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Sociology as an Individual Pastime

mrom Trvifation to Sociology

PETER L. BERGER

What does it wmean to “think sociologically”? In this selection from his book In-
vitation to Sociology, Peter Berger explains why sociologists are so annoying to
the powers that be, the purveyors of conventional wisdom, advertisers, politi-
cians, and others with a vested interest in your going along with their view of
things. Sociologists have a reputation for stirring up the waters and occasionally
making trouble. For Berger, this is just part of the way sociologists see the world.

It is gratifying from certain value positions (including some of this writer's)
that sociological insights have served in a number of instances to improve
the lot of groups of human beings by uncovering morally shocking conditions
or by clearing away collective illusions or by showing that socially desired re-
sults could be obtained in more humane fashion, One might point, for exam-
ple, to some applications of sociological knowledge in the penological
practice of Western countries. Or one might cite the use made of sociological
studies in the Supreme Court decision of 1954 on racial segregation in the
public schools. Or one could look at the applications of other sociological
studies to the hurpane planning of urban redevelopment. Certainly the sociol-
ogist who is morally and politically sensitive will derive gratification from
such instances. But, once more, it will be well to keep in mind that what is at
issue here is not sociological understanding as such but certain applications
of this understanding. It is not difficult to see how the same understanding
could be applied with opposite intentions. Thus the sociological understand-
ing of the dynamics of racial prejudice can be applied effectively by those pro-
moting intragroup hatred as well as by those wanting to spread tolerance.
And the sociological understanding of the nature of human solidarity can be
employed in the service of both totalitarian and democratic regimes.

L

One [more recent] image [of the sociologist is that of] a gatherer of statis-
tics about human behavior. The sociologist is here seen essentially as an aide-
de-camp to an IBM machine. He* goes out with a questionnaire, interviews

* Berger wrote this in 1963, using gendered language (preferring he to the now-
standard he/she). Today more than half of all sociology students are women (ed.).
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people selected at random, then goes home, enters his tabulations ento in-
numerable punch cards, which are then fed into a machine. In all of this, of
course, he is supported by a large staff and a very large budget. Included in
this image is the implication that the results of all this effort are picayune, a
pedantic re-statement of what everybody knows anyway. As ene observer re-
marked pithily, a sociologist is a fellow who spends $100,000 to find his way
to a house of ill repute.

This image of the sociologist has been strengthened in the public mind by
the activities of many agencies that might well be called parascciological,
mainly agencies concerned with public opinien and market trends. The poll-
ster has become a well-kmown figure in American life, importuning people
about their views from foreign policy to toilet paper. Since the methods used
in the pollster business bear close resemblance to sociological research, the
growth of this image of the sociclogist is understandable. The Kinsey studies
of American sexual behavior have probably greatly augmented the impact of
this image. The fundamental sociological question, whether concerned with
premarital peiting or with Republican votes or with the incidence ol gang
knifings, is always presumed to be “how often?” or “how many?”

W %

Now il must be admitted, albeit regretfully, that this image of the sociolo-
gist and his trade is not aliogether a product of fantasy. Beginning shaortly af-
ter World War 1, American sociclogy turned rather resolutely away [rom
theory to an intensive preoccupation with narrowly circumscribed empirical
studies. Tn connection with this tum, sociologists increasingly refined their
research techniques. Among these, very naturally, statistical techniques fig-
ured prominently. Since about the mid 1940s there has been a revival of inter-
est in sociological theory, and there are good indications that this tendency
away from a narrow empiricism is continuing to gather momentum. It re-
mains true, however, that a goodly part of the sociclogical enterprise in this
country continues to consist of little studies of obscure fragments of social
life, irrelevant to any broader theoretical concern, One glance at the table of
contents of the major sociological journals or at the list of papers read at so-
ciological conventions will confirm this statement.

L

Statistical data by themselves do not make sociology. They become sociol-
ogy only when they are sociologically interpreted, put within a theoretical
frame of reference that is sociological, Simple counting, or even correlating
different items that one counts, is not sociology. There is almost no sociology
in the Kinsey reports. This does not mean that the data in these studies are
not true or that they cannot be relevant to sociological understanding. They
are, taken by themselves, raw materials that can be used in sociological inter-
pretation. The interpretation, however, must be broader than the data them-
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selves. So the sociologist cannol arrest himself at the frequency tables of pre-
marital petting or extramarital pederasty. These enumerations are meaningful
to him only in terms of their much broader implications for an understanding
of institutions and values in our society. To arrive at such understanding the
sociologist will often have to apply statistical techniques, especially when he
is dealing with the mass phenomena of modern social life. But sociology con-
sists of statistics as little as philology consists of conjugating irregular verbs
or chemistry of making nasty smells in test fubes,

Sociology has, from its beginnings, understood itself as a science. There
has been much controversy about the precise meaning of this self-definition.
* * * But the allegiance of sociologists to the scientific ethos has meant every-
where a willingness to be bound by certain scientific canons of procedure. Tf
the sociologist remains faithful to his calling, his statements must be arrived
at through the observation of certain rules of evidence that allow others to
check on or to repeat or 1o develop his indings further. It is this scientific dis-
cipline that often supplies the motive for reading a sociological work as
against, say, a novel on the same topic that might describe matters in much
more impressive and convincing language. As sociclogists tried to develop
their scientific rules of evidence, they were compelled o reflect upon method-
ological problems. This is why methodology is a necessary and valid part of
the sociological enterprise,

At the same time it is quite true that some sociologists, especially in Amer-
ica, have become so preoccupied with methodological questions that they
have ceased to be interested in society at all. As a result, they have found out
nothing of significance about any aspect of social life, since in science as in
love a concentration on technique is quite likely to lead to impotence. Much
of this fixation on methodology can be explained in terms of the urge of a rel-
atively new discipline to find acceptance on the academic scene. Since science
is an almost sacred entity among Americans in general and American acade-
micians in particular, the desire to emulate the procedures of the older natu-
ral sciences is very sirong among the newcomers in the marketplace of
erudition.

As they become more secure in their academic status, it may be expected
that this methodological inferiority complex will diminish even further.

The charge that many sociologists write in a barbaric dialect muust also be
admitted with similar reservations. Any scientific discipline must develop a
terminology. This is self-evident for a discipline such as, say, nuclear physics
that deals with matters unknown to maost people and for which no words ex-
ist in common speech. However, terminology is possibly even more important
for the social sciences, just because their subject matter is familiar and just
because words do exist to denote it. Because we are well acquainted with the
social institutions that surround us, our perception of them is imprecise and
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often erroneous. In very much the same way most of us will have consider-
able difficulty giving an accurate description of our parents, husbands or
wives, children or close friends. Also, our language is often {and perhaps
blessedly) vague and confusing in its references to social reality. Take for an
example the concept of class, a very important one in sociology. There must
be dozens of meanings that this term may have in common speech—income
brackets, races, ethnic groups, power cligues, intelligence ratings, and many
others. Tt is obvious that the sociologist must have a precise, unambiguous
definition of the concept if his work is to proceed with any degree of scientific
rigor. In view of these facts, one can understand that some sociologists have
been tempted to invent altogether new words to avoid the semantic traps of
the vernacular usage.

Finally, we would look at an image of the sociologist not so much in his
professional role as in his being, supposedly, a certain kind of person. This is
the image of the sociologist as a detached, sardonic observer, and a cold ma-
nipulator of men. Where this image prevails, it may represent an jronic tri-
umph of the sociologist’s own efforts to be accepted as a genuine scientist.
The sociologist here becomes the self-appointed superior man, standing off
from the warm vitality of common existence, finding his satisfactions not in
living but in coolly appraising the lives of others, filing them away in little cat-
egories, and thus presumably missing the real significance of what he is ob-
serving. Further, there is the notion that, when he involves himself in social
processes at all, the sociologist does so as an uncommitted technician, put-
ting his manipulative skills at the disposal of the powers that be.

This last image is probably not very widely held. * * * As a general portrait
of the contemporary sociologist it is certainly a gross distortion. It fits very
few individuals that anyone is likely to meet in this country today. The prob-
lem of the political role of the social scientist is, nevertheless, a very genuine
one. For instance, the employment of sociologists by certain branches of in-
dustry and government raises moral questions that ought to be faced more
widely than they have been so far. These are, however, moral questions that
concern all men in positions of responsibility in modern society. The image of
the sociologist as an observer without compassion and a manipulator without
conscience need not detain us further here, * * * As for contemporary sociol-
ogists, most of them would lack the emotional equipment for such a role,
even if they should aspire to it in moments of feverish fantasy.

How then are we to conceive of the sociologist? In discussing the various
images of him that abound in the popular mind we have already brought out
certain elements that would have to go into our conception.

B

The sociologist, then, is someons concerned with understanding society in
a disciplined way. The nature of this discipline is scientific. This means that
what the sociologist finds and says about the social phenomena he studies oc-
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curs within a certain rather strictly defined frame of reference. One of the
majn characteristics of this scientific {rame of reference is that operations are
bound by certain rules of evidence. As a scientist, the sociclogist tries to he
objeclive, to conirol his personal preferences and prejudices, to perceive
clearly rather than to judge normatively. This restraint, of course, does not
embrace the totality of the sociologist’s existence as a human being, but is
limited to his operations gua sociologist. Nor does the sociologist claim that
his frame of reference is the only one within which society can be looked at.
For that matter, very few scientists in any field would claim today that one
should look at the world only scientifically. The botanist looking at a daffodil
has no reason to dispute the right of the poet to look at the same object in a
very different manner. There are many ways of playing, The poini is not that
one denies other people’s games but that one is clear about the rules of one’s
own. The game of the sociologist, then, uses scientific rules. As a result, the
sociologist must be clear in his own mind as to the meaning of these rules.
That is, he must concern himself with methedological questions. Methodol-
ogy does not constitute his goal. The latter, let us recall once more, is the at-
tempt to understand society. Methodology helps in reaching this goal, In
order to understand society, or that segment of it that he is studying at the
moment, the sociologist will use a variety of means. Among these are statisti-
cal techniques. Stalistics can be very useful in answering certain sociclogical
questions. But statistics does not constitute sociology. As a scientist, the soci-
ologist will have to be concerned with the exact significance of the terms he is
using, That is, he will have to be careful about terminology. This does not
have to mean that he must invent a new language of his own, but it does
mean that he cannot naively use the language of everyday discourse. Finally,
the interest of the sociologisl is primarily theoretical. That is, he is interested
in understanding for its own sake. He may be aware of or even concerned
with. the practical applicability and consequences of his findings, but at that
point he leaves the sociological frame of reference as such and moves inio
realms of values, beliefs and ideas that he shares with other men who are not
sociologists.

[THE MOTIVATION TO DO SOCIOLOGY]

[Wle would like to go a little bit further here and ask a somewhat more per-
sonal (and therefore, no doubt, more controversial} question., We would like
to ask not oniy what it is that the sociologist is doing but also what it is that
drives him to it. Or, to use the phrase Max Weber used in a similar connec-
tion, we want to inquire a little into the nature of the sociologist's demon. In
doing so, we shall evoke an image that is not so much ideal-typical in the
above sense but more confessional in the sense of personal commitment.
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Again, we are not interested in excommunicating anyone. The game of sociol-
ogy goes on in a spacious playground. We are just describing a little more
closely those we would like to tempt to join our game,

We would say then that the sociologist (that is, the one we would really like
1o invite to our game) is a person infensively, endlessly, shamelessly interested
in the doings of men. His natural habitat is all the human gathering places of
the world, wherever men come together, The sociologist may be interested in
many other things. But his consuming interest remains in the world of men,
their institutions, their history, their passions., And since he is interested in
men, nothing that men do can be altogether tedious for him. He will naturally
be interested in the events that engage men’s ultimate beliefs, their moments
of tragedy and grandeur and ecstasy. But he will also be fascinated by the
common place, the everyday. Ie will know reverence, but this reverence will
nol prevent him from wanting to see and to understand. He may sometimes
feel revulsion or contempt. But this also will not deter him from wanting to
have his questions answered, The sociologist, in his quest for understanding,
moves through the world of men without respect for the usual lines of demar-
cation. Nobility and degradation, power and obscurity, intelligence and
folly—these are equally interesting to him, however unequal they may be in
his personal values or tastes. Thus his questions may lead him to all possible
levels of society, the best and the least known places, the most respected and
the most despised. And, if he is a good sociologist, he will find himself in all
these places because his own questions have so taken possession of him that
he has little choice but to seek for answers.

It would be possible to say the same things in a lower key. We could say
that the sociologist, but for the grace of his academic title, is the man who
must listen to gossip despite himself, who is tempted to look through key-
holes, to read cther people’s mail, to open closed cabinets. Before some other-
wise unoccupied psychologist sets out now to construct an aptitude test for
sociologists on the basis of sublimated voyeurism, let us quickly say that we
are speaking merely by way of analogy. Perhaps some little boys consumed
with curiosity to waich their maiden aunts in the bathroom later become in-
veterate sociologists. This is quite uninteresting. What interests us is the cu-
riosity that grips any sociologist in froni of a closed door behind which there
are human voices. If he is a good sociologist, he will want to open that door,
to understand these voices. Behind each closed door he will anticipate some
new facet of human life not yet perceived and understood.

The sociologist will occupy himself with matters that others regard as too
sacred or as too distasteful for dispassionate investigation. He will find re-
warding the company of priests or of prostitutes, depending not on his per-
sonal preferences but on the questions he happens to be asking at the
moment, He will also concern himsell with matters that others may find
much too boring. He will be interested in the human interaction that goes
with warfare or with great intellectual discoveries, but also in the relations
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between people employed in a restaurant or between a group of little girls
playing with their dolls. His main focus of attention is not the ultimate signif-
jcance of what men do, but the action in itself, as another example of the in-
finite richness of human conduct. So much for the image of our playmate.

In these journeys through the world of men the sociologist will inevitably
encounter other professional Peeping Toms. Sometimes these will resent his
presence, feeling that he is poaching on their preserves. In some places the
sociologist will meet up with the economist, in others with the political scien-
tist, in yet others with the psychologist or the ethnologist. Yet chances are
that the questions that have brought him to these same places are different
from the ones that propelled his fellow-trespassers. The sociclogist’s ques-
tions always remain essentially the same: “What are people doing with each
other here?” “What are their relationships to each other?” “How are these re-
lationships organized in institutions?” “What are the collective ideas that
move men and institutions?” In trying to answer these questions in specific
instances, the sociologist will, of course, have to deal with economic or polit-
ical matters, but he will do so in a way rather different from that of the econ-
omist or the political scientist. The scene that he contemplates is the same
human scene that these other scientists concern themselves with. But the so-
ciologist’s angle of vision is different. When this is understood, it becomes
clear that it makes little sense to try to stake out a special enclave within
which the sociologist will carry on business in his own right. * * * There is,
however, one traveler whose path the sociologist will cross more often than
anyone else’s on his journeys. This is the historian. Indeed, as soon as the so-
ciologist turns from the present to the past, his preoccupations are very hard
indeed to distinguish from those of the historian. However, we shall leave this
relationship to a later part of our considerations. Suffice it to say here that the
sociological journey will be much impoverished unless it is punctuated fre-
quently by conversation with that other particular traveler.

Any intellectual activity derives excitement from the moment it becomes a
trail of discovery. In some fields of learning this is the discovery of worlds pre-
viously unthought and unthinkable. This is the excitement of the astronomer
or of the nuclear physicist on the antipodal boundaries of the realities that
man is capable of conceiving. But it can also be the excitement of bacteriol-
ogy or geology. In a different way it can be the excitement of the linguist dis-
covering new realms of human expression or of the anthropologist exploring
human customs in faraway countries. Tn such discovery, when undertaken
with passion, a widening of awareness, sometimes a veritable transformation
of consciousness, occurs. The universe turns out to be much more wonderful
than one had ever dreamed. The excitement of sociology is usnally of a differ-
ent sort, Sometimes, it is true, the sociologist penetrates into worlds that had
previously been quite unknown to him—for instance, the world of crime, or
the world of some bizarre religious sect, or the world fashioned by the exclu-
sive concerns of some group such as medical specialists or military leaders or
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advertising executives. However, much of the time the sociclogist moves in
sectors of experience that are familiar to him and to most people in his soci-
ety. He investigates communities, institutions and activities that one can read
about every day in the newspapers. Yet there is another excitement of discov-
ery beckoning in his investigations. It is not the excitement of coming upon
the totally unfamiliar, but rather the excitement of finding the familiar be-
coming iransformed in its meaning. The fascination of sociology lies in the
fact that its perspective makes us see in a new light the very world in which
we have lived all our lives. This also constitutes a transformation of con-
sciousness. Moreover, this transformation is more relevant existentially than
that of many other intellectual disciplines, because it is more difficult to seg-
regate in some special compartment of the mind. The astronomer does not
live in the remote galaxies, and the nuclear physicist can, outside his labora-
tory, eat and laugh and marry and vote without thinking about the insides of
the atom. The geologist looks at rocks only at appropriate times, and the lin-
guist speaks English with his wife. The sociologist lives in society, on the job
and off it. His own life, inevitably, is part of his subject matter. Men being
what they are, sociologists too manage to segregate their professional insights

from their everyday affairs, But it is a rather difficult feat to perform in good

faith.

The sociclogist moves in the common world of men, close to what most of
them would call real. The categories he employs in his analyses are only re-
finements of the categories by which other men live—power, class, status,
race, ethnicity. As a result, there is a deceptive simplicity and obviousness
about some sociological investigations. One reads them, nods at the familiar
scene, remarks that one has heard all this before and don't people have better
things to do than to waste their time on truisms—until one is suddenly
brought up against an insight that radically questions everything one had pre-
viously assumed about this familiar scene. This is the point at which one be-
gins to sense the excitement of sociology.

Let us take a specific example. Imagine a sociology class in a Southern col-
lege where almost all the students are white Southerners. Imagine a lecture
on the subject of the racial system of the South. The lecturer is talking here of
matters that have been familiar to his students from the time of their infancy.
Indeed, it may be that they are much more familiar with the minutiae of this
system than he is. They are quite bored as a resull. It seems to them that he is
only using more pretentious words to describe what they already know. Thus
he may use the term “caste,” one commonly used now by American sociolo-
gists to describe the Southern racial system. But in explaining the term he
shifts to traditional Hindu society, to make it clearer. He then goes on to ana-
lyze the magical beliefs inherent in caste tabus, the social dynamics of com-
mensalism and connubium, the economic interests concealed within the
system, the way in which religious beliefs relate to the tabus, the effects of the
caste system upon the industrial development of the society and vice versa—

-t
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all in India. But suddenly India is not very far away at all. The lecture then
goes back to its Southern theme. The familiar now seems not quite so famil-
iar apy more. Questions are raised thal are new, perhaps raised angrily, but
raised all the same. And at least some of the students have begun to under-
stand that there are functions involved in this business of race that they have
not read about in the newspapers {at least not those in their hometowns) and
that their parents have not told them—partly, at least, because neither the
newspapers nor the parents knew about them,

It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what
they seem. This too is a deceptively simple statement, It ceases to be simple
after a while, Social reality turns out to have many layers of meaning. The
discovery of each new layer changes the perception of the whole,

Anthropologists use the term “culture shock” to describe the impact of a to-
tally new culture upon a newcomer. In an extreme instance such shock will be
experienced by the Western explorer who is told, hallway through dinner, that
he is eating the nice old lady he had been chatting with the previous day—a
shock with predictable physiological if not moral consequences. Most explor-
ers no longer encounter cannibalism in their travels today. However, the first
encounters with polygamy or with puberty rites or even with the way some
nations drive their automobiles can be guite a shock to an American visitor.
With the shock may go not only disapproval or disgust but a sense of excite-
ment that things can really be that different from what they are at home. To
some extent, at least, this is the excitement of any first travel abroad, The ex-
perience of sociological discovery could be described as “culture shock” mi-
nus geographical displacement. In other words, the sociologist travels at
home—with shocking results, He is unlikely to find that he is eating a nice old
lady for dinner. But the discovery, for instance, that his own church has con-
siderable money invested in the missile industry or that a few blocks from his
home there are people who engage in cultic orgies may not be drastically dif-
ferent in emotional impact. Yet we would not want to imply that sociological
discoveries are always or even usually outrageous to moral sentiment, Not at
all. What they have in common with exploration in distant lands, however, is
the sudden illumination of new and unsuspected facets of human existence in
society. This is the excitement and, as we shall try to show later, the humanis-
tic justification of sociology.

People who like to avoid shocking discoveries, who prefer to believe that
society is just what they were taught in Sunday School, who like the safety of
the rules and the maxims of what Alfred Schuetz has called the “world-taken-
for-granted,” should stay away from seciology. People who feel no temptation
before closed doors, who have no curiosity about human beings, who are con-
tent to admire scenery without wondering about the people who live in those
houses on the other side of that river, should probably also stay away from so-
ciology. They will find it unpleasant or, at any rate, unrewarding. People who
are interested in human beings only if they can change, convert or reform
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them should also be warned, for they will find sociology much less useful
than they hoped. And people whose interest is mainly in their own conceptual
construciions will do just as well to turn to the study of little white mice. So-
ciology will do just as well to turn to the study of little mice. Sociology will be
satisfying, in the long run, only to those who can think of nothing more en-
trancing than to watch men and to understand things human.

T

To be sure, sociology is an individual pastime in the sense that it interests
some men and bores others. Some like to observe human beings, others to ex-
periment with mice. The world is big enough to hold all kinds and there is no
logical priority for one interest as against another. But the word “pastime” is
weak in describing what we mean. Sociology is more like a passion. The soci-
ological perspective is more like a demon that possesses one, that drives one
compellingly, again and again, to the questions that are its own, An introduc-
tion to sociology is, therefore, an invitation to a very special kind of passion,

rrom The Sociological Imagination
C. WRIGHT MILLS

C. Wright Mills wrote of his own work, ‘I have tried fo be objective; I do not
claim to be detached.” He argues that sociologists’ questions come from the
same sources ds the important questions evervorne asks: their own experiences
and the things that perplex, confuse, and inspire them. To be effective, sociology
nuist make & connection between the individual and the social. It must allow
the individual to see the larger social context in which his or her life is lived, and
in this way give both understanding and meaning to personal experiences.

owadays men often feel that their private lives are a series of traps, They
N sense that within their everyday worlds, they cannot overcome their
troubles, and in this feeling, they are often quite correct: What ordinary men
are directly aware of and what they try to do are bounded by the private or-
bits in which they live; their visions and their powers are limited to the close-
up scenes of job, family, neighborhood; in other milieux, they move
vicariously and remain spectators. And the more aware they become, how-
ever vaguely, of ambitions and of threats which transcend their immediate lo-
cales, the more trapped they seem to feel

Underlying this sense of being trapped are seemingly impersonal changes
in the very structure of contineni-wide societies. The facts of contemporary
history are also facts about the success and the failure of individual men and
women. When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a feu-
dal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman, When classes rise or fall, a
man is employed or unemployed; when the rate of investment goes up or
down, a man takes new heart or goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance
salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives
alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individual nor
the history of a society can be understood without understanding both.

Yet men do not usually define the troubles they endure in terms of histori-
cal change and institutional contradiction, The well-being they enjoy, they do
not usually impute to the big ups and downs of the societies in which they
live. Seldom aware of the intricate connection between the patterns of their
own lives and the course of world history, ordinary men do not usually know
what this connection means for the kinds of men they are becoming and for
the kinds of history-making in which they might take part. They do not pos-
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sess the quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of man and society, of
biography and history, of self and world, They cannot cope with their per-
sonal troubles in such ways as to control the structural transformations that
usually lie behind them. )

Surely it is no wonder. In what period have so many men been so totally ex-
posed at so fast a pace to such earthquakes of change? That Americans have
not known such catastrophic changes as have the men and women of other
societies is due to historical facts that ave now quickly becoming ‘merely his-
tory. The history that now affects every man is world history, Within this
scene and this period, in the course of a single generation, one sixth of
mankind is transformed from all that is feudal and backward into all that is
modem, advanced, and [earful.-Political colonies are freed; new and less visi-
ble forms of imperialism installed. Revolutions occur; men feel the intimate
grip of new kinds of authority. Totalitarian societies rise, and are smashed to
bits —or succeed [abulously. After two centuries of ascendancy, capitalism is
shown up as only one way to make society into an industrial apparatus. Alter
two centuries of hope, even formal democracy is restricted to a quite small
portion of mankind. Everywhere in the underdeveloped warld, ancient ways
of life are broken up and vague expectations become urgent demands. Every-
where in the overdeveloped world, the means of authority and of violence be-
come total in scope and bureaucratic in form. Humanity itself now lies before
us, the super-nation at either pole concentrating its most coordinated and
massive efforts upon the preparation of World War Three.

The very shaping of history now outpaces the ability of men to orient them-
selves in accordance with cherished values. And which values? Even when
they do not panic, men often sense that older ways of feeling and thinking
have collapsed and that newer beginnings are ambiguous to the point of
moral stasis. Is it any wonder that ordinary men feel they cannot cope with
the larger worlds with which they are so suddenly confronted? That they can-
not understand the meaning of their epoch for their own lives? That-—in de-
fense of selfhoodthey become morally insensible, trying to remain
altogether private men? Is it any wonder that they come to be possessed by a
sense of the trap?

