perfected. Their underlying assumption is that, once it is possible to
create something, attempts will necessarily be made to realize this
possibility.13 Recently, the technology related to producing animals
asexually through the process known as cloning has been given much
publicity. Instead of a cell from each of two parents joining to form a
fertilized egg that combines genetic material from both, cloning pro
duces an individual genetically identical to its one parent—i.e., it has
the same chromosomal composition. Rabbits and frogs have been
produced in the laboratory through cloning, and the possibilities exist
for producing human beings in this manner as well. The news media
gravely (and very naively) weigh the consequences. There could be
hundreds of Adolf Hitlers, or hundreds of Albert Einsteins produced,
and the journalists wonder who will have the power to decide who is
to be made into multiple copies. Totally forgotten is the effect of
environment on human beings. People of identical genetic material,
that is, identical twins, do not share identical dispositions and talents
and, thus, cloned individuals would not be exact duplicates of the
original person. Of particular interest, however, is the implicit assump
tion that, because something is possible, because the tools have been
developed, they will be utilized. People have demanded that various
types of research be stopped, because if successful the results would
create havoc. For example, there have been movements to end the
testing of nuclear weapons and to put curbs on experimentation with
human beings and animals. Opponents of certain kinds of research
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them. Many countries aside from the United States (which has the
dubious distinction of being the only country to have used it) have the
technological capability for nuclear attack. Must they use it? It seems
reasonable to conclude that not all tools are put into use. This conclu
sion can be verified to some degree by noting the thousands of patents
registered in the United States each year. Very few of them ever come
into general use.
Tools can enter into a culture in either of two general ways. Either
a member of the society invents the tool, or it is “borrowed” from
some other culture. The process of invention raises several interesting
questions. Were basic tools, such as fire and the wheel, invented
once or severa times? Archeological evidence cannot refute either of
t ese views conclusively, but for many of the simple tools multiple
r mn rlikely.
. ra.i wWas a tool
S',ngle
invention
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seems
invented
by a single
individualto orother
by several
or a group of people? From what we have learned about modern
inventions and what we can infer about prehistoric ones, the answer
o this question would tend to depend upon the nature of the tool. The
simpler the tool, the more likely one person only was involved in its
discovery. Complex or specialized tools (those requiring more
knowledge than is possessed by the average member of the society to
understand them) probably involve more than one person in their
development. Frequently, the complex tools incorporate principles of
several tools simple or complex, within them. Is the inventor the one
who puts it all together, or should he share the honors with those who
mvented the tools that help to make up this latest invention?
he process of borrowing tools (their cultural diffusion) and the
process of inventing tools can be considered together when attempt
ing to account for why some tools are adopted in a given culture, since
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oca use it is usually possible to demonstrate the superiority of one
tool over another for doing a particular job.” '* Anyone who has ever
ned to start a fire m more “primitive” ways appreciates the invention
of the match. A second explanation refers to need-necessity is sup
posedly the mother of invention. Would this explain the invention of
he elevator once multiple-storied buildings were developed? Yet
ih< rr* T a n cr of t0° Is that produce cultural objects for which
there does not seem to be pressing n e e d -f„ r example, the butter
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curler or the automatic card shuffler. For these tools, and others like
them, technological society must create needs both for the tool and the
product.16
In general, however, there is no denying the importance of tools.
Tools transform nature into cultural objects. Trees become houses,
animals become food and clothing, iron ore becomes a car, and grapes
become wine, all through the use of tools. It is somewhat ironic to see
in modern society, with its pragmatic emphasis, other aspects of cul
ture being conceived as tools. Products such as food are seen as tools
to fuel us. Symbol systems such as mathematics are seen as tools to
sharpen our minds. Rules, such as the Ten Commandments, are seen
as tools to help us get to heaven. By transforming rules, symbols, and
products into tools, we make ourselves into cultural objects, rather
than creators and appreciators of culture.
THE ORGANIZATIONAL SOCIETY
While some commentators stress the importance of tools in con
temporary mass cultures and analyze current affairs under the heading
“technological society,” others are more impressed by the develop
ment of complex systems of rules in modern social life. These analysts
tend to use the term “organizational society” to refer to the human
environment in which people in the West today live.17 Comprehensive
systems of rules which coordinate and guide the conduct of social life
can be thought of as forms of organization, because they describe the
patterns that organize human activities. When people use the term
“organizational society” they are referring to a particular form of
organization that has become important in modern life—the bureauc
racy.
The first systematic description of the bureaucracy was done by
Max Weber, who wrote in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.18 For Weber, the most important characteristic of the
bureaucracy was that it divided an overriding task into a number of
parts, each of which contributed to the fulfillment of the task. The
principle of the bureaucracy is efficiency and the rationality of means
—the holders of each job are given rights to demand the cooperation
of others and the obligations to cooperate with others solely on the
basis of what is thought necessary to accomplish the task. The bureauc
racy is organized into a chain of command, in which those on top are
ultimately responsible for seeing that the mission is carried out. Pro
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ceeding down the chain of command, each officeholder is responsible
for playing his preordained part.
Examples of bureaucracies abound in contemporary life. An ex
ample would be any large business firm, like a bank. The purpose of
the bank is supposedly to make a profit through acting as an intermedi
ary between those who save and those who borrow, as well as perform
ing other financial services. The principle of the bank is to pay savers
an interest rate for their deposits and then to gain a higher rate of
interest back from borrowers. Large banks are bureaucratized in the
sense that the jobs involved in accomplishing their task are divided up
in accordance with the aim of maximizing profits. There are loan
departments staffed by specialists in assessing the risks of potential
borrowers, trust departments staffed by specialists in caring for the
financial affairs of others, and savings departments staffed by special
ists in attracting and processing savings and checking accounts Upper
management is staffed by those who coordinate the various depart
ments and make general policy decisions on interest rates and major
loans, as well as the stands to take on public financial policy. In accord
ance with the distribution of rights and obligations by specialized
function, those in the savings department, for example, have no right
to grant or refuse a loan, while those in the loan department have no
right to decide how to invest a client’s trust fund. In accordance with
the distribution of rights and obligations by chain of command, the
bank teller has no right to decide what rate of interest the bank will
pay on savings accounts or what kind of charge will be assessed on
checking accounts.
In the perfect bureaucracy, workers would be reduced to function
aries, performing only their prescribed tasks and treating every prob
lem according to the rules. However, as anyone knows who has spent
time in “bureaucracies” (and these include most public and private
school systems), no bureaucracy is perfect. One of the favorite tactics
that workers use in disputes with management is performing all tasks
in accordance with the letter of the rulebook. A short time of function
ing under this tactic usually brings operations to a halt. Thus, observ
ers ike Peter M. Blau have noted that all organizations develop infor
mal networks of rights and duties that by-pass the formal rules and
enable the various tasks to get done.19
Blau’s observation brings up the point that not all rules are written
down (codified) or otherwise explicit. Rules vary from the explicit
injunctions contained in handbooks of regulations and statute books
(often more honored in the breach than the observance) to fully im
plicit rules of which nobody is aware but which an outsider can observe
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are guiding activity. In between there are the informal networks of
rules, which sometimes depart strikingly from what is contained in the
official regulations. One study of a social work agency revealed that the
case workers were in almost all respects acting in violation of—or at
least against the spirit of—the official job description.20 This led the
author to conclude that many bureaucracies may be merely symbolic.
On the surface it may look like the principles of efficiency and rational
ity of means are in force, but in actuality the workers have invented
entirely new job descriptions.
An even more serious weakness of the organizational society im
age is that many large organizations do not have clear overriding tasks
around which the rights and duties of functionaries can be rationally
organized. Many contemporary organizations appear to be less
bureaucracies than conglomerates performing a multiplicity of func
tions, some of them in conflict with one another.21 The enormous
university can be considered a conglomerate. Is its main task teaching
students, weapons development, holding conventions, providing mass
entertainments, providing agricultural extension services, or some
other task? No single task seems to predominate and, therefore, the
rules cannot organize activity to accomplish rationally an overriding
purpose. Efficiency seems less prized in the conglomerate than flexibil
ity and growth. O f course, each unit of the conglomerate is supposed
to be efficient with respect to its particular task, but such judgments
of efficiency are clouded by power struggles over division of the bud
get and alliances between widely divergent agencies. The conglomer
ate and the “symbolic bureaucracy” with their networks of informal
rules still contain the characteristics of mass society—manipulation,
inauthenticity, and impersonality. However, they do not reduce the
person to a simple cipher or cog in the machine; much more, they
divide people into master manipulators and bewildered victims.
Another hallmark of the perfect bureaucracy is its independence
from other organizations and the ultimate responsibility of its top
leadership for accomplishment of the mission. Critical students of
contemporary organization, like C. Wright Mills and Theodore Lowi,
have pointed out that government agencies, business firms and univer
sities are often linked into “complexes” or “whirlpools” which break
down the independence of these organizations and blur responsibility
for failures.22 Who is responsible for huge cost overruns on defense
contracts? The manufacturer who may have purposely underestimated
costs to get the contract? The budget officer in the government agency
who failed to anticipate the higher costs? The university scientist who
consulted on costs and came up with the low figure, perhaps simply
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o impress his employers? Top managers frequently claim that they are
elpless pawns of the competing factions lower down in their organiza10 ns, while the middle managers excuse themselves by claiming that
hey take orders from “above.” The “responsibility gap” is even moresevere than the credibility gap” at least with respect to the efficacy of
formal systems of rules in contemporary life.
One aspect of the perfect-bureaucracy notion does seem to apply
m contemporary organizations. Just as technologies have become
more complex and specialized, so have rules. In societies characterized
primarily by Durkheim’s “mechanical solidarity” (where all do the
same things) there tends to be a single system of rules guiding rela
tions, with variation mainly centering on age and sex differences. How
ever, m societies characterized more by “organic solidarity” there
tends to develop a large number of different rule systems related to
specialized activities and interests. Among these systems are the vari
ous by-laws of associations and clubs and the endless regulations of
ureaucracies, not to mention systems of civil and criminal law *3 Most
people never become concerned with the vast majority of these rule
systems and are not even aware of their existence. However, they are
aware of many of the rules relevant to the activities they perform The
sum of the rules guiding a person’s behavior with regard to a particular
activity may be considered that person’s role in the activity. When one
realizes that roles are merely systems of rules from the person’s view
point, one reahzes how pervasive rules are in human existence
Rules control access to the use of other cultural objects, or more
simply, define rights and duties with regard to the use of objects. When
people desire to use objects in certain ways, these uses become values
Ihus far m complex social orders some people have had more rights
to valued experiences (and have been able to enforce these rights) than
others. Often these inequalities of rights have been organized into
systems where some groups have had more rights than other groups
to what were considered the good things in life.** Such systems of
inequality are called systems of “stratification.” Davis and Moore have
attempted to argue that stratification is inevitable in social life, because
people who perform more difficult or responsible functions than othiloyalty.«
= brV
m0rC,s that
tHanpeople
° therS will
in WCahh’
respect, and
and
I heCWardCd
assumption
not takePower*
responsibility
do difficult (and often interesting) work for its own sake. There seems
Z T f : aCr CCalC<! assUmPtio" that historical inequalities can be
justified by differential contributions to social well-being. We find no
proof that either of these claims is correct.
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THE AFFLUENT SOCIETY
Related to the images of the technological and organizational
societies is that of the “affluent society.” Here the focus is on products
rather than tools or rules; the basic idea is that, for the first time in
history, masses of people are able to go beyond the daily struggle for
biological survival and enjoy the blessings of leisured These blessings
are usually thought to come in the form of mass-produced commodi
ties and entertainments. I hose who extoll the affluent society point to
the fact that the “masses” now have access to Shakespeare in the form
of paperback editions and to Beethoven in the form of stereo record
ings.27 Those who believe that the supposed blessings of the affluent
society are really evils in disguise point out that Mannix reaches more
people than Macbeth and that the Beatles outsell Beethoven. This
debate, interesting as it may be to those who are first becoming aware
of mass society, does not go to the central issues relating to products
in contemporary life.
Just as tools have become specialized and based in scientific
knowledge, and rules have become adapted to particular activities,
products have become ever more complex and bewildering to those
who use them. In earlier times people had a certain understanding of
the products they enjoyed. They knew where the products came from
and what was involved in making them even if they could not produce
all of them themselves. The distance between raw material and
finished product was relatively short, and people could see and feel the
iaw material in the product. It was also quite likely that people would
be able to repair products if they broke down. Today none of this is
true and there is a situation that might best be termed “alienation from
the product.” Not only are people unaware of the processes through
which their products are made, but they are often incapable of using
the products so that they gain full benefit from them. People must
study owners’ manuals with great care to learn what a product can do,
particularly such products as sound systems and vehicles. Repair of
one s products is frequently out of the question, especially when ex
pensive facilities, expert knowledge, and a great deal of space are
required for repair. Many products are made out of materials that are
not found in nature but have been synthesized out of unfamiliar chemi
cals. Most people are unlikely to know what materials their products
are made out of, and the term plastic has come into vogue as a way of
naming a wide diversity of materials that the lay person cannot intelli
gently distinguish. Where products are simple and few, it is often not
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difficult to determine when and in what circumstances a product will
be dangerous. Where products are complex and many, the reverse is
the case, and people must be taught in school and through the mass
media how to use products safely and must be warned when particular
products become threats to life and safety.
With alienation from the product comes a particular mentality
characteristic of mass society. It is closely related to the state of mind
created by the “put-on” discussed in the preceding chapter. According
to the folklore of the affluent society, the “consumer is king.” The
mass-man has become lord of the manor, catered to by manufacturers,
service personnel, and big-name entertainers. However, this contem
porary nobleman, able to summon his court jester by turning on the
television, has become a veritable slave to his supposed servants.
While one may feel temporarily on top of the world when one sits
down in front of the television with a can of beer and a tin of new
fangled potato chips to watch a football game being played a thousand
miles away, when the picture starts rolling and then disappears with
a wisp of smoke, euphoria turns to impotent rage. It is not merely that
one’s pleasure has been interrupted by a mechanical failure; it is much
more that one dimly senses that he is the victim of a massive put-on.
There is the feeling of impotence because one cannot control the
objects in one’s own environment. There is the feeling that one has
been taken advantage of because the television is an expensive and
new model. There is the feeling of anxiety because one does not know
whether or not the repairman will tell the truth about what is wrong.
Faced with a succession of such breakdowns, the consumer feels less
like a king than a fool. One begins to feel that things are continually
on the brink of breaking down, and is thankful for the days when
everything works properly.28
More important than mere breakdowns in dissolving the myth of
the affluent society is the consciousness that one is being patronized
and manipulated by sales and service personnel. Specialists, like medi
cal doctors, are frequently reluctant to fill people in on what is being
done to them. The human body is one of the most significant products,
the sine qua non of appreciation. It is given in nature, but altered
significantly by human activity.29 Yet, paradoxically, modern medicine,
which has helped prolong the human life span, has also contributed
to alienation from the body. A similar situation holds in the arts. The
“put-on” was made fashionable by artists who created seemingly in
comprehensible works.30 Were these works serious or were they
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merely haphazard conglomerations of material? The artists refused to
tell, and many people could not be sure whether or not they should
take the works seriously. O f course, the artists themselves were led to
this extreme by a belief that mass culture (Mannix not Macbeth) made
it impossible for most people to appreciate “serious” art. Whether or
not this is true, the fact that many artists claim to believe it is evidence
for the claim that relations in mass society are frequently inauthentic
and depersonalized.
The proliferation of complex products has gone along with
changes in the contexts for use and appreciation. In pre-modern times
the appreciation of products was usually carried on in the family group
and in a religious context. In the modern period there has been a
progressive tendency for appreciation to be carried out on a mass basis
and in a secular context. The most striking examples of this tendency
are the mass entertainments, such as sporting events and rock con
certs. The appreciation of art in the context of public museums and
of symphonies in orchestra halls are also appropriate examples here.
Appreciation en masse tends to “privatize” people in the sense that
each person is directed toward the entertainment and does not re
spond to it in consonance with a small group of familiar others. Some
times the crowd takes on a mood of its own and one is swept away with
it. However, this is not the same as joint appreciation with valued
associates. Perhaps a counter-tendency to the privatization of ap
preciation and the decline of the family unit as a setting for the ap
preciation of products is the growth of communal living units among
certain segments of youth. Some communes attempt to carve out dis
tinctive life-styles that their members can jointly appreciate.31 Some
times these communes are centered around religious themes, some
times around drug-related experiences, sometimes around political
activism, and sometimes simply around experiments in living together
harmoniously. Whatever their ultimate fate, they are evidence that the
appreciation of products has not become totally standardized.
One of the most popular criticisms of American life is that the
majority of people have become mindless and self-satisfied consum
ers.32 While this judgment ignores the fact that approximately onefifth of the population is not incorporated into the affluent society (this
segment has sometimes been called “the other America”),33 it also
tends to overemphasize the importance of products in contemporary
life. Certainly, the image of the human being that one gains from mass
advertising is of a stupid, suggestible, emotional and pleasure-seeking
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child. Yet the human beings that one meets in everyday life do not
often conform to this image. They are concerned about their jobs,
their health, their loved ones, and even about “impersonal” interests
such as helping others, the state of the environment, and political
change. It is one of the most debilitating aspects of advertising that it
would reduce the richness of appreciation to simple and gross private
pleasures.
SCIENTIFIC SOCIETY
In mass society, stress on the aspect of culture known as symbols
leads to the image of scientific society. The term “scientific” is used
because, in the large organizations of today, symbol systems are em
ployed to control reality through systematic descriptions of experi
ence, leading to prediction and the possibility of intervention on be
half of human projects.34 Science has replaced religion as the
dominant symbol system. In many respects the replacement has been
on a one-to-one basis. Both the clergy and the scientists are expected
to have a calling or commitment to their work. Each of them is trusted
to act with integrity, especially since it would be most difficult to detect
faking a religious experience or fudging results of an experiment. Both
religion and science concern themselves with interpretations of reality,
and each has had doctrinal disputes in which new orthodoxies often
have replaced older ones.35 Religious notions of reality were shared by
the people and the clergy, and both were capable of discussing and
taking sides when competing views (often called heresies unless they
were adopted by the establishment) were put forward. However, this
is not the case with scientific world-views. The masses cannot conceive
of a negatively curved space, they attach no meaning to a neutrino, and
they do not understand the theory of the expanding universe. Al
though science is the dominant symbol system, and the masses have
faith in it, its contents are by and large alien to all but a few specialists.
Science, which was discussed in the third chapter, is a rather
complex symbol system because it is composed of or utilizes a variety
of symbolic forms. It is to these components that we now turn our
attention.
The most important symbol system, not only for science, but for
culture in general, is that of language. The words of a given language
are symbols because there is no necessary relationship between a word
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(spoken or written) and what it stands for. For example, it is only a
matter of convention or agreement that the word chair refers to some
thing we sit on, or a “chair.” We could call it a beep rather than a chair.
We would then say, “Sit over here on this comfortable leather beep,”
or, “Don’t you enjoy sitting in a rocking beep?” This bit of nonsense
is only nonsense because there is no agreement that the word “beep”
refers to what we know as a “chair.” If you grew up in an Englishspeaking area, you learned to refer to a “chair” by the word chair.
Spanish-speaking people do not share this agreement. They use the
symbol silla to refer to a “chair.” French speakers use the word chaise.
Other groups of people use other symbols, but among themselves they
agree about what the symbols stand for.
Language is not only made up of symbols; it is also a system of
symbols. The term system implies that there is a relationship between
the symbols. They are not haphazardly arranged. We could make a
haphazard arrangement, for example, by randomly selecting ten words
from a dictionary. However, there is a very high probability that utter
gibberish would be the result. The arrangement of symbols in a lan
guage is known as its grammar. A grammar makes possible the expres
sion of meaningful sentences.
Sociologists are not interested in the intricacies of various lan
guages qua languages. Rather, they concern themselves with the vari
ous ways in which language usage varies among groups of people. For
example, in many parts of the world a significant portion of the popula
tion speaks more than one language. This bilingualism, as it is called,
varies with social class. That is, in any given area, such as Montreal,
Canada, or San Antonio, Texas, a greater proportion of the lower
classes than the upper classes will be fluent in two languages. This
phenomenon is sometimes explained by the necessity to learn another
language in order to obtain a job. The assumption, which seems to
hold true in most areas, is that the employers (upper class) all speak
the same language, which is different from the native tongue of the
lower classes. (For example, the upper classes in San Antonio speak
English, while many people in the lower classes speak Spanish
primarily and English for economic reasons.) The tables are some
times turned when the lower classes demand that in order to gain
employment a person should be bilingual. If such a policy is put into
effect at all levels of organization, the upper classes are placed at a
disadvantage.36
Even when people are said to speak the same language, there are
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many variations of that language, some of which are unintelligible to
other speakers of the language. On a rather obvious level, we are all
familiar with different pronunciations or accents. In the United States
alone, one can easily identify natives of Boston, the New York met
ropolitan area, the South, Appalachia, among others. However, if you
listen to television or radio, even to programs that originate and are
only broadcast to the areas named above, you will find all personnel
speaking in the same standard American accent (non-accent?).
A given language may vary not only in pronunciation, but also in
its symbol usage. Words may be given different meanings than the
standard usage, or words may be employed that the general popula
tion does not use at all. The first case, where the same word symbolizes
different phenomena, is exemplified in slang, hip talk, jive talk, and the
like. “Lay some bread on me, Daddy” is not an order to one’s father
to place some baked goods on one’s person. Drug users have always
employed common words with meanings known only to those who
were involved with drugs. Words such as pot, smack, mainline, nickel
bag, upper, joint, and acid have meanings quite different than those
understood by the general public. To some extent this utilization of
language is functional for those who employ it. For one thing, it en
ables those who are participating in unlawful activity to discuss matters
openly without fear of detection. Also, it allows drug users to detect
phonies. Currently, drugs have become very popular, not only as
things to consume, but also for the mass media to discuss. The record
industry has discovered drugs and has found them to be invaluable
assets for boosting sales. Song lyrics are composed with double mean
ings—one being drug related. Those who understand the double
meanings feel “in. Gary Allen writes: “Drug lyrics are a mystery to
most adults because of the Aesopian language used by the singers.
. . . Youngsters pick up the meaning of the argot through disc jockeys,
conversations with their peers, and the teenage and ‘underground’
newspapers and magazines. The hippy vocabulary allows verbal com
munication in code and separates those who are hip from the
squares.”37
I he jargon, or technical language, used by various professions
(academic, artistic, medical, for example) frequently employs unfamil
iar meanings for common words as well as words peculiar to the area
of specialization. The extent to which the restricted language serves to
enhance investigation and communication is difficult to assess. In any
event, it does serve other functions. For example, it allows for identify
ing the initiated and the uninitiated. This seems to be particularly
important in those areas where folk wisdom and "common sense” can
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also be applied. Such is the case in the various social sciences, and to
some extent in medicine. Calling hives “urticaria” sounds impressive
and not only justifies the fee, but also prevents the patient from utiliz
ing folk remedies. An interesting consequence of this is that a prescrip
tion written for placebos may help the patient, whereas if the doctor
wrote the common equivalent, “sugar pills,” it would be far less effec
tive. I he extreme of jargon is so-called bureaucratese through which
administrators disguise ordinary situations in a fog of rhetoric. For
example, when somebody is fired or dismissed from a job, the boss
may call his action an “unavoidable termination of employment” and
vigorously resent the use of the term “firing.” Similarly, a union
spokesman may use the term “job action” instead of “strike.” Bureau
cratese is normally used when the administrator is doing something
others will oppose or is trying to glorify some activity demanding very
little skill. A good project for those pursuing self-understanding is to
become sensitized to bureaucratese and to expose it whenever possi
ble in organizational situations.
I here are a number of other symbol systems that are derivatives
of or are dependent upon spoken language. The most common is the
written language, as is used in this book. The letters of the alphabet
can be substituted for one another, as in various codes, or they may
be represented as various combinations of raised dots, as in braille.
Visually, they may also be depicted as various hand positions as for
communication among the deaf, or as the double-flag-waving postures
in semaphore. Acoustically, letters can be delineated as long or short
clicks, as the dots and dashes of the Morse Code.
Language, particularly in its alphabetically written form, is the
most important symbol system of science. However, there are other
systems of symbols that are independent of language, such as musical
notation. Several of these nonlinguistic systems are used in science. Of
these, the most important one is mathematics. The symbols consist of
various quantities (for example, 1, 2, 3) and their relations (for exam
ple, -f, = , >). Whether one speaks Urdu, Swahili, or Russian, the
meaning of the symbols 2 + 2 = 4 or 10 >6 is constant. Mathematics
allows for more precise descriptions than ordinary language: 84 per
cent of all xs have ys, rather than many or most .vs have vs. All branches
of science use mathematics to some extent. The social sciences have
been accused of overusing this system of symbols. Pitirim Sorokin has
entitled this misuse “quantophrenia” and claims that its prevalence is
partly due to the prestige of mathematically based researc h in other
fields of science.38
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Figure 7.2.
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SUMMARY
There are four major social processes: creating cultural objects,
ordering the uses of culture, appreciating cultural objects, and convey
ing information about culture. Sociologists study the human relations
involved in these processes rather than the intrinsic characteristics of
the various cultural objects. A particular type of cultural object is
associated with each social process. Tools are associated with creation,
rules are associated with ordering and coordination, products are as
sociated with appreciation, and symbols are linked to inquiry and
communication. In mass societies, tools tend to be complex and spe
cialized, systems of rules define bureaucratic organizations, products
tend to be too complex for most people to understand fully and sym
bols tend to be linked to science. These tendencies have given rise to
the ideas that today human beings live in, respectively, technological,
organizational, affluent, and scientific societies. Each of these images
is distorted, in the sense that an adequate characterization of contem
porary living has to take account of all of them, and attempt to inte
grate them into a relatively consistent pattern.
In the remainder of this book there will be an attempt to discuss
in some detail the relations that grow up around the various social
processes in mass society. An understanding of these relations will be
furthered by keeping in mind the idea of mass society, as well as the
images of technological, organizational, affluent, and scientific soci
eties. It will be useful to remember the limitations of these images.

P/RT
III
SOCML PROCESSES

SECTION I,

C reation and
Production

_8
THE QUALITY OF WORK
IN MODERN LIFE
One of the basic social processes is the creation and production
of cultural objects, or what is frequently called “work.” Throughout
history there have been a number of diverse interpretations of the role
of work in human existence, some of them in stark conflict with one
another. Is work a blessing or a curse? Does it give the human being
an opportunity to widen and deepen experience, or does it snuff out
the possibilities for human development? Is the goal of work its ulti
mate abolition and a utopia in which machines carry on all creation and
production, or is the aim of work the expansion of opportunities for
more satisfying work? These questions show a profound ambivalence
(conflict of values) in the Western tradition. One way of making sense
out of this conflict is to point out that interpretations of the meaning
of work are relative to images of the human condition as a whole. A
person’s view of work is quite likely to be tied up with his views about
other aspects of human existence. Since this is the case, it will be useful
to review several perspectives on the meaning of work that have ap
peared in Western thought.
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WORK AS A CURSE
The basic attitude toward work in Western culture is negative.
Human beings are forced to work for a livelihood because of their sin
against God, but this situation is not to be welcomed. De Grazia has
summarized this attitude: “To the authors of the Bible . . . work is
necessary because of a divine curse. Through Adam’s fall the world
has become a workhouse. Paradise was where there was no toil. This
is the feeling about work one encounters in most of history’s years.
Unavoidable, but nonetheless a curse.” 1 Not only the Bible but also
Greek philosophy promoted this attitude. Plato set up his ideal
state with three major social groups. On top of the pyramid were the
philosopher-kings who governed on the basis of their knowledge of
ultimate reality. They had come to this knowledge through contempla
tion, not action, and were fit to rule solely because they were not
involved with the “imperfect” material world. Below the philosopherkings were the soldiers and administrators who directly organized the
activities of other human beings. Finally, at the bottom of this “ideal”
state were the workers and artisans who had the lowly task of trans
forming nature into culture.2 Aristotle shared this attitude and felt that
those who were involved in manual work had neither the time nor the
breadth of vision to make intelligent decisions about the conduct of
public affairs. In Aristotle’s ideal world, slaves did the work and citi
zens did the thinking and ruling.3 It is interesting to note that physi
cians, who have high prestige in the contemporary world, were simply
artisans in the eyes of thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle.
The fusion of Christianity and Greek philosophy in the Middle
Ages only served to intensify the devaluation of work in Western
culture. Even today, much of the doctrine of the Catholic Church
values contemplation far more highly than work.4 These early atti
tudes, however, carry over beyond the confines of Catholicism. The
idea of a technological utopia in which people are the passive recipi
ents of pleasures created by machines is a garish rewriting of the
Garden of Eden myth. Also related to this tradition is the dream of
getting “something for nothing,” which motivates many people in
capitalist economic systems.
WORK AS A DUTY
With the Protestant Reformation a new attitude toward work
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arose in the West which was overlaid on the old one without displacing
it. De Grazia summarized this new attitude: “Once, man worked for a
livelihood, to be able to live. Now he worked for something beyond his
daily bread. He worked because somehow it was the right or moral
thing to do.”5 The new attitude toward work has been summed up as
the “Protestant ethic.” Martindale has noted that in the early Protes
tant sects the importance of the priesthood to salvation was minimized
and the Christian life was no longer defined as withdrawal to contem
plation. The person could no longer confess his sins to the priest and
gain absolution, so he had to solve his problems in his own conscience.
Everyday life, thus, became of utmost importance, because every act
became potentially relevant to salvation. Individuals began to see their
economic life as a divine calling: “Life acquired a new vocational
significance as the drama of conscience was worked out in the solution
of problems. Individuals tended to measure their religious worthiness
in terms of exemplary conduct of life’s practical affairs.”6 Hard work,
in short, became an indicator that one might be saved, and economic
success an even better index.
It is important to note that the Protestant Ethic, glorifying hard
work and economic success, did not hold that work was a good in itself.
Rather, work, though unpleasant, was an indicator of or a means to
salvation. Over the past several centuries the strictly religious aspects
of the Protestant Ethic have declined in importance while the notions
of hard work as a duty and economic success as an indicator of human
fulfillment have persisted. When people are no longer even certain
that work is an obligation, a debased form of the Protestant Ethic may
exist in the blind craving for more and more work regardless of its
consequences or the satisfaction associated with it.7 Jules Henry has
called this phenomenon “drivenness” and he notes that many people
seem to be driven by forces beyond their control to achieve according
to organizational standards: “Ours is a driven culture. It is driven on
by its achievement, competitive, profit, and mobility drives, and by the
drives for security and a higher standard of living. Above all, it is driven
by expansiveness. Drives like hunger, thirst, sex, and rest arise directly
out of the chemistry of the body, whereas expansiveness, competitive
ness, achievement, and so on are generated by the culture; still we
yield to the latter as we do to hunger and sex.”8 There is, of course,
a positive side to the Protestant Ethic in the sense that through work
one may contribute to a common good and not be a parasite off the
work of others. However, this argument contains the very questionable
assumption that most work in contemporary societies contributes to a
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common good. Perhaps it is better to be unemployed and on welfare
than to produce fragmentation bombs.
WORK AS AN INTRINSIC VALUE
During the past century yet another attitude toward work has
appeared in the West which makes the Protestant Ethic appear as a
transition between the traditional and contemporary world-views. The
new attitude, which is shared by American pragmatists and Soviet
Marxists, is that work at its best is creative activity—a value to be
pursued for its own sake. John Dewey summarized this view by arguing
that the “old tradition” held that “labor was an unavoidable evil to be
minimized” and that “material comfort and ease was magnified in
contrast with the pains and risk of experimental creation.”9 Dewey,
however, holds that production is important “because of the intrinsic
worth of invention and reshaping the world” and that through creative
activity human beings expand and deepen their experience.
Figure 8.1. P h i l o s o p h i e s o f W o r k in
Traditional Society
Modem Society
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The idea that work can be a good in itself is no less than revolu
tionary. It goes along with the emergence of a mass society in which
the multitudes rather than a small elite are the citizens. Regardless of
the domination of elites in the contemporary world, all must at least
pay lip service to the dignity of labor, and the creative workshop rather
than the cloistered garden becomes the philosophical ideal. This, of
course, does not mean that all work in contemporary societies is to be
valued for its creative opportunities. For social philosophers and crit
ics such as Marx and Dewey, the great problem with modern societies
is that the masses are given few opportunities for creative work and are
instead regimented into boring and meaningless routines. Even cur
rent sociologists seem to have abandoned the ideal of the creative
workshop for the ideal of the professional expert who rises above the
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mere worker. It is to the current sociological view of work that we now
turn.
PROFESSIONS AND NONPROFESSIONS
The contemporary philosophy of work is basically concerned with
the examination of the concept of profession, and as an extension of
this, with comparing professions to other occupations. The fundamen
tal principle of this pattern of thought is that a few jobs are professions
and the remainder are simply nonprofessional. The residual category
of “nonprofessions” is often divided into white-collar (people-work
or, especially, paperwork, usually done in offices or stores) and bluecollar (machine work or work with “things,” usually done in factories).
However, in mass society the differentiation between blue- and whitecollar jobs has blurred. Salary ranges overlap extensively, white-collar
workers are being unionized, offices are becoming inundated with
various machines, and increasing suburbanization has often made the
life-styles of the two types of workers indistinguishable.10 Even the
“white-collar” is being replaced in various offices by companysupplied uniforms. Only differential prestige levels (which will be ex
plored in the following chapter) remain. Thus, differences within the
category of nonprofessional work are seen to be less than those be
tween nonprofessions and professions.
In distinguishing professions from nonprofessions, interest has
usually focused on the former. As a consequence of this interest non
professions are usually described negatively, as lacking those charac
teristics that professions have. There is a lack of agreement about what
attributes are both necessary and sufficient to define a given job as a
profession.11 There seems to be some agreement on several of the
features, but the question is whether there are but a few central ele
ments from which others are derivable, or a whole constellation of
them. Another question involves the classification of a job that has
some professional characteristics, but lacks others. This question can
be resolved by discarding the all-or-none approach and viewing a job
as being more-or-less professional.
Expertise organized around specialized bodies of knowledge is
one of the crucial attributes of a profession. Ideally this knowledge
should be esoteric—it should not be available to everyone. Usually
those outside the field are unfamiliar with the special knowledge, not
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because it requires a very high level of intelligence to understand it,
but because of the myriad of details. Legal expertise, for example, is
largely knowledge of laws and court decisions, and the ability to make
analogies between situations. Although most people are capable of
this type of reasoning, they are simply not familiar with the innumer
able “cases.”
The feature of expertise gives rise to several other professional
characteristics. One is the rather obvious need to acquire the special
ized knowledge. Professional training, “ideally” begun after a general
college curriculum has been completed, involves both learning the
theoretical knowledge and gaining practical experience. The training
period, which may last for years, as with medicine, is supervised by
members of the profession, rather than by knowledgable outsiders
This, in addition to the fact that laws have been passed making the
training a prerequisite for practicing that profession, gives the profes
sion an effective control over personnel. This training also permits the
special interpretations of the profession to be passed on to new mem
bers. Part of this interpretation involves defining what is a legitimate
or respectable problem for professional concern. Everett C. Hughes
claims that .. professionals do not merely serve; they define the very
wants which they serve.” 12 He points out that, despite the fact that
many women have wanted very much to bring their pregnancies to a
premature end, the medical profession has not traditionally consid
ered abortion to be a legitimate problem for it to solve.13
The expertise acquired through this specialized training gives rise
to, or at least attempts to legitimize, another characteristic of a profes
sion—autonomy. Professionals are to decide how their functions are
to be performed, and any supervision is to come from fellowprofessionals. In conjunction with claims for self-regulation, profes
sional codes of ethics are drawn up. One of the oldest of these is the
Hippocratic Oath which is said to have been imposed by the ancient
Greek physician Hippocrates upon his disciples, and is now taken by
students upon receiving their medical degrees. The code of ethics
prescribes, explicitly or implicitly, the professional’s commitment to
the client’s welfare over his own self-interest. This is in direct contra
diction to the so-called business ethic which assumes a profit motive
and warns the client or customer: Caveat emptor (let the buyer beware).
It is argued that because . . the client is usually not in a position to
judge the adequacy of the professional’s advice (e.g., medical prescrip
tion, need for surgery, legal interpretation, etc.), the client’s belief that
the professional has the client’s and not his own interests at heart may
become crucial in determining the credibility of that advice and the
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likelihood that the client will follow it.” 14 This line of reasoning seems
more like a defense than an analysis because the same argument can
be readily applied to many businessmen. The complexity of cultural
products is such that consumers not only have little comprehension of
how to create or repair them, but do not even know how to use them
properly or judge their performance. Those who have had experience
with stereo equipment, color televisions, or European sports cars have
had to believe that the businessman would place the customer’s inter
est first, or at the very least take account of it.
Professional associations, which coordinate and set standards for
training, promulgate the code of ethics and attempt to assure au
tonomy in work situations, are also supposedly accompaniments of
professional jobs. Professional associations also concern themselves
with educating the general public about the nature of the profession
and building the expertise of members through publishing journals
and sponsoring meetings. Many types of jobs have occupational as
sociations, but those on the nonprofessional side of the continuum are
unions (representing “labor”) and trade associations (representing
management”). 1heir basic activities in the United States supposedly
revolve around their members’ economic concerns. In Europe, how
ever, unions frequently have broad political aims, sometimes encom
passing social revolution. Possibly in an attempt to distinguish them
selves from unions, professional associations seek to have no
connection with the financial concerns of their members, although the
political efforts of the American Medical Association against national
health insurance are an exception to this rule. In addition, being inter
ested in financial matters is viewed as unprofessional for the individ
ual, since it is seen as a manifestation of self-interest. Professionals are
thus urged not to advertise their services.
I he professional association helps reinforce, and in some cases
foster, still another characteristic of a profession—professional com
munity. William Goode contends that, despite the lack of distinct
physical sites, professions form communities because professionals
share a sense of identity, values, and role definitions; few give up the
work; they employ a common language not well understood by outsid
ers, and the community has power over its members. Unlike a tradi
tional community, there are no geographic limits, only social ones, and
the next generation is produced only socially, not biologically.15
Whatever characteristics one does propose for defining a profes
sion, a continuum of sorts can be constructed. Given occupations can
he placed on it and seen as more or less professional. Although this
allows one to compare different jobs according to their relative profes-
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sional status, the comparison is not usually perfect because the factors
in “professionalism” do not always vary together in the same direction.
A continuum also permits comparing an occupation to itself over time
to see if it has become more professional. For a number of reasons that
will soon be made explicit, many nonprofessions are attempting to
transform themselves into professions. Some have met with more suc
cess in this endeavor than others. Despite unique circumstances sur
rounding any particular nonprofession, there seem to be a number of
common procedures involved in the attempted transformation. The
most fundamental step seems to be the establishment of a professional
association. Not only is this the attainment of one specific professional
characteristic, but, more importantly, organization permits the coordi
nation of other activities in the pursuit of professional status. These
activities include the formation or extension of formal training pro
grams, often with the addition of special degrees and the upgrading
of requirements (either only recommended or legally enforcable) for
being able to practice. Such restrictions on practice and control over
personnel often serve better than unionized collective bargaining to
insure high incomes for the professionals. Although the sequence of
initiating new operations differs from one nonprofession to another,
formulating a code of ethics, publishing bulletins, and holding confer
ences are likely to occur. Numerous nonprofessions have been studied
and their ventures toward professionalization have been detailed.
They include the police, life-insurance salesmen, pharmacists,
rehabilitation counselors, and librarians.16
There are several possible answers to the question of why so many
nonprofessions are trying to professionalize. There is the desire for
prestige, usually expressed by deference to professionals on the part
of others. Another reason for professionalizing, consistent with the
one just mentioned, is controlling competition. Competition is con
trolled by obtaining the recognition that a given area of concern is to
be handled in one particular fashion and by one exclusive group.
When this recognition is given by the government, the occupation
obtains a license to practice and thus restricts competition. Profes
sional standards established by associations often discourage under
cutting fees of other practitioners and advertising, both of which con
trol competition. Both controlling competition and increasing prestige
may not be the only or final goals of those working to professionalize
their occupations. Economic rewards, or privileges, cannot be dis
counted as possible aims.
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Hgure <9.2. P r o f e s s i o n a l a n d
Profession
Expertise organized around
specialized bodies of knowledge
Need for specialized training
Autonomy in determining how
work is performed
Regulation by code of ethics and
professional peers
Professional association
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N o n p ro fessio n al W o rk

Nonprofession

Knowledge readily accessible to
the general public
Little or no training necessary
Organizational direction on how
work is performed
Regulation by organizational work
rules and managers
1rade union or no organization

Still another reason why a given nonprofessional group may adopt
professional characteristics is the presence of other professionalized
occupations in its work situation. I hat is, if the job requirements
involve interaction with members of professions, those who are not
professionals usually have little power, privilege, and prestige. Close
contact allows those in the less professional occupation to see what
steps are necessary to increase professionalism. Doctors and nurses
are an example of this phenomenon. As each profession dispatches the
dirty work elements of its task to another group, with time the latter
group tries to do the same. Thus, nurses have sought to transfer the
less appealing aspects of their jobs to nurses’ aides and orderlies. This
process seems to come to a halt when the lower group unionizes
instead of trying to professionalize. A group may choose unionization
over professionalization because of its members’ educational level
and their familiarity with unions gained from the experience of
friends and relatives. Thus, the choice between unionization and pro
fessionalization may not be based on the characteristics of the job
itself.
A C r itiq u e
I he description of professions by sociologists not only empha
sizes an important trend in contemporary work, but involves an atti
tude toward work different from those defined by philosophers. For
the ancients, work was a curse, and the highest human activities were
contemplation and governing. In the Protestant Ethic, work is an obli
gation, while in the modern philosophies of creativity (process philos
ophies) work can be a value in itself. According to the professional
1 h e P r o f e s s i o n a l I d e a l:
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ideal, only certain kinds of work are highly valued and they do not
necessarily involve creativity.
Figure 8.3.
Business

B u s in e s s a nd P r o f e s s io n

Profession

Universalism
Universalism (Business
judgments are not based on
family ties and/or other
particular relations)
Performance
Performance (Business judgments
are made on the basis of
efficiency, not the group
to which a person belongs)
Collectivity-orieniation
Self-orientation (Business
(Professional judgments are made in
judgments are made on the
the interest of the client)
basis of profit)
This is the way it’s supposed to be. Use your own experience to determine how
often it really is this way.
The values enshrined in the professional ideal arc primarily the
possession of specialized skills and knowledge, autonomy of decision
within the supposed sphere of competence and, following from these,
the right to make decisions for others within that sphere of compe
tence. These are the very values denied to people in many other lines
of work in mass society, and perhaps this is one reason why nonprofessional work is defined in terms of the absence of professionalism. For
example, the proverbial assembly-line worker has little or no special
ized skills and knowledge, no autonomy of decision about how to do
his work, and no right to make decisions for others. The professional
in a mass society often feels fortunate to have escaped from the drudg
ery and impotence associated with many other jobs, and gains a mea
sure of satisfaction from the fact that others defer to him in at least one
area of experience. However, has the professional escaped into para
dise, or is there a serpent in his Garden of Eden?
The limitations of professionalism as a philosophy of work, and
the problems created by professionalism in the society at large are not
often stressed by sociologists, who themselves lay claim to profession
alism. These limitations are of two kinds. First, while the professional
has autonomy in one small sphere of existence, he is no better off than
anyone else in coping with the rest of life. With regard to decisions of
war and peace, race relations, and the fate of the economy, the profes
sional has no more to say than the operator of a punch press.17 Even
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if the professional is a specialist in economics, he is expected to follow
policy guidelines developed by higher officials who are much more
generalists than specialists. The same goes for specialists in military
affairs and race relations. Along the same lines, with regard to speciali
ties other than his own, the professional is just as much in the dark as
the punch-press operator. The lawyer is no more competent to judge
the quality of dental work than is the janitor. Further, by devoting
himself to a narrow area of experience intensively, the professional is
prone to distort the rest of experience by overemphasizing that area
of life to which he is most accustomed. Engineers often believe that all
problems can be solved by the invention of new machines, while medi
cal personnel frequently hold that all human activity can be accounted
for biologically. Specialists in the human studies are no more exempt
from this failing than others. Psychiatrists, for example, sometimes
claim that physical disturbances are really emotional in their origin.
The battle of the specialities may be as damaging to the professional
as to the society at large.18 One might say that the professional has
purchased a degree of autonomy in a single area in return for subservi
ence in the rest of life.
The second limitation of the professional ideal flows from the
effects of specialization on human relations. Professionals who cherish
their autonomy do not make concerted efforts to allow their clients to
appreciate their work. Thus, professionals tend to separate themselves
from other human beings. Instead of taking the time and effort to
inform patients about exactly what is being done to them and why,
many medical doctors try to cut off questioning by being unresponsive
and projecting a mystique. Lawyers would rather not waste their time
with what they consider misdirected questions, and demand trust from
their clients. Since professionals are often called upon for assistance
in crisis situations, any tendency to shut the client off from apprecia
tion of the work is usually intensified by the client's anxieties. The
tendency to keep clients in the dark frequently leads professionals to
look upon clients with a certain contempt. It is perhaps ironic that the
professionals themselves are partly responsible for the ignorance of
their clients, but the overall impact of professional snobbery is the
intensification of mistrust and hatred in social relations. For the com
mon man, deference to professionals frequently alternates with hatred
for the “pointy-headed intellectual” who cannot distinguish a carbu
retor from a cam shaft.
I his critique of the professional ideal should not be interpreted
as an attack upon the widespread use of specialized knowledge in
modern life.19 It is not so much specialization (which often leads to
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intense creative acts whose results benefit others) but the drive toward
autonomy that creates the most severe personal and social problems.
When autonomy is purchased by subservience to power elites on gen
eral policy matters, strict demarcations of boundaries among speciali
ties and the will to keep clients in ignorance, the ideal of service gives
way to debilitating irresponsibility. Is the answer to this problem
stricter self-regulation by the professions, greater legal controls over
professionals, counter-pressure by organized client groups or some
mixture of these? This is perhaps one of the central issues of our time.
EXERCISE
When you go to a professional for help what is it that you
want? Do you want the professional to solve your problem with as
little of your involvement as possible? Would you like to have some
say about how the problem is treated? Does the kindness or
sympathy of the professional mean anything to you? If you were a
professional would you conform to the model of professionalism
presented in this book. If so, why? If not, why not?
EXERCISE
Professionals, such as college professors, have elaborate codes
and ideologies justifying their work. Do students have such
ideologies? If so, what are their contents? How much cynicism does
the ideology of the student have? How much idealism?
ALIENATION
In part because of the idealization of professional jobs, most criti
cism of work is aimed at those job categories that are on the nonprofes
sional end of the profession-nonprofession continuum. Another rea
son why negative views of the work experience are concentrated on
industrial jobs is that these jobs were the ones primarily analyzed by
early influential critics of work. The most important of these critics was
Karl Marx. Within his overall project of demonstrating the moral bank
ruptcy and eventual demise of the capitalist economic system, Marx
took a severe look at the plight of the nineteenth-century factory
worker and concluded that the worker was alienated from his own
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labor, from the product of his labor, from other human beings, and
finally from himself. By alienation Marx meant that a relationship that
should be a natural and familiar aspect of life had become strange to
the person or separate from him (alien). The worker becomes alien
ated from his own labor when he has no control over it. He must sell
his labor in order to survive physically. He thus becomes dominated
by his labor.
On the job the worker is told what to do and how and when to do
it. Essentially, the work process eliminates any choice on the part of
the worker. Quoting Marx, from an essay he wrote in 1849: “What do
we mean by the alienation of labor? First, that the work he performs
is extraneous to the worker, that is, it is not personal to him, is not part
of his nature; therefore he does not fulfill himself in work, but actually
denies himself; feels miserable rather than content, cannot freely de\ t lop his physical and mental powers, but instead becomes physically
exhausted and mentally debased. Only while not working can the
worker be himself; for while at work he experiences himself as a
stranger.”20
Figure 8.-4.

T y pes o f A l ie n a t io n

Alienation from task:
Alienation of labor:
Alienation from control
over work:
Alienation from
conscqucnces of work:

I he worker does not understand his contribu
tion to the final product.
Part of the worker’s labor is taken by the owners
in the form of profits.
The worker does not determine what to produce, how, and when.
'The worker does not determine how his production will be used.

Since the time of Marx's writing, industry has engineered the work
situation to be even more alienating in certain respects than it was in
the nineteenth century. This increased alienation has not been a con
sciously intended effect, but has been an unintended consequence of the
drive to enhance efficiency. In the early twentieth century, Frederick
W. I aylor developed the principles of “scientific management” and
subsequently efficiency experts such as Frank and Lillian Gilbreth (of
Cheaper by the Dozen fame) have attempted to mechanize the workers so
that they would behave on the job in the same way as a piece of efficient
equipment. A machine has no control over its simple and repetitive
actions. However, the actions of a machine are not monotonous, because a machine does not get bored. Much to the chagrin of managers,
though, human beings do become bored. Boredom seems to be the
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result of preventing people from making choices, that is, from exercis
ing some control over their labor. Not only do industrial jobs prohibit
decision making by workers but, because they require some degree of
attentiveness, they make systematic thinking about anything else all
but impossible.
Robert Blauner has attempted to test the hypothesis, derived from
Marx’s theory, that the less control workers have over their jobs, the
more they feel alienated. He found that different kinds of industrial
environments were related to differing degrees of alienation. Printers,
who had a relatively high degree of control over work activities, were
much less alienated than automobile workers, who had very little control.21
Workers also are alienated from the products of their labor. The
actual product of a worker’s labor is whatever result he has contributed
to in the process of production. However, the very physical object
upon which the worker labors may be alien to him in the sense that he
only knows a small part of its make-up. Further, not only is the worker
frequently unaware of the part his labor plays in making the whole
product, but he often does not even know what the final product is.
Those who produce electronic circuitry parts on the assembly line may
not realize that the ultimate product is a sophisticated bomb, though
some managements have placed pictures of the final product in front
of assembly line workers in order to stimulate morale and productivity.
Finally, the physical product is alien because the worker has no control
over its quality nor over who will use it and how it will be used. The
ultimate result of alienation from the product of labor is that workers
labor only in order to earn a livelihood rather than to make a contribu
tion to a worthy effort or for the sheer joy of working.22 The object of
their labor is simply money. This problem is intensified in a capitalist
economic system where management, too, has money rather than the
product as its object. Thus, there is no intrinsic relation between the
work and the motivation for undertaking it.
Contemporary inquiries into industrial labor support Marx’s view
that factory work does not allow human beings to express their essence
and is viewed by them as a means to physical existence. Ely Chinoy has
described midwestern automobile workers who despair of escaping the
hateful and boring routine of the factory, but who live in hope that
through the vehicle of the money that they bring home their children
will attain a better type of job, perhaps in a profession.23 Such workers
concentrate, as they get older, on their growing seniority and steady
pay, and learn to attend as little to work as possible.
A new generation of workers has entered the automobile industry
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sincc Chinoy conducted his study. While some of their fathers were
also automobile workers, it does not seem that the members of this
new generation can sustain the deadening aspects of the job by hoping
for a better future for their children. Incidents of slashed upholstery in
new cars rolling out of the factory, tools welded into the bumpers,
banana peels sealed behind the dashboard, and other similar kinds of
sabotage have been increasing. Recently it was announced that the
Volvo car factory in Sweden was abolishing the assembly line in favor
of twenty-five-man groups. This is perhaps recognition that alienation
may sometimes decrease productivity.
However, experiments in decreasing alienation are often unsuc
cessful. Even in the very progressive Hormel meat-packing plant in
Minnesota, where there is a twenty-year guaranteed annual wage,
profit sharing, workers having the right to set their own pace and
foremen functioning to keep materials flowing rather than barking out
orders like drill sergeants, the workers indicate that they are alienated
from their work. Fred H. Blum reports that the workers seem “welladjusted, because they have reduced their level of aspirations to the
rather low level of the job. They coast along, keeping busy, visiting,
talking, making time go by, and getting the work done in order to ‘get
out of there’ in order to get home!”24 The idea that work is only a
means to other goals rather than an activity with intrinsic value is also
exemplified in the responses that a sample of American workers gave
to a question asking them whether or not they would work if they had
an option to choose. Although almost all chose to continue working,
only 9 percent said they would do so because they found their work
interesting or challenging. The others gave various extrinsic reasons
for their choice to continue working, such as not knowing what to do
with their time, maintaining self-respect, or justifying their existence.25
Although Marx’s vision of the industrial work situation seems to
hold true as much today as when he first expressed it, this image has
been generalized to include many other types of work routines. Aliena
tion from work is no longer seen as the special plague of the factory
worker. Max Weber extended the concept of alienated labor to all
organized work situations: “Marx’s emphasis upon the wage worker as
being ‘separated’ from the means of production becomes, in Weber’s
perspective, merely one special case of a universal trend. The modern
soldier is equally ‘separated’ from the means of violence; the scientist
from the means of enquiry, and the civil servant from the means of
administration.”26 Except for some independent professionals who
are not related to clinics, hospitals, or corporations, plus some farmers
and neighborhood small businessmen, most people hold jobs within
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bureaucratic organizations. Even those few who have not been bureau
cratized live in the shadows of massive organizations. The indepen
dent medical professional is dependent upon large drug firms, con
glomerate supply houses, and powerful lobbies; the independent
farmer is dependent on mammoth farm-implement producers, chemical-fertilizer manufacturers, and government agencies; and the small
businessman stocks his shelves with goods produced by America’s five
hundred largest corporations and has little control over what he pays
for these goods. Those who have been bureaucratized, including social
workers, insurance salesmen, army lieutenants, junior executives, and
schoolteachers, share fully the automobile workers’ alienative work
setting. Thus, though there may be important differences in the con
text of work—cleanliness of surroundings, opportunity to interact with
others informally, and so on—the fact of alienation as separation from
ownership and control of the means to work remains. Since all author
ity comes from the top downward, there is little control over one’s own
activities. There is no real chance to choose what, when and how work
is to be done. Although the product is not a physical object, but an
insurance policy, an advertising campaign, a war, a course, or some
other train of events, white-collar workers too participate in only a
fraction of the total production process. Efficiency experts have in
vaded the office as well, dividing up work into small units which require
as little choice and initiative as the tasks of factory workers, and arc just
as boring. People arc made to act like machines and, as in the factory,
machines arc replacing people: automatic copying machines arc re
placing secretaries while computers are replacing executives. There
arc many jobs in which alienation is carried to even further extremes
than the factory-worker experiences. These arc jobs that require one
to sell not only one’s labor, but also one’s personality. C. Wright Mills
took the case of the salesgirl as an example of what he called “the
personality market.” In order to achieve a sale, the salesgirl must
express insincere sentiments, such as concern for the customer’s com
fort and even interest in the customer’s personal problems. She must
be ruthlessly cheerful, and to carry the example forward to recent
times, the smile on her face must be a mirror of the smile on the yellow
pin she we.ars. The waitress, the stewardess, the con artist, the fund
raiser, the salesman, and the prostitute are others who are prey to
self-alienation bccause they must use their personalities to manipulate
others.27 The personality market, as defined by Mills, is yet another
example of how the “put-on” characterizes human relations in a mass
society.
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EXERCISE

I
akc a job which you have had and trace the ways in which it
was alienating. Does alienation trouble you or make you feel
discontented? Can you imagine what a society would be like if
alienation was eliminated?
EXERCISE

In what ways is the role of the student alienating? Can you
imagine an educational situation that would not be alienating?
Would such a situation be desirable? Why?
ALIENATION AND THE QUALITY OF WORK

It would be no exaggeration to state that the concept of alienation
has been a central one in the history of sociology. Many consider Marx
to have been the first sociologist, and certainly his image of class
society has been the model for all others that have succeeded it, even
though the successors have altered the model drastically.28 Debates
about alienation have usually taken its undesirability for granted and
have concentrated on whether or not alienation must necessarily be a
significant feature of the lives of the masses. A different approach will
be taken here, based on the idea that the values embedded in the
concept of alienation can be held up to serious question.
In defining alienation, Marx focuses on the idea that in some way
the worker is not really himself. The worker feels miserable, does not
develop his powers, becomes exhausted and debased, and does not
feel personal involvement in his work. John Horton has summarized
the thrust of Marx’s analysis: “Freedom for Marx, as well as for Hegel,
meant autonomous and self-contained existence.”29 The autonomous
human being is always “himself,” is contented and personally in
volved. Vet, it is fair to ask: What is this true self? If the true self is
merely what the individual would like to be, there is no guarantee that
the end of alienation would bring anything but a conglomeration of
human beings seeking goals that might involve the destruction of
others and perhaps self-destruction. If the true self is defined accord
ing to some set of needs that Marx can identify, how will human beings
who have been debased by a corrupt system learn to seek fulfillment
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of their real needs rather than the transient desires at present moti
vating them?30 Further, Marx defines the absence of alienation in
terms of such feeling states as contentment and personal involvement,
and such abstract goals as control over the situation for its own sake
and the development of unspecified potentialities.
Feeling states are notoriously poor indicators of situations. One
can take a drug, for example a tranquilizer or alcohol, and feel much
better about participating in an inauthentic and manipulative social
situation. One may feel pangs of discontent in the midst of joy and
flashes of ecstasy in the midst of despair. Abstract goals always need
to be filled in with some content. What is desirable about controlling
the work situation? What is desirable about developing potentialities?
One can exert control over the work situation in order to develop the
potential of one racial group to exterminate another racial group. It
is important to ask: What is control being exterted for, and what
potentialities are being developed? Finally, is the goal of autonomous
and self-contained existence worth striving for, or even intelligible?
Part of the human condition is being related to others. Relations such
as love and cooperation imply that one is neither fully autonomous nor
self-contained. Marx, of course, emphasized the sociability of human
beings, particularly in his image of the class society. However, taken
by itself, the idea of alienation seems to lead to the position that the
self is property, not process. There is a tendency to view the self as
something real, which is disclosed after alienation is removed and
false consciousness peeled away.
Drawing upon the discussion of space and time in chapter five, an
interpretation of alienation consistent with the idea of the self as pro
cess can be developed. Efficiency experts often try to reduce jobs down
to the confines of movement space and movement time. The worker
is not even treated as a whole organism, but instead as a series of
segmented body movements, such as those involved in putting a tire
on a new car.31 These movements, repeated over and over again,
transform the worker into a machinelike being. The effects of reducing
work to the confines of movement space and movement time are the
boredom and discontent discussed in the preceding pages. In order to
overcome these effects, some efficiency experts become “enlightened”
and attempt to pattern jobs around action space and action time, in
which the worker is seen as a whole organism relating to other orga
nisms in an environment. Music, pleasant colors, the opportunity to
chat with co-workers, and somewhat more challenging work arc intro
duced into the factory situation. I his sometimes increases job satisfac*
tion, but the meaninglessness of the work often remains. This is be
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cause reducing work’s movement-space and movement-time or actionspace and action-time alienate the process of creation from its wider
relations throughout the society. Does the work have a moral end?
Does the product help people? Is this work contributing to realizing
the goal of more creative work for all? Workers are not supposed to
be concerned with socio-cultural space and time. This is the preserve
of top management, which plans for the future. Perhaps the workers
will gain more control over action-space in the future, even if industrial
organizations remain bureaucratic. However, it is highly unlikely that
they will be able to participate in decisions affecting the management
of socio-cultural space and time unless drastic changes are made in the
organization of work. Yet alienation from the kind of contribution
made, the uses of that contribution and the possibility for creation in
a just set of relations is ultimately more significant in the human
condition as a whole than job satisfaction. Perhaps it is not too much
to say that greater job satisfaction, without concern for the morality of
work, would be an indication of barbarism rather than freedom.
Horton has pointed out that, in current American sociology,
alienation is normally used to refer to feelings such as powerlessness,
boredom, and dissatisfaction.32 This approach to alienation tends to
split the problem off from the rest of the social process and makes it
appear that it is rooted in subjective feelings rather than in the mono
polization of socio-cultural space and time by elites. It is to the great
advantage of these elites if they can convince the rest of us not to think
beyond the action-space of our everyday relations and the action-time
of our personal projects. When they are successful persuaders they are
left to define the ultimate meaning of what we do.
ATTEMPTS TO REMEDY ALIENA I ION
Since alienation has been identified for several generations as the
most serious problem in modern work, it is to be expected that many
suggestions and attempts have been made to remedy it. These at
tempts have ranged from making minor changes in the physical work
setting to full-scale social and political revolution. As was pointed out
in the preceding section, no cure for alienation has yet been found.
Particularly if alienation is defined in terms of alienation from ordering
socio-cultural space and time, there can be no remedy for it in either
the East or the West unless mammoth bureaucratic organizations can
be dismantled or somehow democratized. This is why debates in both
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East and West today frequently center around whether bureaucracy is
necessary to the smooth management of complex technologies, and
around whether greater participation in organizational decision mak
ing by workers and clients will lead to chaos and disruption or to the
realization of the good life.33
T h e H u m a n - R e l a t io n s A p p r o a c h

