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Preface

The idea for this Encyclopedia of Sociology was in
gestation for a long time. Probably the notion
arose when, as Sociology Advisory Editor for Rand
McNally and Company, I arranged for a series of
handbooks that were published in the 1960s and
1970s. This influential group of volumes covered
most of sociology, especially with the Handbook of
Modern Sociology (Robert E. L. Faris, 1964) as a key
volume. Other titles in the list included: Handbook
of Marriage and the Family (Harold T. Christensen,
1964); Handbook of Organizations (James G. March,
1965); Handbook of Socialization Theory and Research
(David A. Goslin, 1968); Handbook of Personality
Theory and Research (Edgar F. Borgatta & William
W. Lambert, 1968); Handbook on the Study of Social
Problems (Erwin O. Smigel, 1971); and Handbook of
Criminology (Daniel Glaser, 1974). Effectively, the
series functioned as an encyclopedia, especially
since there was additional related coverage al-
ready provided by the Handbook of Social Psychology
(Gardner Lindzey and Elliot Aronson, 1968). At
that time Macmillan’s International Encyclopedia of
the Social Sciences (David L. Sills, ed., 1968) was also
available, and a separate encyclopedia for sociolo-
gy seemed superfluous.

With time, however, as social-science research
and professional involvement grew, along with the
proliferation of subfields, each of the social and
behavioral sciences and, indeed, other specialties,
such as statistics, area studies, and applied areas,
developed useful encyclopedias. In the late 1970s I
talked about an encyclopedia of sociology with F.
E. (Ted) Peacock (F. E. Peacock Publishers, Inc.),
who encouraged the development of the project.

However, since it takes time for these things, it was
not until the early 1980s that I actually started
reflecting actively on what would need to be done,
and I sought advice on what actually would be
involved in such a project. Fortunately, Raymond
J. Corsini, a good friend with whom I had worked
on other matters, invited me to be an Associate
Editor for the Encyclopedia of Psychology (Corsini,
1984). I got a close look at what was involved in
undertaking a project of this magnitude and I was
persuaded that the task would be a feasible one for
sociology.

The field of sociology had been growing and
evolving rapidly in the post-World War II period.
Possibly the decades of the 1960s and 1970s will be
seen in retrospect as one of the periods of great
change for the discipline. Of course, different
people will judge past developments differently,
but some of the changes that have to be recognized
as important include the following:

First. Sociology, which August Comte had
blessed with the title of the “Queen of the Social
Sciences,” seemed to be losing much of the em-
pire. In particular, applied fields dealing with so-
cial behavior blossomed, but as they did so, soci-
ology seemed indifferent, uninvolved. The field of
social work developed its advanced degree pro-
grams and established research interests that soci-
ology relinquished as uninteresting because they
were “applied.” The field of industrial sociology
virtually disappeared as the interest in research
flourished in several specialties in psychology and
in schools of business and management. Interest
in the key institution, the family, was largely lost to
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the special applied organizations in that area. And
so it went in a number of other fields. The “Queen”
appeared indifferent, possibly with the exception
of the field of medical sociology, in which there
was considerable development.

Second. Technical training in sociology became
increasingly more demanding. When I taught the
first graduate course in statistics for sociology at
the New York University Graduate School in 1954,
it included regression analysis and factor analysis.
The reception and reputation was a bit like that
greeting the arrival of extraterrestrials. The title
(or epithet) “Factor Analyst” was definitely not
meant to be complimentary. Nevertheless, in the
1950s, the Social Science Research Council (SSRC)
and others supported the idea that the formal
theory and technical bases of the social sciences
required attention, and programs were initiated to
foster a greater appreciation of mathematics and
statistics. Particularly with the support of the Na-
tional Institutes of Mental Health (NIMH) gradu-
ate training grants, the University of Wisconsin,
the University of Michigan, and other centers
concentrated on “research methods” during and
following the 1960s. The discipline reflected this
focus in its journals. Sociology also became known
as the leader in research training in the social
sciences, with the new generation of scholars be-
coming conversant with statisticians, econometricians,
and psychometricians, and providing service to
history, political science, and anthropology. The
“Queen” again had some empire.

Third. The 1960s experienced the civil-rights
movement, the student movement, the feminist
movement, and, implicitly or explicitly, sociolo-
gists reacted to and sometimes participated active-
ly in these social movements. Challenges arose to
the “traditional” values of objective and “value
free” science in sociology. These challenges ranged
from positions asserting knowledge by intuition to
the posing of more serious epistemological ques-
tions. Attention was drawn to the fact that sociolo-
gy apparently had little utility in solving social
problems, aside from assisting in exposing them,
but, further, sociologists were often accused of not
studying complex problems because they were
limited and hampered by their methodologies. A
resurgence of interest in “qualitative” approaches
developed, which also provided a stimulus for a
reexamination of existing research approaches.

Fourth. At the same time, the scope of what
sociologists could accomplish more generally ex-
panded with technical development. Two of the
more prohibitive cost factors in research and schol-
arship have progressively been reduced, since the
development of computing packages made possi-
ble the elimination of computing clerks at the
same time that it made possible complex numeri-
cal and statistical analyses. Additionally, this devel-
opment eliminated time losses as the labor inten-
sive aspects were eliminated. Also, the availability
of word processing packages made it possible for
even the most helpless scholar to by-pass the secre-
tary or typing pool and get materials into a read-
able and revisable format. As these earlier “‘barri-
ers” to productivity were removed, presumably
the social sciences responded accordingly. In any
event, there has been a proliferation of journals,
and increasing collateral publication continues in
various media.

Fifth. The continued development of the field
of sociology can be marked by the increase of
special subfields. Aside from the increases in pub-
lication, the number of specialization sections in
the American Sociological Association (ASA) con-
tinues to grow, as do the Research Committees in
the International Sociological Association (ISA). A
reflection of this may be seen by glancing at the
topical coverage of Contemporary Sociology, the ASA
journal of book reviews.

This broadening of the field of sociology af-
fected the way topics were chosen for the Encyclo-
pedia of Sociology. In the early stages, a broad set of
topics was used to accumulate the important con-
cepts and subfields included in sociology. Initially,
the objective was to be as inclusive as possible and
to avoid errors of omission. A constant problem in
the process was that topics did not fit neatly into
only one broad category. Often they could fit as
easily into two, three, or four. In fact, the number
of broad categories became increasingly elastic,
but eventually these were reduced to seventeen,
corresponding to no known system of organiza-
tion other than expedience. The broad categories
did not have any obvious theoretical basis of divi-
sion, which was disconcerting, but represented the
pragmatic result of many revisions. Our Advisory
and Associate Editors participated in reviews of
the total set of categories or of selected subsets for
a few of the broad categories. It is fair to report
that while we often saw consensus in the process,

vi
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sometimes we felt that there was no effective way
to manage the procedure for selection of topics or
to satisfy every piece of advice, sound as it might
seem. At one point we had more than 1,700 poten-
tial entry titles. These eventually were consolidat-
ed into about 400 titles with notations of how
overlapping concepts were handled, how related
concepts were to be combined, and so forth. In
making the arrangements with authors, further
consolidation brought the final number of entries
to the 370 in this 4-volume set.

The process of defining topics, thus, while
driven by theoretical interests and strategic repre-
sentations of the field, ultimately resulted in a
pragmatic and eclectic product. Thus some topics
became very comprehensive while others have
more specific content. In areas where there is
intensive attention by sociologists, such as social
stratification, race and ethnic studies, gender, medi-
cal sociology, and aging, coverage by authors may
overlap in a way that provides emphasis.

Other factors that guided the formulation of
entry topics included defining the audience for
whom the encyclopedia was intended. It was ex-
pected that sociologists would read about areas
with which they were not familiar, but we wanted
the materials to be useful to other scholars and
professionals who need information about topics
in sociology. Further, encyclopedias are gold mines
for students, and so a central concern was that
articles could be read and understood by younger
and uninitiated persons looking for a first intro-
duction to a sociological topic. This latter message
was communicated to authors, and in large part it
has been possible to provide presentations that

will reach a broad range of literate audiences.
There are some obvious exceptions. In some tech-
nical areas the presentations, while self-contained
and elegantly presented, do require a preexisting
knowledge base in order to be fully understood by
the readers.

OcroBeR 1991
EDGAR F. BORGATTA, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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Pretace for Second Edition

After the Encyclopedia of Sociology had been in
print only three years, we began to receive inquir-
ies about when there would be a revised edition.
This was surprising given that the Encyclopedia was
so well received, that its distribution had been
much broader than even optimistic supporters of
the project had anticipated, and that the articles
were largely broad reviews and summaries of areas
of knowledge in sociology. However, some areas
in sociology changed quickly during the last dec-
ade as we approached the Millennium so that
interest in a recapitulation and updating did not
seem inappropriate. In addition, the social sci-
ences appear to have softened their borders, and
thus we realized that a substantial and thoughtful
addition of titles would add breadth and depth to
the Encyclopedia.

August Comte’s description of sociology as
the “queen” of the social sciences seems to have
been awakened in a new generation, and the rele-
vance of sociology to the social and behavioral
sciences has been renewed. We took seriously our
obligation to improve the representation of the
areas of sociology in this edition of the Encyclope-
dia. The Encyclopedia was greatly improved through
the input of Advisory Editors and authors who
identified new content areas and titles that should
be included and indicated which titles could be
eliminated or consolidated. Some provided com-
prehensive reviews of the Encyclopedia’s scope and
coverage, as well as reviews of the content of many
individual articles. Suggestions for additional titles
for the revised Encyclopedia accumulated to a list of
over 80 concepts and themes, resulting in the

addition of 66 new titles, but in addition some of
the revised articles also included substantially new
and expanded topics.

With the help of the Advisory Editors and
quite a few authors, we reviewed articles and sec-
tors of coverage to determine what changes would
be important in a new edition. We distilled the
major points of emphasis provided by reviews and
user comments, and incorporated them into the
guidelines for revision provide to authors.

Reflecting the kind of question that comes up
so often in sociology doctoral exams, reviewers
repeatedly asked us why a particular article was
included in an encyclopedia of sociology. Authors
who are expert in a particular subject area assume
too frequently that readers will know their topic’s
relevance for sociology. To guard against this we
asked authors to note the sociological relevance of
the topic and to show how it fit into not only the
scheme of sociological knowledge but also social
and behavioral knowledge in general. As a conse-
quence, most articles have been expanded.

Authors, experts in their fields, often concen-
trate on the knowledge and the issues within their
field but do not give sufficient attention to the
practical value of that knowledge, particularly how
itis important for policy formation and in applica-
tions to everyday life. Of course, this is a comment
often made about academic scholars in general,
namely, that they sometimes forget that an impor-
tant reason for research and the accumulation of
knowledge is to provide bases for useful and in-
formed applications.

X
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Reviewers raised another theme. Articles of-
ten did a wonderful job of summarizing knowl-
edge but did not indicate what to expect from
future endeavors in the field. In other words, what
areas need more attention in scholarship and re-
search to expand the knowledge in a given field?
While this kind of presentation is speculative, we
reminded authors of the need to give direction for
future work.

An additional theme for the revised edition is
one that is temporally controlled. There is no way
that references can provide more information than
what already has been published. Updating con-
tent is important, but equally important is provid-
ing information about easily accessible general
resources for those who want to go beyond the
relatively brief discussions in the Encyclopedia. We
reminded authors that the purpose of the refer-
ence section is to provide users with an opportuni-
ty to explore the area further. Academic scholars
can too easily become exhaustive bibliographers.
Thus, we asked authors to give special attention to
providing direction rather than overwhelming the
reader, and we are impressed that most authors
have been extremely successful in this task. In
addition to the work of the authors, the profes-
sional sociological staff of the Encyclopedia pre-
pared for some article a short list of additional
references to broaden the scope of coverage and

provide additional transitions to related concepts.
We updated and provided new references for 20
articles from the earlier edition of the Encyclope-
dia.

Finally, reviewers commented that some of
the presentations in the first edition were too
brief, and some topics were too narrowly drawn.
Thus, some topics have been combined, some
topics have been eliminated and the content incor-
porated into related broader articles, and many
articles have been expanded to cover neglected
aspects of a topic and to provide greater detail for
a more well-rounded presentation. Thirty-nine ti-
tles were eliminated and incorporated into more
substantial articles, but some additional titles were
changed when the original topic was expanded. In
summary, there were 370 articles in the original
edition, 39 were eliminated and 66 new articles
were added, resulting in 397 in this revised edition.

In short, we have greatly improved the breadth
and depth of coverage in the Encyclopedia, and we
have paid particular attention to those articles that
relate to other social and behavioral sciences. We
have substantially increased the content of the
Encyclopedia in this edition, and we have made
every effort to ensure that the content is current,
accurate, and representative of the field.

Epcar F. BorGaTTA, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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ABORTION

See Family Planning; Pregnancy and Pregnancy
Termination.

ACCULTURATION
See Ethnicity.

ADDICTION
See Alcohol; Drug Abuse.

ADOLESCENCE

Recognition of the life stage between childhood
and adulthood as a subject of modern scientific
inquiry began in the early twentieth century with
the publication of Antonio Marro’s La Puberta
(1898) and G. Stanley Hall’s highly influential
compendium Adolescence (1904). Although Hall’s
book represented an initial effort to describe ado-
lescence, it nevertheless resonated with themes
already familiar among scholars and the public. In
Europe, romantic conceptions of a sexually charged,
troubled youth (e.g., in Rousseau’s Emile) circulat-
ed among the socially concerned. In America, an
established tradition of cautionary literature em-
phasized the impressionable nature of young peo-
ple and their vulnerability to sin (e.g., in the essays
and sermons of Cotton Mather). Hall incorporat-
ed many of these ideas into a Darwinian frame-
work to conjure an “adolescence” recognizable to

his readers (Ross 1972). Although the work is
viewed as a curious and difficult amalgam today, it
nevertheless emphasized themes that continue to
shape the study of youth.

Hall viewed adolescence through the lens of
Ernst Haeckel’s biogenetic principle, which holds
that the human life span recapitulates the phases
of human biological and social evolution (Gould
1977). Hall maintained that late childhood corre-
sponds to a period of peaceful savagery in the
distant past, whereas adolescence represents a
“neo-atavistic” period of migration into a chal-
lenging environment, which prompted physical,
social, and psychological conflict and growth. This
characterization of the adolescent, as troubled by
all-encompassing turmoil, was contested early in
the twentieth century by prominent behavioral
scientists such as Edwin Thorndike (1917) and has
been repeatedly challenged since then, perhaps
most famously by Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age
in Samoa (1928) (but see Freeman 1983; Coté
1994). Likewise, sociologists such as Robert and
Helen Lynd (1929) and August Hollingshead (1949)
found little evidence of pervasive trouble among
the youth of Middletown or ElImtown. Contempo-
rary behavioral scientists take a more moderate
view than Hall’s, depicting adolescence as a time of
both change and continuity (e.g., Douvan and
Adelson 1966). Nevertheless, the study of adoles-
cence has been indelibly marked by the “storm
and stress”” motif.

Hall also maintained that adolescents are highly
responsive to adult guidance. Drawing on work by
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Edward Cope, a leading American proponent of
the biogenetic principle, he believed that the influ-
ence of the environment in producing acquired
characteristics that were then transmissible by he-
redity was greatest during adolescence. The impli-
cation of this Lamarckian view was momentous:
The future development of the human race de-
pended on improvements in the adolescent (Hall
1904, v. 1, p. 50). Indeed, as a leader of the Child
Study Movement, Hall forcefully argued for col-
laborative efforts between pedagogy and the emerg-
ing discipline of psychology, creating schools that
push adolescents to their physical and mental
limits, and effect the “moral rejuvenation” of youth,
society, and indeed the human race. A view of
adolescence as a source of manifold revitalization
was especially appealing to Hall’s readership, a
Gilded Age middle class weary from concern over
urbanization and the perceived cultural and eu-
genic threats posed by large-scale immigration
into the United States (Kett 1977; Ross 1972). The
view that adults can constructively regulate the
socialization of youth is reflected in continuing
scientific and public interest in the settings of
youth (e.g., the workplace) and their implications
for development.

Hall’s Adolescence was an interdisciplinary work,
and drew from a wide range of sources, including
writings by early sociologists such as Auguste
Comte, Herbert Spencer, Gustave Le Bon, and
Adolphe Quételet. The interdisciplinary study of
youth remains an important theme, with many
fields recognizing adolescence as a significant area
of inquiry, including psychology (Petersen 1988),
history (Modell and Goodman 1990), and anthro-
pology (Schlegel and Barry 1991). Yet each disci-
pline has its unique presuppositions and focal
points. Psychologists tend to focus on adolescents’
cognitive, motivational, and emotional capacities;
their maturation (often along universalistic lines,
as one finds in the work of Piaget and Erikson),
their interrelationships, and how they are shaped
by experiences in proximal settings, including the
family, peer group, school, and workplace. An-
thropologists and historians focus on the range of
experiences that adolescence encompasses across
cultures and through historical time: the existence

of the adolescent life phase, its distinctive social
and cultural traditions, and interrelationships
among youth, other age groups, and social institutions.

Sociological studies of adolescence often over-
lap with these concerns, reflecting interests in the
social settings of youth and their implications for
the self, as well as variability in this stage of life
across societies and through historical time. Yet
sociologists have also maintained a unique view by
drawing on the life course paradigm as an analytic
framework. The life course focuses on age-graded
roles, opportunities, and constraints; how these
differ through historical time, and how they shape
the biography. The analytic focus is on the struc-
tural complexity and diversity of social settings
through time and place, as well as the plasticity of
humans in these settings (Dannefer 1984).

The remainder of this entry will focus on three
distinctive features of adolescence as viewed from
a life-course perspective (see Table 1). The first
feature concerns adolescence as a life phase in
historical perspective: Has adolescence been a
recognized part of the life course through histori-
cal time? And how have the factors that mark the
transition both into and out of adolescence changed?
Implicit in the concept of markers that distinguish
adolescence from childhood and adulthood is the
rate of movement from one phase to the next.
Accordingly, the second feature concerns how
quickly young people move through the adoles-
cent role set and the social circumstances that
promote an accelerated life course.

The third feature focuses on the central role
of institutionalized pathways through adolescence.
In this context, pathways refer to routes from
childlike dependence on the family of origin to the
autonomies of adulthood. At the same time, indi-
viduals actively construct their lives. Within the
structured pathways from childhood to adulthood,
how do adolescents actively shape their biogra-
phies? Throughout this essay, social historical ac-
counts are presented to underscore the highly
variable nature of adolescence in the last two
centuries; in turn, these accounts are juxtaposed
with current sociological efforts to understand the
social worlds of youth. The entry concludes by
considering the dual role of sociologists in the
study of adolescence: To contribute to substantive
debates about the place of youth in society, but
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Adolescence As a Phase of the Life Course

Features of Adolescence

Core Idea

1. Adolescence in social historical perspective

A. Historical permanence of adolescence

B. The boundaries of adolescence

(1) From childhood to adolescence

(2) From adolescence to adulthood

Variability in the adolescent experience can be studied through the
social history of youth.

Adolescence is a semi-autonomous phase of life that is not of
modern origin. Adolescence is always changing in response to
social forces.

Adolescence is differentiated from childhood and adulthood by
transition markers and roles.

The pubertal transition was not always a critical marker between
childhood and adolescence.

The transition markers have been compressed and their sequence
has become more complex.

2. Pace of movement through adolescent roles

Social stressors may promote rapid movement into, through, and
out of adolescent roles.

3. Pathways through adolescence

A. Pathways in the school

B. Pathways in the workplace

C. Agency in pathways

Table 1

also to identify how the contours of these debates
are themselves the products of social forces.

Two additional features of adolescence are
not covered in this entry. One involves the social
relationships of youth, a subject that has been
examined from several vantage points. Consider-
able attention has been devoted to the “sociometric”
properties of peer relationships, mapping out af-
filiations among young people in high schools (see
Hallinan and Smith, 1989 for a contribution to this
tradition). Relatedly, sociologists have also exam-
ined the typical personalities, behavioral patterns,
and group identities of youth as they reflect re-
sponses to the social organization of the high
school and this phase of life (e.g., Matza 1964).
Sociologists have also focused on youth and their
intergenerational relationships: How youth are
integrated into adult society (for example, see
Coleman 1994), how they and their parents inter-
relate (for a useful review, see Dornbusch 1989),
and how youth serve as agents of social change (for

Pathways direct youth through social positions in organizations.

This pathway is defined by the transition to 8th grade, tracks, and
transitions out of high school.

This pathway is defined by the adolescent work career: extent of
work involvement, quality of work, and fit with other roles and life
goals.

Adolescent planfulness is a critical resource with which to actively
negotiate the life course.

a classic statement, see Mannheim 1928/1952).
The second feature is juvenile delinquency (see
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY).

ADOLESCENCE AS A LIFE PHASE

Each phase of life reflects social norms and institu-
tional constraints and serves as a principal source
of identity for the individual by specifying appro-
priate behaviors and roles (Elder 1980). The study
of adolescence as a life phase requires that it be
situated in the life course, that its distinctive fea-
tures be identified in comparison to both child-
hood and adulthood. Indeed, adolescence is fre-
quently depicted as a transitional period of
semiautonomy, reflecting movement from the com-
plete dependence of children on their parents to
the establishment of one’s own livelihood and
family in adulthood (e.g., Kett 1974; Katz 1979;
Gillis 1974). Yet the study of adolescence as a life
phase also requires that it be situated in history,
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that the changing norms and institutions that shape
adolescence be identified, and correspondingly,
that the changing nature of adolescent semiautonomy
be recognized. Within this frame of life-stage analy-
sis, social scientists have studied the historical
permanence of adolescence and the factors that
have circumscribed this phase of life, marking its
beginning and end.

‘“Adolescence” in historical time. Initial ef-
forts to interpret the social history of youth con-
cluded that adolescence did not exist before the
modernization of societies (modernization refers
to a constellation of societal changes thought to
mark a break with previous forms of social organi-
zation: rapid technological changes, the emergence
of market economies, urbanization, industrializa-
tion, the decline of agricultural life, secularization,
broad-based political participation, the use of cur-
rency, and the spread of science [Kleiman 1998]).
Norbert Elias (1994) suggested that children and
adults became increasingly distinct in their behav-
iors as etiquette became more widespread and
refined, particularly with the collapse of feudal
societies. Indeed, Elias implied that the life span
recapitulates the history of manners, an instance
of Haeckel’s biogenetic law.

More focused on youth was Philippe Ariés’s
path-setting Centuries of Childhood (1962). Drawing
on a diverse array of evidence—including art his-
tory, linguistics, and literature—Ariés argued that
in medieval times children merged directly into
adult roles starting at around seven years of age.
Medieval society distinguished between adults and
nonadults, but, in the latter category, distinctions
were not maintained between children and adoles-
cents. Most medieval and premodern children did
not attend school, but were incorporated into
adult life as quickly as possible by way of daily
interactions with their elders in tightly knit com-
munities. The few youth who did attend school
remained integrated in adult society by way of a
vocational curriculum designed largely to train
lawyers and the clergy. According to Ariés, begin-
ning as early as the sixteenth century, a wide range
of factors—from Cartesianism to technological
advancements—led to the prolongation of child-
hood and the emergence of adolescence as a life
phase. Youth were to be educated in age-segregat-
ed settings according to curricula that were less
concerned with vocational training. With this pro-
longation of education and segregation from the

adult world, adolescence emerged as a distinct
age-graded identity.

Like Hall’s Adolescence, Ariés’s work was read
by a receptive audience (Ben-Amos 1995). The
prominent functionalist Kingsley Davis (1944) had
already argued that the transmission of adult norms
and values took less time in “simpler” societies.
Similarly, in his highly influential The Lonely Crowd,
David Riesman (1950) argued that children could
assume adult roles in tradition-directed societies
(see also Eisenstadt 1956). But Ariés was unique in
his use of the historical record, and his work was a
point of departure for the social history of child-
ren and adolescence that subsequently emerged in
the 1970s (e.g., Demos 1970; Gillis 1974). Accord-
ingly, some commentators maintained that adoles-
cence was “discovered” or “invented” in the eight-
eenth century, as shown in part by more precise
distinctions among words like “child,” “adoles-
cent,” and “youth” (e.g., Musgrove 1964). Yet a
linguistic analysis says little about the historical
permanence of adolescence as a set of transitional
experiences marked by semiautonomy between
childhood and adulthood. Indeed, many of Ariés’s
arguments have been seriously contested, includ-
ing his description of education in medieval and
Renaissance Europe and his lack of appreciation
for the semiautonomous roles youth often played
in these societies as servants or apprentices (e.g.,
Davis 1975).

The guiding principle of most contemporary
social historical research is that adolescence re-
flects ever-changing values and societal structures,
encompassing demographic, political, economic,
and social realities. For example, Kett (1977) views
American adolescence as a set of behaviors im-
posed on youth beginning in the late nineteenth
century. This imposition was justified by “psycho-
logical laws” (e.g., the necessity of religious deci-
sion during adolescence) freighted with middle-
class concerns over the dangers of cities, immi-
grants, bureaucracies, and the pace of social change.
Not surprisingly, social historians have detected
“different adolescences” in diverse settings de-
fined by historical time and place.

Reflecting a continuing engagement with Ariés,
a focal point of social historical research has been
the experience of adolescence before, during, and
after the emergence of industrialism. An overview
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of research on England highlights the contingent
nature of adolescence as a social category. Two
realities were prominent in defining adolescence
in premodern England (Gillis 1974). First, child-
ren of all social classes were often sent out of their
household of origin to become servants for anoth-
er family at about age seven. “Binding out” coin-
cided with the adoption of adult dress and codes of
behavior, although the young person was viewed
as neither fully adult nor child. Rather, this prac-
tice marked a form of semiautonomy: they partici-
pated in the labor market and resided outside
their parents’ home, but they did not marry and
they were not financially independent.

Second, marriage was often linked with the
establishment of an independent household. The
timing of this transition, which marked full adult-
hood, was in turn determined by when the father
conveyed dowries for daughters and annuities or
land to sons. Although the specifics of inheritance
were often far more complex than the rule of
primogeniture would suggest (Stone 1979), the
net result was that marriage was typically post-
poned among the poor and lower-middle classes
(thatis, most of society) until young people were in
their late twenties, with males marrying about two
years later than females. For the proportion of the
population that never married (about one in five),
the commencement of adulthood hinged on occu-
pational achievements and financial independence,
which probably took place in the late twenties as well.

The coming of industrialism changed the ado-
lescent experience dramatically. Reactions to in-
dustrialism differed greatly by class and were com-
plicated by a wide array of factors. For many strata
of society, however, economic livelihood was often
enhanced by encouraging several wage laborers
within the family (Gillis 1974). In turn, wage labor
was a strong force in creating new and popular
pathways into marriage. Concerns over inherit-
ance were less common than in the earlier period,
and kin ties were defined along more pragmatic
lines that allowed youth greater freedom to marry
and to establish a household. The absence of
strong patriarchal control and new-found pocket
money led many youth to courting and consump-
tion patterns that shocked their elders. A new
adolescence had emerged.

This broad-brush view varied in important
ways from place to place, among social classes, and

by gender (for related accounts of the English
experience, see Anderson 1971; Musgrove 1964;
Smelser 1959; for the Continental experience, see
Mittauer and Sieder 1982; for the American expe-
rience see Demos 1970; Handlin and Handlin
1971; Hareven 1982; Kett 1977; Prude 1983). Yet
it is instructive for two reasons. First, most schol-
ars now agree that as a transitional stage of
semiautonomy, adolescence existed before the
emergence of modern societies, although it had
distinctive “premodern” characteristics. For ex-
ample, premodern adolescence was typically not a
period of identity formation, as Erik Erikson’s
(1963) putatively universal model of psychosocial
development maintains (Mitterauer 1992). Young
people knew their occupational and educational
futures, their parents arranged both their mar-
riages and home-leaving, and the realities of inher-
itance, fecundity, and infant mortality dictated
their reproductive behaviors. Furthermore, for
most youth, few real political or religious options
presented themselves. Although there are record-
ed instances of youth riots in urban areas and
many adolescents and young adults were active in
the Protestant Reformation, political and religious
beliefs generally reflected the traditions and cus-
toms of the locale.

Second, although adolescence existed in
preindustrial times, historians such as Ariés main-
tain too sharp a distinction between premodern
and modern phases of the life course (Ben-Amos
1995). The adolescences of both the preindustrial
and contemporary West are not entirely dissimi-
lar, suggesting that there are distinctly “modern”
features of preindustrial adolescence and “tradi-
tional” features of contemporary adolescence. For
example, many adolescents of both periods lack a
parent. In seventeenth-century England, life ex-
pectancy was approximately thirty-two years, so
that many youth, born when the mother was in her
early to mid-twenties, lacked atleast one parent. In
contemporary society, parental separation is not
uncommon through the early life course. For ex-
ample, among cohorts born between 1967 and
1973, about 20 percent of white males and 60
percent of black males have lived in a mother-
only family between birth and age 15 (Hill et al.
1999). Parental separation and absence today is a
substitute for the parental mortality of the
premodern period.
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Similarly, the adolescence of both historical
eras was a drawn-out process. Because of ear-
ly home-leaving and late marriage, preindustrial
adolescence in England spanned two decades.
In contemporary times, it is commonly asserted
that the span between puberty and the transition
to adulthood is excessive because of delays in
school completion, marriage, and home-leaving.
Indeed, some sociologists have suggested adding a
“postadolescence’” stage to the life course (e.g.,
Hurrelmann 1989). Although the duration of ado-
lescence today appears extended against the back-
drop of the early to mid-twentieth century, it is
nevertheless brief when compared to preindustrial
adolescence (about twelve versus twenty years).

In short, adolescence traces back to at least the
High Middle Ages in the West, but its form and
content have been remarkably responsive to social
setting (Mitterauer 1992). Furthermore, one often
observes both similarities and differences among
the “adolescences” defined by historical time
and place.

The transition from childhood to adolescence.
Sociologists have not studied the transition to
adolescence extensively, perhaps because it is typi-
cally equated with the onset of puberty, which
strongly reflects individual differences in genetics,
nutrition, and physical exertion (Tanner 1978).
This lack of interest is unfortunate, as the effects of
these factors on pubertal timing have always been
conditioned by social circumstances (e.g., improve-
ments in nutrition diffused through many socie-
ties on the basis of class and urban-rural distinc-
tions; see Mitterauer 1992).

In any event, historical analyses suggest that
puberty was not always the primary marker of the
transition to adolescence. By today’s standards,
physical changes associated with puberty occurred
notably later in the premodern and early modern
periods. For example, the average age of menar-
che was about fifteen for girls in early eighteenth-
century America and final height was not attained
among men until around age twenty-five (Kett
1977). Sources from mid-sixteenth century Eu-
rope suggest even later dates and a much more
gradual progression of physical changes than is
observed today (for a review of earlier sources and
their critical evaluation, see Tanner 1981).

In the premodern period, young people were
probably viewed as semi-autonomous when they

were sent to other households as servants or ap-
prentices (often between ages seven and ten).
Other local customs (such as religious confirma-
tion and conversion, and membership in a wide
array of village groups) also marked the end of
childhood, and these frequently occurred before
the pubertal transition. Thus historical evidence
suggests that physical changes associated with pu-
berty were not prominent factors that distinguished
children from adolescents, and this generalization
may be valid into the mid-nineteenth century,
when improvements in nutrition began to take
hold for large segments of society. Indeed, the
pubertal transition often represented an impor-
tant step into adult roles. Before the mid-nine-
teenth century, puberty in America was associated
with a sense of rising power and energy and the
ability to assume adult work responsibilities. It was
largely after the Civil War that puberty came to
represent a vulnerable and awkward stage closely
associated with the adolescence of today (Kett 1977).

The transition from adolescence to young
adulthood. A range of “transition markers” are
typically used to indicate movement out of adoles-
cence and into adulthood. These include leaving
school, starting a full-time job, leaving the home of
origin, getting married, and becoming a parent.
These markers can not be used uncritically, howev-
er, because their relevance in defining stages of
the life course changes through historical periods
(Mitterauer 1992). Furthermore, although young
people in the contemporary West rely on these
markers to distinguish between adolescence and
adulthood, they also draw on other criteria, includ-
ing cognitive self-sufficiency, emotional self-reli-
ance, and behavioral self-control (Arnett and Taber
1994). Nevertheless, most sociological research
has focused on these transition markers and has
generated valuable insights about the changing
life course. Paradoxically, many commentators ar-
gue that markers of the transition from adoles-
cence to adulthood have become both more stand-
ardized and variable.

Standardization: The compression of transi-
tion markers. Standardization reflects the increas-
ing importance of age-grading and is seen in the
increasing “compactness’” of transition markers,
particularly the ages of school completion, first
job, and marriage. Theorists argue that the organi-
zation of public services, transfer payments, and
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employment opportunities according to age ren-
ders the life course more orderly and calculable
(Beck 1992; Kohli 1986). Also, as the state in-
creased the number of rights that an individual
could claim on a universalistic, standardized basis,
it also restricted the individual’s right to organize
many aspects of life (e.g., with respect to education
and entry into, and exit from, the labor market)
(Buchmann 1989).

Evidence from historical demography suggests
that the transition to adulthood has indeed be-
come more standardized. Examining the preva-
lence of different female life-course patterns (e.g.,
spinster, dying mother, widowed mother) among
cohorts of women born between 1830 and 1920,
Uhlenberg (1969) observes a convergence on the
“typical” pattern, involving marriage, having child-
ren, and surviving with husband until age 55.
Among women born in 1830, about 21 percent
experienced this “typical” pattern in contrast to
about 57 percent of women born in 1920. In
addition, the age range in which women typically
married and had children narrowed. The primary
factor promoting standardization of the life course
was improvement in mortality due to the manage-
ment of contagious and infectious diseases such as
smallpox, typhoid and scarlet fever, diphtheria,
and measles. Similarly, the time it took 80 percent
of both men and women to leave the household of
origin, marry, and establish their own households
decreased markedly between 1880 and 1970 among
those who experienced these transitions (Modell
et al. 1976). A considerable body of evidence
suggests that the transition to adulthood was stand-
ardized between about 1830 and 1960, as meas-
ured by a constriction of the time in which most
people pass through a range of transition markers
(for further discussion, see Shanahan forthcoming).

Theoreticians have emphasized the critical role
of “modernity” in explaining this long-term pat-
tern, but this formulation, with its connotation of a
monotonic pace and continuous process, has not
been supported by empirical study. Instead, age
standardization has been affected by historically
specific conditions, including improvements in
health (Uhlenberg 1969) and age-grading in the
school system (Hogan 1981). And as historians
have noted, legal reforms, public debates about
the rights and responsibilities of age groups, and
cultural innovations have come into play at differ-
ent times and with varying degrees of import (Kett

1977; Modell 1989; Zelizer 1994). Evidence thus
points to a long-term trend of compression of the
transition markers, but that trend reflects mani-
fold factors proceeding at an uneven pace.

Variability: The complex sequencing of tran-
sition markers. Variability is found in the increas-
ing complexity of role overlap and sequencing
during the transition to adulthood. Theorists of
modernity maintain that as individuals were freed
from the traditional constraints of family and lo-
cale, they were able to exercise more agency in the
construction of their biographies (e.g., Beck 1992;
Giddens 1991). Consistent with these arguments,
Modell, Furstenberg, and Hershberg (1976) ob-
serve that as transition markers occurred in briefer
periods of time, they exhibited greater diversity in
their sequencing. Between 1880 and 1970, the
familial and nonfamilial transition markers increas-
ingly overlapped, creating variability in the transi-
tion to adulthood in the form of more sequence
patterns of school completion, leaving home, start-
ing a family and career, and becoming a parent.

Hogan (1981) provides important empirical
evidence for variability in the sequencing of mark-
ers among cohorts born between 1907 and 1946.
The percentage of men experiencing an “interme-
diate nonnormative” order of transition markers
(beginning work before completing school or mar-
riage before beginning work but after school com-
pletion) increased from about 20 percent in the
cohorts born between 1907 and 1912 to about 30
percent for men born in 1951. The prevalence of
“extreme nonnormative” ordering (marriage be-
fore school completion) increased from less than
10 percent among cohorts born between 1907 and
1911 to over 20 percent for cohorts born between
1924 and 1947. “Modernity” has a large negative
effect on the prevalence of the normative pattern,
but a large positive effect on the prevalence of the
extreme nonnormative pattern. That is, in histori-
cal times marked by greater educational attain-
ment, lower infant mortality, greater longevity,
and fewer youth in the adult labor market, men are
more likely to make extremely nonnormative tran-
sitions to adulthood. Evidence thus suggests a
trend toward individualization of the life course as
found in the increased variability in the sequencing
and overlap of transitions (for further discussion,
see Shanahan forthcoming).
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THE ACCELERATED LIFE COURSE AND
ADOLESCENCE

A conception of adolescence as bounded by mark-
ers implies a normative rate of movement through
roles that indicate childhood, adolescence, and
adulthood. Accordingly, influential accounts of
youth view adolescence as a transitory period,
marking normatively paced movement from child-
like to adult roles (e.g., Linton 1942). The indi-
vidual is construed as more or less adultlike de-
pending on the acquisition of symbols, the provision
of opportunities, and demands for responsibility
that indicate adulthood. With respect to the sec-
ond decade of life, behavioral scientists recognize
three forms of an accelerated life course, reflect-
ing the nonnormatively rapid (1) transition into
adolescence, (2) movement through adolescence,
and (3) transition into adulthood. These manifes-
tations of the accelerated life course are frequently
linked to stressors operating on the parents and
the young person.

Precocious youth represent an early form of
accelerated life course in American history. Since
at least the mid-eighteenth century, some young
people have been portrayed as astonishingly adult-
like in their intellectual, moral, physical, and social
capacities. Early American history is replete with
admiration for youth who grew up in log cabins
only to rise to high levels of prominence while still
young, a rise often linked to exceptional talents
exhibited in childhood. Yet precocity was also
viewed as an inconvenience. Thus, the father of an
eleven-year-old graduate from Yale at the end of
the eighteenth century lamented that his son was
“in no way equipped to do much of anything”
(Graff 1995, p. 47). Instances such as these became
rare as the social institutions of youth became age-
graded, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century.

In contemporary times, an accelerated life
course may reflect an early transition to adoles-
cence. For example, Belsky and his colleagues
(1991) have proposed a sociobiological model of
early menarche and sexual activity. According to
this model, high levels of stress during childhood—
reflecting marital discord, inconsistent and harsh
parenting, and inadequate financial resources—
lead to aggression and depression in late child-
hood, which in turn foster early puberty and sexu-
al activity. In contrast, children whose families

enjoy spousal harmony, adequate financial resourc-
es, and sensitive, supportive parenting tend to
experience a later onset of puberty and sexual
activity. That is, depending on environmental cues
about the availability and predictability of resourc-
es (broadly defined), development follows one of
two distinct reproductive strategies.

Empirical studies provide partial support for
this model. Menarche occurs earlier among girls
who live in mother-only households or with stepfa-
thers. Conflict in parent-child relationships or low
levels of warmth are also associated with earlier
menarche (Ellis and Graber forthcoming; Graber,
Brooks-Gunn, and Warren 1995; Surbey 1990).
Drawing on longitudinal data, Moffitt and her
colleagues (1992) report that family conflict and
the absence of a father in childhood lead to earlier
menarche, although this relationship is not medi-
ated by any psychological factors examined in
their study. Research findings to date, however,
are open to genetic interpretation. It may be that
early-maturing mothers transmit a genetic predis-
position toward early puberty and the same genes
produce traits in the mother that affect parenting
(Rowe forthcoming) finds some support for both
models. Maccoby (1991) suggests an additional
class of explanations, namely that these findings
reflect social psychological processes (e.g., the ado-
lescent’s imitation of the mother’s permissiveness).

The accelerated life course may also involve
the rapid assumption of autonomy not typically
associated with adolescent roles. This form may
appear in the adoption of the parent role by
adolescents in their family of origin, what Minuchin
(1974) refers to as the “parental child.” Children
and adolescents may respond to the family’s emo-
tional and practical needs through activities such
as serving as a confidant to a parent, mediating
family disputes, and the extensive parenting of
younger siblings. Young people may assume re-
sponsibilities such as these in single, working-
parent homes, which can have positive conse-
quences for adolescents but detrimental effects
for younger children (Weiss 1979). The contex-
tual and interpersonal factors that promote
“parentification,” however, are potentially numer-
ous and complex, perhaps encompassing family
structure, sibship size, marital dysfunction, and
the employment status of the parents (Jurkovic 1997).




ADOLESCENCE

Likewise some critics of youth employment
suggest that extensive involvement in the work-
place during the high school years can promote
“pseudomaturity,” the appearance of adult status
that nevertheless lacks the full set of rights and
responsibilities that accompany adulthood. (Psy-
chologists have also expressed concern about “pseu-
domaturity” among contemporary youth, although
they define it as a disjunction between the appar-
ent ability to play adult roles and a lack of “com-
mensurate psychological differentiation” [e.g., Er-
ikson 1959].) For example, although youth may
earn considerable amounts of money during high
school, they spend a relatively high percentage of
their income on entertainment because they lack
the financial responsibilities of true adults (e.g.,
insurance, housing). In turn, this “premature af-
fluence” may interfere with the development of
realistic financial values (Bachman 1983; Bachman
and Schulenberg 1993). However, studies show
that youth spend their earnings on a wide range of
things, not all of which are concerned with leisure,
including savings for future education, car insur-
ance, and even loans and contributions to parents
(Shanahan et al. 1996). Moreover, studies of fami-
lies during the Great Depression suggest that eco-
nomic hardship can lead to the assumption of
more adultlike work responsibilities among child-
ren and adolescents, which can benefit the latter
group (Elder 1974).

Finally, the accelerated life course may reflect
a rapid transition to adulthood. For example, be-
cause young black men have markedly shorter life
expectancies than white men, they often acceler-
ate their transition behaviors (Burton et al. 1996).
There may also be an important element of
intentionality in the “search for role exit” from
adolescence (Hagan and Wheaton 1993). Although
the desire to leave home, marry, and have children
may be normative, the intent to exit the adolescent
role set too early is nonnormative and often associ-
ated with deviant acts. Indeed, the search for
adolescent role exits significantly predicts frequency
of dating and the timing of first marriage and
parenthood. That is, some adolescents may seek
rapid transition to adulthood because they are
substantially dissatisfied with their experience of
adolescence as a life phase. In any event, sociolo-
gists have offered numerous explanations for ado-
lescent parenthood including, for example, the
lack of role models and opportunities that would

otherwise encourage postponing intercourse and
pregnancy (Brewster 1994).

PATHWAYS AND AGENCY THROUGH
ADOLESCENCE

The preceding discussion highlights the variable
meanings of adolescence in the life course; a relat-
ed issue is the structured pathways that constitute
likely sequences of social positions through which
the adolescent moves. Pathways reflect institution-
al arrangements that both provide and restrict
opportunities, channeling youth from one social
position to another. Pathways are a prominent
feature in the school and workplace—and be-
tween these institutions (see ADULTHOOD)—
where social forces match individuals to social
opportunities and limitations. Pathways are also
evident in the family, as a sequence of roles that
the child assumes and that offer progressively
greater autonomy.

Before the mid-nineteenth century in Ameri-
ca, the immediate environments of youth were
casual and unstructured; mortality and frequent
moves from the home placed limits on the direct
and sustained application of parental discipline,
and schools were decidedly unstructured settings
marked by violence and informality (Kett 1977).
Between 1840 and 1880, a different viewpoint
emerged in both Britain and the United States, a
viewpoint that emphasized character formation in
planned, “engineered” environments. For exam-
ple, Horace Bushnell’s influential Christian Nur-
ture (1848) argued for carefully controlled settings
that would promote in youth qualities necessary to
succeed in a world threatened by urbanization and
non-Protestantimmigrants. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, efforts to standardize the settings
of youth—particularly schools—led to the emer-
gence of recognized tracks of educational and
occupational experiences for young men entering
the medical and legal professions. Educational
and occupational pathways from adolescence to
adulthood were becoming standardized.

Although pathways sort individuals and assign
them to various positions in social systems, people
are also active agents who attempt to shape their
biographies. In life-course perspective, agency at
the level of the person can be defined as the ability
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to formulate and pursue life plans. Young people
are constrained and enabled by opportunity struc-
tures of school and work, but they also construct
their life course through their active efforts. This
section provides a set of examples that highlight
structured pathways that describe likely sequences
of social positions in terms of education and work.
It also discusses sociological efforts to understand
the active efforts of adolescents to shape their
biographies in these structured settings.

Educational pathways through adolescence.
At the turn of the nineteenth century, youth fortu-
nate enough to attend school typically started their
educations late and attended class sporadically.
Academies of education, not uncommonly a single
room in a private residence, were eager to accom-
modate the seasonal demands of agriculture. Con-
sequently student bodies encompassed a wide range
of pupils, whose ages often said little about their
academic accomplishments. This situation was more
pronounced in district schools, where attendance
was said to fluctuate from hour to hour. Further-
more, teaching was not yet an occupation that
required credentials, and teachers frequently re-
sorted to violence to impart lessons or to maintain
order, as did the students in response to frequent
humiliation.

At the college level, the violence was pro-
nounced. There were riots at Harvard, Yale, and
Princeton, nightly stoning of the president’s house
at Brown through the 1820s, and frequent beating
of blacks, servants, fellow students, and professors
(Kett 1977). During the early years of the republic,
little in the educational system was standardized.
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, the edu-
cational system changed as Horace Mann, Henry
Barnard, and Calvin Stowe led the common school
revival, aimed at creating regulated, controlled
school settings. In addition to the efforts of early
reformers, many social, economic, political, and
cultural forces contributed to the standardization
of schools, particularly in the late nineteenth cen-
tury (Tyack 1974; Tyack, James, and Benavot 1987).

Today, the educational system is highly stand-
ardized and adolescent pathways through school
are readily identifiable: Adolescent pathways through
the educational system can be described in terms
of the transition to the seventh grade and tracking
through the high school years. A considerable

body of sociological research also examines the
many structured connections among secondary
education, tertiary institutions such as colleges
and vocational schools, and the workplace.

At the transition to seventh grade, children
may remain in the same school (a “K-8" system) or
change to ajunior high school. The latter structure
is thought to be more stressful by sociologists, as it
typically brings with it a disruption in social net-
works and the student’s first exposure to a bureau-
cratic setting with a high degree of specialization.
Students in K-8 systems continue to have one
teacher and one set of classmates for all subjects,
while students attending junior high school often
have a different teacher and classmates for each
subject. In fact, students in K-8 systems are more
influenced by peers, date more, and prefer to be
with close friends more than students making the
transition to junior high school. The latter report
higher levels of anonymity. Further, girls who
make the transition to junior high school appear
especially vulnerable to low levels of self-esteem
when compared with girls in a K-8 system and
boys in either system (Blyth et al. 1978; Simmons
and Blyth 1987; Simmons et al. 1979).

