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Official Journal of the American Sociological Society 

SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS AND THE "VARIABLE" * 

HERBERT BLUMER 

University of California, Berkeley 

M Y aim in this paper is to examine criti- 
cally the scheme of sociological 
analysis which seeks to reduce human 

group life to variables and their relations. I 
shall refer to this scheme, henceforth, as 
"variable analysis." This scheme is wide- 
spread and is growing in acceptance. It 
seems to be becoming the norm of proper 
sociological analysis. Its sophisticated forms 
are becoming the model of correct research 
procedure. Because of the influence which 
it is exercising in our discipline, I think that 
it is desirable to note the more serious of its 
shortcomings in actual use and to consider 
certain limits to its effective application. The 
first part of my paper will deal with the 
current shortcomings that I have in mind 
and the second part with the more serious 
question of the limits to its adequacy. 

SHORTCOMINGS IN CONTEMPORARY 

VARIABLE ANALYSIS 

The first shortcoming I wish to note in cur- 
rent variable analysis in our field is the rather 
chaotic condition that prevails in the selec- 
tion of variables. There seems to be little 
limit to what may be chosen or designated 
as a variable. One may select something as 
simple as a sex distribution or as complex as 
a depression; something as specific as a birth 
rate or as vague as social cohesion; some- 
thing as evident as residential change or as 
imputed as a collective unconscious; some- 
thing as generally recognized as hatred or as 

* Presidential address read at the annual meeting 
of the American Sociological Society, September, 
1956. 

doctrinaire as the Oedipus complex; some- 
thing as immediately given as a rate of news- 
paper circulation to something as elaborately 
fabricated as an index of anomie. Variables 
may be selected on the basis of a specious 
impression of what is important, on the basis 
of conventional usage, on the basis of what 
can be secured through a given instrument 
or technique, on the basis of the demands 
of some doctrine, or on the basis of an imagi- 
native ingenuity in devising a new term. 

Obviously the study of human group life 
calls for a wide range of variables. However, 
there is a conspicuous absence of rules, 
guides, limitations and prohibitions to govern 
the choice of variables. Relevant rules are 
not provided even in the thoughtful regula- 
tions that accompany sophisticated schemes 
of variable analysis. For example, the rule 
that variables should be quantitative does 
not help, because with ingenuity one can 
impart a quantitative dimension to almost 
any qualitative item. One can usually con- 
struct some kind of a measure or index of it 
or develop a rating scheme for judges. The 
proper insistence that a variable have a 
quantitative dimension does little to lessen 
the range or variety of items that may be 
set up as variables. In a comparable manner, 
the use of experimental design does not seem- 
ingly exercise much restriction on the num- 
ber and kind of variables which may be 
brought within the framework of the design. 
Nor, finally, does careful work with vari- 
ables, such as establishing tests of reliability, 
or inserting "test variables," exercise much 
restraint on what may be put into the pool 
of sociological variables. 

683 
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In short, there is a great deal of laxity in 
choosing variables in our field. This laxity is 
due chiefly to a neglect of the careful reduc- 
tion of problems that should properly precede 
the application of the techniques of variable 
analysis. This prior task requires thorough 
and careful reflection on the problem to 
make reasonably sure that one has identified 
its genuine parts. It requires intensive and 
extensive familiarity with the empirical area 
to which the problem refers. It requires a 
careful and thoughtful assessment of the 
theoretical schemes that might apply to the 
problem. Current variable analysis in our 
field is inclined to slight these requirements 
both in practice and in the training of stu- 
dents for that practice. The scheme of vari- 
able analysis has become for too many just 
a handy tool to be put to immediate use. 

A second shortcoming in variable analysis 
in our field is the disconcerting absence of 
generic variables, that is, variables that 
stand for abstract categories. Generic vari- 
ables are essential, of course, to an empirical 
science-they become the key points of its 
analytical structure. Without generic vari- 
ables, variable analysis yields only separate 
and disconnected findings. 

