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L,KE

s o MANY WORDS that are bandied about, the won! theory
threatens to become meaningless. Because its referents are so diverse
including everything from minor working hypotheses, through compre
hensive but vague and unordered speculations, to axiomatic systems of
thought-use of the word often obscures rather than creates under
standing.
Throughout this book, the term sOciological theory refers to logically
interconnected sets of propositions from which empirical uniformities
can be derived. Throughout we focus on what I have called theories of
the middle mnge: theories that lie between the minor but necessary
working hypotheses that evolve in abundance during day-to-day re
search1 and the all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop a unified theory
that will explain all the observed uniformities of social behavior, social
organization and social change.2
Middle-range theory is principally used in sociology to guide em
pirical inquiry. It is intermediate to general theories of social systems
which .are too remote from particular classes of social behavior, organiza
tion and change to account for what is observed and to those detailed
orderly descriptions of particulars that are not generalized at all.
Middle-range theory involves abstractions, of course, but they are close
enough to observed data to be incorporated in propositions that permit
empirical testing. Middle-range theories deal with delimited aspects of
1 . "A 'working hypothesis' is little more than the common-sense procedure used
by all of us everyday. Encountering certain facts, certain alternative explanations
come to mind and we proceed to test them." James B . Conant, On Understanding
Science ( Ne� Haven: Yale University Press, 1947 ) , 137, n. 4.
2. This discussion draws upon and expands a critique of Parsons' paper on the
position of sociological theory at the 1947 meetings of the American SOciological
Society as briefly published in the American SOCiological Review, 1949, 13, 164-8. It
draws also upon subsequent discussions : R. K. Merton, "The role-set: problems in
sociological theory," The British Journal of Sociology, June 1957, 8, 106-20, at 108-10;
R. K. Merton, "Introduction" to Allen Barton, Social Organization under Stress:
A Sociological Review of Disaster Studies ( Washington, D.C.: National Academy of
Sciences-National Research Council, 1963 ) , xvii-xxxvi, at xxix-xxxvi.
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social phenomena, as is indicated by their labels. One speaks of a theory

munications to focus on "the most extreme sufferers [which] tends to fix

of reference groups, of social mobility, or role-conflict and of the forma

them as a reference group against which even other sufferers can com

tion of social norms just as one speaks of a theory of prices, a germ theory

pare themselves favorably." As the inquiry develops, it is found that these

of disease, or a kinetic theory of gases.

patterns of self-appraisal in tum affect the distribution of morale in the

The seminal ideas in such theories are characteristically simple: con

community of survivors and their motivation to help others.3 Within a

sider Gilbert on magnetism, Boyle on atmospheric pressure, or Darwin

particular class of behavior, therefore, the theory of relative deprivation

on the formation of coral atolls. Gilbert begins with the relatively simple

directs us to a set of hypotheses that can be empirically tested. The

idea that the earth may be conceived as a magnet; Boyle, with the simple

confirmed conclusion can then be put simply enough: when few are

idea that the atmosphere may be conceived as a 'sea of air'; Darwin,

hurt to much the same extent, the pain and loss of each seems great;

with the idea that one can conceive of the atolls as upward and outward

where many are hurt in greatly varying degree, even fairly large losses

growths of coral over islands that had long since subsided into the sea.

seem small as they are compared with far larger ones. The probability

Each of these theories provides an image that gives rise to inferences. To

that comparisons will be made is affected by the differing visibility of

take but one case: if the atmosphere is thought of as a sea of air, then, as

losses of greater and less extent.

Pascal inferred, there should be less air pressure on a mountain top than

The specificity of this example should not obscure the more general

at its base. The initial idea thus suggests specific hypotheses which are

character of middle-range theory. Obviously, behavior of people con

tested by seeing whether the inferences from them are empirically con

fronted with a mass disaster is only one of an indefinitely large array of

firmed. The idea itself is tested for its fruitfulness by noting the range

particular situations to which the theory of reference groups can be

of theoretical problems and hypotheses that allow one to identify new

instructively applied, just as is the case with the theory of change in

characteristics of atmospheric pressure.

social stratification, the theory of avthority, the theory of institutional

n

In much the same fashion, the theory of reference groups and relative

interdependence, or the theory of a omie. But it is equally clear that

deprivation starts with the simple idea, initiated by James, Baldwin, and

such middle-range theories have not been logically derived from a

Mead and developed by Hyman and Stouffer, that people take the

single all-embracing theory of social systems, though once developed

standards of significant others as a basis for self-appraisal and evaluation.

they may be consistent with one. Furthermore, each theory is more than

Some of the inferences drawn from this idea are at odds with common

a mere empirical generalization-an isolated proposition summarizing

sense expectations based upon an unexamined set of 'self-evident' as

observed uniformities of relationships between two or more variables. A

sumptions. Common sense, for example, would suggest that the greater

theory comprises a set of assumptions from which empirical generaliza

the actual loss experienced by a family in a mass disaster, the more

tions have themselves been derived.

acutely it will feel deprived. This belief is based on the unexamined as

Another case of middle-range theory in sociology may help us to

sumption that the magnitude of objective loss is related linearly to the

identify its character and uses. The theory of role-sets4 begins with an

subjective appraisal of the loss and that this appraisal is confined to one's

image ·of how social status is organized in the social structure. This image

own experience. But the theory of relative deprivation leads to quite a

is as simple as Boyle's image of the atmosphere as a sea of air or Gilbert's

different hypothesis-that self-appraisals depend upon people's compari

image of the earth as a magnet. As with all middle-range theories, how

sons of their own situation with that of other people perceived as being

ever, the proof is in the using not in the immediate response to the

comparable to themselves. This theory therefore suggests that, under

originating ideas as obvious or odd, as derived from more general theory

specifiable conditions, families suffering serious losses will feel less de

or conceived of to deal with a particular class of problems.

prived than those suffering smaller losses if they are in situations leading

Despite the very diverse meanings attached to the concept of social
status, one sociological tradition consistently uses it to refer to a p osition

them to compare themselves to people suffering even more severe losses.
For example, it is people in the area of greatest impact of a disaster who,

in a social system, with its distinctive array of designated rights and ob

though substantially deprived themselves, are most apt to see others

ligations. In this tradition, as exemplified by Ralph Linton, the related

around them who are even more severely deprived. Empirical inquiry

concept of social role refers to the behavior of status-occupants that is

supports the theory of relative deprivation rather than the common-se se

oriented toward the patterned expectations of others (who accord the

assumptions: "the feeling of being relatively better off than others tn

rights and exact the obligations). Linton, like others in this tradition,

�

creases with objective loss up to the category of highest loss" and only
then declines. This pattern is reinforced by the tendency of public com-

3. Barton, op. cit., 62-63, 70-72, 140, and the Introduction, xxiv-xxv .
4. The following pages draw upon Merton, "The role-set," op. cit.
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ing the social mechanisms-that is, the social processes having designated
consequences for designated parts of the social structure-which articu
late the expectations of those in the role-set sufficiently to reduce conflicts
for the occupant of a status. It generates the further problem of discover
ing how these mechanisms come into being, so that we can also explain
why the mechanisms do not operate effectively or fail to emerge at all
in some social systems. Finally, like the theory of atmospheric pressure,
the theory of role-set points directly to relevant empirical research.
Monographs on the workings of diverse types of formal organization have
developed empirically-based theoretical extensions of how role-sets op
erate in practice.6
The theory of role-sets illustrates another aspect of sociological
theories of the middle range. They are frequently consistent with a
variety of so-called systems of sociological theory. So far as one can tell,
the theory of role-sets is not inconsistent with such broad theoretical
orientations as Marxist theory, functional analysis, social behaviorism,
Sorokin's integral SOciology, or Parsons' theory of action. This may be a
horrendous observation for those of us who have been trained to believe
that systems of sociological thought 'are logically close-knit and mutually
exclusive sets of doctrine. But in fact, as we shall note later in this in
troduction, comprehensive SOciological theories are sufficiently loose-knit,
internally diversified, and mutually overlapping that a given theory of
the middle range, which has a measure of empirical confirmation, can
often be subsumed under comprehensive theories which are themselves
discrepant in certain respects.
This reasonably unorthodox opinion can be illustrated by reexamining
the theory of role-sets as a middle-range theory. We depart from the
traditional concept by assuming that a single status in society involves,
not a· single role, but an array of associated roles, relating the status
occupant to diverse others. Second, we note that this concept of the role
set gives rise to distinctive theoretical problems, hypotheses, and so to
Perspective for Research on Juvenile Delinquency: Report on a conference on the
relevance and interrelations of certain concepts from sociology and psychiatry for
delinquency, held May 6 and 7, 1955 (Washington, D.C . : U.S. Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare, 1956 ) , 24-50, at 47-48.
6. If we are to judge from the dynamics of development in science, sketched out
in the preceding part of this introduction, theories of the middle range, being close
to the research front of science, are particularly apt to be products of multiple and
approximately simultaneous discovery. The core idea of the role-set was independently
developed in the important empirical monograph, Neal Gross, Ward S. Mason and
A. W. McEachern, Explorations in Role Analysis: Studies of the School Superintend
ency Role (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1958 ) . Significant extensions of the
theory coupled with empirical investigation will be found in the monographs : Robert
L. Kahn et al., Organizational Stress: Studies in Role Conflict and Ambiguity (New
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1964 ) , see 13-17 and passim; Daniel Katz and Robert L.
Kahn, The Social Psychology of Organizations (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1966 )
172 if. and passim.
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empirical inquiry. One basic problem is that of identifying the social
mechanisms which articulate the role-set and reduce conflicts among
roles. Third, the concept of the role-set directs our attention to the
structural problem of identifying the social arrangements which integrate
as well as oppose the expectations of various members of the role-set.
The concept of multiple roles, on the other hand, confines our attention
to a different and no doubt important issue: how do individual occupants
of statuses happen to deal with the many and sometimes conflicting
demands made of them? Fourth, the concept of the role-set directs us to
the further question of how these social mechanisms come into being;
the answer to this question enables us to account for the many concrete
instances in' which the role-set operates ineffectively. (This no more as
sumes that all social mechanisms are functional than the theory of bio
logical evolution involves the comparable assumption that no dys
functional developments occur.) Finally, the logic of analysis exhibited
in this sociological theory of the middle-range is developed wholly in
terms of the elements of social structure rather than in terms of providing
concrete historical descriptions of particular social systems.Thus, middle
range theory enables us to transcend the mock problem of a theoretical
conflict between the nomothetic and the idiothetic, between the general
and the altogether particular, between generalizing sociological theory
and historicism.
From all this, it is evident that according to role-set theory there is
always a potential for differing expectations among those in the role-set
as to what is appropriate conduct for a status-occupant. The basic source
of this potential for conflict-and it is important to note once again that
on this point we are at one with such disparate general theorists as Marx
and Spencer, Simmel, Sorokin and Parsons-is found in the structural
fact that the other members of a role-set are apt to hold various social
positions differing from those of the status-occupant in question. To the
extent that members of a role-set are diversely located in the social struc
ture, they are apt to have interests and sentiments, values and moral ex
pectations, differing from those of the status-occupant himself. This, after
all, is one of the principal assumptions of Marxist theory as it is of much
other sociological theory: social differentiation generates distinct interests
among those variously located in the structure of the society. For exam
ple, the members of a school board are often in social and economic
strata that differ significantly from the stratum of the school teacher. The
interests, values, and expectations of board members are consequently
apt to differ from those of the teacher who may thus be subject to con
flicting expectations from these and other members of his role-set: pro
fessional colleagues, influential members of the school board and, say, the
Americanism Committee of the American Legion.An educational essen
tial for one is apt to be judged as an educational frill by another, or as
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downright subversion, by the third. What holds conspicuously for this
one status holds, in identifiable degree, for occupants of other statuses
who are structurally related through their role-set to others who them
selves occupy differing positions in SOCiety.
As a theory of the middle range, then, the theory of role-sets begins
.
WIth a concept and its associated imagery and generates an array of
t�eoretical problems. Thus, the assumed structural basis for potential
dIsturbance of a role-set gives rise to a double question (which, the
record shows, has not been raised in the absence of the theory): which
�ocial �echanisms, if any, operate to counteract the theoretically assumed
mstabIlIty of role-sets and, correlatively, under which circumstances do
the�e social mec? anis�s fail to oper�te, with resulting inefficiency, con
fUSIOn, and conflIct? LIke other questIOns that have histOrically stemmed
from the general orientation of functional analysis, these do not assume
th�t role-sets invaria� ly operate with substantial efficiency. For this
mIddle-range theory IS not concerned with the historical generalization
that a degree of social order or conflict prevails in society but with the
.
analytIcal
problem of identifying the social mechanisms which produce
a greater degree of order or less �onflict than would obtain if these
mechanisms were not called into play.

TOTAL SYSTEMS OF SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
Th.e quest for theories of the middle range exacts a distinctly different
ommI
t:ment from the sociologist than does the quest for an all-embrac
�
mg, umfied theory. The pages that follow assume that this search for a
total system �f sociol�gical the�ry, in which observations about every
aspect �f SOCIal behaVIOr, orgamzation, and change promptly find their
preordamed place, has the same exhilarating challenge and the same
sm�ll. promise as those many all-encompassing philosophical systems
.
whIch have fallen mto deserved disuse. The issue must be fairly joined.
So�e sociologists still write as though they expect, here and now, formu
lation of the general SOciological theory broad enough to encompass the
vast ranges of precisely observed details of social behavior, organization,
and change and fruitful enough to direct the attention of research
workers to a flow of problems for empirical research. This I take to be a
premature and apocalyptic belief. We are not ready. Not enough prepar
atory work has been done.
An historical sense of the changing intellectual contexts of SOciology
should be sufficiently humbling to liberate these optimists from this
extra�agant hope. �or one thing, certain aspects of our historical past
are stIll t�o much WIth us. We must remember that early SOciology grew
.
up m an mtellectual atmosphere7 in which vastly comprehensive systems
7. Se � the classical work by John Theodore Merz, A History of European Thought
.
m the Nmeteenth Century ( Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood ' 1904 )
4 vols.
,
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of philosophy were being introduced on all sides. Any philosopher of the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries worth his salt had to develop
his own philosophical system-of these, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel
were only the best known. Each system was a personal bid for the
definitive overview of the universe of matter, nature and man.
These attempts of philosophers to create total systems became a
model for the early sociologists, and so the nineteenth century was a
century of sociological systems. Some of the founding fathers, like Comte
and Spencer, were imbued with the esprit de systeme, which was ex

pressed in their sociologies as in the rest of their wider-ranging philoso
to
tried
later
gs,
Giddin
and
Ward,
phies. Others, such as Gumplowicz,
provide intellectual legitimacy for this still "new science of a very ancient
of
subject." This required that a general and definitive framework
s
theorie
special
ping
develo
than
sociological thought be built rather
ms
proble
gical
sociolo
specific
of
designed to guide the investigation
within an evolving and provisional framework.
Within this context, almost all the pioneers in sOciology tried to
be
fashion his own system. The multiplicity of systems, each claiming to
,
schools
of
ion
format
the
to
the genuine sociology, led naturally enough
only
not
gy
SOciolo
i.
epigon
and
each with its cluster of masters, disciples
lly
became differentiated with other disciples, but it became interna
i
special
of
terms
in
not
was
r,
differentiated. This differentiation, howeve
total
of
terms
in
phy,
philoso
zation, as in the sciences, but rather, as in
. As
systems, typically held to be mutually exclusive and largely at odds
not
did
gy
sOciolo
total
this
Bertrand Russell noted about philosophy,
system
the
of
gies]
[sociolo
seize "the advantage, as compared with the
builders, of being able to tackle its problems one at a time, instead of
having to invent at one stroke a block theory of the whole [sociological]
universe."8
Another route has been followed by sociologists in their quest to
taken
establish the intellectual legitimacy of their discipline: they have
s of
system
than
as their prototype systems of scientific theory rather
create
to
t
philosophy. This path too has sometimes led to the attemp
total systems of sociology-a goal that is often based on one or more of
three basic misconceptions about the sciences.
The first misinterpretation assumes that systems of thought can be
effectively developed before a great mass of basic observations has been
accumulated. According to this view, Einstein might follow hard on
the heels of Kepler, without the intervening centuries of investigation
and systematic thought about the results of investigation that were
needed to prepare the terrain. The systems of sociology that stem from
this tacit assumption are much like those introduced by the system8. Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy ( New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1945 ), 834.
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make�s in medicine over a span of 150 years: the systems of Stahl,
. er de Sa
BOlss
�
�vages, Broussais, John Brown and Benjamin Rush. Until
ell
mto
the
mneteenth
century eminent personages in medicine thought
�
It necessary to develop a theoretical system of disease long before the
antecedent empiric�l inquiry had been adequately developed.9 These
garden-paths have smce been closed off in medicine but this sort of effort
still turns up in sociology. It is this tendency that led the biochemist and
avocational sociologist, L. J. Henderson, to observe:
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A difference between mos � system-building in the social sciences and systems
.
.
of thought and classIficatIOn m the natural sciences is to be seen in their
.
evolution. n the natu�al scie ?ces both theories and descriptive systems grow
by adapta�on o the rncreasmg knowledge and experience of the scientists.

�

�

In the soctal scwnces, systems often issue fully formed from the mind of one
man. Then they may be much discussed if they attract attention' but
progressive adaptive modification as a result of the concerted efforts of great
numbers of men is rare.10

The second misconception about the physical sciences rests on a mis
taken ass�mption of historical contemporaneity-that all cultural prod
.

ucts e�istmg at the same moment of history have the same degree of
maturtty. In fact, to perceive differences here would be to achieve a

se?se of pr�portion. The fact that the diSCipline of physics and the disci
plme of SOCIOlogy are both identifiable in the mid-twentieth century does
not mean that the achievements of the one should be the measure of the
oth�r. True, socia� scientists today live at a time when physics has
achieved comparatively great scope and precision of theory and experi
ment, a great aggregate of tools of investigation, and an abundance of
technol?gical by-products. Looking about them, many SOCiologists take
the achlevem�nts of physiCS as the standard for self-appraisal. They want
to compar� bIceps with their bigger brothers. They, too, want to count.
And when It becomes evident that they neither have the rugged physique
nor p�ck the mur?erous wa�lop of their big brothers, some SOciolOgists
.
des�alr: They begm to ask: IS a sCience
of society really possible unless
we mshtute a total system of SOCiology? But this perspective ignores the
fact that betwe�n
twentieth-century physics and twentieth-century soci
.
ology stand bIllions of man-hours of sustained, disciplined, and cumu
.
latIve research. Perhaps SOciology is not yet ready for its Einstein because
it has not yet found its Kepler-to say nothing of its Newton' Laplace,
Gibbs, Maxwell or Planck.
Third, sOciologists sometimes misread the actual state of theory in the
9. Wilfred Trotter, Col!ected Papers ( Oxford University Press, 1941 ) , 150. The
story of the system-makers .IS told in every history of medicine; for example, Fielding
.
H. Garnson, An Introduc�tOn to t�e History of Medicine ( Philadelphia : Saunders,
1929 ) a:nd Ralph H. Major, A HIStory of Medicine ( Oxford: Blackwell Scientific
PublIcatIons, 1954 ) , 2 vols.
10. La�rence J. Henderson, The Study of Man ( Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvarua �tess, 1941 ) , 19-20, italics supplied; for that matter, the entire book
can be read wlth profit by most of us sociologists.
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physical sciences. This error is ironic, for physicists agree that they have
not achieved an all-encompassing system of theory, and most see little
prospect of it in the near future. What characterizes physics is an array
of special theories of greater or less scope, coupled with the historically
grounded hope that these will continue to be brought together into
it
families of theory. As one observer puts it: "though most of us hope,
various
the
unify
will
which
theory
is true, for an all embracive future
the
postulates of physics, we do not wait for it before proceeding with
st,
physici
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theoret
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the last years of his life to the unrelenting
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"for a unifying theoretical basis for all these single disciplines,
from
ships,
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ental
sisting of a minimum of concepts and fundam
which all the concepts and relationships of the single disciplines might
be derived by logical process. " Despite his own profound and lonely
commitment to this quest, Einstein !Jbserved:
the development of �he
The greater part of physical research is devoted to
is the theoretical
object
various branches in physics , in each of which the
and in each of
ce,
experien
of
fields
d
restricte
less
or
understanding of more
possible related to experiwhich the laws and concepts remain as closely as
ence.13

These observations might be pondered by those sociologists who ex
pect a sound general system of sociological theory in our time-or soon
after. If the science of physics, witli its centuries of enlarged theoretical
generalizations, has not managed to develop an all-encompassing theo
retical system, then a fortiori the science of sociology, which has only
begun to accumulate empirically grounded theoretical generalizations of
modest scope, would seem well advised to moderate its aspirations for
such a system.

UTILITARIAN PRESSURES FOR TOTAL
SYSTEMS OF SOCIOLOGY

The conviction among some sociologists that we must, here and
now, achieve a grand theoretical system not only results from a misplaced
comparison with the physical sciences, it is also a response to the am
biguous position of sociology in contemporary society. The very unms., 1949, 5-6.
11. Henry Margenau, "The basis of theory in physics," unpublished
Cox & Wyman
12. Richard Feynman, The Character of Physical Law ( London:
Ltd., 1965 ), 30.
in L. Hamalian
13. Albert Einstein, "The fundamentals of theoretical physics,"
( New York: Noonday
and E. L. Volpe, eds. Great Essays by Nobel Prize Winners
Press, 1960 ) , 219-30 at 220.
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certainty about whether the accumulated knowledge of sociology is
adequate to meet the large demands now being made of it-by policy
makers, reformers and reactionaries, by business-men and government
men, by college presidents and college sophomores-provokes an overly
zealous and defensive conviction on the part of some sociologists that
they must somehow be equal to these demands, however premature and
extravagant they may be.
This conviction erroneously assumes that a science must be adequate
to meet all demands, intelligent or stupid, made of it. This conviction is
implicitly based on the sacrilegious and masochistic assumption that one
must· be omniscient and omnicompetent-to admit to less than total
knowledge is to admit to total ignorance. So it often happens that the
exponents of a fledgling discipline make extravagant claims to total sys
tems of theory, adequate to the entire range of problems encompassed
by the discipline. It is this sort of attitude that Whitehead referred to in
the epigraph to this book: "It is characteristic of a science in its earlier
stages . . . to be both ambitiously profound in its aims and trivial in its
handling of details. "
Like the sociologists who thou$htlessly compared themselves with
contemporary physical scientists be?,ause they both are alive at the same
instant of history, the general public and its strategic decision-makers
often err in making a definitive appraisal of social science on the basis
of its ability to solve the urgent problems of society today. The misplaced
masochism of the social scientist and the inadvertent sadism of the public
both result from the failure to remember that social science, like all
science, is continually developing and that there is no providential dis
pensation providing that at any given moment it will be adequate to the
entire array of problems confronting men. In historical perspective this
expectation would be equivalent to having forever prejudged the status
and promise of medicine in the seventeenth century according to its
ability to produce, then and there, a cure or even a preventative for
cardiac diseases. If the problem had been widely acknowledged-look
at the growing rate of death from coronary thrombosis!-its very impor
tance would have obscured the entirely independent question of how
adequate the medical knowledge of 1650 (or 1850 or 1950) was for
solving a wide array of other health problems. Yet it is precisely this
illogic that lies behind so many of the practical demands made on the
social sciences. Because war and exploitation and poverty and racial
discrimination and psychological insecurity plague modern societies,
social science must justify itself by providing solutions for all of these
problems. Yet social scientists may be no better equipped to solve
these urgent problems today than were physicians, such as Harvey or
Sydenham, to identify, study, and cure coronary thrombosis in 1655.
Yet, as history testifies, the inadequacy of medicine to cope with this
particular problem scarcely meant that it lacked powers of development.
SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES OF THE MIDDLE RANGE
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If everyone backs only the sure thing, who will support the colt yet to
come into its own?
My emphasis upon the gap between the practical problems assigned
to the sociologist and the state of his accumulated knowledge and skills
does not mean of course, that the SOciologist should not seek to develop
increasingly comprehensive theory or should not work on research
directly relevant to urgent practical problems. Most of all, it does not
mean that sociologists should deliberately seek out the pragmatically
trivial problem. Different sectors in the spectrum of basic research and
theory have different probabilities of being germane to particular prac
tical problems; they have differing potentials of relevance.14 But it
is important to re-establish an historical sense of proportion. The urgency
or immensity of a practical social problem does not ensure its immediate
solution.15 At any given moment, men of science are close to the solutions
of some problems and remote from others. It must be remembered that
necessity is only the mother of invention; socially accumulated knowledge
is its father. Unless the two are brought together, necessity remains in
fertile. She may of course conceive at some future time when she is
properly mated. But the mate requires time (and sustenance) if he is to
attain the size and vigor needed to meet the demands that will be made
upon him.
.
This book's orientation toward the relationship of current sociology
and practical problems of society is much the same as its orientation
toward the relationship of sociology and general sociological theory. It
is a developmental orientation, rather than one that relies on the sudden
mutations of one sociologist that suddenly bring solutions to major social
problems or to a single encompassing theory. Though this orienta�ion
.
makes no marvellously dramatic claims, it offers a reasonably realistic
assessment of the current condition of sociology and the ways in which
it actually develops.

TOTAL SYSTEMS OF THEORY AND THEORIES
OF THE MIDDLE RANGE
From all this it would seem reasonable to suppose that sociology will
advance insofar as its major (but not exclusive) concern is with develop14. This conception is developed in R. K. Merton, "Basic research and pote�tials
of relevance " American Behavioral Scientist, May 1963, VI, 86-90 on the baSIS of
my earlier dis cussion, "The role of applied social science in the formation of policy,"
Philosophy of Science, 1949, 16, 161-81.
.
15. As can be seen in detail in such works as the followmg: Paul F. Lazarsfeld,
William Sewell and Harold Wilensky, eds., The Uses of Sociology ( New York: Basic
Books, in press ) ; Alvin W. Gouldner and S. M. Miller, Applied Sociology: Oppor
tunities and Problems ( New York: The Free Press, 1965 ) ; Bernard Rosenberg, Israel
Gerver and F. William Howton, Mass Society in Crisis: Social Problems and Social
Pathology ( New York: The Macmillan Company, 1964) ; Barbara Wootton, Social
Science and Social Pathology ( New York: The Macmillan Company, 1959 ) .
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ing theories of the middle range, and it will be retarded if its primary
attention is focussed on developing total sociological systems. S o i t is
that in his inaugural address at the London School of Economics, T. H.
Marshall put in a plea for sociological "stepping-stones in the middle
distance."16 Our major task today is to develop special theories applicable
to limited conceptual ranges-theories, for example, of deviant behavior,
the unanticipated consequences of purposive action, social perception,
reference groups, social control, the interdependence of social institutions
-rather than to seek immediately the total conceptual structure that is
adequate to derive these and other theories of the middle range.
Sociological theory, if it is to advance Significantly, must proceed on
these interconnected planes: (1) by developing special theories from
which to derive hypotheses that can be empirically investigated and (2)
by evolving, not suddenly revealing, a progressively more general con
ceptual scheme that is adequate to consolidate groups of special theories.
To concentrate entirely on special theories is to risk emerging with
specific hypotheses that account for limited aspects of social behavior,
organization and change but that remain mutually inconsistent.
To concentrate entirely on a mas�er conceptual scheme for deriving
all subSidiary theories is to risk prodl.j.cing twentieth-century sociological
equivalents of the large philosophical systems of the past, with all their
varied suggestiveness, their architectonic splendor, and their scientific
sterility. The SOciological theorist who is exclusively committed to the
exploration of a total system with its utmost abstractions runs the risk
that, as with modern decor, the furniture of his mind will be bare and
uncomfortable.
The road to effective general schemes in sociology will only become
clogged if, as in the early days of SOCiology, each charismatic sociologist
tries to develop his own general system of theory. The persistence of this
practice can only make for the balkanization of sociology, wit4 each
principality governed by its own theoretical system. Though this process
has periodically marked the development of other sciences-conspicu
ously, chemistry, geology and medicine-it need not be reproduced in
SOCiology if we learn from the history of science. We sociologists can
look instead toward progressively comprehensive sociological theory
which, instead of proceeding from the head of one man, gradually con
solidates theories of the middle range, so that these become special cases
of more general formulations.
Developments in sociological theory suggest that emphasis on this
orientation is needed. Note how few, how scattered, and how unimpres
sive are the specific SOciological hypotheses which are derived from a
master conceptual scheme. The proposals for an all-embracing theory run
SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES O F THE MIDDLE RANGE

16. The inaugural lecture was delivered 21 February 1946. It is printed in T. H.
Marshall, SOCiology at the Crossroads ( London: Heinemann, 1963 ) , 3-24.
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so far ahead of confirmed special theories as to remain unrealized pro
grams rather than consolidations of theories that at first seemed discrete.
Of course, as Talcott Parsons and Pitirim Sorokin (in his SOciological
Theories of Today ) have indicated, significant progress has recently been
made. The gradual convergence of streams of theory in SOciology, social
psychology and anthropology records large theoretical gains and promises
even moreY Nonetheless, a large part of what is now described as so
Ciological theory consists of general orientations toward data, suggesting
types of variables which theories must somehow take into account, rather
than clearly formulated, verifiable statements of relationships between
specified variables. We have many concepts but fewer confirmed theories;

many points of view, but few theorems; many "approaches" but few
arrivals. Perhaps some further changes in emphasis would be all to the
good.
Consciously or unconsciously, men allocate their scant resources as
much in the production of sociological theory as they do in the produc
tion of plumbing supplies, and their allocations reHect their underlying
assumptions. Our discussion of middle range theory in sociology is in
tended to make explicit a policy decision faced by all sociological theo
rists. Which shall have the greater share of our collective energies and
resources: the search for confirmed theories of the middle range or the
search for an all-inclusive conceptual scheme? I believe-and beliefs are
of course notoriously subject to error-that theories of the middle range

17. I attach importance to the observations made by Talcott Parsons in his p resi
dential address to the American Sociological Society subsequent to my formulation
of this position. For example: "At the end of this road of increasing frequency and
specificity of the islands of theoretical knowledge lies the ideal state, scientifically
speaking, where rrwst actual operational hypotheses of empirical research are directly
derived from a general system of theory. On any broad front, . . . only in physics has
this state been attained in any science. We cannot expect to be anywhere nearly in
sight of it. But it does not follow that, distant as we are from that goal, steps in that
direction are futile. Quite the contrary, any real step in that direction is an advance.
Only at this end point do the islands merge into a continental land mass.
At the very least, then, general theory can prOVide a broadly orienting framework
[n.b.] . . It can also serve to codify, interrelate and make available a vast amount of
existing empirical knowledge. It also serves to call attention to gaps in our knowledge,
and to provide canons for the criticism of theories and empirical generalizations.
Finally, even if they cannot be systematically derived [n.b.], it is indispensable to the
systematic clarification of problems and the fruitful formulation of hypotheses."
( italics supplied )
Parsons, "The prospects of sociological theory," American SOCiological Review,
February 1950, 15, 3-16 at 7. It is significant that a general theOrist, such as Parsons,
acknowledges ( 1 ) that in fact general SOciological theory seldom provides for specific
hypotheses to be derived from it; ( 2 ) that, in comparison with a field such as physics,
such derivations for most hypotheses are a remote objective; ( 3 ) that general theory
proVides only a general orientation and ( 4 ) that it serves as a basis for codifying
empirical generalizations and specific theories. Once all this is acknowledged, the
sociologists who are committed to developing general theory do not differ significantly
in principle from those who see the best promise of sociology today in developing
theories of the middle range and consolidating them periodically.
.
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h�ld the largest promise, prOVided that the search for them is coupled
wIth a pervasI.ve concern with consolidating special theories into more
general sets of concepts and mutually consistent propositions. Even so,
we must adopt the provisional outlook of our big brothers and of Tenny
son:
Our little systems have their day;
They have their day and cease to be.

POLARIZED RESPONSES TO THEORIES
OF THE MIDDLE RANGE

Since the policy of focusing on sociological theories of the middle
range was advocated in print, the responses of sociologists have under
standably been polarized. By and large, it appears that these responses
were largely governed by SOciologists' own patterns of work. Most so
ciologists who had been engaged in theoretically oriented empirical re
search gave assent to a policy which merely formulated what had already
been working philosophy. Conversely, most of those who were committed
to the humanistic study of the history of social thought or who were try
ing to develop a total sociological tHeory here and now describe d the
policy as a retreat from properly high aspirations. The third response is
an intermediate one. It recognizes that an emphasis on middle-range
theory does not mean exclusive attention to this kind of theorizing. In
stead, it sees the development of more comprehensive theory as coming
about through consolidations of middle-range theories rather than as
emerging, all at once, from the work of individual theorists on the grand
-scale.

THE PROCESS OF POLARIZATION
Like most controversies in science, this dispute over the allocation of
intellectual resources among different kinds of SOCiological work, involves
social conHict and not merely intellectual criticism.18 That is, the dispute
is less a matter of contradictions between substantive sociological ideas
than of competing definitions of the role of the SOciologist that is judged
most effective at this time.
This controversy follows the claSSically identified course of social con
Hict. Attack is followed by counter-attack, with progressive alienation be
tween the parties to the conflict. In due course, since the conflict is
public, it becomes a status-battle more than a search for truth. Attitudes
become polarized, and then each group of sociologists begins to respond
largely to stereotyped versions of what the other is saying. Theorists of
the middle range are stereotyped as mere nose-counters or mere fact-

f

. 18. The ollowing pages draw upon Merton, "Social conflict in styles of socio
.
logICal work,, TraMactlOM, Fourth World Congress of SOciology, 1961, 3, 21-46.
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finders or as merely descriptive sociographers. And theorists aiming at
general theory are stereotyped as inveterately speculati:e, �ntirely un
concerned with compelling empirical evidence or as mevitably com
mitted to doctrines that are so formulated that they cannot be tested.
These stereotypes are not entirely removed from reality; like most
stereotypes, they are inflexible exaggerations of actual tendencies or at
.
tributes. But in the course of social conflict, they become self-confirmmg
stereotypes as SOciologists shut themselves off from the experience that
might force them to be modified�Sociologists of each c�mp develop
.
highly selective perceptions of what is actually gomg on m the other.
Each camp sees in the work of the other primarily what the hostil� stereo
type has alerted it to see, and it then prOI�ptly takes an occ�slOnal re
mark as an abiding philosophy, an emphaSIS as a total commItme�t. In
this process, each group of sociologists becomes less and less motlvated
to study the work of the other, since it is patently withou.t truth. They
.
scan the out-group's writings just enough to find ammumtIon for new
fusillades.
The process of reciprocal alienation and stere�typing i� prob�bly rein
.
forced by the great increase in published sociologIcal wntmgs. LIke ma�y
other scientists and scholars, sociologists can no longer 'keep up, WIth
what is being published in the field. They must beco�� more a�d more
selective in their reading. And this increased selectiVIty readIly leads
those who are initially hostile to a particular kind of SOciological work
to give up studying the very publications that might have led them to
abandon their stereotype.
.
These conditions tend to encourage polarization of outlook. SociologI
cal orientations that are not substantively contradictory are regarded as if
they were. According to these all-or-none positions, sociological inquiry
must be statistical or historical; either the great issues and problems of
the time must be the sole objects of study or these refractory matters
must be avoided altogether because they are not amenable to scientific
investigation; and so on.
The process of social conflict would be halted in midcourse and con
.
verted into intellectual criticism if a stop were put to the recIprocal

contempt that often marks these polemics. But battle� amon� sociologists
ordinarily do not occur in the social context that IS req�lfed for t�e
.
non-reciprocation of affect to operate with regulanty. This context m
.
volves a jointly recognized differentiation of status between the partles,
at least with respect to the issue at hand. When this status-�iff�rentiatio�
is present-as with the lawyer and his client or the psy�hI�tnst and h.Is
patient-a technical norm attached to the more authon�atlve statu� m
the relationship prevents the reciprocity of expressed feelmgs. But SCien
tific controversies typically take place within a company of equals (how
ever much the status of the parties might otherwise differ) and, more-
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over, they take place in public, subject to the observation of peers. So
rhetoric is met with rhetoric, contempt with contempt, and the intel
lectual issues become subordinated to the battle for status.
Furthermore, there is little room in the polarized controversies for
the uncommitted third party who might convert social conflict into intel
lectual criticism. True, some sociologists will not adopt the all-or-none
position that is expected in social conflict. But typically, these would-be
noncombatants are caught in the crossfire between the hostile camps.
They become tagged either as "mere eclectics," thus making it unneces
sary for the two camps to examine what this third position asserts or how
valid it is; or, they are labeled "renegades" who have abandoned the
doctrinal truths; or perhaps worst of all, they are mere middle-of-the
roaders or fence-sitters who, through timidity or expediency, flee from
the fundamental conflict between unalloyed sociological good and un
alloyed sociological evil.
But polemics in science have both their functions and dysfunctions.
In the course of social conflict, cognitive issues become warped as they
are pressed into the service of scoring off the other fellow. Neverthe
less, when the conflict is regulated ,l?y a community of peers, even
polemics with their distortions which; use up the energies of those en
gaged in mock intellectual battles, may help to redress accumulative
imbalances in science. There is no easy way to determine the optimum
utilization of resources in a field of science, partly because of ultimate
disagreement over the criteria of the optimum.'9 Social conflict tends to
become marked in sociology whenever a particular line of investigation
say, of small groups or world societies-or a particular set of ideas-say,
functional analysis or Marxism-or a particular mode of inquiry-say,
social surveys or historical SOciology-has engrossed the attention and
energies of a rapidly increasing number of SOciologists . This line of devel
opment" might have become popular because it has proved effective for
dealing with certain intellectual or social problems or because it is
ideologically congenial . The currently unpopular fields or types of work
are left with fewer recruits of high caliber, and with diminished accom
plishments, this kind of work becomes less attractive. Were it not for
such conflict, the reign of theoretical orthodoxies and imbalances in the
distribution of SOciological work would be even more marked than they
are. Thus noisy claims that neglected problems, methods, and theoretical
orientations merit more concerted attention-even when these claims are
accompanied by extravagant attacks on the prevailing line of development
-may help to diversify SOciological work by curbing the tendency to
19. The physicist and student of science policy, Alvin M . Weinberg, has instruc
tively addressed himself to this problem. See Chapter III, "The Choices of Big
Science," in his book, Reflections on Big Science ( Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T.
Press, 1967).
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concentrate on a narrow range of problems. Greater heterodoxy in turn
increases the prospect of scientifically productive ventures, until these
develop into new orthodoxies.

sciences, which maketh the artsman differ from the inexpert, is in the middle
propositions, which in every particular knowledge are taken from tradition
and experience.22

ASSENT TO THE POLICY
OF MIDDLE-RANGE THEORY

Just as Bacon cites Plato as his predecessor, so John Stuart Mill and
George Cornewall Lewis cite Bacon as theirs. Although differing with
Bacon on the mode of logic connecting "most general laws" with "middle
principles," Mill nevertheless echoes him in these words:

As we noted earlier, resonance to the emphaSiS on middle-range
theory is most marked among SOciologists who are themselves engaged in
theoretically oriented empirical research. That is why the policy of so
Ciological theories of the middle range has taken hold today whereas
earlier versions-which we shall presently examine-did not. In a fairly
precise sense of the familiar phrase, "the time was not ripe." That is,
until the last two or three decades, with conspicuous exceptions, sociolo
gists tended to be far more devoted either to the search for all-embracing,
unified theory or to descriptive empirical work with little theoretical
orientation altogether. As a result, pleas for the policy of middle-range
theory went largely unnoticed.
Yet, as I have noted elsewhere,"o this policy is neither new nor alien;
it has well-established historical roots. More than anyone else before him,
Bacon emphasized the prime importance of "middle axioms" in science:
The understanding must not however be allowed to jump and fly from particu
lars to remote axioms and of almost the highest generality ( such as the first
principles, as they are called, of arts and things ) , and taking stand upon them
as truths that cannot be shaken, proceed to prove and frame the middle
axioms by reference to them; which has been the practice hitherto; the under
standing being not only carried that way by a natural impulse but also by the
use of syllogistic demonstration trained and inured to it . But then, and then
only, may we hope well of the sciences, when in a just scale of ascent, and by
successive steps not interrupted or broken, we rise from particulars to lesser
axioms; and then to middle axioms, one above the other; and last of all to the
most general . For the lowest axioms differ but slightly from bare experience,
while the highest and most general ( which we now have) are notional and
abstract and without solidity. But the middle are the true and solid and living
axioms, on which depend the affairs and fortunes of men; and above them, last
of all, those which are indeed the most general; such I mean as are not ab
stract, but of which those intermediate axioms are really limitations . 21

Bacon, in tum, cites a more ancient version:
And Plato, in his Theaetetus, noteth well: 'That particulars are infinite, and
the higher generalities give no sufficient direction;' and that the pith of all

20. Merton, "The role-set," British Journal of SOCiology. June 1957, 108.
21. Bacon, Novum Organum, Book I, Aphorism CIV; see also Book I, Aphorisms
LXVI and CXVI. Herbert Butterfield remarks that Bacon thus seems in "a curious
but significant way . . . to have foreseen the structure that science was to take in the
future." The Origins of Modern Science, 1 300-1800 ( London: G. Bell & Sons, 1949 ) ,
91-92.