It may be that the negative effects of the
transition to junior high school are amplified as
the number of transitions experienced by a young
person increases. A “focal theory of change” main-
tains that young people are better able to cope
with significant life events serially rather than si-
multaneously (Coleman 1974). Some evidence sup-
ports this view: As the number of transitions—
including school change, pubertal change, early
dating, geographic mobility, and major family dis-
ruptions such as death—that students must cope
with concurrently increase, their grades, extracur-
ricular involvements, and self-esteem decrease
(Simmons et al. 1987). These associations are par-
ticularly deleterious for girls. How the transition
to seventh grade is organized can thus have perva-
sive implications for the well-being of youth.

Within secondary schools students are fre-
quently assigned to “tracks,” different curricula
for students of differing talents and interests. Soci-
ologists have identified several noteworthy fea-
tures of tracks, including selectivity (the extent of
homogeneity within tracks), electivity (the extent
to which students choose their tracks), inclusive-
ness (the extent to which tracks leave open options
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for future education), and scope (the extent to
which students are assigned to the same track
across subjects and through time). Scope—par-
ticularly the extent to which students are in the
same track across grade levels—predicts math and
verbal achievement, when earlier scores of achieve-
ment are controlled.(Gamoran 1992).

In turn, these differences in educational achieve-
ment largely reflect socialization and allocation
processes (for auseful review, see Gamoran 1996).
Socialization refers to systematically different edu-
cational experiences across tracks. Allocation re-
fers to the decisions made by teachers to assign
students to tracks, assignments that provide infor-
mation to students about their abilities and that
elicit differential responses from others. That is,
students of differing ability are assigned to differ-
ent educational opportunities, which in turn cre-
ates inequalities in outcomes, even if initial differ-
ences in ability are taken into account. Unfortunately,
tracking systems are often unfair in the sense that
students of similar ability are assigned to different
tracks, and assignments may be based on factors
other than intellectual talents and interests (see
Entwisle and Alexander 1993). Furthermore, sta-
tus allocations from primary through tertiary school
and to the labor force are remarkably consistent
(Kerckhoff 1993). The advantages or disadvan-
tages of one’s position in the educational and
occupational systems cumulate as individuals in-
creasingly diverge in their educational and labor
market attainments. Thus, educational tracks can
exert substantial influence on socioeconomic
achievements throughout the life course.

Pathways in the workplace. Work responsi-
bilities have always indicated one’s status in the life
course. Through the early nineteenth century in
America, young people began performing chores
as early as possible in childhood and often as-
sumed considerable work responsibilities by age
seven, either on the farm or as a servant in another
household. Many youth were fully incorporated
into the workforce with the onset of physical ma-
turity, in the mid- to late teens (Kett 1977). During
this same period, however, agricultural opportuni-
ties waned in the Northeast while expansions in
commerce, manufacturing, and construction pro-
vided new employment for youth in and around
cities. Many families adopted economic strategies
whereby parents and children were involved in

complex combinations of farming, work in facto-
ries, and other sources of wage labor (Prude 1983)
or whereby entire families were recruited into
factory work (Hareven 1982; for the case of Eng-
land, see Anderson 1971; Smelser 1959).

The second Industrial Revolution, commenc-
ing after the Civil War and extending to World
War I, led in part to less reliance on children as
factory workers (Osterman 1979). Technological
innovations in the workplace—the use of internal
combustion engines, electric power, and continu-
ous-processing techniques—created an economic
context conducive to the consolidation of primary
schools in the life course as many youth jobs were
eliminated by mechanization (Troen 1985) and
manufacturers required more highly skilled em-
ployees (Minge-Kalman 1978). These economic
factors operated in concert with progressive politi-
cal movements, as well as cultural, demographic,
social, and legal changes (Hogan 1981; Zelizer
1985), all of which fueled debates about the appro-
priate role of youth in the workplace. These de-
bates continue to the present, particularly focus-
ing on the work involvements of high school
students (for useful overviews, see Institute of
Medicine/National Research Council 1998; Mortimer
and Finch 1996). Today, almost all adolescents
work in paid jobs and time commitments to the
workplace can be substantial (Bachman and
Schulenberg 1993; Manning 1990). Whereas youth
work at the beginning of the twentieth century
often centered around agriculture and involved
family, kin, and neighbors, today’s adolescent is
more frequently employed in “entry-level” jobs
among unrelated adults in the retail and restau-
rant sectors. These changes have prompted argu-
ments that contemporary adolescent work inter-
feres significantly with the basic developmental
tasks of youth.

Yet the transition to paid work represents a
large step toward autonomy and can promote a
sense of contribution, of egalitarianism, and of
being “‘grown up” among youth. Although very
little research has examined the adolescent work
career, several generalizations are currently plausi-
ble. First, adolescents have work careers in that
they typically progress from informal work (e.g.,
babysitting and yard work for neighbors) to a
surprisingly diverse set of occupations as seniors
in high school, a trend that is accompanied by an
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increase in earnings. That is, work tends to be-
come more complex and to produce more earn-
ings through the high school years (Mortimer et
al. 1994).

Second, adolescent work can have positive or
negative consequences, depending on the extent
and the quality of the experience, as well as its
meaning. For example, work of high intensity (that
is, exceeding twenty hours of work on average
across all weeks employed) curtails postsecondary
education among boys and increases alcohol use
and smoking among high school girls (Mortimer
and Johnson 1998). But adolescents engaged in
low-intensity work during high school have favor-
able outcomes with respect to schooling (for boys)
and part-time work (for both boys and girls).

Third, the quality of work matters. For exam-
ple, several studies show that jobs that draw on or
confer skills deemed useful in the workplace are
associated with feelings of efficacy during the high
school years as well as success in the job market
three years after high school (Finch et al. 1991;
Stern and Nakata 1989). Similarly, adolescent work
experiences can have positive implications for de-
velopment depending on how they fit into the
adolescent’s life. Thus, when earnings are saved
for college, working actually has a positive effect
on grades (Marsh 1991), and nonleisure spending
(e.g., spending devoted to education or savings)
may enhance relationships with parents (Shanahan
et al. 1996). In short, the adolescent work career
can pose positive or negative implications for sub-
sequent attainment and adjustment.

Life course agency in adolescence. Whereas
the concept of pathways reflects an interest in how
organizations and institutions allocate youth to
social positions and their attendant opportunities
and limitations, young people are also active agents
attempting to realize goals and ambitions. It is
unlikely that most youth were agents in this sense
before or during the founding of the republic. In a
detailed study of autobiographical life histories
between 1740 and 1920, Graff (1995) observes
that lives marked by conscious choice and self-
direction, a search for opportunities including
social mobility, the instrumental use of further
education, and risk-taking in the commercial mar-
ketplace, were atypical before the nineteenth cen-
tury. In some accounts this emerging orientation

was expressed in explicit emulation of the widely
circulated autobiography of Benjamin Franklin,
who emphasized planning, thrift, decision mak-
ing, and independence. Before this period, the
major features of the life course—including edu-
cation, occupation, and family life—were largely
determined by family circumstances. (The notable
exception to a lack of decision making about one’s
life was religious “‘rebirth.” Departing from Catho-
lic and Lutheran doctrine, religious sects such as
the Anabaptists emphasized the adolescent’s con-
scious decision to be baptized and then lead an
appropriately Christian life [Mitterauer 1992].)

This active orientation toward the life course
gained currency as ‘“‘conduct-of-life” books in the
first decades of the nineteenth century departed
from Puritan hostility to assertiveness in order to
emphasize the building of a decisive character
marked by “a strenuous will” (e.g., as found in
John Foster’s popular essay ‘“Decision of Charac-
ter” of 1805). The message was especially appeal-
ing to the large number of young men leaving
rural areas for the city in search of jobs. Since that
time, themes such as self-reliance, decisiveness,
willpower, and ambition have recurred in popular
advice books and social commentaries directed to
adolescents and their parents (Kett 1977). Indeed,
a view of “youth as shapers of youth” has become
prominent among social historians of the twenti-
eth century (for a superb example, see Modell 1989).

In contemporary times, a conception of life as
shaped through decision-making, planning, and
persistent effort is common. A particularly useful
concept to study this phenomenon is planful com-
petence, the thoughtful, assertive, and self-controlled
processes that underlie selection into social insti-
tutions and interpersonal relationships (Clausen
1991a). Although these traits can be found in
approaches to personality (e.g., conscientiousness),
planful competence is uniquely concerned with
the ability to select social settings that best match a
person’s goals, values, and strengths. That is, planful
competence describes the self’s ability to negotiate
the life course as it represents a socially structured
set of age-graded opportunities and limitations.
Clausen (1991b, 1993) maintains that a planful
orientation in mid-adolescence (about ages 14 and
15) is especially relevant to the life course because
it promotes realistic decision-making about the
roles and relationships of adulthood. That is, one’s
self-reflexivity, confidence, and self-regulation at
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mid-adolescence lead to better choices during the
transition to adulthood, choices that in turn have
implications for later life. Clausen reasons that
children are not capable of planful competence,
but most adults possess at least some; therefore
interindividual differences at mid-adolescence are
most likely to differentiate people during the tran-
sition to adulthood and through later life. Adoles-
cents who are planfully competent “better pre-
pare themselves for adult roles and will select, and
be selected for, opportunities that give them a
head start” (1993, p. 21).

Drawing on extensive longitudinal archives
from the Berkeley and Oakland samples at the
Institute of Child Welfare, Clausen (1991b, 1993)
demonstrated that planful competence in high
school (age 15 to 18 years) had pervasive effects on
functioning in later life. Planfulness significantly
predicted marital stability, educational attainment
for both males and females, occupational attain-
ment and career stability for males, and life satis-
faction in later adulthood. Satisfaction with mar-
riage was often associated with adolescent planfulness
among men and women, especially among men
who were capable of interpersonal warmth. Men
who were more planful earlier in life reported
greater satisfaction with their careers, more job
security, and better relationships with their coworkers.

Some research suggests that the effects of
planfulness are conditioned by historical experi-
ence, an insight that joins the concepts of path-
ways and agency. Drawing on the Terman Sample
of Gifted Children, Shanahan and his colleagues
(1997) examined the lifetime educational achieve-
ment of two cohorts of men who grew up during
the Great Depression. The older cohort, those
born between 1900 and 1910, often were in col-
lege or had just begun their careers when the
Great Depression hit. The younger cohort, those
born between 1910 and 1920, typically attended
college after the Depression and began their ca-
reers in the post-World War II economic boom.
For the older cohort, it was hypothesized that
adolescent planful competence would not predict
adult educational attainment. Rather, very high
levels of unemployment during the Depression
would support a prolonged education for this
cohort—through continuity in or return to school—
regardless of their planfulness. In contrast, planful
competence in adolescence was expected to pre-
dict adult educational attainment in the younger

cohort, which was presented with practical choices
involving employment opportunities and further
education.

As expected, planfulness at age fourteen posi-
tively predicted educational attainment, but only
for the men born between 1910 and 1920, who
often finished school during the postwar econom-
ic boom. Planful competence did not predict edu-
cational attainment for men from the older co-
hort, who typically remained in school or returned
to school after their nascent careers floundered.
Thus, for the older cohort, the lack of economic
opportunity precluded entry into the workplace
and under these circumstances, personal agency
did not predict level of schooling. In short, the
Terman men’s lives reflect “bounded agency,” the
active efforts of individuals within structured set-
tings of opportunity.

ADOLESCENCE IN RETROSPECT AND
PROSPECT

A historically sensitive inquiry into the sociology
of adolescence reveals several prominent features
of this life phase. First, although adolescence as a
state of semiautonomy between childhood and
adulthood has long been part of the Western life
course, it has nevertheless been highly responsive
to social, political, economic, and cultural forces.
Indeed, adolescence acts like a “canary in the coal
mine:” As successive generations of youth encoun-
ter adult society for the first time, their reactions
tell us much about the desirability of social ar-
rangements. These reactions have ranged from
enthusiastic acceptance to large-scale revolt and
have often led to the emergence of new so-
cial orders.

Second, the many “adolescences” revealed
through historical time and place are both differ-
ent and similar in significant ways. Many suppos-
edly universalistic accounts of social and psycho-
logical development would not describe adolescent
experiences and interpretive frames in the past
(Mitterauer 1992). On the other hand, few, if any,
aspects of the adolescent experience are without
precedent. Statistics on adolescent sexual behav-
ior are met with great alarm today, and yet alarm
was already sounded in pre-Colonial times: Leav-
ing England for America in the 1630s, the Puritans
hoped to establish an “age-relations utopia” be-
tween young people and their elders, which had
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not been possible in the Old World because of the
“licentiousness of youth” (Moran 1991; for the
related problem of adolescent pregnancy, see Smith
and Hindus 1975; Vinovskis 1988). Likewise, con-
temporary debates about whether adolescents
should be allowed to engage in paid work echo
exchanges over child labor laws a century ago
(Zelizer 1985). Analogous observations could be
made about drug abuse, violence in schools, gangs,
and troubled urban youth with diminished prospects.

Yet each generation of adults insists that its
adolescence is uniquely vulnerable to social change
and the problems that come with it. Indeed, this
orientation has spawned a large and often alarmist
and contradictory literature about the American
adolescent (see Graff 1995, especially Chap. 6).
Although many strands of scientific evidence show
that adolescence as a state of semiautonomy has
lengthened over the past several decades, a torrent
of books nonetheless warn of “the end of adoles-
cence.” And although many studies show that
adolescence is not a period of sudden and perva-
sive distress, scientific journals devoted to adoles-
cence are filled with contributions examining psy-
chological disorder, substance use, antisocial behavior,
sexually transmitted disease, delinquency, trou-
bled relationships with parents, and poor academ-
ic performance. Denials of “storm and stress”
frequently accompany implicit statements of “doom
and gloom.”

Unfortunately, these negative images run the
risk of defining adolescence (Graff 1995). Studies
and social commentaries that highlight the trou-
bled nature of youth may alert the public to social
problems in need of redress, but they may also
create dominant cultural images that ultimately
define what it means to be an adolescent in nega-
tive terms, breeding intergenerational mistrust
and, among youth, alienation (Adelson 1986).

In this context of research and representation,
sociology has much to contribute to an under-
standing of adolescence. What is needed are bal-
anced accounts of their lived experiences and how
these vary by social class, race, gender, and other
indicators of inequality. These descriptions need
to be situated in both place and time. Place refers
to the many contexts of youth, encompassing fami-
lies and neighborhoods, urban and rural distinc-
tions, ideologies, modes of production, and na-
tional and international trends. Time refers to the

history of youth, with its many continuities and
discontinuities, but it also refers to the life course,
how adolescence fits into the patterned sequence
of life’s phases. Through such efforts, sociologists
can contribute to public discourse about youth
and comprehend this discourse as being itself a
product of social forces.

(SEE ALsO: Adulthood; Juvenile Delinquency and Juven-
ile Crime; Juvenile Delinquency, Theories of; The Life
Course)
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MICHAEL J. SHANAHAN

ADULT EDUCATION

Most basically defined, adult education is the in-
tentional, systematic process of teaching and learn-
ing by which persons who occupy adult roles ac-
quire new values, attitudes, knowledge, skills, and
disciplines. As a concept, “adult education” de-
marcates a subfield of education that is distinct
from the latter’s historical and still general identifi-
cation with the formal schooling of youth in prima-
ry and secondary schools, colleges, and universi-
ties. Once lacking the central social significance
long recognized for this formal schooling, adult
education expanded rapidly after 1950. Changing
social, economic, and demographic forces occa-
sioned new educational forms and organizations
and new levels of adult participation in existing
forms. Adult education is now so widespread and
important a feature of societies worldwide that it
increasingly occupies the attention of social scien-
tists, policy makers, businesses, and the public.

TYPES OF ADULT EDUCATION

Adult education now permeates modern societies.
It does not do so, however, with the kind of public
funding, legislative sanction, organizational cohe-
sion, and standardization of practice that have
made universal schooling a highly visible and cen-
tral institution. Precise substantive definition and
classification of adult education is frustrated by
the great and changing variety that characterizes
the field (Courtney 1989). The complex circum-
stances of adult life and development lead to the
informal, nonformal, and formal pursuit of educa-
tion for many different purposes. In response to
an intricate array of social, economic, and political
conditions, formal and nonformal organizations—
from multi-state international agencies to corpora-
tions to local recreational clubs—support and de-
velop adult education programs. In consequence,
an eclectic set of professions, occupations, disci-
plines, and practices forms the division of adult
education labor.

Adults seek a wide variety of educational goals.
These include basic literacy and work readiness
skills; knowledge and technical competencies re-
quired for entering and improving performance
of occupational, avocational, and recreational roles;
credentials for status attainment; information for
the improvement of family life, health, and psy-
chological well-being; knowledge, values, and dis-
ciplines for spiritual growth and intellectual en-
richment; and tools for addressing community
problems and advancing political and social-action
agendas. An equally diverse set of organizations
and groups provides such education. Publishers
and producers of print and electronic educational
media serve a growing market for informal adult
education with products that range from golf tuto-
rials to taped lectures on the history of philosophy.
A large and rapidly expanding nonformal sector
(i.e., educational organizations that are not a part
of the formal school and college system), now
mobilizes very considerable resources to educate
adults. Businesses, government agencies, and non-
profit organizations train employees to enhance
productivity, organizational effectiveness, and cli-
ent satisfaction, to spur innovation in products
and services, and as an employment benefit to
attract workers. Proprietary schools and training
companies seek profits by providing similar train-
ing to both businesses and individuals. National,
regional, and local governments fund adult educa-
tion programs to reduce welfare dependency and
promote economic development. Political parties
and special-interest groups deliver adult education
designed to foster either dominant or insurgent
civic values, knowledge, and action. Professional
associations sponsor and certify continuing educa-
tion to maintain and enhance member compe-
tence, ensure the value of their credentials, and
maintain market advantages for their members.

Other major providers of nonformal educa-
tion programs that expressly target adults include
unions; churches; libraries, and museums; the
armed forces; prison systems; charitable, frater-
nal, service, and cultural associations; and the
health care industry. The formal educational sys-
tem itself no longer serves only the young. Com-
munity school adjuncts to primary and secondary
schools teach basic literacy, prepare adults for
high school equivalency exams, and offer classes in
subjects ranging from the latest computer soft-
ware to traditional arts and crafts. Colleges and
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universities now educate almost as many adults as
youth; in the United States almost half of all col-
lege students are adults above twenty-five years of
age. With increasing frequency, these students
study in divisions of colleges and universities spe-
cifically dedicated to adults.

The functional and organizational diversity of
adult education is mirrored in its professions and
occupations. Those working in the field include
the administrators, researchers, and professors in
university graduate programs that train adult edu-
cators and maintain adult education as an academ-
ic discipline. Teachers and student-service person-
nel in university, governmental, and proprietary
organizations deliver graduate, undergraduate, and
continuing education to adults. Managers, train-
ers, and associated marketing and support person-
nel staff the employee, technical, and professional
training industry. Adult literacy and basic educa-
tion practitioners form a specialization of their
own. Professional activists, organizers, and volun-
teers consciously include adult education in the
portfolio of skills that they apply to pursuits rang-
ing across the full spectrum of ideologies and
interests. Policy analysts, planners, researchers,
and administrators staff the adult education divi-
sions of international organizations, national and
regional governments, and independent founda-
tions and development agencies.

While those who occupy these professional
statuses and roles are clearly doing adult educa-
tion, not all identify themselves as adult educators
or, even when sharing this identity, see themselves
as engaged in similar practice. The field is concep-
tually, theoretically, and pedagogically heteroge-
neous both within and among its many sectors.
Role identity and performance differences based
in organizational setting and population served
are compounded by differences in fundamental
aims and methods. One of the sharpest divides is
between many in the “training and development”
industry and those in academia and elsewhere who
identify with “adult education” as a discipline, as a
profession and, sometimes, as a social movement.

Training and development specialists tend to
define their task as cultivating human resources
and capital that can be used productively for the
purposes of businesses, armed forces, government
agencies, and other formal organizations. For train-
ing line employees, and all employees in technical

areas, they tend to emphasize teaching and learn-
ing methodologies that maximize the efficiency
and effectiveness of individual acquisition of skill
sets that can be easily and usefully applied to well-
established performance objectives. For executive
and managerial development, they tend to empha-
size leadership, team, problem-solving, strategy,
and change management competencies in the con-
text of developing general organizational learn-
ing, effectiveness, and continuous quality improve-
ment (Craig 1996).

Those who identify themselves as adult educa-
tors, on the other hand, tend to emphasize theo-
ries and methods designed to “facilitate” individu-
al transformation and development. Variants of
the facilitation model advocated by the adult edu-
cation profession include the following: one per-
spective focuses on the special characteristics of
learning in adulthood, and on “andragogy” as a
new type of specifically adult teaching and learn-
ing distinct from pedagogy, as critical to successful
adult education (Knowles 1980); another empha-
sizes adult life circumstances and experiences as
key variables (Knox 1986); a third sees facilitating
new critical and alternative thinking as the key to
successful adult transformation (Brookfield 1987);
and yet another sees adult education as active,
consciousness-transforming engagement with so-
cial conditions to produce individual liberation
and progressive social change (Coben, Kincheloe,
and Cohen 1998). Common to all of the facilita-
tion approaches is the ideal of adult education as a
democratic, participatory process wherein adult
educators facilitate active learning and critical re-
flection for which adult learners themselves as-
sume a large measure of responsibility and direction.

Theoretical and ideological differences among
adult education practitioners draw sharper lines
than does their actual practice. Active learning
techniques through which concepts, information,
and skills are acquired in the course of real or
simulated practical problem solving, strongly ad-
vocated by professional adult educators, have been
embraced by the corporate training and develop-
ment industry. Educational technology tools such
as interactive, computer-based learning modules
and Web-based tutorials, tools most robustly de-
veloped by the training industry, enable precisely
the kind of independent, self-directed learning
celebrated by the adult education profession. In
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most of its settings and branches, adult educators
of all types deploy the entire array of pedagogies
from rote memorization to classic lecture-recita-
tion to the creation of self-sustaining “learning
communities.” Few central methodological tend-
encies demarcate distinct factions within the field,
or the field itself from other types of education.
Visible variants, such as the training and facilita-
tion models, serve only partially to distinguish
different segments of the field; and even these
differences stem more from the particular histo-
ries, conditions, aims, and clients of those seg-
ments than from distinct disciplines, theories, or
methods. Other methodological tendencies, such
as widespread reliance on adult experience and
self-direction as foundational for instructional de-
sign and delivery, reflect differences between adult
and childhood learning more than a distinctly
adult pedagogy (Merriam and Cafferella 1991).

Adult learning has several well-established char-
acteristics that distinguish it from learning earlier
in the life cycle: greater importance of clear practi-
cal relevance for learning, even of higher-order
reasoning skills; the relatively rich stock of experi-
ence and knowledge to which adults relate new
learning; “learner” or “student” as a role second-
ary to and embedded in adult familial, occupation-
al and social roles; and the application of adult
levels of responsibility and self-direction to the
learning process. Indeed, at the level of practice,
the learning characteristics of those being educat-
ed (i.e., adults) serve to distinguish adult educa-
tion as a distinct field much more clearly than do
distinctively adult educators, organizations, or
methods.

DEVELOPMENT OF ADULT EDUCATION

The remarkable variety of contemporary adult
education directly reflects complexity in the social
environment and the necessities and rewards asso-
ciated with mastering that complexity. Like school-
ing, adult education emerged and developed in
response to the social, economic, political, cultur-
al, and demographic forces that produced increas-
ing structural and functional differentiation as
one of the few clear trends in human social evolu-
tion. As social roles and practices proliferated,
conveying the skills, knowledge, and disciplines
that they embodied required the intentional and

organized teaching and learning that is education.
As productivity, wealth, power, and status became
more dependent on the mastery and application
of knowledge, education to acquire it increasingly
occupied the interest and resources of individuals
and groups.

The long and discontinuous trajectory of in-
creasing social complexity within and among hu-
man societies yielded very little formal and nonformal
adult education before the advent of industrial-
ism. Prior to the Neolithic revolution, education
of any type was rare; informal socialization with-
out conscious, systematic intent to train or study
sufficed for most cultural transmission and role
acquisition. Agrarian, state-organized societies, es-
pecially the early and late classical civilizations of
the Middle East, Asia, and Europe, developed the
first formal and nonformal schooling in response
to the increasing complexity of knowledge, admin-
istration, social control, and production. This
schooling was delivered by professional tutors and
early versions of primary and secondary schools to
educate the children of political, military, and
religious aristocracies for their rulership roles; in
schools and colleges to train bureaucratic and
religious functionaries, professionals in law and
medicine, and the elite in the liberal arts; and by
nonformal systems of apprenticeship, such as the
medieval guilds, for specialized crafts and trades.
Although there are many examples of adults seek-
ing informal education from adepts in the arts,
religion, and natural philosophy, the educational
systems of agrarian societies were devoted mostly
to preparation for adult roles.

The widespread and diverse adult education
of the present era emerged in response to the
development of modern, urban, scientifically and
technologically complex societies. Education be-
came an important and dynamic institutional sec-
tor, one that gradually extended its territory from
basic schooling for the literacy, numeracy, and
general knowledge necessary to market relation-
ships, industrial production, and democratic poli-
tics to adult continuing education for advanced
professional workers in the theoretical and ap-
plied sciences. With some exceptions, the pattern
of extension was from earlier to later stages of the
life cycle (finally yielding education for learning
that is “lifelong”) from the upper to the lower
reaches of class and status hierarchies (yielding
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“universal education”) and from informal educa-
tion occurring in avocational and domestic con-
texts, to nonformal education conducted by volun-
tary organizations to increasingly institutionalized
formal systems.

Prior to industrialization, informal and nonformal
adult education was relatively widespread in Eu-
rope, especially in England and North America,
and especially among the growing urban middle
class of artisans and merchants. As this new middle
class sought to acquire its share of the growing
stock of culture, and as literacy spread and became
intrinsic to social and economic participation, adults
increasingly engaged in self-directed study (aided
by a publishing explosion that included a growing
number of “how-to” handbooks) participated in
informal study groups, and established cultural
institutes and lyceums that delivered public lec-
tures and evening courses of study.

Systematic efforts to spread adult education
to the working class and the general population
emerged during the process of industrialization.
Until the last decades of the nineteenth century,
these were almost entirely voluntary efforts devot-
ed to democratization, social amelioration, and
social movement goals. In both Britain and the
United States, mechanics’ institutes, some with
libraries, museums, and laboratories, delivered
education in applied science, taught mechanical
skills, and conducted public lectures on contem-
porary issues. In Scandinavia, “folk high schools”
performed similar functions. Religious groups con-
ducted literacy campaigns among the new urban
masses and established adult educational forums
in organizations such as the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association (YMCA). Women’s suffrage groups,
labor unions, abolitionists, socialists, and many
others developed educational programs both to
develop their members and as an organizing tool.
After 1860 and until World War I, efforts to
popularize education among adults continued in
various ways: in an extensive network of lyceums,
rural and urban Chautauquas and settlement
homes; in educational efforts to aid and accultu-
rate immigrants to the burgeoning industrial cit-
ies; and in post-slavery self-improvement efforts of
African Americans. These middle- and working-
class adult education activities received consider-
able support and extension from the spread of
public libraries.

In most societies, state support for and spon-
sorship of adult education has always been scant in
comparison to that for schooling children and
adolescents. Late nineteenth- and twentieth-centu-
ry imperialism included modest adult educational
efforts designed to selectively spread literacy and
educate indigenous peoples as functionaries for
colonial administrations. Some higher-level adult
education of the type delivered by the mechanics’
and folk institutes received public funding, espe-
cially in Nordic societies where leisure time and
adult continuing education were well provisioned
by the state. With the Hatch Act of 1887 and
enabling legislation in 1914, American land-grant
universities were charged with developing “exten-
sion” services to deliver a wide range of education-
al and technical assistance to farmers and rural
populations. The agricultural extension model lat-
er expanded to include technical training and
assistance for industry, and night schools and
continuing education for adults. Public funding
for these developments was minimal; extension
services beyond the land-grant mandate, to the
present, have usually been expected to operate as
fiscally self-supporting units.

Robust state support for adult education oc-
curred only in the socialist societies that emerged
after the Russian Revolution of 1917. Beginning
with the mass literacy campaign initiated by the
Bolsheviks, adult education was an important pri-
ority of the Soviet regime (Lee 1998). It estab-
lished a large and wide-ranging formal adult con-
tinuing education system, with branches in virtually
all institutional sectors of Soviet life. It was intend-
ed to foster ideological allegiance to the Soviet
system, develop the Soviet workforce, spread so-
cialist culture, and foster progress in sports and
the arts. A nonformal, decentralized system of
“people’s universities” paralleled and reinforced
the formal system. After World War II, Soviet-style
adult education was transplanted to most of its
Eastern European satellites and, usually in severe-
ly truncated form, to the developing societies of
Asia, Africa, and Latin America that followed the
Soviet model. After the communist victory in 1949,
China began its own mass literacy campaign for
adults. Later it developed a near-universal system
of “spare-time” and other adult schools that trained
students for very specific political, economic, and
cultural roles in the new society, and for political
and ideological conformity to the tenets and goals
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of the revolution. In the decade following 1966,
China conducted one of the largest and most
disastrous adult education programs in history.
The Cultural Revolution spawned a severe and
mandatory form of experiential learning that re-
placed much of higher education by sending pro-
fessionals and officials with suspect class pedi-
grees, intellectuals, professors, and students into
agricultural villages and factories to be reeducated
by proletarian labor and incessant exposure to
Mao-sanctioned communist propaganda.

In spite of the social control service to the
dominant regime that it was designed to deliver,
socialist adult education played a very significant
role in the rapid industrialization and moderniza-
tion of agrarian Russia and China. In the market
societies of the West, the unplanned and longer-
term realization of such development did not en-
tail centralized efforts to transform adults for new
roles. The systems of political and social control
did not generally require the systematic and con-
tinuous indoctrination of adults. Thus, until the
second half of the twentieth century, adult educa-
tion in the West remained largely a function of
individual and small group informal education,
voluntary and philanthropic organizations, rela-
tively small government efforts, specialty units of
the system of formal schooling, and small training
programs in proprietary schools and businesses.

CONTEMPORARY STRUCTURES AND
PARTICIPATION

After 1950, adult education grew in scale and
organization. The pattern of this growth involved
a shift from adult education delivered by commu-
nity-based organizations to that provided by for-
mal educational institutions and the training in-
dustry. Demand for education among adults grew
because of increasing rates of technological inno-
vation, professional specialization, organizational
complexity, knowledge intensiveness in goods-and-
services production, and rising credential require-
ments for employment. Adults returned to sec-
ondary and postsecondary education in steadily
increasing numbers. In the United States, the GI
Bill sent the first large wave of these new students
into colleges and universities after World War II
(Olson 1974). In the 1960s and 1970s new or
expanded units of formal education were organ-
ized to accommodate and recruit adult students in

both Europe and the United States: college adult
degree programs, open universities, evening col-
leges, programs for accrediting experientially based
adult learning, and government and school-dis-
trict sponsored adult high school completion
programs.

Higher education attendance among adults
continued to accelerate in the 1980s and 1990s as a
result of several factors: multiple stop-in, stop-out
college career paths; rapid obsolescence of knowl-
edge and associated multiple career changes through-
out a lengthening cycle of life and work; increased
requirements and rewards for specialized gradu-
ate, certificate, and technical education; and, most
significantly, the large returning student popula-
tion among Baby Boom adults. In turn, the grow-
ing market of adult students spawned new forms
of higher education. In the 1990s, the for-profit,
fully accredited University of Phoenix became the
largest private university in the United States, with
over 65,000 adult graduate and undergraduate
students (Winston 1999). Phoenix provides a li-
brary that is entirely electronic, uses both branch
campuses in strip malls and office buildings and
Internet-delivered courses to provide education
nationwide, and employs only forty-five full-time
faculty and more than 4,500 adjuncts. Internation-
ally, “mega-universities,” such as Britain’s Open
University and China’s TV University—100,000
and 500,000 students respectively—deliver educa-
tion to adults through diffuse networks of distance
education technologies and part-time local mentors.
Collectively, the new virtual (i.e. based entirely on
the Internet), distance, for-profit, and mega-uni-
versities, all oriented primarily to adults, are begin-
ning to significantly alter the structure and prac-
tice of higher education worldwide.

Training and development programs witnessed
similar growth after World War II under the im-
pact of a combination of forces. New technologies,
especially those associated with information tech-
nology production and use, and increased rates of
innovation, required education for entirely new
skill sets and for continuous upgrading of existing
knowledge. Increased job mobility required more
new worker training. More intense, global eco-
nomic competition and new understandings of
the contribution of training to productivity and
profitability led to greater training investments by
firms, agencies, and individuals.
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The growing volume of adult training is deliv-
ered in many forms and sectors of society and has
important consequences. In the advanced indus-
trial societies of Europe and Asia, training and
development systems, usually involving employ-
ers, unions, and governments, provide training in
a substantial majority of firms and to most workers
(Lynch 1994). Yearly participation rates by both
firms and individuals are highest in the European
and Japanese systems and may be an important
factor in their high rates of productivity growth.
Even in the more diffuse U.S. system with lower
participation, over 60 percent of adults between
twenty-eight and fifty years of age had participated
in some variety of part-time adult education or
training by the early 1990s (Hight 1998). Workplace
training alone became a $60-billion a year industry
with 53,000 providers (Martin 1998). Some firms
supply most of their own training through another
new institutional form of adult education, the
“corporate university.” With curricula ranging from
basic employee orientation to the most advanced
technical and business subjects, several of these
universities are now fully accredited to grant
baccalaureate and graduate degrees. As the U.S.
military’s reliance on technologically complex strate-
gies, tactics, logistics and equipment grew, it be-
came the largest single provider of training in the
United States. Even with post-Cold War downsiz-
ing, the military’s adult training activities remain
significant contributors to labor-force development,
especially in computer, electronics, and mechani-
cal specialties (Barley 1998). Higher education
institutions are also major training providers. Col-
lectively, college and university adult continuing
and professional education now rivals or surpasses
the volume of military training (Gose 1999). Har-
vard serves over 60,000 adults each year in con-
tinuing education classes. New York University’s
School of Continuing and Professional Studies
offers more than one hundred certificate pro-
grams and has revenues of over $90-million a year.
The involvement of universities in the expansion
of training presents something of a paradox. In
many instances, the new training complex is en-
dowing its adult students with professional and
industry certifications that are beginning to rival
standard degrees as the credentials of both indi-
vidual and employer choice. This training may also
be working significant changes in the social struc-
ture. Considerable evidence suggests that a large

measure of the growing income inequality charac-
teristic of advanced industrial societies is a func-
tion of technological change and associated wage
premiums paid for workers with the kind of tech-
nical credentials and competencies that much of
the new training is designed to deliver (Bassie 1999).

Contemporary developing societies of Africa,
Asia, and Latin America contain all of the forms of
adult education found in the West, as well as forms
of popular adult education now only minimally
present there. While virtually all of the less devel-
oped societies have succeeded in establishing sys-
tems of primary, secondary, and higher education
for youth, participation rates vary widely among
and within them. Some Latin American countries,
for example, have higher college attendance rates
than their European counterparts while many poor
children never enter or complete primary school
(Arnove et al. 1996). In such contexts, adult educa-
tion is often bifurcated (Torres 1990). The poor
are served by literacy programs, popular educa-
tion efforts developed by local nongovernmental
organizations, and the health and technical educa-
tion programs of international agencies. Middle
and upper classes participate in corporate train-
ing, government-sponsored adult higher educa-
tion, and professional continuing education pro-
grams that are little different from and, in the case
of training delivered distance education technolo-
gies and global firms, exactly the same as those
found in the most advanced societies. However,
under the impact of globalization, the distinctions
among higher education, human resource train-
ing, and popular education are softening. There is
a growing recognition among education profes-
sionals and policy makers that widespread and
inclusive lifelong learning is a critical common
good (Walters 1997).

Lifelong learning and adult education that is
on a par with schooling are increasingly articulat-
ed goals of social policy. The United Nations con-
cluded its fifth Conference on Adult Education in
1997 with a call for worldwide lifelong learning to
promote social and economic development, em-
power women, support cultural diversity, and in-
corporate new information technologies. Adult
education and training is now a central focus of
the United Nations Education Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization’s (UNESCO) development poli-
cy, planning, and programs. The European Union
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designated 1996 the “European Year of Lifelong
Learning” and established the European Lifelong
Learning Initiative to research, coordinate, and
develop lifelong learning policies and programs
throughout Europe. In 1997, the Commission for
a Nation of Lifelong Learners, representing U.S.
business, labor, government, and education inter-
ests, called for policies that would ensure equity of
access to lifelong learning, optimize the use of new
technologies, reorganize the education and train-
ing system into one providing comprehensive life-
long learning, and commit private and public re-
sources sufficient to these ends. The federal
administration established a yearly summit on life-
long learning to pursue implementation of these
goals. Similar policy formation and advocacy is
now widespread at the local level, and cities recog-
nize the importance of lifelong learning to workforce
development and urban economic viability in the
new “‘knowledge economy.” It remains to be seen
whether the new focus on adult education policy
will result in the kind of resource deployment or
accessible, comprehensive system for lifelong learn-
ing recommended by most analysis.

SOCIOLOGY OF ADULT EDUCATION

The sociology of education has traditionally fo-
cused on the processes, structures, and effects of
schooling, with very little attention to adult educa-
tion. Thus, there is no scholarly or applied field,
no distinct body of theory or research that can be
properly labeled “the sociology of adult educa-
tion.” Expositions of a sociology of adult educa-
tion that do exist tend to be general characteriza-
tions of the field in terms drawn from general
sociological and schooling literature (e.g., Rubenson
1989; Jarvis 1985). Certainly much of this is appli-
cable. Adult education presents many opportuni-
ties for sociological interpretation in terms of the
functionalist, conflict, reproductive, or postmodernist
educational models applied to schooling; in terms
of adult education’s impact on social mobility,
status attainment, and distributional equity; or in
terms of its contribution to organizational effec-
tiveness, social welfare, or economic development.
The small body of sociological research in the area
takes just such an approach, focusing on issues
such as: the patterns and causes of adult enroll-
ment in higher education (e.g., Jacobs and Stoner-
Eby 1998); the consequences of women’s return to

higher education (e.g., Felmlee 1988); and the
patterns of access to and provision of employer-
provided training (e.g., Jacobs, Lukens, and Useem
1996). However, neither the extent nor the depth
of sociological study in the area matches its poten-
tial importance.

Adult education is clearly no longer a social
activity marginal to schooling. The information-
technology revolution, the knowledge society, the
learning organization, and the increasingly critical
concern of individuals and organizations with the
development and control of human and knowl-
edge capital are representative of trends that are
bringing adult education into the mainstream of
social interest, analysis, and policy. Responses to
these trends for which adult education is central
include new and powerful forms of higher educa-
tion, new determinants of the structure and proc-
ess of social inequality, new bases for economic
and social development, and new conceptions of
the relationship of education to the human life
cycle. Many opportunities for the application of
sociological theory, research, and practice to adult
education await realization.
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JouN HouGHTON

ADULTHOOD

Becoming an adult is a life-cycle transition signi-
fied by multiple markers (Hogan and Astone 1986).
These include the completion of education, the
establishment of an independent residence, the
attainment of economic self-sufficiency, marriage,
parenthood, permission to vote and serve in the
military, and the entry into full-time work. These
multifaceted, objective markers of adult status,
variability in the ages at which they occur, and
differences in both preadult and adult roles, make
the character of this transition variable across
societies, historically relative, and subject to di-
verse interpretations and subjective meanings. Each
new generation’s experience of transition to adult-
hood is somewhat unique, dependent on the par-
ticular economic, political and social currents of
the time (Mannheim 1952). Institutional contexts
(cultural, social, educational, economic) determine
the pathways through which the transition to adult-
hood occurs, as well as the competencies that
enable successful adaptation to adult roles.

In addition to the formal markers of transi-
tion, there are clearly recognized prerogatives of
adult status (e.g., smoking, alcohol use, and sexu-
ality) that are widely frowned upon or legally
prohibited when engaged in by minors. Youth’s
engagement in these “problem behaviors” can be
attempts to affirm maturity, gain acceptance by
peers, or to negotiate adult status (Jessor and
Jessor 1977, p. 206; Maggs 1997). Finally, there are
even more subtle, subjective indicators of adult-
hood—for example, the development of “adult-
like” psychological orientations or the acquisition
of an adult identity. Considering oneself as an
adult may or may not coincide with the formal
markers of transition.

There has been a trend in the United States
and Western Europe toward earlier assumption of
full adult civil rights (e.g., the age at which it is legal
to vote or to marry without parental consent) from
the age of twenty-one to eighteen (Coleman and
Husen 1985). Youth must be age eighteen to vote
in France, Germany, Great Britain, and the United
States, but must be twenty to vote in Japan (The
World Factbook 1998).

Within countries, legal restrictions on the age
at which certain events can occur, signifying adult-
hood to a greater or lesser degree, vary depending
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on the marker in question. For example, in the
United States, a person has the right to vote and
serve in the military at the age of eighteen, but
must be twenty-one to purchase alcoholic bever-
ages. At age sixteen, a young person can leave
school and work in paid jobs without federal re-
striction on hours of work. (However, restrictions
on work hours of sixteen and seventeen year olds
exist in many states; see Committee on the Health
and Safety Implications of Child Labor 1998). The
legal age of marriage varies widely across U.S.
states, from none to twenty-one (The World
Factbook 1998), but the age of consent is sixteen
to eighteen in most states (www.ageofconsent.com).

However, many eighteen, and even twenty-
one year olds in the United States and other
modern countries would not be socially recog-
nized as “adults,” since they have not yet accom-
plished other key markers of transition. The law
only sets minimum standards, and may have little
relation to the age at which young people actually
make the various transitions in question. Despite
prohibitions on the use and purchase of alcohol
until the age of twenty-one, “it is more normative
to drink during adolescence than itis not to drink”
(Maggs 1997, p. 349). The majority of young peo-
ple in the United States stay in school beyond the
age of sixteen; they graduate from high school and
receive at least some postsecondary education.
With the extension of formal education, contem-
porary youth in modern countries delay the acqui-
sition of full-time employment, and remain eco-
nomically dependent for longer periods of time.
Moreover, the legal age of marriage hardly reflects
the average age of first marriage. Since the 1950s,
it has been increasing (from 20.3 for women and
22.8 for men in 1950 to 24.4 for women and 26.5
for men in 1992; Spain and Bianchi 1996).

HISTORICAL AND SOCIETAL VARIATION
IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD

Neither the timing nor the process of becoming
adult are universalistic or biologically determined.
Throughout Western history, there has been in-
creasing differentiation of early life stages, post-
ponement of entry to adulthood, and change in
the status positions from which adulthood is
launched (Klein 1990). Some scholars argue that
in medieval times persons moved directly from a

period of infancy, when small size and limited
strength precluded productive work, to adulthood,
at which time younger persons began to work
alongside their elders (Ariés 1962).

A new stage of childhood, between infancy
and adulthood, arose with the emergence of
schools. As economic production shifted from
agriculture to trade and industry, persons increas-
ingly entered adulthood after a stage of appren-
ticeship or “child labor.” By the beginning of the
twentieth century, with schooling extended and
child labor curtailed, adolescence gained recogni-
tion as the life stage preceding adulthood (Hall
1904). The adolescent, though at the peak of most
biological and physiological capacities, remained
free of adult responsibilities.

With more than 60 percent of contemporary
young people obtaining some postsecondary edu-
cation (Halperin 1998), a new phase of “youth” or
“postadolescence” has emerged, allowing youth
in their mid-to-late twenties, and even older youth,
to extend the preadult “moratorium” of contin-
ued exploration. This youth phase is characterized
by limited autonomy but continued economic de-
pendence and concern about the establishment of
adult identity (Keniston 1970; Coleman and Husen
1985; Buchmann 1989).

Various forms of independent residence are
now common in the United States before marriage
(Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1993). Youth’s
residence in dormitories (or, less commonly, mili-
tary barracks) allows independence from familial
monitoring, while a formal institution assumes
some control (Klein 1990). Even greater freedom
from supervision occurs when young people, still
economically dependent on parents, live in their
own apartments. For contemporary young people
in the United States who enter the labor force after
high school, a continuing period of ‘“moratorium”
(Osterman 1989) lasts several years. During this
time, youth hold jobs in the secondary sector of
the economy to satisfy immediate consumption
needs. They experience high unemployment and
job instability (Borman 1991). At the same time,
employers express preference for low-wage work-
ers who do not require fringe benefits and are not
likely to unionize. When filling adultlike “prima-
ry”’ jobs, such employers seek evidence of stability
or “settling down.”

26



ADULTHOOD

But youth “irresponsibility”” and employer re-
luctance to offer desirable jobs to youthful recruits
are not universal in modern societies. Instead,
they derive from particular institutional arrange-
ments. In the United States, the absence of clear
channels of mobility from education to the occu-
pational sector, and youths’ lack of occupation-
specific educational credentials, fosters a prolonged
period of trial and instability in the early career
(Kerckhoff 1996). In contrast, the highly devel-
oped institution of apprenticeship in Germany
implies the full acceptance of young workers as
adults, and encourages employers to invest in their
human capital (Hamilton 1990, 1999; Mortimer
and Kruger forthcoming).

The onset of adulthood has thus been delayed
through historical time by the emergence of suc-
cessive preadult life stages. This historical progres-
sion of preadult phases refers to the normative,
legitimate pathways to adulthood. A highly prob-
lematic, but increasingly prevalent way station in
the transition is supervision by the criminal justice
system; indeed, it is estimated that a full ten per-
cent of U.S. males, aged twenty to twenty-nine, is in
jail, in prison, on parole, or on probation on any
one day (Halperin 1998).

Obstacles to “growing up” are sometimes pre-
sented when assuming adultlike statuses threatens
adult interests and values. The extension of re-
quired schooling was motivated, at least in part, by
a desire to curb competition for jobs with older
workers (Osterman 1980). “Warehousing” the
young in secondary and tertiary education has
reduced adolescent unemployment during times
of economic contraction; earlier movement out of
school into the workforce is promoted by econom-
ic expansion (Shanahan et al. 1998).

Societal wealth may also encourage postpone-
ment of adulthood and the extension of “youth-
ful” values and life styles to older ages. Japanese
young people, traditionally oriented to the extend-
ed family, obedience, educational achievement,
and hard work, seem to be becoming more rebel-
lious and interested in immediate enjoyment as
delayed gratification becomes more difficult to
sustain in a more affluent society (Connor and De
Vos 1989; White 1993).