There are three kinds of variables in our 
discipline which are generally regarded as 
generic variables. None of them, in my judg- 
ment, is generic. The first kind is the typical 
and frequent variable which stands for a 
class of objects that is tied down to a given 
historical and cultural situation. Convenient 
examples are: attitudes toward the Supreme 
Court, intention to vote Republican, interest 
in the United Nations, a college education, 
army draftees and factory unemployment. 
Each of these variables, even though a class 
term, has substance only in a given historical 
context. The variables do not stand directly 
for items of abstract human group life; their 
application to human groups around the 
world, to human groups in the past, and to 
conceivable human groups in the future is 
definitely restricted. While their use may 
yield propositions that hold in given cultural 
settings, they do not yield the abstract knowl- 
edge that is the core of an empirical science. 

The second apparent kind of generic vari- 
able in current use in our discipline is repre- 
sented by unquestionably abstract socio- 
logical categories, such as "social cohesion," 

"social integration," "assimilation," "author- 
ity," and "group morale." In actual use 
these do not turn out to be the generic vari- 
ables that their labels would suggest. The 
difficulty is that such terms, as I sought to 
point out in an earlier article on sensitizing 
concepts,' have no fixed or uniform indi- 
cators. Instead, indicators are constructed to 
fit the particular problem on which one is 
working. Thus, certain features are chosen 
to represent the social integration of cities, 
but other features are used to represent the 
social integration of boys' gangs. The indi- 
cators chosen to represent morale in a small 
group of school children are very different 
from those used to stand for morale in a 
labor movement. The indicators used in 
studying attitudes of prejudice show a wide 
range of variation. It seems clear that indi- 
cators are tailored and used to meet the 
peculiar character of the local problem under 
study. In my judgment, the abstract cate- 
gories used as variables in our work turn out 
with rare exception to be something other 
than generic categories. They are localized 
in terms of their content. Some measure of 
support is given to this assertion by the fact 
that the use of such abstract categories in 
variable research adds little to generic knowl- 
edge of them. The thousands of "variable" 
studies of attitudes, for instance, have not 
contributed to our knowledge of the abstract 
nature of an attitude; in a similar way the 
studies of "social cohesion," "social integra- 
tion," "authority," or "group morale" have 
done nothing, so far as I can detect, to 
clarify or augment generic knowledge of these 
categories. 

The third form of apparent generic varia- 
ble in our work is represented by a special 
set of class terms like "sex," "age," "birth 
rate," and "time period." These would seem 
to be unquestionably generic. Each can be 
applied universally to human group life; 
each has the same clear and common mean- 
ing in its application. Yet, it appears that 
in their use in our field they do not function 
as generic variables. Each has a content that 
is given by its particular instance of applica- 
tion, e.g., the birth rate in Ceylon, or the 
sex distribution in the State of Nebraska, or 

1 "What is Wrong with Social Theory?" Ameri- 
can Sociological Review, 19 (February, 1954), pp. 
3-10. 
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the age distribution in the City of St. Louis. 
The kind of variable relations that result 
from their use will be found to be localized 
and non-generic. 

These observations on these three specious 
kinds of generic variables point, of course, 
to the fact that variables in sociological 
research are predominantly disparate and 
localized in nature. Rarely do they refer 
satisfactorily to a dimension or property of 
abstract human group life. With little ex- 
ception they are bound temporally, spatially, 
and culturally and are inadequately cast to 
serve as clear instances of generic sociological 
categories. Many would contend that this 
is because variable research and analysis 
are in a beginning state in our discipline. 
They believe that with the benefit of wider 
coverage, replication, and the co-ordination 
of separate studies disparate variable rela- 
tions may be welded into generic relations. 
So far there has been little achievement 
along these lines. Although we already have 
appreciable accumulations of findings from 
variable studies, little has been done to con- 
vert the findings into generic relations. Such 
conversion is not an easy task. The difficulty 
should serve both as a challenge to the effort 
and an occasion to reflect on the use and limi- 
tations of variable analyses. 