It is not only information that they need—in this Age of Fact, information
often dominates their attention and overwhelms their capacities to assimilate
it. It is not only the skills of reason that they need—although their struggles to
acquire these often exhaust their limited moral energy.

What they need, and what they feel they need, is a quality of mind that will
help them to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid
summations of what is going on in the world and of what may be happening
within themselves. Tt is this quality, T am going to contend, that journalists
and scholars, artists and publics, scientists and editors are coming to expect
of what may be called the sociological imagination.

T S
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1

- The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger

historical scenc in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external ca-
reer of a variety of individuals, It enables him to take into account how indi-
viduals, in the welter of their daily experience, often become falsely conscious
of their social positions. Within that welter, the framework of modern society
is sought, and within that framework the psychologies of a variety of men and
women are formulated. By such means the personal uneasiness of individuals
is focused upon explicit troubles and the indifferences of publics is trans-
formed into involvement with public issues.

The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the social science
that embodies it-—is the idea that the individual can understand his own ex-
perience and gauge his own faie only by locating himself within his period,
that he can know his own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of
all individuals in his circumstances. In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in
many ways a magnificent one. We do not kmow the limits of man’s capacities
for supreme effort or willing degradation, for agony or glee, for pleasurable
bratalily or the sweeiness of reason. But in our time we have come to know
that the limits of 'human nature’ are frighteningly broad. We have come to
know that every individual lives, from one generation to the next, in some so-
ciety; that he lves out a biography, and that he lives it out within some histor-
ical sequence. By the fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, to
the shaping of this society and to the course of its history, even as he is made
by society and by its historical push and shove,

The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography
and the relations between the two within society. That is its task and its prom-
ise. To recognize this task and this promise is the mark of the classic social
analyst. And it is the signal of what is best in contemporary studies of man
and society,

No social study that does not come back to the problems of biography, of
history and of their intersections within a society has completed its intellec-
tual journey. Whatever the specific problems of the classic social analysts,
however limited or however broad the features of social reality they have ex-
amined, those who have been imaginatively aware of the promise of their
work have consistently asked three sorts of questions:

1. What is the structure of this particular society as a whole? What are
its essential components, and how are they related to one another?
How does it differ from other varieties of social order? Within it, what
is the meaning of any particular feature for its continuance and for its
change?

2. Where does this society stand in human history? What are the me-
chanics by which it is changing? What is its place within and its
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meaning for the development of humanity as a whole? How does any
particular feature we are examining affect, and how is it affected by,
the historical period in which it moves? And this period—what are its
essential features? How daes it differ from other periods? What are its
characteristic ways of history-making?

3. What varieties of men and women now prevail in this society and in
this period? And what varieties are coming to prevail? In what ways
are they selected and formed, liberated and repressed, made sensitive
and blunted? What kinds of "human nature’ are revealed in the con-
duct and character we observe in this society in this period? And what
is the meaning for human nature’ of each and every feature of the so-
ciety we are examining?

Whether the point of interest is a great power state or a minor literary
mood, a family, a prison, a creed—these are the kinds of questions the best
social analysts have asked. They are the intellectual pivots of classic studies of
man in society—and they are the questions inevitably raised by any mind pos-
sessing the sociological imagination. For that imagination is the capacity to
shift from one perspective to another—{rom the political to the psychological;
from examination of a single family to comparative assessment of the na-
tional budgets of the world; from the theological school to the military estab-
lishment; from considerations of an oil indusiry to studies of contemporary
poetry. It is the capacity to range from the most impersonal and remote trans-
Formations to the most intimate features of the human self—and to see the re-
lations between the two. Back of its use there is always the urge to know the
social and historical meaning of the individual in the society and in the pe-
riod in which he has his quality and his being,

That, in brief, is why it is by means of the sociological imagination that
men now hope to grasp what is going on in the world, and to understand
what is happening in themselves as minute points of the intersections of biog-
raphy and history within society. In large part, contemporary man’s self-
conscious view of himself as at least an outsider, if not a permanent stranger,
rests upon an absorbed realization of social relativity and of the transforma-
tive power of history. The sociological imagination is the most fruitful form of
this self-consciousness. By its use men whose mentalities have swept only a
series of limited orbits often come to feel as if suddenly awakened in a house
with which they had only supposed themselves to be familiar. Correctly or in-
correctly, they often come to feel that they can now provide themselves with
adequate summations, cohesive assessments, comprehensive orientations.
Older decisions that once appeared sound now seem to them products of a
mind unaccountably dense. Their capacity for astonishment is made lively

again, They acquire a new way of thinking, they experience a transvaluation
of values: in a word, by their reflection and by their sensibility, they realize
the cultural meaning of the social sciences.
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Perhaps the most fruitful distinction with which the sociological imagination
works is between ‘the personal troubles of milieu’ and ‘the public issues of so-
cial siructure.’ This distinction is an essential tool of the sociological imagina-
tion and a feature of all classic work in social science.

Troubles occur within the character of the individual and within the range
of his immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self and with
those limited areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware.
Accordingly, the statement and the resolution of (roubles properly lie within
the individual as a biographical entity and within the scope of his immediate
milieu——the social setting that is directly open to his personal experience and
to some extent his willful activity. A trouble is a private matter: values cher-
ished by an individual are felt by him to be threatened.

Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments of
the individual and the range of his inner life. They have to do with the organ-
ization of many such milieux into the institutions of an historical society as a
whole, with the ways in which various milieux overlap and interpenetrate to
form the larger structure of social and historical life. An issue is a public mat-
ter: some value cherished by publics is felt to be threatened. Often there is a
debate about what that value really is and about what it is that really threat-
ens it. This debate is often without focus if only because it is the very nature
of an issue, unlike even widespread trouble, that it cannot very well be de-
fined in terms of the immediate and everyday environments of ordinary men.
An issue, in fact, often involves a crisis in institutional arrangements, and of-
ten too it involves what Marxists call ‘contradictions’ or ‘antagonisms.’

In these terms, consider unemployment. When, in a city of 100,000, only
one man is unemployed, that is his personal trouble, and for its relief we
properly look to the character of the man, his skills, and his immediate op-
portunities. But when in a nation of 50 million employees, 15 million men are
unemployed, that is an issue, and we may not hope to find its solution within
the range of opportunities open to any one individual, The very structure of
opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem and
the range of possible solutions require us to consider the economic and polit-
ical institutions of the society, and not merely the personal situation and
character of a scatter of individuals.

Consider war. The personal problem of war, when it occurs, may be how to
survive it or how to die in it with honor; how to make money out of it; how to
climb into the higher safety of the military apparatus; or how to contribute
to the war's termination. In short, according to one’s values, to find a set of
milieux and within it to survive the war or make one’s death in it meaningful.
But the structural issues of war have to do with its causes; with what types of
men it throws up into command; with its effects upon economic and political,
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family and religious institutions, with the unorganized irresponsibility of a
world of nation-states,

Consider marriage. Inside a marriage a man and a woman may experience
personal troubles, but when the divorce rate during the first four years of
marriage is 250 out of every 1,000 attempts, this is an indication of a struc-
tural issue having to do with the institutions of marriage and the family and
other institutions that bear upon them.

Or consider the metropolis—the horrible, beautiful, ugly, magnificent
sprawl of the great city. For many upper-class people, the personal solution to
‘the problem of the city’ is to have an apartment with private garage under it
in the heart of the city, and forty miles out, a house by Henry Hill, garden by
Garrett Eckbo, on a hundred acres of private land. In these two controlled en-
vironments—with a small staff at each end and a private helicopter connec-
tion—most people could solve many of the problems of personal milieux
caused by the facts of the city. But all this, however splendid, does not solve
the public issues that the structural fact of the city poses. What should be
done with this wonderful monstrosity? Break it all up into scattered units,
combining residence and work? Refurbish it as it stands? Or, after evacua-
tion, dynamite it and build new cities according to new plans in new places?
What should those plans be? And who is to decide and to accomplish what-
ever choice is made? These are structural issues; to confront them and to
salve them requires us to consider political and economic issues that affect
innumerable milieux.

In so far as an economy is so arranged that slumps occur, the problem of
unemployment becomes incapable of personal solution. In so far as war is in-
herent in the nation-state system and in the uneven industrialization of the
world, the ordinary individual in his restricted milien will be powerless—with
or without psychiatric aid—to solve the troubles this system or lack of system
imposes upon him. In so far as the family as an institution turns women into
darling little slaves and men into their chief providers and unweaned depen-
dents, the problem of a satisfactory marriage remains incapable of purely
private solution, In so far as the overdeveloped megalopolis and the over-
developed automobile are built-in features of the averdeveloped society, the
issues of urban living will not be solved by personal ingenuity and private
wealth.

‘What we experience in various and specific milieux, T have noted, is often
caused by structural changes. Accordingly, to understand the changes of
many personal milieux we are required to look beyond them. And the number
and variety of such structural changes increase as the institutions within
which we live become more embracing and more intricately connected with
one another. To be aware of the idea of social structure and to use it with sen-
sibility is to be capable of tracing such linkages among a great variety of mi-
lieux. To be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination,

What Makes Sociology Different?
rrom The Rules of Sociological Method

EMILE DURKHEIM

Along with Karl Marx and Max Weber, Eimile Durkheim (1858-1917) is consid-
ered a founder of modern sociology. In this essay he presents his most tmportant
contribution to the disciplive: that social facts should be the subject matter for
the study of social life and can provide explanations for human thinking and be-
havior. In more modern times, we describe social facts as “social structure” or
the tangible features or characteristics of socially ordered human affairs. For
mamny people, Durkheim provides a key to unlocking the mysiery of why we do
what we do.

Before beginning the search for the method appropriate to the study of so-
cial facts it is important to know what are the facts termed ‘social.’

The question is all the more necessary because the term is used without
much precision. It is commonly used to designate almost all the phenomena
that occur within society, however little social interest of some generality they
present. Yet under this heading there is, so to speak, no human occurrence
that cannet be called social. Every individual drinks, sleeps, eats, or employs
his reason, and society has every interest in seeing that these functions are
regularly exercised. If therefore these facts were social ones, sociology would
possess no subject matter peculiarly its own, and its domain would be con-
fused with that of biology and psychology.

However, in reality there is in every society a clearly determined group of
phenomena separable, because of their distinct characteristics, from those
that form the subject matter of other sciences of nature,

When I perform my duties as a brother, a husband or a citizen and carry
out the commitments I have entered into, I fulfill obligations which are de-
fined in law and custom and which are external to myself and my actions.
Even when they conform to my own sentiments and when I feel their reality
within me, that reality does not cease to be objective, for it is not I who have
prescribed these duties; I have received them through education. Moreover,
how often does it happen that we are ignorant of the details of the obligations
that we must assume, and that, to know them, we must consuit the legal code
and its authorized interpreters! Similarly the believer has discovered from
birth, ready fashioned, the beliefs and practices of his religious life; if they ex-
isted before he did, it follows that they exist outside him. The system of signs
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that I employ to express my thoughts, the monetary system I use to pay my
debts, the credit instruments I utilise in my commercial relationships, the
practices I follow in my profession, ete., all function independently of the use
T make of them. Considering in turn each member of society, the foregoing re-
marks can be repeated for each single one of them, Thus there are ways of
acting, thinking and feeling which possess the remarkable property of exist-
ing outside the consciousness of the individual.

Not only are these types of behaviour and thinking external to the individ-
ual, but they are endowed with a compelling and coercive power by virtue of
which, whether he wishes it or not, they impose themselves upon him. Un-
doubtedly when I conform to them of my own free will, this coercion is not
felt or felt hardly at all, since it is unnecessary. None the less it is intrinsically
a characteristic of these facts; the proof of this is that it asserts itself as soon
as I try to resist, If T attempt to violate the rules of law they react against me
s0 as to forestall my action, if there is still time. Alternatively, they annul it or
make my action conform to the norm if it is already accomplished but capa-
ble of being reversed; or they cause me to pay the penalty for it if it is ir-
reparable. If purely moral rules are at stake, the public conscience restricts
any act which infringes them by the surveillance it exercises over the conduct
of citizens and by the special punishments it has at its disposal. In other cases
the constraint is less violent; nevertheless, it does not cease to exist. If I do not
conform to ordinary conventions, if in my mode of dress I pay no heed to
what is customary in my country and in my soclal class, the laughter I pro-
voke, the social distance at which I am kept, produce, although in a more mit-
igated form, the same resulls as any real penalty. In other cases, although it
may be indirect, constraint is no less effective. I am not forced to speak
French with my compatriots, nor to use the legal currency, but it is impossi-
ble for me to do otherwise. If I tried to escape the necessity, my attempt
would fail miserably. As an industrialist nothing prevents me from working
with the processes and methods of the previous century, but if I do I will most
certainly ruin myself. Even when in fact T can struggle free from these rules
and successfully break them, it is never without being forced to fight against
them. Even if in the end they are overcome, they make their constraining
power sufficiently felt in the resistance that they afford. There is no innovator,
even a fortunate one, whose ventures do not encounter opposition of this
kind.

Here, then, is a category of facts which present very special characteristics:
they consist of manners of acting, thinking and feeling external to the individ-
ual, which are invested with a coercive power by virtue of which they exercise
control over him. Consequently, since they consist of representations and ac-
tions, they cannot be confused with organic phenomena, nor with psychical
phenomena, which have no existence save in and through the individual con-
sciousness. Thus they constitute a new species and to them must be exclu-
sively assigned the term social. It is appropriate, since it is clear that, not
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having the individual as their substratum, they can have none other than so-
ciety, either political society in its entirety or one of the partial groups that it
includes—religious denominations, political and literary schools, occupa-
tional corporations, etc. Moreover, it is for such as these alone that the term is
fiting, for the word ‘social’ has the sole meaning of designating those phe-
nomena which fall into none of the categories of facts already constituted and
labeled. They are consequently the proper field of sociology. It is true that this
ward ‘constraint,’ in terms of which we deline them, is in danger of infuriat-
ing those who zealously uphold out-and-out individualism. Since they main-
tain that the individual is completely autonomous, it seems to them that he is
diminished every time he is made aware that he is not dependent on himself
alone. Yet since it is indisputable today that most of our ideas and tendencies
are not developed by ourselves, but come to us from outside, they can only
penetrate us by imposing themselves upon us. This is all that our definition
jimplies. Moreover, we know that all social constraints do not necessarily ex-
clude the individual personality.

Yet since the examples just cited (legal and moral rules, religious dogmas,
financial systems, etc.) consist wholly of beliefs and practices already well es-
tablished, in view of what has been said it might be maintained that no social
facl can exist except where there is a well defined social organization. But
there are other facts which do not present themselves in this already crys-
tallised form but which also possess the same objectivity and ascendancy over
the individual. These are what are called social ‘currents.” Thus in a public
gathering the great waves of enthusiasm, indignation and pity that are pro-
duced have their seat in no one individual consciousness. They come to each
one of us from outside and can sweep us along in spite of ourselves. If per-
haps 1 abandon myself to them I may not be conscious of the pressure that
they are exerting upon me, but that pressure makes its presence felt immedi-
ately 1 attempt to struggle against them. If an individual tries 1o pit himsell
against one of these collective manifestations, the sentiments that he is reject-
ing will be turned against him, Now if this external coercive power asseris it-
self so acutely in cases of resistance, it must be because it exists in the other
instances cited above without our being conscious of it. Hence we are the vic-
tims of an illusion which leads us to believe we have ourselves produced what
has been imposed upon us externally. But if the willingness with which we let
ourselves be carried along disguises the pressure we have undergone, it does
not eradicate it. Thus air does not cease to have weight, although we no
longer feel that weight, Even when we have individually and spontaneously
shared in the common emoticn, the impression we have experienced is ut-
terly different from what we would have felt if we had been alone. Once the
assembly has broken up and these social influences have ceased to act upon
us, and we are once more on our own, the emotions we have felt seem an
alien phenomenon, one in which we no longer recognize ourselves. 1t is then
we perceive that we have undergone the emotions much more than generated
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them. These emotions may even perhaps [ill us with horror, so much do they
go against the grain. Thus individuals who are normally perfectly harmless
may, when gathered together in a crowd, let themselves be drawn into acts of
atrocity. And what we assert about these transitory outbreaks likewise applies
to those more lasting movements of opinion which relate to religious, politi-
cal, literary and artistic matters, etc., and which are constantly being pro-
duced around us, whether throughout society or in a more limited sphere.

Moreover, this definition of a social fact can be verified by examining an ex-
perience that is characteristic. It is sufficient to observe how children are
brought up. If one views the facts as they are and indeed as they have always
been, it is patently obvious that all education consists of a continual effort to
impose upon the child ways of seeing, thinking and acting which he himself
would not have arrived at spontaneously. From his earliest years we oblige
him to eat, drink and sleep at regular hours, and to ohserve cleanliness, calm
and obedience; later we force him to learn how to be mindful of others, to re-
spect customs and conventions, and to work, etc, If this constraint in time
ceases to be felt it is because it gradually gives rise to habits, to inner tenden-
cies which render it superfluous; but they supplant the constraint only be-
cause they are derived from it. It is true that, in [English social theorist
Herbert] Spencer’s view, a rational education should shun such means and al-
low the child complete lreedom to do what he will. Yet as this educational
theory has never been put into practice among any known people, it can only
be the personal expression of a desiderarum and not a lact which can be es-
tablished in contradiction to the other facts given above. What renders these
latter facts particularly illuminating is that education sets out precisely with
the object of creating a social being. Thus there can be seen, as in an abbrevi-
ated form, how the social being has been fashioned historically, The pressure
to which the child is subjected unremittingly is the same pressure of the so-
cial environment which seeks to shape him in its own image, and in which
parents and teachers are only the representatives and intermediaries.

Thus it is not the fact that they are general which can serve to characterize
sociological phenomena. Thoughts to be found in the consciousness of each
individual and movements which are repeated by all individuals are not for
this reason social facts. If some have been content with using this character-
istic in order to define them it is because they have been confused, wrongly,
with what might be termed their individual incarnations. What constitutes
social facts are the beliefs, tendencies and practices of the group taken collec-
tively. But the forms that these collective states may assume when they are
‘refracted’ through individuals are things of a different kind., What irrefutably
demonsirates this duality of kind is that these two categories of facts fre-
quently are manifested dissociated from each other. Tndeed some of these
ways of acting or thinking acquire, by dint of repetition, a sort of consistency
which, so to speak, separates them out, isolating them from the particular
events which reflect them. Thus they assume a shape, a tangible form pecu-
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liar to them and constitute a reality sui generis vasily distinct from the indi-
vidual facts which manifest that reality, Collective custom does not exist only
in a state of immanence in the successive actions which it determines but, by
a privilege without example in the biological kingdom, expresses itsell once
and for all in a formula repeated by word of mouth, transmitted by education
and even enshrined in the written word. Such are the origins and nature of le-
gal and moral rules, aphorisms and popular sayings, articles of faith in which
religious or political sects epitomise their beliefs, and standards of tastc
drawn up by literary schools, etc. None of these modes of acting and thinking
are to be found wholly in the application made of them by individuals, since
they can even exist without being applied at the time.

Undoubtedly this state of dissociation does not always present itsell with
equal distinctiveness. It is sufficient for dissociation to exist unguestionably
in the numerous important inslances cited, for us to prove that the social fact
exists separately from its individual effects. Moreover, even when the dissoci-
ation is not immediately observable, it can often be made so with the help of
certain methodological devices. Indeed it is essential to embark on such pro-
cedures il one wishes to refine out the social fact from any amalgam and so
observe it in its pure state. Thus certain currents of opinion, whose intensity
varies according to the time and couniry in which they occur, impel us, for
example, towards marriage or suicide, towards higher or lower birth-rates,
etc. Such currents are plainly social facts. At first sight they secm inseparable
from the forms they assume in individual cases. But statistics afford us a
means of isolating them, They are indeed not inaccurately represented by
rates of births, marriages and suicides, that is, by the result obtained after di-
viding the average annual total of marriages, births, and voluntary homicides
by the number of persons of an age to marry, produce children, or commit
suicide. Since each one of these siatistics includes without distinetion all indi-
vidual cases, the individual circumstances which may have played some part
in producing the phenomenon cancel each other out and consequently do not
contribute to determining the nature of the phenomenon. What it expresses is
a certain state of the collective mind.

That is what social phenomena are when stripped of all extraneous ele-
ments. As regards their private manifestations, these do indeed having some-
thing social about them, since in part they reproduce the collective model.
But to a large extent each one depends also upon the psychical and organic
constitution of the individual, and on the particular circumstances in which
he is placed. Therefore they are not phenomena which are in the sirict sense
sociological, They depend on both domains at the same time, and could be
termed socio-psychical. They are of interest to the sociologist without consti-
tuting the immediate content of sociology. The same characteristic is to be
found in the organisms of those mixed phenomena of nature studied in the
combined sciences such as biochemistry.

It may be objected that a phenomenon can only be collective if it is com-
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mon to all the members of sociely, or ai the very least to a majority, and con-
sequently, if it is general. This is doubiless the case, but if it is general it is be-
cause it is collective (that is, more or less obligatory); but it is very far from
being collective because it is general. It is a condition of the group repeated in
individuals because it imposes itself upon them., Tt is in each part because it is
in the whole, but tar from being in the whole because it is in the parts. This is
supremely evident in those beliefs and practices which are handed down to us
ready fashioned by previous generations. We accept and adopt them because,
since they are the work of the collectivity and one that is centuries old, they
are invested with a special authority that our education has taught us to rec-
ognize and respect. It is worthy of note that the vast majority of social phe-
nomena come to us in this way. But even when the social fact is partly due to
our direct co-operation, it is no different in nature. An outburst of collective
emotion in a gathering does not merely express the sum total of what individ-
ual feelings share in common, but is something of a very different order, as
we have demonstrated. It is a product of shared existence, of actions and re-
actions called into play between the consciousness of individuals. If it is
echoed in each one of them it is precisely by virtue of the special energy de-
rived from its collective origins. If all hearts beat in unison, this is not as a
consequence of a spontaneous, preestablished harmony; it is because one and
the same force is propelling them in the same direction. Each one is borne
along by the rest.

We have therefore succeeded in delineating for ourselves the exact field of
sociology. It embraces one single, well defined group of phenomena. A social
fact is identifiable through the power of external coercion which it exerts or is
capable of exerting upon individuals. The presence of this power is in turn
recognizable because of the existence of some pre-determined sanction, or
through the resistance that the fact opposes to any individual action that may
threaten it. However, il can also be defined by ascertaining how widespread it
is within the group, provided that, as noted above, one is careful to add a sec-
ond essential characteristic; this is, that it exists independently of the particu-
lar forms that it may assume in the process of spreading itself within the
group, In certain cases this latter criterion can even be more casily applied
than the former one. The presence of constraint is easily ascertainable when
it is manifested externally through some direct reaction of society, as in the
case of law, morality, beliels, customs and even fashions, But when constraint
is merely indirect, as with that exerted by an economic organization, it is not
always so clearly discernible. Generality combined with objectivity may then
be easier to establish. Moreover; this second definition is simply another for-
mulation of the first one: if a mode of behaviour existing outside the con-
sciousness of individuals becomes general, it can only do so by exerting
pressure upon them.

However, one may well ask whether this definition is complete. Indeed the
facts which have provided us with its basis are all ways of functioning: they
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are 'physiological’ in nature. But there are also collective ways of being,
namely, social facts of an ‘anatomical’ or morphological nature. Sociclogy
cannot dissociate itself from what concerns the substratum of collective life.
Yet the number and nature of the elementary parts which constitute society,
the way in which they are articulated, the degree of coalescence they have at-
tained, the distribution of population cver the earth’s surface, the extent and
nature of the network of communications, the design of dwellings, etc., do
not at frst sight seem relatable to ways of acting, feeling or thinking.

Yet, first and foremost, these various phenomena present the same charac-
reristic which has served us in defining the others. These ways of being im-
pose themselves upon the individual just as do the ways of acting we have
dealt with. In fact, when we wish to learn how a society is divided up politi-
cally, in what its divisions consist and the degree of solidarity that exists
between them, it is not through physical inspection and geographical obser-
vation that we may come to find this out: such divisions are social, although
they may have some physical basis. It is only through public law that we can
study such political organization, because this law is what determines its na-
ture, just as it determines our domestic and civic relationships, The organiza-
tion is no less a form of compulsion. If the population clusters together in our
cities instead of being scattered over the rural areas, it is because there exists
a trend of opinion, a collective drive which imposes this conceniration upon
individuals. We can no more choose the design of our houses than the cut of
our clothes at least, the one is as much obligatory as the other. The communi-
cation network forcibly prescribes the direction of internal migrations or
commercial exchanges, etc., and even their intensity. Consequently, at the
most there are grounds for adding one further category to the list of phenom-
ena already enumerated as bearing the distinctive stamp of a social fact. But
as that enumeration was in no wise strictly exhaustive, this addition would
not be indispensable.