The method most favored by managements in the United States
for reducing alienation can be conveniently called the human-relations
approach.34 From the management’s viewpoint, alienation is not
desired because it may lead to reduced productivity and therefore to
lower profits. Thus, management is not motivated by benevolence
toward the worker, and has no interest in reducing alienation if this is
likely to cut into profits. The human-relations approach became popu
lar in industry when it was found that workers whose jobs had been
reduced to the segmented body motions of movement space were
often unproductive and even prone to sabotage production. Thus,
there was a shift to viewing the worker as an organism involved in
relations with co-workers participating in a segment of the production
process.
An industrial sociologist, Charles B. Spaulding, has developed a
“general design for harmonious productivity,” which reflects the prin
ciples of the human-relations approach. T aking the viewpoint of the
firm (which industrial sociologists often do), Spaulding suggests that
wages, fringe benefits, safety, and general cleanliness of work place
should compare favorably with firms throughout the industry. How
ever, these are not the most important factors for insuring harmonious
productivity. The worker “wants a job that is clearly defined and for
which he has been given proper instructions.“ “The worker who does
not know what is expected of him and what he may properly do in
accomplishing his obligation is uncertain and unhappy.“35 Further,
“the worker is likely to be happier if he can feel that he is part of a
relatively small group of congenial fellow workers and if this small
group has some opportunity for self-determination.“ Management
should “let the workers talk and joke and engage in horse play, if it
doesn’t obviously interfere with production.“36 This doctrine helps
explain why the Volvo company is experimenting with abandoning the
assembly line in favor of small work groups.
O f course, there is a problem. When workers have the opportunity
to form groups, they frequently set norms of production for them
selves that are below those desired by management. This dilemma has
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been identified since the very beginning of research into industrial
relations. In their famous study of the bank wiring room at Western
Electric Company, Roethlisberger and Dickson pointed out how even
on a piece-rate system (where people get paid according to how many
units they produce rather than on a flat hourly rate) the work group
limited production.37 Spaulding points out that there may be no solu
tion to this dilemma, and that the best that management can do is try
to persuade the group to accept its viewpoint, let the group determine
the “details of its job and try to get the group to make a commitment
to cooperate in raising production or accepting changes decided upon
by management. In some cases the human-relations approach will
increase productivity rather than impede it, while in other cases the
reverse will be the case. The amount of “alienation” sought by the
management will, therefore, be a function of the balance sheet.
The human-relations approach can be held up to serious ques
tion. It is based on a view of the human condition and human possibil
ity which, when made explicit, may be surprising to those who thought
the approach was enlightened. First, the human being is not seen as
a person who seeks creative and challenging work, but who, instead,
is most satisfied when he knows exactly what is expected of him. This
means that management is enlightened when it is paternalistic (like a
benevolent father-figure) and lays down the law clearly. Second, work
ers are implicitly seen as interested in joking and horseplay rather than
in serious concerns. This is not meant to be a criticism of joking and
horseplay, but a comment on the way that industrial sociologists and
managers view the worker. Those reading this book who have been
factory workers or who have known factory workers well know that
discussions in the plant and during lunch breaks are often highly
serious and concern politics, religion, economic policy, and personal
tragedy and joy. Third, the human-relations approach assumes that
the worst aspects of alienation can be alleviated by giving the work
group a certain limited control over the action space of its members.
I his assumption ignores the possibility that workers might be inter
ested in the wider socio-cultural context of their work, and might seek
to have some say in determining it. The human-relations approach
takes alienation from socio-cultural space and time for granted,
hnirth, the human-relations approach assumes that the major prob
lems at work are communications problems rather than sharp conflicts
of interest. Management is urged to try to convince workers to accept
its point of view on the assumption either that the “real” interests of
labor and management are the same in the long run, or that labor can
he conned into acting against its own interests by smooth talk. Thus,
The Quality of Work in M odem Life
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the image of the worker projected by the human-relations approach is
one of a person in need of clear-cut rules to follow and who values
horseplay highly, is not concerned with the wider aspects of his activity

Figure 8.5. T h e I m a g e
T heory

of the

W o r k e r in “ H u m a n R e l a t io n s ”

Needs clear-cut rules to follow
Values horseplay highly
Unconcerned with wider meaning of his activity
Can be persuaded to adopt the position of management
Does this image fit the workers you know?
and who can be persuaded to adopt the perspective of his superiors
in power. Viewed this way, the human-relations approach seems to
define the worker as a child. Children supposedly need limits, love fun
more than serious things, have no concern with life beyond their
immediate environments, and are best off listening to their parents.
One wonders whether managers or industrial sociologists would be
willing to apply this image of the human being to themselves. It is
doubtful that they would, because they like to consider themselves as
professionals, and the hallmark of the professional is autonomy and
the possession of hard-won skills.
R e v o l u t io n

At the opposite end of the spectrum of methods for alleviating
alienation from the human-relations approach is revolution. Karl
Marx, who was the first social thinker to focus attention on alienation
in its economic setting, prescribed revolution as the only way in which
alienation could be eliminated. Under capitalism, he believed, aliena
tion was inevitable because the owners took part of the fruits of the
worker’s labor in the form of profits. In order to preserve this profit
system, Marx reasoned, the owners had to keep control of the work
situation and make sure that “labor discipline” (closely resembling
military discipline) was continually enforced. At the heart of Marx’s
revolutionary prescription was the idea that no ruling class ever gives
up its power and privilege voluntarily. Thus, the owners of industrial
tools would not allow the workers to take over without putting up some
kind of fight. Sometimes the resistance of the ruling class would be
physically violent, calling for the “counter-violence” of militant work
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ers and sometimes it would take the form of propaganda, manipula
tion, and political maneuvering. In all cases, since the capitalist system
was, in its essence, a system promoting alienation, it would have to be
abolished before the work situation could improve significantly.
Marx believed that a socialist order, in which tools were owned
publicly rather than privately, would progressively eliminate aliena
tion. There would no longer be any need for cutting the worker out
of decision making because there would not be any more parasitical
classes living off the labor of others. Human existence would be lucid
because there would no longer be any need to convince the workers
that exploitation was really a good thing. With exploitation abolished,
not only would propaganda be a thing of the past, but the state would
wither away because there would be no ruling class paying off police
and officials to protect property rights. Thus, human beings would
take responsibility for their own destinies and collectively plan for their
future democratically.
Marx’s prescription for revolution was based on the assumption
that private ownership of the means of production was responsible for
alienation. In the twentieth century, people have begun to think that
this may not be true.38 The Soviet Union had its socialist revolution,
but alienation, in the sense of lack of control by workers over their
situation, persists. The mammoth Soviet bureaucracies are subject to
the same problems as their American counterparts, and the difficulties
are perhaps compounded by propaganda proclaiming the end of
alienation.
The failure of the communist world, particularly the Soviet Union,
to overcome alienation has led to a new radical proposal for transform
ing the work situation. This proposal is workers' management of the
production process. Experiments with democracy in the work situa
tion, going beyond the mere filling in of details with regard to policies
coming down from above, have been tried in Yugoslavia and in some
industries of Great Britain since World War II. The results of these
experiments have been inconclusive (workers sometimes behave like
managers, attempting to maximize advantage at the expense of con
sumers and other industries), but they have not shown workers to be
one-dimensional or irresponsible.39 Democracy in the work setting
might go along with organized checks by consumers, so that there
would be a worker-consumer democracy. Spaulding argues that work
ers’ democracy is not viable because of “the failures of various reform
movements and co-operative colonies which expected human beings
to co-operate ‘naturally.’ ”40 This objection, however, does not meet
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the argument in favor of a worker-consumer democracy, because such
a system would incorporate organized authorities and checks and bal
ances. The great difference from the present would be that controls
would be horizontal, as they are between the branches of the United
States government, rather than vertical, as they are in bureaucratic
organizations.
C o u n t e r v a il in g A l l e g ia n c e s

Short of the ultimate remedy, revolution, workers have attempted
to reform the work situation by restructuring it in the presence of
capitalism through affiliating themselves with unions and other occu
pational associations. The worker’s lack of control over his own labor,
along with his inability to decide what tasks should be done in what
manner, arc among the chief reasons traditionally given for alienation.
If one focused attention on the increasingly bureaucratic work organi
zation, there would seem to be little hope for the worker to increase
control. However, a broader view of the work situation discloses the
existence of various types of occupational associations that have the
possibility, at least, of allowing the worker to have more control over
his activities. Why this possibility exists can be understood by describ
ing a situation similar to work in a bureaucracy—that of a child with
parents who disagree with one another about what the child should
and should not do. The skillful (conniving?) child can play off one
parent against the other, obeying his mother when she agrees with
what he wants to do and obeying his father when their views coincide.
He can get his own way only as long as each parent concedes that the
other also has legitimate control over the child and as long as they each
have roughly equivalent power. Similarly, as occupational associations
have received the recognition of the employer’s organization, the wor
ker’s possibility for freedom has increased. T he extent of this freedom
is dependent upon how similar the organizations are in strength and
whether they are at variance about what the worker should do.41
Both employers and unions regard one another’s control over the
factory worker as legitimate. Although there is little that he can do
about the employer’s decisions regarding his work activity, the union’s
views are supposed to be reflective of their members’ opinions—in
official propaganda at least. The propaganda in this case has little
resemblance to the practice and, for the most part, union leaders and
management are in agreement as to the way in which the worker is to
perform his job. In part, this may account for why industry recognized
the unions as legitimate. Any disagreement usually concerns wages
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and fringe benefits rather than job descriptions.42 The majority of
instances where unions and employers are in disagreement over the
job itself occur in those industries where the unions have a great deal
more power than the employers. An example is in the construction
trades where unionized painters are usually not permitted to use roll
ers to apply paint nor brushes greater than a stipulated width. How
ever, because of the union’s strength, the worker cannot side with the
employer and thus has no control. Although the blue-collar worker
ordinarily cannot use the two organizations against one another to
achieve more control for himself, and thereby lessen his alienation, he
frequently does have the opportunity to give his allegiance to one or
the other. Despite the fact that alienating conditions still exist, he does
not have to identify himself with his direct “oppressor” (the em
ployer), which reduces the sense of self-alienation.
In general, occupational associations of all types facilitate the
identification of a person with the type of work he does, rather than
with the organization in which he is employed. On the profession end
of the work continuum, the views about work activities held by the
professional association are frequently at odds with those of the em
ploying organization. For example, scientists working in industrial
organizations are asked to direct their inquiry into two generally oppo
site directions. Their employers want them to work toward developing
products that they could profitably market. Their profession, speaking
through the professional association's journals and at meetings, wants
them to concentrate on “pure” rather than “applied” science; to dis
cover general principles rather than glamorous products. Rather than
obeying the dictates of the profession or the organization for which
they work, most professionals give their allegiance to one unit or the
other, depending upon which one coincides with their own indepen
dent scale of values. They either look to their colleagues in the profes
sion, corresponding with them through research publications, or look
to their employers and get into administrative tasks. Whichever side
they choose, taking sides reduces their freedom. Many of those who
attempt to choose both employer and profession find themselves to be
the servants of two masters, and to be plagued by conflict.
Sociologists have studied professionals employed in bureaucratic
organizations, such as scientists, engineers, and college professors.43
Alvin Gouldner classifies professionals as either locals or cosmopoli
tans. Although there are variations within each of the two groups,
locals are those loyal to the organization who tend to have a low
commitment to specialized skills, whereas the cosmopolitans’ basic
commitments are to their job and its skills. Cosmopolitans have little
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organizational loyalty since they seek recognition from those in their
occupation or profession. For a number of reasons, including lack of
identification with any given organization, cosmopolitans move from
job to job more than locals. Probably the primary reason for this
mobility is the fact that, although employers wish their workers to be
loyal to the organization, they hire and reward them on the basis of
their cosmopolitan characteristics—their skill and the reputation they
have in their profession, which is partly based on their skill. While this
may appear to involve a contradiction, in reality the “freedom” of
cosmopolitans follows from the employer’s dilemma. The employer
wants organizational loyalty, but he also wants efficient and profitable
operations. Locals often have nothing to sell but their loyalty, and
hiring only them would lead to disaster for the firm in a competitive
situation. Therefore cosmopolitans, who are skill oriented, have more
freedom than most workers to play the profession off against the
organization.
COMPLEXITIES OF THE WORK SITUATION
While none of the devices suggested to remedy alienation has
been fully successful, study by social scientists over the past several
generations has shown that the work situation is far more complex
than Marx envisaged it. This appreciation of complexity is probably
due to several causes. First, with the growth of sophisticated technolo
gies and elaborate organizations, the work situation has, in many cases,
actually become far more complex than it was in the nineteenth cen
tury. Second, in the development of inquiry the first step is usually to
sketch out a broad interpretation of significant features and then leave
it to succeeding generations to refine this interpretation and show its
limitations. In the preceding discussion it was shown that Marx defined
most of the significant problems for the philosophy and sociology of
work as they have developed through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. This does not mean that industrial sociologists are Marxists
(in the United States most of them are not), but that the problem of
alienation continues to be a focal point for research. Those sociolo
gists who have gone beyond Marx have shown that there seem to be
certain factors built into the organization of work that at least alleviate
alienation slightly. The worker is not entirely beholden to the organi
zation because the organization itself faces dilemmas that it cannot
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seem to resolve decisively, workers generate sets of relations that are
not reflected by the organizational chart, some people are able to
choose among competing definitions of the work role and, even in
extremely oppressive situations, people are able to conceal their moti
vations and projects.
The Quality of Work in Modern Life

O r g a n iz a t io n a l D il e m m a s

Blau and Scott have argued that each type of organization faces
a dilemma in attaining its goals effectively. For the business firm under
capitalism the goal is maximization of profit. Within a bureaucratic
organization this goal generates a dilemma. On the one hand, in order
to insure a smooth How of work, people working in the business must
have some stable expectations of job security and some basis for rea
sonably predicting what their associates will do from day to day. If such
expectations are disappointed, morale will suffer and perhaps labor
supply will be lost and those left in the firm will sabotage operations.
On the other hand, in order to gain maximum profits, individual initia
tive, innovation, and ambition must be fostered. Yet these very quali
ties, so essential to gaining competitive advantage in a market situa
tion, are apt to disrupt stable expectations and normal routines.44 The
existence of this dilemma opens up a certain degree of freedom for the
employee who is not simply bound to an assembly-line job. He can
attempt to be a go-getter continually firing new ideas at his superiors
who, according to the folklore of management, must give them consid
eration. The superiors may give in finally and grant the go-getter
freedom just to get him off their backs.
Alternatively, the person may play according to the rules, be a
docile underling and finally accumulate enough organizational IOUs
that he is assured of a secure future with little work. Of course, it is
not always possible to exploit the organizational dilemmas. Turning
contemporary organizations to one’s benefit often involves becoming
cynical, renouncing the possibilities for creative work and making al
liances with people who one considers to be hopelessly corrupt. Also,
there is the possibility of being dragged into vicious power struggles
and the risk that one will be caught on the side of innovation and
profitability when the top management has decided to go in the direc
tion of consolidation and stability, or the reverse. The existence of
organizational dilemmas gives some opportunity to the individual for
maneuvers, but does nothing to alleviate alienation from socio-cultural
space and time.
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A sccond limitation on complete domination of the work situation
by the organization is what has been called informal organization. An
example of informal organization was discussed earlier when reference
was made to the way factory workers may limit production when they
have the opportunity to form groups. However, the extent of informal
organization is far greater than the mere limitation of production. In
any organization, chains of command are continually broken by people
who have special relations with those several layers above them. Some
bureaus in the organization will get more supplies than they are sup
posed to according to the budget, and others will have their allocations
slashed because of the “regrettable need to economize.“ As was
pointed out in the discussion of symbolic bureaucracy, workers in the
bureau may behave in ways having nothing to do with their official job
descriptions.
Informal organization arises whenever groups of people within
the organization act according to sets of rules different from those
officially spelled out.45 Depending on the circumstances, informal or
ganization has different consequences for the organization. Sometimes
it arises because the official rules do not allow employees to meet the
organization’s own goals effectively. For example, if the rules demand
that certain decisions must be approved by a superior before they are
put into effect, and that superior is regularly absent because of alcohol
ism, the workers in the bureau may by-pass the rules and decide collec
tively on what is to be put into effect. Sometimes informal organization
arises to protect the workers from ambitious managers, as in the case
of factory workers collectively limiting production. At still other times,
informal organization may reflect power struggles between factions
battling for control of the organization. Thus, like organizational
dilemmas, informal organization may prevent total enslavement of the
worker to the organization, but it does not ordinarily provide an effec
tive vehicle for alleviating the most significant types of alienation.
Informal organization frequently exploits organizational dilemmas.
For the person engaged in the process of self-understanding, its exis
tence everywhere is important for two reasons. First, it explodes the
myth that the organization is a monolith that simply processes people
and turns them into machines. Organizations may be brutal in many
respects, but they are not always awesome and, for those who do not
insist upon being Boy Scouts and following all the rules, informal
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organization can provide a way of alleviating the worst abuses of hier
archy. Second, informal organization often is the bearer of alternative
role-definitions. Particularly for professionals and other skilled work
ers, the organization usually has an approved definition of work.
Teachers are supposed to keep order in their classes and forego ex
periments that will infuriate vocal groups in the community. An infor
mal organization of teachers in a high school may promote an alterna
tive definition of teaching that approves of experimentation. Such an
informal organization may help protect the individual teacher who
wants to depart from the official definition of work from reprisals by
the administration. The use of informal organization as a weapon for
social change has not been widely discussed by sociologists who have
tended to make sharp distinctions between working within the system
and revolutionizing the system from without. However, in the coming
decades there may be increased use of organizational guerrilla warfare
and mutual aid by networks of informal organization.
I m p r e s s io n M a n a g e m e n t

Informal organization assumes that there is at least some oppor
tunity for people to scheme and plot. When the work situation is so
repressive that small groups have no chance to form, the last resort for
the individual is to withdraw any moral support from the organization,
hold himself apart from his job and do it as poorly as possible. In
resorting to such rebellion the worker may indulge in “impression
management.“46 He may pretend to be stupid, forget his orders,
apologize abjectly for mistakes, and play the perpetual clown. He may
pretend that he has a hearing problem or even develop a language
unintelligible to his oppressor. These are the tactics of slaves and they
were used for more than a century by black people in the United States.
Such tactics make oppression expensive because the oppressor cannot
count on the job being done well, or even done at all. Of course, in
the long run impression management hurts the oppressed person the
most, because he must behave like a dumb animal all day long and
must hope that he will be able to recover some self-respect in his few
private moments. When people resort to the tactics of slaves, it means
that they have judged their situation hopeless and see no possibility for
organizing. All that is left to them to alleviate alienation is cultivating
a private self, which the oppressor can never touch. However, even this
private distance from the oppressor is an added complexity to the work
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situation. As Frantz Fanon points out, as he obeys his orders reluc
tantly, the slave can continually “sharpen his knives” in his mind,
preparing for the day when he will rip the oppressor to shreds.47
SUMMARY
There have been three dominant philosophies of work in Western
culture. Traditionally, work has been considered a curse visited upon
human beings as punishment for sin, or as an activity fit only for slaves.
In modern times this attitude was revised and to some extent replaced
by the view that work is an obligation of all human beings. More
recently a third attitude toward work has appeared, in which the pos
sibilities for creative work have been emphasized.
In mass society, the most favored form of work is professional.
Professionalism is defined according to the possession of expert
knowledge and the autonomy of the specialist. Nonprofessions, the
less favored kinds of work, arc defined in terms of the absence of
professionalism. Those who enter nonprofessional work need not pos
sess expert knowledge and do not have control over how they do their
work.
In his analysis of work in industrial society, Karl Marx identified
alienation as a central problem. For Marx, the worker was alienated
because he did not have control over his work situation. Remedies for
alienation that have been suggested are the human-rclations approach
to work (where management gives labor some control over the details
of the work situation); revolution; worker management of industry,
and strong union or professional organizations to pose counter
weights against management. None of these remedies has met with
great success. However, within the work situation itself there are some
built-in complexities that alleviate alienation slightly, such as organiza
tional dilemmas, informal organization and, as a last resort, impression
management.

9

INEQUALITY AND ITS
DIMENSIONS
I he preceding discussion of work in mass society introduced the
notion of inequality in social relations by showing that at the present
time there are wide differences between jobs with respect to the con
trol that someone doing work has over his situation. Professionals
were seen as having a large measure of control, while those in other
types of occupations were seen as having little, if any, control. Inequal
ity, of course, can appear in many dimensions of human existence
beyond control over the work situation. There can be inequalities in
the possession and use of products, inequalities in the possession and
use of knowledge, and many others. It has seemed that throughout
recorded history, when widespread and visible inequalities have ex
isted, those benefiting from the conditions have attempted to justify
them in one way or another. Traditionally, the justifications of inequal
ity have been rooted in concepts from philosophy or religion. Inequali
ties were seen as divinely ordained or in some way rational. Among the
most famous justifications of inequality are the ideologies of caste,
estate, and class.
221
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The caste system in ancient India was characterized as one in
which the individual was born into a certain group (caste) and could
not leave it. Each caste was associated with a particular occupation, and
the castes were ranked according to their religious excellence. 7 he
Hindu belief in reincarnation (rebirth on earth after death) was the
powerful underpinning of the system. One could only hope to rise in
caste by being reborn in a higher caste. One could only be so reborn
by having fulfilled the obligations of one’s present caste perfectly and
without complaint. According to the Hindu justification of caste, the
members of the highest (Brahmin) caste were closest of all human
beings to spiritual purity. The warrior caste was next in line to the
Brahmins, followed by the workers, peasants, and artisans, and finally
came the untouchables who performed tasks concerned with sanitation
and other activities deemed impure. It is clear that anyone of a lower
caste who believed in the justification of inequality would be a good
servant of those with the privileges. There is perhaps nothing belter
for a privileged group than for those on bottom to believe that their
situation has been divinely ordained and that their hope for the future
resides in some afterlife. It is also important to note that, tightly bound
up with the elaborate religious justification of caste, was a more mun
dane ranking of occupations based on the disdain for manual labor.1
Different from the caste system was the system of estates which
characterized Western Europe in pre-modern times. In broadest out
line, membership in estates was based on land ownership, with the
hereditary nobility constituting the owners and the peasantry con
stituting the labor force. This distinction is, of course, exceedingly
simplified, since there were tradesmen, artisans, the powerful clergy
and free peasants in medieval Europe.* As with the caste system, the
system of estates was justified religiously. The nobility was viewed as
performing the essential social function of protecting the safety and
good of the rest of the people, and this function was traced to divine
command. Those who were not privileged were counseled to obey
their rulers and were reminded that in the afterlife the poor might find
their reward. While there was no hope of rising socially through rein
carnation into a new estate, there was hope of eternal happiness in
heaven. The Christian myth, unlike the Hindu myth, was univcrsalistic
and promised salvation to all. However, there was an emphasis on
obedience of subordinates to superiors (“ Render unto Caesar the
things that are Caesar’s . . .”).
In modem times the class system described by Marx supplanted
the system of estates. Marx did not justify the class system, but instead
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vigorously criticized it. However, the system in which the few owned
the tools and the many worked for the owners found its philosophical
and religious defenders. The most familiar defense of classes is based
on the supposed “natural right” to own property.3 The individual is
considered a “self’ isolated from others and possessed of the capacity
to convert nature into culture. In a society in which all are free to
exchange the fruits of their labor, those who are the most efficient
producers will eventually come to own more property. The end result
of this process will be that the few most efficient will own the tools and
the rest will work for them. Of course, this defense of classes can be
criticized on the grounds that there never existed a world of such
“selves” all starting equally and freely exchanging the fruits of their
labor. 1he inequalities of the system of estates were carried over into
the modern period. Further, is free exchange the most important
human value? The theory of natural rights merely assumed that it was.
Figure 9.1. S y s t e m s o f S t r a t i f i c a t i o n
Caste System

Estate System

Class System

One is born into
a caste and
cannot change
castes.
Castes are ranked
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and social function.
Castes are justified by
theology.

It is difficult to move
out of the estate into
which one is born.
Estates are deter
mined by ownership
of land.
Estates are justified
by theology and
natural law.

One attains class pos
ition through inherit
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market.
Classes are deter
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of capital.
Classes are justified
by the “natural
right” to acquire
property.

Hindu Castes

European Estates

Modem Classes

Bourgeoisie (Own the
means of production)
Petty Bourgeiosie
(Small propertyowners, shopkeepers)
Proletariat (Workers)
Commoners
Lower Clergy and
Freemen
Untouchables (Ritually Serfs (Bound to work the Lumpen Proletariat
(Unemployed, unemp
impure)
land of a particular
loyable)
noble)
Brahmins (Ritually
pure)
Warriors

Landowning Nobility
Higher Clergy
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The defenses or apologies mentioned above have in common a
notion of the justice of inequality. There are other theories that view
inequality as an inevitable condition rather than as something good or
rationally defensible. These so-called scientific justifications can be
divided into two groups. The first is composed of those arguments that
state that human beings are born with distinctly different abilities.
Social Darw inists, who enjoyed great popularity in the late nineteenth
century, subscribed to the belief in the survival of the fittest as the
explanation of evolution, for humans as well as for the flora and
fauna.4 Financial success was an indicator of fitness, and ne’er do wells,
according to the principles of Social Darwinism, should not be helped
lest they breed and corrupt the quality of the human race. More re
cently, racial and sexual inequalities have been justified by those who
claim the natural superiority of whites over blacks and of men over
women. Arthur Jensen, a Berkeley educational psychologist, stirred up
a hornet’s nest in the early 1970s by his attempts to document the
intellectual inferiority of blacks, using several studies based on IQ
tests. He suggested, despite the overlap in IQ, score ranges (that is,
there are blacks who score higher than some whites, although the
average scores of whites are higher than those of blacks) that the two
groups be given different types of education. Blacks would be trained
for manual trades and whites would be educated for the professions.5
This would result in continued inequality, since virtually only whites
could obtain college educations and the higher-salaried jobs that such
education commands.
Sexual inequality, the dominance of men over women, is seen by
its defenders as the result of biologically controlled male superiority.
Lionel Tiger refers back to prehistoric bands of homo sapiens for his
argument:6 Hunting requires men to work with one another (though
only for certain types of game), and those bands that survived and
evolved into modern man were the ones in which men formed stronger
bonds with one another than they formed with women. Men stick
together because it is in their genes to do so, and because they stick
together they run the world. This, at least, is Tiger’s argument.
CRITICISMS OF NATURAL SUPERIORITY
Critics of these natural-superiority arguments employ a number
of approaches. Sociologists frequently hark back to the influence of
nurture (social influence) over nature. Some refute the evidence that
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a given group is superior, others bring counter-evidence to show that
the infirioi group is superior in other qualities. Many refer to the
overlap in the ranges of ability of the two groups. Also popular is the
contention that people, within broad ranges of ability, have the legal
and/or moral right to equal treatment.
The second type of justification that is based on the inevitability
rather than the inherent justice or goodness of inequality is usually
referred to as the functionalist argument. Based to a large extent on
the works of I alcott Parsons,7 the most frequently cited exposition of
this position is Kingsley Davis’s and Wilbert E. Moore’s 1945 article
entitled "Some Principles of Stratification.”» Stratification is a particu
lar type of inequality, in which people are grouped together on certain
characteristics, and these groups are then ranked as higher or lower
than one another. Briefly stated, Davis and Moore defend systems of
inequality because they insure the fulfillment of society’s essential
needs. In general those positions convey the best reward, and hence
have the highest rank, which (a) have the greatest importance for the
society and (b) require the greatest training or talent. The first factor
concerns function and is a matter of relative significance; the second
concerns means and is a matter of scarcity___ Actually a society does
not need to reward positions in proportion to their functional impor
tance. It merely needs to give sufficient reward to them to insure that
they will be filled competently----- If a position is easily filled, it need
not be heavily rewarded, even though important.”9
CRITICISMS OF THE FUNCTIONALIST VIEW
I he critics of this functionalist justification of inequality are nu
merous as well as vigorous.10 One starting point for the controversy
involves the question of who defines the needs of the society. The
functionalist’s assumption of a consensus about the needs of society
i.e., that everyone holds the same values—is highly questionable. In
addition, there have been numerous instances in which values have
been manipulated through propaganda, such as advertising, especially
•he commercials that appear on television. One can also point to vari
ous other means for manipulating (he needs of society, such as the
military provoking a war, which creates the need for a large army. The
functionalist theory also suffers when confronted with examples of
artificially created scarcity, such as the quota restrictions of profes
sional schools and professional licensing arrangements. Davis and
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Moore contend that high rewards are necessary to motivate people to
take jobs that would not otherwise be filled, due either to stringent
requirements for training or need for above-average ability. 1 hey do
not give great attention to the argument that people might undergo
the extra training, for example, because the intrinsic qualities of the
job attracts them. The high rewards given to seemingly insignificant
(nonfunctional or dysfunctional) roles, such as rock-and-roll enter
tainer, call girl, and race-car driver, also cannot be easily accounted
for.
Walter Buckley challenged the theory by pointing to data indicat
ing that family or lineage is a more important determinant of status
than is role performance.11 Tumin, in the classic rebuttal to Davis and
Moore, questions the inevitability of systems of inequality for all future
societies. Both the justifications of inequality in the functionalist the
ory and in the arguments involving the natural superiority of some
people over others seem to have touched a raw nerve, both in society
at large and within the social sciences. Perhaps this is because of the
strain toward an ideology of equality in mass societies.12
Figure 9.2. J u s t i f i c a t i o n s o f I n e q u a l i t y

_______________________ _

Theological:
Biological:
Evolutionary:
Functional:

Social inequality is somehow approved by God.
Social inequality is a result of inherent racial,
sexual, or other physiological differences.
Social inequality is the result of the best adapted
organisms or groups securing their survival.
Social inequality is the result of differential re
wards for different contributions to the mainte
nance of society.
Mass societies tend to be characterized by functional justifications of inequal
ity.
OCCUPATIONAL PRESTIGE: THE WORKING
MODEL OF INEQUALITY_____________________________ _ _

One of the most important distinctions between mass society and
the forms of social order that preceded it is the lack in mass society of
any authoritative or official justification of inequality.15 The official
justification of the caste system was rooted in Hinduism, while the
official justification of estates was rooted in Christianity. Class society
was upheld by such metaphysical concepts as “natural rights,” though
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the philosophical defense of capitalism never gained the wide accep
tance that the religious justifications of previous systems had. Mass
society, of course, is no less defended by myths than are previous
systems, but there is a change in the kinds of myths put forward by
privileged groups. I he hero of propaganda in mass society is the
“common man.’ 14 According to prevailing myths, nobody can tell the
common man what is good for him, and nobody can claim special
privileges on account of some divine or metaphysical principle. The
common man must decide who is to gain privileges and who is to be
deprived of benefits. Thus, in both East and West the official propa
ganda stresses the value of equality. Even if governments and organi
zations recognize the existence of inequalities, they generally claim to
be dedicated to eliminating them.15 Those inequalities that are to be
maintained are seen as inevitable, in the sense that Davis and Moore
saw stratification as part of the human condition. Yet it is clear to
everyone that inequalities exist in mass society, and that these inequali
ties are not random. 1he working philosophy of inequality in mass
societies has, in a sense, been defined by the “common man” himself
through the prestige that he accords various professions and occupa
tions. While there may be no explicit justification of inequality in mass
society, there is certainly an implicit one rooted in the relations and
judgments of people in everyday life.
In mass society, prestige itself can hardly be said to exist. Prestige
is the way people feel toward you, the honor they accord to you, on
the basis of the various positions you occupy, such as mother, waitress,
girl scout leader, PTA member, and Sunday school teacher. Prestige
should not be confused with esteem, which is the way people evaluate
you as a result of the manner in which you discharge the duties of these
positions—a devoted mother, a bossy scout leader, a complacent PTA
member, and so on. Prestige, as well as esteem, is not so much a
characteristic that people have or lack; rather it refers to a person’s
place in a hierarchy. One has more or less prestige than someone else.
Prestige can be evaluated best in a small town where people can know
the multiple positions with which each individual is involved. Numer
ous studies of prestige were carried out by sociologists in the 1930s
and 1940s. Under pseudonyms like Yankee City, Old City, Jonesville
and Elmstown, hierarc hies of prestige were measured in small towns
in New England, the Midwest, and the South.16 However, in mass
society in general, and in cities or the nation in particular, prestige
hierarchies were impossible to obtain. However, the studies just noted
indicated that a person’s prestige rank in the local community was
most highly associated with the variable of occupation. The prestige
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ranking of one’s occupation has thus come to be the equivalent of a
person’s general standing in mass society.
One of the most frequently used methods for the study of occupa
tional prestige is that developed by the National Opinion Research
Center in 1947.17 A representative sample of the adults in the United
States composed of almost three thousand people was given cards
which stated: “For each job mentioned please pick out the statement
that best gives your own personal opinion of the general standing that
such a job has.” 18 The possible responses ranged from (1) (excellent
standing) to (5) (poor standing). A single score for each of the ninety
jobs mentioned was devised by translating the percentages of each
possible rating for that occupation—if it received all ones, its score was
100; while if it received all fives, the score was 20. Those jobs with the
highest scores, such as Supreme Court justice (96), physician (93),
state governor (93), college professor (89), not only have highly spe
cialized training and relatively high salaries, but are also those involv
ing the most control over other people. The low-prestige occupations,
such as night watchman (47), janitor (44), and garbage collector (35)
are those requiring little training, paying poorly, and generally allow
ing no control over other people.
This study has been repeated by other research teams. In addition
to disclosing that people have a definite tendency to overrate their own
occupations, the various studies done on American samples indicate
a stability in the rankings over time.19 Even more interesting are the
findings that occupations are given the same relative positional rank
ings in many other countries.20 Inkeles and Rossi compared rankings
of samples from England, New Zealand, Germany, USSR, Japan, and
the United States.21 They explain their results in functionalist terms by
suggesting that the rating of jobs within the factory (that is, the higher
the pay and authority, the higher the rank) are functional to the factory
system and thus would be transported to any industrial country. An
alternative explanation might be that, in adopting the industrial sys
tem, countries also adopt certain values. Among these values is a
specific prestige ordering of occupations.
C r it iq u e o f t h e P r e s t ig e H ie r a r c h y

The concern with occupational prestige as an indicator and even
a definition of inequality in mass society can be criticized in several
ways. First, the notion of prestige itself is built upon what David Riesman called “other-directedness.”22 The hierarchy of occupations is
defined by the differences in respect accorded to various positions. In
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a sense, all that people would have to do is lower their respect for
certain occupations and raise it for others and the system would
change. Yet most people are not willing to do this and look to those
around them for standards of what is more and less valuable. Thus,
there is a circular process in which people validate one another’s
standards and thereby appear to enslave themselves. How is this circle
broken? Where do the standards originate? Those occupational and
professional groups with greater access than others to the mass media
have the best chance of imposing their definitions of prestige on the
rest. Thus, the common man does not decide the ranking of positions
in a vacuum.
A second criticism concerns the values built into the ranking.
People in Western societies seem consistently to value control over
one’s own situation and the situations of others more highly than
anything else. Officials, professionals, and managers all have in com
mon the possession of greater power and control than those ranked
lower. This worship of control by the “common man’’ is perhaps an
index of how impotent people feel in mass society. However, high
estimation of control over the fates of others does not ultimately reveal
very much confidence in the ability of human beings to shape their
destinies cooperatively. Creative work seems to be far less valued than
telling other people what to do. Perhaps the reader should see whether
he rates the various kinds of work the same way as the “average man.”
When we looked at the categories we rated skilled laborers far above
owners, officials, business agents, managers, and clerical workers. You
don’t have to go along with the crowd, nor along with us.
EXERCISE
Draw up your own ranking of occupational “prestige.’’ How
does it compare with the findings of researchers reported in this
book? Can you justify your ranking?
O c c u p a t io n a l I d e o l o g ie s

Regardless of where in the prestige hierarchy a given occupation
is located, from physician to janitor, there exists a system of beliefs that
serves to enhance prestige. These beliefs, or occupational ideologies
as they are called, are directed, in part, to members of the occupation.
The beliefs interpret the work activities to make them appear meaning
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ful, important (functional to society), and challenging.23 A conse
quence of occupational ideologies is thus the overranking of occupa
tions. Occupational ideologies are also directed toward the general
public. Some make narrow claims about specialized competence and
are termed “parochial” while others involve a number of related occu
pations and entire life-styles, and can be called “ecumenic.”24 An
example of an ecumenic ideology is the entire notion of professional
ism, which was discussed in the previous chapter. It claims that profes
sionals are more concerned about their clients than self-interested,
that they possess high levels of expertise because of long training, and
that they govern themselves through rigid codes of ethics. The pres
tige of professions, in general, is high, and high prestige is associated
with high income.
In addition to the extrinsic prestige-enhancing functions, occupa
tional ideologies serve an even more important purpose of giving the
worker more control over his job. Ideologies can thus be seen as
directed at superiors, customers, and clients, in addition to members
of the occupation and the public in general. Legitimizations of
monopoly practice are obvious controls against competition. Occupa
tional claims of expertise prevent clients from questioning the wor
ker’s judgments, and in bureaucratic settings also reduce control by
superiors. Occupational ideologies frequently contain negative stereo
types of clients or customers, characterizing them as stupid, greedy,
overdemanding, beyond help, and so on. The waitress in a busy restau
rant and the doctor with a large practice need not exert themselves so
much if they have the view that those they serve are demanding ser
vices unnecessarily. Howard Becker describes the contempt jazz musi
cians have toward most of their audience because the audience is
viewed as being incapable of judging good music.25 Audience reaction
is not an effective control on how and what they play. The ideology of
the arts is concerned with the freedoms needed by the artists in order
to create. This allows the painter, writer, and others to dress, act, and
in general have a style oflife that is less controlled than the life-styles
of other workers. The image of the unimaginative rule-following
bureaucrat enables those who work in public bureaucracies to have
more control, because their clients will be less likely to ask them to
reinterpret or bend any rules for them. Even the stereotype of the lazy
Negro servant added to the control servants had over their work activi
ties in that it reduced the expectations held by their superiors of how
much work they were capable of doing.
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Occupational ideologies are learned by workers just as they learn
the job’s technical and social skills and other values associated with the
position. This learning is often referred to as part of adult or role
socialization, the adjectives serving to distinguish it from the general
process of socialization in which a human infant is taught to be a
member of a community. All occupations have some period of sociali
zation but differ according to duration, formality, and intensity. Obvi
ously, the longer the period of socialization, the more effectively the
skills and values tend to be transmitted. In those societies where boys
follow in their father’s occupation, such as in traditional societies
where most are farmers, or in a caste system, skills and values seem to
be transmitted effectively. Although motherhood has not been recog
nized as an occupation in the United States (a mother receives no
remuneration nor is the value of her labor calculated into the gross
national product), girls are socialized into this role from infancy. They
learn how to take care of babies and are taught the “appropriate”
values through playing with their dolls. Boys are not allowed to play
with dolls, and ambitious parents give them doctor’s kits or junior
scientist’s labs to help shape their career aspirations.
In describing the military academy, Sanford Dornbusch indicates
that its effectiveness is due in part to the organization’s exclusive
access to the person during training and in part to having the person’s
peers assist in the process.26 The socialization of doctors in medical
school and internship has many similarities to that of the Coast Guard
cadets described by Dornbusch.27 In both cases, learning technical
knowledge and associated skills, such as shooting a rifle or suturing a
wound, is not sufficient. For the socialization process to be considered
successful, the entering student must emerge with a standardized selfimage, of a doctor or an officer.
Members of an occupation who do not share all the same jobrelated values as the majority are seen as having had faulty socializa
tion. The salesman who tries to be abolutely honest with his custom
ers, the factory worker who keeps producing more than her
co-workers, the doctor who favors socialized medicine, the junior ex
ecutive who declines invitations to attend his boss’s dinner parties, and
the politician who refuses to compromise her principles even slightly
are all seen as having learned some of the facets of their jobs incor
rectly.
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Improper socialization is also called upon to explain why those
calling for the reform of their occupations are usually the newer mem
bers—the young Turks. The socialization model accounts for this by
indicating that one still is learning the appropriate values and skills for
the first few years on the job, particularly if the job involves dealing
with other people.
This model of occupational socialization is severely flawed be
cause it does not allow for the possibility that people would rationally
choose to reject some portion of the occupational role. According to
this model, occupational values can only change through error (faulty
socialization is often compared to a computer programming error),
not through reason. Do people really sell their souls to a given occupa
tion?
C areers

Once the person has been socialized into a certain occupation or
profession by learning its ideology as well as the skills associated with
it, he is, according to the conventional wisdom, ready to start his career
in that line of work. A career has been defined by sociologists of work
as “a consensually agreed upon sequence of appropriate work activi
ties.”28 As in socialization into a job, there is a problem defining who
agrees upon which sequence is appropriate. This is particularly the case
when there are alternative definitions of the job, which may not be
consistent with one another.
Even if the problems of defining the appropriate sequence are
by-passed, it is clear that there are a wide variety of career patterns in
mass society and that a large number of jobs do not really have careers
associated with them in the strictest sense of the term. Assembly-line
work, for example, does not really have a sequence of appropriate
work activities over the years. Day after day the factory worker does the
very same work regardless of his age and experience. Thus, careers are
associated most closely with the more professional side of the work
continuum and the higher rungs of the occupational-prestige hier
archy.
The person beginning a career in professional or managerial work
frequently has an expectation of what the future will hold in terms of
a sequence of activities. If properly socialized he has learned these
expectations in his training period. The ideal career pattern in mass
society views the person as rising with his age group up the ladder of
organizational wealth, power, and prestige.29 Both the person and the
organization supposedly will have problems if the person falls behind
his age group too much or rushes ahead of his age group too rapidly
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through overachieving. Since all organizations in mass society have a
resemblance to armies, one might say that the ideal career is one in
which the person rises through the ranks in decent step with his gener
ation. Of course, not everybody has a “marshal’s baton in his knap
sack,” and for the majority hopes of success must be dashed when the
person approaches middle age. At this time, there is frequently a
career crunch when the person begins to face the fact he has gone as
far as he ever will, and that this is not at all as far as he had once hoped
to go.30 Psychologists say that the person at this point should face the
music gracefully and perhaps take up a hobby. This, perhaps, is some
what empty advice in a social order where occupational rank is the key
to one’s social status and self-esteem. Other aspects of career crunch
occur when the person finds that the organization has changed either
its goals or its means and that he is no longer capable of functioning
in the new order, either through lack of skill or emotional strain.31
Finally, Laurence J. Peter has observed that in many organizations
people seem to be promoted up to just the level at which they are
incompetent to function well, wreaking havoc both on efficiency and
personal fulfillment.32 All of this should be fair warning that the person
who devotes herself to the organization or profession, and seeks the
ideal career, will often be disappointed. Perhaps it is better to prepare
for this disappointment, and thereby avert it, than to face the music
suddenly at middle age.
EXERCISE
Select a career you might like to pursue. Find out through
reading and interviewing people in the field the stages of career
development in that field. Find out what proportion of people who
enter reach each rung of the ladder and what characteristics the
successes and failures have. When you are done, make some
judgment about whether it is worth your while to strive for success
in that field.
DIMENSIONS OF STRATIFICATION
The prestige of a person’s occupation is frequently taken to indi
cate his standing relative to other people. Is the occupation’s prestige
only an indicator of where the person stands or is it the cause of his
overall position? Is there, perhaps, some other dimension that is more
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fundamental than occupational prestige? Karl Marx claimed that if
people did not own the means of production they were equal to one
another, and were in an inferior position with respect to the owners.
The owners, or bourgeoisie, were equal to one another too, in most
relevant respects. The workers (proletariat) constituted one layer (or
class) and the capitalists another, more highly ranked, layer. These
layers are referred to as strata, and their relationship is called stratifica
tion.
Max Weber, partially in rebuttal to Marx, held a more complex
theory of stratification. He conceived of three ways, rather than just
one, in which people are ordered: class, status, and party.33 Weber’s
notion of class is much broader than Marx’s, and refers to an in
dividual’s economic opportunities. One’s skills in an occupation or
one’s supply of monetary capital determines “life chances.” People
who share the same life chances, whether or not they are aware of one
another, constitute a class. A second type of stratum is the status
group, which is based upon social estimation of honor. Weber states:
“With some over-simplification, one might say that ‘classes’ are stra
tified according to the production and acquisition of goods; whereas
‘status groups’ are stratified according to the principles of their con
sumption of goods as represented by special ‘styles of life.’ ”34 Power
as a basis of stratification gives rise to strata which Weber calls parties.
They are groups which are oriented “toward influencing a communal
action no matter what its content may be. . . . Their means of attaining
power may be quite varied, ranging from naked violence of any sort
to canvassing for votes with coarse or subtle means. . . .”35
Ever since Weber’s work was popularized in the United States by
Talcott Parsons and others, American sociologists have been debating
whether or not there is more than one independent basis for stratifica
tion. Those who hold that there is a single basis point out how money
is convertible into, or at least can attract, power and honor. Others,
who take a multidimensional view of stratification, cite counter
examples of wealthy gangsters with little prestige, or prestigious col
lege professors with low incomes. A way of resolving this debate is to
state that the question is one to be resolved by observation in each
case. This would mean that any group’s particular system of stratifica
tion might be uni- or multidimensional, and that one would have to
find out which pattern held through empirical research. One should
keep in mind, however, that different methods of measuring stratifica
tion have the possibility of confirming opposite conclusions for the
same population.
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EXERCISE
Find a stratification system in your local community or
university and describe it. (It can be the stratification system of a
formal organization, a small group, a voluntary association, a team,
etc.) What is the basis of the stratification system? How is the
system justified? Can you defend these justifications on any
grounds?
Various studies have measured where individuals stand on a num
ber of different variables. Kaare Svalastoga attempted to find out how
closely these different measures of stratification were associated with
one another. Such association, which is called “intercorrelation,”
would be highest (+ 1) if each person was in the same relative position
on each dimension of stratification. The intercorrelation would be low
(approaching 0) if any given person was likely to be high on some
variables (for example, wealth and power) and low or intermediate on
others (for example, honor and education). Svalastoga found “that the
average intercorrelation between major stratification factors, as ob
served in the United States, is about +.5, ranging from + .6 or +.7
for the relationship between occupational prestige and education to
somewhere between ( + ) .3 and .4 between education and income.“36
The finding that the intercorrelations do not equal one indicates
that some people are in different positions on different dimensions, or
show status discrepancy. Do those in status-discrepant situations differ
from those who are status consistent (are in the same position on all
dimensions)? Gerhard Lenski, who calls status consistency “status
crystallization,” has found that it is related to social participation and
political behavior.37 For example, those classified as having low status
crystallization tended to take more politically left-wing stands.
Perhaps an even more basic question than whether or not stratifi
cation is multidimensional is whether strata exist at all in a given
population. Are there collectivities of people sufficiently similar to one
another in terms of privilege to demarcate them from other groups?
How many significant groups are there? Marx claimed that there were
basically two important groups in industrial society: the proletariat and
the bourgeoisie. Lloyd Warner found six groups, ranging from upper
upper class to lower lower class,38 while the Lynds, who studied the
stratification system of Muncie, Indiana (which they renamed Middle
town), followed a more Marxian approach and saw two groups: the
business class and the working class.39 Those who hold that there are
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sharp breaks between strata account for low status crystallization by
stating that the individuals showing it are in transition from one group
to another. Whatever the nature of ultimate social “reality,” whether
or not one perceives distinct groups or classes is often related to one’s
political orientations. Defenders of current social arrangements gener
ally tend to hold that there are no sharp breaks between strata. Such
a continuum theory of stratification is defined by “the idea that there
are several prestige, power and status ranges, more or less continuous
from top to bottom with no clear lines of demarcation.”40 Those who
hold the continuum theory may refer to groupings, but only as statisti
cal ranges. The poor are those whose income is less than some stipu
lated amount per year. The well educated are those with at least a
college degree.
The continuum theory places everybody in the same boat; some
merely have more of the “good things” than others. While this may
not be the intent of continuum theorists, who are attempting to “de
scribe phenomena,” it is one consequence of their thought. Thus the
continuum theory does not take account of the possibility that some
people may be in far different situations than others, and may have
entirely different kinds of opportunities than others. The official enti
tled to make decisions about the fates of human beings he does not
even know is in a different position from the person, who, as a mother
or father, may have some power over the fate of several children. The
continuum theory also disregards the possibility that some groups may
have dreams of constructing a different kind of society from the one
presently existing, rather than merely redistributing some of the fruits
of the present society. Thus, the continuum theory is a prop for the
established order because it does not open the possibility of basic
conflicts between groups in different social situations. Of course, our
very criticism of the continuum theory betrays a negative judgment on
important aspects of the status quo.
Those who argue for the existence of sharp breaks between strata
often hold that people in the same stratum do or should develop an
awareness of common bonds between them. Marx spoke of class con
sciousness in this connection, and indicated that solidarity of the work
ers could develop through treating the owners as an actual or potential
enemy. Of course, those who hold the continuum theory do not focus
on the possibilities for common bonds among members of particular
strata. How can one decide whether a person earning twenty thousand
dollars per year should identify with the middle class or the upper
class? The continuum theory runs into some difficulty when racial,
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ethnic, or sexual affiliations are ranked according to status; for exam
ple, when whites are ranked higher than blacks, or Anglo-Saxon Prot
estants higher than Italians, or men higher than women. Also, it fails
to account for the group consciousness that emerged in the 1960s
among segments of racial, ethnic, age, and sex groups.
Despite the various debates on stratification, there does seem to
be some agreement that the dimension of prestige (or honor as Weber
called it) is becoming more important in the contemporary United
States.41 Prestige groupings are characterized by their differential con
sumption patterns or life-styles.
L if e -S t y l e

Along with social rank, particularly occupational prestige, go dis
tinctive life-styles. Everyone is familiar with the fact that people with
different incomes usually live in different neighborhoods and that
some groups consume different products than others. Some of these
differences are merely a function of the possession of different
amounts of income or other wealth. The rich can afford more expen
sive products than the poor or those in the middle. However, the
notion of life-style goes far beyond differences in income and even
differences in consumption patterns. In the most comprehensive
sense, life-style refers to the entire way in which people conduct their
social relations.
Joseph A. Kahl states that “to the extent that the various classes
live apart from one another, they develop recognizable subcultures
with values that give a special and unique flavor to life.”42 He has
identified five life-styles characteristic of the contemporary United
States. For the approximately one percent of very wealthy people who
have inherited large amounts of property or have otherwise become
large-scale owners, the unique flavor of life is provided by the value
of “graceful living.” One who has been accepted into “high society”
is expected to speak in a certain way, adhere to certain forms of eti
quette, consume certain high-quality products, belong to exclusive
clubs, and participate in certain charities and public services. In order
to participate in this life-style, one must be accepted by those who
define what gracious living is. This creates problems in a mass society,
where people with great wealth are free to invent their own definitions
of gracious living if they are excluded from the traditional charmed
circle. Baltzell has argued that the exclusionary policies of the old
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Protestant upper class in the United States have created a fragmented
and irresponsible upper class, divided into mutually suspicious ethnic
groups.43
For the approximately 9 percent of professional and managerial
families, the typical value quality is career. Progress up the organiza
tional ladder and the prestige coming from high official position in a
bureaucracy are cherished by this group. The values of control, exper
tise, and autonomy, as well as the snob appeal of having supposedly
superior understanding to that possessed by the common man, are
sought by the upper-middle class.
The lower-middle classes, whose members compose approxi
mately 40 percent of the population, cherish respectability, in the
sense of proper religious behavior, education for their children as a
way of allowing them to rise up the ladder to success, and home
ownership. These people are the ones satirized by television’s Archie
Bunker of “All in the Family.” Archie tenaciously defends his respecta
bility and his home, and helps support his son-in-law through college.
He resents being looked down upon by the “liberals” of the uppermiddle class, but displays an awe of professionals when he meets them
face to face. Next time you laugh at Archie, remember that your laugh
ter may represent the prejudices of the upper-middle class, to which
you may not even belong.
The upper-lower class of the less skilled, whose members com
pose another 40 percent of the population, are less concerned with
respectability than merely “getting by.” Their concerns are with main
taining continuing employment and not getting too deeply into debt.
They would like some of the consumer goods possessed by members
of more fortunate classes, and frequently feel frustrated that they do
not have many of such conveniences.
Finally, the poor, who comprise 10 percent of the population, are
described by Kahl as apathetic. They have so little opportunity for
improving their situation that they have frequently simply resigned
themselves to a life of relative misery and deprivation. Kahl’s descrip
tion of the poor, and of the other classes, appeared in 1957, before the
social movements of the 1960s made many poor people conscious that
they might improve their position through collective action. Thus,
segments of the poor are no longer apathetic and are organized into
such bodies as welfare-rights organizations. Further, segments of the
upper-lower and lower-middle groups are demanding greater rights
and respect. How much these tendencies will eventually change life
styles and effectively challenge the professional ideal and the hierarchy
of occupational prestige cannot now be determined.
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Figure 9.3. A m e r ic a n L i f e -S t y l e s __________________

Wealthy:
Professional/Managerial :
Lower-Middle Class:
Upper-Lower Class:
Poor:

Graceful living. Exclusive clubs, charity work,
elaborate codes of etiquette
Careerism. High organizational position, pride
in expertise, autonomy, control over others
Respectability. Religion, home ownership, pa
triotism
Getting by. Job security, some consumer com
forts
Apathy. Little hope for improvement

EXERCISE
Try to appreciate a life-style other than your own. Visit a
neighborhood composed of a different class from your own. Go
into the local shops, have a drink in a neighborhood tavern and
strike up some conversations with people. See whether or not their
concerns and values are any different from your own.
The most privileged groups have often used their life-styles as
tools for preserving dominance. In the early twentieth century Thorstein Veblen pointed out how wealthy groups indulged in “conspicu
ous consumption” of luxuries to demonstrate their high status and
inform everyone else that they deserved recognition. The leisure
class” would indulge in such activities as polo, which demanded both
skills inaccessible to those who had to spend their time working for a
living, and wealth. The leisure class and conspicuous consumption go
along with a class society in which some people own the tools and
others work for them.44 The owners demonstrate their superiority by
showing everyone that they do not have to sully themselves by partici
pation in the workaday world. In a mass society, where there is a strain
toward equality, new kinds of means arise through which privileged
groups use life-styles to maintain dominance. First, there is a tendency
to lay great stress on status symbols such as educational attainment
which cannot simply be purchased by those who have accumulated a
certain amount of wealth. Even if everyone had a chance to get a
college degree, dominance would still be maintained by creating pres
tige hierarchies of schools. Second, there is a tendency to use status
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symbols characterized by “one-way visibility” rather than perfect con
spicuousness.45 One-way symbols are those only understood by the
in-group, and they are used to distinguish outsiders from insiders.
Two-way symbols are understood by both insiders and outsiders, and,
in mass society, can usually be purchased in the marketplace if one has
enough money. One-way symbols are highly developed in professional
groups, particularly in the use of specialized languages and fine grada
tions of prestige. They are taught in the process of professional sociali
zation, and are embedded in the professional ideology. The impor
tance of one-way symbols in maintaining dominance is seen by the fear
that upper-middle-class groups have for the imposter who can master
the speciality without the proper credentials. The same kinds of fears
appear in groups of officials when opposition groups master the proce
dures and the bureaucratic jargon, and then turn “legality” against the
defenders of business as usual.
One-way symbols are also used by oppressed groups seeking to
maintain their integrity and solidarity against dominant strata. For
example, drug users have developed a distinctive vocabulary that is
constantly in flux and relatively impenetrable to outsiders. These one
way symbols aid drug users in identifying friends and foes and in
developing a sense of community. Racial minorities, criminal groups,
those adhering to unpopular life-styles, teen-agers, prisoners of war,
and many other groups deprived of power have developed one-way
symbols as means of defense and as means of keeping the enemy off
balance. Private languages ultimately constitute a kind of effort to
preserve the autonomy of individuals and groups from attack.
An interesting variant of the one-way symbol is the code word
used by politicians to speak to a particular constituency through the
mass media. For example, the appeal for “neighborhood schools” is
seen by some as a code word for racial segregation in education. Code
words are used to clothe policies that might be morally dubious in
acceptable language, and they function to rationalize support of such
policies by potential beneficiaries and to pick up unsuspecting converts
to the cause. At its most successful the code word communicates its
message to the desired constituency and leaves others in the dark.
EXERCISE
Analyze a system of one-way symbols with which you are familiar.
What purposes does this system serve for the people using it?
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EXERCISE
Listen to the television news or read the newspaper and
attempt to pick out code words. Who are the code words aimed at?
Who is supposed to be excluded from understanding the message?
What policy is being promoted? Do you ever use code words? If
so, against which groups or people? Can the use of code words be
justified?
D e p r iv a t io n

The other side of privilege is poverty. Wherever there is stratifica
tion there are those who are placed socially at a disadvantage to others.
If those who practice professions are accorded a great deal of respect,
those who are in nonprofessions gain less respect. In order for some
people to make decisions for large organizations, many other people
must be deprived of the opportunity to participate in such decision
making. During the 1960s many of those on the lower rungs of the
social ladder began to demand more favorable treatment in many
respects. For example, some so-called middle Americans began to
express resentment publicly against specialists who look down upon
them. However, perhaps the most widely discussed issue with resepct
to deprivation has been economic poverty. Spokesmen for the poor
have called attention to the inequalities in income distribution charac
terizing mass society.
Poverty is one of the most difficult terms in the vocabulary of
social relations. What does it mean to be poor? For some people
poverty is an absolute term. A person is poor when he does not have
a certain level of calorie intake and a certain level of clothing and
shelter fixed by an outside observer. For others, a person is poor if he
defines himself as being poor. For still others, poverty is a relative
term, defined by one’s standing on the social ladder. Those on the
lowest rungs with regard to the possession of economic goods are
defined as poor. Thus, Herman Miller can claim that the United States
has the “richest poor in the world,” because in Tunica County, Missis
sippi (the poorest county of the poorest state in the United States), 52
percent of the families had a television set, 46 percent had an automo
bile, and 37 percent had a washing machine in 1964.46
The debates over how to define poverty have never been resolved
in favor of any one of the competing definitions. As in the case of many
other terms in the vocabulary of social relations, people often choose
the definition of poverty they use according to their political views—
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specifically their views with regard to social change. Those in favor of
the status quo in the United States tend to define poverty absolutely,
as a condition in which sheer physical survival is imperiled. Then they
can argue that there are very few poor in the United States. Those in
favor of reform and redistribution of income tend to define poverty
relatively, as a disadvantaged economic position. Then they can argue
for dividing the economic product more equally. Of course, those in
favor of change sometimes define poverty in absolute terms by peg
ging the level of a decent and humane standard of life far above what
many people at present enjoy.
M any Problems of the Poor Regardless of the shifting definitions of
poverty and the consequent difficulties in clarifying the meaning of the
concept, there are demonstrable economic inequalities in the United
States. In 1967, 34.3 percent of American families had incomes of over
$10,000; 24.3 percent had incomes ranging from $7,000 to $9,999;
16.1 percent had incomes rangingfrom $5,000 to $6,999; 12.8 percent
had incomes ranging from $3,000 to $4,999; and 12.5 percent had
incomes of under $3,000.47 At least for those in the bottom two
groups, and probably for many of those in the middle group, the
United States does not at all appear to be an “affluent society.” The
concrete meaning of these figures in terms of life-style can be grasped
by referring back to Kahl’s descriptions of the upper-lower class and
the poor. He characterized the upper-lower class as being concerned
with “getting by” economically, while the poor were so downtrodden
as to be apathetic. Some of the reasons for these general attitudes are
found in the multiplicative aspects of low-status position. Just as ad
vantaged and privileged groups tend to concentrate benefits of all
kinds (wealth, power, status, and skill) into their own hands, so those
who are disadvantaged tend to have few benefits of any kind. Com
menting on the situation in education, James B. Conant has claimed:
“. . . the expenditure per pupil in the wealthy suburban school is as
high as $1,000 per year. The expenditure in a big-city school is less
than half that amount. An even more significant contrast is provided
by looking at the school facilities and noting the size of the profes
sional staff. In the suburb there is likely to be a spacious modern school
staffed by as many as 70 professionals per 1,000 pupils; in the slum one
finds a crowded, often dilapidated and unattractive school staffed by
40 or fewer professionals per 1,000 pupils.”48
The multiplicative aspect of low-status position appears in many
other ways. Patricia Sexton has noted that diptheria rates of the poor
are far higher than they are for other groups. She found that in a
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sample of children, those whose families’ incomes were between
$3,000 and $4,999 were fifteen times more likely to get diptheria than
those whose families’ incomes were between $7,000 and $8,999.
Those whose families’ incomes were higher than $9,000 did not show
any cases of diptheria. Further, Sexton found that when a school nurse
diagnosed an illness, the children in the lowest income category were
only half as likely to receive treatment as those in the highest income
category.49 Sexton’s study is simply one example of a general tendency
for the poor to have worse health and less access to health care than
those more advantaged economically. These differences carry over to
mortality rates, and there is a persistent tendency for the poor to die
at an earlier age than the more wealthy.50
The cumulative disadvantages of poverty penetrate to the very
core of the individual’s aspirations. The poor tend to expect far less
from life than the more wealthy, probably with good reason. However,
this tendency toward low aspirations feeds upon itself with the result
that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Expecting little, the poor do
not try to get more, perpetuating a vicious circle. During the 1960s
those who attempted to organize the poor as a political force had to
confront this vicious circle and try to do something about it. They
attempted to instill pride and self-respect in poor people, and mobilize
them to demand better schools, housing, employment opportunities,
and income. The results of these efforts, which continue with vigor at
present, have been mixed. Welfare-rights organizations, tenants’ un
ions, and strong parents’ organizations have appeared in a number of
poor neighborhoods. However, incomes of the poor remain quite low,
unemployment continues, and slum housing and low-quality educa
tion persist.
The poor are caught in an environment in which a series of obsta
cles reinforce one another as barriers to improvement. Low standards
of health and health care make it more difficult for children to achieve
in school. Poor schools do not provide people with the skills to get
better jobs than their parents and also do not inform people about the
wider society. Lack of knowledge and information make for a home
environment in which children do not learn how to take advantage of
whatever opportunities schools might offer. Overcrowded and dilapi
dated housing creates the conditions for ill-health and does not pro
vide the privacy necessary for intellectual and emotional development.
The list of factors in this whirlpool of poverty could fill several pages.
The end result is a situation in which it is very easy for a person to lose
hope and, in Kahl’s terms, become apathetic.
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S y s t e m a t ic D is c r im in a t io n