Bacon has judiciously observed that the axiomata media of every science prin
cipally constitute its value. The lowest generalizations, until explained by and
resolved into the middle principles of which they are the consequences, have
only the imperfect accuracy of empirical laws; while the most general laws
are too general, and include too few circumstances, to give sufficient indica
tion of what happens in individual cases, where the circumstances are almost
always immensely numerous. In the importance, therefore, which Bacon as
signs, in every science, to the middle principles, it is impossible not to agree
with him. But I conceive him to have been radically wrong in his doctrine
respecting the mode in which these axiomata media should be arrived at .
[Le. Bacon's inveterate addiction to total induction, with no place at all
provided for deductionp3

Writing at almost the same time as Mill, but, as the historical record
shows, without having the same impact on contemporaries, Lewis draws
upon Bacon to make a case for '1imited theories" in political science. He
advances the further idea that a large number of valid theorems can be
developed by restricting observation to designated classes of communi
ties:
. . . we are enabled to form limited theories, to predict general tendencies,
and prevailing laws of causation, which might not be true, for the most p art,
if extended to all mankind, but which have a presumptive truth if confined to
certain nations. . .
. . . it is possible to enlarge the region of speculative politics, consistently
with the "true expression of facts, by narrowing the range of observation, and
by confining ourselves to a limited class of communities. By the adoption of
this method, we are enabled to increase the number of true political theorems
which can be gathered from the facts, and, at the same time, to give them
more fulness, life, and substance. Instead of being mere jejune and hollow
generalities, they resemble the Media Axiomata of Bacon, which are generalized
expressions of fact, but, nevertheless, are sufficiently near to practice to serve
as guides in the business of life.24

Though these early formulations differ in detail-the contrast be
tween Bacon and Mill is particularly conspicuous-they all emphasize
22. Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, in Works, ed. by Basil Monta
gue ( London: William Pickering, 1825 ) , II, 177; see also 181.
23. John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic ( London : Longmans, Green and Co.,
1865 ) 454-5; Mill explicitly applies the same conception to laws of social change as
middle principles, ibid., 520.
24. George Cornewall Lewis, A Treatise on the Methods of Observation and
Reasoning in Politics, op. cit., II, 112, 127; see also 200, 204-5.
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the strategic importance of a graded series of empirically confirmed in
termediate theories.
After those early days, similar, though not identical, formulations
were advanced by Karl Mannheim, in his concept of "principia media";
by Adolf Lowe, in his thesis that "sociological middle principles" connect
the economic with the social process; and by Morris Ginsberg, in his
examination of Mill's treatment of middle principles in social science.25
At the moment, then, there is evidence enough to indicate that theories of
the middle range in sociology have been advocated by many of our intel
lectual ancestors. But to modify the adumbrationist's credo, if the work
ing philosophy embodied in this orientation is not altogether new, it is
at least true.
It is scarcely problematic that Bacon's widely known formulations
were not adopted by sociologists for there were no sociologists around to
examine the pertinence of his conceptions. It is only slightly more prob
lematic that Mill's and Lewis's formulations, almost 240 years later,
produced little resonance among social scientists; the disciplines were
then only in their beginnings. But why did the formulations of Mann
heim, Lowe, and Ginsburg, as late as the 1930s, evoke little response in
the sociological literature of the period immediately following? Only after
similar formulations by Marshall and myself in the late 1940s do we find
widespread discussion and application of this orientation to sociological
theory. I suspect, although I have not done the spadework needed to
investigate the question, that the widespread resonance of middle-range
theory in the last decades results in part from the emergence of large
numbers of SOciological investigators carrying out research that is both
empirically based and theoretically relevant.
A small sampling of assent to the policy of middle-range theory will
illustrate the basis of resonance. Reviewing the development of sociology
over the past four decades, Frank Hawkins concludes that:

middle-range theories seem likely . . . to have the greater explicative signifi
cance [than total sociological theories] . Here much has been done relating to

25. These formulations have recently been earmarked by Seymour Martin Lipset
in his Introduction to the American edition of T. H. Marshall, Class, CitizeTl8hip and
Social Development ( New York : Doubleday, 1964 ) , xvi. The citations are to Karl
Mannheim, Mensch und Gesellschaft in Zeitalter des Umbaus ( Leiden, 1935 ) and
Man and Society in an Age of Recomtruction ( New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co.,
1950 ) , 173-90; Adolf Lowe, Economics and Sociology ( London: Allen & Unwin,
1935 ) and Morris Ginsberg, Sociology ( London: Thornton Butterworth Ltd., 1934 ) .
Just as this book goes to press, there comes to my attention a detailed account of
these same historical antecedents together with an exacting critique: C. A. O. van
Nieuwenhuijze, Intelligible Fields in the Social Sciences ( The Hague: Mouton & Co.,
1967 ) , Chapter I: "The Quest for the Manageable Social Unit-Is There a Middle
Range?" This work raises a number of serious questions about theories of the middle
range, all of which, in my opinion, are clarifying and none of which is beyond an
equally ser�ous answer. But since this book is now in production, this opinion must
remain unsupported by the detailed analysis that Nieuwenhuijze's discussion amply
deserves.
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mass communication, class stratification, bureaucracy, small groups of various
types, and other important aspects of the social totality. [And then, in the
polarizing fashion of all or none, Hankins concludes] It may be we shall find
that only such have realistic and practical value.26

This resonance of middle range theory occurs among sociologists with
a variety of general theoretical orientations, providing that they have a
concern with the empirical relevance of theory. So, Arthur K. Davis,
oriented toward Marxist theory, suggests that the case for
'theories of the middle range' in contrast to Parsons' more comprehensive
approach, was well conceived . . . A middle-range focus-empirical analysis in
a limited conceptual setting-appears to assure more securely the necessary
continuous contact with empirical variables.27

A decade ago, Peter H. Rossi, a man deeply engaged in empirical
research and an observer of the recent history of SOciology, noted the
complex consequences of an explicit formulation of the case for theories
of the middle range:
The conception of 'theories of the middle range' achieved wide popularity
both among sociologists primarily oriented to research and among those con
cerned with theory. It is still too early to �timate the extent to which this idea
will affect the relationships between theQry and research in American sociol
ogy. So far, its acceptance has brought with it mixed bleSSings. On the
negative side, researchers who have been vulnerable to the charge of being
'�e�e empiricists' have in this conception of theory a convenient way of
�aIsmg the status of their work without changing its form. On the positive side,
It has tended to raise the status of research which is guided by theoretical con
siderations of a liIT,lited nature, for example, the study of small groups. In the
. .
.
.
opmIOn of thIS reVIewer, there IS a great benefit to be derived ultimately from
redirecting theoretical activity from broad, theoretical schemes to levels which
are more closely linked to the present capabilities of our research technology.2 8

Of greatest interest in this set of observations is Rossi's abstention
from a polar position. The concept of theories of the middle range has
sometimes been misappropriated to justify altogether descriptive in
quiries which reHect no theoretical orientation at all. But misuse of a
conception is no test of its worth. In the end, Rossi, as a sociologist com
mitted to systematic empirical research for its theoretical implications,
supports this policy as one that captures the twin concern with empirical
inquiry and theoretical relevance.
Durkheim's monograph, Suicide, is perhaps the classical instance of
the use and development of middle-range theory. It is therefore not sur
prising that' such sociologists in the Durkheimian tradition as Armand
26. Frank H. Hankins, "A forty-year perspective," SOCiology and Social Research,
1956, 40, 391-8 at 398.
27. Arthur K. Davis, "Social theory and social problems," Philosophy and Phe
nomenological Research, Dec. 1957, 18, 190-208, at 194.
28. Peter H. Rossi, "Methods of sodal research, 1945-55," in Sociology in the
.
.
United States of Amenca: A Trend Report, ed. by Hans L. Zetterberg ( Paris ! Unesco,
1956 ) , 21-34, at 23-24.
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Cuvillier29 should endorse this theoretical reorientation. Cuvillier's dis
cussion reminds us that middle range theory deals with both micro- and
macro-sociological inquiry-with experimental studies of small groups as
much as with the comparative analysis of specified aspects of social
structure. That macrosociological investigations do not presuppose a
total system of sociological theory is the position also taken by David
Riesman who maintains that it is best to "be working in the middle range,
to talk less of 'breakthrough' or of 'basic' research and to make fewer
claims all round."30
It might be assumed that the enduring European traditions of working
toward total systems of sociology would lead to repudiation of middle
range theory as a preferred orientation. This is not altogether the case. In
examining the recent history of SOCiological thought and conjecturing
about prospective developments, one observer has expressed the hope
that "las teorias del rango medio" will reduce mere polemics among
"schools of SOciological thought" and make for their continuing conver
gence.31 Others have carried out detailed analyses of the logical structure
of this type of theory; notably, Filippo Barbano, in an extended series of
monographs and papers devoted to "theorie di media portata:'32
Perhaps the most thoroughgOing and detailed analyses of the logical
structure of middle-range theory have been developed by Hans L. Zetter
berg in his monograph, On Theory and Verification in Sociology33 and by
Andrzej Malewski in his Verhalten und Interaktion.34 Most important,
29. Armand Cuvillier, Ou va la sociologie frallfaise? ( Paris : Libraire Marcel
Riviere & Cie, 1953 ) and Sociologie et problemes actuels ( Paris: Libraire Philosophique J. Vrin, 1958 ) .
.
.
30. David Riesman, "Some observations on the older and the newer SOCial
sciences," in The State of the Social Sciences, ed. by L. D. White ( Chicago : The
University of Chicago Press ) , 319-39, at 339. Riesman's announced orientation should
be read in the light of the remark by Maurice R. Stein, soon to be discussed, that
middle range theory "downgrades" the "penetrating efforts at interpreting modern
SOciety made by such men as C. Wright Mills and David Riesman . . ."
31. Salustiano del Campo in Revista de Estudios Politicos, Jan.-Feb. 1957, 208-13.
32. The long list of such works by Barbano includes : Teoria e ricerca nella
sociologia contemporanea ( Milano: A. Giuffre, 1955 ) , esp. at 100-108; "La metodo
logia della ricerca nella sua impostazione teorica," Sociologia, July-Sept. 1958, 3,
282-95; "Attivita e programmi di gruppi ricerca sociologica," Il Politico, 1957, 2,
371-92; "Strutture e funzioni sociali: l'emancipazione strutturale in sociologia,"
Quaderni di Scienze Sociali, April 1966, 5, 1-38. Along the same lines, see also:
Gianfranco Poggi, "Momento tecnico e momento metodologica nella ricerca," Bollet
tino delle Ricerche Sociale, Sept. 1961, 1, 363-9.
33. Totowa, N.J. : The Bedminister Press, 1965, third enlarged edition. See also:
Zetterberg, "Theorie, Forschung und Praxis in der Soziologie," in Handbuch der
empirischen Sozialforschung ( Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke Verlag, 1961 ) , I. Band,
64-104.
34. Translated from the Polish by Wolfgang Wehrstedt. Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr
( Paul Siebeck ) , 1967. His book lists the complete bibliography of singularly percep
tive and rigorous papers by Malewski, one of the ablest of Polish SOciologists, who
cut his life short when only 34. Few others in our day have managed to develop with
the same clarity and rigor the linkages between Marxist theory and determinate
"
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both Zetterberg and Malewski transcend the polarizing tendency to
regard middle-range theory as an array of unconnected special theories.
They indicate, by both precept and detailed example, how special the
ories have been consolidated into succeSSively enlarged sets of theory.
This same orientation is manifested by Berger, Zelditch, Anderson and
their collaborators, who regard theories of the middle range as applicable
to all situations exhibiting specified aspects of social phenomena, and
who go on to demonstrate the use of a variety of such theories.35
A systematic inventory of middle-range theories developed in the last
few decades would run far beyond the compass of these pages. But per
haps a small and arbitrary sampling will show the diversity of problems
and subjects with which they deal. The essential point is that these are
empirically grounded theOrieS-involving sets of confirmed hypotheses
and not merely organized descriptive data or empirical generalizations or
hypotheses which remain logically disparate and unconnected. A cumu
lative set of such theories has emerged in the investigation of bureauc
racies; notably by Selznick, Gouldner, Blau, Lip set-Trow-and-Coleman,
Crozier, Kahn and Katz, and a long list of other investigators.36 Raymond
Mack has developed a middle-range ,theory of the occupational sub
system; Pellegrin, a theory of mobility, into topmost positions in groups;
Junkichi Abe, an intermediate theory based on both micro- and macro
sociological data that relates patterns of deviant behavior to the structure
of communities; Hyman, consolidation of empirical uniformities in public
opinion into a composite theory and Hillery, a consolidation of demo
graphic uniformities.37
There is, however, a far more significant basis for assessing the present
orientation of SOciologists toward theories of the middle range than this
I

theories of the middle range. See his article of major importance: "Der empirische
Gehalt d�r Theorie des historischen Materialismus," Kolner Zeitschrift fur Soziologie
und Sozialpsychologie, 1959, 11, 281-305.
35. Berger, Zelditch and Anderson, SOCiological Theories in Progress, op. cit., at
29 and passim.
36. Philip Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots ( Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1949 ) ; A. W. Gouldner, Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy ( Glencoe: The
Free Press, 1954 ) ; P. M. Blau, The Dynamics of Bureaucracy ( Chicago: UniverSity
of Chicago Press, 1963, 2d ed. ) ; S. M. Lipset, Martin Trow and James Coleman,
Union Democracy ( New York: The Free Press, 1956 ) . A consolidation of the
theoretical conclusions of these monographs is provided by James G. March and
Herbert A. Simon, Organizations ( New York: John Wiley, 1958 ) , 36-52. As further
major examples of middle-range theory in this field, see Michel Crozier, The Bureau
cratic Phenomenon ( Chicago : The University of Chicago Press, 1964 ) ; Kahn and
Katz, op. cit. '
37. Raymond Mack, "Occupational determinatedness : a problem and hypotheses
in role theory," Social Forces, Oct. 1956, 35, 20-25; R. J. Pellegrin, "The achievement
of high statuses," Social Forces, Oct. 1953, 32, 10-16; Junkichi Abe, "Some problems
of life space and histOricity through the analysis of delinquency," Japanese Sociologi
cal Review, July 1957, 7, 3-8; Herbert H. Hyman, "Toward a theory of public
opinion," Public Opinion Quarterly, Spring 1957, 21, 54-60; George Hillery, "Toward
a conceptualization of demography," Social Forces, Oct. 1958, 37, 45-5l.
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scanty list of examples. It is symbolic that Sorokin, though personally
committed to developing sociological theory on the grand scale, repeat
edly assigns a significant place to middle-rang� theory. In his mo�t recent
book, he periodically assesses current theoretical developments m terms
of their capacity to account for "middle-range uniformities." For example,
he reviews an array of statistical inquiries in sociology and finds them
defective because they do "not give us general or 'middle-range' uni
formities, causal laws, or formulas valid for all times and for different
societies." Elsewhere Sorokin uses this criterion to appraise contemporary
research which would be vindicated if it ''has discovered a set of uni
versal, or, at least . . . 'middle-range' uniformities applicable to many
persons, groups, and cultures." And still elsev.:he�� he desc�ib.es selected
,
typologies of cultural systems as acceptable If hke . . . �Idd��-ran�e
generalizations' . . . they are not o�erstated and ove�g�ner�lized. In his
.
.
overview of recent research m SOCIOlogy, Sorokin dIstmgmshes emphat
ically between "fact-finding" and "uniformities of a 'midd,�e-range' . gen�
erality." The first produces "purely local, temporary, mformatIOnal
material devoid of general cognitive value." The second makes
intelligible an otherwise incomprehensible jungle .of cha.otic historic.al events.
ss
Without these generalizations, we are entirely los� m the Jungl� , and Its endl�
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to
rules
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few
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why.
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Sorokin thus repudiates that formidable passion for facts that obscures
rather than reveals the sociological ideas these facts exemplify; he recom
mends theories of intermediate range as guides to inquiry; and he con
tinues to prefer, for himself, the quest for a system of general sociology.

REJECTION OF MIDDLE-RANGE THEORY
Since so much sociological ink has been spilled in the debate over
theories of the middle range, it may be useful to examine the criticisms of
them. Unlike single systems of sociological theory, it has been said, the
ories of the middle range call for low intellectual ambitions. Few have
expressed this view with more eloquence than Robert Bierstedt, when he
writes :
We have even been invited to forego those larger problems of human society
that occupied our ancestors in the history of social thought and to seek instead

38. Sorokin, SOCiological Theories of Today, 106, 127, 645, 375. In his ty;rically
grand
vigorous and forthr��ht f ��hion, . Sorokin ta�es me wit ambiv.alence towar
systems of sociology and theones of the mIddle range and WIth other ambIvalences
as well. But an effort at rebuttal here, although ego-salving, would be i.rreleva�t to
the subject at hand. What remains most significant i� that though Sorokm contm�es
to be personally committed to the quest for developmg a complete system of SOCIO
logical theory, he nonetheless moves toward the position taken in this discussion.
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what T. H. Marshall called, in his inaugural lecture at the University of Lon
don. 'stepping stones in the middle distance,' and other sociologists since,
'theories of the middle range.' But what an anemic ambition this is! Shall we
strive for half a victory? Where are the visions that enticed us into the world
of learning in the first place? I had always thought that sociologists too knew
how to dream and that they believed with Browning that a man's reach should
exceed his grasp.39

One might infer from this quotation that Bierstedt would prefer to
hold fast the sanguine ambition of developing an all-encompassing gen
eral theory rather than accept the "anemic ambition" of middle-range
theory. Or that he considers sociological solutions to the large and urgent
"problems of human society" the theoretically Significant touchstone in
sociology. But both inferences would evidently be mistaken. For middle
range theory is often accepted by those who ostensibly dispute it. Thus,
Bierstedt goes on to say that "in my own opinion one of the greatest
pieces of sociological research ever conducted by anyone is Max Weber's
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism." I do not question this
appraisal of Weber's monograph-though I would nominate Durkheim's
Suicide for that lofty position-for, like many other sociologists familiar
with the library of criticism that has accumulated around Weber's work,
I continue to regard it as a major contribution.4o But I find it hard to
reconcile Bierstedt's appraisal of Weber's monograph with the rhetoric
that would banish theories of the middle range as sickly pale and sin
gularly unambitious. For surely this monograph is a prime example of
theorizing in the middle range; it deals with a severely delimited problem
-one that happens to be exemplified in a particular historical epoch with
implications for other societies and other times; it employs a limited theory
about the ways in which religiOUS commitment and economic behavior
are connected; and it contributes to a somewhat more general theory of
the modes of interdependence between social institutions. Is Weber to be
indicted for anemic ambition or emulated in his effort to develop an
empirically grounded theory of delimited scope?
Bierstedt rejects such theory, I suspect, for two reasons: first, his
39. Robert Bierstedt, "Sociology and humane learning," American SOCiological
Review, 1960, 25, 3-9, at 6.
40. I have even followed up some of the implications of Weber's special theory
of the interdependence of social institutions in a monograph, covering much the same
period as Weber's, that examines the functional interdependence between science
conceived as a social institution, and contemporary economic and religious institutions.
See Science, Technology and Society in Seventeenth-Century England in Osiris:
Studies on the History and Philosophy of Science, and on the History of Learning
and Culture, ed. by George Sarton ( Bruges, Belgium: St. C atherine Press, Ltd.,
1938 ) ; reprinted with a new introduction ( New York: Howard Fertig, Inc. 1970;
Harper & Row, 1970 ) . Though Weber had only a few sentences on the interdepend
ence of Puritanism and science, once I began my investigation, these took on special
relevance. This is precisely the point of cumulative work in middle-range theory;
one takes off from antecedent theory and inquiry and tries to extend the theory into
new empirical areas.
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observation that theories of the middle range are remote from the aspira
tions of our intellectual ancestors more than hints that this concept is
comparatively new and thus alien to us. However, as I have noted earlier
in the chapter and elsewhere41 the policy of middle-range theory has
been repeatedly anticipated.
Second, Bierstedt seems to assume that middle-range theory com
pletely excludes macrosociological inquiry in which a particular theory
generates specific hypotheses to be examined in the light of systematically
assembled data. As we have seen, this assumption is unfounded. Indeed,
the main work in comparative macrosociology today is based largely on
specific and delimited theories of the interrelations between the com
ponents of social structure that can be subjected to systematic empirical
test using the same logic and much the same kinds of indicators as those
employed in microSOCiological research.42
The tendency to polarize theoretical issues into all-or-none terms is
expressed by another critic, who converts the position of the middle-range
theorist into a claim to have found a panacea for a contemporary socio
logical theory. After conceding that "most of the works of Marshall and
Merton do display the kind of concern with problems which I am here
advocating," Dahrendorf goes on to say:
My objection to their formulations is therefore not directed against these works
but against their explicit assumption [sic] that all [sic] that is wrong with re
cent theory is its generality and that by simply [sic] reducing the level of
generality we can solve all [sic] problems.43

Yet it must be clear from what we have said that the theorists of the
middle range do not maintain that the deficiencies of sociological theory
result solely from its being excessively general. Far from it. Actual
theories of the middle range-dissonance theory, the theory of social
differentiation, or the theory of reference groups-have great generality,
extending beyond a particular historical epoch or culture.44 But these
theories are not derived from a unique and total system of theory. Within
wide limits, they are consonant with a variety of theoretical orientations.
They are confirmed by a variety of empirical data and if any general
theory in effect asserts that such data cannot be, so much the worse for
that theory.
Another criticism holds that theories of the middle range splinter the
41. Merton, "The role-set," British Journal of SOCiology, June 1957, 108.
42. For an extensive resume of these developments, see Robert M. Marsh,
Comparative Sociology: Toward a Codification of Cross-Societal Analysis ( New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967 ) .
43. Ral£ Dahrendorf, "Out of Utopia: toward a reorientation of SOciological
analysis," American Journal of Sociology, 1958, 64 115-127, at 122-3.
44. William L. Kolb has seen this with great clarity, succinctly showing that
theories of the middle range are not confined to speCific historical societies. American
Journal of Sociology, March 1958, 63, 544-5.
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field of sociology into unrelated special theories.45 Tendencies toward
fragmentation in sociology have indeed developed. But this is scarcely a
result of working toward theories of intermediate scope. On the contrary,
theories of the middle range consolidate, not fragment, empirical findings.
I have tried to show this, for example, with reference group theory, which
draws together findings from such disparate fields of human behavior as
military Hfe, race and ethnic relations, social mobility, delinquency,
politicS, education, and revolutionary activity.46
These criticisms quite clearly represent efforts to locate middle-range
theory in the contemporary scheme of sociology. But the process of
polarization pushes criticism well beyond this point into distortion of
readily available information. Otherwise, it would not seem possible that
anyone could note Riesman's announced position in support of middle
range theory and still maintain that "the Middle Range strategies of
exclusion" include a
systematic attack levelled against those contemporary sociological craftsmen
who attempt to work at the problems of the classical tradition. This attack
usually takes the form of classifying such sociological work as 'speculative,'
'impressionistic,' or even as downright 'journalistic.' Thus the penetrating
efforts at interpreting modern society made by such men as C. Wright Mills
and David Riesman, which stand in an ' organic relationship to the classical
tradition just because they dare to deal with the problems at the center of
the tradition, are systematically downgraded within the profession.47

According to this claim, Riesman is being "systematically down
graded" by advocates of the very type of theory which he himself advo
cates. Similarly, although this statement suggests that it is a middle-range
"strategy of exclusion" to "downgrade" the work of C. Wright Mills, it is
a matter of record that one middle-range theorist gave strong endorse
ment to that part of Mills' work which provides systematic analyses of
social structure and social psychology.48
45. E. K. Francis, Wissenschaftliche Grundlagen Soziologischen" Denkens ( Bern :
Francke Verlag, 1957 ) , 13.
46. Social Theory and Social Structure, 278-80, 97-98, 131-94.
47. Maurice R. Stein, "Psychoanalytic thought and sociological inquiry," Psy
choanalysis and the Psychoanalytic Review, Summer 1962, 49, 21-9, at 23-4. Benjamin
Nelson, the editor of this issue of the journal, goes on to observe : "Every subject
matter hopeful of becoming a science engenders its 'middle range' approach. The
animus expressed against this development seems to me in large part misdirected."
"Sociology and psychoanalysis on trial: an epilogue," ibid., 144-60, at 153.
48. I refer here to the significant theoretical work which Mills developed in
collaboration with the initiating author, Hans Gerth: Character and Social Structure:
The Psychology of Social Institutions ( New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1953 ) . In
its introduction, I describe that signal work as follows: "The authors lay no claim
to having achieved a fully rounded synthesis which incorporates all the major con
ceptions of psychology and sociology that bear upon the formation of character
and personality in the context of social structure. Such a goal, they make it clear,
is still a distant objective rather than a currently possible achievement. Nevertheless,
they have systematized a substantial part of the field and have provided perspectives
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Recent Soviet sociologists have gone on to interpret "the notorious
'theory of the middle range' " as a positivist conception. According to
G. M. Andreeva, such theory is conceived at

the level of a relatively low order of abstraction, which on principle does not
go beyond empirical data. 'Theoretical' knowledge on this level is again in the
category of empirical knowledge, for theory itself is in essence reduced to the
level of empirical generalizations . . .49

This misconception of middle-range theory requires little discussion
here. After all, the chapter on "the bearing of sociological theory on
empirical research" reprinted in this volume has been in print for nearly
a quarter of a century. As long ago as that, I distinguished between a
theory, a set of logically interrelated assumptions from which empirically
testable hypotheses are derived, and an empirical generalization, an
isolated proposition summarizing observed uniformities of relationships
between two or more variables. Yet the Marxist scholars construe middle
range theory in terms that are expressly excluded by these formulations.
This misconception may be based on a commitment to a total socio
logical theory and a fear that this theory will be threatened by the role of
theories of the middle range. It should be noted, however, that to the
extent that the general theoretical orientation provided by Marxist
thought becomes a guide to systematic empirical research, it must do so
by developing intermediate special theories. Otherwise, as appears to
have been the case with such studies as the Sverdlov investigation of
workers' attitudes and behavior, this orientation will lead at best to a
series of empirical generalizations (such as the relation of the level of
education attained by workers to the number of their organizational affili
ations, number of books read, and the like ) .
The preceding chapter suggested that sociologists who are persuaded
that there is a total theory encompassing the full scope of SOciological
knowledge are apt to believe that sociology must be adequate here and
now to all practical demands made of it. This outlook makes for rejection
of middle-range theory, as in the following observation by OSipov and
Yovchuk:
Merton's view that sociology is not yet ripe for a comprehensive integral
theory and that there are only a few theories available at an intermediate
from which to examine much of the rest." This kind of scholarly work in collaboration
with Gerth is of quite a different character than other books by Mills, such as
Listen Yankee: The Revolution in Cuba and The Causes of World War Three. These
are not "downgraded" by others fiS "downright 'journalistic' ''; they are journalistiC.
But this judgment scarcely derives from the orientation of middle-range theory.
49. These opinions are expressed by A. G. Zdravomyslov and V. A. Yadov, "On
the programming of concrete social investigations," Voprosy Filosofi, 1963, 17, 81 and
by G. M. Andreeva, "BourgeoiS empirical sociology seeks a way out of its crisis,"
Filosofskie Nauki, 1962, 5, 39. Extracts from both papers are translated by George
Fischer, Science and Politics: The New Sociology in the Soviet Union ( Ithaca, New
York: Cornell UniverSity, 1964 ) .
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level of abs�·actio� wh�se significanc� is rel�t�ve and temporary is well known.
.
.
that thiS defimtIon cannot be applied to Marxist
�ed m behevmg
W,e f�el )ust
SCientific soclOlo�y. The materialistic comprehension of history, first described
by Marx approximately 125 years ago, has been time-tested and has been
proved by the entire process of historical development. The materialistic un
derstanding of history is based on the concrete study of social life. The
emer�ence �f Marxism in the 1840s and its further development has been
orgamcally lmked to and supported by research on specific social problems.5 0

This research on specific social problems-what the Soviet SOCiologists
call "concrete SOciological investigation"-is not lOgically derived from
the general theoretical orientation of historical materialism. And when
intermediate theories have not been developed, these investigations have
tended toward "practical empiricism": the methodical collection of just
enough information to be taken into account in making practical deci
sions. For example, there have been various time-budget studies of
workers' behavior, not unlike the studies by Sorokin in the early 1930s.
Workers were asked to record how they allocated their time among such
categories as work-time, household duties, phYSiolOgical needs, rest, time
spent with children and "social useful work" (including participation
in civic councils, workers' courts, attending lectures or doing "mass cul
tural work") . The analysis of the time budgets has two principal aims.
The first is to identify and then to eliminate problems in the efficient
scheduling of time. For example, it was found that one obstacle to eve
ning school education for workers was that the time schedule of examina
tions required more workers to be released from their jobs than could be
spared. The second aim of time budgets is to guide plans to change the
activities of the workers. For example, when time-budget data were
linked with inquiry into workers' motivations, it was concluded that
younger workers could be counted on to study more and to be "more
active in raising the efficiency of labor." These examples demonstrate that
it is practical empiricism, rather than theoretical formulations, that per
vades such research. Its findings are on the same low level of abstraction
as much of the market-research in other societies. They must be in
corporated into more abstract theories of the middle range if the gap
between the general orientation of Marxist thought and empirical gen
eralizations is to be filled. 51
50. G. Osipov and M. Yovchuk, "Some principles of theory, problems and
�et�ods of research in SOciology in the USSR: a Soviet view," reprinted in Alex
Smurenko, ed., Soviet SOCiology: Historical Antecedents and Current Appraisals
( Chicago : Quadrangle Books, 1966 ) , 299.
5l. �is passage is ?ased upon R. K. Merton and Henry W. Riecken, "Notes on
.
,
SOCiology III th� USSR, Current Problems in Social-Behavioral Research ( Washing
.
ton, D.C. : National Institute of Social and Behavioral Science, 1962 ), 7-14. For a
summary of one suc� concrete s? ciol�gical investigation, see A. G. Zdravomyslov and
V. A. Yadov, " Soviet workers attitude toward work : an empirical study'" in
Simirenko, op. cit., 347-66.
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SUMMARY AND RETROSPECT
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task of providing theoretical solutions to all the urgent practical problems
of the day but addresses itself to those problems that might now be
clarified in the light of available knowledge.

PARADIGMS: THE CODIFICATION
OF SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
As noted earlier, a major concern of this book is the codification of
substantive theory and of procedures of qualitative analysis in sociology.
As construed here, codification is the orderly and compact arrangement
of fruitful procedures of inquiry and the substantive findings that result
from this use. This process entails identification and organization of what
has been implicit in work of the past rather than the invention of new
strategies of research.
.
The following chapter, dealing with functional analysis, sets forth a
paradigm as a basis for codifying previous work in this field. 52 I believe
that such paradigms have great propaedeutic value. For one thing, they
bring out into the open the array of assumptions, concepts, and basic
propositions employed in a sociological analysis. They thus reduce the
inadvertent tendency to hide the harS core of analysis behind a veil of
random, though possibly illuminating, comments and thoughts. Despite
the appearance of propositional inventories, sociology still has few formu
lae-that is, highly abbreviated symbolic expressions of relationships be
tween sociological variables. Consequently, sociological interpretations
tend to be discursive. The logic of procedure, the key concepts, and the
relationships between them often become lost in an avalanche of words.
When this happens, the critical reader must laboriously glean for himself
the implicit assumptions of the author. The paradigm reduces this tend
ency for the theorist to employ tacit concepts and assumptions.
Contributing to the tendency for sociological exposition to become
lengthy rather than lucid is the tradition-inherited slightly from philos
ophy, substantially from history, and greatly from literature-of writing
sociological accounts vividly and intensely to convey all the rich fullness
of the human scene. The sociologist who does not disavow this handsome
but alien heritage becomes intent on searching for the exceptional con
stellation of words that will best express the particularity of the sociologi52. I have elsewhere set forth other paradigms on deviant social behavior in
Chapter VI in the present book; on the sociology of knowledge in Chapter XIV also
in thi� book; on racial intermarriage in "Intermarriage and the social structure,"
Psychzatry, 1941, 4, 361-74; on racial prejudice and discrimination in "Discrimination
and the American creed," in Discrimination and National Welfare, R. M. MacIver, ed.
( New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948 ) . It should be noted that the use of the term
paradigm by T. S. Kuhn in his recent work on the history and philosophy of science
is much more extended, referring to the basic set of assumptions adopted by a
scientific discipline in a particular historical phase; see The Structure of Scientific
Reoolutions, op. cit.
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cal case in hand, rather than on seeking out the objective, genera�z�ble
concepts and relationships it exemplifies-the core of a scienc�, �s dI �tm:t
.
from the arts. Too often, this misplaced use of genume artIs�c skills IS
encouraged by the plaudits of a lay public, �ratefully assurmg �e so
ciologist that he writes like a novelist and not hke an overly-domesticate�
and academically-henpecked Ph.D. Not infrequently, he pays for thIs
popular applause, for the closer he approaches eloquence, the farther he
retreats from methodical sense. It must be acknowledged, however, as
' not
St. Augustine suggested in mild rebuttal long ago, that ". . , a thOmg IS
necessarily true because badly uttered, nor false because spoken magnificently."
Nonetheless ostensibly scientific reports often become 0bscured by
irrelevancies. I� extreme cases, the hard skeleton of fact, inference a�d
.
theoretical conclusion becomes overlaid with the so�t flesh of sty�StiC
ornamentation. Yet other scientific disciplines-physIcs an? c�emistry
as much as biology, geology and statistics-have escaped this mlsP.laced
concern with the literary graces. Anchored to th� p��oses of sc�e.nce,
these disciplines prefer brevity, precision and obJecti�Tlty to exqUls�t�ly
rhythmic patterns of language, richness of con�otatIOn, and sensItive
verbal imagery. But even if one disagrees that socIOlogy must hew to the
line laid down by chemistry, physics or biology, on� need not argue th�t
it must emulate history, discursive philosophy, or hterature.. Each to his
.
last, and the last of the SOciologist is that of lucidly pres��ting claIms to
logically interconnected and empirically confirme � proposItions �b?ut the
structure of society and its changes, the b�havIOr of man WIthI� th�t
.
for socIOlogI
structure and the consequences of that behaVIOr. ParadIg�s
cal analysis are intended to help the SOCiologist work �t hi� trade.
Since sound SOciological interpretation inevitably lffiph.es s�me �eo
retical paradigm, it seems the better part of wisdom to brmg It ou� mto
the open. If true art consists in concealing a�l sig�s of art, true SCience
consists in revealing its scaffolding as well as ItS fimshed structure.
Without pretending that this tells the whole story, I suggest that
paradigms for qualitative analysis in SOciology have at least five closely
related functions. 53
First paradigms have a notational function. They provide a compact
arrange�ent of the central concepts and their interrelations that are
' tly
' suffiClen
utilized for description and analysis. Setting out concep ts m
.
small compass to allow their simultaneous inspection is an important aId
in the self-correction of one's successive interpretations-a goal ha�� to
.
achieve when the concepts are scattered throughout discurSIve e:'P0SItion.
( As the work of Cajori indicates, this appears to be one of the Important

}

}

53 ' For a critical appraisal of this discussion, see Don Mar �dale, "Soc�o og�ca
theory and the ideal type," in Llewellyn Gross, ed., SymposIum on SOCIO oglCa
Theory ( Evanston: Row, Peterson, 1959 ) , 57-91, at 77-80.
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functions of mathematical symbols : they prov
ide for the simultaneous
inspection of all terms entering into the analysis.
)
Second, paradigms lessen the likelihood of inadv
ertently introducing
hidden assumptions and concepts, for each new
assumption and each
new concept must be either logically derived from
previous components
of the paradigm or explicitly introduced into
it. The paradigm thus
provides a gUide for aVOiding ad hoc (i.e. logica
lly irresponSible) hy
potheses.

Third, paradigms advance the cumulation of theor
etical interpreta
tion. In effect, the paradigm is the foundation upon
which the house of
interpretations is built. If a new story cannot be built
directly upon this
foundation, then it must be treated as a new wing
of the total structure,
and the foundation of concepts and assumptions must
be extended to
support this wing. Moreover, each new story that can
be built upon the
original foundation strengthens our confidence in its
substantial quality
just as every new extension, precisely because it requi
res an additional
foundation, leads us to suspect the soundness of the origin
al substructure.
A paradigm worthy of great confidence will in due course
support an
interpretative structure of skyscraper dimensions, with
each successive
story testifying to the well-laid quality of the original found
ation, while
a defective paradigm will support only a rambling one-story
structure, in
which each new set of uniformities requires a new foundation
to be laid,
since the original cannot bear the weight of additional stories
.
Fourth, paradigms, by their very arrangement, suggest
the systematic
cross-tabulation of significant concepts and can thus sensit
ize the analyst
to empirical and theoretical problems which he might otherw
ise over
look. 54 Paradigms promote analysis rather than the descrip
tion of con
crete details. They direct our attention, for example, to
the components
of social behavior, to possible strains and tensions amon
g these com
ponents, and thereby to sources of departures from the behav
ior which is
normatively prescribed.
Fifth, paradigms make for the codification of qualitative
analysis in a
way that apprOximates the logical if not the empirical rigor
of quantitative
analysis. The procedures for computing statistical measu
res and their
mathematical bases are codified as a matter of course; their
assumptions
and procedures are open to critical scrutiny by all.By contra
st, the socio
logical analysis of qualitative data often resides in a privat
e world of
penetrating but unfathomable inSights and ineffable under
standings. In
deed, discursive expositions not based upon paradigms
often include
perceptive interpretations. As the cant phrase has it,
they are rich in
54. Although they express doubts about the
uses of systematic theory, Joseph
Bensman and Arthur Vidich have admirably
exhibited this heuristic function of
paradigms in their instructive paper, "Socia
l theory in field research," American
Journal of Sociology, May 1960, 65, 577-84.
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"illuminating insights." But it is not always clear just which operations
on which analytic concepts were involved in these insights. In some
quarters, even the suggestion that these intensely private experiences
must be reshaped into publicly certifiable procedures if they are to be
incorporated into the science of society is taken as a sign of blind
impiety. Yet the concepts and procedures of even the most perceptive of
sociologists must be reproducible and the results of their insights testable
by others. Science, and this includes sociological science, is public, not
private. It is not that we ordinary sOciologists wish to cut all talents to our
own small stature; it is only that the contributions of the great and small
alike must be codified if they are to advance the development of
sociology.
All virtues can easily become vices merely by being carried to excess,
and this applies to the sociological paradigm. It is a temptation to mental
indolence. Equipped with his paradigm, the sOciologist may shut his eyes
to strategic data not expressly called for by the paradigm. Thus it can be
turned from a sociological field-glass into a sociological blinder . Misuse
results from absolutizing the paradigm rather than using it as a tentative
point of departure. But if they are recognized as provisional and chang
ing, destined to be modified in the immediate future as they have been
in the recent past, these paradigms are preferable to sets of tacit assump
tions.

American Sociological Review, Vol. 1, No. 6
(Dec., 1936), pp. 894-904.

THE UNANTICIPATED CONSEQUENCES OF
PURPOSIVE SOCIAL ACTION
ROBERT K. MERTON
Harvard University

I

I

N SOME ONE of its numerous forms, the problem of the unantici

pated consequences of purposive action has been treated by

virtually every substantial contributor to the long history of
social thought. 1 The diversity of context2 and variety of terms3 by
which this problem has been known, however, have tended to ob
scure the definite continuity in its consideration. In fact, this diver
sity of context-ranging from theology to technology-has been so
pronounced that not only has the substantial identity of the problem
been overlooked, but no systematic, scientific analysis of it has as
yet been effected. The failure to subject this problem to such thor
ough-going investigation has perhaps been due in part to its having
been linked historically with transcendental and ethical considera
tions. Obviously, the ready solution provided by ascribing uncon
templated consequences of action to the inscrutable will of God or
Providence or Fate precludes, in the mind of the believer, any need
for scientific analysis. Whatever the actual reasons, the fact remains
that though the process has been widely recognized and its impor
tance equally appreciated, it still awaits a systematic treatment.
Although the phrase, unanticipated consequences of purposive
social action, is in a measure self-explanatory, the setting of the prob1 Some of the modern theorists, though their contributions are by no means of equal im
portance, are: Machiavelli, Vico, Adam Smith (and some later classical economists), Marx,
Engels, Wundt, Pareto, Max Weber, Graham WaHas, Cooley, Sorokin, Gini, Chapin, von
Schelting.
2 This problem has been related to such heterogeneous subjects as: the problem of evil
(theodicy), moral responsibility, free will, predestination, deism, teleology, fatalism, logical,
illogical and non-logical behavior, social prediction, planning and control, social cycles, the
pleasure- and reality principles and historical "accidents."
a Some of the terms by which the whole or certain aspects of this process have been known
are: Providence (immanent or transcendental), Moira, Paradoxie der Folgen, Schick sal, social
forces, heterogony of ends, immanent causation, dialectical movement, principle of emergence
and creative synthesis. The present writer hopes to devote a monograph now in preparation
to the history and analysis of this problem. The vast scope and manifold implications of the
problem necessitate my being elliptical at times in the present brief exposition. For the same
reason of limitation of space, I have had to eliminate most of the concrete material upon which
the discussion is based.
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lem demands further specification. In the first place, the greater part
of this paper deals with isolated purposive acts rather than with
their integration into a coherent system of action (though some ref
erence will be made to the latter) . This limitation is prescribed by
expediency, for a treatment of systems of action would introduce
further complications. Furthermore,

unforeseen consequences should

not be identified with consequences which are necessarily undesirable
(from the standpoint of the actor) . For though these results are un
intended, they are not upon their occurrence always deemed axio
logically negative. In short, undesired effects are not always undesir
able effects. The intended and anticipated outcomes of purposive
action, however, are always, in the very nature of the case, relatively
desirable to the actor, though they may seem axiologically negative
to an outside observer. This is true even in the polar instance where
the intended result is "the lesser of two evils" or in such cases as
suicide, ascetic mortification and self torture which, in given situa
tions, are deemed desirable relative to other possible alternatives.
Rigorously speaking, the

consequences of purposive action are

limited to those elements in the resulting situation which are ex
clusively the outcome of the action, i.e., those elements which would
not have occurred had the action not taken place. Concretely, how
ever, the consequences result from the interplay of the action and
the objective situation, the conditions of action.4 We will be pri
marily concerned with the sum-total results of action under certain
conditions. This still involves the problem of causal imputation (of
which more later) though to be a less pressing degree than conse
quences in the rigorous sense. These sum-total or concrete conse
quences may be differentiated into (a) consequences to the actor (s) ,
(b) consequences to other persons mediated through
structure,

(1 ) the social

(2) the culture and (3) the civilization.5

In considering purposive action, we are concerned with "conduct"
as distinct from "behavior," that is, with action which involves mo
tives and consequently a choice between various alternatives. 6 For
4 Cf. Frank H. Knight, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, Boston and New York, Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1921, pp. 201-2. Professor Knight's doctoral dissertation represents by far the
most searching treatment of certain phases of this problem that I have yet seen.
6 For the distinction between society, culture and civilization, see Alfred Weber, "Prin
zipielles zur Kultursoziologie: Gesellschaftsprozess, Civilisationsprozess und Kulturbewe
gung," Archiv fur Sozialwissen schaft und S ozialp olitik, 47, 1920, 1-49; R. K. Merton, "Civiliza
tion and Culture," S ociol ogy and Social Research 21, 1936, 103-113. (Cf. foregoing article,
definition 19. Ed.)
e Knight, op. cit., p. 52.
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the time being, we will take purposes as given, so that any theories
which "reduce" purpose to conditioned reflexes or tropisms, which
assert that motives are simply compounded of instinctual drives and
the experiential shaping of these drives, may be considered as irrele
vant. Psychological considerations of the source or origin of motives,
though they are undoubtedly important for a more complete under
standing of the mechanisms involved in the development of unex
pected consequences of conduct, will thus be ignored.
Moreover, it is not assumed that in fact social action always in
volves clear-cut, explicit purpose. It may well be that such aware
ness of purpose is unusual, that the aim of action is more often than
not nebulous and hazy. This is certainly the case with habitual ac
tion which, though it may originally have been induced by conscious
purpose, is characteristically performed without such awareness.
The significance of such habitual action will be discussed later.
Above all, it must not be inferred that purposive action implies
"rationality" of human action (that persons always use the objec
tively most adequate means for the attainment of their end).7 In
fact, part of the present analysis is devoted to the determination of
those elements which account for concrete deviations from ration
ality of action. Moreover, rationality and irrationality are not to be
identified with the success and failure of action, respectively. For in
a situation where the number of possible actions for attaining a given
end is severely limited, one acts rationally by selecting the means
which, on the basis of the available evidence, has the greatest prob
ability of attaining this goal and yet the goal may actually

not be

attained.8 Contrariwise, an end may be attained by action which,
on the basis of the knowledge available to the actor, is irrational (as
in the case of "hunches") .
Turning now to

action, we may differentiate this into two types:

(a) unorganized and (b) formally organized. The first refers to ac
tions of individuals considered distributively out of which may grow
the second when like-minded individuals form an association in order
to achieve a common purpose. Unanticipated consequences may, of
course, follow both types of action, though the second type would
seem to afford a better opportunity for sociological analysis since the
very process of formal organization ordinarily involves an explicit
statement of purpose and procedure.
Max Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, Tiibingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1925, pp. 3 If.
See J. Bertrand, Calcul des probabilith, Paris, 1889, pp. 90 If.; J. M. Keynes, A Treatise
on Probability, London, The Macmillan Co., 1921, Chap. XXVI.
7
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Before turning to the actual analysis of the problem it is advisable
to indicate two methodological pitfalls which are, moreover, common
to all sociological investigations of purposive action. The first in
volves the problem of causal imputation, the problem of ascertaining
the extent to which "consequences" may justifiably be attributed
to certain actions. For example, to what extent has the recent in
crease in economic production in this country been due to govern
mental measures? To what extent may the spread of organized crime
be attributed to prohibition? This ever-present difficulty of causal
imputation must be solved for every empirical case which is studied.
The second problem is that of ascertaining the actual purposes of
a given action. There is the difficulty, for instance, of discriminating
between rationalization and truth in those cases where apparently
unintended consequences are

post facto declared to have been in

tended.9 Rationalizations may occur in connection with nation-wide
social planning just as in the classical instance of the horseman who,
on being thrown from his steed, declared that he was "simply dis
mounting." This difficulty, though not completely obviated, is sig
nificantly reduced in cases of organized group action since the cir
cumstance of organized action customarily demands explicit (though
not always "true") statements of goal and procedure. Furthermore,
it is easily possible to exaggerate this difficulty since in many, if
indeed not in most, cases, the observer's own experience and knowl
edge of the situation enables him to arrive at a ready solution. Ulti
mately, the final test is this: does the juxtaposition of the overt
action, our general knowledge of the actor(s) and the specific situa
tion and the inferred or avowed purpose "make sense," is there be
tween these, as Weber puts it, a "verstandliche Sinnzusammen
hang?" If the analyst self-consciously subjects these elements to
such probing, there is substantial probability that his conclusion in
respect to purpose is not too far afield in the majority of instances.
The evidence available will vary in different cases and the probable
error of the imputation of purpose will likewise vary.
9 This introduces the problem of "chance," which will be treated in another connection.
It should be realized that the aim of an action and the circumstances which actually ensue
may coincide without the latter being a consequence of the action. Moreover, the longer the
interval of time between the action and the circumstances in view, the greater the probability
(in the absence of contrary evidence) that these circumstances have happened "by chance."
Lastly, if this interval is greatly extended, the probability that the desired circumstances will
occur fortuitously may increase until virtually the point of certainty. This reasoning is per
haps applicable to the case of governmental action "restoring prosperity." Compare V. Pareto,
Traite de s oci ol ogie genera/c, Paris, Payot, 1917, II, par. 1977.
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It must be freely admitted at this junction that these problems
have not been further treated in the ensuing discussion, but despite
the absence of any further explicit treatment, the limitations set by
these methodological difficulties are implicitly recognized through
out.
Lastly, it may be urged that a frequent source of misunderstand
ing will be eliminated at the outset if it is realized that the factors
involved in unanticipated consequences are-precisely, factors, and
that none of these serves by itself to explain any concrete case.
II
The most obvious limitation to a correct anticipation of conse
quences of action is provided by the existing state of knowledge. The
extent of this limitation may be best appreciated by assuming the
simplest case where this lack of adequate knowledge is the

sole

barrier to a correct anticipation.lO Obviously, a very large number of
concrete reasons for inadequate knowledge may be found, but it is
also possible to summarize several classes of factors which are most
important.
The first class derives from the type of knowledge-usually, per
haps exclusively-attained in the sciences of human behavior. Prop
erly speaking, the social scientist almost invariably finds stochastic
(conjectural) associations and not, as in most fields of the physical
sciences, functional associations. u This is to say, in the study of
human behavior, there is found a set of different values of one vari
able associated with each value of the other variable (s) , or in less
formal language, the set of consequences of any repeated act is not
10 Most previous discussions of unanticipated consequences limit the explanation of un
anticipated consequences to this one factor of ignorance. Such a view either reduces itself to a
sheer tautology or exaggerates the rille of but one of many factors. In the first instance, the
argument runs in this fashion: "if we had only known enough, we could have anticipated the
consequences which, as it happens, were unforeseen." The apparent fallacy in this p ost mortem
argument rests in the word "enough" which is implicitly taken to mean "enough knowledge
to foresee" the consequences of our action. It is then no difficult matter to uphold the conten
tion which then reads in effect: "if we had known, we would have known." This viewpoint is
basic to several schools of educational theory, j ust as it was to Comte's dictum, sauoir p o ur
prevoir, preuoir p o ur p o uu oir. This intdlectualist stand has gained credence partiy because of
its implicit optimism and because of the indubitable fact that sheer ignorance does actually
account for the occurrence of some unforeseen consequences in s ome cases.
11 Cf. A. A. Tschuprow, Grundbegriffe und Gr undprob/eme der Korre/ationstheorie, Leipzig,
B. G. Teubner, 1925, pp. 20 ff., where he introduces the term "stochastic." It is apparent, of
course, that stochastic associations are obtained because we have not ascertained, or having
ascertained, have not controlled the other variables in the situation which influence the final
result. Thus, stochastic associations are not inherent in social knowledge but derive from our
present lack of experimental control.
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constant but there is a range of consequences, anyone of which may
follow the act in anygiven case. In some instances, we may have suffi
cient knowledge of the limits of the range of possible consequences,
and even adequate knowledge for ascertaining the statistical (empiri
cal) probabilities of the various possible sets of consequences, but
it is impossible to predict with certainty the results in any particular
case. Our classifications of acts and situations never involve com
pletely homogeneous categories nor even categories whose approxi
mate degree of homogeneity is sufficient for the prediction of par
ticular events.l2 We have here the paradox that whereas past experi
ence13 is the sole guide to our expectations on the assumption that
certain past, present and future acts are sufficiently alike to be
grouped in the same category, these experiences are in fact different.
To the extent that these differences are pertinent to the outcome of
the action and appropriate corrections for these differences are not
adopted, the actual results will differ from the expected. As Poin
care has put it, " . . . small differences in the initial conditions
produce very great ones in the final phenomena. . . . Prediction be
comes impossible, and we have the fortuitous phenomenon."14
However, deviations from the usual consequences of an act may
be anticipated by the actor who recognizes in the given situation
some differences from previous similar situations. But, insofar as
these differences can themselves not be subsumed under general
rules, the direction and extent of these deviations cannot be antici
pated.15 It is clear, then, that the partial knowledge in the light of
which action is commonly carried on permits a varying range of
unexpected outcomes of conduct.
Although no formula for the exact

amount of knowledge necessary

for foreknowledge is presented, one may say in general that conse
quences are fortuitous when an exact knowledge of many details
and facts (as distinct from general principles) is needed for even a
highly approximate prediction. In other words, "chance conse12 A classification into completely homogeneous categories would, of course, lead to func
tional'associations and would hence permit of perfectly successful prediction, but the aspects
of social action which are of practical importance are too varied and numerous to permit such
homogeneous classification.
13 A priori calculations of probability are manifestly irrelevant to specific social acts.
14 Henri Poincare, Calcul de s probabilitls, Paris, 1912, p. 2.
16 The actor's awareness of his ignorance and its implications is perhaps most acute in the
type of conduct which Thomas and Znaniecki attribute to the wish for "new experience."
This is the case where unforeseen consequences actually constitute the purpose of action,
but there is always the tacit assumption that these consequences will be desirable. The nebu
lous purpose in this class of action is satisfaction.