As a background for noting a third major 
shortcoming I wish to dwell on the fact that 
current variable analysis in our field is oper- 
ating predominantly with disparate and not 
generic variables and yielding predominantly 
disparate and not generic relations. With 
little exception its data and its findings are 
"here and now," wherever the "here" be 
located and whenever the "now" be timed. 
Its analyses, accordingly, are of localized 
and concrete matters. Yet, as I think logi- 
cians would agree, to understand adequately 
a "here and now" relation it is necessary to 
understand the "here and now" context. This 
latter understanding is not provided by vari- 
able analysis. The variable relation is a single 
relation, necessarily stripped bare of the 
complex of things that sustain it in a "here 
and now" context. Accordingly, our under- 
standing of it as a "here and now" matter 
suffers. Let me give one example. A variable 
relation states that reasonably staunch Erie 
County Republicans become confirmed in 
their attachment to their candidate as a 

result of listening to the campaign materials 
of the rival party. This bare and interesting 
finding gives us no picture of them as human 
beings in their particular world. We do not 
know the run of their experiences which 
induced an organization of their sentiments 
and views, nor do we know what this or- 
ganization is; we do not know the social at- 
mosphere or codes in their social circles; we 
do not know the reinforcements and ration- 
alizations that come from their fellows; we 
do not know the defining process in their 
circles; we do not know the pressures, the 
incitants, and the models that came from 
their niches in the social structure; we do 
not know how their ethical sensitivities are 
organized and so what they would tolerate 
in the way of shocking behavior on the part 
of their candidate. In short, we do not have 
the picture to size up and understand what 
their confirmed attachment to a political 
candidate means in terms of their experience 
and their social context. This fuller picture 
of the "here and now" context is not given 
by variable relations. This, I believe, is a 
major shortcoming in variable analysis, inso- 
far as variable analysis seeks to explain 
meaningfully the disparate and local situa- 
tions with which it seems to be primarily 
concerned. 

The three shortcomings which I have 
noted in current variable research in our 
field are serious but perhaps not crucial. 
With increasing experience and maturity 
they will probably be successfully over- 
come. They suggest, however, the advisability 
of inquiring more deeply into the interesting 
and important question of how well variable 
analysis is suited to the study of human 
group life in its fuller dimensions. 

LIMITS OF VARIABLE ANALYSIS 

In my judgment, the crucial limit to the 
successful application of variable analysis 
to human group life is set by the process 
of interpretation or definition that goes on 
in human groups. This process, which I be- 
lieve to be the core of human action, gives 
a character to human group life that seems 
to be at variance with the logical premises 
of variable analysis. I wish to explain at 
some length what I have in mind. 

All sociologists-unless I presume too 
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much-recognize that human group activity 
is carried on, in the main, through a process 
of interpretation or definition. As human 
beings we act singly, collectively, and socie- 
tally on the basis of the meanings which 
things have for us. Our world consists of 
innumerable objects-home, church, job, col- 
lege education, a political election, a friend, 
an enemy nation, a tooth brush, or what 
not-each of which has a meaning on the 
basis of which we act toward it. In our activi- 
ties we wend our way by recognizing an 
object to be such and such, by defining the 
situations with which we are presented, by 
attaching a meaning to this or that event, 
and where need be, by devising a new mean- 
ing to cover something new or different. 
This is done by the individual in his personal 
action, it is done by a group of individuals 
acting together in concert, it is done in each 
of the manifold activities which together con- 
stitute an institution in operation, and it is 
done in each of the diversified acts which fit 
into and make up the patterned activity of 
a social structure or a society. We can and, 
I think, must look upon human group life 
as chiefly a vast interpretative process in 
which people, singly and collectively, guide 
themselves by defining the objects, events, 
and situations which they encounter. Regular- 
ized activity inside this process results from 
the application of stabilized definitions. Thus, 
an institution carries on its complicated ac- 
tivity through an articulated complex of such 
stabilized meanings. In the face of new 
situations or new experiences individuals, 
groups, institutions and societies find it neces- 
sary to form new definitions. These new defi- 
nitions may enter into the repertoire of stable 
meanings. This seems to be the characteristic 
way in which new activities, new relations, 
and new social structures are formed. The 
process of interpretation may be viewed as 
a vast digestive process through which the 
confrontations of experience are transformed 
into activity. While the process of interpre- 
tation does not embrace everything that 
leads to the formation of human group ac- 
tivity and structure, it is, I think, the chief 
means through which human group life goes 
on and takes shape. 