The distribution of income and of “life-chances” does not exist in
a vacuum apart from other social relations. Along with concerns about
poverty in the 1960s came increasing interest in the inequalities as
sociated with race, sex, age, and other variables. Perhaps the greatest
attention was devoted to inequalities associated with race because of
the strong black movement for equality which emerged in the 1950s
and grew to be far more vigorous in the 1960s.
The phrase “black and poor” has become a familiar one on the
American scene. While the majority of poor people (if poverty is
defined as having an income below a certain figure) are not black, the
proportion of poor blacks is far higher than the proportion of poor
whites. Economic discrimination against blacks is not difficult to docu
ment, and evidence of such discrimination fills the columns of newspa
pers and opinion magazines, as well as the propaganda of spokesmen
for the black movement. For example, in 1968 the unemployment
rates for blacks were higher than those for whites, even when educa
tion was controlled for. While 4.6 percent of white high-school drop
outs were unemployed, 9.8 percent of nonwhite high-school dropouts
faced the same situation. While 2.7 percent of white high-school grad
uates were unemployed, 6.7 percent of their nonwhite counterparts
were unemployed. The unemployment rates for college alumni were
1.7 percent for whites and 2.8 percent for nonwhites. Thus, a white
high-school dropout was more likely to have a job than a nonwhite
high-school graduate.51 Given the importance of occupational prestige
in the status system of mass society, another indication of systematic
discrimination against blacks is that in 1964, 30 percent of the white
high-school graduates who did not go on to college were able to obtain
white-collar jobs, while only 8 percent of the nonwhite high-school
graduates were able to obtain such jobs.52
Racial inequalities are, of course, not the only indicators of sys
tematic economic discrimination in the United States. The example of
the black movement led to members of other groupings reaching an
awareness of their disadvantaged situations. Perhaps the most impor
tant of these groups was women. The most striking evidence of eco
nomic inequality with regard to women is the fact that women earn an
“average of $3,000 per year less than men for performing exactly the
same work.”53 The median income (that income below and above
which half the people earn) for white males in 1970 was $7,164, while
for white females it was $4,152. The median income for nonwhite
males was $4,528 and for nonwhite females it was $2,949. Further, the

Inequality and Its Dimensions

245

situation of women has not been improving in comparison with that
of men. In 1950, 40 percent of professionals in the United States were
women, while in 1966 the corresponding figure was 37 percent.54
One of the most significant trends in the structure of work is
closely tied up with systematic discrimination. Recently, there has been
a tendency for “paraprofessional” jobs to proliferate in many categor
ies of work. In education, these paraprofessionals are teacher’s aides,
in medicine they fill a wide range of positions from medical technolo
gist to jobs involved directly with patient care, in dentistry they are
“hygienists.” Often the paraprofessional does many of the tasks per
formed by the full-fledged professional (physician, teacher, dentist, for
example). However, the paraprofessional earns only a fraction of the
income that a professional in the same field earns.55 In considering
social stratification, the important point about paraprofessionalism is
that those who hold these new jobs tend to be members of racial
minorities and women. Most professional associations have welcomed
the emergence of paraprofessions. By hiring medical assistants, for
example, physicians can expand their practices economically and also
limit the amount of people who practice their profession. For those in
disadvantaged groups, the paraprofessions offer some improvement in
economic situation and security, particularly in the light of increasing
automation of factory and office work. However, since paraprofession
alism tends to perpetuate existing systematic inequalities and perhaps
intensify consciousness of prestige differences, it may ultimately inten
sify social conflict.
The existence of the vicious circle of poverty and the systematic
economic discrimination against certain groups tend to weight the
chances that individuals have to maintain and raise their status posi
tions. Such change in status is termed mobility and concern about it
has traditionally been great in mass society among sociologists and
many segments of the general public.
M o b il it y

Like poverty, mobility is a term that is difficult to define to every
one’s satisfaction. First, in the most general sense mobility can mean
any change in social position whatsoever. A person is mobile if he
moves from the job of automobile mechanic to the job of air condi
tioner repairman just as much as if he moves from automobile me
chanic to president of General Motors. Sociologists usually distinguish
the first type of mobility from the second by calling the first horizontal
mobility and the second vertical mobility. In addition, the person who
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goes from president of GM to auto mechanic is distinguished from the
person who goes from auto mechanic to president by stating that the
first is downwardly mobile and the second is upwardly mobile. All of
the changes discussed thus far refer to the career of a single individual
—i.e., they are examples of intragenerational mobility. When a per
son’s social position changes from that of his parents (sociologists
usually compare the occupation of the son to that of the father) one
speaks of intergenerational mobility. The prime concern of American
sociologists studying mobility has been intergenerational (vertical)
mobility. _
The study of vertical mobility contains several concealed assump
tions. First, there is the assumption that there is one agreed-upon
ranking of social status that allows the sociologist to measure who has
gone up and down the ladder how much. This assumption was ques
tioned earlier in this chapter when we stated that our own ranking of
occupations was by no means the same as the one that emerges from
opinion surveys. Is a file clerk whose father was a skilled cabinet-maker
upwardly mobile? The assumption of some ranking system is neces
sary to conduct any study of mobility, or even to discuss or think about
mobility at all. One must conceive of the “society” as a giant apartment
house with the plushest apartments on the top floors and the rat traps
in the basement. One must further conceive of elevators continually
stopping to discharge and pick up downwardly and upwardly mobile
people, as well as people scurrying around between apartments on
each floor. Simply thinking about this image will show how tentative
any discussion of mobility must be in a society characterized by com
peting visions of the human condition.
Other assumptions have to do with the American stratification
system in particular. Most sociologists assume that mobility is to be
judged by occupational prestige. This is merely another indication of
how important occupational prestige is seen to be in mass society.
Further, intergenerational mobility is judged by comparing the fa
ther’s occupation to the son’s. This does not take account of the
mother’s status, and generally leaves women out of consideration with
respect to the study of mobility. Such factors as these show how
weighted interpretations of mobility are likely to be toward particular
visions of the human condition.
Yet despite its difficulties, the idea of mobility has exerted a pro
found attraction for sociologists, propagandists, and the general pub
lic in mass society. The key to this attraction is that there is no official
philosophy of inequality in mass society. All advantages and depriva
tions must ultimately be justified according to achievement and contri
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bution to the maintenance of society. Thus, the official propaganda of
mass society is geared toward perpetuating the myth that all careers
are open to talent, and that those who rise the highest in the scale of
occupational prestige are those who are the best achievers. This means
that, in a mass society, people are not entitled to high position just
because their parents happened to be successful. This does not mean
that careers really are open to talent in mass society, only that the
propaganda of large organizations tends to hold that they are.
The underlying myth of mobility is the ideal of a completely
permeable society in which there is no relation whatsoever between
the father’s occupation and the son’s. Yet the realization of such a
society, or even a tendency toward it, would remove one of the major
motivations for mobility—the desire to give one’s children a better
break in life. Further, the inability to pass on benefits from father to
son would probably tend to weaken the family severely. We do not
necessarily disapprove of reducing the ambition for upward mobility
nor are we staunch defenders of the family. However, many people
who hold the ideal of a completely permeable society may not grasp
all its likely consequences.
Of course, there is very little likelihood that anything resembling
a fully permeable society will be realized in the United States in the
foreseeable future. The vicious circle of poverty and the various sys
tematic deprivations discussed earlier in this chapter insure that the
mobility elevator does not stop on the ground floor of stratification
house very often to pick up passengers for the trip upstairs. James S.
Coleman has noted that equal educational opportunity depends upon
more than merely formally equal schools: “The equality of educational
opportunity implies, not merely ‘equal’ schools, but equally effective
schools, whose influences will overcome the differences in starting
point of children from different social groups.”56 William H. Sewell
has documented Coleman’s point: “. . . a high SES (socio-economic
status) student has almost a 2.5 times as much chance as a low SES
student of continuing in some kind of post-high-school education. He
has an almost 4 to 1 advantage in access to college, a 6 to 1 advantage
in college graduation. . . .”57 These differences translate into a social
structure that is far from being perfectly permeable. Peter M. Blau and
Otis Dudley Duncan note that there is more short-distance mobility
than long-distance mobility (puncturing the rags-to-riches myth) and
that there is a positive association between the occupations of fathers
and sons.58 The same findings have been shown for women.59
Upward mobility has been an important, perhaps the most impor
tant, part of the American dream. If you share this dream, how can you
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mold yourself to be the most mobile individual possible? First, you are
out of luck if you are a member of any of the main groups against which
systematic discrimination is directed—blacks, Hispanic-Americans,
American Indians, and women. If you are fortunate enough to be a
white male you should get as much higher education as possible at the
most prestigious university. Probably by the time you read this, you
already have one or more strikes against you. You are probably not at
a high-prestige university and you probably have not learned enough
self-discipline to pursue a course of study ruthlessly. But, if you are
bent on upward mobility, you will prime yourself to get into the most
prestigious graduate school possible in an expanding field and learn
to forego much of your leisure time. However, this will not be enough.
Your parents and friends have probably filled your mind with a good
many preferences that will prove to be obstacles on your climb to
success unless you change them. You should get married, because you
need someone with whom to let off steam and share your tragedies and
successes. But, you should not have any children, because they will be
a drag on your time, diminish your energy, and divert your attention
from professional success. You should turn a deaf ear to your parents
if they want you to live near them, because you should be ever ready
to switch jobs and homes as soon as better opportunities present
themselves. You should get involved deeply in your professional orga
nization, but shun involvement in friendships and organizations that
are unlikely to give you esteem in your profession. It would also be a
good idea not to be one of the young Turks in your profession, but
to put yourself under the wing of a prestigious elder who will provide
you with connections for better jobs. If the young Turks begin to make
a dent there will always be time for you to get on their side and dump
your protector once you have gained some independent prestige. Does
all of this sound like the kind of life you would like to lead? Probably
not, and even most of the upwardly mobile probably do not conform
to this pattern in all respects. Yet it is a kind of composite picture of
what sociologists and psychologists have found to be positively as
sociated with upward mobility. The aspect of truth in it resides in the
kind of tendencies toward the destruction of social bonds that were
referred to in the notion of the completely permeable society. In order
to be the perfectly upwardly mobile man, one must give up attach
ments to family, region, a possible family of one’s own, interests wider
than one’s speciality, and ties with mere friendship circles. Those who
do not give these attachments and interests up may still be upwardly
mobile, but they will take the slow elevator rather than the express.
The description of the perfectly upwardly mobile man reveals
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some fraudulent aspects of the American dream. In that dream the
successful man has his cake and eats it too. He has the joys of career
as well as the other aspects of the good life. You should realize that
this is a trick only the very rich usually turn.
T h e M e r it o c r a c y

The tendencies in mass society toward specialization, profession
alization, and the destruction of official philosophies of inequality can
all be summed up in the master myth of the meritocracy.60 The meri
tocracy describes a mythical future society in which all inequalities are
based on achievement of specialized tasks. At the very beginning of
childhood people begin taking “intelligence” tests to determine what
they will learn and what kinds of jobs they will prepare for. As they
proceed through life and enter careers they are continually tested, and
are promoted and demoted according to the test results. Only func
tional competence counts, and nobody can determine what the final
goal of all the specializations should be. The elite is composed of those
who have achieved the most according to the standards of the meritoc
racy, and its members can be sure that their superiority is justified and
scientifically validated. While present mass societies are far from ap
proaching the model of the meritocracy, there are many pressures for
its progressive establishment. Perhaps the most important pressure
stems from leaderships in mass societies attempting to make their rule
legitimate by claiming to utilize fully the talent in the society for the
welfare of all. Thus, Svalastoga notes that . . to the extent that the
welfare of a society depends upon a high level of utilization of its
collective talent, mobility becomes of vital concern to the society.”61
In the effort to utilize talent fully, the “best” must be selected out early
and encouraged by all means to develop socially useful skills. Nobody
who can make a contribution to society should be able to avoid work
ing. The rich should perform public services and the poor should be
gotten off welfare and into jobs. The only problem is, Who defines
which skills are socially useful and which ones are not? In the mass
societies of today the elites of large organizations make these decisions
without consulting the vast majority of the population. A meritocracy
presided over by the elites of today would probably be even a worse
nightmare than our brief description of it betrayed.
What, then, is the answer to the problem of talent utilization?
While the meritocracy has its disquieting aspects, at least the work gets
done. Certainly, we are not in favor of intensifying the extent to which
family connections determine one’s place on the status hierarchy.

250

SOCIAL PROCESSES

Also, we do not favor the abolition of specialization and a return to
nature. Rather, we would like to separate the cultivation of specialized
excellence from extreme differences in prestige. We believe that there
would even be more specialized excellence if professionals were disci
plined by knowledgable clients rather than rewarded by irresponsible
elites. In communities of creators and appreciators the quality of the
product or service would take precedence over the prestige of the
profession or occupation. Such communities, of course, seem no
closer to realization today than the meritocracy itself or the fully
permeable society. However, as a beginning one might reconsider the
relations between hierarchy and craftsmanship.
EXERCISE
What would happen if specialists were checked by clients
rather than regulated by managers? Would such a system be
feasible. If so, why? If not, why not?
SUMMARY
The study of social inequalities, or stratification, in mass society
is structured by there being no official philosophies justifying inequali
ties in mass societies. There is a strain toward equality in social rela
tions and a consequent attempt to make inequalities appear to be the
result of scientifically demonstrable “necessary conditions.” For exam
ple, Davis and Moore tried to show that inequalities in rewards for
various jobs were necessary in order to get people to do the jobs most
vital for maintaining society. While the Davis-Moore argument is
flawed because it does not recognize that work may have intrinsic
value, there is a working philosophy of inequality in mass societies
based on a ranking of the prestige of jobs derived from opinion sur
veys. In this ranking, jobs that involve control over the destinies of
others, such as high political, managerial, and professional positions,
are ranked the highest, and jobs involving unskilled manual work are
ranked the lowest. The quest for prestige by professional and occupa
tional groups is often pursued through the development of ideologies
glorifying the job and trying to prove that it is vital. Neophytes learn
these ideologies, along with any skills related to the job, during their
period of occupational socialization. Once socialized, they are ready to
embark upon a career which may be filled with unexpected pitfalls.

Inequality and Its Dimensions

251

Occupational prestige frequently is associated with other vari
ables such as wealth, power, and life-style. Advantaged groups often
use life-style as a weapon for maintaining dominance, indulging in
conspicuous consumption to demonstrate their superiority or devel
oping one-way symbols to ward off interlopers from lower strata.
Those who are least advantaged have their own distinctive life-style
built upon the vicious circle of poverty in which poor health, inferior
education, limited job opportunities, and dilapidated housing rein
force one another to block opportunities for improvement. Also cer
tain groups, such as racial minorities and women, face systematic eco
nomic discrimination. Given the vicious circle of poverty and
systematic discrimination, the idea that all careers are open to talent
appears to be more myth than reality. The fully permeable society in
which there is no association between father’s and son’s occupations
is not even close to realization, and, were it to be realized, familiar
institutions such as the family would probably undergo radical change.
The tendencies of mass society toward specialization and achieve
ment orientation lead to the nightmare of the meritocracy in which
standardized tests determine one’s status. An alternative to the meri
tocracy is the construction of communities of creators and appreciators, whose criterion is quality of the product or service rather than
prestige.
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Control and
Coordination
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POLITICS AND SOCIAL
CONTROL

The human condition is multidimensional, and human beings
cannot be separated from other aspects of the world by any single
faculty. The importance of work and economic stratification in the
human condition was discussed in the preceding chapter. These facets
of human existence relate to the human being as tool-maker and tooluser—the “creative” activity through which people transform the
materials of experience into new objects promoting a multitude of
ever-changing experiences. However, while the dimension of work was
the first one discussed, it is neither the only significant kind of human
activity nor necessarily even the most important one. In addition to
making and usmg tools in diverse social relations, human beings make,
follow, and break rules that order their uses of culture and their rela
tions with one another. Thus, while the activity of work refers to the
productive and creative dimension of human existence, the activity of
social control (politics in its broadest sense—from the politics of Great
Powers to the politics of the playpen) refers to the dimensions of order
and coordination.
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THE PROBLEM OF COORDINATION
IN SOCIAL THOUGHT
The ways in which social control has been discussed throughout
history by social thinkers parallel the discussions of work. From an
cient through modern times, philosophers attempted to account for
why people had to work and how their having to work could be morally
justified. They assumed that work had no value in itself. Similarly, with
regard to social control, philosophers attempted to account for why
some people had to obey rules made by others, and how this obedience
could be morally justified, or even become a strict obligation. Arising
from this basic problem that one group made the rules and another
followed them were the problems of when the use of force is justified
in disputes over rules or their application, who is best qualified to make
the rules, what are the best procedures for making the rules, and what
content the rules should have.
The results of deliberation on these issues were many elaborate
justifications of the rule of some over others. Such justifications can be
viewed usefully as attempts to make such rule “legitimate,” or morally
worthy of being obeyed. “Legitimation” of the split between rulemakers and rule-followers is frequently seen as the way of transform
ing power into authority. In these terms, power is defined as the ability
of a group or person to get another group or person to act according
to its will, regardless of opposition. Similarly, authority arises when
obedience is based upon the “belief that the power or domination of
him or those by whom the order is imposed is in some sense legiti
mate.”1 Some examples of legitimation should help make this idea
more clear. The most common way historically of justifying rule by the
few over the many has been by appeal to divine will. The King was in
his throne by divine right, and disobedience to his commands was a
sin. Another frequent justification of rule has been that the rulers have
some inborn characteristic that makes them fit to lead. Whites have
used this kind of ploy to defend their domination of blacks in the
United States, and in ancient times Greeks sometimes used it to defend
the enslavement of “inferior” barbarians.2 The use of divine will as a
legitimation has been standard practice when rulers and subjects iden
tify themselves as members of the same group, while the use of inborn
characteristics is the standard operating procedure when the rulers
come from one group and the subjects from another. Social categories,
such as women, are frequently subjected to both kinds of justifications
at once.
A third kind of legitimation defends the rule of the few by claiming
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that they possess superior knowledge of how to govern best in the
interest of all. From Plato, who proposed that kings be philosophers
(or the reverse), to contemporary technocrats who advocate a “sociocracy” in which social scientists would rule the unwashed masses, visio
naries have devised plans by which the “best” could make the rules and
enforce them.3
Legitimation by claims to superior knowledge appears frequently
in the contemporary world. Government officials claim that they alone
have the necessary information and perspective to make reasonable
decisions affecting the lives of millions, while teachers, guidance
counselors, social workers, psychologists, and other assorted profes
sionals claim that their “scientific” knowledge of human behavior gives
them the right to decide what is best for the “deviant” or “delinquent”
youth. At the present time, legitimation by knowledge seems to be
more pervasive than legitimation by divine will or inborn superiority.
The growing importance of justifying the split between rulemakers and rule-followers by possession of “scientific” knowledge or
privileged information is very compatible with the observations on
stratification made in the preceding chapter. In mass society, all
inequalities (not only those having to do with access to economic
rewards) must be justified as necessary to the maintenance of society
rather than merely morally obligatory. Those who make rules for oth
ers may only do so on the pretense that they are fulfilling an essential
social function for which they are qualified by possessing knowledge
of what is best for the people. Of course, the question arises of how
what is best for the people can be determined. This question is never
explicitly answered in any mass society, because there is a myth that
the people themselves determine, in the most general sense, what is
best for themselves. So, the process of determining ends becomes a
vicious circle, and the working standard of policy seems to be the
maintenance and expansion of established organizations. A bigger
budget is better than a smaller budget, regardless of what it is used for.
Figure 10.1. L e g it im a t in g O b e d ie n c e

Appeal to Divine Will: God has given the leader the right to rule.
Appeal to Inherent Some inborn trait has given the leader the right
Superiority: to rule.
Appeal to Superior Superior knowledge of statecraft has given the
Knowledge: leader the right to rule.
Do you believe that only public officials have the information and wisdom
necessary to make political decisions?
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The preceding description of mass society does not seem compat
ible with the ideas of democracy most children in the United States are
taught. They are taught that in a democracy the majority decides what
is best and the officials carry out the majority’s will. Much of political
sociology in the twentieth century has been devoted to challenging
these myths and, along the way, implanting the newer myths of rule
by the experts—the professionals.
FORMULATING POLICY
In human affairs, rules are embedded in wider conceptions of
social relations—the images of the human condition discussed in
preceding chapters. Applied to the processes of ordering and control
ling human activities, these images of the human condition can be
referred to as ideologies. Ideologies play a multitude of roles in human
existence, four of which are particularly important in activities of coor
dination and domination. First, and most important, ideologies define
possibilities for human relations. 4 Each ideology has a distinctive view of
the rules that should guide people in performing social tasks and, even
more fundamentally, a view of what tasks should be performed. For
example, those who hold a traditionalist ideology of the role of the
clergyman state that clergymen should generally abstain from involve
ment in political causes and confine themselves to performing rituals
and ministering to the spiritual needs of the congregation. Those who
hold a more activist concept of the clergyman’s role state that clergy
men should be involved in political causes. Militant atheists do not
believe that there should be clergymen at all.
In addition to defining possibilities for human relations, a second
feature of many ideologies is their attempt to transform power into author
ity.5 For example, the claim by a leader that only he has the necessary
information and perspective to make important decisions is embedded
in an ideology that holds that only those directly involved in an activity
(in this case governing) can judge best how to perform that activity.
Those who believe that this principle is true are more likely to obey
the leader’s commands unquestioningly than those who believe that it
is possible for people to relativize their perspectives and gain some
grasp of the problems encountered by the leader and the adequacy of
his solutions for them. In the contemporary world, administrators of
all sorts attempt to convert power into authority by claiming that only
the decision maker is qualified to judge decision making. Sometimes
their appeals are successful.

256

SOCIAL PROCESSES

A third function of ideology is as a weapon in group conflict.6 While
the use of ideology to convert power to authority aids the internal
stability of a group (rebellion is less likely when the followers believe
that the leaders have the right to rule), the use of ideology as a weapon
enables some groups to gain advantage at the expense of others. For
example, Smith has noted that most groups in the United States seek
ing privileges from the government couch their appeals in terms of the
public interest. He calls this phenomenon the “public interest distor
tion” because the vast majority of these groups have no broader con
ception of the public interest than getting privileges for themselves.7
Of course, when a powerful group succeeds in convincing many peo
ple that its policies are in the public interest, the ideology takes on the
function of legitimating inequalities as well as its function as a weapon.
The fourth role of ideology is related to its use as a weapon. When
groups are embroiled in conflicts, leaders often attempt to persuade
their own followers that the cause is holy or just, and that all of the
world’s problems will be solved when victory is won. Sorel called the
belief in a decisive victory which would solve all problems a “myth.”
Working in the Marxist tradition, but revising it drastically, Sorel
claimed that the guiding myth of the twentieth century would be the
general strike. Workers would participate avidly in conflicts with own
ers, not because they had rationally chosen to do so, but because they
were possessed by the myth that one day capitalism would fall of its
own weight due to a massive general strike.8
IDEOLOGICAL COMMITMENTS OF THE MASSES
According to the democratic ideals children are taught in the
schools, citizens in democracies are rational human beings in the sense
that they have a clear idea of what they would like the society to be and
are willing and able to work efficiently to realize their visions through
established procedures like voting. Sorel is one of the many social
thinkers and sociologists who have challenged this belief by submitting
evidence that many people in mass societies have no coherent image
of the human condition, but merely a series of more-or-less disjointed
beliefs which frequently have little to do with their actions. Attitude
and opinion surveys by social scientists have documented “the apathy,
inconsistency, and material self-interest of mass publics.”9 For exam
ple, vast majorities of people in the United States will proclaim adher
ence to the principles of the Bill of Rights, such as freedoms of speech
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and assembly, but when asked specifically about whether these free
doms should be granted to specific groups (for example, communists)
they will respond with a resounding “No.”10 The amounts of informa
tion that most people have about public affairs gives equally little
reassurance to those who would like to hold democratic ideals. Don D.
Smith has summarized a long list of studies documenting the low levels
of political information characteristic of United States citizens. For
example: “In 1957, 39% of the public did not have the slightest idea
where one might start looking for the Kremlin. . . . Twenty-three
percent of the national total could not locate correctly a single Euro
pean country on the outline map.”11
If members of mass publics are characterized by neither consist
ency nor very much information in their images of the human condi
tion, they lack two of the most important requirements of the rational
citizen. They cannot be said to have their own ideologies, but, instead,
if they are mobilized to act politically in any sense, the meaning of their
action has probably been provided by the members of some elite who
do have coherent ideologies.12 One of the most significant conse
quences of this fact is that, at least with regard to public affairs, many
people are unable to engage in the process of self-understanding.
They have not even clarified their visions of the human condition,
much less relativized them. Unable to make self-created commitments,
they may pretend that they are free as others go through the processes
of manipulating them.
PUBLIC OPINION
The findings that most people in mass societies do not have coher
ent ideologies about their public situation and do not critically evalu
ate the perspectives that they hold throws into serious question the
doctrine that public opinion is the most powerful force shaping policy
in contemporary democracies. It would seem, rather, that the opposite
is true. Public opinion is shaped by elites, and then elites turn around
and claim that public opinion is guiding them.13 This is the process
that officials are referring to when they claim that they are leading
public opinion. The ways in which public opinion is shaped can be
grasped by viewing public opinion as a process. Kimball Young has
identified three phases in the dynamics of public opinion formation:
“(1) the rise of the issue; (2) the discussion about the issue and pro
posed solutions pro and con; and (3) the arrival at consensus.” 14
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According to democratic mythology, issues emerge from the concerns
of the citizens at large and are taken up by sympathetic spokesmen.
Then reasoned debate takes place about whether or not the problem
demands attention and, if it does, which side has the best solution.
Once the debate has been carried to its conclusion, the best solution
is implemented with the cooperation, or at least the acquiescence, of
the minority. At a minimum there is agreement to support the experi
ment to see whether or not it works.
The mythology can be challenged on each of its major points.
Edelman notes that in many cases “democratic” regimes spring drastic
changes in policy on the citizens without allowing for full debate.15
Such decisions are faits accomplis, in the sense that they cannot be
reversed easily whether or not a majority approves of them. A stunning
example of decisions reached without the preparation of public opin
ion were the foreign-policy initiatives taken by President Nixon toward
the People’s Republic of China (Communist China). The idea of im
proving relations with Communist China and downgrading relations
with Nationalist China was not proposed by President Nixon during his
campaign for presidential election, nor was it given full public airing
before it was announced. There was no chance to debate the pros and
cons of Nixon’s particular way of shaping the Asian policy of the
United States, nor was there any attempt to allow a consensus to be
reached on the Nixon solution. Tens of millions of people who
through most of their lives had been taught to loathe Communist
China as the very embodiment of political sin were now asked by the
President to revise their entire estimation of that nation. Matters were
made no easier by President Nixon having billed himself as a staunch
anticommunist throughout his career in public life.
It is not of great importance for this discussion that Nixon’s deci
sion proved to be popular with many American people. Officials can
act in ways that will win them the approval of their subjects. The
significant point is that Nixon’s decision was not the result of demo
cratically formed public opinion, but of factors about which the gen
eral public may never be informed. Once the decision was made,
however, immense efforts began to sell the policy to the public by a
wide variety of means. Newspapers and magazines were filled with
human-interest stories about Communist China. Much was made of
the possible benefits of traditional Chinese medicine (acupuncture) in
which needles are inserted into the human body to relieve pain and
alleviate supposedly baneful pressures. Suddenly people in the United
States learned that the mainland Chinese were not starving after all,
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that they firmly supported the communist regime (once thought of as
a band of ruthless tyrants), and that, of all things, they were generally
happy. Less than two years after the event, many people were probably
only dimly aware of the silence that there was about China in the news
media before Nixon’s decision, and of the general belief that prudent
and responsible statesmen would go slow on such an explosive issue
as China. The example of Nixon’s decision to improve relations with
mainland China serves as a useful case study in the ways in which
public opinion is molded. It would perhaps be useful for you to keep
your eyes open from now on for major decisions that are sprung on
the public. Then you will be able to trace, as you consume the media,
how the decision is sold. If you also keep an eye on the opinion polls
you will be able to see how effective the salesmen are.
Figure 10 .2 . T h e I d e a l C it iz e n a n d t h e M a ss M a n

Ideal Citizen

Mass Man

The ideal citizen is well-informed
The mass man takes little
on public affairs.
interest in politics.
The ideal citizen takes well-defined The mass man is unclear about
stands on public issues.
his position on many public
issues.
The ideal citizen is critical of
The mass man either obeys leaders
leaders.
blindly or lapses into apathy
and cynicism.
The ideal citizen changes his opinions The mass man changes his opinion
slowly in response to evidence and abruptly in response to
knowledge of opposing positions.
manipulation.
The ideal citizen has a long memory. The mass man was “born yesterday.”
Which model describes you better?
The Nixon decision on China was a clear-cut case in which every
principle of democratic public-opinion formation was violated. The
issue did not emerge in the general public, the pros and cons of
solutions were not debated, and a consensus to see how the majority
solution would work out was not reached. Most cases are not as ex
treme as this one, and there is usually a blend of reasoned discussion
and manipulation. In issues of foreign policy there tends to be more
manipulation than in issues of domestic policy, one reason for this
being that domestic issues are usually under constant scrutiny by pow
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erful nongovernmental organizations with vested interests in certain
policies. Binkley and Moos point out: “In a multi-group society public
opinion tends to become a resultant of the competing influences of the
various groups.” 16 The presence of organized interest groups, of
course, does not mean that debate is rational and that opinion is not
manipulated. Leaders of interest groups are frequently as expert in
manipulation of opinion as government officials. However, at least on
many domestic issues, such as economic policy, there are standard
positions that one can learn. The vast majority of people do not learn
these positions and, thus, allow the issues to be framed for them by
others.
Figure 10 .3 . How I s s u e s a r e D e v e l o p e d
Ideal Democracy
Mass Society

Issues originate when citizens
identify a problem.
Issues are developed through
public debate on the merits
of solutions.
Solutions to problems are decided
upon openly.
Solutions are monitored by a
critical public.

Issues originate from the
projects of elites.
Issues are developed through
propaganda and media campaigns.
Solutions to problems are decided
upon secretly and then announced
to the public.
Solutions are monitored, if at all,
by competing elite groups.

EXERCISE

Through listening to television or reading the newspaper, see
how an issue is “sold” to the public. Follow the steps through
which the issue is first introduced and then the means used to
secure public acceptance. Carrying out this project will involve
paying attention to the news over a period of several months. Are
you willing to make the effort to become informed about public
affairs and the ways opinion is molded?
Does the preceding discussion mean that the mass of people
should be blamed for their “apathy, inconsistency, and material selfinterest?” Perhaps they should not be condemned. If decisions are
going to be sprung on them anyway, why should they take the trouble
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to care about public affairs? We get paid for thinking and teaching
about public issues, so we know something about them. Is it reason
able to spend the time on public affairs if they are not involved with
one’s work?17 You will have to answer that question for yourself.
Politics and Social Control

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
Whether they like it or not, nearly all people participate in some
kind of political activity nearly every day of their lives. The process of
coordinating human actions is not the sole province of governments,
but goes on each day in families, schools, hospitals, and every other
kind of human organization. The small child appealing for the right to
stay up later to watch 1 V is quite similar to the businessman appealing
to Congress for higher tariffs on foreign competitors. Both are par
ticipating in politics to further their own interests, perhaps at the
expense of others (the parents may want the child out of their hair and
consumers may desire lower-priced goods). Similarly, a family cooper
atively deciding upon what kind of house to buy resembles greatly the
deliberations of a cohesive community planning its future design. Both
are examples of participation in politics to achieve a joint end, part of
which may be continuing the process of participation itself. Many
people view participation as a cost, just as they view work as a curse.
This viewpoint is most likely to appear where politics are based on
narrow interest, and the process of making decisions is one of pulling,
hauling, manipulating, and generally trying to take advantage of oth
ers. Participation is more likely to be sought for its own sake where
relations are more cooperative and the standards of critical inquiry are
embedded in the relations among the participants.18
In the contemporary world, participation based on cooperation
toward joint ends is mostly limited to small groups and to decisions
affecting very few people. Therefore some work groups, some families,
and some societies for the appreciation of a facet of culture (for exam
ple, neighborhood groups in a local tavern or coteries of chess en
thusiasts) may make their decisions cooperatively. With regard to deci
sions affecting large numbers of people, however, participation in
decision making is frequently based on special interest and confined
to very few people. Thus, a special kind of political alienation charac
terizes many areas of decision in mass democracies—alienation from
the means to decision.
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V o t in g D e l u s io n s

According to the democratic mythology, alienation from the
means to decision is alleviated by the vote. Through voting, people
supposedly gain the opportunity to select their leaders and thereby to
gain some in-put into policy-making. The effect of any single person’s
vote is, of course, open to serious question, and even massive majority
bloc votes may have little effect. For example, in 1964 the Democratic
presidential candidate (Lyndon Johnson) pledged that the United
States would not get involved in a land war in Asia if he was elected.
He was elected and proceeded to involve the United States further in
the Vietnam war. In addition to the minute effect of any single person’s
vote and the fact that breaking campaign promises has become a fine
art, the vote is further diluted by the multitude of issues raised in any
major election. When one votes for the mayor of a large city, is he
voting to have certain policies on schools realized, or is he interested
in law enforcement, housing policy, consumer rights, health mainte
nance, parks and recreation, race relations, attracting new business,
tax policy, the candidate’s leadership qualities, the candidate’s appear
ance, or any one or more of a great number of other possible issues?
It is by no means clear that, when a particular candidate wins an
election, he has a mandate to accomplish anything. One of the most
interesting devices that leaders use to manipulate followers is to play
some of their constituencies off against others. The poor blacks cannot
get construction jobs because the leader is also responsible to the
white workers, but the white workers cannot get tax relief because the
leader is responsible to the poor blacks.
EXERCISE
What standards would you use to determine whether to vote
for one candidate rather than another? Can you defend these
standards? Is it worth voting at all in this society?
The dilution of the vote is compounded in one direction by the
lack of reasoned and coherent ideological commitments in many peo
ple, and in another direction by varying levels of participation in largescale politics. There are many other ways to participate in politics
besides voting. One can engage actively in campaigning for a candi
date, work for an interest group lobbying in favor of some policy and
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even attempt to run for office. Such activities beyond voting tend to
be engaged in most by those with relatively high social and economic
status—the professionals and the managers. These are the people who
also belong to the most organizations.19 From another viewpoint, they
are the “actives,” most likely to inform themselves about large-scale
issues and also most likely to influence and shape the perspectives of
those with whom they come in contact.20 Thus, there is a kind of
vicious circle operating with regard to participation in broad-gauge
politics. Those with the highest status tend to be the ones with the
most coherent ideologies and also the ones who participate the most
in the widest variety of political activities. At the same time, it is likely
that participation itself aids one in clarifying a coherent perspective on
public affairs, while a coherent perspective may direct one to oppor
tunities for participation and give one the confidence to participate.
The factors discussed above have led some sociologists to con
clude that the act of voting is not so much a way of influencing policy
as it is a support for the existing system of making decisions. So long
as people vote, they are proclaiming that they believe that their prob
lems can be solved within the system.21 When they participate in such
ways as guerrilla warfare, violent demonstrations, and other revolu
tionary activity, they are proclaiming that the system no longer seems
adequate to them. Once the myths have been critically questioned, it
remains up to the person to decide upon which modes of participation,
if any, he will choose to engage in.
DECISION MAKING AND POWER STRUCTURES
There is general agreement among social scientists that the peo
ple at large do not rule in the United States.22 Given this consensus,
the major question about political life investigated by American social
scientists since World War II has been, Who governs? During the
1950s and much of the 1960s there were two major answers given to
this question. One answer was that a relatively small group made
decisions affecting the lives of many others. This was the elitist answer.
The other was that a large number of groups competed with one
another in the political arena, and decisions were the result of their
competition. This was the pluralist answer. Elitists tended to be highly
critical of the status quo in the United States, while pluralists tended
to defend the status quo.
Elitists and pluralists fought their battles with regard to both the
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local and national political arenas. The opening guns in the conflict
were sounded on the local front by Floyd Hunter, a sociologist who
stated he had discovered a ruling elite in Atlanta, Georgia (named by
him, “Regional City”).23 Hunter discovered this elite by using the
reputational-method—i.e., asking people to list the names of those
who they thought ran the town. He then did more intensive field work
to determine how the people on the lists related to one another and
to other people, as well as the kind of leadership they provided. Hun
ter’s local power structure was composed primarily of wealthy busi
nessmen, although wealth was not sufficient to be included in the
power structure. One also had to take an interest in participating and
be affiliated with one or more of the crowds where the fate of the city
was regularly discussed. Social clubs were centers for such crowds, and
their membership policies effectively excluded the vast majority from
participation. The informal power structure described by Hunter had
the greatest influence with respect to deciding upon which civic pro
jects would be undertaken. As to issues handled by the formal struc
tures of government, Hunter had little to say.
Response to Hunter’s salvo was not long in coming. Dubious of
claims that hidden elites governed cities, the political scientist Robert
Dahl undertook to study power in New Haven, Connecticut, by a
different method than the one used by Hunter. Dahl used the issuearea method whereby key issues are examined and an attempt is made
to determine who participated in their resolution. He argued that
Hunter’s reputational method was faulty because it both assumed that
there was an elite before research ever began and that reputation was
somehow necessarily associated with effective action. Dahl chose as his
issues such visible conflicts as those over housing policy which directly
concerned the formal structures of government.24 He discovered that
New Haven did not have a clear-cut power structure in which the few
decided policy for the many. Rather, politics in New Haven were char
acterized by “dispersed inequalities” not “cumulative inequalities.” In
a system of dispersed inequalities those concerned most with particu
lar issues have the greatest say in resolving those issues. Since concern
will vary from issue to issue, decision making is carried on by a series
of shifting elites. Thus, inequality of influence is “dispersed” among
large areas. In a system of cumulative inequalities the same elite group
would make the decisions on all issues. Hunter had implied that local
communities were characterized by cumulative inequality.
The raging battle over local power structure (sociologists tended
to be elitists and political scientists pluralists) was mirrored in a similar
conflict about the structure of national power in the United States.
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Here the first blow was struck by C. Wright Mills, who in his Power Elite
argued that major decisions in the United States were made by a
relatively small ruling class composed of high military officials, wealthy
corporate businessmen, and high political officials.25 Constructing his
argument with evidence obtained from publicly available sources (for
example, newspaper articles and speeches), Mills concluded that deci
sions concerning such issues as war and peace were effectively in the
hands of the “power elite.” The battle was quickly joined against Mills
by numerous social scientists from all disciplines. With a thrust similar
to Dahl’s, Suzanne Keller argued that there was no one power elite,
but a set of strategic elites deciding policy in a multitude of different
areas. She concluded that: “The proliferation and partial autonomy of
strategic elites, their variation in composition and recruitment, and
differing moral perspectives decrease the likelihood of an omnipotent
oligarchy. In addition, these elites critically examine—and thereby
check—each other’s actions and decisions. Thus limited power leads
to limited abuses.”26
The battle between elitists and pluralists lasted more than a
decade without leading to any conclusive results. Today the debate is
ebbing and new conflicts are taking its place. Disregarding all the
charges and counter-charges about method (the reputational method
does not study actual decision making, while the issue-area method
does not study the processes used to limit decisions from ever getting
on the public agenda) there should never have been an attempt to
answer the question of “Who governs?” dogmatically. It is probably
more useful to conceive of a continuum of power ranging from
cumulative inequality through dispersed inequalities to equal partici
pation than to think of choice between one model and some other. It
seems likely that both nationally and locally neither the model of a
single power elite nor the model of multigroup competition is realized
fully. Instead, there seems to be a situation where a mix of the models
of cumulative inequality and dispersed inequality holds. Peter Bachrach has referred to this mix as “democratic elitism,” and has shown
how both pluralists and elitists depict a system in which participation
in broad-gauge decisions is highly restricted.27
In a significant sense, journalists and commentators preceded
social scientists in describing the mixed elitist-pluralist power struc
ture. The mixed structure has its own distinctive design differing from
either the dispersed or cumulative models of inequality. The centers
of power in the mixed structure can be called complexes. One of these
complexes is the military-industrial complex referred to so often in
political debate. The military-industrial complex, which Mills mistook
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for the power elite, does not make decisions on every issue significant
to someone, but neither is it composed of competing groups that check
one another in a free interplay. The military-industrial complex is
composed of mutually supportive groups in business, government, the
military, and labor, and they all dampen any internal conflicts they
might have in order to gain a greater share of national resources.28
This translates into demands for bigger defense budgets at the ex
pense of other activities and attempts to see that these demands are
met. The most significant feature of complexes is that they cut across
traditional barriers that were supposed to provide checks on arbitrary
power. For example, according to pluralists, business, government,
and labor are all supposed to check one another. When they all work
in concert on a particular line of policy, the only check is the formation
of a counter-complex. Thus, the military-industrial complex today
faces a challenge from a “social-industrial complex” with interests in
urban renewal, urban transit, education, medical care, and other such
domestic issues. Thus, the new debates in social science about power
do not concern the question of “Who governs?” but relate instead to
questions of what policies are put into effect (Who benefits and at what
cost?). Should the defense of the nation have the highest priority or
should we devote our first attention to the crying needs at home?
These are the terms in which complexes fight out their battles for
larger shares of resources. Behind every cry to “reorder priorities” or
“maintain a strong . . .” is some complex, and behind every complex
are social scientific specialists, bringing up the rear as they calculate
costs and benefits.
Complexes, of course, are not any more democratic in the mytho
logical sense than are power elites or strategic elites. Essentially, they
are mutually reinforcing combinations of strategic elites. Thus, their
vision of the political world is one in which the degree of democracy
is determined by the response of people to the outputs of government.
If there is rioting in the streets, the trouble is not denial of participa
tion, but either inadequate law enforcement and too little respect for
law, or dilapidated housing, inadequate medical facilities, and other
aspects of poverty curable by enlightened programs fashioned by
elites. If the system improves its outputs, people will be satisfied and
the legitimacy quotient will rise. There is certainly some truth in these
claims. However, they exclude the possibility that political decisions
will ever be managed cooperatively and that a system will ever be
devised in which people seek to participate in making decisions for the
sake of participating.
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Figure 10 .4 . W h o G o v e r n s ?

Elite Theory: America is ruled by a single “power elite” com
posed of the wealthy, the top-ranking govern
ment and corporate executives, and the topranking military leaders.
Pluralist Theory: America is governed by shifting coalitions of in
terest groups which change their composition
according to issue.
Complex 1 heory: America is governed by powerful complexes of
interest groups organized around key activities
such as military affairs and social welfare. These
complexes often clash on particulars, but are
committed to the maintenance of large bureau
cratic organizations.
SYSTEMS OF RULES
I he final results of the various conflicts over policies and pro
cesses of decision making are systems of rules. Usually when politics
are discussed, that system of rules called law is taken as the prime
example of a rule system. According to democratic myths, the elected
representatives of the people make laws in accordance with the peo
ple s will, and then the officials of the state enforce those laws with
efficiency against violators. Like the rest of the democratic mythology,
this principle does not seem to be realized in practice. During the
twentieth century, a succession of social scientists has pointed out that
law is merely the tip of an enormous iceberg of rules.29 One of the
most serious mistakes made by many people who first learn about
democracy and the rule of law is to believe that, whenever some prob
lem arises, the proper solution is to pass a law against undesired
behavior or pass one to require desired behavior. They seem to as
sume that, as soon as a certain behavior is prohibited by law, people
will not engage in it any more, or that as soon as a certain behavior
is required by law people will engage in it. The existence of widespread
crime shows that this assumption is unfounded in many cases. The
most important consideration here is that when laws or administrative
rules promulgated by governmental agencies conflict severely with
other systems of social rules, or injure groups of people, they will
usually not be obeyed voluntarily. They may be obeyed, of course,
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because the police enforce them coercively, but where the conflict with
other social rules is severe, even the police are ineffective.30
The most important of the other rule systems to which law is
related are the very social roles performed by people daily. Normally
people do not think of their roles, such as student, consumer, father,
or driver as systems of rules, but they are in fact the most pervasive
rule systems.31 Many roles are defined in the law of the state (such as
congressman or dog-catcher) while others are defined partially in the
law (student, consumer, father, driver). However, even those roles
spelled out in detail by the law (for example, the mayor of a city) often
change drastically as more informal rules are developed in coping with
events. Further, in roles partially covered by the law (for example,
parent) the law has frequently only summarized preexisting facets of
the roles. These observations are essentially the same ones that were
made in the earlier discussion of informal organization. The only
difference is that informal organization grows up in the context of
formal organization while law usually grows up in the context of more
informal rule systems.32
The third important kind of rule systems are moralities, or criti
cally defended and explicit standards of right conduct. Moralities were
discussed previously in connection with the codes of ethics drafted by
many professional organizations. Gaps between behavior prescribed
in moralities and behavior prescribed in everyday roles are notorious.
Moralities play a similar role in social existence to ideologies. They
define future possibilities for people, integrate groups around com
mon ideals, are veils for attempts at domination and help spur people
to fight for causes. Their relations to both everyday roles and laws are
variable, and many moralities contain theories of the proper connec
tions between law, common sense, and morals.
METHODS OF ENFORCEMENT
Rule systems do not enforce themselves. This principle is not true
because the human being is a savage beast or a pleasure-hungry child,
capable of murder and mayhem as soon as the lid is off, but because
social inequalities are breeding grounds for conflicts of interests, be
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cause alternative systems of rules are often in competition with one
another, and because given rule systems are not always enforced equit
ably. Some see law and the state as necessary instruments for taming
the blood lust of the savage human animal, but their arguments can
never be proven because, by the time the beast is ready to destroy and
despoil, he has already learned how to use tools, rules, symbols, and
products.
The most basic method of social control (getting people to adhere
to rule systems) is socialization, which means teaching or training
people that it is right to obey certain rules. If socialization proceeds
without any hitch, the child grows up committed to living by the moral
program instilled in him by his trainers.33 The presence of competing
rule systems, the possibility of creating new rules and contradictions
within any given program all combine to make it unlikely that socializa
tion will produce automated Boy and Girl Scouts. However, it is suc
cessful enough to make many people experience intense guilt when
they break one of the rules drummed into them by their parents at age
five, or, alternatively, to experience inordinate pride when they stick
by such rules to a tee.
Figure 10.5. F o r m s o f S o c i a l C o n t r o l

Socialization: People obey the rules because they believe that
they are morally right. People feel guilty when
they break the rules.
Coercion: People obey the rules because they are afraid of
being physically harmed if they step out of line.
Inducement: People obey the rules because they are offered
some material benefits in return for obedience.
Approval: People obey the rules because they are praised
by others when they stay in line and are ridi
culed when they do not conform.
Fraud: People obey the rules because they have been
deceived about the actual nature of the situa
tion.
Stacked Procedures: People obey the rules because they do not un
derstand the procedures for challenging them.
Reasoned Argument: People obey the rules because they have been
rationally persuaded that it is in their interest to
do so.
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EXERCISE
Make an inventory of the ways in which methods of social
control are used on you. In which relations do the different forms
of social control predominate? Is there any way in which you can
avoid being controlled? Make an inventory of the ways in which
you use methods of social control to regulate others. Which
methods do you use the most? In which situations do you resort
most to methods of social control?
When socialization fails, there is always the possibility of using
force or the threat of force to get people to obey rules. The monopoly
of “legitimate” coercion supposedly resides with the state, but in actu
ality large segments of social relations are honeycombed with force.
Force is a staple of family relations in many homes, it is used to resolve
differences among members of many youth groups, it is used (though
sparingly) to enforce agreements in organized crime and it sporadi
cally characterizes racial and labor relations. It is probably best for
discouraging actions rather than encouraging them—for encouraging
actions rewards are probably better.34 These may come in the form of
goods or money, or in the form of praise. To get a child to go to sleep
at the right time it may be more expedient to offer a candy bar than
a spanking. Even better (and cheaper) is to say, “You’re a good little
girl. Now good little girls don’t go to bed late.” For many parents, the
age of rebellion arises when praise does not work any more. Govern
ments, of course, use exactly the same means on unruly subjects as
parents use on recalcitrant children. During a race riot, police are
brought in to administer the spanking, but in the following week the
candy bar comes in the form of some government programs. Praise is
lavished on the “responsible” leadership of the minority community.
Of course, the child does not get to stay up late and the minorities do
not get justice.
Rewards and punishments by no means exhaust the methods of
social control.35 Force and bribery, self-contempt and flattery, often
take a back seat to manipulation. Manipulation comes in two forms—
fraud and stacked procedures. In fraud, people are brought to obey
rules by a false belief that doing so will bring them some expected
benefit. When the benefit is not gained, those imposing the fraud may
live to exploit another day by claiming that situations beyond our
control, evil cliques or some combination of the two prevented suc
cess. If such excuses are believed, subjects will continue to obey the
rules. Stacked procedures are used when outsiders try to claim rights
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that insiders do not want them to have. Perhaps the American Legion
has been parading through a town for years without paying for a
permit or posting a deposit for damage and clean-up costs. However,
when Gay Liberation decides to have a march, the town fathers may
throw the book at them, burying them in regulations. By such means
the march may be effectively stopped. Many poor people know what
stacked procedures mean when they try to claim rights which seem to
be due to them under law from public agencies.
A final means of social control is reasoned argument and critical
reflection. 1 his entire book may be viewed as an attempt to exercise
this kind of social control by encouraging commitment to the rules of
critical reflection.
DEVIANCE
Breaking a rule is generally conceived of as deviance. The concept
of deviance is one of the more controversial notions in sociology,
because it is frequently biased in favor of a particular image of the
public situation. Deviance is a relative, not an absolute notion, and
actions are deviant only in terms of a broader context than the simple
violation of a rule. This context of action involves the group whose
rules have been violated, the type of rule violated (law, role, moral
code) and the social position of the violator. Anthropologists have a
storehouse of instances of groups whose rules are diametrically op
posed to one another. It was mandatory for Egyptian and Incan royalty
to marry their siblings, but Europeans would consider such behavior
by their royalty as incestuous and, thus, illegal, sinful and, perhaps,
disgusting. Prior to English conquest, upper-caste Indians expected
widows to kill themselves on their husbands’ funeral biers. This prac
tice, known as the suttee, was declared illegal by the ruling (rulemaking) British. As Robert Nisbet states: “Deviance, in sum, is not
something inherent in any particular type of behavior; it is a property
conferred by social definition upon behavior.”36
Not only is deviance relative to social groups; it is relative to social
positions within groups. The upper-caste widows were the only ones
expected to perform the suttee. In the United States the actions of a
two-year-old may be seen as normal while similar actions performed
by his father would be viewed as deviant, and vice versa. The father
would be seen as deviant if he removed his bathing suit at a public
beach, but would not be viewed as deviant if he had a martini every
night. The very reverse would hold true for the two-year-old son. In
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a discussion of justice below, it will be shown that the sanctions meted
out by a group differ on the basis of who committed the deviant act,
even where there is an ideology of equal treatment under the laws.
The major difficulty with using the term deviance involves the
assumption that there is widespread agreement within any given group
on the rules, or norms, of conduct in that group. In mass societies,
where vast majorities live in cities and are under the laws of nation
states, this assumption seems to be naive. With regard to which or
whose rules is behavior to be judged as deviant? Social scientists,
politicians, and the communications media frequently take the norms
of those who hold power as the standard against which deviance is to
be measured. But, as Gresham Sykes claims: . . this does not mean
that other bodies of contrary norms are not regarded as legitimate by
large groups of people.”37 Smoking pot, committing voluntary homo
sexual actions, remaining seated when the flag is saluted at public
gatherings, engaging in public nudism, and refusing to kill Vietnamese
people are all deviant actions when held up to the norms of the “pow
ers that be.” But, the readers of this book surely know people, at firstor secondhand, who would view these acts as correct, and consider
their opposites as deviant. If one does not make explicit reference to
the group whose norms are being employed as the standard, usage of
the term deviance tends to have a strong conservative bias.
Another problem with the concept of deviance is the implication
that people who commit deviant acts are in the distinct minority and
are somewhat weird. Labeling itself is a form of social control. Tagging
someone as a deviant, for example, may constitute a personal injury
to that person, because it may deprive him of self-respect and close off
social opportunities for him. Likewise, labeling someone as coura
geous or brilliant may enhance self-respect and expand opportunities.
Whatever group is considered, the majority of members do behave, to
a greater or lesser extent, in a deviant manner. Exceeding the posted
speed limits, padding expense accounts, or failing to read all the as
signments for a given course are not only frequent behaviors, but are
expected by the very groups that judge them as deviant. The police will
not usually give you a ticket for exceeding the speed limit by five miles
per hour.
Deviance has a definite negative connotation. Some sociologists,
however, including Emile Durkheim, claim that it sometimes has posi
tive benefits in that it may help a group define its identity and provide
a sense of solidarity.38 The idea is that, by publicly holding up the
violator to trial and punishment, the rest of the community expresses
its collective indignation and reaffirms its commitments to the rules.
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In any case, whatever the view of deviance, most sociologists view the
group’s integrity as a good in itself (explicitly or implicitly). But, are
the norms of any group morally unquestionable?
Although the concept of deviance has usually been employed in
a conservative sense, all views of rule violation have political implica
tions. These vary with respect to which system of norms is considered
to be legitimate. As was stated above, when the norms of those with
power are seen as the only legitimate rules, the political bias is conserv
ative. A more liberal position is one that tends to reject any one system
as the standard of judgment and, instead, judges behavior as deviant
or “normal” in terms of the current standards in the individual’s own
particular group. Like conservatism, radicalism considers only one
system of rules. However, rather than being rooted in present power
structures, the standards of radicals are derived from some future
desired system. Finally, one can distinguish an anarchistic view which
allows legitimacy to no set of norms and thus rejects any notion of
deviancy or rule violation.
Several varieties of deviance, or rule violation, can be distin
guished on the basis of whose norms are being violated, and the type
of sanctions that have the possibility of being applied. The term “pos
sibility” is used here because, except for sanctions applied by omnis
cient and omnipotent beings in charge of eternal salvation, many rule
violations go undetected and many that are detected go unpunished.
Sanctions are meted out by those whose rules have been broken, or
by their agents. Arriving late for work, you may have your pay docked
by your employer. If you cheat on a school examination, you may fail
the course. Wear pointy-toed shoes when your clique of friends de
clares round-toed ones to be “in” and you may be ridiculed or even
ostracized from the group. If you kill your brother, your freedom of
movement may be restricted by the legal authorities through incarcer
ation in a prison or mental hospital.
Figure 10.6. I n t e r p r e t a t io n s

of

D e v ia n c e

Deviance may be defined as nonconformity to an absolute moral standard.
Deviance may be defined as nonconformity to the society’s norms.
Deviance may be defined as nonconformity to the standards of some
group.
Deviance may be defined by a subjective decision about what is deviant.
What are the strengths and weaknesses of these interpretations of deviance?
Is the category of deviance worth using at all? What kinds of interests would
each definition of deviance promote?
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EXERCISE
What behaviors do you engage in that would be labeled
deviant if you were of a different age, sex, race, ethnic group, or
class?
CRIME
The- form of deviance that most concerns people, including soci
ologists, is crime. Crime entails the violation of rules enacted by some
government, and like other norms, the law varies widely from one
place to another. Even among the states of the United States there are
great differences in the laws regarding abortion, divorce, property
ownership, and gambling, to name but a few. As with the more general
term of deviance, the category of crime is usually taken to refer to a
social problem by both politicians and sociologists. This view has a
conservative bias because laws are constantly being promulgated and
abolished by legislators, and many laws are themselves seen as prob
lems by dissenters.
An alternative to the deviance interpretation of crime is the idea
that laws tend to be made in the interests of the most powerful pres
sure groups in a society, and that crime is often a bid by less advan
taged groups and individuals to obtain a more favorable allocation of
resources for themselves. This perspective is particularly appropriate
with respect to crimes against property. Those who stand to benefit
most by laws protecting private property are the wealthy and others
who have a stake, or expect to have one, in the economy. Those who
do not have much property may find it advantageous to attain re
sources through such crimes as mugging, burglary, theft, and robbery.
Similarly, laws against the disclosure of government documents tend
to favor those who hold political power at the expense of opposition
groups. For example, the copying and release of the Pentagon Papers
by the social scientist Daniel Ellsberg was aimed at helping the antiVietnam war movement. Laws against abortion, homosexuality, and
other breaches of public morals favor powerful religious groups, and
laws requiring professional licensing favor established functional
groups. In what ways does it make sense to brand as a deviant someone
like Ellsberg who was fighting for a change in public policy on explicit
and reasoned grounds?
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Much of the interest in crime has been centered on its possible
causes. No longer do explanations of crime in terms of sin hold sway.
They have been displaced by the popular notions that individuals are
driven to criminal activity by various aspects of their environment,
such as poverty or residence in areas where many people engage in
criminal activities. When one considers the extreme diversity of ac
tions that are called criminal, from murder and forcible rape to embez
zlement, marijuana possession, and draft evasion, it would seem that
more than one theory is needed. It is also difficult even to study any
one type of crime, since the information about those who commit it is
probably biased. The bias arises because knowledge can be obtained
only from those who have been caught. Even more important is the
limitation in giving strictly causal explanations for crime. Criminal
activity cannot be fully understood without referring to the purposive
choice-making aspect of activity. Though it is hard for law-abiding
citizens to accept it, crime does pay. The official crime statistics indi
cate that only for a minority of known crimes is anyone arrested, and
of those arrested only a fraction are imprisoned or fined.39
Whatever position is adopted on the question of why crime takes
place, there is agreement that criminal activities are ubiquitous. Only
considering those crime categories that are the basis of the FBI’s
Crime Index (murder and non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape,
robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny of over fifty dollars, and
auto theft) there were 4,990,000 separate reported criminal acts com
mitted in the United States in 1969.40 This figure amounts to 2,471 of
such crimes for every 100,000 people.41 Although there has been
debate about the accuracy of reported crime rates,42 an even more
serious question concerns the inclusion of certain categories and the
exclusion of others in the FBI Crime Index, since this index is the
standard used by social scientists to devise measures of “social disor
ganization” and to test “causal” theories. It is also used by lawenforcement agencies to justify budget requests. The Index excludes
the crimes associated with businessmen and business organizations
(for example, price fixing), among others. Those included are the most
publically visible crimes, which probably represent the violations
feared most by the general public.
The FBI Index classifies crimes as either violent or involved with
personal property. Many other typologies which classify the various
types of criminal behavior have been proposed, some as simple as the
FBI’s, others quite complex.43 Typologies are constructed according
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to one or more principles, such as motivation for criminal activity, goal
of the crime, life-style of the criminal, among others. Like other clas
sification systems, such typologies can be judged according to their
precision and the insight they give into one’s situation.
The typology that will be used here defines four major categories
of criminal behavior: crime as an occupation, crime as part of an
occupation, political crime, and expressive crime. Within each cate
gory there is a further dimension based on whether the criminal activi
ties are organized or free-lance.
Figure 10.7. C l a s s if ic a t io n o f C r im e s
Crime as Part of Political
Crime as an
an Occupation
Crime
Occupation