Although age-related increases from birth
through the second decade of life—in strength,

cognitive capacity, and autonomy (Shanahan, this
volume)—are probably recognized in some form
in all human societies, the social construction of
the early life course clearly reflects societal diversi-
ty and institutional change. Processes of moderni-
zation, encompassing changes in education, the
labor force, and the emergence of the welfare
state, produce age standardization of the early life
course (Shanahan forthcoming). For example, the
social differentiation of children and adolescents
was less pronounced in the educational system in
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America
than in the contemporary period (Graff 1995).
Secondary school students have become increas-
ingly homogeneous in age; this more pronounced
age grading promotes “adolescent” life styles and
orientations. Similarly, the extension of postsecondary
schooling promotes the perpetuation of “youth.”
However, during the past century in the United
States the changes marking the transition have
taken place first in quicker, and then in more
lengthy, succession (Shanahan forthcoming; Modell
et al. 1976).

As a result of technological and economic
change and increasing educational requirements
(Hogan and Mochizuki 1988; Arnett and Taber
1994; Coté and Allahar 1994), as well as family
instability (Buchmann 1989), the entry to adult-
hood has been characterized as increasingly ex-
tended, diversified, individualized (Buchmann
1989; Shanahan forthcoming), “disorderly” (Rindfuss
etal. 1987), variable (Shanahan forthcoming), and
less well defined (Buchmann 1989). For example,
while the acquisition of full-time work is widely
considered to mark the transition to adulthood,
distinctions between “youth work” and ‘“adult
work” blur as young people increasingly combine,
and alternate, student and occupational roles, in
various forms and levels of intensity through a
lengthy period of adolescence and youth (Mortimer
and Johnson 1998, 1999; Mortimer et al. 1999;
Morris and Bernhardt 1998; Arum and Hout 1998).
Markers of family formation likewise become less
clear as young people move in and out of cohabiting
and marital unions (Spain and Bianchi 1996).

Orderly sequences of transition events have
become less common (Shanahan forthcoming).
For example, many youth return to their parental
homes after leaving for college or other destina-
tions (Cooney 1994). Divergence from normative
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timing or sequencing sometimes generates public
alarm, becomes defined as a social problem, and
leads to difficulties for the young people whose
lives exhibit such patterns. Whereas parenting is
becoming more common outside of marriage (ap-
proximately one-third of births in the United States
occur to unmarried women; Spain and Bianchi
1996), it is widely thought that nonmarital birth in
the teenage years marks a too-early transition to
adulthood. Adolescent parenting is linked to school
dropout, difficulties in the job market, restricted
income and marital instability (Furstenberg, et al.
1987). (However, Furstenberg and colleagues’ 1987
study of a panel of black adolescent mothers six-
teen to seventeen years after their children were
born actually showed considerable diversity in
maternal socioeconomic outcomes.)

Still, assertions that the transition to adult-
hood is especially indeterminate, or becoming
more difficult, in contemporary Western societies
remain controversial. Graff (1995) documents the
extended and equivocal nature of this transition in
eighteenth- to twentieth-century America. Foner
and Kertzer (1978) noted ambiguity even in
premodern contexts, where elders and the rising
adult generation often struggled over the timing
of age-set transitions and corresponding transfers
of power, wealth, and privilege. It is certain, how-
ever, that the transition to adulthood assumes a
quite different character historically and across
national contexts, and may be more clear in some
than in others.

THE SUBJECTIVE TRANSITION TO
ADULTHOOD

A series of psychological, or subjective, changes
are expected to occur as young people move into
adulthood. The adolescent is said to be oriented to
fun, sports, popular music, and peers; receptive to
change; and ready to experiment with alternative
identities and sometimes, mood-altering substances
(Hall 1904). Youth are encouraged to enjoy them-
selves as they continue to explore their interests
and potentials. Osterman (1989) describes out-of-
school employed youth as lacking career orienta-
tion; instead, they emphasize peer relationships,
travel, adventure, and short-term jobs.

Young adults, in contrast, are expected to
relinquish such dependent, playful, experimental,

carefree, and even reckless stances of adolescence
and youth, so that they can address the “serious
business” of life. Those who become financially
and emotionally independent, productive, hard-
working, and responsible are considered ‘“adult”
(Klein 1990). Moreover, they themselves are ex-
pected to “feel like” adults (Aronson 1998).

The concept of “maturity” is integrally tied to
adulthood. Most generally, it refers to the psycho-
logical competencies deemed necessary to adapt
to the roles and responsibilities of adulthood
(Galambos and Ehrenberg 1997). For Greenberger
and Sorenson (1974), the term signifies autono-
my, the capacity to make decisions on the basis of
life goals and to function independently in work
and other spheres; skills in communicating and
relating to others; and social responsibility, the
motivation and ability to contribute to the wider
society. Greenberger and Steinberg (1986) wor-
ry that teenagers who have paid jobs become
“pseudomature,” as they take on adult identi-
ties and behavioral prerogatives without being
psychologically equipped for them. Such pseudo-
maturity can precipitate disengagement from more
beneficial, albeit dependent and childlike, roles
(especially the role of student). Bachman and
Schulenberg (1993) similarly note syndromes of
adultlike roles, activities, and identities that pro-
mote premature entry to adult family and occupa-
tional roles.

But like the objective markers of transition,
beliefs about the specific attributes that define
maturity, and how these competencies may be
fostered and recognized, vary across time and
social space (Burton et al. 1996). The extent to
which youth feel that they possess such capacities,
and the likelihood that adults will attribute these
qualities to them, may be highly variable across
social situations. Furthermore, in postmaterialist
societies and especially in the more highly educat-
ed and affluent social niches within them, orienta-
tions promoting success in the economic sphere
may recede in importance as criteria of maturity,
in favor of continued “youthful” emphases on
freedom and self-actualization throughout adult-
hood (Vinken and Ester 1992; Inglehart 1990).

Meanings and interpretations of the various
transitions signifying acquisition of adult status,
such as those linked to family formation (Modell
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1989), also exhibit historical and cross-societal
variability. In contemporary modern societies, struc-
tural differences in the link between school and
work (Shavit and Muller 1998) are reflected in the
phenomenal experience of the transition into the
labor force. Variation in the institutional connec-
tion between school and work in the United States
and Germany influences the ages at which young
people begin to actively prepare for the highly
consequential decisions (especially regarding
postsecondary schooling and career) that lie ahead
of them, and the degree of stress and uncertainty
they encounter in doing so (Mortimer and Kruger
forthcoming).

Itis widely believed that age norms, specifying
the timing and order of key life events, influence
the subjective passage, as well as the objective
trajectory, through the life course (Neugarten et
al. 1965; Neugarten and Datan 1973). “On-time”
transitions are “culturally prepared” by socializa-
tion and institutional arrangements (Model 1989,
p- 13), and are thereby rendered psychologically
salutary. Those who are “off-time,” too early or
too late, are thought to be the target of negative
social sanctions and to experience psychological
strain (Rossi 1980). National polls on the ideal age
to marry and become a parent yield age distribu-
tions that cluster around the modal ages at which
these changes generally occur. But consistency in
expectations, “ideal ages,” or even in the actual
timing of transitions, may have more to do with
institutionally determined pathways and other struc-
tural constraints than personal norms.

The notion that norms control timing behav-
ior is contradicted by evidence that age preferenc-
es (“ideal” ages for marker events) lag behind
behavioral change (Modell 1980; McLaughlin et
al. 1988, ch. 9). Marini (1984) notes that there is
little direct evidence regarding the existence or
content of social norms governing the timing of
life events. She asserts that if norms (and associat-
ed sanctions) do exist, they probably vary by popu-
lation subgroup (e.g., by socioeconomic status,
gender, and ethnicity), and encompass such a wide
range of acceptable ages that they lack causal
import. In one study, college students’ expecta-
tions about the ages at which they would most
likely traverse various markers of transition were
found to be more variable than those of high
school students (Greene 1990).

Older ages of marriage and finishing school,
coupled with the increasing reversibility of status
changes (serial marriages and cohabiting unions,
adult education, etc.) could erode age norms, to
the extent that they do exist, since such passages
are “no longer viewed in a linear way as transitions
passed at a given point and left behind permanent-
ly” (Arnett 1997, p. 20). Historically, as objective
markers of adulthood have become increasingly
variable in their timing and sequencing, age norms
may have lost whatever force they once had. Butin
fact, we do not know whether the failure to make
particular transitions at an age when one’s con-
temporaries have mostly done so engenders a
subjective sense of being “too early” or “too late”
and creates stress, either for earlier cohorts or for
contemporary young people.

Arnett (1997) found that youth themselves
were more likely to choose psychological traits
indicative of individualism and responsibility as
necessary for a person to be considered an adult;
as criteria for adult status, youth reject role transi-
tions or “objective markers” of adulthood, such as
finishing school, marriage, or parenthood. Ritu-
als, such as marriage and graduation, have tradi-
tionally allowed public recognition of successful
passage to adulthood. If such objective markers of
transition have less psychological salience than in
the past, they may be less important in signifying
and reinforcing adult status.

However, in Arnett’s study, two such transi-
tions were endorsed by the majority: living outside
the parental household and becoming financially
independent of parents. These linked changes,
signifying autonomy from parents, may have im-
portant symbolic meaning for young people as
they contemplate becoming adults. So too, three-
fourths of the participants endorsed “decide on
personal beliefs and values independently of par-
ents or other influences” (p. 11) as criteria of
adulthood.

Consistent with Arnett’s research, there is ap-
parently no clear correspondence between par-
ticular objective markers (e.g. graduating from
college, beginning a full-time job) and young peo-
ple’s subjective identification of themselves as
“adults.” Aronson (1999b) found that some con-
temporary young women in their mid-twenties do
not “feel like” adults, even when occupying roles
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widely considered to be indicative of adulthood.
Interviews revealed a great deal of ambiguity about
adult identity, as well as career uncertainty, de-
spite having already graduated from college and
begun full-time work linked to postsecondary are-
as of study.

Asynchronies in the age-grading systems of
different societal institutions generate status in-
consistencies (Buchmann 1989) with important
psychological implications. If adultlike identities
are confirmed in some contexts, such as the work-
place, but not in others, such as the family, this
discrepancy could produce strain. Moreover, the
“loosening” of age-grading and structured sequencing
in transitional activities decreases the ability to
predict the future from current circumstances
(Buchmann 1989), and may thereby engender
both stressful situations and depressive reactions
(Seligman 1988).

It is widely believed that adolescence and youth
are stressful life stages, and that problems dimin-
ish with successful acquisition of adult roles (Modell
et al. 1976). Consistent with this supposition, youth
have been found to exhibit less depressed mood
from late adolescence to early adulthood, as they
move from high school into postsecondary educa-
tion and, especially, into full-time work roles (Gore
etal. 1997). Moreover, there is evidence that men’s
self-perceptions of personal well-being and com-
petence decline during college, but rise during the
following decade (Mortimer et al. 1982).

However, women’s morale may follow a less
sanguine trajectory from adolescence through
midlife (Cohler et al. 1995). Contemporary wom-
en are more likely than those in the historical past
to take on multiple and conflicting roles. Difficul-
ties in balancing work and family may be particu-
larly acute and stressful during the transition to
adulthood (Aronson 1999a), as increasing num-
bers of young women attempt to balance the
conflicting demands of single motherhood, work,
and postsecondary education.

Though the literature tends to focus on prob-
lematic outcomes of historical change and the
loosening of age-graded social roles, greater diver-
sity in the sequencing and combination of roles
(schooling and work, parenting and employment)
have promoted more diversified, and autonomous,

courses of action. Indeed, the allowance of more
diverse sequences of transitions enables some youth
to escape from dissatisfying circumstances in ado-
lescence, for example, by leaving home (Cooney
and Mortimer 1999).

The greater individualization and lengthening
of the adult transition and early life course in
recent times may increase the potential for free-
dom, and the effective exercise of choice, as well as
stress. The extension of formal education allows
more time for the exploration of vocational and
other life-style alternatives (Maggs 1997). Although
change in occupational choice in the years after
high school (Rindfuss et al. 1990) may be seen as
indicative of a kind of “floundering” and instabili-
ty, it also may reflect youth’s increasing capacity to
assess alternatives before making a firm vocational
commitment. Modell’s (1989) social history of the
transition to adulthood in twentieth-century Ameri-
ca finds youth increasingly taking charge of their
heterosexual relationships and the formation of
new families, becoming ever freer of adult surveil-
lance and control. Aronson (1998) found that
contemporary young women appreciate their life-
course flexibility (Aronson 1998).

THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD AS
A CRITICAL PERIOD OF HUMAN
DEVELOPMENT

The transition to adulthood is a highly formative
period for the crystallization of psychological ori-
entations relating to work, leisure (Inglehart 1990),
and politics (Glenn 1980). Alwin and colleagues’
(1991) study of a panel of Bennington college
women from the 1930s to the 1980s reports ex-
traordinary persistence of political attitudes formed
while in college over an approximately fifty-year
period (a stability coefficient of .781). Work orien-
tations also become more stable following early
adulthood (Lorence and Mortimer 1985; Mortimer
et al. 1988). Three explanations have been put
forward to account for this pattern: The first impli-
cates the environment; the second, features of the
person; the third combines both elements. Ac-
cording to the first line of reasoning, the relatively
dense spacing of major life events during the
transition to adulthood generates external pres-
sures to form new attitudes or to change previous
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views (Glenn 1980). While similar events can occur
later in life (e.g., a job or career change, remarriage,
or entry into an adult education program), they
are usually spaced more widely and are like those
experienced previously, rather than wholly new
circumstances requiring adaptation. Similarly, ex-
periences at work generally assume greater con-
stancy after an initial period of job instability
(Osterman 1980). Primary relationships that pro-
vide support for attitudes are often in flux during
the transition to adulthood; thereafter, stable pri-
mary groups may provide continuing support for
previously crystallized attitudinal positions (Sears
1981; Backman 1981; Alwin et al. 1991). Accord-
ing to this perspective, there may be continuing
capacity to change throughout life (Baltes et al.
1980), but if environments become more stable
after the adult transition, there will be less impetus
for such change (Moss and Susman 1980).

A second explanation links the “aging stabili-
ty”’ pattern to intrapersonal processes that increas-
ingly support the maintenance of existing person-
ality traits, and resistance to change. Mannheim’s
(1952) classic concept of generation implies that
the young are especially receptive to influences
generated by the key historical changes of their
time (economic upheaval, war, or political revolu-
tion). Analysis of data from the European Values
Survey shows that younger cohorts are less relig-
iously traditional, are more sexually and morally
permissive, and value personal development more
highly than older cohorts (Vinken and Ester 1992).

Alwin and colleagues (1991) find evidence for
a “generational/persistence model,” which simi-
larly combines notions of vulnerability in youth
and persistence thereafter. Before role and char-
acter identities are formed, the person may be
quite malleable. However, preserving a consistent,
stable sense of self is a major motivational goal
(Rosenberg 1979); and once self-identities are linked
to key attitudes and values, the person’s self may
become inextricably tied to those views (Sears
1981). Moreover, feelings of dissonance (Festinger
1957) arise when attitudes and beliefs that provide
a sense of understanding are threatened (Glenn
1980). Consistent with the notion that young adults
may be more ready to change, occupational expe-
riences (i.e., related to autonomy) have stronger
influences on the work orientations of younger

workers (ages sixteen to twenty-nine) than of those
who are older (Lorence and Mortimer 1985;
Mortimer et al. 1988).

According to a third point of view, an interac-
tion between the young person and the environ-
ment fosters a process of ““accentuation” of
preexisting traits. While early experiences provide
initial impetus for personal development, attitudes
and values formed in childhood or adolescence
are later strengthened through the individual’s
selection, production, and/or maintenance of en-
vironmental circumstances that support earlier
dispositions. According to this view, youth making
the transition to adulthood select and/or mold
their environments (Lerner and Busch-Rossnagel
1981) often so as to maintain (or to reinforce)
initial psychological states. This process typically
results in an “increase in emphasis of already
prominent characteristics during social transitions
in the life course” (Elder and Caspi 1990, p. 218;
see also Elder and O’Rand 1995).

Such processes of accentuation take many
forms. For example, students choosing particular
college majors become increasingly similar in in-
terests and values over time (Feldman and Weiler
1976). Mortimer and colleagues’ (1986) study of a
panel of young men showed that competence
measured in the senior year of college predicted
work autonomy ten years later, which in turn,
fostered an increasing sense of competence. Simi-
larly, intrinsic, extrinsic and people-oriented val-
ues prior to adult entry to the workforce led to the
selection of occupational experiences that served
to strengthen these value preferences. A similar
pattern was found among high school students
seeking part-time jobs; intrinsic values predicted
opportunities to acquire skills and to help others
at work, and further opportunities for skill devel-
opment strengthened intrinsic values (Mortimer
et al. 1996). Alwin and colleagues’ (1991) follow-
up study of women who attended Bennington
College in the 1930s indicated that the choice of
associates and the formation of supportive refer-
ence groups—e.g., spouses, friends, and child-
ren—played a substantial part in maintaining the
women’s political values.

Elder’s longitudinal study of young people
growing up during the Great Depression amassed
considerable evidence that successful encounters
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with problems in adolescence can build confi-
dence and resources that promote effective cop-
ing with events later in life, fostering personality
continuity (Elder 1974; Elder et al. 1984). Thus,
early achievements and difficulties can give rise to
“spiralling” success and failure. For members of
the Oakland cohort, early economic deprivation
provided opportunity to help the family in a time
of crisis; the consequent increase in self-efficacy,
motivation, and capacity to mobilize effort fos-
tered adult work and family security. Elder and
Caspi (1990) similarly find that adolescents with
more resilient personalities reacted more positive-
ly as young adults to combat in World War II. Such
reciprocities are also evident among women in
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth; early
self-esteem predicted educational attainment and
more substantively complex employment, which,
in turn, further enhanced their sense of worth
(Menahgan 1997).

In contrast, negative early events may set in
motion processes that accentuate problems. Early
failures can produce psychological reactions and
cognitive attributes that perpetuate poor outcomes.
There is evidence from several studies that early
unemployment fosters distress, self-blame, and
negative orientations toward work in general, en-
gendering continued failure in the labor market
(Mortimer 1994). Traumatic war experiences in
early adulthood can threaten marriage and there-
by reinforce a cycle of irritability (Elder and Caspi
1990, p. 235).

Whereas sociologists emphasize the social de-
termination of early adult outcomes, and social
psychologists have noted enduring personality traits
that influence the process of transition to adult-
hood, changes in both socioeconomic and person-
al trajectories do occur, frequently at times of life-
course transition. Change can occur as a result of
“fortuitous events” that intervene in the develop-
mental process rather than reinforcing patterns of
preadult behavior (Elder and Caspi 1988, p. 102).
For example, marriage to anondeviant spouse, the
quality of a first marriage, or of economic self-
sufficiency from a full-time job may lead to change
in direction of a previously “disorderly” or other-
wise problematic early life course (Rutter and
Quinton 1984; Sampson and Laub 1993; Gore et
al. 1997). “Identity transformations” (Wells and

Stryker 1988) can also result when “turning points”
(Strauss 1959) in personal history intersect with a
rapidly changing historical context to alter a previ-
ously held worldview (Aronson forthcoming).

FACTORS INFLUENCING SUCCESSFUL
ACQUISITION AND ADAPTATION TO
ADULT ROLES

Social scientists are giving increasing attention to
processes of individual agency, including goal set-
ting, choice among alternative lines of action, and
the mobilization of effort, which influence trajec-
tories of attainment throughout the life course.
Early orientations toward, and expectancies about,
competentaction are critical for later adult success
(Mainquist and Eichorn 1989). Jordaan and Super
(1974) report that adolescents’ planfulness, re-
sponsibility, and future orientation predicted their
level of occupational attainment at the age of
twenty-five. The more explorative adolescents, who
were actively engaging of the environment, had
more positive early adult outcomes. “Planful com-
petence,” denoting ambition, productivity, and
dependability in adolescence, has also been linked
to men’s adult occupational status and marital
stability (Clausen 1991, 1993). These attributes
imply planfulness, delayed gratification, an intel-
lectual orientation, and a sense of control over
goal attainment. Planfully competent adolescents
actively explore future options and opportunities,
and select those that match their developing pro-
clivities and potentialities. This process gives rise
to a better fit between the person and the environ-
ment, fostering satisfaction and stability in adult
social roles (see Shanahan and Elder 1999).

However, the institutional structure, and the
individual’s place within hierarchies establishing
unequal resources and opportunities, may either
facilitate or limit the effective exercise of agency.
Shanahan (forthcoming) speaks of “limited strate-
gic action,” resulting from ‘“the dynamic tension
between selection and assignment.” Because the
relation between courses of study and higher edu-
cational outcomes is often obscure, students may
have limited ability to alter negative educational
trajectories (Dornbusch 1994). The consequences
of planfulness may also be historically variable,
depending on the degree of opportunity available
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to a cohort at critical phases of its life course
(Shanahan and Elder 1999).

As the process of acquiring adultlike markers
of transition becomes more complex and ambigu-
ous, a wide variety of psychological orientations—
including aspirations, values, goals, life plans, self-
concepts, and identities—may become increasing-
ly determinative of subsequent outcomes (Mortimer
1996). In fact, both general (Bandura 1996) and
facet-specific (Grabowski et al. 1998) dimensions
of efficacy are predictive of goal-directed behavior
and achievement. Fact-specific orientations include
expectations relevant to particular spheres, such
as school and work.

The social structural conditions and circum-
stances that enable some young people to contin-
ue to pursue their goals despite obstacles, and
others to relinquish them, deserve further study.
However, in some circumstances, more favorable
outcomes will accrue to those who are more flex-
ible. Kerckhoff and Bell (1988) find that the achieve-
ment of postsecondary educational credentials in
the form of some vocational certificates yield high-
er earnings than attaining only some college. The
relative merit of tenacious goal pursuit (e.g. a
baccalaureate degree) versus the substitution of
new, more realistic, alternative objectives (‘‘assimi-
lation” and ‘““accommodation” in Brandtstadter’s
[1998] terminology) may be determined by struc-
turally constrained resources as well as opportunities.

The character and outcomes of the transition
to adulthood are clearly dependent on diverse
resources that are differentially distributed among
young people (Shanahan forthcoming). There are
social class differences in the age at which adult
roles are acquired, in the character of marking
events, and even in the availability of opportuni-
ties to assume adult-status positions (Meijers 1992).
The socioeconomic background of the family of
origin sets the level of available resources, foster-
ing intergenerational continuity in attainment (Blau
and Duncan 1967; Sewell and Hauser 1976; Kerckhoff
1995). Relative advantage or disadvantage can de-
rive from placement in familial and other net-
works that provide information (Granovetter 1974;
Osterman 1989), for example, about higher educa-
tional opportunities, jobs (Lin 1992), or even pro-
spective marital partners. A lack of resources, as
well as instability (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994),

in the family of origin is associated with disadvan-
taged transitions to adulthood. Moreover, struc-
tural sources of cumulative advantage, such as
advantageous placement in ability groups, high
school tracks or secondary schools, increase the
likelihood of higher education (Kerckhoff 1993;
Garmoran 1996).

Personal resources facilitating the educational
and occupational attainment process have been
linked to social class background. Adolescents’
educational and occupational aspirations, and their
educational attainments, are important mediators
of the effects of occupational origins on destina-
tions (Featherman 1980; Featherman and Spenner
1988). The transmission of self-directed values
may also constitute a mechanism through which
socioeconomic status is perpetuated across gen-
erations (Kohn and Schooler 1983; Kohn et al.
1986). Close father-son relationships in late ado-
lescence engender continuity in paternal occupa-
tions and values, and sons’ work values and early
adult-occupational destinations (Mortimer and
Kumka 1982; Ryu and Mortimer 1996). Parents of
higher socioeconomic level typically engage in
more supportive child-rearing behavior (Gecas
1979), which fosters the development of personali-
ty traits such as competence, work involvement,
and positive work values, that facilitate early adult
socioeconomic attainments (Mortimer et al. 1986).

Gender differences in future orientations can
foster differences in achievement. For example, if
young women view their futures as contingent on
the needs of future spouses, children, and others,
this will diminish their propensity to make firm
plans (Hagestad 1992), thereby diminishing their
attainment. Despite dramatic changes in adult
women’s employment (McLaughlin et al. 1988;
Moen 1992), and in contrast to young men’s occu-
pational aspirations, many young women are “talk-
ing career but thinking job” (Machung 1989,
pp. 52-53).

Geissler and Kruger (1992) have identified
different patterns of contemporary “biographical
continuity” among young German women, each
having important implications for career achieve-
ment. Traditionally-oriented women expect to have
limited labor force participation and to be eco-
nomically dependent on a husband. Career-orient-
ed young women emphasize the acquisition of
professional qualifications and delay marriage. Still
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others are actively concerned with both work and
family spheres. Such divergence in future orienta-
tions and planning influences the intensity of striv-
ing for achievement and attainment during the
transition to adulthood.

Moreover, to the extent that young women are
aware of the difficulties adult women face, result-
ing from employer discrimination and the une-
qual division of family work, this would likely
depress expectations for labor market success.
Ambivalence about work could exacerbate the
detrimental consequences of other psychological
differences (relative to males) for socioeconomic
attainment, such as lower self-efficacy, lower self-
esteem, and higher levels of depressive affect
(Simmons and Blyth 1987; Gecas 1989; Finch et al.
1991; Shanahan et al. 1991; Mortimer 1994). It is
therefore not surprising that although women
have narrowed the historical gap in educational
attainment (McLaughlin et al. 1988), they often
get “diverted” from their initial plans, emphasiz-
ing romance over academics (Holland and Eisenhart
1990). For today’s women, taking on adult work
and family roles is more likely than for men to
result in the termination of schooling (Pallas 1993).

If the family is an important institutional con-
text for the acquisition of economic and other
resources for the adult transition, family poverty
or disintegration may be expected to have nega-
tive consequences. Experiences in youth may thus
setin motion a train of events that have a profound
impact on the early life course. Disruption and
single parenthood in the family of origin, and the
economic loss and emotional turmoil that fre-
quently ensue, may jeopardize parental invest-
ment in children and youth. However, Coleman
(1994) argues that declining investments in the
next generation may occur even in more favorable
and affluent circumstances. As the functions of the
family are transferred to other agencies in welfare
states (e.g., as the government takes over educa-
tion, welfare, support of the aged, and other func-
tions), there is a declining economic dependence
of family members on one another. As the
multigenerational organization and functions of
the family weaken, parental motivation to invest
attention, time, and effort in the younger genera-
tion may also decrease throughout the population.

However, Shanahan (forthcoming) speaks of
“knifing off” experiences during the transition

to adulthood, which can enable some youth to
escape from poverty, familial conflict, stigmatization,
and other debilitating circumstances of their child-
hood and teen years. For example, service in the
military enabled many men from disadvantaged
backgrounds to extricate themselves from the stress-
ful circumstances of their families, mature
psychologically, and therefore be in a better posi-
tion to take advantage of educational benefits for
veterans after World War II (Elder and Caspi 1990).

The availability of opportunities for anticipa-
tory socialization or practice of adult roles may
also affect adaptation to them. Contemporary youth
spend much of their time in schools, cut off from
meaningful contact with adult workers (excepting
their teachers). Some have expressed concern that
this isolation from adult work settings reduces
opportunities for career exploration and encour-
ages identification with the youth subculture (Pan-
el on Youth 1974). Many parents encourage ado-
lescent children to work, believing that this experience
will help them to become responsible and inde-
pendent, to learn to handle money, and to effec-
tively manage their time (Phillips and Sandstrom
1990). However, “youth jobs” are quite different
from adult work, involving relatively simple tasks
and little expectation of continuity.

The impacts of part-time employment during
adolescence for the transition to adulthood is the
subject of much controversy (Committee on the
Health and Safety Implications of Child Labor
1998, ch. 4). While the full impact of employment
in adolescence is not known, there is evidence that
increasing investment in paid work (as indicated
by the number of hours spent working per week) is
associated with reduced educational attainment
(Marsh 1991; Chaplin and Hannaway 1996; Carr
et al. 1996). However, several studies have shown
that employment during high school also predicts
more stable work histories and higher earnings in
the years immediately following (Mortimer and
Finch 1986; Marsh 1991; Ruhm 1995, 1997; Mortimer
and Johnson 1998). Stern and Nakata (1989), us-
ing data from noncollege youth in the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, report that more
complex work activity in adolescence is associated
with lower incidence of unemployment and high-
er earnings three years after high school.

The meaning of adolescent work also influ-
ences subsequent educational and occupational
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outcomes. For example, employment has been
found to have a positive effect on high school
students’ grades when the workers are saving their
earnings to go to college (Marsh 1991; Ruscoe et
al. 1996). Consistently, youth who effectively bal-
ance their part-time jobs with school, working near
continuously during high school but restricting
the intensity of their employment to twenty hours
a week or fewer, were found to have high early-
achievement orientations and obtained more
months of post-secondary education (Mortimer
and Johnson 1998).

There is further evidence that the quality of
adolescent work experience matters for psycho-
logical outcomes that are likely to influence adult
attainment (Mortimer and Finch 1996). For exam-
ple, adolescent boys who felt that they were obtain-
ing useful skills and who perceived opportunities
for advancement in their jobs exhibited increased
mastery (internal control) over time; girls who
thought that they were being paid well for their
work manifested increasing levels of self-efficacy
(Finch et al. 1991). Exposure to job stressors, in
contrast, heightened depressive affect (Shanahan
et al. 1991).

For the most disadvantaged segments of socie-
ty there is concern that poor educational opportu-
nities and a rapidly deteriorating economic base in
the inner cities preclude access to youth jobs as
well as to viable adult work roles (Wilson 1987),
irrespective of personal efficacy, ambition, or oth-
er traits. The shift from an industrial- to a service-
based economy has lessened the availability of
entry-level employment in manufacturing. Eco-
nomic and technological change has created a
class of ‘“hard-core unemployed”; those whose
limited education and skills place them at a severe
disadvantage in the labor market (Lichter 1988;
Halperin 1998). Black males’ lack of stable em-
ployment in U.S. inner cities limits their ability to
assume the adult family role (as male provider)
and fosters the increasing prevalence and legitima-
cy of female-headed families.

Research on African-American adolescents sug-
gests that the transition to adulthood may differ
significantly from that of non-minority teens. Ogbu
(1989) implicates beliefs about success as critical to
understanding the paradox of high aspirations
among black adolescents and low subsequent

achievement. The “folk culture of success,” fos-
tered by a history of discrimination and reinforced
by everyday experience (e.g., the observation of
black career ceilings, inflated job qualifications,
housing discrimination, and poor occupational
achievement despite success in school), convinces
some young blacks that desired occupational out-
comes will not be assured by educational attain-
ment. Given the belief that external forces con-
trolled by whites determine success, alternative
strategies for achievement may be endorsed—
hustling, collective action, or dependency on a
more powerful white person. These, in turn, may
diminish the effort in school that is necessary to
obtain good grades and educational credentials.

In the context of urban poverty and violence,
youth expectations for a truncated life expectancy
(an “‘accelerated life course’), may lessen the
salience of adolescence as a distinct life stage
(Burton et al. 1996). With few employment and
educational opportunities available, these youth
often focus on alternative positive markers of adult-
hood, such as becoming a parent, obtaining mate-
rial goods, or becoming involved in religious ac-
tivities. Under such conditions, even a menial job
can engender and reinforce “mainstream” identi-
ties and “possible selves” as economically produc-
tive working adults (Newman 1996). However,
structural opportunities pervasively influence achieve-
ment orientations and outcomes throughout the
social class hierarchy; such processes are clearly
not limited to any particular societal stratum
(Kerckhoff 1995).

Supportive families and other social bonds are
predictive of successful adjustment in the face of
poverty and other disadvantages (Ensminger and
Juon 1998). Families who are successful in these
circumstances place great emphasis on connecting
their adolescent children with persons and agen-
cies outside the immediate household, in their
neighborhoods and beyond, thereby enhancing
their social networks and social capital, invaluable
resources in the transition to adulthood (Furstenberg
et al. 1999; Sullivan 1989).

In summary, becoming an adult involves
changes in objective status positions and in subjec-
tive orientations. The transition to adulthood has
changed through historical time as a result of
economic, political, and social trends. Contempo-
rary young people face increasingly extended and
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individualized paths in the timing and sequencing
of their movement into adult roles. The transition
to adulthood is found to be a critical period for the
crystallization of key orientations and values. Adult
status placement and adjustment are influenced
by socioeconomic background and poverty, gen-
der, early employment experiences, and psycho-
logical resources.

The multiplicity of transition markers, the
variety of macrostructural and personal influenc-
es, and the little-studied subjective component
give rise to important challenges and complexities
in the study of this phase of life.
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AFFECT CONTROL THEORY
AND IMPRESSION
FORMATION

Sociologist Erving Goffman (1969) argued that
people conduct themselves so as to generate im-
pressions that maintain the identities, or “faces,”
that they have in social situations. Human action—
aside from accomplishing tasks—functions expres-
sively in reflecting actors’ social positions and in
preserving social order. Affect control theory (Heise
1979; Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988; MacKinnon
1994) continues Goffman’s thesis, providing a
mathematized and empirically grounded model
for explaining and predicting expressive aspects
of action.
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AFFECTIVE MEANING

Cross-cultural research among people speaking
diverse languages in more than twenty-five nations
around the world (Osgood, May, and Miron 1975)
revealed that any person, behavior, object, setting,
or property of persons evokes an affective re-
sponse consisting of three components. One com-
ponent consists of approval or disapproval of the
entity—an evaluation based on morality (good
versus bad), aesthetics (beautiful versus ugly),
functionality (useful versus useless), hedonism
(pleasant versus unpleasant), or some other crite-
rion. Whatever the primary basis of evaluation, it
tends to generalize to other bases, so, for example,
something that is useful tends also to seem good,
beautiful, and pleasant.

Another component of affective responsesis a
potency assessment made in terms of physical
proportions (large versus small, deep versus shal-
low), strength (strong versus weak), influence (pow-
erful versus powerless), or other criteria. Again,
judgments on the basis of one criterion tend to
generalize to other criteria, so, for example, a
powerful person seems large, deep (in a meta-
phorical sense), and strong.

The third component of affective responses—
an appraisal of activity—may depend on speed
(fast versus slow), perceptual stimulation (noisy
versus quiet, bright versus dim), age (young versus
old), keenness (sharp versus dull), or other crite-
ria. These criteria also generalize to some degree
so, for example, a young person often seems meta-
phorically fast, noisy, bright, and sharp.

The evaluation, potency, and activity (EPA)
structure in subjective responses is one of the best-
documented facts in social science, and an elabo-
rate technology has developed for measuring EPA
responses on ‘‘semantic differential scales” (Heise
1969). The scales consist of adjectives separated by
anumber of check positions. For example, a stand-
ard scale has Good-Nice at one end and Bad-
Awful at the other end, and intervening positions
on the scale allow respondents to record the direc-
tion and intensity of their evaluations of a stimu-
lus. The middle rating position on such scales
represents neutrality and is coded 0.0. Positions
moving outward are labeled “slightly,” “quite,”
“extremely,” and “infinitely,” and they are coded
1.0, 2.0, 3.0, and 4.3 respectively—positive on the
good, potent, and active sides of the scales; and

negative on the bad, impotent, and inactive sides
(Heise 1978).

EPA responses tend to be socially shared with-
in a population (Heise 1966, 1999), so a group’s
average EPA response to an entity indexes the
group sentiment about the entity. Group senti-
ments can be computed from as few as thirty
ratings since each rater’s transient response origi-
nates from a single shared sentiment rather than a
separately held position (Romney, Weller, and
Batchelder 1986). Sentiments vary across cultures.
For example, potent authorities such as an em-
ployer are evaluated positively in U.S. and Canadi-
an college populations, but German students evalu-
ate authorities negatively; small children are evaluated
positively in Western nations but neutrally in Japan.

IMPRESSION FORMATION

Combinations of cognitive elements bring affec-
tive meanings together and create outcome im-
pressions through psychological processes that
are complex, subtle, and yet highly predictable
(Gollob 1974; Heise 1979; Anderson 1996).

One kind of impression formation amalgamates
a personal attribute with a social identity resulting
in a sense of how a person is different from similar
others (Averett and Heise 1987). For example,
among U.S. college students (the population of
raters for examples henceforth), someone who is
rich is evaluatively neutral, very powerful, and a
little on the quiet side. Meanwhile, a professor is
fairly good, fairly powerful, and a bit quiet. The
notion of a “rich professor” combines these senti-
ments and yields a different outcome. A rich pro-
fessor is evaluated somewhat negatively, mainly
because the personalized power of wealth gener-
ates an uneasiness that is not overcome by esteem
for academic status. A rich professor seems very
powerful because the average potency of wealth
and of professors is high, and the mind adds an
extra increment of potency because of the person-
alized power deriving from wealth. A rich profes-
sor seems even quieter than the component status-
es because activity connotations do not merely
average, they summate to some degree.

The processes that are involved in combining
a social identity with a status characteristic like
“rich” also are involved in combining a social

42



AFFECT CONTROL THEORY AND IMPRESSION FORMATION

identity with personal traits. Thus, an authoritari-
an professor evokes an impression roughly similar
to a rich professor since the affective association
for authoritarian is similar to that for rich.

Another example involving emotion illustrates
additional processes involved in combining per-
sonal characteristics with social identities (Heise
and Thomas 1989). Being outraged implies that
one is feeling quite bad, somewhat potent, and
somewhat lively. A child is felt to be quite good,
quite impotent, and very active. The combination
“outraged child,” seems fairly bad, partly because
the child is flaunting personalized power deriving
from an emotion and partly because the mind
discounts customary esteem for a person if there is
a personal basis for evaluating the person nega-
tively: The child’s negative emotion undercuts the
regard one usually has for a child. The child’s
impotency is reduced because of a bad and potent
emotional state. And the child’s activity is greater
than usual because the activity of the emotion and
the activity of the identity combine additively.

The combining of attributions and identities
involves somewhat different processes in different
domains. For example, North American males and
females process attributions in the same way,
though both make attributions about females that
are more governed by morality considerations
than attributions about males (Heise 1999). Mean-
while, Japanese males are socialized to be more
concerned than Japanese females with evaluative
consistency in attributions and with matching good-
ness and weakness, so Japanese males process
attributions about everything with more concern
for morality than do Japanese females (Smith,
Matsuno, and Ike 1999).

Events are another basis for impression for-
mation. A social event—an actor behaving on an
object or person within some setting—amalgamates
EPA impressions of the elements comprising the
event and generates a new impression of each
element. For example, when an athlete strangles a
coach, the athlete seems bad, and the coach seems
cowardly because the coach loses both goodness
and potency as a result of the event. The complex
equations for predicting outcome impressions from
input impressions have been found to be similar
in different cultures (Heise 1979; Smith-Lovin
1987a; Smith-Lovin 1987b; Smith, Matsuno, and
Umino 1994).

To a degree, the character of a behavior dif-
fuses to the actor who performs the behavior. For
example, an admired person who engages in a
violent act seems less good, more potent, and
more active than usual. Impressions of the actor
also are influenced by complex interplays between
the nature of the behavior and the nature of the
object. For example, violence toward an enemy
does not stigmatize an actor nearly so much as
violence toward a child. That is because bad, force-
ful behaviors toward bad, potent objects seem
justified while such behaviors toward good, weak
objects seem ruthless. Moreover, the degree of
justification or of ruthlessness depends on how
good the actor was in the first place; for example, a
person who acts violently toward a child loses
more respect if initially esteemed than if already
stigmatized.

Similarly, diffusions of feeling from one event
element to another and complex interplays be-
tween event elements generate impressions of
behaviors, objects, and settings. The general prin-
ciple is that initial affective meanings of event
elements combine and thereby produce new im-
pressions that reflect the meaning of the event.
Those impressions are transient because they, in
turn, are the meanings that are transformed by
later events.

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT

Normal events produce transient impressions that
match sentiments, whereas events that generate
impressions deviating widely from sentiments seem
abnormal (Heise and MacKinnon 1987). For ex-
ample, “a parent assisting a child” creates impres-
sions of parent, child, and assisting that are close
to sentiments provided by our culture, and the
event seems normal. On the other hand, “a parent
harming a child” seems abnormal because the
event produces negative impressions of parent
and child that are far different than the culturally-
given notions that parents and children are good.

According to affect control theory, people
manage events so as to match transient impres-
sions with sentiments and thereby maintain nor-
mality in their experience. Expressive shaping of
events occurs within orderly rational action, and
ordinarily the expressive and the rational compo-
nents of action complement each other because
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cultural sentiments incite the very events that are
required by the logic of social institutions like the
family, law, religion, etc.

Having adopted an appropriate identity at a
scene and having cast others in complementary
identities, a person intuits behaviors that will cre-
ate normal impressions. For example, if a person
in the role of judge is to act on someone who is a
proven crook, then she must do something that
confirms a judge’s power and that confirms the
badness of a crook, and behaviors like “convict”
and “sentence” produce the right impressions.
Fitting behaviors may change in the wake of prior
events. For example, a father who is fulfilling his
role in a mediocre manner because his child has
disobeyed him strives to regain goodness and
power by controlling the child or by dramatizing
forgiveness. Other people’s identities may serve as
resources for restoring a compromised identity
(Wiggins and Heise 1987); for example, a father
shaken by a child’s disobedience might recover his
poise by supporting and defending mother.

Behaviors that confirm sentiments are the
intrinsically motivated behaviors in a situation.
Actors sometimes comply to the demands of oth-
ers and thereby forego intrinsically motivated be-
haviors. Yet compliance also reflects the basic
principle since compliant behavior is normal in
one relationship even though it may be abnormal
in another relationship. For example, a child acts
normally when calling on a playmate though also
abnormally if his mother has ordered him not to
do so and he disobeys her. The actor maintains the
relationship that is most salient.

Sometimes other people produce events that
do not confirm sentiments evoked by one’s own
definition of a situation. Affect control theory
suggests several routes for restoring consistency
between impressions and sentiments in such cases.
First, people may try to reinterpret other’s actions
so as to optimize expressive coherence. For exam-
ple, an actor’s movement away from another per-
son can be viewed as departing, leaving, escaping,
fleeing, deserting—and one chooses the interpre-
tation that seems most normal, given participants’
identities and prior events (Heise 1979). Of course,
interpretations of a behavior are bound by deter-
minable facts about the behavior and its conse-
quences, so some behaviors cannot be interpreted
in a way that completely normalizes an event.

Another response to disturbing events is con-
struction of new events that transform abnormal
impressions back to normality. Restorative events
with the self as actor might be feasible and enact-
ed, as in the example of a father controlling a
disobedient child. Restorative events that require
others to act might be elicited by suggesting what
the other should do. For example, after a child has
disobeyed his mother, a father might tell the child
to apologize.

Intractable disturbances in interaction that
cannot be handled by reinterpreting others’ ac-
tions or by instigating new events lead to changes
in how people are viewed, such as attributing
character traits to people in order to form com-
plex identities that account for participation in
certain kinds of anomalous events. For example, a
father who has ignored his child might be viewed
as an inconsiderate person.

Changing base identities also can produce the
kind of person who would participate in certain
events. For example, an employee cheating an
employer would be expressively coherent were the
employee known to be a lawbreaker, and a cheat-
ing incident may instigate legal actions that apply a
lawbreaker label and that withdraw the employee
identity. The criminal justice system changes ac-
tors in deviant events into the kinds of people who
routinely engage in deviant actions, thereby allow-
ing the rest of us to feel that we understand why
bad things happen.

Trait attributions and labels that normalize
particular incidents are added to conceptions of
people, and thereafter the special identities may
be invoked in order to set expectations for a
person’s behavior in other scenes or to under-
stand other incidents. Everyone who interacts with
a person builds up knowledge about the person’s
capacities in this way, and a person builds up
knowledge about the self in this way as well.

EMOTION

Affect control theory is a central framework in the
sociology of emotions (Thoits 1989; Smith-Lovin
1994), and its predictions about emotions in vari-
ous situations match well with the predictions of
real people who imagine themselves in those situa-
tions (Heise and Weir 1999). According to affect
control theory, spontaneous emotion reflects the
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state a person has reached as a result of events and
also how that state compares to the ideal experi-
ence of a person with a particular social identity.
For example, if events make a person seem neutral
on goodness, potency, and activity, then the tend-
ency is to feel emotionally neutral, but someone in
the sweetheart role ends up feeling blue because
he or she is experiencing so much less than one
expects in a romantic relationship.

Because emotions reflect the impressions that
events have generated, they are a way of directly
sensing the consequences of social interaction.
Because emotions simultaneously reflect what kinds
of identities people are taking, emotions also are a
way of sensing the operative social structure in a
situation. Moreover, because displays of emotion
broadcast a person’s subjective appraisals to oth-
ers, emotions contribute to intersubjective sharing
of views about social matters.

People sometimes mask their emotions or
display emotions other than those that they feel
spontaneously in order to hide their appraisal of
events from others or to conceal personal defini-
tions of a situation. For example, an actor caught
in misconduct might display guilt and remorse
beyond what is felt in order to convince others that
he believes his behavior is wrong and that he is not
the type who engages in such activity. Such a
display of negative emotion after a deviant act
makes the actor less vulnerable to a deviant label—
an hypothesis derived from the mathematics of
affect control theory (Heise 1989).

APPLICATIONS

Affect control theory provides a comprehensive
social-psychological framework relating to roles,
impression formation, behavior, emotion, attribu-
tion, labeling, and other issues (Stryker and Statham
1985). Consequently it is applicable to a variety of
social-psychological problems. For example:

+ Smith-Lovin and Douglass (1992) showed
that sentiments about relevant identities
and behaviors are positive in a devi-
ant subculture, and therefore subcultural
interactions are happier than outsiders
believe.

+ MacKinnon and Langford (1994) found
that moral evaluations determine the pres-
tige of occupations with low and middle

but not high levels of education and
income; and they found that income
affects occupational prestige partly by
adjusting feelings about the potency of the
occupation.

+ Robinson and Smith-Lovin (1992) found
that people with low self-esteem prefer to
associate with their critics rather than their
flatterers. Robinson (1996) showed that
networks can emerge from self-identities,
with cliques reflecting differing levels of
self-esteem, and dominance structures re-
flecting differing levels of self-potency.

+ Francis (1997a, 1997b) showed that thera-
pists often promote emotional healing by
embedding clients in a social structure
where key identities have particular EPA
profiles; the identities are associated with
different functions in different therapeutic
ideologies.

+ Studies of courtroom scenarios (Robinson,
Smith-Lovin, and Tsoudis 1994; Tsoudis
and Smith-Lovin 1998) showed that people
(such as jurors) deal more leniently with
convicted criminals who show remorse
and guilt over their crimes, as predicted
by affect control theory. In a related study,
Scher and Heise (1993) suggested that
perceptions of injustice follow justice-
related emotions of anger or guilt, so
social interactional structures that keep
people happy can prevent mobilization
regarding unjust reward structures.