Moreover, it does not even serve a purpose, for these ways of being are only
ways of acting that have been consolidated. A society’s political structure is
only the way in which its various component segmenis have become accus-
tomed to living with each other. If relationships between them are tradition-
ally close, the segments tend to merge together; if the contrary, they tend to
remain distinct. The type of dwelling imposed upon us is merely the way in
which everyone around us and, in part, previous generations, have customar-
ily built their houses. The communication network is only the charmel which
has been cut by the regular current of commerce and migrations, etc,, flowing
in the same direction. Doubtless if phenomena of a morphological kind were
the only ones that displayed this rigidity, it might be thought that they consti-
tuted a separate species. But a legal rule {s no less permanent an arrangement
than an architectural style, and yet it is a ‘physiological’ Fact. A simple moral
maxim is certainly more malleable, yet it is cast in forms much more rigid
than a mere professional custom or fashion. Thus there exists a whole range
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of gradations which, without amy break in continuity, join the most clearty de-
lineated structural facts to those free currents of social life which are not yet
caught in any definite mould. This therefore signifies that the differences be-
tween them concern only the degree to which they have become consolidated.
Both are forms of life at varying stages of crystallisation. It would undoubt-
edly be advantageous to reserve the term ‘morphological’ for those social facts
which relate to the social substratum, bul only on condition that one is aware
that they are of the same nature as the others. Our definition will therefore
subsume all that has to be defined it if states:

A social fact is any way of acting, whether fixed or not, capable of exerting
over the individual an external constraint;

or:

which is general over the whole of a given society whilst having an exis-
tence of its own, independent of its individual manifestations,

Public Sociologies:
Contradictions, Dilemmas, and Possibilities
MICHAEL BURAWOY

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, social scientisis have been asking
about the influence of their work on society. Should it contribute to social order
and stability? Should it address problems and seek to devise solutions? Or
should it promote social change that could lead o a new and more progressive
form of society? One view of science is that the best research is guided by idle
curiosity, while another argues that necessity and crisis spur the greatest discoyv-
eries. Some scholars embrace their work with personal passion, while others be-
lieve scientific objectivity is compromised by too much emotional investment.
Sociology is not inumune to these debates. This article, a version of the presiden-
tial address to the American Sociological Association, again raises the question
the great sociologist Howard Becker asked years aga, “Whose side are you on?”

In 2003 the members of the American Sociological Association (ASA) were
asked to vote on a member resolution opposing the war in Traq. The resolu-
tion included the following justilication: “[Floreign interventions that do not
have the support of the world community create more problems than solu-
tions . . . Instead of lessening the risk of terrorist attacks, this invasion could
serve as the spark for multiple attacks in years to come.” It passed by a two-
thirds majority (with 22% of voting members abstaining} and became the as-
sociation’s official position. In an opinion poll on the same ballot, 75% of the
members who expressed an opinion were opposed to the war. To assess the
ethos of sociologists today, it is worthwhile comparing these results with
those of 1968 when a similar double item was presented to the membership
with respect to the Viemam waz Then two-thirds of the votes cast opposed the
ASA adopting a resolution against the war and only 54% were individually op-
posed to the war (Rhoades 1981:60).

It is complicated to interpret this apparent shift in political orientation,
given the different national and military contexts within which the voting
took place, given the different wording of the questions. Still two hypotheses
present themselves. First, the membership of the ASA, always leaning toward
the liberal end of the political spectrum, has moved much further to the left.
In 1968 the opinion of sociologists was close to the rest of the population
(54% of sociologists opposed the war as compared to between 46% and 54%
of the general public), whereas in 2003 the two distributions were the inverse
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of each other—75% of voting sociologists opposed the war at the end of April,
2003, while at the same time 75% of the public supported the war. One might
conjecture that in 1968 a very different generation dominated the profes-
sion—a postwar generation celebratory of the U.S. and its “victory over fas-
cism,” among them pioneers of professional sociology. Today's post-Vietnam
generations are more accustomed to criticizing the U.S. government and in
particular its foreign policy. They are also less concerned about the purity of
sociology as science and more likely to assume that our accumulated knowl-
edge should be put to public use, whether in the form of member resolutions
or policy interventions.

Second, the world itself is different. In 1968 the world seemed ripe for
change for the better. The civil rights movements, the women’s movement,
student movements around the world, antiwar marches and sit-ins captured
the imagination of a new generation of sociologists who saw conventional so-
ciology as lagging behind the most progressive movements; whereas today
the world is lagging behind sociology, unapologetic about its drift into politi-
cal and economic fundamentalism. Sociologists shift their critical eye ever
more away from sociology toward the world it describes, a shift reflected in
the insurgent interest in public sociology. In short, over the last 35 years there
has been a scissors movement. The political context and the sociological
conscience have moved in opposite directions, so that the world we inhabit
is increasingly in conflict with the ethos and principles that animate
sociologists—an ethos opposed to inequality, to the erosion of civil liberties,
to the destruction of public life, and to discrimination and exclusion.

This shift in sociological ethos is not uncontroversial. It has, indeed, gener-
ated its own opposition. Dissatisfied with the political winds, 102 ASA mem-
bers signed a petition, sent to the assoclation’s Committee on Professional
Ethics, charging that the anti-Irag-war resolution violated the ASAs code of
conduct. Why? Because it did not rely on “scientifically and professionally de-
rived knowledge.” The complaint did not get far because, unlike other profes-
sional associations, there are no clear rules that limit the types of resolutions
the ASA can endorse. Nonetheless, the 102 (and presumably many others) did
take a principled position: scientific sociologists have no business making
moral or political prenouncements. Taking a moral or political position is in-
compatible with scientific objectivity. Opposition to the resolution alse took a
more pragmatic form, fears that such a visible and public stance against the
war (and I have not found another asscciation to have taken such a stance)
would undermine what legitimacy we have as socioclogists, conceivably
threaten research funding, and even prompt political reprisals. Alas, this is
not so far fetched. * * *

The “pure science” position that research must be completely insulated
from politics is untenable since antipolitics is no less political than public en-
gagement. The more usual "abstentionist” position limits politics to profes-
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sional self-defense: that we should enter the political arena only to defend our
immediate professional interests. Thus, we might mobilize resources to op-

‘pose the defunding of research into sexual behavior (as was attempted in

Congress recently), or to protest the closure or dramatic cuts in a sociology
department (as in Germany today), or to protect the human rights of an indi-
vidual (e.g., Egyptian sociologist, Saad Eddin Ibrahim), or, most recently, to
defend a journal’s right to review and edit articles [rom “enemy” countries. In
all these instances we enter the political arena, but solely to defend the in-
tegrity of our professional activities.

Between professional self-defense and public engagement there is a com-
promise position that moves from the defense of professional interests to pol-
icy interventions. Here the association takes a political position on the basis of
an accumulated body of evidence whose validity is widely accepted and
whose interpretation is unambiguous. One such example is the ASAs recent
statement that summarized the sociclogical literature on race: race exists, it
has social causes, and it has social consequences. An extension of this was the
ASAs Amicus Curiae brief to the Supreme Court in the 2003 Michigan Law
School aflirmative action case, Grutter v. Bollinger. Again a body of sociolagi-
cal research was mobilized to show that racial discrimination exists and that
efforts to diversify the student body would improve the educational experi-
ence of all.

So far;, then, we have three possible political stances: “professional self-
defense,” “policy intervention” and “public engagement.” There is, however, a
fourth stance. The association is a political venue unto itsell—a place to de-
bate the stances we might adopt. We cannot advocate democracy for others if
we are not internally democratic, il we do not attempt to arrive at public
stances through maximal participation in collective deliberation, Tt is just
such a critical debate that we are involved in today. The resolution against the
Iraq War is but a dramatic instance of the broader issue we are discussing:
what should be our involvement in the world beyond the academy? Recogniz-
ing we are part of the world we study, we must take some starce with respect
to that world. To fail to do so is to take a stance by default,

We can problematize our place in society by asking two questions. The first
was posed by Alfred McClung Lee in his 1976 Presidential Address to the
American Sociological Association; “Knowledge for Whom?” As sociologists
are we just talking to ourselves? Are we to remain locked up in the antecham-
bers of society, never really entering its tumultuous currents, hiding behind
the barricades of professional insularity? Or can we, ever cautious, ever vigi-
lant, wade forth into society, armed with our sociclogical expertise? If we are
going to talk to others, which others and how shall we do it? This leads di-
rectly to the second guestion, Famously posed by Robert Lynd (1939): Knowl-
edge for What? Do we take the values and goals of our research for granted,
handed down to us by some external (funding or policy) agency? Should we
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only concentrate on providing solutions to predefined problems, focusing on
the means to achieve predetermined ends, on what Weber called technical ra-
tionality and what 1 call instrumentel knowledge? Tn other words, should we
repress the gquestion of ends and pretend that knowledge and laws spring
spontaneously [rom the data, if only we can develop the right methods? Or
should we be concerned explicitly with the goals for which our research may
be mobilized, and with the values that underpin and guide our research? Go-
ing further afield, should sociologists be in the business of stimulating public
discussions about the possible meanings of the “good society”? Like Weber, 1
believe that without value commitments there can be no sociology, no basis
for the questions that guide our research programs. Without values social sci-
ence is blind. * * * Thus, empirical science can only take us so far: it can help
us understand the consequences of our value commitments and inform our
value discussions, but it cannot determine those values. Determining values
should take place through democratic and collective deliberation.

# % % Professional and policy sociclogy are forms of instrumental knowl-
edge focusing respectively on academic and extra-academic audiences. Criti-
cal and public sociology are forms of reflexive knowledge focusing
respectively on academic and extra-academic audiences. Let me consider
each in turn.

Public sociology engages publics beyond the academy in dialogue about
matters of political and moral concern. It has to be relevant to such publics
without being faddish, that is subservient to publics. * * *

BN

Public sociology should be distinguished from policy sociology, While pub-
lic sociology generates conversation or debate between sociologist and public
on a terrain of reciprocal engagement, policy sociology focuses on solutions
to specific problems defined by clients, The relation between sociologist and
client is often of a contractual character in which expertise is sold for a fee.
The sociologist, thereby, cedes independence to the client. All manner of or-
ganizations may contract sociclogical expertise, from business to state, from
multilateral organization to the small NGO [nongovernmental organization].
What makes the relation instrumental is that the research terrain is not
defined by the sociologist. It is defined narrowly in the case of a “client” or
broadly in the case of a “patron.”

LU

Public and policy sociologies could not exist without professional sociology,
which provides legitimacy, expertise, distinctive problem definitions, relevant
bodies of knowledge, and techniques for analyzing data. An effective public or
policy sociology is not hostile to, but depends upon the professional sociology
that lies at the core of our disciplinary field. Why do I call our disciplinary
knowledge instrumental? As professional sociologists we are located in
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research traditions, sometimes going back to founding [athers (Weber,
purkheim, and Marx) and otherwise of a more recent pedigree (feminism,
poststructurzdism). These research traditions may be elaborated into self-
conscious research programs—structural functionalism, stratification theory,
sex-gender systems, experimental social psychology—with their grounding
assumptions, distinctive questions, exemplary models and appropriate tech-
nigues of research. Research programs (Lakatos 1978) advance by resolving
internal contradictions and absorbing anomalies (discrepancies between the-
oretical expectation and empirical observations). They require a community
of scientists committed to working on the important (collectively defined)
puzzles that the research program generates. Flourishing public and policy
sociologies increase the stakes of our knowledge and thus makes the vigilant
pursuit of coherent research programs all the more important.

In the world of normal science we cannot push forward the frontiers of
knowledge and at the same time question its foundations. The latter Lask is
the province of critical sociology. In much the same way that public sociology
interrogates the value assumptions of policy sociclogy, so in a similar and
more direct way critical sociology is the conscience of professional sociology.

EC 3

As sociology grew, its institutional base differentiated, so that today sociol-
ogists work both inside and outside academia. Those outside tend to occupy
positions in government agencies, such as the census bureau or the depart-
ment of corrections; in consulting companies for human resource manage-
ment; or in international NGOs, Then, there are scciologists who are
employed in professional schools—business schools, public administration,
educational schools, agricultural extension, and so forth—where they may en-
gage nonacademic audiences. Equally important is the complex hierarchy of
the university system which ranges from elite private universities, to the dif-
ferent tiers of state university systems, liberal arts colleges, and two-year
community colleges. The configuration of the division of sociological labor
will vary with a department’s location in this system. Thus, in state colleges
where teaching takes up so much of one’s time, research has a public or pol-
icy dimension, often driven by local issues, Based on my attendance at the
meetings of state associations, such as the North Carolina Sociological Asso-
ciation, I have found public sociology to be both more widely practiced and
more highly valued in state colleges than in most elite departments. T have
found projects ranging from research on displaced workers, toxic waste,
housing inequalities, and educational reform, to advacacy for public health
campaigns around HIV-AIDS or needle exchange to training community or-
ganizers to deal with the media. Sadly, all too often, this public (and policy)
sociology, widespread though it may be, remains invisible and unrecognized
because its practitioners lack the time or incentive to write it up.

History and hierarchy give one sense of the possible variation in the config-
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uration of the disciplinary field, interrational comparisons give another.
When one travels the world talking about public sociology, one quickly learns
just bow distinctively American the concept is, marking the unique strength
of professional sociology in the U.S. In many countries it is taken for granted
ihat sociology has a public face. Why else be a sociologist? The career of soci-
ology in many Third World countries reflects the succession of different polit-
ical regimes. One of the [irst acts of the Pinochet regime in Chile was to
abolish sociology. In South Africa sociology flourished in the late 1970s and
1980s as the anti-apartheid movement grew in strength, just as it has suffered
amalgamation and budgetary cuts in the postapartheid period. Soviet sociol-
ogy, nonexistent under Stalinism, reappeared in the 1950s as an ideological
and surveillance arm of the party state. Sociological opinion research was de-
ployed as a weapon of critique, revealing public discontent in order to justify
swings in policy. This instrumental use of sociology comes home to roost in
the post-Soviet period where, increasingly, it has become a form of market re-
search. I it is not co-opted or repressed by authoritarian regimes, sociology’s
reflexive side may sustain critical opposition, as was often the case in Eastern
BEurope. In the social democratic countries of Scandinavia, by conirast, it is
the policy dimension that often stands out. Although when conservative par-
ties assume power, the sociological winds shift direction from policy to
public.

Here then are just a few hints at national variation, underlining once again
just how peculiar is U.S. sociology. It is not just peculiar, it is also very power-
ful, dominating the world scene. Accordingly in the international division of
sociological labor, professional sociology is concentrated in the resource rich
United States, and to a lesser extent in Western Burope, while public sociol-
ogy has relatively greater strength in the poorer countries—a distribution that
mirrors the hierarchy within the U.S.

ok ok

Finally, we come to the critical question: what are the grounds for claiming
sociology's affinity to the public? If political science’s distinctive object of
study is the state and its value the protection of political order, and if econom-
ics has as it distinctive object the economy and its value is the expansion of
the market, then sociology’s distinctive object is civil society and its value s
the resilience and autonomy of the social. Sociology is born with civil society
and dies with civil society. The classical sociology of Weber, Durkheim, Sim-
mel, and Pareto arose with the expansion of trade unions, political parties,
mass education, voluntary associations at the end of the nineteenth century,
just as U.S. sociology was born amidst reform and religious organizations.
Sociology disappears with the eclipse of civil society as in fascism, Stalinism
or Pinochet’s Chile, just as it quickly bubbles to the surface with the unfurling
of perestroika in the Soviet Union or the civic and labor associations of South
Africa’s anti-apartheid movement.
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The burgeoning interest in public sociology and the unanticipated vote
against the war in Iraq suggest to me that the stakes are indeed becoming
clearer. In a world tending toward market tyranny and state unilateralism,
civil society is at once threatened with extinction and at the same time a ma-
jor possible hold-out against deepening inequalities and multiplying threats
to all manner of human rights. The interest of sociology in the very existence,
let alone expansion, of civil society (even with all its warts) becomes the inter-
est of humanity—Iocally, nationally and globally. If we can transcend our
parochialism and recognize our distinctive relation to diverse publics within
and across borders, sociologists could yet create the fulcrum around which a
critical social science might evolve, one responsive {o public issues while at
the same time committed to professional excellence.
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The My Lai Massacre:
A Crime of Obedience?

reom Crimes of Obedience: Toward a Social Psychology
of Authority and Responsibility

HERBERT C. KELMAN AND V. LEE HAMILTON

Understanding why people do what they do is never easy. It is especially difficult
when behaviors are contrary to what anyone would expect or want people to do,
as in the case of heinous crimes. In this account of the murder of hundreds of
innocent people—perhaps the most painful episode of a long and unpopular
war—Kelman and Hamilton depart from psychological explanations and focus
on the sociology of men in war. They make a compelling case that the social con-
ditions of these men dramatically weakened the moral inhibitions that otherwise
would have prevented their doing the unthinkable.

arch 16, 1968, was a busy day in U.S. history. Stateside, Robert F.

Kennedy announced his presidential candidacy, challenging a sitting
president from his own party—in part out of opposition to an undeclared and
disastrous war. In Vietnam, the war continued. In many ways, March 16 may
have been a typical day in that war, We will probably never know, But we do
know that on that day a typical company went on a mission-—which may or
may not have been typical—to a village called Son (or Song) My. Most of what
is remembered from that mission occurred in the subhamlet known to Amer-
icans as My Lai 4.

The My Laj massacre was investigated and charges were brought in 1969
and 1970. Trials and disciplinary actions lasted into 1971. Entire books have
been written about the army’s year-long cover-up of the massacre (for exam-
ple, Hersh, 1972}, and the cover-up was a major focus of the army’s own in-
vestigation of the incident. Our central concern here is the massacre itself—a
crime of obedience—and public reactions to such crimes, rather than the
lengths to which many went to deny the event. Therefore this account con-
centrates on one day: March 16, 1968.1

Many verbal testimonials to the horrors that occurred at My Lai were avail-
able. More unusual was the fact that an army photographer, Ronald Hasberle,
was assigned the task of documenting the anticipated military engagement at

1. Inreconstructing the events of that day, we consulied Hammer (1970), in addition to
the sources cited in the text. Schell {1968) provided information on the region around
My Lai. Concerning Vietnam and peasant rebellions, we consulted FitzGerald (1972),
Paige (1975}, Popkin (1979), and Wolf (1969).
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My Lai—and documented a massacre instead. Later, as the story of the mas-
sacre emerged, his photographs were widely distributed and seared the public
conscience. What might have been dismissed as unreal or exagperated was
depicted in photographs of demonsirable authenticity. The dominant image
appeared on the cover of Life: piles of bodies jumbled together in a ditch
along a trail—the dead all apparently unarmed. All were Oriental, and all ap-
peared to be children, women, or old men. Clearly there had been a mass ex-
ecution, one whose image would not quickly fade,

So many bodies (over twenty in the cover photo alone) are hard to imagine
as the handiwork of one killer. These were not, They were the product of what
we call a crime of obedience. Crimes of obedience begin with orders. But or-
ders are often vague and rarely survive with any clarity the transition from
one authority down a chain of subordinates to the ultimate actors. The oper-
ation at Soni My was no exception.

“Charlie” Company, Company C, under Lt, Col. Frank Barker’s command,
arrived in Vietnam in December of 1967. As the army’s investigative unit, di-
rected by Lt. Gen. William R. Peers, characterized the personnel, they “con-
tained no significant deviation from the average” for the time. Seymour 8.
Hersh (1970) described the “average” more explicitly: “Most of the men in
Charlie Company had volunteered for the draft; only a few had gone to col-
lege for even one year. Nearly half were black, with a few Mexican-Americans.
Most were eighieen to twenty-two years old. The favorite reading matter of
Charlie Company, like that of other line infantry units in Vietnam, was comic
books” (p. 18). The action at My Lali, like that throughout Vietnam, was
fought by a cross-section of those Americans who either believed in the war
or lacked the social resources to avoid participating in it. Charlie Company
was indeed average for that time, that place, and that war,

Two key figures in Charlie Company were more unusual. The compa-
ny’s commander, Capt. Ernest Medina, was an upwardly mobile Mexican-
American who wanted to make the army his career, although he feared that
he might never advance beyond captain because of his lack of formal educa-
tion. His eagerness had earned him a nickname among his men: “Mad Dog
Medina.” One of his admirers was the platoon leader Second Lt, William L.
Calley, Jr., an undistinguished, five-foot-three-inch junior-college dropout who
had failed four of the seven courses in which he had enrolled his first year.
Many viewed him as one of those "instant officers” made possible only by the
army’s then-desperate need for manpower. Whatever the cause, he was an in-
secure leader whose frequent claim was “I'm the boss.” His nickname among
some of the troops was “Surfside 5%,"” a reference to the swashbuckling he-
roes of a popular television show, “Surfside 6.”

The Son My operation was planned by Lieutenant Colonel Barker and his
staff as a search-and-destroy mission with the objective of rooting out the
Forty-eighth Viet Cong Baitalion from their base area of Son My village.
Apparently no written orders were ever issued, Barker’s superior, Col. Oran
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Henderson, arrived at the staging point the day before. Among the issues he
reviewed with the assembled officers were some of the weaknesses of prior
operations by their units, including their failure to be appropriately aggres-
sive in pursuit of the enemy. Later briefings by Licutenant Colonel Barker and
his siaff asserted that no one except Viet Cong was expected to be in the vil-
lage after 7 .M. on the following day. The “innocent” would all be at the mar-
ket. Those present al the briefings gave conflicting accounts of Barker's exact
orders, but he conveyed at least a strong suggestion that the Son My area was
to be obliterated. As the army’s inquiry reported: “While there is some conflict
in the lestimony as to whether Lrc Barker ordered the destruction of houses,
dwellings, livestock, and other foodstuffs in the Song My area, the preponder-
ance of the evidence indicates that such destruction was implied, if not
specifically directed, by his orders of 15 Marc * (Peers Report, in Goldstein et
al., 1976, p. 94).

Evidence that Barker ordered the killing of civilians is even more murky.
What does seerm clear, however, is that—having asserted that civilians would
be away at the market—he did not specify what was to be done with any who
might nevertheless be found on the scene. The Peers Report therefore consid-
ered it “reasonable to conclude that Lr¢ Barker’s minimal or nonexistent in-
structions concerning the handling of noncombatants created the potential
for prave misunderstandings as 1o his intentions and for interpretation of his
orders as authority to fire, without restriction, on all persons found in target
area” (Goldstein et al., 1976, p. 95). Since Bartker was killed in action in June
1968, his own formal version of the truth was never available.

Charlie Company’s Captain Medina was briefed for the operation by Barker
and his staff. He then transmitted the already vague orders o his own men.
Charlie Company was spoiling for a fight, having been totally frustrated dur-
ing its months in Vietnam—first by waiting for battles that never came, then
by incompetent forays led by inexperienced commanders, and finally by
mines and booby traps. In fact, the emotion-laden funeral of a sergeant killed
by a booby trap was held on March 15, the day before My Lal, Captain Me-
dina gave the orders for the next day’s action at the close of that funeral.
Many were in a mood for revenge.

Tt is again unclear what was ordered. Although all participants were still
alive by the time of the trials for the massacre, they were either on trial or
probably felt under threat of trial. Memories are often Aawed and self-serving
at such times, It is apparent that Medina relayed to the men at least some of
Barker’s general message—to expect Viet Cong resistance, to burn, and to kill
livestock. Tt is not clear that he ordered the slaughter of the inhabitants, but
some of the men who heard him thought he had. One of those who claimed to
have heard such orders was Lt. William Calley.

As March 16 dawned, much was expected of the operation by those who
had set it into motion. Therefore a full complement of “brass” was present in
helicopters overhead, including Barker, Colonel Henderson, and their supe-
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rior, Major General Koster (who went on to become commandant of West
Point before the story of My Lai broke). On the ground the troops were to
carry with them one reporter and one photographer to immortalize the antic-
jpated battle.

The action for Company C began at 7:30 as their first wave of helicopters
touched down near the subhamlet of My Lai 4, By 7:47 all of Company C was
present and set to fight. But instead of the Viet Cong Forty-eighth Battalion
My Lai was filled with the old men, women, and children who were supposed'
to have gone to market, By this time, in their version of the war, and with
whaiever orders they thought they had heurd, the men from Company C were
nevertheless ready to find Viet Cong everywhere. By nightfall, the official tally
was 128 VC killed and three weapons captured, although later unofficial body
counts ran as high as 500. The operation at Son My was over. And by night-
fall, as Hersh reported: “the Viet Cong were back in My Lai 4, helping the sur-
vivors bury the dead. Tt took ftve days. Most of the funeral speeches were
made by the Communist guerrillas. Nguyen Bat was not a Communist at the
time of the massacre, but the incident changed his mind. ‘After the shooting,’
he said, ‘all the villagers became Communists’ ” (1970, p. 74). To this day, I;h;ﬂ
memory of the massacre is kept alive by markers and plaques designating the
spois where groups of villagers were killed, by a large statue, and by the My
Lai Museum, established in 1975 (Williams, 1985).

But what could have happened to leave American troops reporting a vic-
tory over Viet Cong when in fact they had killed hundreds of noncombatants?
It is not hard to explain the report of victory; that is the essence of a coverup.
It is harder to understand how the killings came to be committed in the first
place, making a coverup necessary.