Any scheme designed to analyze human 
group life in its general character has to fit 
this process of interpretation. This is the 

test that I propose to apply to variable 
analysis. The variables which designate 
matters which either directly or indirectly 
confront people and thus enter into human 
group life would have to operate through 
this process of interpretation. The variables 
which designate the results or effects of the 
happenings which play upon the experience 
of people would be the outcome of the proc- 
ess of interpretation. Present-day variable 
analysis in our field is dealing predominantly 
with such kinds of variables. 

There can be no doubt that, when current 
variable analysis deals with matters or areas 
of human group life which involve the proc- 
ess of interpretation, it is markedly disposed 
to ignore the process. The conventional pro- 
cedure is to identify something which is 
presumed to operate on group life and treat 
it as an independent variable, and then to 
select some form of group activity as the 
dependent variable. The independent vari- 
able is put at the beginning part of the 
process of interpretation and the dependent 
variable at the terminal part of the process. 
The intervening process is ignored or, what 
amounts to the same thing, taken for granted 
as something that need not be considered. 
Let me cite a few typical examples: the 
presentation of political programs on the 
radio and the resulting expression of inten- 
tion to vote; the entrance of Negro residents 
into a white neighborhood and the resulting 
attitudes of the white inhabitants toward 
Negroes; the occurrence of a business de- 
pression and the resulting rate of divorce. 
In such instances-so common to variable 
analysis in our field-one's concern is with 
the two variables and not with what lies 
between them. If one has neutralized other 
factors which are regarded as possibly exer- 
cising influence on the dependent variable, 
one is content with the conclusion that the 
observed change in the dependent variable is 
the necessary result of the independent 
variable. 

This idea that in such areas of group life 
the independent variable automatically exer- 
cises its influence on the dependent variable 
is, it seems to me, a basic fallacy. There is 
a process of definition intervening between 
the events of experience presupposed by the 
independent variable and the formed be- 
havior represented by the dependent variable. 
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The political programs on the radio are in- 
terpreted by the listeners; the Negro invasion 
into the white neighborhood must be defined 
by the whites to have any effect on their 
attitudes; the many events and happenings 
which together constitute the business de- 
pression must be interpreted at their many 
points by husbands and wives to have any 
influence on marital relations. This interven- 
ing interpretation is essential to the outcome. 
It gives the meaning to the presentation that 
sets the response. Because of the integral 
position of the defining process between the 
two variables, it becomes necessary, it seems 
to me, to incorporate the process in the 
account of the relationship. Little effort is 
made in variable analysis to do this. Usually 
the process is completely ignored. Where the 
process is recognized, its study is regarded as 
a problem that is independent of the relation 
between the variables. 

The indifference of variable analysis to the 
process of interpretation is based apparently 
on the tacit assumption that the independent 
variable predetermines its interpretation. 
This assumption has no foundation. The 
interpretation is not predetermined by the 
variable as if the variable emanated its own 
meaning. If there is anything we do know, 
it is that an object, event or situation in 
human experience does not carry its own 
meaning; the meaning is conferred on it. 

Now, it is true that in many instances the 
interpretation of the object, event or situa- 
tion may be fixed, since the person or people 
may have an already constructed meaning 
which is immediately applied to the item. 
Where such stabilized interpretation occurs 
and recurs, variable analysis would have no 
need to consider the interpretation. One could 
merely say that as a matter of fact under 
given conditions the independent variable is 
followed by such and such a change in the 
dependent variable. The only necessary pre- 
caution would be not to assume that the 
stated relation between the variables was 
necessarily intrinsic and universal. Since any- 
thing that is defined may be redefined, the 
relation has no intrinsic fixity. 

Alongside the instances where interpreta- 
tion is made by merely applying stabilized 
meanings there are the many instances where 
the interpretation has to be constructed. 

These instances are obviously increasing in 
our changing society. It is imperative in the 
case of such instances for variable analysis 
to include the act of interpretation in its 
analytic scheme. As far as I can see, variable 
analysis shuns such inclusion. 