-+ Heise (1998) suggested that solidarity
comes easier when a group identity is
good, potent, and lively so that group
members engage in helpful actions with
each other and experience emotions in
parallel. Britt and Heise (forthcoming)
showed that successful social movements
instigate a sequence of member emotions,
culminating in pride, which reflect a good,
potent, and lively group identity.

Affect control theory’s mathematical model is
implemented in a computer program that simu-
lates social interactions and predicts the emotions
and interpretations of interactants during expect-
ed or unexpected interpersonal events. Simula-
tions can be conducted with EPA measurements
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obtained in a variety of nations—Northern Ire-
land, Canada, Germany, Japan, and the United
States. The computer program, the datasets, and
other materials are available at the affect control
theory web site at: www.indiana.edu/ "~ socpsy/ACT.

CONCLUSION

Goffman (1967, p. 9) called attention to the ex-
pressive order in social relations:

By entering a situation in which he is given a
face to maintain, a person takes on the
responsibility of standing guard over the flow
of evenlts as they pass before him. He must
ensure that a particular expressive order is
sustained—an order that regulates the flow of
events, large or small, so that anything that
appears to be expressed by them will be
consistent with his face.

Affect control theory’s empirically based mathe-
matical model offers arich and productive founda-
tion for studying the expressive order.
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DAVID R. HEISE

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

The term affirmative action has been used in the
United States since the late 1960s to refer to
policies that go beyond the simple prohibition of
discrimination on grounds of race, national ori-
gin, and sex in employment practices and educa-
tional programs. These policies require some fur-
ther action, “affirmative action,” to make jobs and
promotions and admissions to educational pro-
grams available to individuals from groups that
have historically suffered from discrimination in
gaining these opportunities or are, whether dis-
criminated against or not by formal policies and
informal practices, infrequently found in certain
occupations or educational institutions and programs.

Affirmative action policies may be policies of
governments or governmental units, affecting their
own procedures in employment or in granting
contracts; or they may be policies of governments,
affecting the employment procedures of compa-
nies or nonprofit agencies and organizations over
whom the governments have power or with whom
they deal; or they may be the policies of profit and
nonprofit employers, adopted voluntarily or un-
der varying degrees of public or private pressure.
Affirmative action policies may include the poli-
cies of philanthropic foundations, when they af-
fect the employment policies of their grantees, or
educational accrediting agencies, when they affect
the employment or admissions policies of the
institutions they accredit.

The range of policies that can be called af-
firmative action is wide, but the term also has a
specific legal meaning. It was first used in a legal
context in the United States in an executive order
of President John F. Kennedy. Subsequent presi-
dential executive orders and other administrative
requirements have expanded its scope and mean-
ing, and since 1971 affirmative action so defined
has set employment practice standards for con-
tractors of the United States, that is, companies,
colleges, universities, hospitals, or other institu-
tions that have business with the U.S. government.
These standards are enforced by an office of the
Department of Labor, the Office of Federal Con-
tract Compliance Programs. Because of the wide
sweep of the executive order and its reach into the
employment practices of almost every large em-
ployer, affirmative action policies have become
extremely controversial.

Affirmative action, under other names, is also
to be found in other countries to help groups,
whether majority or minority, that have not fared
as well as others in gaining employment in higher
status occupations or admissions to advanced edu-
cational programs.

Affirmative action has been controversial be-
cause it appears to contradict a central objective of
traditional liberalism and the U.S. civil rights move-
ment, that is, the treatment of individuals on the
basis of their individual talents and not on the
basis of their color, race, national origin, or sex.
Affirmative action, as it has developed, requires
surveys by employers of the race, national origin,
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and sex of their employees to uncover patterns of
“underutilization” and to develop programs to
overcome this underutilization and thus to take
account of the race, national origin, and sex of
applicants for employment and of candidates for
promotion. To many advocates of expanded civil
rights, this is seen as only the next and a most
necessary step in achieving equality for groups
that have in the past faced discrimination. To
others, who may also deem themselves advocates
of civil rights and of the interests of minority
groups, affirmative action, in the form in which it
has developed, is seen as a violation of the first
requirement for a society that promises equal
opportunity, that is, to treat individuals as indi-
viduals independent of race, national origin, or sex.

This apparent contradiction between civil rights
and affirmative action may be glimpsed in the very
language of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the
central piece of legislation that banned discrimina-
tion in government programs, public facilities,
and employment. In the debate over that act, fears
were expressed that the prohibition of discrimina-
tion in employment, as codified in Title VII, would
be implemented by requiring certain numbers of
employees to be of a given race. This fear was dealt
with by placing language in the act that was under-
stood at the time specifically to forbid the practices
that are required under affirmative action since
the late 1960s and early 1970s. Title 703 (j) reads:

Nothing contained in this title shall be
interpreted to require any employer . . . to
grant preferential treatment to any individual
or to any group because of the race, color,
religion, sex, or national origin of such
individual or group on account of an
imbalance which may exist with respect to the
total number or percentage of persons of any
race, coloy, religion, sex, or national origin

employed by any employer.

However, federal executive orders governing
how the federal government does its business may
set their own standards, independent of statutory
law. The first executive order using the term af
firmative action was issued by President John F.
Kennedy in 1961. It created a President’s Commit-
tee on Equal Employment Opportunity to moni-
tor the obligations contractors undertook to ex-
tend affirmative action. At this time, the general
understanding of affirmative action was that it

required such things as giving public notice that
the employer did not discriminate, making the
availability of positions and promotions widely
known, advertising in minority media, and the
like. With the Civil Rights Act of 1964—which not
only prohibited discrimination on grounds of race,
color, and national origin but also on grounds of
sex—a new executive order, no. 11,246, was for-
mulated by President Lyndon B. Johnson and
came into effect. It replaced the President’s Com-
mittee on Equal Employment Opportunity with an
Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs
(which still operates). Subsequent federal regula-
tions of the late 1960s and early 1970s specified
what was meant by affirmative action in the execu-
tive order, and the meaning of affirmative action
was considerably expanded into the full-fledged
program that has existed since 1971. Revised or-
der no. 4 of that year, which is part of the Code of
Federal Regulations and is still in effect, reads in part:

An affirmative action program is a set of
specific and result-oriented procedures to which
a contractor commits itself to apply every good
effort. The objective of those procedures plus
such efforts is equal employment opportunity.
Procedures without efforts to make them work
are meaningless; and effort, undirected by
specific and meaningful procedures, is inade-
quate. An effective affirmative action program
must include an analysis of areas within which
the contractor is deficient in the utilization of
minority groups and women, and further, goals
and timetables to which the contractor’s good
Jaith efforts must be directed to correct the
deficiencies and, [sic] thus to achieve prompt
and full utilization of minorities and women,
at all levels and in all segments of its work
force where deficiencies exist. (Code of Feder-
al Regulations 1990, pp. 121-122)

Much of the controversy over affirmative ac-
tion is over the term goals and timetables: Are these
“quotas”? Supporters of affirmative action say
not—only good faith efforts are required, and if
they fail the contractor is not penalized. Further
controversy exists over the term utilization: What is
the basis on which a group is found “underutilized,”
and to what extent is this evidence of discrimina-
tion? Similarly, there is considerable dispute over
how to label these programs. “Affirmative action”
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has a positive air, and in public opinion polls will
receive considerable support. Label the same pro-
grams ‘“‘racial preference”—which indeed is spe-
cifically what they are—and public support drops
radically. In the 1990s, as campaigns were launched
to ban affirmative action programs by popular
referendum, just what language could or should
be used in these referenda became hotly disputed.

Controversy also arises over the categories of
employees that contractors must report on and
over whose utilization they must be concerned.
The executive order lists four categories: blacks,
Spanish-surnamed Americans, American Indians,
and Orientals. (These are the terms in the order as
of 1971 and are still used in the Code of Federal
Regulations.) The preferred names of these groups
have changed since then to Afro- or African Ameri-
cans, Hispanics or Latinos, Native Americans, and
Asians. While the original executive order and the
Civil Rights Act was a response to the political
action of black civil rights groups, and it was the
plight of blacks that motivated both the executive
order and the Civil Rights Act, it was apparently
deemed unwise in the mid-1960s to limit affirma-
tive action requirements to blacks alone. The Civil
Rights Act bans discrimination against any person
on grounds of race, national origin, and sex and
specifies no group in particular for protection; but
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
set up by the Civil Rights Act to monitor discrimi-
nation in employment, from the beginning re-
quired reports on the four groups listed above,
despite the fact that even in the 1960s it could be
argued that discrimination against Asians was far
less acute and much less of a problem than dis-
crimination against blacks, that discrimination
against American Indians also differed in severity
and character from discrimination against blacks,
and that discrimination against Spanish-surnamed
Americans ranged from the nonexistent or hardly
existent (Spaniards from Spain? Cubans? Sephardic
Jews?) to the possibly significant. Nevertheless,
these four categories set up in the mid-1960s are
still the groups that governmental programs of
affirmative action target for special attention (Glaz-
er 1987).

Since affirmative action is a governmental
program operated by government agencies that
grant contracts and is overseen by the Office of

Federal Contract Compliance Programs, one ma-
jor issue of controversy has been over the degree
to which these programs are really enforced. It is
generally believed that enforcement is more se-
vere under Democratic administrations than un-
der Republican administrations, even though the
program was first fully developed under the Re-
publican administration of President Richard Nix-
on. President Ronald Reagan was an avowed op-
ponent of affirmative action, but despite his eight-
year administration no modification of the pro-
gram took place. Changes were proposed by some
parts of the Republican administration but op-
posed by others. Business, in particular big busi-
ness, had learned to live with affirmative action
and was not eager to upset the apple cart (Belz 1990).

One of the most controversial areas in which
affirmative action is applied is in the employment
and promotion of police, firefighting and sanita-
tion personnel, and teachers and other local gov-
ernment employees. Here strict racial quotas of-
ten do apply. They are strongly resented by many
employees when new employees are hired by race
and even more when promotions are given out by
race and layoffs are determined by race. The basis
of these quotas is not the presidential executive
order but rather consent decrees entered into by
local government on the basis of charges of dis-
crimination brought by the federal government.
These charges are brought on the basis of the Civil
Rights Act; under this act, if discrimination is
found, quotas can be required by courts as a
remedy. Since local government employment is
generally on the basis of tests, one very controver-
sial aspect of such cases is the role of civil service
examinations. Blacks and Hispanics characteristi-
cally do worse than white applicants. Are these
poorer results to be taken as evidence of discrimi-
nation? A complex body of law has been built up
on the basis of various cases determining when a
test should be considered discriminatory. In the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, one provision read ‘“it
shall not be an unlawful employment practice . . .
for an employer to give and act upon the results of
any professionally developed ability test provided
that such test ... is not designed, intended, or
used to discriminate.” But the courts decide wheth-
er the test is “designed, intended, or used to
discriminate.” Because of the frequency with which
courts have found tests for the police, fire, or
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sanitation force discriminatory, and because state
and local governments believe they will lose such
cases, many have entered into “consent decrees”
in which they agree to hire and promote on the
basis of racial and sex criteria.

Affirmative action is also used in the granting
of government contracts on the basis of either
statutes (federal, state, or local) or administrative
procedures. It is in this area that the edifice of
affirmative action was first effectively attacked in
the 1980s and 1990s, in the wake of the failure of
Republican administrations to take any action lim-
iting affirmative action. The first major crack came
in the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in City of
Richmond v. Croson, in which the Court ruled against
a Richmond, Virginia, city program to set aside 30
percent of city contracts for minority-owned busi-
nesses. The Court ruled that such programs could
only stand, under the judicial “strict scrutiny”
standard triggered by apparent government dis-
crimination, if it could be demonstrated there had
been discrimination against these groups by the
city in the past. The response of cities to this
judicial limitation on their minority “set-aside”
programs was often to commission studies to dem-
onstrate they had indeed discriminated, in order
to save the set-aside programs (LaNoue 1993).Ina
later decision, Adarand v. Pena (1995), the Court
ruled against a federal statute requiring that 10
percent of public works contracts be set aside for
minorities. While these programs still continue in
many jurisdictions, including the federal govern-
ment, they are all legally threatened.

One issue in minority contract set-asides has
been that of possible fraud, as various contractors
find it to their advantage to take on black partners
so as to present themselves as minority contractors
and thus to get whatever advantages in bidding
that status provides. In this area, as in other areas
where advantage might follow from minority sta-
tus, there have been debates over what groups may
be included as minorities. It was unclear, for exam-
ple, whether Asian Indians—immigrants and Ameri-
can citizens of Indian origin—were to be consid-
ered Asian. Asian Indian Americans were divided
among themselves on this question, but during the
Reagan administration they were reclassified as
Asian, presumably in part for the modest political
advantage this gave the Republican administration.

Affirmative action also governs the employ-
ment practices of colleges and universities, wheth-
er public or private, because they all make use of
federal grants and loans for their students, and
many have government research contracts. Col-
leges and universities therefore must also survey
their faculties and other staffs for underutilization,
and they develop elaborate affirmative action pro-
grams. Affirmative action applies to women as well
as to racial and ethnic minority groups. There has
been, perhaps in part because of affirmative action
programs, a substantial increase in female faculty.
But there has been little increase in black faculty
during the 1980s. The numbers of blacks taking
doctorates in arts and sciences has been small and
has not increased. The higher rewards of law,
business, and medicine have attracted into those
fields black students who could prepare them-
selves for an academic career. Many campuses
have been shaken by controversies over the small
number of black faculty, with administrators argu-
ing that few were available and protestors, often
black students, arguing that greater effort would
change the situation.

In the 1990s, the most controversial area of
affirmative action became admissions to selective
colleges and universities and professional schools.
Affirmative action in admissions is not required by
government regulations, as in the case of employ-
ment, except in the special case of southern public
higher education institutions. There parallel and
separate black and white institutions existed, and
while all of these institutions have been open to
both white and black students since at least the
early 1970s, an extended lawsuit has charged that
they still preserve their identity as traditionally
black and traditionally white institutions. As a
result of this litigation, many of these institutions
must recruit a certain number of black students.
But the major pressure on many other institutions
to increase the number of black students has come
from goals voluntarily accepted by administrators
or as a result of black student demands. (In one
case, that of the University of California, the state
legislature has called on the institution to mirror
in its racial-ethnic composition the graduating
classes of California high schools.) Voluntary af-
firmative action programs for admission of stu-
dents, targeted on black, Hispanic, and Native
American students, became widespread in the late
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1960s and early 1970s, particularly after the assas-
sination of Martin Luther King.

The first affirmative action cases to reach the
Supreme Court challenged such programs of pref-
erence for black and other minority students. A
rejected Jewish applicant for admission to the
University of Washington Law School, which had
set a quota to increase the number of its minority
students, sued for admission, and his case reached
the Supreme Court. It did not rule on it. The
Court did rule on a subsequent case, in 1978, that
of Allan Bakke, a rejected applicant to the Univer-
sity of California, Davis, Medical School, which
also had set a quota. The Court, splitting into a
number of factions, rejected fixed numerical quo-
tas but asserted race was a factor that could be
taken into account in admissions decisions for
purposes of promoting academic diversity. Under
the protection offered by this complex decision,
most colleges and universities and professional
schools do grant preferences to black and Hispan-
ic students. Asian Americans, also considered a
minority, did not receive preference, but this was
hardly necessary since their academic achievement
is high. Indeed, by the 1980s, Asian American
students were protesting that it was more difficult
for them than whites to gain admission to selective
institutions (Bunzel and Au 1987).

Matters turned around in the mid-1990s. In
1995, the regents of the University of California
banned any consideration of race or ethnicity in
admission to the university. In 1996 the voters of
California approved the California Civil Rights
Initiative, which banned the use of race or ethnic
criteria in state government action, in employ-
ment and contracts as well as college admissions.
This initiative, launched by one academic and one
former academic, became the basis of a movement
to extend the ban on affirmative action. In 1998
the State of Washington became the second state
to pass such an initiative. In Texas, the assault on
affirmative action in admissions led to a wide-
ranging decision by the Fifth Circuit Court of
Appeals in 1996 banning the use of race and
ethnicity in admissions to the University of Texas
Law School. This decision affects all institutions of
higher education in the states covered by the fifth
Circuit. Massive changes have followed in the ad-
missions procedures of the University of Califor-
nia, the peak institution in the system of public

higher education in California, and the University
of Texas, which holds a similar position in Texas.

Initially, there were substantial drops in en-
rollment of black and Hispanic students, but ener-
getic action by the university administrations has
stemmed this fall-off, and the decline statistically is
not as drastic as originally projected or feared. The
commitment by university administrators to main-
tain a substantial representation of black and His-
panic students is so strong that they have devised
new admissions practices and procedures designed
to keep the number up, and have had some success
in doing so. Further, the Texas legislature has
voted that the top 10 percent of every high school
graduating class be eligible for admission to the
University of Texas, and the Board of Regents of
the University of California has similarly voted
that the top 4 percent of California high school
graduating classes should be eligible for enroll-
ment in the University of California. The effect of
such actions, in view of the high concentration of
black and Hispanic students in low-achieving high
schools, which ordinarily send few students to the
selective state institutions, is to keep up the num-
ber of black and Hispanic students.

Affirmative action in admissions has become
perhaps the bestresearched area of affirmative
action as a result of these controversies. An impor-
tant study by William Bowen and Derek Bok of
admissions procedures in selective institutions has
argued effectively that “race-sensitive” admissions
have been good for the students, good for the
institutions, and good for the country. Their con-
clusions, however, have been sharply disputed by
critics of affirmative action. (Bowen and Bok 1998;
Trow 1999). At this writing (Fall, 1999) the Su-
preme Court has not yet ruled on the issue of the
degree to which public colleges and universities
may take race into account. In view of the fact that
neither Congress nor state legislatures will take
decisive action on race preference owing to the
political sensitivity of the issue, it is clear the key
decisions in this area will have to be taken by the
Supreme Court. It is possible that the age of
affirmative action in American race relations and
race policy is coming to an end.

Affirmative action has been a divisive issue in
American political life and has sometimes been
raised effectively in political campaigns. It has
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divided former allies on civil rights issues, in par-
ticular American Jews, normally liberal, from blacks.
Jews oppose quotas in admissions to medical and
law schools because they were in the past victims of
very low quotas imposed by American universities.

Affirmative action under various names and
legal arrangements is found in many countries: in
India, to provide opportunities to scheduled castes,
scheduled tribes, and other backward classes, where
different requirements operate at the national
level and within the states and where some degree
of preference has existed in some areas and for
some purposes as far back as the 1920s (Galanter
1984); in Malaysia, to protect the native Malay
population; in Sri Lanka, to benefit the majority
Sri Lankan population (Sowell 1990); and in Aus-
tralia and Canada, where milder forms of affirma-
tive action than those found in the United States
operate. It is now being raised in the countries of
Western Europe, which have received since World
War II large numbers of immigrants who now
form distinctive communities who lag behind the
native populations in education and occupational
status. The policies called affirmative action in the
United States are called “reservations” in India,
and “positive discrimination” in some other countries.

There is considerable debate as to the effects
of affirmative action policies and how weighty
these can be as against other factors affecting
employment, promotion, and educational achieve-
ment (Leonard 1984a; 1984b). A summary judg-
ment is difficult to make. Black leaders generally
consider affirmative action an essential founda-
tion for black progress, but some black intellectu-
als and publicists have been skeptical. Black lead-
ers often denounce opponents of affirmative action
as racists, hidden or otherwise, yet it is clear that
many opponents simply find the use, required or
otherwise, of racial and sexual characteristics to
determine job and promotion opportunities and
admission to selective college programs in contra-
diction with the basic liberal principles of treating
individuals without regard to race, national origin,
color, and sex. Affirmative action has undoubtedly
increased the number of blacks who hold good
jobs and gain admission to selective programs. But
it has also had other costs in the form of increased
racial tensions. It has coincided with a period in
which a pattern of black advancement occupation-
ally and educationally since World War Il has been

surprisingly slowed. The defenders of affirmative
action argue that this is because it has not yet been
applied vigorously enough. The opponents argue
that the concentration on affirmative action en-
courages the neglect of the key factors that pro-
mote educational and occupational progress, which
are basically the acquisition of qualifications for
better jobs and superior educational programs.(SEe
ALS0: Discrimination; Equality of Opportunity)
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AFRICAN-AMERICAN STUDIES

Research on African Americans covers many im-
portant areas, only a few of which will be discussed
here: theories of white-black relations; the enslave-
ment of African Americans; the development of
an antiblack ideology; the creation of white wealth
with black labor; the idea of whiteness; racial
discrimination today; and possibilities for so-
cial change.

THEORIES OF WHITE-BLACK RELATIONS

Explanatory theories of U.S. racial relations can be
roughly classified into order-deficit theories and pow-
er-conflict theories. Order-deficit theories accent the
gradual inclusion and assimilation of an outgroup
such as African Americans into the dominant
society and emphasize the barriers to progress that
lie within the outgroup. Power-conflict theories, in
contrast, emphasize past and present structural
barriers preventing the full integration of African
Americans into the society’s institutions, such as
the huge power and resource imbalance between
white and black Americans. They also raise larger
questions about the society’s historically racist
foundations.

Milton Gordon (1964) is an order-deficit scholar
who distinguishes several types of initial encoun-
ters between racial and ethnic groups and an array
of subsequent assimilation outcomes ranging from
acculturation to intermarriage. In his view the
trend of immigrant adaptation in the United States
has been in the direction of substantial conformi-
ty—of immigrants giving up much of their heri-
tage for the Anglo-Protestant core culture. Gor-
don and other scholars apply this scheme to African
Americans, whom they see as substantially assimi-
lated at the cultural level (for example, in regard to
language), with some cultural differences remain-
ing because of “lower class subculture” among

black Americans. This order-deficit model and the
accent on defects in culture have been popular
among many contemporary analysts who often
seek to downplay discrimination and accent in-
stead problems internal to black Americans or
their communities. For example, Jim Sleeper (1990)
has argued that there is no institutionalized racism
of consequence left in United States. Instead, he
adopts cultural explanations—for example, blacks
need to work harder—for present-day difficulties
in black communities.

In contrast, power-conflict analysts reject the
assimilationist view of black inclusion and eventu-
al assimilation and the inclination to focus on
deficits within African-American individuals or
communities as the major barriers to racial inte-
gration. From this perspective, the current condi-
tion of African Americans is more oppressive than
that of any other U.S. racial or ethnic group be-
cause of its roots in centuries-long enslavement
and in the subsequent semislavery of legal segrega-
tion, with the consequent low-wage jobs and poor
living conditions. Once a system of extreme racial
subordination is established historically, those in
the superior position in the hierarchy continue to
inherit and monopolize disproportionate socioe-
conomic resources over many generations. One
important power-conflict analyst was Oliver C.
Cox. His review of history indicated that from the
1500s onward white-on-black oppression in North
America arose out of the European imperialistic
system with its profit-oriented capitalism. The Af-
rican slave trade was the European colonists’ Away
of recruiting labor for the purpose of exploiting
the great natural resources of America” (Cox 1948,
p. 342). African Americans provided much hard
labor to build the new society—first as slaves, then
as sharecroppers and tenant farmers, and later as
low-wage laborers and service workers in cities.

In the late 1960s civil rights activist Stokely
Carmichael (later renamed Kwame Ture) and his-
torian Charles Hamilton (1967) documented con-
temporary patterns of racial discrimination and
contrasted their power-conflict perspective, which
accented institutional racism, with an older ap-
proach focusing only on individual whites. They
were among the first to use the terms “internal
colonialism” and “institutional racism” to describe
discrimination by whites as a group against Afri-
can Americans as a group. Adopting a similar
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power-conflict perspective, sociologist Bob Blauner
(1972) argued that there are major differences
between black Americans and the white immi-
grant groups at the center of assimilationist analy-
sis. Africans brought across the ocean became part
of an internally subordinated colony; white
slaveowners incorporated them against their will.
Black labor built up white wealth. European immi-
grants, in contrast, came more or less voluntarily.

More recently, sociologist Molefi Kete Asante
(1988) has broken new ground in the development
of a new power-conflict perspective, termed
afrocentricity, that analyzes the Eurocentric bias in
U.S. culture and rejects the use of the concepts
such as “ethnicity,” “minority,” and “ghetto” as
antithetical to developing a clear understanding of
racism and to building antiracist movements. Simi-
larly, anthropologist Marimba Ani (1994) has shown
how from the beginning European colonialism
was supported by a well-developed theory of white
supremacy, a worldview that attempted to destroy
the cultures of other non-European peoples. Yet
other analysts (Feagin 2000) have argued for a
power-conflict framework that understands white
oppression of black Americans—with its racist
ideology—as the foundation of U.S. society from
the beginning. From this perspective much in the
unfolding drama of U.S. history is viewed as a
continuing reflection of that foundation of system-
ic racism.

THE ENSLAVEMENT OF AFRICAN
AMERICANS

Research on slavery emphasizes the importance of
the power-conflict perspective for understanding
the history and conditions of African Americans.
Manning Marable (1985, p. 5) demonstrates that
before the African slave trade began, Europeans
were predisposed to accept slavery. Western intel-
lectuals from Aristotle to Sir Thomas More de-
fended slavery.

Research by sociologists, historians, and legal
scholars emphasizes the point that slavery is the
foundation of African-American subordination.
Legal scholar Patricia Williams has documented
the dramatic difference between the conditions
faced by enslaved Africans and by European immi-
grants: ‘“The black slave experience was that of lost

languages, cultures, tribal ties, kinship bonds, and
even of the power to procreate in the image of
oneself and not that of an alien master” (Williams
1987, p. 415). Williams, an African American, dis-
cusses Austin Miller, her great-great grandfather, a
white lawyer who bought and enslaved her great-
great-grandmother, Sophie, and Sophie’s parents.
Miller forced the thirteen-year-old Sophie to be-
come the mother of Williams’s great grandmother
Mary. Williams’s white great-great grandfather was
thus a rapist and child molester. African Ameri-
cans constitute the only U.S. racial group whose
heritage involves the forced mixing of its African
ancestors with members of the dominant white group.

Eugene Genovese (1974) has demonstrated
that the enslavement of African Americans could
produce both servile accommodation and open
resistance. Even in the extremely oppressive slave
plantations of the United States, many peoples
from Africa—Yorubas, Akans, Ibos, and others—
came together to create one African-American
people. They created a culture of survival and
resistance by drawing on African religion and
values (Stuckey 1987, pp. 42-46). This oppositional
culture provided the foundation for many revolts
and conspiracies to revolt among those enslaved,
as well as for later protests against oppression.

In all regions many whites were implicated in
the slavery system. Northern whites built colonies
in part on slave labor or the slave trade. In 1641,
Massachusetts was the first colony to make slavery
legal; and the state’s merchants and shippers played
important roles in the slave trade. Not until the
1780s did public opinion and court cases force an
end to New England slavery. In 1786 slaves made
up 7 percent of the New York population; not until
the 1850s were all slaves freed there. Moreover,
an intense political and economic subordination
of free African Americans followed abolition
(Higginbotham 1978, pp. 63-65, 144-149). As
Benjamin Ringer (1983, p. 533) puts it, “despite
the early emancipation of slaves in the North it
remained there, not merely as fossilized remains
but as a deeply engrained coding for the future.”
This explains the extensive system of antiblack
discrimination and “Jim Crow” segregation in
northern states before the Civil War. Later, freed
slaves and their descendants who migrated there
from the South came into a socioeconomic system
already coded to subordinate African Americans.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN ANTIBLACK
IDEOLOGY

Truly racist ideologies—with “race” conceptual-
ized in biologically inferiority terms—appear only
in modern times. St. Clair Drake (1987) has shown
that in the Greek and Roman periods most Euro-
peans attached greater significance to Africans’
culture and nationality than to their physical and
biological characteristics. Beginning with Portu-
guese and Spanish imperialism in the fifteenth
century, a racist ideology was gradually developed
to rationalize the brutal conquest of the lands and
labor undertaken in the period of European impe-
rialism (Snowden 1983).

The system of antiblack racism that developed
in the Americas is rooted deeply in European and
Euro-American consciousness, religion, and cul-
ture. Europeans have long viewed themselves, their
world, and the exploited “others” within a paro-
chial perspective, one that assumes European cul-
ture is superior to all other cultures, which are ripe
for exploitation (Ani 1994). For the colonizing
Europeans it was not enough to bleed Africa of its
labor. A well-developed anti-African, antiblack ide-
ology rationalized this oppression and thus re-
duced its moral cost for whites. As it developed,
this ideology accented not only the alleged physi-
cal ugliness and mental inferiority of Africans and
African Americans, but also their supposed im-
morality, family pathologies, and criminality. No-
tions that African Americans were, as the coloni-
al settlers put it, “dangerous savages” and ‘“‘de-
generate beasts,” were apparently an attempt by
those who saw themselves as civilized Christians to
avoid blame for the carnage they had created. As
historian George Frederickson put it, “otherwise
many whites would have had to accept an intoler-
able burden of guilt for perpetrating or tolerating
the most horrendous cruelties and injustices”
(Frederickson 1971, p. 282).

CREATING WHITE WEALTH WITH
BLACK LABOR

In his masterpiece The Souls of Black (1903), the
pioneering sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois anticipat-
ed current research on the significance of African
Americans for U.S. prosperity and development:

“Your country. How came it yours? Before the
Pilgrims landed we were here. Here we have
brought our three gifts and mingled them with
yours: a gift of story and song—soft, stirring melo-
dy in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious land; the
gift of sweat and brawn to beat back the wilder-
ness, conquer the soil, and lay the foundations of
this vast economic empire two hundred years
earlier than your weak hands could have done it;
the third, a gift of the spirit” (Du Bois 1989 [1903],
pp- 186-187). The past and present prosperity of
the nation is substantially the result of the en-
forced labor of millions of African Americans
under slavery and segregation.

Under common law, an innocent individual
who benefits unknowingly from wealth gained
illegally or by unjust actions in the past generally
cannot, if the ill-gotten gains are discovered, claim
aright to keep them (Cross 1984, p. 510; Williams
1991, p. 101). A coerced taking of one’s posses-
sions by an individual criminal is similar to the
coerced taking of one’s labor by a white slaveholder
or discriminator. Over centuries great wealth was
unjustly created for white families from the labor
of those enslaved, as well as from the legal segrega-
tion and contemporary racist system that came
after slavery.

Some researchers (see America 1990) have
examined the wealth that whites have unjustly
gained from four hundred years of the exploita-
tion of black labor. Drawing on James Marketti
(1990, p. 118), one can estimate the dollar value of
the labor taken from enslaved African Americans
from 1620 to 1861—together with lost interest
from then to the present—as between two and five
trillion dollars (in current dollars). Adding to this
figure the losses to blacks of the labor market
discrimination in place from 1929 to 1969 (plus
lost interest) would bring the total figure to the
four to nine trillion dollar range (see Swinton
1990, p. 156). Moreover, since the end of legal
segregation African Americans have suffered more
economic losses from continuing discrimination.
For more than two decades now the median family
income of African-American families has been
about 55 to 61 percent of the median family
income of white families. Compensating African
Americans for the value of the labor stolen would
clearly require a very large portion of the nation’s
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current and future wealth. And such calculations
do not take into account the many other personal
and community costs of slavery, segregation, and
modern racism.

Research has shown that for centuries whites
have benefited from large-scale government assist-
ance denied to African Americans. These pro-
grams included large-scale land grants from the
1600s to the late 1800s, a period when most blacks
were ineligible. In the first decades of the twenti-
eth century many government-controlled resourc-
es were given away, or made available on reason-
able terms, to white Americans. These included
airline routes, leases on federal lands, and access
to radio and television frequencies. During the
1930s most federal New Deal programs heavily
favored white Americans. Perhaps the most im-
portant subsidy program benefiting whites was the
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loan in-
surance that enabled millions of white families to
secure homes and accumulate equity later used for
education of their children (Sitkoff 1978). During
the long segregation period from the 1890s to the
late 1960s, black families received much less assist-
ance from government programs and were unable
to build up wealth comparable to that of white
families.

WHITENESS DEVELOPS IN RELATION TO
BLACKNESS

From the beginning of the nation, the ideas of
“whiteness” and “blackness” were created by whites
as an integral part of the increasingly dominant
racistideology. The first serious research on white-
ness was perhaps that of Du Bois (1992 [1935]),
who showed how white workers have historically
accepted lower monetary wages in return for the
public and psychological wage of white privilege. In
return for not unionizing or organizing with black
workers, and thus accepting lower monetary wages,
white workers were allowed by employers to par-
ticipate in aracist hierarchy where whites enforced
deference from black Americans. Several social
scientists (Roediger 1991; Allen 1994; Brodkin
1998) have shown how nineteenth-century and
twentieth-century immigrants from Europe—who
did not initially define themselves as “white” but
rather as Jewish, Irish, Italian, or other European

identity—were pressured by established elites to
view themselves and their own groups as white.
Racial privileges were provided for new European
immigrants as they aligned themselves with the
native-born dominant Anglo-American whites and
actively participated in antiblack discrimination.

Today, whites still use numerous myths and
stereotypes to defend white privilege (Frankenberg
1993; Feagin and Vera 1995). Such fictions often
describe whites as “notracist” or as “good people”
even as the same whites take part in discriminatory
actions (for example, in housing or employment)
or express racist ideas. In most cases, the positive
white identity is constructed against a negative
view of black Americans.

RACIAL DISCRIMINATION TODAY

Racial discrimination involves the practices of domi-
nant group members that target those in subordi-
nate groups for harm. Discrimination maintains
white wealth and privilege. A National Research
Council report noted that by the mid-1970s many
white Americans believed “the Civil Rights Act of
1964 had led to broad-scale elimination of dis-
crimination against African Americans in public
accommodations” (Jaynes and Williams 1989, p.
84). However, social science research still finds
much racial discrimination in housing, employ-
ment, education, and public accommodations.

Many scholars accent current black economic
progress. In the 1980s and 1990s the number of
black professional, technical, managerial, and ad-
ministrative workers has increased significantly.
Yet African Americans in these categories have
been disproportionately concentrated in those jobs
with lower status. Within the professional-techni-
cal category, African Americans today are most
commonly found in such fields as social and rec-
reational work, public school teaching, vocational
counseling, personnel, dietetics, and health-care
work; they are least often found among lawyers
and judges, dentists, writers and artists, engineers,
and university teachers. Within the managerial-
administrative category African Americans are most
commonly found among restaurant and bar man-
agers, health administrators, and government offi-
cials; they are least commonly found among top
corporate executives, bank and financial manag-
ers, and wholesale sales managers. Such patterns
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of job channeling indicate the effects of intention-
al and indirect racial discrimination over several
centuries.

Studies have shown that housing segregation
remains very high in U.S. metropolitan areas, North
and South. This is true for both low-income and
middle-income African Americans. Change in resi-
dential balkanization has come very slowly. Census
data indicate that from 1980 to 1990 there were
only small decreases in the level of residential
segregation in thirty major U.S. metropolitan are-
as; fewer changes than for the previous decade.
Two-thirds of the black residents of the southern
metropolitan areas and more than three-quarters
in northern metropolitan areas would have to
move from their present residential areas if one
wished to create proportional desegregation in
housing arrangements in these cities (Massey and
Denton 1993, pp. 221-223). U.S. cities remain
highly segregated along racial lines.

At all class levels, African Americans still face
much discrimination. After conducting pioneer-
ing interviews with forty black women in the Neth-
erlands and the United States, social psychologist
Philomena Essed (1990) concluded that racial dis-
crimination remains an omnipresent problem in
both nations. She showed that black accounts of
racism are much more than discrete individual
accounts, for they also represent systems of knowl-
edge that people collectively accumulate to make
sense of the racist society. Research by U.S. social
scientists has confirmed and extended these find-
ings. Lois Benjamin (1991), Kesho Y. Scott (1991),
and Joe Feagin and Melvin Sikes (1994) conducted
in-depth interviews to move beyond the common
litany of black underclass pathologies to docu-
ment the racial discrimination that still provides
major barriers to black mobility in U.S. society.
These field studies have revealed the everyday
character of the racial barriers and the consequent
pain faced by blacks at the hands of whites in
employment, housing, education, and public
accommodations.

Researchers Nancy Krieger and Stephen Sid-
ney (1996) gave about 2,000 black respondents a
list of seven settings where there might be dis-
crimination. Seventy percent of the female re-
spondents and 84 percent of the male respondents
reported facing discrimination in at least one area.

The majority reported discrimination from whites
in at least three settings. Several national surveys
as well have found substantial racial discrimina-
tion. For example, a 1997 Gallup survey (1997, pp.
29-30, 108-110) inquired of black respondents if
they had faced discrimination in five areas (work,
dining out, shopping, with police, in public trans-
portation) during the last month. Forty-five per-
cent reported discrimination in one or more of
these areas in that short period.

Discrimination for most black Americans en-
tails much more than an occasional discriminatory
act, but rather a lifetime of thousands of blatant,
covert, and subtle acts of differential treatment by
whites—actions that cumulate to have significant
monetary, psychological, family, and community
effects. African Americans contend against this
discrimination in a variety of ways, ranging from
repressed rage to open resistance and retaliation
(Cobbs 1988). This cumulative and persisting dis-
crimination is a major reason for the periodic
resurgence of civil rights organizations and pro-
test movements among African Americans (see
Morris 1984).

ANTIBLACK RACISM AND OTHER
AMERICANS OF COLOR

During the 1990s numerous researchers from
Latino, Asian, and Native-American groups ac-
cented their own group’s perspective on racial and
ethnic relations and their experience with dis-
crimination in the United States. They have often
criticized a binary black-white paradigm they feel
is dominant in contemporary research and writing
about U.S. racial-ethnic relations (see Perea 1997).
From this perspective, the binary black-white para-
digm should be abandoned because each non-
European group has its distinctive experiences of
oppression.

However, a few scholars (Feagin 2000; Ani
1994) have shown the need to adopt a broader
view of the long history and current realities of
U.S. racism. The racist foundation of the nation
was laid in the 1600s by European entrepreneurs
and settlers as they enslaved Africans and killed or
drove off Native Americans. By the middle of the
seventeenth century African Americans were treat-
ed by whites, and by the legal system, as chattel
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property—a position held by no other group in the
four centuries of American history. This bloody
article-of-property system created great wealth for
whites and was soon rationalized in the aforemen-
tioned racist ideology. Ever since, whites have
remained in firm control of all major U.S. institu-
tions; they have perpetuated a racist system that is
still imbedded in all these institutions.

White-on-black oppression is a comprehen-
sive system originally designed for the exploitation
of African Americans, one that for centuries has
shaped the lives of every American, regardless of
background, national origin, or time of entry. This
long-standing white-racist framework has been ex-
tended and tailored for each new non-European
group brought into the nation. Immigrants from
places other than Europe, such as Chinese and
Japanese immigrants from the mid-1800s to the
1950s and Mexican immigrants after 1900, were
often oppressed for white gain and constructed as
racialized inferiors without citizenship rights (Takaki
1990). Other types of white racism have been
important in U.S. history, but white-on-black ra-
cism is the most central case. While it has changed
in some ways as time has passed, this systemic
racism has stayed roughly constant in its funda-
mentals. U.S. society is not a multiplicity of discon-
nected racisms, but has a central white-racist core
that was initially developed by whites as they drove
Native Americans off their lands and intensely
exploited enslaved African Americans. Scholar-
ship (Takaki 1990; Feagin 2000) has shown how
this framework was gradually extended and adapt-
ed for the oppression of all other non-Europe-
an groups.

POSSIBILITIES FOR CHANGE

Some African-American scholars have expressed
great pessimism about the possibility of significant
racial change in the United States. The constitu-
tional scholar Derrick Bell (1992) argues that ra-
cism is so fundamental that white Americans will
never entertain giving up privileges and thus that
black Americans will never gain equality.

There is a long history of African Americans
and other people of color resisting racism. The
development of resistance movements in the 1950s
and 1960s was rooted in activism in local organiza-
tions, including churches, going back for centuries

(Morris 1984). Given these deep and persisting
roots, many other analysts, black and nonblack,
remain optimistic about the possibility of civil
rights action for social change. Thus, legal scholar
Lani Guinier (1994) has spelled out new ideas for
significantly increasing the electoral and political
power of black Americans. While the Voting Rights
Act (1965) increased the number of black voters
and elected officials, it did not give most of these
officials an adequate or substantial influence on
political decisions in their communities. Guinier
suggests new strategies to increase black influ-
ence, including requiring supermajorities (a re-
quired number of votes from black officials who
are in the minority) on key political bodies when
there are attempts to pass major legislation.

Some scholars and activists are now pressing
for a two-pronged strategy that accents both a
continuing civil rights struggle outside black com-
munities and an internal effort to build up self-
help projects within those communities. A leading
scholar of civil rights, Roy Brooks (1996), has
documented the failures and successes of the tra-
ditional desegregation strategy. Though still sup-
portive of integration efforts, Brooks has argued
that blacks must consider separatist, internally
generated, community development strategies for
their long-term economic, physical, and psycho-
logical success. Working in the tradition of W. E.
B. Du Bois and Malcolm X, numerous African-
American scholars and community leaders have
reiterated the import of traditional African and
African-American values for the liberation of their
communities from continuing discrimination and
oppression by white Americans.
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African studies simply defined is the systematic,
scientific study of African peoples, and their insti-
tutions, culture, and history. But such a simple
definition fails to encompass adequately the com-
plexity of this important but often neglected arena
for sociological theory and research.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF AFRICA

In sociology, the definition of one’s unit of study is
prerequisite to undertaking any research project.
However, facts of history make the task of defining
what encompasses African studies elusive. Geo-
graphic or spatial definitions are generally clear-
cut, so if one asks, “Where is Africa?” a concise
answer is expected. The continent of Africa is
easily identifiable on any atlas or globe. By associa-
tion African studies could be defined as all re-
search falling within the identified physical bounda-
ries of this continental landmass. This is a simple
and neat solution—or so it would seem. In reality,
however, even the task of defining the physical
boundaries of Africa can be daunting. As a vast
continent of rich cultural, linguistic, political, and
historical diversity, Africa is subject to consider-
able geographical disaggregation. Thus, what is
one continent is approached and conceived of as
several subcontinents or subregions. For example,
many people—both lay and professional alike—
are not accustomed to thinking of Egypt and the
northern Islamic states (e.g., Algeria, Libya, Alge-
ria, Morocco) as part of the African continent.
These African states are routinely separated in
scholarly discourse from Africa and African stud-
ies, and are generally treated as parts of the Middle
East or Mediterranean.

The tendency toward geographic disaggregation
in the conceptualization and study of Africa is also
apparent at levels beyond the “North African”
versus ‘‘sub-Saharan African” distinction. African
studies in the so-called “sub-Saharan” context is
usually divided into presumably distinct regions of
this vast continent: East Africa (e.g., Kenya, Somalia,
Tanzania, Uganda); West Africa (e.g., Nigeria, Gha-
na, Senegal); Central Africa (e.g., Zaire, Congo,
Central African Republic); and Southern Africa
(e.g., South Africa, Zimbabwe, Lesotho).

An additional complication in approaching
the geography of Africa is represented by the
partitioning of the continent into arbitrarily desig-
nated and imposed nation-states. Climaxing dur-
ing the critical decades between 1870 and 1914,
Western European imperialists divided Africa
among themselves in order to share in the exploi-
tation of the continent’s rich natural and human
resources. The Berlin Conference, a meeting among
various European powers, was held from Novem-
ber 15, 1884 to February 26, 1885 in response to
envy and mistrust spurred by competing attempts
to claim and colonize Africa. The gathering pro-
duced negotiated guidelines for the division and
governance of Africa by Europeans. As one strik-
ing example, the Congo River basin, envied and
hotly contested by several European powers (e.g.,
Portugal, Britain, France, Germany, Belgium), was
by consensus ceded to King Leopold II and Bel-
gium. As another example, while some contested
claims were settled, West Africa continued to be
divided unequally among the colonizing countries
that were fighting amongst themselves for the land
and the people: Portugal claimed 14,000 square
miles; Germany took possession of 33,000 square
miles; Britain declared ownership of 450,000 square
miles; and France laid claim to 1.8 million square
miles of African soil. In claiming the land, these
European powers also declared dominion over the
people who occupied these lands.

By 1898 Europeans had colonized most of
Africa. Since the lines of demarcation were drawn
with European rather than African interests in
mind, these artificially imposed geographic bounda-
ries often dissected cultural and national groups
or tribes that had been unified entities for centu-
ries before the arrival of Europeans. The political
or national boundaries arbitrarily established by
European conquest had profound, far-reaching
consequences. These boundaries are largely re-
sponsible for contemporary borders and nation-
states in Africa. Moreover, these artificial divisions
or mergers, or both, damaged historic patterns
and relationships and, by so doing, contributed in
some degree to ongoing ethnic conflicts in Africa.
As with icebergs formed over centuries where we
only can see the tip, these historic machinations
provided the impetus for many “modern” con-
flicts in Africa. In these cases, colonial influence
persists long after independence was proclaimed.
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As a strategy, colonizers chose and groomed
new African leadership to reinforce the ideals of
newly formed, imposed nation-states, thereby cre-
ating a native elite and fostering division and
mistrust among the colonized. The strategic ap-
proach to implementation varied for different
colonial powers. France and Britain were the most
successful Western European colonizing powers.
Interestingly, their approaches to subduing and
exploiting the African colonies differed vastly. The
French saw traditional African heads-of-state as
occupying the least important position within their
new administrative system. Existing African gov-
ernments were viewed as obstacles to the ultimate
integration of Africans with French culture and
society. Thus, achieving the French goal necessi-
tated the utter destruction of established govern-
mental systems as well as the absolute eradication
of traditional cultures. Similar to American laws
during the era of slavery, practicing ancestral relig-
ions, speaking traditional languages, and partici-
pating in customs such as dancing were deemed
unlawful and were punishable by whipping, tor-
ture, and even death. The British, on the other
hand, were more indirect. They sought to mold
traditional governmental structures to accomplish
their goals at the district level, while closely regu-
lating the colonial administration nationally. The
intention was for their African colonies to follow
the examples of Canada and Australia, eventually
emerging as self-governing extensions of the Brit-
ish Empire.

The institutionalized practice of misrepresent-
ing the scale of Africa in relation to other conti-
nents is another point of contention. A European-
inspired and -dominated cartography has success-
fully institutionalized blatantly misrepresentative
views of African topography. The traditional world
map portrays Europe’s landmass as much larger
than its true physical reality. Since the 1700s, the
Mercator map scale, the most widely used carto-
graphic scale in the world, has distorted the sizes
of continents to favor the Northern Hemisphere.
While traditional mapmaking and representations
have instilled a picture of North America as equal
in size to Africa, the Sahara Desert alone is in fact
roughly the same size as the United States. The
African continent has nearly four times the land-
mass of North America and comprises approxi-
mately twenty percent of the world’s landmass.