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

quences" are those which are occasioned by the interplay of forces
and circumstances which are so complex and numerous that predic
tion of them is quite beyond our reach. This area of consequences
should perhaps be distinguished from that of "ignorance," since it is
related not to the knowledge actually in hand but to certain knowl
edge which can conceivably be obtained.I6
The importance of ignorance as a factor is enhanced by the fact
that the exigencies of practical life frequently compel us to act with
some confidence even though it is manifest that the information on
which we base our action is not complete. We usually act, as Knight
has properly observed, not on the basis of scientific knowledge, but
opinion and estimate. Thus, situations which demand (or what is
for our purposes tantamount to the same thing, appear to the actor
to demand) immediate action of some sort, will usually involve ig
norance of certain aspects of the situation and will bring about un
expected results.
Moreover, even when immediate action is not exacted, there is
the

economic problem of distributing our fundamental resources,

time and energy. Time and energy are scarce means and economic
behavior is concerned with the rational allocation of these means
among alternative wants, only one of which is the anticipation of
consequences of actionY In our present economic order, it is mani
festly uneconomic behavior to concern ourselves with attempts to
obtain knowledge for predicting the outcomes of action to such an
extent that we have practically no time or energy for other pursuits.
An economy of social engineers is no more conceivable or practicable
than an economy of laundrymen. It is the fault of the extreme anti
noetic activists who promote the idea of action above all else to
exaggerate this limit and to claim (in effect) that virtually no time
or energy be devoted to the acquisition of knowledge. On the other
hand, the grain of truth in the anti-intellectualist position is, as was
just observed, that there are not only decided economic limits to the
16
Cf. Keynes, op. cit., p. 295. This distinction corresponds to that made by Keynes be
tween "subjective chance" (broadly, ignorance) and "objective chance" (where even addi
tional wide knowledge of general principles would not suffice for foreseeing the consequences of
a particular act). Much the same distinction appears in the works of Poincare and Venn,
among others.
17 Cf. Knight, op. cit., p. 348. The reasoning is also applicable to cases where the occupation
of certain individuals (e.g., social engineers and scientists) is devoted solely to such efforts,
since then it is simply a question of the distribution of the resources of society. Furthermore,
there is the practical problem of the communicability of knowledge so obtained, since it may
be of a very complex order and the effort of persons other than social engineers to assimilate
such knowledge leads us back to the same problem of distribution of our resources.
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advisability of not acting until all or as much as possible uncertainty
is eliminated, but also psychological limits since excessive "fore
thought" of this kind precludes any action at all.
A second major factor of unexpected consequences of conduct,
which is perhaps as pervasive as ignorance, is error. Error may in
trude itself, of course, in any phase of purposive action: we may err
in our appraisal of the present situation, in our inference from this
to the future objective situation, in our selection of a course of ac
tion, or finally in the execution of the action chosen. A common fal
lacy is frequently involved in the too-ready assumption that actions
which have in the past led to the desired outcome will continue to
do so. This assumption is often fixed in the mechanism of habit and
it there finds pragmatic justification, for habitual action does in
fact often, even usually, meet with success. But precisely because
habit is a mode of activity which has previously led to the attain
ment of certain ends, it tends to become automatic and undelibera
tive through continued repetition so that the actor fails to recognize
that procedures which have been successful
need not be so

in certain circumstances
under any and all conditions.Is Just as rigidities in

social organization often balk and block the satisfaction of new wants,
so rigidities in individual behavior may block the satisfaction of old
wants in a changing social environment.
Error may also be involved in instances where the actor attends
to only one or some of the pertinent aspects of the situation which
influence the outcome of the action. This may range from the case
of simple neglect (lack of systematic thoroughness in examining the
situation) to pathological obsession where there is a determined re
fusal or inability to consider certain elements of the problem. This
last type has been extensively dealt with in the psychiatric literature.
In cases of wish-fulfilment, emotional involvements lead to a dis
tortion of the objective situation and of the probable future course
of events; such action predicated upon "imaginary" conditions must
inevitably evoke unexpected consequences.
The third general type of factor, the "imperious immediacy of
interest," refers to instances where the actor's paramount concern
with the foreseen immediate consequences excludes the considera
tion of further or other consequences of the same act. The most prom18 Similar fallacies in the field of thought have been variously designated as "the philo
sophical fallacy" (Dewey), the "principle of limits" (Sorokin, Bridgman) and, with a somewhat
different emphasis, "the fallacy of misplaced concreteness" (Whitehead).
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inent elements in such immediacy of interest may range from
physiological needs to basic cultural values. Thus, Vico's imaginative
example of the "origin of the family" which derived from the prac
tice of men carrying their mates into caves to satisfy their sex drive
out of the sight of God might serve as a somewhat fantastic illustra
tion of the first. The doctrine of classical economics according to
which the individual endeavoring to employ his capital where most
profitable to him and thus tending to render the annual revenue of
society as great as possible is, to quote Adam Smith, led "by an in
visible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention,"
may serve as an example of economic interest leading to this se
quence.
However, after the acute analysis by Max Weber, it goes without
saying that action motivated by interest is not antithetical to an
exhaustive investigation of the conditions and means of successful
action. On the contrary, it would seem that interest, if it is to be
satisfied, demands such objective analysis of situation and instru
mentality, as is assumed to be characteristic of

hominis oeconomici.

But it is equally undeniable that intense interest does in fact often
tend to preclude such analysis precisely because strong concern with
the satisfaction of the immediate interest is a psychological genera
tor of emotional bias, with consequent lopsidedness or failure to
engage in the required calculations. It is as much a fallacious assump
tion to hold that interested action in fact necessarily entails a ra
tional calculation of the elements in the situation19 as to deny ration
ality any and all influence over such conduct. Moreover, action in
which this element of immediacy of interest is involved may be
rational in terms of the values basic to that interest but irrational
in terms of the life organization of the individual. Rational, in the
sense that it is an action which may be expected to lead to the attain
ment of the specific goal; irrational, in the sense that it may defeat
the pursuit or attainment of other values which are not, at the mo
ment, paramount but which none the less form an integral part of the
individual's scale of values. Thus,precisely because a particular action
is not carried out in a psychological or social vacuum, its effects will
ramify into other spheres of value and interest. For example, the prac
tice of birth control for "economic reasons" influences the age-compo19 This assumption is tenable only in a normative sense. It is indubitable that such calcu
lation, within the limits specified in our previous discussion, should be made if the probability
of satisfying the interest is to be at a maximum. The error lies in confusing norm with actuality.
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sition and size of sibships with profound consequences of a psycho
logical and social character.
Superficially similar to the factor of immediacy of interest, but
differing from it in a highly significant theoretical sense, is that of
basic values. This refers to instances where there is no consideration
of further consequences because of the felt necessity of certain ac
tion enjoined by certain fundamental values. The classical analysis
of the influence of this factor is Weber's study of the Protestant ethic
and the spirit of capitalism. He has properly generalized this case,
saying that active asceticism paradoxically leads to its own decline
through the accumulation of wealth and possessions entailed by
decreased consumption and intense productive activity.
This process contributes much to the dynamic of social and cul
tural change, as has been recognized with varying degrees of ac
curacy and cogency, by Hegel, Marx, Wundt and many others. The
empirical observation is incontestable: activities oriented toward
certain values release processes which so react as to change the very
scale of values which precipitated them. This process may in part
be due to the fact that when a system of basic values enjoins certain

specific actions, adherents are not concerned with the objective con
sequences of these actions but only with the subjective satisfaction
of duty well performed. Or, action in accordance with a dominant
set of values tends to be focussed upon that particular value-area.
But with the complex interaction which constitutes society, action
ramifies, its consequences are not restricted to the specific area in
which they were initially intended to center, they occur in interre
lated fields explicitly ignored at the time of action. Yet it is because
these fields are in fact interrelated that the further consequences in
adjacent areas tend to

react upon the fundamental value-system. It

is this usually unlooked-for reaction which constitutes a most im
portant element in the process of secularization, of the transforma
tion or breakdown of basic value-systems. Here is the essential para
dox of social action-the "realization" of values may lead to their
renunciation. We may paraphrase Goethe and speak of "Die Kraft,
die stets das Gute will, und stets das Bose schafft."
There is one other circumstance, peculiar to human conduct,
which stands in the way of successful social prediction and planning.
Public predictions of future social developments are frequently not
sustained precisely because the prediction has become a new element
in the concrete situation, thus tending to change the initial course
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of developments. This is not true of prediction in fields which do not
pertain to human conduct. Thus, the prediction of the return of
Halley's comet does not in any way influence the orbit of that comet;
but, to take a concrete social example, Marx's prediction of the pro
gressive concentration of wealth and increasing misery of the masses
did influence the very process predicted. For at least one of the con
sequences of socialist preaching in the nineteenth century was the
spread of organization of labor, which, made conscious of its un
favorable bargaining position in cases of individual contract, organ
ized to enjoy the advantages of collective bargaining, thus slowing
up, if not eliminating, the developments which Marx had predicted.20
Thus, to the extent that the predictions of social scientists are
made public and action proceeds with full cognizance of these pre
dictions, the "other-things-being-equal" condition tacitly assumed
in all forecasting is not fulfilled. Other things will not be equal just
because the scientist has introduced a new "other thing"- his pre
diction. This contingency may often account for social movements
developing in utterly unanticipated directions and it hence assumes
considerable importance for social planning.
The foregoing discussion represents no more than the briefest ex
position of the major elements involved in one fundamental social
process. I t would take us too far afield, and certainly beyond the
compass of this paper, to examine exhaustively the implications of
this analysis for social prediction, control and planning. We may
maintain, however, even at this preliminary juncture, that no
blanket statement categorically affirming or denying the practical
feasibility of

all social planning is warranted. Before we may indulge
in such generalizations, we must examine and classify the ty
pes of
social action and organization with reference to the elements here
discussed and then refer our generalizations to these essentially
different types. If the present analysis has served to set the problem,
if only in its most paramount aspects, and to direct attention toward
the need for a systematic and objective study of the elements in
volved in the development of unanticipated consequences of pur
posive social action, the treatment of which has for much too long
been consigned to the realm of theology and speculative philosophy,
then it has achieved its avowed purpose.
20 Corrado Gini, Prime linee di palologia CL' on omica, Milan, A. Giuffre, 1935, pp. 7'J.-75.
John Venn uses the picturesque term "suicidal prophecies" to refer to this process and properly
observes that it represents a class of considerations which have been much neglected by the
various sciences of human conduct. See his Logic of Chance, London, 1888, pp. 2'J.S-6.
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N

A SERIES OF WOR"

..ldom

conmlted oumde the academic

fraternity, W. I. Thomas, the dean of American sociologists, set forth a
theorem basic to the social sciences: "If men define situations as real,
they are real in their consequences." Were the Thomas theorem and its
implications more widely known more men would understand more of
the workings of our society. Though it lacks the sweep and precision of
a Newtonian theorem, it possesses the same gift of relevance, being in
structively applicable to many, if indeed not most, social processes.

THE THOMAS THEOREM
"If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences,"
wrote Professor Thomas. The suspicion that he was driving at a crucial
point becomes all the more insistent when we note that essentially the
same theorem had been repeatedly set forth by disciplined and observant
minds long before Thomas.
When we find such otherwise discrepant minds as the redoubtable
Bishop Bossuet in his passionate seventeenth-century defense of Catholic
orthodoxy, the ironic Mandeville in his

eighteenth-century

allegory

honeycombed with observations on the paradoxes of human society, the
irascible genius Marx in his revision of Hegefs theory of historical
change, the seminal Freud in works which have perhaps gone further
than any others of his day toward modifying man's outlook on man, and
the erudite, dogmatic, and occasionally sound Yale professor, William
Graham Sumner, who lives on as the Karl Marx of the middle classes
when we find this mixed company (and I select from a longer if less
distinguished list) agreeing on the truth and the pertinence of what is
substantially the Thomas theorem, we may conclude that perhaps it is
worth our attention as well.
To what, then, are Thomas and Bossuet, Mandeville, Marx, Freud
and Sumner directing our attention?
The first part of the theorem provides an unceasing reminder that
men respond not only to the objective features of a situation, but also,
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and at times primarily, to the meaning this situation has for them. And

voted for Franklin Roosevelt in 1932. But with the aid of the theorem

once they have assigned some meaning to the situation, their consequent

the tragic history of Millingville's bank can perhaps be converted into a

behavior and some of the consequences of that behavior are determined

sociological parable which may help us understand not only what hap

by the ascribed meaning. But this is still rather abstract, and abstrac

pened to hundreds of banks in the '30's but also what happens to the

tions have a way of becoming unintelligible if they are not occasionally

relations between Negro and white, between Protestant and Catholic

tied to concrete data. What is a case in point?

and Jew in these days.

A SOCIOLOGICAL PARABLE

or predictions) become an integral part of the situation and thus affect

The parable tells us that public definitions of a situation (prophecies
It is the year 1932. The Last National Bank is a flourishing institu
tion. A large part of its resources is liquid without being watered. Cart
wright Millingville has ample reason to be proud of the banking
institution over which he presides. Until Black Wednesday. As he enters
his bank, he notices that business is unusually brisk. A little odd, that,
since the men at the A.M.O.K. steel plant and the K.O.M.A. mattress
factory are not usually paid until Saturday. Yet here are two dozen men,
obviously from the factories, queued up in front of the tellers' cages. As
he turns into his private office, the president muses rather compassion
ately: "Hope they haven't been laid off in midweek. They should be in
the shop at this hour."
But speculations of this sort have never made for a thriving bank,
and Millingville turns to the pile of documents upon his desk. His pre

subsequent developments. This is peculiar to human affairs. It is not
found in the world of nature, untouched by human hands. Predictions of
the return of Halley's comet do not influence its orbit. But the rumored
insolvency of Millingville's bank did affect the actual outcome. The
prophecy of collapse led to its own fulfillment.
So common is the pattern of the self-fulfilling prophecy that each of
us has his favored specimen. Consider the case of the examination
neurosis. Convinced that he is destined to fail, the anxious student de
votes more time to worry than to study and then turns in a poor examina
tion. The initially fallacious anxiety is transformed into an entirely
justified fear. Or it is believed that war between two nations is inevitable.
Actuated by this conviction, representatives of the two nations become
progressively alienated, apprehensively countering each "offensive" move

cise signature is affixed to fewer than a score of papers when he is,

of the other with a "defensive" move of their own. Stockpiles of arma

disturbed by the absence of something familiar and the intrusion of

ments, raw materials, and armed men grow larger and eventually the

liomething alien. The low discreet hum of bank business has given way

anticipation of war helps create the actuality.

to a strange and annoying stridency of many voices. A situation has been

The self-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, a

false definition of

defined as real. And that is the beginning of what ends as Black Wed

the situation evoking a new behavior which makes the originally false

nesday-the last Wednesday, it might be noted, of the Last National

conception come

Bank.

perpetuates a reign of error. For the prophet will cite the actual course

true. The specious validity of the self-fulfilling prophecy

Cartwright Millingville had never heard of the Thomas theorem. But

of events as proof that he was right from the very beginning. (Yet we

he had no difficulty in recognizing its workings. He knew that, despite

know that Millingville's bank was solvent, that it would have survived

the comparative liquidity of the bank's assets, a rumor of insolvency,

for many years had not the misleading rumor

once believed by enough depositors, would result in the insolvency of

of its own fulfillment.) Such are the perversities of social logic.

created the very conditions

the bank. And by the close of Black Wednesday-and Blacker Thursday

It is the self-fulfilling prophecy which goes far toward explaining

-when the long lines of anxious depositors, each frantically seeking to

the dynamics of ethnic and racial conIDct in the America of today. That

salvage his own, grew to longer lines of even more anxious depositors,

this is the case, at least for relations between Negroes and whites, may

it turned out that he was right.
The stable financial structure of the bank had depended upon one

be gathered from the fifteen hundred pages which make up Gunnar
Myrdal's

An American Dilemma. That the self-fulfilling prophecy may

set of definitions of the situation: belief in the validity of the interlock

have even more general bearing upon the relations between ethnic

ing system of economic promises men live by. Once depositors had

groups than Myrdal has indicated is the thesis of the considerably briefer

defined the situation otherwise, once they questioned the possibility of

discussion that follows.1

having these promises fulfilled, the consequences of this unreal definition
were real enough.
A familiar type-case this, and one doesn't need the Thomas theorem
to understand how it happened-not, at least, if one is old enough to have

1. Counterpart of the self-fulfilling prophecy is the"suicidal prophecy" which so
alters human behavior from what would have been its course had the prophecy not
been made, that it fails to be borne out. The prophecy destroys itself. This important
type is not considered here. For examples of both types of social prophecy, see R. M.
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SOCIAL BELIEFS AND SOCIAL REALITY
As a result of their failure to comprehend the operation of the seH
fulfilling prophecy, many Americans of good will (sometimes reluc
tantly) retain enduring ethnic and racial prejudices. They experience
these beliefs, not as prejudices, not as prejudgments, but as irresistible
products of their own observation. "The facts of the case" permit them
no other conclusion.
Thus our fair-minded white citizen strongly supports a policy of
excluding Negroes from his labor union. His views are, of course, based
not upon prejudice, but upon the cold hard facts. And the facts seem
clear enough. Negroes, <1ately from the nonindustrial South, are undis
ciplined in traditions of trade unionism and the art of collective bargain
ing." The Negro is a strikebreaker. The Negro, with his <10w standard
of living," rushes in to take jobs at less than prevailing wages. The Negro
is, in short, «a traitor to the working class," and should manifestly be
excluded from union organizations. So run the facts of the case as seen
by our tolerant but hard-headed union member, innocent of any under
standing of the self-fulfilling prophecy as a basic process of society.
Our unionist fails to see, of course, that he and his kind have pro
duced the very «facts" which he observes. For by defining the situation
as one in which Negroes are held to be incorrigibly at odds with prin
ciples of unionism and by excluding Negroes from unions, he invited a
series of consequences which indeed made it difficult if not impossible
for many Negroes to avoid the role of scab. Out of work after World
War I, and kept out of unions, thousands of Negroes could not resist
strikebound employers who held a door invitingly open upon a world of
jobs from which they were otherwise excluded.
History creates its own test of the theory of self-fulfilling prophecies.
That Negroes were strikebreakers because they were excluded from
unions (and from a wide range of jobs) rather than excluded because
they were strikebreakers can be seen from the virtual disappearance of
Negroes as scabs in industries where they have gained admission to
unions in the last decades.
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simple act of the will. The will, or for that matter, good will, cannot be
turned on and off like a faucet. Social intelligence and good will are
themselves

products of distinct social forces. They are not brought into

being by mass propaganda and mass education, in the usual sense of
these terms so dear to the sociological panaceans. In the social realm, no
more than in the psychological realm, do false ideas. quietly vanish when
confronted with the truth. One does not expect a paranoiac to abandon
his hard-won distortions and delusions upon being informed that they
are altogether groundless. If psychic ills could be cured merely by the
dissemination of truth, the psychiatrists of this country would be suffer
ing from technological unemployment rather than from overwork. Nor
will a continuing "educational campaign" itself destroy racial prejudice
and discrimination.
This is not a particularly popular position. The appeal to education
as a cure-all for the most varied social probl�ms is rooted deep in the
mores of America. Yet it is nonetheless illusory for all that. For how
would this program of racial education proceed? Who is to do the edu
cating? The teachers in our communities? But, in some measure like
many other Americans, the teachers share the same prejudices they are
being urged to combat. And when they don't, aren't they being asked to
serve as conscientious martyrs in the cause of educational utopianism?
How long the tenure of an elementary school teacher in Alabama or
Mississippi or Georgia who attempted meticulously to disabuse his young
pupils of the racial beliefs they acquired at home? Education may serve
as an operational adjunct but not as the chief basis for any but ex
cruciatingly slow change in the prevailing patterns of race relations.
To understand further why educational campaigns cannot be counted
on to eliminate prevailing ethnic hostilities, we must examine the opera
tion of in-groups and out-groups in our society. Ethnic out-groups, to
adopt Sumner's useful bit of sociological jargon, consist of all those who
are believed to differ significantly from "ourselves" in terms of national
ity, race, or religion. Counterpart of the ethnic out-group is of course the
ethnic in-group, constituted by those who "belong." There is nothing
fixed or eternal about the lines separating the in-group from out-groups.

The application of the Thomas theorem also suggests how the tragic,

As situations change, the lines of separation change. For a large number

often vicious, circle of self-fulfilling prophecies can be broken. The

of white Americans, Joe Louis is a member of an out-group-when the

initial definition of the situation which has set the circle in motion must

situation is defined in racial terms. On another occasion, when Louis

be abandoned. Only when the original assumption is questioned and a

defeated the nazmed Schmeling, many of these same white Americans

new definition of the situation introduced, does the' consequent How of

acclaimed him as a member of the (national) in-group. National loyalty

events give the lie to the assumption. Only then does the belief no longer
father the reality.
But to question these deep-rooted definitions of the situation is no
MacIver, The More Perfect Union (New York: Macmillan, 1948); for a general
statement, see Merton, "The unanticipated consequences of purposive social action,"
op.

cit.

took precedence over racial separatism. These abrupt shifts in group
boundaries sometimes prove embarrassing. Thus, when Negro-Americans
ran away with the honors in the Olympic games held in Berlin, the
Nazis,

pointing to the second.class citizenship assigned Negroes in

various regions of this country, denied that the United States had really
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won the games, since the Negro athletes were by our own admission
"not full-Hedged" Americans. And what could Bilbo or Rankin say to
that?
Under the benevolent guidance of the dominant in-group, ethnic
out-groups are continuously subjected to a lively process of prejudice
which, I think, goes far toward vitiating mass education and mass propa
ganda for ethnic tolerance. This is the process whereby "in-group virtues
become out-group vices," to paraphrase a remark by the sociologist
Donald Young. Or, more colloquially and perhaps more instructively, it
may be called the "damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don't" process
in ethnic and racial relations.

IN-GROUP VIRTUES AND OUT-GROUP VICES
To discover that ethnic out-groups are damned if they do embrace
the values of white Protestant society and damned if they don't, we have
first to turn to one of the in-group culture heroes, examine the qualities
with which he is endowed by biographers and popular belief, and thus
distill the qualities of mind and action and character which are generally
regarded as altogether admirable.
Periodic public opinion polls are not needed to justify the selection
of Abe Lincoln as the culture hero who most fully embodies the cardinal
American virtues. As the Lynds point out in Middletown, the people of
that typical small city allow George Washington alone to join Lincoln
as the greatest of Americans. He is claimed as their very own by almost
as many well-to-do Republicans as by less well-to-do Democrats.2
Even the inevitable schoolboy knows that Lincoln was thrifty, hard2. On Lincoln as culture hero, see the perceptive essay,"Getting Right with

Lincoln," by David Donald, Lincoln Reconsidered (New York: Allred A. Knopf'
1956), 3-18.
Though Lincoln nominally remains, of course, the symbolic leader of the Re
publicans, this may be just another paradox of political history of the same kind
which Lincoln noted in his day with regard to JeHerson and the Democrats.
"�emembe�g, too, that the ) eHerson party was formed upon its supposed
supenor devotion to the personal rIghts of men, holding the rights of property to be
secondary only, and greatly inferior, and assuming that the so-called Democrats of
to-day are the JeHerson, and their opponents the anti-JeHerson, party it will be
equally interesting to note how completely the two have changed hands as to the
principle upon which they were originally supposed to be divided. The Democrats
of to-day hold the liberty of one man to be absolutely nothing, when in conflict with
another man's right of property; Republicans, on the contrary, are for both the man
and the dollar, but in case of conflict the man before the dollar.
"I remember being once much amused at seeing two partially intoxicated men
engaged in a fight with their great-coats on, which fight, after a long and rather
harmless contest, ended in each having fought himself out of his own coat and into
that of the other. IT the two leading parties of this day are really identical with the
two in the days of JeHerson and Adams, they have performed the same feat as the
two drunken men."
Abraham Lincoln, in a letter to H. L. Pierce and others, April 6, 1859, in Com
plete Works of Abraham Lincoln, edited by John G. Nicolay and John Hay, (New
York, 1894), V, 125-126.

THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY

(481)

working, eager for knowledge, ambitious, devoted to the rights of the
average man, and eminently successful in climbing the ladder of oppor
tunity from the lowermost rung of laborer to the respectable heights of
merchant and lawyer. (We need follow his dizzying ascent no further.)
If one did not know that these attributes and achievements are num

bered high among the values of middle-class America, one would soon
discover it by glancing through the Lynds' account of "The Middletown
Spirit." For there we find the image of the Great Emancipator fully re
Hected in the values in which Middletown believes. And since these are

their values, it is not surprising to find the Middletowns of America
condemning and disparaging those individuals and groups who fail, pre
sumably, to exhibit these virtues. If it appears to the white in-group that
Negroes are not educated in the same measure as themselves, that they

have an "unduly" high proportion of unskilled workers and an "unduly"
low proportion of successful business and professional men, that they
are thriftless, and so on through the catalogue of middle-class virtue and
sin, it is not difficult to understand the charge that the Negro is "inferior"

to the white.
Sensitized to the workings of the self-fulfilling prophecy, we should
be prepared to find that the anti-Negro charges which are not patently
false are only speciously true. The allegations are true in the Pick
wickian sense that we have found self-fulfilling prophecies in general to
be true. Thus, if the dominant in-group believes that Negroes are inferior,
and sees to it that funds for education are not "wasted on these incom
petents" and then proclaims as final evidence of this inferiority that
Negroes have proportionately "only" one-fifth as many college graduates
as whites, one can scarcely be amazed by this transparent bit of social
legerdemain. Having seen the rabbit carefully though not too adroitly
placed in the hat, we can only look askance at the triumphant air with
which it is finally produced. (In fact, it is a little embarrassing to note
that a larger proportion of Negro than of white high school graduates
have gone on to college; apparently, the Negroes who are hardy enough
to scale the high walls of discrimination represent an even more highly
selected group than the run-of-the-high-school white population.)
So, too, when the gentlelI).an from Mississippi (a state which spends
five times as much on the average white pupil as on the average Negro
pupil) proclaims the essential inferiority of the Negro by pointing to the
per capita ratio of physicians among Negroes as less than one-fourth
that of whites, we are impressed more by his scrambled logic than by
his profound prejudices. So plain is the mechanism of the self-fulfilling
prophecy in these mstances that only those forever devoted to the victory
of sentiment over fact can take these specious evidences seriously. Yet
the spurious evidence often creates a genuine belief. Self-hypnosis
through one's own propaganda is a not infrequent phase of the self

fulfilling prophecy.
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So much for out-groups being damned if they don't (apparently)
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Then, all praise for his plucky climb up the shaky ladder of opportunity.

manifest in-group virtues. It is a tasteless bit of ethnocentrism, seasoned

But, of course, the eschewing of manual work for brain work among

seriously mean that .out-groups are also damned if they do possess these

the merchants and lawyers of the out-group deserves nothing but cen
sure for a parasitic way of life. Was Abe Lincoln eager to learn the ac

with seH-interest. But what of the second phase of this process? Can one
virtues? One can.

Through a faultlessly bisymmetrical prejudice, ethnic and racial out

groups get it coming and going. The systematic condemnation of the
out-grouper continues largely

irrespective of what he does. More:

cumulated wisdom of the ages by unending study? The trouble with the
Jew is that he's a greasy grind, with his head always in a book, while

decent people are going to a show or a ball game. Was the resolute
Lincoln unwilling to limit his standards to those of his provincial com

through a freakish exercise of capricious judicial logic, the victim is

munity? That is what we should expect of a man of vision. And if the

dice and discrimination aimed at the out-group are not a result of what

back where they came from. Did Lincoln, rising high above his origins,

punished for the crime. Superficial appearances notwithstanding, preju
the out-group does, but are rooted deep in the structure of our society
and the social psychology of its members.
.
To understand how this happens, we must examine the moral alchemy
through which the in-group readily transmutes virtue into vice and vice
into virtue, as the occasion may demand. Our studies will proceed by

the case-method.

We begin with the engagingly simple formula of moral alchemy:
the same behavior must be differently evaluated according to the person
who exhibits it. For example, the proficient alchemist will at once know
that the word "firm" is properly declined as follows:

ignored.

unalchemical

nonsense

But, as you examine the statistics on strikes, remember that these un·
American practices are the result of out-groupers pursuing their evil
agitation among otherwise contented workers.
Once stated, the classical formula of moral alchemy is clear enough.

Through the adroit use of these rich vocabularies of encomium and
opprobrium, the in-group readily transmutes its own virtues into others'
are so many in the dominant in-group so fully devoted to this continu
An explanation may be found by putting ourselves at some distance

that one and the same term should be applied to all three instances of
Such

workers to strike? This testifies only that, like all real Americans, this

greatest of Americans was deathlessly devoted to the cause of freedom.

ing experiment in moral transmutation?

There are some, unversed in the skills of this science, who will tell you
behavior.

never forget the rights of the common man and applaud the right of

vices. But why do so many in-groupers qualify as moral alchemists? Why

I am firm,
Thou art obstinate,
He is pigheaded.

identical

out-groupers criticize the vulnerable areas in our society, then send 'em

should

simply

be

With this experiment in mind, we are prepared to observe how the

very same behavior undergoes a complete change of evaluation in its

transition from the in-group Abe Lincoln to the out-group Abe Cohen

or Abe Kurokawa. We proceed systematically. Did Lincoln work far
into the night? This testifies that he was industrious, resolute, per
severant, and eager to realize his capacities to the full. Do the out-group
Jews or Japanese keep these same hours? This only bears witness to their
sweatshop mentality, their ruthless undercutting of American stand�ds,
their unfair competitive practices. Is the in-group hero frugal, thrifty,

and sparing? Then the out-group villain is stingy, miserly and penny

pinching. All honor is due the in-group Abe for his having bee sm�,
�
shrewd, and intelligent and, by the same token, all contempt IS owmg
the out-group Abes for their being sharp, cunning, crafty, and too clever

by far. Did the indomitable Lincoln refuse to remain conten� wi� a
life of work with the hands? Did he prefer to make use of his bram?

from this country and following the anthropologist Malinowski to the
Trobriand Islands. For there we find an instructively similar pattern.
Among the Trobrianders, to a degree which Americans, despite Holly
wood and the confession magazines, have apparently not yet approxi

mated, success with women confers honor and prestige on a man. Sexual
prowess is a positive value, a moral virtue. But if a rank-and-file Trobri

ander has "too much" sexual success, if he achieves "too many" triumphs

of the heart, an achievement which should of course be limited to the
elite, the chiefs or men of power, then this glorious record becomes a

scandal and an abomination. The chiefs are quick

to resent any personal
achievement not warranted by social position. The moral virtues remain
virtues only so long as they are jealously confined to the proper in-group.

The right activity by the wrong people becomes a thing of contempt,
not of honor. For clearly, only in this way, by holding these virtues ex
clusively to themselves, can the men of power retain their distinction,

their prestige, and their power. No wiser procedure could be devised
to hold intact a system of social stratification and social power.

The Trobrianders could teach us more. For it seems clear that the

chiefs have not calculatingly devised this program of entrenchment.

Their behavior is spontaneous, unthinking, and immediate. Their resent·
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ment of "too much" ambition or "too much" success in the ordinary
Trobriander is not contrived, it is genuine. It just happens that this
prompt emotional response to the "misplaced" manifestation of in-group
virtues also serves the useful expedient of reinforcing the chiefs' special
claims to the good things of Trobriand life. Nothing could be more
remote from the truth and more distorted a reading of the facts than to
assume that this conversion of in-group virtues into out-group vices is
part of a calculated deliberate plot of Trobriand chiefs to keep Trobriand
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unyielding, impersonal forces of academic competition would soon trim
down the number of Jewish (or Japanese or Negro) students to an
"appropriate" size.
This implied belief in the superiority of the out-group seems pre
mature. There is simply not enough scientific evidence to demonstrate
Jewish or Japanese or Negro superiority. The effort of the in-group
discriminator to supplant the myth of Aryan superiority with the myth
of non-Aryan superiority is condemned to failure by science. Moreover,

commoners in their place. It is merely that the chiefs have been indoc

such myths are ill-advised. Eventually, life in a world of myth must

trinated with an appreciation of the proper order of things, and see it as
their heavy burden to enforce the mediocrity of others.

interest and social therapy, therefore, it might be wise for the in-group

Nor, in quick revulsion from the culpabilities of the moral alchemists,
need we succumb to the equivalent error of simply upending the moral
status of the in-group and the out-groups. It is not that Jews and Negroes
are one and all angelic while Gentiles and whites are one and all fiendish.

collide with fact in the world of reality. As a matter of simple self
to abandon the myth and cling to the reality.
The pattern of being damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don't has
further consequences-among the out-groups themselves. The response
to alleged deficiencies is as clear as it is predictable. If one is repeatedly

It is not that individual virtue will now be found exclusively on the

told that one is inferior, that one lacks any positive accomplishments, it

wrong side of the ethnic-racial tracks and individual viciousness on the

is all too human to seize upon every bit of evidence to the contrary. The

right side. It is conceivable even that there are as many corrupt and

in-group definitions force upon the allegedly inferior out-group a de

vicious men and women among Negroes and Jews as among Gentile

fensive tendency to magnify and exalt "race accomplishments." As the

whites. It is only that the ugly fence which encloses the in-group hap

distinguished Negro sociologist, Franklin Frazier, has noted, the Negro

pens to exclude the people who make up the out-groups from being

newspapers are "intensely race conscious and exhibit considerable pride

treated with the decency ordinarily accorded human beings.

in the achievements of the Negro, most of which are meagre perform
ances as measured by broader standards." Self-glorification, found in

SOCIAL FUNCTIONS AND DYSFUNCTIONS
We have only to look at the consequences of this peculiar moral
alchemy to see that there is no paradox at all in damning out-groupers
when they do and when they don't exhibit in-group virtues. Condemna
tion on these two scores performs one and the same social function.
Seeming opposites coalesce. When Negroes are tagged as incorrigibly
inferior because they (apparently) don't manifest these virtues, this
confirms the natural rightness of their being assigned an inferior status
in society. And when Jews or Japanese are tagged as having too many
of the in-group values, it becomes plain that they must be securely con
·
tained by the high walls of discrimination. In both cases, the special
status assigned the several out-groups can be seen to be eminently
reasonable.
Yet this distinctly reasonable arrangement persists in having most

some measure among all groups, becomes a frequent counter-response
to persistent belittlement from without.
It is the damnation of out-groups for excessive achievement, how
ever, which gives rise to truly bizarre behavior. For, after a time and
often as a matter of self-defense, these out-groups become persuaded
that their virtues really are vices. And this provides the final episode in
a tragi-comedy of inverted values.
Let us try to follow the plot through its intricate maze of self-contra
dictions. Respectful admiration for the arduous climb from office boy to
president is rooted deep in American culture. This long and strenuous
ascent carries with it a two-fold testimonial: it testifies that careers are
abundantly open to genuine talent in American society and it testifies to
the worth of the man who has distinguished himself by his heroic rise.
It would be invidious to choose among the many stalwart figures who
have fought their way up, against all odds, until they have reached the

unreasonable consequences, both logical and social. Consider only a

pinnacle, there to sit at the head of the long conference table in the

few of these.

longer conference room of The Board. Taken at random, the saga of

In some contexts, the limitations enforced upon the out-group-say,

Frederick H. Ecker, chairman of the board of one of the largest privately

rationing the number of Jews permitted to enter colleges and profes

managed corporations in the world, the Metropolitan Life Insurance

sional schools-logically imply a fear of the alleged superiority of the

Company, will suffice as the prototype. From a menial and poorly paid

out-group. Were it otherwise, no discrimination need be practiced. The

job, he rose to a position of eminence. Appropriately enough,

an

un-
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ceasing How of honors has come to this man of large power and large
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Yankees publicly announce deep concern over their numerous World

achievement. It so happens, though it is a matter personal to this eminent

Series titles, so disproportionate to the number of triumphs achieved by

man of finance, that Mr. Ecker is a Presbyterian. Yet at last report, no

other major league teams, will this self-abnegation seem part of the

elder of the Presbyterian church has risen publicly to announce that Mr.

normal order of things.

Ecker's successful career should not be taken too seriously, that, after

In a culture which conSistently judges the professionals higher in

all, relatively few Presbyterians have risen from rags to riches and that

social value than even the most skilled hewers of wood and drawers of

Presbyterians do not actually "control" the world of finance-or life in

water, the out-group finds itself in the anomalous position of pointing

surance, or investment housing. Rather, one would suppose, Presbyterian

with defensive relief to the large number of Jewish painters and paper

elders join with other Americans imbued with middle-class standards of

hangers, plasterers and electricians, plumbers and sheet-metal workers.

success to felicitate the eminently successful Mr. Ecker and to acclaim

But the ultimate reversal of values is yet to be noted. Each succeed
ing census finds more and more Americans in the city and its suburbs.

other sons of the faith who have risen to almost equal heights. Secure
in their in-group status, they point the finger of pride rather than the
finger of dismay at individual success.
Prompted by the practice of moral alchemy, noteworthy achieve
ments by out-groupers elicit other responses. Patently, if achievement is
a vice, the achievements must be disclaimed-or at least, discounted.

Under these conditions, what is an occasion for Presbyterian pride must
become an occasion for Jewish dismay. If the Jew is condemned for his
educational or professional or scientific or economic success, then, under
standably enough, many Jews will come to feel that these accomplish
ments must be minimized in simple self-defense. Thus is the circle of
paradox closed by out-groupers busily engaged in assuring the powerful
in-group that they have not, in fact, been guilty of inordinate contribu
tions to science, the professions, the arts, the government, and the
economy.
In a society which ordinarily looks upon wealth as a warrant of
ability, an out-group is compelled by the inverted attitudes of the
dominant in-group to deny that many men of wealth are among its
members. "Among the 200 largest non-banking corporations . . . only
ten have a Jew as president or chairman of the board." Is this an observa
tion of an anti-Semite, intent on proving the incapacity and inferiority
of Jews who have done so little "to build the corporations which have
built America?" No; it is a retort of the Anti-Defamation League of B'nai
B'rith to anti-Semitic propaganda.
In a society where, as a recent survey by the National Opinion
Research Center has shown, the profession of medicine ranks higher

Americans have travelled the road to urbanization until fewer than one
fifth of the nation's population live on farms. Plainly, it is high time for
the Methodist and the Catholic, the Baptist and the Episcopalian to
recognize the iniquity of this trek of their coreligionists to the city. For,
as is well known, one of the central accusations levelled against the Jew
is his heinous tendency to live in cities. Jewish leaders, therefore, find
themselves in the incredible position of defensively urging their people
to move into the very farm areas being hastily vacated by city-bound
hordes of Christians. Perhaps this is not altogether necessary. As the
Jewish crime of urbanism becomes ever more popular among the in
group, it may be reshaped into transcendent virtue. But, admittedly, one
can't be certain. For in this daft confusion of inverted values, it soon
becomes impossible to determine when virtue is sin and sin, moral per
fection.
Amid this confusion, one fact remains unambiguous. The Jews, like
other peoples, have made distinguished contributions to world culture.
Consider only an abbreviated catalogue. In the field of creative literature
(and with acknowledgment of large variations in the calibre of achieve
ment),

jewish authors include Heine, Karl Kraus,

Borne, Hofmannsthal,

Schnitzler, Kafka. In the realm of musical composition, there are Meyer
beer, Felix Mendelssohn, Offenbach, Mahler, and SchOnberg. Among the
musical virtuosi, consider only Rosenthal, Schnabel, Godowsky, Pach
mann, Kreisler, Hubermann, Milstein, Elman, Heifetz, Joachim, and
Menuhin. And among scientists of a stature sufficient to merit the Nobel
prize, examine the familiar list which includes Beranyi, Mayerhof,

in social prestige than any other of ninety occupations (save that of

Ehrlich, Michelson, Lippmann, Haber, Willstatter, and Einstein. Or in

United States Supreme Court Justice), we find Some Jewish spokesmen

the esoteric and imaginative universe of mathematical invention take

of

Kronecker, the creator of the modem theory of n

�bers;

manoeuvred by the attacking in-group into the fantastic position of

note only

announcing their "deep concern" over the number of Jews in medical

Hermann Minkowski, '" who supplied the mathematical foundations of

practice, which is "disproportionate to the number of Jews in other
occupations." In a nation suffering from a notorious undersupply of
physicians, the Jewish doctor becomes

a

deplorable occasion for deep

concern, rather than receiving applause for his hard-won acquisition of
knowledge and skills and for his social utility. Only when the New York

'" Obviously, the forename must be explicitly mentioned here, else Hennann
the mathematician, may be confused with Eugen Minkowski, who con
trIbuted so notably to our knowledge of schizophrenia, or with Mieczyslaw Min
kowski, high in the ranks of brain anatomists, or even with Oskar Minkowski, dis.
coverer of pancreatic diabetes.

�inkowski,
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the special theory of relativity; or Jacobi, with his basic work in the
theory of elliptical functions. And so through each special province of

THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY
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as the thickly populated graveyard of soft-headed utopias bears witness.

cultural achievement, we are supplied with a list of pre-eminent men

There are ample indications that a deliberate and planned halt can
be put to the workings of the self-fulfilling prophecy and the vicious

and women who happened to be Jews.

circle in society. The sequel to our sociological parable of the Last

And who is thus busily engaged in singing the praises of the Jews?

National Bank provides one clue to the way in which this can be

Who has so assiduously compiled the list of many hundreds of dis

achieved. During the fabulous '20's, when Coolidge undoubtedly caused

tinguished Jews who contributed so notably to science, literature and
the arts-a list from which these few cases were excerpted? A philo
Semite, eager to demonstrate that his people have contributed their due
share to world culture? No, by now we should know better than that.

a Republican era of lush prosperity, an average of 635 banks a year
quietly suspended operations. And during the four years immediately

before and after The Crash, when Hoover undoubtedly did not cause a
Republican era of sluggish depression, this zoomed to the more spec

The complete list will be found in the thirty-sixth edition of the anti

tacular average of 2,276 bank suspensions annually. But, interestingly

Semitic handbook by the racist Fritsch. In accord with the alchemical

enough, in the twelve years following the establishment of the Federal

formula for transmuting in-group virtues into out-group vices, he pre
sents this as a roll call of sinister spirits who have usurped the accom

Deposit Insurance Corporation and the enactment of other banking

legislation while Roosevelt presided over Democratic depression and

plishments properly owing the Aryan in-group.

revival, recession and boom, bank suspensions dropped to a niggardly

fining the situation, the further paradox of the seemingly opposed be

exorcized by legislation. Nevertheless, millions of depositors no longer

Once we comprehend the predominant role of the in-group in de

havior of the Negro out-group and the Jewish out-group falls away. The
behavior of both minority groups is in response to the majority-group

average of 28 a year. Perhaps money panics have not been institutionally
have occasion to give way to panic-motivated runs on banks simply

because deliberate institutional change has removed the grounds for

panic. Occasions for racial hostility are no more inborn psychological

allegations.
If the Negroes are accused of inferiority, and their alleged failure to

contribute to world culture is cited in support of this accusation, the
human urge for self-respect and a concern for security often leads them

defensively to magnify each and every achievement by members of the

race. If Jews are accused of excessive achievements and excessive ambi

constants than are occasions for panic. Despite the teachings of amateur
psychologists, blind panic and racial aggression are not rooted in human

nature. These patterns of human behavior are largely a product of the

modifiable structure of society.

For a further clue, return to our instance of widespread hostility of

tions, and lists of pre-eminent Jews are compiled in support of this ac

white unionists toward the Negro strikebreakers brought into industry by

the actual achievements of members of the group. Apparently opposed

definition of Negroes as not deserving of union membership had largely

cusation, then the urge for security leads them

defensively to minimize

types of behavior have the same psychological.and social functions. Self

assertion and self-effacement become the devices for seeking to cope
with condemnation for alleged group deficiency and condemnation for
alleged group excesses, respectively. And with a fine sense of moral

superiority, the secure in-group looks on these curious performances by

employers after the close of the very first World War. Once the initial

broken down, the Negro, with a wider range of work opportunities, no
longer found it necessary to enter industry through the doors held open

by strike-bound employers. Again, appropriate institutional change broke

through the tragic circle of the self-fulfilling prophecy. Deliberate social
change gave the lie to the firm conviction that "it just ain't in the nature

the out-groups with mingled derision and contempt.

of the nigra" to join co-operatively with his white fellows in trade unions.

ENACTED INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

Located in Pittsburgh, this community of Hilltown is made up of fifty

A final instance is drawn from a study of a bi-racial housing project.

Will this desolate tragi-comedy run on and on, marked only by minor

per cent Negro families and fifty per cent white. It is not a twentieth

changes in the cast? Not necessarily.

century utopia. There is some interpersonal friction here as elsewhere.

ing the play to an end, one would indeed expect it to continue an in

than a fifth of the whites and less than a third of the Negroes report that

Were moral scruples and a sense of decency the only bases for bring

definitely long run. In and of themselves, moral sentiments are not much

But in a community made up of equal numbers of the two races, fewer

this friction occurs between members of

different races. By their own
within each racial
group. Yet only one in every twenty-five whites initially expected rela

more effective in curing social ills than in curing physical ills. Moral

testimony, it is very largely confined to disagreements

substitute for hard-headed instrumentalities for achieving the objective,

tions between the races in this community to run smoothly, whereas five

sentiments no doubt help to motivate efforts for change, but they are no
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times as many expected serious trouble, the remainder anticipating a
tolerable, if not altogether pleasant, situation. So much for expectations.
Upon reviewing their actual experience, three of every four of the most
apprehensive whites subsequently found that the "races get along fairly
well," after all. This is not the place to report the findings of this study in

appropriate
institutional and administrative conditions, the experience of interracial

detail, but substantially these demonstrate anew that under
amity can supplant the fear of interracial conflict.

These changes, and others of the same kind, do not occur auto
matically. The

self-fulfilling prophecy, whereby fears are translated into
reality, operates only in the absence of deliberate institutional controls.
And it is only with the rejection of social fatalism implied in the notion
of unchangeable human nature that the tragic circle of fear, social dis
aster, and reinforced fear can be broken.
Ethnic prejudices do die-but slowly. They can be helped over the
threshold of oblivion, not by insisting that it is unreasonable and un
worthy of them to survive, but by cutting off the sustenance now pro�
vided them by certain institutions of our society.
If we find ourselves doubting man's capacity to control man and his
society, if we persist in our tendency to find in the patterns of the past
the chart of the future, it is perhaps time to take up anew the wisdom
of Tocqueville's century-old remark: "I am tempted to believe that what
we call necessary institutions are often no more than institutions to which
we have grown accustomed, and that in matters of social constitution
the field of possibilities is much more extensive than men living in their
various societies are ready to imagine."
Nor can widespread, even typical, failures in planning human rela
tions between ethnic groups be cited as evidence for pessimism. In the
world laboratory of the sociologist, as in the more secluded laboratories
of the physicist and chemist, it is the successful experiment which is
decisive and not the thousand-and-one failures which preceded it. More
is learned from the single success than from the multiple failures. A
single success proves it can be done. Thereafter, it is necessary only to
learn what made it work. This, at least, is what I take to be the socio
logical sense of those revealing words of Thomas Love Peacock: "What
ever is, is possible,"

Aus: Merton, Robert K. (1968): Social Theory and Social
Structure. New York: The Free Press. 1968 Enlarged Edition.