Now the question arises, how can variable 
analysis include the process of interpretation? 
Presumably the answer would be to treat the 
act of interpretation as an "intervening vari- 
able." But, what does this mean? If it means 
that interpretation is merely an intervening 
neutral medium through which the independ- 
ent variable exercises its influence, then, of 
course, this would be no answer. Interpre- 
tation is a formative or creative process in 
its own right. It constructs meanings which, 
as I have said, are not predetermined or de- 
termined by the independent variable. 

If one accepts this fact and proposes to 
treat the act of interpretation as a formative 
process, then the question arises how one is to 
characterize it as a variable. What quality 
is one to assign to it, what property or set 
of properties? One cannot, with any sense, 
characterize this act of interpretation in 
terms of the interpretation which it con- 
structs; one cannot take the product to stand 
for the process. Nor can one characterize the 
act of interpretation in terms of what enters 
into it-the objects perceived, the evalua- 
tions and assessments made of them, the 
cues that are suggested, the possible defi- 
nitions proposed by oneself or by others. 
These vary from one instance of interpreta- 
tion to another and, further, shift from point 
to point in the development of the act. This 
varying and shifting content offers no basis 
for making the act of interpretation into a 
variable. 

Nor, it seems to me, is the problem met 
by proposing to reduce the act of interpre- 
tation into component parts and work with 
these parts as variables. These parts would 
presumably have to be processual parts- 
such as perception, cognition, analysis, evalu- 
ation, and decision-making in the individual; 
and discussion, definition of one another's 
responses and other forms of social inter- 
action in the group. The same difficulty 
exists in making any of the processual parts 
into variables that exists in the case of the 
complete act of interpretation. 
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The question of how the act of interpreta- 
tion can be given the qualitative constancy 
that is logically required in a variable has so 
far not been answered. While one can devise 
some kind of a "more or less" dimension for 
it, the need is to catch it as a variable, or 
set of variables, in a manner which reflects 
its functioning in transforming experience 
into activity. This is the problem, indeed 
dilemma, which confronts variable analysis 
in our field. I see no answer to it inside the 
logical framework of variable analysis. The 
process of interpretation is not inconsequen- 
tial or pedantic. It operates too centrally in 
group and individual experience to be put 
aside as being of incidental interest. 

In addition to the by-passing of the process 
of interpretation there is, in my judgment, 
another profound deficiency in variable 
analysis as a scheme for analyzing human 
group life. The deficiency stems from the 
inevitable tendency to work with truncated 
factors and, as a result, to conceal or mis- 
represent the actual operations in human 
group life. The deficiency stems from the 
logical need of variable analysis to work with 
discrete, clean-cut and unitary variables. Let 
me spell this out. 

As a working procedure variable analysis 
seeks necessarily to achieve a clean identifi- 
cation of the relation between two variables. 
Irrespective of how one may subsequently 
combine a number of such identified rela- 
tions-in an additive manner, a clustering, 
a chain-like arrangement, or a "feedback" 
scheme--the objective of variable research 
is initially to isolate a simple and fixed rela- 
tion between two variables. For this to be 
done each of the two variables must be set 
up as a distinct item with a unitary quali- 
tative make-up. This is accomplished first by 
giving each variable, where needed, a simple 
quality or dimension, and second by separat- 
ing the variable from its connection with 
other variables through their exclusion or 
neutralization. 

A difficulty with this scheme is that the 
empirical reference of a true sociological vari- 
able is not unitary or distinct. When caught 
in its actual social character, it turns out 
to be an intricate and inner-moving complex. 
To illustrate, let me take what seems ostensi- 
bly to be a fairly clean-cut variable relation, 

namely between a birth control program and 
the birth rate of a given people. Each of 
these two variables-the program of birth 
control and the birth rate-can be given 
a simple discrete and unitary character. For 
the program of birth control one may choose 
merely its time period, or select some reason- 
able measure such as the number of people 
visiting birth control clinics. For the birth 
rate, one merely takes it as it is. Apparently, 
these indications are sufficient to enable the 
investigator to ascertain the relations be- 
tween the two variables. 