More subtly, the world’s geographic view of Africa
has evolved to attribute a unidimensional image of
Africa as consisting wholly of lush, impenetrable,
tropical forests. This view of African geography
fails to do justice to the rich, variegated landscape
of this vast continent. Tropical rainforests repre-
sent only the smallest fraction of Africa’s myriad
landscape, which ranges from snow-capped moun-
tains to deserts to high plains to hardwood forests,
from rippling fields of grain to placid lakes. In fact
the world’s largest desert, the world’s longest riv-
er, and natural wonders from the spectacular Vic-
toria Falls to snow-capped Mount Kilamanjaro, all
characterize the diversified topography of this
continent.

THE PEOPLE OF AFRICA

“Where is Africa?” We see that the answer to this,
the most essential or rudimentary of originating
questions for sociological research, can be quite
elusive. Facts of history and perception combine
to make what should be a simple interrogatory
quite complicated. Equally elusive, if not more so,
is the task of defining “Who is African?” The
answer to this seemingly straightforward question
seems obvious. More often than not, answers to
this question conform to the widespread view of
Africans as a race of black people characterized by
dark skin, curly hair, broad noses and numerous
other physical features. In fact, the biological di-
versity of Africans matches and, at points, surpass-
es Africa’s vast geographic diversity. Few other
continents in the world approach or match the
breadth of human biology and physiology histori-
cally found in Africa. Africans run the gamut of
the human color spectrum, encompassing the range
of human prototypes—the Negroid, the Mongol-
oid, the Caucasoid. For centuries the continent of
Africa has been home not only to people of tradi-
tional biophysical description, but also to people
descended from Europeans, Asians, Arabs, and
Hispanics. Moreover, centuries of biological inter-
mingling have produced a continent of hybrid
people. Africa is truly a continent where the hu-
man reality defies attempts to neatly categorize
race and racial identity.

Traditional images of race fail to embrace or
represent the African reality adequately. Modern
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conceptions of race are derived from a hierarchi-
cal European worldview that assigns the lowest
status to Africans, who are equated with black-
ness—the opposite of whiteness or European an-
cestry. When carefully examined in either an Afri-
can or European context, racial identity loses much
of its force as a concept. “White” and “black” are
more political designations than physical ones.
Thus, although there are indigenous Africans who
have lighter complexions than some indigenous
Europeans, widespread views of Europe as white
and Africa as black persist. By the same token, race
is often reified and incorrectly attributed charac-
teristics that are in point of fact intellectual, social,
cultural, or economic rather than biological. Gen-
erally speaking, race is incorrectly presumed to
incorporate characteristics that extend far beyond
human physical traits.

Apartheid in South Africa provides an excel-
lent example of the politically motivated, exclu-
sionary nature of racial classification systems (as
does the historical case of “Jim Crow” segregation
in the U.S. South). The assignment of people to
categories of White, Coloured, and African (Black)
in South Africa, coupled with the subdivision of
each racial category into smaller racial groups
(e.g., Whites = Afrikaner and English-speaking;
Asians = East Indian and Malaysian; Coloureds =
European/African and Asian/African; and Blacks
= Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho), was largely determined by
white efforts, as a demographic minority of the
population, to maintain their historic political,
economic, and social dominance. Apartheid relied
on an elaborate system of “‘racial markers,” such as
hair texture, skin color, and parentage, to classify
people into distinct racial groups. Associated with
each racial group were certain privileges and re-
strictions. Restrictions were heaviest and privileg-
es least for black Africans, the group at the bottom
of the South African color hierarchy. Thus race, as
a socially constructed, politically manipulated re-
ality in South Africa, exerted overwhelming force
in limiting black and coloured Africans’ access and
opportunities. The myth of the color hierarchy
became—to some degree—a self-fulfilling, self-
perpetuating prophecy in that many people, irre-
spective of race, internalized this value system.
The result was often selfimposed ranking, with
people of color creating additional levels within
the established hierarchy, thereby constructing

intricate designations for race that extended far
beyond traditional definition.

Discussions of African racial identity are addi-
tionally complicated by the vast global population
of people of African ancestry. People of African
descent are present in sizeable numbers in the
Americas, Western Europe, and in parts of Asia
and the South Pacific. In most instances, the dis-
persion of African people around the world—
notably in Brazil, the United States, the Caribbean,
and Britain—is directly traceable to the European
conquest, domination, and distribution of African
people. Europe created, installed, and operated a
system of racial slave trade that fueled the econom-
ic, agricultural, and industrial development of the
Americas and of Europe. The slave trade displaced
millions of Africans and struck a crippling blow to
social, economic, political, and cultural life on the
African continent. The traffic in slaves was a demo-
graphic disaster for the African continent, taking
away people in the prime of their reproductive
and productive lives. The African slave trade leftin
its wake destroyed villages, ruined crops, disrupt-
ed cultures, and crumbling social institutions. So
traumatic was the devastation of this trade in
human lives, and the subsequent colonial exploita-
tion of Africa for natural resources, that four
centuries later Africa has not yet fully recovered.

Dramatic and extensive dispersion of Africans
confounded questions of race and racial identity
because of the extensive intermingling of Africans
with other so-called racial groups. This was par-
ticularly true in the Americas, where systematic
and legalized rape was characteristic of the era of
enslavement. The manipulation of race and racial
identity was a central feature in this drama. White
men used sexual subjugation as another means of
reinforcing their domination, resulting in the es-
tablished pattern of African hybrid identity. Yet
under the legal guidelines of American enslave-
ment, the children who resulted from this institu-
tionalized rape were considered black, and there-
by referred to by Chief Justice Taney (Dred Scott v.
Sandford, U.S. Supreme Court, 1857) as a people
with “no rights which the white man was bound to
respect.” African ancestry combined with Native
American, Asian, and European bloodlines to fur-
ther diversify the already rich biological heritage
of Africans. The extension of the African diaspora
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to the Americas produced a people represented by
black Chinese in Mississippi, Jamaica, and Trini-
dad; black Amerindians in Florida (Seminoles),
Oklahoma (Cherokee), and Surinam (Arawaks);
black Irish in Virginia, black English in Barbados,
black Portuguese in Brazil; and black East Indians
in Guyana, black French Canadians in Montreal;
and black Mexicans in Vera Cruz. A veritable
human rainbow resulted from the transplantation
of Africans to the “New World” and points be-
yond. Yet throughout the diaspora, Social Darwin-
ism assigned Africans the lowest position on the
evolutionary hierarchy and laid the foundation for
elaborate ideology and pseudoscience that offered
justifications for the continued subjugation of Af-
ricans. Ideologies founded upon the rationaliza-
tion that lent credence to this travesty persist
today, further plaguing Africans throughout the
diaspora.

THE CULTURAL AND SOCIAL
INSTITUTIONS OF AFRICA

We have seen the complexity that underlies the
seemingly simple questions of “Where is Africa”
and “Who is African.” The task of defining for
sociological study a people who are both geo-
graphically and genetically dispersed is extremely
challenging. Additional complication results when
we ask the next question, “What is African?”” Here
we simply raise the logical question of which insti-
tutions, customs, values, institutions, cultural fea-
tures, and social forms can be characterized or
labeled as distinctively African.

The survival (albeit in evolved form) of indige-
nous African customs, values, and institutions is
remarkable, especially considering the abundance
of historical barriers and complications. First among
these is the reality of African conquest and domi-
nation by other cultures, most notably European,
but also including cultures from the Islamic world.
The experience of conquest and domination by
external powers, often designed to annihilate Afri-
can civilization, makes the myriad existing retentions
all the more amazing. One of the best examples of
these retentions is what Africa and people of
African ancestry have done with the abundance of
nonindigenous languages that were imposed up-
on them during colonization.

Language plays a vital role in the process of
cultural and personal affirmation. Therefore, it is
not surprising to note that the conquest experi-
ence of Africa and Africans in the diaspora was
commonly associated with systematic attempts to
suppress or eliminate indigenous languages. The
African continent can be divided into Europe-
an language communities that parallel the geo-
graphic regions associated with European domi-
nation and partition of Africa (e.g., Anglophone,
Francophone). In a similar fashion, members of
the African diaspora have adopted the dominant
languages of the cultures and regions where they
found themselves, speaking Arabic, Portuguese,
Spanish, English, French, or Dutch. However, be-
fore European languages were introduced, there
were well over 800 languages spoken by various
African ethnic groups, most of which can be classi-
fied between three of the principal language fami-
lies—Niger-Kordofian, Nilo-Saharan, and Khoisian.
Numerically, these African-selected language groups
incorporate approximately 300 million people.

Many if not most Africans are minimally bilin-
gual, routinely speaking several languages in addi-
tion to their own. However, colonial tongues are
generally recognized as the country’s “official”
language. Part of the devastation of colonization is
the demise of original languages as the primary
means of communication. These languages are
forgotten, ignored, and sometimes even mocked
by those who would assimilate into Westernized
ideals. Strikingly, many independent African na-
tions have embarked on programs aimed at the
regeneration of indigenous languages, often creat-
ing written forms for languages that were previ-
ously solely oral. Other African nations have sub-
stituted indigenous languages for European languages
(derived from the country’s colonial experience)
as the country’s “official” language. South Africa
is an example of a country where multiple national
languages were officially established in a process
that validated the myriad of mother tongues as
well as the colonizers’ language.

Attempting to strip Africans of their languag-
es was an essential feature of the move to supple-
ment military, economic, and political domination
with cultural domination. However, understand-
ing the essential connection between language,
worldview, personal identity, and cultural survival,
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many Africans fought to retain their indigenous
languages. They believed their survival as a unique
people hinged on successful retention of their
original languages, and the culture, values, self-
affirmation, and history embodied within those
native tongues. Interesting variations in the reten-
tion of African language forms are observable
throughout Africa and the African diaspora. The
patois (patwa) spoken in Jamaica contains many
words that need no translation from Twi, the
language spoken by the Ghanaian Ashanti who
constituted the majority of the slaves brought in to
work on Jamaican plantations. French has been
transformed in both Louisiana and Haiti with
varieties of Kreyol. In North America we can
observe the Gullah people, primarily found in
South Carolina and Georgia, who infuse their
English-based Creole with the language of their
enslaved African ancestors. Standard black Ameri-
can English (sometimes referred to as Ebonics)
also retains evidence of similar African-derived
language structures. A related case is provided by
places like Bahia in Brazil where Yoruba, an in-
digenous African language, was successfully trans-
planted and maintained outside the continent.
There are nations on the African continent where
indigenous languages were practiced throughout
the colonial experience and reinstituted after in-
dependence. However, as we have observed, the
most common case across the diaspora is the
synthesis of African syntax with the dominant
European language syntax to create a new language.

The pattern of adaptive acculturation or syn-
thesis that occurs with language also characterizes
other sociocultural institutions in Africa and across
the diaspora. Art and music provide distinctive
examples. African people traditionally use visual
art as a means of communication. Cloth making,
for example, is not simply an aesthetic undertak-
ing. Often, messages are inscribed or embedded
within the very combinations of patterns and col-
ors chosen to create the fabric. Among the Ashanti
in Ghana, funeral cloth is often adorned with what
are known as Adinkra symbols. The symbols im-
pressed upon the cloth convey different meanings,
thereby transmitting messages to those who are
knowledgeable. The Touaregs, a people concen-
trated in Niger, are also known to transcribe mes-
sages on cloth in the distinctive alphabet that
characterizes their language. Within Rastafarian

culture in Jamaica, sculpture is used as another
method of communicating and reinforcing the
beliefs of the practitioners. Moreover, African-
American artists often draw from the diaspora in
their creation of visual art. Lois Mailou Jones
traversed the French-speaking African world, and
her work was influenced by the various cultures
she studied.

Artistic products of African people, especially
those living outside of the continent, reflect the
mixture of cultural influences—part indigenous,
part nonindigenous—that characterize the Afri-
can experience. The synthesis contains elements
that are obviously African-derived alongside ele-
ments that are obviously European or Islamic. Yet
the final tune or drawing is often truly syncretic,
possessing emergent qualities greater than the
sum of the influences. It is in the realm of cultural
production, music and art, where the African in-
fluence on world society has been most readily
apparent. During the period of colonization, rul-
ing cultures often defined the oppressed as “oth-
ers” in an effort to justify their subhuman treat-
ment. Historic views of African-American culture
provide powerful examples of objectification and
stereotypes such as “Sambo,” the happy darkie, or
“Jezebel,” the promiscuous black female. These
false perceptions permeated the fabric of Ameri-
can society, allowing whites to embrace the racial
stereotypes and notions that blacks were content
in their status as second-class citizens. In order to
perpetuate these false images, blacks were allowed
to prosper in media and occupations that coincid-
ed with and reinforced views of their subservient
status. To do otherwise was to risk retribution
from whites. Thus, the entertainment industry
(and its related variant, professional sports) has
historically provided socially acceptable, non-threat-
ening roles for blacks.

Many blacks recognized the power inherent in
these media and used them for empowerment and
to accomplish larger goals. For example, we can
note the themes of resistance embodied in tradi-
tional spirituals sung during slavery. It is also
interesting to observe the tremendous impact of
music during the civil rights movement. In many
instances, a syncretic merger has been achieved
that fuses indigenous African “authenticity” with
nonindigenous traits to create new forms of music
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(e.g., rap). People of African descent have facilitat-
ed the growth of myriad musical genres, such as
reggae, zouk, jazz, blues, soca, zaico, calypso, go-
go, Hip Hop, and gospel. In yet other instances,
Africans have chosen to embrace, master, and
operate within the unmodified European form
(e.g., opera, classical music).

Religion is another excellent example of a
sociocultural institution that challenges us to de-
fine what is distinctively African. Forms of indige-
nous African religion are as diverse as the conti-
nent and people themselves. Christianity, Islam,
and Judaism all have long histories on the conti-
nent. The same is true for traditional, animistic
African religions that imbue all features of the
environment with spiritual qualities. It is perhaps
the long tradition of polytheism—or, more cor-
rectly, the belief in, and acceptance of a Supreme
God who is in turn represented in the world by
several intermediary spirits—that made Africa and
African people such fertile ground for the spread
of diverse religions.

In addition, colonial powers felt a need to
control all forms of thought and expression in
order to ensure their continued dominion over
the indigenous people. Religion was recognized as
an especially powerful medium with immense ca-
pacity to control the daily behavior of people.
Thus, religion was a central component in the
colonial arsenal and pattern of domination. In
spite of this, many traditional African religions
have survived the test of time. Both the original
forms and syncretic amalgamations of Western
and traditional religion are found throughout the
diaspora. On the island of Jamaica, one can ob-
serve how the Ashanti religion Kumina has flour-
ished and grown over time into the distinctly
Jamaican Pukumina (Pocomania). Linkages such
as the one between the Gabonese sect known as
Bwiti and Haitian vodun continue, in which the
words for traditional healer are almost the same.
Continuities are also seen in Shango/Santeria (Bra-
zil) and Rastafarianism (Jamaica and international-
ly). Religious forms throughout the African diaspora
range from the classical European through the
traditional African into the Islamic, with a large
variety of syncretic forms interspersed throughout.

The organization of social and community life
in Africa and across the African diaspora also runs

the spectrum from indigenous to nonindigenous.
In a now familiar pattern, there exist places in
Africa or in the African diaspora where traditional
African forms of family life, dating back centuries,
persist. Similarly, there are places where family
forms are closer to the European or the Islamic
model. The same observations can be offered
about education and the organization of schools
among Africans in a given society.

Predictably, given Africa’s history of subjuga-
tion, it is in realms of international power and
influence, economics, government, and the mili-
tary, that African development has been most
restricted. Historical deprivation has resulted in
the ranking of Africa and people of African ances-
try at the bottom of all indicators of economic
development. While other formerly colonized coun-
tries have managed to advance economically (e.g.,
Brazil, Singapore, and Korea), much of Africa and
the African diaspora continue to be economically
dependent. Coupled with this economic depend-
ence are persistently high rates of unemployment,
disease, educational disadvantage, and population
growth. Africans continue to be without signifi-
cant representation at the centers of international
power, judged by economic clout, political influ-
ence, and military might. In each of these aspects,
Africa remains the suppressed giant, unable to
exert world influence commensurate to her nearly
billion people, strategic geopolitical location, and
rich mineral and human resources. The emer-
gence of Africa onto the world stage, like Japan’s
in 1960 and China’s in 1980, will have to wait.

UNIFYING THEMES IN AFRICAN STUDIES

Due to historical context, we have seen there are
no simple answers to the basic questions for ori-
enting any scientific, sociological study of Africa
and her people. The African diaspora has been
uniquely shaped by experiences of conquest and
domination, resistance and survival. The experi-
ences of slavery, colonization, and external domi-
nation have left in their wake considerable devas-
tation. Yet one also sees the amazing strength of a
people able to adapt and diversify, and to love and
live, and ultimately continue to be.

Studies of African people and institutions com-
monly reveal the creative retention of authentic or
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indigenous traits. Such creative responses have
been, in their own way, acts of resistance enabling
cultural perpetuation. These adaptive responses
have assured the ultimate survival of many aspects
of African culture and institutions. It must also be
noted that with time comes transition. Many things
traditionally African have been altered, progress-
ing from their original, indigenous form to com-
pletely new and different forms. It is perhaps in
this tension, the reconciliation of the old with the
new, the indigenous with the nonindigenous, that
African studies will find its most exciting terrain
for future inquiry. The challenge will be to discov-
er the cultures and the people who have been
historically distorted by the twin activities of con-
cealment from within, and degradation and
misperception from without.

AMERICAN SCHOLARSHIP AND AFRICAN
STUDIES

The dismissal of the importance of African studies
preceded its acceptance as a scholarly discipline.
While clearly diminished today, the white male
Eurocentric focus has historically dominated uni-
versity curricula. Both grassroots and academic
movements pointed to the need for recognition of
the African contribution to world and American
culture. The early to mid-1900s saw the emergence
of black intellectuals in Africa (e.g., Léopold Sédar
Senghor, Patrice Lumumba, Cheikh Anta Diop),
the Caribbean (Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Claude
McKay), and America (W.E.B. Du Bois, Langston
Hughes, Anna Julia Cooper), who spoke of paral-
lel movements based on the assumption that black
people in all parts of the world were a community
with shared interests and identity (e.g., Negritude,
Pan-Africanism). The goals of these scholars em-
phasized the uplift of people of African ancestry
worldwide through education, research, politics,
and cultural activities. These international move-
ments among black intellectuals were in direct
response to theories of black inferiority and the
systematic oppression of Africans (both on the
continent and abroad). Herbert Spencer, among
others, launched the ideology of Social Darwin-
ism, which developed into a popular, pseudoscientific
justification for racial hierarchies. Social Darwin-
ism assigned Africans, and thereby African Ameri-
cans, to the lowest rung in the evolutionary ladder.

A nineteenth-century phenomenon, Social Dar-
winism and its associated beliefs persisted well
into the twentieth century. Its philosophy is still
heard in the remnants of eugenics, in the present-
day interest in sociobiology, and in recurring as-
sertions of black innate intellectual inferiority.

Before the incorporation of African studies
into predominantly white colleges, black educa-
tors and leaders had stressed the value of black
America’s ties to Africa for decades. Notable activ-
ists from William Monroe Trotter to Booker T.
Washington and Marcus Garvey called for “Back
to Africa” movements. Zora Neale Hurston was an
anthropologist whose studies of African Ameri-
cans emphasized retentions and links with original
African cultures. The distinguished sociologist
W.E.B. Du Bois founded the Pan-African Con-
gress in 1921, supported by notables such as the
author Jessie Redmon Fauset, in order to explicitly
link the problems and fortunes of African Ameri-
cans to those of blacks in Africa and elsewhere.
Moreover, much of his work over a long and
illustrious career focused on Africa. Ultimately Du
Bois renounced his American citizenship and ac-
cepted Kwame Nkrumah'’s invitation to settle
in Ghana.

Within white-dominated institutions, the val-
ue of African studies had strange origins.
Egyptologists and anthropologists gathered infor-
mation from Africa during colonial rule. In such
instances, sociology was both friend and foe. Early
sociologists promoted cross-cultural studies as well
as research into the social conditions under which
blacks lived. However, many of these sociologists
embraced Social Darwinism and its belief in the
inherent inferiority of blacks. Rarely did these
early academics speak out or take active stances
against the oppression of Africa and African peo-
ple by Europeans.

Some American colleges remained racially seg-
regated until the 1960s. The inclusion of African-
American students, and later African-American
studies classes, came in response to student activ-
ism, which occurred against the backdrop of the
push for civil rights and amidst significant racial
unrest. The black power movement of this time
strongly influenced many African Americans to
reclaim their heritage in everyday life and to de-
mand that black history and culture be included in
school and university curricula. There was—and
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continues to be—significant struggle around these
questions, since what is at risk here was (is) the
control and validation of knowledge in the society.
The black studies movement paved the way for
further interest in African studies. The publication
of Alex Haley’s Roots, a volume which traced his
family lineage back to Gambia, West Africa, fol-
lowed by a popular television miniseries, was a
signal moment in the development of black Ameri-
cans’ interest in Africa. In addition, many African
Americans celebrate Kwaanza, a holiday founded
upon principles of the African harvest, as another
conscious link with their cultural roots. Ironically,
the growing interest of black Americans in their
cultural roots in Africa helped to fuel a resurgence
of ethnic pride and the search for roots among
other racial groups in this country. Interestingly,
in contemporary universities, the field of African-
American studies tends to be dominated by Afri-
can Americans, while African-studies programs
tend to be dominated by European Americans.

CONCLUSION

African studies is a woefully underdeveloped area
of institutionalized research in the field of sociolo-
gy. Researchers need to mount aggressive pro-
grams determined to “ask new questions and to
question old answers.” For this research to be
successful, it must be located in broader context,
recognizing the unique historical, economic, so-
cial, cultural, political, and academic relationships
that determine reality for Africans on the conti-
nent and throughout the diaspora. In each of these
areas, relationships are generally structured
hierarchically, with African worldviews, values, in-
stitutional forms, methodologies, and concerns
being considered subordinate to those of Europe-
ans or whites. Such distorted structural relations
lead inevitably to distortions in research and con-
clusions. The irony is that clear understanding of
African people and institutions will help pave the
way to better understanding Whites and European
heritage, institutions, and experiences.
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AGGRESSION

In its most extreme forms, aggression is human
tragedy unsurpassed. Hopes that the horrors of
World War II and the Holocaust would produce a
worldwide revulsion against the taking of another
human’s life, resulting in the end of genocidal
practices and a reduction in homicide rates, have
been dashed by the realities of increasing homi-
cide and genocide in the last half of the twentieth
century. The litany of genocidal events is both long
and depressing, including major massacres in
Uganda, Cambodia, Rwanda, Burundi, Zaire,
Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, and Herzegovina, among
others. Homicide rates have risen in a number of
industrialized countries since World War I, most
notably in the United States.

We have seen slight declines in the homicide
rate in the United States during the 1990s. But
despite six consecutive years of decreases, the
1997 homicide rate was still 133 percent of the
1965 rate, and 166 percent of the 1955 rate. For
these and related reasons, interest in understand-
ing the causes of aggression remains high, and
there have been major advances in the social psy-
chology of aggression.

WHAT IS AGGRESSION?

Definitions have varied widely over time and across
research domains. However, a consensus has
emerged among most social psychologists study-
ing human aggression about what constitutes “ag-
gression” in general and what constitutes the ma-
jor forms or “ideal types” of aggression. (See the
following books for current definitions and per-
spectives on aggression: Baron and Richardson

1994; Berkowitz 1993; Geen 1990; Geen and
Donnerstein 1998; Tedeschi and Felson 1994).

Basic Definitions. Aggression uvs. Assertive-
ness vs. Violence. Human aggression is behavior
performed by one person (the aggressor) with the
intent of harming another person (the victim) who
is believed by the aggressor to be motivated to
avoid that harm. “Harm” includes physical harm
(e.g., a punch to the face), psychological harm
(e.g., verbal insults), and indirect harm (e.g., de-
stroying the victim’s property).

Accidental harm is not “aggressive” because
it is not intended. Harm that is an incidental
by-product of actions taken to achieve some
superordinate goal is also excluded from ‘“‘aggres-
sion” because the harm-doer’s primary intent in
such cases is to help the person achieve the
superordinate goal and because the harm-recipi-
ent doesn’t actively attempt to avoid the harm-
doer’s action. For example, pain delivered during
a dental procedure is not ‘“‘aggression” by the
dentist against the patient.

In their scientific usages “aggressiveness” is
very different from ‘“‘assertiveness” even though
the general public frequently uses these words
interchangeably. When people say that someone is
an ‘“‘aggressive” salesperson they typically mean
that he or she is assertive—pushy or confident or
emphatic or persistent—but they do not truly
mean “‘aggressive’” unless, of course, they believe
that the salesperson intentionally tries to harm
customers. Similarly, coaches exhorting players to
“be more aggressive” seldom mean that players
should try to harm their opponents; rather, coach-
es want players to be more assertive—active and
confident.

Violence, on the other hand, is a subtype of
aggression. The term “violence” is generally used
to denote extreme forms of aggression such as
murder, rape, and assault. All violence is aggres-
sion, but many instances of aggression are not
violent. For example, one child pushing another
off a tricycle is considered aggressive but not
violent. For example, one child pushing another
off a tricycle is considered aggressive but not
violent.

Affective vs. Instrumental Types of Aggression.
“Affective” aggression has the primary motive of
harming the target, and is thought to be based on
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anger. It is sometimes labeled hostile, impulsive,
or reactive aggression, though these labels often
carry additional meaning. When aggression is mere-
ly a tool to achieve another goal of the aggressor, it
islabeled “instrumental”’ aggression. Most robber-
ies are primarily instrumental, whereas most mur-
ders and assaults are affective. Similarly, Jack may
hit Jim merely to obtain a desirable toy, a case of
instrumental aggression. Jim may get angry and
respond by hitting Jack in order to hurt him, a case
of affective aggression.

Proactive vs. Reactive Types of Aggression.
“Proactive” aggression occurs in the absence of
provocation. It is usually instrumental, as when
Jack hit Jim to get the toy. “Reactive” aggression is
a response to a prior provocation, such when Jim
retaliated. There is an asymmetrical relation be-
tween proactive and reactive aggression. Children
who are high on proactive aggression usually are
high on reactive aggression as well, but many
children who are high on reactive aggression en-
gage in little proactive aggression.

Thoughtful vs. Thoughtless Aggression. A more
recent distinction among types of aggression con-
cerns whether the aggressive act resulted from
thoughtful or thoughtless (impulsive) psychologi-
cal processes. In past work, instrumental aggres-
sion has usually been seen as thoughtful, involving
the careful weighing of potential costs and bene-
fits. But more recent work reveals that frequent
use of aggression to obtain valued goals can be-
come so automatized that it also becomes thought-
less. Affective aggression has usually been seen as
thoughtless, but people sometimes consider vari-
ous possible courses of action and decide that an
angry outburst is the best way to achieve those
goals. This distinction between thoughtful and
thoughtless aggression has important implications
for the development of and intervention in aggression.

Distinguishing among types of aggression is
difficult because underlying motives and psycho-
logical processes must be inferred. Is Jim’s angry
attack on Jack purely anger-based, solely intended
to harm Jack, or is there also some instrumental
component? There is a growing realization that
these ideal types of aggression rarely exist in pure
form in the real world of human interaction. In-
deed, a few scholars have argued that all aggres-
sion is instrumental, serving goals such as social
control, publiciimage management, private-image

management (i.e., self-esteem), and social justice.
Nonetheless, most aggression scholars still find
these distinctions helpful for theoretical, rhetori-
cal, and application-oriented reasons.

WHAT CAUSES AGGRESSION?

The causes of aggression can be analyzed at two
different levels: the proximal causes (in the imme-
diate situation) and the more distal causes that set
the stage for the emergence and operation of
proximate causes.

Distal Causes: Biological Factors. Distal causes
of aggression are those that make people ready
and capable of aggression. Some are structural,
built into the human species. Others are develop-
mental, based on the particular environmental
history of the individual, and result in individual
differences in preparedness to aggress.

Genetics. In the broadest sense aggression is a
species characteristic. That is, the human species
has physical, cognitive, and emotional systems
capable of intentionally inflicting harm on other
humans. The genetic basis of aggression is easier
to identify in nonhuman species, in which fighting
behaviors can be produced by stimulating certain
regions of the limbic system. Similar physiological
systems exist in humans, but human behavior is
much more complexly determined.

In the more usual sense genetic influences
refer to individual differences in aggressiveness
that are linked to genetic differences within the
species. Human twin studies have yielded mixed
results in estimates of the genetic contribution to
human aggression. Miles and Carey (1997) did a
meta-analysis (i.e., statistical review) on twenty-
four “genetically informative” studies. Two im-
portant conclusions were: (1) up to 50 percent of
variation in self- or parent-reported aggression was
attributable to genetic effects; and (2) when ag-
gressiveness was measured by careful observation
of laboratory behaviors, the genetic effect disap-
peared and a strong family-environment effect
emerged. These contradictory findings highlight
the complexity of human aggression as well as the
need for additional studies.

Mechanisms. Several biological mechanisms ap-
pear plausible as potential causes of individual
differences in aggressiveness. Hormones (e.g.,
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testosterone), neurochemicals (e.g., serotonin), at-
tention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and general
levels of arousal have all been linked to aggression.
For example, Eysenck and Gudjonsson (1989) pro-
posed that individuals whose nervous system is
relatively insensitive to low levels of environmen-
tal stimulation seek out high-risk activities, includ-
ing criminal ones, to increase their arousal.

But many biological effects on aggression are
neither as strong nor as consistent as the general
public believes. For example, testosterone is fre-
quently cited as the explanation for male/female
differences in violence rates, but the human litera-
ture on testosterone effects is far from clear.
Testosterone levels in humans seems more closely
linked to social dominance, which in turn may well
influence aggression under some limited circum-
stances (Campbell, Muncer, and Odber 1997,
Geary 1998).

Other psychological variables with links to
aggression also appear to have some genetic basis.
Empathy, behavioral inhibition, negative affectivity,
extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism all
have yielded evidence of some genetic heritability,
and have obvious links to aggression. General
intelligence may also link biological variation to
aggressiveness; low intelligence increases the oc-
currence of frustrating failures and aversive condi-
tions, which might increase the likelihood of a
person developing an aggressive personality.

Distal Causes: Environmental and Psycho-
logical Factors. Numerous social, environmental,
and psychological factors contribute to the devel-
opment of habitual aggressiveness. Learning stands
out as the most important factor of all.

Learning. Bandura’s social-learning theory of
aggression (1973) has been most influential. One
key idea in this and all modern learning approach-
es is that much of human development is based on
learning by observing how other people behave.
Patterson, DeBaryshe, and Ramsey (1989) pre-
sented a detailed look at the maladaptive social-
learning processes found in families of aggressive
children. Among the key problems are parental
use of poor disciplinary measures and inadequate
monitoring of their children’s activities. Similarly,
Olweus (1995) has identified a number of child-
rearing factors that are conducive to creating bul-
lies: caretakers with indifferent attitudes toward
the child; permissiveness for aggressive behavior

by the child; and the use of physical punishment
and other power-assertive disciplinary techniques.

Cognitive psychology has also been crucial in
the present understanding of the aggressive per-
sonality, as can be seen in books by Berkowitz
(1993) and Geen (1990), and in Huesmann’s (1998)
information-processing theory of aggressive per-
sonality development. In brief, humans begin learn-
ing from infancy how to perceive, interpret, judge,
and respond to events in the physical and social
environment. We learn perceptual schemata that
help us decide what to look for and what we “see.”
We learn rules for how the social world works. We
learn behavioral scripts and use them to interpret
events and actions of others and to guide our own
behavioral responses to those events. These vari-
ous knowledge structures develop over time. They
are based on the day-to-day observations of and
interactions with other people: real (as in the
family) and imagined (as in the mass media). For
example, the long-term exposure to media vio-
lence can increase later aggressive behavior by
influencing a variety of aggression-related knowl-
edge structures. Such long-term media violence
effects have been shown to be substantial in size
and long lasting in duration (Huesmann and Mill-
er 1994).

As knowledge structures develop, they be-
come more complex, interconnected, and difficult
to change. Developing knowledge structures are
like slowly hardening clay. Environmental experi-
ences shape the clay. Changes are relatively easy to
make at first, when the clay is soft, but later on
changes become increasingly difficult. Longitudi-
nal studies suggest that aggression-related knowl-
edge structures begin to harden around age eight
or nine, and become more perseverant with in-
creasing age.

People learn specific aggressive behaviors, the
likely outcome of such behaviors, and how and
when to apply these behaviors. They learn hostile
perception, attribution, and expectation biases,
callous attitudes, and how to disengage or ignore
normal empathic reactions that might serve as
aggression inhibitors.

The pervasiveness, interconnectedness, and
accessibility of any learned knowledge structure
is largely determined by the frequency with which
itis encountered, imagined, and used. With great
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frequency even complex perception-judgment-be-
havior knowledge can become
automatized—so overlearned that they are applied
automatically with little effort or awareness. Fre-
quent exposure to aggressive models is particular-
ly effective in creating habitually aggressive peo-
ple, whether those models are in the home,
neighborhood, or mass media. Once the use of
any particular knowledge structure has become
automatized, it becomes very difficult for the per-
son to avoid using it because the perceptions and
behavioral impulses it produces seem to be based
on “how the world really is.”

structures

Social Processes. Several common social proc-
esses contribute to disproportionate exposure to
and learning of aggression-related knowledge struc-
tures. Low intellect (social or academic) creates
excessive failures and frustration in a variety of
developmental contexts. Low social intelligence,
for example, leads to problems in interpersonal
interactions, whereas low academic intelligence
creates problems in school settings. Problems in
either context typically lead to higher-than-normal
levels of aggression, which lead to further frustrat-
ing encounters with parents, teachers, and peers.
The resulting social ostracism often forces child-
ren to spend more time with other social misfits
who also have highly aggressive behavior patterns.
This “‘gang” can impede further intellectual devel-
opment and reward additional antisocial tendencies.

Environments. Many social environments fos-
ter the development of an aggressive personality.
Such factors include poverty; living in violent neigh-
borhoods; deviant peers; lack of safe, supervised
child recreational areas; exposure to media vio-
lence; bad parenting; and lack of social support.
Growing up in a culture of fear and hate, as in
many ethnic-minority communities around the
world, may well be the most extreme version of an
aggressive-personality—-fostering environment, and
may well account for the generation after genera-
tion of ethnic and religious hatreds and genocidal
tendencies that occasionally erupt into genocidal
wars (Keltner and Robinson 1996; Staub 1989,
1998). The perceptual knowledge structures mod-
eled and explicitly taught in these contexts guaran-
tee continued mistrust, misunderstanding, and
hatred of key outgroups.

Even in its simplest form, poverty is associated
with more frustrations, bad role models, and lack

of good role models. Bad parenting includes sever-
al particularly common and damaging factors such
as lack of parental attention, inconsistent disci-
pline, harsh and abusive discipline, and inatten-
tion to nonaggressive efforts at problem solving by
the child. Privation, victimization, and violence in
a social milieu of long-standing ethnic/religious
conflicts provide a powerful learning environment
that is mightily resistant to change.

Short-term impoverishment, such as that brought
on by a general decline in economic activity (e.g., a
recession or depression), has been proposed as a
causal factor in aggression directed against ethnic
minorities. The dominant model is that the frus-
tration engendered by such economic downturns
leads to increased aggression against relatively
powerless target groups. However, research casts
considerable doubt on this hypothesis. For exam-
ple, Green, Glaser, and Rich (1998) reanalyzed
data on lynchings and data on “gay-bashing,” and
showed no evidence of short-term fluctuations in
economic conditions and violence directed at
minorities.

Child abuse and neglect. Child abuse and neg-
lect itself are self-perpetuating problems. Abused
or neglected children are particularly likely to
become abusing and neglecting parents and vio-
lent criminal offenders. Children learn maladap-
tive beliefs, attitudes, and values from their abu-
sive or neglectful parents (Azar and Rohrbeck
1986; Peterson, Gable, Doyle, and Ewugman 1997).

Proximate Causes: Individual Differences.
The distal causes described in earlier sections set
the stage for human aggression of various types.
Proximate causes are those that are present in the
current situation. One type of proximate cause
consists of individual differences between people
that have been created by their biological and
social pasts. People differ widely in readiness for
aggressing. These differences show considerable
consistency across time and situations (Huesmann

and Moise 1998).

Hostility Biases. Hostility biases have been iden-
tified in aggressive adults and children, some as
young as six years. The hostile perception bias is the
tendency of aggression-prone people to perceive
social behaviors as more aggressive than do nor-
mal people, whereas the hostile expectation bias is
the tendency of aggression-prone people to expect
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and predict others to behave relatively more ag-
gressively (Dill, Anderson, Anderson, and Deuser
1997). The more widely studied hostile attribution
bias is the tendency of aggression-prone people to
attribute hostile intent to others’ accidentally harm-
ful behaviors. For example, Dodge (1980) had
aggressive and nonaggressive children listen to a
story about a boy who hurt another boy by hitting
him with a ball. When asked, aggressive children
attributed more hostile intent to the boy who
threw the ball than did nonaggressive children.

Attitudes and Beliefs. Aggression-prone people
hold favorable attitudes toward aggression, believ-
ing that aggressive solutions to problems are effec-
tive and appropriate. Aggressive thoughts and
aggressive solutions come to mind quickly and
easily. However, creating nonaggressive alterna-
tives is particularly difficult for the aggressive person.

For example, Malamuth, Linz, Heavey, Barnes,
and Acker (1995) found that sexually aggressive
males hold relatively positive attitudes toward the
use of aggression against women, believe in nu-
merous rape myths, engage in more impersonal
sex, and are likely to aggress against women in
nonsexual contexts as well. Research (Anderson
and Anderson 1999) reveals that sexually aggres-
sive men are specifically aggressive only against
women, in both sexual and nonsexual contexts,
but are not unusually aggressive against other men.

Narcissism and Self-Esteem. The predominant
view of the link between self-esteem and violence
has been that low self-esteem contributes to high
violence. However, research from several perspec-
tives has demonstrated a very different pattern.
Certain individuals with high self-esteem are most
prone to anger and are most aggressive when their
high self-image is threatened. Specifically, it is high
self-esteem people who react most violently to
threats to their self-esteem—if their high self-es-
teem is inflated (undeserved), unstable, or tenta-
tive. In other words, narcissists are the danger-
ous people, not those with low self-esteem or
those who are confident in their high self-image
(Baumeister, Smart, and Boden 1996; Bushman
and Baumeister 1998; Kernis, Grannemann, and
Barclay 1989).

Sex. Males and females differ in aggressive
tendencies, especially in the most violent behav-
iors of homicide and aggravated assault. The ratio
of male to female murderers in the United States is

almost 10:1. Laboratory studies show the same
type of sex effect, but provocation has a greater
effect on aggression than does sex. Bettencourt
and Miller (1996) used meta-analytic procedures
and found that sex differences in aggression prac-
tically disappear under high provocation.

Men and women also appear to differ in what
provokes them. Bettencourt and Miller showed
that males are particularly sensitive to negative
intelligence provocations whereas females are par-
ticularly sensitive to insults by a peer and to physi-
cal attacks. Geary, Rumsey, Bow-Thomas, and
Hoard (1995) showed that males are more upset
by sexual infidelity of their mates than by emotion-
al infidelity, whereas the opposite pattern occurs
for females. Buss and Shackelford (1997) showed
similar sex differences in the effects of infidelity
on mate-retention tactics, including use of violence.

Biology. Other biological differences that peo-
ple bring with them to the current situation may
also contribute to aggression, but as noted earlier
many biological effects on aggression are neither
as strong nor as consistent as the general public
believes. For example, testosterone is frequently
cited as the explanation for male/female differ-
ences in violence rates, but the human literature
on testosterone effects is mixed.

Proximate Causes: Situational Factors. The
second type of proximate causes of aggression
consists of the situational factors currently pres-
ent. Some of these factors are so powerful that
even normally nonaggressive individuals can be
made to behave aggressively.

Provocation. Most aggressive incidents can be
directly linked to some type of perceived provoca-
tion. Some are direct and obvious, such as verbal
insults and physical assaults. Some are less direct,
as when an expected pay raise fails to materialize.
Most murders and assaults in normal (i.e., nonwar)
contexts are the result of provocations of one kind
or another, usually in a series of escalatory
provocations, threats, and counterthreats. Federal
Bureau of Investigation data reveal that most mur-
ders in the United States occur during arguments
among family, friends, or acquaintances. The tend-
ency for stranger-based homicides to be relatively
rare is even more pronounced in other industrial-
ized cultures than in the United States. Frequently,
the provocations involve sexual or emotional infi-
delity, or perceived insults to one’s honor.
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Frustration. Frustration is both an event and an
emotional reaction. It occurs when something
blocks the attainment or threatens the continued
possession of a valued goal objective. For example,
a supervisor’s bad report may prevent a promo-
tion, a spouse’s infidelity may threaten the contin-
ued existence of a marriage, or aflood may destroy
one’s home. If the frustrating agent is another
person, then the frustrating event is also a provocation.

The original form of the frustration-aggres-
sion hypothesis by Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer,
and Sears (1939) stated that: (1) all acts of aggres-
sion are the result of previous frustration; (2) all
frustration leads to aggression. But some frustra-
tions do notyield aggression, and some aggression
is not the result of a prior frustration. Indeed,
many contemporary scholars believe that if a frus-
trating event is fully justified, the frustrated person
would show no residual inclination to aggress.
However, Berkowitz (1989) claimed that even fully
justified frustration can produce aggressive tend-
encies. This prediction was recently confirmed by
Dill and Anderson (1995).

In a similar vein, Miller and Marcus-Newhall
(1997) have shown that provocations can lead to
increased aggressive tendencies against individu-
als who were not part of the frustrating eventat all,
a phenomenon typically labeled displaced aggres-
sion. Miller and Marcus-Newhall also suggest that
such displaced aggression is increased if the dis-
placement target provides a minor ‘“triggering”’
provocation, and if the displacement target is a
member of a disliked outgroup.

Incentives. Incentives are the rewards or bene-
fits a person expects for having performed a par-
ticular action. Many situations in politics, the busi-
ness world, and sports encourage aggression by
their incentives. People often expect their chances
of winning an election, getting a contract, or de-
feating an opponent to be enhanced by harming
their competitor. Research on television violence
has shown that seeing a character rewarded (or not
punished) for aggressing increases subsequent ag-
gression by the viewer more so than does unrewarded
(or punished) television violence, presumedly by
increasing the perceived incentive value of aggres-
sive behavior.

The prototypical incentive-based example of
individual aggression is the contract killer, who

murders purely for money. The Iraqi assault and
takeover of Kuwait, as well as NATO’s subsequent
attack on Iraq are clear examples of incentive-
based institutional aggression (though other fac-
tors also clearly played a role). Contract murders
account for only a small percentage of homicide
totals, but they nicely illustrate the concept of
relatively anger-free instrumental aggression.

Aversive Stimulation and Stress. Almost any form
of aversive stimulation can increase the likelihood
of aggression—noise, pain, crowding, cigarette
smoke, heat, daily hassles, and interpersonal prob-
lems illustrate a few such aversive factors. When
the cause of an aversive stimulus is an identifiable
person, such as a smoker, these factors are also
provocations. As such, they can increase aggres-
sion directed at the person identified as the
provocateur, as well as against other “displaced”
targets.

In cases where there is no identifiable human
agent causing the aversive stimulation the effects
on aggression are often less noticeable, but much
research demonstrates their reality. The most stud-
ied of these effects, with relevant data gathered for
over one hundred years, is the heat effect. Ander-
son and Anderson (1998) showed that a wide array
of studies across time, culture, and method con-
verge on the conclusion that hot temperatures
increase aggressive tendencies. People who live in
hotter cities have higher violent crime rates than
those in cooler cities. This effect persists even
when controlling for poverty, education, and cul-
ture. Violent crime rates are higher during hotter
years, seasons, months, and days. When people
are hot, they think more aggressive thoughts, feel
more hostile, and behave more aggressively.

Alcohol and Drugs. Bushman (1993) reviewed
studies on alcohol and drug effects on aggression,
and found that central nervous system depressants
increase aggression. Neither actual alcohol con-
sumption nor the mere belief that one has con-
sumed alcohol were individually sufficient to pro-
duce reliable increases in aggression, but when
research participants believed they had consumed
alcohol and had actually consumed alcohol, ag-
gression increased. The exact mechanisms under-
lying these drug effects are not yet fully under-
stood. Steele and Josephs (1990) proposed an
“alcohol myopia” explanation, in which alcohol
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impairs key perceptual processes necessary to nor-
mal inhibitions against extreme and risky behav-
ior. Bushman’s review (1997) confirmed this view.

Aggression Cues. Objects or events associated
with aggression in semantic memory can cue or
“prime”” aggression-related thoughts, affects, and
behavior programs also stored in memory. For
instance, seeing a gun can prime aggressive thoughts
(Anderson, Benjamin, and Bartholow 1998) and
increase aggressive behavior. This phenomenon,
labeled the “weapons effect” by Berkowitz and
LePage (1967), has been found in field and labora-
tory studies, in several different countries, with
pictures of weapons and with real weapons.

As mentioned earlier, one prevalent source of
aggressive cues in modern society is the mass
media. Television shows, movies, and video games
are filled with violence. Over 1,000 empirical com-
parisons, compiled by Paik and Comstock (1994)
have conclusively demonstrated that even short-
term exposure to media violence increases aggres-
sion. The immediate impact of viewing violent
media is more pronounced for people with strong
aggressive tendencies (Bushman 1995). Unfortu-
nately, aggressive people also are the most likely to
seek out violent media.

Many people in modern society believe that
viewing aggression (e.g., on television) or behav-
ing in a mildly aggressive way within protected
environments (e.g., playing football) will reduce
later aggressive behavior. This catharsis hypothe-
sis, though, has been thoroughly debunked (Bush-
man, Baumeister, and Stack in press; Geen and

Quanty 1977).

Opportunity. Some situations restrict opportu-
nities to aggress; others provide “good” opportu-
nities. Church service situations have many im-
pediments to aggression—there are witnesses,
strong social norms against aggression, and specif-
ic nonaggressive behavioral roles for everyone in
attendance. Country and Western bars on Satur-
day nights present better opportunities for aggres-
sion, because many aggression facilitators are pres-
ent: alcohol, aggression cues, aggression-prone
individuals, males competing for the attention of
females, and relative anonymity.

Removal of Self-Regulatory Inhibitions. One
often-neglected facet of human aggression has

garnered increased attention; the aggression inhi-
bitions that normally operate in most people. Sev-
eral different research groups have independently
identified and discussed how these inhibitions are
sometimes overridden (Bandura, Barbaranelli,
Caprara, and Pastorelli 1996; Keltner and Robin-
son 1996; Staub 1989, 1998). Most people do not
commit extreme acts of violence even if they could
do so with little chance of discovery or punish-
ment. Such self-regulation is due, in large part, to
the fact that people cannot easily escape the conse-
quences that they apply to themselves. Self-image,
self-standards, and sense of self-worth—in other
words moral standards—are used in normal self-
regulation of behavior.