MASS EXECUTIONS AND THE DEFENSE
OF SUPERICR ORDERS

Some of the atrocities on March 16, 1968, were evidently unofficial, sponta-
neous acts: rapes, tortures, killings. For example, Hersh (1970) describes
Charlie Company’s Second Platoon as entering “My Lai 4 with guns blazing”
(p. 50); more graphically, Lieutenant “Brooks and his men in the second pla-
toon to the north had begun to systematically ransack the hamlet and slaugh-
ter the people, kill the livestock, and destroy the crops. Men poured rifle and
machine-gun fire into huts without knowing—or seemingly caring—who was
inside” (pp. 49-50).

) Some atrocities toward the end of the action were part of an almost casual
mopping-up,” much of which was the responsibility of Lieutenant LaCross’s
Third Platoon of Charlic Company. The Peers Report states: “The entire 3rd
Platoon then began moving into the western edge of My Lai (4), for the mojp-
up operation . . . . The squad . . . began to burn the houses in the southwest-
ern portion of the hamlet” (Goldstein et al,, 1976, p. 133). They became
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mingled with other platoons during a series of rapes and killings ol survivors
for which it was impossible to fix responsibility. Certainly to a Vietnamese all
GIs would by this point look alike: “Nineteen-year-old Nguyen Thi Ngoc Tuyet
watched a baby trying to open her slain mother’s blouse to nurse. A soldier
shot the infant while it was struggling with the blouse, and then slashed it
with his bayonet.” Tuyet also said she saw another baby hacked to death by
Gls wielding their bayonets. “Le Tong, a twenty-eighl-yearold rice farmer, re-
ported seeing one woman raped after GIs killed her children. Nguyen Khoa, a
thirty-seven-year-old peasant, told of a thirteen-year-old girl who was raped
before being killed. GIs then attacked Khoa's wife, tearing off her clothes. Be-
fore they could rape her, however, Khoa said, their six-year-old son, riddled
with bullets, fell and saturaied her with blood. The Gls left her alone” (Hersh,
1970, p. 72). All of Company C was implicated in a pattern of death and de-
struction throughout the hamlet, much of which seemingly lacked rhyme or
reason.

But a substantial amount of the killing was orgasnized and traceable to one
authority: the First Platoon’s Lt, William Calley. Calley was originally charged
with 109 killings, almost all of them mass executions at the trail and other lo-
cations. He stood trial for 102 of these killings, was convicted of 22 in 1971,
and at first received a life sentence. Though others—both superior and subor-
dinate to Calley—were brought to trial, he was the only one convicted for the
My Lai crimes. Thus, the only actions of My Lai for which. aryone was ever
convicted were mass executions, ordered and committed. We suspect that
there are commonsense reasons why this one type of killing was singled out,
In the midst of rapidly moving events with people running about, an execu-
tion of stationary targets is literally a still life that stands out and whose par-
ticipants are clearly visible. It can be proven that specific people committed
specific deeds. An execution, in contrast to the shooting of someene on the
run, is also more likely to meet the legal definition of an act resulting from in-
tent—with malice aforethought. Moreover, American military law specifically
forbids the killing of unarmed civilians or military prisoners, as does the
Geneva Convention between nations. Thus common sense, legal standards,
and explicit doctrine all made such actions the likeliest target for prosecution.

When Lieutenant Calley was charged under military law it was for viola-
tion of the Uniform Code of Military Justice (ucmr) Article 118 {murder). This
article is similar to civilian codes in that it provides for conviction if an ac-
cused:

1. without justification or excuse, unlawfully kills & human being, when
he—

2. has a premeditated design to kill;

. intends to kill or inflict great bodily harm;

4. is engaged in an act which is inherently dangerous to others and
evinces a wanton disregard of human life; or

o8]
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5. is engaged in the perpetration or attempted perpetration of burglary,

sodomy, rape, robbery, or aggravated arson. (Goldstein et al., 1976, p
507) T

For a soldier, one legal justification for killing is warfare; but warfare is
subject to many legal limits and restrictions, including, of course, the inad-
muissibility of killing unarmed noncombatants or prisoners whom one has dis-
armed, The pictures of the trail victims at My Lai certainly portrayed one or
the other of these. Such an action would be illegal under military law; order-
ing another to commit such an action would be illegal; and [ollowing s;uch an
order would be illegal.

But following an order may provide a second and pivotal justification for
an act that would be murder when committed by a civilian, * * * Amer.ican
military law assumes that the subordinate is inclined to follow orders, as that
is the normal obligation of the role. Hence, legally, obedient subordiniaté:s ére

protected from unreasonable expectations regarding their capacity to evalu-
ate those orders:

An order requiring the performance of a military duty may be inferred to
be legal. An act performed manifestly beyond the scope of authority, or
pursuant to an order that a man of ordinary sense and understandring
would know to be illegal, or in a wanton manner in the discharge of a

lawful duty, is not excusable. (Par. 216, Subpar. d, Manual for Courts
Martial, United States, 1969 Rev,)

Thus what may be excusable is the good-faith carrying out of an order, as long
f1s that order appears to the ordinary soldier to be a legal one. In milit’ary law,
invoking superior orders moves the question from one of the action’s conse:
quences—the body count?>—to one of evaluating the actor’s motives and good
sense.

In sum, if anyone is to be brought to justice for a massacre, common sense
and legal codes decree that the most appropriate targets are those who make
themselves executioners. This is the kind of target the government selected in
prosecuting Lieutenant Calley with the greatest ferver. And in a military con-
texl, the most promiising way in which one can redefine one’s undeniable
fieeds into acceptability is to invoke superior orders. This is what Calley did
m attempting to avoid conviction, Since the core legal issues involved points
of mass execution—the ditches and trail where America’s image of My Lai
was formed—we review these events in greater detail.

The day's quiet beginning has already been noted. Troops landed and swepl
unopposed into the village. The three weapons eventually reported as the haul

2. During the Vi : il
" Enng 1.51(-: Vleu:am Way, the success of a military action was often measured by the
imber of “enemy” killed, relative to allied casualties (ed.).
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from the operation were picked up from three apparent Viet Cong who fled
the village when the troops arrived and were pursued and killed by helicopter
gunships. Obviously the Viet Cong did frequent the area. But it appears that
by about 8:00 A.M. no one who met the troops was aggressive, and no one was
armed. By the laws ol war Charlic Company bad no argument with such
people.

As they moved into the village, the soldiers began to gather its inhabitants
together. Shortly after 8:00 A.M. Lieutenant Calley told Pfc. Paul Meadlo that
“you know what to do with” a group of villagers Meadlo was guarding, Esti-
mates of the numbers in the group ranged as high as eighty women, children,
and old men, and Meadlo’s own estimate under ocath was thirty to fifty peo-
ple. As Meadlo later testified, Calley returned after ten or filteen minutes:
“Ie [Calley] said, ‘How come they're not dead?’ I said, ‘1 didn’t know we were
supposed to kill them.” He said, ‘T want them dead. He backed off twenty
or thirty feet and started shooting into the people—the Viet Cong-—shooting
automatic. He was beside me. He burned four or five magazines. I burned
off a few, about three. [ helped shoot ‘em” (Haramer, 1971, p. 155). Meadlo
himself and others testified that Meadlo cried as he fired; others reported
him later to be sobbing and “all broke up.” It would appear that to Lieuten-
ant Calley’s subordinates something was unusual, and stressful, in these
orders.

At the trial, the first specification in the muzder charge against Calley was
for this incident; he was accused of premeditated murder of “an unknown
number, not less than 30, Oriental human beings, males and females of vari-
ous ages, whose names are unknown, occupants of the village of My Lai 4, by
means of shooting them with a rifle” (Goldstein et al., 1976, p. 497).

Among the helicopters flying reconnaissance above Son My was that of
CWO Hugh Thompson. By 9:00 or soon after Thompson had noticed some
horrifying events from his perch. As he spotted wounded civilians, he sent
down smoke markers so that soldiers on the ground could treat them. They
killed them instead. He reported to headquarters, trying to perstiade someone
to stop what was going on. Barker, hearing the message, called down to Cap-
tain Medina. Medina, in turn, later claimed to have told Calley that it was
“enough for today.” But it was not yet enough.,

At Calley’s orders, his men began gathering the remaining villagers—
roughly seventy-five individuals, mostly women and children—and herding
them toward a drainage ditch. Accompanied by three or four enlisted men,
Lieutenant Calley executed several batches of civilians who had been gath-
ered into ditches. Some of the details of the process were entered into testi-

mony in such accounts as Plc. Dennis Conti's: “A lot of them, the people, were
trying to get up and mostly they was just screaming and pretty bad shot up.
.. .1 seen a woman tried to get up, I seen Lieutenant Calley fire. He hit the
side of her head and blew it off” (Hlammer, 1971, p. 125).
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Testimony by other soldiers presented the shooting's aftermath. Speciali
Four Charles Hall, asked by Prosecutor Aubrey Daniel how he Icnt;w flecm .
ple in the ditch were dead, said: “There was blood coming from then‘il e'II‘)}TO-
were just scattered all over the ground in the ditch, some in pilés and. 3 e
scattered out 20, 25 meters perhaps up the diich . . . . They were ve oIdE’Ome
ple, very. young children, and mothers . . . . There was blood all clznjer thpeo':
(Goldsteu.l et al., 1976, pp. 501-02). And Pfc. Gregory Olson corraboratedel‘:rlr1
gefleral picture of the victims: “They were—the majority were women & 1cel
children, some babies. I distinctly remember one middle-aged Vietn -
male drestsed in white right at my feet as T crossed. None of the bodiesa ?ese
maniled in any wa}y. There was blood. Some appeared to be dead, others i?orltf
E‘,;Z 2)rlne with their eyes as I walked across the ditch” (Goldstein et al., 1976,

The slecond specification in the murder charge stated that Calley did “with
premeditation, murder an unknown number of Oriental human zein SW1 [
less than seventy, males and females of various ages, whose names 'iej 11.110l
kml)wr:, occupants of the village of My Lai 4, by means of shooting thecm w?h
a rifle (G.oldstein et al., 1976, p. 497). Calley was also charged with énd t '1 d
for shootings of individuals (an old man and a child); these charge He"
clearly supplemental to the main issue at trial—-the m’ Killi and how
e e ass killings and how

It; is noteworthy that during these executions more than one enlisted
avoided carrying out Calley’s orders, and more than one by sworn oathmzll'n
rectly refused to obey them. For example, Pfc. Tames J'o;eph Dursi t t'l: ci_
when asked if he fired when Lieutenant Calley ordered him to: N eSIl ?e :
stood the)re. Meadlo turned to me afler a couple of minutes and.saido"ShJu?
Wh?( don’t 3Z0}1 shoot! Why don’t you fire! He was crying and yelling, I saizo'i
EanF I"\_:vonj[! And the people were screaming and crying and yelli'ng. Th‘e
ept firing for a couple of minutes, mostly automatic and semi- i ?”
(Hammer, 1971, p. 143). automatie

‘Specialist Four Ronald Grzesik reported an even more direct conf i
with Calley, although under oath he hedged about its subject: omaon

GRZESIK: Well, Lieutenant Calley—I walked past the ditch. I was called back b
someone, I don't recall who. T had a discussion with Liegtenant Calley. e said ty
take the fire team back into the village and help the second platoon scz-a.rch o
DANIEL: Did Lieutenant Calley say anything before he gave you that order;
GRZESIK: He said, “Finish them off.” I refused. .
DANIEL: What did you refuse to do?

GRZESIK: To finish them off.

DANIEL: What did he mean? Who did he mean to finish off?

GRZESIK: I don't know what h or
p. 150) at he meant or who he meant by them. (Hammer, 1971,
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Tn preceding months, not under oath, Grzesik had indicated that he had a
good idea what was meant but that he siroply would not comply. 1t is likely
that the jury at Calley's trial did not miss the point.

Disobedience of Lieutenant Calley’s own orders to kill represented a serious
legal and moral threat to a defense based on superior orders, such as Calley
was attempting, This defense had to assert that the orders seemed reasonable
enough to carry out, that they appeared to be legal orders. Even if the orders
in question were not legal, the defense had to assert that an ordinary individ-
ual could not and should not be expected to see the distinction. In short, if
what happened was “business as usual,” cven though it might be bad busi-
ness, then the defendant siood a chance of acquittal. But under direct com-
mand from “Surfside 5 1/2,” some ordinary enlisted men managed to refuse,
to avoid, or at least to stop doing what they were ordered to do. As “reason-
able men” of “ordinary sense and understanding,” they had apparently found
something awry that morning; and it would have heen hard for an officer to
plead successfully that he was more ordinary than his men in his capacity to
evaluate the reasonableness of orders.

Fven those who obeyed Calley’s orders showed great stress. For example,
Meadlo eventually began to argue and cry direcily in front of Calley, Pic. Her-
bert Carter shot himself in the foot, possibly because he could no longer take
what he was doing. We were not destined to hear a sworn version of the inci-
dent, since neither side at the Calley trial called him to testify.

The most unusual instance of resistance (o authority came from the skies.
CWO Hugh Thompsoen, who had protesied the apparent carnage of civilians,
was Calley’s inferior in rank but was not in his line of command. He was also
watching the ditch from his helicopter and noticed some people moving after
the first round of slaughter—chiefly children who had been shielded by their
mothers’ bodies. Landing to rescue the wounded, he also found some vil-
lagers hiding in a mearby bunker, Protecting the Vietnamese with his own
body, Thompson ordered his men to train their guns on the Americans and to

open fire if the Americans fired on the Vietnamese. He then radioed for addi-
tional rescue helicopters and stood between the Vietnamese and the Ameri-
cans under Calley’s command until the Vielnamese could be evacuated. He
later returned to the ditch to unearth a child buried, unharmed, beneath lay-
ers of bodies. Tn October 1969, Thompson was awarded the Distinguished
Flying Cross for heroism at My Lai, specifically (albeit inaccurately) for the
rescue of children hiding in a bunker “between Viet Cong forces and advanc-
ing friendly forces” and for the rescue of a wounded child “caught in the in-
tense crossfire” (Hersh, 1970, p. 119). Four months earlier, at the Pentagon,
Thompson had identified Calley as having been at the ditch.

By about 10:00 A.M., the massacre was winding down. The remaining ac-
tions consisted largely of isolated rapes and killings, “clean-up” shootings of
the wounded, and the destruction of the village by fire. We have already seen
some examples of these more indiscriminate and possibly less premeditated
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acts. By the 11:00 a.m. lunch break, when the exhausted men of Co
were relaxing, two young girls wandered back from a hiding place orrllllpatnybc
invited to share lunch, This surrealist touch illustrates the extent to wh?r h0 he
soldiers’ action had become dissociated from its meaning. An hour :-C lJF ;
some of these men were making sure that not even a child .would esca . ;f]r‘
executioner’s bullet. But now the job was done and it was time for hmchIf ccl
in this new context it seemed only natural to ask the children who had njlan
agTd ;o es;ape_ execution to join them. The massacre had ended. It r;main:ci
E?dji{n;l the Viet Cong to reap the political rewards among the survivors in
The army command in the area knew that something had gone wrong. Di
rect commanders, including Lieutenant Colone! Barker, had firsthand " '1"
such as Thompson’s complaints. Others had such odd bits of evi(;en Jepor;ls'
claim of 128 Viet Cong dead with a booty of only three w;ea ons C(]:%a: Ehe
coverup of My Lai began at once. The operation was reporteg as ‘a i t .
over a stronghold of the Viet Cong Forty-eighth. e
My Lai might have remained a “victory” but for another odd twist. A sol
dier who had not even been at the massacre, Ronald Ridenhour. talk d.t o
eral friends and acquaintances who had been. As he later wrot'e'c "I(te . iev-
in Apl:il, 1968 that T first heard of ‘Pinkville’ [a nickname reﬂe(.:tin wﬂis ‘r:l'tl‘3
lagel'"s reputed Communist sympathies] and what allegedly ha enei tt oo 1
received that first report with some skepticism, but in the fol]tiiin m 16;? :
was to hear similar stories from such a wide variety of people thatg it I‘)Dn e
}mpossible for me to dishelieve that something rather dark and bloocelca?s
indeed occur sometime in March, 1968 in a village called "Pinkville’ 'y tl’ll
Repl,tblic of Viet Nam” (Goldstein et al., 1976, p. 34). Ridenhour’s ton ing
conviction that a massacre—or something close to it—had occurred gm““_ng
for.ced by his own travel over the area by helicopter soon after the e":j Sl;rei\ll?-
-Lzu‘ was desolate. He gradually concluded that someone was coverin s hy
incident within the army and that an independent investigation was Eezgetd )
At tl‘lre end of March 1969, he finally wrote a letter detailing what he k .
about “Pinkville.” The letter, beginning with the paragraph quote ab o, was
ls:.)eth to thirty individuals—the president, Pentagon ofﬁcials,qand sZn;): 21:1?18
1\;;;?: Ijl;:l 1Senate'and I.-Iouse. Ridenhour’s congressman, fellow Arizonian
omrs U , gave it p:f\rtlcular heed. The slow unraveling of the cover-up be-
ﬁut C : :;fn;g the f?llow‘mg months, the army in fact initiated an investigation
out care E 1’; :))ut lllrtl §Lr1ct secrecy. Ridenhour, convinced that the cover-up was
it Soy Hglé,ur;g }Jlournahstlc help and finally, by coincidence, connected
) o ersh, Hersh fo'llowed up and broke the story, which eventu-
Oit- rought him a Pulitzer Prize and other awards for his investigative re-
fesoiileg.toT:i kc?velj-up. C(.)llapsed, lea\.ring only the question of the army’s
ot oo o ilus.uce in the case: Against whom would it proceed, with how
s vigor, and with what end in mind?
Williamm Calley was not the only man tried for the events at My Lai. The ac-
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tions of over thirty soldiers and civilians were scrutinized by investigators;
over half of these had to face charges or disciplinary action of some sort. Tar-
gets of investigation included Captain Medina, who was tried, and various
higher-ups, including General Koster, But Licutenant Calley was the only per-

son convicted, the only person to serve time.

Rk

SANCTIONED MASSACRES

The slaughter at My Lai is an instance of a class of violent acts that can be de-
scribed as sanctioned massacres (Kelman, 197 3): acts of indiscriminate, ruth-
less, and often systematic mass violence, carried out by military or
paramilitary personnel while engaged in officially sanctioned campaigns, the
victims of which are defenseless and unresisting civilians, including old men,
women, and children. Sanctioned massacres have occurred throughout his-
tory. Within American history, My Lai had its precursors in the Philippine war
around the iurn of the century (Schirmer 1971) and in the massacres of
American Indians. Elsewhere in the world, one recalls the Nazis' “final solu-
tion” for European Jews, the massacres and deportations of Armenians by
Turks, the liquidation of the kulaks and the great purges in the Soviet Union,
and more recently the massacres in Indonesia and Bangladesh, in Biafra and
Burundi, in South Africa and Mozambique, in Cambodia and Afghanistan, in
Syria and Lebanon. Sanctioned massacres may vary on a number of dimen-
sions. For present purposes, however, we want to focus on features they
share. Two of these ave the context and the target of the violence.

Sanctioned massacres tend to occur in the context of an overall policy that
is explicitly or implicitly genocidal: designed to destroy all or part of a cate-
gory of people defined in ethnic, national, racial, religious, or other terms.
Such a policy may be deliberately aimed at the systematic extermination of a
population group as an end in itself, as was the case with the Holocaust dur-
ing World War II. In the Nazis' “fnal solution” for European Jewry, a policy
aimed at exterminating millions of people was consciously articulated and ex-
ecuted (see Levinson, 1973), and the extermination was accomplished on a
mass-production basis through the literal establishment of a well-organized,
efficient death industry. Alternatively, such a policy may be aimed at an objec-
tive other than extermination—such as the pacification of the rural popula-
tion of South Vietnam, as was the case in U.S. policy for Indochina—but may
include the deliberate decimation of large segments of a population as an ac-
ceptable means to that end.

We agree with Bedau's (1974) conclusion from his carefully reasoned argu-
ment that the charge of U.S. genocide in Vietnam has not been definitively
proven, since such a charge requires evidence of a specific genocidal intent,
Although the evidence suggests that the United States committed war crimes

The My Lai Massacre: A Crime of Obedience? m 45

and crimes against humanity in Indochina (see Sheehan, 1971; Browning and
Forman, 1972), it does not show that extermination was the conscious pur-
pose of U.S. policy. The evidence reviewed by Bedau, however, suggesis that
the United States did commit genocidal acts in Vietnam as a means to other
ends. Central to U.S. strategy in South Vietnam were such actions as unre-
siricted air and artillery bombardments of peasant hamlets, search-and-
desiroy missions by ground troops, crop destruction programs, and mass
deportation of rural populations. These actions (and similar ones in Laos and
Cambeodia) were clearly and deliberately aimed at civilians and resﬁlted in the
death, injury, and/or uprooting of large numbers of that population and in the
destruction of their countryside, their source of livelihood, and their social
structure. These consequences were anticipated by policymakers and indeed
were intended as part of their pacification effort; the actions were designed to
clear the countryside and deprive guerrillas of their base of operations, even if
this meant destroying the civilian population. Massacres of the kind ;hat oc-
curred at My Lai were not deliberately planned, but they took place in an at-
mosphere in which the rural Viethamese population was viewed as
expendable and actions that resulted in the killing of large numbers of that
population as strategic necessities,

A second feature of sanctioned massacres is that their targels have not
themselves threatened or engaged in hostile actions toward the perpetrators
of the violence. The victims of this class of viclence are often defenseless ccivil—
ians, including old men, women, and children. By all accounts, at least after
the first moments at My Lai, the victims there fit this descriptioil although in
guerrilla warfare there always remains some ambiguity about thje distinction
between armed soldiers and unarmed civilians. * * *
becoms i of soncioned rasSmeren ot st e e EOUPS
: : , ese do not include their own
11.111ned1ate harmfulness or violence toward the attackers. Rather, their selec-
tion as targets for massacre at a particular time can ultimately }be traced to
their relationship to the pursuit of larger policies. Their elimination may be

13 : . X
seen as a l}seful tool” of their continued existence as an irritating obstacle in
the execution of policy.

kK

In .searching for a psychological explanation for mass violence under these
conditions, one’s first inclination is to look for forces that might impel people
tom.fard such murderous acts. Can we identify, in massacre situations psyc}ljo-
logical forces so powerful that they outweigh the moral restraints th;1t would
normally inhibit unjustifiable violence?

The most obvious approach—searching for psychological dispositions

3. Commitiing violence against i
gainst innocents as a tool to achieve political is t
nark of terrorism. (ed.) ’ foals s the ball
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within those who perpetrate these acts—does not yield a satisfactory explana-
tion of the phenomenorn, although it may tell us something aboul the types of
individuals most readily recruited for participation. For example, any expla-
nation involving the attackers’ strong sadistic impulses is inadequate. There is
no evidence that the majority of those who participate in such killings are
sadistically inclined. Indeed, speaking of the participants in the Nazi slaugh-
ters, Arendt (1964) points out that they “were not sadists or killers by nature;
on the contrary, a systematic effort was made to weed out all those who de-
rived physical pleasure from what they did” (p. 105). To be sure, some of the
commanders and guards of concentration camps could clearly be described
as sadists, but what has to be explained is the existence of concentration
camps in which these individuals could give play to their sadistic fantasies.
These opporiunities were provided with the participation of large numbers of
individuals to whom the label of sadist could not be applied.

A more sophisticated type of dispositional approach seeks to identily cer-
tain characterological themes that are dominant within a given culture. An
early example of such an approach is Fromm'’s (1941) analysis of the appeals
of Nazism in terms of the prevalence of sadomasochistic strivings, particu-
larly among the German lower middle class. It would be important to explore
whether similar kinds of characterological dispositions can be identified in
the very wide range of cultural contexts in which sanctioned massacres have
occurred. However general such dispositions turn out to be, it seems most
likely that they represent states of readiness to participate in sanctioned mas-
sacres when the opportunity arises rather than major motivating forces in
their own right. Similarly, high levels of [rustration within a population are
probably facilitators rather than instigators of sanctioned massacres. * * *

Could participation in sanctioned massacres be traced to an inordinately
intense haired toward those against whom the violence is directed? The evi-
dence does not seem to support such an interpretation. Indications are that
many of the active participants in the extermination of European Jews, such
as Adolf Eichmann (Arendt, 1964), did not feel any passionate hatred of Jews.
There is certainly no reason to believe that those who planned and executed
American policy in Vietnam felt a profound hatred of the Vietnamese popula-
tion, although deeply rooted racist attitudes may conceivably have played a
role.