Bookmaking

Price fixing

C r im e a s a n O c c u p a t io n

Assassination

Expressive
Crime

Rape

Criminal behavior that is considered here under the category of
crime as an occupation can be best understood as business activity.
The major goal of such crime, whether carried out by a single entre
preneur or a large organization, is profit. As with other occupations,
different individuals possess different degrees of skill in criminal tasks,
and the least successful must find other means of self-support. How
ever, while the legitimate businessman who fails may file for bank
ruptcy or become unemployed, the criminal business failure may very
well wind up in prison. Some criminal occupations require a high
degree of skill (safe cracker, counterfeiter, for example), while others
(mugging) do not. The concept of professionalism can also be fruit
fully applied to certain criminal activities: “Being professional means
not only earning a living by crime, but the following of a way of life
with a full set of attitudes and rationalizations in support of such
activity. . . . Training in the required skills, the instilling of ‘profes
sional attitudes,’ the subscription to a ‘code of conduct’ . . . ’’are seen
to characterize many criminals.44
Like most occupations today, very few criminal trades are plied on
an individual basis. Burglers, shoplifters, pickpockets, prostitutes,
counterfeiters, and those involved in confidence games may some
times free-lance, but they frequently find it more efficient to work in
groups. Although gangs are generally more successful than individu
als, the most profitable and secure criminal occupations are those
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within organized crime. Functioning basically to provide illegal goods
and services, the various crime syndicates organize capital and skill
with a degree of rationality. Attaining much of their strength during
the Prohibition Era through the manufacture and sale of alcoholic
beverages, the syndicates have found a great demand for gambling
services, such as the numbers game and wagering on sporting events.
Other profitable activities include prostitution, narcotics sales, and
sales of other illegal drugs. Like legal businesses, organized crime
must gain the confidence of people (for example, bettors must have
some assurance that they will be paid off if they win) and engage in
competition. There are sporadic attempts by organized criminals to
establish monopolies. For example, the famous St. Valentine’s mas
sacre was part of an effort by A1 Capone’s organization to establish a
monopoly on certain crimes in the Chicago area. Rivals, such as Bugs
Moran’s group, had to be eliminated. Such competition most fre
quently does not involve the physical destruction of rivals, but as with
legitimate business, such as the auto industry, rivals may be incorpo
rated into the larger organization.45 Unlike businesses conducted fully
within the limits of the law, but similar to businesses engaging in some
illegal activities, organized crime has special overhead costs deriving
from the inability to call upon law-enforcement agencies for assistance
and the need to pay bribes to law-enforcement officers. What would
legitimate finance companies or banks do if they were deprived of legal
recourse in collecting bad debts? Thus, organized crime has to pay for
its own muscle since it cannot rely on the muscle of the state. Organ
ized criminals gain some compensation by not paying taxes on their
profits, but often legitimate businesses avoid taxation through getting
loopholes written into the law.
Organized crime is a large industry in the United States, with
estimated profits in the billions of dollars, employing tens of thou
sands of persons, and serving millions of people, all without the aid
of advertising in the mass media. Not only do organized criminals lack
the positive image given to other businesses by advertising, but they
must combat the effects of the decidedly negative image projected by
the communications media. On television shows like “The FBI” or
“Mannix,” the “organization” (formerly called the Mafia) is depicted
as entrapping innocent people and always resorting to violence. Ac
cording to Frederic Homer, a student of contemporary organized
crime, this is a basically false picture. As businessmen, most organized
criminals would rather minimize violence than escalate it.46 It is inter
esting to speculate about whose purposes are served by the perpetua
tion of myths about organized crime. Although it is frequently de
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nounced, the services provided by organized crime are apparently
desired by large numbers of people who do not regard them as im
moral even though they are prohibited by law.
P a r t - T im e C r im e

The second category of crimes refers to illegal activities that are
not complete occupations, but which are more or less integral parts of
“legitimate” occupations. These crimes are usually violations of the
civil or administrative law, rather than the criminal law, and are not
judged harshly by either the general public or the legal system. Almost
every occupation has the possibilities for this type of crime, and the
organizational freelance spectrum applies here too. Blue-collar occu
pational crime practiced by individuals is particularly rampant among
repairmen. Charges are made for parts not replaced, and it is not
unknown for service station workers to cut fan belts or add pellets to
the battery to make it fizz over. Crimes within occupations conducted
by one or only a few people include embezzlement by bank employees,
bribe taking by public officials such as the police, building inspectors,
or legislators, and the practice of any form of medicine without a
license. Occupational crimes performed by organizations, like most
crimes in this category, frequently evoke mild reactions from the pub
lic at large, despite the fact that their effects may be harmful to those
who seem to care little about them. Included among such crimes are
illegal actions on the part of corporations to fix prices, restrain compe
tition through various means, misrepresent products in advertising,
and knowingly produce defective goods. An example of the last kind
of activity is the marketing of an anti-cholesterol drug by a manufac
turer who knew of its negative side effects, which included hair loss and
cataracts. At least 5,000 people suffered from this drug, yet the courts
only fined the company about $80,000 and gave some of its officials
suspended sentences.31
P o l it ic a l C r im e

Although all crimes have a political aspect, in the sense that the
laws that are violated have been enacted through political process,
political crime as a category is unique for a number of reasons. The
general goal of those involved in the two kinds of crime previously
discussed is profit. For the most part those who commit political crimes
are not motivated by the prospects for financial gain, but are commit
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ted to realizing some change in the rules themselves, or the abolition
of rules altogether. Those arrested in the civil rights demonstrations
of the 1960s are examples of those who commit political crimes in
order to realize a new or revised political system, while spies are
frequently motivated by the desire to defend or extend an existing
system. Political crimes are frequently violations of laws that have been
enacted to preserve in some way the integrity of the political structure.
This is particularly the case for violations of “unlawful assembly” laws
in demonstrations. However, bank robbery may be a political crime
when it is carried out to finance a revolutionary movement. Most of
those who commit political crimes are not full-time operatives, al
though spies and professional revolutionaries commit their lives to
political crime. The political criminal may act alone or in concert with
others. The assassination ofjohn Kennedy was supposedly committed
by Lee Harvey Oswald alone. Mass protests and demonstrations are
examples of more coordinated efforts. Draft avoidance and military
desertion, sabotage and treason, may be carried out by groups or by
single individuals.48
E x p r e s s iv e C r im e

The fourth category in this typology is expressive crime. Whereas
crimes in the previous three categories were largely a result of rational
thought processes, in expressive crime feelings and emotions
predominate. Some of these crimes are “victimless,” such as narcotics
usage and homosexuality. Others decidedly have victims, such as rape
and murder. One does not make money through committing expres
sive crimes and, thus, like most political crimes, they do not constitute
occupations. Many activities which legally define minors as juvenile
delinquents can be classified as expressive crimes, although youth
does not bar the commission of many other kinds of criminal acts.
Gang warfare and stealing automobiles for joyrides are examples of
delinquent activities. With exceptions like gang violence, expressive
crime, which requires little or no skill, is usually committed by one
or two individuals. Child molesting, drunk and disorderly conduct,
traffic violation, and vagrancy are not aided by elaborate organi
zation.
The typology of crimes discussed above reveals the extreme vari
ety of acts that are lumped together under the concept of crime. It
would seem more reasonable, as well as more useful, to refer to the
four basic categories, than to the general term “crime.”
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EXERCISE
Devise a classification of crime different from the one
presented in this book. Then classify crimes which are reported in
the newspaper according to both schemes. Which classification is
most precise? Which one seems to be most adequate and fruitful?
EXERCISE
To get some idea of the magnitude of “criminal” behavior,
particularly that which does not appear in the crime statistics,
consider how many criminal acts that have gone undetected are
known to you (committed by yourself or acquaintances), such as
shoplifting, speeding and illegal parking, fraudulent income-tax
filing, possession of narcotics, and so on. How do you and/or your
acquaintances differ from criminals?
SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION OF CRIME
AND ENFORCEMENT
Statistics indicate that, for most crimes, certain social categories
provide more violators than their mere proportion in the population
would lead one to expect. There have been a number of explanations
put forward to account for the social differentiation of crime, many of
which seem to be supported by the data. Some of these explanations
are quite compatible with one another, rather than mutually exclusive.
Those who are less well integrated into the social order (those called
“anomic” by Emile Durkheim) are more likely to deviate from its
norms. Durkheim argued that in general women are better integrated
than men, and those with children are better integrated than childless
couples or unmarried people.49 In the United States, men commit 87.1
percent of the crimes for which there are arrests and young people
(those under twenty-four years of age, and more likely to be childless)
account for 50.3 percent of arrests. Both these figures are much higher
than the proportions of these two groups in the population.50
Other explanations of the differential arrest rates make reference
to the characteristics associated with different social categories.
Women are brought up to be less violent than men and not to evaluate
themselves by the amount of money they have. Indeed, crimes of
violence (16.1 percent of those arrested for murder are women) and
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theft (24.4 percent of those arrested for larceny are women) are not
committed by women with the frequency one would expect by their
proportion in the population.51 American men tend to view control of
an automobile as more important to their self-definition than do
women. The official figures indicate that 95.1 percent of those arrested
for auto theft are males.52
It was mentioned above that violations of rules are not always
detected. Murder can be confused with suicide, marijuana can be
smoked in privacy, and embezzlers can cover their theft by falsifying
the company’s books. Citizens often fail to report crimes, such as rape,
incest, or assault, particularly when they are committed by relatives or
friends. Even when a crime is discovered, such as theft or murder, the
violator may not be apprehended. And if the violator is found, the
police may not make an arrest. Thus, another explanation of differen
tial arrest rates may be biased crime reporting and police bias in
arresting violators. In a report concerning police on skid row, the
researcher concluded that the decision to arrest a person was made by
the police, not on the basis of perceived guilt, but on the basis of the
perceived risk of the person creating a disorder.53 Donald Black re
ports that “when an offender victimizes a social intimate the police are
most apt to let the event remain a private matter. . . .”54 He adds that
further bias results because “the police officially recognize proportion
ally more legally serious crimes than legally minor crimes.”55 Arthur
Niederhoffer goes as far as to claim that “the police function to sup
port and enforce the interests of the dominant political, social and
economic interests of the town, and only incidentally to enforce the
law.”56
Bias has also characterized the courts in deciding upon sanctions
imposed upon those brought to trial. For example, rape charges by
white females against black males have in the past been punished far
more severely than those brought by black or white females against
white males. Questions have been raised as to the fairness of juries,
which are preponderantly white and middle class, judging defendants
(their supposed peers) who are lower class and/or black.57
INCARCERATION
Deviant acts, whether they are violations of law or of other rules,
can result in removing the offender from general society. Breaches of
law can result in imprisonment. Breaking other rules (for example,
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behaving hysterically in public) may result in being placed in a mental
hospital. Although perhaps it is not apparent on the surface, both
prisons and mental hospitals have a great deal in common. Each tries
to achieve two somewhat conflicting goals—that of helping the in
mates (rehabilitation) and that of protecting the rest of society from
them. Both organizations are what Erving Goffman calls total institu
tions.58 In total institutions people move around en masse and eat,
sleep, and interact in general with the same group. Personal identities
are stripped away: people are made to wear the same clothing, are
given similar hair styles, and are usually forbidden to have personal
possessions. Inmates soon learn that life is more pleasant if they do not
make trouble. Mental patients who are disorderly are often sent to the
back wards, which are generally locked rooms supposedly for severely
disturbed people. Prisoners are punished with solitary confinement. In
both prisons and mental hospitals good behavior is rewarded by ear
lier release and increased privileges. The staff has a strict hierarchy of
authority, with those of lowest authority having almost the only contact
with the inmates. These prison guards and ward attendants are placed
in a difficult position, and are poorly paid for their services. These jobs
have very high turnover rates. Sykes helps explain why in his descrip
tion of the prison guard: “[He] . . . is in close and intimate association
with his prisoners throughout the course of the working day. He can
remain aloof only with great difficulty, for he possesses few of those
devices which normally serve to maintain social distance between the
rulers and the ruled. . . . He has no intermediaries to bear the brunt
of resentment springing from orders which are disliked; and he cannot
fall back on a dignity adhering to his office—he is a hack or a screw in
the eyes of those he controls and an unwelcome display of officious
ness evokes that great destroyer of unquestioned power, the ribald
humor of the dispossessed.”59 The guards and attendants allow in
mates to break many of the rules in return for their compliance in
keeping a semblance of order, because their job performance is evalu
ated on the basis of how quiet they keep the inmates.
In the early 1970s the face of one type of total institution, the
prison, changed. In a number of prisons there were outbreaks of riots
and protests by prisoners, particularly members of racial minorities.
The demands of the protesters ranged from the older issues of poor
living conditions to newer demands for better job training and educa
tional facilities, and the right to practice the Black Muslim religion and
gain access to literature in black culture. These outbreaks show that
the conflicts within the wider society seep into total institutions, de-
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spite the efforts of those who control these institutions to keep their
environment stable and sealed off from social change.
Although total institutions are not very appealing places, they do
not discourage people from remaining deviants. Statistics show that in
1969 44.2 percent of those sentenced to federal prisons had been
there before.60 The total institution, which represents the very antithe
sis of the values of critical self-examination, is a commentary on the
operative values of mass society.
SUMMARY
The coordination and control of human activities centers around
systems of rules. The rules by which people conduct themselves
emerge out of ideologies which describe the human condition and
project desired futures for it. According to democratic myths, the
masses have coherent ideologies by which they judge competing poli
cies. Studies have shown that this is not the case, and that many people
are neither consistent nor informed in their beliefs about public affairs.
This lack of coherence in opinion, as well as the management of major
decisions by elites, deprives public opinion and the vote of much of
their supposed meaning in contemporary democracies. Few social
scientists believe that the people rule in mass societies, and usually
divide themselves into elitists who believe that a single small group
makes major decisions, and pluralists who hold that multigroup com
petition is responsible for policy. Currently, the elitist-pluralist debate
is being reconciled by the notion of complexes of interests which
pyramid power in broad issue areas.
Regardless of who governs, rule systems are enforced by a variety
of means of social control ranging from coercion, through bribery to
manipulation. The major types of rule systems are laws promulgated
by governments, roles and moral codes. Rule violators are often called
deviants, a term usually biased in favor of some particular rule system.
The most widely studied kind of deviance is crime. Criminal activities
appear in many varieties, some of which are widely dissimilar. One can
speak of crimes like bookmaking that are occupations, and crimes like
consumer fraud that are frequently integral parts of occupations. Such
crimes are usually committed with financial profit as the goal. Different
are political crimes, which aim at the maintenance or revision of rule
systems, and expressive crimes, which have emotional aims. Each type
of crime may be freelanced or organized.
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Arrests and convictions for crimes are not distributed randomly
among the population. Women are arrested less than men, adults less
than youths, and whites less than blacks, proportionately. Part of this
is explained by differential enforcement on the part of police and some
of the rest by differential socialization and integration into the social
order. Violators frequently wind up in total institutions, such as pris
ons and mental hospitals, where they are stripped of their identities
and made part of a herd. The total institution is perhaps the epitome
of mass society at its worst.

J]

PATTERNS OF INTERGROUP RELATIONS

One way of looking at the relations between human beings and
systems of rules is from the perspective of social control and deviance.
Despite efforts to make this perspective comprehensive, it involves a
person, almost unavoidably, in viewing human activity from the posi
tion of those who support existing officially sanctioned rule systems.
The prime example is, of course, that crime is judged by the standards
incorporated in the law. For those who represent the state, law viola
tors are defined by their nonconformity to the official rules, not by the
reasons for their activities. A bank robbery is a crime whether it is
committed to support the robber in a plush life-style or whether it is
committed to fill the war chests of a revolutionary movement. Yet one
of the hallmarks of life in mass society is the existence of multiple and
competing images of the human condition, each with a way of classify
ing human beings and each with a model for conducting human rela
tions. Any particular system of law incorporates imperfectly only one
or several of these images and, thus, excludes from official sanction
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many alternative ways of conducting relations. For example, theories
of monogamous marriage are incorporated in Western legal systems,
while other notions of marriage are excluded. Is it adequate to con
sider those in favor of polygamy on principle as “deviants” or crimi
nals if they violate the laws regulating marriage? In a strict sense, of
course, they are criminals. However, they represent an alternative way
of organizing human relations rather than a mere desire to gain advan
tage over others by violating certain regulations.
An alternative to the social-control perspective on human activity
is one that views human relations, at least in mass society, as a continu
ous competition between different conceptions of human relations.
For example, a police officer who arrests a person for committing
homosexual acts may consider that person to be a law violator, and
consider him just like other criminals; the officer may hold an image
of the human condition in which people are divided into law-abiding
citizens and offenders. On the other hand, the homosexual may con
sider the police officer to be just another member of the “straight”
world, imposing on his freedom to conduct his relations according to
a desired pattern. The homosexual’s image of the public situation may
divide people into the categories of “straight” and “gay.” In this case
the two parties to the interaction bring different conceptions of the
relation to their encounter. The policeman is normally able to make
his conception of the relation prevail because he has a gun and other
trappings of authority. However, the off-duty policeman without his
gun, who stumbles upon a homosexual night club, may have to accept
the homosexual definition of the situation because he is outnumbered
and is on unfamiliar turf.
Most people make the assumption in everyday life that they share
the same definitions of relations with those they encounter. This as
sumption is often ill founded, but it is frequently helpful for imposing
one’s definitions on others. The insensitive person who believes that
his image is the only one sometimes can bulldoze others into acting
according to his definitions. Of course, in the long run this deprives
the bully of any wider experiences than the ones that he has already
programmed into his life.
For many people who hold different definitions of relations from
the ones that are officially sanctioned, the entire system appears to be
a bully. Any particular group that desires to exert domination over
another group will attempt, among other things, to eliminate any
competing definitions of the human condition. If successful, they will
be able to deprive those who are being bullied of any rallying point
against their system of domination. Thus, where some are more pow-
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crful than others, perfect social control exists where the stronger are
able to impose their definitions of the situation on the weaker. For
example, under slavery before the American Civil War, perfect social
control would have existed if the slaves believed that they were inferior
beings best fitted to do drudge work while the whites were superior
beings born to rule and to develop their “higher faculties.” Of course,
perfect domination is extremely hard to obtain, and there are various
degrees of freedom in most human relations, even those characterized
by inequality.
FOUR RESPONSES TO PERCEIVED INEQUALITY
The most elementary form of freedom for an exploited social
group is taking refuge behind a facade of obedience and servility.
Slaves might have to accept the physical domination of their oppres
sors, but they could resort to the tactic of pretending to be dumb
animals and thereby being very inefficient in performing for the mas
ter. Behind the facade of the dumb animal they could live in their
private worlds and dream of the day when they would replace the
master. The greatest limitation of taking refuge behind a facade is that
one is prohibited from combining with other oppressed people for
liberation on the basis of a new image of the human condition. One’s
life is circumscribed by the oppressor’s image and one’s brute reaction
against it.
A second degree of freedom is gained in rebellion, where a num
ber of the oppressed openly refuse to cooperate with the masters, and
demand freedom. Rebellions are almost always reactions against those
who dominate the relation rather than activities aimed self-consciously
at realizing an alternative image of the human condition. The riots that
occurred in the black slum neighborhoods of the United States during
the 1960s are examples of such rebellions. Those who took part in
them did not seem to have any clear goals in mind, but were reacting
against the police and other authority figures. Rebellion is most likely
to occur where people do not have keen awareness of alternative
images of the human condition, but do begin to have hopes for im
proving their situation.1
A third degree of freedom opens up where alternative definitions
of the human condition openly compete with one another. In such
situations there may be severe inequalities but those in the less favored
position have the opportunity to organize around a different way of
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conceiving human relations than those in the dominant group. An
extreme case of such alternative definitions was found in Europe dur
ing the latter part of the nineteenth century when observers spoke of
two nations—the middle class and the working class.2 The middle class
was generally committed to the perpetuation of capitalism and rela
tions based on private ownership of tools, while the working class was
supposedly committed to socialism. These two nations existed side by
side in cold and sometimes hot war. Today many blacks in the United
States apply a similar two-nations concept to American race relations.3
The presence of alternative definitions of social relations widens indi
vidual freedom and expands personal consciousness far beyond what
is possible in refuge or rebellion.
The fourth and final degree of social or collective freedom is
revolution, in which existing official definitions of social relations are
overtly challenged and there is active experimentation with new defini
tions. Revolution in this sense does not necessarily involve violence,
though violence frequently accompanies attempts to change the oper
ative definitions of human relations. What kind of revolution would it
take to overturn the hierarchy of occupational prestige based on con
trol over others and specialized expertise, and substitute for it a set of
relations based on maximum opportunities for creative work? Perhaps
violence would have very little to do with such a revolution, and fuller
development of the process of self-understanding would have a great
deal to do with it. Whatever the answer, merely posing such a question
shows that revolution should not be equated with violence. Making
revolution synonymous with violence is a tactic of defenders of estab
lished rule systems who are quite happy to spread fear of drastic
changes in social relations.
Figure

11.1.

D eg re es o f F reedom

1. Taking refuge behind a facade of obedience and servility: Freedom to live
in a private world
2. Rebellion against role-definitions: Freedom to say no to the oppressor
through active resistance
3. Choice among alternatives: Freedom to select from among alternative life
styles
4. Creation of new alternatives: Freedom to create a new life-style
At which degree of freedom do you ordinarily live?
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GROUPS
Throughout the preceding discussion the term “group” has been
used without being defined. In much of contemporary sociology
groups are seen as the basic units for describing human activity. The
widest group is often called a society, and is defined as that group
performing all of the functions necessary for its own survival.4 Thus,
“America” is a society because it has its own state (with a supposed
monopoly on legitimate force), its own economic system, its own sys
tem of stratification and its own set of ultimate beliefs about the nature
and destiny of man.5 Within this many-splendored thing called Amer
ica are a variety of other groups, far more specialized than the allencompassing nation to which allegiance is pledged. Professions, po
litical parties, age groups, racial groups, clubs, and many other
collectives cannot perform all the functions necessary for their own
survival. But they have their own special contributions to make to the
good of the whole.
It is obvious that we have not used the above conception of groups
in our preceding discussion. Rather, we tend to doubt that “societies”
are anything more than mere shorthand terms for describing widely
varied and imperfectly coordinated activities. We think of groups as
being defined by human beings in relation to one another. There
would be no “black people” as opposed to “white people” unless
human beings decided that this distinction was important for the con
duct of social relations. Certainly, there might be differences in skin
color, but these differences would not necessarily have any bearing on
how people treated each other or identified themselves. Anyone who
can see will quickly realize that the variation in skin coloration among
“whites” is very wide. The same goes for sex differences. Physiological
differences between men and women do not necessarily lead to differ
ences of rights and duties in social relations. Humans, not hormones,
are responsible for the exploitation of women by men and the so-called
battle of the sexes. Where people do similar kinds of work, appreciate
similar products, follow the same sets of rules or use the same symbols,
they already have a perceived basis for common action, though they
may not recognize themselves as a group.
Whether or not any group is selected out of all the possibilities to
be a focal point around which social relations are organized is deter
mined by human beings holding images of the human condition. Thus,
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groups are always in the making. In mass societies people are continu
ally being asked or forced to give their allegiance and effort to a wide
variety of groups. These groups do not exist beyond the allegiance and
effort given to them and, therefore, ultimately depend upon human
commitment.6 This dependence on human choice often becomes ob
scured when large numbers of people are intensely committed to a
given group. Then the outsider may feel that he is confronting an
enormous “thing” rather than a maze of activities. Thus, when nation
alism is rampant in a small town and the vast majority are wearing Bag
pins, flying flags from their homes, affixing flag decals to every mova
ble object and steadfastly proclaiming their allegiance to Old Glory,
the minority of internationalists, anti-nationalists, and skeptics pain
fully feel the “reality of the nation.” Yet the withdrawal of allegiance
and effort would spell the end of the nation. Perhaps the greatest
paradox of social life is that the most imposing collectivities are held
together by the slender thread of commitment. Continually renewing
this commitment is the full-time job of politicians and propagandists
the world over.7
TYPES OF INTERGROUP RELATIONS
Given the understanding that groups are not things like automo
biles or galoshes, one can speak of various kinds of intergroup rela
tions. Cross-cutting the attempts of some groups to establish domina
tion over others (to impose social control) and of some groups to win
their liberation from others are such relations as conflict, exchange,
cooperation, and competition. Perhaps the basic dimension of inter
group relations is that of conflict and exchange. In conflict, groups vie
with one another for domination. At the extreme of conflict one group
attempts to exterminate the members of the other group physically
(genocide), while more moderate forms of conflict involve attempts to
exploit in one way or another or to maintain a position of dominance.
The conflict arises where the attempts to exploit, maintain dominance
or gain liberation run into opposition. Struggles can take many forms
ranging from debate through violent action. In fact, the very same
methods used to establish social control are the methods used to fight
out conflicts.
Most human relations are not pure conflicts where one group is
attempting to wipe another out. Conflict is usually mixed with ex-
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change. In an exchange, one group provides a good or service to
another in return for some other good or service. Most social relations
are built upon unequal exchanges.8 At the limit of inequality the slave
exchanges his labor for the bare opportunity to remain alive. Accord
ing to Marx, workers in capitalist economic systems exchange their
labor for only a percentage of what they produce, the surplus value
being appropriated by the owners. Conflicts usually end with some
groups improving their exchange positions at the expense of other
groups, and thereby increasing their opportunities for exploitation.9
At the other end of the spectrum are exchanges based on mutual
benefit where each group takes the desires of the other into account
and tries to pattern a relation in which both will benefit. Such mutual
aid assumes that the members of each group are capable of relativizing
their situations with respect to the circumstances of the other group.10
Thus, the process of self-understanding is a precondition of mutual
aid, though not a guarantee of it.
The other major dimension of human relations is that of competi
tion and cooperation. In competitive relations, groups strive to attain
some object at the expense of one another. For example, under com
petitive capitalism firms are supposed to vie with one another for the
market. What one firm gains in sales the others lose. At its extremes,
competition becomes indistinguishable from pure conflict, and there
is an attempt to drive one’s competitors out of existence. As opposed
to competition, cooperation occurs when different groups contribute
toward the realization of the same goal. Of course, just as with ex
change, cooperation has its oppressive and equalitarian varieties. In
the more oppressive forms of cooperation, some group or groups
decide the terms on which the others cooperate without even consult
ing them. Such paternalistic cooperation may or may not result in
equal exchanges (though almost always the exchanges are unequal in
favor of those who set the terms), but, most important, it eliminates
democratic participation. Those in control define who is to do what
and even what the ultimate goal is to be. The most familiar example
of paternalistic cooperation is contemporary business. Top manage
ment sets the terms of the cooperation and others are supposed to go
along. In exchange for going along the workers receive wages.11
The opposite of paternalistic cooperation is democratic participa
tion. Under democratic participation all of those who are to cooperate
have a voice in determining the terms of the cooperation (both the
ultimate goal and the allocation of tasks to reaching that goal). A work
situation governed by the principle of democratic participation would
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be quite different from one guided by paternalistic cooperation. It
would embody the ideas of worker management discussed in chapter
8 rather than the idea that the worker should be satisfied with his wages
and leave decisions about the terms of cooperation to management.
Democratic participation by itself would not necessarily result in rela
tions characterized by mutual benefit. People committed to hierarchi
cal notions of prestige and status could democratically decide to en
gage in unequal exchanges. However, the discipline of participation in
determining one’s situation encourages relativization and the process
of self-understanding, and is in that way bound to relations of mutual
benefit. ~
Intergroup relations can be characterized by any of the kinds of
relations discussed above. A convenient way of studying these rela
tions is to divide the topic by the kinds of groups involved. The divi
sion here will be based upon the four social processes of creation,
coordination, appreciation, and inquiry. Thus, the first intergroup
relations discussed will be those among economic groups, the second
will be those among political groups, the third will be those among
communities (such as racial and ethnic groups) with a special section
on sex and age groups, and the fourth will be those among ideological
groups. Throughout this discussion it will be well to keep in mind that
groups are always in the making, not fixed entities.
Figure 11.2. T y p e s
Conflict
vs.

of

I n t e r g r o u p R e l a t io n s

Exchange

Groups vie with one another
for domination.

One group provides some
thing to another in
return for something
else. Exchanges may be
based on exploitation
or mutual benefit.

vs.
Groups strive to attain some
object at the expense of one
another.

Cooperation

Competition

Different groups contrib
ute toward the realiza
tion of the same goal.
Cooperation may be based
on elitism or democratic
participation.
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RELATIONS IN THE ECONOMY
A wide range of diverse and cross-cutting relations characterize
economic life in mass societies, particularly those in which modified
capitalist systems exist. The very foundations of capitalism are sets of
competitive relations that are supposed to hold between producers
and between buyers and sellers. In the capitalist myth, such competi
tive relations are extended to relations between buyers and between
labor and management, as well as between members of the labor force.
C o m p e t it io n B e t w e e n F ir m s

The basic relations under capitalism are those that are supposed
to hold between the units (individuals or firms) that offer goods and
services for sale in the market. The ideal capitalist market is one in
which competition is both pure and perfect.12 Under pure competition
no one seller is large enough to affect the price of what he offers on
the market. Prices are determined by buyers who seek out the lowest
prices and, therefore, drive all the sellers down to the price of the most
efficient producer. Those who can offer the good or service most
cheaply and still make a profit are those who remain in business. The
others are forced to leave the competition because their income does
not cover their costs. Under perfect competition goods and services
are uniform. Products are not differentiated by brand names or by
minor changes in style and design. For example, corn flakes are simply
corn flakes, not Post Toasties or Kellogg’s Corn Flakes. Thus, under
perfect competition the decisions of buyers are based solely on consid
erations of price.
In the contemporary American economy, neither pure nor perfect
competition characterizes the relations among firms. First, there is
nothing worse from a businessman’s point of view than too much
competition. The thought that some day a rival will take away one’s
share of the market by means of some innovation that increases his
efficiency is the businessman’s nightmare. Thus, under capitalism
throughout the world, firms have devised a wide range of means to
limit competition. Pure competition, in which a large number of firms
ceaselessly strive merely to keep their heads above water, is limited
through a process in which a few of the more efficient, dynamic, or
crafty firms take possession of large shares of the market and then
proceed to exert controls over quantity of production and prices.
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Overt price-fixing agreements among “competitors” are prohibited by
antitrust laws in the United States, but there are various ways in which
firms can cooperate to keep prices higher than they would be under
pure competition short of signed agreements or even informal under
standings. Firms can specialize in serving certain geographical areas,
keeping off one another’s turf. There can be a situation of price leader
ship in which firms in an industry fall in line with the price policies of
one large firm. Such devices are on the boundaries of the law.
Perfect competition is drastically limited in the American
economy by product differentiation. In product differentiation a rela
tively standardized item is made to appear different from its competi
tors by means of devices having little or nothing to do with the use of
the product itself. The most extreme form of product differentiation
occurs when the only distinctions between the products are those of
image and advertising. For example, the actual differences between
competing brands of corn flakes are minimal, if existent at all. More
subtle forms of product differentiation occur when certain differences
are built into the products themselves. The question here becomes:
When does some change in a product become important enough to
make it a different product in relevant respects? For example, all the
large automakers in the United States produce six-cylinder compact
cars. Each producer attempts to create a special market for the au
tomobiles through product differentiation, ranging from style differ
ences through engineering differences to differences in warranty and
servicing arrangements. In this way the automakers can compete for
larger shares of the market without engaging in price wars. Are their
products different in relevant respects? The answer to this question
depends upon one’s definition of relevant factors.
Figure 11.3 F o r m s

of

E c o n o m ic C o m p e t it io n

No single seller is large enough to affect the
price of what he offers at market.
Goods and services marketed by different firms
are uniform.
Some sellers have such large portions of the
market that they are able to exert some control
over prices.
Monopolistic Competition: Goods and services marketed by different firms
are differentiated by brand names and minor
style changes.
Pure Competition:
Perfect Competition:
Oligopoly:
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EXERCISE
Go into a supermarket and choose ten products at random.
Comparing the different brands of each product to what extent do
you observe the effects of competition? Do you see any evidence of
a lack of “pure competition” (compare prices)? Do you see any
evidence of a lack of “perfect competition” (compare the way the
goods are marketed)?
The backbone of relations between firms under capitalism is sup
posed to be the goal of attaining the largest possible profit. Since
World War II, increasing doubt has been expressed that this goal
focuses competition among firms. Galbraith has noted that the enor
mous capital expenditures required by firms to produce and market
new products drives them to seek control over their markets by elabo
rate planning and massive advertising campaigns. Under such condi
tions, maximization of profit is pushed aside as the overriding goal and
the aim of a stable rate of growth takes its place.13 In order to insure
such a stable rate of growth, businesses attempt to insure a steady flow
of supply and a guaranteed demand. One way to do this is for firms
to buy up their suppliers and their outlets. Such integration, which is
also the subject of antitrust laws, has spawned giant conglomerate
corporations. Thus, in many ways, the tendency of contemporary busi
ness is to control competition and confine it mainly to product differ
entiation.
L a b o r -M a n a g e m e n t R e l a t io n s

The perfect capitalist labor market is one in which individual
workers bid against one another for jobs, and firms bid against one
another to attract workers. The result of such competition would sup
posedly be a situation in which the firms offering the best wages and
working conditions would attract the most efficient workers. Inferior
workers would have to take less desirable positions or be thrown out
of the labor market altogether. This model of labor-management rela
tions applies in today’s economy no more than does the model of pure
and perfect competition between firms. As firms became more and
more concentrated during the nineteenth century, the balance of
power tilted sharply in their favor and against the isolated worker
confronted with corporate power. The response to this situation by
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workers was to mount counter-organizations that would present a
united front to management and, therefore, alleviate isolation. Labor
unions, which fought a long uphill battle to gain recognition as bar
gaining agents for workers, are today permanent fixtures of the
economy. In large industries the labor market is almost fully controlled
by giant unions representing the work force and large corporations
bargaining with the unions for contracts covering, sometimes, hun
dreds of thousands of people.
Early attempts to organize unions, especially among less skilled
workers, were marked by intense conflicts. Arnold Green notes that in
the nineteenth century American unionism was frequently marked by
a commitment to Marxian ideas of implacable class conflict: “When the
AFL was founded in 1882, the preamble to its constitution included
Marxian clichés of class warfare, such as ‘A struggle between the capi
talist and the laborer, which grows in intensity from year to year/ ” 14
He continues that today these notions of conflict have been replaced
by bargaining within the capitalist system for higher wages and fringe
benefits: “The preamble to the proposed amalgamation of CIO and
AFL [proclaimed] allegiance to ‘our way of life and the fundamental
freedoms which are the basis of our democratic society.’ Terms such
as ‘struggle,’ ‘oppressed,’ ‘capitalist,’ and ‘laborer’ were missing.”15
There is even reason to argue that contemporary labor unions are
beneficial to large corporations. The same conditions (large capital
investments, long-range planning, need to control supply and de
mand) that lead businesses to place stable growth ahead of maximum
profit also encourage businesses to seek a guaranteed and disciplined
labor supply. The unions provide such a labor supply, and they coop
erate with management by making sure that their members do not
break the contract by mounting wildcat (unauthorized) strikes and
slowdowns. This, of course, does not mean that the relations between
labor and management are fully cooperative. Often intense competi
tion takes place between unions and managements over the terms of
the contract, such as wages, hours, and working conditions. Unions call
strikes, in which they withdraw their labor and bring operations to a
halt, while managements resort to lock-outs in which the workers are
prevented from doing a day’s labor. However, with the growth of
complexes, such as the military-industrial complex discussed in the
preceding chapter, unions and corporations (for example, in the aero
space industry) frequently bury their differences and cooperate to gain
advantage over foreign competitors, governmental agencies, and envi
ronmentalists.
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B u s i n e s s -C o n s u m e r R e l a t io n s

According to the folklore of capitalism, the consumer is king.
Suppliers respond to spontaneous demands, and buyers call the tune
by purchasing only what meets their specifications. To a great extent
in the contemporary economy, spontaneous demand has been re
placed by the manipulated market. Through advertising, businesses
attempt to create demands for products that few, if any, consumers had
ever envisioned, such as electric tooth brushes. Manufacturers also
indulge in product fixing in which products are made to break down
in a certain amount of time so that they will have to be replaced.16 Of
course, the most prevalent kinds of manipulation are more subtle.
Generalized demands, such as the compulsion that many people seem
to have for absolute cleanliness, are focused by businesses into highly
specific demands for a bewildering array of deodorants and deter
gents. In such cases, businessmen claim that they are merely respond
ing to a spontaneous demand when they market high-powered deter
gents that will supposedly make wash come out pure white. When
these detergents are found to destroy lakes by encouraging the growth
of plant life, there is no talk of sacrificing the “value” of a whiter-thanwhite wash. Instead, there is a frantic search for substitutes that will
maintain the purity of the laundry while eliminating the overgrowth of
the plant life.
In t e r e st G r o u ps

Economic units, whether business firms, labor unions, or con
sumer organizations, normally would like to have the power of the
state backing up their interests. Thus, these units often support or act
as interest groups lobbying government for laws or administrative
actions that will bring them greater strength. Such interest groups
compete or cooperate with one another depending on the issue at
hand. The existence of interest groups is an indicator of how far the
present economy is from the principles of competitive capitalism. Per
haps the most noteworthy development of interest groups has been
their penetration into government agencies. The federal and state
commissions, which regulate various industries (for example, com
munications, transport, power), are frequently “captured” by the very
interests they are supposed to control. Commissioners on such agen
cies are often drawn from the regulated industry.17 Further, interest
groups are sometimes given the right to administer government pro
grams. This is in addition to their efforts to influence legislation and
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administration through campaign contributions, public relations
efforts, mobilizing blocs of votes, providing useful information to offi
cials, and doing favors for politicians.
RELATIONS IN THE POLITY
Economic relations are those that concern the production and
distribution of goods and services. These relations, frequently marked
by co n flicted competition, give rise to efforts aimed at bringing the
power of governments to bear on sustaining or altering the rules by
which economic activity is ordered. Further, in other human activities
there are often efforts made by various groups to have governments
support certain systems of rules. For example, churches may agitate
for laws prohibiting abortion or allowing grants to parochial schools.
Within this maze of clashing demands and various attempts at cooper
ation, political relations are formed.
P a r t y C o m p e t it io n

According to the folklore of democracy, the predominant political
relation is competition between parties. Paralleling the myths of the
capitalist economic order, the idea of democratic politics is based on
the supposition that political parties offer voters a choice between
competing candidates and programs.18 The structure of choice is very
much like the one projected for the marketplace. Just as soap compa
nies supposedly strive to make the best detergent so that they can
maximize their sales, political parties are supposed to try to come up
with the most popular mix of candidates and programs so that they can
win a majority of votes.19 This means in practice that parties are sup
posed to try to satisfy the most influential and intense interests so that
they will generate a winning coalition at the polls.20
The dynamics of democratic politics under this notion contain a
paradox. For those who have a special interest to further, the best
strategy is to be as extreme and uncompromising as possible up to the
point of losing legitimacy altogether. The special-interest group
should attempt to push its issue as far up on the agenda as possible
at the expense of all other issues. Meanwhile the best strategy for the
party is to compromise and to arrange bargains among interests. This
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proccss of pulling and hauling becomes paradoxical when the party
contains special-interest groups within it, as all parties do. At one and
the same time the spokesmen for these interest groups must try to
push their pet issues as far up the agenda as possible and arrange
compromises that will aid in victory at the polls.
The propaganda devices used in such processes tend to obscure
clarity on any issues. For example, many labor leaders at the Demo
cratic Party National Convention of 1972 chastized spokesmen for
minority and women’s rights, the peace movement, and the environ
mental and consumer movements for their extremism and unwilling
ness to compromise. They kept repeating the refrain that compromise
was necessary to insure a winning coalition. The Women’s Caucus was
derided by many for failing to compromise for a united front; those in
favor of the legalization of marijuana, rights for homosexuals, and the
rights of women to terminate their pregnancies by choice were told
that they were ruining the Democratic party’s chances of winning the
presidential election in November. Then, once Senator McGovern was
chosen as the party’s presidential nominee, the labor leaders who had
hitherto called for compromise abandoned the candidate of their
party. This repudiation of compromise was in turn derided by the
backers of McGovern.
This kind of situation is bound to recur frequently in a system in
which both compromise and extremism are indicated strategies. The
usual propagandist’s ploy, of course, is to call strongly for compromise
when one’s opponents are making their claims and to defend stoutly
an adherence to principle when one’s own demands are involved. This
was what the labor leaders did at the Democratic convention. The
important point to note about the dynamics of “democratic” politics
is that the very system of competition is mainly responsible for this
double-faced behavior. Many people believe that all would be well in
the Republic if only the rascals were thrown out and good men elected.
However, it is not at all a question of good men and bad men. Rather,
in order to be most effective in promoting a special interest, the politi
cal actor must blow the importance of the interest out of all proportion
and simultaneously deflate all other interests. Anything less would be
treason to the cause he represents. Thus, party competition does not
tend to focus issues clearly or to encourage critical scrutiny of policies.
The blurring of issues is compounded by the fact that interest groups
often attempt to play both sides of the street and, therefore, eliminate
competition altogether.
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EXERCISE
Compare the positions of the two major political parties on a
given issue. Can you devise different positions and solutions from
the ones generated by the parties? Can you defend your positions?
E x t r a l e g a l A c t iv it y

The system of building coalitions among interests has another
unintended consequence besides the one of distorting political debate.
What happens when an intense interest of a particular group is con
tinually denied within the process of party competition? According to
democratic myths, all interest groups are supposed to remain within
the rules of the game—appealing to public opinion, working within the
parties and governmental institutions, and focusing their hopes on
elections—and accept any losses without resorting to violence in the
hope that some day they will be able to win a majority over to their
side. However, persistently frustrated groups are unlikely to remain
convinced that they should play a game they continually lose. Thus,
contemporary democracies are continually threatened by the extrale
gal competition of groups that have been excluded from realizing the
benefits they desire.21
One way in which an interest that has been thwarted can gain
recognition and some fulfillment of its demands is through raising the
stakes of the political game. This can be done by resorting to violent
action such as riots and conspiracies aimed at destruction of symbols
of authority. This does not mean that riots are planned in advance by
small cliques of agitators, but rather that they function to call attention
to the plights of groups that have not gained entry into the winning
coalitions.22 Resort to violence puts the established groups on warning
that the out-groups will not sit still for exclusion any longer, gives
moderate leaders of the excluded the opportunity to offer one last
chance to the establishment before the whole situation gets out of
control, and shows apathetic members of the excluded that it is possi
ble to fight for one’s rights.23
Of course, in the long run violence by groups with very few re
sources aimed at groups with great resources has very little chance of
success. Faced with violence, the authorities can make concessions
only up to the point at which they begin to lose the support of privi
leged groups whose members begin to believe that a revolution is
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imminent and that the government is collapsing through failure of
nerve. At the point at which the government loses the support of
dominant groups and can only gain it back through suppression, the
movement of the excluded is likely to be squashed. Thus, for disadvan
taged groups the most effective strategy is to intimidate the authorities
enough to drive them to make concessions, but not enough to drive
them to repressive measures.
It is quite useful to view politics in mass democracies as a vast
bargaining process in which groups use a mixture of means, legal and
illegal, violent and nonviolent, to gain their objectives.24 In this bar
gaining process, one of the most important weapons is propaganda,
and one of the most effective kinds of propaganda is the kind that
appeals for an absolute commitment to legally approved methods of
competition. Such legally approved methods almost always favor those
groups that are best organized and best endowed with financial re
sources. Thus, members of less advantaged groups are always faced
with the choice between participating in a system that is stacked against
them and courting disaster through resorting to highly visible extrale
gal actions.
I n t e r s t a t e R e l a t io n s

Many of the behaviors that defenders of established institutions
deplore when they are enacted by excluded groups are applauded
by them when undertaken by their national governments. Relations
among nation-states, each one supposedly endowed with a monopoly
of legitimate force within its territory, cannot be conducted through
the processes of competitive parties and elections, because there is no
supreme authority in the international domain. However, aside from
this difference the relations among nation-states run the gamut of the
bargaining process from violent conflicts (the various kinds of wars) to
cooperation among close allies. E. H. Carr noted that international
conflicts tended to follow the very same patterns as conflicts between
interest groups and classes within nations. Those nations with the
greatest control over international trade and the greatest wealth tend
to be the staunchest defenders of international law and the peaceful
resolution of disputes between nation-states. Those nations rising in
strength tend to be far less committed to the rhetoric of peace and far
more prone to justify the violent defense of national rights and honor.
Deplorably weak nations tend to scramble for the crumbs that they can
get from the tables where the great powers sit and negotiate.25
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T h e M il it a r y

Perhaps the most striking aspect of contemporary international
relations is the presence of superpowers such as the United States and
the Soviet Union deploying vast and specialized military forces. The
most impressive technological breakthroughs of the twentieth century
have come in weapons development. Nuclear energy was freed first to
construct atomic and hydrogen bombs, not to light cities. Sensing
devices were developed to snuff out the enemy and were only later
used to monitor diseases. In order to use these technologies effec
tively, military forces have undergone a reorganization from the pre
industrial dependence on infantry and cavalry to a present emphasis
on specialization and professionalization. The most highly technologi
cal military organizations are supposedly manned by specialized officer
corps whose members are no more interested in seizing political
power than the members of the American Medical Association. How
ever, military organizations do differ from other contemporary
bureaucracies in their necessary dedication to the ideas of nationalism
and particularism.
Perhaps a volunteer army will further “professionalize” the mili
tary (easing the special problems of maintaining discipline associated
with a forced draft), but the vested interest in the nation-state system,
with its continuous threat of war, is not likely to lessen in the foreseea
ble future. In both superpowers, the military organizations are impor
tant and influential interest groups, linked with other groups into
powerful complexes. In the United States, the military-industrial com
plex has only faced serious challenge since the late 1960s.26 It is thus
too early to determine what the military might do if it was threatened
with a significant loss of influence.
INTERCOMMUNAL RELATIONS
Intergroup relations exist between communities, or peoples, as
well as between economic and political groups. The term “commu
nity” as used here does not refer to geographically bounded territories
based on governmental control, but to groups of people who share a
common life-style and who have a sense of identity due to some com
mon bond. The common bond may be one of a religious, racial, lin
guistic or national-origin type; frequently communities are multi
bonded, including more than one of these ties. The more that the
bonds are fused together to form a common life-style, the more a
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community can be referred to as an ethnic group. Like all other
groups, and perhaps more so, ethnic groups are continually in the
making rather than fixed in advance. It is frequently difficult to draw
the line as to where they begin and end. For example, in the United
States the Spanish-speaking community can be subdivided into a num
ber of smaller communities on the basis of national origin: MexicanAmerican (Chicano), Puerto Rican, Cuban, and Hispanic (composed
of descendents of colonists from Spain).
Some political entities are composed primarily of one ethnic
group, such as Iceland. Most large political units, particularly great
powers, however, consist of a plurality of communities, and the relative
sizes of these communities is an important factor in determining the
pattern of intercommunal relations. Superpowers such as the United
States are marked by a great diversity of ethnic groups. Even prior to
the arrival of the Europeans, the territory of the present United States
contained many communities of North American Indians. Immigrants,
coming from Europe, Africa, and Asia, singly, in groups, or as families,
have made the area one of the most ethnically diverse in history. Most
Americans, including government officials and scholars, did not intend
that the existence of multiple communities be continued indefinitely,
at least among those of European descent. Logically, there are two
ways of reducing the number of different communities. One is to get
rid of the members of weaker communities, either by killing them or
transporting them elsewhere. The other is to devise a process whereby
the differences between communities, their separate ways of life, are
eliminated. This second process is called assimilation, and there have
been two basic theories of assimilation in the United States. As Milton
Gordon points out,27 it is not clear whether these theories attempted
to explain what was happening or to predict (or suggest) what would
happen. The earlier of the two theories was termed the Angloconformity theory;28 the second has been called the melting pot
theory.
W a ys o f A s s im il a t io n

Assimilation via Anglo-conformity meant that communities would
retain none of their unique traits. Their members would learn to speak
only English, cook, dress, and in general behave in the English man
ner. They were to regard English institutions (somewhat modified by
the American Revolution), such as democratically elected government
and trial by jury, as the superior forms of organizing existence. To a
great extent, free public education, established in the mid-nineteenth
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century, and compulsory education laws (over 75 percent of the states
had them by 1900) served to teach the “ideal” way of life.
According to the melting-pot view, the common way of life that
will eliminate diverse communities is to be some kind of amalgam
rather than a reduction of the rest of the communities into the English
community. The separate communities are to spice the English lan
guage with some of their phrases, spice the palate with their ethnic
food, and so forth. Those born in the United States, regardless of their
parents’ community affiliations, are all to live the melting-pot life-style
and thus diminish ethnic diversity. Essentially the theory of a single
melting pot does not differ very much from the Anglo-conformity
theory, because even.if the spice is exotic, the meat is English. Revi
sions of the melting-pot theory have indicated that there might be
more than one pot. In a study of intermarriage rates in New Haven,
Connecticut, in the early 1940s, Ruby Kennedy concluded that there
was a triple melting pot.29 Catholics of diverse national origins shared
one, Jews another, and Protestants the third.
Which theory, Anglo-conformity or melting pot, best accounts for
the pattern of inter-communal relations in the United States? Arguing
for Anglo-conformity, one may point to the official language and the
political and legal systems of the United States. Mention might also be
made of the WASP (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant) names that Holly
wood stars choose to replace their own ethnic names for stage pur
poses: Doris Kapplehoff, Bernie Schwartz, Dino Crocetti, and Joseph
Levitch became known as Doris Day, Tony Curtis, Dean Martin, and
Jerry Lewis.30 For supporting evidence for the melting-pot theory, one
may cite, for example, the variety of ethnic dishes in the American
cuisine or the politicians with such names as Kennedy, Muskie, Javits,
Abzug, and many others.
However, there is a great deal of data that would lead one to
conclude that both of these theories are quite inadequate. There are
communities in the United States that have existed for at least several
generations and that show no signs of abandoning their ways of life.
For example, there are the Amish and Hutterites, who shun the use of
automobiles and modern styles of clothing, and who live a nineteenthcentury farming life. There are communities within cities such as New
York and Chicago where Polish, Italian, or Chinese is the everyday
language rather than English. Further, assimilation includes not only
the behavioral similarities of people who once belonged to diverse
communities, but also their complete interaction with one another.
Segregated housing patterns and the low rates of intercommunal mar
riages also cast doubt on the amount of assimilation that has taken
place.

305

Patterns of Intergroup Relations

EXERCISE
In the city or town where you live or go to school what
evidence is there of unmelted ethnic groups? If there are such
groups, how have they managed to escape assimilation?
Assimilation, therefore, cannot account for all types of intercom
munal relations in the United States, nor in other areas.
T h e A v o id a n c e C o n c e p t o f C o m m u n a l R e l a t io n s

A second type of relation to characterize relations between com
munities of equal or unequal relative power is avoidance; it can be the
goal of one or both of the communities. Avoidance can be partial,
allowing for interaction in some spheres such as work, while refusing
interaction in other areas such as marriage. It can also be total, like the
general isolation of the Hutterites. A well-known measure of prejudice
utilizing the idea of avoidance was developed by Emory Bogardus
almost a half century ago.31 In this technique people are asked whether
or not they could tolerate a member of a given community (Chinese,
black, German, for example) as a visitor to their country, as a citizen
of their country, as a co-worker, as a neighbor, as a personal chum, and
as a relative through marriage.
The following diagram indicates important variables to consider
when describing avoidance relations between communities.
Figure 11.4. I n t e r c o m m u n a l A v o id a n c e T y p e s
Whose Goal of Avoidance
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The relations between the black and white communities in the
United States have generally been of type b. Whites have generally
been willing to interact with blacks who are in menial occupational
positions, such as janitor, domestic, or porter, but have not sought
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interactions with blacks on an equal plane, such as neighbor, school
mate, or fellow worker. This desired pattern of avoidance was not
reciprocal—in general the black community wanted interaction on an
equal plane with whites. Partially in reaction to repeated frustrations,
some black groups such as the Black Muslims advocate a policy of black
separatism in which blacks are supposed to avoid any relations with
whites. A different pattern of relations holds between Jews and Protes
tants in the United States. At present these relations can be classified
generally as type a. Neither group desires intermarriage or even
friendship, but members of both groups generally tolerate one an
other as colleagues. Figure 11.4 should only be viewed as suggestive,
since there are many instances where one group desires partial avoid
ance and the other total avoidance. One such example was the interac
tion between the Japanese-American community and the American
government (not a community in the sense used here, but all inter
group relations are not always between the same kinds of groups)
during World War II. The Japanese-Americans wanted a partialavoidance relationship with other communities, but the government
put them in detention camps, thereby effectuating nearly total avoid
ance.
When two communities disagree as to the amount of avoidance
they desire in their relations, a frequent result is violence. Numerous
examples of intercommunal violence can be cited, including the strug
gles between the Protestant and Catholic communities in Northern
Ireland, the conflicts between French- and English-speaking com
munities in Canada, the war between the Ibo and Hausa communities
of Nigeria, and the conflict between the Tutsi and Hutu communities
of Rwanda. Broadly defining violence as the systematic denial of equal
rights to the members of one group by another group, violence can be
seen to characterize intercommunal relations between groups such as
the Bantu and Afrikaaners of South Africa. In this case, the Afrikaaners
restrict the freedom of movement, employment opportunities, and
access to justice of the African peoples. At present the Afrikaaners are
attempting to complete a program of apartheid (apartness or separa
tion), which requires the African people to remain on camplike reser
vations.32 The most extreme form of intercommunal violence, how
ever, is that known as genocide, where one community seeks to
annihilate the members of another community. For a number of years
in the nineteenth century the whites in Western North America prac
ticed a genocidal program against the Indians. The Aryan community
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(one can debate its existence, although it can be defined as German
speaking non-Jews) under the leadership of Adolf Hitler put in motion
a plan of genocide against the Jewish and Gypsy communities. Before
they were stopped, several million people had been killed, mainly in
gas chambers or ovens in concentration camps.
C u l t u r a l P l u r a l ism

In addition to assimilation, avoidance, and violence, intercommunal relations can be characterized as aiming for cultural pluralism.
Similar to the pluralist theory of competitive parties described in the
discussion of political life, cultural pluralism views intergroup rela
tions as a series of communities with distinctive cultures and identities
competing and interacting in the public arena. The communities sup
posedly share certain general features of life-style and an agreement
on the rules of the game, both of which permit their interaction.
Ideally, each community is committed both to its own preservation and
to the continuation of the other communities. Horace Kallen, an early
and frequent exponent and prophet of cultural pluralism, affirmed
that . . ethnic groups contribute elements from their cultural heri
tage to the total national culture, making it richer and more
varied”33
But, if everyone is a member of a separate community, whose
culture is the national culture? And if only some people are members
of special ethnic groups, are they simply being used as entertainment
for the masses? When Pat Nixon was in Chicago to witness a Li
thuanian folk festival in the summer of 1972, she asked the folk dancers
to keep up their culture so that she, as well as other Americans, could
enjoy it. Some cultural pluralists would have communities freeze their
cultures and therefore remain static, rather than have them develop
their cultures further through internal creation or exchange with other
groups. Native peoples in many parts of the world, including some on
Indian reservations in the United States, set themselves up for display
to tourists. This drives them to freeze their cultures and in some cases
to learn about traditional ways for the first time. Sometimes rituals are
simply invented on the spot to please the tourists. Within the frame
work of cultural pluralism, communal groups are not valued for the
intrinsic worth of their activities, but rather for what they contribute
to some larger system. The live-and-let-live policy of cultural pluralism
tends to make all communities equal, regardless of the quality of their
cultural objects.34
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RELATIONS BETWEEN AGE AND SEX GROUPS
Although age and sex groups may resemble racial and other com
munal groups because their membership requirements are biologically
rather than rationally determined, they differ from communities in one
important respect. Those belonging to communities usually find their
most significant relations within their communities, while for members
of age and sex groups many of the most significant relations are with
people from outside of the groups. This difference influences, to some
extent, the nature of the intergroup relations between sex groups and
between age groups. Since members of sex and age groups often live
with “the enemy,” intergroup conflict cannot be as extreme as it often
is between other kinds of groups.
The popular view of relations between sex groups depicts a battle
of the sexes: women want consumer goods and financial security; men
have lustful aims. Each tries to outsmart the other to get what is
desired without fairly exchanging what the other wants. In some de
gree this absurd scenario is accurate, largely because people believe it
is true and act accordingly. In a sense, the two groups can be seen as
having separate cultures. Women supposedly like to cook, sew, clean,
take care of children, primp, gossip, and shop. Men like to watch or
participate in sports activities, read the newspaper, strive for success
in a given occupation, look at pretty women, and generally dislike
things that women like. So far as power is concerned, the groups are
very unevenly matched, and the competition between them in the
public arena is neglibible. The overwhelming majority of those in the
professions, almost all those elected to public office, most high level
administrators, and creative artists are men.35
The popular explanation for sexual inequalities is based on the
belief in biologically determined differences in abilities. Many sociolo
gists, however, utilize a more functionalist defense of inequality and
try to show that the role of female (the submissive and emotional
housewife) and the role of male (the dominant and rational worker) are
the most efficient patterns for organizing relations between the
sexes.36 Other scholars, including many female sociologists, attribute
the relative lack of achievement by women to a pervasive ideology
justifying inferiority.37 This ideology, consistently reinforced by par
ents, the media, school textbooks, and similar means is directed at girls
from infancy and never ceases. Essentially, it states that motherhood
is the highest, most noble goal, and that women get their greatest
satisfaction through the success of their husbands and children. Some-
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times this ideology is fortified by street-corner psychology, and claims
are made that women who wish to achieve in a man’s world (the public
arena of creativity, work and politics) are mentally unbalanced since
these desires reveal penis envy. Women who refuse to be submissive
(although not striving to be dominant) are viewed as castrating bitches.
Men who wish to dominate others are simply called men. As long as
women did not seriously question the ideology, the relations between
the two groups were somewhat harmonious, and the battle of the sexes
was seen as a game.
T h e G r o w t h o f t h e W o m e n ’s L ib e r a t io n M o v e m e n t

The movement for black civil rights and equality of the 1960s gave
rise to critical inspection of the status and role of women in the United
States. Many women had worked in the black movement, and in time
some of them began to recognize that the conditions opposed by the
blacks (inequality of opportunity in the economy and polity) were also
suffered by women. Judging that collective action might further
greater equality, the women’s liberation movement began. This move
ment paralleled the feminist movement of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries which grew out of the movement to abolish slavery.
Both the blacks and women had won the right to vote, but they had
secured neither equality nor dignity.
The various organizations that comprise the women’s liberation
movement vary widely in aims, membership, and tactics.38 Some are
stridently anti-male, such as the Society to Cut up Men (SCUM). Oth
ers, such as Betty Friedan’s National Organization for Women (NOW),
actively seek male membership and support. Intermediate groups,
such as the New York Radical Feminists, take a “realist” position:
“While we realize that the liberation of women will ultimately mean the
liberation of men from the destructive role of oppressor, we have no
illusion that men will welcome this liberation without a struggle.”39
Consciousness-raising, where members attempt to rid one another of
the ideology of inequality and its effects upon their personalities, is the
sole aim of certain groups. Other groups, such as Women’s Equality
Action League (WEAL) seek “to exercise a positive influence on legis
lation and practices regarding the work and education of women."40
Abolition or reform of abortion laws, development of child-care cen
ters, and reform of state laws regarding women’s control of their
property are aims of a number of organizations. The media delight in
the guerrilla-theater antics of groups such as WITCH (Women’s Inter
national Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell), but pay little attention to the

310

SOCIAL PROCESSES

lobbying tactics of NOW or the women’s caucuses that are currently
present in almost every professional association. Although the
majority of the members of women’s liberation organizations are mid
dle class, some organizations are based on occupation (Federally Em
ployed Women, National Coalition of Nuns, Sociologists for Women
in Society), and others have a wide-ranging membership. In addition
to, and often in conjunction with, the various organizations has been
the proliferation of articles, books, magazines and newspapers arguing
for equality and demonstrating conditions of inequality.41
T hew om en’s liberation movement has added a great deal of
complexity to relations between sex groups. There are men as well as
women who are in favor of the movement’s basic aims, and there are
both men and women who are opposed to them. This opposition is
hardly organized, (except around specific issues, such as various anti
abortion groups and those organizations devoted to preventing pas
sage of the Equal Rights Amendment) although the media devote a
great deal of space to whatever does exist, such as the international
Anti-Women’s Liberation League or NEVER whose stated “sole pur
pose is to keep women in the kitchen.”42 Thus, the complexity of
intergroup relations is increased by the conflicts among the various
women’s liberation groups and their conflicts with foes.
A g e d -B a s e d C o m m u n it ie s