However, people with apparently normal moral
standards sometimes behave reprehensibly toward
others, including committing such actions as mur-
der, torture, even genocide. Two particularly im-
portant mechanisms that allow people to disen-
gage their normal moral standards involve moral
justification and dehumanizing the victim. Com-
mon justifications for extreme and mass violence
include “it is for the person’s own good,” or the
good of the society, or that personal honor de-
mands the violent action. These justifications can
be applied at multiple levels, from a parent’s abuse
of a child to genocidal war. Dehumanizing the
victim operates by making sure that one’s moral
standards are simply not applicable. War propa-
ganda obviously fits this mechanism, but people
also use this mechanism at an individual level.
Potential victims are placed in the ultimate out-
group—one that has no human qualities.

The Escalation Cycle. Many proximate causal
factors seem too trivial or weak to contribute to
serious aggression. How can seeing a weapon,
being uncomfortably hot, or watching a violent
movie increase murder rates? The answer lies in
the escalation cycle. As noted earlier, assaults and
homicides do not typically result from one brief
encounter or provocation. The parties involved
usually know each other and have had a series of
unpleasant exchanges. The final encounter may
well begin as a relatively minor dispute, but one
person escalates the level of aggression. The other
person responds in kind and subsequently increas-
es the aggressiveness of the next response. A shout-
ing match can quickly become a shoving match,
which can lead to fists, guns, and death. Seemingly
trivial factors increase the likelihood of violence by
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increasing the accessibility of aggressive thoughts,
affect, and behavioral acts at each turn of the
escalation cycle.

INTERVENTION: PREVENTION AND
TREATMENT

The knowledge structure approach explains the
difficulty of rehabilitating adults who repeatedly
commit violent crimes, or of changing the genocidal
climate of groups that have long histories of hate
and violence. At the individual level, a lifetime
of developing aggressive behavior scripts and
automatized hostile perception, expectation, and
attribution biases cannot be unlearned easily. How-
ever, this approach also reveals that preventing the
development of an aggressive or genocidal per-
sonality is a more reasonable goal if appropriate
steps are taken prior to full maturation.

Preventing and Treating Aggressive Person-
ality. There are three main loci for preventing a
child from developing into an aggressive adult.
First, one can reduce exposure to events that teach
aggressive behaviors or scripts. This would include
direct modeling (e.g., by abusive or violent par-
ents) as well as indirect modeling (e.g., exposure to
media violence). Second, one can reduce exposure
to events that teach that aggression is rewarding.
For example, most media violence is highly re-
warding for the perpetrator, especially when it is
the protagonist who is committing the violence.
Similarly, adult violence against children (e.g., by
parents or school officials) appears highly reward-
ing to the child because the adult “wins” the
encounter and there are no obvious costs to the
adult for harming the child. Third, one can reduce
exposure to events that teach hostile perception,
expectation, and attribution biases. Once again,
the entertainment media is one source of violence
exposure that increases the perception that the
world is a dangerous place. A heavy dose of media
violence (e.g., television, movies, video games,
music) can increase all three hostility biases. Wit-
nessing high levels of violence in one’s neighbor-
hood also increases these biases.

At all three loci, reducing exposure to aggres-
sion-enhancing factors would seem much easier to
do in the context of a normal and relatively non-
violent culture than in the context of a genocidal
culture. Though the following statements focus on

dealing with the aggressive personality, the gener-
al principles apply to dealing with the genocidal
personality.

Furthermore, treating people who have al-
ready developed a strong and stable aggressive
personality is much more difficult than preventing
the development of such a personality. People
with aggressive personalities must learn new
nonhostile knowledge structures ranging from per-
ceptual schemata through attributional ones to
behavioral scripts. The knowledge structure ap-
proach outlined earlier explains why it is easiest to
intervene successfully in younger children whose
personalities are still malleable, harder to succeed
with violent juvenile offenders and young abusive
parents, and hardest of all to succeed with habitu-
ally violent adult criminals.

Child Abuse: Treatment and Prevention. Early
intervention attempts relied primarily on inten-
sive dynamic psychotherapy with the abuser, but
this approach has repeatedly failed. Cognitive be-
havioral interventions have had much greater suc-
cess, largely because they deal directly with the
knowledge structure issues that are so important
in this domain (Wolf 1994). This approach suc-
ceeds by teaching abusive caregivers to use
nonaggressive child compliance techniques, per-
sonal anger control, and developmentally appro-
priate beliefs about childhood abilities.

Reducing Exposure to Aggressive Social Models.
Reducing children’s exposure to aggressive social
models would reduce the percentage who grow up
believing in and using aggressive tactics. One way
of doing this is to reduce exposure to violent
media, especially television and video games. The
research literature on television violence has con-
clusively demonstrated that early and repeated
exposure to violent television causes children to
develop into aggressive adults. For example, kids
who watch a lot of violent television at age eight
are more likely to have criminal records at age
thirty, even after statistically controlling for a va-
riety of other relevant social variables. Research
has suggested that exposure to violent video games
has a similar effect.

Reducing other types of exposure to violent
social models would also help. Reducing parental
violence towards children, reducing the frequency
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and visibility of violence in children’s neighbor-
hoods, reducing violence in schools—including
violence by school authorities in attempts to con-
trol children—would all have a positive impact on
the overall level of aggressiveness in society.

Treating Violent Juvenile Offenders. Many treat-
ments have been tried with violent juvenile offend-
ers, including such things as “boot camps,” indi-
vidual therapy, “scared straight” programs, and
group therapy; there is little evidence of sustained
success for any of these approaches. One problem
is that these standard approaches do not address
the wide range of factors that contribute to the
development and maintenance of violent behav-
ior. However, there is evidence that treatment can
have a significant beneficial impact on violent
juvenile offenders (e.g., Simon 1998). Tate, Reppucci,
and Mulvey (1995) drew attention to one approach
with impressive results—the Multisystemic Thera-
py developed by Henggeler and Borduin (e.g.,
Henggeler, Schoenwald, Borduin, Rowland, and
Cunningham 1998). Multisystemic Therapy is a
family-based approach that first identifies the ma-
jor factors contributing to the delinquent and
violent behaviors of the particular individual un-
dergoing treatment. Biological, school, work, peers,
family, and neighborhood factors are examined.
Intervention is then tailored to fit the individual
constellation of contributing factors. Opportuni-
ties to observe and commit further violent and
criminal offenses are severely restricted, whereas
prosocial behavior opportunities (including study-
ing school subjects, developing hobbies) are great-
ly enhanced, and are rewarded. Both the long-
term success rate and the cost/benefit ratio of this
approach have greatly exceeded other attempts at
treating this population.

Adults. Attempts at treatment or “‘rehabilita-
tion” of violent adults, usually done in the context
of prison programs, have led to a general consen-
sus of failure. However, several studies have yielded
some evidence of a positive effect of treatment on
the behavior of violent adults (e.g., Simon 1998).
Rice (1997) reported that an intensive program for
violent offenders cut recidivism rates in half for
nonpsychopathic offenders. Unfortunately, the re-
cidivism rate for psychopathic offenders was sig-
nificantly increased by this particular treatment
program.

MAKING MODERN SOCIETIES LESS
VIOLENT

Several controversial suggestions for social change
emerge from the past forty years of research on
human aggression. These suggestions, designed to
decrease aggression and violence levels generally
rather than to treat already-violent individuals, are
controversial for political rather than scientific
reasons. Research results clearly support each of them.

1. Reduce exposure to media violence and
other aggressive role models, especially for
children and adolescents.

2. Replace the use of corporal punish-
ment with more positive child-control
techniques.

3. Reduce social rewards for aggressive activi-
ties, including those previously thought to
be cathartic.

4. Increase social rewards and social support
for nonaggressive prosocial activities (e.g.,
learning in school) while making success at
such activities possible (e.g., reducing
class sizes).

5. Increase the quality of prenatal and
postnatal care, to decrease the proportion
of the population suffering from develop-
mental difficulties that interfere with nor-
mal learning and socialization processes
(Anderson in press).

6. Increase the quality of parenting, by
providing instruction, social support, and
economic support.
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AGING

See Aging and the Life Course; Cohort Perspec-
tives; Filial Responsibility; Intergenerational Re-
lations; Intergenerational Resource Transfer,
Long Term Care, Long Term Care Facilities;
Retirement; Widowhood.

AGING AND THE LIFE
COURSE

Social gerontology, or the sociology of aging, has
two primary foci: (a) social factors during late life,
and (b) social antecedents and consequences of
aging. Thus, social gerontology includes examina-
tion of both the status of being old and the process
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of becoming old. Increasingly, theories and meth-
ods of the life course are replacing the earlier
emphasis on late life as a separate topic of inquiry.
This is a vast arena, and the sociology of aging is
appropriately informed by the theories and meth-
ods of many sociological subspecialities ranging
from macrohistorical and demographic perspec-
tives to the microorientations of social psychology
and interpretive sociology.

HISTORY OF THE FIELD

Historically, social gerontology emerged from a
social-problems orientation and focused on the
deprivations and losses that were expected to char-
acterize late life (e.g., Burgess 1960; Cain 1959).
Early research in the field focused on issues such
as poverty during late life; old age as a marginal
status, reflecting problems of social integration;
the negative effects of institutionalization and poor
quality of long-term care; and ageism and age
discrimination. Early on, however, some investiga-
tors saw the dangers of allowing a crisis orienta-
tion to dominate the study of aging and focused
attention on patterns of “normal” and “success-
ful” aging (Havighurst 1963; Palmore 1970). A
significant proportion of research also focuses on
the problems of late life. Investigators remain
concerned about social integration and adapta-
tion to loss. The majority of funding for aging
research is provided by the National Institute on
Aging, which is mandated to support health-relat-
ed research. Consequently, much aging research
focuses on illness and the health care delivery
system. The dramatic aging of the population
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1987)—a trend that
will peak with the aging of the Baby Boom co-
horts—leads to questions about the capacities of
social institutions and public policies to meet the
needs of an unprecedented number and propor-
tion of older adults. Scholars using political econo-
my theories focus on the ways in which societies
respond to the dependency needs of older adults
and the social implications of those responses.

Although much research remains focused on
the problems of late life, sociologists now recog-
nize the broader importance and implications of
old age and aging. Two primary factors appear to
have been the driving forces that account for this
broader and more complex view. First, despite the
social-problems orientation of most early research,

empirical data failed to confirm a uniformly bleak
picture of old age. For example, in spite of higher
rates of illness and disability, the vast majority of
older adults are competent and able to live inde-
pendent lives (Kunkel and Applebaum 1992). Simi-
larly, rather than representing involuntary loss of a
treasured role, retirement is actively sought by the
majority of older workers and seldom poses adap-
tive problems (e.g., Hardy and Quadagno 1995).
In addition, some of the problems observed in
early studies of older adults have been remedied
by the increased resources that recent cohorts
have brought to late life, as well as to effective
public policies. Thus, although health care costs
remain a burden for many older adults, Medicare
and Medicaid substantially reduced barriers to
health care among older people. Similarly, as a
result of improvements in Social Security benefits
and increased participation in private pensions,
older Americans now are no more likely to live in
poverty than younger adults and, indeed, are less
likely to live in poverty than children (U.S. Bureau
of the Census 1997). Such findings pushed social
gerontology toward more complex and empirical-
ly defensible perspectives on old age and aging.

Second, sociologists came to recognize that
age plays a fundamental role in social structure
and social organization. As a parameter of social
organization, age affects the allocation of social
resources and social roles. Along with sex and
race, age is an ascribed status. But age is unique
among ascribed statuses in that it changes over
time, and movement across age categories results
in changing expectations for behavior, changing
access to social resources, and changing personal
and social responsibilities. The structural quality
of age is best articulated in age stratification theory
(Riley 1987). Age stratification refers to the divi-
sion of society into meaningful age groups that
differ in social value and the allocation of social
resources. The concept of age stratification has
proven to be useful in a variety of ways. At the
broadest level, it reminds us that age is a funda-
mental parameter of social organization. Age stratifi-
cation has been particularly useful in highlighting
age-related roles and norms. It has a social-psycho-
logical facet as well: age consciousness or aware-
ness and identification with members of one’s age
group (Day 1990). Moreover, the structural and
individual facets of age stratification operate in
both directions. On the one hand, the structural
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component of age stratification allocates roles and
resources and assigns differential social value to
age strata. Thus, ageism is largely an effect of age
stratification. On the other hand, by promoting
age consciousness, age stratification sets the stage
for age-based public policies and collective efforts
by older adults to protect or increase their share of
societal resources (e.g., voting and lobbying ef-
forts based on the self-interests of the elderly).

In the 1990s, the sociology of aging focused on
change and stability across the life course. Life-
course perspectives have enriched aging research
in several ways (e.g., Elder 1995; George 1993).
First, a life-course approach is attractive because it
recognizes that the past is prologue to the future.
That is, status and personal well-being in late life
depend in large part on events and achievements
experienced earlier in the life course. Second, life-
course perspectives emphasize relationships across
life domains, recognizing that, for example, family
events affect and are affected by work and health.
Traditionally, sociological research has focused on
specific life domains (e.g., the sociology of work,
the sociology of the family); life-course perspec-
tives, in contrast, are person-centered rather than
domain-centered. Third, life-course perspectives
focus on the intersection of history and personal
biography. Although the macro-micro schism re-
mains difficult to bridge, life-course research has
documented some of the complex ways that his-
torical conditions affect personal lives both
contemporaneously and over subsequent decades.

THE AGE-PERIOD-COHORT PROBLEM

Isolating the effects of age and characterizing the
aging process are difficult tasks. Because many
factors affect social structure and individual be-
havior, itis always difficult to isolate the effects of a
specific factor. But this task is especially difficult
with regard to age, because it is inherently con-
founded with the effects of two other factors:
cohort and period. Age, of course, refers to time
since birth, and age effects refers to patterns result-
ing from the passage of time or sheer length of life.
Cohort refers to the group of persons born at
approximately the same time (e.g., the 1920 co-
hort, the 1940-1944 cohort). There are two prima-
ry kinds of cohort effects. One type results from
historical factors. For example, cohorts who lived
through the Great Depression or World War II

had different life experiences than cohorts who
were not exposed to those historical events. And,
as a further complication, the effects of historical
events vary depending on the ages of those who
experience them. The second type of cohort effect
reflects compositional characteristics. For exam-
ple, large cohorts (such as the Baby Boomers) may
face greater competition for social resources than
smaller cohorts (e.g., those born during the Great
Depression, when fertility rates were low). Both
types of cohort effects can have persistent effects
on the life course, and, hence, late life. Period effects
(also called time of measurement effects) result from
events or situations that happen at a specific time,
and tend to affect individuals regardless of age or
cohort. For example, faith in government decreased
in all Americans (regardless of age or cohort) at
the time of the Watergate scandal.

Age, cohort, and period effects are intertwined.
If one knows when an individual was born and also
knows the time of measurement, simple subtrac-
tion provides accurate information about the indi-
vidual’s age. Similarly, if one knows an individual’s
age and time of measurement, one can easily
calculate date of birth or birth cohort. Statistically,
there are no easy methods for disentangling age,
period, and cohort. In general, however, the most
compelling research results are those that are
based on examination of multiple cohorts at multi-
ple times of measurement. If the same age pat-
terns are observed across different cohorts meas-
ured at different times, those patterns are likely to
reflect age effects. If patterns are not similar across
cohorts and times of measurement, however, they
are likely to reflect cohort or period effects.

The issue of age-period-cohort effects has lost
some of its appeal; critics point out that simply
knowing, for example, that there is a cohort effect
leaves unanswered what it is about those cohorts
that generated the observed differences. This is an
appropriate criticism; nonetheless, it is immensely
helpful in searching for causal explanations to
know whether the underlying mechanism is con-
sistent across time and place (an aging effect), had
strong contemporaneous effects on persons of all
ages (a period effect), or affected only specific
cohorts (a cohort effect). Age, cohort, and period
effects are all important in aging research. Age
effects provide information about human devel-
opment as it unfolds in social context. Cohort
effects permit us to observe the social implications
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of shared history and cohort composition. Period
effects provide information about the effects of
contemporaneous events and situations on social
structure and individual behavior. Distinguishing
among age, period, and cohort effects also has
important implications for the generalization of
research results. Age effects are the same or highly
similar across time and place; thus, they are
generalizable. In contrast, cohort and period ef-
fects are, by definition, variable across time. Con-
sequently, generalization is limited.

Examination of age-period-cohort effects re-
quires large data bases in which multiple cohorts
are observed on multiple occasions over long peri-
ods of time. Because of these stringent require-
ments, few aging studies focus specifically on dis-
entangling these confounded factors. But recognition
of these sources of confounding appropriately
temper investigators’ generalizations. In addition,
this issue has sensitized researchers to the need to
examine change over time, with the result that
longitudinal studies have become the dominant
research design in efforts to characterize the aging
process.

No single theme nor easily summarized list of
topics does justice to the scope and diversity of
research on aging and the life course. However,
three major research domains can provide a gen-
eral sense of the current major avenues of aging
and life-course research: aged heterogeneity, life-
course dynamics, and life-course trajectories.

AGED HETEROGENEITY

The majority of research on older adults focuses
on heterogeneity in that population. In many ways,
this is the legacy of the problem orientation upon
which initial aging research in the social sciences
rested. Even now, most aging research focuses on
differences among older adults and the complex
configurations of social factors that can account
for individual differences during late life. And,
although there are many exceptions, a majority of
research in this domain focuses on the social
factors that explain individual behavior and per-
sonal well-being.

The specific topics that are examined in re-
search on aged heterogeneity are extensive. Health
and disability are major concerns in this research
tradition, including physical illness; mental illness,

especially depression; cognitive status and dement-
ing illness; functional status and disability; and
health behaviors. Health service utilization is a
corollary emphasis; there are numerous studies on
both utilization in general (e.g., doctors visits,
hospitalizations) and specialized health care set-
tings and providers (e.g., long-term care facilities,
emergency room visits, screening programs and
other preventative services, mental health profes-
sionals, dentists). There also has been extensive
research on the use of social and community
services and living arrangements—both of which
are strongly driven by health during late life.

Along with health, socioeconomic status has
been a high-volume, long-standing focus in re-
search on aged heterogeneity. Economic status, in
the form of income and, to a lesser extent, assets
has been the primary emphasis of this research,
with studies of the antecedents and consequences
of retirement ranking as a close second. Pensions
have been shown to have strong effects upon the
adequacy of postretirement income, which has
spurred substantial investigation of the determi-
nants of pension acquisition and value.

From a more social-psychological perspective,
there are strong research traditions examining
multiple psychosocial states that can be subsumed
under the umbrella of “quality of life.” Life satis-
faction and morale have received paramount at-
tention in this regard. But several dimensions of
the self (e.g., self-esteem, locus of control, sense of
mastery) also have rich research traditions.

Two common elements of the wide range of
research conducted on the topic of aged heteroge-
neity merit note. First, a common thread in this
research is the desire to understand the processes
that render some older adults advantaged and
others disadvantaged. This is often described as
the “applied” character of aging research. Howev-
er, it also is a focus on stratification in the broadest
sense, which is one of the most persistent and
cherished issues in mainstream sociology. Research
on aging and the life course has contributed much
to our understanding of how broadly life chances
and life quality are linked to social factors, as well
as to the multiple powerful social bases of
stratification.

Second, examination of heterogeneity among
the elderly has proven to be a strategic site for
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testing and refining multiple middle-range theo-
ries and concepts that are central to sociological
research. A few examples will illustrate this point.
Research on health and disability during late life
has been enriched by attention to issues of social
stress and social support; conversely, the older
population has proven to be ideal for testing theo-
retical propositions about the effects of stress and
social support. Similarly, the issue of social inte-
gration, which has an honored tradition in sociolo-
gy, has been reactivated in studies of older adults,
who vary widely in number and quality of links to
social structure. And issues such as the “feminization
of poverty” and the “double/triple jeopardy hy-
pothesis” (i.e., the potential interacting depriva-
tions associated with being female, nonwhite, and
old) have highlighted the extent to which socioeco-
nomic stratification rests on ascribed rather than
achieved statuses.

LIFE-COURSE DYNAMICS

While the issue of heterogeneity focuses attention
on differences across individuals, life-course dy-
namics focus on the persisting effects of social
factors over time and stages of life; that is, on
intraindividual change. At least three types of life-
course studies have received substantial attention
in aging research.

The Intersection of History and Personal
Biography. There now is substantial evidence that
historical events can permanently alter personal
lives. Most research to date has focused on two
historical events: the Great Depression and World
War II; both historical events have been linked to
life circumstances during late life. Elder (1974,
1999) has compellingly documented, for example,
that entering the labor market during the Depres-
sion had a permanent negative effect on occupa-
tion and income, which in turn affected socioeco-
nomic status during late life. In contrast, younger
men, who entered the labor force immediately
after World War II experienced historically unparalled
occupational opportunities (and, if they were vet-
erans, government-subsidized college educations).

Other studies by Elder and colleagues focused
on the life-course consequences of combat experi-
ence during World War II (Elder, Shanahan, and
Clipp 1994, 1997). Exposure to combat was strongly
related to subsequent health problems, not only

immediately after the war, but also during late life.
Social factors loom large in these dynamics. First,
social factors were strongly predictive of which
soldiers were exposed to combat. Second, social
resources and deprivations were strong predictors
of the onset or avoidance of health problems.

The effects of historical events on the life
course appear on two levels. When an historical
event is pervasive, one method of observing its
effects is via cohort differences. That is, an event
with wide-ranging effects will render those who
experience it discernibly different from cohorts
that come before and after it. At the same time,
historical events do not have the same immediate
or long-term consequences for all members of a
cohort. For example, families were differentially
affected by the economic dislocations of the De-
pression, with some suffering extensive economic
deprivation and others experiencing little or no
change in their economic fortunes. Thus, not eve-
ryone who “lives through” a major historical event
will experience serious life-course consequences.
One of the tasks of the life-course scholar is to
identify the social factors that determine whether
or not an historical event alters personal biography.

The Persisting Effects of Early Traumas and
Deprivations. A second research focus that illus-
trates the power of life-course perspectives is inves-
tigation of the consequences of early traumas and
deprivations on well-being in middle and late life.
A growing body of research documents the far-
reaching effects of severe childhood experiences—
including parental divorce and, to a lesser extent,
parental death; childhood poverty; and childhood
physical and sexual abuse—on the course of adult-
hood. Most research to date has focused on the
implications of these traumas and deprivations on
physical and mental health (e.g., Krause 1998;
Landerman, George, and Blazer 1991). The ro-
bust relationships between events experienced dur-
ing childhood and health fifty to sixty years later,
controlling on contemporaneous risk factors for
morbidity, is strong evidence of the power of
fateful events to alter the life course.

Again, social factors are strongly implicated in
the processes that account for the relationships
between childhood traumas and health and well-
being during late life. First, the availability of social
resources at the time of the trauma can dampen its
negative effects in both the short and the long
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term. For example, financial security and ade-
quate supervision ameliorate most of the negative
effects of parental divorce on subsequent socioe-
conomic achievements and physical and mental
health (e.g., Kessler and Magee 1994). Second, two
of the primary mechanisms by which childhood
traumas generate poor health in later life are
socioeconomic achievement and high-quality so-
cial relationships (e.g., McLeod 1991). That is,
childhood traumas are often associated with lower
socioeconomic status and poor-quality relation-
ships during adulthood—both of which are risk
factors for physical and mental illness. If, however,
individuals who experienced childhood traumas
manage to achieve adequate financial resources
and supportive social ties during adulthood, their
excess risk of illness in middle and late life is
reduced substantially.

The Persisting Effects of Early Life Deci-
sions. There now is substantial evidence that the
decisions that individuals make during early adult-
hood have important consequences for their life
circumstances in late life. Studies of retirement
income provide perhaps the best illustration of
this research domain. The strongest predictor of
retirement income is occupational history. Through-
out adulthood, individuals “‘sort themselves” into
jobs that differ not only in income, but also in
benefits (i.e., total compensation packages). Of
these, the availability and quality of pensions is
most important for retirement income. There is
strong evidence that the provision of pensions
differs not only by occupation, but also by industri-
al sector (Quadagno 1988). Thus, when individu-
als make occupational choices—including job
changes throughout adulthood—they are inevita-
bly determining, in part, their retirement incomes.

Research on women’s retirement income has
broadened our understanding of the life-course
consequences of early decisions. Women and men
tend to be concentrated in different occupations
and different industrial sectors—and those in which
women dominate have, on average, lower earnings
and lower likelihood of pension coverage (O’Rand
1988). Moreover, family formation decisions strong-
ly affect women’s job histories. Compared to men,
women are less likely to work full-time and work
fewer total years, largely as a result of parental re-
sponsibilities. All of these factors combine to pro-
duce substantially lower retirement incomes for
women than for men (O’'Rand and Landerman 1984).

LIFE-COURSE TRAJECTORIES AND
PERSON-CENTERED RESEARCH

The two research domains described above focus
on interindividual differences in late life and
intraindividual change over the life course. A third
domain, less developed than the others but excit-
ing in its scope, attempts to examine interindividual
differences and intraindividual change simultane-
ously. At this point, two emerging research tradi-
tions illustrate the nature and potential of this
approach.

Life-Course Trajectories. Trajectories refer
to long-term patterns of stability and change. They
can be examined at both the aggregate (e.g., the
“typical” career, the modal pathway to nursing
home placement) and individual levels. Thus, tra-
jectories capture patterns of intraindividual change.
Examination of heterogeneity can be pursued in
two ways. In the first, the trajectory that best
describes the sample or population is constructed.
Subsequently, using techniques such as hierarchi-
cal linear modeling or growth-curve analysis, in-
vestigators can examine the extent to which fac-
tors of interest alter the shape of the trajectory.
For example, a trajectory of earnings across adult-
hood can be constructed for a given sample. Inves-
tigators can then examine the degree to which
factors such as sex, education, and race affect the
shape of the earnings trajectory. In the second
approach, multiple common trajectories are iden-
tified and investigators then determine the charac-
teristics associated with those trajectories. Using
this approach, for example, several common tra-
jectories of earnings during adulthood could be
identified (e.g., consistently increasing earnings,
earnings peaking during mid-life and then de-
creasing, consistently decreasing earnings, a rela-
tively flat earnings history). Factors such as sex,
education, and race could then be examined to
determine their association with these distinctive
earnings trajectories.

Trajectory-based research, with its focus on
both interindividual differences and intraindividual
change, is very attractive. The major limitation to
the use of this approach is the availability of data,
because longitudinal data covering long periods of
time are required if one wishes to understand life-
course patterns. It should be noted, however, that
trajectory-based research can also be useful for
studying shorter processes (e.g., patterns of illness
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outcome, with relatively short-term trajectories of
death, chronicity, recovery, and relapse).

Trajectory-based research relevant to our un-
derstanding of middle and late life is gradually
accumulating. This is especially true for long-term
patterns of health and functioning, providing evi-
dence about both the dynamics of disability during
late life (e.g., Maddox and Clark 1992; Verbrugge,
Reoma, and Gruber-Baldini 1994) and long-term
patterns of stability, improvement, and decline in
health over the course of adulthood (e.g., Clipp,
Pavalko, and Elder 1992). Important trajectory-
based research on pathways to retirement (Elder
and Pavalko 1993) and place of death (Merrill and
Mor 1993) is also available.

The concept of trajectories has been valuable
in theoretical development, as well as empirical
inquiry. The theory of cumulative advantage/disad-
vantage has intersected well with studies of life-
course trajectories. This theory posits that hetero-
geneity is greater in late life than earlier in the life
course as a result of the accumulation of assets
(advantage) or liabilities (disadvantage) over time.
The theory of cumulative advantage/disadvantage
has been especially useful in understanding so-
cioeconomic heterogeneity in late life, especially
differences in total net worth (e.g., Crystal and
Shea 1990; O’Rand 1996). However, it can be
applied to other sources of heterogeneity in late
life as well (e.g., health). Investigators who prefer
examination of the multiple distinctive trajecto-
ries within a sample would offer a caution to
cumulative advantage/disadvantage theory, how-
ever. They would note that although trajectories of
increasing and decreasing advantage are undoubt-
edly common, there are likely to be other impor-
tant trajectories as well—e.g., a trajectory of cumu-
lating advantage that is reversed as a result of a
personal (e.g., serious illness) or societal (e.g.,
severe economic downturn) catastrophic event.

Person-centered research. A more recent con-
tribution to the sociological armamentarium for
understanding aging and the life course is person-
centered research. As the label implies, the focus of
this emerging research strategy is to analyze “peo-
ple” rather than “variables.” In practice, this means
that members of a sample are first grouped in-
to subsets on the dependent variable of inter-
est. Subsequently, those categories are further
disaggregated into groups based on distinctive

pathways or life histories associated with the out-
come of interest.

Work by Singer, Ryff, and Magee (1998) pro-
vides the richest example of person-centered ag-
ing research to date. The dependent variable of
interest was mental health. In the first stage of
their research, groups of middle-aged women were
divided into groups that differed on levels of
mental health. Subsequently, the large archive on
longitudinal data obtained from these women over
the previous three decades was examined to iden-
tify distinctive pathways associated with mid-life
mental health. For example, the group of women
who exhibited high levels of mental health and
well-being were further subdivided into two groups
that Singer et al. (1999) labeled the healthy and the
resilient. Healthy women were those who had life
histories that were relatively free of major stressors
or traumas, enjoyed adequate or higher levels of
social and economic resources, and exhibited sta-
ble patterns of robust mental health. Resilient
women were those who had achieved robust men-
tal health at mid-life despite earlier evidence of
poor mental health and/or histories of stress
and/or inadequate social and economic resourc-
es. Clearly the life histories of women who were
mentally healthy at mid-life varied in important
ways. Moreover, the healthy women illustrate the
benefits of leading relatively “charmed” lives, while
the resilient women help us to understand the
circumstances under which “risky” life histories
can be turned around to produce health and
personal growth.

There are clear similarities between person-
centered research and trajectory-based research.
Both are based on long-term patterns of change
and stability and both are designed to understand
both life-course dynamics and heterogeneity in
those dynamics. But there also are important dif-
ferences between the two approaches. In trajecto-
ry-based research, the trajectory or pathway itself
is the “dependent variable” of interest and the
“independent variables” are factors that have the
potential to alter the shape(s) of those pathways. In
person-centered research, the “dependent vari-
able” is an outcome of interest (e.g., mental health),
and trajectories of the “independent variables”
are constructed to explain that outcome. Both are
currently at the cutting edge of research that at-
tempts to simultaneously examine life-course dy-
namics and life-course heterogeneity.
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Aging and the life course is an important
sociological specialty. It provides us with informa-
tion about aging and being “old,” and about the
antecedents and consequences of stability and
change during late life. The increasing life-course
focus of aging research is especially important in
that it concentrates sociologists’ attention on the
dynamics of intraindividual change and on the
intersections of social structure, social change,
and personal biography. At its best, aging and life-
course research effectively link processes and dy-
namics at the macrohistorical and societal levels
with individual attitudes and behaviors. In addi-
tion, the life course in general, and late life in
particular, provide excellent contexts for testing
and, indeed, challenging some commonly held
assumptions and hypotheses about the dynamics
of social influence. In this way, it offers valuable
contributions to the larger sociological enterprise.
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Linpa K. GEORGE

AGRICULTURAL
INNOVATION

Getting a new idea adopted can be very difficult.
This is all the more frustrating when it seems to the
proponents of the new idea that it has very obvious
advantages. It can be a challenge to try to intro-
duce new ideas in rural areas, particularly in less-
developed societies, where people are somewhat
set in their ways—ways that have evolved slowly,
through trial and error. It’s all the more difficult
when those introducing new ideas don’t under-
stand why people follow traditional practices. Ru-
ral sociologists and agricultural extension research-
ers who have studied the diffusion of agricultural
innovations have traditionally been oriented to-
ward speeding up the diffusion process (Rogers
1983). Pro-innovation bias has sometimes led soci-
ologists to forget that “‘changing people’s customs
is an even more delicate responsibility than sur-
gery” (Spicer 1952).

Although innovation relies on invention, and
although considerable creativity often accompa-
nies the discovery of how to use an invention,

innovation and invention are not the same thing.
Innovation does, however, involve more than a
change from one well-established way of doing
things to another well-established practice. As with
all innovations, those in agriculture involve a change
that requires significant imagination, break with
established ways of doing things, and create new
production capacity. Of course, these criteria are
not exact, and it is often difficult to tell where one
innovation stops and another starts. The easiest
way out of this is to rely on potential adopters of an
innovation to define ideas that they perceive
to be new.

Innovations are not all alike. New ways of
doing things may be more or less compatible with
prevalent norms and values. Some innovations
may be perceived as relatively difficult to use and
understand (i.e., complex), while others are a good
deal simpler. Some can be experimented with in
limited trials that reduce the risks of adoption (i.e.,
divisible). Innovations also vary in the costs and
advantages they offer in both economic and social
terms (e.g., prestige, convenience, satisfaction). In
the economists’ terms, innovation introduces a
new production function that changes the set of
possibilities which define what can be produced
(Schumpeter 1950). Rural sociologists have stud-
ied the adoption of such agricultural innovations
as specially bred crops (e.g., hybrid corn and high-
yield wheat and rice); many kinds of machines
(e.g., tractors, harvesters, pumps); chemical and
biological fertilizers, pesticides, and insecticides;
cropping practices (e.g., soil and water conserva-
tion); and techniques related to animal husbandry
(e.g., new feeds, disease control, breeding). Often
they have relied upon government agencies such
as the U.S. Department of Agriculture to tell them
what the recommended new practices are.

The diffusion of agricultural innovations is a
process whereby new ways of doing things are
spread within and between agrarian communities.
Newness implies a degree of uncertainty both
because there are a variable number of alterna-
tives and because there is usually some range of
relative probability of outcomes associated with
the actions involved. Rogers (1983) stresses that
the diffusion of innovations includes the commu-
nication of information, by various means, about
these sets of alternative actions and their possible
outcomes. Information about innovations may
come via impersonal channels, such as the mass
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media, or it may pass through social networks.
From an individual’s point of view, the process of
innovation is usually conceived to start with initial
awareness of the innovation and how it functions.
It ends with adoption or nonadoption. In between
these end points is an interactive, iterative process
of attitude formation, decision making, and ac-
tion. The cumulative frequency of adopters over
time describes an S-shaped (logistic) curve. The
frequency distribution over time is often bellshaped
and approximately normal.

Individual innovativeness has been character-
ized in five ideal-type adopter categories (Rogers
1983). The first 2 to 3 percent to adopt an innova-
tion, the “innovators,” are characterized as ven-
turesome. The next 10 to 15 percent, the “early
adopters,” are characterized as responsible, solid,
local opinion leaders. The next 30 to 35 percent
are the “early majority,” who are seen as being
deliberate. They are followed by the “late majori-
ty” (30 to 35 percent), who are cautious and
skeptical, and innovate under social and economic
pressures. Finally, there are the “laggards,” who
comprise the bottom 15 percent. They are charac-
terized as “traditional,” although they are often
simply in a precarious economic position. Earlier
adopters are likely to have higher social status and
better education, and to be upwardly mobile. They
tend to have larger farms, more favorable attitudes
toward modern business practices (e.g., credit),
and more specialized operations. Earlier adopters
are also argued to have greater empathy, rationali-
ty, and ability to deal with abstractions. They are
less fatalistic and dogmatic, and have both positive
attitudes toward change and science, and higher
achievement motivation and aspirations. Early
adopters report more social participation and net-
work connections, particularly to change agents,
and greater exposure to both mass media and
interpersonal communication networks.

Although Rogers (1983) provides dozens of
such generalizations about the characteristics of
early and late adopters, he admits that the evi-
dence on many of these propositions is somewhat
mixed (Downs and Mohr 1976). Even the fre-
quently researched proposition that those with
higher social status and greater resources are likely
to innovate earlier and more often has garnered
far less than unanimous support (Cancian 1967,
1979; Gartrell 1977). Cancian argues that this is a
result of “upper middle-class conservatism,” but

subsequent meta-analysis has clearly demonstrat-
ed that the relationship between status and innova-
tion is indeed linear (Gartrell and Gartrell 1985;
Lewis et al. 1989). If anything, those with very high
status or resources show a marked tendency to
turn their awareness of innovations into trial at a

very high rate (Gartrell and Gartrell 1979).

Ryan and Gross (1942) provide a classic exam-
ple of diffusion research. Hybrid corn seed, devel-
oped by lowa State and other land-grant university
researchers, increased yields 20 percent over those
of open-pollinated varieties. Hybrid corn also was
more droughtresistant and was better suited to
mechanical harvesting. Agricultural extension
agents and seed company salesmen promoted it
heavily. Its drawback was that it lost its hybrid vigor
after only one generation, so farmers could not
save the seed from the bestlooking plants. (Of
course, this was not at all a drawback to the seed
companies!)

Based on aretrospective survey of 259 farmers
in two small communities, Ryan and Gross found
that 10 percent had adopted hybrid corn after five
years (by 1933). Between 1933 and 1936 an addi-
tional 30 percent adopted, and by the time of the
study (1941) only two farmers did not use the
hybrid. Early adopters were more cosmopolitan,
and had higher social and economic status. The
average respondent took nine years to go from
first knowledge to adoption, and interpersonal
networks and modeling were judged to be critical
to adoption. In other cases diffusion time has been
much shorter. Beginning in 1944, the average
diffusion time for a weed spray (also in Iowa) was
between 1.7 years for innovators and 3.1 years for
laggards (Rogers 1983, p. 204). Having adopted
many innovations, farmers are likely to adopt
others more quickly.

Adoption-diffusion research in rural sociolo-
gy has dominated all research traditions studying
innovation. Rural sociology produced 791 (26 per-
cent) of 3,085 studies up to 1981 (Rogers 1983, p.
52). Most of this research relied upon correlational
analysis of survey data based on farmers’ recall of
past behaviors. This kind of study reached its peak
in the mid 1960s. By the mid 1970s the farm crisis
in the United States and the global depression
spurred rural sociologists to begin to reevaluate
this tradition. By the 1980s global export markets
had shrunk, farm commodity prices had fallen, net
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farm incomes had declined, and high interest rates
had resulted in poor debt-to-asset ratios. What
followed was a massive (50 percent) decapitalization
of agriculture, particularly in the Midwest and
Great Plains.

Criticisms of adoption-diffusion research in-
clude (1) pro-innovation bias; (2) a lack of consid-
eration of all the consequences of innovation; (3)
an individual bias; (4) methods problems; (5) Ameri-
can ethnocentric biases; (6) the passing of the
dominant modernization-development paradigm.
The pro-innovation bias of researchers has led
them to ignore the negative consequences of inno-
vation (van Es 1983). Indeed, innovativeness itself
is positively valued (Downs and Mohr 1976). The
agencies that fund research and the commercial
organizations (e.g., seed companies) that support
it have strong vested interests in promoting diffu-
sion. Furthermore, successful innovations leave
visible traces and can be more easily studied using
retrospective social surveys, so researchers are
more likely to focus on successful innovations.

Since most researchers are well aware of this
problem, it can be addressed by deliberately focus-
ing on unsuccessful innovations, and by studying
discontinuance and reinvention. It can also be
avoided by the use of prospective research de-
signs, including qualitative comparative case stud-
ies, that track potential innovation and innovators’
perceptions and experiences. This should facili-
tate the investigation of noncommercial innova-
tions and should result in a better understanding
of the reasons why people and organizations de-
cide to use new ideas. Moreover, these methods
will likely lead to a better understanding of the
system context in which innovations diffuse.

One of the most strident critiques of the pro-
innovation bias of the “land-grant college com-
plex” was voiced by Hightower (1972). Agricultur-
al scientists at Davis, California, worked on the
development and diffusion of hard tomatoes and
mechanized pickers (Friedland and Barton 1975).
They ignored the effects of these innovations on
small farms and farm labor, except in the sense
that they designed both innovations to solve labor
problems expected when the U.S. Congress ended
the bracero program through which Mexican work-
ers were brought in to harvest the crops. In the six
years after that program ended (1964 to 1970) the
mechanical harvester took over the industry. About

thirty-two thousand former hand pickers were out
of work. They were replaced by eighteen thousand
workers who rode machines and sorted tomatoes.
Of the four thousand farmers who produced to-
matoes in California in 1962, only six hundred
were still in business in 1971. The tomato industry
honored the inventor for saving the tomato for
California, and consumers got cheaper, harder
tomatoes—even if they preferred softer ones.

Several other classic examples of agricultural
innovation illustrate problems that result from not
fully considering the consequences of innovation
(Fliegel and van Es 1983). Until the late 1970s rural
sociologists, among others, studiously ignored Wal-
ter Goldschmidt’s 1940s study (republished in
1978) of the effects of irrigation on two communi-
ties in California’s San Joaquin Valley. Dinuba had
large family farms, and it also had more local
business, greater retail sales, and a greater diversi-
ty of social, educational, recreational, and cultural
organizations. Arrin was surrounded by large in-
dustrial corporate farms supported by irrigation.
These farms had absentee owners and Mexican
labor. This produced a much lower quality of life
that was confirmed three decades later (Buttel et
al. 1990, p. 147).

The enforced ban on earlier chemical innova-
tions in agriculture by the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration provides another interesting ex-
ample. Chemical innovations such as DDT insecti-
cide, 2,4-D weed spray, and DES cattle feed revolu-
tionized farm production in the 1950s and 1960s.
In 1972, DDT was banned because it constituted a
health threat (Dunlap 1981), and 2,4-D, DES, and
similar products were banned soon afterward.
Finally, in 1980 the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture reversed its policy and began to advise farm-
ers and gardeners to consider alternative, organic
methods that used fewer chemicals.

The impact of technical changes in U.S. agri-
culture, particularly the rapid mechanization be-
gun in the Great Depression, put farmers on the
“treadmill of technology” (Cochran 1979; LeVeen
1978). Larger farmers who are less risk-aversive
adopt early, reap an “innovation rent,” reduce
their per-unit costs, and increase profits. After the
innovation spreads to the early majority, aggre-
gate output increases dramatically. Prices then fall
disproportionately, since agricultural products have
low elasticity of demand. Lower, declining prices
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force the late majority to adopt, but they gain little.
They have to adopt to stay in business, and some
late adopters may be forced out because they
cannot compete. This treadmill increases concen-
tration of agricultural production and benefits
large farmers, the suppliers of innovations, and
consumers. Indeed, it helps to create and to subsi-
dize cheap urban labor. When it comes to environ-
mental practices, however, large farms are not
early innovators (Pampel and van Es 1977; Buttel
et al. 1990).

The individual bias of adoption-diffusion re-
search is evident in its almost exclusive focus upon
individual farmers rather than upon industrial
farms or other agribusiness. There is also a tenden-
cy to blame the victim if anything goes wrong
(Rogers 1983). Change agents are too rarely criti-
cized for providing incomplete or inaccurate in-
formation, and governments and corporations are
too infrequently criticized for promoting inappro-
priate or harmful innovations. Empirical surveys
of individual farmers also lead to a number of
methodological problems. As noted above, if sur-
veys are retrospective, recall relies on fallible memo-
ry and renders unsuccessful innovations difficult
to study. These surveys are commonly combined
with correlational analysis that makes it difficult to
address issues of causality. After all, the farmer’s
attitudes and personality are measured at the time
of the interview, and the innovation probably
occurred some time before. As we have pointed
out, these issues can be addressed by prospective
designs that incorporate other methods, such as
qualitative case studies and available records data,
and focus on the social context of innovation.

Taking into account the social context of inno-
vation involves shifting levels of analysis from
individual farmers to the social, economic, and
political structures in which they are embedded.
Contextual analysis of social structures has evolved
in two directions, both of which have been in-
spired by the adoption-diffusion paradigm. The
first considers social structure as a set of social
relations among farmers, that is, a social network.
Typically, social network structure has been stud-
ied from the point of view of individual farmers.
For instance, farmers are more likely to innovate if
they are connected to others with whom they can
discuss new farming ideas (Rogers and Kincaid
1981; Rogers 1983; Warriner and Moul 1992). In

this type of analysis, “connectedness” becomes a
variable property of individual farmers that is
correlated with their innovativeness. It is much
less common to find studies that consider how
agricultural innovation is influenced by structural
properties of entire networks, such as the pres-
ence of subgroups or cliques, although other types
of innovation have been studied within complete
networks (see, e.g., Rogers and Kincaid 1981 on
the diffusion of family planning in Korean vil-
lages). Field studies of subcultural differences in
orientations to innovation report what amount to
network effects, though networks are rarely meas-
ured directly. For instance, studies of Amish farm-
ers have revealed that members of this sect restrict
certain kinds of social contacts with outsiders in
order to preserve their beliefs, which include envi-
ronmental orientations based on religious beliefs
(for a review, see Sommers and Napier 1993).
Given the growing importance of social network
analysis in contemporary sociology (Wasserman
and Faust 1995), and the demonstrated impor-
tance of networks of communication and influ-
ence in innovation research (Rogers and Kincaid
1981), future studies of agricultural innovation
could profitably incorporate network models and
data in their research designs.

A second type of social structural analysis has
considered how agricultural innovation is influ-
enced by distributions of resources within farming
communities. Much of this research has focused
on the so-called “Green Revolution.” This term
refers to the increases in cereal-grain production
in the Third World, particularly India, Pakistan,
and the Philippines, in the late 1960s, through the
use of hybrid seeds and chemical fertilizer. In
Indian villages where knowledge of new farming
technology and agricultural capital were highly
concentrated, the rate at which individual farmers
translated their knowledge into trial was higher
(Gartrell and Gartrell 1979). Yet overall levels of
innovation tended to be lower in such high-ine-
quality villages. Had the primary goal of India’s
development programs been to maximize the rate
at which knowledge of new farming practices is
turned into innovation, then these results could
have been seen as a vindication of a development
strategy that concentrated on well-to-do cultiva-
tors and high-inequality villages. Yet, this and oth-
er assessments of the Green Revolution in the
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1970s suggested that development would likely
exacerbate rural inequality; that most of the bene-
fits of innovation would accrue to farmers who
were wealthy enough to afford the new inputs
(Frankel 1971; Poleman and Freebairn 1973); and
that the rural poor would be further marginalized
and forced to seek employment in the increasingly
capital-intensive industries developing in cities.
The Green Revolution, so the thinking went, con-
tained the seeds of civil unrest in the cities—an
urban Red Revolution (Sharma and Poleman 1993).