VI

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND
ANOMIE

U

NTIL RECENTLY, and all the m<rre so belo," then, one could
speak of a marked tendency in psychological and sociological theory to

attribute the faulty operation of social structures to failures of social con
trol over man's imperious biological drives. The imagery of the relations
between man and society implied by this doctrine is as clear as it is ques
tionable. In the beginning, there are man's biological impulses which seek
full expression. And then, there is the social order, essentially an appa
ratus for the management of impulses, for the social processing of
tensions, for the "renunciation of instinctual gratifications," in the words
of Freud. Nonconformity with the demands of a social �tructure is thus
assumed to be anchored in original nature.1 It is the biologically rooted
impulses which from time to time break through social control. And by
implication, conformity is the result of an utilitarian calculus or of un
reasoned conditioning.
With the more recent advancement of social science, this set of con
ceptions has undergone basic modification. For one thing, it no longer
appears so obvious that man is set against society in an unceasing war
between biological impulse and social restraint. The image of man as an
untamed bundle of impulses begins to look more like a caricature than a
portrait. For another, sociological perspectives have increasingly entered
into the analysis of behavior deviating from prescribed patterns of con
duct. For whatever the role of biological impulses, there still remains the
further question of why it is that the frequency of deviant behavior varies
within different social structures and how it happens that the deviations
have different shapes and patterns in different social structures. Today,
as then, we have still much to learn about the processes through which
social structures generate the circumstances in which infringement of
social codes constitutes a "normal" (that is to say, an expectable) reI. See, for example, S. Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (passim, and
esp. at 63); Ernest Jones, Social Aspects of Psychoanalysis (London, 1924 ) 28. If
the Freudian notion is a variety of the "original sin" doctrine, then the interpretation
advanced in this paper is a doctrine of "socially derived sin."
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sponse.2 This chapter is an essay seeking clarification of the problem.
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tional reference. They are the things "worth striving for." They are a

The framework set out in this essay is designed to provide one sys

basic, though not the exclusive, component of what Linton has called

tematic approach to the analysis of social and cultural sources of deviant

"designs for group living." And though some, not all, of these cultural

behavior. Our primary aim is to discover how some social structures exert

goals are directly related to the biological drives of man, they are not

a definite pressure upon certain persons in the society to engage in non

determined by them.

conforming rather than conforming conduct. If we can locate groups

A second element of the cultural structure defines, regulates and con

peculiarly subject to such pressures, we should expect to find fairly high

trols the acceptable modes of reaching out for these goals. Every social

rates of deviant behavior in these groups, not because the human beings

group invariably couples its cultural objectives with regulations, rooted

comprising them are compounded of distinctive biological tendencies

in the mores or institutions, of allowable procedures for moving toward

but because they are responding normally to the social situation in which

these objectives. These regulatory norms are not necessarily identical

they find themselves. Our perspective is sociological. We look at varia

with technical or efficiency norms. Many procedures which from the

tions in the rates of deviant behavior, not at its incidence.3 Should our

standpoint of particular individuals would be most efficient in securing

quest be at all successful, some forms of deviant behavior will be found

desired values-the exercise of force, fraud, power-are ruled out of the

to be as psychologically normal as conforming behavior, and the equation

institutional area of permitted conduct. At times, the disallowed pro

of deviation and psychological abnormality will be put in question.

cedures include some which would be efficient for the group itself-e.g.,

PATTERNS OF CULTURAL GOALS AND

logical analysis of "sacred" norms-since the criterion of acceptability is

INSTITUTIONAL NORMS

not technical efficiency but value-laden sentiments (supported by most

historic taboos on vivisection, on medical experimentation, on the socio

Among the several elements of social and cultural structures, two are
of immediate importance. These are analytically separable although they
merge in concrete situations. The first consists of culturally defined goals,
purposes and interests, held out as legitimate objectives for all or for
diversely located members of the society. The goals are more or less
integrated-the degree is a question of empirical fact-and roughly
ordered in some hierarchy of value. Involving various degrees of senti
ment and significance, the prevailing goals comprise a frame of aspira-

-

2. "Normal" in the sense of the psychologically expectable, if not culturally ap
proved, response to determinate social conditions. This statement does not, of course,
deny the role of biological and personality differences in fixing the incidence of
deviant behavior. It is simply that this is not the problem considered here. It is in
this same sense, I take it, that James S. Plant speaks of the "normal reaction of nor
mal people to abnormal conditions." See his Personality and the Cultural Pattern
(New York, 1937 ) , 248.
3. The position taken here has been perceptively described by Edward Sapir.
"... problems of social science differ from problems of individual behavior in degree
of specificity, not in kind. Every statement about behavior which throws the em
phasis, explicitly or implicitly, on the actual, integral experiences of defined per
sonalities or types of personalities is a datum of psychology or psychiatry rather than
of social science. Every statement about behavior which aims, not to be accurate
about the behavior of an actual individual or individuals or about the expected be
havior of a physically and psychologically defined type of individual, but which
abstracts from such behavior in order to bring out in clear relief certain expectancies
with regard to those aspects of individual behavior which various people share, as
an interpersonal or 'social' pattern, is a datum, however crudely expressed, of social
science." I have here chosen the second perspective; although I shall have occasion
to speak of attitudes, values and function, it will be from the standpoint of how the
social structure promotes or inhibits their appearance in specified types of situations.
See Sapir, "Why cultural anthropology needs the psychiatrist," Psychiatry, 1938, 1,
7-12.

members of the group or by those able to promote these sentiments
through the composite use of power and propaganda) . In all instances,
the choice of expedients for striving toward cultural goals is limited by
institutionalized norms.
SOciologists often speak of these controls as being "in the mores" or
as operating through social institutions. Such elliptical statements are
true enough, but they obscure the fact that culturally standardized prac
tices are not all of a piece. They are subject to a wide gamut of control.
They may represent definitely prescribed or preferential or permissive or
proscribed patterns of behavior. In assessing the operation of social con
trols, these variations-roughly indicated

by the terms prescription,

preference, permission and proscription-must of course be taken into
account.
To say, moreover, that cultural goals and institutionalized norms
operate jointly to shape prevailing practices is not to say that they bear
a constant relation to one another. The cultural emphasis placed upon
certain goals varies independently of the degree of emphasis upon in
stitutionalized means. There may develop a very heavy, at times a
virtually exclusive, stress upon the value of particular goals, involving
comparatively little concern with the institutionally prescribed means
of striving toward these goals. The limiting case of this type is reached
when the range of alternative procedures is governed only by technical
rather than by institutional norms. Any and all procedures which promise
attainment of the all-important goal would be permitted in this hypo
thetical polar case. This constitutes one type of malintegrated culture. A
second polar type is found in groups where activities originally conceived
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as instrumental are transmuted into self-contained practices, lacking
further objectives. The original purposes are forgotten and close adher
ence to institutionally prescribed conduct becomes a matter of ritual.'
Sheer conformity becomes a central value. For a time, social stability is
ensured-at the expense of flexibility. Since the range of alternative
behaviors permitted by the culture is severely limited, there is little basis
for adapting to new conditions. There develops a tradition-bound, 'sacred'
society marked by neophobia. Between these extreme types are societies
which maintain a rough balance between emphases upon cultural goals
and institutionalized practices, and these constitute the integrated and
relatively stable, though changing, societies.

An effective equilibrium between these two phases of the social struc
ture is maintained so long as satisfactions accrue to individuals conform
ing to both cultural constraints, viz., satisfactions from the achievement
of goals and satisfactions emerging directly from the institutionally
canalized modes of striving to attain them. It is reckoned in terms of the
product and in terms of the process, in terms of the outcome and in terms
of the activities. Thus continuing satisfactions must derive from sheer
participation in a competitive order as well as from eclipsing one's com
petitors if the order itself is to be sustained. If concern shifts ex<?lusively
to the outcome of competition, then those who perenially suffer defeat
may, understandably enough, work for a change in the rules of the game.
The sacrifices occasionally-not, as Freud assumed, invariably-entailed
by conformity to institutional norms must be compensated by socialized
rewards. The distribution of statuses through competition must be so
organized that positive incentives for adherence to status obligations are
provided for every pOsition within the distributive order. Otherwise, as
will soon become plain, aberrant behavior ensues. It is, indeed, my
central hypothesis that aberrant behavior may be regarded sociologically
as a symptom of dissociation between culturally prescribed aspirations
and socially structured avenues for realizing these aspirations.
Of the types of societies that result from independent variation of
cultural goals and institutionalized means, we shall be primarily con
cerned with the first-a society in which there is an exceptionally strong
emphasis upon specific goals without a corresponding emphasis upon
institutional procedures. If it is not to be misunderstood, this statement
must be elaborated. No society lacks norms governing conduct. Hut
societies do differ in the degree to which the folkways, mores and insti
tutional controls are effectively integrated with the goals which stand
high in the hierarchy of cultural values. The culture may be such as to
4. This ritualism may be associated with a mythology which rationalizes these
practices so that they appear to retain their status as means, but the dominant pres
sure is toward strict ritualistic conformity, irrespective of the mythology. Ritualism
is thus most complete when such rationalizations are not even called forth.
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lead individuals to center their emotional convictions upon the complex
of culturally acclaimed ends, with far less emotional support for pre
scribed methods of reaching out for these ends. With such differential
emphases upon goals and institutional procedures, the latter may be so
vitiated by the stress on goals as to have the behavior of many individuals
limited only by considerations of technical expediency. In this context,
the sole significant question becomes: Which of the available procedures
is most efficient in netting the culturally approved value?5 The technically
most effective procedure, whether culturally legitimate or not, becomes
typically preferred to institutionally prescribed conduct. As this process
of attenuation continues, the society becomes unstable and there de
velops what Durkheim called "anomie" (or normlessness).6
The working of this process eventuating in anomie can be easily
glimpsed in a series of familiar and instructive, though perhaps trivial,
episodes. Thus, in competitive athletics, when the aim of victory is shorn
of its institutional trappings and success becomes construed as "winning
the game" rather than "winning under the rules of the game," a premium
is implicitly set upon the use of illegitimate but technically efficient
means. The star of the opposing football team

is

surreptitiously slugged;

the wrestler incapacitates his opponent through ingenious but illicit
techniques; university alumni covertly subsidize "students" whose talents
are confined to the athletic field. The emphasis on the goal has so at
tenuated the satisfactions deriving from sheer participation in the com
petitive activity that only a successful outcome provides gratification.
Through the same process, tension generated by the desire to win in a
poker game is relieved by successfully dealing one's self four aces or,
when the cult of success has truly flowered, by sagaciously shuffiing the
cards in a game of solitaire. The faint twinge of uneasiness in the last
instance. and the surreptitious nature of public delicts indicate clearly
5. In this connection, one sees the relevance of Elton Mayo's paraphrase of the
title of Tawney's well-lmown book. "Actually the problem is not that of the sickness
of an acquisitive society; it is that of the acquisitiveness of a sick society." Human
P1'oblems of an Indust1'ial Civilization, 153. Mayo deals with the process through
which wealth comes to be the basic symbol of social achievement and sees this as
arising from a state of anomie. My major concern here is with the social conse
quences of a heavy emphasis upon monetary success as a goal in a society which has
not adapted its structure to the implications of this emphasis. A complete analysis
would require the simultaneous examination of both processes.
6. D�kheim's resurrection of the term "anomie" which, so far as I know, first
appears In approximately the same sense in the late sixteenth century, might well
become the object of an investigation by a student interested in the historical filiation
of ideas. Like the term "climate of opinion" brought into academic and political
popularity by A. N. Whitehead three centuries after it was coined by Joseph Glanvill,
the word "anomie" (or anomy or anomia) has lately come into frequent use, once
it was re-introduced by Durkheim. Why the resonance in contemporary society?
For a magnificent model of the type of research required by questions of this order,
see Leo Spitzer, "Milieu and Ambiance: an essay in historical semantics," Philosophy
and Phenomenological Resea1'ch, 1942, 3, 1-42, 169-218.
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that the institutional rules of the game are known to those who evade
them. But cultural (or idiosyncratic) exaggeration of the success-goal
leads men to withdraw emotional support from the rules.T
This process is of course not restricted to the realm of competitive
sport, which has simply provided us with microcosmic images of the
social macrocosm. The process whereby exaltation of the end generates
a literal demoralization, i.e., a de-institutionalization, of the means occurs
in many8 groups where the two components of the social structure are
not highly integrated.
Contemporary American culture appears to approximate the polar
type in which great emphasis upon certain success-goals occurs without
equivalent emphasis upon institutional means. It would of course be
fanciful to assert that accumulated wealth stands alone as a symbol of
success just as it would be fanciful to deny that Americans assign it a
place high in their scale of values. In some large measure, money has
been consecrated as a value in itself, over and above its expenditure for
articles of consumption or its use for the enhancement of power. "Money"
is peculiarly well adapted to become a symbol of prestige. As Simmel
emphasized, money is highly abstract and impersonal. However acquired,
fraudulently or institutionally, it can be used to purchase the same goods
and services. The anonymity of an urban society, in conjunction with
these peculiarities of money, permits wealth, the sources of which may
be unknown to the community in which the plutocrat lives or, if known,
to become purified in the course of time, to serve as a symbol of high
status. Moreover, in the American Dream there is no final stopping point.
The measure of "monetary success" is conveniently indefinite and rela
tive. At each income level, as H. F. Clark found, Americans want just
about twenty-five per cent more (but of course this "just a bit more"
continues to operate once it is obtained). In this flux of shifting stand
ards, there is no stable resting point, or rather, it is the point which
manages always to be "just ahead." An observer of a community in which
annual salaries in six figures are not uncommon, reports the anguished
words of one victim of the American Dream: "In this town, I'm snubbed
socially because I only get a thousand a week. That hurts."9
To say that the goal of monetary success is entrenched in �merican
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9. Leo C. Rosten, Hollywood (New York. 1940), 40.
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culture is only to say that Americans are bombarded on every side by
precepts which affirm the right or, often, the duty of retaining the goal
even in the face of repeated frustration. Prestigeful representatives of the
society reinforce the cultural emphasis. The family, the school and the
workplace-the major agencies shaping the personality structure and goal
formation of Americans-join to provide the intensive disciplining re
quired if an individual is to retain intact a goal that remains elusively
beyond reach, if he is to be motivated by the promise of a gratification
which is not redeemed. As we shall presently see, parents serve as a
transmission belt for the values and goals of the groups of which they
are a part-above all, of their social class or of the class with which they
identify themselves. And the schools are of course the official agency for
the passing on of the prevailing values, with a large proportion of the
textbooks used in city schools implying or stating explicitly "that educa
tion leads to intelligence and consequently to job and money success."lO
Central to this process of disciplining people to maintain their unfulfilled
aspirations are the cultural prototypes of success, the living documents
testifying that the American Dream can be realized if one but has the
requisite abilities. Consider in this connection the following excerpts
from the business journal, Nation's Business, drawn from a large amount
of comparable materials found in mass communications setting forth the
values of business class culture.
The Document
(Nation's Business, Vol. 27, No.8, p.

7)

'You have to be born to those jobs,
buddy, or else have a good pull:

That's an old sedative to ambition.

Before listening to its seduction, ask
these men:

7. It appears unlikely that cultural norms, once interiorized, are wholly eliminated.
Whatever residuum persists will induce personality tensions and conflict, with some
measure of ambivalence. A manifest rejection of the once-incorporated institutional
norms will be coupled with some latent retention of their emotional correlates. Guilt
feelings, a sense of sin, pangs of conscience are diverse terms referring to this un
relieved tension. Symbolic adherence to the nominally repudiated values or rationali
zations for the rejection of these values constitute a more subtle expression of these
tensions.
8. "Many," not all, unintegrated groups, for the reason mentioned earlier. In
groups where the primary emphasis shifts to institutional means, the outcome is
normally a type of ritualism rather than anomie.

AND ANOMIE

Its Sociological Implications

Here is a heretical opinion, possibly
born of continued frustration, which re
jects the worth of retaining an ap
parently unrealizable goal and, moreover,
questions the legitimacy of a social struc
ture which provides diHerential access
to this goal.
The counter-attack, explicitly asserting
the cultural value of retaining one's
aspirations intact, of not losing "ambi
tion."
A clear statement of the function to
be served by the ensuing list of "suc
cesses." These men are living testimony
that the social structure is such as to
permit these aspirations to be achieved,
if one is worthy. And correlatively,
failure to reach these goals testifies only
to one's own personal shortcomings. Ag
gression provoked by failure should
therefore be directed inward and not
outward, against oneself and not against
a social structure which provides free
and equal access to opportunity.

10. Malcolm S. MacLean, Scholars, Workers and Gentlemen {Harvard University
1938),29.

Press,
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The Document

Its Sociological Implications

Elmer R. Jones, president of Wells
Fargo and Co., who began life as a poor
boy and left school at the fifth .grade to
take his first job.

Success prototype I: All may properly
have the same lofty ambitions, for how
ever lowly the starting-point, true talent
can reach the very heights. Aspirations
must be retained intact.
Success prototype II: Whatever the
present results of one's strivings, the
future is large with promise; for the
common man may yet become a king.
Gratifications may seem forever deferred,
but they will finally be realized as one's
enterprise becomes "the biggest of its
kind."
Success prototype III: If the secular
trends of our economy seem to give
little scope to small business, then one
may rise within the .giant bureaucracies
of private enterprise. If one can no
longer be a king in a realm of his own
creation, he may at least become a presi
dent in one of the economic democracies.
No matter what one's present station,
messenger boy or clerk,-one's gaze should
be fixed at the top.

Frank C. Ball, the Mason fruit jar king
of America, who rode from Buffalo to
Muncie, Indiana, in a boxcar along with
his brother George's horse, to start a
little business in Muncie that became the
biggest of its kind.
J. L. Bevan, president of the Illinois
Central Railroad, who at twelve was a
messenger boy in the freight office at
New Orleans.
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"there is no such word as 'fail.'" The cultural manifesto is clear: one

�

m st not quit, must not cease striving, must not lessen his goals, for "not
faIlure, but low aim, is crime."
Thus the culture enjoins the acceptance of three cultural axioms:
First, all should strive for the same lofty goals sinGe these are open to
all; second, present seeming failure is but a way-station to ultimate suc
cess; and third, genuine failure consists only in the lessening or with
drawal of ambition.
In rough psychological paraphrase, these axioms represent, first, a
symbolic secondary reinforcement of incentive; second, curbing the
threatened extinction of a response through an associated stimulus· third

;

�

increasing the motive-strength to evoke continued responses des ite th
continued absence of reward.

In sociological paraphrase, these axioms represent, first, the deflection
of criticism of the social structure onto one's self among those so situated
in the society that they do not have full and equal access to opportunity;
second, the preservation of a structure of social power by having indi
viduals in the lower social strata identify themselves, not with their

�

compe rs, but

,:"i� those

at the top (whom they will ultimately join);

and thIrd, provIdmg pressures for conformity with the cultural dictates
From divers sources there flows a continuing pressure to retain high
ambition. The exhortational literature is immense, and one can choose
only at the risk of seeming invidious. Consider only these: The Reverend
Russell H. Conwell, with his Acres of Diamonds address heard and read

of unslackened ambition by the threat of less than full membership in
the society for those who fail to conform.
It is in these terms and through these processes that contemporary
American culture continues to be characterized by a heavy emphasis on

by hundreds of thousands and his subsequent book, The New Day, or

wealth as a basic symbol of success, without a corresponding emphasis

Fresh Opportunities: A Book for Young Men; Elbert Hubbard, who de

upon the legitimate avenues on which to march toward this goal. How

livered the famous Message to Garcia at Chautauqua forums throughout

do individuals living in this cultural context respond? And how do our

the land; Orison Swett Marden, who, in a stream of books, first set forth

observations bear upon the doctrine that deviant behavior typically de

The Secret of Achievement, praised by college presidents, then explained
the process of Pushing to the Front, eulogized by President McKinley

rives from biological impulses breaking through the restraints imposed
by culture? What, in short, are the consequences for the behavior of

and finally, these democratic testimonials notwithstanding, mapped the

people variously situated in a social structure of a culture in which the

road to make Every Man a King. The symbolism of a commoner rising

emphasis on dominant success-goals has become increasingly separated

to the estate of economic royalty is woven deep in the texture of the

from an equivalent emphasis on institutionalized procedures for seeking

American culture pattern, finding what is perhaps its ultimate expression

these goals?

in the words of one who knew whereof he spoke, Andrew Carnegie: "Be
a king in your dreams. Say to yourself, 'My place is at the top."'l1

TYPES OF INDIVIDUAL ADAPTATION

Coupled with this positive emphasis upon the obligation to maintain
lofty goals is a correlative emphasis upon the penalizing of those who
draw in their ambitions. Americans are admonished "not to be a quitter"
for in the dictionary of American culture, as in the lexicon of youth,

11. Ct. A. W. Griswold, The American Cult of Success ( Yale University doctoral
dissertation, 1933); R. O. Carlson, "Personality Schools"; A Sociological Analysis,
(Columbia University Master's Essay, 1948).

Turning from these culture patterns, we now examine types of adapta
tion by individuals within the culture-bearing society. Though our focus
is still the cultural and social genesis of varying rates and types of
deviant behavior, our perspective shifts from the plane of patterns of
cultural values to the plane of types of adaptation to th�se values among
those occupying different positions in the social structure.
We here consider five types of adaptation, as these are schematically
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set out in the following table, where (+) signifies "acceptance," (-)
signifies "rejection," and (-+-) signifies "rejection of prevailing values and
substitution of new values."

I.

Conformity

II.

Innovation

III.

Ritualism

IV.

Retreatism

V.

Rebellion13
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and services" in our competitive society, where
wealth has taken on a
highly symbolic cast.

1. CONFORMITY

A TYPOLOGY OF MODES OF INDIVIDUAL ADAPTATION12

Modes of Adaptation

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND ANOMIE

Culture Goals

Institutionalized Means

+

+

+
+
-+-

-+-

Examination of how the social structure operates to exert pressure
upon individuals for one or another of these alternative modes of be
havior must be prefaced by the observation that people may shift from
one alternative to another as they engage in different spheres of social
activities. These categories refer to role behavior in specific types of
situations, not to personality. They are types of more or less enduring
response, not types of personality organization. To consider these types
of adaptation in several spheres of conduct would introduce a complexity
unmanageable within the confines of this chapter. For this reason, we
shall be primarily concerned with economic activity in the broad sense
of "the production, exchange, distribution and consumption of goods

12. There is no lack of typologies of alternative modes of response to f�strating
conditions. Freud, in his Civilization and Its Discontents (p. 30 ff.) supplies one;
derivative typologies, often differing in basic details, will be found i� K��en Horne�,
Neurotic Personality of Our Time (New York, 1937); S. RosenzweIg, The expen
mental measurement of types of reaction to frustration," in H. A. Murray et aZ.,
Explorations in Personality (New York, 1938), 585-99; and in the work o� John
.
Dollard' Harold Lasswell, Abram Kardiner, Erich Fromm. But particularly
In the
strictly Freudian typology, the perspective is that of types of individual resl?onses,
quite apart from tlle place of the individual within the social structure. .DespIte h�r
consistent concern with "culture," for example, Horney does not explore differences In
the impact of this culture upon farmer, worker and businessma�, upon lo�er-, mid
.
dle-' and upper-class individuals; upon members of vanous
ethnic and raCIal groups,
etc. As a result, the role of "inconsistencies in culture" is not l?cated in its differen�al
impact upon diversely situated groups. Culture be�o��s a kind of blanket cove�ng
.
.
all members of the society equally, apart from theIr Idiosyncratic differences of li!e
history. It is a primary assumption of our typ?logy that these r�sponses occur With
.
different frequency within various sub-groups In our SOCIety preCIsely J:> ecaus� mem
.
bers of these groups or strata are differentially subJect to cultural stimulation and
social restraints. This sociological orientation will be found in the writings of Dollard
and, less systematically, in the work of Fromm, Kardiner and Lasswell. On the
general point, see note 3 of this chapter.
13. This fifth alternative is on a plane clearly different from that of the others.
It represents a transitional response seeking to institutionalize new goals and new
procedures to be shared by other members of the society. It thus refers to efforts to
change the existing cultural and social structure rather than to accommodate efforts
within this structure.

To the extent that a society is stable, adapta
tion type I-conformity
to both cultural goals and institutionalized means
-is the most common
and widely diffused. Were this not so, the stabili
ty and continuity of the
society could not be maintained. The mesh
of expectancies constituting
every social order is sustained by the modal
behavior of its members
representing conformity to the established,
though perhaps secularly
changing, culture patterns. It is, in fact, only becaus
e behavior is typically
oriented toward the basic values of the society
that we may speak of
a human aggregate as comprising a society.
Unless there is a deposit
of values shared by interacting individuals,
there exist social relations,
if the disorderly interactions may be so called, but no
society. It is thus
that, at mid-century, one may refer to a Society
of Nations primarily as
a figure of speech or as an imagined objective,
but not as a sociological
reality.
Since our primary interest centers on the sources
of deviant behavior,
and since we have briefly examined the mechan
isms making for con
formity as the modal response in American society
, little more need be
said regarding this type of adaptation, at this point.

II.

INNOVATION

Great cultural emphasis upon the success-goal
invites this mode of
adaptation through the use of institutionally
proscribed but often effec
tive means of attaining at least the simula
crum of success-wealth and
power. This response occurs when the individ
ual has assimilated the
cultural emphasis upon the goal without equall
y internalizing the insti
tutional' norms governing ways and means
for its attainment.
From the standpoint of psychology, great emotio
nal investment in an
objective may be expected to produce a readiness
to take risks, and this
attitude may be adopted by people in all social
strata. From the stand
point of sociology, the question arises, which feature
s of our social struc
ture predispose toward this type of adaptation,
thus producing greater
frequencies of deviant behavior in one social stratum
than in another?
On the top economic levels, the pressure toward
innovation not in
frequently erases the distinction between business-like
strivings this side
of the mores and sharp practices beyond the mores.
As Veblen observed,
"It is not easy in any given case-indeed it is at
times impossible until
the courts have spoken-to say whether it is an instanc
e of praiseworthy
salesmanship or a penitentiary offense." The history
of the great Ameri
can fortunes is threaded with strains toward
institutionally dubious
innovation as is attested by many tributes to the
Robber Barons. The
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publicly,
reluctant admiration often expressed privately, and not seldom
cultural
a
of
t
of these "shrewd, smart and successful" men is a produc
means.
the
structure in which the sacrosanct goal virtually consecrates
s
Dicken
s
This is no new phenomenon. Without assuming that Charle
full
was a wholly accurate observer of the American scene and with
cite his perceptive
knowledge that he was anything but impartial, we
remarks on the American
a swindle and gross breach
lQve Qf "smart" dealing: which gilds Qver many
and enables many a knave
;
private
and
Qf trust; many a defalcatiQn, public
s a halter. ...The merits
deserve
well
whQ
best,
the
with
up
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tQ hQld
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Qf
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ptcy,
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as yQU WQuld be
"DQ
rule,
gQlden
the
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Qr
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gauged by
ess. ... The fQl
smartn
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tQ
ce
dQne by," but are cQnsidered with referen
a very disgraceful
nQt
it
"Is
times:
d
hundre
a
held
have
I
e
lQwing dialQgu
be acquiring a large prQP
circumstance that such a man as SQ-and-sQ shQuld
nQtwithstanding all the
and
means,
QdiQUS
and
s
erty by the mQst infamQu
tQlerated and abetted by yQur
crimes Qf which he has been guilty, shQuld be
sir." "A cQnvicted liar?"
Citizens? He is a public nuisance, is he nQt?" "Yes,
"Yes, sir." "And he is
caned?"
and
cuffed,
and
kicked
been
has
"He
"
sir.
"Yes,
"In the name ef
sir."
"Yes,
te?"
prQfliga
and
utterly dishQnQrable, debased,
smart man."
a
is
he
sir,
"Well,
merit?"
his
is
what
then,
,
wQnder

In this caricature of conflicting cultural values, Dickens was of course
only one of many wits who mercilessly probed the consequences of the
heavy emphasis on financial success. Native wits continued where alien
wits left off. Artemus Ward satirized the commonplaces of American life
until they seemed strangely incongruous. The "crackerbox philosophers,"
Bill Arp and Petroleum Volcano [later Vesuvius} Nasby, put wit in the
service of iconoclasm, breaking the images of public figures with un
concealed pleasure. Josh Billings and his alter ego, Uncle Esek, made
plain what many could not freely acknowledge, when he observed that
satisfaction is relative since "most of the happiness in this world konsists
in possessing what others kant git." All were engaged in exhibiting the
social functions of tendentious wit, as this was later to be analyzed by
Freud, in his monograph on Wit and Its Relation to the Unconscious,
using it as "a weapon of attack upon what is great, dignified and mighty,
[upon} that which is shielded by internal hindrances or external circum
stance against direct disparagement.... " But perhaps most in point here
was the deployment of wit by Ambrose Bierce in a form which made it
evident that wit had not cut away from its etymological origins and still
meant the power by which one knows, learns, or thinks. In his charac
teristically ironical and deep-seeing essay on "crime and its correctives,"
Bierce begins with the observation that "Sociologists have long been
debating the theory that the impulse to commit crime is a disease, and
the ayes appear to have it-the disease." After this prelude, he describes
the ways in which the successful rogue achieves social legitimacy, and
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proceeds to anatomize the discrepancies between cultural values and
social relations.
�e gQQd American is, as a rule, pretty hard Qn rQguery, but he atQnes
.
fQr his austenty
by an amiable tQleratiQn Qf rogues. His Qnly requirement is
that he must persQnally knQW the rQgues. We all "denQunce" thieves lQudly
. we have nQt the hQnQr Qf their acquaintance. If we have why that
enQugh if
is different-unless they have the actual QdQr Qf the slum Qr the p sQn bQut
th�m.
e may knQw t:hem guilty, but we meet them, shake hands with them,
drink WIth them and, if they happen tQ be wealthy, Qr Qtherwise great, invite
them tQ Qur hQuses, and deem it an hQnQr tQ frequent theirs. We dQ nQt
"a�prove th�ir methQds"-let that be understQQd; and thereby they are suf
.
fiCIently pumshed.
e nQtiQn
t a knave cares a pin what is thQught Qf his
.
.
ways by Qne whQ IS CIVIl and frIendly tQ himself appears tQ have been invented
by a humQrist. On the vaudeville stage Qf Mars it WQuld probably have made
his fQrtune.
[And again:} If sQcial recQgnitiQn were denied tQ rQgues they WQuld be
fewer by many. SQme w�uld Qnly the mQre diligently CQver their tracks alQng
the deVIQus paths Qf unnghteQusness, but Qthers WQuld dQ SQ much viQlence
tQ their cQnsc ences as tQ renQunce the disadvantages Qf rascality fQr thQse
Qf a� hQnest life.An unwQrthy perSQn dreads nQthing SQ much as the with
hQlding Qf an Qnest hand, the slQw, inevitable strQke Qf an ignQring eye.
We have nch rQgues because we have "respectable" perSQns whQ are nQt
ashamed tQ take them by the hand, tQ be seen with them, tQ say that they
knQW the?I' In such it i� treachery tQ censure them; tQ cry Qut when rQbbed
by them IS tQ turn state s evidence.
One may smi e UPQn a rascal (mQst Qf us dQ many times a day) if Qne
dQes nQt knQW him tQ be a rascal, and has nQt said he is; but knQwing him
tQ be, �r having said he is, tQ smile UPQn him is tQ be a hypQcrite-just a plain
hYPQcnte Qr a sycQphantic hypQcrite, accQrding tQ the statiQn in life Qf the
rascal smiled up €ln. There are mQre plain hypQcrites than sycQphantic Qnes,
for there are mQre rascals Qf nQ CQnsequence than rich and distinguished Qnes
thQugh they get few�r smiles each. The American peQple will be plundere
as lQng as the Amencan character is what it is; as lQng as it is tQlerant Qf
successful knaves; as lQng as American ingenuity draws an imaginary dis
tinctiQn between a man's public character and his private-his cQmmercial and
his persQnal. In brief, the American peQple will be plundered as lQng as they
deserve tQ be plundered.NQ human law can stQP, nQne Qught tQ stQP it, fQr
that WQuld abrogate a higher and mQre salutary law: "As ye SQW, ye shall
reap ."14
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14. The QbservatiQns by Dickens are frDm his American Notes (in the editiDn
fDr example, published in BDStD�: � DD S, Inc., 1940), 218. A sDciDIDgical analysi;
w�. ch wDuld be the fDnnal, albeIt mevnably lesser, cDunterpart Df Freud's psychD
.
IDgical analYSIS Df the functiDns Df tendentiDUS wit and Df tendentiDus wits is IDng
Dverdue. The dDctDral �ssertatiDn by Jeannette Tandy, thDugh nDt sDciDIDgical in
charact�,affDrds Dne pDmt Df departure: Crackerbox Philosophers: American Humor
and Sat�re (New YDrk: CDlumbia University Press, 1925). In Chapter V Df Intel
lec �ual �m�rica (New � Drk: Macmillan, 1941), apprDpriately entitled "The In
,
t�lligentsJa, Oscar Cargill has SDme cDmpact DbservatiDns Dn the rDle Df the
enth
century masters Df American wit, but this naturally has Dnly a small place
net
� �
ill thiS large bDDk Dn the "march Df American ideas." The essay by Bierce from
which I ha,ve qUDted at such length will be fDund in The Collected Works of
Ambrose B�erce (New YQrk and WashingtDn: The Neale Publishing CQmpany,
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these pressures. Several researches have shown that specialized areas of
vice and crime constitute a "nonnal" response to a situation where the
cultural emphasis upon pecuniary success has been absorbed, but where
there is little access to conventional and legitimate means for becoming
successful. The occupational opportunities of people in these areas are
largely conflned to manual labor and the lesser white-collar jobs. Given
the American stigmatization of manual labor which has been found to
hold rather uniformly in all social classesp and the absence of realistic
opportunities for advancement beyond this level, the result is a marked
tendency toward deviant behavior. The status of unskilled labor and the
consequent low income cannot readily compete in terms of established
standards of worth with the promises of power and high income from
organized vice, rackets and crime. IS
For our purposes, these situations exhibit two salient features. First,
incentives for success are provided by the established values of the
culture and second, the avenues available for moving toward this goal
are largely limited by the class structure to those of deviant behavior. It
is the combination of the cultural emphasis and the social structure which
produces intense pressure for deviation. Recourse to legitimate channels
for "getting in the money" is limited by a class structure which is not
fully open at each level to men of good capacity.19 Despite our persisting
open-class-ideology,20 advance toward the success-goal is relatively rare
and notably difficult for those armed with little formal education and
17. �ational Opinion Rese�ch Center, National Opinion on Occupations, April,
1�47. This research on the ranking and evaluation of ninety occupations by a nation
Wide sample presents a series of important empirical data. Of great significance is
their finding that, despite a slight tendency for people to rank their own and related
occupations higher than do other groups, there is a substantial agreement in ranking
of occupations among all occupational strata. More researches of this kind are
needed to map the cultural topography of contemporary societies. (See the com
parative'study of prestige accorded major occupations in six industrialized countries:
Alex Inkeles and Peter H. Rossi, "National comparisons of occupational prestige"
,
American Journal of Sociology, 1956, 61, 329-339.)
1�. See J�sep� D. Lo an, "The participant observer in community studies,"
AmeNcan Soc�olog�cal Revww, 1937, 2, 890-98 and William F. Whyte Street Corner
Society (Chicago, 1943). Note Whyte's conclusions: "It is difficult f�r the Corner
ville man to get onto the ladder [of success], even on the bottom rung....He is
an !talian, and the It�lians are looked upon by upper-class people as among the least
.
deSIrable of the ITnmigrant peoples ... the society holds out attractive rewards in
terms of money and material possessions to the 'successful' man.For most Cornerville
people these rewards are available only through advancement in the world of rackets
and politics." (273-74.)
19. Numer�us studies ha,:,e found that the educational pyramid operates to keep
a lar�� prop?rtion of unquestlOn�bly abl� but economically disadvantaged youth from
obtammg higher formal education. ThIS fact about our class structure has been
no�ed with dismay, for ex�mple, by Vannevar Bush in his governmental report,
Sc�ence: The Endless Frontler. Also, see W.L.Warner, R.J.Havighurst and M.B.
Loeb, Who Shall Be Educated? (New York, 1944).
20. The shifting historical role of this ideology is a profitable subject for explora
tion.

�
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few economic resources. The dominant pressure leads toward the gradual
attenuation of legitimate, but by and large ineffectual, strivings and the
Increasing use of illegitimate, but more or less effective, expedients.
Of those located in the lower reaches of the social structure, the cul
ture makes incompatible demands. On the one hand, they are asked to
orient their conduct toward the prospect of large wealth-"Every man a
king," said Marden and Carnegie and Long-and on the other, they are
largely denied effective opportunities to do so institutionally. The con
sequence of this structural inconsistency is a high rate of deviant be
havior. The equilibrium between culturally designated ends and means
becomes highly unstable with progressive emphasis on attaining the
prestige-laden ends by any means whatsoever. Within this context, Al
Capone represents the triumph of amoral intelligence over morally pre
scribed "failure," when the channels of vertical mobility are closed or
narrowed in a society which places a high premium on economic afflu
ence and social ascent for all its members.21
This last qualification is of central importance. It implies that other
aspects of the social structure, besides the extreme emphasis on pecuniary
success must be considered if we are to understand the social sources
of deviant behavior. A high frequency of deviant behavior is not gen
erated merely by lack of opportunity or by this exaggerated pecuniary
emphasis. A comparatively rigidified class structure, a caste order, may
limit opportunities far beyond the point which obtains in American
society today. It is when a system of cultural values extols, virtually
above all else, certain common success-goals for the population at large
while the social structure rigorously restricts or completely closes access
to approved modes of reaching these goals for a considerable part of the
same population, that deviant behavior ensues on a large scale. Other
wise said, our egalitarian ideology denies by implication the existence of
non-competing individuals and groups in the pursuit of pecuniary suo
cess. Instead, the same body of success-symbols is held to apply for all.
Goals are held to transcend class lines, not to be bounded by them, yet
the actual social organization is such that there exist class differentials
in accessibility of the goals. In this setting, a cardinal American virtue,
"ambition," promotes a cardinal American vice, "deviant behavior."
This theoretical analysis may help explain the varying correlations
21. The role of the Negro in this connection raises almost as many theoretical as
practical questions. It has been reported that large segments of the Negro population
have assinlilated the dominant caste's values of pecuniary success and social ad
vancement, but have "realistically adjusted" themselves to the "fact" that social
ascent is presently confined almost entirely to movement within the caste. See Dol
lard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town, 66 if.; Donald Young, American Minority
Peoples, 581; Robert A. Warner, New Haven Negroes ( New Haven, 1940 ), 234.
See also the subsequent discussion in this chapter.
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between crime and poverty.22 "Poverty" is not an isolated variable which
operates in precisely the same fashion wherever found; it is only one in
a complex of identifiably interdependent social and cultural variables.
Poverty as such and consequent limitation of opportunity are not enough
to produce a conspicuously high rate of criminal behavior. Even the no
torious "poverty in the midst of plenty" will not necessarily lead to this
result. But when poverty and associated disadvantages in competing for
the culture values approved for all members of the society are linked
with a cultural emphasis on pecuniary success as a dominant goal, high
rates of criminal behavior are the normal outcome. Thus, crude ( and
not necessarily reliable ) crime statistics suggest that poverty is less highly
correlated with crime in southeastern Europe than in the United States.
The economic life-chances of the poor in these European areas would
seem to be even less promising than in this country, so that neither
poverty nor its association with limited opportunity is sufficient to ac
count for the varying correlations. However, when we consider the full
configuration-poverty, limited opportunity and the assignment of cul
tural goals-there appears some basis for explaining the higher correlation
between poverty and crime in our society than in others where rigidified
class structure is coupled with differential class symbols of success.
The victims of this contradiction between the cultural emphasis on
pecuniary ambition and the social bars to full opportunity are not always
aware of the structural sources of their thwarted aspirations. To be sure,
they are often aware of a discrepancy between individual worth and
social rewards. But they do not necessarily see how this comes about.
Those who do find its source in the social structure may become alienated
from that structure and become ready candidates for Adaptation V
( rebellion ) . But others, and this appears to include the great majority,
may attribute their difficulties to more mystical and less sociological
sources. For as the distinguished classicist and sociologist-in-spite-of
himself, Gilbert Murray, has remarked in this general connection, "The
best seed-ground for superstition is a society in which the fortunes of
men seem to bear practically no relation to their merits and efforts. A
stable and well-governed society does tend, speaking roughly, to ensure
,
that the Virtuous and Industrious Apprentice lihall succeed in life, while

�

�

22. T s analytica scheme may serve to resolve some of the apparent incon
.
m the relation between crinle and economic status mentioned by P. A.
sistencies
Sorokin. For example, he notes that "not everywhere nor always do the poor show
a greater proportion of crinle . . . many poorer countries have had less crinle than
the richer countries. . . . The economic improvement in the second half of the nine
teenth cen�, al?,d the �eginning of the t",:entieth, has not been followed by a.
decrease of cr1llle. See his Contemporary Soczological Theories, ( New York, 1928 ) ,
.
.
however, that low economic status plays a different
I�,
560-61: The �ru�. al pomt
dynamIC role m different SOCial and cultural structures, as is set out in the text. One
should not, therefore. expect a linear correlation between crime and poverty.
.
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the Wicked and Idle Apprentice fails. And in such a society people tend
to lay stress on the reasonable or visible chains of causation. But in (a

society suffering from anomie} . . . , the ordinary virtues of diligence,

honesty, and kindliness seem to be of little avail."23 And in such a society
people tend to put stress on mysticism : the workings of Fortune, Chance,
Luck.

In point of fact, both the eminently "successful" and the eminently

"unsuccessful" in our society not infrequently attribute the outcome to
'1uck." Thus, the prosperous man of business, Julius Rosenwald, declared
that 95% of the great fortunes were "due to luck."24 And a leading busi

ness journal, in an editorial explaining the social benefits of great indi
vidual wealth, finds it necessary to supplement wisdom with luck as

the factors accounting for great fortunes : ''When one man through wise
investments-aided, we'll grant, by good luck in many cases-accumulates

a few millions, he doesn't thereby take something from the rest of US."25
In much the same fashion, the worker often explains economic status in

terms of chance. "The worker sees all about him experienced and skilled
men with no work to do. If he is in work, he feels lucky. If he is out of
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For if success is primarily a matter of luck, if it is just in the blind nature

of things, if it bloweth where it listeth and thou canst not tell whence it
cometh or whither it goeth, then surely it is beyond control and will

occur in the same measure whatever the social structure.

For the unsuccessful and particularly for those among the unsuccess
ful who find little reward for their merit and their effort, the doctrine of
luck serves the psychological function of enabling them to preserve their
self-esteem in the face of failure. It may also entail the dysfunction of

curbing motivation for sustained endeavor.27 SOCiologically, as implied

by Bakke,28 the doctrine may reHect a failure to comprehend the work
ings of the social and economic system, and may be dysfunctional inas
much as it eliminates the rationale of working for structural changes
making for greater equities in opportunity and reward.
This orientation toward chance and risk-taking, accentuated by the
strain of frustrated aspirations, may help explain the marked interest in
gambling-an institutionally proscribed or at best permitted rather than
preferred or prescribed mode of activity-within certain social strata.29
Among those who do not apply the doctrine of luck to the gulf be

work, he is the victim of hard luck. He can see little relation between
worth and consequences."26

tween merit, effort and reward there may develop an individuated and

But these references to the workings of chance and luck serve dis

tural cliche that "it's not what you know, but who you know, that counts."

tinctive functions according to whether they are made by those who have
reached or those who have not reached the culturally emphasized goals.
For the successful, it is in psychological terms, a disarming expression

of modesty. It is far removed from any semblance of conceit to say, in

effect, that one was lucky rather than altogether deserving of one's good
fortune. In sociological terms, the doctrine of luck as expounded by the

successful serves the dual function of explaining the frequent dis
crepancy between merit and reward while keeping immune from criti
cism a social structure which allows this discrepancy to become frequent.

23. Gilbert Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion ( New York, 1925), 164-� .
Professor Murray's chapter on "The Failure of Nerve," from which I have taken �s

excerpt, must surely be ranked among the most civilized and perceptive sociologICal
analyses in our time.

24. See the quotation from an interview cited in Gustavus Meyers, History of the
Great American Fortunes ( New York, 1937), 706.

25. Nation's Business, Vol . 27, No . 9 pp. 8-9.
26 . E. W. Bakke, The Unemployed Man ( New York, 193 4), p. 14 ( I have
,

supplied the emphasis. ) Bakke hints at the structural sources makin� for a belief in
.
when a
luck among workers. "There is a measure of hopelessness in the SItuation
man knows that most of his good or ill fortune is out of his own control and depends
on luck." ( Emphasis supplied ) In so far as he is forced to accom�odate himself to
.
.
occasionally unpredictable decision� of manage�ent, th� ",,:orker �s subject to Job
,
insecurities and anxieties : another , seed-ground for belief ill destiny, fate, chance
;
It would be instructive to learn if such beliefs become lessened where workers
organizations reduce the probability that their occupational fate will be out of their
own hands.

cynical attitude toward the social structure, best exemplified in the cul
In societies such as our own, then, the great cultural emphasis on

pecuniary success for all and a social structure which unduly limits
practical recourse to approved means for many set up a tension toward
innovative practices which depart from institutional norms. But this form
of adaptation presupposes that individuals have been imperfectly social
ized so that they abandon institutional means while retaining the success
aspiration. Among those who have fully internalized the institutional
values, however, a comparable situation is more likely to lead to an

alternative response in which the goal is abandoned but conformity to
the mores persists. This type of response calls for further examination.

III.

RITUALISM

The ritualistic type of adaptation can be readily identified. It involves
the abandoning or scaling down of the lofty cultural goals of great

pecuniary success and rapid social mobility to the point where one's

27. At its extreme, it may invite resignation and routinized activity ( Adaptation
III) or � fatalistic passivism ( Adaptation IV ), of which more presently.
28. Bakke, op. cit., 14, where he suggests that "the worker knows less about the

processes which cause him to succeed or have no chance to succeed than business
or professional people. There are more points, therefore, at which events appear to
have their incidence in good or ill luck."

29. Cf. R. A. Warner, New Haven Negroes and Harold F. Gosnell, Negro Poli.
ticians ( Chicago, 1935), 123-5, both of whom comment in this general connection
on the great interest in "playing the numbers" among less-advantaged Negroes.
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aspirations can be satisfied. But though one rejects the cultural obliga
tion to attempt "to get ahead in the world," though one draws in one's
horizons, one continues to abide almost compulsively by institutional

norms.

It is something of a terminological quibble to ask whether this repre
sents genuinely deviant behavior. Since the adaptation is, in effect, an
internal decision and since the overt behavior is institutionally permitted,
though not culturally preferred, it is not generally considered to repre
sent a social problem. Intimates of individuals making this adaptation
may pass judgment in terms of prevailing cultural emphases and may
"feel sorry for them," they may, in the individual case, feel that "old
Jonesy is certainly in a rut." Whether this is described as deviant be
havior or no, it clearly represents a departure from the cultural model
in which men are obliged to strive actively, preferably through institu
tionalized procedures, to move onward and upward in the social hier
archy.
We should expect this type of adaptation to be fairly frequent in a
society which makes one's social status largely dependent upon one's
achievements. For, as has so often been observed,30 this ceaseless com
petitive struggle produces acute status anxiety. One device for allaying
these anxieties is to lower one's level of aspiration-permanently. Fear
produces inaction, or more accurately, routinized action.31
The syndrome of the social ritualist is both familiar and instructive.
His implicit life-philosophy finds expression in a series of cultural cliches:
''I'm not sticking my neck out," ''I'm playing safe," ''I'm satisfied with
what I've got," "Don't aim high and you won't be disappointed." The
theme threaded through these attitudes is that high ambitions invite
frustration and danger whereas lower aspirations produce satisfaction
and security. It is a response to a situation which appears threatening
and excites distrust. It is the attitude implicit among workers who care
fully regulate their output to a constant quota in an industrial organiza
tion where they have occasion to fear that they will 'be noticed" by
managerial personnel and "something will happen" if their output rises
and falls.32 It is the perspective. of the frightened employee, the zealously

conformist bureaucrat in the teller's cage of the private banking enter-

30. See, for example, H. S. Sullivan, "Modern conceptions of psychiatry," Psy
chiatry, 1940, 3, 111-12; Margaret Mead. And Keep Your Powder Dry ( New York,
1942) , Chapter VII; Merton, Fiske and Curtis, Mass Persuasion, 59-60.
31. P. Janet, "The fear of action," Journal of Abnormal Psycholpgy, 1921, 16,
150-60, and the extraordinary discussion by F. L. Wells, "Social maladjustments:

adaptive regression," op. cit., which bears closely on the type of adaptation examined
here.