To be sure, hatred and rage play ¢ part in sanctioned massacres. Typically
there is a long history of profound hatred against the groups targeted for vio-
lence—the Jews in Christian Furope, the Chinese in Southeast Asia, the Ihos
in northern Nigeria—which helps establish them as suitable victims, Hostility

also plays an important part at the point at which the killings are actually per-
petrated, even if the official planning and the bureaucratic preparations that
ultimately lead up to this point are carried out in a passionless and busi-
nesslike atmosphere. For example, Lifton's (1973) descriptions of My Lai,
based on eyewitness reports, suggest that the killings were accompanied by
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generalized rage and by expressions of anger and revenge toward the victims
Hostility toward the targel, however, does not seem to be the instigator of.
*these violent actions, The expressions of anger in the situation itsell can more
properly be viewed as outcomes rather than causes of the violence. They serve
to provide the perpetrators with an explanation and rationalization for their
violent actions and appropriate labels for their emotional state. They also
help reinforce, maintain, and intensify the violence, but the anger is not the
primary source of the violence. Hostility toward the target, historically rooted
or situationally induced, contributes heavily toward the violence, but it does
so largely by dehumanizing the victims rather than by motivating violence
against them in the first place.
In sutn, the occurrence of sanctioned massacres cannot be adequately ex-
plained by the existence of psychological forces—whether these be charac-
terological dispositions to engage in murderous violence or profound hostility
against the target—so powerful that they must find expression in violent acts
unhampered by moral restraints. Instead, the major instigators for this class
of violence derive from the policy process. The question that really calls for
psychological analysis is why so many people are willing to formulate partic-
ipate in, and condone policies that call for the mass killings of deff;nseles%
civilians. Thus it is more instructive to look not at the matives for violenc;a
but at the conditions under which the usual moral inhibitions against vio-
lence become weakened. Three social processes that tend to create such con-
ditions can be identified: authorization, routinization, and dehumanization
Through authorization, the situation becomes so -defined that the individuai
is absolved of the responsibility to make personal moral choices. Through
routin.ization, the action becomes so organized that there is no opportunity
for raising moral questions. Through dehumanization, the actors’ attitudes
toward the target and toward themselves become so structured that it is nei-
ther necessary nor possible for them to view the relationship in moral terms,

AUTHORIZATION

Sa:llctioned massacres by definition occur in the context of an authority situ-
atl.on, a situation in which, at least for many of the participants, the moral
principles that generally govern human relationships do not aiaply Thus
when acts of violence are explicitly ordered, implicitly encouraged, taclitly ap:
provec‘, or at least permitted by legitimate authorities, people’s readiness to
commit or condone them is enhanced. That such acts are authorized seems to
carry automatic justification for them. Behaviorally, authorization obviates
th(': n_ecessity of making judgments or choices. Not only do normal moral
%eraples become inoperative, but—particularly when the actions are explic-
itly ordered —a different kind of morality linked to the duty to obe p'

orders, tends to take over. ’ Y

In an authority situation, individuals characteristically feel obligated to
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obey the orders of the authorities, whether or not these correspond with their
personal preferences. They see themselves as having no choice as long as they
accept the legitimacy of the orders and of the authorities who give them. Tn-
dividuals differ considerably in the degree to which—and the conditions un-
der which—they are prepared to challenge the legitimacy of an order on the
grounds that the order itsell is illegal, or that those giving it have overstepped
their authority, or that it stems from a policy that violates fundamental socie-
tal values. Regardless of subile individual differences, however, the basic
structure of a situation of legitimate authority requires subordinates to re-
spond in terms of their role obligations rather than their personal prefer-
ences; they can openly disobey only by challenging the legitimacy ol the
authority. Often people obey without question even though the behavior they
engage in may entail great personal sacrifice or great harm to others.

An important corollary of the basic structure of the authority situatien is
that actors often do not see themselves as personally responsible for the con-
sequences of their actions. Again, there are individual differences, depending
on actors’ capacity and readiness to evaluate the legitimacy of orders re-
ceived. Insofar as they see themselves as having had no choice in their ac-
tions, however, they do not feel personally responsible for them. They were
not personal agents, but merely extensions of the authority. Thus, when their
actions cause harm to others, they can feel relatively free of guilt. A similar
mechanism operates when a person engages in antisocial behavior that was
not ordered by the authorities but was tacitly encouraged and approved by
them—even if only by maling it clear that such behavior will not be pun-
ished. In this situation, behavior that was formerly illegitimate is legitimized
by the authorities’ acquiescence.

In the My Lai massacre, it is likely that the structure of the authority situa-
tion contributed to the massive violence in both ways—that is, by conveying
the message that acts of violence against Vietnamese villagers were required,
as well as the message that such acts, even if not ordered, were permitted by
the authorities in charge. The actions at My Lai represented, at least in some
respects, responses to explicit or implicit orders. Lieutenant Calley indicated,
by orders and by example, that he wanted large numbers of villagers killed.
Whether Calley himself had been ordered by his superiors to "waste” the
whole area, as he claimed, remains a matter of controversy. Even if we as-
sume, however, that he was not explicitly ordered to wipe out the village, he
had reason to believe that such actions were expected by his superior officers.
Indeed, the very nature of the war conveyed this expectation, The principal
measure of military success was the “body count”—the number of enemy sal-
diers killed—and any Vietnamese killed by the U.S. military was commonly
defined as a “Viet Cong.” Thus, it was not totally bizarre for Calley to believe
that what he was doing at My Lai was to increase his body count, as any good
officer was expected to do.

Fven to the extent that the actions at My Lai occurred spontaneously, with-
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out reference to superior orders, those committing them had reason to
assume that such actions might be tacitly approved of by the military author-
ities. Not only had they failed to punish such acts in most cases, but the very
girategies and tactics that the authorities consistently devised were based on
the proposition that the civilian population of South Vietham—whether “hos-
tile” or “Iriendly”—was expendable. Such policies as search-and-destroy mis-
sions, the establishment of free-shooting zomes, the use of antipersonnel
weapons, the bombing of entire villages if they were suspected of harboring
guerrillas, the forced migration of masses of the rural population, and the de-
foliation of vast forest areas helped legitimize acts of massive viclence of the
kind occurring at My Lai.

Some of the actions at My Lai suggest an orientation to authority based on
unquestioning obedience to superior orders, no matter how destructive the
actions these orders call for. Such obedience is specifically fostered in the
course of military training and reinforced by the structure of the military au-
thority situation. It also reflects, however, an ideological orientation that may
be more widespread in the general population. * * *

ROUTINIZATION

Authorization processes create a situation in which people become involved
in an action without considering its implications and without really making a
decision. Once they have taken the initial step, they are in a new psychologi-
cal and social situation in which the pressures to continue are powerful. As
Lewin (1947) has pointed out, many forces that might originally have kept
people out of a situation reverse direction once they have made a commit-
ment {once they have gone through the “gate region”) and now serve to keep
them in the situation. For example, concern about the criminal nature of an
action, which might originally have inhibited a person from becoming in-
volved, may now lead to deeper involvement in efforts to justify the action
and to avoid negative consequences.

Despite these forces, however, given the nature of the actions involved in
sanctioned massacres, one might still expect moral scruples to intervene; but
the likelihood of moral resistance is greatly reduced by transforming the ac-
tion into routine, mechanical, highly programmed operations. Routinization
fulfills two functions. First, it reduces the necessity of making decisions, thus
minimizing the occasions in which moral questions may arise. Second, it
makes it easier to avoid the implications of the action, since the actor focuses
on the details of the job rather than on its meaning, The latter effect is more
readily achieved among those who participate in sanctioned massacres from
a distance—from their desks or even from the cockpits of their bombers.

Routinization operates both at the level of the individual actor and at the
organizational level. Individual job performance is broken down into a series
ol discrete steps, most of them carried out in automatic, regularized fashion.




50 = HERBERT C. KELMAN and V. LEE HAMILTON

It becomes easy to forget the nature of the product that emerges from this
process. When Lieutenant Calley said of My Lai that it was “no great deal,” he
probably implied that it was all in a day's work. Organizationally, the task is
divided among different offices, each of which has responsibility for a small
portion of it. This arrangement diffuses responsibility and limits the amount
and scope of decision making that is necessary. There is no expectation that
the moral implications will be considered at any of these points, nor is there
any opportunity to do so. The organizational processes also help further legit-
imize the actions of each participant. By proceeding in routine fashion—pro-
cessing papers, exchanging memos, diligently carrying out their assigned
tasks— the different units mutually reinforce each other in the view that what
is going on must be perfectly normal, correct, and legitimate. The shared illu-
sion that they are engaged in a legitimate enterprise helps the participants as-
similate their activities to other purposes, such as the efficiency of their
performance, the productivity of their unit, or the cohesiveness of their group
(see Janis, 1972).

Normalization of atrocities is more difficult to the extent that there are con-
stant reminders of the true meaning of the enterprise. Bureaucratic inventive-
ness in the use of language helps to cover up such meaning, For example, the
SS had a set of Sprachregelungen, or “language rules,” to govern descriptions
of their extermination program. As Arendt (1964) points out, the term lan-
guage rule in itself was “a code name; it meant what in ordinary language
would be called a lie” (p. 85). The code names for killing and liquidation were
“fnal solution,” “evacuation,” and “special treatment.” The war in Indochina
produced its own set of euphemisms, such as “protective reaction,” “pacifica-
tion,” and “forced-draft urbanization and modernization.” The use of eu-
phemisms allows participants in sanctioned massacres to differentiate their
actions from ordinary killing and destruction and thus to avoid confronting
their true meaning.

DEHUMANIZATION

Authorization processes override standard moral considerations; routiniza-
tion processes reduce the likelihood that such considerations will arise. Still,
the inhibitions against murdering one’s fellow human beings are generally so
strong that the victims must also be stripped of their human status if they are
to be subjected to systematic killing. Insofar as they are dehumanized, the
usual principles of morality no longer apply to them.

Sanctioned massacres become possible to the extent that the victims are de-
prived in the perpetrators’ eyes of the two qualities essential to being perceived
as fully human and included in the moral compact that governs human rela-
tionships: identiry—standing as independent, distinctive individuals, capable
of making choices and entitled to live their own lives—and conumunity—{ellow
membership in an interconnected network of individuals who care for each
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other and respect each other’s individuality and rights (Kelman, 1973; sce also
Bakan, 1966, for a related distinction between “agency” and “communion”).
Thus, when a group of people is defined entirely in terms of a category to
which they belong, and when this category is excluded from the human fam-
ily, moral restraints against killing them are more readily overcome.

Dehumanization of the enemy is a common phenomenon in any war situa-
tjon. Sanctioned massacres, however, presuppose a more extreme degree of
dehumanization, insolar as the killing is not in direct response to the target’s
{hreats or provocations. It is not what they have done that marks such victims
for death but who they are—the category to which they happen to belong.
They are the victims of policies that regard their systematic destruction as a
desirable end or an acceptable means. Such extreme dehumanization be-
comes possible when the target group can readily be identilied as a separate
category of people who have historically been stigmatized and excluded by
the victimizers; often the victims belong to a distinet racial, religious, ethnic,
or political group regarded as inferior or sinister. The traditions, the habits,
the images, and the vocabularies for dehumanizing such groups are already
well established and can be drawn upon when the groups are selected for
massacre. Labels help deprive the victims of identity and community, as in
the epithet “gooks” that was commonly used to refer to Viethamese and other
Indochinese peoples.

The dynamics of the massacre process itself further increase the partici-
pants’ tendency to dehumanize their victims. Those who participate as part of
the bureaucratic apparatus increasingly come (o see their victims as bodies to
be counted and entered into their reports, as faceless figures that will deter-
mine their productivity rates and promotions. Those who participate in the
massacre directly—in the field, as it were—are reinforced in their perception
of the victims as less than human by observing their very victimization. The
only way they can justify what is being done to these people—both by others
and by themselves—and the only way they can extract some degree of mean-
ing out of the absurd events in which they find themselves participating (see
Littor, 1971, 1973) is by coming to believe that the victims are subhuman and

deserve to be rooted out. And thus the process of dehumanization feeds on
itself.

* k&
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Telling the Truth about Damned Lies and Statistics
JOEL BEST

Many people feel they live in a world of information overload. Statistics are a big
part of this feeling, continually thrown about to impress, sell, or convince. n
many cases the statistics are not accurate, leading to disirust of all statistics.
But as Joel Best explains, we need good statistics, and he shows why, Part of the
“sociological imagination” is the capacity to think critically about information,
including statistics, in order to answer questions and solve problems. As you
vead this essay, think of the last time you heard someone misuse a statistic. Bet-
fer yei, think of the last time you did.

he dissertation prospectus began by quoting a statistic—a “grabber”

meant to capture the reader’s attention. The graduate student who wrote
this prospectus undoubtedly wanted to seem scholarly to the professors who
would read it; they would be supervising the proposed research. And what
could be more scholarly than a nice, authoritative statistic, quoted from a
professional journal in the student’s field?

So the prospectus began with this (carefully footnoted) quotation; “Every
year since 1950, the number of American children gunned down has dou-
bled.” T had been invited to serve on the student’s dissertation commiltee.
When I read the quotation, I assumed the student had made an error in copy-
ing it. T went to the library and looked up the article the student had cited.
There, in the journal's 1995 volume, was exactly the same sentence: “Every
i;zag "since 1950, the number of American children gunned down has dou-

ed.

This quotation is my nomination for a dubious distinction: T think it may
be the worst—that is, the most inaccurate—social statistic ever.

What makes this statistic so bad? Just for the sake of argument, let’s as-
sume that “the number of American children gunned down” in 1950 was one.
If the number doubled each year, there must have been two children gunned
down in 1951, four in 1952, eight in 1953, and so on. By 1960, the number
‘.N'OLlld have been 1,024. By 1965, it would have been 32,768 (in 1965, the F.B.L
identified only 9,960 criminal homicides in the entire country, including adult
as well as child victims). By 1970, the number would have passed one million;
by 1980, one billion (more than four times the total U.S. population in thai,:
year). Only three years later, in 1983, the number of American children
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gunned down would have been 8.6 billion (nearly twice the earth’s population
at the time). Another milestone would have been passed in 1987, when the
number of gunned-down American children (137 billien} would have sur-
passed the best estimates for the total human population throughout history
(110 billion). By 1995, when the article was published, the annual number of
victims would have been over 35 trillion—a really big number, of a magnitude
you rarely encounter outside economics or astronomy.

Thus my nomination: estimating the number of American child gunshot
victims in 1995 at 35 trillion must be as far off—as hilarfously, wildly wrong—
as a social statistic can be. {(If anyone spots a more inaccurate social statistic,
T'd love to hear about it.)

Where did the article’s author get this statistic? T wrole the author, who re-
sponded that the statistic came from the Children’s Defense Fund, a well-
known advocacy group for children. The c.n.k's The State of America’s
Children Yearbook 1994 does state: “The number of American children killed
each year by guns has doubled since 1950.” Note the difference in the word-
ing—the c.0.. claimed there were twice as many deaths in 1994 as in 1950;
the article’s author reworded that claim and created a very different meaning.

It is worth examining the history of this statistic, It began with the c.n.I.
noting that child gunshot deaths had doubled from 1950 to 1994. This is not
quite as dramatic an increase as it might seem. Remember that the U.S. pop-
ulation also rose throughout this period; in fact, it grew about 73 percent—or
nearly double. Therefore, we might expect all sorts of things—including the
number of child gunshot deaths—to increase, to nearly double, just because
the population grew. Before we can decide whether twice as mary deaths in-
dicates that things are getting worse, we'd have to know more. The c.D.F. sta-
tistic raises other issues as well: Where did the statistic come from? Who
counts child gunshot deaths, and how? What is meant by a “child” (some
C.D.¥. statistics about violence include everyone under age 25)? What is meant
by “killed by guns” (gunshot-death statistics often include suicides and acci-
dents, as well as homicides)? But people rarely ask questions of this sort
when they encounter statistics. Most of the time, most people simply accept
statistics without question.

Certainly, the article’s author didn't ask many probing, critical questions
about the c.0.Fs claim. Impressed by the statistic, the author repeated it—
well, meant to repeat it. Instead, by rewording the c¢.p.k's claim, the author
created a mutant statistic, one garbled almost beyond recognition.

But people treat mutant statistics just as they do other statistics—that is,
they usually accept even the most implausible claims without question. For

example, the journal editor who accepted the author's article for publication
did not bother to consider the implications of child victims doubling each
year. And people repeat bad statistics: The graduate student copied the gar-
bled statistic and inserted it into the dissertation prospectus. Who knows
whether still other readers were impressed by the author’s statistic and re-
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membered il or repeated it? The articie remains on the shelf in hundreds of li-
braries, available to anyone who needs a dramatic quote. The lesson should
be clear: Bad statistics live on; they take on lives of their own.

Some statistics are born bad—they arent much good [rom the start, be-
cause they are based on nothing more than guesses or dubicus data. Other
stalistics mutate; they become bad after being mangled (as in the case of the
author’s creative rewording). Either way, bad statistics are potentially impor-
tant: They can be used to stir up public outrage or fear; they can distort our
understanding of ouwr world; and they can lead us to make poor policy
choices.

The notion that we need to watch out for bad statistics isn’t new. We've all
heard people say, “You can prove anything with statistics.” The title of my
book, Damned Lies and Statistics, comes from a famous aphorism (usually at-
tributed to Mark Twain or Benjamin Disraeli): “There are three kinds of lies;
lies, damned lies, and statistics.” Therc is even a useful little book, still in
print after more than 40 years, called How to Lie With Statistics.

Statistics, then, have a bad reputation. We suspect that statistics may be
wrong, that people wheo use statistics may be “lying”"—trying to manipulate us
by using numbers to somehow distort the truth. Yet, at the same time, we
need statistics; we depend upon them to summarize and clarify the nature of
our complex society. This is particularly true when we talk about social prob-
lems. Debates about socjal problems routinely raise questions that demand
statistical answers: Is the problem widespread? How many people—and
which people—does it affect? Is it getting worse? What does it cost society?
What will it cost to deal with it? Convincing answers to such questions de-
mand evidence, and that usually means numbers, measurements, statistics.

But can’t you prove anything with statistics? It depends on what “prove”
means. If we want to know, say, how many children are “gunned down” each
year, we can't simply guess—pluck a number from thin air: 100, 1,000, 10,000,
35 willion, whatever. Obviously, there’s no reason to consider an arbitrary
guess “proof” of anything. However, it might be possible for someone—using
records kept by police departments or hospital emergency rooms or coro-
ners—to keep track of children who have been shot; compiling careful, com-
plete records might give us a fairly accurate idea of the number of
gunned-down children. If that number seems accurate enough, we might con-
sider it very strong evidence—or proof.

The solution to the problem of bad statistics is not to ignore all statistics, or
to assume that every number is false. Some statistics are bad, but others are
pretiy good, and we need statistics—good statistics—to talk sensibly about so-
cial problems. The solution, then, is not to give up on statistics, but to be-
come better judges of the numbers we encounter. We need to think critically
about statistics—at least critically enough to suspect that the number of chil-
dren gunned down hasn'’t been doubling each year since 1950.

A few years ago, the mathematician John Allen Paulos wrote fnnumeracy, a
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short, readable book about “mathematical illiteracy.” Toc few people, he ar-
gued, are comlortable with basic mathematical principles, and this makes
them poar judges of the numbers they encounter. No doubt this is one reason
we have so many bad statistics. But there are other reasons, as well.

Social statistics describe society, but they are also products of our social
arrangements. The people who bring social statistics to our attention have
reasons for doing so; they inevitably want something, just as reporters and
the other media figures who repeat and publicize statistics have their own
goals. Statistics are tools, used for particular purposes. Thinking critically
about statistics requires understanding their place in society.

While we may be more suspicious of stalistics presented by people with
whom we disagree—people who favor different political parties or have dif-
ferent beliefs—bad statistics are used te promote all sorts of causes. Bad sta-
tistics come from conservatives on the political right and liberals on the left,
from wealthy corporations and powerful government agencies, and from ad-
vocates of the poor and the powerless,

In order to interpret statistics, we need more than a checklist of common
errors. We need a general approach, an orientation, a mind-set that we can
use to think about new statistics that we encounter. We ought to approach
statistics thoughtfully. This can be hard 1o do, precisely because so many peo-
ple in our sociely treat statistics as fetishes. We might call this the mind-set of
the Awestruck—ihe people who don't think critically, who act as though sta-
tistics have magical powers. The awestruck know they don't always under-
stand the statistics they hear, but this doesn’t bother them. After all, who can
expect to understand magical numbers? The reverential fatalism of the
awestruck is not thoughtful—it is a way of avoiding thought. We need a dif-
ferent approach.

One choice is to approach statistics critically. Being critical does not mean
being negative or hostile—it is not cynicism, The critical approach statistics
thoughtfully; they avoid the extremes of both naive acceptance and cynical re-
jection of the numbers they encounter. Instead, the critical attempt to evalu-
ale numbers, to distinguish between good statistics and bad statistics,

The critical understand that, while some social statistics may be pretty
good, they are never perfect. Every statistic is a way of summarizing complex
information into relatively simple numbers, Inevitably, some information,
some of the complexity, is lost whenever we use statistics. The critical
recognize that this is an inevitable limitation of statistics. Moreover, they real-
ize that every statistic is the product of choices—the choice between defining
a category broadly or narrowly, the choice of one measurement over another,
the choice of a sample. People choose definitions, measurements, and
samples for all sorts of reasons: Perhaps they want to emphasize some aspect
of a problem; perhaps it is easier or cheaper to gather data in a particular
way—many considerations can come into play. Every statistic is a com-
promise among choices. This means that every definition—and every meas-
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urement and every sample—probably has limitations and can be criticized.

Being critical means more than simply pointing to the flaws in a statistic,
Again, every statistic has flaws. The issue is whether a particular statistic’s
flaws are severe enough to damage its usefulness. * * * Similarly, how do the
choices of measurements and samples affect the statistic? What would hap-
pen if different measures or samples were chosen? And how is the statistic
used? Is it being interpreted appropriately, or has its meaning been mangled
to create a mutant statistic? Are the comparisons that are being made appro-
priate, Or are apples being conlused with oranges? How do different choices
produce the conflicting numbers found in stat wars? These are the sorts of
guestions the critical ask,

As a practical maiter, it is virtually impossible for citizens in contemporary
society to avoid statistics about social problems. Statistics arise in all sorts of
ways, and in almost every case the people promoting statistics want to per-
suade us. Activists use statistics to convince us that social problems are seri-
ous and deserve our aftention and concern. Charities use stalistics to
encourage donations, Politicians use statistics to persuade us that they under-
stand society’s problems and that they deserve our support. The media use
statistics to make their reporting more dramatic, more convincing, more
compelling. Corporations use statistics to promote and improve their prod-
ucts. Researchers use statistics to document their findings and support their
conclusions. Those with whom we agree use statistics to reassure us that
we're on the right side, while our opponents use statistics to try and convince
us that we are wrong, Statistics are one of the standard types of evidence used
by people in our society.

It is not possible simply to ignore statistics, to pretend they don't exist. That
sort of head-in-the-sand approach would be too costly, Without statistics, we
limit our ability to think thoughifully about our society; without statistics, we
have no accurate ways of judging how big a problem may be, whether it is get-
ting worse, or how well the policies designed to address that problem actually
work. And awestruck or naive attitudes toward statistics are no better than ig-
noring statistics; statistics have no magical properties, and it is foolish to as-
sume that all statistics are equally valid. Nor is a cynical approach the answer;
statistics are too widespread and too useful to be automatically discounted.

It would be nice to have a checklist, a set of items we could consider in
evaluating any statistic. The list might detail potential problems with defini-
tions, measurements, sampling, mutation, and so on, These are, in fact, com-
mon sorts of flaws found in many statistics, but they should not be
considered a formal, complete checklist, It is probably impossible to produce
a complete list of statistical flaws—no matter how long the list, there will be
other possible problems that could affect statistics,

The goal s not to memorize a list, but to develop a thoughtful approach.
Becoming critical about statistics requires being prepared to ask questions
about numbers. When encountering a new statistic in, say, a news report, the
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critical try to assess it. What might be the sources for this number? How
could one go about producing the figure? Who produced the number, and
what interests might they have? What are the different ways key terms might
have been defined, and which definitions have been chosen? How might the
phenomena be measured, and which measurement choices have been made?
What sort of sample was gathered, and how might that sample affect the re-
sult? Is the statistic being properly interpreted? Are comparisons being made,
and if so, are the comparisons appropriate? Are there competing statistics? If
so, what stakes do the opponents have in the issue, and how are those stakes
likely to affect their use of statistics? And is it possible to fgure out why the
statistics seem to disagree, what the differences are in the ways the competing
sides are using figures?

At first, this list of questions may seem overwhelming. Bow can an ordi-
nary person—someone who reads a statistic in a magazine article or hears it
on a news broadcast—determine the answers to such questions? Certainly
news reports rarely give detailed information on the process by which statis-
tics are created, And few of us have time to drop everything and investigate
the background of some new number we encounter. Being critical, it seems,
involves an impossible amount of work.

In practice, however, the critical need not investigate the origin of every
statistic. Rather, being critical means appreciating the inevitable limitations
that affect all statistics, rather than being awestruck in the presence of num-
bers. It means not being too credulous, not accepting every statistic at face
value. But it also means appreciating that statistics, while always imperfect,
can be useful. Tnstead of automatically discounting every statistic, the critical
reserve judgment. When confronted with an interesting number, they may try
to learn more, to evaluate, to weigh the figure’s strengths and weaknesses.