Although the divisions between sex groups are readily apparent,
there is little agreement about the number of age groups or the criteria
for membership in them in mass societies. However, allowing for many
gray areas, four major age groups can be identified: children, youth,
the middle aged, and the elderly. The middle-age group has undis
puted power over the other three, though its relations with each one
are different. As in relations with women, dominance by adult males
over other age groups is maintained largely through the use of
ideology, though the ideology has been challenged in recent years.
Leaving children aside, the ideology aimed at youth makes reference
to sowing one’s wild oats when young, and associates responsible
decision making with older people. Youth is in a more favored position
than women, because as they grow older young males will assume
power. However, a youth movement began in the 1960s, also in re
sponse to the civil rights movement, which has rejected the prevailing
ideology. The claim of this youth movement is that all people should
have the power to make decisions that affect them. Lobbying for lower
ing the voting age, refusing induction into the military, working for
political candidates (for example, the Children’s Crusade of young
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people working for Eugene McCarthy’s candidacy in 1968) represent
challenges to middle-age authority. The counter-culture of some of
the young (marijuana smoking, communal living arrangements, hard
rock music, cooperatives), described by Theodore Roszak, is a rejec
tion of many aspects of the life-style of the middle-age group.43 Unlike
the women, the youth group has not generated any large organizations
concerned particularly with its cause. There are a number of groups
that are political in nature, such as the Yippies, Black Panthers, White
Panthers, and Students for a Democratic Society; they embody, in part,
the youth group’s aims. The music industry, which will be discussed
in the following chapter, also publicly announces the goals of youth as
counter to the middle-age group’s goals. The middle-age group often
appears to be ignorant of the nature of the youth group’s challenge,
and hides behind such slogans as the generation gap. This saves them
the trouble of recognizing that power is at stake.
The ideology aimed at the aged consists of remarks to the effect
that one does not need to have power when one has honor. Intergroup
relations between the middle-aged and elderly groups are character
ized by segregation and legal maneuvering. Laws are passed that re
quire one to retire at age sixty-five despite the desire and ability to
continue working. The elderly are segregated into old-age homes,44
mental hospitals, and decaying city slums. The lucky members of this
group get to live in retirement villages in Florida or Arizona. Not only
are more and more people swelling the ranks of the elderly, but they
are generally better off (physically, mentally, and financially) than they
were years ago. Perhaps spurred on by the model of other groups, the
aged are beginning to organize and lobby for power. (There is now a
group calling itself the Gray Panthers.) Recent increases in social
security payments have been attributed to their efforts. In sum, then,
intergroup relations of both age and sex groups are characterized by
challenges to traditional inequalities, achieved through organization
and pluralist politics, as well as through counter-ideologies.
EXERCISE
Although you are, by definition, a member of age, sex, and
ethnic groups, to what extent do you identify with these groups?
Do you feel yourself to be in opposition to members of “opposing”
groups? With which groups do you most highly identify? Why? Are
the groups with which you identify consistent with your image of
society?
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IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICTS
A final category of intergroup relations centers on the conflicts
among adherents to belief systems. In all the varieties of intergroup
relations there are important ideological elements. The capitalist eco
nomic system has its ideological expression and foundation in the
doctrines of pure and perfect competition, while the system of com
petitive party democracy is defended by a body of ideas stressing the
abuses of absolute power and the virtues of electoral choice. Angloassimilation, the melting pot, and cultural pluralism all refer to systems
of ideas as well as to possible patterns of social relations. Thus, in
nearly all intergroup relations there is a component of beliefs describ
ing the nature of the relations and defenses of particular interpreta
tions of these relations.
Relations between adherents to beliefs can take a wide variety of
forms. According to the myths about science, scientists engage in
relations of critical cooperation. All scientists supposedly have the goal
of discovering truth (frequently defined as the accumulation of empiri
cally grounded and logically related systems of general statements
about experience).45 When a scientist develops a new interpretation of
experience it is supposedly subjected to severe scrutiny by other scien
tists and then accepted if it accounts for the pattern of experience
better than preceding interpretations. Kuhn has argued that this ideal
of critical cooperation is not always realized, and that scientists range
themselves into groups based on divergent interpretations of experi
ence and struggle for supremacy.46 Frequently those adhering to dis
credited theories do not give up their ideas, but cling to them till they
die.
In the way science is usually defined, its method of critical cooper
ation can only yield statements about what is happening, not what
ought to happen. Thus, an entirely different ideal from the one charac
terizing science is projected for the relations among adherents to
belief systems concerning what ought to be. Questions about what is
the best way of life, what is the best way of organizing social relations
and what beliefs about the nature of reality one should hold are sup
posedly left up to the individual’s conscience and judgment.47 Groups
of believers are supposed to engage in a peaceful competition to se
cure converts, much in the way parties compete for votes, businesses
compete for sales and women compete in the marriage market. The
free market of ideas is extolled as the best way of managing relations
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between groups of believers who would otherwise be at each others’
throats, attempting to get the power of the state to back up their
particular conception of the ultimate good.
Unfortunately, the free market of ideas is no more open than
economic competition is pure and perfect. Those who have the great
est access to the mass media of communication have an important
advantage in the competition over those who are blocked from print
or the air waves. Further, the very notion of a free market of ideas
demands an overriding public commitment to the principle that the
state should not attempt to enforce belief or even to regulate the
process through which beliefs are expressed. In addition, it means that
the state is supposed to intervene to prevent some groups from enforc
ing their beliefs on others. These principles carry a built-in bias in
favor of those beliefs that are held by those who can afford to dissemi
nate them. Of course, the state does not remain neutral in the battle
of ideas. It actively propagates nationalistic interpretations of the hu
man condition, often to the point of making internationalism appear
to be treasonous. In the United States, the federal government some
times enforces “equal time” laws aimed at giving less well financed
candidates an opportunity to express their views on the electronic
media. In all, however, the market of ideas is heavily weighted in favor
of the propaganda mills of the established organizations.
An important, and unintended, consequence of the market of
ideas is that there is no control over the quality of reasoning that
characterizes public debate. Nineteenth-century defenders of free ex
pression, such as John Stuart Mill, counted on reason to separate out
the well-founded from the ill-founded ideas.48 However, he did not
reckon on the systematic adulteration of public debate by propaganda,
which encourages people not to trust their thought processes. Ideolo
gies, faiths, and movements competing for adherents often do every
thing possible to snuff out the process of self-understanding. Typical
is the Black Panther party which based much of its appeal to lowerclass black Americans on a “Ten Point Program” which could be easily
memorized and parroted, but which in no way encouraged critical
reflection.
One way of reacting to the market of ideas is to have the state back
up by force an official definition of the human condition. This device
has been tried, with varying success, many times throughout the twen
tieth century and has given rise to the term “totalitarianism.” The two
most familiar varieties of totalitarianism are communism and fascism.
Communist totalitarianism, which grew up in the 1920s and 1930s in
the Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin’s reign, was an attempt to en-
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force conformity to a simplified and crude version of Karl Marx’s class
interpretation of the human condition. Adherents stated that Marxism
was a science and that it allowed the ruling elite to make the correct
policy decisions; dissenters against those controlling the Communist
party were deprived of career advancement and sometimes jailed or
executed. The fascist variety of totalitarianism is associated with Mus
solini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany, but has appeared in milder forms
wherever extreme nationalism has been tied to anticommunism. The
Fascists of Italy and the Nazis of Germany attempted to enforce con
formity to their beliefs in national superiority and historical mission.
As in the Soviet Union, dissenters were terrorized or murdered.
Frequently defenders of the market of ideas point to fascism and
communism as indications that any attempt to control the expression
of ideas must necessarily lead to the kind of barbarism characteristic
of totalitarianism. This claim, however, may not be correct, because
controls enforcing accuracy and consistency of presentation might
actually lead to greater freedom through encouraging critical reflec
tion. At present, slander and libel laws give individuals some control
over what is said about them, and since the late 1960s there have been
appeals for constitutional protection against folk libel (claims that the
members of a community are inferior beings). Such principles could
be extended further into regulations over public debate, and there
seems to be no necessity that they lead to totalitarianism. However,
though controlling the expression of ideas might not necessitate
totalitarianism, it would give an advantage to those groups with the
most articulate individuals. These groups are also the ones whose
members have the highest standing in wealth, power, and prestige.
Thus, while controls might lessen propaganda, they might also inhibit
less powerful groups from political participation.
The history of the twentieth century has shown that the most
vicious intergroup conflicts are those which arise when economic,
political, and communal conflicts are capped by struggles between
believers. Eric Hoffer has described a personality-type he calls the
“true believer” who feels that his life is wasted and who seeks the
regeneration of his identity by committing himself absolutely to a
militant faith.49 For all those who maintain their rational processes, the
vision of armies of true believers spearheading intergroup conflicts
strikes terror into the heart. The true believer is defined by his unwill
ingness or inability to relativize his image of the human condition.
Blind conflict with other groups becomes a way of life for coteries of
true believers, because only when competing beliefs are eliminated
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will complete certainty of faith be attained. However, should one let
the specter of the true believer scare one into embracing an insipid
tolerance of all ideas?
SUMMARY
From the perspective of those exercising social control, rule viola
tors are deviants. However, groups in an inferior situation may view
the violation of rules as a means of gaining equality and liberation.
When groups are very weak, their members often take refuge behind
a mask of pliant conformity. Sometimes, however, there are bursts of
rebellion. Where there are competing images of the human condition,
tactics ranging from reform to revolution are possible. Cutting across
domination and liberation are relations of conflict or exchange and
competition or cooperation. In conflict, groups vie for dominance,
while in exchange they trade goods and services. In competition,
groups vie for larger shares of a good, while in cooperation they work
together to realize an aim. The substance of human relations can be
divided according to economic, political, communal, and ideological
kinds of activities.
The prevailing view of economic relations is that they are charac
terized by competition. However, in actuality competition is severely
limited by management of prices and product differentiation. Simi
larly, political relations are supposed to be marked by competition
between parties and interest groups. Such competition is limited by
vast complexes pyramiding their power. Intercommunal relations, too,
are thought to be characterized by pluralistic competition, but fre
quently this idea masks patronization by the Anglo community. Rela
tions between sex groups and age groups have tended toward greater
conflict since the 1960s, due to the emergence of women’s liberation
and youth movements repudiating images that depicted only middleaged males as being fully responsible. Frequently conflicts between
groups spawn conflicts over belief systems. As in other relations, the
prevailing myth is that belief systems compete for adherents in a free
market of ideas. The market, however, is not so open as the myth
would lead one to believe, and the major issue may be what kinds of
controls there should be over expression, not whether there should be
controls at all.
The general theme of this chapter has been that any view of free
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competition between groups of all kinds should be seriously ques
tioned, both as a description and a prescription. As a description the
competitive model fails, because all the so-called markets are weighted
in favor of entrenched complexes of power. As a prescription the
model is at least open to question, because it does not make equal
participation and mutual exchanges the goals of social relations.

SECTION III,

Consumption and
Appreciation

J2

APPRECIATION OF THE
HUMAN CONDITION

Human beings create with tools, and order their conduct through
systems of rules. The social processes of creation and production give
rise to what is often called the economic order; in turn, the social
processes of coordination and domination lead to what is frequently
called the political system. However, though creative work may be
thought of as an end in itself, just as participation may be sought for
its own sake, where there are just cooperative efforts, it is always
possible to ask: What are we working for and why should we have these
rules? In capitalist societies the answer to this question often is that
people work for money and that rules are made and enforced so that
lives and property will be protected. In communist societies the answer
is frequently that people work to build a just order that will emerge in
the future and that rules are made and enforced to insure progress
toward this order. Neither of these answers probably reflects what the
vast majority of people in these societies work for and why they or
dinarily obey rules. Both answers are faulty because they focus on what
317
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many people think of as the means of life rather than on the ends. For
example, to state that people work for money obscures the fact that
people use money to purchase a certain kind of life-style, to obtain a
certain quality of life. This life-style is not simply measured in dollars
and cents, but incorporates a wide range of experiences, some of them
highly valued. Similarly, to state that people work simply for the reali
zation of some distant goal ignores the fact that they, as well as mem
bers of future generations, have the capacity to enjoy aspects of their
present existence. This does not mean that there are no people whose
primary goal is to accumulate money or no people who dedicate them
selves to the fulfillment of grand historical designs. The ideologies and
reward systems of capitalism stimulate money madness, while the
propaganda and incentive systems of communism stimulate overt
commitment to the programs of the Communist party. However, nei
ther economic nor political myths are usually strong enough to over
ride concern with all other aspects of existence, particularly when
there are plentiful counter-myths.
What is it that makes some work more meaningful than other
work? Challenges provided by difficult problems, opportunities for
creativity, and chances to exercise skill certainly are some of the rea
sons why certain work is highly valued. High pay, control over other
people’s lives, prestige, and the opportunity to be a snob are other
reasons. However, these reasons do not exhaust the characteristics
sought in work. While some people believe that the challenge of going
to the moon is worthwhile meeting just because the moon is there,
many people seek work that will provide results beneficial to others.
In other words, the work is sought because others will be able to
appreciate it.
The act of appreciation is thus bound up with that of creation.
Without at least a potential appreciator, the creator’s efforts seem to
be nearly absurd.
The hallmark of mass society is that appreciation, as well as work,
has been fragmented into specialties. One central part of the human
condition, the human body, has been severed from the rest of exis
tence and given over to the various specialties of medicine, physical
education, recreational counselors, food-service personnel, the fash
ion and beauty industry, and many other cross sections of activity. No
unified theme binds together one’s awareness of the body and its
wholeness. There is no standard of health that includes both normal
functioning and the exploration of physical possibilities. Similarly,
there is no unified appreciation of the physical environment. Com
munities are not arranged with an eye to integrating diverse experi-
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ences into harmonious wholes, but are the results of a crazy-quilt of
bargains among interest groups.1 Environmental pollution is viewed
as a cost to be counted in with other costs of doing business. If the cost
gets too high (if enough people scream loudly enough) remedial mea
sures will be taken. In addition, entertainments are calculated not to
reveal to people new perspectives on their situation, but to elaborate
on the familiar and the acceptable in order to sell products or political
ideologies. The products themselves do not add new dimensions to
experience, but simply automate or make more convenient familiar
experiences such as witnessing staged murders. In all, people appreci
ate only the surfaces of products and services, having little or no
understanding of what went into creating them or why they work
(when they do). Thus, appreciation of existence has become both
fragmented and superficial in mass societies.
Appreciation is the social process of experiencing the products of
human creation and the physical and biological environments of hu
man activity. While it is frequently the activity that all other human
actions aim at, it has not been singled out for as much attention by
social scientists as economic or political activity. Perhaps this is be
cause in the modern period there was great emphasis on industrializa
tion and perfecting the processes of production.2 Work determined
life-style, as it still does to a great degree, rather than the other way
around. It was thought, at least in the United States, that appreciation
was private, in the sense that individuals were left to determine how
to organize their leisure time (leisure being mere recuperation from
work) so long as they did not intrude on the equal freedoms of others
to do the same. With the rise of mass entertainments, mass production
of goods, competition for scarce land, and threats to health and well
being from the processes and products of industrialism, the quality of
life as experienced day by day has become a major issue in the contem
porary world. Perhaps as time goes on, this issue will grow into a
concern about how to combine the various aspects of human existence
harmoniously into communities, but for now the specialization of ap
preciation seems to have proceeded so far that the first efforts to make
appreciation public will probably come from clients of the specialists
demanding higher quality.3
RELIGION AND APPRECIATION
Prior to the modern era the central focus for the appreciative life
was religion. Religious ideas, practices, and symbols unified the vari
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ous aspects of human existence by placing them into a context of myth
and giving people’s everyday lives broader and sometimes infinite
meaning. Festivals were centered around occasions with religious im
portance, worship brought together communities in acts of common
commitment, and knowledge was embedded in a supernatural frame
work. Religion can be conceived of as a kind of social cement that held
the various aspects of human existence together by fitting them into
a single framework during the pre-modern era in the West.4
T h e D e c l in e o f R e l ig io n ’s H o l d o n M a n k in d

One of the dominant themes of the last four centuries in the West
has been the growing tendency for religion to decline as a unifying
perspective. Progressively, various human activities have been de
tached from the religious perspective and context, gaining their au
tonomy by developing special sets of standards.5 For example, in polit
ical affairs the will of the people increasingly came to be substituted
for the divine right of kings as a myth of legitimacy. Similarly, science
came to replace theology as the most highly valued kind of knowledge.
First the natural sciences, such as physics and chemistry, split them
selves off from a supernatural framework and became systematic de
scriptions of various phases of experience. Then the biological
sciences gained their independence through widespread acceptance of
the hypothesis that human life developed out of other forms of life
rather than being created by an act of God. Finally, human sciences,
such as psychology, sociology, anthropology, political science, and
economics, began to claim their independence of the religious world
view. Once this process had been completed (only a very recent devel
opment), religion was left with no special claim to knowledge about
any phase of human experience. Finally, with the growing mastery over
the environment brought by the technologies of industrialization,
work became less a matter of adapting to a divine order in which
human beings had a fixed place than a matter of using human intelli
gence and energy to recast the environment towards ends projected
by human beings.6 Capitalism s glorification of the profit motive posed
a direct challenge to religiously based doctrines of just price and the
supremacy of worship over other human activities.7 Socialism’s as
sumption that the good society would be realized by attaining an
economy of abundance and eliminating scarcity flew in the face of
religious claims that human beings depended upon God for their
salvation. Thus, religion lost its predominance in Western life through
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a complex process of secularization through which human activities
were freed from their dependence upon a supernatural context.8
As the economy, polity and systems of knowing became detached
from the religious world-view, religion became increasingly an ap
preciative activity. However, the fact that it could no longer unify
diverse human activities around a comprehensive tradition necessarily
weakened its appeal as a focus for appreciation. Mass entertainments,
sporting events, the arts, and recreation also grew apart from religion
and developed their own standards. Under these conditions religion
became simply one image of human existence among many. This, of
course, constituted a profound revolution in human affairs. For those
who did not choose to commit themselves to a religious faith, religion
became simply another possible human activity rather than the single
human activity that made all other actions meaningful. Such people
judged the worth of religion by standards that were not religious in
origin. On the other hand, adherents to religious faiths became aware
that their images of the human condition were not the dominant ones,
and that they would have to “sell” faith in a competitive market of
ultimate meanings. Where religious images of the human condition
are the dominant ones, leading a life of faith is consistent with pre
scribed action in economic, political and learning institutions. Where
religious images of the human condition are not dominant, those who
would live according to their faiths are not assured of social support
and often must hide their commitments in order to avoid ridicule or
impediments to organizational advancement. Students who hold
deep religious convictions are often made painfully aware of their
defensive position in their encounters with atheistic or agnostic profes
sors.
Figure 12.1. T h e S e p a r a t io n

C ontrol

1.
2.
3.

of

H u m a n A c t iv it ie s F r o m R e l ig io u s

Economic activity gained independence through stress on the profit motive
in capitalism and hopes for a just society on earth in socialism.
Political activity gained independence through stress on popular sover
eignty and natural rights instead of on the divine right of kings.
Inquiry gained independence through the development of the natural
sciences which substituted analysis of observable events for supernatural
causation.
4. Much social activity gained independence through the development of
mass entertainments.
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What is religion? It is not possible to give a definitive answer to
this question because every religion contains its own definition of reli
gion, just as every antireligious or nonreligious view contains a defi
nition of religion. Some people would consider us to be religious be
cause we believe in rational criticism and self-examination—i.e., they
would say that our religion is rational criticism and self-examination.
This only means that such people define religion as any serious be
lief whatsoever. We do not happen to accept this definition, because
we hold that the differences between reason and faith are significant,
and we choose to uphold reason. We therefore define religion as the
comprehensive organization of human experience in terms of princi
ples and causes which supposedly lie beyond human experience, and
we contrast religion to science, and faith to reason. Science, as the
comprehensive organization of human experience in terms of princi
ples and causes lying within human experience, relies upon rational
inquiry. Religion, which attempts to look beyond human experience,
relies upon faith. Not all the readers of this book will be satisfied with
this definition of religion, but their definitions of religion will be just
as rooted in particular images of the human condition as ours. As with
most important human concerns, there is no neutral definition of
religion that will be satisfactory to all.
Given the definition of religion as an organization of human expe
rience referring to factors beyond that experience (and this definition
includes Christianity, Judaism, and most other world religions), one
can identify the functions of religion from a sociological viewpoint. A
sociological perspective on religion suspends judgment on whether or
not religious faiths actually refer to realities beyond human experi
ence, and simply describes the consequences that religious activities
have on the rest of human experience. Thus, sociology views religion
as a phase of a social process rather than as a standpoint from which
to describe and judge social processes.
L e g it im a t io n

According to Talcott Parsons, the primary function of religion in
society is to legitimate other human activities.9 By drawing on the
standards of an “ultimate reality” religious beliefs frequently support
established definitions of right and wrong conduct in a wide variety of
contexts. For example, in Catholic countries, religious institutions
have been used to defend the institution of marriage by pressure on
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the state to make divorce difficult. Religious language is used by politi
cal leaders as a prop to nationalism and an aid to the continuation of
particular regimes. “In God we trust” is stamped on American coins,
the phrase “one nation under God” appears in the pledge of alle
giance, and the American Revolution was justified by the claim that the
Creator endows men with inalienable rights.10 Public officials are not
in the habit of questioning God’s existence and will frequently appeal
to God in a pinch. Of course, the use of religious legitimations does
not necessarily involve action according to the moral codes of reli
gions. Politics has its autonomous standards, which, in the United
States, include the virtues of competition among interest groups
(Christianity, in contrast, preaches love) and the goodness of compro
mise (Christianity preaches unwavering faith). Of course, one must
render unto Caesar what belongs to the state, and through this loop
hole have passed a multitude of legitimations.
The importance of religion as a legitimator of other social institu
tions has been greatly lessened in contemporary mass societies. First,
throughout the communist world, Marxism rather than any religious
beliefs is called upon to legitimate institutions. Second, many people
do not care whether institutions have the blessing of religious figures
and may even find such blessing a negative factor in their judgments
on institutions. Third, the autonomous standards that have grown up
to regulate and legitimate activities during the process of seculariza
tion make religious legitimations both redundant and difficult to apply.
For example, the professional ideal in the sphere of work depends
upon science rather than religion for its legitimation.
T h e M a n a g e m e n t o f H u m a n R e l a t io n s

For those who are firm believers, religious faiths perform certain
functions that have direct bearing on social processes. Within the
Western tradition the problem of evil has been a central personal
dilemma. Why is one fated to live in a world where death and sorrow
appear inevitable? Why is good so often rewarded with evil and evil
so frequently rewarded with good?11 Why is there no immediately
apparent ultimate meaning to one’s action? Why should a person obey
moral codes, legal rules, and role requirements when so many people
who violate the rules gain such great success? Those who seriously ask
such questions sometimes find solace in religious faiths which an
nounce that only those who obey the rules will gain eternal life and that

324

SOCIAL PROCESSES

all actions are part of a divine plan beyond mere human understand
ing. Further, myths such as the one recounting the fall from grace in
the Garden of Eden are used to account for the presence of evil and
for the necessity of discharging such duties as the obligation to work.12
Hope is held out for the dutiful poor because it is easier for a camel
to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to get to heaven,
while hope is held out for the rich because their success is proof
enough that God holds them in high esteem. At the extreme, the
problem of evil is solved by the belief that moral bank accounts are
squared in heaven, where decisions are made on who will be granted
eternal life and who will suffer eternal damnation. More sophisticated
approaches hold that worthy deeds contribute to the divine plan for
goodness, while evil deeds are devoid of such universal value. What
ever approach is used, however, religious solutions to the problem of
evil tend to support established institutions by giving people reasons
to fulfill role requirements. Of course, despite religious propagandists,
not everybody craves ultimate meanings or worries about why human
existence does not conform to human fantasies. Evil can be accepted
as a fact and steps can be taken to diminish its frequency.
Stemming from the function of inducing people to fulfill their role
requirements by “solving” the problem of evil is the function that
religion has in crisis management. For those who contemplate suicide,
mourn for dead friends and relatives, face perilous situations, and are
under severe competitive pressures, religions have various solutions.
One can recognize that suicide is against God’s law, pray for the souls
of the dead (and get on with the business of living), pray for divine
guidance and strength, and pray for the resources to vanquish the
competition. All these functions relating to crisis management bolster
established institutions because they protect against the possible er
ratic behavior of people under great strain.
Of course, religions need not bolster the status quo. When their
commandments are at variance with other role requirements, some
people may use a religious base for mounting attacks on other social
institutions. For example, the Berrigan brothers used a religious basis
to oppose the Vietnam war, while Martin Luther King used religious
appeals to promote racial equality. If religious codes require justice
and mercy, and economic roles require exploitation, those who per
ceive the disparity may choose to follow the religious injunctions and
seek comprehensive change in economic institutions. Yet those who
intend to use contemporary religious institutions in this way must fight
against the tendency of these institutions to adapt themselves to the
wishes of established power concentrations in the economy and polity.
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S t a t u s C o n f ir m a t io n

Religion in the United States frequently serves as a badge of
status. Religious affiliation and occupational prestige tend to be as
sociated with one another. For Protestant denominations, 46 percent
of Episcopalians are professionals, owners, managers, or officials; 33
percent of Presbyterians, 21 percent of Methodists, 18 percent of
Lutherans, and 13 percent of Baptists fall into these categories. Fiftyone percent of Jews and 19 percent of Roman Catholics are similarly
situated. On the other hand, 10 percent of Episcopalians, 15 percent
of Presbyterians, 22 percent of Methodists, 22 percent of Lutherans,
25 percent of Baptists, 30 percent of Roman Catholics, and 10 percent
of Jews are unskilled or semi-skilled workers.13 Changing churches can
be a mark of upward mobility as well as a way of forming social rela
tions with people of one’s status position.
R it u a l

The central focus of religion in the appreciative life is ritual, which
gives depth and perspective to significant events in people’s lives, as
well as binding them into a community. In Christianity, baptism often
marks birth, confirmation the emergence out of childhood, wedding
the assumption of independent family responsibility, and funeral rites
the deaths of family members and associates. These ceremonies are
related to sacred myths and, when successful, cause people to reflect
upon the beauty and profundity of much in everyday life. In addition,
they serve to legitimate the person’s passage from one status to an
other. There are recurrent rituals, performed at religious services, in
which attempts are made to symbolize dimensions of existence beyond
human experience and their effects in giving purpose to human life.
Is such ritual a necessary part of a full appreciative life? Can beauty,
profundity, and a sense of tragedy come only from institutions based
on belief in powers and principles beyond experience? Recently many
people have attempted to answer these questions in the negative by
seeking out direct religious experiences, whether based on the use of
drugs or meditational techniques, rather than founding their religious
lives on conventionalized symbols and rituals. Others have been en
couraged by the ecumenical movement to unite at least the various
Christian churches. Both those engaging in the quest for direct experi
ence of new dimensions of consciousness, and those wishing to unite
the various churches have rejected established rituals and powerful
religious bureaucracies as focal points for the appreciative life.14
The ritual function of religion has not succeeded in unifying the
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appreciative life in mass societies. For some people who work day after
day in jobs that have little or no relation to religious precepts or
practices, faith is highly important and gives some guidance to per
sonal relations. Rituals may be sought for the comfort that they give
that something is stable and that continuity can be maintained after all.
However, such faith is purchased at the price of closing one’s eyes to
the day-to-day operating principles of complex organizations, which
are not so much antireligious as simply independent of religion. The
hierarchy of occupational prestige and the myth of professionalism
have little or nothing to do with the ways in which religions organize
the appreciative life. Thus religion, when taken seriously at all, tends
to become a specialized corner of life.
NATURE
With the onset of secularization, religious conceptions of human
existence were progressively challenged by ideas based upon the cate
gory of “nature.” In the sense that all images of the human condition
that are not rooted in ideas about supernatural realities can be consid
ered naturalistic, this book has nature as one of its fundamental cate
gories. However, like religion, definitions of nature differ according to
images of the human condition. Some people believe that there is a
fixed order to the universe and that nature is defined as whatever
accords with this order. Standards of right and wrong are supposedly
part of this order, and people who do not live by the standards of
natural law are somehow unnatural as well as evil.15 Others hold that
nature is defined by what is studied by the so-called natural sciences,
such as physics, chemistry, and biology. These people usually do not
include standards of right and wrong within the bounds of what is
natural. More popular definitions of nature in everyday life interpret
nature as whatever is untouched by human hands, whatever is spon
taneous rather than devious and fraudulent, and whatever is an un
shakable boundary to human projects. Thus, people speak of “un
spoiled nature,” “acting naturally,” and “the forces of nature,”
respectively. This diversity of definitions should show that “nature” is
by no means a fixed category in human experience, but is continually
being reinterpreted through social and cultural processes. For the
purposes of the following discussion, we will define nature as that
aspect of human experience centered upon the human body and that
part of the physical environment that has not been shaped by human
beings into tools or products. Of course, the boundaries of this defini-
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don are quite vague, because the human body is continually in the
process of being modified through social and personal action, and
those parts of the environment that are neither tools nor products
serve as a context for cultural objects or are maintained in their condi
tion through the use of cultural objects.
The preceding definition of nature is different from the most
popular definitions in an important respect. Unlike most definitions,
it does not make a sharp distinction between nature and culture. The
anthropologist Lévi-Strauss is representative of those who do make
such a sharp distinction. His idea is that “cultures are coded screens
which enable us to organize the facts of nature, as a projector is needed
to make sense out of a film strip.”16 This view that there are facts of
nature and interpretations of culture tends to sever human existence
from nature. This split between human existence and nature can lead
to two very different attitudes toward nature, both of which are signifi
cant for the process of appreciation.
Two C o n t r a s t in g A t t it u d e s t o N a t u r e
First, one can value culture far more highly than nature and at
tempt to do everything possible to create a thoroughly man-made
world. Under this attitude, nature is something to be conquered.
Sometimes it is conceived of as a hostile force, throwing obstacles in
the way of people’s conquest of happiness, while at other times
it is conceived of as a neutral field upon which human beings perform
their exploits. In either case, mastery over nature is the object of
activity, even if there is an effort to learn the ways of nature through
scientific inquiry before turning those secrets to the fulfillment of
human ends. At the extreme of this attitude, nature is viewed as a vast
machine to be manipulated by human masters.17 Alternatively, nature
is seen as a woman, either pliant or wily, to be conquered or ravished
by “man.”
The second way of conceiving of nature, under the nature-culture
split, is to value it more highly than culture. Here, human creations are
viewed as artificial, while unspoiled nature is idealized.18 Human be
ings are seen as throwing nature out of balance, despoiling species,
filling the environment with their waste material, and generally show
ing insufficient respect and appreciation for the beauty and bounty of
the gift they have been given. Sometimes this attitude leads to appeals
for dismantling complex technologies and going back to the simple
and natural life, while at other times it results merely in romantic idylls
or back-to-nature fads. In any event, the guiding idea is to adapt to
nature rather than to master it.
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Neither of the two major attitudes toward nature that follow from
the nature-culture split takes into account that the very category of
nature is humanly defined. Whether one would prefer to conquer
nature or to adapt to it is frequently a question of which human experi
ences are being defined as parts of nature. It is most likely that the
majority of people would prefer to have rabies conquered through the
innoculation of dogs rather than adapt to the disease by having numer
ous people die from it. Similarly, it is also quite likely that the majority
of people would prefer to adapt to the fact that streams are not im
mediately cleansed of chemical wastes by limiting the dumping of such
wastes than to drink water that would poison them. Broad generaliza
tions about nature are of no help whatsoever in deciding which tech
nologies should be used and which ones should be suppressed. How
ever, such generalizations are of enormous help to propagandists.
E n v ir o n m e n t a l is t P r o p a g a n d a

In the United States at the present time there are two main kinds
of propaganda about the environment. The propaganda that follows
from the idea that nature should be conquered states that, while there
may be some harmful side effects following from the use of certain
technologies, the only way to get rid of these side effects is to perfect
even better technologies. The core of this argument is that people are
definitely unwilling to give up any of the blessings (products) of con
temporary industry and that they should not be encouraged to make
such sacrifices anyway. Thus, ways must be found to keep the glut of
products flowing and still keep the environment from being
thoroughly poisoned. Those in charge of business enterprises and
certain labor unions are particularly fond of this line of argument. The
problem with the argument, of course, is the assumption that it is
neither morally nor practically justified to attempt to curb technologi
cal development in certain directions. Perhaps in most cases controls
are not justified. However, the claim that such controls are never
justified merely closes the issue in advance of inquiry.
The propaganda that follows from the idea that human beings
should adapt to nature holds that severe controls must be applied
immediately to limit population, regulate land uses, and bar the expan
sion of technology. Sometimes the claim is made that the very survival
of the human race is at stake, while sometimes more peripheral argu
ments about vanishing species of wildlife are brought to the fore. The
ecology lobby is a complex movement containing diverse special inter
est groups. Some, like the Sierra Club, are concerned with maintaining
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lands unspoiled by industry, others are concerned with individuals
picking up litter off the street (a kind of meaningless gesture in the
shadow of belching smokestacks), others are out to protect the inter
ests of hunters and campers (for example, the National Rifle Associa
tion), while still others promote controls limiting industrial wastes.
Insofar as environmentalist propaganda states that technology must be
dismantled, it is as dogmatic as the opposing propaganda. However,
the ecology movement has contributed to an increased concern about
what it means to appreciate the physical environment.
The hallmark of attitudes toward appreciation of the environment
in the United States is their fragmentation and general lack of coher
ence. For many people, appreciation of nature is a mystique. There is
supposed to be something sacred about getting out of the human orbit
and into a situation where one faces the elements alone (though usu
ally with clothes on and some camping equipment).19 For others, ap
preciation of nature simply means getting out in the country or in a
park where they can camp. Still others believe that it means eating
organic foods (grown without pesticides and chemical fertilizers). Still
others simply see it as preserving their quaint towns and comfortable
suburbs from invasions by the unwashed masses. A distinct minority
does not draw a sharp boundary between nature and culture, and looks
for ways of harmonizing all phases of human experience into coherent
communities.
During the era of industrialization, debates took place over the
issue of whether nature was an infinitely exhaustable detachable re
source to be used unsparingly to satisfy human wants, or whether it
was a finite gift to be husbanded and conserved for future generations.
Thus, the debate about nature was oriented toward the social process
of production. Today the debate is shifting, at least for the middle
classes, to how nature can be best appreciated. It is important as one
listens to and participates in this debate to clarify one’s image of nature
and to recognize when one has made a fetish out of nature by severing
it from the rest of human experience.20
Appreciation of the Human Condition

Figure 1 2 . 2 . P e r s p e c t iv e s o n N a t u r e
1. Nature Is Something to Be Conquered. More technologies should be de
veloped. The abuses of technology should be curbed by inventing better
technologies. Culture is superior to nature.
2. Human Beings Should Adapt to Nature. Dependence on technologies
should be lessened. Nature is superior to culture.
Where do you stand in this debate and why?

330

SOCIAL PROCESSES

HEALTH
One of the most important parts of nature for human beings is the
human body, and the category most relevant to the appreciation of the
body is health. Just as nature is socially and culturally defined, so is
health. Many people believe that a standard of good health can be
scientifically defined without any recourse to choices among values.
However, a moment’s reflection on what is meant by health will show
one the complexities involved in defining it. Is good health to be
defined in terms of a feeling (“feeling well”)? This is the way most
people evaluate their health and appreciate their own bodies day by
day. Yet one can feel very well and still be in the early stages of a major
disease that will later ravage the body. So, is health to be defined
according to the more objective standards of medical science, such as
normal pulse rate and blood pressure? Certainly some of these mea
sures may put boundaries on the idea of good health, merely because
if one deviates from the norm too far one will soon feel poorly. How
ever, beyond such boundary markers, no science can specify how
strong one must be to be healthy, how one’s skin and features must
appear to look healthy, or how well coordinated one must be to be
healthy. All of these considerations, and many more, are not defined
scientifically but through value choices. For example, why must people
who have lost limbs or have noticeable scars often feel stigmatized?
Why do they often attempt to mask these physical characteristics when
ever possible?21 Certainly there is no scientific or purely medical judg
ment behind these feelings. Rather, these people and many of those
around them feel that such physical characteristics render one ugly or
unnatural. Thus one cannot escape the values implicit in the notion of
health merely by pretending that they have been in some way scientifi
cally validated.
One of the most marked tendencies in the appreciative life in mass
societies is a progressive alienation from the body. As knowledge
about the body has become specialized and a large number of profes
sions and semi-professions have arisen to care for (or abuse) various
aspects and parts of the body, people have come to depend on others
to inform them about whether or not they are healthy and, if they are
unhealthy, what should be done to remedy the situation.22 Beauticians,
barbers, rehabilitation counselors, chiropracters, podiatrists, dentists,
physicians representing all specialties, nutritionists, physical educa
tionists, physical therapists, nurses of all kinds, and a host of others,
have divided the body among themselves, staking out special claims
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and fighting out jurisdictional battles. Given this situation, two types
of alienation arise. First, the person is alienated from understanding
the body as a whole, since it has become the object of many different
institutions. The ideal of a sound mind in a sound body, or better, of
a fully integrated self-process (a wonderful sociologist’s phrase!), is a
mere abstraction when conflicting interpretations of the body abound
(think of how differently the candy manufacturer and the dietician view
the problem of overweight, or of how differently the dentist and the
bubble-gum manufacturer view the dental needs of children). The
second kind of alienation centers on most people not understanding
what is happening to them and why when they are treated by specialists
in various aspects of the body. This kind of alienation extends from the
seemingly trivial instance of a woman relying upon her beautician to
tell her whether or not she is attractive, all the way to the tragic plight
of someone seriously ill who continues with a prescribed treatment as
he feels his strength ebbing from him as the days go by and is too
intimidated by the professional image to question his doctor or change
doctors.
Figure 1 2 . 3 . A l i e n a t i o n f r o m t h e B o d y
Beauticians and barbers take care of the appearance of the body.
Physical educationists take care of muscular development and coordina
tion.
Chiropracters, podiatrists, dentists, and various specialized physicians
take care of curing the body.
Nurses, physical therapists, and other paramedical personnel assist physi
cians.
Nutritionists dictate what the body should be fed.
Rehabilitation counselors and occupational therapists fit the body for
work.

The epitome of alienation from the body is the contemporary
general hospital. Just as the mass army bureaucratized military life, the
general hospital bureaucratizes health care.23 The patient is faced by
an array of functionaries, each one with a particular task to perform
and each one caring for only a fraction of the entire case. The first
object of the staff is to get the patient to comply willingly with direc
tives, so that the flow of work will not be interrupted. The patient is
at a disadvantage, because of illness and fear about the future, and he
has little choice but to go along and cooperate with the staff. Financial
resources are of great moment in determining the extent of alienation
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from the body and loss of control over the situation, since money can
buy private rooms, special nurses, and more time from physicians.
Going along with alienation from the body is the sick role sup
posedly prescribed for people who are ill.24 According to Parsons, the
sick role has four aspects: “First, the sick person is exempt from nor
mal social role responsibilities. Second, the sick person can expect
assistance and care from other people. Third, the sick person should
be motivated to get well. And, fourth, the sick person should seek
medical help and cooperate to the fullest extent possible.”25 Other
sociologists have pointed out that this interpretation of the sick role
does not cover all illnesses, since “chronic illness by definition is not
temporary, so that role-expectations predicated on the assumption of
the temporary nature of illness (for example, ‘motivation to get well’)
are clearly inapplicable”26 Barring chronic illness, however, the signifi
cant feature of the sick role is that it requires the person to cooperate
with medical personnel to effect a cure that will make it possible for
the person to resume his social functions. This means that, according
to conventional wisdom, sickness involves recourse to medical person
nel.
It is not at all clear that the sick role is generally followed in mass
societies. First, the very poor frequently do not receive much medical
care. Second, people continually resort to do-it-yourself medicine and
all sorts of health fads ranging from health foods to various patent
medicines. As organized medicine continues to become more alienat
ing, one can expect health faddism to fill a gap in appreciation of the
body as a whole.
LEISURE AND ENTERTAINMENT
Curing oneself of actual or imagined ailments is merely one of
many possible activities that can make up the appreciative life in mass
societies. Leisure, of course, is not exclusively a privilege of elite
groups. As working hours have become limited for large numbers of
people, and labor-saving devices have become prevalent in the home,
time has been freed for a wide variety of appreciative activities. Per
haps the hallmark of leisure in mass society is that it is increasingly
directed by large organizations. Television is an obvious example of
such organization and standardization, and a glance at TV program
listings will reveal that the various networks differ very little in what
they offer in terms of content (one season Westerns predominate and
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the next season doctor or detective shows take the spotlight) or depth
(the shows are not demanding of great concentration). Even reading
books is organizationally influenced by publishers who select works to
print (primarily with mass sales potential in mind) and by book clubs
which select given books to be offered to members. Bridge is played
in bridge clubs,27 travel is structured by agencies in the form of tours,
and dating is arranged through computer-matching firms or in swin
gles clubs which are mushrooming in large cities. Much of children’s
leisure is organizationally directed, too, from Little League baseball,
football, and hockey, to the Boy Scouts, 4-H Clubs, and Campfire
Girls.
The problem of leisure in mass society is not so much the fact of
organizational control as the consequences of such control. Essentially,
organizations tend to direct the leisure activities of individuals toward
one end alone—entertainment. Although no one but a rather uptight
snob would deny that fun and laughter are an integral part of the
human condition, pursuing entertainment exclusively precludes the
attainment of other important values. One of these alternative (or at
least additional) goals is the attainment of new perspectives on one’s
existence through finding out about other ways of life. Leisure activity,
through such media as the theater, films, novels and television could
portray other patterns of living which might then be taken by viewers
as viable possibilities to be tried or to be vicariously experienced and
appreciated. These media could present comprehensive reconstruc
tions or imaginative projections of experience that would challenge
people to examine their own conditions.
That this has not been the aim or the product of those organiza
tions that have control over much leisure activity is readily apparent.
For the most part, the situations depicted in the media are trivial, the
characterizations are based on stereotypes, and the whole is concocted
with reference to a standard formula: boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy
catches girl; man commits crime, police try to solve crime, criminal is
punished. The entertainment goes so far in failing to challenge or
develop what its creators see as a mindless audience that it frequently
does not even allow them to decide how to respond. Heavy-handed
mood music (scary, happy, sad) is part of the film, and television shows
come equipped with laugh-tracks provided by the organization. Mass
leisure gives rise to escape and diversion, and little else.28
There are several explanations for why mass leisure tends to be
entertainment. We generally believe that advertisers, business organi
zations, and the mass media crowd other forms ofleisure and apprecia
tion out of the public arena by making entertainment so easily accessi
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ble. Since entertainment does not lead one to question social arrange
ments, it is excellent for selling products and maintaining established
institutions. An alternative explanation, popular among some social
critics, holds that the nature of mass man is basically that of a doltish
slob and that the mass entertainment is just what he wants and de
serves.29 This explanation provides a convenient rationalization for
those who concoct mass entertainments and has the added benefit of
snob appeal for those claiming to be intellectuals. The conservative
critic, Ernest van den Haag, states that “the mass of men dislikes and
always has disliked learning and art. It wishes to be distracted from life
rather than to have it revealed; to be comforted by traditional (possibly
happy and sentimental) tropes, rather than to be upset by new ones.”30
Not to be outdone, the liberal critic, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., making
an analogy to IQ tests “suggested the existence of an AQ, or aesthetic
quotient. Some few people are naturally responsive to art; the masses
are not; everyone gets exactly what he is capable of absorbing.”31 Also
in a somewhat snobbish and functionalist vein, Edward Shils finds that
mass leisure activities, which he calls “brutal culture,” admirably suit
the masses.32 We disagree with these critics and doubt that their “mass
man” exists. In mass society the burden is not on the individual who
chooses what to consume, but on the large organizations that schedule
the range of choices and the relative availability of alternatives. Blam
ing the mass man for the quality of leisure activity is like blaming the
incompetence of the masses for the failings of democratic institutions,
or blaming litterbugs for environmental pollution. In the following
discussion, therefore, we treat the social relations that emerge around
the use of mass leisure activities rather than whether or not “mass
man” has the ability to appreciate “high culture.” The resources put
before us form the context in which we live our appreciative lives.
Figure 12.4. T h e C h a r a c t e r is t ic s o f E n t e r t a in m e n t
1. Entertainment is standardized; it does not contain surprises.
2. Entertainment is undemanding; it does not challenge one to reflect.
3. Entertainment accepts the prevailing social context; it does not question
established institutions.
4. Entertainment is sold as a consumer good; the quality of the object is less
important than the audience reaction.

Prior to discussing particular examples of mass leisure, it is impor
tant to sketch out several general relations that appear in contempo
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rary appreciative activity. First there is the tendency for entertainment
to be regarded as a consumer good. Hannah Arendt writes that “the
commodities the entertainment industry offers are not “things”—cul
tural objects whose excellence is measured by their ability to withstand
the life process and to become permanent appurtenances of the world
. . . nor are they values which exist to be used and exchanged; they are
rather consumer goods destined to be used up, as are any other con
sumer goods.”33 As various analysts of social class have shown, posses
sion of goods often serves to distinguish one group as better or worse
than another. As the have-nots tend to acquire what once was the sole
privilege of the haves, the latter move on to new products and activities
so that they can maintain their differentiation. The result is a merry-goround of fads. As the outs learn the new dance step, the ins acquire
another one. When the outs can acquire mass reproductions of the
classic art masterpices, the ins begin to favor pop art, replacing a Van
Gogh with a can of Campbell’s tomato soup. The use of entertainment
as a consumer good not only serves to distinguish social status groups,
but also age groups. Traditionally adults were the trend setters, and
youth borrowed songs, alcohol, cigarettes, and the like from their
elders. Recently, there has been a complete reversal of this pattern,
and adults are trying to consume the goods associated with youth
(catching up with their children). It is now the adults who are borrow
ing—the rock, the dance steps, the pot.
Paralleling the development of mass entertainment as a consumer
good is the transformation of the public performer into the celebrity.
Whether in sports, movies, television or literature, what a person does
as a performer is not as important as his personality and general image.
Although he was probably a very good quarterback, Joe Namath would
never have received the acclaim (or high salary) if it were not for his
off-the-field antics. Richard Burton is a superb actor, but his drawing
power at the box office has little to do with what he does in front of
the camera. Politics, too, can be considered as entertainment; think of
the media coverage of the last presidential campaign. And (with the
assistance of Madison Avenue advertising firms,) politicians are being
transformed for the public from people who have compiled a certain
record and who espouse certain policies to celebrities with pre
packaged images.34 In general, entertainers are frequently judged ac
cording to standards that have little or nothing to do with the enter
tainment they are supposedly providing.
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The use of mass leisure as a consumer good to differentiate peo
ple and the replacement of the performer by the celebrity are common
in many types of activities. The reason for these transformations is
related to some extent to the increase of available rime for leisure
pursuits in mass society. This relationship is not direct, but involves
the assumption that these and other changes are due to the increased
control over leisure activities by firms whose profits increase as they
are able to appropriate increasing amounts of people’s time and

m oney.

Figure 12.5. P e r f o r m e r
Performer
T h e quality o f th e
p erform an ce is prim ary.

and

C e l e b r it y

Celebrity
T h e p u blic im age is
prim ary.

W ho d o you ap p reciate m o st— a p erform er or a celebrity?

The amount of time people have for leisure pursuits varies by age
(youngest and oldest groups have relatively more time than others),
occupation (generally, business executives and professionals have less
time than other occupational groups), and a number of other factors,
such as parenthood and commuting distance to work. Of course, there
are difficulties in defining leisure time; some would define it as the
remainder of the twenty-four hours that is not spent sleeping or at
work, while others would also subtract the time spent on such activities
as household repairing.
In any case, whatever definition is used, there is more leisure time
in the contemporary world than there was in the past. It has been
estimated that the increase in leisure time since 1880 for the Amer
ican working male has been approximately twenty-five hours per
week, most of it coming since World War 11.3* As stated previously,
what fills this leisure time is to a great extent controlled by large
organizations, and includes such activities as sports, television, music,
movies, drugs, hobbies, shopping, and religious activities. Though
religion has many functions, one of the most important in the pres
ent day is, perhaps, providing an arena for sociable activities. In
1940, 49 percent of the population of the United States belonged to
religious bodies, while in 1968, 63 percent of the population belonged
to such bodies.36 Can this be accounted for merely by an increase in
faith?
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Although baseball may no longer be the national pastime, sport
certainly ranks as one of the major leisure-time activities. There have
been a number of reasons suggested to account for the relative decline
of interest in baseball and the concomitant rise in enthusiasm for
football. Both sports have catered to spectators primarily, rather than
to participants, as have auto racing, boxing, wrestling, and, more re
cently, golf and tennis. Despite large numbers who turn out to view
these sporting events in person, the majority of people experience
them via the media. An explanation for the popularity of football,
drawing upon Marshall McLuhan’s idea that media often determine
what content will be most popular, holds that football gained preemi
nence over baseball when people began to watch sporting events on
television rather than listen to them on the radio. Baseball, under this
interpretation, is seen as a simple sport with a clear focus which can
be reported fully by a radio announcer who conveys both the necessary
information and the excitement.37 The activity on the field is “linear”
in the sense that it can be verbally described in terms of single events
which follow in sequence: The pitcher winds up and throws a curve to
the batter who connects with the ball and sends a high pop fly into the
shallow outfield where it is caught by the second baseman playing
deep. In football, which is more complex and violent, twenty-two play
ers are simultaneously performing different motions when the ball is
set into motion, and a verbal recounting of the action misses a great
deal. A picture is worth more than a thousand words here.
As with a number of other appreciative activities, sports differenti
ate groups of people. In general, sports are supposed to be the interest
of males, and both the commercials (for razor blades, shaving cream,
beer, cigars, hair tonic, and the like) and the concentration on strength
and roughness convey a masculine atmosphere. The popular image of
the spectator is that of men assembled at neighborhood taverns or at
home in easy chairs with cans of beer watching the big game on televi
sion. There are some sports, however, such as wrestling, that seem to
have greater appeal to women. Less obvious than this sexual distinc
tion is the way in which various sports are enjoyed by different social
strata. This especially holds true for those sports that have less than
the mass appeal of football and that do not have prime-time television
exposure. Polo matches and yachting races are leisure pursuits of the
upper social strata, both as participants and as spectators.
O f more recent origin (and due, no doubt, to the increase in
income and leisure time for members of the working class) are sports
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that appeal to the lower strata; these have been called “prole” sports.
Prole sports seem to have evolved from existing and familiar objects
in the world of work, such as automobiles, big muscles (wrestling), and
so on. They place more emphasis on speed and power than do other
sports.38 Paralleling the teen-age, middle-class, Saturday-night phe
nomenon of cruising in cars was “the roller rink—a place where youths
could meet for the exhibition of individual prowess. . . . Roller derby
is the logical sporting extension and abstraction of these Saturday
nights, just as stock car racing is the logical sporting extension and
abstraction of Appalachian wiskey running. . . . As active (or formerly
active) users of these involved artifacts, spectators can not only under
stand player skills, but vicariously enact their own power fantasies.”39
One may question, however, whether or not the spectators of any
sport watch it in order to appreciate the skill of the athletes. Do ice
hockey fans like it better when the puck is shot into the net or when
two or more players hit one another over the head with their sticks?
Does the noisy exuberance of wrestling audiences increase when acts
in violation of the rules are committed, despite the sham drama
throughout the match? Are auto-racing spectators disappointed after
witnessing a race in which there were no crashes? Tom Wolfe claims
“that for every purist who comes to see the fine points of the race, such
as who is going to win, there are probably five waiting for the wrecks
to which stock car racing is so gloriously prone. ... So why put up with
the monotony between crashes?”40 This monotony was eliminated
with the invention of the demolition derby, the twentieth-century
equivalent to gladiatorial combat. In this sport, the cars all head to
ward the center of the infield rather than around the track. They crash
into one another and the last car that can still move is the winner.
Sports concerned with automobiles, such as stock- and sports-car
racing, have increased in popularity, diffusing into the middle class
from both ends of the spectrum as the importance of the automobile
in everyday life has increased. Many leisure-time pursuits in the United
States reflect the values of daily living, especially those of the economic
sphere. Marshall McLuhan notes that “. . . games become faithful
models of a culture. They incorporate the action and reaction of whole
populations in a single “image.”41
G am es

Table games, such as poker and the popular board game of
Monopoly, are examples of the generalization that games reflect the
patterns of other human activities. Card playing is one of the few
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activities that competes with the mass media for the leisure time of
great numbers of people.42 This activity is not free from organizational
control. For example, in bridge there are clubs, newspaper columns,
books, and so on. Different card games, too, tend to be associated with
different social strata and, as the examples of poker and contract
bridge illustrate, many of the values of these different groups are
reflected in the games. Poker, relying largely upon chance and aggres
sion, reflects the fatalism and masculine ideal of lower-class males.
Contract bridge, as developed by the millionaire Harold S. Vanderbilt,
has obvious capitalist overtones which would appeal to members of the
upper strata: “Vanderbilt’s innovation was that players should bid
against each other, as in a marketplace. Whoever claimed he could take
the most tricks then entered into a ‘contract to either win that many
or suffer penalties.”43 Bridge was later influenced by Ely Culbertson
who added sexually connotative terms to the jargon, such as “vulnera
bility” and “going to bed with my king.”44 Bridge requires restraint,
the ability to read other people’s emotions, and intellectual skill. These
are all qualities of the organization man and tend to make the game
popular among the middle class, along with the sexy and capitalistic
jargon. “Certain games are more attractive than others because games
differ in the images of reality they represent to the player.”45
Without being too facetious, one could present a case for consid
ering sex as a game in mass society. The imagery of its jargon and the
symbolism of its actions reflects concerns of power and domination
(“to take her to bed,” “to be on top”). As with bridge, there are rules,
techniques, newspaper columns, books, and clubs. Many people are
amateurs, and those who are professionals may be players and/or
teachers. Judging by people’s conversation alone, sex certainly ranks
as an important leisure time entertainment. Many people are playing
the game of love, with all that phrase implies about the quality of
human relations.
T e l e v is io n

Possibly the most frequent leisure-time activity today is watching
television. It is estimated that the average American sees over thirty
hours a week of television programs.46 Other figures indicate that the
average home has the TV tuned in for over five hours and forty-five
minutes per day.47 Much of the information about who watches what
is jealously ensconced in the safes of advertising agencies or their
clients who control the content of what may be viewed on television.
Their primary criterion of what should be presented is that it should
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appeal to as many people as possible: “Thus no programming will be
shown by the networks unless aimed at the whole audience, and each
network strives to gain no less than one-third of the audience.”48 This
helps explain the quality of what is seen, because “in general there is
a tendency toward an inverse relationship between audience size and
the cultural merit of the program.”49 Although most of the program
ming cannot be classified as direct propaganda in favor of the capitalist
economic system (the units of which pay to put the shows on), none
of the fare seriously challenges general establishment values, particu
larly with regard to the economy, the family, nationalism, and religion.
Much of television’s broadcasting time can be seen as entertainment
that only challenges the viewer to forget his problems and those of
others. Not only do programs such as soap operas (which have an
estimated 18 million viewers50), situation comedies, Westerns, and
variety shows have this goal (perhaps implicitly), but so does much of
the ubiquitous news programming. News broadcasts spend consider
able time on sports information, human-interest stories and the
“lighter side of the news.”
Although a product of mass society, television is also a tool. Its
impact furthers the masslike quality of people. Network broadcasting
has done much to eliminate regional accents and, because of its wide
reach, it has been able to spread various fads and fashions in speech
phrases, clothing, hair styles, and life styles rapidly and effectively. As
of 1970, over 98 percent of all households in the United States had at
least one television set.51 Due to its importance, more will be said
about television in the chapter on communications.
R a d io

As with television, but even more so, listening to the radio is often
accompanied by some other activity. The popularity of portable tran
sistorized radios and car radios make such dual activity prevalent. The
introduction of television drastically reshaped radio programming,
and today there are basically two types of stations: those that play
popular music with hourly news reports, and news radio stations that
have items generally classified as news including editorials, cooking
recipes, advice on marriage and health, and so on (a kind of talking
newspaper). Not only is one’s choice generally limited to these two
types of stations, but within each type the various stations are fre
quently indistinguishable. The music stations vary somewhat in that
one may be a country-and-western or a soul station, in which cases the
disc jockeys will have noticable accents differing from the nationwide
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nonaccented majority. Many stations are network affiliated and are
thereby supplied with identical musical themes as well as the same
records and stock of remarks to make about them. One can drive from
one end of the country to the other and, though the dial must be
switched every now and then, everything sounds the same. The “Top
40” are those records with the highest sales, and, since young people
are far and away the largest group of record buyers, music radio is
directed at them.
Allowing for exceptions, such as Lawrence Welk’s “champagne
music” and, of course, jazz and classical music, music, on records, over
the radio, or performed live is directed at those under thirty. Music
may be a leisure activity, but it is also a big business, controlled in the
United States largely by a few major record companies.52 Popular
music idols, like sport stars, are appreciated less as performers and
more as celebrities. At their concerts they often cannot be heard above
the din of the crowd. Although music in the past has been associated
with causes, most notably the labor movement, popular music in the
United States has been mainly escapist. The majority of themes deal
with love, requited or not, physical or only verbal. When folk music
became popular and was joined with rock in the early 1960s, there
were a number of message or protest songs, such as Bob Dylan’s “The
Times They Are A-Changin’ ” and P. F. Sloan’s “Eve of Destruction.”
Following that period, an increasingly popular theme has been drug
experiences. Many of the lyrics have had multiple meanings and so the
real message is appreciated only by those who have learned the code.
For example, the Beatles’ hit “Yellow Submarine” can be translated if
one knows that “yellow jacket” is a submarine-shaped barbiturate,
seconal, or a “downer” (a “downer” submerges you).53 Is “Lucy in the
Sky with Diamonds” referring to LSD?
D rugs

For an unknown but seemingly increasing number of people,
drugs are an important leisure-time activity, unambiguously escapist in
nature and predominant among younger people, though not exclu
sively so. Some leisure activities involve relatively few social relations
(for example, watching television or listening to records or the radio),
while others, such as playing games, have a high intensity and fre
quency of relations. Drug activities, such as LSD trips, are on the
solitary side of the continuum, except for the relations involved in
learning how to use the drugs (including how to interpret their effects)
and the process of obtaining them (particularly because their sale and
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use is illegal). Pot parties, because of the relatively mild effect of
marijuana, are quite similar to the “straight” world’s cocktail party
with its reliance upon alcohol to loosen people up so that they may
better entertain and be entertained by others. The highly emotioncharged debate over drugs frequently obscures their basic use as a
means of entertainment little different from others in mass society.
The extreme controversy over drug use is as myth-ridden as the
one over environmental pollution. Conservative politicians tend to
make a major issue out of drug abuse because it diverts the attention
of people from issues concerning the redistribution of income, the
quality of the environment, alienation from work, the quality of pro
ducts, and other such concerns, which business would rather play
down. The conservative position makes use of many dubious claims
such as the slippery-slope argument, which holds that those who
smoke marijuana are somehow fated to become heroin addicts. This
is similar to saying that those who drink coffee are fated to become
addicted to pep pills. More important from the perspective of selfunderstanding, however, is the frequent claim that taking drugs dis
torts reality and is merely a crutch for people who do not want to face
up to reality. There is no doubt, of course, that depressant drugs
function to blur the sharp edges of abrasive social encounters and
operate to deprive the user of motivation to meet the requirements of
highly competitive and disciplined social roles. However, the “reality”
that the conservatives are talking about has been socially defined, and
there is no reason to assume that it is any more objective than what
is experienced by the drug user. Further, if the given social situation
is judged to be evil, there is a good case for escaping from role require
ments. Finally, is it so clear that one is a better person for “facing up”
to distressing social situations, particularly if one can do little about
them? From our viewpoint, the limitation of drugs is not that they
distort some reality, but that they frequently inhibit relativization and
imaginatively reconceiving one’s situation in concrete terms. We have
no argument with those who do not seek relativization, only a conflict.
f he other side of the drug debate is equally riddled by dogmas.
Here, instead of the claim that reality is distorted by drugs, the argu
ment is made that drugs give one access to a higher reality. At the limit,
this position holds that authentic religious experiences are gained
from taking drugs. Consciousness is supposedly expanded, and people
are supposedly opened to new dimensions of awareness.54 Those who
have bad trips are in the minority and are psychologically disturbed to
begin with. The drugs only bring out what is already there. This
position, in all its variations, makes no less a fetish of certain experi
ences than the conservative position. While those in favor of estab
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lished institutions always point to the worst effects of drugs, defenders
of the drug culture harp on the peak experiences and sever these
experiences from the rest of human events, giving them a special status
of “reality.” Pro-drug propaganda (mostly confined to conversation
rather than publication) frequently takes on the cast of religious reviv
alism. It is no wonder, then, that mass religious fads like the Jesus
movement and the Black Muslims often present themselves as alterna
tives to the drug culture and are frequently credited with curing people
of addiction. People are encouraged to get high on Jesus. At least this
kind of trip does not cost very much money, although its cost in the
denial of critical reason is enormous.
The idea that drugs are primarily a form of entertainment is
merely one perspective about drugs. Other perspectives hold that
drug use is a form of deviance associated with retreat from social
responsibilities, a manifestation of a pill-popping culture (a thin ra
tionalization by those who take illegal drugs) and a symptom of one
kind or another psychological maladjustment (a bludgeon of those
who are against the use of drugs). The perspective that sees drugs as
entertainment leaves out phenomena like extreme cases of addiction
and obvious attempts at self-destruction, which other perspectives
deal with better. However, the deviance perspective and the peakexperience view are equally distortive and tend to put marginal cases
into central focus.
Figure 12.6. P e r s p e c t iv e s o n D r u g s
1. Drugs distort consciousness, they are crutches for maladjusted people, and
their use should be curbed. If you start on “soft” drugs, you’ll eventually
get addicted to “hard” drugs.
2. Drugs expand consciousness, they improve the personality, and their use
should be encouraged. If you take “soft” drugs, you won’t necessarily take
“hard” drugs in the future.
Where do you stand in this debate and why?
O t h e r E n t e r t a in m e n t s

Magazines (we hesitate to use the word “reading” because many
are appreciated for their pictures alone) constitute another type of
leisure-time activity. There are very few mass-circulation generalaudience magazines, such as Newsweek and TV Guide, and most have a
more specific audience. National Review and Ramparts distinguish their
readers on a political basis, Good Housekeeping and Playboy on a sexual
basis, and Humpty Dumpty and Reader's Digest on the basis of age. Here
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again, leisure pursuits are controlled by a few large organizations—
those that publish multiple magazines, as well as their advertisers.
According to Betty Friedan, who had worked for a woman’s magazine,
advertisers determined the content of the other material including the
fiction pieces. Their criterion in the 1950s was to convince women to
be consumer housewives, to live the feminine mystique.55
Unlike magazines, which as a leisure activity cater to all groups,
movies have become the province of teen-agers and those in their
twenties. Children and older people can find similar entertainment at
home on television. In order to compete with television, movies now
specialize in content that cannot be shown in homes: nudity, a variety
of sexual acts, obscene language, excessive violence, and gore.
Travel as a leisure activity was once only for the wealthy, but lower
transportation costs, longer holidays, and more money have made
travel one of the major entertainments for the American middle class.
Although it need not be so, travel, too, is escapist and far from broad
ening. American-style lodgings are sought out and social interaction
is either with other tourists or those who cater to tourists. Places are
visited to buy souvenirs, and the sights are often seen through the
viewer of a camera. American travelers are helping to americanize
Europe and the rest of the world. Rather than see something different,
they make the different into the known.56
There are numerous other activities that fill up leisure time, such
as the numerous hobbies people take up, from sewing through stamp
and antique collecting to being amateurs at what some people do for
pay as their work. There are clubs for most hobbies, often greatly
influenced by the manufacturers of products used. Even shopping can
be classified as a leisure-time pursuit, at least for the suburban middle
class. Engaged in for hours each week by all age groups, and made
possible by enclosed malls which provide all-weather protection in
addition to seats, food and toilets, ambling through stores often
becomes an end in itself rather than a means to appreciation.
Figure 12.7. C o n t e m p o r a r y L e i s u r e A c t iv it ie s
Sports
Drugs
Travel
Games
Magazines Hobbies
Television
Movies
Shopping
Radio

Is this list complete? If you can think of any other leisure activities write your
own section on how they are performed in mass society.
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EXERCISE
Make an inventory of your own leisure activities. Which
activities take up the most time? Can you justify your use of leisure
time?
EXERCISE
Make an inventory of your use of the news media. Which
media (television, radio, newspapers, news magazines, opinion
magazines, etc.) predominate? Toward what ideologies are your
sources of information slanted? Do you think that you are missing
out on information that you should have?
EXERCISE
Critically look at television for an evening and also look
through a weekly TV program guide. Which programs are aimed at
non-mass audiences? When are they broadcast? How many shows
are likely to provoke people’s thought, and how many are likely
just to entertain? What types of shows can you think of that might
be provocative and/or entertaining and that are not being aired?
SUMMARY
Why do people create and produce goods and services? Why do
they make rules to order their conduct? For some people the answer
merely is that human existence is an exercise in survival for its own
sake. However, in practice, most people do not exist only to survive,
but to appreciate the world in both its human and nonhuman aspects.
The traditional context for appreciation has been religion. How
ever, in the modern world a process of secularization has gone on in
which human activities have gained independence from religious
standards and conceptions, and have developed autonomous stand
ards. In the mass societies of today, religious institutions serve a num
ber of functions ranging from status confirmation to resolving doubts
about the role of evil in the cosmos. Religion is far from being relevant
to everyone in the contemporary world, and various religious systems

346

SOCIAL PROCESSES

compete with one another and with naturalistic worldviews as possible
life-styles.
In the modern world, nature tended to replace the supernatural
as the context for appreciation. The boundaries of nature and culture
have often been drawn sharply, disguising the fact that what is natural
and what is artificial are defined by human beings through social and
cultural processes. The appreciation of the natural environment tends
to be distorted by conceptions of nature as a set of hostile forces to
be conquered, or as a romantic ideal rather than as a part of human
experience. Part of appreciating nature is appreciating the human
body. A central category in appreciating the body is health, which does
not have a neutral or scientific definition. In mass societies the body
tends to be chopped up into cross sections, each one treated by a
specialty. From beauticians to brain surgeons, the body industry alien
ates the human being from appreciating the life processes as a whole
by drawing sharp jurisdictions and developing unintelligible jargons.
Prevailing conventional wisdom holds that the sick role involves seek
ing expert medical help so that one can get back to the business of
living quickly. Counteracting this tendency, however, is a long tradi
tion of medical self-help.
Appreciation of products has tended, in mass societies, to narrow
to entertainment. There are a multitude of mass entertainments, all of
which are organizationally manipulated, and few of which challenge
the audience to reconceive the human condition in novel and unfamil
iar ways. Placing the burden for this situation on a doltish mass man
who has a low AQ, (aesthetic quotient) seems to miss the fact that
organizations make pap readily available. Two tendencies can be seen
in mass entertainment. First, performers become valued as celebrity
images rather than as practitioners of an art or skill. Second, entertain
ment is devoured like a consumer good and used for status confirma
tion. These tendencies can be seen to operate in sports, games, and
fashion. Television and the drug culture function most as escapes.
Appreciation in mass society reaches its absurd reduction in the prac
tice of shopping, where the means of procuring entertainment
becomes itself an entertainment.