Yet, a scrutiny of what the two variables 
stand for in the life of the group gives us a 
different picture. Thus, viewing the program 
of birth control in terms of how it enters into 
the lives of the people, we need to note 
many things such as the literacy of the 
people, the clarity of the printed informa- 
tion, the manner and extent of its distribu- 
tion, the social position of the directors of 
the program and of the personnel, how the 
personnel act, the character of their instruc- 
tional talks, the way in which people define 
attendance at birth control clinics, the ex- 
pressed views of influential personages with 
reference to the program, how such person- 
ages are regarded, and the nature of the dis- 
cussions among people with regard to the 
clinics. These are only a few of the matters 
which relate to how the birth control program 
might enter into the experience of the people. 
The number is sufficient, however, to show 
the complex and inner-moving character of 
what otherwise might seem to be a simple 
variable. 

A similar picture is given in the case of 
the other variable-the birth rate. A birth 
rate of a people seems to be a very simple 
and unitary matter. Yet, in terms of what 
it expresses and stands for in group activity 
it is exceedingly complex and diversified. 
We need consider only the variety of social 
factors that impinge on and affect the sex 
act, even though the sex act is only one of 
the activities that set the birth rate. The 
self-conceptions held by men and by women, 
the conceptions of family life, the values 
placed on children, accessibility of men and 
women to each other, physical arrangements 
in the home, the sanctions given by estab- 
lished institutions, the code of manliness, the 
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pressures from relatives and neighbors, and 
ideas of what is proper, convenient and 
tolerable in the sex act-these are a few of 
the operating factors in the experience of 
the group that play upon the sex act. They 
suffice to indicate something of the complex 
body of actual experience and practice that 
is represented in and expressed by the birth 
rate of a human group. 

I think it will be found that, when con- 
verted into the actual group activity for 
which it stands, a sociological variable turns 
out to be an intricate and inner-moving com- 
plex. There are, of course, wide ranges of 
difference between sociological variables in 
terms of the extent of such complexity. 
Still, I believe one will generally find that 
the discrete and unitary character which the 
labeling of the variable suggests vanishes. 

The failure to recognize this is a source of 
trouble. In variable analysis one is likely 
to accept the two variables as the simple and 
unitary items that they seem to be, and to 
believe that the relation found between them 
is a realistic analysis of the given area of 
group life. Actually, in group life the rela- 
tion is far more likely to be between com- 
plex, diversified and moving bodies of activ- 
ity. The operation of one of these complexes 
on the other, or the interaction between them, 
is both concealed and misrepresented by the 
statement of the relation between the two 
variables. The statement of the variable rela- 
tion merely asserts a connection between 
abbreviated terms of reference. It leaves out 
the actual complexes of activity and the 
actual processes of interaction in which 
human group life has its being. We are here 
faced, it seems to me, by the fact that the 
very features which give variable analysis its 
high merit-the qualitative constancy of the 
variables, their clean-cut simplicity, their 
ease of manipulation as a sort of free counter, 
their ability to be brought into decisive rela- 
tion-are the features that lead variable 
analysis to gloss over the character of the 
real operating factors in group life, and the 
real interaction and relations between such 
factors. 

The two major difficulties faced by variable 
analysis point clearly to the need for a 
markedly different scheme of sociological 
analysis for the areas in which these diffi- 
culties arise. This is not the occasion to spell 

out the nature of this scheme. I shall merely 
mention a few of its rudiments to suggest how 
its character differs fundamentally from that 
of variable analysis. The scheme would be 
based on the premise that the chief means 
through which human group life operates 
and is formed is a vast, diversified process of 
definition. The scheme respects the empirical 
existence of this process. It devotes itself to 
the analysis of the operation and formation 
of human group life as these occur through 
this process. In doing so it seeks to trace 
the lines of defining experience through which 
ways of living, patterns of relations, and 
social forms are developed, rather than to 
relate these formations to a set of selected 
items. It views items of social life as articu- 
lated inside moving structures and believes 
that they have to be understood in terms 
of this articulation. Thus, it handles these 
items not as discrete things disengaged from 
their connections but, instead, as signs of a 
supporting context which gives them their 
social character. In its effort to ferret out 
lines of definition and networks of moving 
relation, it relies on a distinctive form of pro- 
cedure. This procedure is to approach the 
study of group activity through the eyes 
and experience of the people who have de- 
veloped the activity. Hence, it necessarily 
requires an intimate familiarity with this 
experience and with the scenes of its opera- 
tion. It uses broad and interlacing observa- 
tions and not narrow and disjunctive observa- 
tions. And, may I add, that like variable 
analysis, it yields empirical findings and 
"here-and-now" propositions, although in a 
different form. Finally, it is no worse off than 
variable analysis in developing generic knowl- 
edge out of its findings and propositions. 