Of course, this critical approach need not—and should not-—be limited to
statistics. It ought to apply to all the evidence we encounter when we scan a
news report, or listen to a speech-—whenever we learn about social problems.
Claims about social problems often feature dramatic, compelling examples;
the critical might ask whether an exarople is likely to be a typical case or an
extreme, exceptional instance. Claims about social problems often include
quotations from different sources, and the critical might wonder why those
sources have spoken and why they have been quoted: Do they have particular
expertise? Do they stand to benefit if they influence others? Claims about so-
cial problems usually involve arguments about the problem’s causes and po-
tential solutions. The critical might ask whether these arguments are
convincing. Are they logical? Does the proposed solution seem feasible and
appropriate? And so on. Being critical—adopting a skeptical, analytical
stance when confronted with claims—is an approach that goes far beyond
simply dealing with statistics. .

Statistics are not magical. Nor are they always true—or always false. Nor
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need they be incomprehensible. Adopting a critical approach offers an effec-
tive way ol responding to the numbers we are sure to encounter. Being criti-
cal requires more thought, but failing to adopt a critical mind-set makes us
powerless to evaluate what others tell us. When we fail to think critically, the
statistics we hear might just as well be magical.
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Racism and Research:
The Case of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study
ALLAN M. BRANDT

Was it scientific zeal and the search for medical knowledge? Or was it a callous
disregard for the lives and suffering of persons thought to be inferior in a racist
society? Probably both, and the lessons remain imporiant for everyone. This
tragic study has become 4 classic example of how fo do unethical research. Per-

haps the lessons to be learned from it can sonehow begin to make amends for
the harm it did.

1 1932 the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS) initiated an experiment in

Macon County, Alabama, to determine the natural course of untreated, la-
tent syphilis in black males. The test comprised 400 syphilitic men, as well as
200 uninfected men who served as controls. The first published report of the
study appeared in 1936 with subsequent papers issued every four to six years,
through the 1960s. When penicillin became widely available by the early
1950s as the preferred treatment for syphilis, the men did not receive therapy.
In fact on several occasions, the USPHS actually sought to prevent treatment.
Moreover, a committee at the federally operated Center for Discase Control
decided in 1969 that the study should be continued. Only in 1972, when ac-
counts of the study first appeared in the national press, did the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare halt the experiment. At that time seventy-four
of the test subjecis were still alive; at least twenty-eight, but perhaps more
than 100, had died directly from advanced syphilitic lesions. In August 1972,
HEW appointed an investigatory panel, which issued a report the following
year. The panel found the study to have been “cthically unjustified,” and ar-
gued that penicillin should have been provided to the men.

This article attempts to place the Tuskegee Study in a historical context and
to assess its ethical implications. Despite the media attention which the study
received, the HEW Final Report, and the criticism expressed by several profes-
sional organizations, the experiment has been largely misunderstood. The
most basic questions of kow the study was undertaken in the first place and
why it continued for forty years were never addressed by the HEW investiga-
tion. Moreover, the panel misconstrued the nature of the experiment, failing to
consult important documernts available at the National Archives which bear
significantly on its cthical assessment. Only by examining the specific ways in
which values are engaged in scientific research can the study be understood.
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RACISM AND MEDICAL OPINION

A brief review of the prevailing scientific thought regarding race and heredi
in the early twentieth century is fundamental for an understandi erif: tﬁy
Tuskegee Study. By the turn of the century, Darwinism had providec;I:lg o
tionale for American racism. Essentially primitive peoples, it was :e:"’ 1"3‘
could not be assimilated into a complex, white civilization :Scienti t oot
lated that in the struggle for survival the Negro in America .W"IS dooS . ;p;‘:u:
ticularly prone to disease, vice, and crime, black Americarcls coufge ‘ EE*
helped by eduncation or philanthropy. Social Darwinists analyzed censwjl 0:1 .
{')0 ll?red(ilct ;hi] virtual extinction of the Negro in the twentieth century, fo“; tl?;;
eliev e . . . ’
be 11l ar{; pf; Oceszfgro race in America was in the throes of a degenerative evolu-
The medical profession supported these findings of late nineteenth- and
e.ar_ly twentieth-century anthropaologists, ethnologists, and biologists -Pa}:l
smllans studying the effects of emancipation on healllth concludid .1 y".
universally that freedom had caused the mental, moral, and physical datm(')St
ration of the black population. They substantiated this ;rgulﬁen)i b : cit'e ex.
amplles in the comparative anatomy of the black and white races XS Dln\%\fe};
English wrote: “A careful inspection reveals the hody of the ne ;'0 a nass f
minor defects and imperflections from the crown of the head ti the Zmllss Of
Fhe -feet.. .. ." Cranial structures, wide nasal apertures, receding chin:,epsrz-
z(;t}llr;g jaws, all typed the Negro as the lowest species in the Darwinian hier-
Interest in racial differences centered on the sexual nature of blacks. Th
Negro, doctors explained, possessed an excessive sexual desire, which th e
ened the very foundations of white society. As one physiciau;. noted i rizll:_
Journal of the American Medical Association, “The negro springs from a ;n tle
er.n race, and as such his sexual appetite is strong; all of his erwironn(::u tl_
stimulate this appetite, and as a general rule his emotional type of reli;il:)z

certainly does not decrease it.” D
." Doctors reported a . .
on the part of blacks: P complete lack of morality

Virtue in the is li isi
negro race is like angels’ visits—few and far between. In a

p[ac!i(:e 8] S‘X leen YedlS l IlaVe ev g g =
never exam]ned o VII" ill NEeEro ove 1()[[

i apsa;;llcillarly omln?us f:eature of .this overzealous sexuality, doctors argued,

s ! ae ack malis desire for white women. “A perversion from which most

e ‘I;,Eh ;Zei:::;; ] wro;:, Dr. English, “prolmpts the negro’s inclination to-

o Thoeo Eng]n,h W] c.:rea'ls other“races incline towards females of their

b ough B is Estu.nated the “gray matter of the negro brain” to be at

e years f:h.md that of the white races, his genital organs were
rdeveloped. As Dr. William Lee Howard noted:
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The attacks on defenseless white women are evidences of racial instincts
that are about as amenable to ethical culture as is the inherent odor of
the race . . . . When education will reduce the size of the negro’s penis as
well as bring about the sensitiveness of the terminal fibers which exist in
the Caucasian, then will it also be able to prevent the African’s birth-right

to sexual madness and excess.

One southern medical journal proposed “Castration Instead of Lynching,” as
retribution for black sexual crimes, “An impressive trial by a ghost-like ku-
Klux klan [sic] and a ‘ghost’ physician or surgeon to perform the operation
would make it an event the ‘patient’ would never forget,” noted the editorial.

According to these physicians, lust and immorality, unstable families, and
reversion to barbaric lendencies made blacks especially prone to venereal dis-
cases. One doctor estimated thai over 50 percent of all Negroes over the age
of twenty-five were syphilitic. Virtually free of disease as slaves, they were
now overwhelmed by it, according to informed medical opinion. Moreover,
doctors believed that treatment for venereal disease among blacks was impos-
sible, particularly because in its latent stage the symptoms of syphilis become
quiescent, As Dr. Thomas W. Murrell wrote:

They come for treatment at the beginning and at the end. When there are
visible manifestations or when harried by pain, they readily come, for as
a race they are not averse to physic; but tell them not, though they look
well and feel well, that they are still diseased. Here ignorance rales sci-

ence a fool . . .

Even the best-educated black, according to Murrell, could not be convinced
to seek ireatment for syphilis, Venereal discase, according to some doctors,
threatened the future of the race. The medical profession attributed the low
birth rate among blacks to the high prevalence of venereal disease, which
caused stillbirths and miscarriages. Moreover, the high rates of syphilis were
thought to lead to increased insanity and crime. One doctor writing at the
turn of the century estimated that the number of insane Negroes had in-
creased thirteen-fold since the end of the Civil War, Dr. Murrell's conclusion
echoed the most informed anthropological and ethnological data:

So the scourge sweeps among them. Those that are treated are only half
cured, and the effort to assimilate a complex civilization driving their
diseased minds until the results are criminal records. Perhaps here, in
conjunction with tuberculosis, will be the end of the negro problem. Dis-
ease will accomplish what man cannot do.

This particular configuration of ideas formed the core of medical opinion
concerning blacks, sex, and disease in the early twentieth century. Doctors
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generally discounted socioeconomic explanations of the state of black health
arguing that better medical care could not alter the evolutionary scheme

« These assumptions provide the backdrop for examining the Tuskegee Syphilis

Study.

THE ORIGINS OF THE EXPERIMENT

In 1929, under a grant from the Julius Rosenwald Fund, the USPHS con-
ducted studies in the rural South to determine the prevalence of syphilis
among blacks and explore possibilities for mass treatment. The USPHS found
Macon County, Alabama, in which the town of Tuskegee is located, to have
the highest syphilis rate of the six counties surveyed. The Rosenwald Study
concluded that mass treatment could be successfully implemented among ru-
ral blacks. Although it is doubtful that the necessary funds would have been
allocated even in the best economic conditions, after the economy collapsed
in 1929, the findings were ignored. 1t is, however, ironic that the Tuskegee
Study came to be based on findings of the Rosenwald Study that demon-
strated the possibilities of mass treatment. |

Three years later, in 1932, Dr. Taliaferro Clark, Chief of the USPHS Vene-
real Disease Division and author of the Rosenwald Study report, decided that
conditions in Macon County merited renewed attention. Clark believed the
high prevalence of syphilis offered an “unusual opportunity” for observation.
From its inception, the USPHS regarded the Tuskegee Study as a classic
“study in nature,”! rather than an experiment. As long as syphilis was so
prevalent in Macon and most of the blacks went untreated throughout life, it
seemed only natural to Clark that it would be valuable to observe the conse-
quences. He described it as a “ready-made situation.” Surgeon General H. S.
Cumming wrote to R. R. Moton, Director of the Tuskegee Institute:

The recent syphilis control demonstration carried out in Macon County,
with the financial assistance of the Julius Rosenwald Fund, revealed thc;
presence of an unusually high rate in this county and, what is more re-
marl-(able, the fact that 99 per cent of this group was entirely without
prev‘lous treatment. This combination, together with the expected coop-
eration of your hospital, offers an unparalleled opportunity for carrying

1. In 1865, Claude Bernard, the famous French physiologist, outlined the distinction
betwel.an a “study in nature” and experimentation. A study in nature required simple ob-
Sf)l"'iatloﬂ, an essentially passive act, while experimentation demanded intervention
?vhlch altered the original condition. The Tuskegee Study was thus clearly not a study
in nz}ture. The very act of diagnosis altered the original conditions. “It is on this very
possibility of acting or not acting on a body,” wrote Bernard, “that the distinction will

e . . )
xc}uswely resi between sciences called sciences of observation and sciences called ex-
perimental.”
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on this piece of scientific research which probably cannot be duplicated
anywhere else in the world.

Although no formal protocol appears to have been written, several letters of
Clark and Cumming suggest what the USPHS hoped to find, Clark indicated
that it would be important to see how disease affected the daily lives of the
mern:

The resulis of these studies of case records suggest the desirability of
making a further study of the effect of untreated syphilis on the human
economy among people now living and engaged in their daily pursuits.

It also seems that the USPHS believed the experiment might demonstrate
that antisyphilitic treatment was unnecessary. As Cumming noted: “Tt is exs-
pected the results of this study may have a marked bearing on the treatment,
or conversely the non-necessity of treatment, of cases of latent syphilis. . . "

SELECTING THE SUBJECTS

Clark sent Dr. Raymond Vonderlehr to Tuskegee in September 1932 (o assem-
ble a sample of men with latent syphilis for the experiment. The basic design
of the study called for the selection of syphilitic black males between the ages
of twenty-five and sixly, a thorough physical examination including x-rays,
and finally, a spinal tap to determine the incidence of neuro-syphilis, They
had no intention of providing any treatment for the infected men. The
USPHS originally scheduled the whole experiment to last six months; it
seemed to be both a simple and inexpensive project.

The task of collecting the sample, however, proved to be more difficult than
the USPHS had supposed. Vonderlehr canvassed the largely illiterate,
poverty-stricken population of sharecroppers and tenant farmers in search of
test subjects. If his circulars requested only men over twenty-five to attend his
clinics, none would appear, suspecting he was conducting draft physicals.
Therefore, he was forced to test large numbers of women and men who did
not fit the experiment’s specifications, This involved considerable expense
since the USPHS had promised the Macon County Board of Health that it
would treat those who were infected, but not included in the study. Clark
wrole to Vonderlehr about the situation: “It never once occured to me that we
would be called upon to treat a large part of the county as return for the priv-
ilege of making this study . . . . I am anxious to keep the expenditures for
treatment down to the lowest possible point because it is the one item of ex-
penditure in connection with the study most difficult to defend despite our
knowledge of the need therefor.” Vonderlehr responded: “If we could find
from 100 to 200 cases . . . we would not have to do another Wassermann on
useless individuals. . . .”
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significantly, the attempt to develop the sample contradicted the prediction
the USPHS had made initially regarding the prevalence of the disease in Ma-
con County. Overall rates of syphilis fell well below expectations; as opposed
to the USPHS projection of 35 percent, 20 percent of those tested were actu-
ally diseased. Moreover, those who had sought and received previous treat-
ment far exceeded the expectations of the USPHS. Clark noted in a letter to
Vonderlehr:

I find your report of March 6th quite interesting but regret the necessity
for Wassermanning [sic] . . . such a large number of individuals in order
to uncover this relatively limited number of untreated cases.

Further difficulties arose in enlisting the subjects to participate in the ex-
periment, to be “Wassermanned,” and to return for a subsequent series of ex-
aminations. Vonderlehr found that only the offer of treatment elicited the
cooperation of the men. They were told they were ill and were promised free
care. Offered therapy, they became willing subjects. The USPHS did not tell
the men that they were participants in an experiment; on the contrary, the
subjects believed they were being treated for “bad blood”—the rural South’s
colloquialism for syphilis. They thought they were participating in a public
health demonstration similar to the one that had been conducted by the
Julius Rosenwald Fund in Tuskegee several years earlier. In the end, the men
were so eager for medical care that the number of defaulters in the experi-
ment proved to be insignificant.

To preserve the subjects’ interest, Vonderlehr gave most of the men mercu-
rial ointment, a noneffective drug, while some of the younger men apparently
received inadequate dosages of neoarsphenamine. This required Vonderlehr
to write frequenily to Clark requesting supplies. He feared the experiment
would fail if the men were not offered treatment.

ok R

The readiness of the test subjects to participate of course contradicted the
notion that blacks would not seek or continue therapy.

The final procedure of the experiment was Lo be a spinal tap to test for evi-
dence of neuro-syphilis. The USPHS presented this purely diagnostic exam,
which often entails considerable pain and complications, to the men as a
“special treatment.” Clark explained to Moore:

We have not yet commenced the spinal punctures. This operation will be
deferred to the last in order not to unduly disturb our field work by any
adverse reports by the patients subjected to spinal puncture because of
some disagreeable sensations following this procedure. These negroes
are very ignorant and easily influenced by things that would be of minor
significance in a more intelligent group.
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The letter to the subjects announcing the spinal tap read:

Some lime ago you were given a thorough examination and since that
time we hope you have gotten a great deal of treatment for bad blood.
You will now be given your last chance to gei a second examination. This
examination is a very special one and after it is finished you will be given
a special treatment if it is believed you are in a condition to stand it. . . .

REMEMBER THIS Is YOUR L.AST CHANCE FoR SPECTAL FREE TREATMENT, BE
Sure To0 MEET THE NURSE.

The HEW investigation did not uncover this crucial fact: the men participated
in the study under the guise of ireatment.

Despite the fact that their assumption regarding prevalence and black atti-
tudes toward ireatment had proved wrong, the USPHS decided in the sum-
mer of 1933 to continue the study, Once again, it seemed only "natural” to
pursue the research since the sample already existed, and with a depressed
economy, the cost of treatment appeared prohibitive—although there is no in-
dication it was ever considered. Vonderlehr first suggested extending the
study in letters to Clark and Wenger:

At the end of this project we shall have a considerable number of cases
presenting various complications of syphilis, who have received only
mercury and may still be considered untreated in the modern sense of
therapy. Should these cases be followed over a period of from five to ten
years many interesting facts could be learned regarding the course and
complications of untreated syphilis.

“As 1 see it,” responded Wenger, “we have no further interest in these patients
until they die.” Apparently, the physicians engaged in the experiment believed
that only autopsies could scientifically confirm the findings of the study.

Bringing the men to autopsy required the USPHS to devise a further series
of deceptions and inducements. Wenger warned Vonderlehr that the men
must not realize that they would be autopsied:

There is one danger in the latter plan and that is if the colored popula-
tion become aware that accepting free hospital care means a post-
mortem; every darkey will leave Macon County and it will hure [Dr
Eugene] Dibble’s hospital.

The USPHS offered several inducements to maintain contact and to pro-
cure the continued cooperation of the men, Eunice Rivers, a black nurse, was
hired to follow their health and to secure approval for autopsies. She gave the
men non-effective medicines—"“spring tonic” and aspirin—as well as trans-
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portation and hot meals on the days of their examinations. More important,
Nurse Rivers provided continuity to the project over the entire forty-year pe-

.riod. By supplying “medicinals,” the USPHS was able to continue to deceive

the participants, who believed that they were receiving therapy from the gov-
ernment doctors. Deceit was inlegral to the study. When the test subjects
complained about spinal taps one dactor wrote:

They simply do not like spinal punctures. A few of those who were
tapped are enthusiastic over the results but to most, the suggestion
causes violent shaking of the head; others claim they were robbed of
their procrealive powers (regardless of the fact that T claim it stimulates
them).

Letters to the subjects announcing an impending USPHS visit to Tuskegee ex-
plained: “[The doctor] wants to make a special examination to find out how
you have been feeling and whether the treatment has improved your health.”
In Fact, after the first six months of the study, the USPHS had furnished no
treatment whalsoever,

Finally, because it proved dilficult to persuade the men to come to the hos-
pital when they became severely ill, the USPHS promised to cover their burial
expenses. The Milbank Memorial Fund provided approximately $50 per man
for this purpose beginning in 1935, This was a particularly strong inducement
as funeral rites constituted an important component of the cultural life of ru-
ral blacks. One report of the study concluded. “Without this suasion it would,
we believe, have been impossible to secure the cooperation of the group and
their families.”

Reports of the study’s findings, which appeared regularly in the medical
press beginning in 1936, consistently cited the ravages of unireated syphilis.
The first paper, read at the 1936 American Medical Association annual meet-
ing, found “that syphilis in this period [latency] tends to greatly increase the
frequency of manifestations of cardiovascular disease.” Only 16 percent of the
subjects gave no sign of morbidity as opposed o 61 percent of the controls.
Ten years later, a report noted coldly, “The fact that nearly twice as large a
proportion of the syphilitic individuals as of the control group has died is a
very striking one.” Life expectancy, concluded the doctors, is reduced by
about 20 percent,

A 1955 article found that slightly more than 30 percent of the test group au-
topsied had died directly from advanced syphilitic lesions of either the cardio-
vascular or the central nervous system. Another published account stated,
“Review of those still living reveals that an appreciable number have late
complications of syphilis which probably will result, for some at least, in con-
tributing materially to the ultimate cause of death.” In 1950, Dr. Wenger had
concluded, “We now know, where we could only surmise before, that we have
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contributed to their ailments and shortened their lives.” As black physician
Vernal Cave, 2 member of the HEW panel, later wrote, “They proved a point,
then proved a point, then proved a point.”

Puring the forty years of the experiment the USPHS had sought on several
occasions to ensure that the subjects did not receive treatment from other
sources. To this end, Vonderlehr met with groups of local black doctors in
1934, to ask their cooperation in not treating the men. Lists of subjects were
distributed to Macon County physicians along with letters requesting them to
refer these men back to the USPHS if they sought care. The USPHS warned
the Alabama Health Department not to treat the test subjects when they took
a mobile VD unit into Tuskegee in the carly 1940s. In 1941, the Army drafted
several subjects and told them to begin antisyphilitic treatment immediately.
The USPHS supplied the draft board with a list of 256 names they desired to
have excluded from treatment, and the board complied.

In spite of these efforts, by the early 1950s many of the men had secured
some treabment on their own. By 1952, almost 30 percent of the test subjects
had received some penicillin, although only 7.5 percent had received what
could be considered adequate doses. Vonderlehr wrote to one of the partici-
pating physicians, “I hope that the availability of antibiotics has not inter-
fered too much with this project.” A report published in 1955 considered
whether the treatment that some of the men had obtained had “defeated” the
study. The article attempted to explain the relatively low exposure to peni-
cillin in an age of antibiotics, suggesting as a reason: “the stoicism of these
men as a group; they still regard hospitals and medicines with suspicion and
prefer an occasional dose of time-honored herbs or tonics to modern drugs.”
The authors failed to note that the men believed they already were under the
care of the government doctors and thus saw no need to seek treatment else-
where. Any treatment which the men might have received, concluded the re-
port, had been insufficient to compromise the experiment.

When the USPHS evaluated the status of the study in the 1960s they con-
tinued to rationalize the racial aspects of the experiment. For example, the
minutes of a 1965 meeting at the Center for Disease Control recorded:

Racial issue was mentioned brielly. Will not affect the study. Any ques-
tions can be handled by saying these people were at the point that ther-
apy would no longer help them. They are getting better medical care
than they would under any other circumstances.

A group of physicians met again at the CDC in 1969 to decide whether or not
to terminate the study. Although one doctor argued that the study should be
stopped and the men treated, the consensus was to continue. Dr. J. Lawton
Smith remarked, “You will never have another study like this; take advantage
of it.” A memo prepared by Dr. James B. Lucas, Assistant Chief of the Vene-
real Disease Branch, stated: “Nothing learned will prevent, find, or cure a sin-
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gle case of infectious syphilis or bring us closer to our basic mission of con-
trolling veneral disease in the United States.” He concluded, however, that the
study should be continued “along its present lines.” When the first accounts
of the experiment appeared in the national press in July 1972, data were still
being collected and autopsies performed.

THE NEW FINAL REPORT

HEW finaily formed the Tuskegee Syphilis Study Ad Hoc Advisory Panel on
August 28, 1972, in response to criticism that the press descriptions of the ex-
periment had triggered. The panel, composed of nine members, five of them
black, concentrated on two issues. First, was the study justified in 1932 and
had the men given their informed consent? Second, should penicillin have
been provided when it became available in the early 1950s? The panel was
also charged with determining if the study should be terminated and assess-
ing current policies regarding experimentation with human subjects. The
group issued their report in June 1973,

By focusing on the issues of penicillin therapy and informed consent, the
Final Report and the investigation betrayed a basic misunderstanding of the
experiment’s purposes and design. The HEW report implied that the failure to
provide penicillin constituted the study’s major ethical misjudgment; implicit
was the assumption that no adequate therapy existed prior to penicillin.
Nonetheless medical authorities firmly believed in the efficacy of arsenother-
apy for treating syphilis at the time of the experiment’s inception in 1932. The
panel further failed to recognize that the entire study had been predicated on
nontreatment. Provision of effective medication would have violated the ra-
tionale of the experiment—to study the natural course of the disease until
death. On several occasions, in fact, the USPHS had prevented the men from
receiving proper treatment. Indeed, there is no evidence that the USPHS ever
consldered providing penicillin.

The other focus of the Final Repori—informed consent—also served to ob-
scure the historical facts of the experiment. In light of the deceptions and ex-
ploitations which the esperiment perpetrated, it is an understatement to
declare, as the Report did, that the experiment was “ethically unjustified,” be-
cause it failed to obtain informed consent from the subjects, The Final Re-
port’s statement, “Submitting voluntarily is not informed consent,” indicated
that the panel believed that the men had volunteered for the experiment, The
records in the National Archives make clear that the men did not submit vol-
untarily to an experiment; they were told and they believed that they were
getting free treatment from expert government doctors for a serious disease.
The failure of the HEW Final Report to expose this critical fact—that the
U.SPHS lied to the subjects—calls into guestion the thoroughness and credi-
bility of their investigation.

Failure to place the study in a historical context also made it impossible for
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the investigation to deal with the essentially racist nature of the experiment,
The panel treated the study as an aberration, well-intentioned but misguided.
Moreover, concern that the Final Report might be viewed as a critique of hu-
man experimentation in general seems to have severely limited the scope of
the inquiry. The Final Report is quick to remind the reader on two occasions;
“The position of the Panel must not be construed to be a general repudiation
of scientific research with human subjects.” The Report assures as that a
better-designed experiment could have been justified:

It is possible that a scientific study in 1932 of untreated syphilis, properly
conceived with a clear protocol and conducted with suitable subjects
who fully understood the implications of their involvement, might have
been justified in the pre-penicillin era. This is especially true when one
considers the uncertain nature of the results of treatment of late latent
syphilis and the highly toxic nature of therapeutic agents then available.

This statement is questionable in view of the proven dangers of untreated
syphilis known in 1932,

Since the publication of the HEW Final Report, a defense of the Tuskegee
Study has emerged. These arguments, most clearly articulated by Dr. R. H,
Kampmeier in the Southern Medical Journal, center on the limited knowledge
of effective therapy for latent syphilis when the experiment began. Kamp-
meier argues that by 1950, penicillin would have been of no value for these
men, Others have suggested that the men were fortunate to have been spared
the highly toxic treatments of the earlier period. Moreover, even these con-
temporary defenses assume that the men never would have been treated any-
way. As Dr. Charles Barnett of Stanford University wrote in 1974, “The lack of
treatment was not contrived by the USPHS but was an established fact of
which they proposed to take advantage.” Several doctors who participated in
the study continued (o justify the experiment, Dr. J, R. Heller, who on one oc-
casion had referred to the test subjects as the “Ethiopian population,” told re-
porters in 1972:

I don't see why they should be shocked or horrified. There was no racial
side to this. It just happened to be in a black community. I feel this was a
perfectly straightforward study, perfectly ethical, with controls, Part of
our mission as physicians is to find out what happens to individuals with
disease and without disease.