J3

THE CONTEXT OF
APPRECIATION
In the preceding chapter we discussed the various kinds of ap
preciative activities that appear in mass society and are shared by its
members. While not all people participate in any given appreciative
activity (many are not religious, some have little or no interest in
sports, and a few even refrain from watching television), only a small
minority is unaffected by packaged world-views and entertainments.
However, there is wide variation in the settings in which people per
form appreciative activities. Appreciation is always a social activity in
the sense that it involves cultural objects that have been created and
produced through long chains of social relations and that have publicly
available standardized usages. Appreciation, though, is frequently also
social in a much more direct sense. First, people often aim their crea
tive and coordinative activities toward specific groups of appreciators
for whom these activities, in part, are performed. For example, a
mother may prepare chocolate-chip cookies for her children to enjoy,
or a poet may attempt to create a national literature from which his
347
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countrymen can gain enrichment. In neither of these cases is the ac
tivity (baking or poetry) directed at all human beings. Rather, it is
irected at a relevant community (the family or the nation). Second
appreciative activities are often directly social because they are carried
on in company with others. For example, in witnessing a live rock
concert, the crowd itself is an important factor in the quality of ap
preciation, just as watching a television program is different when an
entire family is gathered in the same room than when an isolated
person sits alone. Time-honored remarks about the differences be
tween drinking liquor alone and in company with others partially refer
to this directly social aspect of appreciation. Third, appreciation is
always carried on within a distinctive human context. While the object
being appreciated (for example, a recording of black soul music) may
be in the foreground of attention, the background of cultural objects
distinctly affects appreciation. Black soul music sounds one way in the
heart of the ghetto and another way in an upper-middle-class splitlevel house in a wealthy suburb. Thus, there are many ways in which
appreciation is a social activity rather than a private one. The idea that
appreciation is all a matter of taste loses some of its plausibility when
one realizes how firmly embedded products and services are in social
contexts.
One of the most significant ways in which appreciation is social has
to do with the very standards of acceptable performances and pro
ducts. How do beer drinkers learn that Schlitz, Budweiser, and Miller’s
are far superior products to the local (and less expensive) brew? This
is partly accomplished through mammoth advertising campaigns that
differentiate these products (“When you’re out of Schlitz, you’re out
0 beer ), but it is also accomplished by the docile cooperation of
consumer peer groups whose members would turn up their noses if
the local lager were served. Such appreciative groups convince mem
bers that they actually taste and see differences that aren’t even there.1
1hose who adopt the notion that appreciation is merely a matter of
taste, a private concern, are frequently upset when they are informed
that their tastes are relative to the groups with which they identify and
the contexts in which their appreciation is carried on. They would like
to take their preferences out of context and declare that they own
i u m’ need n0t ilucst,on them>and have no reason to change them.
his is really no different from claiming ownership in one’s ideas,
getting upset when informed that those ideas are part of an historical
tradition and claiming that the process of self-understanding invades
one s right to hold whatever opinion one pleases.
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Tastes have consequences, just the same as ideas, and one’s tastes
in appreciation and entertainment are an integral part of one’s total
activity. What quality of emotions and feelings is awakened when one
watches a situation comedy, a detective show, a film highlighting sa
dism and torture? One is just as responsible for one’s emotions and
dispositions as for one’s thoughts, creations, and decisions. O ne’s
emotional life can undergo change through exposure to new products
and contexts. This is what is meant by the old term “cultivation.” One
does not get the idea of being cool or hip from nowhere, but liberation
from such images and life-styles is most readily attained by recognizing
their relativity.2 Criticism of one’s appreciative life demands some
understanding of the groups in which one appreciates, of the stand
ards of these groups, and of the cultural background to the apprecia
tive foreground. Of course, the final aesthetic judgment is personal,
but this does not mean that it is arbitrary or based on individual
preference.
THE RELEVANT COMMUNITY
People tend to have one or more groups to which they refer their
creative and appreciative activity.3 Creators of all kinds refer their
products and services to audiences, clients, consumers, and other such
groups. Appreciators recognize common bonds with others who share
similar experiences. Such groups, which serve as focal points for pro
cesses of appreciation, are termed here “communities.” This use of
the term community should not be confused with definitions of com
munity stressing spatial location. All human activities and all groups
have a spatial dimension, and the most important kind of space is
socio-cultural space, which is not necessarily continuous and pictorial.4
Thus, community is used here to mean a group of appreciators,
whether or not they occupy the same geographical area.
In mass societies the most significant communities are massive
and large-scale collectivities. While Aristotle could build up the ap
preciative community starting with the family as the elemental unit,
working up to the neighborhood as a collection of families and finally
ending up with the state, integrating an entire way of life, those exam
ining mass society are probably better off starting with the largest units
and then working down to the smaller ones.5 This, at least, is the
method that has been used by the foremost social theorists of the last
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century and a half, including Comte, Marx, Durkheim, and Parsons. It
is a method that sheds light on certain aspects of human existence,
particularly those involving large-scale organizations. It illuminates
the quality of life in small groups much less, and emphasizes the adult
phase of the life-cycle more than childhood. Parsons in particular has
pointed to the significance of what he calls the societal community.
According to him, the societal community is that phase of social ac
tivity that integrates all the other human activities into a coherent
whole.6 This is somewhat similar to the idea of appreciative community
used here, although it does not incorporate the notion of the quality
of appreciative experience, and it also tends to assume that the massive
communities of the contemporary world successfully integrate experi
ence into coherent wholes. Parsons tends to make the societal commu
nity equal to what is normally thought of as the nation. However, is the
nation the most important appreciative community to which people
relate their activities in the present day? What then is a nation? An
attempt to respond to these questions is necessary to an understanding
of the relevant communities in mass societies.
T h e P o l is

Within the Western tradition, the prime example of the apprecia
tive community has been the polis, or the ancient Greek city-state. An
cient Greece was composed of a number of small political-economicappreciative units, each with its own tradition. Ernest Barker notes:
.. these different States exhibited not merely “constitutional” differ
ences, in the modern sense of that word, but deeper and more funda
mental differences of moral aim and character. Small as was the citystate, its very size encouraged the rise of a local opinion of decency and
propriety. Each city had its ‘tone*: each had evolved in the course of
its history a code of conduct peculiar to itself.”7 The tone of the city
was primarily maintained by the informal social controls of influence
and appeals to obligation, and Barker remarks that these concentrated
and intense controls “bore upon each individual with a weight which
we can hardly imagine: where each knew his neighbour (and this is one
of the conditions which Aristotle postulates for a proper city), and each
was concerned about his neighbour’s behaviour, it would be hard for
any man to go against the tone and habit of his city’s life.”8
The importance of the polis is that it has served as a model of what
an appreciative community should be throughout the centuries. The
idea that a distinctive tone of life is desirable and can be maintained
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only through extensive and intensive face-to-face relations is still very
widespread today, particularly among those who crave release from
the impersonal and exploitative relations prevalent in mass society.9
The notion that loyalty to a life-style and solidarity among individuals
are ends in themselves hangs on persistently today in the face of
manipulative conglomerate organizations, which use life-styles as tools
for enhancing their profit, power and prestige. Through ethnic-revival
movements, totalistic religious sects, and communal experiments,
people attempt to return to the polis, usually without even realizing
how deeply rooted in the Western tradition their aims are.10 Yet the
polis, which at its best was characterized by participation (of adult male
citizens) in political decisions, moderate status differences (due to the
presence of slaves), and relatively high morale, did bear upon each
individual “with a weight which we can hardly imagine.” This weight
might not be felt as oppressive by the member of the polis because
he carried it within him, but the same would not apply to the member
of a mass society who has grown up in a situation characterized by
widely different images of the human condition. While one escaped
from the polis by being a traveler and a cosmopolitan, one escapes
from the mass society by creating poor imitations of the polis.
T h e N a t io n

The contemporary nation is almost the exact opposite of the polis.
While the ancient Greeks generally took the polis for granted because
they carried it with them in their very style of relating to others, the
hallmark of contemporary nationalism is its strident competition with
alternative appreciative communities, its use by special-interest groups
as a means to gain dominance, and its pre-fabricated and manipulated
character. Socrates submitted to the death sentence rather than be
exiled from Athens, because he attributed his very character and the
meaning of his existence to the tone of Athenian life.11 Ardent nation
alists today attempt to convince people that it is worthwhile for them
to sacrifice their lives for the nation, particularly in times of war. Their
appeals are freqently successful, perhaps because the nation is the
most readily available focus for appreciation in mass society.
There have been a multitude of definitions of the term “nation.”
Some have speculated about whether common language, religion, po
litical institutions, and technology are necessary to make a nation, or
only some of these.12 This debate is fruitless, because it assumes from
the beginning that there is some standard conception of nation that
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might be reached after reasoned debate. All definitions of nation are
weighted. Spokesmen for groups seeking greater power will often
argue that a real nation must have its own territory controlled by its
own government, while spokesmen for established groups will fre
quently argue that true nationalism is a spiritual and cultural rather
than a political unity. In any case, however, the very existence of these
debates indicates that the nation is a project rather than a thing.13 It
is a commitment to refer one’s actions to a limited group of people,
determined by some kind of historical unity and some vague concep
tion of a common future. This unity is manufactured through the
manipulation of such symbols as flags, celebrations (for example,
Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, and Veteran’s Day), and boasts
about the superiority of the group. Nationalism is frequently used by
privileged groups to bludgeon lower-standing groups into coopera
tion. After all, so the argument goes, we are all Americans, whether
rich or poor, black or white. We are all in the same boat, so rocking
it would hurt everybody. The end product of nationalism is the substi
tution of pride and shame for appreciation. One does not appreciate
the landing of men on the moon because of its technological intricacy
and grandeur, but because Americans were first on the moon and
planted the Stars and Stripes there.
The nation as a unit of appreciation arose with industrialization,
innovations in mass communications such as printing, and mass citizen
armies. These related factors made it possible to govern large numbers
of people centrally, to mobilize people to defend and invade large
expanses of territory, and to bring together into common projects
people who could never meet one another face to face. The national
states and national groups formed in this process have provided a kind
of substitute for the polis by giving people an identification with an
appreciative whole (Mom, the flag, and apple pie) which would other
wise be lacking in mass society. However, despite patriotic hymns and
exhortations, nationalism is no more natural than religion, and nations
compete with many other possible appreciative communities for the
allegiance of human beings in the contemporary world. Nationalism is
an option, most favored by those social groups attempting to establish
their differentiation from the working class (lower-middle-class
groups) and those elite groups benefiting from restraints on free trade
and the continuation of international tensions (the military, the arms
industry and industries lacking competitive advantage in the interna
tional market).14 I he nation itself, as a community, exists in so far as
human beings organize their activities around its maintenance and
expansion.
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C o m p e t it o r s t o t h e N a t io n

The nation, as one possible appreciative community among many,
is challenged in the contemporary world by the civilization, the region,
the racial-cultural whole, the class, the ethnic group and humanity in
general. Some elite groups of administrators and scholars find their
appreciative community in a set of cultural objects united by common
ideas about the human condition, or a civilization.15 Thus, some writ
ers defend Western civilization, which is supposedly committed to
individual rights, scientific reason, and technical progress, as a relevant
appreciative community. Other elites advocate regionalism, such as
the unification of Europe or a North Atlantic union, a league of Arab
States, or a Pan-African community.16 Still others, like Adolf Hitler,
find the principle in a vague conception of folk and racial unity.17 In
none of these has the nation been significantly breached as a frame
work for appreciation. Rather, national governments have frequently
used the notions of civilization, regionalism and racial-cultural unity
for their own purposes (for example, Winston Churchill’s idea of a
unity of the English-speaking peoples, which would have given Great
Britain a special relationship with the United States).18 More signifi
cant than the preceding units are social classes and ethnic groups,
which exist side by side with nations and are obvious challenges to
Figure 13.1. T y p e s

of

A p p r e c ia t iv e C o m m u n it ie s

Polis: Small community with distinctive life-style and
moral code
Nation: Large community kept together by some kind of
historical unity and vague conception of the fu
ture
Civilization: Set of cultural objects united by common ideas
about the human condition
Region: A geographical unit with well-defined historical
boundaries
Racial-Cultural Whole: A “people” with common cultural characteris
tics and some physical similarities
Ethnic Group: Large community without political self-determi
nation kept together by some kind of historical
unity and vague conception of the future
Class: An economic group with a distinctive life-style
Humanity: All human beings, past, present, and future
With which appreciative community do you identify? Defend your identifica
tion. Try to think of other possible appreciative communities than those on
the above list.
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nationalist claims that the nation is the only satisfactory appreciative
community in the contemporary world.19
For the founders of sociology, the favored appreciative commu
nity of sociologists has been humanity as a whole. Both Comte and
Marx were humanists who saw no reason why appreciation should be
arbitrarily bounded by the fact that the person lived in a particular
place or grew up learning a particular language or set of habits. We
concur with this judgment.
V o l u n t a r y A s s o c i a t io n s

The development of appreciative standards, as well as the various
appreciative activities, largely take place within face-to-face groupings,
such as the family, peer groups, and numerous voluntary associations.
Voluntary associations are not peculiar to mass societies, but though
they occur in historically documented societies as well as in the “primi
tive” societies studied by anthropologists, their vast proliferation and
continual increase in numbers are distinctive characteristics in the
contemporary situation.20 The range of voluntary associations extends
from scientific and educational groups, through religious, veteran’s,
athletic, hobby, trade, business and labor groups, to charitable and
strictly social groups. Some examples of voluntary associations would
be the American Sociological Association, the Veterans of Foreign
Wars, the Knights of Columbus, the American Philatelic Society, the
American Federation of Teachers, the March of Dimes, the local
Chamber of Commerce, Parents Without Partners, the Freethinkers of
America, MENSA, and La Leche League, to mention but a minute
fraction. In 1967 it was estimated that there were 100,000 voluntary
associations in the United States.21 If voluntary associations are not
restricted to nonprofit organizations, weight-watchers groups, nudist
camps, and other profit-making organizations would swell the estimate
considerably.
A number of ways of classifying voluntary associations have been
developed,22 but for this discussion it will suffice to place these associa
tions on a continuum based on the degree to which their goals contain
other aims than pure sociability. The ideal types of an association
based purely on sociability and one based purely on performance of
some external task do not exist in social life. Those organizations
whose goals are the social interaction and enjoyment of members must
usually devote at least some effort (money, time and the energies of
members—usually officers) to their own continuation. Associations
supposedly devoted to realizing some external end (for example, rai
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sing funds to support medical research for the cure of a given disease,
disseminating information on a specific topic, or some other task) must
allow to some extent for social participation as an end in itself for at
least some members some of the time.23 Where on the continuum a
given voluntary association should be placed is a matter for observa
tion—the decision is made after examining the particular organization.
When one studies charitable associations, for example, one finds a
wide variation in the percentage of contributed funds reaching the
intended destination. Given the high overhead of charity balls, one
questions their avowed purpose and might place the association spon
soring them far from the task end of the continuum.
Figure 13.2. T y p e s
Task-oriented
Political
(Democratic party)

of

V o l u n t a r y A s s o c ia t io n s

Sociability-oriented
Fraternal Organizations (e.g.,
Elks), Women’s clubs, college
fraternities, and sororities

Economic
(National Association of
Manufacturers)
Educational
(American Sociological
Association)
Appreciative
(Sierra Club)
Task-oriented associations may become sociability oriented and vice versa.

The various voluntary associations are settings for appreciative
activities (for example, bridge and square-dancing clubs) and/or set
standards for appreciation (The Women’s Christian Temperance Un
ion decries the use of alcohol, the Sierra Club favors the preservation
of wilderness areas, and the American League to Abolish Capital Pun
ishment advocates standards regarding the treatment of prisoners).
For the most part, specific appreciative standards are an integral part
of the association, and membership participation does little to alter
them. As difficult as it is to set up a voluntary association, it is often
easier to initiate a new one than to change the standards of an existing
organization. The numerous Protestant sects, the Veterans Against the
War in Vietnam, the many women’s liberation groups discussed in
chapter 11, and the splinter groups of various scientific societies illus
trate this point. In cftect, joining an association involves adopting
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the whole package of standards. Due to the tendency of associations
to remain controlled by small elites, one’s choice among standards is
effectively confined to deciding upon which organizations to join.24
Further, the appreciative standards of any given voluntary association
usually cover only a narrow range of human experience, leaving the
individual to piece together the fragments of his appreciative life into
a consistent whole. This allows for a certain freedom, but it is a highly
personal freedom, which does not spill over into continuing social
dialogue about how the whole of human activity should be organized.
Aside from the severe limitation of preventing people from par
ticipating in the development of their standards of appreciation, even
the freedom to choose between organizations is often absent. Some
voluntary associations, through governments granting them licensing
power, businesses recognizing them as bargaining agents, or universi
ties recognizing them as validators of status, tend to remove decisions
about whether to join them from the sphere of voluntary choice. Physi
cians who do not join the American Medical Association may pay
higher malpractice-insurance rates, those who are not members of a
union may find it impossible to obtain work in a given occupation, and
so forth.25
Just as various appreciative activities are socially differentiated, so
membership in voluntary associations shows social differentiation. To
the extent that such differentiation occurs, and is made explicit, the
given association moves away from the task-oriented side of the con
tinuum, because membership is no longer based first and foremost on
ability to contribute to the fulfillment of a task. Thus, one would expect
the associations that are closer to the sociability end of the continuum
to show the greatest degree of differentiation. This seems to be the
case, since there are more distinctions on the basis of sex, religion, race
and social class among such “social clubs” as fraternal orders (the
Loyal Order of Moose) and descent groups (Daughters of the Ameri
can Revolution) than among scientific societies or conservation
groups.
Different voluntary associations are concerned with one or more
of the various social processes: coordination (the Democratic party),
creation (the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publish
ers), appreciation (The Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks) and
communication (American Sociological Association). Concentrating
on those defined as appreciative in scope, the impulse to join is not
always to participate in a given appreciative activity. Such associations
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are frequently used to confirm status (there are status hierarchies of
fraternities on every campus that permits their existence), to serve as
excuses for social interaction and to gain business opportunities (this
motive is important for many who join fraternal organizations and
veteran’s groups). In some cases the voluntary associations replace the
neighborhood as a dominant social setting. Yet another reason moti
vating membership in voluntary associations is to give legitimacy to an
activity. For example, sociologists have recently analyzed mateswapping clubs, showing that members reinforce one another’s com
mitment to this activity.26
Particularly important in mass society is the use of voluntary as
sociations for affirming and attaining status. In a mass society, where
an individual is not known personally by most others, cues to identity
are often sought by others and purposefully presented by the individ
ual.27Just as the brand of automobile may reveal (though most unreli
ably) one’s social status, association membership, and the overt indica
tors of it (emblematic rings, lapel pins, tie clasps, jackets, and other
clothing) give others an idea of one’s social identity. One may hazard
a guess that the more that members display their affiliation, the more
likely it is that they joined for reasons of status rather than for reasons
of appreciation. Social status is even related to whether or not a person
is a member of any associations: the higher one’s status (education,
income, occupational status, or race, for instance) the more likely it is
that one is a member of one or more associations.28 For example, of
those with less than nine years of schooling, 33 percent are members
of associations; of those who have completed high school, 46 percent
are members, and of those who have had at least four years of college,
64 percent are members.29
Despite differential membership rates based on status, there has
been an increase in overall associational membership over time. The
same type of appreciative activity that formerly took place within a
circle of friends (bowling, card playing, dancing, for example) is now
increasingly taking place within a more formal circle of clubs with
charters, dues and officers. This trend is also present among adoles
cents, where peer groups are often formally organized into fraterni
ties, sororities, clubs, and gangs. Peer groups can be seen as the infor
mal counterparts of those voluntary associations located at the
extreme sociability end of the continuum. They are relatively small
face-to-face groups, homogeneous in most status categories, especially
age, race, and social class. Although most prevalent among the school
aged, peer groups may be found at any age level. More and more in
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mass society, peer groups are located within organizations, such as
factories, housing developments, and schools, rather than within the
community at large. The retired old cronies who once sat and gossiped
outside the courthouse now carry on their conversations within an
old-age home.
Unlike many voluntary associations, the range of activity in the
peer group is often broad and its standards of appreciation frequently
extensive. Thus, a more well-integrated set of standards is usually
available from the peer group, which is one reason why it has more
influence over many individuals than the various associations. The few
studies that have been done on peer groups 30 have indicated that not
only are they stratified with respect to the larger society’s status levels,
but that the individuals composing them have differential status and
power positions vis-à-vis one another. In the classic study of a lowerclass-youth peer group, using the method of participant observation,
William F. Whyte described a status hierarchy that was even reflected
in the bowling scores.31 The appreciative standards of a peer group are
not necessarily those of established institutions. What one group may
deem well dressed would be a joke in Vogue or Seventeen magazine. Peer
groups also set standards for sexual conduct and other so-called moral
issues, such as stealing, fighting, and drug use. Where the standards
for these activities (entertainments) differ greatly from established
views, status hierarchies develop where those who come closest to the
group’s standards are accorded the highest status.
EXERCISE
What are the appreciative standards of some of the peer
groups to which you belong? How does one attain status in these
peer groups? Do you agree with the standards? Do you conform to
the standards? What are your reasons for agreement or
disagreement, conformity or nonconformity?
For youth peer groups, and to a lesser extent for adult peer
groups, there is little choice about membership. Propinquity, religion,
race, and social class combine to allow for few choices among peer
groups that any given person may elect to join. In his study of a
midwestern high school, August Hollingshead found that the lines of
social class were very rarely crossed in peer-group memberships (or in
dating).32
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EXERCISE
Devise another classification of voluntary organizations than
the one presented in this book. Then take an inventory of the
voluntary associations to which you belong and to which you might
want to belong. Categorize them according to both classification
schemes. Which types of voluntary associations are you involved
in? Can you defend your choices in terms of your image of the
human condition? Is your classification scheme more precise than
ours? Does it alert you to features of voluntary associations which
we missed?
T h e F a m il y

Although there is some degree of choice about participating in an
appreciative group, such as a voluntary association or peer group, a
child has no choice about which family he will be born into, or even
whether he will be born at all. One cannot complain too much about
this restriction on freedom, because the newborn have no standards
by which to judge whether or not it is worthwhile to be alive at a given
time and place. In noncommunal societies the child first learns stand
ards and techniques of appreciation in the family. This process of
learning is part of the humanization, or what some sociologists call the
socialization of the infant. As the child interacts with others—in school,
with peers, through the media, or perhaps in church—some parental
standards are challenged, others are reinforced, and new activities and
standards are revealed. To the chagrin of many parents, the first stand
ards (those of the parents) do not always prevail.33 Some social scien
tists have attempted to explain this by stating that people behave in
those ways for which they are rewarded, while other social scientists
have claimed that people choose a set of standards that is relatively
consistent.34 Both these notions seem inadequate because they leave
out the factor of voluntary choice and ignore, respectively, the fact that
human beings must define what they consider to be rewards, and the
evidence that people are capable of holding inconsistent standards.
Parental standards of appreciation are not only eroded by contact with
other groups, or through the reasoning ability of the child indepen
dent of others, but also can be weakened by the parents proclaiming
one standard but acting according to another. Parents may tell a child
that material possessions are unimportant yet ply him with gifts at
Christmas and on birthdays, and bicker among themselves over how
to keep up with the Jones’s. Richard Flacks accounts for the radicalism
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of some students in the 1960s by claiming that these students were
merely adhereing to what their liberal parents said but did not do.35
Although the contemporary family is the setting for much ap
preciative activity, the extent of such appreciation has been decreasing.
Playing on fears of the disintegrating family, bowling alleys advertise:
“The family that plays together stays together.” Nonetheless, most
bowling is not done in family groups, nor do families participate in
most sports together. Viewing television is a popular family activity,
but because many time slots have shows geared exclusively to one or
another family member (Saturday morning cartoons for the children,
Sunday afternoon sports for the men, and afternoon soap operas for
the women) only a small portion of the time (prime time) can be shared
by the family as a whole. The trend toward personal-size television
receivers for different members of the family and the general passivity
of television viewing raise questions about whether watching television
is a family or a personal form of entertainment. Sex is an entertainment
for the married pair, but is absolutely taboo among others in the
family. Even church attendance is no longer a family affair, since
different programs are frequently developed for different family mem
bers.
Although the child has no choice of family, in the United States
the man or woman considering marriage does have a choice of whom
to marry. The person also has a choice as to whether or not to marry
at all, although the vast majority of people have increasingly chosen
marriage at least once. O f those over eighteen years old, only 18.3
percent of the men and 13.5 percent of the women have never been
married.36 The American myth of mate selection, kept alive by Holly
wood, is that any man and woman can fall in love and get married.
Except for some ethnic pockets, marriages are not arranged by parents
or a marriage broker as is and was the case elsewhere. Research indi
cates, however, that choice of marriage partners is highly constrained
by religion, age, race, ethnic origin, and social class.37 A prime consid
eration in the myth of marriage is that the couple love one another.
During the Middle Ages the chivalrous knight would dread being
married to the one he loved. O f course, resolving the debate about
whether romantic love is a natural part of the human condition or is
culturally developed and transmitted depends in part on how “love”
is defined.38 Rather than enter the debate here, suffice it to say that
many agents within American society do not leave it up to human
nature. As with the mythical ideal and idyl of motherhood, romantic
love is extolled in movies, books, plays, songs, children’s stories,
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television, magazine fiction, and in the newspapers. “The child . . . is
told that he or she will grow up to fall in love with someone, and early
attempts are made to pair the child with children of the opposite sex.”
Love as a prelude and basis for marriage is a notion developed in mass
society. Marriage analysts have suggested “that in a rootless society,
with few common bases for companionship, romantic love holds a
couple together long enough to allow them to begin marriage.”39
Then the glories of motherhood (for the woman) and absorption in
career (for the man) take over. The nuclear family form (husband, wife,
and minor children living together with no other relatives) is, of
course, adapted to high social mobility and does create bonds of de
pendence between the family members. There may, however, be a
tension between romantic love and parental love, which heightens the
tendency toward quick disappearance of the former as the married
couple encounters real life.
Although the nuclear family is seen as the standard (and best)
form by most Americans, in recent years alternative forms have been
devised, mainly by younger people. Married couples have purposely
remained childless, couples have publicly acknowledged living to
gether without being legally married, and various types of communal
living experiments have been tried. Communes have been attempted
in both rural and urban settings. This form consists of a number of
people who are neither related by blood nor marriage contract, or a
number of married couples and their offspring, living together in one
household.40 Aside from the increased efficiency which this form al
lows (living expenses are cut, time is cut for food preparation, child
care, and the like) it also creates an appreciative community larger than
the nuclear family. The shared appreciative standards differ from one
commune to the next, from drug taking or organic-food cults to bring
ing up children without intensely strong ties to one or two adults, and
giving women the opportunity to pursue careers outside the home
while still bringing up their children in a family setting. Whether these
and other forms will survive as viable alternatives from which people
may choose cannot yet be determined.
EXERCISE
What proportion of the families you know are complete
nuclear families? Do the people in other types of families seem to
suffer because they are not members of nuclear families?
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Child rearing is one of the major appreciative activities of, and
justifications for, the family. When the relatives of the parents lived
within the household, or near by, the new mother raised her child
under their guidance. The “neolocal” residence pattern of the nuclear
family in the United States (where the married couple does not live
near either set of relatives), the tendency to have few children closely
spaced (giving children little experience in raising younger siblings),
and the high value placed upon science help account for the enormous
popularity of “professional” authorities on child rearing. Dr. Benja
min Spock’s The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care alone sold
over nine million copies from 1945 until 1959.41 The growing interest
in such appreciative activities as natural childbirth and breast feeding
since the 1960s has given rise to a spate of books, newspaper articles,
and voluntary associations, which also replace the personal advice of
relatives. Paralleling the nature fantasies of extreme environmental
ists, these movements claim that anaesthesia and bottle feeding are
somehow less natural than experiencing all the pains of birth and
relying on mother’s milk for nutrition. In order to be natural, however,
devotees of these movements attend classes, publish propaganda,
watch movies, and negotiate with hospitals.
These movements correspond with the prevalent view of the orig
inal nature of children. The various editions of the U.S. Children’s
Bureau pamphlet, “Infant Care,” echo these changing views on the
nature of the child: In the early part of the twentieth century the infant
was viewed as sinful and passionate, and strict discipline was deemed
necessary to counteract evil and natural inclinations. This view was
succeeded by one in which the child was thought to be originally
innocent and had to be protected from the wickedness of the world.42
The current view of children, consonant with the back-to-nature move
ments, sees the child’s inclinations as natural, creative, and therefore
good, and prescribes encouragement of those inclinations with the
exception of gentle modification in areas like bladder control.
The pamphlets and other forms of child-care advice are aimed at
women because it is the woman who is viewed as being responsible for
the daily nurture of the child. The expectation was strongly held in the
past, and it is still very prevalent despite about three of every ten
married women with children under six years of age being in the labor
force.43 In the traditional division of labor “. . . the husband is head
of his family, its main economic support, and its representative in the
larger community. Women, consigned to domesticity, are mothers and
homemakers.”44 Shows depicting families on television strictly adhere
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to this configuration, while a large proportion of actual families depart
from it. Men often help with the more interesting domestic duties of
child care, shopping, and cooking, and less often with cleaning. In
some cases they do not merely help their wives, but assume total
responsibility for the given activity. Couples are experimenting with
many departures from the traditional standard; for example, the wife
may pursue a career and the husband take charge of the children and
house, or each partner may share the same career and the household
duties. People are trying out new family arrangements, some disre
garding the nuclear-family form, and others attempting to experiment
within it. When a couple does marry today, its members cannot fall
back upon the traditional role expectations of husband and wife with
full assurance that they will be taken for granted. It is likely that they
will have to work out a suitable pattern together, partially creating new
alternatives and partially choosing from old ones.
EXERCISE
Analyze the standards for child rearing in one or more books
on the subject. What image of the child underlies the viewpoint of
the manual? What is the author’s ideal of maturity? Do you agree
with the author’s values? If not, what is your image of the child
and your ideal of maturity? Can you defend your values?
There are several interconnected reasons to account for why the
familial role expectations are losing their legitimacy. Either directly or
indirectly, mass society has had and continues to have an impact on the
family. Since the various factors are interrelated rather than being
arranged in a causal sequence, it is of little importance which one is
discussed first. The industrial economy affects families through its
demands for geographical mobility, particularly for those in upper
status occupations. To the extent that the economy provides meaning
less and boringjobs, men need to rationalize their work and frequently
use their families as excuses. The emphasis placed on individuality in
the economic system, including the capitalist ethic, tends to put any
collectivity, such as the family, in second place to the success drive.
The economy is partially responsible for various demographic trends,
such as the increase in life expectancy (through more effective medical
and sanitary practices) and the declining birth rate (more efficient
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contraceptive devices, as well as subtle influences affecting a couple’s
desire for a larger family, such as smaller houses, increasing costs of
raising each child, economic recessions, and opportunities for women
to work outside their homes). These trends, coupled with others such
as the decrease in the age at which people marry and have children,
present a picture in which a woman has had her last child in her
mid-twenties and has, on the average, almost a half century more to
live. After all her children have left home, she still has about twentyfive years in which she is no longer needed to play the role of mother.
Thus, married couples hardly know one another before they have
children (an estimated 25 percent of women are already pregnant at
the time of marriage45) and then in their mid-forties find themselves
alone with one another. The movement for women’s equality, partially
influenced by the black civil rights movement, by economic develop
ments, and by the demographic changes noted above, also has effect
on role expectations within the family. Members of the women’s move
ment have raised serious questions about why men’s activities are
considered as more important than women’s, and, even more funda
mentally, about why activities have to be allocated on the basis of sex
at all. The effect of this questioning is shown, perhaps, even more by
the defensiveness of those attempting to uphold the old definitions
than by the many who agree in whole or part with proposals for
change.
In examining the influences that to some extent are changing the
family, one should not fall into the trap of believing that at some point
in time the family existed in perfect harmony with other social institu
tions and that everyone at some time agreed on role expectations and
acted accordingly. The family has always been in a state of flux, like
all other social institutions, sometimes changing faster than at other
times. However, because many have endowed the family with a sacred
quality and have believed that it is the lynchpin for the total civilization,
for the church, for the economy, or for the national state, family role
changes or supposed evidence of the decay of the family evoke visions
of horror. Increases in the divorce rate, from about one divorce in
twenty marriages at the turn of the twentieth century to about one in
every three marriages today,46 is taken as prima facie evidence that the
family is in trouble. Yet how many unhappy families were there when
the rates were lower? Further, people tend to remarry rapidly after
divorce. Divorce can be understood in terms of people failing to reach
a consensus on appreciative standards and activities, and the fact that
they will try to find such a consensus in another marriage only seems
to indicate the tenacity of the institution.
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THE CONTEXT OF APPRECIATION
While people refer their activities to groups of appreciators, or
communities, these communities do not exhaust the social context in
which appreciation occurs. Communities are embedded in naturalcultural environments, which both shape them and are shaped by them.
An understanding of what the term “naturalcultural environment”
means can be grasped by considering what is meant by the term “living
in the country.” When a person is in the country he is certainly not
confronted by nature in the raw. Rather, one sees cultivated fields,
farm machinery, some tracts of undeveloped land, men wearing over
alls, small courthouses and churches, barns, grain elevators, clearer
sky than one sees in a city, and a host of other sights peculiar to the
countryside. The total environment has a certain quality that forms an
ever-present context for the appreciation of any single object compos
ing it. One knows that one is in the country by neither natural nor
cultural signs exclusively, but by a fusion of nature and culture into a
single environment. From this viewpoint, there is nothing more “natu
ral” to human beings about the countryside than there is about the
city. Each simply represents a different combination of the elements
of human experience into a context of life. The rats in a city tenement
are just as alive as the field mice scurrying across a country road.
T h e M e g a l o p o l is

Mass societies have developed a distinctive context for apprecia
tion—the megalopolis. The megalopolis has been defined as a “con
tinuous band of urban and suburban development, sometimes stretch
ing for hundreds of miles.”47 Many readers of this book are probably
familiar with the megalopolis because they either live in one currently
or have lived in one in the past. The primary examples of the
megalopolis in the United States are Bo-Wash (the Atlantic seaboard
strip extending from Boston to Washington, D.C. which in 1960 con
tained approximately one-fifth of the total population of the United
States), San-San (the Pacific seaboard strip extending from San Fran
cisco to San Diego) and Chi-Pitts (the Great Lakes region extending
from Chicago to Pittsburgh). Jean Gottmann, who has studied the
megalopolis extensively, described Bo-Wash as a context for apprecia
tion: “As one follows the main highways between Boston and Wash
ington, D.C., one hardly loses sight of built-up areas, tightly woven
residential communities, or powerful concentrations of manufacturing
plants. Flying this same route one discovers, on the other hand, that
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behind the ribbons of densely occupied land along the principal arter
ies of traffic, and in between the clusters of suburbs around the old
urban centers, there still remain large areas covered with woods and
brush alternating with some carefully cultivated patches of farmland.
These green spaces, however, when inspected at closer range, appear
stuffed with a loose but immense scattering of buildings, some of them
residential but some of industrial character.”48
What is a megalopolis like as a context for appreciation? It is, in
the first place, almost entirely different from the context of the citystate that was associated with the ancient Greek polis. The megalopolis
is a context congruent with the contemporary nation and its imposed
unity. While the Athenian or Spartan could comprehend through all
of his senses the unity of his naturalcultural environment, the inhabi
tant of Chi-Pitts is hard-pressed to find any principle of integrity within
his environment. Nobody can walk around Chi-Pitts in a single day,
comfortable in the familiarity of the sights, sounds, and smells. What
ever unity Chi-Pitts has is organizationally manufactured by business
and governmental conglomerates. One can perhaps take comfort in
the fact that one can purchase the same gasoline in Cleveland as in
Detroit or sleep in a motel run by the same chain in either city. One
can be assured that the roadside burger stand will dispense nearly the
same product in either city, and that the service will be pretty much
the same too. Also, the post offices will generally appear the same and
will sell the same stamps. Such organizationally packaged unity, often
deplored by critics who deem contemporary life artificial and lacking
spontaneity, is the closest equivalent that people have today to the
at-homeness felt by the ancient Greek in his city-state.
Gottmann remarked that “megalopolis stands indeed at the
threshold of a new way of life.” This new way of life is characterized
by several features that go along with aspects of mass society men
tioned in previous chapters. The hallmark of the megalopolis is its
heterogeneity and fragmentation. Until the end of World War II, the
contexts of appreciation in modern societies were conceived of in
terms of the distinction between rural and urban forms of life. Each
of these forms of life was viewed as relatively homogeneous. Often the
distinction was frozen into “ideal types,” such as the dichotomy be
tween folk and urban societies.49 The model of the completely rural,
or folk, society has been defined by Gist and Fava: “The communities
most different from cities are folk societies—small, isolated, nonliter
ate, and self-sufficient—for example, tribal and village societies. In
such societies, technology is simple, there is little specialization, al
most all contacts are primary, and the family is paramount. These
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social conditions, so very different from the city and seemingly more
integrated, were supposed to be especially suited to the adjustment of
personality.”50
The very opposite of the folk society was the urban society. Georg
Simmel, who provided a classic description of the urban context of
appreciation, described the city as a place where money provided the
basis for most social relations, the intellect rather than the emotions
was the most fully developed aspect of mental life, there was extensive
division of labor, human relations were fragmentary, and technology
was highly developed.51 In the urban society, supposedly, individual
ism of all kinds held sway over traditional social bonds—for example,
familial ties. Of course, the folk and urban images are ideal types that
have never been fully operative anywhere in the world.
The folk society frequently functioned as a romantic dream
against which the harshness of urban life was compared.52 The urbansociety image was a more negative projection that detailed frustrations
associated with city living. Today, neither of them is adequate for
describing the megalopolis, which does not display the homogeneity
characteristic of either image. Rather, as Gottmann noted, it is a crazyquilt of town and country, provincialism and universalism, industry
and agriculture, slum and suburb, and nearly any other pair of oppo
sites that can be used to describe mass society. There are pockets of
extreme wealth and luxury (exclusive suburbs) and of grinding poverty
(the various ghettos). In between these extremes there are suburbs of
all varieties, as well as different kinds of neighborhoods. Part of the
fragmentary character of the megalopolis is due to the ability of people
who live within it to detach their small island of existence from the
context in which it is embedded. In a technical sense, all who live
within the megalopolis are interdependent. The potato farmer on
Suffolk County, Long Island, outside New York City, depends on the
city for his livelihood, while the black day laborer living in New York’s
Harlem depends upon the potato farmer for his sustenance. However,
this fact of interdependence in the economic order does not in any way
necessitate an active recognition of it in the appreciative order. In fact,
in many cases the fragmentation of the megalopolis is deliberate. For
example, wealthy suburbs jealously preserve their own governments
so that they will be able to zone out unwanted activities and groups.
Middle-class neighborhoods inside cities are jealously guarded by
their inhabitants, who may appear to be more racist than the wealthy
suburbanites merely because they do not have control over zoning.
Mammoth corporations erect industrial parks in towns that welcome
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the tax monies and give the corporations free rein in land-use planning
in return.
The megalopolis, like any context of appreciation, reveals in con
crete terms the values guiding human activity. When one steps outside
his little enclave in the megalopolis, he becomes aware that it makes
substantial the values of wealth, power, and prestige. Land-use in the
contemporary American megalopolis is determined by which groups
have the wealth and power to appropriate the land. Farm land is eaten
up by sprawling industrial parks and spacious suburbs, not because of
any inexorable destiny beyond human control, but because corpora
tions and upper-middle-class families have the money to buy the land
and use it the way they wish. Blacks are confined to decaying areas of
older cities, not by any accident of fate, but because other groups have
the wherewithal to keep them there. Given the fact that the present
economy is characterized neither by pure nor perfect competition,
there is no reason to assume that current land-use patterns exhibit any
kind of “rationality” whatsoever.
Viewing the megalopolis as the context for appreciation in mass
society commits one to viewing the interrelations between the various
life-styles contained within it. Alternative images of the context of
appreciation leave out many of these interrelations. For example,
some groups, such as the Urban Coalition, attempt to focus on the
so-called problems of the cities. They point to the flight of the middle
classes to the suburbs (depriving the cities of a tax base), the deteri
orating housing, the loss of industry, the decline of population, the
rising proportion of blacks, the tidal flow of commuters who earn their
living in the city and then leave its problems behind when they return
to the bedroom suburbs in the evening, and the skyrocketing rates of
crime and narcotics use. 7 his, however, is a strictly urban viewpoint
tailored as propaganda for city administrators and their constituents.
It is used to call for a redistribution of resources from the suburbs to
the cities, rather than for a major change in the underlying process of
allocating resources.
Thus, those who focus on the city concoct plans to draw the
middle classes back through urban-renewal projects and to keep busi
ness from moving through more efficient transportation schemes
and job-training programs. They hold constant the general system of
interest-group competition in which wealth, power, and prestige de
termine who gets what. What they are concerned with is getting a
greater share of the wealth through building up and capitalizing on
their power and any favorable image that they might create. O f course,
the image of the megalopolis has its own bias, which tends in the

The Context of Appreciation

369

direction of much more comprehensive proposals for change. For
example, one who views the megalopolis as a whole, focusing on its
land-use, might advocate that low- and middle-income housing pro
jects be imposed upon wealthy suburbs, or that suburban families be
forced to exchange high-school-age children with poor urban families
for two years of high school. We do not necessarily advocate such
schemes, which probably seem barbaric, but only mention them to
show that run-of-the-mill “solutions” to the problems of the cities do
not exhaust all the alternatives.
Problems of the Megalopolis It is, of course, convenient for those
who live outside the older cities to think in terms of the problems of
the cities. This allows them to detach themselves from the conditions
inside the cities and, therefore, not to see themselves as integral parts
of those conditions. Through such detachment, the suburbanite is
enabled to look at the inhabitants of the cities in the same way that he
might view a group of Australian aborigines. He may take either of two
attitudes toward them. If he adopts a less “enlightened” attitude, he
will view them as inferior and shiftless beings who deserve to live in
dilapidated housing because if they had only worked hard enough they
would have been able to make it out to the suburbs. The city, thus, is
interpreted as a dumping ground for defective human beings. If the
suburbanite adopts a more “enlightened” attitude toward the city
dwellers, particularly the poor and black, he will support increased aid
to the cities and perhaps even engage in projects to help save the cities.
For example, middle-class students frequently feel a calling to teach
in ghetto schools or become social workers in poverty-stricken areas.
In their missionary zeal they lose sight of the close relations between
the city and the suburbs from which they come. For them, the city is
less a dumping ground than an arena in which they can demonstrate
their goodwill toward others. Yet they would probably be far more
effective in helping their fellow human beings if they set themselves to
the task of abolishing the distinction between the city and the other
islands of the megalopolis. The problem is that nobody has as yet
devised a way in which this might be done.
The distortions involved in separating the city from the rest of the
megalopolis can be illustrated strikingly by several statistics. The 1970
census revealed that for the first time, “the population in America’s
suburbs (37 percent) is greater than that in either the central cities (31
percent) or the nonmetropolitan parts of the nation.”53 Further, since
World War II many of the older cities have actually been declining in
population. For example, between 1950 and 1960 New York City lost

370

SOCIAL PROCESSES

1.4 percent in population while the areas outside it gained 75 percent.
Similarly, in the same period Chicago declined 1.9 percent in popula
tion while the surrounding areas gained 71.5 percent. While the city
of Los Angeles registered a gain of 27.1 percent in population, the
surrounding areas registered an 82.6 percent gain.54 In the context of
the megalopolis, these figures mean that the cities themselves are no
longer the focal points for appreciative activity, at least in American
life. They are, in a sense, satellites of the suburbs rather than the other
way around. However, even this image is not wholly accurate, because
the megalopolis is most like a field displaying the entire range of values
in mass society.
Within the megalopolis, there is a great diversity of context, for
appreciation. In a sense, it is a kind of neutral umbrella under which
widely different types of activities can be performed so long as there
is the wealth, power and prestige to make space and time for them.
However, despite its variety, several distinctive contexts for apprecia
tion have appeared within the megalopolis. These contexts, the sub
urb, the neighborhood, and the ghetto slum, will now be discussed in
greater detail.
Figure 13.3. C o n t e x t s o f A p p r e c ia t io n
Village Society
Urban Society

Small
Nonlitcratc
Self-sufficient
Face-to-face
relations
Communalism
Dominance of
emotions
Homogeneity of
context
Small Group

Large
High literacy
Dependent
Impersonal
relations
Individualism
Dominance of
intellect
Homogeneity of
context
Bureaucracy

Megalopolis

Large
High literacy
Dependent
Fragmented
relations
Fluctuating group
identifications
Dominance of
will
Heterogeneity of
context
Conglomerate

T he S uburb

Suburbs have been traditionally defined by sociologists in terms
of cities. Perhaps the most common definition of the suburbs has been
that part of a metropolitan area (a Standard Metropolitan Statistical
Area as defined by the U.S. Bureau of the Census) outside the central
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city. The Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area is composed of a
county containing a central city of at least 50,000 inhabitants and,
under certain circumstances, adjacent counties. Gist and Fava note
how the concept of an SMSA is biased toward the view that the city is
the typical context of contemporary appreciation: “The Standard Met
ropolitan Statistical Area concept is designed to delineate the limits of
regular daily influence of large cities beyond physically urban terri
tory.”55 The term suburb itself literally means “under a town.” Yet,
when they are combined together, the suburbs of an SMSA frequently
contain more people than the central city. For example, the 1970
census showed the Chicago SMSA containing 6,978,947 people
while the city of Chicago itself contained less than half that number
(3,369,359).56 Further, what is one to make of the SMSA The Bureau
of the Census calls “Anaheim-Santa Ana-Garden Grove, California” or
the one it calls “San Bernadino-Riverside-Ontario, California?” Each
of these contains more than one million inhabitants, but where is the
central city? In brief a large proportion of the middle classes has
become so suburbanized that the suburbs can no longer be defined as
offshoots of the city, but must instead be taken as distinctive settings
for appreciation on their own.
The conventional wisdom about suburbs has interpreted them as
products of a desire to return to something like the polis. For example,
Robert Wood has argued: “Suburbia, defined as an ideology, a faith
in communities of limited size and a belief in the conditions of in
timacy, is quite real. The dominance of the old values explains more
about the people and politics of the suburbs than any other interpreta
tion.”57 Perhaps this faith, along with other factors (such as the desire
to escape from black migrants to the cities), motivated people to make
the trek from the cities to the suburbs in the years following World War
II. However, for those who have lived in the suburbs, and especially
for those who have grown up in them as they burgeoned and began
to appear indistinguishable from parts of cities, this faith merely pro
jected a myth. Limited size has little meaning when there is no space
at all between one village or town and the next, and when a modest
unincorporated village (West Hempstead, New York, where we both
grew up) has 20,375 people. Consider with regard to the value of
intimacy: there is very little difference between a white on the North
Side of Chicago fearing to walk on the black South Side and a white
in West Hempstead avoiding the streets of black South Hempstead so
close by. If our parents expected a house in the country, they certainly
did not get it, and by the time we began to reason about such things
the continuity of the megalopolis was becoming clear.
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Bennett Berger has noted how the suburb has been used as a
compact symbol for many different ideologists. He has noted four
different myths.58 First, there is the myth that “suburbia represents the
fulfillment of the American middle-class dream; it is identified with the
continued possibility of upward mobility, with expanding opportuni
ties in middle-class occupations, with rising standards of living and real
incomes, and the gadgeted good life as it is represented in the fullcolor ads in the mass-circulation magazines.” The second myth is that
suburbia is simply artificial and standardized “ticky-tacky,” and that it
simply represents a more affluent kind of blight than the poor experi
ence in their slums. The third myth conceives of suburbia as a mi
crocosm of all the major trends in contemporary social life, culminat
ing in the desire to maintain or improve social status. Finally, some
critics in the Marxian tradition use “the terms ‘suburb’ and ‘suburban’
for the now embarrassingly obsolete term ‘bourgeois’ as a packaged
rebuke to the whole tenor of American life.”
None of these myths seems to capture what has appeared, at least
to us, to be the focus of the quality of life in the suburbs—the denial
of responsibility for what goes on in the rest of the megalopolis, the
lack of recognition of the interdependence of the various parts of the
megalopolis, and, to turn these others around, the desire for secure
and relatively comfortable islands of appreciation in an otherwise
threatening environment. Thus the suburbs have been the recipients
of the mass entertainments described in the preceding chapter, the
centers for increasing church membership, and the places where the
hierarchy of occupational prestige is made most evident through the
residential separation of status groups. A drive from the North Shore
luxurious white suburb of Wilmette, Illinois, to the impoverished
Southside black suburb of Robbins, Illinois, will convince one that the
suburbs are neither the American dream come true nor the American
nightmare of ticky-tacky incarnate.
Such a drive will also convince one that the suburbs are not exclu
sively the homes of organization men anxious about status nor of
capitalist exploiters. Rather, the suburbs reveal the entire range of
variety in the megalopolis, and show concretely the principles that
guide the allocation of resources in mass societies. You can see this for
yourself if you take a drive some time through the suburbs of any large
SMSA. Every SMSA has its Wilmette and its Robbins, and most of the
variations in between. As a suggestion, if you take such a field trip,
imagine what it would be like to live in each suburb. This may allow
you to relativize your situation and appreciate the variety of contexts
in the megalopolis.
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EXERCISE
Drive through a megalopolis, noting the changes between
contexts of appreciation. Use a good road map as you travel, and
mark down the class composition, as well as racial-ethnic
composition, of the various suburbs and neighborhoods. Also note
down areas of agricultural, industrial, commercial, and retail
activity, as well as “total institutions” such as mental hospitals and
prisons.
EXERCISE
Have you ever lived in a megalopolis? If so, what kind of
context did you live in? What kinds of areas bordered your
neighborhood? What were the most important problems in the
community, who was concerned about them, and what means were
used to solve them?
T h e N e ig h b o r h o o d

During the 1950s the suburbs were extensively analyzed by soci
ologists and social critics and were highlighted as emerging contexts
of appreciation. During the 1960s, with the increasing intensity of
racial conflicts, the emergence of city-dwelling whites as a vocal and
dissatisfied political constituency, and the efforts to make the city into
a focus for a complex of interest groups, the city neighborhood has
become an increasingly prevalent topic for discussion. There is, of
course, a romantic myth of the urban neighborhood, which empha
sizes its exotic charm. A staple of pro-city propaganda is the idea that
the metropolis is a network of ethnic islands whose inhabitants spend
their time operating restaurants that serve delicious and off-beat food
and whose streets take on the charm of old Warsaw, Naples, San Juan,
Dublin, Shanghai, or any number of other places. The people in these
neighborhoods supposedly have not been homogenized into the
American mainstream and jealously retain enough of their old ways to
be quaint but not so many that they lose their status as good Ameri
cans. It is said to be even more fun to visit these neighborhoods than
to visit Indian reservations.
Pushing behind this myth, one discovers the neighborhood has
become a topic of interest since the 1960s because many whites never
made it to the suburbs after World War II because they did not have
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enough money, wanted to stay close to their jobs, did not want to leave
friends or relatives, or simply enjoyed the city as a center of apprecia
tion. As poor black migrants began to fill the cities and push out of
their original residential areas, these whites became concerned with
maintaining the integrity of “their” neighborhoods. This usually resul
ted in attempts to keep blacks from purchasing houses or renting
apartments in the neighborhoods, to keep blacks from attending
schools in the neighborhoods, and to make sure that the white neigh
borhoods got the lion’s share of services from the city (for example,
street paving, frequent garbage collection, ample police and fire pro
tection, bus routes, hospitals, and a host of other benefits).
With the emergence of a black movement for equality, leading to
black political pressures on city, state and national agencies, the stage
was set for bitter conflicts in all areas of existence. The blacks de
manded equality in the distribution of city services, while the whites
fought to maintain their favored position. The battles continue una
bated, and the front-line dispatches can be read daily in any city news
paper. The important thing to note about these conflicts is that their
intensity stems from the fact that the whites in city neighborhoods do
not have the same control over their destinies as the whites in middleclass or affluent suburbs. They are not wealthy enough to price blacks
out of the market and do not control their local governments as fully
as the suburbanites. Thus, they cannot afford the luxury of pretending
to be in favor of equal rights while they sit comfortably in an exclusive
suburb. One tactic they can use to defend their meager privileges is
to romanticize their neighborhood and make it serve as a rallying point
for political action and social pressures.
A field trip through the suburbs can be combined with one
through the city. In driving through any large city, one will note nearly
as much diversity in the neighborhoods as one would note in the
various suburbs. The same values of wealth, power, and prestige guide
allocation of resources in the city, and one can run the gamut between
gold coast and slum in half an hour or less.59 From this perspective,
one will observe that there is a continuity between city and suburbs.
Some areas of the central city are less crowded and newer than some
suburbs. Some areas of the city are far more free of crime and safer
in almost every respect than some suburbs. Simply crossing the bound
ary line of a local government does not rupture the continuity of the
megalopolis as a context for appreciation. Middle-class neighbor
hoods are like middle-class suburbs, working-class neighborhoods are
like working-class suburbs, and city slums are like suburban slums.
I his conclusion helps make some sense out of growing movements for
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neighborhood control of services within the cities. Groups, such as the
blacks, which have been given inferior services to other groups, are
likely candidates for urging local control. They cannot control the city
government, so they hope to get a better deal for themselves by moves
toward decentralization of schools, police protection, and other such
services. Most often such decentralization is a sham, and effective
control remains lodged in city hall. However, a tenth of a loaf is
sometimes better than none. On the other hand, those groups that
have a secure foothold in the city administration have no incentive to
urge local control or decentralization. They are getting the lion’s share
already. They tend to see, though, the virtues of local control and
neighborhood services (such as the legendary neighborhood school)
as soon as the central administration no longer upholds their privi
leges. This is at the center of current debates over cross-town busing
of school children for the purposes of racial integration.
T he G hetto

During the 1960s the term ghetto became popular as a label for
a third important context for appreciation within the general context
of the megalopolis. In the ninth chapter we discussed the life-style of
the poor blacks as a vicious circle in which inferior housing, poor
health, inferior education, and limited job opportunities combined to
create a nightmare that was opposite in almost every respect to the
middle-class ideal. The ghetto, an area of a city from which the inhabi
tants cannot escape, has become a concrete symbol of this life-style.
Like the suburb and the neighborhood, the ghetto is a multifaceted
image that does not fully reflect the quality of life as it is experienced
by the poor blacks, Spanish-speaking Americans, and other poor peo
ple. On the one hand, some people romanticize the ghetto as a particu
larly exotic neighborhood in which any kind of thrill can be purchased
for the right price and in which the people are far more genuine and
“earthy” than the members of the middle classes. On the other hand,
there is the notion that the ghetto is a place where there is no cohesive
community whatsoever, and all institutions such as the family are weak
or in rapid decay.60 Neither of these images is entirely accurate, and
both are used for justifying various policies and attitudes toward the
ghetto. The romantic myth is used by blacks who wish to demonstrate
their superiority to whites, and by some whites who would counsel
benign neglect toward the conditions of the ghetto. The social disor
ganization myth is used both by those who argue for more aid to the
ghetto and those who argue against such aid, depending upon whether
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they view the cause of the disorganization as social injustice or the
inherent “shiftlessness” of blacks. What should be realized about such
debates is that they take the ghetto out of the context of the megalopo
lis and, thereby, make it a special problem area apart from its interrela
tions with the other primary contexts for appreciation. Such a tactic
may be useful for short-term gains by special-interest groups, but in
the long run it ignores the integral relation of the ghetto to the irre
sponsibility of privileged groups within the megalopolis and the gen
eral allocative principles of wealth, power, and prestige.
P l a n n in g

At its worst, the megalopolis shows the side of the ghetto, which
is in some ways the equivalent of the total institution in the apprecia
tive life. At its best, the megalopolis shows the side of the very affluent
suburb, with its individualized architecture, green spaces, and choice
of privacy or sociability. While nobody consciously planned the ghetto
to turn out the way it has, many people probably had a hand in plan
ning the design of the affluent suburb, and others consciously work to
maintain and develop it through zoning manipulations and other de
vices. Planning the context of appreciation is a widespread activity in
the megalopolis, but at present this planning is both fragmented and
elitist.
Current planning is fragmented for two reasons. First, the various
islands in the megalopolis have their own planning agencies, which are
frequently in conflict with one another and which compete often
against the planning units of business and other conglomerates. Sec
ond, planning is usually narrow-gauge in the sense that it takes account
of the technical requirements of certain interest complexes (for exam
ple, auto makers, road builders, and highway users in transportation
planning) and does not attempt to harmonize these requirements with
other values, such as those of beauty and health.^ Contemporary
planning is also elitist, in the sense that plans for the context of ap
preciation are drawn up and applied without the full participation of
those who will be affected by the planned activities. Planning is viewed
as a specialty, or a profession, and the professional in this case serves
those who can afford to pay him. Some people hope to avoid these
problems by advocating comprehensive and democratic planning.
However, if the foregoing analysis of the context of appreciation is
correct, a precondition of such planning is activity to break down the
barriers between the various islands of the megalopolis. Part of this
project would be accomplished by people making the megalopolis
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their frame of reference rather than some other unit. The other part
of the project involves measures to insure that people become respon
sible for their interdependence, like it or not.
SUMMARY
The appreciation of culture takes place in many varied settings. In
the mass societies of today, the most significant settings are vast collec
tivities of human beings, particularly nations. Unlike the ancient Greek
polis, where a distinctive tone of community life was maintained in the
face-to-face relations of human beings, the nation is an entity manufac
tured by social thinkers and supported by specific groups, particularly
the middle classes. While it claims to be the most important context
for integrating human existence, the nation really is but one competi
tor for allegiance among others. Some of those others are the region,
the civilization, the racial-cultural whole, and humanity.
While the nation is currently the large-scale collective setting for
appreciation that has the most influence (this is because it is often
backed up by the power of the state), smaller settings include voluntary
associations, peer groups, and families. Formally organized voluntary
associations, which can be ranged on a continuum between those that
exist mainly for the sociability of their members to those that exist
mainly for the attainment of some external goal, have taken over
increasingly activities that were once performed by more informally
organized groups (for example, the Little League organized sandlot
baseball). With the rise of voluntary associations and vast creative and
coordinative bureaucracies, peer groups (informal cliques of those
with similar social position) have tended to appear within the inter
stices of organizations (for example, friendship groups at the place of
work), rather than in the community at large. Supposedly there is
individual choice about whether or not to join voluntary associations
and peer groups. However, this choice is constrained by the special
privileges conferred by and on some groups (state-backed licensing)
and the presence of pre-packaged policies in most associations. Per
haps the person can choose among groups to some extent, but the
price of this is fragmentation of his character. The family is highly
touted as the bulwark of all social life, but in mass societies it tends to
be an adjunct of other organizations—a dumping ground for the
effects of business and governmental conglomerates. As an apprecia
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tive unit the family is far less cohesive than previously, and people are
increasingly willing to experiment with alternative forms and to dis
solve marital bonds.
While collectivities offer one group of settings for appreciation,
another group of settings is found in the various naturalcultural con
texts for appreciation such as urban and rural areas. The distinctive
context for appreciation in mass societies is the megalopolis, which is
characterized by economic interdependence and appreciative frag
mentation. Such appreciative fragmentation leads to the general prob
lem of irresponsibility towards those with whom one is bound. The
suburbs, which have become the large island within the megalopolis,
demonstrate this escape from responsibility by their homogeneity and
by the efforts of their residents to keep them sealed off from contami
nation. As black migrants have flowed into the cities, residents of white
neighborhoods have attempted to behave like the suburbanites, but
with less success due to their limited political power. Due to the sub
urbanization of the megalopolis and the neighborhood defense move
ments, the ghetto has arisen as a residual container for those who lack
the governing values of the megalopolis—wealth, power, and prestige.
The contemporary megalopolis has little to hold it together besides
variable commitment to nationalism, and individual and group ego
isms. The problems of dilapidated housing, transportation congestion,
and environmental poisoning are mere symptoms of this situation.