Recent research in agricultural economics
paints a more optimistic portrait of the long-run
distributional effects of the Green Revolution.
Once small farmers were given the necessary
infrastructural support, their productivity and in-
comes increased. Growing rural incomes and the
resulting growth in consumption demand stimu-
lates the development of a wide variety of off-farm
and noncrop employment opportunities. Through
participation in these “second generation” effects
of the Green Revolution, the incomes of landless
and near-landless households have increased dra-
matically (Sharma and Poleman 1993). These indi-
rect consequences of agricultural innovation are
not limited to the Green Revolution. Innovation in
agriculture and the expansion of rural, nonagricul-
tural manufacturing were strongly associated in
the development of Western Europe and East Asia
as far back as the eighteenth century (Grabowski
1995). We tend to think of the Industrial Revolu-
tion as an urban phenomenon in which agricultur-
al surplus labor was transferred from occupations
of low productivity in agriculture to those of high
productivity in urban manufacturing. Yet in this
early phase of industrialization, the flow of people
and economic activity went the other way—from
town to country. Then, as now, agricultural inno-
vation influenced and was influenced by the growth
of rural manufacturing. Expanding commerciali-
zation of rural areas fosters innovation by provid-
ing many of the inputs needed by agriculture, as
well as sources of credit for farm operations and
alternative sources of income to buffer the risks
associated with innovations. These reciprocal ef-
fects have been observed in the experience of
China in the 1990s (Islam and Hehui 1994).

Economists have argued that agricultural in-
novation is induced by changes in the availability

and cost of major factors of production, particu-
larly land and labor (Binswanger and Ruttan 1978).
Historical, cross-national studies show that coun-
tries differently endowed with land and labor have
followed distinct paths of technological change in
agriculture. Population pressures on land resourc-
es have impelled technological change and devel-
opment (Boserup 1965, 1981; Binswanger 1986).
Rather than focusing on individual farmers’ adop-
tion decisions, research in this tradition has exam-
ined variation in innovation by region according
to demographic and other conditions.

The social context of innovation also has an
important political dimension. Political structures
powerfully influence the path of innovation. When
family farms were turned over to collective man-
agement by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,
local farmers in both the lowland and upland areas
were unable to use their own knowledge of farm
management (Jamieson et al. 1998). Traditional
knowledge passed down over many generations
became lost to new generations of farmers. Yet
local knowledge systems are often crucial to the
successful implementation of modern farming tech-
nologies brought in from the outside. Such prob-
lems are compounded when the power to make
decisions about the course of development is cen-
tralized in national agencies, as is the case in
Vietnam.

Innovation can also call forth new political
structures. India’s Green Revolution became
politicized as the terms and prices at which agricul-
tural inputs could be obtained and the price at
which agricultural products could be sold were
determined by government and its local agencies.
Peasant movements arose as a response to con-
cern about access to the new farming technology.
The incidence of improved agricultural practices
has been associated with the rise of political parties
such as the Lok Dal of Uttar Pradesh, which most
clearly articulated rural interests (Duncan 1997).
By asserting new identities and interests created in
the changed circumstances brought about by the
Green Revolution, the Lok Dal was able to mobi-
lize across traditional lines of caste and locality.

The social, economic, and political structures
of the social context of innovation do not exist in
isolation from one another. In any development
setting, a contextually informed understanding of
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agricultural innovation must consider the relation-
ships among these different types of structures
(Jamieson et al. 1998). While it may no longer be as
fashionable as it once was, the adoption-diffusion
model still has much to offer in such efforts. The
model refers implicitly to structural effects of so-
cioeconomic status and communication behavior,
though these are conceptualized at an individual
level (Black and Reeve 1992). Structural analysis
has recently moved more firmly into this interdis-
ciplinary realm, particularly in economics (see
“Economic Sociology”). With the appropriate struc-
tural tools, rural sociologists could make notable
contributions to our understanding of how the
social structures of markets influence innovation.

Technological change in agriculture is still
vitally important throughout the world and, cor-
rectly applied, diffusion research can assist in its
investigation. Itis important to consider the conse-
quences of technological change as well as the
determinants of adoption of innovation. It is criti-
cal to apply the model to environmental practices
and other “noncommercial” innovations in agri-
culture. In-depth case studies over time are need-
ed to further our understanding of how and why
individuals and agricultural social collectives adopt
technological change. Above all, the social, eco-
nomic, and political contexts of innovation must
be studied with the models and methods of mod-
ern structural analysis. All this provides a basis for
continuing to build on a wealth of research materials.

(SEE ALSO: Diffusion Theories; Rural Sociology)
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JOHN GARTRELL
DAVID GARTRELL

ALCOHOL
INTRODUCTION

The sociological study of alcohol in society is
concerned with two broad areas. (1) The first area
is the study of alcohol behavior, which includes: (a)
social and other factors in alcohol behavior, (b) the
prevalence of drinking in society, and (c) the group
and individual variations in drinking and alcohol-
ism. (2) The second major area of study has to do
with social control of alcohol, which includes: (a)
the social and legal acceptance or disapproval of
alcohol (social norms), (b) the social and legal
regulations and control of alcohol in society, and
(c) efforts to change or limit deviant drinking
behavior (informal sanctions, law enforcement,
treatment, and prevention). Only issues related to
the first area of study, sociology of alcohol behav-
ior, will be reviewed here.

PHYSICAL EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

There are three major forms of beverages contain-
ing alcohol (ethanol) that are regularly consumed.
Wine is made from fermentation of fruits and
usually contains up to 14 percent of ethanol by
volume. Beer is brewed from grains and hops and
contains 3 to 6 percent ethanol. Liquor (whisky,
gin, vodka, and other distilled spirits) is usually 40
percent (80 proof) to 50 percent (100 proof) etha-
nol. A bottle of beer (12 ounces), a glass of wine (4
ounces), and a cocktail or mixed drink with a shot
of whiskey in it, therefore, each have about the
same absolute alcohol content, one-half to three-
fourths of an ounce of ethanol.

Alcohol is a central nervous system depres-
sant, and its physiological effects are a direct func-
tion of the percentage of alcohol concentrated in
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the body’s total blood volume (which is deter-
mined mainly by the person’s body weight). This
concentration is usually referred to as the BAC
(blood alcohol content) or BAL (blood alcohol
level). A 150-pound man can consume one alco-
holic drink (about three-fourths of an ounce) every
hour essentially without physiological effect. The
BAC increases with each additional drink during
that same time, and the intoxicating effects of
alcohol will become noticeable. If he has four
drinks in an hour, he will have an alcohol blood
content of .10 percent, enough for recognizable
motor-skills impairment. In almost all states, oper-
ating a motor vehicle with a BAC between .08
percent and .10 percent (determined by breatha-
lyzer or blood test) is a crime and is subject to
arrest on a charge of DWI (driving while intoxicat-
ed). At .25 percent BAC (about ten drinks in an
hour) the person is extremely drunk, and at .40
percent BAC the person loses consciousness. Ex-
cessive drinking of alcohol over time is associated
with numerous health problems. Cirrhosis of the
liver, hepatitis, heart disease, high blood pressure,
brain dysfunction, neurological disorders, sexual
and reproductive dysfunction, low blood sugar,
and cancer, are among the illnesses attributed to
alcohol abuse (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism 1981, 1987; Royce 1990; Ray and
Ksir 1999).

SOCIAL FACTORS IN ALCOHOL
BEHAVIOR

Alcohol has direct effects on the brain, affecting
motor skills, perception, and eventually conscious-
ness. The way people actually behave while drink-
ing, however, is only partly a function of the direct
physical effects of ethanol. Overt behavior while
under the influence of alcohol depends also on
how they have learned to behave while drinking in
the setting and with whom they are drinking with
at the time. Variations in individual experience,
group drinking customs, and the social setting
produce variations in observable behavior while
drinking. Actions reflecting impairment of coordi-
nation and perception are direct physical effects of
alcohol on the body. These physical factors, how-
ever, do not account for “drunken comportment”—
the behavior of those who are “drunk” with alco-
hol before reaching the stage of impaired muscu-
lar coordination (MacAndrew and Edgerton 1969).
Social, cultural, and psychological factors are more

important in overt drinking behavior. Cross-cul-
tural studies (MacAndrew and Edgerton 1969),
surveys in the United States (Kantor and Straus
1987), and social psychological experiments (Marlatt
and Rohsenow 1981), have shown that both
conforming and deviant behavior while “under
the influence” are more a function of sociocultu-
ral and individual expectations and attitudes than
the physiological and behavioral effects of alcohol.
(For an overview of sociocultural perspectives on
alcohol use, see Pittman and White 1991)

Sociological explanations of alcohol behavior
emphasize these social, cultural, and social psycho-
logical variables not only in understanding the way
people act when they are under, or think they are
under, the influence of alcohol but also in under-
standing differences in drinking patterns at both
the group and individual level. Sociologists see all
drinking behavior as socially patterned, from ab-
stinence, to moderate drinking, to alcoholism.
Within a society persons are subject to different
group and cultural influences, depending on the
communities in which they reside, their group
memberships, and their location in the social struc-
ture as defined by their age, sex, class, religion,
ethnic, and other statuses in society. Whatever
other biological or personality factors and mecha-
nisms may be involved, both conforming and devi-
ant alcohol behavior are explained sociologically
as products of the general culture and the more
immediate groups and social situations with which
individuals are confronted. Differences in rates of
drinking and alcoholism across groups in the same
society and cross-nationally reflect the varied cul-
tural traditions regarding the functions alcohol
serves and the extent to which it is integrated into
eating, ceremonial, leisure, and other social con-
texts. The more immediate groups within this
sociocultural milieu provide social learning envi-
ronments and social control systems in which the
positive and negative sanctions applied to behav-
ior sustain or discourage certain drinking accord-
ing to group norms. The most significant groups
through which the general cultural, religious, and
community orientations toward drinking have an
impact on the individual are family, peer, and
friendship groups, but secondary groups and the
media also have an impact. (For a social learning
theory of drinking and alcoholism that specifically
incorporates these factors in the social and cultur-
al context see Akers 1985, 1998; Akers and La
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Greca 1991. For a review of sociological, psycho-
logical, and biological theories of alcohol and drug
behavior see Goode 1993.)

SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS
IN DRINKING BEHAVIOR

Age. Table 1 shows that by time of high
school graduation, the percentages of current teen-
age drinkers (still under the legal age) is quite high,
rivaling that of adults. The peak years for drinking
are the young adult years (eighteen to thirty-four),
but these are nearly equaled by students who are in
the last year of high school (seventeen to eighteen
years of age). For both men and women, the
probability that one will drink at all stays relatively
high from that time up to age thirty-five; about
eight out of ten are drinkers, two-thirds are cur-
rent drinkers, and one in twenty are daily drinkers.
The many young men and women who are in
college are even more likely to drink (Berkowitz
and Perkins 1986; Wechsler et al. 1994). Heavy
and frequent drinking peaks out in later years,
somewhat sooner for men than women. After that
the probability for both drinking and heavy drink-
ing declines noticeably, particularly among the
elderly. After the age of sixty, both the proportion
of drinkers and of frequent or heavy drinkers
decrease. Studies in the general population have
consistently found that the elderly are less likely
than younger persons to be drinkers, heavy drink-
ers, and problem drinkers (Cahalan and Cisin
1968; Fitzgerald and Mulford 1981; Meyers et al.
1981-1982; Borgatta et al. 1982; Holzer et al. 1984;
Akers 1992).

Sex. The difference is not as great as it once
was, but more men than women drink and have
higher rates of problem drinking in all age, relig-
ious, racial, social class, and ethnic groups and in
all regions and communities. Teenage boys are
more likely to drink and to drink more frequently
than girls, but the difference between male and
female percentages of current drinkers at this age
is less than it is in any older age group. Among
adults, men are three to four times more likely
than women (among the elderly as much as ten
times more likely) to be heavy drinkers and two to
three times more likely to report negative personal
and social consequences of drinking (National
Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 1987).

Percentages Reporting Drinking
by Age Group (1997)

Age Group Lifetime PastYear Past Month
12-17 39.7 34 20.5
High School 81.7 74.8 52.7

Seniors
18-25 83.5 75.1 58.4
26-34 88.9 74.6 60.2
35+ 87 64.1 52.8
Table 1

SOURCE: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration 1998; University of Michigan (for high school
seniors) 1998.

Social Class. The proportion of men and
women who drink is higher in the middle class and
upper class than in the lower class. The more
highly educated and the fully employed are more
likely to be current drinkers than the less educated
and unemployed. Drinking by elderly adults in-
creases as education increases, but there are either
mixed or inconsistent findings regarding the varia-
tions in drinking by occupational status, employ-
ment status, and income (Holzer 1984; Borgatta
1982; Akers and La Greca 1991).

Community and Location. Rates of drinking
are higher in urban and suburban areas than in
small towns and rural areas. As the whole country
has become more urbanized the regional differ-
ences have leveled out so that, while the South
continues to have the lowest proportion of drink-
ers, there is no difference among the other regions
for both teenagers and adults. Although there are
fewer of them in the South, those who do drink
tend to drink more per person than drinkers in
other regions (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism 1998a).

Race, Ethnicity, and Religion. The percent of
drinking is higher among both white males and
females than among African-American men and
women. Drinking among non-Hispanic whites is
also higher than among Hispanic whites. The pro-
portion of problem or heavy drinkers is about the
same for African Americans and white Americans
(Fishburne et al. 1980; National Institute on Drug
Abuse, 1988; National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism 1998a). There may be a tendency
for blacks to fall into the two extreme categories,
heavy drinkers or abstainers (Brown and Tooley
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1989), and black males suffer the highest rate of
mortality from cirrhosis of the liver (National Insti-
tute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 1998b).
American Indians and Alaskan Natives have rates
of alcohol abuse and problems several times the
rates in the general population (National Institute
on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 1987).

Catholics, Lutherans, and Episcopalians have
relatively high rates of drinking. Relatively few
fundamentalist Protestants, Baptists, and Mormons
drink. Jews have low rates of problem drinking,
and Catholics have relatively high rates of alcohol-
ism. Irish Americans have high rates of both drink-
ing and alcoholism. Italian Americans drink fre-
quently and heavily but apparently do not have
high rates of alcoholism (see Cahalan et al. 1967;
Mulford 1964). Strong religious beliefs and com-
mitment, regardless of denominational affiliation,
inhibit both drinking and heavy drinking among
teenagers and college students (Cochran and Akers
1989; Berkowitz and Perkins 1986).

Trends in Prevalence of Drinking. There has
been a century-long decline in the amount of
absolute alcohol consumed by the average drinker
in the United States. There was a period in the
1970s when the per capita consumption increased,
and the proportion of drinkers in the population
was generally higher by the end of the 1970s than
at the beginning of the decade, although there
were yearly fluctuations up and down. The level of
drinking among men was already high, and the
increases came mainly among youth and women.
But in the 1980s the general downward trend
resumed (Keller 1958; National Institute on Alco-
hol Abuse and Alcoholism 1981, 1987, 1998).
Until the 1980s, this per capita trend was caused
mainly by the increased use of lower-content beer
and wine and the declining popularity of distilled
spirits rather than a decreasing proportion of the
population who are drinkers.

Alcohol-use rates were quite high in the Unit-
ed States throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s
(see table 2). Since then, there have been substan-
tial declines in use rates in all demographic catego-
ries and age groups. In 1979 more than two-thirds
of American adolescents (twelve to seventeen years
of age) had some experience with alcohol and
nearly four out of ten were current drinkers (drank
within the past month). In 1988, these proportions

had dropped to one-half and one-fourth respec-
tively. In 1997, adolescent rates had dropped even
lower to four out of ten having ever used alcohol
and only two out of ten reporting use in the past
month. Current use in the general U.S. population
(aged twelve and older) declined from 60 percent
in 1985 to 51 percent in 1997. Among the adult
population eighteen years of age and older, cur-
rent use declined from 71 percent in 1985 to 55
percent in 1997. Lifetime use rates have also de-
clined from 88.5 percentin 1979 to 81.9 percent in
1997 (aged twelve and older). Generally, there
have been declines in both annual (past year)
prevalence of drinking (decreases of 3 to 5 per-
cent) and current (past month) prevalence of drink-
ing (decreases of 7 to 10 percent) among high
school seniors, young adults, and older adults.
Although lifetime prevalence is not a sensitive
measure of short-term change in the adult popula-
tion (since the lifetime prevalence is already fixed
for the cohort of adults already sampled in previ-
ous surveys), it does reflect an overall decline in
alcohol use. It should be remembered, however,
that most of this is light to moderate consumption;
the modal pattern of drinking for all age groups in
the United States has long been and continues to
be nondeviant, light to moderate social drinking.

The relative size of the reductions in drinking
prevalence over the last two decades have been
rather substantial; however, the proportions of
drinkers remains high. By the time of high school
graduation, one-half of adolescents are current
drinkers and the proportion of drinkers in the
population remains at this level throughout the
young adult years. Three-fourths of high school
seniors and young adults and two-thirds of adults
over the age of thirty-five have consumed alcohol
in the past year (see table 1).

Although lifetime use and current use rates
appear to be continuing a slight decline in all
categories, there have been some slight increases
in rates of frequent (daily) drinking among high
school seniors and young adults. While these in-
creases do not approach the rates observed in the
1980s they may indicate that the overall rates are
stabilizing and hint of possible increases in alcohol
use rates in the future.

Estimates of Prevalence of Alcoholism. In
spite of these trends in lower levels of drinking,
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Percentages Reporting Lifetime, Past Year, and Past Month Use of Alcohol
in the U.S. Population Aged 12 and Older (1979-1997)

1979 1985 1991 1993 1997

Lifetime 88.5 84.9 83.6 82.6 81.9

Past Year 72.9 72.9 68.1 66.5 64.1

Past Month 63.2 60.2 52.2 50.8 51.4
Table 2

SOURCE: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 1998.

alcoholism remains one of the most serious prob-
lems in American society. Alcohol abuse and all of
the problems related to it cause enormous person-
al, social, health, and financial costs in American
society. Cahalan et al. (1969) in a 1965 national
survey characterized 6 percent of the general adult
population and 9 percent of the drinkers as “heavy-
escape” drinkers, the same figures reported for a
1967 survey (Cahalan 1970). These do not seem to
have changed very much in the years since. They
are similar to findings in national surveys from
1979 to 1988 (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism 1981, 1987, 1988, 1989; Clark and
Midanik 1982), which support an estimate that 6
percent of the general population are problem
drinkers and that about 9 percent of those who are
drinkers will abuse or fail to control their intake of
alcohol. Royce (1989) and Vaillant (1983) both
estimate that 4 percent of the general population
in the United States are “true” alcoholics. This
estimate would mean that there are perhaps 10.5
million alcoholics in American society (see also
Liska 1997). How many alcoholics or how much
alcohol abuse there is in our society is not easily
determined because the very concept of alcohol-
ism (and therefore what gets counted in the sur-
veys and estimates) has long been and remains
controversial.

THE CONCEPT OF ALCOHOLISM

The idea of alcoholism as a sickness traces back at
least 200 years (Conrad and Schneider 1980).
There is no single, unified, disease concept, but
the prevailing concepts of alcoholism today re-
volve around the one developed by E. M. Jellinek
(1960) from 1940 to 1960. Jellinek defined alco-
holism as a disease entity that is diagnosed by the
“loss of control” over one’s drinking and that
progresses through a series of clear-cut “phases.”

The final phase of alcoholism means that the
person is rendered powerless by the disease to
drink in a controlled, moderate, nonproblematic way.

The disease of alcoholism is viewed as a disor-
der or illness for which the individual is not per-
sonally responsible for having contracted. It is
viewed as incurable in the sense that alcoholics can
never truly control their drinking. That is, sobriety
can be achieved by total abstention, but if even one
drink is taken, the alcoholic cannot control how
much more he or she will consume. It is a “prima-
ry”’ self-contained disease that produces the prob-
lems, abuse, and “loss of control” over drinking by
those suffering from this disease. It can be con-
trolled through proper treatment to the point
where the alcoholic can be helped to stop drinking
so that he or she is in “remission” or “recovering.”
“Once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic” is a cen-
tral tenet of the disease concept. Thus, one can be
a sober alcoholic, still suffering from the disease
even though one is consuming no alcohol at all.
Although the person is not responsible for becom-
ing sick, he or she is viewed as responsible for
aiding in the cure by cooperating with the treat-
ment regimen or participation in groups such as
Alcoholics Anonymous.

The disease concept is the predominant one
in public opinion and discourse on alcohol (ac-
cording to a 1987 Gallup Poll, 87 percent of the
public believe that alcoholism is a disease). It is the
principal concept used by the vast majority of the
treatment professionals and personnel offering
programs for alcohol problems. It receives wide-
spread support among alcohol experts and contin-
ues to be vigorously defended by many alcohol
researchers (Keller 1976; Vaillant 1983; Royce
1989). Alcoholics Anonymous, the largest single
program for alcoholics in the world, defines alco-
holism as a disease (Rudy 1986). The concept of
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alcoholism as a disease is the officially stated posi-
tion of the federal agency most responsible for
alcohol research and treatment, the National Insti-
tute of Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse (National
Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 1987).

Nonetheless, many sociologists and behavior-
al scientists remain highly skeptical and critical of
the disease concept of alcoholism (Trice 1966;
Cahalan and Room 1974; Conrad and Schneider
1980; Rudy 1986; Fingarette 1988, 1991; Peele
1989). The concept may do more harm than good
by discouraging many heavy drinkers who are
having problems with alcohol, but who do not
identify themselves as alcoholics or do not want
others to view them as sick alcoholics, from seek-
ing help. The disease concept is a tautological (and
therefore untestable) explanation for the behavior
of people diagnosed as alcoholic. That is, the
diagnosis of the disease is made on the basis of
excessive, problematic alcohol behavior that seems
to be out of control, and then this diagnosed
disease entity is, in turn, used to explain the exces-
sive, problematic, out-of-control behavior.

In so far as claims about alcoholism as a dis-
ease can be tested, “Almost everything that the
American public believes to be the scientific truth
about alcoholism is false” (Fingarette 1988, p.1;
see also Peele 1989; Conrad and Schneider 1980;
Fingarette 1991; Akers 1992). The concept pre-
ferred by these authors and by other sociologists is
one that refers only to observable behavior and
drinking problems. The term alcoholism then is
nothing more than a label attached to a pattern of
drinking that is characterized by personal and
social dsyfunctions (Mulford and Miller 1960; Con-
rad and Schneider 1980; Rudy 1986: Goode 1993).
That is, the drinking is so frequent, heavy, and
abusive that it produces or exacerbates problems
for the drinker and those around him or her
including financial, family, occupational, physical,
and interpersonal problems. The heavy drinking
behavior and its attendant problems are them-
selves the focus of explanation and treatment.
They are not seen as merely symptoms of some
underlying disease pathology. When drinking stops
or moderate drinking is resumed and drinking
does not cause social and personal problems, one
is no longer alcoholic. Behavior we label as alco-
holic is problem drinking that lies at one extreme
end of a continuum of drinking behavior with

abstinence at the other end and various other
drinking patterns in between (Cahalan et al. 1969).
From this point of view, alcoholism is a disease
only because it has been socially defined as a
disease (Conrad and Schneider 1980; Goode 1993).

Genetic Factors in Alcoholism. Contrary to
what is regularly asserted, evidence that there may
be genetic, biological factors in alcohol abuse is
evidence neither in favor of nor against the disease
concept, any more than evidence that there may
be genetic variables in criminal behavior demon-
strates that crime is a disease. Few serious re-
searchers claim to have found evidence that a
specific disease entity is inherited or that there is a
genetically programmed and unalterable craving
or desire for alcohol. It is genetic susceptibility to
alcoholism that interacts with the social environ-
ment and the person’s drinking experiences, rath-
er than genetic determinism, that is the predomi-
nant perspective.

The major evidence for the existence of he-
reditary factors in alcoholism comes from studies
that have found greater “concordance” between
the alcoholism of identical twins than between
siblings and from studies of adoptees in which
offspring of alcoholic fathers were found to have
an increased risk of alcoholism even though raised
by nonalcoholic adoptive parents (Goodwin 1976;
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcohol-
ism 1982; U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services 1987; for a review and critique of physio-
logical and genetic theories of alcoholism see Riv-
ers 1994). Some have pointed to serious methodo-
logical problems in these studies that limit their
support for inherited alcoholism (Lester 1987).
Even the studies finding evidence for an inherited
alcoholism report that only a small minority of
those judged to have the inherited traits become
alcoholic and an even smaller portion of all alco-
holics have indications of hereditary tendencies.
Whatever genetic variables there are in alcoholism
apparently come into play in a small portion of
cases. Depending upon the definition of alcohol-
ism used, the research shows that biological inher-
itance either makes no difference at all or makes a
difference for only about one out of ten alcoholics.
Social and social psychological factors are the
principal variables in alcohol behavior, including
that which is socially labeled and diagnosed as
alcoholism (Fingarette 1988; Peele 1989).
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ALIENATION

Since 1964, many commentators have been speak-
ing of a crisis of confidence in the United States, a
malaise marked by widespread public belief that
major institutions—businesses, labor unions, and
especially the government, political parties, and
political leaders—are unresponsive, remote, inef-
fective, and not to be trusted (Lipset and Schneider
1983). Alienation became the catchword for these
sentiments, detected among discontented work-
ers, angry youth, and militant minority groups.
American leaders concerned about the increase in
alienation found new relevance in ongoing discus-
sions among sociologists and other social scien-
tists, who have defined alienation, used survey
research to measure the level of alienation in
society, and have debated the causes, significance,
and consequences of alienation and particularly,
political alienation.
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DIMENSIONS OF ALIENATION AND
POLITICAL ALIENATION

Theorists and sociological researchers have devel-
oped different definitions of alienation (Seeman
1975). Scholars influenced by the philosophical
writings of Karl Marx have used the word aliena-
tion to mean self-estrangement and the lack of self-
realization at work (Blauner 1964; Hodson 1996).
Marx argued that although humans by their very
nature are capable of creative and intrinsically
rewarding work, the Industrial Revolution alienat-
ed workers from their creative selves and reduced
workers to the unskilled tenders of machines
(Braverman 1974). The worker produced machin-
ery and other commodities that formed the capi-
talist system of workplace hierarchies and global
markets, which the worker could not control. Rath-
er, the system dominated workers as an alienated,
“reified” force, apart from the will and interests of
workers (Meszaros 1970). Whereas this oldest defi-
nition links alienation to the development of capi-
talism in modern society, some scholars see aliena-
tion as a characteristic reaction to the postmodern
condition of fragmented multiple images and loss
of individual identities and any shared meanings
(Geyer 1996).

Alienation can also refer to the isolation of
individuals from a community—a detachment from
the activities, identifications, and ties that a com-
munity can provide. In addition, the concept of
alienation has included the notion of cultural radi-
calism or estrangement from the established val-
ues of a society. Ingelhart (1981) has argued that
the highly educated generation that came of age in
the counterculture of the 1960s rejected their
elders’ traditional values of materialism, order,
and discipline. Easterlin (1980, pp. 108-111 ) sug-
gests that it is the relatively large cohort size of the
Baby Boom generation that led them to suffer
competition for jobs, psychological stress, discon-
tent, and hence, generalized political alienation.
On the contrary, Inglehart (1997) argues that baby
boomers and succeeding generations will only
express alienation against specific authoritative
institutions, such as the police, the military, and
churches. With succeeding generations increas-
ingly espousing “‘postmaterialist” values such as
the quality of life, self-realization, and participa-
tory democracy, Inglehart finds a worldwide in-
crease in some activities that reduce alienation
such as petition-signing and political conversation.

Much of the literature on alienation in the
1990s focused on alienation from political institu-
tions, and some writers have examined how aliena-
tion has changed in former authoritarian nations
such as Argentina and South Africa and in Eastern
Europe (Geyer 1996; Geyer and Heinz 1992). Soci-
ologists interested in the political well-being of the
United States have measured the extent to which
individuals feel powerless over government (i.e.,
unable to influence government) and perceive
politics as meaningless (i.e., incomprehensible;
Seeman 1975). Such attitudes may be connected
to a situation of normlessness, or anomie, which
occurs when individuals are no longer guided by
the political rules of the game (Lipset and Raab
1978). Social scientists have been concerned that
alienation might reduce political participation
through institutional channels such as voting, and
might lead to nonconventional activity like protest
movements and collective violence.

MEASUREMENT AND CONSEQUENCES OF
POLITICAL ALIENATION

Political alienation consists of attitudes whereby
citizens develop (or fail to develop) meanings and
evaluations about government and about their
own power (or powerlessness) in politics. Specifi-
cally, political alienation is composed of the atti-
tudes of distrust and inefficacy. Distrust (also called
cynicism) is a generalized negative attitude about
governmental outputs: the policies, operations,
and conditions produced by government. Com-
pared to the simple dislike of a particular policy or
official, distrust is broader in scope. Whereas dis-
trust is an evaluation of governmental outputs,
inefficacy is an expectation about inputs, that is,
the processes of influence over government. Peo-
ple have a sense of inefficacy when they judge
themselves as powerless to influence government
policies or deliberations (Gamson 1971).

Researchers have sought to find opinion poll
questions that yield responses consistently corre-
lated to only one underlying attitude, of distrust
for example. Mason, House, and Martin (1985)
argue that the most “internally valid” measures of
distrust are two questions: “How much of the time
do you think you can trust the government in
Washington to do what is right—just about all of
the time, most of the time, or only some of the
time?”” and ‘“Would you say that the government is
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pretty much run by a few big interests looking out
for themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all
people?” Similarly, a person’s sense of inefficacy
can be measured by asking the person to agree or
disagree with the following statements, which con-
tain the words “like me”: “People like me don’t
have any say about what the government does”
and “I don’t think public officials care much what
people like me think.”

During election years since the 1950s, the
Center for Political Studies at the University of
Michigan at Ann Arbor has posed these and other
questions to national samples of citizens. Those
replying that you can trust the government only
some of the time or none of the time comprised 22
percent in 1964 but 73 percent in 1980. This
percentage fell during President Ronald Reagan’s
first term but then increased through 1994 (reach-
ing 78 percent) before falling to 67 percent in
1996. Those disagreeing with the statement that
public officials care rose from 25 percent in 1960,
to 52 percent in 1980 and 66 percent in 1994
(Orren 1997; Poole and Mueller 1998).

In addition, polls indicate that in the same
time period, increasing numbers of citizens felt
that government was less responsive to the people
(Lipset and Schneider 1983, pp. 13-29). This atti-
tude, which can be termed system unresponsiveness,
was measured by asking questions that did not use
the words “like me.” Responses to the questions
thus focused not on the respondents’ evaluations
of their own personal power, but rather on their
judgments of the external political system. (Craig
1979 conceptualizes system unresponsiveness as
“output inefficacy”).

What are the consequences of the increase in
political alienation among Americans? Social sci-
entists have investigated whether individuals with
highly alienated attitudes are more likely to with-
draw from politics, engage in violence, or favor
protest movements or extremist leaders. Research
findings have been complicated by the fact that the
same specific alienated attitudes have been linked
to different kinds of behaviors (Schwartz 1973, pp.
162-177).

The alienated showed little tendency to sup-
port extremist candidates for office. (The only
exception was that high-status alienated citizens
supported Goldwater’s presidential campaign in
1964. See Wright 1976, pp. 227, 251; Herring

1989, p. 98.) Social scientists have generally agreed
that politically alienated individuals are less likely
to participate in conventional political processes.
During four presidential elections from 1956 to
1968, citizens with a low sense of efficacy and alow
level of trust were less likely to vote, attend politi-
cal meetings, work for candidates, contribute mon-
ey, or even pay attention to the mass media cover-
age of politics. Although some studies fail to confirm
that those with low trust are likely to be apathetic
(Citrin 1974, p. 982), those with a low sense of
political efficacy are indeed likely to be nonvoters,
mainly because they are also less educated (Lipset
and Schneider 1983, p. 341). In the United States,
the percentage of eligible voters who actually cast
ballots declined between 1960 and 1980, while the
percentage who expressed political inefficacy rose
in the same period; Abramson and Aldrich (1982)
estimate that about 27 percent of the former trend
is caused by the latter. (See Shaffer 1981 for confir-
mation but Cassel and Hill 1981 and Miller 1980
for contrary evidence).

Piven and Cloward (1988) vigorously dispute
the notion that the alienated attitudes of individu-
als are the main cause for the large numbers of
nonvoters in the United States. Piven and Cloward
construct a historical explanation—that in the ear-
ly twentieth century, political reformers weakened
local party organizations in cities, increased the
qualifications for suffrage, and made voting regis-
tration procedures more difficult. Legal and insti-
tutional changes caused a sharp decrease in vot-
ing, which only then led to widespread political
alienation. Voting participation, especially among
the minority poor in large cities, continues to be
low because of legal requirements to register in
advance of election day and after a change in
residence, and because of limited locations to
register.

Some researchers have found that the po-
litically alienated are more likely to utilize
nonconventional tactics such as political demon-
strations or violence. College students who partici-
pated in a march on Washington against the Viet-
nam War, compared to a matched sample of
students from the same classes at the same schools,
expressed more alienated attitudes, stemming from
an underlying sense of inefficacy and system unre-
sponsiveness (Schwartz 1973 pp, 138-142). Paige’s
(1971) widely influential study drew on Gamson’s
distinctions between trust and efficacy and showed
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that Blacks who participated in the 1967 riot in
Newark, New Jersey, had low levels of political
trust but high levels of political efficacy (i.e., high
capabilities and skills to affect politics, measured
indirectly in this instance by the respondents’ level
of political knowledge). However, Sigelman and
Feldman’s (1983) attempt to replicate Paige’s find-
ings in a seven-nation study discovered that the
participants and supporters of unconventional po-
litical activity were only slightly more likely to feel
both efficacious and distrusting. Rather than be-
ing generally distrusting, participants and sup-
porters in some nations were more likely to be
dissatisfied about specific policies. (See also Citrin
1974, p. 982 and Craig and Maggiotto 1981 for the
importance of specific dissatisfactions).

Even though politically alienated individuals
may sometimes be found in social movements, the
alienation of individuals is not necessarily the
cause of social movements. McCarthy and Zald
(1977) have argued that alienation and indeed
policy dissatisfactions and other grievances are
quite common in societies. Whether or not a social
movement arises depends on the availability of
resources and the opportunities for success. The
civil rights movement, according to McAdam
(1982), succeeded not when blacks believed that
the political system was unresponsive, but rather
when blacks felt that some national leaders showed
signs of favoring their cause.

DISTRIBUTION AND SIGNIFICANCE OF
POLITICAL ALIENATION

Social scientists have argued that political aliena-
tion is concentrated in different types of groups—
among those who dislike politicians of the oppos-
ing political party, in certain economic and racial
groups, and among those dissatisfied with govern-
ment policy. Each of these findings supports a
different assessment of the causes and the impor-
tance of political alienation.

Partisan Bickering? First of all, high levels of
political distrust can be found among those who
have a negative view of the performance of the
presidential administration then in office. Citrin
(1974) concludes that widespread expressions of
political distrust (cynicism) merely indicate Demo-
cratic versus Republican Party rivalries as usual.

Cynicism, rather than being an expression of deep
discontent, is nothing more than rhetoric and
ritual and is not a threat to the system. Even
partisans who intensely distrust a president from
an opposing party are proud of the governmental
system in the United States and want to keep it.
However, King (1997) argues that distrust stems
from a more serious problem, that congressional
leaders and activists in political parties have be-
come more ideological and polarized (see Lo and
Schwartz 1998 on conservative leaders). The pub-
lic has remained in the center but is becoming
alienated from politicians whose ideologies are
seen as far removed from popular concerns.

The alienation of social classes and minori-
ties. Second, other researchers interested in find-
ing concentrations of the politically alienated have
searched not among people with varying partisan
identifications, but rather in demographic groups
defined by such variables as age, gender, educa-
tion, and socioeconomic class. Many public opin-
ion surveys using national samples have found
alienation only weakly concentrated among such
groups (Orren 1997). In the 1960s, the sense of
inefficacy increased uniformly throughout the en-
tire U.S. population, rather than increasing in
specific demographic groups such as blacks or
youth (House and Mason 1975). Using a 1970
survey, Wright (1976) noted that feelings of ineffi-
cacy and distrust were somewhat concentrated
among the elderly, the poorly educated, and the
working class. Still, Wright’s conclusion was that
the alienated were a diverse group that consisted
of both rich and poor, black and white, and old
and young, making it very unlikely that the alienat-
ed could ever become a unified political force.

Research on the gender gap, that s, the differ-
ing political attitudes between women and men
(Mueller 1988), indicates that women are not more
politically alienated than men (Poole and Muller
1998). In fact, a higher percentage of women
compared to men support more government spend-
ing on social programs and a more powerful gov-
ernment with expanded responsibilities (Clark and
Clark 1996) and thus are less distrustful of the
broad scope of government. Some studies have
shown that the politically alienated are indeed
concentrated among persons with less education
and lower income and occupational status (Wright
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1976, p. 136; Lipset and Schneider 1983, pp. 311-
315; Finifter 1970; Form and Huber 1971). Re-
search that directly focuses on obtaining the opin-
ions of minority and poor respondents has uncov-
ered high degrees of political alienation among
these groups. A survey of roughly equal numbers
of blacks and whites in metropolitan Detroit in
1992 showed that blacks, compared to whites,
evaluated schools and the police more negatively,
distrusted local government more, and thought
that participation in local politics was less effica-
cious (Bledsoe et al. 1996). Bobo and Hutchings
(1966) oversampled minority residents of Los An-
geles County and found that higher percentages of
blacks compared to whites expressed “racial al-
ienation,” that is, the opinion that blacks faced
inferior life chances, fewer opportunities, and un-
fair treatment. Blacks living in Detroit neighbor-
hoods where over 20 percent of the residents are
poor, were more likely than other blacks to say that
they had little influence in community decisions
and that community problems were complex and
unsolvable (Cohen and Dawson 1993).

Wright argues that even though sizable num-
bers of persons express alienated attitudes, these
people pose little threat to the stability of regimes,
because they rarely take political action and even
lack the resources and skills to be able to do so.
Lipset (1963) has argued that apathy is a virtue
because it allows elites in democratic societies to
better exert leadership. (For a critique see Wolfe
1977, p. 301.) For many social scientists in the
1950s, widespread apathy was a welcome alterna-
tive to the alleged mass activism that had produced
the fascist regimes in Germany and Italy. Howev-
er, Wright (1976, pp. 257-301) counters that since
the alienated masses actually pose no threat to the
contemporary political system, an increase in mass
democratic participation, perhaps the mobiliza-
tion of workers on the issues of class division,
could very well be beneficial.

But the class mobilization that Wright envi-
sions might turn out to be a middle-class affair
(Teixeira 1996) rather than a working-class revolt.
Whereas Lipset and Wright have been concerned
about the concentration of political alienation in
the lower socioeconomic strata, Warren (1976)
emphasizes the alienation among “Middle Ameri-
can Radicals,” who believe that they are disfavored
by a government that gives benefits to the poor
and to the wealthy. Feelings of inefficacy and

distrust have increased the most among the mid-
dle strata—private-sector managers, middle-income
workers, and a “new layer” of public-sector profes-
sionals (Herring 1989).

Unlike the poor, the middle strata have the
resources to protest and to organize social move-
ments and electoral campaigns, exemplified by
protests against the property tax that culminated
with the passage of Proposition 13 in California
and Proposition 2 1/2 in Massachusetts. Property
tax protesters were middle-class homeowners who
expressed their political alienation when they con-
demned “taxation without representation.” Citi-
zens who felt cut off from political decision mak-
ing were the most likely to support the tax revolt
(Lowery and Sigelman 1981). Protests centered
around unresponsive government officials who
continued to increase assessments and tax rates,
without heeding the periodic angry protests of
homeowners. Movement activists interpreted their
own powerlessness and power in community and
metropolitan politics, thereby shaping the emerg-
ing tactics and goals of a grass-roots citizens’ move-
ment (Lo 1995).

A Cirisis for Democracy? Finally, other social
scientists have found intense alienation among
those with irreconcilable dissatisfactions about gov-
ernment policy, thus threatening to make effective
government impossible. Miller (1974) argued that
between 1964 and 1970, political distrust (cyni-
cism) increased simultaneously among those fa-
voring withdrawal and those favoring military es-
calation in the Vietnam War. Similarly, distrust
increased both among blacks who thought that the
civil rights movement was making too little prog-
ress, and among white segregationists who held
the opposite view. The 1960s produced two groups—
cynics of the left and cynics of the right, each
favoring polarized policy alternatives (see also Lipset
and Schneider 1983, p. 332). Cynics of the right,
for example, rejected both the Democratic and
Republican parties as too liberal. (Herring 1989
has developed a similar “welfare split” thesis, that
more social spending has different effects on the
distrust level of various groups but, overall, raises
political distrust.) Miller concludes that increased
cynicism, along with a public bifurcated into ex-
treme stances on issues, makes it difficult for
political leaders to compromise and build support
for centrist policies. While agreeing with Wright
that the alienated are divided amongst themselves,
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Miller argues that this fragmentation does indeed
constitute a crisis of legitimacy for American politics.

For some social theorists, widespread political
alienation is a sign of even deeper political contra-
dictions. Throughout American history, as citizens
have fought to extend their democratic freedoms
and personal rights, businesses have used the no-
tion of property rights to protect their own inter-
ests and stifle reform (Bowles and Gintis 1987).
Wolfe (1977) sees political alienation as a symp-
tom of how the democratic aspirations of the
citizenry have been frustrated by the state, which
has attempted to foster the growth of capitalism
while at the same time maintaining popular support.

OVERCOMING ALIENATION

One diagnosis for overcoming alienation has been
proposed by Sandel, Etzioni (1996), and others
from the communitarian perspective, which pro-
motes the values of civic commitment. Sandel
(1996) argues that citizens today feel powerless
over their fate and disconnected from politics
because of an excessively individualist culture in
the United States. America’s leaders must encour-
age devotion to the common good, attachments to
communities, volunteerism, and moral judgments
and dialogues. Political alienation can be over-
come through the associations and networks of
civil society.

Others also trace political alienation back to
its roots in society, but focus on work and econom-
ic hardships, which Marx long ago characterized as
alienating and that now prevent the emergence
of the caring and democratic public life envi-
sioned by the communitarians (Bennett 1998).
According to Lerner (1991), people experience a
deep and debilitating sense of inefficacy (what he
terms “surplus powerlessness”) in their personal
and family lives. Surplus powerlessness can be
overcome through such measures as communities
of compassion, occupational stress groups, and
family support groups, which will build the at-
tachments and religious values sought by the
communitarians, while at the same time compas-
sionate unions will seek to change power relations
at work and in the society at large.

Alienation, originally a Marxist concept de-
picting the economic deprivations of industrial
workers, is now a political concept portraying the

plight of citizens increasingly subjected to the
authority and the bureaucracy of the state in ad-
vanced capitalist societies. Perhaps returning to
the original theorizing about alienation in the
economic sphere can deepen our analysis of con-
temporary political alienation.
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ALTERNATIVE LIFESTYLES

Lifestyles that were considered “alternative” in
the past are becoming less unusual and increasing-
ly normative. Many people, for example, experi-
ence cohabitation, divorce, and remarriage. Other
lifestyles, such as singlehood, gay and lesbian rela-
tionships, or remaining childfree may not be rising
drastically in frequency, but they are less stigma-
tized and more visible than they were in recent
decades.

It was during the 1960s and 1970s that the
utility and the structure of many social institutions
were seriously questioned. This included the insti-
tution of the family. What was the purpose of

family? Was it a useful social institution? Why or
why not? How can it be improved? The given
cultural milieu of the period, such as resurgence of
the women’s movement, concerns about human
rights more generally, and improvements in our
reproductive and contraceptive technology, exac-
erbated these questions. In increasing numbers
individuals began to experiment with new and
alternative ways in which to develop meaningful
relationships, sometimes outside the confines of
marriage. Literature soon abounded among both
the academic community and the popular press
describing and deliberating on these new life-
styles. In 1972, a special issue of The Family Coordi-
nator was devoted to the subject of alternative
lifestyles, with a follow-up issue published in 1975.
The subject was firmly entrenched within the field
of family sociology by 1980 when the journal of
Marriage and Family devoted a chapter to alterna-
tive family lifestyles in their decade review of
research and theory.

Despite the increased visibility and tolerance
for a variety of lifestyles during the 1990s, concern
is voiced from some people over the “demise” of
the family. The high divorce rate, increased rates
of premarital sexuality, cohabitation, and extra-
marital sex are pointed to as both the culprits and
the consequences of the deterioration of family
values. Popenoe and Whitehead write about co-
habitation, for example: “Despite its widespread
acceptance by the young, the remarkable growth
of unmarried cohabitation in recent years does
not appear to be in children’s or the society’s best
interest. The evidence suggests that it has weak-
ened marriage and the intact, two-parent family
and thereby damaged our social well-being, espe-
cially that of women and children” (1999, p. 16).
What do the authors mean by “society’s best inter-
est”’? And what type of family relationship would
be in our “best interest”’? What invariably comes
to mind is the married, middle-class, traditional
two-parent family in which the father works out-
side the home and the mother stays at home to
take care of the children, at least while they are
young. This monolithic model, however, excludes
the majority of the population; indeed, a growing
number of persons do not desire such a model
even if it were attainable. It is based on the false
notion of a single and uniform intimate experi-
ence that many argue has racist, sexist, and classist
connotations.
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This distress about the demise of the family is
not particularly new. For at least a century Ameri-
can observers and social critics have warned against
the negative consequences of changes in the fami-
ly. Yes, the family has indeed changed, but the vast
majority of the population, both then and now,
still prefers to marry, have children, and live in a
committed, monogamous relationship. The most
profound changes to date have not occurred in
alternatives {0 marriage but rather in alternatives
prior to marriage, and alternative ways in structur-
ing marriage itself, while keeping the basic institu-
tion and its purposes intact. For example, nonmarital
sex, delayed marriage and childbearing, and co-
habitation are practiced with increasing frequency
and are tolerated by a larger percentage of the
population than ever before. And within marriage
itself, new behaviors and ideologies are becoming
increasingly popular, such as greater equality be-
tween men and women (although gender equality
is more an ideal than a reality in most marriages).

NEVER-MARRIED SINGLES

A small but growing percentage of adult men and
women remain single throughout their lives. In
the United States, approximately 5 percent never
marry (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998). These
individuals experience life without the support
and obligations of a spouse and usually children.
While often stereotyped as either “swingers” or
“lonely losers,” Stein reports that both categoriza-
tions are largely incorrect (1981). Instead, singles
cannot be easily categorized and do not constitute
a single social type. Some have chosen singlehood
as a preferred option, perhaps due to career deci-
sions, sexual preference, or other family responsi-
bilities. Others have lived in locations in which
demographic imbalances have affected the pool of
eligibles for mate selection. And others have been
lifelong isolates, have poor social skills, or have
significant health impairments that have limited
social contacts.