These apologies, as well as the HEW Final Report, ignore many of the essen-
tial ethical issues which the study poses. The Tuskegee Study reveals the per-
sistence of beliels within the medical profession about the nature of blacks,
sex, and disease—Dbeliefs that had tragic repercussions long after their alleged
“scientific” bases were known to be incorrect. Most strikingly, the entire
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health of 2 community was jeopardized by leaving a communicable disease
untreated. There can be little doubt that the Tuskegee researchers regarded
their subjects as less than human. As a result, the ethical canons of experi-
menting on human subjects were completely disregarded.

The study also raises significant questions about professional self-
regulation and scientific bureaucracy. Once the USPHS decided to extend the
experiment in the summer of 1933, it was unlikely that the test would be
halted short of the men’s deaths. The experiment was widely reported for
forty years without evoking any significant protest within the medical com-
munity. Nor did any bureaucratic mechanism exist within the government for
the periodic reassessment of the Tuskegee experiment’s ethics and scientific
value. The USPHS sent physicians to Tuskegee every several years to check on
the study’s progress, but never subjected the morality or usefulness of the ex-
periment to serious scrutiny. Only the press accounts of 1972 f{inally punc-
tured the continued rationalizations of the USPHS and brought the study to
an end. Bven the HEW investigation was compromised by fear that it would
be considered a threat to future human experimentation.

Tn retrospect the Tuskegee Sludy revealed more about the pathology of
racism than it did about the pathology of syphilis; more about the nature of
scientific inquiry than the nature of the disease process. The injustice com-
mitted by the experiment went well beyond the facts outlined in the press and
the HEW Final Report. The degree of deception and damages have been seri-
ously underestimated. As this history ol the study suggests, the notion that
science is a value-free discipline must be rejected. The need for greater vigi-
lance in assessing the specific ways in which social values and attitudes affect
professional behavior is clearly indicated.
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The Code of the Street
ELIJAH ANDERSON

The capacity of sociology to look bevond the headlines is captuved in this ethno-
graphic account of a culture of respect, violence, and control on urban streets,
Anderson describes this as “a cultural adaptation” to poverty, discriminaiion in
public services, and social marginality. The "presentation of self” examined in
this essay is a fascinating social construction and one with deadly serious con-
seqriences for everyome, not only for those who embrace the code of the street,
The rich complexity of social life is revealed in Anderson’s account, as is the dif-
ficulty in altering cultuval practices without changing the circumsiances of
those who live the code.

f all the problems besetting the poor inner-city black community, none is
more pressing than that of interpersonal violence and aggression. It
wreaks havoc daily with the lives of community residents and increasingly
spills over into downtown and residential middle-class areas, Muggings, bur-
glaries, carjackings, and drug-related shootings, all of which may leave their
victims or innocent bystanders dead, are now common enough to concern all
urban and many suburban residents. The inclination to violence springs from
the circumstances of life among the ghetto poor—the lack of jobs that pay a
living wage, the stigina of race, the fallout from rampant drug use and drug
trafficking, and the resulting alienation and lack of hope for the future,
Simply living in such an environment places young people at special risk of
falling victim to aggressive behavior. Although there are often forces in the
community which can counteract the negative influences, by far the most
powerful being a strong, loving, “decent” {(as inner-city residents put it) family
committed to middle-class values, the despair is pervasive enough to have
spawned an oppositional culture, that of “the streets,” whose norms are ofien
consciously opposed to those of mainstream society. These two orientations—
decent and street—socially organize the community, and their coexistence
has important consequences for residents, particularly children growing up
in the inner city. Above all, this environment means that even youngsters
whose home lives reflect mainstream values—and the majority of homes in
the community do—must be able to handle themselves in a street-oriented
environment.
This is because the street culture has evolved what may be called a code of
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{he streets, which amounts to a set of informal rules governing interpersonal
public behavior, including violence. The rules prescribe both a proper com-
portment and a proper way to respond if challenged. They regulate the use of
violence and so allow those who are inclined to aggression to precipitate vio-
lent encounters in an approved way. The rules have been established and are
enforced mainly by the street-oriented, but on the streets the distinction be-
tween street and decent is often irrelevant; everybody knows that if the rules
are violated, there are penalties. Knowledge of the code is thus largely defen-
sive; it is literally necessary for operating in public. Therefore, even though
families with a decency orientation are usually opposed to the values of the
code, they often reluctantly encourage their children’s familiarity with it to
enable them to negotiate the inner-city environment,

At the heart of the code is the issue of respect—loosely defined as being
treated “right,” or granted the deference one deserves. However, in the trou-
blesome public environment of the inner city, as people increasingly feel buf-
feted by forces beyond their control, what one deserves in the way of respect
becomes more and more problematic and uncertain, This in turn further
opens the issue of respect to sometimes intense interpersonal negotiation. In
the street culture, especially among young people, respect is viewed as almost
an external entity that is hard-won but easily lost, and so must constantly be
guarded. The rules of the code in fact provide a framework for negotiating re-
spect. The person whose very appearance—including his clothing, demeanor,
and way of moving—deters transgressions feels that he possesses, and may be
considered by others to possess, a measure of respect. With the right amount
of respect, for instance, he can avoid “being bothered” in public. If he is both-
ered, not only may he be in physical danger but he has been disgraced or
“dissed” (disrespected). Many of the forms that dissing can take might seem
peity to middle-class people (maintaining eye contact for too long, for exam-
ple), but to those invested in the street code, these actions become serious in-
dications of the other person’s intentions. Consequently, such people become
very sensitive to advances and slights, which could well serve as warnings of
imminent physical confrontation.

This hard reality can be traced to the profound sense of alienation from
mainstream society and its institutions felt by many poor inner-city black
people, particularly the young, The code of the streets is actually a cultural
adaptation to a profound lack of faith in the police and the judicial systerm.
The police are most olten seen as representing the dominant white society
and not caring to protect inner-city residents, When called, they may not re-
spond, which is one reason many residents feel they must be prepared to take
extraordinary measures to defend themselves and their loved ones against
those who are inclined to aggression. Lack of police accountability has in fact
been incorperated into the status system: the person whe is believed capable
of “taking care of himself’ is accorded a certain deference, which translates
into a sense of physical and psychological centrol, Thus the sireet code
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emerges where the influence of the police ends and personal responsibility for
one's safety is felt to begin. Exacerbated by the proliferation of drugs and easy
access fo guns, this volatile situation results in the ability of the street-
oriented minority (or those who effectively “go for bad™) to dominate the pub-

lic spaces.

DECENT AND STREET FAMILIES

Although almost everyone in poor inner-city neighborhoods is struggling fi-
nancially and therefore feels a certain distance from the rest of America, the
decent and the street family in a real sense represent two poles of value orien-
tation, two contrasting conceptual categories. The labels “decent” and
“street,” which the residents themselves use, amount to evaluative judgments
that confer status on local residents. The labeling is often the result of a social
contest among individuals and families of the neighborhood. Individuals of
the two orientations often coexist in the same extended [amily. Decent resi-
dents judge themselves to be so while judging others to be of the street, and
street individuals often present themselves as decent, drawing distinctions be-
tween themselves and other people. In addition, there is quite a bit of circum-
stantial behavior—that is, one person may at different times exhibit both
decent and street orientations, depending on the circumstances. Although
these designations result from so much social jockeying, there do exist con-
crete features that define each conceptual category.

Generally, so called decent families tend to accept mainstream values more
fully and attempt to instill them in their children. Whether married couples
with children or single-parent (usually female) households, they are generally
“working poor” and so tend to be better off financially than their street-
oriented neighbors. They value hard work and self-reliance and are willing to
sacrifice Tor their children. Because they have a certain amount of faith in
mainstream society, they harbor hopes for a better future for their children, if
not for themselves. Many of them go to church and take a strong interest in
their children’s schooling. Rather than dwelling on the real hardships and in-
equities facing them, many such decent people, particularly the increasing
number of grandmothers raising grandchildren, sce their difficult situation as
a test from God and derive great support from their faith and from the
church community.

Extremely aware of the problematic and often dangerous environment in
which they reside, decent parents tend to be strict in their child-rearing prac-
tices, encouraging children to respect authority and walk a straight moral
line. They have an almost obsessive concern about trouble of any kind and re-
mind their children to be on the lookout for people and situations that might
lead to it. At the same time, they are themselves polite and considerate of oth-
ers, and teach their children to be the same way. At home, at work, and in
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church, they strive hard to maintain a positive mental attitude and a spirit of
cooperation.

So-called street parents, in conirast, often show a lack of consideration for
other people and have a rather superficial sense of family and comimunity,
Though they may love their children, many of them are unable to cope wit};
the physical and emotional demands of parenthood, and find it difficult to
reconcile their needs with those of their children. These families, who are
more {ully invested in the code of the streets than the decent peoplt; are, may
aggressively socialize their children into it in a normative way. They ljéli(;ve in
the code and judge themselves and others according to its values.

In fact the overwhelming majority of families in the inner-city community
try to approximate the decent-family model, but there are many others who
clearly represent the worst fears of the decent family. Not only are their finan-
cial resources extremely limited, but what littde they have may easily be mis-
used. The lives of the street-oriented are often marked by disorganization. Tn
the most desperate circumstances people frequently have a limited uncier—
standing of priorities and consequences, and so frusirations mount over bills
food, and, at times, drink, cigareties, and drugs. Some tend toward self—r
destructive behavior; many street-oriented women are crack-addicted (“on
the pipe”), alcoholic, or invelved in complicated relationships with men who
abuse them. In addition, the seeming intractability of their situation, caused
in large part by the lack of well-paying jobs and the persistence of rz;cial dis-
crimination, has engendered deep-sealed bitterness and anger in many of the
most desperate and poorest blacks, especially young peaple. The need both to
exercise a measure of control and to lash out at somebody is often reflected in
the adults’ relations with their children. At the least, the frustrations of per-
s‘istent poverty shorten the fuse in such people—contributing to a lack 0f pa-
tience with anyone, child or adult, who irritates them.

In these circumstances a woman—or a man, although men are less consis-
tently present in childrens lives—can be quite aggressive with children
yelling at and striking them for the least little infraction of the rules she ha;
set down. Often little if any serious explanation follows the verbal and physi-
cal punishment. This response teaches children a particular lesson. They
learn that to solve any kind of interpersonal problem one must quickly resort
to hitting or other violent behavior. Actual peace and quiet, and also the ap-
pearance of calm, respectful children conveyed to her neighbors and friends
are of‘te.n what the young mother most desires, but at times she will be ver);
aggressive in trying to get them. Thus she may be quick to beat her children
especially if they defy her law, not because she hates them but because this is,
thelway she knows to control them. In fact, many street-oriented women love
t!lell‘ children dearly. Many mothers in the community subscribe to the no-
tion that there is a “devil in the boy” that must be beaten out of him or that
socially “fast girls need to be whupped.” Thus much of what borders on child
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abuse in the view of social authorities is acceptable parental punishment in
the view of these mothers.

Many streei-oriented women are sporadic mothers whose children learn to
fend for themselves when necessary, foraging for food and meney any way
they can get it. The children are sometimes employed by drug dealers or be-
come addicted themselves. These children of the street, growing up with little
supervision, are said to “come up hard.” They often learn to fight at an early
age, sometimes using shori-tempered adults around them as role models. The
street-oriented home may be fraught with anger, verbal disputes, physical ag-
gression, and even mayhem. The children observe these goings-on, learning
the lesson that might makes right. They quickly learn to hit those who cross
them, and the dog-eat-dog mentality prevails, In order to survive, to protect
oneself, it is necessary to marshal inner resources and be ready to deal with
adversity in a hands-on way. In these circumstances physical prowess takes
on great significance. * * *

CAMPAIGNING FOR RESPECT

These realities of inner-city life are largely absorbed on the streets. At an early
age, ofien even before they start school, children from street-oriented homes
gravitate to the streets, where they “hang”—socialize with their peers, Chil-
dren from these generally permissive homes have a great deal of latitude and
are allowed to “rip and run” up and down the street. They often come home
from school, put their books down, and go right back out the door. On school
nights eight- and nine-yearolds remain out until nine or ten o'clock {(and
teenagers typically come in whenever they want to). On the streets they play
in groups that often become the source of their primary social bonds. Chil-
dren from decent homes tend to be more carefully supervised and are thus
likely to have curfews and to be taught how to stay out of trouble.

When decent and street kids come together, a kind of social shuffle occurs
in which children have a chance to go either way. Tension builds as a child
comes to realize that he must choose an orientation. The kind of home he
comes from influences but does not determine the way he will ultimately turn
out—although it is unlikely that a child from a thoroughly street-oriented
family will easily absorb decent values on the streets. Youths who emerge
from street-criented families but develop a decency orientation almost always
learn those values in another setting—in school, in a youth group, in church.
Often it is the result of their involvement with a caring “old head” (adult role
model).

In the street, through their play, children pour their individual life experi-
ences into a common knowledge pool, affirming, confirming, and elaborating
on what they have observed in the home and matching their skills against
those of others. And they learn to fight, Fven small children test one another,
pushing and shoving, and are ready to hit other children over circumstances

The Code of the Street = 109

not to their liking. In turn, they are readily hit by other children, and the child
who is toughest prevails. Thus the violent resolution of disputes, the hitting

* and cursing, gains social reinforcement. The child in effect is initiated into a

systern that is really a way of campaigning for respect.

In addition, younger children witness the disputes of alder children, which
are often resolved through cursing and abusive talk, if not aggression or out-
right violence. They see that one child succumbs to the greater physical and
mental abilities of the other. They are also alert and attentive witnesses to the
verbal and physical fights of adults, after which they compare notes and share
their interpretations of the event. In almost every case the victor is the person
who physically won the altercation, and this person often enjoys the esteem
and respect of onlookers. These experiences reinforce the lessons the children
have learned at home: might makes right, and toughness is a virtue, while hu-
mility is not. In elfect they learn the social meaning of Gghting. When it is lefi
virtually unchallenged, this understanding becomes an ever more important
part of the child’s working conception of the world. Over time the code of the
streets becomes refined.

Those street-oriented adults with whom children come in contact—includ-
ing mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, boyfriends, cousins, neighbors, and
friends—help them along in forming this understanding by verbalizing the
messages they are getting through experience: “Watch your back.” “Protect
yourself,” “Don’t punk out.” “If somebody messes with you, you got to pay
them back.” “If someone disses you, you got to straighten them out.” Many
parents actually impose sanctions if a child is not sufficiently aggressive. For
example, if a child loses a fight and comes home upset, the parent might re-
spond, “Don’t you come in here crying that somebody beat you up; you better
get back out there and whup his ass, T didn’t raise no punks! Get back out
there and whup his ass. If you don’t whup his ass, I'll whup your ass when
you come home.” Thus the child obtains reinforcement for being tough and
showing nerve.

»

SELF-IMAGE BASED ON “JUICE”

By the time they are teenagers, most youths have either internalized the code
of the streets or at least learned the need to comport themselves in accor-
dance with its rules, which chiefly have to do with interpersonal communica-
tion. The code revolves around the presentation of self. Its basic requirement
is the display of a certain predisposition to violence. Accordingly, one’s bear-
ing must send the unmistakable if sometimes subtle message to “the next per-
son” in public that one is capable of violence and mayhem when the situation
requires it, that one can take care of oneself. The nature of this communica-
tion is largely determined by the demands of the circumstances but can in-
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clude facial expressions, gait, and verbal expressions—all of which are geared
mainly to deterring aggression. Physical appearance, including clothes, jew-
elry, and grooming, also plays an important part in how a person is viewed; to
be respected, it is important to have the right look.

Even so, there are no guarantees against challenges, because there are al-
ways people around looking for a fight to increase their share of respect—or
“Juice,” as it is sometimes called on the street. Moreover, if a person is as-
saulted, it is important, not only in the eyes of his oppeonent but also in the
eyes of his “running buddies,” for him io avenge himself. Otherwise he risks
being “tried” (challenged) or “moved on” by any number of others. To main-
tain his honor he must show he is not someone to be “messed with” or
“dissed.” In general, the person must “keep himself straight” by managing his
position of respect among others; this involves in part his sell-image, which is
shaped by what he thinks others are thinking of him in relation to his peers.

Objects play an important and complicated role in establishing self-image.
Jackets, sneakers, gold jewelry, reflect not just a person’s taste, which tends to
be tightly regulated among adolescents of all social classes, but also a willing-
ness to possess things that may require defending. A boy wearing a fashion-
able, expensive jacket, for example, is vulnerable to attack by another who
covets the jacket and either cannot afford to buy one or wants the added sat-
isfaction of depriving someone else of his. However, if the boy forgoes the de-
sirable jacket and wears one that isn't “hip,” he runs the risk of being teased
and possibly even assaulted as an unworthy person. To be allowed to hang
with certain prestigious crowds, a boy must wear a different set of expensive
clothes—sneakers and athletic suit—every day. Not to be able ta do so might
make him appear socially deficient. The youth comes to covel such items—es-

pecially when he sees easy prey wearing them, '

Tn acquiring valued things, therefore, a person shores up his identity—but
since it is an identity based on having things, it is highly precaricus, This very
precariousness gives a heightened sense of urgency to staying even with
peers, with whom the person is actually competing. Young men and women
who are able to command respect through their presentation of self—Dby al-
lowing their possessions and their body language to speak for them—may not
have to campaign for regard but may, rather, gain it by the force of thejr man-
ner. Those who are unable to command respect in this way must actively
campaign for it—and are thus particularly alive to slights.

One way of campaigning for status is by taking the possessions of others.
In this context, seemingly ordinary objects can become trophies imbued with
symbolic value that far exceeds their monetary worth. Possession of the tro-
phy can symbolize the ability to violate somebody—to “get in his face,” to
take something of value from him, to “dis” him, and thus to enhance one's
own worth by stealing someone else’s, The trophy does not have to be some-
thing material. Tt can be another person’s sense of honor, snatched away with
a derogatory remark. It can be the outcome of a fight. It can be the imposition
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of a certain standard, such as a girl’s getting hersell recognized as the most
beautiful. Material things, however, fit easily into the pattern. Sneakers, a s
tol, even somebody else’s girlfriend, can become a trophy. When a perséﬂcl f:)el;
take something from another and then flaunt it, he gains a certain regard b

being the owner, or the controller, of that thing, But this display of ow.vmershiy
can then provoke other people to challenge him, This game of who controlls),
what is thus constantly being played out on innercity streets, and the
tr?phy—extrinsic or intrinsic, tangible or intangible—identifies t};e current
winner.

An important aspect of this often violent give-and-take is its zero-sum qual-
ity. That is, the extent to which one person can raise himself up depends on
his ability to put another person down. This underscores the alienation that
permeates the inner-city ghetto community. There is a generalized sense that
very little respect is to be had, and therefore everyone competes to get what
alfirmation he can of the little that is available. The craving for respect that
results gives people thin skins, Shows of deference by others can be highl
soothing, contributing to a sense of security, comfort, self-confidence anc)li
sell-respect. Transgressions by others which go unanswered diminish ,these

feelings and are believed to encourage further transgressions, Hence one
fnust be ever vigilant against the transgressions of others or even appearing as
if transgressions will be tolerated, Among young people, whose sense of self-
esteem is particularly vulnerable, there is an especially heightened concern
with being disrespected. Many inner-city young men in particular crave re-
spect fo such a degree that they will risk their lives to attain and maintain it
‘ The issue of respect is thus closely tied to whether a person has an inclinal
tion 1o be violent, even as a victim. In the wider saciety people may not feel
required Lo retaliate physically after an attack, even though they are aware
that they have been degraded or taken advantage of, They may feel a sreat
need to defend themselves during an attack, or to behave in such a way is :o
deter aggression (middle-class people certainly can and do become victims of
street-oriented youths), but they are much more likely than street-oriented
people to feel that they can walk away from a possible altercation with their
sell-esteem intact. Some people may even have the strength of character to
flee, w'ithout any thought that their self-respect or esteem will be diminished
In impoverished inner-city black communities, however, particularlglf
among young males and perhaps increasingly among females, such flight
f.vould be extremely difficult. To run away would likely leave one’,s self-esteem
In tatters. Hence people often feel constrained not only to stand up and at
least attempt to resist during an assault but also to “pay back”—to seek re-
venge——after a successful assault on their person. This may include going to
get & weapon or even getting relatives involved. Their very identity and self~
respect, their honor, is often intricately tied up with the way they perform on
the- streets during and after such encounters, This outlook reflects the circum-
scribed opportunities of the innercity poor, Generallv peonle oritcida (e
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ghetto have other ways of gaining status and regard, and thus do not feel s0
dependent on such physical displays.

BY TRIAL OF MANHOOD

On the street, among males these concerns about things and identity have
come to be cxpressed in the concept of “manhood.” Manhood in the inner city
means taking the prerogatives of men with Tespect to strangers, other men,
and women—Dbeing distinguished as a man. It implies physicality and a cer-
tain ruthlessness, Regard and respect are associated with this concept in large
part because of its practical application: if others have little or no regard for a
person’s manhood, his very life and those of his loved ones could be in jeop-
ardy. But there is a chicken-and-egg aspect to this situation: one’s physical
safety is more likely to be jeopardized in public because manhood is associ-
ated with respect. In other words, an existential link has been created be-
tween the idea of manhood and one’s sclf-esteem, so that it has become hard
to say which is primary. For many inner-city youths, manhood and respect
are flip sides of the same coin; physical and psychological well-being are in-
separable, and both require a sense of contrel, of being in charge.

The operating assumption is that a man, especially a real man, knows what
other men know—the code of the streets. And if one is not a real man, one is
somehow diminished as a person, and there are certain valued things one
simply does not deserve. There is thus believed to be a certain justice to the
code, since it is considered that everyone has the opportunity to know it. Im-
plicit in this is that everybody is held responsible for being familiar with the
code. If the victim of a mugging, for example, does not know the code and so
responds “wrong,” the perpetrator may feel justified even in killing him and

may feel no remorse. He may think, “Too bad, but it's his fault. He should

have known better.”
So when a person ventures outside, he must adopt the code—a kind of

shield, really—to prevent others from “messing with” him. In these circum-
stances it is easy for people to think they are being tried or tested by others
even when this is not the case. For it is sensed that something extremely valu-
able is at stake in every interaction, and people are encouraged to rise to the
occasion, particularly with strangers. For people who are unfamiliar with the
code—generally people who live outside the inner city—the concern with re-
spect in the most ordinary interactions can be frightening and incomprehen-
sible. But for those who are invested in the code, the clear object of their
demeanor is to discourage strangers from even thinking about testing their
manhood. And the sense of power that atiends the ability to deter others can
be alluring even to those who know the code without being heavily invested in
it—the decent inner-city youths. Thus a boy who has been leading a basically
decent life can, in trying circumstances, suddenly resort to deadly force.
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Central t.o the issue of manhood is the widespread belief that §
m}(:st effecilv;: ways of gaining respect is to manifest “nerve , N‘:rvz Ill;) s(;f e
:Vm::S ;nid ta;l”ez anothel: person’s possessions (the more valuable the bet‘coe‘:i;l
mes: Q@eones woman, throws the first punch, “gets in so s
ace,” or pulls. a trigger. Its proper display helps on the spot to ch e others
who would violate one’s person and also helps to builcllj a rz N tec}( i
works to pljevent future challenges, But since such a show of o "f‘“on et
f'uI expre;smn of disrespect toward the person on the receivi?legr:lcl{s ?‘hfor(':e-
Kncqﬁirl;zgy zfg;:iilg f}ﬁf;n?ed and seek'to retaliate with equal or great’er E):(I:‘(::

A clopt backgmm'ld knz ‘iovlizacan Eaily prOV(l)k'e.a life-threatening response,
e tnto the momenrt e eg:e of thal possibility has often been incorpo-
True i
i ix;er\;i ex%[al(l)ses E.l ]af:k of ch\I' of dying, Many feel that it is acceptable to
Oriemzd gth e;: e _pr1nc1p.1e of respect, In fact, among the hard-core street-
crientec ,Th:: coe:l:hl;lskhof EIOIBI-lt death.may be preferable to being “dissed” by
e thei}; pUblizvbo ave internalized this attitude and convincingly dis-
play it In thelr public ear;lng are among the most threatening people of all,
B yar tL}llmc:; that they fear no man. As the people of the com-
ity Hf,e o y e the aFldest dudes on the street.” They often lead an ex-
iy o, n;a.rln .may -acqulre meaning only when they are faced with the
e ;nﬁ?t degtlll: Not to be a}fraid to die is by implication to have
quid pro quo of bei;lg(:‘:)tkj Etl':i:lgkz 223:!1;2({11:&1 N'OtI 1%0 e o e T he
Uil Pro du . y else’s life—for the right reason:
if the sit ;a;;?]ted:?la;lds it. When others believe this is one's posifion, it giv:s:
e top V\;le.r on the streets, Such credibility is what many inner-
el youths st rac:c llzve, w}.lether they are decent or street-oriented, both
bocautse of feelljaboliath efensive value and because of the positive way it
esotiomten yo };1. e;tmselves. The difference between the decent and the
o 1 e yourh ,I‘S Cc; en tha? the decent youth makes a conscious deci-
e o e job_i " :: ;1 lr)nanl){l; .m another setting—with teachers, say, or at
oty e Job-he n de Po ite and deferential, The street-oriented youth,
o s difﬁcuit rnzfl e Lh.e co.ncept of manhood a part of his very iden-
y manipulating it—it often controls him.