SECTION IV

Communication
and Inquiry

J4

EDUCATION, KNOWLEDGE, AND INQUIRY

Throughout this book we have been concerned with the ways in
which people understand their experience and with the effects of these
understandings on the rest of human existence. There should be noth
ing surprising about this, since this is a textbook and, like other text
books, its purpose is to convey the results of inquiry and also to show
how inquiry is done. Thus, in the first five chapters an attempt was
made to show what kind of knowledge can be gained about the human
condition and how such knowledge can be attained. We did this under
the assumption that it would be better to be clear about what we were
trying to accomplish at the very beginning than to pretend that we
were simply revealing “objective truths.”
The first five chapters introduced a particular theory of what
knowledge is and how it is gained, especially knowledge about the
human condition. The first chapter argued that knowledge about the
human condition could be most fruitfully attained by applying the
process of self-understanding. This process involves clarifying one s
image of the human condition, generalizing it with respect to a tradi379
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tion, relativizing it with regard to other traditions and committing
oneself to acting on the possibilities flowing from a critically examined
image. The second chapter presented a brief history of social thought,
in which categories were suggested that might make it easier for one
to undertake the process of self-understanding. This category system,
including natural law, monist, pluralist, and process theories, is only
one way of classifying social thought, and is itself embedded in a theory
of the human condition (the image of mass society we have developed
in this book).
The third chapter described the characteristics of a human
science, and suggested criteria by which scientific work about the hu
man condition could be evaluated—factual accuracy, logical consist
ency, comprehensiveness, adequacy, and fruitfulness. Ihese criteria,
or standards, are adapted to the kind of human science that arises from
applying the process of self-understanding to social affairs rather than
the assumptions of sciences treating other aspects of experience, such
as chemical reactions. Following from the description of a human
science, the fourth chapter discussed the range of sociological meth
ods that can be applied to study the human condition. Certain meth
ods, such as the comparative-historical and the participant-observation
methods, were seen as especially consistent with an adequate and
fruitful human science. Finally, in the fifth chapter the scope of human
science was defined by presenting a description of human action that
included the components of group, cultural object, social relation, and
purpose. This description of action as a conscious process extending
over space and time is the view of action implied by the process of
self-understanding; in this view, social thought falls into the category
of “process”—an adequate and fruitful human science—and into the
historical-comparative and participant-observation methods.
We are reviewing the first five chapters to contrast the approach
taken to knowledge in them with the one to be taken in this chapter.
In those chapters, for the most part, we considered our approach to
the human sciences apart from its relations to other kinds of knowl
edge (or at least claims to knowledge) and apart from its relations to
various social processes. However, knowing, learning, communicating,
and inquiring are all human activities that are as intimately linked to
other aspects of human existence as are the activities of creation,
coordination and appreciation. How can one create or produce with
out at least some fragmentary idea of what one is doing? Even the
proverbial button-pusher in an automated factory knows what a button
is and has been told when to push it.
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Of course, in contemporary economic activity far more is often
required than mere knowledge of what a button is. The profession,
which is at the pinnacle of the prestige hierarchy of work in mass
society, is based on claims to specialized knowledge, usually related to
scientific knowledge. The activity of coordination is similarly depend
ent upon knowledge. In order to follow rules consciously, break them,
or devise new ones, one must know what the rules direct and be able
to tell when they have been followed. Far beyond this obvious point,
however, justifications of political rule have usually been based, at least
in part, either on claims to some special knowledge or on the dictates
of some supposedly objective morality. In current mass societies, polit
ical leaders frequently claim that their positions provide them with
perspectives for making decisions, which they cannot share with any
one else. Further, they often claim to have secret information that
makes their decisions rational even if these decisions appear to be
irrational. To be appreciative, one must know how to use products
before their experiences become available. Further, communication is
an integral part of any appreciative context or setting, and appreciative
standards must be known before they can be applied. In the mass
societies of today, where acceptance into appreciative settings is fre
quently. based on the ability to display one-way symbols, the human
activities of knowing and communicating are particularly important.
Thus, all human activities have aspects of knowing and learning to
them, just as all of them are marked by coordination (through the
existence of systems of roles).
The close ties between knowing and other social processes make
it possible to relate kinds of knowledge to particular social relations
and social groups. Drawing upon an obvious example, specialized
knowledge and languages inaccessible to laymen are associated with
contemporary professions. The specialized knowledge is built into the
very definition of the profession, while the inaccessible language may
be in part associated with maintaining high prestige and exerting con
trol over clients. A hallmark of mass society is the evident differentia
tion of groups according to both the kinds and contents of knowledge
they develop and communicate. The very notion of a human science
presented here is effectively accessible only to those teaching and
taking social science courses, and is likely to be held as a framework
for viewing human existence only by a small fraction of those people
(mainly dissenters from the mainstream). It is certainly not likely to be
believed by those who benefit greatly from holding the notion that
there is only one way of looking at the human condition, or those who
believe that there is but o.ne “objective’’ viewpoint from which to see
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social activity. This does not mean that human beings are “deter
mined” or caused to believe certain things by forces beyond their
control or understanding. Rather, simply being in certain social situa
tions provides some options for thought and closes off others.
Along with the differentiation of knowledge and its attendant
fragmentation has gone the erosion of any standard or common basis
by which all can judge the truth of statements, particularly those about
human activity. Some social scientists believe that there are always
common standards of judgment present in what they call the commonsense world, or the world of everyday life.1 Yet, how is one to define
“common sense” in mass society? Is it what some people in the middle
class learn in college from psychology and sociology courses? Is it the
propaganda about human behavior disseminated by advertising agen
cies? Is it what is contained in the advice columns of newspapers or in
manuals such as Dr. Spock’s book on child care? Is it the inchoate and
inconsistent opinion of some man on the street? The common sense
of earlier societies has been replaced by the cacaphony of so-called
branches of knowledge (some of them battering against one another)
of the contemporary multiversity.
THE MULTIVERSITY
Like the megalopolis, the multiversity is a context uniting a num
ber of diverse and often clashing activities. It is made up of innumera
ble political fiefdoms jealously guarding what they have, and attempt
ing to get more. As people traverse the megalopolis going to work, to
shop, to visit relatives, or to take advantage of recreational facilities,
they pass across meaningless boundaries that confuse, complicate, and
segment existence. Similarly, students traverse the boundaries of aca
demic departments that wage battles with one another to obtain more
money, space, students and prestige. This flux of competitive activities
confuses, complicates, and veils the process of learning. Of course, it
is not at all apparent that the major goal of the multiversity is the
education of students, whatever its official propaganda may say. The
term “multiversity” was coined by a former president of the University
of California, Clark Kerr, who used his school as a prime example of
the ideal type.2 Kerr used the term to refer to the contemporary uni
versity, massive in size and interpenetrating with the major complexes
of interest groups in mass society. It is helpful to conceive of the
multiversity as a college that might appear in Alice’s Wonderland—
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everything is topsy-turvy. Traditionally, the college fostered an ivorytower environment, in which the academic community held itself apart
from other institutions and in which faculty and students who knew
one another interacted around a standard curriculum and comfortable
social activities. The faculty’s major task was to teach, and faculty
members were paid for performing this activity. In a multiversity with
hundreds (sometimes thousands) of faculty members and often tens of
thousands of students, face-to-face relations with all but a minute
fraction of those on campus are impossible.
The mere size of the multiversity is, however, one of its least
important characteristics. More important are the vast array of activi
ties that take place under the umbrella of the multiversity. One mul
tiversity with which we are quite familiar hosts conferences for plum
bers and a variety of other nonacademic groups, owns and operates
three golf courses and a hotel, sells apples to the public grown on its
horticultural farms, runs a radio station, fields football and basketball
teams that often draw upward of 70,000 spectators to contests, spon
sors rock-and-roll and classical music concerts by nationally known
artists, owns and rents out dozens of private homes, in addition to
performing other activities too numerous to mention. The principle
governing what is to be undertaken by the multiversity is the same as
the one guiding the economic conglomerate—anything. The units of
the multiversity are frequently at cross purposes with one another (the
agricultural school develops new pesticides and herbicides, and the
ecologists in the biology department denounce the use of these chemi
cals; the psychology and sociology departments vie for the right to
teach the social psychology course; the language departments fight
other departments to keep the language requirement for all students).
Thus any particular goal for the entire multiversity would be sure to
bring on even further divisive controversy. Growth is the only aim on
which there seems to be agreement: “This is not to say that the univer
sity has no goals. On the contrary, the university seems dedicated to
the task of building itself into a vast academic empire. . . . Many
university undertakings are valuable but many others are ridiculous
and even dangerous. The only quality that is common to them all is
that they increase the university’s size and prestige.”3 Robin Williams
concurs, stating that “. . . the actual goals of university administrators
are to increase the wealth, size, and public renown of their institu
tions.”4
One should not get the impression that this growth is merely
random. As an integral part of mass society, the multiversity’s expan
sion is consonant with the wealth, power, and prestige of other major
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institutions. Specialized and technical training has supplanted the
liberal-arts education, thereby providing existing bureaucracies with
professional and semi-professional personnel. Even those majoring in
traditional academic subjects receive training that emphasizes narrow
technical competence. For example, psychology graduates can enter
personnel departments in industry equipped to test and evaluate pros
pective and present employees, while English majors are equipped to
be copy editors for publishers. When the Soviet Union’s launching of
the Sputnik satellite wounded American pride in 1957, science depart
ments in the multiversity immediately swelled and produced armies of
scientists and engineers. The World War II baby boom, coupled with
increased industrial desire for college-trained personnel, created a
demand for more college teachers. Existing graduate departments
at the multiversity stepped up their “productivity” (production of
degree-bearing graduates), and many undergraduate departments at
tempted to add a master’s or a doctoral program.5 The drive toward
professionalization in many occupations has been accompanied (in
fact, aided and abetted) by professional training programs set up
within the multiversities. In addition to furthering the process of spe
cialization and cultivating the professional mentality, some critics have
pointed out that the multiversity encourages students to become ac
quiescent consumers of mass entertainments. A former Berkeley
graduate student writes to the undergraduates: “The multiversity is
the slickest appeal ever made for you to fortify your organization-man
mentalities, for you to lead privatized lives in which it is a virtue for
you to go greedily ‘on the make.’ ”6
The academic departments of the multiversity reflect in miniature
the context in which they are located. As in mass society in general,
the hierarchy of authority is not coincident with technical competence.
Indeed, members of a given department often have only the vaguest
notion of the research activities of a colleague, because areas of spe
cialization tend to be defined in terms of airtight, mutually exclusive
compartments. Mirroring the different schools and departments, there
are separate and jealously guarded fiefdoms within departments them
selves, and factions battle with one another for space, students, mon
ies, and prestige. Frequently the enclaves of power are supported by
agencies outside the multiversity, especially through research or devel
opment grants.7 The multiversity’s fragmentation of human experi
ence into unrelated bits through grants of departmental autonomy is
intensified by the department’s subdivision of its discretion into
smaller specialized bits doled out to individual professors.
Teaching still is an activity within the multiversity, but it differs
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significantly from teaching in smaller colleges. The class size is larger:
introductory lecture courses generally range from between fifty to a
thousand students. And although the multiversities vie with one an
other to get the top people in each discipline, the published and
nationally recognized professor does not do the bulk of the teaching.
In many instances the academic celebrity does no teaching at all and
is paid a salary to gain prestige for the institution. Clark Kerr, drawing
on his experience as multiversity president, claims that the “mark of
a university ‘on the make’ is a mad scramble for football stars and
professional luminaries. The former do little studying and the latter
little teaching, and so they form a neat combination of muscle and
intellect.”8 Teaching is viewed as a chore to be delegated to others.
The stars concentrate on their research and their consulting. They are
paid for consulting, often handsomely, by governmental agencies and
by various business enterprises. Those in physics can consult with
NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration), those in
chemistry and biology for drug manufacturers, those in sociology with
the Bureau of the Census, those in psychology with the National Insti
tutes of Mental Health, to list only a fraction of the examples. Consult
ing opportunities for those in applied fields such as education, busi
ness, and agriculture are obvious. And there is further fee-paid
consultation for the luminaries in any discipline with the Educational
Testing Service (making up questions for standardized examinations)
or the many textbook publishers. The big-name professor may even
become essentially a professional with his home office and basic re
tainer on the campus of the multiversity, but with his clients scattered
from coast to coast.
The more grants obtained and publication credits garnered (these
are the necessary credentials for consulting work) the less the teaching
load. Who, then, does the teaching? As many of the readers of this
book are aware, the lion’s share of the teaching is done by young and
inexperienced professors and increasingly by the graduate assistants.
This, of course, does not mean that the teaching is of low quality or
any worse than it would be if a professor was conducting the class. If
one is an older academician who is unpublished there are no oppor
tunities in the multiversity. Such people wind up at small colleges or
go into business or government work related to their fields of speciali
zation. The extent of the involvement of graduate assistants in teach
ing was demonstrated at a large multiversity when, during a student
protest, a strike by graduate assistants effectively stopped classroom
activity. The graduate teaching assistants often find it difficult to take
their duties seriously since their professors view teaching as a chore or
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a punishment. Sometimes they are not prepared to communicate the
principles of the subject they are teaching accurately, and get little or
no instruction or feedback on teaching techniques. Of course, those
graduate students who go on to work in the multiversity will not gain
career advancement through the high quality of the teaching they do.

Figure 14.1. T h e R o l e
Traditional College
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Teaching
Some independent research
Counseling students
Governance of college

P r o fesso r

Multiversity

Grant-supported research
Consulting to organizations
Service to local community
Specialized university committees
Teaching

EXERCISE
Does the school which you attend fit into the multiversity
pattern? If so, describe some of its different activities. If not, how
does it differ from the multiversity? Make up a classification system
for institutions of higher education and fit your school into it. Is
the school which you attend providing you with the kind of
opportunities for education which you want? If so, how is it
providing these opportunities? If not, can you think of a kind of
school that would give you the kind of education you want?
R esearch

The academic setting has traditionally been a center not only for
teaching but also for the “production” of knowledge. Prior to the
emergence of mass society, research was not the primary purpose of
professors, but was made possible through the provision of space and
equipment by the colleges (laboratory space and equipment, and li
braries, for example). In addition, there frequently was an appreciative
audience present, composed of colleagues and sometimes students,
that was able to understand and evaluate research work. The produc
tion of knowledge in the multiversity is far more complex than it was
in the college, due in part to the extreme specialization characteristic
of every field of inquiry. Research is often carried on in hierarchically
ordered teams but, even when it is done by a solitary scholar, equip-
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mcnt costs are too high to be borne by the institution. Tuitions ac
count for a minor part of the multiversity’s income.9 Administrators of
private universities turn to wealthy businessmen for additional funds,
while those who run the public universities attempt to increase their
budgets through lobbying politicians. Professors attempt to obtain
backing for their research from public or private foundations. The
grants they receive cover equipment and payment to the school for
released time from teaching. The high degree of specialization also
limits the possibilities for an appreciative audience, at least on the
particular campus. At their best, scholarly journals and meetings spon
sored by disciplinary associations serve to bring together appreciative
audiences which, in narrow specializations, are scattered around the
nation and the world. Thus, the multiversity does not contain a face-toface community of scholars.
The dominant myth about research done in the natural and social
sciences, as well as that done in the humanities, is that scholars are not
influenced by their social and cultural context—i.e., by the demands
of complexes of interest groups. Researchers frequently make the
claim that the impetus or inspiration to pursue a particular line of
study is either based on arbitrary personal preference or the needs of
science. The latter phrase assumes a notion of science in which the
advancement of knowledge exists apart from other social interests.
Both the appeal to personal preference and the appeal to advancing
scientific knowledge are arguments that claim independence from
societal influence, particularly economic or political influence, in the
choice of research problems, methods of inquiry and evaluation of the
results. While most professions secure for their members the freedom
to select what means should be used to solve problems in their spe
cialty, science demands the freedom to determine both means and
ends. Warren Hagstrom states: “Basic science is unlike other profes
sions in that its practitioners not only claim autonomy in determining
procedures to be used in the course of work and in evaluating the
success of these procedures; they also claim the right to decide for
themselves the problems they should select . . . 10 This claim to au
tonomy can be criticized both as an ideal and as a reflection of fact. The
ideal has already been criticized in the discussion of the professional
myth in the eighth chapter. However, the ideal, even with its weak
nesses, is scarcely approached in actual situations.
It was noted above that much of the research carried on in the
multiversity is very expensive and is largely funded through govern
ment, business and private foundations, such as the National Science
Foundation, IBM, and the Rockefeller Foundation. Some of the funds
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are for basic research, while other monies are for development or
applied research. None of these funds are “clean,” in the sense that
they do not tie the researcher to some complexes of interest groups.
The giant foundations, for example, represent massive concentrations
of wealth gained through the capitalist system and are inclined to
allocate their monies in accordance with the maintenance and expan
sion of existing conglomerate organizations.11 Their directors shift
back and forth between government, business, the multiversities, and
the foundatiôns, providing generalized executive talent for the organi
zations of mass society. The foundations themselves are conglomer
ates, allocating funds to widely diverse activities, emphasizing those
that will add to their prestige. They advertise themselves as charitable
and philanthropic institutions, but a question remains as to why phi
lanthropy should remain a private rather than a fully public concern.
Applied research is done in the context of goals determined by the
agency granting the funds, not by the researcher. The agency sets such
goals as marketability (industrial grants), solution of national prob
lems (governmental funding), or prestige (foundation giants). Fre
quently researchers speak of the happy coincidence through which the
problems they always wanted to work on are the ones for which funds
are provided. However, such good luck happens too often for such
protestations to be taken seriously. Funds are made available, and
people clamor for problems to be solved before scientists claim that
the needs of science demand certain kinds of research. For example,
in the early 1960s ecology was scarcely recognized as a legitimate field
of study in most biology dpeartments. With the advent of the environ
mentalist movement and the consequent availability of funds, insti
tutes for the study of the environment have sprung up at various
multiversities. Of the several billion dollars of federal funds given for
research to universities, slightly more than half can be classified as for
applied research.12 Further, whether or not basic and applied research
can be sharply distinguished, it is not clear that research supported by
basic research funds is free from social or extra-scientific influences.
T h e S t r u c t u r e o f S c ie n t if ic A c t iv it y

One of the most widely read books concerning the sociology and
history of science is Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
The major thesis of this work is that, within any scientific discipline,
the scientist does not randomly address himself to any of the possible
unsolved problems. Rather, the scientist works within the framework
of a paradigm, defined by Kuhn as “universally recognized scientific
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achievements that for a time provide model problems and solutions to
a community of practitioners.” 13 In the physical sciences, Newtonian
dynamics and Copernican astronomy are examples of paradigms. In
many instances the nature of the paradigm is related, at least analogi
cally, to the general society of the time. The Copernican paradigm,
which postulated the sun as the center of the solar system, replaced the
Ptolemaic paradigm, which postulated the earth as the center of the
universe. This scientific revolution came at the time when Europe was
beginning to realize, during the age of exploration, that it was not the
center of human activity.
Kuhn concludes that the influence of the paradigm is so strong
that “those unwilling or unable to accommodate their work to it must
proceed in isolation or attach themselves to some other group.” 14 So
far as the university scientist is concerned, working outside of the
dominant paradigm usually will make it impossible to obtain appoint
ment in a department. However, if his alternative paradigm fills some
need in the political or the economic sphere, and is therefore fundable,
it is possible that a new department will be formed. In a sense, the
founding of new departments is similar to the formation of religious
sects. Thus, the paradigm limits and directs the choice of the re
searcher. The mechanisms of this influence are partially due to the
biases of those within the scientific community who wield power, and
partly to the more subtle effects of the education the scientists receive
and the functions of paradigms for guiding research.
Within each branch of science there are those who have achieved
eminence by having solved one of the problems set forth by the domi
nant paradigms and have, on the basis of their eminence, some degree
of power. Not only do such people have the ability to decide whether
or not to hire someone into a major department, but they also control
to a great degree the possibility that others will achieve eminence. This
control is exercised through so-called gatekeeper roles. One such role
is editor of a scholarly journal: editors determine what ideas can get
disseminated and, because publications are used for evaluation of
performance in the multiversity, the scientist’s whole career is at the
mercy of the gatekeepers. Alfred de Grazia claims that journal editors
do tend to support the currently orthodox views in their fields.15 After
an extensive empirical study, Diana Crane concurs, and attributes the
shared views to common graduate training.16 Gatekeepers are also
those who serve as the consultants for the private and public founda
tions to pass judgment on which research proposals to fund. I he
paradigms for most scientific fields, including the social sciences, re
quire rather expensive methodological techniques and equipment
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(survey research and computers, for example). Competing paradigms
that would also require costly methodology, or even ones that do not
involve high costs, suffer at the hands of the gatekeepers. Such para
digms will not be considered as legitimate by university administrators
unless they are funded by grants. This prejudice is understandable
when one realizes that a large portion of each grant is allocated to the
university as overhead.
Aside from the tendency of scientists with power to perpetuate the
paradigms under which they gained success, the professional training,
graduate-school experience, and personal contacts of scientists also
help to maintain the dominance of a given paradigm. Those fields with
strong paradigms can be distinguished by the heavy reliance on text
books, even for advanced graduate-level courses. Other fields, such as
most parts of the social sciences, emphasize journal articles and schol
arly books over texts. Kuhn notes that “... science textbooks refer only
to that part of the work of past scientists that can easily be viewed as
contributions to the statement and solution of the text’s paradigm
problems. Partly by selection and partly by distortion, the scientists of
earlier ages are implicitly represented as having worked upon the same
set of fixed problems” as those of the present paradigm.17 The text
books present the paradigm. This training, which Kuhn likens to reli
gious orthodoxy, colors and directs the view of the slice of experience
in which the scientist’s field claims proprietary interest. In addition,
the paradigm indicates problems to research that are solvable by the
methods advocated by the paradigm. Thus, the results of one’s re
search are likely to be successful, which provides an added bonus for
believing in the paradigm. Some degree of success is particularly im
portant for graduate students who earn their degrees by completing
a piece of research (usually by helping a professor). Hagstrom main
tains that “what the scientist has learned usually ‘works,’ and his tech
nical success, regardless of any social confirmation of it, reinforces his
commitments.” 18
The preceding discussion of the prevalence and influence of para
digms in science, particularly in the multiversity, serves to discredit
claims by scientists of autonomy in selecting, carrying out and evaluat
ing so-called basic research. Those doing applied research make no
such claims. The extent to which “pure science” is done at all in the
multiversity according to the standard that “science must not suffer
itself to become the handmaiden or theology or economy or state” 19
is questionable. Toasts, such as this one reported by Merton in 1937,
are now an anachronism on campus: “To pure mathematics, and may
it never be of any use to anybody!”20 The Department of Defense, for

Education , Knowledge ,

and Inquiry

391

one, has found pure mathematics to be of value, and grants to do more
research in it are eagerly sought by professors. It is not inaccurate to
state that the basic activity of the multiversity is the production of
knowledge. If one compares the much smaller allocation of funds,
space and prestige to teaching as opposed to research, this claim is well
supported.
St u d e n t P ro test

The relegation of teaching to at best a secondary activity in the
multiversity has coincided with the recent outbreak of student pro
tests. The overwhelming majority of protests have been concentrated
in the larger universities, and the frequency and intensity of them are
directly related to the number of professors who do not teach. Berke
ley, Harvard, and Columbia are sites of early protests, and the example
of these protests has been followed elsewhere. However, it would be
as naive to attribute the protests completely to the research activities
of the multiversity as it would be to attribute them to the personality
traits or academic achievement of those involved.21 The student pro
tests are embedded in a complex web of social relations.
Many proposed explanations of the student protests of the 1960s
are not convincing because they are based upon factors that were also
present in earlier decades when there were few protests. Examples of
such unconvincing explanations are those given by Seymour Lipset:
“the need of new generations to differentiate themselves from older
ones” and that students are “socially ‘marginal’ individuals,... people
whose status and future are not yet established.”22 Seymour Halleck
catalogues twelve hypotheses found in the literature to explain student
unrest. Those opposed to student protests view them as due to permis
siveness in child rearing, unwillingness of youth to assume responsibil
ity for their own behavior, the hazards of growing up in an affluent
society, or the decline of the family. Those more in favor of the pro
tests cite as causes the Vietnam war, the deterioration of the quality of
life, the hopelessness of political activity inside the system, or the
carryover of a sensitivity to injustice from the civil rights movement.
Still others point to the “havoc” caused by massive technological
growth, to delight in performing in front of television cameras, or to
increasing reliance on science rather than religion for answers to the
questions of life.23 An alternative hypothesis is that students are pro
testing against features of the mass society as presently constituted.
For example, many protests have been directed against the “war ma
chine” and the draft. People preparing for specialized jobs and expect
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ing to be entertained are likely to feel that induction into the army as
an unspecialized private who has no control over his work is unjust.
With “progress” toward a volunteer army, the dissent has decreased
and the lower positions in the military will be filled by people whose
quality of life will undergo improvement in the army (poor blacks and
marginal whites). All the trends in mass society are felt more acutely
within the multiversity than in a small college because the former is an
integral part of the most powerful complexes of interest groups while
the latter may appear to be an island of independence (like a restricted
suburb) because its main function is grooming and preening the elite
of the future. Some of the trends centered on the multiversity are the
fragmentation of knowledge into unrelated bits, the loss of apprecia
tive communities, the treatment of people as an undifferentiated mass,
and the arbitrary decisions made by elites for their own power, prestige
and self-esteem.

EXERCISE
How would you explain the rise and fall of student protest
movements? Give some alternative explanations and the reasons
supporting them. How would you go about determining which
explanations are the best?
PRIMARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION
While the most distinctive form of schooling in mass society is the
multiversity, shot through with complexes of interest groups and com
peting departments, the most familiar form of schooling to people in
the United States is that provided by the primary and secondary
schools, both public and private. In 1970 the public school systems in
the United States enrolled 45,903,371 students, who were taught by
2,061,115 teachers, while Roman Catholic parochial schools alone
enrolled over 4,000,000 more students, taught by nearly 200,000
teachers.24 These figures show the extent to which schooling takes up
the space and time of people in the United States, because in 1970 the
total population of the United States was nearly 205,000,000 people.
This means that approximately one-quarter of the population is com
posed of students in primary and secondary schools, not to mention
those teaching them and those supplying educational materials and
services. What are the functions of this vast system?
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In rural societies that approach the ideal type of folk society dis
cussed in the last chapter, school systems are not extensively devel
oped—if they exist at all. People are taught what they are expected to
know within the family and within any work groups ranging beyond the
family. With the advent of the modern era, marked by industrialization,
centralization of authority in bureaucracies, the confrontation of di
verse appreciative groups, and scientific knowledge, people became
increasingly involved in relations which demanded skills which often
could not be taught to them effectively by members of their families
or by small work groups. The money economy, for example, required
that people be able to perform arithmetical operations (addition, sub
traction, multiplication, and division) so that they could keep their
accounts in order. Barter economies (based on exchange of goods)
require much less abstraction. Further, arithmetical skills were needed
for many types of office work and some kinds of factory work. Similarly,
the increasing impersonality and bureaucratization of relations re
quired that people learn how to understand written directions (read
ing), whether these directions concerned the proper ways to use a
product and possible dangers involved in using it, the ways to use a
tool, the orders one was to follow, or the propaganda in which one was
supposed to believe. Also, people had to learn to communicate with
one another at a distance if they were to be effective workers and
citizens (dutiful subjects), and so the skill of writing was required. The
modern school system arose to teach reading, writing and arithmetic
so that people could fit into the emerging modern economy and polity.
Of course, these rather mundane functions were dressed up in an
elaborate mythology which today still dominates the educational imag
ination of many people in the United States. Samuel Eliot Morison has
defined what he considers to be the “basic principles of American
education’*: (1) that free public and secondary schools should be avail
able to all children; (2) that teachers should be given professional
training; (3) that all children be required to attend school up to a
certain age, but not necessarily the free public school, religious and
other bodies having complete liberty to establish their own educa
tional systems at their own cost.“25
These basic principles of American education are more striking
for what they leave out than for what they include. What are the
grounds for believing that all children should be required to attend
school? Are schools the only means by which human beings can learn
certain skills, such as reading, writing, and arithmetic? Perhaps at one
time they were efficient means for accomplishing such ends, but today
television, radio, the newspapers, parents, and community centers
might be used for such purposes. Why must teaching be made a
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profession? Such skills as adding, subtracting, reading, and writing
have been successfully taught by amateurs. I hink of all the music
teachers who free-lance and teach people the system of musical nota
tion as well as the manual skills necessary to perform. Think of the
sergeants who teach military lore, the journeymen who teach appren
tices their skills, the housewives who teach their daughters how to
cook. Why should free public and secondary schools be available to all
children? Perhaps some form of organized school system might exist
to make sure that people could read a newspaper, write a letter of
complaint to a corporation about a faulty product, and figure out how
to fill out a short income-tax form. However, such a system would cut
drastically the time spent in primary school and eliminate universal
attendance in secondary schools altogether. Any special skills could be
taught to people on the job.
The preceding discussion leads to the possibility that schools
perform other functions besides educating people in so-called basic
skills. Ivan IUich has remarked that schools are based upon the “spuri
ous hypothesis that learning is the result of curricular teaching.”26
Perhaps they are not based on this hypothesis at all, but on a different
set of assumptions that lurk beneath the prevailing mythology. First,
the contemporary school is a bureaucracy in miniature, in which the
students learn the kinds of behavior expected of them in the vast
organizations of mass society.27 In local school systems the basic deci
sions on policy are the responsibility of an elected or appointed school
board (like a corporate board of directors), and the day-to-day ad
ministration is handled by a superintendent and a bevy of principals
and aides (like corporate management). The teaching is done by a staff
of professionals (like the specialists in industry), and their services are
more or less consumed by the students (like meals are consumed in a
roadside restaurant).
Since teacher and student are in a professional-client relationship,
the student is expected to obey the directives of the teacher because
these requirements are supposed to be for the student’s own good.
Those who behave in accordance with the teacher’s standards are
rewarded, while those who break the rules are punished. Competition
between students is often encouraged, so that all will try to please
the teacher rather than combining together against her (in 1970,
1,411,865 public school teachers were women while 649,250 were
men). While they lack the unions of many of their parents, workingclass and lower-class children frequently engage in the same kind of
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slowdown and harassment tactics used by workers to limit production
and avoid excessive strain. They continually talk in class, giggle at the
teacher, and generally show contempt for the lessons. They do not
treat the teacher as some benevolent professional, but as a representa
tive of management who does not have their best interests at heart at
all. Most frequently, this kind of behavior is classified under the head
ing of discipline problem. This interpretation assumes the view that
students who break the rules are deviants who must be dealt with
through the methods of social control (liberals tend to favor rewards
and conservatives tend to favor punishments). Perhaps, however,
these unruly and apathetic students, destined for factory or other
semi-skilled jobs, are simply learning the rules of the game that they
will follow in later life.
The schools teach middle-class children how to be good organiza
tion men (and wives) and working-class children how to behave like
workers. They teach all children how to be good nationalists. The day
begins with the salute to the flag and, by the time three o’clock rolls
around, the students have learned that great men make history
(the founding fathers) rather than socio-cultural-personal processes,
that the American economic, political, societal, and educational sys
tems are the best in the world (“there may be some serious problems,
but it’s still the best system created by man”), that international affairs
should be judged from the American viewpoint, and that the culmina
tion of world history is the American commonwealth. None of this is
calculated to encourage the process of self-understanding. Aside from
propagating nationalism, the schools also keep children off the streets
and out of their parents’ hair (the baby-sitting function), keep young
people out of the labor market (inflating wages) and create micro
status systems in which young people learn how to follow style trends
in consumer goods and entertainments. Through athletic teams, they
also generally foster some sense of community in suburbs and neigh
borhoods. They do not effectively teach the vast majority of people
how to make simple repairs on common consumer goods (plumbing,
electrical, and auto repairs), how to snuff out and criticize propaganda,
how to discriminate art from entertainment, how to perform skilled
jobs, and how to fight for their legal rights against administrators,
offic ials, salesmen, and unscrupulous organizations. Instead of effec
tively teaching such things the schools certify people for entry into
various strata of the working world through meting out grades and
diplomas. Factions within them carry on a shadow-boxing debate be
tween whether concentration should be on quality education for an

396

SOCIAL PROCESSES

expert society” (education favoring those in the middle classes) or
“education for equality” (education aimed at inducting more people
into the middle classes).28 This debate is convenient for everyone
concerned because the school system remains intact whoever wins.
EXERCISE
Give an alternative list of functions for the secondary school to
the one presented in this book. Which list of functions most
adequately and accurately describes the activities of the school?
How would you determine the functions of an organization?
“PUBLIC” INFORMATION
While educators have a vested interest in propagating the idea
that learning takes place only in schools, opportunities for learning are
available in great abundance to almost all members of mass society
through the media of mass communications (television, radio, newspa
pers, magazines, books, recordings, correspondence courses, and
movies). In addition, lecturers travel throughout the land, discoursing
to various clubs and associations, churches dispense knowledge about
the supernatural and other matters (how to resolve marital difficulties,
for example), and interest groups are ever ready to dispense canned
information. Of course, an enormous amount of learning takes place
in face-to-face contacts among friends and members of small groups.
People teach one another what they have learned elsewhere and what
they have discovered themselves. It should by now be apparent that
professional teachers (those who have been certified by the multiver
sity or one of its satellites) will never succeed in gaining a monopoly
over the dispensation of knowledge. Physicians, perhaps, have some
hope of persuading a small part of the middle classes that medical
self-help is fraught with peril. There is no chance whatsoever that the
schools will persuade anyone for very long that educational self-help
is dangerous to the mind. People carry the notion of uncertified learn
ing with them into kindergarten, which is, perhaps, why many educa
tionists today call for organized pre-school education.
Among the most readily available sources of information and
learning in mass societies are the mass media of communication. For
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example, in 1967, the total circulation of daily newspapers in the
United States was 61,561,000, assuring that the newspaper reached
even more people than the school.29 The newspaper, which is repre
sentative of mass media, is a multifunctional educational material.
According to the mythology of journalism, newspapers are supposed
to keep the public informed on significant events that concern the
direction of policy, and to provide an airing of alternative policies so
that citizens will be able to make intelligent choices when exercising
their democratic “rights.” However, a perusal of nearly any daily news
paper, including the “prestige papers” such as the New York Times and
the Washington Post, reveals that analysis of public policy and informa
tion on current events affecting institutions is not presented systemati
cally. Bettors and fans buy the newspaper to learn about sports results
and predictions, superstitious people gain astrological wisdom, inves
tors learn market quotations and gossip, housewives learn recipes and
social gossip, everyone learns what consumer goods are being sold and
how much they cost, and what other mass media are offering (TV and
radio listings, as well as listings of best sellers and “top 40” records).
Interspersed between all this are “news” and “opinion” columns,
often heavily slanted toward the bizarre, the violent, and the personal.
The newspapers and other mass media are conspicuous for what
they leave out rather than for the disjointed multitude of things they
contain. Perhaps the most important thing left out of the mass media,
at least from our perspective, is any context in which to interpret the
events reported. Of course, the mass media do employ a set of princi
ples for selecting which events to include as “news” and how to report
these events, but these principles are never made explicit to the read
ers or viewers. The framework in which news stories are written consti
tutes the journalist’s image of the human condition. Through becom
ing aware of this image one will be enabled to analyze critically the
“public information” directed at him day after day.
In the United States the mass media are controlled by profitmaking organizations and are dependent upon advertising for much
of their revenues. Further, with television and radio the controlling
organizations are dependent upon the federal government for their
licenses to operate, while the newspapers are partially dependent upon
low postal rates for their profits. Thus, it is quite unlikely that any mass
medium in the United States will either take a strong position in favor
of a socialist economy or even permit serious and extended debate
about the merits of noncapitalist economic systems in its pages or over
its airwaves. Further, it is not likely that any mass medium will either
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take a strong position in favor of any political system other than “rep
resentative democracy” or even permit serious and extended debate
about the merits of alternative political systems. Within the apprecia
tive sphere, atheist pronouncements do not appear on the editorial
pages or in the film clips (though religious movements may even have
a page all to themselves, or Sunday-morning air time), nationalism is
not questioned (though shadow-boxing may take place over how best
to be patriotic), the family is praised and used as a unit of description,
and the various islands of the megalopolis are torn out of their context.
In the Soviet Union, arguments for capitalistic economics, representa
tive democracy, religious belief, and suburbanization are not pre
sented, and events are reported from the standpoint of Communist
party policy. How different are the mass media in the Soviet Union
from those in the United States? The differences that do appear seem
to be related to the differences in the political systems of the two
nations. The competitive pluralism of politics in the United States
allows the media to publish or broadcast material critical of political
figures holding office at a given time. However, this should not dis
guise the overall commitment of the mass media to upholding nearly
all the myths discussed thus far in this book.
Before one even begins to read the newspaper or watch the news
on TV, the context of capitalism, democratic elitism, the occupational
status hierarchy, nationalism, religion, and scientific expertise has
been prepared. Having pushed this context below the surface of
awareness, the media proceed to report events using skin-and-bones
people as the basic units of analysis rather than social processes. Some
people, such as Daniel Boorstin, criticize the media for manufacturing
news—staging “pseudo-events.”30 Pseudo-events are happenings that
would not have taken place if the news media had not intervened and
precipitated them. For example, when a senator is asked what his
reaction would be if the President were to veto a certain piece of
legislation that has not even been voted on yet, a pseudo-event has
been created. However, criticism of the pseudo-event is founded upon
the idea that somewhere there is spontaneous and “real” news, which
should be discovered and then reported. Somehow the reporter is
supposed to be left out of the context of the event being reported. Yet
how could this occur, when the political figures who are the subjects
of journalism are continuously aware of the images they are projecting
through the media? If the journalists do not create the pseudo-events,
the public figures will create them. Pseudo-events are like put-ons;
they are encouraged by the structure of competitive relations in mass
societies. They exploit personalities and are exploited by them.
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EXERCISE
Watch a television newscast. What proportion of the items are,
in Boorstin’s terms, pseudo-events? What effect do they have?
What effect could they have? If you were a reporter and given free
reign, what pseudo-event would you arrange? Why?
The very basis of contemporary reporting of public affairs is com
mitment to the self as the unit of description. In the August 6, 1972,
edition of the newspaper Chicago Today, a striking example of this
commitment was shown. In the news columns there was a story about
a child who had nearly been beaten to death by his father. One article
revealed how an expert (a St. Louis County Circuit Court Judge) ad
vocated having attorneys represent children in custody cases, while
another article detailed possible misdeeds of a judge who had handled
a custody case in which the beaten child was involved. In the features
section there were two articles on battered children, both of which
showed the personalized bias of reporting. Their titles reflect their
content: “Why Would Anyone Want to Beat a Child?” and “ ‘I Knew
I Was Capable of Killing my Son’ ” (the latter essay being a kind of
‘true confession’ of an ex-child beater). On the editorial page appeared
an editorial entitled “A Bill of Rights for Children” in which it was
argued that “It should be made clear that a child has a basic right to
a permanent family situation, and is not to be bounced around be
tween adoptive and natural parents merely because both claim him.”31
In all the articles in this coordinated campaign to whip up an issue, all
the focus was on individuals. There were two major questions asked
and answered. One was “Why Would Anyone Want to Beat a Child?”
and the other was “What should be done for children who are beaten,
and what should happen to their parents?” Nothing was mentioned
about how the nuclear-family system might encourage the isolation
and irresponsibility of parents, about how entertainment-oriented
mass media might make people resent caring for children when, under
other circumstances, they could be out having a good time, how the
schools have failed to teach people the rudimentary principles of child
care, and about how in a mass society the only power most people can
exert is over their children. Instead, there were arguments in favor of
“professional” representation for battered children in court and a
basic right for children to a stable family life (how could such a right
be enforced at present?). This is only a trifling example of how the
mass media personalize public issues and take them out of their social
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context. Next time that you look at a newspaper or watch the TV news
see how much description and explanation are phrased in terms of
personalities and how much in terms of institutions and social pro
cesses. See how often present institutions are compared to alternative
institutions, and how much attention is devoted to how similar situa
tions are dealt with outside of the United States. Once you have done
that you will be able to read between the lines continually, and uncover
the hidden context of journalism.
PROPAGANDA MILLS
Contemporary education and journalism are forms of propaganda
because they discourage relativization of the human situation by keep
ing their context hidden. However, teachers and journalists usually are
probably not even aware of the context in which they are operating,
and see themselves as “professionals,” serving their clients through a
commitment to the truth. They may even believe that they are en
couraging independence of judgment in their clients. These observa
tions do not hold, however, for political propagandists and commer
cial advertisers, whose very object is to destroy independent judgment
and persuade the individual to make a commitment to support a party
or personality, or to buy a product. Thus, advertisers and propagan
dists purposefully destroy the social context and leave the isolated self
vulnerable to appeals to self-esteem and fear.32
The activity of persuading people to make economic and political
decisions with reference to nonrational criteria is one of the most
highly differentiated and bureaucratized activities in mass society. Peo
ple in the United States are sometimes frightened when they learn
about the incessant political propaganda supporting the ruling elites
in communist countries. They believe that it would be terrible to be
assailed day in and day out by appeals to work harder to realize the
five-year plan or to feel enraged at the bourgeois imperialists. Such
propaganda seems to be the very antithesis of freedom. However,
these same people think nothing of being assailed by endless commer
cials for laxatives, deodorants, automobiles, floor polishes, beer, and
various and sundry other products. They do not believe that they have
any right to demand freedom from sales pressure. Since salesmen are
everywhere—on the radio, on TV, in the newspapers and magazines,
on billboards, over the telephone, on the door step, and in commercial
establishments—people take them for granted as an inherent feature
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of the human condition. Underlying this complacency is the assump
tion that what goes on in one’s mind most of the time is not really all
that important. So what if one cannot stop a jingle advertising chewing
gum from running through one’s head for an entire day? Some other
nonsense would, presumably, have been going through the mind in
stead. However, it is important to realize that the careers of many
people are devoted to implanting just such jingles in the mind, and
trying to envision what one’s mental life would be like in the absence
of advertising and propaganda.
The advertising and propaganda bureaucracies are massive and
complex. DeFleur, in a description of mass media as social systems,
shows how closely advertising is connected with the rest of what ap
pears on the media. He identifies as the first phase of the communica
tions process “research.” Organizations “devoted to research, to mea
suring the preferences of media audiences, or to various forms of
market research provide information to those responsible for selecting
the categories of content that will be distributed to the audience.”33
This is the kind of job for which many undergraduates in psychology
and sociology are prepared. The work involves determining who buys
what product and why, so that the advertising message can be effective
in raising sales. The second phase of the process involves selecting a
“distributor” for the advertising. The propagandist must determine
which kinds of programs, magazines, or what not are best adapted as
vehicles and contexts for the advertising message—one would not
advertise a feminine hygiene deodorant in a hunting magazine. Of
course, the process goes much farther than such an obvious example,
because advertisers and corporations sometimes develop TV series
adapted to selling their product, or pass judgment on the kinds of
articles appearing in magazines. DeFleur translates this observation
into antiseptic “sociological” language which, incidentally, shows how
“value-neutral” science contains its own biases: “To the audience, the
research, and the distributing components, we may add the role system
of the producer of content. This component’s primary link is with the
financial backer (or sponsor) component and with the distributor, from
whom money is obtained and for whom various forms of entertain
ment content are manufactured.”34 A dyed-in-the-wool Marxist mili
tant could not have made the point more clearly: the very content of
the mass media is manufactured not for the audience but for the spon
sor, who is presumably bankrolling the news and entertainment indus
try for some reason other than charity. Finally, the key integrating
component of the entire mass-media social system is the advertising
agency: “Linking the sponsor, distributor, producer, and research or
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ganization are the advertising agencies. Paid primarily by the sponsor,
this component provides (in return) certain ideas and services. For the
most part, it provides the distributor with advertising messages.”35
Where does the audience fit into this scheme? DeFleur remarks that
the “relationship between audience and distributor seems at first to be
mostly a one-way link.” However, these mere appearances mask the
true contribution of the audience in a mass society: the audience “does
provide its attention. ” In fact, DeFleur continues, it is “precisely the
attention of the audience that the distributor is attempting to solicit”:
“He sells this ‘commodity’ (attention) directly to his financial backer
or sponsor.”36 Thus, from the media’s point of view they are selling
part of your mind to a sponsor. We now turn to how they do it.
THE MASS MIND
In order to sell products or gain supporters for political move
ments (or raise the status of an ethnic group, create converts for a
religion, or build up the image of a voluntary association) propagan
dists appeal to a set of mental and emotional processes which can be
conveniently called “the mass mind.” The “mass mind” is not a de
scription of how any particular human being thinks or feels throughout
most of his existence, nor is it a description of some “group mind”
which mysteriously governs the actions of individuals as well as their
judgments and emotions. Rather, the “mass mind” describes the image
of mental life held by propagandists. Some people may even approach
conforming to this image, but this fact does not mean that they must
continue to conform nor that the propagandists can induce them to
conform. By understanding how propagandists define the mass mind,
one is enabled to choose whether or not one will become an easy mark
for the advertisers.
Reflections about the mass mind did not begin with propagandists
and advertisers, but with social critics and thinkers. This is to be
expected, because it is characteristic of propagandists and advertisers
never to invent anything for themselves, but to draw upon what people
have created and discovered in other contexts. Thus, in the nineteenth
century, the social critic Gustave LeBon systematized the principles of
the mass mind in his study of crowd behavior. According to LeBon, the
crowd was the distinctive social form in mass society. People had been
thrown together into cities and had lost their traditional social con
trols, making them vulnerable to flights of irrationality. For LeBon, the
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hallmark of crowds was the lack of deliberation before they took action
and the lack of control during the performance of action. Crowds were
subject to the sway of suggestion, because their members were incapa
ble of critical reflection: “Any display of premeditation by crowds is in
consequence out of the question. They may be animated in succession
by the most contrary sentiments, but they will always be under the
influence of the exciting causes of the moment. They are like leaves
which a tempest whirls up and scatters in every direction and then
allows to fall.”37 Crowds lack the characteristics of critical reason,
particularly with regard to the suspension of judgment necessary for
relativization: “The simplicity and exaggeration of the sentiments of
crowds have for result that a throng knows neither doubt nor uncer
tainty. . . . A suspicion transforms itself as soon as announced into
incontrovertible evidence.”38
It is important to note that the characteristics of the mass mind do
not appear only in concrete groups of individuals given the name of
“crowds.” Throughout mass society, often in the most rule-bound
organizations, there is evidence of the crowd behavior identified by
LeBon. Traits such as suggestibility, destructiveness, emotionality,
and lack of self-control frequently appear in conglomerate organiza
tions when the normal routine is disturbed by power struggles among
administrators, demands by militant client groups, threats from other
organizations, or factional struggles among competing cliques of spe
cialists. Groups of professionals in bureaucracies may come to behave
as crowds when they are cross-pressured or mobilized by authorities.
This means that it is a mistake to look at crowd behavior and the mass
mind as lower-class phenomena stemming from limited education and
ineffective socialization. Rather, the appearance of crowds is encour
aged by the power structure of mass society, which stresses top-down
hierarchical authority of administrators. When this authority is ques
tioned, those who have depended upon it to function routinely are
frequently left without a focus for their activity and become open to
the processes of suggestion and manipulation. Thus, crowd behavior
is less a consequence of individual and cultural traits than an aspect
of social organization. Further, crowd behavior may be one of the few
effective means for stimulating social change in the hands of poorly
organized and dispossessed social groups. It may, in fact, be a way of
precipitating more coherent, responsible and participative social ac
tion.
This possible function of crowds as agents of change, however,
does not eliminate the unreflective character of their behavior. Ulti
mately, the way to diminish crowd behavior and the mass mind is to
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lessen the dependence of people on hierarchical power structures and
to distribute societal resources in such a way that there are no dispos
sessed groups. In the absence of a more egalitarian social order, it is
possible for individuals to avoid being drawn into the cycle of sugges
tion and manipulation by applying the process of self-understanding
and joining with others in strong informal organizations critical of
power structures and capable of self-defense and opposition when
these structures undergo their frequent and recurrent breakdowns. It
is useful to distinguish between crowds that appear when there is a
breakdown in authority, and crowds that are manipulated by elites for
ulterior purposes. The first type is a possible agent of social change
acting against elites, while the second is an attempt by elites to exploit
discontent to secure their position. In either case, though, the crowd
is reactive rather than constructive, since constructive social action de
pends upon participants acting cooperatively to realize values to which
they are committed.
The most striking instances of crowds are those that gather in the
same action space and time during periods of social unrest, and that
engage in violent or destructive activities. However, as LeBon was
careful to point out, most of the crowds in mass society exist in socio
cultural space and time, their members being out of eye and ear shot
of one another. When a wave of patriotic intensity sweeps through the
lower-middle classes of a nation and, for example, policemen begin
putting flag decals on their cruisers and wearing flag patches on their
uniforms, stores begin offering free flags along with purchases of ap
pliances, women begin wearing red, white, and blue dresses, and peo
ple begin being arrested with some frequency for showing “disre
spect” for the flag, a crowd is present just as much as if a mob of people
were storming a prison with the intent of freeing all the inmates. O f
course, crowds which exist in socio-cultural space and time only, and
not in action space and time, are vulnerable to intensive manipulation
by small elites, which channel their passions into longer-term projects
for gaining or maintaining advantage. For example, the owner of a
department store who is concerned to increase sales may exploit patri
otic fervor in order to draw people into his establishment. In some
cases the elites may even be strong enough to create the very passion
actuating the crowd. This may have taken place in the wave of workingclass patriotism which arose in the late 1960s. The elites did not here
create patriotism, nor were they personally responsible for the frustra
tions of many working men, but they provided symbols, rationaliza
tions, and reinforcements to the emerging crowd. The construction
workers who rampaged through downtown New York in protest
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against long-hairs and “peaceniks” had their arguments all ready for
the television cameramen.
S t i m u l u s -R e s p o n s e

Observations on crowd behavior can be generalized into a method
for getting people to do things that they might not do if they applied
critical reason. This is the method of association, or what is sometimes
called behaviorism or stimulus-response. The method of association is
the simplest form of manipulation and also far and away the most
prevalent. When using this method, the propagandist links the activity
he would like people to perform with some other object they desire or
fear, or with some pleasant or unpleasant experience. For example,
suppose that the advertiser’s plan is to have more people purchase a
certain automobile. The simplest use of association would be to create
billboards in which pretty girls and handsome men were clustered
around the car, or in which the car appeared in a beautiful wooded
glen. Here, the intent would be to have the viewer associate possession
of the car with the experience of being with “beautiful” people, or with
the experience of being in a beautiful environment. If successful, the
advertiser will have manipulated the person looking at the billboard to
buy the car because of the associations created by the advertiser. Thus,
the entire principle of association in advertising is to create a context
for a product, which has nothing to do with the product itself, but
which will favorably dispose the person to make a purchase.
It should be evident what this means in terms of the image of
mental life held by advertisers. Advertisers view human beings (includ
ing the readers of this book) as members of crowds who can be swayed
into action by appeals having nothing to do with the action. How many
times do you find yourself in a wooded glen with a car? Thus, associa
tion is the basic characteristic of the mass mind.
In order for association to work, the contexts in which propagan
dists place their products must be standardized and held constant. If
people were continually rethinking their situations and reconstructing
them, it would be impossible for advertisers to be sure that particular
contexts would give rise to pleasant or unpleasant associations. There
is nothing at all sacred about “youth” as a pleasant context. In some
groups the aged are more highly esteemed than the young. However,
advertisers and political propagandists have exploited the context of
youth so much in selling their products and policies that a group of
young people having a good time (or “seriously” working toward
social betterment) has become a standardized way of eliciting a pleas-

SOCIAL PROCESSES

406

ant emotional climate. The readers of this book might reflect for a
moment about how closely the image of youth in commercials and
political propaganda accords with the directly experienced quality of
their own existence. The years between eighteen and twenty-five are
frequently marked by uncertainty about the future, lack of confidence
in one’s capacities, fear that one is going to be dragged into a meaning
less life, and relative poverty. Even more poignant than the middleaged men in rock nightclubs or the middle-aged women in hot pants
are the young people who believe in the myths about themselves
created by middle-aged propagandists. Youth, of course, is merely one
standardized context developed and exploited by advertisers and
propagandists. Others are the suburban family, the back-slapping male
peer group filled with “gusto,” the wise wife concerned with the good
of her husband and children, and the cute little old lady filled with a
youthful zest for life. How does the little old lady look to the crippled
old women who have nothing to do all day but watch I V in their
nursing homes? She is not on TV for their benefit, but for ours—so
that we can associate the product she is selling with eternal youthful
ness.
In using the method of association, advertisers and propagandists
take the product out of the context in which it will actually appear when
consumed and put it into a contrived context which will fill it with
pleasant or unpleasant (when the propaganda is designed to prevent
action or stir up hatred) associations. How many husbands will go into
transports of joy upon seeing that their wives have waxed the kitchen
floor with a new product? Often they will not even notice that the floor
has been waxed, and if their wives gently remind them, they may feel
guilty rage about neglecting to comment. Since the basic method of
advertising is association and catering to (and thereby fostering) the
crowd mentality, debates about “truthfulness” in advertising and
propaganda do not get to the heart of the matter. Advertisers often
welcome the opportunity to tell the truth about their product or candi
date (so long as they can select which part of the truth to tell), but they
will not so easily give up the freedom to determine the context in which
that truth will appear.
EXERCISE
Look at advertisements in a magazine. To what extent do they
give information about the products? To what extent do they attempt
to have you associate the product with some pleasant context?
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O t h e r C h a r a c t e r is t ic s o f t h e M a s s M in d

While suggestibility and the crowd mentality are the basic charac
teristics of the mass mind, other mental processes are assumed and
exploited by advertisers and propagandists. One of the most impor
tant is the assumption that people have some sort of drive to be
consistent and some desire to be right all the time.39 For example, it
is assumed (and can to some extent be shown to be true) that a person
who purchases a consumer good, particularly one with a high price tag,
will attempt to screen out anything unfavorable about that product and
harp on everything good about it.40 Of course, salesmen and politi
cians are always ready at hand to aid people in this process of accen
tuating the positive and eliminating the negative (called, in the antisep
tic jargon of social psychology, “resolving cognitive dissonance”).
Often the process of accentuating the positive is not even undertaken
consciously, but is indulged in almost by habit. It becomes a method
of manipulation when established authorities and spokesmen for pow
erful elites begin to emit propaganda emphasizing how important it is
to look at the good side of things. They treat the nation in the same
way that the auto salesmen treats the new car being brought back for
major repairs; both claim that people should look at the positive as
pects of the situation and not tear down a basically good thing.
O f course, there is an opposite form of manipulation, indulged in
by radicals and dissenters, which attempts to encourage discontent by
accentuating the negative and eliminating the positive. (And, natu
rally, both the apologist and the radical rely upon fixed definitions of
the “positive” and the “negative” to carry through their propaganda;
they would go out of business quickly if people began to relativize their
situations.) However, it is unlikely that they will go out of business very
soon because they have been quite successful in fostering the mass
mind and discouraging critical reflection—so successful, in fact, that
some social psychologists believe that people “naturally” seek to live
in a dream world of wishful thinking.41
The notion that people seek to resolve cognitive dissonance dove
tails very well with the idea that people can be induced to act on the
basis of pleasant or unpleasant associations. In resolving cognitive
dissonance the person merely saves the propagandist the trouble of
hiring pretty girls and famous athletes. Instead of being induced by a
context created for him by the advertiser, the person creates his own
wonderland of wooded glens and beautiful people, which then en
slaves him to established commercial, political, appreciative, and edu
cational organizations. People are continually in the process of creat
ing their own contexts, most of which split them oft from relations with
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others. A man, for example, may define his context as his family and
his new house in the suburbs. The megalopolis evaporates for him, and
the advertisers and propagandists are happy to assist in this evapora
tion. It is no wonder, then, that dissenters have a bad name throughout
the world.