32. F. J. Roethlisberger and W. J. Dickson, Management and the Worker,
Chapter 18 and 531 ff.; and on the more general theme, the typically perspicacious
remarks of Gilbert Murray, op. cit., 138-39.

prise or in the front office of the public works enterprise.33 It is, in short,
the mode of adaptation of individually seeking a private escape from the

�

danger and frustrations which seem to them inherent in the competition

for major cultural goals by abandoning these goals and clinging all the
more closely to the safe routines and the institutional norms.

� �?

If w s uld expect lower-class Americans to exhibit Adaptation 11.
mnovation
-to the frustrations enjoined by the prevailing emphasis on
"
large cultural goals and the fact of small social opportunities, we should
expect l0w.er-middle class Americans to be heavily represented among
those making Adaptation III, "ritualism." For it is in the lower middle
class that parents typically exert continuous pressure upon children to
.
abIde by the moral mandates of the society, and where the social climb
upward is less likely to meet with success than among the upper middle

class. The strong disciplining for conformity with mores reduces the like

lihood of Adaptation II and promotes the likelihood of Adaptation III.
Th

� s�ve�e training leads many to carry a heavy burden of anxiety. The

socIahzation patterns of the lower middle class thus promote the very

character structure most predisposed toward ritualism,34 and it is in this
stratum, accordingly, that the adaptive pattern III should most often
occur.85

33. See the three following chapters.
34. See, for example, Allison Davis and John Dollard, Children of Bondage
.
( Washington, 1940) , Chapter 12 ( "Child Training and Class" ) which tho gh 't

ti

�

� :

�eals with the lower- and lower-middle �lass patterns of SOCializa on amo g N gro s
.
1� the Far South, appears applicable, W1th slight modification, to the white popula
tion �s well. On this, see further M. C. Erickson, "Child-rearing and social status "
me:zcan Journal of Soci�logy, 1946, 53, 190-92; Allison Davis and R. J. Havighur t'
.
SOC1al class and color differences in child-rearing " American Sociologica1 R
1946, 11, 69�-710: ": . . the pivotal meaning of ocial class to students of
development 1S that 1t defines and systematizes different learning environments f
children of different classes." "Generalizing from the evidence presented in
.
tables, we
would say that middle-class children [the authors do not distingu'1Sh
between lower-middle and upper-middle strata) are subJ'ected earlier and more con. tently t0 the inHuences which make a child an orderly, conscientious responsible
S1S
and tame pe�son. In �e �ourse of this training middle-class children pr bably suHe
more frustration of therr trnpulses."

�

;

�=:
��

;

�

;

35. This hypothesis still awaits empirical test. Beginnings in this dire cti'on have
.
.
been rnade W1·th the "1eve1 0f asprration" experinlents which explore the deternlin ts
.
of go�-formation and modification in specific, experimentally devised activi s .
There 1S, however, a major obstacle, not yet surmounted in drawing inferences fr
the labora�ory situation, with its relatively slight ego- volvement with the cas
.
task-pe�ctl-and-paper mazes, rm�-thro�ing, arithmetical problems, etc.-which will
be applicable to the strong emotional mvestment with success-goals in the routines
.
of everyday life. Nor have these experiments, with their ad hoc group formations,
.
been able to reproduce the acute soc1al pressures obtaining in daily life. ( What
laboratory �xpertrnent reproduces, for example, the querulous nagging of a modem
.
Xantippe : Th� tr�uble with you is, you've got n o ambition; a real man would g0
out and do things ? ) Among studies with a definite though lim't
1 ed re1evance, see
' lly R. GouId, "Some soclOlog1cal
"
determinants of goal strivings," Journal of
esp �c1a
Soczal Psychology, 1941, 1� , 461-7 3; L. Festinger, "Wish, expectation and grou
.
standards as factors inHuencmg
level of aspiration," Journal of Abnormal and So

�
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�ii
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But we should note again, as at the outset of this chapter, that we are
here examining modes of adaptation to contradictions in the cultural and

social structure : we are not focusing on character or personality types.

Individuals caught up in these contradictions can and do move from one
type of adaptation to another. Thus it may be conjectured that some

ritualists, conforming meticulously to the institutional rules, are so
steeped in the regulations that they become bureaucratic virtuosos, that
they ove:l-conform precisely because they are subject to guilt engendered
by previous nonconformity with the rules ( i.e., Adaptation II ) . And the
occasional passage from ritualistic adaptation to dramatic kinds of illicit
adaptation is well-documented in clinical case-histories and often set
forth in insightful fiction. Defiant outbreaks not infrequently follow upon
prolonged periods of over-compliance.36 But though the psychodynamic
mechanisms of this type of adaptation have been fairly well identified
and linked with patterns of discipline and socialization in the family,
Psychology, 1942, 37, 184-200. For a resume of researches, see Kurt Lewin et al.,
"Level of Aspiration," in J. McV. Hunt, ed., Personality and the Behavior Disorders

( New York, 1944), I, Chap. 10.
The conception of "success" as a ratio between aspiration and achievement
pursued systematically in the level-of-aspiration experiments has, of course, a long
history. Gilbert Murray ( op. cit., 138-9) notes the prevalence of this conception
among the thinkers of fourth century Greece. And in Sartor Resartus, Carlyle ob
serves that "happiness" ( gratification) can be represented by a fraction in which the
numerator represents achievement and the denominator, aspiration. Much the same
notion is examined by William James ( The Principles of Psychology [New York,
1902] , I, 310). S ee also F. L. Wells, op. cit., 879, and P. A. S orokin, Social and
Cultural Dynamics (New York, 1937), III, 161-164. The critical question is whether
this familiar insight can be subjected to rigorous experimentation in which the con
trived laboratory situation adequately reproduces the salient aspects of the real-life
situation or whether disciplined observation of routines of behavior in everyday life
will prove the more productive method of inquiry.
36. In her novel, The Bitter Box (New York, 1946), Eleanor Clark has portrayed
this process with great sensitivity. The discussion by Erich Fromm, Escape from
Freedom (New York, 1941), 185-206, may be cited, without implying acceptance
of his concept of "spontaneity" and "man's inherent tendency toward self-develop
ment." For an example of a sound sociological formulation: "As long as we assume
. . . that the anal character, as it is typical of the European lower middle class, is
caused by certain early experiences in connection with defecation, we have hardly
any data that lead us to understand why a specific class should have an anal social
character. However, if we understand it as one form of relatedness to others, rooted
in the character structure and resulting from the experiences with the outside world,
we have a key for understanding why the whole mode of life of the lower middle
class,its narrowness, isolation, and hostility, made for the development of this kind
of character structure." (293-4) For an example of a formulation stemming from a
kind of latter-day benevolent anarchism here judged as dubious: ". . . there are also
certain psychological qualities inherent in man that need to be satisfied. . . . The
most important seems to be the tendency to grow, to develop and realize potentialities
which man has developed in the course of history-as, for instance, the faculty of
creative and critical thinking. . . . It also seems that this general tendency to grow
which is the psychological equivalent of the identical biological tendency-results in
such specific tendencies as the desire for freedom and the hatred against oppression,
since freedom is the fundamental condition for any growth." (287-88)
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much sociological research is still required to explain why these patterns

are presumably more frequent in certain social strata and groups than
in others. Our own discussion has merely set out one analytical frame
work for sociological research focused on this problem.

IV.

RETREATISM
Just

as Adaptation

I

( conformity )

remains the most frequent,

Adaptation IV ( the rejection of cultural goals and institutional means )

is probably the least common. People who adapt ( or maladapt) in this
fashion are, strictly speaking, in the society but not of it. Sociologically,

these constitute the true aliens. Not sharing the common frame of values,

they can be included as members of the society ( in distinction from the

population ) only in a fictional sense.
In this category fall some of the adaptive activities of psychotics,
autists, pariahs, outcasts, vagrants, vagabonds, tramps, chronic drunkards
and drug addicts.37 They have relinquished culturally prescribed goals
and their behavior does not accord with institutional norms. This is not
to say that in some cases the source of their mode of adaptation is not

the very social structure which they have in effect repudiated nor that

their very existence within an area does not constitute a problem for
members of the society.
From the standpoint of its sources in the social structure, this mode
of adaptation is most likely to occur when both the culture goals and
the institutional practices have been thoroughly assimilated by the in
dividual and imbued with affect and high value, but accessible institu
tional avenues are not productive of success. There results a twofold

conflict: the interiorized moral obligation for adopting institutional means

conflicts with pressures to resort to illicit means ( which may attain the
goal ) and the individual is shut off from means which are both legitimate
and effective. The competitive order is maintained but the frustrated
and handicapped individual who cannot cope with this order drops out.

Defeatism, quietism and resignation are manifested in escape mechanisms

which ultimately lead him to "escape" from the requirements of the
society. It is thus an expedient which arises from continued failure to
near the goal by legitimate measures and from an inability to use the

illegitimate route because of internalized prohibitions, this process oc

curring while the supreme value of the success-goal has not yet been
renounced. The conflict is resolved by abandoning both precipitating
37. Obviously, this is an elliptical statement. These individuals may retain some
orientation to the values of their own groupings within the larger society or,occasion
ally, to the values of the conventional SOciety itself. They may, in other words, shift
to other modes of adaptation. But Adaptation IV can be easily detected. Nels Ander
son's account of the behavior and attitudes of the bum, for example, can readily be
recast ! n terms of our analytical scheme. See The Hobo ( Chicago, 1923), 93-98,
et pasSfm.
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elements, the goals and the means. The escape is complete, the conflict
is eliminated and the individual is asocialized.
In public and ceremonial life, this type of deviant behavior is most
heartily condemned by conventional representatives of the society. In
contrast to the conformist, who keeps the wheels of society running, this
deviant is a non-productive liability; in contrast to the innovator who is

at least "smart" and actively striving, he sees no value in the success-goal

which the culture prizes so highly; in contrast to the ritualist who con
forms at least to the mores, he pays scant attention to the institutional
practices.

Nor does the society lightly accept these repudiations of its values.

To do so would be to put these values into question. Those who have

abandoned the quest for success are relentlessly pursued to their haunts

by a society insistent upon having all its members orient themselves to
success-striving. Thus, in the heart of Chicago's Hobohemia are the book
stalls filled with wares designed to revitalize dead aspirations.
The Gold Coast Book Store is in the basement of an old residence, built
back from the street, and now sandwiched between two business blocks. The
space in front is filled with stalls, and striking placards and posters.
These posters advertise such books as will arrest the attention of the down
and-out. One reads : " . . . Men in thousands pass this spot daily, but the
majority of them are not financially successful. They are never more than two
jumps ahead of the rent men. Instead of that, they should be more bold and
daring," "Getting Ahead of the Game," before old age withers them and casts
them on the junk heap of human wrecks. If you want to escape this evil fate
the fate of the vast majority of men-come in and get a copy of The Law of
Financial Success. It will put some new ideas in your head, and put you on
the highroad to success. 35 cents.
There are always men loitering before its stalls. B ut they seldom buy.
Success comes high, even at thirty-five cents, to the hobo.3s

But if this deviant is condemned in real life, he may become a source
of gratification in fantasy-life. Thus Kardiner has advanced the specula

tion that such figures in contemporary folklore and popular culture

bolster "morale and self-esteem by the spectacle of man rejecting current
ideals and expressing contempt for them." The prototype in the films is
of course Charlie Chaplin's bum.
He is Mr. Nobody and is very much aware of his own insignificance. He
is always the butt of a crazy and bewildering world in which he has no place
and from which he constantly runs away into a contented do-nothingness. He
is free from conflict because he has abandoned the quest for security and
prestige, and is resigned to the lack of any claim to virtue or distinction. [A
precise characterological portrait of Adaptation IV.} He always becomes in
volved in the world by accident. There he encounters evil and aggression
against the weak and helpless which he has no power to combat. Yet always,
in spite of himself, he becomes the champion of the wronged and oppressed,
38. H. W. Zorbaugh, The Gold Coast and the Slum ( Chicago, 1929 ) , 108.
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not by virtue of his great organizing ability but by virtue of homely and in
solent trickiness by which he seeks out the weakness of the wrongdoer. He
always remains humble, poor, and lonely, but is contemptuous of the incom
prehensible world and its values. He therefore represents the character of our
time who is perplexed by the dilemma either of being crushed in the struggle
to achieve the sociaUy approved goals of success and power ( he achieves it
only once-in The Gold Rush ) or of succumbing to a hopeless resignation and
flight from them. Charlie's bum is a great comfort in that he gloats in his abil
ity to outwit the pernicious forces aligned against him if he chooses to do so
and affords every man the satisfaction of feeling that the ultimate flight from
social goals to loneliness is an act of choice and not a symptom of his defeat.
Mickey Mouse is a continuation of the Chaplin saga.3D

This fourth mode of adaptation, then, is that of the SOCially disin
herited who if they have none of the rewards held out by society also
have few of the frustrations attendant upon continuing to seek these
rewards. It is, moreover, a privatized rather than a collective mode of
adaptation. Although people exhibiting this deviant behavior may gravi
tate toward centers where they come into contact with other deviants
and although they may come to share in the subculture of these deviant
groups, their adaptations are largely private and isolated rather than

unified under the aegis of a new cultural code. The type of collective

adaptation remains to be considered.

V. REBELLION
This adaptation leads men outside the environing social structure to
envisage and seek to bring into being a new, that is to say, a greatly
modified social structure. It presupposes alienation from reigning goals
and standards. These come to be regarded as purely arbitrary. And the
arbitrary is precisely that which can neither exact allegiance nor possess
legitimacy, for it might as well be otherwise. In our society, organized
movements for rebellion apparently aim to introduce a social structure
in which the cultural standards of success would be sharply modified
and provision would be made for a closer correspondence between merit,
effort and reward.
But before examining "rebellion" as

a

mode of adaptation, we must

distinguish it from a superficially similar but essentially different type,

ressentiment. Introduced in a special technical sense, by Nietzsche, the
concept of ressentiment was taken up and developed sociologically by
Max Scheler.40 This complex sentiment has three interlocking elements.

39. Abram Kardiner, The Psychological Frontiers of Society ( New York, 1945),
369-70. ( Emphases supplied. )
40. Max Scheler, L'homme du ressentiment ( Paris, n. d. ) . This essay first ap
peared in 1912; revised and completed, it was included in Scheler's Abhandlungen
und Aufsiitze, appearing thereafter in his Vom Umsturz der Werte ( 1919). The last
text was used for the French translation. It has had considerable influence in varied
intellectual circles. For an excellent and well-balanced discussion of Scheler's essay,
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First, diff use feelings of hate, envy and hostility; second, a sense of being
powerless to express these feelings actively against the person or social
stratum evoking them; and third, a continual re-experiencing of this
impotent hostility.41 The essential point distinguishing ressentiment from
rebellion is that the former does not involve a genuine change in values.
Ressentiment in�olves a sour-grapes pattern which asserts merely that
desired but unattainable objectives do not actually embody the prized
values-nfter all, the fox in the fable does not say that he abandons all
taste for sweet grapes; he says only that these particular grapes are not
sweet. Rebellion, on the other hand, involves a genuine transvaluation,
where the direct or vicarious experience of frustration leads to full de
nunciation of previously prized values-the rebellious fox simply re
nounces the prevailing taste for sweet grapes. In ressentiment, one con
demns what one secretly craves; in rebellion, one condemns the craving
itself. But though the two are distinct, organized rebellion may draw
upon a vast reservoir of the resentful and discontented as institutional
dislocations become acute.
When the institutional system is regarded as the barrier to the satis
faction of legitimized goals, the stage is set for rebellion as an adaptive
response. To pass into organized political action, allegiance must not
only be withdrawn from the prevailing social structure but must be
transferred to new groups possessed of a new myth.42 The dual function
of the myth is to locate the source of large-scale frustrations in the social
structure and to portray an alternative structure which would not, pre
sumably, give rise to frustration of the deserving. It is a charter for
action. In this context, the functions of the counter-myth of the conserva
tives-brieHy sketched in an earlier section of this chapter-become fur
ther clarified: whatever the source of mass frustration, it is not to be
found in the basiC structure of the society. The conservative myth may
thus assert that these frustrations are in the nature of things and would
occur in any social system: "Periodic mass unemployment and business
depressions can't be legislated out of existence; it's just like a person
who feels good one day and bad the next:'43 Or, if not the doctrine of
indicating some of its limitations and biasses, the respects in which it prefigured Nazi
conceptions, its anti-democratic orientation and, withal, its occasionally brilliant in
sights, see V. J. McGill, "Scheler's theory of sympathy and love," Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research, 1942, 2, 273-91. For another critical account which
properly criticizes Scheler's view that social structure plays only a secondary role in
ressentiment, see Svend Ranulf, Moral Indignation and Middle-Class Psychology: A
Sociological Study ( Copenhagen, 1938), 199-204.

41. Scheler, op. cit., 55-56. No English word fully reproduces the complex of
elements implied by the word ressentiment; its nearest approximation in German
would appear to be Groll.
42. George S . Pettee, The Process of Revolution ( New York, 1938), 8-24; see
particularly his account of "monopoly of the imagination."
43. R. S. and H. M . Lynd, Middletown in Transition ( New York, 1937), 408,
for a series of cultural cliches exemplifying the conservative myth.
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inevitability, then the doctrine of gradual and slight adjustment : "A few
changes here and there, and we'll have things running as ship-shape as
they can possibly be." Or, the doctrine which deHects hostility from the
social structure onto the individual who is a "failure" since "every man
really gets what's coming to him in this country."
The myths of rebellion and of conservatism both work toward a
"monopoly of the imagination" seeking to denne the situation in such
terms as to move the frustrate toward or away from Adaptation V. It is
above all the renegade who, though himself successful, renounces the
prevailing values that becomes the target of greatest hostility among
those in rebellion. For he not only puts the values in question, as does
the out-group, but he signines that the unity of the group is broken.44
Yet, as has so often been noted, it is typically members of a rising class
rather than the most depressed strata who organize the
. resentful and the
rebellious into a revolutionary group.
THE STRAIN TOWARD ANOMIE

The social structure we have examined produces a strain toward
anomie and deviant behavior. The pressure of such a social order is upon
outdoing one's competitors. So long as the sentiments supporting this
competitive system are distributed throughout the entire range of activi
ties and are not connned to the nnal result of "success," the choice of
means will remain largely within the ambit of institutional control. When,
however, the cultural emphasis shifts from the satisfactions deriving from
competition itself to almost exclusive concern with the outcome, the
resultant stress makes for the breakdown of the regulatory structure.
With this attenuation of institutional controls, there occurs an approxi
mation to the situation erroneously held by the utilitarian philosophers to
be typical of society, a situation in which calculations of personal ad
vantage and fear of punishment are the only regulating agencies.
This strain toward anomie does not operate evenly throughout the
society. Some eff ort has been made in the present analysis to suggest
the strata most vulnerable to the pressures for deviant behavior and to
set forth some of the mechanisms operating to produce those pressures.
For purposes of simplifying the problem, monetary success was taken
as the major cultural goal, although there are, of course, alternative goals
in the repository of common values. The realms of intellectual and artistic
achievement, for example, provide alternative career patterns which may
not entail large pecuniary rewards. To the extent that the cultural struc
ture attaches prestige to these alternatives and the social structure per
mits access to them, the system is somewhat stabilized. Potential deviants
may still conform in terms of these auxiliary sets of values.
44. See the acute observations by Georg Simmel, Soziologie ( Leipzig, 1908),
276-77.
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But the central tendencies toward anomie remain, and it is to these
that the analytical scheme here set forth calls particular attention.
THE ROLE OF THE FAMILY

A final word should be said drawing together the implications scat
tered throughout the foregoing discussion concerning the role played by
the family in these patterns of deviant behavior.
It is the family, of course, which is a major transmission belt for the
diffusion of cultural standards to the oncoming generation. But what has
until lately been overlooked is that the family largely transmits that por
tion of the culture accessible to the social stratum and groups in which
the parents find themselves. It is, therefore, a mechanism for disciplining
the child in terms of the cultural goals and mores characteristic of this
narrow range of groups. Nor is the socialization confined to direct train
ing and disciplining. The process is, at least in part, inadvertent. Quite
apart from direct admonitions, rewards and punishments, the child is
exposed to social prototypes in the witnessed daily behavior and casual
conversations of parents. Not infrequently, children detect and incor
porate cultural uniformities even when these remain implicit and have
not been reduced to rules.

Language patterns provide the most impressive evidence, readily
observable in clinical fashion, that children, in the process of socializa
tion, detect uniformities which have not been explicitly formulated for
them by elders or contemporaries and which are not formulated by the
children themselves. Persistent errors of language among children are
most instructive. Thus, the child will spontaneously use such words as
"mouses" or "moneys," even though he has never heard such terms or
been taught "the rule for forming plurals." Or he will create such words
as "faIled," "runned," "singed," ''bitted,'' though he has not been taught,
at the age of three, "rules" of conjugation. Or, he will refer to a choice
morsel as "gooder" than another less favored, or perhaps through a logi
cal extension, he may describe it as "goodest" of all. Obviously, he has
detected the implicit paradigms for the expression of plurality, for the
conjugation of verbs, and the inHection of adjectives. The very nature of
his error and misapplication of the paradigm testifies to thiS.45
It may be tentatively inferred, therefore, that he is also busily en
gaged in detecting and acting upon the implicit paradigms of cultural
evaluation, and categorization of people and things, and the formation of
estimable goals

as well as assimilating the explicit cultural orientation

45. W. Stem, Psychology of Early Childhood ( New York, 1924 ) , 166, notes the
fact of such errors ( e.g., "drinked" for "drank"). but does not draw the inferences

t"egarding the detection of implicit paradigms.
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set forth in an endless stream of commands, explanations and exhorta
tions by parents. It would appear that in addition to the important re
searches of the depth psychologies on the socialization process, there is
need for supplementary types of direct observation of culture diffusion
within the family. It may well be that the child retains the implicit
paradigm of cultural values detected in the day-by-day behavior of his
parents even when this conflicts with their explicit advice and exhorta
tions.
The protection of parental ambitions onto the child is also centrally
relevant to the subject in hand. As is well known, many parents con
fronted with personal "failure" or limited "success" may mute their
original goal-emphasis and may defer further efforts to reach the goal,
attempting to reach it vicariously through their children . "The influence
may come through the mother or the father. Often it is the case of a
parent who hopes that the child will attain heights that he or she failed
to attam.
· "46 In a recent research on the social organization of public
housing developments, we have found among both Negroes and Whites
on lower occupational levels, a substantial proportion having aspirations
for a professional career for their children.47 Should this finding be con
firmed by further research it will have large bearing upon the problem
in hand. For if compensatory projection of parental ambition onto chil
dren is widespread, then it is precisely those parents least able to provide
free access to opportunity for their children-the "failures" and "frus
trates"-who exert great pressure upon their children for high achieve
ment. And this syndrome of lofty aspirations and limited realistic oppor
tunities, as we have seen, is precisely the pattern which invites deviant
behavior. This clearly points to the need for investigation focused upon
occupational goal-formation in the several social strata if the inadvertent
role of family disciplining in deviant behavior is to be understood from
the perspectives of Our analytical scheme.
SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND ANOMIE

CONCLUDING REMARKS

It should be apparent that the foregoing discussion is not pitched on
a moralistic plane. Whatever the sentiments of the reader concerning
the moral desirability of coordinating the goals-and-means phases of the
social structure, it is clear that imperfect coordination of the two leads to
anomie. In so far as one of the most general functions of social structure
�s to provide a basis for predictability and regularity of social behavior,
It becomes increasingly limited in effectiveness as these elements of the
social structure become dissociated. At the extreme, predictability is mini-

�

46. H. A. Murr: et al., Explorations in Personalitu, 307.
47. From a stu y of the social organization of planned communities
by R. K.
Merton, Patricia S. West and M. Jahoda,
Patterns of Social Life.
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mized and what may be properly called anomie or cultural chaos super
venes.
This essay on the structural sources of deviant behavior remains but
a prelude. It has not included a detailed treatment of the structural
elements which predispose toward one rather than another of the alterna
tive responses open to individuals living in an ill-balanced social struc
ture; it has largely neglected but not denied the relevance of the social
psychological processes determining the specific incidence of these re
sponses; it has only briefly considered the social functions fulfilled by
deviant behavior; it has not put the explanatory power of the analytical
scheme to full empirical test by determining group variations in deviant
and conformist behavior; it has only touched upon rebellious behavior
which seeks to refashion the social framework.
It is suggested that these and related problems may be advantage
ously analyzed by use of this scheme.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE

x

THEORY OF REFERENCE
Aus: Merton, Robert K. (1968): Social Theory and Social Structure.
New York: The Free Press. 1968 Enlarged Edition.

GROUP BEHAVIOR*

T

IS CHAPTER PROCEEDS on the assumption that there;s two-way

traffic between social theory and empirical research. Systematic em
pirical materials help advance social theory by imposing the task and
by affording the opportunity for interpretation along lines often unpre
meditated, and social theory, in turn, defines the scope and enlarges the
predictive value of empirical findings by indicating the conditions under
which they hold. The systematic data of

The American Soldier,!

in all

their numerous variety, provide a useful occasion for examining the
interplay of social theory and applied social research.
More particularly, we attempt to identify and to order the fairly
numerous researches in

The American Soldier

by explicit statement, bear upon the theory of

which, by implication or

reference group behavior.

(The empirical realities which this term denotes will presently be con
sidered in some detail. It should be said here, however, that although
the

term

"reference group" is not employed in these volumes, any more

than it has yet found full acceptance 'in the vocabulary of sociology as
distinct from social psychology, reference group

concepts

play an im

portant part in the interpretative apparatus utilized by the Research
Branch of the Information and Education Division of the War Depart
ment.)
At two points, we deal briefly with related subjects which are not,
however, part and parcel of reference group theory. We review the
statistical indices of group attributes and social structure as variously
adopted in these researches, and attempt to indicate, though very briefly
and programmatically, the specific value of

systematically

incorporating

such indices in further research. And, in equally brief fashion, we point

.. In collaboration with Alice S. Rossi.
1. The authors of the first of these volumes, "Adjustment during Army Life," are
S. A. Stouffer, E. A. Suchman, L. C. DeVinney, S. A. Star, and R. M. Williams,
Jr.; of the second, entitled "Combat and Its Aftermath," S. A. Stouffer, A. A. Lums
daine, M. H. Lumsdaine, R. M. Williams, Jr., M. B. Smith, I. L. Janis, S. A. Star,
and L. S. Cottrell, Jr. Both were published in 1949 by the Princeton University Press.
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out how data analyzed by the Research Branch from a psychological
standpoint can be supplemented and usefully re-worked from the stand
point of functional sociology.
A common procedure for extracting and attempting to develop the
theoretical implications of

The American Soldier

is adopted throughout

the analysis. This entails the intensive re-examinati?n of cases �f research
reported in these volumes, with an eye to subsummg the findmgs under

�

emselve ,
higher-level abstractions or generalizations. In the vo u�es
.
the authors austerely (and, in our judgment, wIsely) hmit therr analysIs

�

�

to the interpretation of the behavior of soldiers and to the organizati0.nal
.
contexts in which that behavior occurred. But mamfestly,
the analytical
concepts hold not merely for the behavior of soldiers. By provisionally
.
generalizing these concepts, we may be in a position to explore the Wlder
implications of the materials for social theory.
Our discussion thus grows out of an internal analysis of every re
search study

in

these volumes in which some reference group c?ncept
was used by the authors as an interpretative variable. The object of

collating these cases is to determine the points at which they invite ex
tensions of the theory of reference group behavior which can be followed
up through further strategically focused research. Occasionally, the effort
is made to suggest how these theoretical extensions might be incorporated
into 'designs for empirical research which will thus build upon

�e find

ings of the Research Branch. In this way, there may be prOVISIon for
continuity in the interplay between cumulative theory and new research.
The indu-.;tive re-examination of cases admits also the linking of these

�

reference group conceptions with other conceptions prevalent in soc al
psychology and sociology which have not ordinarily been connected Wlth
the theory of reference group behavior. In the degree that such connec
tions are established,

The American Soldier

will have served a further

function of empirical research: the provisional consolidation of presently
scattered fragments of theory.
Along these lines, an effort will be made to indicate the coherence
between reference group theory and conceptions of functional sociology.
It appears that these deal with different facets of the same subject: the
one centers on the processes through which men relate themselves to
groups and refer their behavior to the values of thes� groups;
e other
.
centers on the consequences of the processes pnmarily for SOCIal struc

�

tures but also for the individuals and groups involved in these struc·
tures

:

It will be found that reference group theory and functional

sociology address different questions to the same phenomena but that
these questions have reciprocal relevance.
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development of social theory requires a large measure of continuity,
rather than a collection of self-contained and allegedly definitive results,
this means that the present re-working of some of the materials

American Soldier

.in The

is itself a highly provisional phase in an ongoing de

velopment rather than a stable stopping point. Nor is it assumed, of
course, that each and all of the extensions of reference group theory here
proposed will in fact tum out to be sound; like any other form of human
activity, theorizing has its quota of risk. Indeed, it is when every hy
pothesis proviSionally advanced at a particular stage in the development
of a discipline turns out to be apparently confirmed that the theorist has
cause for alarm, since a record of unvarying success may indicate a de
fective and overly-compliant apparatus for confirmation rather than an
unexceptionably sound theory.

THE CONCEPT OF RELATIVE DEPRIVATION
Of the various concepts employed by the authors of The America
n
to interpret their multiform materials, there is one which
takes a
major place. This is the concept of relative deprivation.
Its central sig
nificance is in some measure evidenced by its being
one of the two
concepts expressly called to the attention of the reader
in the chapter
introducing the two volumes. As the authors themselves
put it, after a
brief allusion to the conception of varying profiles,
"Other conceptual
tools, notably a theory of relative deprivation, also
are introduced to
help in more generally ordering otherwise disparate empiric
al findings."
(I, 52)

Soldier

Although the concept of relative deprivation is periodically utilized
for the interpretation of variations in attitudes among different
cate
gories of men, varying, for example, with respect to age, educatio
n and
marital status, it nowhere finds formal definition in the pages
of these
volumes. Nevertheless, as we shall presently discover, the outlines
of this
conception gradually emerge from the various instances in which
it is
put to use. It is in the very first instance of such use, for example
, that
the authors refer to the nature of the theoretical utility of the
conception
and to its possible kinship to other, established concepts of sociologi
cal
theory:

The idea (of relative deprivation} is simple, almost obvious, but its utility
comes in reconciling data, especially in later chapters, where its applicability
is not at first too apparent. The idea would seem to have a kinship to and, in
part, include such well-known sociological concepts as "social frame of refer
ence," "patterns of expectation," or "definitions of the situation." (I, 125)

The Amencan Sold.er

This absence of a formal definition of relative deprivation is no great

what it has to yield for the current state of reference group theory and

handicap. In any case, the authors escape the well-established tradition

related theoretical problems. Committed as we are to the notion that the

of works in sociological theory to be replete with numerous definitions

Throughout, then, this essay aims to learn from

.

,
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which remain unemployed. In place of an explicit definition of the con
cept we can assemble an array of all those occasions, scattered through
the volumes and dealing with seemingly unrelated types of situations, in
which the concept has been put to use by the authors, and in this way
we can learn something of the actual operational character of the con
cept.
The following list represents, albeit in much abbreviated form, every
research in which some version of the concept of relative deprivation
(or a kindred concept, such as relative status) is explicitly drawn upon
in

The American Soldier:

1. With reference to the drafted married man: "Comparing himself with
his unmarried associates in the Army, he could feel that induction demanded
greater sacrifice from him than from them; and comparing himself with his
married civilian friends, he could feel that he had been called on for sacrifices
which they were escaping altogether." (I, 125)

2. "The average high school graduate or college man was a clear-cut can
didate for induction; marginal cases on occupational grounds probably
occurred much more often in groups with less educational attainment. On the
average, the non high school man who was inducted could point to more
acquaintances conceivably no more entitled to deferment than himself, who
nonetheless had been deferred on occupational grounds . . . when they com
pared themselves with their civilian friends they may have been more likely to
feel that they were required to make sacrifices which others like them were
excused from making." (I, 127)
3. "The concept of relative deprivation is particularly helpful in evaluating
the role of education in satisfaction with status or job, as well as in some
aspects of approval or criticism of the Army....With higher levels of aspira
tion than the less educated, the better educated man had more to lose in his
own eyes and in the eyes of his friends by failure to achieve some sort of status
in the Army. Hence, frustration was greater for him than for others if a goal
he sought was not attained....
" (I, 153)
4. "...the concept bf differential deprivation and reward ... may help us
understand some of the psychological processes relevant to this problem. In
general, it is of course true that the overseas soldier, relative to soldiers still at
home, suffered a greater break with home ties and with many of the amenities
of life in the United States to which he was accustomed. But it was also true
that, relative to the combat soldier, the overseas soldier [in rear areas of an
active theater] not in combat and not likely to get into combat suffered far
less deprivation than the actual fighting man." (I, 172)

5. "The concept of differential deprivation would lead us to look further
for a reason why the actually more deprived group of soldiers seemed little
more critical than the less deprived group ...the less the differential between
officers and men in the enjoyment of scarce privileges-the extreme case being
that of actual combat-the less likely was the enlisted man to be critical of the
officers and the easier it was for him to accept the inevitability of deprivation."
(I, 181)
6. "...as would be expected ...those soldiers who had advanced slowly
relative to other soldiers of equal longevity in the Army were the most critical
of the Armv's promotion opportunities. But relative rate of advancement can
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be based on different standards by different classes of the Army population.
For example, a grade school man who became a corporal after a year of service
would have had a more rapid rate of promotion compared with most of his
friends at the same educational level than would a college man who rose to
the same grade in a year.Hence we would expect, at a given rank and a given
longevity, that the better educated would be more likely than others to com
plain of the slowness of promotion. . . . A similar phenomenon appeared to
operate between different branches of the service." (I, 250)
7. "From the studies of enlisted men reported previously in this chapter,
it would be expected that attitudes of officers about promotion, like those of
enlisted men, would reHect some relationship with level of expectation and
with level of achievement relative to that of one's acquaintances. Thus we
would expect a captain who had been in grade a long time compared with
other captains to be less happy about the promotion situation than a lieu
tenant in grade a relatively short time." (I, 279)

8. "...it seems likely that both Northern and Southern Negroes may have
been considerably influenced in their overall adjustment by other psychological
compensations in being stationed in the South, which can be understood if we
look at their situation as one of relative status.
"Relative to most Negro civilians whom he saw in Southern towns, the
Negro soldier had a position of comparative wealth and dignity." (I, 563)
9. "Putting it simply, the psychological values of Army life to the Negro
soldier in the South relative to the Southern Negro civilian greatly exceeded
the psychological values of Army life to the Negro soldier in the North rela
tive to the Northern Negro civilian." (I, 564)

These nine excerpts touch upon the core interpretative statements in
which the notion of relative deprivation or affiliated concepts were ex
pressly utilized to interpret otherwise anomalous or inconsistent find
ings.2 To these explicit uses of the concept we shall later add several
research cases not subjected by the authors to interpretation in terms of
reference group concepts which nevertheless seem explicated by such
concepts.
In all these cases, it should be noted, the concept of relative depriva
tion serves the same theoretical purpose: it is used as an interpretative
intervening variable. The researches were designed to study the sentiments
and attitudes of American soldiers-their attitudes toward induction, for
example, or their appraisals of chances for promotion. These attitudes
are typically taken as the

dependent variables.

The analysis of data finds

that these attitudes differ among soldiers of varying status-for example,
older or married men exhibited more resentment toward induction than
younger or unmarried men; those enjoying the status of high school and
college graduates were less likely to be optimistic about their prospects
2. It thus appears, as we shall have occasion to note in some detail, that the con
cept of relative deprivation grows out of what we have called "the serendipity
pattern" of the impact of empirical research upon theory, namely, "the fairly com
mon experience of observing an unanticipated, anomalous and strategic datum which
becomes the occasion for developing a new theory or for extending an existing
theory." See Chapter V.
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for promotion in the Army. These status attributes are in general taken
provisionally as the independent variables. Once the relationships be
tween independent and dependent variables are established, the prob
lem is one of accounting for them: of inferring how it comes to be that
the better educated are typically less optimistic about their chances for
promotion or how it comes to be that the married man exhibits greater
resentment over his induction into military service. At this point of
interpretation, the concept of relative deprivation is introduced, so that
the pattern of analysis becomes somewhat as follows: the married man
(independent variable) more often questions the legitimacy of his in
duction (dependent variable), because he appraises the situation within
the frame of reference (interpretative variable) yielded by comparing
himself with other married men still in civilian life, who escaped the
draft entirely, or with unmarried men in the Army, whose induction did
not call for comparable sacrifice. We may thus tag the major function
of the concept of relative deprivation as that of a provisional after-the
fact interpretative concept which is intended to help explain the varia
tion in attitudes expressed by soldiers of differing social status. And
since after-the-fact interpretations have a distinctive place in the ongoing
development of theory, we shall later want to consider this characteristic
of the concept of relative deprivation at some length.s
The collation of these key excerpts serves as something more than a
thin summary of the original materials. Since the studies employing the
concept of relative deprivation deal with diverse subject-matters, they
are scattered through the pages of The American Soldier and thus are
not likely to be examined in terms of their mutual theoretical linkages.
The juxtaposition of excerpts admits of a virtually simultaneous inspec
tion of the several interpretations and, in turn, permits us to detect the
central categories which were evidently taken by the Research Branch
as the bases of comparison presumably implicit in the observed attitudes
and evaluations of soldiers. And once the categories of analysis employed
by the Research Branch are detected, their logical connections can be
3. At this point it need be noted only in passing that it is premature to assume
that ex post facto interpretations are in principle not susceptible to empirical nulli
fication. To argue this, as Nathan Glazer does in his overly-quick rej ection of the
concept of relative deprivation, is to be opaque to the interplay between theory and
research in the historical development of a discipline. As we shall see, there is no
foundation for saying, as Glazer does, that the notion of relative deprivation cannot
conceivably be nullified: "Thus, [with the concept of relative deprivation} a little
imagination will permit us to cover any conceivable outcome. . . ." And later, he
claims, that the conception "cannot be refuted by facts, and it will be found to hold
true whatever the outcome of a given set of data." It will presently become clear that
propositions incorporating the concept of relative deprivation are readily subject to
empirical nullification, if they are in fact untrue. To appreciate one reason for our
stress on empirically-oriented sociological theory as an ongoing development, see the
consequences of neglecting this fact as exhibited in Nathan Glazer, " 'The American
Soldier' as science," Commentary, 1949, 8, 487-96.
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worked out, thus leading to formulations which seem to have significance
for the further development of reference group theory.
If we proceed inductively, we find that the frames of reference for
the soldiers under observation by the Research Branch were provision
ally assumed to be of three kinds. First of all are those cases in which
the attitudes or judgments of the men were held to be influenced by
comparison with the situation of others with whom they were in actual
association, in sustained social relations, such as the "married civilian
friends" of the soldier in excerpt 1, or the "acquaintances" of the non
high-school man in excerpt 2.
A second implied basis of comparison is with those men who are in
some pertinent respect of the same status or in the same social category,
as in the case of the captain who compares his lot "with other captains"
in excerpt 7 without any implication that they are necessarily in direct
social interaction.
And third, comparison is assumed with those who are in some perti
nent respect of different status or in a different social category, as in the
case of the non-combat soldier compared with combat men in excerpt 4,
or the enlisted men compared with officers in excerpt 5 (again without
social interaction between them being necessarily implied).
For the most part, as we learn from this inspection of cases, the
groups or individuals presumably taken as bases for comparison by
soldiers do not fall simply into one or another of these three types, but
involve various combinations of them. Most commonly, presumed com
parison is with associates of the same status, as the grade-school man
compared with friends of the same educational level in excerpt 6, or
with various unassociated "others" who are of a status similar in some
salient respect and dissimilar in other respects, such as the Negro soldier
who compares himself with the Negro civilian in excerpts 8 and 9.
If these attributes of the individuals or groups serving as presumed
frames of reference are arranged in a matrix, then the conceptual struc
ture of the notion of relative deprivation (and affiliated concepts)
becomes more readily visible. The schematic arrangement enables us to
locate, not only the frames of comparative reference most often utilized
in the interpretation of data by the Research Branch, but additional
possible frames of reference which found little place in their interpreta
tion. It thus affords an occasion for systematically exploring the theo
retical nature of relative deprivation as an interpretative tool and for
indicating the points at which it possibly deepens and broadens the
apposite theory of reference group behavior.
In substance, the groups or individuals taken as points of reference
in the nine excerpts are explicitly characterized by these few attributes.
The presence of sustained social relations between the individual and
those taken as a basis for comparison indicates that they are to this
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degree, in a common membership group or in-group, and their absence,
that they are in a non-membership or out-group. When it comes to com
parative status, the implied classification is slightly more complex: the
individuals comprising the base of comparison may be of the same status
as the subject or different, and if different, the status may be higher,
lower, or unranked. The array of reference points implied in the inter
pretations of the Research Branch thus appears as follows:
ATTRIBUTES OF INDIVIDUALS, SOCIAL CATEGORIES AND
GROUPS TAKEN AS A FRAME OF COMPARATIVE REFERENCE
BY INDIVIDUALSo
IN SUSTAINED

SOCIAL

SAME STATUS

RELATIONS WITH

Higher

INDIVIDUAL

Yes-( membershipor in-group)

DIFFERENT

# 1 married friends
# 2 non hi gh school

acquaintances
at same
educational
level

:
No-(non-membership or out grou p )

-

o

Lower

Unranked

# 8,9 Negro # 3 friends
#5
civilians. # 7 acquaintofficers
in South

# 6 friends

\.

SOCIAL STATUS

J

j

aoces

J

ORIENTATIONS OF INDIVIDUAL TO

,

# 4 soldiers in u.s.
or in active
combat
# 6 soldiers of
equal longevity
# 7 other captains

,

#5
officers

1

# 8. 9 Negro

�-

l--

civilians

in South

The numbers refer to the appropriate excerpts which are here being provision
ally classified.