GIRLS AND BOYS

Tnereasi , .
Ow;e:;;ilz, ;Feirifshngs ”are n'nmlcki.ng the boys and irying to have their
onined o et c;ott: Their go‘al 15‘., t‘he same—to get respect, to be rec-
e o capable of ‘: lnih Or maintaining a certain standard. They try to
ot st e ays that have been established by the boys, including
e e ot i guaif.:f,fand the use of violence to resolve disputes, but
it 1‘lare 1. efent. Alt‘hough conflicts over turf and status ex-
girls, the majority of disputes seem rooted in assessments of
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beauty (which girl in a group is “the cutest”), competition over boyfriends,
and attempts to regulate other people’s knowledge of and opinions about a
girl's behavior or that of someone close to her, especially her mother.

A major cause of conflicts among girls is “he say, she say.” This practice be-
gins in the early school years and continues through high school. It occurs
when “people,” particularly girls, talk about others, thus putting their “busi-
ness in the streets.” Usually one girl will say something negative about an-
other in the group, most often behind the person’s back. The remark will then
get back to the person talked about. She may retaliate or her friends may feel
required to “take up for” her In essence this is a form of group gossiping in
which individuals are negatively assessed and evaluated. As with much gos-
sip, the things said may or may not be true, but the point is that such imputa-
tions can cast aspersions on a person’s good name. The accused is required to
defend herself against the slander, which can result in arguments and fights,
often over little of real substance. Here again is the problem of low self-
esteemn, which encourages youngsters to be highly sensitive to slights and to
be vulnerable to feeling easily “dissed.” To avenge the dissing, a fight is usu-
ally necessary.

Because boys are believed to control violence, girls tend to defer to them in
situations of conflict, Often if a girl is attacked or feels slighted, she will get a
brother, uncle, or cousin to do her fighting for her. Increasingly, however, girls
are doing their own fighting and are even asking their male relatives to teach
them how to fight. Some girls form groups that attack other girls or take
things from them. A hard-core segment of inner-city girls inclined toward vi-
olence seems to be developing. As one thirteen-year-old girl in a detention
center for youths who have committed violent acts told me, “To get people to
leave you alone, you gotta fight. Talking don't always get you out of stufl.”
One major difference between girls and hoys: girls rarely use guns, Their
fights are therefore not life-or-death struggles. Girls are not often willing to
put their lives on the line for “manhood.” The ultimate form of respect on the
male-dominated inner-city street is thus reserved for men.

“GOING FOR BAD”

In the most fearsome youths such a cavalier attitude toward death grows out
of a very limited view of life. Many are uncertain about how long they are go-
ing io live and believe they could die violently at any time. They accept this
fate; they live on the edge. Their manner conveys the message that nothing in-
timidates them; whatever turn the encounter takes, they maintain their
attack—rather like a pit bull, whose spirit many such boys admire. The dem-
onsiration of such tenacity “shows heart” and earns their respect.

This fearlessness has implications for law enforcement. Many street-
oriented boys are much more concerned about the threat of “justice” at the
hands of a peer than at the hands of the police. Moreover, many feel not only
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that they have little to lose by going to prison but that they have somethi
gain. Tl.le toughening-up one experiences in prison can actually enhanc o t’o
reputation on the streets. Hence the system loses influence over the hal"fcglonc'S
who are w.ithout jobs, with little perceptible stake in the system. If miloi;le
Z?jé?hsiﬁgzyt;l:;fone nothing for them, they counter by making sure it can
At‘ the. same time, however, a competing view maintains that true nerve
consists in backing down, walking away from a fight, and going on with erv’c
business. One fights only in self-defense, This view émerges frgom thl d-o nes‘
philesephy that life is precious, and it is an important part of the Se 'Clc'em
tion process common in decent homes. It discourages violence as thf; 0ri“]izrlnl'za-
means of resolving disputes and encourages youngsters to accept no p' le o
and talk as confrontational strategies. But “if the deal goe; doiw'c') CIllcfe
de.fense is greatly encouraged. When there is enough positive su 01‘tnf, qt‘:} -
orientation, either in the home or among one’s peers, then nonv?cl))lenc Ofl '15
chance to prevail. But it prevails at the cost of relinquishing a claim teb a'b a
bad and tough, and therefore sets a young person up as at the vet;r leascl)' le o
ated from street-oriented peers and quite possibly a target of defi i "a on
ated fror sion or even
Altl?ough the nonviolent orientation rarely overcomes the impulse to stril
back in an encounter, it does introduce a certain confusién and s can
prompt a measure of soul-searching, or even profound ambivalence D(')d ilin
!)erson back down with his respect intact or did he back down orlll 1t be
judged a “punk”—a person lacking manhood? Should he or she hav g ?:-df
Should he or she have hit the other person in the mouth? These questfiloillcs (lzae.
fe‘t mfny Iyoung men and women during public confrontations, What is th-
right” thing to do? In the quest for honor, respect, and local slua'tus—wl i E
Eew‘r young people are uninterested in——commbn sense most often r(-:V'lll"l:
which lf:ads many to opt for the tough approach, enacting their ownp artc' .
lar ver'smns of the display of nerve. The presentation of oneself as rmlj h lcu(;
tm%gh is very often quite acceptable until one is tested. And thenc that gre o
tation may help the person pass the test, because it will cause fewer uI; t'SBn"
to be asked about what he did and why. It is hard for a person to equ n 10}111S
(}rle lost the fight or why he backed down. Hence many will strive tol?l ear 1
go for bad,” while hoping they will never be tested. But when they z;r?i:a: 1;10
the outcome of the situation may quickly be out of their hands, as th , E j
come wrapped up in the circumstances of the moment. " o

AN OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE

';i:;;u;;;isis of tl;e 'wi‘cler SO(.:iety are deeply implicated in the code of the
e t.)ut ot EfOP. : in 1Ann<'=,r—c11;y communities are not totally invested in the
main,t e gni 1‘cant minority of hard-core street youths who are have to

ain the code in order to establish reputations hecatice fhow hawa e
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fecl they have—few other ways Lo assert themselves. For these young people
the standards of the street code are the only pame in town. The extent to
which some children—particularly those who through upbringing have be-
come most alienated and those lacking in strong and conventional social sup-
pori—experience, feel, and internalize racist rejection and contempt from
imainsiream sociely may strongly encourage them to express contempt for the
more conventional society in turn, In dealing with this contempt and rejec-
tion, some youngsters will consciously invest themselves and their consider-
able mental resources in what amounts to an oppositional culture to preserve
themselves and their self-respect. Once they do, any respect they might be
able to garner in the wider system pales in comparison with the respect avail-
able in the local system; thus they often lose interest in even attempting to ne-
gotiate the mainstream system.

At the same time, many less alienated young blacks have assumed a street-
oriented demeanor as a way of expressing their blackness while really em-
bracing a much more moderate way of life; they, teo, want a nonviolent
setting in which to live and raise a family. These decent people are trying hard
to be part of the mainstream culture, but the racism, real and perceived, that
they encounter helps to legitimate the oppositional culture. And so on occa-
sion they adopt street behavior. In fact, depending on the demands of the sit-
wation, many people in the community slip back and forth between decent

and street behavior,

A vicious cycle has thus been formed. The hopelessness and alienation
many young inner-city black men and women feel, largely as a result of en-
demic joblessness and persistent racism, fuels the violence they engage in.
This violence serves to confirm the negative feelings many whites and some
middle-class blacks harbor toward the ghetto poor, further legitimating the
oppositional culture and the code of the streets in the eyes of many poor
young blacks, Unless this cycle is broken, attitudes on both sides will become

increasingly entrenched, and the violence, which claims victims black and

white, poor and affluent, will only escalate.

12

Deviance and Liminality
rrom Something Old, Something Bold: Bridal Showers and Bachelorette Parties

BETH MONTEMURRO

;Shoem;f:ultu;al ?;actices are secular rituals, especially those marking passages in
cycle. The way societies—our ] i } i [

birth, l‘he onset of puberty (adulthood), fntfri;zzz,z b:f’fj ;e’:;ioi?:;z:oz;f' mt”‘a‘i‘ze
as cufa.ous ewj’nts. The author’s term liminality refers 10 being "neirhe;ngzs or
{he@ in paiqsmg from one status to another, e.g., vouth to married ersonri?or
tnality p;rfwzdes « moment, an opportunity, for deviant behavior in 5 500 :%l -
proved if often embarrassing way. It also reveals the continuine Stcm'?;ap-
young women to find greater gender equality, however imperfectly pgurs;fig i

DEVIANCE AND LIMINALITY

inortst)me wo-men, 1.he: df:}VIanl activity consistent at bachelorette parties—go-
gto sef. sf;rll})lpe;s, kissing or flirting with strange men, getting intoxicated
was part ol the fun. John Lofland (1959) ! s
: _ suggested that some deviance is
Ete}ior;nedtfm the C{un or thrill generated from participating in what he called
adventurous deviant act.” He wrote, "So i |
! act. , "Some kinds of prohibited activiii
are claimed by some parts of th i o enelting.
a e population to be in themselves fu iti
e - : - €8 Tun, exciting,
e t?;iv;i.ltl;:gf. More than simply deriving pleasant fearfulness from viola%—
ohibition per se, there can exist claims t
i , aims that the prohibited activit
izself lproduces a pleasant level of excitation” (Lofland 1969 109) Drinkin‘)g[
a X : :
we:ec ntiarly fun for many of the women at bachelorette parties. Brides-to-be
ere 011;6 f:Olnfortable engaging in embarrassing and otherwise deviant acts
" ash elggddressed up in a costume or watching a dance by a stripperJ
en they had consumed a substance 1 ’
nce that made them | 1f i
e . ess self-conscious.
biﬁ;glht P'Ie.alh sugg‘ested that because alcohol is associated with lowered inhi-
o I]S:- It is sometimes used as an excuse to deviate: “Others who claim to
nk, just to get drunk’ or ‘to be tot i
tally out of it' sub [
o : d ' subsequenily take great
E ':f'lsil)re in recounting their outlandish behavior, suggesting that they mai
V 1 - 0 - . T
p;re een drinking primarily in order to misbehave while enjoying the tem
ary suspension of certain social i I -
expectations (time-out} that i ;
corded to the inebriate” (200 e sabseamins
0, 171). Though f
ity : , gh tor some women the subsequént
as described as the worst [ i
‘ . part of the party, it was ¢l i
o oot s th Y, as clear that drink-
Coi v i:l frlenc‘:ls and .feelllng the effects of alcohol were quite pleasurable. Al-
associated with increased sociability and solidarity (Trice 1966). and
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this heightened feeling of camaraderie was enjoyable for and important to
women on bachelorette parties.

Since play is seen as time off or time out from the responsibilities of every-

day life and adulthood, the focus on having a good time or giving the bride-
to-be a night she will never forget may imply that she sacrifices this type of
play when she is married. Play, particularly in the form of binge drinking and
having a “girls’ night,” is associated with youthfulness and a more carefree
lifestyle. To some extent, the freedom to do this frequently is something that
is given up upon marriage. The idea of going all out for the bachelorette party
can be explained in part, then, by the idea that this is the bride’s last chance
to [ree herself of urges to do so in the future. As Jamie, aged twenty-eight and
engaged, noted, “Your bachelorette party is supposed to be a crazy, uninhib-
ited time, and you're supposed to act like you wouldn't normally act. . . . [T]ts
kind of like your free pass for the night . . .. As we become adulis, we don't do
that, and we can't because we have to get up the next morning. We have to go
to work. . . . Like every other night, you really can't because—not because you
have a husband at home, but because you have a job or you have Iids.” For
many women this transition from single to married is not merely that but
also a symbolic transition from childhood to adulthood. Since we do not have
any secular rituals expressly designated to mark this status passage, exactly
when this transition is completed is ambiguous, Not only is marriage about
the union of two individuals; it also functions as recognition of adulthood. In
this sense, the drinking and play of the bacheloretie party are opportunities
for brides-to-be to act not as children or responsible adults, but somewhere in
between.

There is little doubt that the activities engaged in at bachelorette parties are
defined as deviant by the participants in this ritual becanse this is exactly the
point of these parties. Although some women called their own behavior “bad”
or "naughty,” they did so while grinning, seemingly proud of their transgres-
sions because such acts meant they had accomplished the goals of the bache-
lorelte party. However, a couple of women said they felt regret for what
happened or described friends who felt guilty about what they did on their
bachelorette parties. April, for example, described the aftermath of a friend’s
bachelorette party in which pictures were taken of the bride-to-be kissing ran-
dom men. She described her friend’s feelings of remorse, saying “When she
showed me the photos at work the next week and she had to censor them for
her fiancé, you know, 1 think she felt bad about that. I'm sure there's a lot
worse things that happen at bachelorette parties then just kissing a couple of

guys because your [riends egg you on to do it. I'm sure horrible things hap-

pen. But she felt guilty, I think, about that part of it. T think overall she had a

good time . . , but I do think she had a little bit of regret.”

Most womern, however, recognized their behavior as deviant but felt it was
excused or legitimated within the context of the bachelorette party. David

Matza (1969) arsued that all members of society have periods of nonconfor-
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mity and, as a result, develop justifications or accounts in order to explai
why they viclate the norms, rules, and laws of society at certain 01'11}13?}n
their lives. Matza argued that we all “drift” in and out of conformitpt etb o
still like to consider ourselves conforming, moral members of socigi yS} e
these deviant acts are subject to evaluation and judgment by otherg- wlz1 o
otherwise rule-following members of society deviéte, they acc.ount for’ or de -n
fend their rule or norm breaking by using what Svkes and Mé.tza (195;)—
called “techniques of neutralization.” Jamie cmployed the “de.nial of responsi
bility” tEf:hilique in her commeni above when she called the ba-c:hellzretstz
party a “free pass,” indicating that because it is the bride’s spec.ial night, she i
not responsible for her actions, One way women ermployed this techni :Lle w .
by saying that their actions were the result of their friends’ pressurqe or i
struction. The friends at the bachelorette party create the task list lor sc;:"
enger hunt and the bachelorette, as the submissive initiate, knows it is het:
duty to play along. Pam, for example, was instructed to havc; two dozen mer
sign her shirt. When her fiancé saw her shirt after the bacheloretie part an(;
asked about it, she responded, “Hey, it wasn't my doing.” April Ix)whg
quoted above regarding the guilt her friend felt after her bachelmr'ette ty,
defended her friend, explaining to me that her behavior was not reqllpa}:ty :
fault. She said, “I mean she was forced to wear and do these things bcutysh(j :
such an easy going person that she just went along with it. . . . Sh:a has this
group of friends and they do a lot of things together, and I guess a few o;
them were married and they had gone through this exact same thing, so the
were determined to put [this bride] through it all. . . . But it was very Jfamili 31’
and there was a whole set way they had to do all of this.” In this case, April E}[
tempted to neutralize her friend’s deviant behavior by suggesting thz;t slile da ri
what she did because her friends pressured her to do so. Related to this tlll
ba.chelorette party calls attention to the transitory or liminal status of the
brldf-:—to-be at this point in time. Victor Turner argued that liminality is wher‘cj
one is between statuses, and those who experience it “elude or slip through
the network of classifications that normally locate states and positions in cEl
tural space. Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt a d
between” (1969, 95). At the bachelorette party the bride-to-be is no longer ;11:1-
gle but not yet married. She is spoken for but not legally committed gAs Ty
and Powers suggested, part of the successful bachelorette role is the clom ;
nal understanding that “while she is available, she is not available” (1998 l;]SL;
Because of this special and ambiguous status, the bride-to-be has a de ’ f
freedom that she will not have again. T
Erﬂ?son (1966) noted that some societies, like ours, sanction this type of
beha\lflor, what T call “liminal deviance.” He stated, “There are societies J;\?hicoh
appoint special days or occasions as periods of general license, during which
Eﬁzi:; l:'i; (;h:le gf‘ouphare pernllitted (if not expected) to violate rules they
ove d urlrfg the preceding season and will again observe during the
ming season” (Erikson 1966, 27). The bride-to-be is not in a constant state
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of back and forth during the engagement period, kissing strange men, going
to strip clubs, and then being devoted to her fiancé. Rather, she is offered one
opportunity during this tite to act out feelings of ambivalence or doubt
(whether she has them or not). She is given one chance to play and behave as
a single woman before returning to her role as a faithful, committed roman-
tic partmer. This “special period of ficense” is when the bride-to-be is both al-
lowed and expected to cross the houndaries of acceptable behavior for a
girlfriend, fiancée, or (especialty) wife. Thus, the bachelorette parly itself,
given the liminal status of its central participant, functions as an excusc for

deviant and excessive behavior.

STRIPPERS AND SEDUCTION: INTERPRETING THE
MEANINGS OF SEX SYMBOLS

of bacheloretie parties described (81 percent, or 113) and all

The majority
parties that I observed included a sexual element or theme. Sex was a major

component of the bachelorette party, and some of the women 1 interviewed
questioned the legitimacy of bachelorette parties that omitted it entirely,
Much of the deviant behavior at bachelorette parties involved sexualized in-
be danced with strippers. Random men sucked

teraction and play. Brides-to
brides’ shirts. Women carried

candy pieces that were suggestively aitached to
around giant phallic-shaped novelty items. Why is the bachelorette party sex-
d? How can the use of sex symbols and props be interpreted? The asso-
is certainly a partial explanation.
rved for marriage, and thus the

ualize
ciation between sex and marriage

Traditionally, sex was expected to be rese
bachelorette party could be interpreted as a means of socializing women into
marriage by giving them sexual advice and showering them with symbols of
sexuality so that they are prepared for a sexual relationship with their hus-
bands. However, since the majority of women who marry in contemporary
American society are not virgins {Laumann et al. 1994), and since the bache-
loretie party appears to have emerged in the United States after the sexual
revolution of the 1960s, this rationale is insufficient.

A modern explanation would be what I have suggesied thus far, that
women have dated different men prior to marriage and that many have had
more than one sexual partner. Like men have for decades with bachelor par-
lies, they see the bachelorette party as a way to acknowledge the termination
of their single life. It is a symbolic means of showing that they are “off the
market.” Similarly, part of the sexual element comes directly from bachelar
parties, from which the bachelorette party is certainly derived. Stereotypes
about bachelor parties suggest that they are hyper-sexualized and that men
frequent strip clubs or view pornography as a part of their “last night of free-
dom” (Schultz 1995). Luanne, a bride-to-be in her mid-twenties, expressed
this when she stated why she felt sex talk and imagery are involved. She said,
“When . . . girls were copying the bachelor party into the bachelorette party,
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'they realIy'were j}lst kind of copying the same thing. It's not that pi
mterestedJ in [sex] when they're just sitting around--not that IEL e e o
[youl ca.nt get a group of girls together without it coming u vy o
But I think . , '. we can certainly find other things to talk aboite‘;ei;:'ualﬂbﬁ o
more c.opycattmg the whole bachelor party thing.” Luanne’s c. oncs, oo
pled with an examination of the structure of the bacheloretteomnjlents, C‘ou-
larl?( the Women's Bachelor Party or Anything Goes types SPaﬂYs Pa_l”tlcu-
maj?r r.eason women include sexual elements is that the ;11" e e
replicating their image of the bachelor party, Y are purposeiudly
One prominent element of bacheloretie parties, the inclusion of a stri
seems to have been copied from women's perceptions of rnen’sO . %tnpper,
stereotype of :.;trippers as a part of bachelor parties is certaint a:llJ art}es- TI:le
our cultural history. Films depicting bachelor parties, such as za (;'Lmlmam "
(1984) and V.ery Bad Things (1999), include strippers as cenir: Cl elor o
However, while strippers were often included in bachelc-ret’[ela e'ements‘
bgfchelorette parties made up a large portion of patrons of stri cfal:tl;:'s’ e
I—I.Ideaway and the Regal Room (Montemurro 2001} womelllj’ 'u X Ike’ e
with and feelings about strippers conveyed ambivalenc;e In tryi . H'lterac‘fmns
the bachelor party, it seems that some women ignored ti1eir 6Y1118_ 1‘21‘1"61)1“’3136
to or even dislike of strippers in order to do what they felt was oo lf'ference
; bachtel'orette parig. Several women admitted that they really Zf)cf ;leﬁ;f?r
ave strippers at their parties or di ¥ i i 1
so because they thougﬁt that wac:m\l)villeoli (\;::1: :E;;:)s}ilmtig;trg)pers P did
communicated this as she told me about the first bachelore;: oty e
:;ndflzct.iShe sald, “Tt lernost seemed like we were trying to chilspeazg\s: etlat;
e ;fzoinzai,nlrolt;:;en tl rialljj' having a good time with it. Like you think y102:.1
fre going int Coin i) c bu with a bunch of girls and you're going to hoot and
pollep and g : gto .e great, ’And we did, but after about thirty minutes it’s
, This is getting boring. Let's go and meet some real men,’ "

L

The ga

thosee gr'ln}lles p].ayed at most bachelorette parties were notably different fror
fhos lat 1(::1 e ‘bndal shower. Even though some of the bridal shower am .
were! ;u;,;al V\{Ith St‘;ﬂlal innuendo, most were dated and sustained the '1s§umleas
the virgin bride. As in the game wh i ‘ A
e s vAED where the maid of honor records the

as she opens her presents, th i
bt s g : . then reads the list back as if it is
y on her wedding night, the bride at
X : ) t the shower i
naive. Knowing older relatives i : o ey
and married peers introd

e, : ‘ : ‘ ntroduce her to the adult

Withmu;:h tf?dmcva or lingerie, communicating their approval of sexual activit
N e bounds of marriage. These older family members often tease thy
o 1: é)ut her future sexual activity, communicating that they hope it w'1f1:

ad 1o procreation. When the brid be i 1
b ride-to-be is told that the number of rib-
_ Sheebre'zﬁ(s when she opens her gifts is equivalent to the number of chil-
will have, she receives the message that motherhood follows
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marriage. Simply, the sexualized games at the shower connect sex to martiage
and childbearing. In contrast, the games at the bachelorette party assume an
opposite identity for the bride-to-be.

k% K

Furthermore, women may have found the sexualized atmosphere of the
bachelorette party to be awkward given the cultural ambivalence about
women'’s sexuality in contemporary society. As Susan Douglas articulated in
her study of images of women in popular culture, American media have pre-
sented conflicting images of girls and women, images that paint them as ei-
ther innocent or promiscuous, resulting in “schizophrenic [ideas] about
women's sexuality” (1995, 15). The women in this study have grown up with a
sexual double standard that suggests that men who have multiple sexual part-
ners are to be congratulated while women who do so are to be punished. They
also have learned from American culture, through media and other agents of
socialization, that men are the sexual aggressors while women should be sex-
ually passive (Spade and Valentine 2004). At parties, engaging in the various
tasks positioned the bride-to-be as object more often than aggressor. When
women played the Suck for a Buck game or had men remove pieces of candy
from necklaces, or when they had men sign their underwear, this placed them
as sexual objecis, selling or making themselves available for men’s pleasure,
Rather than representing their sexual confidence or participating in acts that
were sexually titillating as a means of celebrating their last night of sexual
freedom, instead, some of the bachelorette party games were about offering
themselves up one last time to interested men. Some tasks called for brides-
to-be to play aggressor by approaching random men and asking for their
phone numbers or other items on a scavenger hunt. Thus, it is not surprising
that the women'’s response (o exotic dancers and the general sexualized at-
mosphere of the party was ambivalence because, on one hand, women are
told to claim and embrace their sexuality, but, on the other hand, much of the
expected sexual expression is based on making themselves available to arouse
and entertain men,

The bachelorette party is based on the idea of the non-virgin bride who has
had sexual experiences and is acknowledging, even lamenting, the end of her
freedom. Yet the sexually experienced woman is not a privileged position in
Western society. Leora Tanenbaum (2000) argued as much in her study of fe-
male sexual activity, She noted that teenage girls and women face pressure
both to have sex and to preserve their reputation as “good girls.” Having
grown up in the wake of the feminist movement, the women I interviewed re-
ceived the message that they can do what boys or men do. But in terms of
sexuality, when women of this generation listened to such rhetoric, they
would quickly be made aware of the consequences of promiscuity (Tanen-
baum 2000). Furthermore, women received mixed messages about how they
should express this sexual liberation, The bride-to-be at the bachelorette
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party exemplifies this contradiction with the props she carries, the way she is
costumled, and the expectations for her behavior. The party itself is indicative
. of this incongruity as women play along with a male-defined image of femi-

nine sexuality in terms of the show or performative aspect of bachelorette
parties. |

Tk
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