SUMMARY
The processes of knowing, learning, and communicating can be
considered in two different ways. First, one can present a theory of
what knowledge is and how it is gained. Second, one can relate the
processes of knowing, learning, and communicating with other social
processes, and show how human activity with respect to symbols is
embedded in complex sets of social relations.
One important characteristic of knowledge in mass society is the
progressive erosion of “common sense” as a basis for shared judg
ments of fact and value. In the place of common sense have come
specialized knowledge and various forms of propaganda. The center
for specialized knowledge in the mass society is the multiversity. The
multiversity, like all the conglomerates of mass society, is guided by the
aim of sheer growth in wealth, power, and prestige. It is a mirror of
the fragmentation of knowledge, since it contains specialized and often
conflicting departments. The faculty of the multiversity places re
search and consulting (sometimes euphemistically called “service”)
before teaching, and is closely tied in through business, governmental
and foundation grants with the other conglomerates of mass society.
The departments of the multiversity themselves are fragmented,
though gatekeepers (eminent and powerful academicians) exert some
control over the disciplines through enforcing conformity with the
dominant paradigms (ways of conducting research). Student protests
since the 1960s may be related to the interpenetration of complexes
of interest groups with the multiversity.
Primary and secondary educational systems are satellites of the
multiversity. They prepare people for the factory or the bureau not
through providing skills or wisdom, but through teaching obedience,
national loyalty, the professional ideal, and fashion consciousness.
The systems of public information (the mass media) are similarly sup
ports for established institutions and tend to personalize the news to
such a degree that the entire context of activity remains implicit. One
does not hear capitalism, representative democracy, the family, reli-
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gion, professionalism, and the prestigious multiversity seriously criti
cized in either the public schools or the media of public information.
While the school systems and the media are implicitly propagandistic, interest groups, governments, and movements, as well as the
ubiquitous advertisers, are explicitly geared to the production of
propaganda. Some apologists for advertising claim that the propagandist-consumer relation is one of exchange—the propagandist gives a
sales pitch and the consumer gives his attention. It is up to the reader
to judge how much of a two-way relation this ends up to be. Propa
ganda itself fosters the image of a mass mind governed by crude
association. The idea is that people will buy a product or support a
program merely because an advertisement takes it out of the context
in which it will actually appear and places it in a contrived and pleasing
context. Until propaganda and advertising can be eliminated al
together (will this ever happen?), the best defense against them is the
active encouragement of critical reason in self and others.

15

TECHNOCRACY POLICY AND
THE FUTURE
In the nine preceding chapters, various aspects of social existence
in mass society have been discussed. In this chapter the focus will shift
toward discussion of the possible society of the future and its major
characteristics. However, the future is a bare possibility on the margin
of human existence. In one respect it is the most important dimension
of time for human beings, since human existence involves imagining
what future states of affairs might be and then acting to realize or avoid
these imagined futures. In another respect, though, the future is the
least important time dimension because human existence is filled with
surprises and the best-laid plans are frequently upset with the occur
rence of unexpected events. For example, hardly anyone in the 1950s
would have anticipated many of the events of the 1960s. For the mind
of the 1950s in the United States, if there was going to be war it would
come in the form of a nuclear conflict between the United States and
the Soviet Union, the tendency of youth was to prepare to be organiza
tion men, and the blacks would slowly win full equality with whites
410
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through legal means. Sociologists writing in the 1950s reflected these
popular beliefs and helped to foster them. Thus, the 1960s, marked
by the war in Vietnam, the counter-culture of some youth, and the
movement for black power (supplanting the one for civil rights),
caught most people, including sociologists, unprepared. The failing of
the sociologists who did not anticipate the events of the 1960s was not
caused by the lack of an accurate predictive science. Rather, the soci
ologists, representing the popular mind, tended to be optimistic.1
They projected into the future only those trends that fitted in with their
conception of the good life—which stressed the benefits of technologi
cal development, the efficiency of bureaucratic organizations and the
trend toward legal equality for all. Today many people have become
pessimists, so there are sociologists representing them who predict
that human beings will choke to death in their own refuse, breed so
quickly that nobody will have any space in which to move around, and
be poisoned by processed foods.
The swings of the pendulum between optimism and pessimism
show one reason why human beings are often so inaccurate in their
predictions of the future. Around their emotional tone toward exis
tence (positive or negative) they select those features of the present
that best fit their tone to project into the future. This is another way
of saying that every image of the human condition has a distinctive
value quality and that possibilities for the future are closely related to
it. The image of the human condition promoted by sociologists in the
1950s consisted, in part, of a great celebration of American institu
tions.2 Sociologists were becoming recognized as professionals and
were being more and more sought after as consultants. The middle
classes were in ascendency, and the topics of cocktail conversation
were the suburbs and the organization man—i.e., middle-class topics.
There was hope by some that a science of society would smooth the
way toward progress, defined as the induction of increasing numbers
of people into the middle-class life-style.2 In the 1960s the great issues
were no longer centered around the middle classes. The ghetto re
placed the suburb as the most mentioned context, and the exploited,
deprived, and oppressed replaced the organization man as the most
analyzed personality type. Rather than discussing the dynamics of
conformity, people talked about the processes of liberation. Sociolo
gists were affected by the emergence of new issues in much the same
way as were other sectors of the middle classes. They had been put in
the position of reacting to events rather than shaping or anticipating
them and, therefore, were apt to become less optimistic about the
future, if not altogether pessimistic. In the 1950s the context of human
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existence had the middle classes in the foreground and other groups
in the background. The professional ideal was the yardstick against
which people were supposed to measure their success. In the 1960s the
context had changed and many groups were disputing for the fore
ground, though the middle classes had by no means been displaced.
The uncertainty, anxieties, and mixed motivations of middle-class peo
ple in the 1960s are partly reflected in current sociology and its lessthan-confident vision of the future.3
OPTIMISM OR PESSIMISM?
The purpose of the present chapter is not to determine whether
optimism or pessimism is the more reasonable attitude to take for the
future. Frequently when we speak with people outside the social
sciences they will say: “You’re social scientists. Tell us whether there
is any hope for society.” We do not believe that there is any way to
respond rationally to this request, even though a number of social
scientists who call themselves “futurists” or “futurologists” make their
living by writing and speaking on whether the future generations (if
there are any) will live in a gadget-filled deodorized haven or in an
impoverished stink-hole.4
First, whether or not one should be optimistic depends upon
one’s image of the human condition. Since many people have not
clarified their images, much less relativized them, it is impossible even
to determine if their values are consistent. Second, given a consistent
set of values, the most that a social scientist can do is point out the
various trends working for or against the realization of these values.
It is not possible to predict which of the trends will prevail and it is
even possible that the most significant trends have not yet been iden
tified and will only become known after they have had their decisive
impact. Third, even a superficial inspection of the present will show
that there are a number of contradictory tendencies present in the
social life of mass society. There is a decided trend toward profession
alization, but there is also an increasing tendency to question the
professional ideal. There is a tendency toward large-scale social plan
ning, but there is also a growing movement for equality and democrati
zation of institutions. These are only a small fraction of the many
contradictions apparent in the present. Of course, one may not take
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these contradictions seriously and argue, instead, that the most power
ful trends are consistent in one direction or the other. This will all
depend, again, on one’s image of the human condition as a whole.
C o n s id e r in g t h e F u t u r e

If we cannot provide the grounds for optimism or pessimism and
we cannot predict the future, why should we even talk about the future
at all? First, it is important to realize that the processes of cognitive
dissonance tend to operate with regard to visions of the future in mass
society. Ascendent social groups will tend to have optimistic visions of
the future, declining groups pessimistic visions of the future, and
embattled groups mixed visions.5 The reader can see how this might
apply to his own situation. It is not very difficult to determine whether
or not one is optimistic. Once the determination has been made, the
next step is to find the group with whose fortunes one has identified.
This is not always so easy, because of the many groups competing for
one’s allegiance. Marx simplified the matter when he argued that peo
ple identified their fortunes with the economic class to which they
belonged. However, as was pointed out in the thirteenth chapter, the
nation, the ethnic group, the civilization, the region, the racial-cultural
group, the family, professional groups, and even humanity are other
possible frames of reference. Few people are tied to any one of these
groups completely, and so there are frequently confused and mixed
judgments about the future. For example, one’s nation may be declin
ing and one’s social class ascending. It is also important not to confuse
the group with which one might believe it moral to identify and those
with which one actually identifies. In determining optimism and pessi
mism, the actual group not the ideal group is the significant one.
It is perhaps reasonable to state that in the mass societies of today
most people take the family group (whether a present family or a
possible future family) as their immediate frame of reference and the
nation as their wider context. Optimism prevails when the family or
nation enjoys good times, and pessimism when the opposite occurs.
Robert Dahl has made this point by claiming that, at least in the United
States, most people are of the type homo civicus rather than of the type
homo politicos.6 Homo civicus (civic man) is concerned primarily with his
private life, centering around his family. Homo politicus (political man)
has wider interests and, therefore, carries on public affairs. If one is
able to determine the group with which he has identified, the next step
is to see whether the fortunes of the group have colored one s view of
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the future. Having done this, one will likely have a much clearer vision
of the human condition than previously. Also, one will be able to make
a much freer choice among the various groups competing for alle
giance. It is vain to believe that you can cut yourself off from attach
ment to all social groups. Crude self-interest usually ends up meaning
support for the most powerful current groups.
The second reason to consider the future, even if one can neither
predict it nor provide hope for it, is to alert people to the emerging
contexts in which their choices may be framed. Perhaps there would
be some comfort in believing that a professional futurologist could
predict with accuracy the shape of things to come. If people held such
a belief they would be relieved of having to make difficult choices in
the realm of public affairs. Such denial of responsibility by masses of
people is extremely distressing, but even more distressing from our
viewpoint is that the main purchasers of futurology are members of
elites. This merely bolsters a theme that has been repeated throughout
this book: elites in mass societies have a propensity to avoid responsi
bility at all costs. Thus, by pointing out contexts of choice, dilemmas,
contradictions, uncertainties and multiple possibilities, the study of
the future may lead to an expansion of both freedom and responsibil
ity. The values of freedom and responsibility, of course, are the ones
that have guided our writing in this book, so it is only to be expected
that our method for studying the future and even our vision of the
future will be colored by these values.
The commitment to expanding freedom and responsibility flies in
the face of much that has been written about the prospects for rational
ity in mass society. The past nine chapters have described an emerging
context of human existence in mass societies, one that seems to dis
courage freedom and responsibility. Many of these developments can
be summed up under the heading of “conglomerate,” the characteris
tic context for social life today. It is in the shadow of conglomerates
that people in mass society will make their choices about the shape of
the future.
THE CONGLOMERATE
Conglomerates appear in all phases of life in mass society. Among
the conglomerates that have been discussed in this book are the
megalopolis, the multiversity, the complex, and the business conglom
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erate. The conglomerate can be defined as an organization that pro
vides a container for a wide diversity of activities, some of which may
be contradictory. Presiding over the conglomerate are elites of direc
tors who exercise budgetary control over the various divisions of the
organization and who attempt to maintain and expand the wealth,
power, prestige, and loyalty commanded by the conglomerate at the
expense of other organizations. The directors are concerned with fur
thering the growth of the conglomerate rather than with seeing any
particular function performed. Therefore, unlike organizations of the
past, there is no attempt by the leadership of the conglomerate, in so
far as it has any coherent leadership, to design the organization as an
effective means to a given end.
In the more traditional folk societies the dominant contexts were
institutions, in which both the means and ends of activity were fixed.
For example, there would be only one legitimate means to attain the
end of raising children to maturity. In the more modern industrial
societies, ends remained fixed, but there was greater freedom to ex
periment with diverse means. For example, various forms of mech
anized agriculture competed with less mechanized forms. In the pres
ent mass societies, both means and ends are open. There are no
completely authoritative organizations to tell the person what goals his
action should serve, nor is there any readily available common-sense
wisdom to tell him how to accomplish these goals. For example, in the
multiversity one cannot be sure that arguing for a policy on the basis
of its educational value will fall on sympathetic administrative ears. If
the policy interferes with the operations of the university’s hotel, for
example, it is likely to be shelved. Similarly, at many multiversities the
travesty of Saturday classes occurs simultaneously with pep rallies
urging the students to attend the football game. In the midst of class
room activity, bull horns will be blaring invitations to entertainment
and loudspeakers will be broadcasting march music.
In no conglomerate can one be certain that the announced goals
of the organization have any relation to the major activities performed.
In the past one could speak of the functions of an organization being
usurped by other functions.7 For example, a dying political movement
might slowly come to look more like a social club than an action group.
Today, however, there often are no functions to be usurped. There are
merely multitudes of interest groups in each conglomerate battling for
greater shares of the wealth, power, prestige and loyalty.
Conglomerates can range from formal organizations like ITT to
mere containers for activity like the megalopolis. Where there is a
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formal organization, the directors will be legally defined; where the
formal organization does not exist, any direction will come about
through concerted action by those most influential in major complexes
of interest groups. For example, the megalopolis demonstrates the
values of wealth, power, prestige, and parochial loyalty not because
any conspiracy of important members designed it that way, but be
cause the result of interest-group competition made it that way. The
conglomerate thus unites all the social processes discussed in this book
—production and creation, coordination and control, consumption
and appreciation, and education and communication. Within each
conglomerate, all of these processes are carried on and, therefore, the
walls between different functions have fallen down. Many people fear
that the crumbling of the walls of separation will lead to a totalitarian
society in which a tiny elite will manipulate a compliant mass. Thus
they call for a return to a simpler age in which every legitimate activity
had its special place and there was a place made for every legitimate
activity.8
Besides it being nearly impossible to determine what is legitimate
in mass society, there are indications that many people would refuse
to return to the simple cubby-holed existence of the nineteenth cen
tury when work was work and play was play. Those who demand job
satisfaction do not see any clear distinction between work and play. For
many, work should also be entertaining and fun. Similarly, professors
who staunchly defend islands of academic freedom in mass society
miss the point that the results of their “free” research are used by
other conglomerates as grist for propaganda. Where are the channels
by which the professor directly communicates to the “common man?”
Such islands of academic freedom seem little different from the islands
of luxury in the suburbs of the megalopolis.
Perhaps the overriding feature of the emerging context of mass
society is the lack of responsibility by anyone for the fate and design
of the whole. Not only is responsibility not taken, it is actively shunned
even by leadership groups. Directors of conglomerates, such as Clark
Kerr and Richard Nixon, take credit for their successes but not for
their failures. Kerr pictured himself as a storm center around which
multitudes of academic and nonacademic interest groups swirled. Un
der such a definition, anything he could positively accomplish would
be viewed as a great achievement, while any of his failures could be
written off to circumstances beyond his control. The University of
California, given Kerr’s definition, was barely held together by a val
iant administration. Similarly, American Presidents never tire of point
ing out how government cannot accomplish everything. This phrase
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is trotted out whenever a decision has been made to turn down the
requests of some group for privileges or when a policy has failed.
When requests are being met or policies are succeeding, the enormous
importance and effectiveness of government are noted. How many
public relations directors of business conglomerates sit in suburban
industrial parks thinking of reasons why business alone cannot take
responsibility for the so-called problems of the cities?
The lack of responsibility for the whole can be documented in all
sectors of mass society. One can begin with the work setting and the
governing philosophy of work in mass society. The pinnacle of job
success in mass societies is to be a professional. However, the profes
sional ideal directly involves the narrowing of responsibility for the
context in which one exists. The professional is trained to solve partic
ular problems that appear in narrowly defined areas of experience. In
many cases he has no choice as to which client he will serve and he is
supposed to do his best job for every client. In mass societies, profes
sionals increasingly work for formally organized conglomerates, which
determine for them the problems they are supposed to solve and even
sometimes the range of means they can use to solve them. Pharmacolo
gists in drug companies are told to combine in a single pill a calmative
and a pain reliever, and advertising men are told to sell it. It is not up
to the pharmacologist to decide whether such a pill is a decent addition
to human existence or to the advertiser to decide whether such a pill
should be marketed.
The professional specialists within the conglomerate are cut off
from the whole of human activity and left to develop their autonomy
with regard to programmed goals. Not only, however, are profession
als subservient to organized concentrations of power. They are also
encouraged to fight among themselves for greater shares of resources.
Within the conglomerate, the group that succeeds the most is the one
able to marshal most effectively the various means of social control.
One of the most important means of social control in a competitive
system is propaganda. Thus, the organized professions are encour
aged by the system of competition to inflate the importance of their
specialties to the maintenance of human existence and to deflate the
importance of rival professions (which means all other professions).
Physicists and aeronautical engineers use scare tactics to warn people
that America will certainly fall behind in its standard of life, its position
in the world and its dignity unless more money is spent on visionary
schemes to fly to other planets. In the meantime biologists cry that the
new frontier is life, and that unless we pour more money into visionary
Technocracy, Policy, and the Future
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schemes to save the environment and cure cancer once and for all
there will not be anybody left to go to the moon. The social scientists
add their clarion call to the debate, warning that, unless more money
is spent on solving the problems of the cities, there will be no Ameri
cans left to choke on their own refuse or to live long enough to develop
cancer. The irresponsibility of such propaganda should be apparent,
even though some textbook writers and “educators” believe that their
task with undergraduates is to persuade the students to take the view
point of the particular profession. They hope to send out into the
world bodies and minds willing to support appeals for ever more
funds.
When they look up to their superiors in power, professionals are
irresponsible because they accept the goals programmed for them by
elites. When they look from side to side at other professionals they are
irresponsible because they attempt to inflate their own importance at
the expense of others without any thought of how this will affect the
entire context of human experience. However, professionals are also
irresponsible even when they look down upon their clients. I he
professional ideal mixes two different sets of values. One is the value
of specialized expertise and competence. Here the professional, like
the master carpenter, is better equipped to perform certain tasks than
any man on the street selected at random. The second set of values in
the professional ideal centers on control and autonomy. The idea is
that, because the professional has expertise, he should be allowed to
make decisions on matters concerning his specialization and should
only be challenged on these decisions by those who are his peers. This
kind of autonomy and control has never been fully applied, and would
probably be a nightmare if it were ever realized in practice. The au
tonomy of medical personnel is limited by the possibility of malprac
tice suits, while the autonomy of professors is limited by suspicious
government officials, granting agencies and donors. Yet to the extent
that they are able to exercise autonomy and control, professionals
sometimes succeed in browbeating clients to the point at which clients
will obey their directives with no further explanation. Is such au
tonomy and control, however, a sign of responsibility? It would appear
that the opposite is true and that a professional fully responsible to his
clients would try to explain to them what he is doing and why, and to
provide them with a description of alternative courses of action from
which they might choose. This kind of action, of course, would also
involve the responsibility of clients to concern themselves with playing
an active part in determining the quality of their existence.
Irresponsibility for the context of human existence is shown not
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only in the professional ideal, but also in the prestige hierarchies of
mass society. Occupational hierarchies are based on the amount of
control that people have in determining the lives of others. According
to this working philosophy of inequality, the most excellent life one
can lead involves doing things to other people, whether or not what
is done is for their own good. Along with this control goes the desire
for higher income than others and a better life-style than others
(defined in terms of suburban exclusion). Thus, through making such
invidious distinctions, the value of certain occupations is inflated while
the value of other occupations is deflated. Yet in everyday life a plum
ber is often far more vital than a physician. Why, then, should the
plumber’s skill be valued less highly than the physician’s? As long as
control over others is valued for its own sake, a critical and rational
assessment of the whole context of human existence will be impossi
ble.
Irresponsibility appears, perhaps, most clearly in the political sec
tor of existence. Here the dominant unit in mass society is the complex
of interest groups. Crossing traditional boundary lines between activi
ties, complexes such as the military-industrial complex unite groups
concerned with phases of some broad sphere of human experience in
efforts to gain greater wealth, power, influence and loyalty. These
complexes sometimes succeed in abolishing traditional checks and
balances between various functions, thereby escaping organized ac
countability for their deeds.
The military-industrial complex is a good example of how ac
countability is avoided. Members of congressional committees that are
supposed to be watchdogs over defense spending desire to have mili
tary installations in their states or districts and also desire to increase
the profits of munitions suppliers located in their states or districts.
High profits for the munitions industry and more defense installations
will aid the economy in their states or districts even if it will hurt the
economy as a whole by increasing inflation and diverting resources to
the military. Thus, the very people who are supposed to function as
watchdogs have every interest to increase defense spending. Mean
while, checks on munitions makers by the Department of Defense and
the professional military are lessened by the fact that ex-military men
serve in high positions in the defense industry. Research and develop
ment on complex weapons systems is so expensive that firms are guar
anteed a profit in advance of meeting their contracts, and federal
officials are anxious to hide any expensive mistakes from public view.
Further, any function of independent criticism performed by the aca
demic community is lessened by the large grants for defense research.
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Finally, labor unions in the defense industry are often less concerned
with battling management than with pressuring government for more
defense monies. Defense contracts, after all, mean higher wages. The
military-industrial complex extends into many other areas of human
existence, but the preceding discussion should give some idea of its
breadth and power.
Other incipient complexes, such as the one emerging around the
problems of the cities, also tend to break down checks and balances.
Whether or not the competition between complexes will lead to new
systems of checks and balances is not clear at the moment. However,
even if a balance of powers does emerge, there will still be no responsi
bility for the whole context of existence. The complexes will merely
compete among themselves for greater shares of resources of all kinds,
including the loyalties of human beings.
With the emergence of complexes and the decline of checks and
balances, top leadership has become increasingly irresponsible. The
idea that policies should be decided upon by elites and then sold to
masses by means of propaganda and bribery (as well as judicious force,
when absolutely necessary) is encouraged by the emerging structure
of complexes. Since the new ways of asserting interests cut across
traditional and formally defined boundaries, the public becomes con
fused about who is responsible for what. Scholars will appeal to their
independence of judgm ent when they are on the payroll as consultants
to the defense conglomerates. Political leaders will appeal to their
restricted constitutional authority when they are daily working behind
the scenes to pressure diverse groups. The very top leaders play an
elaborate game of shuffling constituencies in order to gain enough
independence to impose their private policy fantasies on the public.9
Any newspaper reader can quickly become familiar with this game and
its rules. It consists simply in the leader breaking promises to some
groups by appealing to the needs of other groups and then reversing
field. For example, aid to farmers will be cut by appealing to the needs
of the consumers. Then the prices of agricultural goods will be raised
by appealing to the needs of farmers. Why do leaders engage in these
tactics? According to the conventional wisdom, politicians will do any
thing to win election. However, a deeper reason may be that leaders
want to win enough independence to see some of their projects real
ized in real life. They are, then, perhaps seeking the control and
autonomy embodied in the professional ideal and the hierarchy of
occupational prestige. If this be the case, and there is reason to believe
that it is then leaders are even less responsible than they would be if
they were merely bending all their efforts to win reelection.10
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EXERCISE
Find examples ofleaders breaking promises to some groups by
appealing to the “needs” of other groups.
R e s p o n s ib il it y in C o n g l o m e r a t e s

I he abolition of traditional boundary lines by complexes and the
consequent freeing ofleaders to act out their fantasy lives in public is
carried out within a set of competitive relations. The hallmark of con
temporary mass societies is that the most powerful groups attempt to
limit intergroup competition in every sphere of social existence. For
example, business conglomerates indulge in various forms of price
fixing and product differentiation to limit pure and perfect competi
tion, political parties compete within a narrow range fixed by the rules
of the game, and by the most powerful interest groups, ethnic groups
compete within a context manufactured by the white Protestant
majority, and ideological sects compete within a free market of ideas
biased in favor of those who have the money and power to buy access
to the mass media.
I he myth of free competition in the various spheres of existence
is one of the most effective veils covering the decline of public respon
sibility for the human context as a whole. Business firms pretend that
the requirements of the competitive market force them to abdicate
responsibility for social and political inequalities and their remedia
tion. They plead that they must serve their stockholders first and the
community as a whole only later, if at all. Meanwhile they restrict
competition and attempt to gain privileges from government. Political
parties continually abdicate responsibility for the human condition by
blaming the opposition for failure to act. In a sense, the two parties
need one another to be whipping boys for each other. It is perhaps
easier for political leadership to fail in the United States than in the
Soviet Union, because there is always the opposition to blame in a
competitive party system. In a single-party system, scapegoats such as
Jews, Trotskyites, and reds (a favorite in the old single-party American
South) must be called upon for whipping-boy service.
O f course, the limitations on competition do not mean that com
petition between groups is abolished altogether in mass societies. The
various complexes do compete with one another for resources and,
even within each of the social processes, there are sometimes vicious
marginal competitions between different conglomerates. For example,
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white ethnic groups and blacks may compete furiously for control of
neighborhoods, unions may compete (sometimes violently) for the
right to represent workers, businesses may engage in espionage to
gain trade secrets, and political parties may smear the reputations of
one anothers’ candidates. The rule guiding behavior of those responsi
ble for the various conglomerates and complexes of interest groups in
mass societies is to gain ever more wealth, power, prestige, and loyalty
for their organizations. Sometimes this goal involves provisional coop
eration with other groups, but ultimately the system is based on com
petition rather than cooperation.
In other words, when cooperation is sought it is sought to increase
competitive advantage in other spheres. Cooperative relations, of
course, like market-splitting arrangements among business firms, may
be quite durable because of the presence of still other organizations
waiting in the wings to take advantage of any weakness. The ultimate
appeal of the politically irresponsible is that they will be sacrificing the
interests of the organization they represent if they take the wider
human context into account. I his rationalization reveals the ultimately
competitive character of political relations in mass society.
Lack of responsibility for the entire human context is as evident
in the appreciative sphere as it is in the economic and political spheres
of activity. This irresponsibility is particularly evident in the systems
of mass entertainments. The distinctive context of the appreciative life
in mass societies is entertainment which takes the human being out of
the context of his daily life and places him in a commercially contrived
context. Today one can buy “total environments” in which, during
leisure time, one is cut off from the rest of the megalopolis and made
secure by measured doses of programmed emotional and sensory
content. For those who can afford them there are panelled, sound
proofed rooms in which one can luxuriate on comfortable furniture
and have one’s choice of television, all-embracing stereophonic sound,
picture books and magazines, or all of them at once. Incense can be
burning as one puffs on marijuana cigarettes and/or gets drunk on
alcoholic beverages. O f course, enough money will buy one some
friends of either sex with whom one can share the environment—if
other people are really all that necessary. The “total environment’’
described above is obviously an ideal limit in which few, if any, people
spend their leisure time. However, it is the kind of thing that Aldous
Fluxley had in mind when he wrote his nightmare vision of Brave New
World in which people went to the “feelies” for programmed sexual
stimulation, just as they now go to the movies for programmed visual
and auditory stimulation. The Playboy life-style for men and the Better
Homes and Gardens life-style for women are not really all that far from
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Huxley s vision. Huxley’s nightmare, of course, is nothing more nor
less than the dream-world of advertising men. Whether it is a beautiful
dream or a nightmare depends upon one’s image of the human condi
tion, particularly upon one’s notion of human purpose. If one believes
that pleasure is the guiding human purpose, then the total environ
ment of commercially contrived stimulation is indeed not only an ideal
limit of a theory, but a full-fledged moral ideal.
At present there is no chance that the “total environment” will be
experienced by more than a fraction of the upper middle classes.
However, as people attempt to approach it and elites attempt to foster
it, isolation of human beings from their whole context will increase
drastically. Already there is a tendency for negative total environments
to appear, which cut people off from the rest of existence and manipu
late them.12 People in mental hospitals are given tranquilizer drugs all
day and left in front of television sets, old people are pushed into
planned retirement villages and nursing homes, and alcoholics are
sent to controlled therapy centers. Businessmen and other executives
are sent on retreats where psychologists attempt to make them more
sensitive, responsive to the organization, and sales conscious. Those
who approach the total environment of pleasure are induced to forget
those who dwell in the environment of pain, anxiety, and impotence
—the total institution. The ghetto fades as the acid rock plays on.
The various total environments and approaches to them all ap
pear within the context of the megalopolis. Given the public morality
of interest-group competition, the various islands in the megalopolis
are encouraged to tear themselves out of the context and to either
represent themselves as special cases or as integral wholes. The ghetto
is the prime example of the special case. In order to procure more
funds for areas in which black people dwell, elaborate propaganda is
diffused that pictures the ghetto as a negative environment. The idea
is to persuade officials and their constituents that, if only enough
money is spent on rebuilding and refurbishing the ghetto, this blot on
the middle-class consciousness will disappear.
The opposite of pleading a special case is pleading autonomy
from the rest of the human condition. Real-estate developers advertise
suburbs as planned environments in which one can escape from the
problems of the cities. People are made to feel lucky that they no
longer have to bother with parts of the megalopolis outside their
suburb, and if they are public-spirited they can always take an active
part in local school-board politics or park-and-recreation develop
ment. The fate of the whole megalopolis is decided by no one in
particular, and the most powerful complexes of interest groups in
general. For those who are beginning the study of the social sciences,
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the megalopolis is the most obvious example of systematic irresponsi
bility for the whole in mass society. The results of the failure in public
responsibility can be seen by anyone with their eyes open.
Finally, the failure of responsibility is evidenced in the multiversity
and the mass media. In an important sense, the multiversity has served
for us as a model of the organization of mass society because we have
known it so well through our careers. The idea of conglomerates and
complexes first began to dawn on us when we realized that, despite all
the propaganda to the contrary, the multiversity was merely a con
tainer for a wide diversity of conflicting activities. The idea of irrespon
sible leadership began to become clear for us as we studied university
and departmental administration from the inside. The multiversity
may have a particular peculiarity of being prone to inflated rhetoric,
because it functions as the organization which legitimates the other
conglomerates in mass society through manipulating the myths of
science and professionalism.

Figure 15.1. T h e C o n g l o m e r a t e

General Organizational An organization with multiple and often con
Form: flicting functions, which has no apparent aim
but stable growth in wealth, power, influence
and loyalty
Form of Exercising Power: Complexes of similar interests cutting across
the traditional boundary lines of public/private,
voluntary/compulsory, profit/nonprofit, pro
fessional/managerial
Economic Form: The multinational, multifunctional corporation
Myth: The professional ideal and the hierarchy of oc
cupational prestige
Political Form: The superpower with nuclear weapons
Myth: Elite trusteeship based on expertise in securing
survival
Appreciative Form: The megalopolis
Myth: The suburban ideal of mass entertainment
Educational Form: The multiversity
Myth: Expertise in social engineering
Method of Social Control: Manipulation of self-image to assure guilt feel
ings if one does not live up to the standards of
the conglomerate
Standard of Social Manipulation; the put-on
Relations:
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However, it is no better or worse for this than any of the other
conglomerates and, if one employs the context of mass society, it
should be seen neither as the nodal point for social change (the posi
tion of the New Left) nor as the last bastion of decency (the position
of the old liberals and numerous academicians). The great failure of
the multiversity is that it has not attempted to develop knowledge that
would aid people in increasing critical awareness of their situations
and that would point ways to overcoming the rampant irresponsibility
in mass society. Instead of unifying perspectives, the multiversity has
encouraged the fragmentation of knowledge into warring disciplines
and service to existing complexes of interest groups. In protecting a
vestige of academic freedom it has created a suburb of the mind.
If the multiversity is the suburb of the mind, the mass media are
the slums. Here, public irresponsibility reaches its zenith with the
systematic elimination of the context from the reporting of events. The
mass media do not consider socialism or any other alternatives to
capitalism, direct democracy or any other alternatives to democratic
elitism, unified planning or any other alternatives to the megalopolis,
and general education or any other alternatives to the specialism of the
multiversity. In addition the media personalize events to such an ex
tent that dominant social roles are taken for granted. For example, the
disclosure that a vice-presidential candidate had spent time in a mental
hospital awakened conjecture on the method of vice-presidential selec
tion rather than discussion of whether a political system should be so
personalized that it matters whether or not an official has ever been in
a mental hospital. Of course, neither the multiversity nor the mass
media are the “leading institutions” of mass society in the United
States.13 The leading institutions (the organizations responsible for
determining values and their allocation) are still business and govern
mental conglomerates. However, the prime legitimation for these con
glomerates is the myth of professionalism and expert knowledge.
Thus, it is perhaps accurate to state that the emerging mass society is
symbolized by the image of a “technocracy”—a regime of expert and
technical efficiency.
TECHNOCRACY
If all political and economic roles were fully professionalized, if
everyone believed in the hierarchy of occupational prestige, if elites
legitimated themselves only through the myth of expert knowledge, if
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all competition was brought under regulation by dominant complexes,
if entertainment was the only form of appreciation, if the suburban
life-style was universally desired, and if all knowledge was processed
by the multiversity, then a complete technocracy would exist. The
distance of the present situation from such a technocracy can be
judged by the degree to which the above conditions are not met in
current mass societies. At the present time the top political and eco
nomic roles are not professionalized, but are occupied by people who
have been favored by inheriting great wealth, winning elections and
having the proper social characteristics (being white, Anglo-Saxon
Protestant male with a degree from an elite college or university.)14
However, the positions right below those occupied by this rather oldfashioned, though very persistent, elite, are held by people who claim
to have professional competence. For example, during the Nixon ad
ministration, right below the President was Henry Kissinger, an exHarvard professor of political science. The other conditions for a
complete technocracy also do not exist, but there are tendencies,
which have been pointed to throughout this book, driving social life
in a technocratic path. A technocracy would be a society in which
wealth, power, influence, and loyalty would flow to those who made
the most persuasive claims to technical expertise and professional
competence. Its elite would demand autonomy in its control over
human existence, because it would claim expert knowledge in the
activities of government and administration.
A technocracy would probably justify its ascendancy through a
myth resembling the one propounded by Davis and Moore in the
functionalist explanation of inequality. Davis and Moore claimed that
unequal rewards to different groups of people were inevitable in any
society because the people in the positions most important to the
survival of the society had to be motivated to perform their tasks
effectively. This argument, which was presented and criticized in the
ninth chapter, would provide a particularly good ideology for techno
crats. First, it claims to be rooted in science, which would be the myth
basis for any professionalized elite. Second, it leaves open the question
of which functions are the most important for social survival. This
would allow technocratic rulers to declare the “science” of administra
tion the most important profession. Third, it would help relieve any
guilt that members of the emerging elite might feel about their privi
lege, because it asserts that privilege is an inevitable feature of the
human condition. Fourth, the criterion of performance—the survival
of the society and its role system—would give the technocrats a frame
work in which to operate.
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A technocracy would be a society in which all human relations
would remain constant, and the only change that would occur would
be increasing efficiency in molding people to pre-ordained roles.
I hus, a technocracy would be inherently conservative. The reason for
this is that the professional has no criterion by which to judge which
ends are desirable.15 Rule by professionals, then, would either be on
the basis of the whim of those who happened to hold the top positions
or on the basis of maintaining and expanding what was already pres
ent. Jean Meynaud makes the point that technocrats would not elimi
nate political decisions and conflicts. They would only disguise them
behind the veil of scientific management”: “In other words, an exami
nation of the foreseeable future reveals that there is no legitimate
reason to assume that political relations will disappear: the important
point is to ascertain who will be behind them and control them, and
to whose advantage. These standard questions apply to technocratic
forms of government as much as to any others.”16
The elite of a technocracy would claim competence to rule by its
expertise in determining the most efficient means to attain the public
good. I he public good would be defined as the maintenance of the
given system of dominant roles. Thus, a technocracy might try to make
sure that the family was preserved according to the middle-class ideal
by requiring any wife who desired a career of her own to submit to
psychiatric care until she became committed to behaving “normally.”
Similarly, professed atheists might be given psychiatric counseling by
mental health personnel who themselves believed in God only because
it was the mentally healthy thing to believe in. Experts in the mass
media would devise a “media diet” for whole populations, so that
individuals would not have their perspective on “reality” distorted.17
Those who doubted the essential goodness of the nation-state might
be given loyalty therapy. As is even the case now in some suburban
high schools, “underachievers” would be given special counseling
so that the society would have full talent utilization. These possibili
ties are by no means remote but are currently in existence in parts of
mass society. There are many marriage counselors committed to the
middle-class ideal of the wife as helpmate to the breadwinning and
“protective” husband, and some judges order married couples seek
ing divorce to go to marriage counselors before they can receive
their divorce.18 Some psychiatrists believe that it is mentally healthy
to believe in God, while the Federal Communications Commission in
cooperation with the electronic media prepares a kind of media diet.
Loyalty therapy may not be practiced extensively, but loyalty oaths
have been required to gain certain kinds of employment. Some of the

428

SOCIAL PROCESSES

readers of this book know all too well that “underachieving” according
to the standards of established institutions is in disfavor.
Some might argue that a technocracy would be a distinctive im
provement over the present system, because at least jobs would be
done efficiently. However, aside from the fact that professionals claim
ing to rule by competence might actually be quite incompetent, it is
not at all clear that it would be desirable to mold people to perform
existing social roles efficiently. From an outsider’s viewpoint, ineffi
ciency is very desirable when people are attempting to accomplish
worthless or actually baneful ends. Another argument in favor of tech
nocracy might be that since its principle is efficient achievement of
ends, a technocratic elite would be capable of accomplishing good
ends and of speeding desirable social changes. This is the argument
of those who believe that if given a free hand, engineers and social
scientists could solve our social problems.
Leaving aside the question of who is to decide which situations
constitute social problems and in what priority order they should be
“solved,” the idea that engineers and scientists are capable of causing
social reconstruction assumes that only ignorance stands in the way of
achieving someone’s utopia (usually defined in terms of full bellies,
sanitary housing, freedom from certain diseases, and a clean envi
ronment—a utopia that might be labeled medical materialism). O f
course, it is not so easy as it might seem to figure out what human
beings need, particularly if one believes that there are multiple images
of the human condition and that rational thought involves relativizing
these images and then making responsible choices. I'he supporter of
technocracy either has to pretend that there are no serious disagree
ments about a desirable future for human beings or that all the methFigure 15.2. T e c h n o c r a c y

_________________ _________________ __________

1. All political and economic roles professionalized
2. Universal agreement on the present hierarchy of occupational prestige
3. Elites legitimated through the myth of expert knowledge and supposed
contribution to the survival of society
4. Competition regulated by dominant complexes
5. All organizations conglomerates
6. E n tertain m en t th e on ly form o f app reciation
7. Suburban life-style universally desired
8. All knowledge processed by the multiversity
How far is the present American society from a technocracy?
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°ds of social control should be marshaled to make people desire the
values he holds. A much more potent barrier than rational thought to
the antiseptic utopia of happy and cooperative people toasting
humanity with glasses of cola is the resistance of vested interests, such
as military conglomerates.
C o s t -B e n e f it A n a l y s is

Though people in the United States do not live in a technocracy,
there are many technocratic features of contemporary organizations.
In addition to the familiar political refrain that “if we can send a rocket
to the moon, we can solve our social problems,” there is a growing
tendency to make political decisions under the guise of scientific plan
ning. The most familiar form of planning is cost-benefit analysis. Here,
a problem is defined and solutions are evaluated in accordance with
the benefits they are expected to procure and the resources that will
have to be expended to put them into effect. In simple terms, that
solution should be chosen that provides the most benefits for the least
cost. There are many problems with cost-benefit analysis and related
forms of planning.19 First, they tend, like all technocratic devices, to
hold the context of human existence constant and to work only on a
single problem. Thus, cost-benefit analyses of housing policy do not
consider the possibility of abolishing private real estate development
and promotion. Second, the technical process of cost-benefit analysis
cannot determine what benefits are most important—or even what a
benefit is. These determinations must be made by value-commitments,
not by judgments of efficiency. Third, the criteria of cost-benefit analy
sis are purely quantitative, and usually involve only factors that can be
measured in terms of money. This means that technocratic planning
is incapable of criticizing the quality of life as experienced by human
beings in their everyday lives.
At present, technocratic planning is merely a way of shoring up
existing elites and giving professionals greater entry into large-scale
decision-making situations. During the 1960s a number of groups
began making demands for increased benefits from government. Led
by the blacks, disadvantaged minorities that hitherto had been rela
tively quiescent pointed to obvious inequalities in living conditions
and demanded equality with more fortunate groups. Meanwhile the
military-industrial complex was growing larger and demanding more
resources for its own uses. Caught in the squeeze, middle-class taxpay
ers began to complain that they were the forgotten Americans, and
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that they deserved to enjoy life in their suburban retreats. The mobili
zation of new groups in the political arena and the increasing demands
of established complexes and coalitions caught political leaders in a
crunch. The pie was not expanding rapidly enough to satisfy everyone,
yet no group seemed to be willing to trim its demands. Part of the
answer to this problem was found in appeals to scientific planning and
cost-benefit analysis. Planners could figure out how to divide the pie
scientifically by calculating how to meet demands most efficiently.
However, what demands were to be met and in what order? Politicians
might pretend that planners could answer this question, but actually
they were incapable of doing so. Instead, a number of different policy
principles were trotted out by various interest groups and their gov
ernmental spokesmen.
One, favored mainly by conservatives and Republicans, prescribes
that no group should gain any advantages at the expense of another.
Therefore, improvements for disadvantaged groups can only come
through increasing the size of the pie. If the pie remains the same size
the disadvantaged remain where they are. A second principle, favored
mainly by liberals and Democrats, urges a “reordering of priorities.”
Translated out of administrative language, this means that some
groups should give up some of their privileges so that other groups can
get a greater share of the pie. Under this principle, however, no group
should be eliminated from the contest altogether. For example, the
military will retain a mammoth budget, but this budget will not be as
great as it once was. A third principle, favored mainly by radicals
working outside the two-party system, is that income distribution is not
enough. Wealth, meaning the non-taxable resources of the large cor
porations and the wealthy individuals, should be distributed to the
people. The “people” in this case would be represented by a populist
(anti-big business) or outright socialist government. The point here is
not that any one of these proposals is superior to its competitors, but
that any of them could be applied with equal ease by technocratic
planners. Under the Nixon administration the game plan has been
to apply the rule that no group should gain any advantages at the
expense of another. This principle, which may superficially sound
fair, is actually very conservative because it assumes that any
privileges which have already been gained are justified. Thus, the
appeal by politicians caught in a crunch to “cost-benefit” analysis
conceals the value-commitments involved in policy making. A pure
technocracy would be no more immune to so-called “political”
considerations.
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EXERCISE
Listen to or read a debate on policies to resolve a social
problem. Which standards of public policy (liberal, conservative,
radical) are implied in the various proposed solutions? Can you
generate and justify any other standards of public policy?
Not only are technocratic tendencies evident in planning proce
dures, but they are also present in appeals for a “fourth branch of
government” and a National Council of Social Advisers. The fourth
branch of government, which has awakened controversy in recent
years, would “(a) collect all the data necessary to continually track the
state of the nation; (b) define potential problems suggested by the
information; (c) develop alternative plans to cope with the problems;
and (d) evaluate ongoing projects in terms of real time and advise the
people accordingly.”20 The Council of Social Advisers would be an
agency composed of three members appointed by the President who
as a result of “training, experience, and attainments” would be “ex
ceptionally qualified” to appraise policies and suggest new ones.21 It
is likely that if the United States moves towards the model of a pure
technocracy it will do so through the addition of agencies such as the
fourth branch of government or the Council of Social Advisers. These
agencies would not at first disturb the traditional channels of decision
making, but would merely be adjuncts to the federal administration,
building up its power at the expense of other conglomerates. What
ever administration was in power could use such agencies to give
scientific legitimation to its policies. However, in time the politicians
could become captives of the technocrats and simply accept the poli
cies that they had provided. This prospect might seem frightening, but
we are by no means sure that it would be any worse than the present.
The foregoing discussion should not be viewed as a condemna
tion of planning and a celebration of spontaneity and private enter
prise. The problem of technocracy is not that it embodies planning,
which is merely one aspect of human reason, but that it puts planning
in the hands of an elite of specialists. This involves a serious mistake
about human existence. Planning the context of the human condition
is not a technical specialty that can be professionalized but an activity
involving choices among competing images of society. All human be
ings are enfolded in a public situation and related to various social
groups. They are always giving their support to some future or an
other, whether or not they are aware of this. Putting it bluntly, technoc-
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racy only means that people surrender their choices to elites which will
act to maintain the system as is, or will change it in accordance with
the wishes of the most powerful complexes of interest groups. For
those who expect to hold high positions in the technocracy, pure or
adulterated by tradition, these arguments will fall on deaf ears. Others
will know what to expect if present tendencies continue.

SELF-ESTEEM
For those concerned with resisting the development toward a
technocracy (and they may be in a decided minority) it is important to
understand the principal means of social control employed in contem
porary mass societies and the ways in which liberation from this con
trol is possible. All established and emergent social orders in the past
have used all the means of social control to maintain and extend their
dominance. Force has been a staple of human affairs, as has bribery,
fraud and the manipulation of procedures. However, by far the most
effective and economical means of social control is guilt and related
modes of programmed self-regulation. In earlier agricultural societies
guilt was fostered by belief in the immortal soul. People were led to
believe that if they did not obey social rules they were sinners. Their
guilt could only be removed by confession, repentance and good
works. Added to the control mechanism of guilt was the reward and
punishment system of the afterlife. If one sinned by violating the social
norms one might suffer eternal damnation in hell (the Western variety)
or return to earth as a lower form of life (the Eastern variety). On the
other hand, if one was obedient, heaven or release from pain was in
the cards. With the secularization of modern life the control mech
anism of guilt and the expectation of an afterlife were weakened.
Certainly these controls still exist in the mass societies of today, but
they are no longer as certain in their operation as they probably once
were. Further, while some psychiatrists may consider belief in God to
be part of a normal and healthy personality, religious appeals are
somewhat incongruous with the scientific mythology of the technoc
racy. Finally, the “sour* itself has fallen into disuse as a way of charac
terizing the human individual, except perhaps by astronauts and de
votees of the Jesus movement.
With the erosion of the soul, new guilt-producing mechanisms
have arisen to cement conformity. These center around the new idol
of mass society: the self. While most of the readers of this book may
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not be sure whether or not they have souls, they are certainly con
vinced that they have selves. After all, is it not a self that is reading the
book? The answer to this question is not at all as certain as it may seem.
William James once set about seriously to find his “self’ and the results
were quite embarrassing. After a thorough search James became con
vinced that the self was merely a feeling between the nose and the
throat centered on the vocal chords. Yet he was not satisfied with this
conclusion as the final answer, so he developed the idea, which is basic
to the first five chapters of this book, that the self is merely a phase in
the flow of human experience. In fact, James identified three different
selves centered on three distinct experiences. He defined the “material
self’ as everything that a person calls his own, including physical body
and significant property. Thus, he extended the self beyond the skin.
The second self was the “social self,” defined as the ideas that other
people have about a person. Here James extended the individual per
son into the experience of others, making the individual a phase of
social processes. Finally, James defined a third self, the “spiritual self,”
which functioned as an ideal judge of activity. This spiritual self could
be a conception of God or a set of moral principles. In any case, it
provided a cultural dimension to the person which freed him from
dependence on present feelings and social relations.22
While James is often quoted as a founding father of social psychol
ogy, his investigations fell short of identifying the self that most people
today believe that they have,—the self manipulated by psychiatrists,
journalists, advertisers, public school teachers, and all other bureau
cratized and professionalized mind workers. The fourth self James did
not discover was the self of “self-esteem.” The notion of self-esteem
is embedded in the works of contemporary psychologists. Those who
follow Freud speak of the need for ego strength; those who follow the
so-called humanists speak of the need for self-esteem as a prelude to
self-actualization; the symbolic interactionists state that mental health
requires a positive self-image; and the neo-Freudians discourse on the
importance of a strong identity for a full life.23 The notion of self
esteem is so firmly fixed in the mass mind that it is difficult even to
define it. Just as the fish is the last one to know he is enslaved by water,
the member of mass society is the last one to know that he is enslaved
by self-esteem.
Appeals to self-esteem are a staple of relations in mass society.
According to popular mythology, every woman knows that it is not
wise to bruise the ego of a man she wants to catch. Rather, she concen
trates on building up the ego. What does this term “ego,” synonymous
with self-esteem, mean? The “self of self-esteem” may be defined as

434

SOCIAL PROCESSES

that image of the self that the person holds as an accurate representa
tion of the self. Thus, the fourth self is an image, just like the images
that make up the social self. However, it is not an image of the person
held by others, but an image of the person held by that person. In mass
societies the quickest way to a person’s heart, pocketbook or compli
ance is through building up his fourth self. Conversely, the quickest
way to damage a person is to depreciate his fourth self. People tend
to treat their self-esteem like a stock market investment. They watch
its rise and fall day by day, and feel elated or depressed accordingly.
They are continuously on the lookout for signs of impending doom or
success. This is why they are so concerned with the opinions of others.
They are primarily concerned with the state of their social self as an
indicator of how they should view their fourth self. Further, people
continually propagandize themselves about their fourth selves. They
tell themselves how good they are, how failures really are not failures
at all, and how successes reflect so well on them. At extremes they
spend free moments polishing up their fourth selves and contemplat
ing them with joy. Often they engage in relations with others merely
to demonstrate their fourth selves in action—to themselves. The puton, a characteristic relation in mass society, depends on the inflation
of the fourth self in both parties. The victim is so preoccupied with his
fourth self that he does not realize that it is all a game until too late.
The exploiter is manipulating the victim to show himself how cool he
is. After all, the exploiter is not craving submission or appreciation
from a contemptible victim.
Figure 15.3. T h e F o u r S e l v e s ________________________________________________
1. The Material Self: Everything a person calls his own, including
physical body and significant property
2. The Social Self: The ideas that other people have about a person
3. The Spiritual Self: The person’s moral principles and projects
4. The Self of Self-Esteem: The image of the person held by that person

The self of self-esteem is the greatest barrier of all to carrying on
the process of self-understanding. It tends to freeze or clot conscious
life into a perpetual recycling process in which satisfaction is gained
not through creativity, participation, appreciation, inquiry, love, and
self-development, but through talking to oneself. It is interesting to
note that those who grew up before the emergence of the conglomer
ate often view talking to oneself with suspicion—as vaguely sinful or
unhealthy. However, the quickest way to gain ego-strength or a posi
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tive self-image is to propagandize oneself. Witness the way black peo
ple in the United States built up their self-esteem by telling themselves
that black is beautiful. This is merely an example of collective self
esteem. George Herbert Mead went so far as to define the human
essence as the ability to talk to oneself.24 The fourth self is perhaps the
most sacred object in mass society. Yet it is truly no more than an idol
that functions to induce conformity to emerging institutions in place
of the soul.
W a y s T h a t S e l f -E s t e e m C a n F u n c t io n

How does the self of self-esteem function as a social control device
in mass societies? The answer to this question will become evident
upon determining where this image comes from. The basic compo
nents of the fourth self are, of course, James’ three selves. The selfimage is a compound of selected features of the material self (most
importantly an image of the body), selected features of the social self
(in most cases the more favorable judgments and images of the person
expressed by others) and selected moral idealizations from the culture
(perhaps some of the views of the human essence present in religious
traditions). However, in mass societies there is frequently a fourth
component in this compound—images of standardized selves fab
ricated by the mind workers. Such images began to appear at the very
beginning of the secularization process when philosophers such as
Hobbes and Machiavelli abandoned traditional religious definitions of
the human essence for so-called scientific definitions of human nature.
Some of these images were discussed and criticized in the second
chapter (where schools of social thought were discussed) and in the
first chapter where the barriers to self-understanding were detailed.
Up until the twentieth century the most important image of the human
being challenging religious interpretations was that of “economic
man,” motivated by greed for profits. In the twentieth century, how
ever, the self industry has reached its fullest development with the
emergence of conglomerates. The image of economic man is still
fostered today by business conglomerates, particularly in the training
of salesmen. However, many jobs in conglomerates demand a damp
ening of profit motivation and a shift of competitive motivations to
ward technical achievement according to bureaucratic standards, com
pliance with orders from superiors and cooperation with teams of
specialists. Along with this development has come a host of new pack
aged self-images ranging from those marketed by human-relations
technicians and industrial psychologists to those sold by various
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branches of psychiatry. What has happened in mass society is the
disappearance of theological or philosophical views of the self from
preeminent positions in the culture, and the ascendancy of purported
scientifically developed images. O f course, farmers, workers and cleri
cal personnel can still get along with the religiously based self-images,
and there are thousands of clergymen to promote them. High-level
professionals, particularly academicians, have the security to cultivate
philosophically based self-images, and there are existentialists,
phenomenologists and other high-class mind workers to market them.
Older ideological images, such as the Marxist one glorifying the pro
ducer and the racist or nationalist ones glorifying particular “group
minds” persist among dispossessed classes and declining middle
classes respectively. However, for the rising professionalized and semi
professionalized middle classes there are the scientific images of
psychiatry and related mental fields.
Many readers of this book hold self-images that were originally
fabricated by some group of mind workers, such as the images of the
well-adjusted personality, the well-rounded man, the high achiever,
the self-actualizing individual, the authentic personality, the playboy,
or the corporation wife. The professional ideal is merely one of the
most tenacious of these fabricated images—the one that will be held
by the members of any emerging technocracy. Thus, in mass society
self-images are packaged and marketed for specific groups within the
conglomerate social structure. Mind workers, promoting the most di
verse and contradictory images, coexist in relative peace because they
are directing their efforts at different groups. O f course, the various
mind workers fight jurisdictional disputes as they compete for control
of human experience. However, as time goes on it is likely that the
competition will settle down, just like the competition between busi
ness and other conglomerates has abated. When and if that happens
you will know that the technocracy has solidified and the older elites
have passed from the scene.
At present, there is a severe contradiction in the system of pack
aged self-images. Each group of mind workers claims that its image is
universally valid for all human beings. Since all cannot be correct, one
who recognizes this absurd situation gains a degree of freedom. How
ever, particularly if one is preparing for a profession, there is every
reason not to recognize the absurdity because the packaged self-image
can be exceedingly useful for gaining success. One who makes the
image of professional achievement the basis of his self-esteem is well
fitted for bureaucratic competition. Day by day as he pursues his career
he will check to see whether or not he has worked hard enough,
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whether or not he has made any slips that will hinder his promotion,
whether or not he has projected the proper image to others. Such
exceeding self-concern will cut him off from relations with others,
except for competitive relations with rivals and supportive relations
with a small circle of friends or family, and will sever him from the total
context of human existence. In free moments he will ceaselessly polish
up his professional image so that he will be able to drive himself to
even further achievements and success. His aim will be success as
defined by whatever conglomerate he is in, and the conglomerate will
foster his self-image. If you want to be a technocrat you will adopt this
self-image, fit yourself for competition and take enormous pride in any
accomplishments you make in your narrow area of specialization. Of
course, you should not count on success, because there will be many
like you.
If you do not want to be a technocrat, what should you do? Expo
nents of the counter-culture have marketed their own self-image based
on pleasure and doing your own thing. This tends to be merely a
prescription for self-isolation and irresponsibility. Others would at
tempt to diffuse philosophically based self-images more widely. We
would suggest that you go one step further and question whether
self-esteem is so important after all. Even if you shed the fourth self,
you will still have three others.
SUMMARY
The hallmark of mass society is systematic irresponsibility for the
entire human context. The irresponsibility is fostered by the dominant
organizational form in mass society—the conglomerate—which is a
container for diverse and often contradictory activities principled to
sheer growth in wealth, power, influence and the command of loyalty.
The conglomerate is manifested in every phase of social existence in
mass society. Business conglomerates, complexes of interest groups,
the megalopolis and the multiversity all show features of the conglom
erate form. The summation of tendencies of change in mass society is
the technocracy. In a technocracy rule would be by professionals who
would mold people efficiently to the performance of pre-ordained
social roles. The technocracy and the conglomerate are consistent with
one another because the professional elite, legitimized on the basis of
expertise in means, could conceivably sanction any activity furthering
its own perpetuation.
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The motivational principle that would be emphasized by a tech
nocracy and which is quite evident in contemporary life would be
technical achievement within bureaucratic confines. In order to
achieve in a competitive system, people usually develop overweening
self-esteem which isolates them from others and from their context
and which is encouraged by the conglomerates. Mind workers, market
ing packaged selves, are ever ready to serve the conglomerates and
those who want to make it up the organizational ladder.
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extens*on of self-understanding is one of the goals of our public
morality. For a similar statement, see Thomas Landon Thorson, The Logic of
Democracy (New York: Holt, Rinehart 8c Winston, 1962).

31 The social movement Technocracy bases its propaganda on the
theme that people do not have a choice about whether or not government by
experts will come about, but that they do have a chance to aid in the arrival
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Chapter 4. m e t h o d w i t h o u t m a d n e ss

1. William Ernest Hocking, “Marcel and the Ground Issues of Metaphy
sics,*’ Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 14 (June 1954): 465.

2. Abraham Kaplan, The Conduct of Inquiry (San Francisco: Chandler
1964), p. 28.
3. Alfred de Grazia, ed., The Velikovsky Affair (New Hyde Park, N.Y.:
University Books, 1966).
4. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 1962).
5. For some of the debates which have characterized the history of
sociology, see Roscoe C. and Gisela J. Hinkle, The Development of Modem Soci
ology (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1954).
6. George A. Lundberg, Can Science Save Us? (New York: David McKay
1961.
1
7. Richard LaPiere, “Attitudes vs. Actions,” Social Forces 13 (March
1934): 230-7.
8. Eugene J. Webb et al., Unobtrusive Measures: Nonreactive Research in the
Social Sciences (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1966).
9. A related phenomenon, in which people change their behavior simply
because they know that they are being studied, is called the “Hawthorn effect.”
See Leon Festinger and Daniel Katz, Research Methods in the Behavioral Sciences
(New York: Holt, Rinehart Sc Winston, 1953), p. 101.
10. Don D. Smith, “Levels of Political Information in the American Pub
lic” (Paper presented at the annual meetings of the Southern Sociological
Society, Atlanta, Georgia, 1968).
11. Floyd Hunter, Community Power Structure (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1953).
12. E. H. Carr, The New Society (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1960), p. 13.
13. Durkheim used many other methods besides the historical method.
For example, he used the demographic method in his study of suicide.
14. For examples of ideal types, see Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, eds.,
From Max Weber (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946).
15. Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Meridian
Books, 1958).
16. Ferdinand Toennies, Community and Society (East Lansing: Michigan
State University Press, 1957).
17. Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society (Glencoe, 111.: Free
Press, 1947).

LIVING SOCIOLOGY

446

18. Emile Durkheim, Suicide (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1951).
19. For a discussion of the various explanations of political violence, see
H L. Nieburg, Political Violence (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1969).
20. Erving Goffman, Asylum (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1961).
21. Elliot Liebow, Tally's Comer (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967).
22. Webb et al., Unobtrusive Measures. See particularly the section “Con
trived Observation: Hidden Hardware and Control,” pp. 142-70.
23. Bronislaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (New York: Dut
ton, 1961), p. 18. Malinowski developed the technique of participant observat 0 n 24. For example, see William F. Whyte, Street Corner Society: The Social
Structure of an Italian Slum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955).
25. For examples of nonparticipant observation, see Peter M. Blau, l he
Dynamics of Bureaucracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963).
26. See the special issue “On Language and Conduct,” Sociological Focus
3 (Winter 1969-70), particularly the articles by Irwin Deutscher, Aaron V.
Cicourel, and R. Bruce Anderson.
27. Martin Trow, “Small Businessmen, Political Tolerance and Support
for McCarthy,” American Journal of Sociology 64 (1958): 270-81.
28. Pitirim Sorokin, Fads and Foibles in Modem Sociology and Related Sciences
(Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1956).
29. Stanley Milgram, “Behavioral Study of Obedience, Journal oj Abnor
mal and Social Psychology 67 (1963): 371-78.
30. Harold Leavitt, “Some Effects of Certain Communication Patterns on
Group Performance,” Journal of Abnomial and Social Psychology 46 (1951): 38-50.
31. Fritz J. Roethlisberger and William J. Dickson, Management and the
Worker (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1943).
32. Harold Guetzkow, ed„ Simulation in Social Science (Lnglewood Clilts,
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1962).
Chapter

5.

hum an a c tio n

1. Restrictive empiricism began with the eighteenth-century Scottish
philosopher David Hume who rejected the idea that people could be intuitive
about self-evident truths. For Hume, what is known is what is sensed. In the
nineteenth century Auguste Comte argued that science could only be based
on associations between observed events, not on "causes (which could not
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ards of logical consistency which are not sensed.
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shared experience as the basis of science (“intersubjectivity").
3. Recently, a new discipline, “the sociology of sociology,” has grown
up to study the social context of sociological research. See Larry T. Reynolds
and Janice M. Reynolds, eds., The Sociology of Sociology (New York: David
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