In closing, I express a hope that my critical 
remarks about variable analysis are not mis- 
interpreted to mean that variable analysis 
is useless or makes no contribution to socio- 
logical analysis. The contrary is true. Vari- 
able analysis is a fit procedure for those areas 
of social life and formation that are not 
mediated by an interpretative process. Such 
areas exist and are important. Further, in the 
area of interpretative life variable analysis 
can be an effective means of unearthing 
stabilized patterns of interpretation which 
are not likely to be detected through the 
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direct study of the experience of people. 
Knowledge of such patterns, or rather of the 
relations between variables which reflect 
such patterns, is of great value for under- 
standing group life in its "here-and-now" 
character and indeed may have significant 
practical value. All of these appropriate uses 

give variable analysis a worthy status in our 
field. 

In view, however, of the current tendency 
of variable analysis to become the norm and 
model for sociological analysis, I believe it 
important to recognize its shortcomings and 
its limitations. 

MISANTHROPY AND POLITICAL IDEOLOGY* 

MORRIS ROSENBERG 

Cornell University 

POLITICAL research has shown that the 
individual's political ideology may be 
influenced by a number of different 

factors-his interpersonal relationships, 
group affiliations, "conditions of existence," 
personality characteristics, etc. There has 
been a tendency, however, to overlook the 
fact that attitudes toward human nature may 
also have some bearing on political attitudes 
and acts. 

There are several reasons for expecting 
misanthropism to be implicated in political 
attitudes. First, political ideologies often con- 
tain implicit assumptions about human nature 
(e.g., the democratic doctrine assumes that 
most citizens are sufficiently rational to 
govern themselves). Secondly, since a politi- 
cal system basically involves people in action, 
the individual's view of human nature is 
likely to be linked to his evaluation of how 
well the system actually works (e.g., the 
belief that political dishonesty is rife in 
a democracy may be based less upon actual 
knowledge of political corruption than upon 
the general conviction that nearly everyone 
is dishonest). Thirdly, the individual's stand 
on certain specific political questions may be 
influenced by his assumptions about the 
nature of man (e.g., the belief that men are 
fundamentally lazy and will not work with- 
out the prod of necessity may induce the 
individual to oppose a public relief program). 
In other words, faith in people may be related 

* The present report is part of a broader study 
of college students' values conducted at Cornell 
University under the direction of Edward A. Such- 
man, Robin M. Williams, Jr., Rose K. Goldsen and 
Morris Rosenberg. 

to attitudes toward the principles, practices, 
and policies of a political system. 

In the course of a study of college students' 
values conducted at Cornell University in 
1952, an attempt was made to investigate 
the relationship between misanthropy and 
political ideology. In order to range the 
respondents along the "faith in people" di- 
mension, we constructed a Guttman scale 
consisting of the following five items: 

1. Some people say that most people can be 
trusted. Others say you can't be too care- 
ful in your dealings with people. How do 
you feel about it? 

2. Would you say that most people are more 
inclined to help others or more inclined 
to look out for themselves? 

3. If you don't watch yourself, people will 
take advantage of you. 

4. No one is going to care much what hap- 
pens to you, when you get right down to it. 

5. Human nature is fundamentally coopera- 
tive. 

The coefficient of reproducibility of the 
"faith in people" scale was 92 per cent. In 
constructing this scale, a deliberate attempt 
was made to exclude items which could be 
construed as political in nature. The emphasis 
was on the respondent's feelings about people 
in general. 

In order to investigate the relationship 
between the individual's global attitude to- 
ward human nature and his political ideology, 
three aspects of political ideology were con- 

1 For a discussion of the logic of the Guttman 
methods, see S. A. Stouffer, et al., Measurement and 
Prediction, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1950, Chs. 3 and 6. 
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