Examination of this matrix of variables implied by the notion of
relative deprivation at once directs attention to several empirical and
theoretical problems. These problems, as will presently become evident,
not only bear specifically upon the concept of relative deprivation but
more generally upon a theory of reference group behavior.
It will be noted from the preliminary survey of cases contained in
the matrix that, at times, the authors of The. American Soldier assume
that individuals take as a base for self-reference the situation of people
with whom they are in direct social interaction: primarily, the in-group
of friends and associates. At others, the assumed frame of reference is
yielded by social categories of people-combat soldiers, other captains,
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etc.-with whom the individual is not in sustained social relations. In
order to highlight the connection of the concept of relative deprivation
with reference group theory, these "others" with whom the individual
does not interact are here designated as non-membership groups or out
groupS.4 Since both membership groups and non-membership groups,
in-groups and out-groups, have in fact been taken as assumed social
frames of reference in these interpretations, this at once leads. to a gen
eral question of central importance to a developing theory of reference
group behavior: under which conditions are associates within one's own
groups taken as a frame of reference for self-evaluation and attitude
formation, and under which conditions do out-groups or non-membership
groups provide the significant frame of reference?
Reference groups are, in principle, almost innumerable: any of the
groups of which one is a member, and these are comparatively few, as
well as groups of which one is not a member, and these are, of course,
legion, can become points of reference for shaping one's attitudes, evalu
ations and behavior. And this gives rise to another set of problems re
quiring theoretical formulation and further empirical inquiry. For, as the
matrix arrangement of cases drawn from The American Soldier plainly
suggests, the individual may be oriented toward any one or more of the
various kinds of groups and statuses-membership groups and non
membership groups, statuses like his own or if different, either higher,
lower, or not socially ranked with respect to his own. This, then, locates
a further problem: if multiple groups or statuses, with their possibly
divergent or even contradictory norms and standards, are taken as a
frame of reference by the individual, how are these discrepancies re
solved?5

4. We recognize that this sentence is replete with implicit problems which it
would be premature to consider at this point. It involves, for example, the problem
of criteria of "membership" in a group. Insofar as frequency of social interaction is
one such criterion, we must recognize that the boundaries between groups are any
thing but sharply drawn. Rather, "members" of given groups are variously connected
with other groups of which they are not conventionally regarded as members, though
the sociologist might have ample basis for including them in these latter groups, by
virtue of their frequent social interaction with its conventional membership. So, too,
we are here momentarily by-passing the question of distinctions between social groups
and social categories, the latter referring to established statuses between the occu
pants of which there may be little or no interaction. It will also be noticed by some
that the formulation contained in The American Soldier extends the formulations by
such theorists of social psychology as George H. Mead who confined himself to
membership groups as significant frames of reference in his concept· of the "gen
etalized other" and in his account of the formation of self-attitudes. All this bears
only passing mention at this point since it will be considered at a more appropriate
place.
5. Though this problem IS reminiscent of the traditional but only slightly clarified
problem of conflict between multiple group affiliations or multiple roles, it is by no
means identical with it. For, as we have seen, frames of reference are yielded not
only by one's own membership groups or one's own statuses, but by non-membership
groups and other statuses, as well.
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These initial questions may help establish the range of our inquiry.
That men act in a social frame of reference yielded by the groups of
which they are a part is a notion undoubtedly ancient and probably
sound. Were this alone the concern of reference group theory, it would
merely be a new term for an old focus in sociology, which has always
been centered on the group determination of behavior. There is, how
ever, the further fact that men frequently orient themselves to groups
other than their own in shaping their behavior and evaluations, and it is
the problems centered about this fact of orientation to non-membership
groups that constitute the distinctive concern of reference group theory.
Ultimately, of course, the theory must be generalized to the point where
it can account for both membership- and non-membership-group orien
tations, but immediately its major task is to search out the processes
through which individuals relate themselves to groups to which they
do not belong.
In general, then, reference group theory aims to systematize the de
terminants and consequences of those processes of evaluation and self
appraisal in which the individual takes the values or standards of other
individuals and groups as a comparative frame of reference.6
From our brief preliminary examination, it appears that the re
searches in The American Soldier utilizing the concept of relative de
privation can act as a catalyst quickening theoretical clarification and
the formulation of problems for further empirical study. But the precise
nature of these formulations can be better seen through a detailed
examination of several of these cases after we have more definitely con
nected the concept of relative deprivation with the theory of reference
group behavior.
RELATIVE DEPRIVATION OR

RELATIVE DEPRIVATION

In developing their concept of relative deprivation, the authors of
The American Soldier have, on the whole, centered their attention on
the deprivation component rather than the relative component of the
concept. They have, so to say, focused on relative deprivation rather
than on relative deprivation. The reason for this seems both apparent
and understandable, in view of the conspicuously deprivational char
acter of the Army situations with which they dealt. By and large,
American men viewed service in the armed forces as at best a grim and
reluctantly accepted necessity:
The vast majority of man did not come into the Army voluntarily ... the
accc'ptance of the soldier role probably tended to be passive in character, at
least with respect to initial attitudes . . . the passive attitude toward military

6. This smnmary and elliptical statement will be amplified in later sections of the
chapter.
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service implied a relative absence of identification with broad social goals
which would serve to deHect attention away from the day-to-day frustrations
in the new environment. Recruits were therefore likely to be sharp ly aware of
the deprivational features of Army life. (I, 208-9)

It was, then, the patterns of response to a basically deprivational
situation which most often called for study and it was primarily in the
service of interpreting these patterns of response that the concept of
relative deprivation was developed. As the term, relative deprivation,
itself suggests, the concept was primarily utilized to help account for
feelings of dissatisfaction, particularly in cases where the objective situa
tion would at first glance not seem likely to provoke such feelings. This
is not to say that the concept was wholly confined to interpreting the
feelings of dissatisfaction, deprivation, or injustice among soldiers, since
the presumed practice of comparing one's own situation with that of
others often resulted in a state of relative satisfaction. In the main, how
ever, satisfactions stemming from such comparison with others are seen
in the role of offsetting excessive dissatisfaction in cases of multiple
comparison: for example, the dissatisfaction of the noncombat man
overseas, presumably reinforced by comparison with those serving in
the United States, is tempered by satisfaction with his status as com
pared with the combat man. (I, 173)
As the authors themselves evidently recognize, "deprivation" is the
incidental and particularized component of the concept of relative de
privation, whereas the more significant nucleus of the concept is its stress
upon social and psychological experience as "relative." This may be seen
from the text at the point where the authors introduce the notion of
relative deprivation and suggest its kinship to such other sociological
concepts as "social frame of reference, patterns of expectation, or defini
tions of the situation." (I, 125) It is the relative component, the standards
of comparison in self-evaluation, that these concepts have in common.
By freeing the concept of relative deprivation from confinement to
the particular data which it was initially designed to interpret, it may
become generalized and related to a larger body of theory. Relative
deprivation can provisionally be regarded as a special concept in refer
ence group theory. And since The American Soldier provides systematic
empirical data and not merely discursive views on the concept of rela
tive depriv�tion, the way is possibly opened for progressively clarifying
.
cruCIal varIables so that further cumulative research bearing on the
theory can be mapped out.
All this, however, is still programmatic. Whether The American
Soldier does indeed have these functions for reference group theory can
only be determined through inspection, at closer range than we have
yet attempted, of the researches in these volumes bearing upon the
theory.
The analysis of these several cases is intended to document and to
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briefly foreshadowed in the foregoing pages and to indicate further re

higher rates of promotion in general, were the more critical of oppor
tunities for promotion.

essential facts and basic interpretation as these are set out by the Re

result of evaluations occurring within the frame of reference provided

statement of its apparent implications for the advancement of reference

excessive hopes and expectations among members of the group so that

elaborate the emergence· of those problems of reference group theory
lated problems which have not yet received notice. Toward this end, the

search Branch will be summarized for each case, and followed by a
.
group theory.
By way of preview, it may be said that these cases generate the

formulation of a wide range of specific problems which will be taken up

in

detail and which are here roughly indicated by the following list of

headings:

Membership-groups operating as reference groups;
Conflicting reference groups and mutually sustaining reference groups;
Uniformities of behavior derived from reference group theory;
Statistical indices of social structure;
Reference group theory and social mobility;
Functions of positive orientations to non-membership groups;
Social processes sustaining or curbing these orientations;
Psychological and social functions of institutions regulating passage from
one membership group to another;
and
A review of concepts kindred to reference group theory.
MEMBER SHIP GROUP AS REFERENCE GROUP
Case #1. This research deals with soldiers' evaluations of promotion
opportunities as these were elicited by the question, "Do you think a
soldier with ability has a good chance for promotion?" A generalized
finding, necessarily and too much abbreviated in �s summary, holds
.
that for each level of longevity, rank and educatIOn, the less the promo
tion opportunity afforded by a branch or combination of branches,. th�
.
more favorable the opinion tends to be toward promotion opporturuty.
(1, 256) Within the limits of the data in hand,7 this paradoxical response
of greater satisfaction with opportunities for mobility in the very branches

characterized by less mobility finds clear demonstration. Thus, although
the Air Corps had a conspicuously high rate of promotion, Air Corps
men were definitely far more critical of chances for promotion than, say,
men in the Military Police, where the objective chances for promotion
"were about the worst in any branch of the Army." So, too, at any given

rank and longevity, the better educated soldiers, despite their notably

this caveat, for it is scarcely probable that
rates and in��dual satisfacti�n with mobil
ity chances holds throughout the entire range of vanation. H promotion rates were
reduced to practically zero in some of these groups, would one then fin� an .eve�
more "favorable opinion" of promotion chances? Presumably, the rel��onship IS
curvilinear, and this requires the sociologist to work out toward the conditions under
which the observed linear relation fails to obtain.

7 It is important that we introduce
this ;elationship between actual mobility

This paradox is provisionally explained by the Research Branch as a

by group rates of promotion. A generally high rate of mobility induces

each is more likely to experience a sense of frustration in his present

position and disaffection with the chances for promotion. As it is put by

the authors, 'Without reference to the theory that such opinions repre

sent a relationship between their expectations and their achievements

relative to others in the same boat with them, such a finding would be
(I, 251, italics supplied)
Theoretical implications. First of all, it should be noted that it was

paradoxical indeed."

an anomalous finding which apparently elicited the hypothesis that eval
uations of promotion chances are a function of expectations and achieve

ments "relative to others in the same boat with them." And, in turn, the
raw uninterpreted finding appears anomalous only because it is incon

sistent with the commonsense assumption that, in general, evaluations
will correspond to the objective facts of the case. According to common

sense, marked differences in objective rates of promotion would pre

sumably be reflected in corresponding differences in assessments of

chances for promotion. Had such correspondences been empirically

found, there would seemingly have been little occasion for advancing

this hypothesis of a group frame of reference. As it turns out, the data

suggest that men define the situation differently. But it is not enough to

mention these "definitions of the situation"; it is necessary to

account for

them. And the function of the concept of relative deprivation (as with
other concepts of reference groups) is precisely. that of helping to ac

count for observed definitions of a situation.
In this case, it required

assembled in

systematic empirical data, such as those
The American Soldier, to detect the anomalous pattern, not

detectable through impressionistic observation. And this illustrates a
basic role of systematic empirical research in reaching unanticipated,

anomalous and strategic findings that exert pressure for initiating or ex

tending theory.s The data and the hypothesis advanced to account for

them open up further theoretical and research problems, which can here
receive bare mention rather than the full exposition they deserve.

The hypothesis makes certain important assumptions about the group

taken as a point of reference by the soldiers and thus affecting their level

of satisfaction with promotion opportunities. This assumption is stated,

as we have seen, in the form that evaluations are "relative to others in

Th�

8.
"creative function" of empirical research for theory warrants greater at
tention than is accorded it in Chapter V of this book.
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four
the same boat." And the data are consistent with the view that
conte
a
�t or
groups or social categories have presumably been taken as
frame of reference: men with similar longevity, similar educational
status, similar rank, and in the same branch of the Service.
Now, this hypothesis, suitably generalized, raises all manner of fur
ther questions germane to reference group theory and requiring renewed
inquiry and analysis. Which conditions predispose toward this pattern
of selecting people of the same status or group as significant points of
reference? The idiomatic phrase, "in the, same boat," raises the same
sociological problems as the idiomatic phrase, "keeping up with the
Joneses." Who are the specific Joneses, in various social structures, with
whom people try to keep up? their close associates? people in imme
diately higher social or income strata with whom they have contact?
When are the Joneses people whom one never meets, but whom one
hears about (through public media of communication, for example)?
How does it happen that some select the Joneses to keep up with, others
the Cabots, or the Cassidys, and finally that some don't try to keep up
at all?
In other words, the hypothesis advanced in The American Soldier
regarding individuals of similar status being taken as frames of reference
for self-evaluations at once opens up an interrelated array of problems,
amenable to research and constituting important further links in the
development of reference group theory. When are one's membership
groups not taken as reference groups in arriving at evaluations? Mter
all, many men were apparently aware of the differences between the
table of organization of the Air Corps and their own branch. When
would these mobility rates among men not in the same boat affect their
own level of satisfaction? And these sociological problems, though they
might have originated elsewhere, were in fact generated by the anomal
ous empirical findings developed and provisionally interpreted in this
study.
That new systematic experience, such as that represented by the data
and hypothesis of The American Soldier, does indeed generate the
formulation of further theoretical questions is suggested by glancing
briefly at the somewhat contrasting work of a notable theorist in social
psychology, George H. Mead, who did not steep himself in systematic
empirical materials. Mead was, of course, a forerunner and an important
forerunner in the history of reference group theory, particularly with
respect to his central conception, variously expressed in his basic writ
ings, but adequately enough captured in the statement that "The in
dividual experiences himself as such, not directly, but only indirectly,
from the particular standpoints of other individual members of the same
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group, or from the generalized standpoint of the social group as a whole
which he belongs."9
In this formulation and in numerous others like it,IO Mead in effect
advances the hypothesis that it is the groups of which the individual
is a member that yield the significant frame of reference for self-evalua
tions. And this he illustrates abundantly with anecdotal instances drawn
from his varied personal experience and insightful reflection. But, pos
sibly because he was not exposed to systematic empirical evidence, which
might prove seemingly inconsistent with this formulation at specific
points, he was not driven to ask whether, indeed, the group taken as a
point of reference by the individual is invariably the group of which he
is a member. The terms "another," "the other" and "others" turn up on
literally hundreds of occasions in Mead's exposition of the thesis that
the development of the social self entails response to the attitudes of
"another" or of "others." But the varying status of "these others" pre
sumably taken as frames of self-reference is glossed over, except for the
repeated statement that they are members of. "the" group. Thus, Mead,
and those of his followers who also eschew empirical research, had little
occasion to move ahead to the question of conditions under which non
membership-groups may also constitute a significant frame of reference.
Not only does the research from The American Soldier point directly
to that question, but it leads further to the problems raised by the facts
of multiple group affiliations and multiple reference groups. It reminds
us that theory and research must move on to consider the dynamics of
selection of reference groups among the individual's several membership
groups: when do individuals orient themselves to others in their occu
pational group, in their congeniality groups, or in their religious group?
How can we characterize the structure of the social situation which leads
to one rather than another of these several group affiliations being taken
as the significant context?
Following out the hypothesis advanced in the text, we note as well
the problem raised by the simultaneous operation of multiple reference
groups. Further steps call for study of the dynamic processes involved
in the theoretically supposed counter-tendencies induced by multiple
reference groups. For example, what are the dynamics of evaluation, and
not merely the final evaluation, of the mobility system among college
graduates relatively new to the Military Police: on the hypothesis ad
yanced in The American Soldier, they would be moved, through refer
ence to the status of other college graduates, toward dissatisfaction, but
as comparatively new replacements and as M.P:s they would be moved
to

9. George H. Mead, Mind, Self and Society (The University of Chicago Press,
1934), 138 (italics supplied ) .
10. For example, see ibid., 151-156, 193-194.

(294)

SOCIAL THEORY AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE

toward relative satisfaction. How are these counter-tendencies ultimately
resolved in the evaluation which comes to the notice of the observer?
Turning finally to the dependent variable in this study, we note �at
it consists in soldiers' evaluations of the institutional system of promotion
in the Army, and not to self-evaluations of personal achievement within
that system.ll The men were in effect asked to appraise the system of
Promotion in terms of its effectiveness and legitimacy, as can be seen
from the carefully worded question which elicited their judgments: "Do
you think a soldier with ability has a good chance for promotion?"
This introduces a problem, deserving attention which it has not yet
received: do the two types of evaluations, self-appraisals and appraisals
of institutional arrangements, involve similar mechanisms of reference
group behavior? At this point, it is clear that research is needed to dis
cover the structure of those social situations which typically elicit self
evaluations or internalized judgments-for example, where comparison
with the achievements of specified others leads to invidious self-depre
ciation, to a sense of personal inadequacy-and the structure of those
situations which typically lead to evaluations of institutions or external
ized judgments-for example, where comparison with others leads to a
sense of institutional inadequacies, to the judgment that the social system
militates against any close correspondence between individual merit and
social reward.
.
Here, as with many of The American Soldier researches, the implications of procedure, analysis, and interpretation are of course not confined
to further studies of behavior of soldiers. They bear upon some of the
more strategic areas of study in the larger social system. For example,
the sociological factors which lead men to consider their own, relatively
low, social position as legitimate, as well as those which lead them to
construe their position as a result of defective and possibly unjustified
social arrangements clearly comprise a problem area of paramount theo
retical and political importance. When are relatively slim life-chances
taken by men as a normal and expectable state of affairs which they
attribute to their own personal inadequacies and when are they regarded
as the results of an arbitrary social system of mobility, in which rewards
are not proportioned to ability?12 The concepts of relative deprivation
11. True, as the text implies, the institutional evaluations probably reflect soldiers'
assessments of their own position as compared with their legitimate expectations, but
this is not at issue here. The reference group hypothesis attempts to account for
variations in the nature of these expectations in terms of the social contexts provided
by the distribution of statuses in significant in�groups.
.
'
occasIOns.
12. Such questions have of course been raIsed on numerous preVIOUS
But they have ordinarily been regarded as distinct and self-contained problems of
interest in their own right and not as special problems subsumable under a theory
of reference group behavior. For example, it has been suggested that conspicuously
"successful" individuals who have risen rapidly in a social hierarchy and who are
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and of relative reward help transfer these much-discussed but little
analyzed patterns of behavior from the realm of impressionistic specula
tion to that of systematic research.
MULTIPLE REFERENCE GROUPS

Several researches in The American Soldier afford occasion for look
ing into theoretical problems arising from the conception that multiple
reference groups provide contexts for evaluations by individuals. Two
of these cases have been selected for attention here because they ap
parently exhibit different patterns of multiple comparison: in the first of
these, multiple reference groups provide contexts which operate at cross
purposes; in the second, they provide contexts which are mutually
sustaining.
Conflicting reference groups. Case # 2. During the latter part of 1943
and the early part of 1944, the Research Branch conducted a series of
surveys from which they developed a picture of differences in attitudes
(reflecting personal adjustment) of noncombat men overseas and of
men stationed in the United States. Though consistent, the differences
in attitudes were not large. Among noncoms still in the United States,
for example, 41 per cent reported themselves as "usually in good spirits"
in comparison with 32 per cent of those overseas; 76 per cent of the one
held that the "Army is run pretty well or very well" compared with
63 per cent of the other. (1,167, Chart IV) But since other surveys found
that the major concern of the men overseas was to get back home (I,
187), the authors observe that considerably greater differences in atti
tudes expressing personal adjustment might well have been expected.
Three factors are tentatively adduced to account for the absence of
greater differences, factors operating to curb the expectable13 degree of
dissatisfaction expressed by the noncombat soldier overseas. Of these,
much in the public eye, function as models or reference-figures testifying to a mobil
ity-system in which, apparently, careers are still open to talents. For some, these
success-models are living testimony to the legitimacy of the institutional system and
in this comparative context, the individual deflects criticism of the system onto him
self. See Merton, Fiske and Curtis, Mass Persuasion, 152ff. But these observations
remain impressionistic and anecdotal, since they do not provide systematic designs
for inquiry into this behavior along the lines suggested by the researches of The

American Soldier.

13. Here we see again that the concept of relative deprivation (just as the notion
of "definition of the situation" generally) is introduced to account for an apparently
anomalous finding. In this case, the finding seemingly deviates, not from common
sense expectation merely, but from other facts uncovered in the course of research.
It would thus seem to illustrate the type of serendipity pattern in research in which
"the observation is anomalous, surprising, either because it seems inconsistent with
prevailing theory or with other established facts. In either case, the seeming incon
sistency provokes curiosity; it stimulates the investigator to 'make sense of the
datum.'
"

(296)

SOCIAL THEORY AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE

we attend only to the interpretative concept of "differential deprivation
and reward"14 which, it will be remembered from an earlier excerpt,
may help us understand some e>f the psychological processes r�levant t? this
problem. In general, it is of course true that the overseas soldIer, r � latwe to
soldiers still at home, suffered a greater break with home ties and With many
of the amenities of life in the United States to which he was accusto�ed. B?t
it was also true that, relative to the combat soldier, the overseas s �ldi�r not m
combat and not likely to enter into combat suffered far less depnyation than
the actual fighting man. ( I, 172)

Theoretical implications. In effect, the authors suggest that two con
texts of comparison, operating at cross-purposes, affected the eval�ations
of overseas noncombat troops. What, then, can be learned from this case
about the grounds on which certain contexts rather than others become
pertinent for such evaluations?
It should be noted at the outset that the status of those constituting
the contexts of evaluation is, in some significant respect, similar to the
status of the men making the evaluation. Thus, the soldiers still at home
are similar in that they too are not in combat, and the combat soldiers
are similar in that they too are overseas. Beyond this, other similarities
and dissimilarities, pertinent to the situation, affect the resulting evalua
tions in contrasting ways. Thus, the overseas noncombat soldier is, by
the standards of Army life, worse off than the soldier at home in that he
is comparatively deprived of amenities and cut off from social ties, and
better off than the combat soldier in that he is not exposed to the same
measure of deprivation and risk. It is as though he had said, "Bad off
as we are, the others are worse off," a comparison not seldom adopted
by those who would accommodate themselves to their position. His
definition of his situation is then presumably the resultant of these
counteracting patterns of comparison.
This suggests the general hypothesis that some similarity in status
attributes between the individual and the reference group must be per
ceived or imagined, in order for the comparison to occur at all. Once
this minimal similarity obtains,15 other similarities and differences perti·

f

�

14. The other two are, first, physical selection since men overseas ad to J?ee
,
more rigorous standards and second, "a sense of the significance of one s army Job.
[n this latter connection, the authors remark : "While the difference betwe�n theaters
. . . cannot prove or disprove hypotheses, the fact that, on the average, Umted States
overseas differences on attitudes toward Anny jobs were negligible or reversed-as
compared with United States-overseas differences in personal esprit or attitudes
toward the Anny-is a fact not to be overlooked." ( I, 173 )
15. This minimum of status similarity apparently presupposed by reference group
behavior clearly requires systematic study. Some similarity in status can of course
always be found, depending only on the breadth of the st�tus cate�ory.
ne can
compare oneself with others, if only in the most general social capaClty of 'human
being." And more gennane to the case in question, the overseas comb�t man coul
( and did ) compare himself with the noncombat man back home by virtue of theIr
similar status as soldiers, and with civilians by virtue of their similar status as young

�

�
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nent to the situation, will provide the context for shaping evaluations.
Consequently, this focuses the attention of the theorist immediately upon
the factors which produce a sense of pertinent similarity between
statuses, since these will help determine which groups are called into
play as somparative contexts. The underlying similarities of status among
members of in-groups, singled out by Mead as the social context, thus
appear as only one special, though obviously important, basis for the
selection of reference groups. Out-groups mav also involve some sim
ilarity of status.
By implication, the hypothesis of the Research Branch at this point
provides a clue to the factors affecting the selection of reference groups.
The hypothesis does not hold that the two categories of men-the com
bat men overseas and the noncombat men at home-constituted the only
ones with which any particular individual among the overseas combat
men compared himself. He may indeed have compared his lot with that
of numerous and diverse others-a civilian friend in a cushy job back
home, a cousin enjoying life as a war correspondent, an un drafted movie
star whom he had read about in a magazine. But such comparisons
by
an individual, precisely because they involve personal frames of refer
ence, might well be idiosyncratic. They would not provide context
s
common to (many or most of) the individuals in the status of oversea
s
noncombat men. To the degree that they are idiosyncratic, they would
vary at random among the various categories of soldiers. Consequently,
they would not aggregate into statistically significant differences of atti
tudes between groups or social categories of soldiers.
In other words, the statistics of The American Soldier on differential
definitions of their situation among combat men,16 overseas noncombat
men and men still in the United States are taken to manifest the impact
of socially structured reference groups more or less common to men
in
each category. It is not mere indolence or lack of insight which keeps
the sociologist from seeking to track down all the comparative context
s
which hold for any given individual; it is, rather, that many of
these
contexts are idiosyncratic, not shared by a large fraction of other
in
dividuals within the same group or social category. The compar
ative
statistics in The American Soldier are plainly not intended to manife
st
and cannot manifest those numerous private contexts peculiar to
indi
viduals and hence varying at random to the social category. One
does
not look to these sociological data for idiosyncratic contexts of apprais
al.
adult American males. The theoretical and research problem at this point is to deter
mine how the structure of the social situation encourages certain status-similarities
to become the basis for such comparisons, and leads other status-similarities to be
ignored as "irrelevant."

16. The American Soldier does not supply data on the attitudes of combat men
at this point in the text, although apposite data are found at other places in the
volumes. ( e.g., I, 1 1 1 )
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, then, are not mere artifacts
The reference groups here hypothesized
cation. Instead, they appear
of the authors' arbitrary scheme of classifi
by a proportion of individuals
to be frames of reference held in common
to give rise to definitions of the
within a social category sufficiently large
And these frames of reference
situation characteristic of that category.
by the social structure. In the
are common because they are patterned
of closeness to combat provides a
present case, for example, the degree
asized basis of comparison among
socially organized and socially emph
erseas combat, overseas noncombat,
the three categories of soldiers-ov
y, categories such as these which
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xts for definition of the situation
provide the · comm on comparative conte
that other contexts may be .of
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that the director, Stouffer, is now developing researches on the varying
patterns of response to the simultaneous but conflicting deman.ds of
primary groups and of formal organizational authorities.1S

Mutually sustaining reference groups. Case # 3 . In its
122-130 ) is concerned with the feelings

this study ( I,

bare outlines,
of legitimacy

ascribed by men to their induction into service. Patterns of response to
the question, "At the time you came into the Army,19 did you think you

should have been deferred?" showed that married men, over

20

years

of age, who had not been graduated from high school were most likely

to maintain that they should have been deferred. In this status category,

41

per cent, as compared, for example, with only

married high school graduates under

20

10

per cent of un

years of age, claimed that they

should not have been inducted at all. More generally, it is found that
the statuses of age, marital condition and educational level are con

sistentlv related with willingness for military service.

Since the hypotheses advanced to account for these findings are

essentially of the same type for each of the three status categories,

we

need concern ourselves here with only one of these for illustrative pur
poses. As we have seen in an excerpt from this case, the authors pro

visionally explain the greater reluctance for service of married men in

terms of the standards of comparison yielded by reference to two other
status categories. The key interpretative passage bears repetition at this

point:

Comp�ring �imself with his unmarried associates in the Army, he could
feel that mduction demanded greater sacrifice from him than from them; and
comparing himself with his married civilian friends he could feel that he had
been called on for sacrifices which they were escaping altogether. Hence the
.
mamed
man, on the average, was more likely than others to come into the
Army with reluctance and, possibly, a sense of injustice. ( I, 125, italics
supplied )

Theoretical implications.

However brief and tentative the interpreta-

18. Samuel Stouffer, "An analysis of conflicting social norms " American Sociological Review, 1949, 14, 707-717.
19 . Since it is not germane to our chief purpose, we have made no effort through
'

.

out this p�per to report the numerous technical steps taken by the Research Branch
to determme the adequacy of their data. But readers of The American Soldier will
be well aware of the diverse and often imaginative procedures adopted to cross-check
ea�h set o.f data. In the present case, for example, it is shown that the responses to
q�estion w�re not merely a reflection of the soldiers' sentimen� subsequent to
mduc on. For when asked of new recruits, whose report on their feelings about
induction could not be colored by months or years of subsequent Army experience
the [same kind of} question discriminated significantly between recruits who
became psychoneurotics and other men." ( I, 123n ) This note is intended to empha
size, once and for all, that our summary of a research case does not at all reproduce
those sub e and cumulative details which often lend weight to the data in hand. For
these details, rather than the more general questions to which they give rise, . a first
hand study of The American Soldier is necessary.

�

�
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tion, it helps us to locate and to formulate several further problems in
volved in developing a theory of reference group behavior.
First of all, it reinforces the supposition, hinted in the preceding case,
that it is the institutional definitions of the social structure which may
focus the attention of members of a group or occupants of a social status
upon certain common reference groups. Nor does this refer only to the
fact that soldiers will take the official institutional norms ( the rules
governing induction and exemption ) as a direct basis for judging the
legitimacy of their own induction into the service. These same rules,
since they are defined in terms of such statuses as marital condition and
age, also focus attention on certain groups or statuses with which in
dividuals subject to service will compare themselves. This is, in effect,
implied by the authors who, referring to the greater sacrifices entailed
by induction of the married man, go on to say : "This was officially
recognized by draft boards. . . . The very fact that draft boards were
more liberal with married than with single men provided numerous
examples to the drafted married man of others in his shoes who got
relatively better breaks than he did." ( I, 125, italics supplied ) The in
stitutional norms evoke comparisons with others similar in particular
aspects of status-"others in his shoes" -thus encouraging common refer
ence groups for these married soldiers. In addition to these common
reference groups, as previously stated, there may well have been all
manner of idiosyncratic reference groups, which, since they vary at
random, would not have resulted in the statistically discernible re
luctance for service which was comparatively marked among married
men.
A second problem is highlighted by the hypothesis which uniformly
assumes that the married soldier compares himself with like-statused
individuals with whom he is or has been in actual social relations: asso
ciates in the Army or civilian friends. This, then, raises a question con
cerning reference group behavior when the frame of comparative
reference is provided by impersonal status categories in general ( other
married men, noncoms, etc. ) and by those representatives of these status
categories with whom he is in sustained social relations. Which, for
example, most affects the evaluations of the individual when these
operate at cross-purposes ( a problem clearly visible in the matrix of
variables set out earlier in this paper ) ?
This question leads at once to the comparative significance of general
status categories and intimate subgroups of which one is a member.
Suppose, for example, that all or almost all of a married soldier's married
associates have also been drafted, even though, in general, this status
category has a smaller proportion of inductions than the category of the
unmarried male. Which basis of comparison will, on the average, prove
more effective? Will he compare himself with the other drafted bene-
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dicts in his clique or subgroup and consequently be the more ready to
accept induction for himself, or will he compare himself with the larger
status category of married men, who are in general more often deferred
and consequently feel aggrieved over his own induction? The questio�
�as, of cours.e, more general bearing. For example, are workers' expecta
tions regardmg their personal prospects of future employment shaped
more by the present employment of themselves and their associates on
the job or by high rates of unemployment prevailing in the occupation
at large?
This case from The American Soldier thus points to the need for
.
cumulative research on the relative effectiveness of frames of reference
yielded by a:sociates and by more general status categories. It suggests
.
Ite�s of observation which must be incorporated in such
the salient
.
proJe�ted studIes, so that this problem, at least in its major outlines, can
len� Itself to research, her� and now, not in some remote future. Such
proJe �ted studies could readily include items of data on the norms or
.
SItuation of close associates as well as data on knowledge about the
norms or situation pre".ailing in the given status at large. Subsequent
.
�nalysis would then be m terms of systematic comparison of individuals
m the same status but with immediate associates who have distinctly
?ppos �d norms or who are in contrasting situations. Replicated studies
mclu �mg such materials would substantially advance our present under
standmg of the workings of reference group behavior.20
Third, the theory assumes that individuals comparing their own lot
.
WIth that of others have some knowledge of the situation in which these
others find themselves. More concretely, it assumes that the individual
knows about the comparative rates of induction among married and
.
smg�e men o� �e de �ee of unemployment in their occupation at large. 21
:
Or, if the mdIVldual is taken to be positively oriented toward the norms
of a non-membership group, the theory of course assumes that he has
some �owledge of these norms. Thus, the theory of reference group
behaVIOr must include in its fuller psychological elaboration some treat
ment of the dynamics of perception ( of individuals, groups and norms )

:;0. !hus, a current unpublished research in the sociology and social psychology

P . .J. S. West, and M. Jahoda, Patterns of Social Life,
mclud�s a study of the c?mparative effectiveness of "primary environment of opinion"
.
of one,s close associates ) and of "secondary environment
( consti�t� by th� opIDlons
.
(constituted by the opinions of those with whom one is not in close asso
o 0pIDlon
CIation ) . When these operate at cross-purposes, it appears that the primary environ
ment does take some measure of precedence.

?f ousmg by R. K. Merton,

�

�

21. It may of course turn out �at, under certain conditions, individuals extra
.
.
. knowledge of the SItuation
in a ·given social category to that
of aSSOCIates
pol �te theIr
SOCIal category at large. Or, it may <!evelop that the situation of one's associates is
accorded great�r :-veight by the individual than the contrasting situation which he
. category at large. These are questions amenable to
kno�� to obtam m the SOCIal
empIrIcal research and salient for reference group theory.
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and in its sociological elaboration, some treatment of channels of com
munication through which this knowledge is gained. Which processes
make for accurate or distorted images of the situation of other indi
viduals and groups ( taken as a frame of reference ) ? Which forms of
social organization maximize the probabilities of correct perception of
other individuals and groups, and which make for distorted perception?
Since some perceptual and cognitive elements are definitely implied
even in a description of reference group behavior, it will be necessary
for these elements to be explicitly incorporated into the theory.
A fourth problem emerging from this case concerns the empirical
status of reference group concepts. In this study, as well as in others
we consider here, the interpretative concept of . relative deprivation was
introduced after the field research was completed.22 This being the case,
there was no provision for the collection of independent systematic2S
evidence on the operation of such social frameworks of individual judg
ments. That a significant proportion of married soldiers did indeed com
pare their lot with that of married civilian friends and unmarried
associates in the Army in arriving at their judgment remains, so far as the
data in hand go, an assumption. These comparisons are inferred, rather
than factually demonstrated, intervening variables. But they need nort
remain assumptions. They not only happen to square with the facts in
hand, but are of a kind which can be directly tested in future inquiries
employing the concept of reference groUp.24 These s·tudies can be de-

22. Although the concept is after-the-fact of data collection, it was introduced
early enough in the analysis to pennit its use in suggesting types of tabulations which
would otherwise not have been undertaken. From the interpretative standpoint, there
fore, relative deprivation was not confined to use as an ex post facto concepti�n.
23. The emphasis on systematic data is essential, for The American Soldter has
abundant indications that in many cases assumed reference groups were indeed taken
as a context of comparison. For example, their text includes remarks by overseas
soldiers which clearly indicate that the soldiers back home are sometimes taken as a
point of reference in assessing their own situation : "I think I've had my share being
overseas over two years. That's plenty for any man . . . . Let them usa boys get
some of this chow once in a while, then they will know what it is to sleep in the
mud with mosquitoes buzzing around them like a P-38." "We should have a chance
to breathe a little fresh air for a while. But I guess you better keep them usa boys
back there or there won't be any USO." "It is hard as hell to be here and read in
every paper that comes from home where Pvt. Joe Dokes is home again on furlough
after tough duty as a guard in Radio City." "We receive letters from soldiers who
have not yet left the States and who are on their second furlough." ( I, 188 ) These
remarks also contain passing allusians to the source of infonnation regarding the
situation of the men back home : "read in every paper," "we receive letters," etc. But
such telling anecdotal materials are properly enough not regarded as a basis for
systematic analysis by the authors of The American Soldier.
24. A recent example of the possibility of now anticipating the need for data on
reference ,group behavior is provided by the 1948 voting study in Elmira, ( since pub
lished as B. Berelson, P. F. Lazarsfeld and W. N. McPhee, Voting, University of
Chicago Press, 1954 ) . Under a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation for the study
of panel techniques in social research, a conference at Swarthmore on reference group
concepts was arranged, with an eye to having materials bearing on these concepts
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signed to incorporate systematic data on the groups which individuals
actually do take as frames of reference for their behavior and can thus
determine whether variations in attitude and behavior correspond to
variations in reference group contexts.
This possibility of converting the intervening variable of reference
groups from assumption into fact brings us to a fifth problem. Before
plunging into research on the conditions under which individuals com
pare themselves with specified other individuals or groups, it is neces
sary to consider the psychological status of these comparisons. For when
individuals explicitly and consciously adopt such frames of reference,
sociological researches involving interviews with large numbers of peo
ple face no great procedural difficulties. Appropriate questions can elicit
the needed information on the groups, status categories or individuals
which are taken as a frame of reference. But there is, of course, no
reason to assume that comparisons of self with others are uniformly con
scious. Numerous experimental studies in social psychology have shown
that individuals unwittingly respond to different frames of reference in
troduced by the experimenter. To the extent that unwitting reference
groups are involved in the ordinary routines of daily life, researc
h
techniques must be extended to detect their operation.
Appropriate research procedures must also be designed to discover
which reference groups are spontaneously and explicitly brought
into
play, as distinguished from the study of responses to reference group
contexts provided by the experimenter or suggested by the intervie
wer.
Both interview and experimental studies have heretofore been largely
centered on responses to reference group contexts supplied for the sub
jects. These studies can be further advanced by providing ordered arrays
of comparative contexts, somewhat as follows:
"Compared with others on your work-team [or other membership-group] ,
do you feel you are getting a fair income for what you do?"
"Compared with the men in the front office, do you . . . etc. .
. ?"
"Compared with the president of the firm, do you . . . etc . . . . ?"
.

Or similarly, information about the salaries of various individuals and
groups could be given an experimental group and withheld from a
matched group of workers to determine whether the subsequent se1£introduced into the Ehnira voting study. The American Soldier provides numerous
further conceptions which can be similarly incorporated in further research. It is this
process of an . ongoing interplay between theory and empirical research which is over
looked by verdicts such as Glazer's that the concept of relative deprivation "cannot
be refuted by facts." ( See footnote 3 of this chapter. ) A theoretical concept emerg
ing or developed in the course of one inquiry, if it has any empirical relevance at all,
can then be utilized ( and if defective, modified or nullifie d ) in subsequent researches.
If it is to be creative at all, research cannot be confined to the testing of predeter
mined hypotheses. New concepts and hypotheses emerge in the process of inquiry,
and these become the basis for further inquiry. This, we take it, is precisely how
continuity in science occurs.
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appraisals and satisfactions of the experimental group are modified by
possible reference groups supplied by the investigator.

But such tentative types of inquiry, in which the particular reference

groups are provided, do not, of course, enter into the uncharted region
of the

spontaneous selection of reference groups

in varying situations.

Why will A, in one situation, compare himself with B, and in another,

with C? Or, more concretely and illustratively: when do workers com

pare their lot with that of fellow-workers in close association, and when

(305)

REFERENCE GROUP THEORY

instances,

casualties

required

frequent

replacements.

The

Research

Branch seized upon the sociolOgically significant fact that inexperienced

soldiers thus found themselves in two distinctly different social struc
tures: some being for a time in homogeneous outfits comprised wholly
. .
of SImIlarly green troops, and others, in divisions with combat veterans.

And here the study took a decisive sociological turn. Unlike the ordinary
polling studies in social psychology, which compare

viduals of different status

(age, sex, class,

etc. ) ,

aggregates of indi

they did not merely

with others of markedly different status? which aspects of the social

compare the attitudes of inexperienced and of veteran troops. This would

viduals and groups regarded as pertinent frames of reference? It is this

statuses, an important type of comparison but of severely limited value

structure and which psychological processes limit the range of indi

type of problem-the processes shaping the selection of reference groups
-that stands in most conspicuous need of research.25

have been only a comparison of aggregates of men in two distinct

�or sociology.
Impact of

Rather, they defined this as an occasion for studying the

group contexts

upon the attitudes of types of individuals, a

problem which is of course old, older than sociology itself, but which

UNIFORMITIES OF BEHAVIOR DERIVED

has less often been the object of systematic empirical research than of

impressionistic discussion.

FROM REFERENCE GROUP THEORY
To this point, we have examined researches in which the concept of

relative deprivation was explicitly utilized by Stouffer and his associates

The Research Branch therefore centered upon the group contexts in

which these troops found themselves: green troops in outfits comprised

tD interpret empirical findings. In doing so, we have attempted, first, to

wholly by their own kind; equally inexperienced replacements in divi

still primitive, theory of reference group behavior and second, how

selves in these divisions.26 Questions were put to these three groups of

indicate how this concept can be incorporated in a more general, though

sions otherwise composed of combat veterans; and the veterans them

these studies give rise to further empirical and theoretical problems that

soldiers in several of what the Research Branch calls "attitude areas"

We want now to consider whether the theory of reference groups

group in combat, appraisal of their physical condition, and so on) . These

can become the object of new and cumulative research.

does indeed have wider applicability than the seemingly special concept
of relative deprivation. Fortunately, the numerous researches of

American Soldier

The

enable us to check this, at least to some degree. For

some of these researches involve findings which are apparently not

(willingness for combat, confidence in their ability to take charge of a

surveys found apparently diverse

patterns of differences

in response

among the three groups. In the first "attitude area," for example, veterans
expressed greater reluctance to get into combat than the troops in green

outfits, with the replacements being intermediate to the two. Whereas

45

per cent of the green troops were "ready to get into an actual battle

germane to the concept of relative deprivation-since they deal with
self-images, but not with levels of satisfac�ion with one's lot-yet which

zone," this dropped to

to them. In the course of seeing whether this theory permits us to detect

the green troops and the replacements which is most significant, since

behavior, we shall also have occasion to add to the list of specific prob

ence, but different with respect to the

can, we believe, be explicated by applying reference group conceptions

15

28

per cent among the replacements and to only

per cent among the veterans. It is, of course, the contrast between

sociological uniformities underlying apparently disparate patterns of

these were alike in their

lems needing solution if reference group theory is to be advanced.

themselves. This same

high personnel turnover. It is true that some outfits were trained and

about attitudes toward noncoms.

Case # 4 ( II, 242-72 ) .

Combat groups were in general subject to

entered into combat with few changes in personnel, but even in these

�:A notable beginning is found in the pioneering study by Herbert H. Hyman,
The Psychology of Status, Archives of Psychology, No. 269, 1942. Hyman sought to

have his subjects report the groups or individuals which they had taken for compari
son with their own status . This kind of direct questioning can of course elicit only
the conscious and remembered frames of comparison. But the advancement of refer
ence group theory has suffered by the general failure to follow up Hyman's sugges
tive lead on spontaneously emerging frames of group reference.

individual attribute of lack of combat experi
kind of group in which they found
pattern, with the replacement intermediate to

those of the veteran and green troops, occurred in responses to questions

But, the Research Branch reports, this is only one pattern of response.

Quite another pattern was found with regard to the men's confidence
in their ability "to take charge of a group of men" in combat. As some

26. There is, of course, a fourth group context which might have entered strate
gically into the systematic comparison, namely, the divisions comprised wholly of
combat veterans, except that the replacement practices of the Army did not make it
possible for the Research Branch to include such all-veteran divisions in this study .
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might expect on commonsense grounds, the vet«:,rans more often ex

areas, military and civilian populations, religious groups, and so on.

troops in green outfits. But it is of crucial significance that, unlike the

differentials, he attempted to derive these numerous variations from a

intermediate in their responses, in this case, they were consistently the

of replacements set sociological theory the task of discerning the sig

pressed confidence in their capacity to fulfill this role than did the green

first instance of willingness for combat, where the replacements were
least confident of the three groupS .27

Again, on yet another type of "attitude"-toward his own physical

condition-the replacement was virtually indistinguishable from the

other green troops, but far more likely than the veteran to consider

Rather than advance new and separate interpretations of each set of

limited set of propositions. So here, these various patterns of response

nificant variables and conditions which bring about this seeming diversity

of response-behavior.

As is well known, the first step in the search for sociological order

amid apparent disorder is to re-examine, in theoretical terms, the

con

himself "in good physical condition."

cepts

of response, in the first of which the replacement responds more like

formulation. That appears to be the case here. These several sets of data

These three sets of data, then, seem to show three different patterns

the veteran than the green troops; in the second, most remote from the

veteran and also unlike other green troops; and in the third, quite like

his counterpart in green outfits. And since these are diverse patterns, the

in terms of which the data are reported. More often than not, it

will be found that these concepts may profit by clarification and re

are all reported as

attitudes

falling into distinct "attitude-areas." The

theorist might at once consider the possibility that basic conceptual

differences in these data might be obscured by use of a single crudely

Research Branch has advanced diverse interpretations. With regard to

defined concept.28 The single blanket concept of "attitude" may also fail

combat, it is suggested that "to some extent the replacements took over

interpreting the data. And finally, by tacitly including significantly dif

the replacements' appr�ximation to the veterans' reluctance to go into
the attitudes of the combat veterans around them, whose views on com
bat would have for them high prestige." ( II,

250)

With regard to

to direct the analyst's attention to the appropriate body of theory for
ferent elements in the data under this one undifferentiated concept, the

empirical findings may exhibit anomalies, contradictions, and lack of

capacity for leading a group in combat, where the replacements differ

uniformities which are only apparent, not real.

was their strong point, and also the point at which replacements in con

variable, "willingness for combat," may indeed be usefully described as

most from the veterans, it is suggested that "for the veterans, experience
tact with them felt the greatest inferiority, standing as they did in the

shadow of the veterans." ( II,

251)

And when the replacement is quite

like his counterpart in green outfits, as with appraisals of physical con

What does a conceptual reformulation of these data show? The first

an "attitude" in the approximate sense of "a mental and neural

readiness,

state of

organized through experience, exerting a directive or dynamic

influence upon the individual's response to all objects and situations with

dition, this is tentatively explained by saying that these judgments prob

which it is related."29 But the second variable, "self-confidence in leader-

between veterans and others.

for behavior, as a

ably reflect an actual

( objective)

Theoretical implicatiOns.

difference in physical condition

It will be at once granted that this poses

an intriguing challenge and problem for sociological theory. For the

response-behavior of the replacements seems to exhibit almost random

ship capacities," as here indexed, appears not so much a preparatory set

self-image and a self-appraisal.

Two consequences flow

from this provisional reformulation of a single "attitude" concept into

the two concepts of attitude and of self-appraisal. First, it is no longer
assumed that the data h earing on these two variables need manifest the

variation, a situation distasteful to the theorist whose task it is to per

same comparative distributions : that now becomes a moot question and

niscent of the situation confronting

Durkheim when he found an

appraisal leads us at once to the reference group theory of self-appraisals.

27. Were there opportunity here for a full re-analysis of these data, it would be
necessary to take account of problems of "question reliability," since three distinct
index-questions in this "attitude area" of "self-confidence" led to somewhat different
patterns of response. However, that is not essential for the purposes in hand, par
ticularly since we are here concerned primarily with the replacements, who were
consistently less confident than the veterans and green troops on all three items. ( For
figures, see II, 252 . ) See also the analysis of questions in this study by P. L. Kendall
and P. F. Lazarsfeld, "Problems of Survey Analysis," in R. K. Merton and P. F.
Lazarsfeld, Continuities in Social Research ( Glencoe, Illinois : The Free Press, 1950 ),
133-196.

28. In the introduction, Stouffer calls special attention to the looseness of the
concept "attitude" as adopted in these studies: " . . . in the main work of the Re
search Branch and in most of the text of the present volumes there is no operational
definition of at;titudes-whence, concepts like 'attitudes,' 'tendencies,' and 'opinions'
are used more or less loosely and even sometimes interchangeably. . . ." ( I, 42 ) We
are here engaged in exploring some of the empirical and theoretical consequences of
the respeci/ication of a concept. For a clear statement of this procedure, see W. J.
Goode and P. K. Hatt, Methods in Social Research ( New York: McGraw Hill, 1952 ) ,
48-53.
29. The particular definition cited is that by G. W. Allport, but various current
conceptions of "attitude" have essentially this same core-denotation.

ceive underlying uniformities amid such apparent disorder. It is remi

immense variety of suicide rates, differing among the sexes, rural-urban

not a tacit presumption. And second, the reformulation in terms of self

.
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Reformulation of the concept in which the dependent variables are
stated thus provides a tentative link with theory of the past : we are not
forced to improvise wholly new hypotheses, standing alone and uncon
nected with a general body of theory, but can, perhaps, derive these
findings from an established set of hypotheses centered about the struc
ture, functions and dynamic mechanisms of self-appraisals in diverse
group contexts. This is, moreover, the theory which incorporates the

concept of relative deprivation, used elsewhere in these volumes, but
not here.
With this new conceptual basis, we are prepared to re-examine the
data of

The Americlm Soldier to see whether they do indeed exhibit

the anomaly of three distinct patterns of response under the same con
ditions. If a general theory is to move out from these data and beyond
the interpretations advanced in the text, then it should be able to in
corporate these seemingly different patterns of response as expressions
of an underlying regularity.
Stemming then from the theoretic background provided by James,
Cooley and Mead, and by Hyman, Sherif and Newcomb, the hypothesis
holds that, insofar as subordinate or prospective group members are
motivated to affiliate themselves with a group, they will tend to as

similate the sentiments and conform with the values of the authoritative
and prestigeful stratum in that group. The function of conformity is
acceptance by the group, just as progressive acceptance by the group
reinforces the tendency toward conformity. And the values of these

"significant others" constitute the mirrors in which individuals see their
self-image and reach self-appraisals. Applied to the specific case in hand,
the significant others in the membership-group are similarly inexperi
enced men for the green soldier in a green outfit, whereas for the re
placement, the significant others are experienced veterans, with their
distinctive sets of values and sentiments.
In applying the general hypothesis, it must be anticipated that the
replacements, as "outsiders" motivated to affiliate themselves with the

prestigeful and authoritative stratum ( the veterans ) , would more nearly
conform to

all of the veterans' values and sentiments here under inspec- ,

tion. We should be clear on this point. If its interpretative utility is to
be properly assessed, the hypothesis must stand on its own feet, and not
be modified or abandoned because the text of
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us to say, it appears that the differences are only apparent. Underlying
these manifest differences in the percentage distribution of replies to

the given questions by veterans, replacements, and gr8en troops, are
regularities of

response

corresponding

to

those

anticipated in

the

hypotheSis.

Thus, first, with respect to willingness for combat, the sentiments of

veterans held, in effect, that "combat is hell," and consequently, veterans
most frequently expressed reluctance to enter into combat. The green
troops, in contrast, who had more lately quitted civilian ranks, were
more likely to have at the outset the values of the wartime civilian popu
lation, with all its "conventional stereotypes" of combat as affording
occasions for dramatic heroism. This is in fact borne out by the text at
another place and in another connection, where ·it is reported that "prob

ably the strongest group code [among combat men] . . . was the taboo
against any talk of a Hagwaving variety. . . . The core of the attitude

among combat men seemed to be that any talk that did not subordinate
idealistic values and patriotism to the harsher realities of the combat
situation was hypocritical, and a person who expressed such ideas a
hypocrite."so
In this first instance, then, our hypothesis drawn from reference
group theory would lead us to anticipate that the replacements, seeking
affiliation with the authoritative and prestigeful stratum of veterans, will
move from the civilian-like values toward the more tough-minded values

of the veterans. And this, as we know, is indeed the case. For replace

ments, the assumed function of assimilating the values of the veterans
is to find more ready acceptance by the higher-status group, in a setting

where the subordinate group of replacements does not have independent
claims to legitimate prestige.
B�t if the hypothesis is consistent with the first set of data on will
ingness for combat, can it also hold for the second set of data dealing
with the so-called attitude of self-confidence regarding capacity for
leadership, particularly since it was found that, in this instance, the
replies of replacements were

remote from those of the veterans, even

more so than the replies of the green troops? Indeed, the text refers to
this as a "different" or "divergent" pattern of response. To be sure, the

manifest distribution of replies differs from the first. But, viewed in terms

The American Soldier

reports that the responses of replacements in these distinct "attitude
areas" were in fact different. The present hypothesis gives us a set of

instructions to the effect that we must re-examine these reportedly dif

ferent patterns in order to determine whether they are actually dif
ferent, or merely speciously so.
In a provisional way, and to the extent that the reported data allow

30.

II, 150 ( italics supplied ) . Essentially the same point of a contrast in values
regarding 'combat between the civilian population and combat men is made at
numerous places in the two volumes; e.g., at II, 111-1 12, 151; I, 484. Notice should
also be taken of Chart VIII in Chapter :3 of volume II, showing that veterans were
far more likely than inexperienced troops to say that "this war is not worth fighting."
And finally, it should be said that this contrast between the definitions of the combat
situation by civilians and by combat men is drawn by Brewster Smith, who also con
ducted the analysis of replacement behavior now under review.
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of reference group theory, it is, we believe, only another expression of
the same underlying dynamic regularities of behavior in this group
context.
This can be tested by applying the hypothesiS. In the case of self
confidence, as we have seen, we deal with a self-appraisal rather than
with an attitude in the sense of a preparatory set for action. The values

and sentiments of the veteran stratum hold, in effect, that "actual combat

experience is needed to prepare a private to take charge of a group of

men in combat."31 Now, if, as the hypothesis anticipates, replacements
seek to assimilate

this value and judge themselves accordingly, if they

see themselves in the mirror provided by the values of the prestigeful
veterans, they can only appraise themselves as, by and large, unprepared
for spontaneous leadership in battle. On the hypothesis, the replacements
would, in short, behave just as they do, being most likely to say that they
are

not ready to take charge of men in combat ( involving a lower self
estimate than that found among the green troops, not vis-a-vis the
veterans ) . Thus, although their distribution of replies differs markedly
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empirical level of response-frequencies, leading the Research Branch to
another interpretation of this apparently new pattern : the similarity of
answers by replacements and green troops, it is suggested, "undoubtedly

parallels similarity in the men's actual physical condition," 32
Here, it is said, the responses represent, not an assimilation of
veterans' attitudes, but more nearly a faithful reporting of objective

dif

ferences in the physical condition of fatigued veterans-"beat-up Joes"
and of the fresh replacements and green troops.

But this only poses another problem for theory : under which condi

tions do men respond by reporting the objective situation rather than a
socially reflected image?33 Does this third, apparently different, pattern
of response require a new hypothesis? It seems that, again, no additional

ad hoc variables need be introduced, although in the absence of the
required data, this must of course remain for future research to examine.
It appears that the veterans do not hold poor physical condition as a
distinctive and positive social

value ( except, as the text indicates, as a

possible rationalization for escaping further combat ) in the same sense

from that of the veterans, leading the Research Branch to describe this

that they hold the belief that "combat is hell" or that "combat experience

same pattern of behavior in the two instances-when this is construed in

ing to affiliate themselves with the prestigeful and socially validated

veterans; and thus presumably affiliating themselves with this authorita

physical shape, that they, too, are in effect "beat-up Joes." If anything,

as another pattern of response, the replacements are engaging in the
terms of reference group theory. They are assimilating the values of the

tive and prestigeful stratum. In the first instance of "willingness for
combat," this calls only for direct reaffirmation of the veterans' senti

ments, leading the replacements' distribution of responses to resemble
that of the veterans. In the second instance of self-confidence in leader
ship capacity, they also assimilate the veteran standards but since this

is not merely an attitude but a self-appraisal, they apply these standards

to themselves, find themselves comparatively wanting, and thus give
distributions of responses to the self-appraisal questions differing from
those of the veterans. Thus, a uniformity of social process apparently
underlies the different patterns of manifest replies.
The same hypothesis can be tested anew on other items from these
data on "attitudes" of veterans, replacements, and green troops; for
example, those dealing with "attitudes toward physical condition." In
this case, the green troops and replacements respond alike, with
cent and

56

57

per

per cent respectively saying that they are in good physical

condition, whereas only

35

per cent of the veterans make that claim.

This is reported as a third pattern of response, again on the manifest

31. The statistical data of replies to the question, "Do you think you have been
giving enough training and experience so that you could do a good job of taking
charge of a group of men on your own in combat," constitute one basis for the view
that veterans hold this value. Discussions of the values of combat men, especially
in II, Chapter 3, bear this out.

equips a private to take charge of men in combat." Replacements seek
veterans will therefore not be served by asserting that they are in poor
this claim would only be the occasion for rejection of replacements by
veterans, �ince it would represent, not a bid for affiliation with the
group, but for equality of

status. Moreover, the replacements' recogni

tion of their comparatively good physical condition does not affirm a
counter-value, which might also threaten their acceptance by the vet
erans. Within the same group context, then, there is no functional or
motivational basis for replacements to reproduce the self-judgments of
the veterans, and apparently objective differences in the physical con-

32. II, 263. This refers to their "absolute" ratings in response to the question,
"Do you think that you are in good physical condition?" Alternative questions which
refer to "combat" conditions possibly introduce the factor of replacements' assimilated
reluctance for combat; they tend to be intennediate to veterans and green troops in
their responses to these.
33. Here, as elsewhere, a slightly more generalized fonnulation of the problem
directs our attention to the saliency of data now presented in various, and uncon
nected, pages of The American Soldier. At several points in these volumes, recourse
is had to the assumption that soldiers' replies represent "objective reporting" rather
than group-conditioned judgments. But, without a general fonnulation, the need for
collating these and for clarifying the theoretical issue is not likely to be perceived.
See, for example, the interpretation of responses of "nonreturnees in predominantly
returnee outfits," where it is said: "In part this agreement between returnees and
nonreturnees suggests that there was some basis in fact as well as in attitude for the
returnees' preference for and greater comfort in their own outfits. But these data may
�ot be ta�en as sure corroboration of this point, since they may be, at least in part,
sunply eVIdence that the attitudes of returnees affected the opinions of the non
returnees around them as well." ( II, 515, 517 )
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dition of fatigued veterans and of fresh replacements and green troops
find expression.
In so far as differences in these three patterns of manifest response
can be theoretically derived from a functional theory of reference group
behavior, this case illustrates one major service of theory for applied
social research: the reconstruction through conceptual clarification of
apparent irregularities in data leads to the provisional discovery of
underlying functional and dynamic regularities. But, as we have sug
gested, the avenues between social theory and applied research carry
two-way traffic: not only can theory reformulate some of the materials
in The American Soldier, but on the basis of the same materials we can
specify the types of further SOciological indices and observations needed
to achieve continuity and cumulation in the theory of value-assimilation,
the group context of self-appraisals, and the objective assessment of
situations. A brief list of such indices must stand in lieu of a detailed
analysis of their potential for the advancement of this theory.34
1. Index of actual social relations: There is plainly need for systematic
data on the social relations actually obtaining between the prestigeful and
authoritative stratum, and the newcomers to a group. Is there an empirically
discoverable tendency for those in most frequent or most enduring affiliative
contact to exhibit value-assimilation?
2. Index of motivations of incoming group members: The theory pre
supposes a concern among newcomers to affiliate themselves with the higher
status group. For research purposes, it would of course be necessary to divide
newcomers in terms of the presence, absence, or degree of such motivations. A
derivative analytical procedure, moving in another direction, would consist in
taking such affiliative motivations not as given, but as problematical, in tum
requiring explanation.
3. Index of social cohesion and of associated values: Do the newcomers
represent a scattered aggregate of individuals, or an organized subgroup? If
the latter, do they have their own group values with distinctive claims to moral
legitimacy? And in such instances, does continuous contact lead to more nearly
reciprocal, rather than one-sided, assimilation?35

34. The reader might be tempted to say that most of the following have been
recognized as probably significant variables from the earliest days of modem soci
ology. But here, as at many points in this paper, it must be said that there is a great
difference-in fact, all the difference-between impressionistic and sporadic references
to such variables, and systematic incorporation of these variables into research. Only
through the latter procedure will theory and research both advance. hnpressionism
is no adequate substitute, if only because it is so flexible and vague in character as
not to admit of decisive nullification of a provisional hypothesis. As Nietzsche, not
ordinarily one to understand the ethos of science, put it in an insightful moment, "It
is certainly not the least charm of a theory that it is refutable." It is the object of
systematic incorporation of variables into research to allow for nullification as well
as confirmation, a rather difficult assigmnent for an author, wedded to a theory, and
not exposed to data sufficiently incriminating to have him divorce himself from that
theory.

in

35. It will be noted that the materials in The American Soldier did not allow
for study of the effects of replacements upon veterans, a problem mani
involved in an extended setting of the problem. However, the Research Branch

general
festly
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Inclusion of indices such as these, and systematic use of the panel
interview method, as well as direct observation, would encompass sys
tematic study of the processes of value-assimilation as part of reference
group behavior, and not only, as in the applied researches of The
American Soldier, the study of certain net results of such processes.
There could then be, for example, inquiry into the possibly circular and
cumulative process36 through which value-assimilation furthers social
contact between the groups which in turn reinforces value-assimilation,
greater social acceptability and increased social contact.
An entirely different sequence of empirical and theoretical inquiry
is suggested by the re-analysis of these data on group contexts of value
assimilation. Under which conditions do we find such changed
evaluations of entire groups or social strata ( whether this be called
"perspectivistic thinking," or "false-consciousness" ) ? Does it occur pri
marily when members of this group identify their fate with that of
another group, so that they no longer faithfully express their own dis
tinctive interests and values in the present? In other words, within which
context of social structure does such "distortion" of group values occur,
and in which is there a response more nearly appropriate to the situa
tion?
Following out this one set of data-found on a few pages among the
many hundreds of The American Soldier-seems to have involved the
following procedures and to have had the following results :
First, a clarification of concepts has allowed an apparent disorder or
variation in some reported findings to be interpreted as diverse expres
sions of underlying sociological uniformities, thus serving the theoretical
objective of parsimony, found whenever several empirical generalizations
are derived from a more general formulation.
Second, reconceptualization operated to this end by suggesting the
relevance of a previously developed body of theoretic propositions, thus
reducing the ad hoc nature of current interpretations and making for
continuity of present findings and theories of the past. In a measure, this
is the same theory implied by the concept of relative deprivation which,
though utilized elsewhere in The American Soldier, was not applied to
this particular set of empirical materials.
Third, generalizing the concepts ( beyond the immediate descriptive
categories of veterans, replacements, and green troops ) , points to the
possibility that these generic formulations are pertinent, not only for the

was clearly sensitive to the problem. At one point, for example, they were able to
determine, roughly, if veterans' pride in their company was affected by a compara
tively high proportion of replacements. ( See II, 255-257 )
36. For an example of the type of process analysis required to treat problems of
this kind, see P. F. Lazarsfeld and R. K. Merton, "Friendship as social process : a
substantive and methodological analysis," in M. Berger, T. Abel and C. H. Page
( eds. ) Freedom and Control in Modern Society, ( New York: D. Van Nostrand,
1954 ) , 18-66.
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specifically military situation, but for a wider range of situations corre
sponding to the requirements of the theoretic formulations, thus extend
ing the scope of data to which these can perhaps be applied.
And finally, the very existence of such systematic data permitting
provisional reconceptualization may importantly advance the develop
ment of theory, by highlighting the need for a series of sociological in
dices to be incorporated into research on these problems, thus providing
for further cumulation of sociological knowledge by linking past theory,
present data, and future research.
Although undertaken as an applied social research, The American
Soldier has, then, the potential by-products of furthering the parsimony,
continuity, scope and cumulation of sociological theory. And, as is not
infrequently the case with applied research, the by-products may prove
more significant for the discipline of sociology than the direct applica
tion of findings.
STATISTICAL INDICES OF
SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Before continuing with our review of problems in reference group
theory, it will be useful to consider explicitly the implications of these
researches for the study of social contexts. From the foregoing examina
tion of the researches on assessment of promotion opportunities and on
replacements' self-evaluations, it can be seen that The American Soldier
is a fertile source for the development of relatively precise, statistical
indices of social structure. In these and other studies, the survey data
are analyzed in terms of the distribution of responses by social units
(companies, divisions, branches of service ) . And in their analyses re
lating frequency distributions or rates characterizing social units to the
responses of individuals and subgroups within these diverse units, they
have moved well beyond the point ordinarily reached in studies of social
ecology.
Like the use of statistical indicators in ecology for depicting different
kinds of social units on an areal baSis, The American Soldier provides
indices of attributes of social structure, but unlike the ecological studies,
The American Soldier goes on to make a systematic analysis of the atti
tudes or evaluations of like-statused individuals within diverse social
structures.
This combination of indices suggests numerous statistical indices of
group attributes or social structure which can be built into future socio
logical research. Moreover, the use of frequency distributions or propor
tions or rates as indices of social structures has the special merit of
reminding us that these structures often vary in terms of degree, and not
necessarily in' terms of all-or-none qualities. For instance, social systems
do not provide simply for mobility or for fixity of its members; they
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exhibit varying rates of mobility.sT They are not simply heterogeneous
or homogeneous, but have varying degrees of heterogeneity.s8 They are
not integrated or unintegrated, cohesive or dispersive, but have. varying
degrees of integration and cohesion. 3D
Because statistical indices of such attributes of social systems have
seldom been utilized in conjunction with indices of individual behavior,
comparative sociology has been largely limited to loose and indecisive
findings. Relatively strict comparison has been lacking as most of us
most of the time have been confined to talking about "different" social
structures rather than studying structures shown to differ in specifiable
degree. When statistical indices of group attributes have been adopted
for example, variations in racial proportions among groups-these have
typically not been combined with systematic comparisons of the be
havior of like-statused people within these distinctive groups. And, cor
relatively, when relatively precise measures of individual attitudes have
been obtained, these have seldom been combined with similarly definite
measures of social structure. Thus, social psychology has in the past
decade or so moved toward the systematic use of indices of individual
attitudes and sentiments primarily among aggregates of mutually un
related individuals.
The studies of the Research Branch suggest the feasibility and the
importance of developing indices both of social structure and of the
behavior of individuals situated within the structure. Their occasional
comparisons of the status-structure of different branches of the Army
thus involve indices of stratification similar to those provided by fre
quency distributions of a population among the several social classes.
Once such indices are established, it becomes possible to have systematic,
not anecdotal, comparisons of the behavior of people of similar class
status living within differently proportioned class structures. This will
result in advanCing beyond the more familiar characterizations of "the

37. See, for example, the use of indices of comparative rates of social mobility
in the Air Forces, Service Forces, Ground Forces, etc. as a social context for indi
vidual evaluations of promotion-chances. I, 251 H.

�

38. Se�, for example, the dices of social heterogeneity of companies provided
by p�opo ons of replacements m outfits as a social context for individual expressions
?f J?�de m co�pan>:. II, 25� H. A similar procedure has been adopted in a study of
mdiVldual racial attitudes Within the contexts of subareas in a biracial housing de
velopment which are characterized by differing proportions of Negroes and whites.
Merton, West and lahoda, op. cit.

�

.

�

39. Con�i er ho� contemporary �ociology can improve upon Durkheim's early
study of sUlcI�e which assumed varymg degrees of social cohesion and integration
among Ca olics and Protestants, military and civilian groups, etc. As noted in
e degr� of integration is an empirical variable, changing for the same
pter II,
sOCIety from time to time and differing among various societies." Statistical indicators
of integration and cohesion would permit systematic study, with a rigor not possible
in Durkheim's day, of the bearing of such variations of social context upon the be
havior of individuals variously located within the group.

�

�

�
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middle-class man" or "the working-class man" to determine their char
acteristic behavior within differently constituted class systems. In the
same fashion, other types of social differentiation can be indexed by the
frequency distributions of various statuses ( education, race, age,

etc. )

and combined with the systematic study of individuals similarly situated

within these varying structures.40
In this respect,

The American Soldier

may represent a prelude to the

immediate future in which indices of mobility rates, cultural change,
group cohesion and social differentiation will be regularly and sys
tematically incorporated into comparative studies of social structure.
And once this is done, it will become possible to compare the patterns
of reference group behavior of like-statused individuals within these
various social systems.

like.
Tracing out these implications comprises a large order which can
scarcely be entirely filled, not because of limitations of space but because
of limitations of our own sociological knowledge. But even an approxi.
mation to achieving our purpose should help us recognize the theoretical
linkages between presently separated types of social behavior.
We begin by following our now customary practice of briefly sketch
ing out the chief findings of the study as these are set forth in

American Soldier.
Case #5 ( 1, 258-275 ) .

This research was concerned, not with

The
rates

of promotion which were determined by changes in the table of organi
zation, but with the

incidence

of promotion : which men were the more

regarding promotions was by no means based upon objective tests of
capacity or performance by enlisted men, there was much occasion for

SOCIAL MOBILITY

The American Soldier

which do not

make explicit use of the concept of relative deprivation or kindred con
cepts can also be recast in terms of reference group theory. One of the
more rigorous and seminal of these is the panel study of relationships
between the conformity of enlisted men to official values of the Army
and their subsequent promotion.
This study also illustrates the widely-known but seldom elucidated
point that the same social research can be variously analyzed in at least
three separate, though related, respects : its documented empirical find
ings, its methodology or logic of procedure, and its theoretical implica
tions.
Since the methodology and the empirical findings of this study have
been amply discussed-the one in the paper by Kendall and Lazarsfeld,
the other in

behavior, such as group defection, renegadism, social climbing, and the

likely to be advanced? Since the decision of the commanding officer
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Other researches reported in
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The American Soldier

itself-we need not concern ourselves

with them here. Instead, we limit our discussion to some of its theoretical
implications.
These implications divide into three related kinds. First, the im
plications for ref€rence group theory as the empirical findings are re

interpersonal relations and sentiments to play their part in affecting this
decision. Accordingly, the Research Branch advanced the hypothesis
that, "One factor which hardly would have failed to enter to some ex
tent into the judgment of an officer in selecting a man for promotion
was his conformity to the officially approved military mores." ( I,

259 )

It is noted further, and we shall have occasion to return to this point
in some detail, that "in making subjective judgments, the commanding
officer necessarily laid himself wide open to charges of favoritism and
particularly of succumbing to the wiles of those enlisted men most skilled
at Ducking.' '' ( I,

264 )

A panel study of three groups of enlisted men was designed to find
out whether the men who expressed attitudes in accord with the estab
lished military mores subsequently received promotions in proportions
significantly higher than the others. This was conSistently found to be
the case. For example, "of the privates who in September 1943 said they
did not think the Army's control was too strict,
Pfc's by January 1944, while only
become Pfc's." ( I,

261-2 )

12

19

per cent had become

per cent of the other privates had

So, too, when men in the three samples are

arranged according to their scores on a "quasi-scale of attitudes of con

examined within the context of that theory. Second are the implications

formity," it was uniformly found in all three groups "that the men whose

which enable us to connect reference group theory with hypotheses of

attitudes were most conformist were the ones most likely to be promoted

functional sociology. And third, the implications which, once suitably

subsequently." ( I,

263 ) 41

generalized, enable us to see that this study bears, not only on the con
formity-and-mobility patterns of American soldiers in World War II,
but possibly also on more general and seemingly disparate patterns of-

40. Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee, Voting makes extensive use of such pro
cedures, providing further evidence, perhaps, of continuity in social research.
For a mor� detailed account of sociological indices, see Section 2 of the paper
by Kendall and Lazarsfeld, in Continuities in Social Research.

41. As the authors themselves say and as Kendall and Lazarsfeld indicate in some
detail, these data do not conclusively demonstrate that conformist attitudes, rather
than other correlates of these attitudes, made for significantly higher likelihood of
promotion. In principle, only a completely controlled experiment, obviously not
feasible in the present instance, would demonstrate this beyond all reasonable doubt.
But controlled experiment aside, this panel study, holding constant the factors of age
and education which had been found to be related both to attitudes and promotion
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Theoretical Implications.

In discussing this panel study, we want to

(319)

REFERENCE GROUP THEORY

what are the consequences, functional and dysfunctional, of positive

bring into the open some of the connections between reference group

orientation to the values of a group other than one's own? And further,

point,-an objective to which this study lends itself particularly well,

since the findings of the study can be readily reformulated in terms of

Functions of positive orientation to non-membership groups: anticipa
tory socialization. In considering, however briefly, the possible conse

wider than that considered in the study itself.

it is advisable to distinguish between the consequences for the indi

in connection with the independent variable of "conformity." It is clear,

selves, and the social system comprising both of these.

formist in this study is at the polar extreme from what is ordinarily called

aspires but does not belong, this orientation may serve the twin func

theory and functional sociology which have remained implicit to this

both kinds of theory, and are then seen to bear upon a range of behavior
The value of such reformulation for social theory is perhaps best seen

when one thinks about it, that the type of attitude described as con

which social processes initiate, sustain or curb such orientations?

quences of this pattern of conformity to non-membership group norms,
viduals exhibiting this behavior, the sub-group in which they find them

For the individual who adopts the values of a group to which he

"social conformity." For in the vocabulary of sociology, social conformity

tions of aiding his rise into that group and of easing his adjustment after

the individual's

the gist of the finding in

usually denotes conformity to the norms and expectations current in

own

membership-group. But in this study, conformity

refers, not to the norms of the immediate primary group constituted by
enlisted men but to the quite different norms contained in the official

military mores. Indeed, as data in

The American Soldier

make clear, the

norms of the in-groups of associated enlisted men and the official norms
of the Army and of the stratum of officers were often at odds.42 In the

language of reference group theory, therefore, attitudes of conformity

to the official mores can be described as a positive orientation to the

norms of a non-membership group that is taken as a frame of reference.

Such conformity to norms of an out-group is thus equivalent to what is

ordinarily called nonconformity, that is, nonconformity to the norms
of the in-group.43

This preliminary reformulation leads directly to two interrelated ques

tions which we have until now implied rather than considered explicitly :

goes a long way toward demonstrating a relationship between the incidence of con
formist attitudes and subsequent advancement. In this respect, the study moves well
beyond the point reached by the use of less rigorous data, indicating a static cor
relation between rank and conformist attitudes, inasmuch as it can show that those
with conformist attitudes were more likely to be subsequently promoted. See I,
��
42. Although the absolute percentages of men endorsing a given sentiment can
not of course be taken at face value since these percentages are affected by the sheer
phrasing of the sentiment, it is nevertheless suggestive that data presenter' earlier in
the volume ( e.g., I, 147 ff. ) find only a small minority of the samples of enlisted
men in this study adhering to the officially approved attitudes. By and large, a significantly larger proportion of officers abide by these attitudes.
.
43. There is nothing fixed about the boundaries separating in-groups from out
groups, membership-groups from non-membership-groups. These change with the
changing situation. Vis-a-vis civilians or an alien group, men in the Army may
regard themselves and be regarded as members of an in-group; yet, in another con
text, enlisted men may regard themselves and be regarded as an in-group in distinc
tion to the out-group of officers. Since these concepts are relative to the situation,
rather than absolute, there is no paradox in referring to the officers as an out-group
for enlisted men in one context, and as members of the more inclusive in-group, in
another context. On the general point, see Chapters IX and XI.

he has become part of it. That this first function was indeed served is

The American Soldier

that those privates who

accepted the official values of the Army hierarchy were more likely than

others to be promoted. The hypothesis regarding the second function

still remains to be tested. But it would not, in principle, be difficult to
discover empirically whether those men wllo, through a kind of

patory socialization,

antici

take on the values of the non-membership group to

which they aspire, find readier acceptance by that group and make an

easier adjustment to it. This would require the development of indices

of group acceptance and adjustment, and a comparison, in terms of these

indices, of those newcomers to a group who had previously oriented
themselves to the group's values and those who had not. More con

cretely, in the present instance, it would have entailed a comparative

study among the privates promoted to higher rank, of the subsequent
group adjustment of those who had undergone the hypothesized prepara
tion for status shifts and those who had previously held fast to the values
of their in-group of enlisted men. I udices of later adjustment could be
related to indices of prior value-orientation. This would constitute a sys
tematic empirical test of a functional hypothesis.

It appears, further, that anticipatory socialization is functional for

the individual only within a relatively open social structure providing
for mobility. For only in such a structure would such attitudinal and

behavior preparation for . status shifts be followed by actual changes of

status in a substantial proportion of cases. By the same token, the same
pattern of anticipatory socialization would be dysfunctional for the in
dividual in a relatively closed social structure, where he would not find

acceptance by the group to which he aspires and would probably lose

acceptance, because of his outgroup orientation, by the group to which

he belongs. This latter type of case will be recognized as that of the

marginal man, poised on the edge ' of several groups but fully accepted
by none of them.

(320)

SOCIAL THEORY AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Thus, the often-studied case of the marginal manU and the case of
the enlisted man who takes the official military mores as a positive frame
of reference can be identified, in a functional theory of reference group
behavior, as special cases of anticipatory socialization. The marginal man
pattern represents the special case in a relatively closed social system,
in which the members of one group take as a positive frame of refer
ence the norms of a group from which they are excluded in principle.
Within such a social structure, anticipatory socialization becomes dys
functional for the individual who becomes the victim of aspirations he
cannot achieve and hopes he cannot satisfy. But, as the panel study seems
to indicate, precisely the same kind of reference group behavior within
a relatively open social system is functional for the individual at least to
the degree of helping him to achieve the status to which he aspires. The
same reference group behavior in different social structures has different
consequences.
To this point, then, we find that positive orientation toward the norms
of a non-membership group is precipitated by a passage between mem
'
bership-groups, either in fact or in fantasy, and that the functional or
dysfunctional consequences evidently depend upon the relatively open
or closed character of the social structure in which this ocurs. And what
would, at first glance, seem entirely unrelated and disparate forms of
behavior-the behavior of such marginal men as the Cape Coloured or
the Eurasian, and of enlisted men adopting the values of military strata
other than their own-are seen, after appropriate conceptualization, as
special cases of reference group behavior.
Although anticipatory socialization may be functional for the indi
vidual in an open social system, it is apparently dysfunctional for the
solidarity of the group or stratum to which he belongs. For allegiance to
the contrasting mores of another group means defection from the mores
of the in-group. And accordingly, as we shall presently see, the in-group
responds by putting all manner of social restraints upon such positive
orientations to certain out-group norms.
From the standpoint of the larger social system, the Army as a whole,
positive orientation toward the official mores would appear to be func
tional in supporting the legitimacy of the structure and in keeping the
structure of authority intact. (This is presumably what is meant when
the text of The American Soldier refers to these conformist attitudes as
" favorable from the Army's point of view." ) But manifestly, much re
search needs to be done before one can say that this is indeed the case.
It is possible, for example, that the secondary effects of such orientations
44. Qualitative descriptions of the behavior of marginal men, as summarized, for
example, by E. V. Stonequist, The Marginal Man ( New York, Scribner's, 1937 ) , can
be analytically recast as that special and restricted case of reference group behavior
in which the individual seeks to abandon one membership ,group for another to
which he is socially forbidden access.
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may be so deleterious to the solidarity of the primary groups of enlisted
men that their morale sags. A concrete research question might help
clarify the problem: are outfits with relatively large minorities of men
positively oriented to the official Army values more likely to exhibit signs
of anomie and personal disorganization ( e.g. non-battle casualties)? In
such situations, does the personal "success" of conformists (promotion)
only serve to depress the morale of the others by rewarding those who
depart from the in-group mores?
In this panel study, as well as in several of the others we have re
viewed here-for example, the study of soldiers' evaluations of the
justification for their induction into the Army-reference group behavior
is evidently related to the legitimacy ascribed to institutional arrange
ments. Thus, the older married soldier is less likely to think it "fair" that
he was inducted; most enlisted men think it "unfair" that promotions
are presumably based on "who you know, not what you know"; and so
on. In part, this apparent emphasis on legitimacy is of course an artifact
of the research : many of the questions put to soldiers had to do with
their conception of the legitimate or illegitimate character of their situa
tion or of prevailing institutional arrangements. But the researchers' own
focus of interest was in turn the result of their having observed that
soldiers were, to a significant degree, actually concerned with such issues
of institutional legitimacy, as the spontaneous comments of enlisted men
often indicate.45
This bears notice because imputations of legitimacy to social arrange
ments seem functionally related to reference group behavior. They
apparently affect the range of the inter-group or inter-individual com
parisons that will typically be made. If the structure of a rigid system
of stratification, for example, is generally defined as legitimate, if the
rights, perquisites and obligations of each stratum are generally held to
be morally right, then the individuals within each stratum will be the
less likely to take the situation of the other strata as a context for ap
praisal of their own lot. They will, presumably, tend to confine their
comparisons to other members of their own or neighboring social
stratum. If, however, the system of stratification is under wide dispute,
then members of some strata are more likely to contrast their own situa
tion with that of others, and shape their self-appraisals accordingly. This
variation in the structure of systems and in the degree of legitimacy
imputed to the rules of the game may help account for the often-noticed
45. For example, in response to the question, "H you could talk with the Presi
dent of the United States, what are the three most important questions you would
want to ask him about war and your part in it?", a substantial proportion of both
Negro and white troops evidently raised questions regarding the legitimacy of cur
rent practices and arrangements in the Army. The Negro troops of course centered
on unjust practices of race discrimination, but 31 per cent of the white troops also
introduced "questions and criticisms of Army life." ( I, 504 et passim. )
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fact that the degree of dissatisfaction with their lot is often less among
the people in severely depressed social strata in a relatively rigid social
system, than among those strata who are apparently "better off" in a
more mobile social system. At any rate, the range of groups taken as
effective bases of comparison in different social systems may well turn
out to be closely connected with the degree to which legitimacy is
ascribed to the prevailing social structure.
Though much remains to be said, this is perhaps enough to suggest
that the pattern of anticipatory socialization may have diverse conse
quences for the individuals manifesting it, the groups to which they
belong, and the more inclusive social structure. And through such re
examination of this panel study on the personal rewards of conformity,
it becomes possible to specify some additional types of problems in
volved in a more comprehensive functional analysis of such reference
group behavior. For example :
1. Since only a fraction of the in-group orient themselves positively toward
the values of a non-membership group, it is necessary to discover the social
position and personality types of those most likely to do so. For instance, are
isolates in the group particularly ready to take up these alien values?
2. Much attention has been paid to the processes making for positive
orientation to the norms of one's own group. But what are the processes mak
ing for such orientations to other groups or strata? Do relatively high rates of
mobility serve to reinforce these latter orientations? ( It will be remembered
that The American Soldier provides data tangential to this point in the dis
cussion of rates of promotion and assessment of promotion chances. ) Suitably
adapted, such data on actual rates of mobility, aspirations, and anticipatory
socialization to the norms of a higher social stratum would extend a functional
theory of conformist and deviant behavior.
3. What connections, if any, subsist between varying rates of mobility and
acceptance of the legitimacy of the system of stratification by individuals
diversely located in that system? Since it appears that systems with very low
rates of mobility may achieve wide acceptance, what other interpretative
variables need be included to account for the · relationship between rates of
mobility and imputations of legitimacy?
4. In civilian or military life, are the mobile individuals who are most
ready to reaffirm the values of a power-holding or prestige-holding group the
sooner accepted by that group? Does this operate effectively primarily as a
latent function, in which the mobile individuals adopt these values because
they experience them as superior, rather than deliberately adopting them only
to gain acceptance? If such orientations are definitely motivated by the wish
to belong, do they then become self-defeating, with the mobile individuals
being characterized as strainers, strivers ( or, in the Army, as brown-nosers
bucking for promotion) ?
Social processes sustaining and curbing positive orientations to non
membership groups. In the course of considering the functions of an
ticipatory socialization, we have made passing allusion to social processes
which sustain or curb this pattern of behavior. Since it is precisely the
data concerning such processes which are not easily caught up in the
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type of survey materials on attitudes primarily utilized in The American
Soldier, and since these processes are central to any theory of reference
group behavior, they merit further consideration.
As we have seen, what is anticipatory socialization from the stand
point of the individual is construed as defection and nonconformity by
the group of which he is a member. To the degree that the individual
identiues himself with another group, he alienates himself from his own
group. Yet although the ueld of sociology has for generations been con
cerned with the determinants and consequences of group cohesion, it
has given little systematic attention to the complementary subject of
group alienation. When considered at all, it has been conuned to such
special cases as second-generation immigrants, conflict of loyalties be
tween gang and family, etc. In large measure, the subject has been left
to the literary observer, who could detect the drama inherent in the
situation of the renegade, the traitor, the deserter. The value-laden con
notations of these terms used to describe identiucation with groups other
than one's own deunitely suggest that these patterns of behavior have
been typically regarded from the standpOint of the membership group_
( Yet one group's renegade may be another group's convert. ) Since the
assumption that its members will be loyal is found in every group, else
it would have no group character, no dependability of action, transfer
of loyalty to another group ( particularly a group operating in the same
sphere of politics or economy ) , is regarded primarily in affective terms
of sentiment rather than in detached terms of analysis. The renegade or
traitor or climber-whatever the folk-phrase may be-more often becomes
an object of vilification than an object of sociological study.
The framework of reference group theory, detached from the lan
guage of sentiment, enables the sociologist to identify and to locate
renegadism, treason, the assimilation of immigrants, class mobility, social
climbing, etc. as so many special forms of identification with what is at
the time a non-membership group. In doing so, it affords the possibility
of studying these, not as wholly particular and unconnected forms of
behavior, but as different expressions of similar processes under sig
nificantly diffeFent conditions. The transfer of allegiance of upper class
individuals from their own to a lower class-whether this be in the pre
revolutionary period of 18th century France or of 20th century Russia
belongs to the same family of sociological problems as the more familiar
identiB.cation of lower class individuals with a higher class, a subject
which has lately begun to absorb the attention of sociologists in a society
where upward social mobility is an established value. Our cultural
emphases notwithstanding, the phenomenon of topdogs adopting the
values of the underdog is as much a reference group phenomenon lend
ing itself to further inquiry as that of the underdogs seeking to become
topdogs.
In such defections from the in-group, it may turn out, as has ofteu
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been suggested, that it is the isolate, nominally in a group but only
slightly incorporated in its network of social relations, who is most likely
to become positively oriented toward non-membership groups. But, even
if generally true, this is a static correlation and, therefore, only partly
.
illuminating. What needs to be uncovered is the process through whlCh
this correlation comes to hold. Judging from some of the qualitative data
in

The American Soldier

and from other studies of group defection, there

is continued and cumulative interplay between a deterioration of

relations

within the membership group and positive

attitudes
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social

toward

the norms of a non-membership group.
What the individual experiences as estrangement from a group of
which he is a member tends to be experienced by his associates as re
pudiation of the group, and this ordinarily evokes a hostile response. As
social relations between the individual and the rest of the group de
teriorate, the norms of the group become less binding for him. For since

�

he is progressively seceding from the group and being penalized by i ,
he is the less likely to · experience rewards for adherence to the group s
norms. Once initiated, this process seems to move toward a cumulative
detachment from the group, in terms of attitudes and values as well as
in terms of social relations. And to the degree that he orients himself
toward out-group values, perhaps affirming them verbally and express
ing them in action, he only widens the gap and reinforces the hostility
between himself and his in-group associates. Through the interplay of

quent association with men representing the non-membership reference
group-'W, S and

K

sucked all afternoon; hung around lieutenants and

asked bright questions." In this briefly summarized account, one sees
the mechanisms of the in-group operating to curb positive orientation
to the official mores46 as well as the process through which this orienta
tion develops among those who take these mores as their major frame
of reference, considering their ties with the in-group as of only secondary
importance.
Judging from implications of this panel research on conformity-and
mobility, then, there is room for study of the consequences of reference
group behavior patterns as well as for study of their determinants. More
over, the consequences pertinent for sociology are not merely those for
the individuals engaging in this behavior, but for the groups of which
they are a part. There develops also the possibility that the extent to
which legitimacy is accorded the structure of these groups and the
status of their members may affect the range of groups or strata which
they ordinarily take as a frame of reference in assessing their own situa
tion. And finally, this panel research calls attention to the need for close
study of those processes in group life which sustain or curb positive
orientations to non-membership groups, thus perhaps leading to a linking
of reference group theory and current theories of social organization.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL FUNCTIONS

dissociation and progressive alienation from the group values, he may

In our review of the foregoing case, an effort was made to distinguish

become doubly motivated to orient himself toward the values of another

between the consequences of positive orientation toward a non-mem

group and to affiliate himself with it. There then remains the distinct

bership group for the individual, the membership-group and the larger

question of the objective possibility of affiliating himself with his refer

social system. If, as we assume, an established pattern of behavior

ence group. If the possibility is negligible or absent, then the alienated

typically has such diverse consequences, it can be usefully examined

The

individual becomes socially rootless. But if the social system realistically

from both a psychological and sociological standpoint. On occasion,

allows for such change in group affiliations, then the individual estranged

American Soldier

from the one group has all the more motivation to belong to the other.

framework. In some of these instances, the same situation may be

analyzes behavior only in terms of a psychological

This hypothetical account of dissociation and alienation, which of

profitably re-examined in terms of its implications for a framework of

course only touches upon the processes which call for research in the

functional sociology.47 This is not to say that the sociological orientation

field of reference group behavior, seems roughly in accord with quali

is necessarily "superior" to the psychological, or that it is necessarily at

tative data in

The American Soldier

on what was variously called brown

nosing, bucking for promotion, and sucking up. Excerpts from the diary
of an enlisted man illustrate the interplay between dissociation and
alienation : the outward-oriented man is too sedulous in abiding by the
official mores-"But you're

supposed

to [work over there] . The lieu

tenant said you were supposed to." -this evokes group hostility expressed
in epithets and ridicule-"Everybody is making sucking, kissing noises at

K

and S now"-followed by increasing dissociation within the group

"Ostracism was visible, but mild . . . few were friendly toward them . . .
occasions arose where people avoided their company"':"'and more fre�

�

. 4�; "A� o cial W�r D �p�rtme�t 'p�mp�et given to new recruits attempted to
gIve bu�king a blessmg :
Bucking lffiphes all the things a soldier can honestly
.
do to gam attention and promotion. The Army encourages individuals to put extra
effort in�o drill, extra 'spit and polish' into personal appearance. At times this may
make things uncomfortable for others who prefer to take things easier' but it stimu
lates a spirit of competition and improvement which makes ours a better Army."
1, 264.

�

,47. It �s �nteresting to see ow one's professional background apparently shapes
one s descnption of The Amencan Soldier. In his review of the book Gordon W
Allport, the psychologist, refers to what he calls its "sociologistic bias.'" And here �
pair of sociologists are saying, in effect, that it has a marked "psychological orien'ta
tion." The authors might well take comfort in the twin "charges."
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The personal and social difficulties involved in

group affiliations (or of putting them into secondary place ) and of

building new group ties. That, in a sense, is comparable to the process
of the recruit's initial absorption into his first army outfit, with all the

the individual is immeasurably eased in his adjustment since it is not a

problem peculiar to him . Every other member of the newly-forming
group is experiencing a similar problem, whether he is a first-year col

lege student or a raw army recruit.

Once he is a part of this group, however, transfer to another already

established group is quite a different matter, as any child who is trans

ferred from one school to another in mid-semester can report. In this
case, his initial exposure to the new group is most apt to involve an in

tensification of old ties-his old friends, his former teachers, his old school
are imbued with disproportionately great affect. This is much the same

phenomenon as that of soldiers separated from their old combat outfits
and settling into new domestic army stations. One study in

can Soldier

�

The Ameri

reports that such returnees place tremendous importance on

being pe mitted to "continue to wear the insignia of their old units" (II,

507-8 ) ,-]ust

as the abruptly transferred school child may intensify his

old group ties. Both reflect resistance to a sudden weaning from a former
group affiliation. The school child, being a lone individual, presents no

challenge to the unity of the new group, '4 and in time, he is usually taken

into the ranks. But should a sizable number of new youngsters confront
the group with their emphasis on old school ties, we might well find a

need emerging for an "educational depot," to forestall the dysfunctional
consequences of these challenges to the unity of the group. This is pre

cisely the problem of the army situation. Being built on fragile enough

grounds, the unity of an army outfit might be seriously impaired by the

introduction of a sizable number of replacements, if their former group
.. .On this, see h w C. S. �ewis, in the first pa t of his autobiography, mockingly
�
�
descnbes the functional requIrement for ,fagging ( hazing ) in the English public
schools or, at least, in the one school which he had the fortune to attend. "The in
ter�stin� thing is �at the public-school system had thus produced the very thing
whIch It was advertised to prevent or cure. For you must understand ( if you have
not been dipped in that tradition yourself ) that the whole thing was devised to
:kn�ck the nonsenfe' out o� the smaller boys and 'put them in their place.' 'If the
JUnIor boys weren t fagged, as my brother once said, 'they would become insuffer
able.' . . . Obviously a certain grave danger was ever present to the minds of those
who b�lt up the Wyvemian hierarchy. It seemed to them self-evident that, if you
left thmgs to themselves, boys of nineteen who played rugger for the county and
bo.xed for the school would everywhere be knocked down and sat on by boys of
thirteen. And that, you know, would be a very shocking spectacle. The most
elaborate mechanism, therefore, had to be devised for protecting the strong against
the weak, the close corporation of Old Hands against the parcel of newcomers who
were strangers to one another and to everyone in the place, the poor, trembling
lions against the furious and ravening sheep." C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The
Shape of My Early Life ( New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1955 ) , 104-106.
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army group, the unit with which he serves in combat.48
This anxiety accompanying the degrouping process may well be
dysfunctional for the individual soldier at the tiIl)e he is experiencing
it, and for some soldiers, it may have had serious effects upon overall
personal adjustment. Yet this same process of de-grouping may have

48. We have previously mentioned the similarity between the function of the
replacement depot and that of the reassignment station through which the returnee
soldier is transferred from his combat outfit to his domestic army post. An examina
tion of the study of the returnee in The American Soldier ( II-Chapter on problems
returnee
vf Rotation and Reconversion ) suggests that the degrouping process of the
is of much longer duration, for the returnee has been removed from his most cohesive
army group. Thus in a survey of returnees and non-overseas men in which the
soldiers were asked about their sense of belonging to their new outfit, the returnees
were much more apt to say they did not feel they belonged to their outfits than the
non-returnees, even though in a large proportion of the cases the returnees had been
with the outfit longer than the non-returnees. In the Air Force, for example, 34 per
cent of the returnees and 15 per cent of the non-returnees said they did not feel they
in
"belonged" to their outfits. The difference between returnee and non-returnee
in
other branches of the Army decreases slightly from the difference of 17 per cent
The
)
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the more
rapidity and ease of the de-grouping process and subsequent re-absorption into a
new group would appear to depend on the intensity of the former group ties.

combat outfit in which the de-grouped replacement is the more readily

�

foregomg footnote ) . For each level of men's attachment to their previous
outfit, it could be determined, first, whether the longer the period that

�en

have spent in a replacement depot, the more effectively they have

divested themselves of their previous group solidarity, and second,
whether those men who had been thus "de-grouped" were the more

effectively incorporated into their new combat outfit. To the extent that

this was found to be the case, it would have bearing on the more general

problem of factors and processes affecting the passage from old to new
membership groups. And, in some measure, this would supplement the

perceptive analysis of the replacement depot provided by

The American

Soldier.
CONCEPTS KINDRED TO REFERENCE
GROUP THEORY
From allusions scattered throughout the foregoing discussion

evident that certain facts of reference group behavior were note

d

it is

long

before the term, reference group, was coined by Hyman in his important

49. To note this p.ossible function of anxiety is not thereby to advocate anxiety.
For even as a concomItant of the de-grouping process, not all such anxiety situations
.
are functional fo� the social organization. In the case. of the officer candidate schools
for exam?le, �hich "can be conceived of as an ordeal," one consequence of a high
.
�nxiety Sl�ation was t� strip the officer candidate of any vestige of his former en
listed �an s valu�s, w�ch app �rently militated against his subsequent ability to see
the �nlisted man s pomt of VIew. Mter an analysis of the "ordeal" of an officer
.
ca�dIdate school m case-study terms, it is said : " . . . there is enough plausibility in
this accoun� of the transmission of culture to suggest that we have in this process
an e':Planation of why so many officers, themselves formerly enlisted men seemed
to f�l as officers to carry over their enlisted experience and try to see th � enlisted
man s p �int of view in han�ling their men." ( I, 391 ) From the hierarchy-conscious
pe�spective of the Army, this may or may not be considered objectionable. But the
eVIdence seems clear that enlisted men-products of a culture system which expounds
the worth of democratic �quality-functioned best when they believed the gap be
.
tween th�mselves and theIr leaders was not mflel9,ble, when they felt their officers
had relatively few sp�cial privileges they did not have, and so on. ( I, 369 ) But, in
o�er �ases, the functIon�1 consequences of the de-grouping process for the Army's
o?Jectives may far outweIgh the temporary dysfunctional consequences to the indi
VIdual �xposed to the replacement depot. From the standpoint of a narrowly defined
conception of social engineering, this might lead to recommendations for the exten
sion of "?e-gr0,upin f �o� gh explicit provision for such transitional organizations or
statuses In vanous Institutional orders. But this would presuppose an exclusive con
cer� with organizational objectives-e.g., increased efficiency of a fighting machine
which one need not be ready to advocate. In this instance, for example, one's values
�ay lead one to . c�nclude that organizational efficiency, through de-grouping with
Its attendant anxIeties, exacts too high a price. This is scarcely the first time that
such moral problems of social engineering have occurred. It might be found as so
many 19� cen� writers asserted, tha� hunger, acute anxiety and insecurity are
powerful Incentives for work. Were this confirmed it scarcely follows that the
sociologist would advocate hunger as a prod to work:
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�

Thus, half a century ago, DuBois noted tha "A white
.
Philadelphian with $1,500 a year can call himself poor and hve sImply.

study of

1942.50

A Negro with

$1,500

a year ranks with the richest of his race and must

usually spend more in proportion than his white neighbor in rent,

�ress

and entertainment."51 But though the specific fact that self-appraIsals

are

relative

to "the" group framework was often remarked, it was not

conceptualized in terms general enough to lead to systematic research

on the implications of the fact. Such a term as "reference group" is
useful not because the term itself helps explain behavior, but because

�

it doe not easily allow us to overlook this component in self-appraisals.

The very generality of the term leads to the perception of similarities
beneath apparent dissimilarities of behavior.

But apart from these isolated observations, there have been several

lines of development in sociology and social psychology which now give

promise of merging in a functional theory of reference group behavior.
Each of these has, after its own fashion, made major contributions, but
in retrospect, the impressive fact is that, in large measure, their mutual

implications have not yet been consolidated. As is generally known, these

are the conceptions of in- and out-groups set forth by Sumner, the ideas

regarding the social self developed by James, Cooley and Mead, the

50.
51.

H. Hyman, The Psychology of Status.

E. B. DuBois, The Philadelphia Negro, 1899, as quoted by E. F. Frazier,
The Negro in the United States ( New York: Macmillan, 1949, 299n) . Frazier de
W.

velops the observation further to indicate the cross-pressures to which the Negro
professional man is subject. "The Negro professional man or clerical worker .oft�n
feels under great compulsion to keep up the requirements of upper-class behaVl?r m
the Negro group and at the same time act in the role of a middle-class pr�fesslOnal
or white collar worker in the community at large." And he goes on to say, m effect,
that changing networks of social relationS-increasing integration "into the larger
community"-shift the balance of pertinent reference groups, when he :emarks that
"As the Negro becomes increasingly integrated into the larger commumty, the pro
fessional man or woman or clerical worker is escaping from the obligations of the
upper-class role in the Negro community and can orient his behavior with reference
to his middle-class status." Ibid., 300, italics supplied.
Interestingly enough, technical problems in d,eveloping samples for public opinion
polls forced attention to the same fact that economic status is relative to the income
distribution of the environing community. Thus : "The owner of a small shoe store
in Dubuque, Iowa, who is married, has no children, and enjoys an income of $5,000
a year, finds himself thrown v.;ith the prosperous p�ople of the to� . . . : �e fi�ds
himself, economically, close to the top of the heap m Dubuque .. HIS assocl�ti�n WIth
other prosperous people inclines him to regard his fate as bemg rather mtimately
bound up with that of the properous people else:vher.e . . . . Give th� same $5,000 a
year income to an assistant sales m�nager who lives m New York C:lty and has two
daughters of school age, and you WIll find that he does not regard himself .as belong
ing to the same economic level as the D �bu��e shoe dealer, ��r do�s �e think
or vote
like that man on many important subjects. Elmo Roper, Classifymg respondents
by e-::onomic status," Public Opinion Quarterly, 1940, 4, 270; see also, S. S. W�s,
"Representative sampling and poll reliability," ibid., 263: "A $300�-a-year salary . m
a small Arkansas town means one thing and a $3000-a-year salary m New York City
means something entirely diHerent. The problem of economic status in sampling is
handled at present on what amounts to a relative basis in each sampling locality. . .

·" .
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more recent systematic researche
s on reference group behavior repre

sented by the work of Hyman,
Sherif and Newcomb, and the very
numerous special studies on conc
rete problems of hum an behavior
such
as those
ealing with acculturation, as
similation, the marginal man,
.
.
SOCial mobIlIty, multiple roles, confl
icting loyalties, cross-pressures,
and
the like.

�

The general and, in this truncate
d form, uninstructive fact that men
are �ariously oriented to grou
ps besides their own was capt
ured in the
.
termmology mve
nted by Sumner to distinguish
between "ourselves the
'
we-group, . or in-group, and ever
ybody else, or the other-gro
ups' outgroups. "52 ' Sumner proceeded
to describe the relations betw
een these
types of groups. Essentially,
these somewhat premature obse
rvations
held tha conditions of amity and
order obtain in the in-group whe
reas
the rela o to out-groups is that
of hostility, plunder and expl
�
oitation.
That thIS IS the case (under
unspecified conditions) Sumner
was able
to show through numerous illus
trations drawn from history and ethn
ol
ogy. But in adopting a descripti
ve, rather than an analytical,
outlook on
the facts 9f the case, he inevitabl
y blurred and obscured the othe
rwise
consp cuous f c that, under certa
in conditions, the out-group
�
becomes
a baSIS of pOS'ttwe, not merely host
ile, reference53 and that the
science
of SOciology is thereby committ
ed to determine the condition
s
under
which one or the other orientatio
n to out-groups obtained. In shor
t the
ini al distinction put Sumner
well on the way toward open
ing p a
senes of problems regarding refer
ence group behavior. But this
avenue
to the development of a theory
of reference group behavior, in
principle
�pen to those who would explore it since the appearan
ce of Folkways
m 1906, was not follo
wed up by systematic research
.
With only the slight exaggeration
inevitable in having a single sen
tence . summan. ze a large num
ber of facts, it may be said that
the an
ticip �tions of reference group
theory by James, Cooley, and
Mead also
r� mamed almost wholly undevel
oped for a generation or mor
e. Par
ticularly among sociologists
their conceptions were treat
ed ' not as a
b �ginning but as a virtual conc
lusion, repeatedly quoted and
illustrated
WIth new examples of multiple
selves, the looking-glass self,
responses

�
�

�

�

�

�

52. W. G. Sumner, Folkways, 12.
53.
This case of discontinuity
.
ence grou p theory is all the more signifi t
sm?� Sum�er ,?f course recognizedin, inrefer
other
contexts, that what he called "imita::',
or emulation of . out-gr.oup patterns of beha
vior did occur. But these observations
ere
not
syste
matic
ally
linked with his prior distinctions betw
�
een in- and out-g
l� such a way that they resulted in a
S
s of analytical problems regardingroup
diverse patterns of reference group behaserie
the
under varied conditions So
commented on t?e p�rvenu ( 107 ) who is,vior
of course, passing from on� in�grt��� ht�
.
nothe
r,
but
agam
�Itho
�
ut developm the theoretical and analytical quest
ions high
l�ghted b� such shifts in group memgbersh
ip. He has, in short, numerous observ
tions pertinent to problems of reference
a
group
s, but these remain scattered and un
connected rather than analytically drawn togeth
er and seen as cognate.
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se the words
to the significant gestures of "others," and so on. And becau
their insight
of the forefathers became final words, little was built upon
which men of
ful suggestions. They were honored, not in the manner in
elaborating
science do honor to their predec essors, by extending and
ms and
their formulations on the basis of cumulatively developed proble
r in
manne
the
in
but
ms,
proble
these
on
g
systematic researches bearin
"de
g
quotin
edly
repeat
by
essors,
predec
which litterateurs honor their
finitive" passag es from the masters' works.
Certain social psychologists, among whom Hyman, Sherif, and New
by
comb54 are representative, have somewhat advanced this theory
ical
theoret
into
back
feed
would
designing empirical researches which
were
formulations of reference group behavior. And since their data
con
ves
themsel
found
soon
systematic rather than anecdotal, they
from
emerge
which
s
fronted with many of the same theoretical problem
the researches of The American Soldier. Newcomb's study, in particular,
centered not only on the reference group contexts of attitude s, percep
tions, and judgments, but also considered the social organization which
affected the selection of reference groups.
The researches of The American Soldier belong to this last line of
development, consisting of numerous empirical studies of ostensibly dif
ferent types of behavior, which nevertheless involve similar social and
psychological processe s. Since social scientists are equipped with some,
though not nearly enough, methods for the study of reference group
behavior in the ordinary course of everyday life, they need not look
only to the contrived situations of the social-psychology laboratory, which
leaves outside its walls the established social relations which comprise
the orgallization of groups in society. An Army private bucking for
promotion may oilly in a narrow and theoretically superficial sense be
regarded as engaging in behavior different from that of an immigrant
assimilating the values of a native group, or of a lower-middle-class
individual conforming to his conception of upper-middle-class patterns
of behavior, or of a boy in a slum area orienting himself to the values
of a settlement house worker rather than the values of the street corner
gang, or of a Bennington student abandoning the conservative beliefs
of her parents to adopt the more liberal ideas of her college associates,
or of a lower-class Catholic departing from the pattern of his in-group
by casting a Republican vote, or of an eighteenth century French aristo
crat aligning himself with a revolutionary group of the time. However
these may differ in detail, they are not necessarily unconnected forms of

54. Hyman, op. cit.; M. Sherif's Psychology of Social Norms ( New York :
Harper, 1936 ) moved toward a conception of reference groups more fully de
veloped in his later book, An Outline of Social Psychology. T. M. Newcomb's mono
graph, Personality and Social Change ( New York: Dryden Press, 1943 ) represented
a major step forward in this development, and his Social Psychology ( New York:
Dryden Press, 1950) includes more recent researches.

REFERENCE GROUP THEORY

(333)

beha�or "belonging," respectively, to the jurisdictions of the sOciology
.
of ��Itary h. �e, rac� a�d �thnic relations, social mobility, delinquency
. dIsorgamza
( Or socIal
tion ) , educational sociology, political sociology
.
and the socIOlogy of revolution.
Such conventional divisions in terms of superficially distinct spheres
of �uman behavior serve to obscure the similarity of social and psycho
logIcal processes with which more abstract conceptions, such as those
of reference group theory, are concerned . As can be seen from the
matrix of varia�les in the first part of this paper, the combination of
ele�ents may dIffer, thus giving rise to overtly distinctive forms of be
havIOr, but these may nevertheless be only different expressions of similar
processes under different conditions . They may all represent cases 0f
. �" Vlduals bec
illd
o�ing identified with reference groups to which they
.
aspIre or m :VhlCh they have just achieved membership. And to the
.
extent that thIS IS so, the observed behaviors can, in principle, be derived
.
from a f�w relatively
general conceptions holding for them all rather
than h�vmg th�ir si�ilarity obscured by varying terminologi es, � uch as
promoti�n, ass lII�I. l�tio� ( and acculturation ) , class striving ( and over
confornu� ) , SOCIalization, social deviation, renegadism, or again, rela
.
.
tive depnvatIon, role conflict, cross-pressures and false consciousness.
T�e early �evelopment of reference group conceptions is studded
.
WIth mstan�es m which particular historical occurrences in the soCiety
.
led socIOlogIStS to focus on spheres of social behavior in which patterns
of ref�renc� group behavior happened to be conspicuous. Thus, studies
.
of aSSImIlati
on, clearly a process in which there is reference to the cul
�e of no�-membership groups, were precipitated by waves of immigra
tion to this country and the subsequent throes of absorption of people
.
of d��erse cultural background. So, too, growing sociological interest in
mobIl�.ty b�tween social classes and in "false consciousness" whereby
men I�entify themselves with classes, "to which they do not belong,"
see�s ill p �rt a response to open public discussion of classes, and to a
poss�bl� heI�htened sense of class conHict. In such instances, the soci
ologI� ts chOIce of subject-matter was more nearly dictated by concrete
practical problems than by the requirements of systematic theory. As a
result, �ere w�s a �arked tendency for the interpretative conceptions
t� remam pa:tu:ul�rlzed to the special sphere of behavior under con
.
SIderation. DIstmctive concepts appropriate for each sphere were de
velope� as separat� and almost isolated tools of analysis, and their
�e�re�cal overlappillgs and connections were often lost to view. Spe
CIalIzation of inquiry in terms of the concrete practical problems gen
.
erated by SOCIal
change sometimes developed at the expense of a more
general body of theory. Special cases usurped attention and special
concepts were introduced, but the task of their theoretical consolidation
was only barely begun.
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Though our brief examination of cases has provided only intimations
to this effect, they are perhaps enough to lend weight to the possibility

that these are not unrelated forms of social behavior but concrete mani
festations of underlying patterns of reference group behavior. 55 It seems
probable that

if

special inquiries trace out the theoretical connections

between these forms of behavior, they will develop one of those theo�'ies
of the middle range which consolidate otherwise segregated hypotheses
and empirical uniformities . The wider, more inclusive conception would
mean, for example, that research on the adjustment-patterns of immi
grants would contribute its share to the same theory that helps direct
research on, say, factors in social mobility. And these steps toward con
solidation would result in a more rapid cumulation of reference group
theory, since research on diverse departments of human behavior would
become mutually stimulating and sustaining. At least, that seems to be
the import of this preliminary review of reference group conceptions

in

The American Soldier.

55. A historian of science has commented on comparable problems of theoretical
consolidation in the natural and physical sciences : " . . . of all forms of mental ac
tivity the most difficult to induce . . . is the art of handling the same bundle of
data as before, but placing them in a new system of relations with one another and
giving them a different framework, all of which virtually means putting on a dif
ferent kind of thinking-cap for the moment." H. Butterfield, The Origins of Modern
Science ( London: Bell, 1949 ) . 1.

Science 159 (1968): 56 – 63.

reers are more productive later on than
those who do not. And the Coles have
also found that, at least in the case
of contemporary American physics, the
reward system operates largely in ac

The Matthew Effect in Science

cord with institutional values of the
science,inasmuch as quality of research

is more often and more substantially
rewarded than mere quantity.

The reward and communication systems

In science 'as in other institutional

of science are considered.

realms, a special problem in the work
ings of the reward system turns

up

when individuals or organizations take

Robert K. Merton

on

the job of

gauging and

suitably

rewarding lofty performance on behalf
of a large community. Thus, that ulti
This paper develops a conception of

mate 'accolade in 20th-century science,

psychosocial

image and the public image of scien

the Nobel prize, is often assumed to

tists are largely shaped by the com

mark off its recipients from all the

processes affect the ,allocation of re

munally validating testimony of signifi

other scientists of the time. Yet this

wards to scientists for their contribu

cant others that they have variously

assumption is at odds with the well

tions-an allocation which in turn af

lived up to the exacting institutional

known fact that a

fects the flow of ideas

requirements of their roles.

scientists who have not received the

ways

in

which

certain

and findings

through the communication networks
of science.

The

conception is

based

upon an analysis of the composite of
experience reported in Harriet Zucker
man's interviews with Nobel laureates
in the United States

(1)

and upon data

drawn from the diaries, letters, note
books, scientific papers, and biographies
of other scientists.

The Reward System and "Occupants

A number of workers, in empirical
studies, have investigated various

as

pects of the reward system of science

We might best begin with some gen

or more. This can be described 'as the

ognition

is

required

to

careers of scientists. In

the

derivation of this tag is clear enough.

case study

The French Academy, it will be re

stabilize
a

Crane (4) used the quantity of publica

membered, decided early that only a

tion (apart from quality) as a measure

cohort of 40 could qualify as mem

of scientific productivity and found that

bers and so emerge as immortals. This

highly productive scientists at a major

limitation of numbers made inevitable,

university gained recognition more of

of course, the exclusion through the
who have won their own immortality.

developed and partly tested the hypoth

The familiar list of occupants of this

(5)

function primarily to reinforce the op

(2)

it was

of science are distributed principally in
the coin of recognition accorded re

centuries of many talented individuals

has

at a lesser university. Hagstrom

esis that material rewards in science

noted that graded rewards in the realm

of science as some of the recipients,
phenomenon of "the 41st chair." The

eral observations on the reward system

vestigations. Some time ago

prize and will not receive it have con
tributed as much to the advancement

for ex'ample, that some degree of rec

in science, basing these on earlier theo
retical formulations and empirical in

of

as thus conceived. Glaser (3) has found,

ten tban equally productive scientists

of the Forty-First Chair"

good number

eration of a reward system in which
the primary reward of recognition for
scientific contributions is exchanged for

41st chair includes Descartes, Pascal,
Moliere, Bayle, Rousseau, Saint-Simon,
Diderot, Stenda:hl, Flaubert, Zola, and
Proust

(9).

What holds for the French Academy

access to scientific information. Storer

holds in varying degree for every other

(6) has analyzed the ambivalence of

institution designed to identify and re

search by fellow-scientists. This recog

the scientist's response to recognition

ward talent. In

nition is stratified for varying grades

"as a case in which the norm of dis

occupants of the 41st chair, men out

of scientific accomplishment, as judged

interestedness operates to make scien

side the Academy having at least the

by the scientist's peers. Both the selfThe author is Giddings Professor of Sociology
at Columbia University, New York 10027. This
article is based on a paper read before the
American SociolOgical Association in San Fran
cisco, August 1967.
56

tists deny the value to them of in

all

of them there are

same order of talent as those inside it.

fluence and authority in science." Zuck

In part, this circumstance results from

that scientists who receive recognition

sion of the less talented at the expense

erman (7) and the Coles (8) have found

for research done early in their ca-

errors of judgment that lead to inclu
of the more talented.

History serves
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as an appellate court, ready to reverse
the

judgments

of

the

lower

courts,

which 'are limited by the myopia of
contemporaneity. But in greater part,
the phenomenon of the 41st chair is
an artifact of having a fixed number
of places available at the summit of
recognition. Moreover, when ' a particu
lar generation is rich in achievements
of a high order, it follows from the
rule of fixed numbers that some men
whose accomplishments rank as high
as those actually given the award will
be excluded from the honorific ranks.
Indeed, their

accomplishments

some

times far outrank those which,in a time
of

less

creativity,

proved

enough to

Jacques Loeb, W. M. Bayliss, E. H.
Starling, G. N. Lewis, O. T. Avery,

and Selig Hecht, to say nothing of the .
long list of still-living uncrowned Nobel

of

In the stratification system
in science, there may also be
effect"
of

a

honor

"ratchet

(11) operating in the careers

scientists

such

that,

once

achieved a particular degree of emi
nence, they do not later fall much be
low that level (although they may be
outdistanced by newcomers and so suf

relative

fer a

decline in prestige). Once

a Nobel laureate, always

a

Nobel lau

reate. Yet the reward system based on
recognition for work accomplished tends

The Nobel prize retains its luster be

scientist has unusual capacities and to

this

high

order

cause errors of the first kind-where
scientific work of dubious or inferior
worth

has

been

mistakenly

honored

-are uncommonly few. Yet limitations
of the second kind cannot be avoided.
The small number of awards means
that, particularly

in

times

of

great

scientific advance, there will be many
occupants of the 41st chair (and, since
the terms governing the award of the
prize do not provide for posthumous
recognition, permanent

occupants

of

that chair). This gap in the award of

the ultimate prize is only partIy filled
by other awards for scientific accom
plishment since these do not carry the
same prestige either inside the scientific
community or outside it. Furthermore,

both to validate the judgment that the
testify that these capacities have con
tinuing potential. What appears from
below to be the summit becomes, in
the

experience

of

those

who

have

reached it, only another way station.
The scientist's peers and other asso
ciates

regard

each

of

his

scientific

achievements as only the prelude to
new and greater achievements. Such so
cial pressures do not often permit those
who have climbed the rugged moun
tains of scientific achievement to re
main content. It is not necessarily the
fact that their own Faustian aspirations
are ever escalating that keeps eminent
scientists at work. More and more is
expected of them, and this creates its
own measure of motivation and stress.

what has been noted about the artifact

Less often than might be imagined is

of fixed numbers producing occupants

there

of the 41st chair in the case of the

(see 12).

Nobel prize holds in principle for other

The

repose

at

the

recognition

top

in

accorded

science
scientific

awards providing less prestige (though

achievement by the scientist's peers is

sometimes, nowadays, more cash).

a reward in the strict sense identified

Scientists reflecting on the stratifica

by Parsons (13). As we shall see, such

tion of honor and esteem in the world

recognition can be converted into an

of science know all this; the Nobel

instrumental asset as enlarged facilities

laureates themselves know and empha

are made ,available to the honored scien

size it, and the members of the Swed

tist for further work. Without deliber

ish Royal Academy of Science and the

ate intent on the part of any group,

Royal Caroline Institute who face the

the reward system thus influences the

unenviable

"class structure" of science by provid

decisions

task of

know it.

making
The

the final

latter testify

ing a stratified distribution of chances,

to the phenomenon of the 41st chair

among

whenever they allude to work of "prize

role as investigators. The process pro

scientists, for

enlarging

their

winning calibre" which, under the con

vides differential access to the means

ditions of the scarcity of prizes, could

of scientific production. This becomes

not be given the award. And so it is

all the more important in the current

that, in the case of the Nobel prize, oc

historical shift from little science to big

cupants of the 41st chair comprise an

science, with its expensive and often

illustrious company that includes such

centralized equipment needed for re

names 'as Josiah Willard Gibbs, Mende

on

differential

life

fering positions within the opportunity
structure of science (14).

The Matthew Effect in

the

Reward System

having

to induce continued effort, which serves

for

recognition.

based

chances, which locates scientists in dif

laureates (10).

of

qualify men

system,

The social structure of science pro
vides the context for this inquiry into
a

complex

affects

psychosocial

both

the

process

that

system

and

reward

the communication system
We start by noting

a

of

science.

theme that runs

through the interviews with the Nobel
laureates. They repeatedly observe that
eminent scientists get disproportionate
ly great credit for their contributions
to

science

while

relatively

unknown

scientists tend to get disproportionately
little credit for comparable contribu
tions. As one laureate in physics put
it (15): "The world is peculiar in this
matter of how it gives credit. It tends
to give the credit to [already] famous
people."
As we examine the experiences re
ported by eminent scientists we find
that this pattern of recognition, skewed
in favor of the established scientist, ap
pears principally (i)

in cases of col

laboration and (ii) in cases of inde
pendent multiple discoveries made by
scientists

of

distinctly

different

rank

(16).
In papers coauthored by men of de
cidedly

unequal

reputation, another

laureate in physics reports, "the man
who's best known gets more credit, an
inordinate amount of credit." In the
words

of

'a

laureate

in

chemistry:

"When people see my name on a paper,
they are apt to remember it and not to
remember the other names." And
laureate

in

physiology

'and

describes his own pattern

of

a

medicine
response

to jointly authored papers:
You usually notice the name that you're
familiar with. Even if it's last, it will be the
one that sticks. In 'some cases, all the
names are unfamiliar to you, and they're
virtually anonymous. But what you note
is the acknowledgement at the end of the
paper to the senior person for his "advice
and encouragement." So you will say:
"This came out of Greene's lab, or so
and-so's lab." You remember that, rather
than the long list of authors.

Almost as though he had been listen
ing to this account, another laureate
in medicine explains why he will often

leev, W. B. Cannon, H. Quincke, J.

search. There is thus a continuing inter

not put his name on the published re

play between the status system, based

port of a collaborative piece of work:

Barcroft, F.

on honor and esteem, and the class

"People are more or less tempted to

d'Herelle, H. De Vries,
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say: 'Oh yes, so-and..so is working on
such-and-such in C's laboratory. It's
C's idea.' I try to cut that down." Still
another laureate in medicine alludes to
this pattern and goes on to observe
how it might prejudice the career of
the junior investigator:
If someone is being considered for a job
by people who have not had much ex
perience with him, if he has published
only together with some known names
well, it detracts.It naturally makes people
ask: "How much is really his own con
tribution, how much [the senior author's].
How will he work out once he goes out
of that laboratory?"

Under certain conditions this adverse
effect on recognition of the junior au
thor of papers written in collaboration
with prominent scientists can 'apparent
ly be countered and even converted
into an asset. Should the younger scien
tist move ahead to do autonomous and
significant work, this work retroactively
affects the appraisals of his role in ear
lier collaboration. In the words of the
laureate in medicine who referred to
the virtual anonymity of junior au
thors of coauthored papers: "People who
have been identified with such joint
work and who then go on to do good
work later on, [do] get the proper
amount of recognition." Indeed, as an
other laureate implies, this retroactive
judgment may actually heighten recog
nition for later accomplishments: "The
junior person is sometimes lost sight of,
but only temporarily if he continues.
In many cases, he ,actually gains in ac
ceptance of his work and in general
acceptance, by having once had such
association." Awareness of this pattern
of retroactive recognition may account
in part for the preference, described by
another laureate of some "young fel
lows [who] feel that to have a better. known name on the paper will be of
help to them." But this is an expressive
as well as a merely instrumental prefer
ence, as we see also in the pride with
which laureates themselves speak of
having worked, say, with Fermi, G. N.
Lewis, Meyerhof, or Niels Bohr.
So much for the misallocation of
credit in this reward system in the case
of collaborative work. Such misalloca
tion also occurs in the case of inde
pendent multiple discoveries. When ap
proximately the same ideas or findings
are independently communicated by a
scientist of great repute and by one
not yet widely known, it is the first,
we are told, who ordinarily receives
prime recognition. An approximation
58

to this pattern is reported by a lau
reate who observes:
It does happen that two men have the
same idea and one becomes better known
for it.E-, who had the idea, went cir
cling round to try to get an experiment
for ....Nobody would do it and so it
was forgotten, practically. Finally, A
and B_ and C- did it, became famous,
and got ,the Nobel Prize. . . . If things
had gone just a little differently; if some
body had been willing to try the experi
ment when E_ suggested it, they proba
bly could have published it jointly and he
would have been a famous man.As it is,
he's a footnote.

The workings of this process at the
expense of the young scientist and to
the benefit of the famous one is re
markably summarized in the life his
tory of a laureate in physics, who has
experienced both phases at different
times in his career.
When you're not recognized, he recalls,
it's a little bit irritating to have somebody
come along and figure out the obvious
which you've also figured out, and every
body gives him credit just because he's a
famous physicist or a famous man in his
field.

Here he is viewing the case he re
ports from the perspective of one who
had this happen to him before he had
become famous. The conversation takes
a new turn as he notes that his own
position has greatly changed. Shifting
from the perspective of his earlier days,
when he feIt victimized by the pattern,
to the perspective of his present high
status, he goes on to say:
This often happens, and I'm probably
getting credit now, if I don't watch myself,
for things other people figured out. Be
cause I'm notorious and when I say it,
people say: "Well, he's the one that
thought this out." Well, I may just be
saying things that other people have
thought out before.
_

In the end, then, a sort of rough-hewn
justice has been done by the compound
ing of two compensating injustices. His
earlier ,accomplishments have been un
derestimated; his later ones, overesti
mated (17).
This complex pattern of the mis
allocation of credit for scientific work
must quite evidently be described as
"the Matthew effect," for, as will be
remembered, the Gospel According to
St. Matthew puts it this way:
For unto
given, and
from him
away even

every one that hath shall be
he shall have abundance: but
that hath not shall be taken
that which he hath.

Put in less stately language, the Mat-

thew effect consists in the accruing of
greater increments of recognition for
particular scientific contributions to sci
entists of considerable repute and the
withholding of such recognition from
scientists who have not yet made their
mark. Nobel laureates provide presump
tive evidence of the effect, since they
testify to its occurrence, not as victims
-which might make their testimony
suspect-but as unwitting beneficiaries.
The laureates 'and other eminent
men of science are sufficiently aware
of this aspect of the Matthew effect
to make special efforts to counteract
it. At the extreme, they sometimes re
fuse to coauthor a paper reporting re
search on which they have collaborated
in order not to diminish the recogni
tion accorded their less-well-known as
sociates. And, as Harriet Zuckerman
has found (18), they tend to give first
place in jointly authored papers to one
of their collaborators. She discovered,
moreover, that the laureates who have
attained eminence before receiving the
Nobel prize begin to transfer first
authorship to associates earlier than
less eminent laureates-to�be do, and
that both sets of laureates-the pre
viously eminent and not-so-eminent
greatly increase this practice after re
ceiving the prize. Yet the latter effort
is probably more expressive of the lau
reates' good intentions than it is effec
tive in redressing the imbalance of
credit attributable to the Matthew ef
fect. As the laureate quoted by Har
riet Zuckerman acknowledges: "If I
publish my name first, then everyone
thinks the others are just techni
cians. . . . If my name is last, people
will credit me anyway for the whole
thing, so I want the others to have a bit
more glory."
The problem of achieving a public
identity in science may be deepened
by the great increase in the number
of papers with several authors (1, chap.
3; 19; 20, p. 87) in which the role of
young collaborators becomes obscured
by the brilliance that surrounds their
illustrious co-authors. So great is this
problem that we are tempted to turn
again to the Scriptures to designate
the status-enhancement and status-sup
pression components of the Matthew
effect. We can describe it as "the Ec
clesiasticus component," from the famil
iar injunction "Let us now praise fa
mous men," in the noncanonical book
of that name.
It will surely have been noted that
the laureates perceive the Matthew efSCIENCE,
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fect primarily as a problem in the
just 'allocation of credit for scientific
accomplishment. They see it largely in
,terms of its action in enhancing rank
or suppressing recognition. They see
it as leading to an unintended double
injustice, in which unknown scientists
are unjustifiably victimized and famous
ones, unjustifiably benefited. In short,
they see ,the Matthew effect in terms
of a basic inequity in the reward
system that 'affects the careers of in
dividual scientists. But it has other im
plications for the development of sci
ence, and we must shift our angle of
theoretical vision in order to identify
them.

The Matthew Effect
in the Communication System

We now look at the same social
phenomena from another perspective
not from the standpoint of individual
careers and the workings of the re
ward system but from the standpoint
of science conceived of as 'a system
of communication. This perspective
yields a further set of inferences. It
leads us to propose the hypothesis that
a scientific contribution will have great
er visibility in the community of scien
tists when it is introduced by a scien
tist of high rank than when it is intro
duced by one who has not yet made
his mark. In other words, considered
in its implications for the reward sys
tem, the Matthew effect is dysfunction
al for the careers of individual scien
tists who are penalized in the early
stages of their development, but con
sidered in its implications for the com
munication system, the Matthew effect,
in cases of collaboration and multiple
discoveries, may operate to heighten
the visibility of new scientific commu
nications. This is not the first instance
of a social pattern's being functional
for certain aspects of a social system
and dysfunctional for certain individ
uals within that system. That, indeed,
is a principal theme of classical
tragedy (21).
Several laureates have sensed this so
cial function of the Matthew effect.
Speaking of the dilemma that con
fronts the famous man of science who
directs the work of 'a junior associate,
one of them observes:
'

It raises the question of what you are to
do. You have a student; should you put
your name on that paper or not? You've
contributed to it, but is it better that you
5 JANUARY 1 968

shouldn't or should? There are two sides
to it. If you don't [and here comes the
decisive point on visibility], if you don't,
there's the possibility that the paper may
go quite unrecognized. Nobody reads it. If
you do, it might be recognized, but then
the student doesn't get enough credit.

Studies of the reading practices of
scientists indicate that the suggested
possibility-"Nobody
reads
it"-is
something less than sheer hyperbole. It
has been found, for example, that only
about half of 1 percent of the articles
published in journals of chemistry are
read by any one chemist (22). And
much the same pattern has been found
to hold in psychology (23, p. 9):
The data on current readership (i.e., within
a couple [of] months after distribution of
the journal) suggested that about one-half
of the research reports in "core" journals
will be read [or skimmed] by 1 % or less
of a random sample of psychologists. At
the highest end of the current readership
distribution, no research report is likely to
be read by more than about 7% of such
a sample.

Several of the Coles's findings (24)
bear tangentially on the hypothesis
about the communication function of
the Matthew effect. The evidence is
tangential rather than central to the
hypothesis since their data deal with
the degree of visibility of the entire
corpus of each physicist's work in the
national community of physicists rather
than with the visibility of particular
papers within it. Still, in gross terms,
their findings are at least consistent with
the hypothesis. The higher the rank
of physicists (as measured by the pres
tige of the awards they have received
for scientific work), the higher their
visibility in the national community
of physicists. Nobel laureates have a
visibility score (25) of 85; other mem
bers of the National Academy of Sci
ences, a score of 72; recipients of
awards having less prestige, a score
of 38; and physicists who have re
ceived no awards, a visibility score of
17. The Coles also find (24) that the
visibility of physicists producing work
of high quality is heightened by their
attaining honorific awards more pres
tigious than those they have previous
ly received. Further investigation is
needed to discover whether these same
patterns hold for differences in the vis
ibility (as measured by readership) of
individual papers published by scien
tists of differing rank.
There is reason to assume that the
communication function of the Mat
thew effect is increasing in frequency

and intensity with the exponential in
crease (20, chaps. 1 and 2; 26) in the
volume of scientific pubiications, which
makes it increasingly difficult for scien
tists to keep up with work in their
field. Bentley Glass (27) is only one
among many to conclude that "per
haps no problem facing the individual
scientist today is more defeating than
the effort to cope with the flood of
published scientific research, even with
in one's own narrow specialty." Stud
ies of the communication behavior of
scientists (28) have shown that, con
fronted with the growing task of identi
fying significant work published in their
field, scientists search for cues to what
they should attend to. One such cue is
the professional reputation of the au
thors. The problem of locating the per
tinent research literature and the prob
lem of authors' wanting their work to
be noticed and used are symmetrical:
the vastly increased bulk of publica
tion stiffens the competition between
papers for such notice. The American
Psychological Association study ( 23,
pp. 252,254; 29) found that from 15 to
23 percent of the psychologist-readers'
behaviors in selecting articles were
based on the identity of the authors.
The workings of the Matthew effect
in the communication system require
us to draw out 'and emphasize certain
implications about the character of sci
ence. They remind us that science is
not composed of a series of private
experiences of discovery by many sci
entists, 'as sometimes seems to be as
sumed in inquiries centered exclusively
on the psychological processes involved
in discovery. Science is public, not
private. True, the making of a dis
covery is a complex personal experi
ence. And since the making of the dis
covery necessarily precedes its fate, the
nature of the experience is the same
whether the discovery temporarily fails
to become part of the socially shared
culture of science or quickly becomes
a functionally significant part of that
culture. But, for science to be ad
vanced, it is not enough that fruitful
ideas be originated or new experiments
developed or new problems formulated
or new methods instituted. The innova
tions must be effectively communicated
to others. That, after all, is what we
mean by a contribution to science
gpmething given to the common fund
of knowledge. In the end, then, science
is a socially shared and socially vali
dated body of knowledge. For the de
velopment of science, only work that
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is effectively perceived and utilized by

virtue of lending itself to approximate

other scientists, then and there, matters.

test. One can examine citation indexes

In

investigating

the

processes

that

in

to find whether

multiple discoveries

shape the development of science, it is

by scientists of markedly unequal rank

therefore important to consider the so

it is indeed the case -that work pub

cial mechanisms that curb or facilitate

lished by the scientists of higher rank

the incorporation of would-be contri

is the more promptly and more widely

butions

cited

into

the

domain

of

science.

Looking at the Matthew effect from
this perspective, we have noted the dis
tinct possibility that contributions made
by scientists of considerable standing
are the most likely to enter promptly
and

widely

into

the

communication

networks of science, and so to acceler
ate its development.

(32).

To the extent that it is, the

findings will shed some light on the un
planned consequences of the stratifica
tion system for the development of sci
ence. Interviews with working scientists
about their reading practices can also
supply data bearing on the hypothesis.
So much for the link between the
Matthew effect and the functions of
mUltiple discoveries - in increasing both
the probability and the speed of dif

The Matthew Effect and

fusion of significant new contributions
to

the Functions of Redundancy
Construed in this way, the Matthew
effect links up with my previous stud-.
ies of the functions of redundancy in
science (30). When similar discoveries
are made by two or more scientists work
ing independently ("multiple discover
,
ies' ), the probability that they will be
promply

incorporated

into

the

cur

rent body of scientific knowledge is in
creased. The more often -a discovery
has been made independently, the bet
ter are its prospects of being identified
and used. If one published version of
the discovery is obscured by "noise"
in the communication system of sci
ence,

then

another

version

may

be

come visible. This leaves us with an
unresolved question: How can one esti
mate what amount of redundancy in
independent efforts to solve a scientific
problem will give maximum probability
of solution without entailing so much
replication of effort that the last incre
ments will not appreciably increase the
probability? (See 31.)
In examining

the functions of the

Matthew effect for communication in
science, we can now refine this concep
tion further. It is not only the number
of times a discovery has been inde
pendently made and published that af
fects its visibility but also the standing,
within the stratification system of sci
ence, of the scientists who have made
it. To put the matter with undue sim
plicity,

a single discovery introduced

by a scientist of established reputation
may have as good

a

chance of achieving

high visibility as

a

multiple discovery

variously introduced by several scien
tists no one of whom has yet achieved

science.

The

Matthew

effect

also

links up with the finding, reported else
where (33), that great talents in science
are typically involved in many multiple
discoveries.

This statement holds for

Galileo and Newton: for Faraday and
Clerk Maxwell; for Hooke, Cavendish,
and Stensen; for Gauss and Laplace; for
Lavoisier,

Priestley, and Scheele; and

for most Nobel laureates. It holds, in
short, for all those whose place in the
pantheon of science is largely assured,
however much they may differ in the
scale of their total accomplishment.
The greatness of these scientists rests
in their having

individually

contributed

a body of ideas, methods, and results
which, in the case of multiple discov
eries, has also been contributed by a
sizable

aggregate

of less talented men.

For example, we have found that Kel
vin had a part in 32 or more multiple
discoveries, and that it took 30 other
men to contribute what Kelvin him
By examining the interviews with the
we

underlying

can

now

psychosocial

detect

some.

mechanisms

that make for the greater visibility of
contributions reported by �cientists of
established reputation. This greater vis
ibility is not merely the result of a
halo

effect

such

that

their

personal

prestige rubs off on their separate con
tributions.

Rather,

certain aspects of

their socialization, their scheme of val

ues, and their social character account
in part for the visibility of their work.

Social and Psychological Bases
of the Matthew Effect

a substantial reputation. Although the

Even when some of his contributions

general idea is, at this writing, tenta

have been independently made by an

tive, it does have the not inconsiderable

aggregate of other scientists, the great
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tions. It makes
a

difference, and often

a

decisive difference, for the advance

ment of science whether a composite
of ideas -and findings is heavily con
centrated in the work of one man or
one research group or is thinly dis
persed among

a

great number of men

and organizations. Such

a

composite

tends to take on a structure sooner in
the first instance than in the second.
It required

a

Freud, for instance, to

focus the attention of many psycholo
gists upon a wide array of ideas which,
as has been shown elsewhere (30), had
in large part also been hit upon by
various other scientists. Such focalizing
may tum out to be a distinctive func
tion of eminent men of science (34).
A Freud, a Fermi, and a Delbriick
play

charismatic

a

They

excite

role

in

intellectual

science.

enthusiasm

among others who ascribe exceptional
qualities to them. Not only do they
themselves achieve excellence, they have
the capacity for evoking excellence in
others. In the compelling phrase of one
laureate, they provide a "bright ambi
ance." It is not so much that these
great men of science pass on their tech
niques, methods, information, and the
ory

to

novices

working

with

them.

More consequentially, they convey to
their associates the norms and values
that govern significant research. Often
in their later years, or after their death,
this personal influence becomes routin
ized, in the fashion described by Max
Weber for other fields of human activ
ity. Charisma becomes institutionalized,
in the form of schools of thought and
research establishments.
The role of outstanding men of sci
ence in influencing younger associates

self contributed.
laureates,

man of science serves distinctive func

is repeatedly emphasized in the inter
views with laureates. Almost to a man
they lay great emphasis on the impor
tance of problem-finding, not only prob
lem-solving. They uniformly express the
. strong
most

conviction
in

that

their work

is

what
a

matters

developing

sense of taste, of judgment, in seizing
upon problems that -are of fundamental
importance. And, typically, they report
that they acquired this sense for the
significant problem during their years
of training in evocative environments.
Reflecting on his years as 'a novice in
the laboratory of a chemist of the first
rank, one laureate reports that he "led
me to look for important things, when
ever possible, rather than to work on
endless detail or to work just to im
prove accuracy rather than making a
basic new contribution." Another descmNCE.

VOL.

159

:icribes his socialization in a European

in his career. "a problem about which

laboratory

there was no

as

"my

first

real

contact

risk.

I

All

had

to do

tions, raising them out of the stream
of publications by scientists having less

was to analyze [the chemical composi

socially-validated self-esteem. who more

high point of their power. I acquired

tion of certain materials].

often employ routine exposition.

a

certain

expansion

not fail because the method was well

Finally, this character structure and

a

matter

of

I knew I was going

an acquired set of high standards often

with

first-rate

creative

taste

minds

of

taste.

and

at

the

1t

was

attitude

and,

established.

But

You could

to a certain extent, real self-confidence.

to work on the t

instead and the

lead these outstanding scientists to dis

I learned that it was just as difficult

whole thing would have to be created

criminate between work that is worth

--

to do an unimportant experiment. often

because nothing was known about it."

publishing

more difficult, than an important one."

He then went on to make one of his

candid

There is one rough measure of' the

prime contributions in the more risky

lished though it could easily find its

extent

to

which

the

laureates

trained and influenced
creative

research

were

in particularly

environments-the

field of investigation

(36).

these

scientists'

that

which,

is

in

their

best left unpub

way into print. The laureates and other

This marked ego strength links up
with

and

judgment,

selection of im

scientists of stature often report scrap
ping

research

papers

that simply

did

portant problems in at least two ways.

not measure up to their own demand

der in earlier years. Of 55 American

Being convinced that they wil1 recog

ing standards or to those of their col

laureates, 34 worked in some capacity,

nize an important problem when they

legues

as

46

encounter it. they are willing to bide

ple,

number of laureates each worked un

young

men.

under

a

(35).

total

of

(37).

Seymour Benzer, for exam

tells of how he was saved from

But apparent

their time and not settle too soon for

going

ly it is not only the experience of the

a prolonged commitment to a compara

"Delbriick

laureates (and, presumably. other out

tively unimportant one. Their capacity

to my wife to tell me to stop writing so

Nobel prize winners

coupled with

"down the biochemical drain":

many

saved

papers.

me.

And

I

when he
did

wrote

(38).

stop"

standing men of science) in these en

for delayed gratification.

vironments that accounts for their tend

self-assurance.

ency to focus on significant problems

that an important problem will come

manuscript sent to a journal of physics

and

along in due course and that. when it

asserts a relevant conseq uence of a sci

so

to

affect

the

communication

conviction

a

to

leads

And

a referee's incisive

report on

a

Cer

does. their acquired sense of taste will

entist's

tain aspects of their character also play

enable them to recognize it and handle

judgment in deciding whether to pub

part. With few exceptions, these are

it. As we have seen. this attitude has

lish or not to publish: "If C

men of exceptional ego strength. Their

been reinforced by their early experi

write fewer papers. more people would

function
a

of the

self-assurance

Matthew effect.

finds

varied

failure

to

exercise

rigorous
would

--

expression

ence in creative environments. There.

read them." Outstanding scientists tend

so

association with eminent scientists has

to develop an immunity to illsallabile

scribl'lldi cacoethes (the itch to pub

within the context of science as

a

cial institution. That institution, as we

demonstrated

know, includes a norm calling for auton

as didactic teaching never could. that

lish)

omous

he

still

lished work to be significant and fruit

chooses.

ful rather than merely extensive. their

and

critical

judgment

about

can

set

his
the

with

one's own work and the work of others.

cope

With their

Emulation is

by

own tendencies reinforced

such norms,

the

laureates

exhibit

to

the

talented

sights

high

novice.

and

he

problem

by

reinforced

observing

successful, though often delayed. out
the

of

idiom

the

Indeed,

a distinct self-confidence (which. at the

comes.

extreme.

laureates reflects this orientation. They

can be

attractive
great

loosely

arrogance).

capacity

to

described

They

tolerate

as
a

like

to

frustration

exhibit

and

the

in their work. absorbing repeated fail

portant

speak

of

the

fundamental
problems

big

problems

ones.

and

the

the

im

beautiful

(39).

Since they prefer their pub

contributions are apt to matter.

This

in turn reinforces the expectations of
their fellow

scientists that what these

eminent scientists publish (at least dur
ing their most productive period) will
be

worth

close

attention

(40).

Once

again this makes for operation of the

psychological

ones. These they distinguish from the

Matthew effect.
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with

some consistency, they have made im
portant contributions in the past); since
it is probably important, it should be
read with special care; and the more
attention one gives it, the more one
is apt to get out of it. This becomes
a self-confirming process, making for
the greater evocative effect of publica
tions by eminent men of science (until
that time, of course, when their image
among their fellow scientists is one of
men who have seen their best days
an image, incidentally, that corresponds
with the self-image of certain laureates
who find themselves outpaced by on
rushing generations of new men).
Like other self-fulfilling prophecies,
this one becomes dysfunctional under
certain conditions. For although emi
nent scientists may be more likely to
make significant contributions, they are
obviously not alone in making them.
After all, scientists do not begin by
being eminent (though the careers of
men such as Mossbauer and Watson
may sometimes give us that mistaken
impression). The history of science
abounds in instances of basic papers'
having been written by comparatively
unknown scientists, only to be ne
glected for years. Consider the case of
Waterston, whose classic paper on mo
lecular velocity was rejected by the
Royal Society as "nothing but non
sense"; or of Mendel, who, deeply dis
appointed by the lack of response to
his historic .papers on heredity, refused
to publish the results of his further
research; or of Fourier, whose classic
paper on the propagation of heat had
to wait 13 years before being finally
published by the French Academy (43).
Barber (44) has noted how the slight
professional standing of certain scien
tists has on occasion led to some of
their work, later acknowledged as sig
nificant, being refused publication alto
gether. And, correlatively, an experi
ence of Lord Rayleigh's (45) provides
an example in which an appraisal of
a paper was reversed once its eminent
authorship became known. Rayleigh's
name "was either omitted or accidental
ly detached [from a manuscript],and the
Committee [of the British Association
for the Advancement of Science]
'turned it down' as the work of one
of those curious persons called para
doxers. However, when the authorship
was discovered, the paper was found
to have merits after all."
When the Matthew effect is thus
transformed into 'an idol of authority,
it violates the norm of universalism
embodied in the institution of science
62

and curbs the advancement of knowl
edge. But next to nothing is known
about the frequency with which these
practices are adopted by the editors
and referees of scientific journals and
by other gatekeepers of science. This
aspect of the workings of the institu
tion of science remains largely a mat
ter of anecdote and heavily motivated
gossip.

The Matthew Effect and Allocation
of Scientific Resources

One institutional version of the Mat
thew effect, apart from its role in the
reward and communication systems of
science, requires at least short review.
This is expressed in the principle of
cumulative advantage that operates in
many systems of social stratification
to produce the same result: the rich
get richer at a rate that makes the
poor become relatively poorer (46).
Thus, centers of demonstrated scien
tific excellence are allocated far larger
resources for investigation than centers
which have yet to make their mark
(47). In turn, their prestige attracts a
disproportionate share of the truly
promising graduate students (48). This
disparity is found to be especially
marked at the extremes (49): six uni
versities (Harvard, Berkeley, Columbia,
Princeton, California Institute of Tech
nology, and Chicago) which produced
22 percent of the doctorates in the
physical and biological sciences pro
duced fully 69 percent of the Ph. D. 's
who later became Nobel laureates.
Moreover, the 12 leading universities
manage to identify early, and to retain
on their faculties, these scientists of
exceptional talent: they keep 70 per
cent of the future laureates in com
parison with only 28 percent of the
other Ph.D.'s they have trained. And
finally, "the top twelve [universities]
are much more apt to recruit future
laureates who received degrees from
other American universities than they
'are other recipients of the doctorate;
half the laureates who were trained out
side the top twelve and who worked
in a university moved into the top
twelve but only six percent of the
sample of doctoral recipients did so. "
These social processes of social selec
tion that deepen the concentration of
top scientific talent create extreme dif
ficulties for any efforts to counteract
the institutional consequences of the
Matthew principle in order to produce
new centers of scientific excellence.

Summary

This account of the Matthew effect
is another small exercise in the psy
chosociological analysis of the work
ings of science as a socia, institution.
The initial problem is transformed by
a shift in theoretical perspective. As
originally identified, the Matthew effect
was construed in terms of enhancement
of the position, of already eminent
scientists who are given dispropor
tionate credit in cases of collaboration
or of independent multiple discoveries.
Its significance was thus confined
to its implications for the reward
system of science. By shifting the angle
of vision, we note other possible kinds
of consequences, this time for the com
munication system of science. The Mat
thew effect may serve to heighten the
visibility of contributions to science by
scientists of acknowledged standing and
to reduce the visibility of contributions
by authors who are less well known.
We examine the psychosocial condi
tions and mechanisms underlying this
effect and find a correlation between
the redundancy function of multiple
discoveries and the focalizing function
of eminent men of science-a function
which is reinforced by the great value
these men place upon finding basic
problems and by their self-assurance.
This self-assurance, which is partly in
herent, partly the result of experiences
and associations in creative scientific
environments, and partly a result of
later social validation of their position,
encourages them to search out risky
but important problems and to high
light the results of their inquiry. A
macrosocial version of the Matthew
principle is apparently involved in those
processes of social selection that cur
rently lead to the concentration of sci
entific resources and talent (50).
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