Attitudes toward singlehood have been quite
negative historically, especially in the United States,
although change has been noted. Studies report
that during the 1950s, remaining single was viewed
as pathology, but by the mid-1970s singlehood was
not only tolerated but also viewed by many as an

avenue for enhancing one’s happiness. In the early
1990s, when asked about the importance of being
married, approximately 15 percent of unmarried
white males and 17 percent of unmarried white
females between the ages of 19 and 35 did not
agree with the statement that they “would like to
marry someday.” The percentage of blacks that
did not necessarily desire marriage was even high-
er, at 24 percent and 22 percent of black males and
females, respectively. Interestingly, the gap in atti-
tudes between males and females was the largest
among Latinos, with only 9 percent of Latino
males, but 25 percent of Latina females claiming
that they did not necessarily want to marry
(South 1993).

Despite this gender gap, single males are viewed
more favorably than are single females. Males are
stereotyped as carefree “bachelors,” while single
women may still be characterized as unattractive
and unfortunate “spinsters.” In the popular card
game “Old Maid,” the game’s loser is the one who
is stuck with the card featuring an old and unat-
tractive unmarried woman. Oudijk (1983) found
that the Dutch population generally affords great-
er lifestyle options to women, and only one-quar-
ter of his sample of married and unmarried per-
sons reported that married persons are necessarily
happier than are singles.

Shostak (1987) has developed a typology in
which to illustrate the divergence among the nev-
er-married single population. It is based on two
major criteria: the voluntary verses involuntary
nature of their singlehood, and whether their
singlehood is viewed as temporary or stable.
Ambivalents are those who may not at this point be
seeking mates but who are open to the idea of
marriage at some time in the future. They may be
deferring marriage for reasons related to school-
ing or career, or they may simply enjoy experi-
menting with a variety of relationships. Wishfuls
are actively seeking a mate but have been unsuc-
cessful in finding one. They are, generally, dissatis-
fied with their single state and would prefer to be
married. The resolved consciously prefer singlehood.
They are committed to this lifestyle for a variety of
reasons; career, sexual orientation, or other per-
sonal considerations. A study of 482 single Canadi-
ans reported that nearly half considered them-
selves to fall within this category (Austrom and
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Hanel 1985). They have made a conscious decision
to forgo marriage for the sake of a single lifestyle.
Small but important components of this group are
priests; nuns; and others who, for religious rea-
sons, choose not to marry. Finally, regretfuls are
those who would rather marry but who have given
up their search for a mate and are resigned to
singlehood. They are involuntarily stable singles.

While the diversity and heterogeneity among
the never-married population is becoming increas-
ingly apparent, one variable is suspected to be of
extreme importance in explaining at least some
variation: gender. Based on data gathered in nu-
merous treatises, the emerging profiles of male
and female singles are in contrast. As Bernard
(1973) bluntly puts it, the never-married men rep-
resent the “bottom of the barrel,” while the never-
married women are the “cream of the crop.”
Single women are generally thought to be more
intelligent, are better educated, and are more
successful in their occupations than are single
men. Additionally, research finds that single wom-
en report to be happier, less lonely, and have a
greater sense of psychological well-being than do
their single male counterparts.

One reason why single women are more likely
to be the “cream of the crop” as compared to men
is that many well-educated and successful women
have difficulty finding suitable mates who are their
peers, and therefore have remained unmarried.
Mate-selection norms in the United States encour-
age women to “marry up” and men to ‘“marry
down” in terms of income, education, and occupa-
tional prestige. Thus, successful women have few-
er available possible partners, because their male
counterparts may be choosing from a pool of
women with less education and income. A second
reason for the gender difference is that some
highly educated and successful women do not
want what they interpret as the “burdens” of a
husband and children. Career-oriented women
are not rewarded, as are career-oriented men, for
having a family. Someone who is described as a
“family man” is thought to be a stable and reliable
employee; there is no semantic equivalent for
women. Thus, well-educated, career-oriented wom-
en may see singlehood as an avenue for their
success, whereas well-educated, career-oriented
men may see marriage as providing greater bene-
fits than singlehood.

Demographers predict that the proportion of
singles in our population is likely to increase slight-
ly in the future. As singlehood continues to be-
come a viable and respectable alternative to mar-
riage, more adults may choose to remain single
throughout their lives. Others may remain single
not out of choice but due to demographic and
social trends. More people are postponing mar-
riage, and it is likely that some of these will find
themselves never marrying. For example, the num-
ber of women between the ages of forty and forty-
four today who have never married is double the
number in 1980, at approximately 9 percent (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1998). Some of these women
may marry eventually, but many will likely remain
unmarried. Moreover, the increasing educational
level and occupational aspirations of women, cou-
pled with our continued norms of marital homogamy,
help to ensure that the number of never-married
single persons—women in particular—is likely to
increase somewhat into the twenty-first century.

COHABITATION

Cohabitation, or the sharing of a household by
unmarried intimate partners, is quickly becoming
commonplace in the United States. Some people
suggest that it is now a normative extension of
dating. According to the U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, the number of cohabiting couples topped 4
million in 1997, up from less than one-half million
in 1960. Approximately one-half of unmarried
women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-
nine have lived with a partner or are currently
doing so, and over half of all first marriages are
now preceded by cohabitation. Approximately one-
third of these unions contain children (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census 1998). Cohabitation is now
seen as an institutionalized component to the
larger progression involving dating, courtship, en-
gagement, and marriage.

Given the attitudes of even younger persons,
we expect trends in cohabitation to continue to
increase in the United States. Nearly 60 percent of
a representative sample of high school seniors
“agreed,” or “mostly agreed” with the statement
“it is usually a good idea for a couple to live
together before getting married in order to find
out whether they really get along” (Survey Re-
search Center, University of Michigan 1995).
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Cohabitation is not a recent phenomenon,
nor one unique to the United States. In Sweden
and other Scandinavian countries, for example,
cohabitation has become so common that it is
considered a social institution in and of itself. Itis a
variant of marriage rather than of courtship; ap-
proximately 30 percent of all couples in Sweden
who live together are unmarried (Tomasson 1998).
People who cohabit have the same rights and
obligations as do married couples with respect to
taxation, inheritance, childcare, and social welfare
benefits. Many of these unions have children born
within them, and there is little stigma attached to
being born “out of wedlock.” Another study of
eighty-seven Canadian couples, located through
newspaper wedding announcements, reported that
64 percent of the couples had cohabited for some
period, 43 percent of these for over three months.
In contrast, cohabitation is relatively rare in more
traditional and Roman Catholic nations such
as Italy.

Cohabitors tend to differ from noncohabitors
in a variety of sociodemographic characteristics.
For example, cohabitors tend to see themselves as
being more androgynous and more politically lib-
eral, are less apt to be religious, are more experi-
enced sexually, and are younger than married
persons. Although cohabitors may argue that liv-
ing together prior to marriage will enhance the
latter relationship by increasing their knowledge
of their compatibility with day-to-day living prior
to legalizing the union, such optimism is generally
not supported. While some studies indicate no
differences in the quality of marriages among
those who first cohabited and those that did not,
others find that those people who cohabit have
higher rates of divorce. This may, however, have
nothing to do with cohabitation per se but rather
may be due to other differences in the personali-
ties and expectations of marriage between the
two groups.

A wide variety of personal relationships exist
among cohabiting couples. Several typologies have
been created to try to capture the diversity found
within these relationships. One particularly useful
one, articulated by Macklin (1983), is designed to
exemplify the diversity in the stability of such
relationships. She discusses four types of cohabiting
relationships. These include: (1) temporary or casual
relationships, in which the couple cohabits for

convenience or for pragmatic reasons; (2) going
together, in which the couple is affectionately in-
volved but has no plans for marriage in the future;
(8) tranmsitional, which serves as a preparation for
marriage; and (4) alternative to marriage, wherein
the couple opposes marriage on ideological or
other grounds.

Although attitudes toward cohabitation have
become increasingly positive, especially among
younger persons, Popenoe and Whitehead (1999)
remind us that cohabitation was illegal throughout
the United States before 1970 and remains illegal
in a number of states based on a legal code
outlawing “‘crimes against chastity” (Buunk and
Van Driel 1989). These laws, however, are rarely if
ever enforced. In the Netherlands, or in other
countries where cohabitation is institutionalized,
the majority of the population sees few distinc-
tions between cohabitation and marriage. Both
are viewed as appropriate avenues for intimacy,
and the two lifestyles resemble one another much
more so than in the United States in terms of
commitment and stability.

The future of cohabitation, and the subse-
quent changes in the attitudes toward it, is of
considerable interest to sociologists. Many predict
that cohabitation will become institutionalized in
the United States to a greater degree in the near
future, shifting from a pattern of courtship to an
alternative to marriage. Whether it will ever achieve
the status found in other countries, particularly in
Scandinavia, remains to be seen.

CHILDFREE ADULTS

There is reason to believe that fundamental changes
are occurring in the values associated with having
children. As economic opportunities for women
increase; as birth control, including abortion, be-
comes more available and reliable; and as toler-
ance increases for an array of lifestyles, having
children is likely to become increasingly viewed as
an option rather than a mandate. Evidence is
accumulating to suggest that both men and wom-
en are reevaluating the costs and benefits of par-
enthood. Approximately 9 percent of white and
African-American women and 6 percent of Latina
women indicate that they would like to have no
children (U.S Bureau of the Census 1998).
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This trend is occurring not only in the United
States but in many industrialized countries in Eu-
rope as well. The decline in childbearing there has
been referred to as the “second demographic
transition” (Van de Kaa 1987). Davis (1987) posits
that features of industrial societies weaken the
individual’s desire for children. He lists several
interrelated traits of industrialization, including
the postponement of marriage, cohabitation, and
high rates of divorce, claiming that these trends
decrease the need for both marriage and childbearing.

Remaining childfree is not a new phenome-
non, however. In 1940, for example, 17 percent of
married white women between the ages of thirty-
five and thirty-nine were childfree. Some of these
women were simply delaying parenthood until
their forties; however, many remained childfree.
This percentage began to drop considerably after
World War II, and by the late 1970s only 7 percent
of women in the thirty-five to thirty-nine age group
did not have children. Today the figure has risen
to over 13 percent among this age group (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1998). This increase is due to
amultitude of factors: delayed childbearing, infertility,
and voluntary childlessness.

An important distinction to make in the dis-
cussion of childlessness is whether the decision
was voluntary or involuntary. Involuntary childlessness
involves those who are infecund or subfecund. For
them, being childfree is not a choice. Unless they
adopt or create some other social arrangement,
they are inevitably committed to this lifestyle.
Voluntary childlessness, the focus of this discus-
sion, involves those who choose to remain childfree.
Large differences exist within members of this
group; early articulators have made their decision
early in their lives and are committed to their
choice. Postponers, on the other hand, begin first by
delaying their childbearing, but wind up being
childfree due to their continual postponement.
Early articulators generally exhibit less stereotypical
gender roles, are more likely to cohabit, and enjoy
the company of children less than do postponers.
Seccombe (1991) found that among married per-
sons under age forty who have no children, wives
are more likely than their husbands to report a
preference for remaining childfree (19 percent
and 13 percent, respectively).

Despite increasing rates of voluntary childlessness,
most research conducted within the United States

documents the pervasiveness of pronatalist senti-
ment. Those who voluntarily opt to remain childfree
are viewed as selfish, immature, lonely, unfulfilled,
insensitive, and more likely to have mental prob-
lems than are those who choose parenthood. In
the past, females, persons with less education,
those with large families of their own, Catholics,
and residents of rural areas were most apt to judge
the childfree harshly. However, more recently,
data from a nationally representative sample sug-
gest that women are more likely to want to remain
childfree than are men (Seccombe 1991).

Most studies report that those persons who
opt to remain childfree are well aware of the
sanctions surrounding their decision yet are rarely
upset by them (see Houseknecht 1987 for a re-
view). In her review of twelve studies, Houseknecht
found only three that reported that childfree indi-
viduals had trouble dealing with the reaction from
others. Sanctions apparently are not strong enough
to detract certain persons from what they perceive
as the attractiveness of a childfree lifestyle.
Houseknecht (1987), in a content analysis of twenty-
nine studies reporting the rationales for remain-
ing childfree, identified nine primary motivations.
These are, in order of the frequency in which they
were found: (1) freedom from child-care responsi-
bilities: greater opportunity for selffulfillment and
spontaneous mobility; (2) more satisfactory mari-
tal relationship; (3) female career considerations;
(4) monetary advantages; (5) concern about popu-
lation growth; (6) general dislike of children; (7)
negative early socialization experience and doubts
about the ability to parent; (8) concern about
physical aspects of childbirth and recovery; and (9)
concern for children given world conditions. Gen-
der differences were evidenced in a number of
areas. Overall, females were more likely to offer
altruistic rationales (e.g., concern about popula-
tion growth, doubts about the ability to parent,
concern for children given world conditions). The
male samples, conversely, were more apt to offer
personal motives (e.g., general dislike of children,
monetary advantages).

The consequences of large numbers of per-
sons in industrialized societies forgoing parent-
hood are profound. For example, the demograph-
ic structure in many countries is in the process of
radical change; populations are becoming increas-
ingly aged. More persons are reaching old age
than ever before, those persons are living longer,
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and birth rates are low. The cohort age eighty-five
or older, in fact, is the fastest-growing cohortin the
United States. The question remains: Who will
care for the elderly? Some Western European
countries provide a variety of services to assist
elderly persons in maintaining their independence
within the community as long as possible. But
social policies in other countries, including the
United States, rely heavily on adult children to
provide needed care to elderly parents. Formal
support services, when available, tend to be
uncoordinated and expensive. The question of
who will provide that needed care to the large
numbers of adults who are predicted to have no
children has yet to be answered.

GAY AND LESBIAN RELATIONSHIPS

Not long ago homosexuality was viewed by many
professionals as an illness or a perversion. It was
only as recently as 1973, for example, that the
American Psychiatric Association removed homo-
sexuality from its list of psychiatric disorders. To-
day, due in large part to the efforts of researchers
such as Kinsey and associates (1948, 1953), Mas-
ters and Johnson (1979), and to organizations such
as the Gay Liberation Front during the late 1960s,
homosexuality is slowly but increasingly being
viewed as a lifestyle rather than an illness. The
work of Kinsey and associates illustrated that a
sizable minority of the population, particularly
males, had experimented with same-sex sexual
relationships, although few considered themselves
exclusively homosexual. Thirty-seven percent of
males, they reported, had experienced at least one
homosexual contact to the point of orgasm, al-
though only 4 percent were exclusively homosexu-
al. Among females, 13 percent had a same-sex
sexual contact to the point of orgasm, while only 2
percent were exclusively homosexual in their
orientation.

Obviously not all people who have had a ho-
mosexual experience consider themselves to be
gay or lesbian. Most do not. One national proba-
bility sample of adult males interviewed by tele-
phone found that 3.7 percent reported to have
either a homosexual or bisexual identity (Harry
1990). Others suggest that the percentages are
higher, that perhaps 3 to 5 percent of adult women
and 5 to 10 percent of adult men are exclusively
lesbian or gay (Diamond 1993).

Cross-cultural evidence suggests that the ma-
jority of cultures recognize the existence of homo-
sexual behavior, particularly in certain age catego-
ries such as adolescence, and most are tolerant
of homosexual behavior. Culturally speaking, it
is rare to find an actual preference for same-sex
relations; a preference tends to occur primari-
ly in societies that define homosexuality and
heterosexuality as mutually exclusive, as in many
industrial countries.

There still remains a tremendous degree of
hostility to homosexual relationships by large seg-
ments of society. Many regions in the United
States, particularly in the South and in the West,
still have laws barring homosexual activity among
consenting adults. The results of national polls
indicate that the majority of adults believe that
homosexuals should still be restricted from cer-
tain occupations, such as elementary-school teach-
er, and should not be allowed to marry. Gays and
lesbians report that their sexual orientation has
caused a variety of problems in securing housing
and in the job market. They often report that
negative comments or acts of violence have been
levied on them in public.

This contrasts sharply with the view toward
homosexuality in the Scandinavian countries. In
1989 Denmark lifted the ban on homosexual mar-
riages, the first country to do so. Norway and
Sweden followed suit in the 1990s. These changes
extend to gays and lesbians the advantages that
heterosexual married couples experience with re-
spect to inheritance, taxation, health insurance,
and joint property ownership.

There is a growing amount of research illumi-
nating various aspects of homosexual relation-
ships, such as gender roles; degree of commit-
ment; quality of relationships; and the couples’
interface with other relationships, such as child-
ren, ex-spouses, or parents. However, because of
unique historical reactions to gays and lesbians,
and the different socialization of men and women
in our society, it is important to explore the nature
of lesbian and gay male relationships separately.
Gender differences emerge in homosexual rela-
tions within a variety of contexts; for example,
lesbians are more apt to have monogamous, stable
relationships than are gay men, although the popu-
lar stereotype of gays as sexually “promiscuous”
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has been exaggerated. The majority of gay men,
just like lesbians, are interested in monogamous,
long-term relationships. The lack of institutional
support for gay and lesbian relationships and the
wide variety of obstacles not encountered among
heterosexuals, such as prejudice and discriminato-
ry behavior, take their toll on these relationships,
however.

The AIDS epidemic has had an enormous
impact on the gay subculture. While the impact on
lesbians is significantly less, they have not been
untouched by the social impact of the devastating
medical issue, despite the slow response of the
world’s governments.

DIVORCE AND REMARRIAGE

Throughout most of history in America, the pri-
mary reason that marriages ended was because of
death. In 1970, the trends were reversed, and for
the first time in our nation’s history, more mar-
riages ended by divorce than by death (Cherlin
1992). The United States now has the highest rate
of divorce in the world, at approximately 20 di-
vorces per 1,000 married women aged fifteen and
over in the population (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1998). This is twice as high as the divorce rate
found in Canada, four times that of Japan, and ten
times as high as Italy. But, it’s important to note
that the divorce rate has actually leveled off, or
even declined somewhat in the United States after
peaking in the early 1980s.

Who divorces? Research has shown that those
at greatest risk for divorcing are people who marry
young, especially after only a brief dating period;
those who have lower incomes, although very high-
earning women are also more likely to divorce;
African Americans, who are about 25 percent
more likely to divorce than whites; people who
have been divorced before or whose parents di-
vorced; and those who are not religious or claim
no religious affiliation. The likelihood of divorce is
particularly high among couples who marry in
their teens because of an unplanned pregnancy.
Women are almost twice as likely as men to peti-
tion for divorces, reflecting the fact that women
are more often dissatisfied with their marriages
than are men.

There are a variety of reasons why the rate of
divorce has increased so dramatically in many

Western nations during the twentieth century: (1)
there is increasing emphasis on individualism and
individual happiness over the happiness of the
group—or a spouse and children; (2) divorce is
more socially acceptable and less stigmatized than
in the past; (3) divorce is easier to obtain, as ‘“fault”
is generally no longer required; (4) women are less
financially dependent on men, on average, and
therefore can end an unhappy marriage more
easily; (5) there is an increase in the number of
adult children who grew up in divorced house-
holds, who are more likely to see divorce as a
mechanism to end an unhappy marriage; and (6)
today’s marriages experience increased stress, with
outside work consuming the time and energy peo-
ple used to devote to their marriages and families.

One of the consequences of divorce is that
many children will live at least a portion of their
lives in single-parent households. Single-parent
households are becoming increasingly normative,
with approximately half of all children under age
eighteen spending some portion of their lives
living with only one parent, usually their mother.
Single-parent households are more likely to be
poor and often lack the social capital available in
two-parent households, and consequently place
the child at greater risk for a variety of negative
social and health outcomes. Commonly the absen-
tee parent does not pay the child support that is
due, and fails to see the children with regularity.

Although divorce has become common in
many industrialized nations, it would be incorrect
to assume that this represents a rejection of mar-
riage. Four out of five people who divorce remar-
ry, most often within five years. Men are more
likely to remarry than are women. This difference
is due to the greater likelihood that children will be
living with their mothers full-time, rather than
their fathers; the cultural pattern of men marrying
younger women; and the fact that there are fewer
men than women in the population in general.

Remarriage often creates “blended families”
composed of stepparents and possibly stepsiblings.
It is estimated that approximately one-third of all
children will live with a stepparent for at least one
year prior to reaching age eighteen. Despite the
increasing commonality of this type of family, it
has been referred to as an “incomplete institu-
tion” because the social expectations are less clear
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than in other family structures. There are no well-
established rules for how stepparents and children
are supposed to relate, or the type of feelings they
should have for one another. Without a clear-cut
set of norms, blended families may be seen as
“alternative lifestyles,” but yet they are becoming
increasingly common in modern industrialized
societies where divorce is common.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

There is considerable accumulating evidence to
suggest that family lifestyles are becoming more
varied and that the public is becoming increasingly
tolerant of this diversity. The data indicate that
traditional marriage itself per se may be less impor-
tant in sanctioning intimacy. The review by Buunk
and Hupka (1986) of seven countries reveals that
individualism, as expressed by following one’s own
personal interests in intimate relationships, was
more prevalent in affluent democratic countries
such as the United States and in most of Western
Europe than in poorer and nondemocratic nations.

This does not mean, however, that people are
discarding the institution of marriage. In the Unit-
ed States, as elsewhere, the vast majority of the
population continues to endorse marriage and
parenthood in general, and for themselves person-
ally. Most still plan to marry and have children,
and optimism remains high that theirs will be a
lasting union despite high national frequencies of
divorce.

Alternative lifestyles are not replacing mar-
riage. Instead, they are gaining acceptance be-
cause they involve, for some, modifications of the
family structure as an adaptation to changing con-
ditions in society. The lifestyles discussed here, as
well as others, reflect the broader social changes in
values, relationships, and even technology that are
found within society as a whole. As Macklin notes,
the family is not disappearing, but “continuing its
age-old process of gradual evolution, maintaining
many of its traditional functions and structures
while adapting to changing economic circumstances
and cultural ideologies” (1987, p. 317). This proc-
ess has merely accelerated during the past several
decades, and these changes have caught the atten-
tion of the general public. College classes and their
corresponding textbooks within this discipline of
sociology are still often titled Marriage and the

Family, as if there were only one model of intima-
cy. Yet perhaps a more appropriate title would be
Marriages, Families, and Intimate Relationships.
This would reflect not only the diversity illustrated
here but would also acknowledge the tremendous
ethnic and class variations that make for rich and
meaningful personal relationships.

(SEE ALSO: American Families; Courtship; Divorce and
Remarriage; Marriage; Mate Selection Theories; Sexual
Orientation)
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KAREN SECCOMBE

ALTRUISM

Three terms are commonly used in the broad
research area that investigates positive interper-
sonal action: prosocial behavior, helping behavior,
and altruism. “Prosocial behavior” is the broadest
of the three; it refers to any behavior that can be
construed as consistent with the norms of a given
society. Thus, murder, when enacted on behalf of
one’s country on a battlefield, is as prosocial a
behavior as intervening to prevent a crime. “Help-
ing behavior” refers simply to any behavior that

provides some benefit to its recipient. “Altruism”
is the narrowest of the three concepts. Altruism is
behavior that not only provides benefits to its
recipient but also provides no benefits to the actor
and even incurs some costs. If one conceives of
psychological rewards as benefits to the actor, this
definition of altruism is so narrow that it excludes
virtually all human behavior. Hence, many social
psychologists maintain simply that altruistic be-
havior need exclude only the receipt of material
benefits by the actor. Some theorists require as
part of the definition that the act be motivated
“with an ultimate goal of benefiting someone
else” (Batson 1991, p. 2), but do not rule out the
incidental receipt of benefits by the actor.

Related terms include philanthropy, charity,
volunteering, sharing, and cooperating. Philan-
thropy and charity have largely come to mean
donation of money or material goods. Volunteer-
ing, similarly, generally refers to giving time for
the ultimate purpose of benefiting others, under
the aegis of some nonprofit organization. Sharing
and cooperating refer to coordinated actions
among members of a group or collectivity in the
service of better outcomes for the group as a
whole. All of these terms may be subsumed under
the generic term “prosocial behavior,” and often
under ‘“helping behavior,” although they would
seldom meet the stringent criteria for altruism.

HISTORY

The origins of the contemporary study of altruism
have been traced back to August Comte, who
explored the development of altruism and “sym-
pathetic instincts.” The existence of an altruistic
instinct was emphasized in McDougall’s Introduc-
tion to Social Psychology (1908) but argued against
by the naturalistic observational research of Lois
Murphy (1937). Early symbolic interactionists at-
tributed altruistic behavior to the capacity to “take
the role of the other’—to imagine oneself in
another person’s situation (Mead 1934). The de-
velopmental study of altruism has built on the
theoretical work of Piaget (1932), who explored
stages in the development of sharing behavior, as
well as on the work of Kohiberg (1969) on the
development of moral judgment. Hartshorne and
May conducted one of the earliest series of empiri-
cal studies (1928-30), focusing on honesty and
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altruism in children. Sorokin (1950, 1970[1950])
wrote extensively on love and altruism, and car-
ried out the first empirical work on informal help-
ing and volunteering by studying individuals nomi-
nated by others as “good neighbors.” It is only
since the mid-1960s, however, that altruism has
been extensively examined through systematic
research.

Most social psychology textbooks attribute this
upsurge of interest in altruism and helping behav-
ior to the murder of Kitty Genovese in 1964 and
the failure of the thirty-nine witnesses to inter-
vene. The subject of widespread media coverage,
this incident motivated Latané and Darley’s ex-
perimental investigations of bystander inaction,
published in The Unresponsive Bystander: Why Doesn’t
He Help? (1970). During the 1970s, helping behav-
ior became one of the most popular topics in social
psychological research, although this emphasis de-
clined considerably through the 1980s and 1990s
(see Batson 1998 for figures on the number of
published studies by decade). Because of this be-
ginning, the vast majority of the studies deal with
intervention in the momentary problems of strang-
ers. Only since the 1990s has there been much
attention to informal and formal volunteering,
charitable donation, and blood donation. Virtual-
ly all textbooks now have a chapter on altruism and
helping behavior, and a number of books on the
topic have been published in the past three decades.

THEORIES OF ALTRUISM AND HELPING
BEHAVIOR

Helping behavior has been explained within a
variety of theoretical frameworks, among them
evolutionary psychology, social learning, and cog-
nitive development. One sociobiological approach
maintains that helping behavior and altruism have
developed through the selective accumulation of
behavioral tendencies transmitted genetically.
Three mechanisms have been suggested: kin selec-
tion, reciprocal altruism, and group selection (see
Sober and Wilson 1998). These mechanisms ex-
plain the evolution of altruistic behavior as a func-
tion of, in turn: the greater likelihood that altruists
would save kin, through perpetuating an altruistic
gene shared among them; a tendency to help
others who have engaged in helpful acts, presum-
ably based on a reciprocity gene; and the greater

likelihood of survival of entire groups that in-
clude a higher proportion of altruists. A second
sociobiological theory maintains that helping be-
havior has developed through sociocultural evolu-
tion, the selective accumulation of behavior re-
tained through purely social modes of transmission.
(See Krebs and Miller [1985] for an excellent
review of this literature.) The cognitive-develop-
mental approach to the development of helping
behavior in children emphasizes the transforma-
tion of cognitive structures and experiential role-
taking opportunities as determinants. Social learn-
ing theory explains altruism and helping behavior
as learned through interaction with the social
environment, mainly through imitation and mod-
eling, but also through reinforcement. Reflecting
the same behaviorist principles, exchange theory
suggests that individuals perform helping acts while
guided by the principles of maximizing rewards
and minimizing costs. Helping behavior is instru-
mental in acquiring rewards that may be material,
social, or even self-administered. A more explicitly
sociological framework suggests that individuals
help out of conformity to social norms that pre-
scribe helping. Three norms have received special
attention: the norm of giving, which prescribes
giving for its own sake; the norm of social responsi-
bility, which prescribes helping others who are
dependent; and the norm of reciprocity, which
prescribes that individuals should help those who
have helped them.

Reflecting the contemporary social psycho-
logical emphasis on cognition, several decision-
making models of helping behavior have guided
much of the research into adult helping behavior
(Latané and Darley 1970; Piliavin et al. 1981;
Schwartz and Howard 1981). These models speci-
fy sequential decisions that begin with noticing a
potential helping situation and end with a decision
to help (or not). Research has focused on identify-
ing those personality and situational variables that
influence this decision-making process and speci-
fying how they do so. There also has begun to be
more attention to the social and sociological as-
pects of helping—to the context in which helping
occurs, to the relationship between helper and
helped, and to structural factors that may affect
these interactions (Gergen and Gergen 1983;
Callero 1986). A very active focus of work, mainly
identified with Batson (see, e.g., Batson 1991) and
Cialdini and colleagues, has been the attempt to
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demonstrate (or refute) the existence of “true”
altruistic motivations for helping.

RESEARCH ON ALTRUISM AND HELPING
BEHAVIOR

Person Variables. There has been an extensive
and confused debate, due both to definitional and
measurement problems, about the existence of an
altruistic personality (see Schroeder et al. 1995).
There is now good evidence of a pattern of prosocial
personality traits that characterize individuals whose
behavior involves long-term, sustained forms of
helping behavior (e.g., community mental health
workers, see Krebs and Miller 1985; volunteers
who work with AIDS patients, see Penner et al.
1995; Penner and Finkelstein 1998). The traits that
make up the prosocial personality include empa-
thy, a sense of responsibility, concern for the
welfare of others, and a sense of self-efficacy. With
regard to helping in emergencies, the evidence is
stronger for person by situation effects; that is,
interactions of characteristics of both individuals
and situations that influence helping in emergen-
cies. For example, self-confidence and indepen-
dence can predict differentially how individuals
will behave in emergency situations when there
are others present or when the person is alone
(Wilson 1976). And Batson and his colleagues
have found that prosocial personality characteris-
tics correlate with helping, but only when helping
is egoistically motivated, not when true altruism is
involved. The general proposal that individual
difference factors are most effective when situa-
tional pressures are weak seems generally applica-
ble in the helping area.

Internalized values as expressed in personal
norms have also been shown to influence helping.
Personal norms generate the motivation to help
through their implications for self-based costs and
benefits; behavior consistent with personal norms
creates rewards such as increased self-esteem,
whereas behavior that contradicts personal norms
generates self-based costs such as shame. This
influence has been demonstrated in high-cost help-
ing such as bone marrow donation (Schwartz 1977).
Other personality correlates of helping are less
directly related to the costs and benefits of the
helping act itself. For example, information-proc-
essing styles such as cognitive complexity influ-
ence helping.

Clary and Snyder (1991) have pursued a func-
tional approach to understanding motivations for
helping. They have developed a questionnaire
measure that distinguishes six potential motives
for long-term volunteering (e.g. value expression,
social motivation, career orientation) and have
demonstrated both predictive and discriminant
validity for the instrument (Clary, Snyder et al.
1998). In one study, they showed that it was not the
more purely altruistic motivations that predicted
long-term commitment. Temporary emotional
states or moods may also affect helping. A series of
studies by Isen (1970) and her colleagues demon-
strate that the “glow of good will” induces people
to perform at least low-cost helping acts such as
helping someone pick up a pile of dropped pa-
pers, and research by Cialdini and colleagues has
shown that helping can be motivated by the need
to dispel a bad mood.

Situation Variables. Characteristics of the situa-
tion also influence the decision to help. The salience
and clarity of a victim’s need influence both the
initial tendency to notice need and the definition
of the perceived need as serious. Salience and
clarity of need increase as the physical distance
between an observer and a victim decreases; thus,
victims of an emergency are more likely to be
helped by those physically near by. Situational
cues regarding the seriousness of another’s need
influence whether need is defined as serious enough
to warrant action. Bystanders are more likely to
offer aid when a victim appears to collapse from a
heart attack than from a hurt knee, for example,
presumably because of perceived seriousness. The
presence of blood, on the other hand, can deter
helping, perhaps because it suggests a problem
serious enough to require medical attention.

One of the most strongly supported findings
in the area of helping is that the number of others
present in a potential helping situation influences
an individual’s decision to help. Darley and Latané
(1968) demonstrated experimentally that the high-
er the number of others present, the lower the
chance of any one individual helping. One process
underlying this effect involves the diffusion of
responsibility: the higher the number of potential
helpers, the less any given individual perceives a
personal responsibility to intervene. The presence
of an individual who may be perceived as having
special competence to help also reduces the felt
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responsibility of others to help. Thus, when some-
one in medical clothing is present at a medical
emergency, others are less likely to help. A second
process underlying the effect, when bystanders
can see each other, involves definition of the situa-
tion. If no one moves to intervene, the group may
collectively provide a social definition for each
other that the event is not one that requires
intervention.

Social Variables. Research has also demon-
strated the influence of other social variables on
helping. Darley and Latané (1968) showed experi-
mentally that people were more likely to provide
help in an emergency in the presence of a friend
rather than in the presence of strangers. They
reasoned that in emergency situations in which a
friend does not respond, one is not likely to attrib-
ute this to lack of concern, but rather will seek
other explanations. In addition, bystanders who
are acquainted are more likely to talk about the
situation. Thus, preexisting social relationships
among bystanders affect helping. Individuals are
also more likely to help others who are similar to
them, whether in dress style or in political ideolo-
gy. The perceived legitimacy of need, a variable
defined by social norms, also affects rates of help-
ing. In one field study of emergency intervention,
bystanders were more likely to help a stranger who
collapsed in a subway car if the distress was attrib-
uted to illness rather than to drunkenness (Piliavin,
Rodin, and Piliavin 1969).

Other demographic variables, such as sex,
age, socioeconomic status, and race have also been
investigated. Race appears to affect helping main-
ly when the costs for helping are relatively high, or
when failure to help can be attributed to factors
other than prejudice (Dovidio 1984). In the study
cited above (Piliavin et al. 1969) the rate of helping
by white and black bystanders was unrelated to the
race of the victim who appeared to be ill, but help
offered to the drunk was almost always by people
of his own race. Females are usually helped more
than males, but who helps more depends heavily
on the nature of the help required. Males tend to
help females more than they help males, whereas
females are equally helpful to females and males
(see Piliavin and Unger 1985). This pattern may
reflect stereotypic gender roles: Females are stereo-
typed as dependent and weaker than males. Other
studies of the effect of social statuses on helping

indicate, consistent with social categorization theo-
ry, that members of one’s own group tend to be
helped more than outgroup members. Studies of
reactions following natural disasters show that
people tend to give aid first to family members,
then to friends and neighbors, and last to strangers.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF
HELPING

Gergen and Gergen (1983) call for increased at-
tention to the social structural context of helping
and to the interactive history and process of the
helping relationship (see also Piliavin and Charng
1990). Social structure is clearly important as a
context for helping. Social structure specifies the
pool of social roles and meaning systems associat-
ed with any interaction (Callero, Howard, and
Piliavin 1987). Social structure also influences the
distribution of resources that may be necessary for
certain helping relationships. One needs money to
be able to donate to a charity and medical expert-
ise to be able to help earthquake victims. Wilson
and Musick (1997) have presented data in support
of a model using both social and cultural capital as
predictors of involvement in both formal and
informal volunteering. Social structure also deter-
mines the probability of both social and physical
interaction among individuals and thus influences
the possibility of helping.

Interaction history is also crucial to under-
standing helping behavior. If a relationship has
been positive and mutually supportive, this con-
text suggests that beneficial actions should be
defined as helping. If a relationship has been
characterized by competition and conflict, this
context does not support defining beneficial ac-
tion as helping. In this case, alternative, more self-
serving motivations may underlie helping. Thus
the provision of U.S. foreign aid to countries with
which the United States has had conflict is often
viewed as a strategic tool, whereas when such aid
has been provided to countries with which the
United States has had positive relationships, it is
viewed generally as genuine helping. Such pat-
terns illustrate this influence of interaction history
on the interpretation of helping behavior.

Another sociological approach emphasizes
helping as role behavior and is guided by Mead’s
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(1934) conception of roles as patterns of social acts
framed by a community and recognized as distinct
objects of the social environment. Roles define
individual selves and thus also guide individual
perception and action. Helping behavior has been
shown to express social roles. A series of studies of
blood donors (Callero, Howard, and Piliavin 1987;
Piliavin and Callero 1991) demonstrate that role-
person merger (when a social role becomes an
essential aspect of self) predicts blood donation,
independent of the effects of both personal and
social norms, and is more strongly associated with
a history of blood donation than are social or
personal norms. This study demonstrates the im-
portance of helping for self-validation and repro-
duction of the social structure as expressed in
roles. More recent research has shown similar
effects for identities tied to volunteering time and
giving money (Grube and Piliavin in press; Lee,
Piliavin, and Call in press). This attention to con-
cepts such as roles, interaction history, and social
structure is evidence of the sociological signifi-
cance of altruism and helping behavior.

CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH IN
ALTRUISM

Until the last few decades, little work had been
done systematically comparing altruism and help-
ing behavior across cultures. Beginning in the
1970s, researchers have compared helping in rural
and urban areas, rather consistently finding that
helping of strangers, although not of kin, is more
likely in less densely populated areas all around
the world. In a real sense, urban and rural areas
have different “cultures’; small towns are more
communal or collective, while cities are more indi-
vidualistic. A review of other cross-cultural com-
parisons (Ting and Piliavin forthcoming) exam-
ines similarities and differences not only in the
helping of strangers but also in the development
of moral reasoning, socialization of prosocial be-
havior, and participation in “civil society.” The
collectivism-individualism distinction across socie-
ties provides a good organizing principle for un-
derstanding many of the differences that are found.
Not only do societies differ in the level of helping,
but in the pattern. For example, in communal
societies, the difference between the amount of
help offered to ingroup and outgroup members is
exaggerated in comparison with the more indi-
vidualistic societies.

ALTRUISM RESEARCH IN OTHER FIELDS

Scholars from many fields other than social psy-
chology have also addressed the question of altru-
ism. The long debate in evolutionary biology re-
garding the possibility that altruism could have
survival value appears to have been answered in
the affirmative (Sober and Wilson 1998). Some
authors (e.g. Johnson 1986; Rushton 1998) in fact
view patriotism or ethnic conflict, or both, as
rooted in altruism fostered by kin selection. Game
theorists have discovered that in repeated prison-
er’s dilemma games and public goods problems,
some individuals consistently behave in more co-
operative or altruistic ways than do others (Liebrand
1986). Even economists and political scientists,
who have long held to the belief that all motivation
is essentially selfish, have begun to come to grips
with evidence (such as voting behavior and the
public goods issue) that indicates that this is not
true (see Mansbridge 1990; Clark 1998).

Recommended reading. The interested read-
er is referred Schroeder et al., The Psychology of
Helping and Altruism (1995) for a relatively
nontechnical overview of the field, or Batson,
“Altruism and Prosocial Behavior” (1998) for a
briefer, more technical approach emphasizing work
demonstrating that “true altruism” can be a moti-
vation for helping. For an excellent examination
of approaches to the topic of altruism by econo-
mists and political scientists, read Mansbridge,
Beyond Self-Interest (1990). For an engaging read on
the topic of both evolutionary and psychological
altruism, try Sober and Wilson’s Unto Others (1998).
Finally, for a view toward the practical application
of ideas from altruism research, read Oliner et al.,
Embracing the Other (1992). (Full citations for these
works are in the references that follow.)

(SEE ALSO: Social Psychology)
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JANE ALLYN PILIAVIN

AMERICAN FAMILIES

Many long-standing assumptions about American
families have been challenged by family scholars.

Among these assumptions is the belief that in
colonial times the American family was extended
in its structure, with three generations living to-
gether under one roof. It has been commonly
believed that the nuclear family came about as a
result of industrialization, with smaller families
better able to meet the demands of an industrial-
ized economy. However, historical data show that
the extended family was not typical in the colonial
era and that the earliest families arriving from
Great Britain and other western European coun-
tries were already nuclear in structure (Demos
1970; Laslett and Wall 1972).

Some commonly held views about contempo-
rary families also have been debunked in the re-
search literature. For example, it has been com-
monly thought that American families neglect their
elder members and are quick to place them in
nursing homes. However, research shows that most
older Americans have frequent contact with one
or more members of their family, and that families
typically provide extensive, long-term care to older
persons when such care is needed. In most cases,
families turn to placement in a nursing home as a
last resort rather than a first option when elder
members grow ill or frail.

More generally, family scholars have success-
fully challenged the notion of “the American fami-
ly.” As Howe (1972, p. 11) puts it, “the first thing
to remember about the American family is that it
doesn’t exist. Families exist. All kinds of families in
all kinds of economic and marital situations.” This
review will show the great diversity of family pat-
terns that characterize the United States of the
past, the present, and the foreseeable future.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Itis unfortunate that textbooks intended for courses
on the family rarely include a discussion of Native
Americans, for a historical examination of these
groups shows a striking range of variation in family
patterns. In fact, virtually all the variations in
marriage customs, residence patterns, and family
structures found the world over could be found in
North America alone (Driver 1969). Though some
of these traditional family patterns have survived
to the present day, others have been disrupted
over the course of U.S. history. It is important to
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note however, that research has not confirmed the
commonly held assumption that Native-American
societies were placid and unchanging prior to
European contact and subsequent subjugation.
Important changes were taking place in Native-
American societies long before the arrival of Euro-
peans (Lurie 1985).

As has been noted, European immigrants to
the American colonies came in nuclear rather than
extended families (and also came as single per-
sons—for example, as indentured servants). It was
long believed that colonial families were very large,
with some early writers claiming an average of ten
to twelve children per family, and that most people
lived in extended rather than nuclear families.
Family scholars, however, have cited evidence show-
ing somewhat lower numbers of children, with an
average of eight children born to colonial women
(Zinn and Eitzen 1987). Scholars also have distin-
guished between number of children born per
woman and family size at a given point in time.
Average family size was somewhat smaller than the
average number of children born, due to high
infant mortality and because the oldest children
often left home prior to the birth of the last child.
Evidence suggests an average family size of five to
six members during colonial times (Nock 1987).
Thus, although the average size of colonial fami-
lies was somewhat larger than today’s families,
they were not as large as has been commonly
assumed. Furthermore, most people in colonial
America lived in nuclear rather than extended
family settings.

To understand the size and composition of
colonial households, consideration must be given
to nonrelated persons living in the home. Servants
often lived with prosperous colonial families, and
other families took in boarders and lodgers when
economic conditions required such an arrange-
ment (Zinn and Eitzen 1987). Households might
also include apprentices and other employees.
The presence of nonfamily members has impor-
tant implications for family life. Laslett (1973) has
argued that the presence of nonkin meant that
households offered less privacy to families and
hence provided the opportunity for greater scruti-
ny by “outsiders.” Colonial homes also had fewer
rooms than most American homes today, which
also contributed to the relatively public nature of
these households.

Colonial communities placed great importance
on marriage, particularly in New England, where
sanctions were imposed on those who did not
marry (for example, taxes were imposed on single
men in some New England colonies). However,
historical records indicate that colonists did not
marry at especially young ages. The average age at
marriage was twenty-four to twenty-five for men
and twenty-two to twenty-three for women (Leslie
and Korman 1989). Older ages at marriage during
this era reflect parental control of sons’ labor on
the farm (with many sons delaying marriage until
their fathers ceded land to them) and also reflect
the lower relative numbers of women (Nock 1987).
Parents also typically exerted strong influence over
the process of mate selection but did not control
the decision. Divorce was rare during this period.
The low divorce rate cannot be equated with intact
marriages, however. Spousal desertion and early
widowhood were far more common experiences
than they are today.

The population for the American colonies
came primarily from Great Britain, other western
European countries, and from western Africa.
Initially brought to the colonies in 1619 as inden-
tured servants, hundreds of thousands of Africans
were enslaved and transported to America during
the colonial period (by 1790, the date of the first
U.S. census, African Americans composed almost
20 percent of the population; Zinn and Eitzen
1987). It has been commonly assumed that slavery
destroyed the cultural traditions and family life of
African Americans. The reasoning behind this
assumption was that slave families often were sepa-
rated for sale to other masters, males were unable
to provide for or protect their families, and slave
marriages were not legal. The stereotype of “ma-
triarchal” black families, in which women are the
family heads and authorities, usually assumes that
slavery produced this family form. Empirical re-
search challenges these assumptions. Though slave
families lived in constant fear of separation (Genovese
1986), many slave marriages were strong and long-
lasting (Gutman 1976). Marriages were legitimized
within the slave community (symbolized, for ex-
ample, by the ritual of “jumping over a broom-
stick”’; Boris and Bardaglio 1987), and two-parent
families were common among slaves as well as
among free blacks in the North and the South
(Gutman 1976). A variety of family structures,
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including female-headed households, were found
in the slave community and attested to the impor-
tance placed on kin ties. Rather than the “absent
family” assumed to characterize slave life, slaves
were connected to one another through extensive
kinship networks (Genovese 1986). Extended kin
ties continue to be an important aspect of African-
American families today.

For decades, the heritage of slavery and its
presumed effects on family life have been invoked
to explain social problems in poor black communi-
ties (e.g., Moynihan 1965). The historical evidence
described above does not lend support to this
explanation. Most writers today argue that social
problems experienced in poor black communities
can more accurately be attributed to the effects of
discrimination and the disorganizing effects of
mass migration to the urbanized North rather
than to the heritage of slavery (e.g., Staples 1986).

Societal changes associated with the Industrial
Revolution profoundly affected all types of Ameri-
can families, though the specific nature and extent
of these effects varied by social class, race, ethnic
origins, and geographic region. Prior to the Indus-
trial Revolution, family members worked together
as an economic unit. Their workplace was the
home or family farm, with families producing
much of what they consumed. Family life and
economic life were one and the same, and the
boundaries between “private life” in the family
and “public life” in the community were blurred.
With the development of a commercial economy,
the workplace was located away from the family
unit. Separation of work and family life created a
sharp distinction between the “public” realm of
work and the “private” realm of family. Particular-
ly for women’s roles, changes initiated by the
Industrial Revolution have been long-lasting and
far-reaching. Increasingly, women’s roles were de-
fined by activities assumed to be noneconomic, in
the form of nurturing and caring for family mem-
bers. This was especially true for middle-class wom-
en, and married women were excluded from many
jobs. Poor and working-class women often partici-
pated in wage labor, but this work was generally
seen as secondary to their family roles. Men were
viewed as having primary responsibility for the
economic welfare of their families. No longer an
economically interdependent unit, families were

transformed such that women and children be-
came economically dependent on the primary
wage earner.

Thus, children’s roles and family relationships
also changed with industrialization. In contrast to
earlier times, in which children were viewed as
miniature adults and engaged in many of the same
tasks they would also perform as adults, childhood
came to be seen as a special stage of life character-
ized by dependence in the home. And although
children in working-class homes were more likely
to work for pay, the evidence suggests that these
families also viewed childhood as a stage of life
distinct from adulthood (Zinn and Eitzen 1987).
Overall, the family became increasingly defined as
a private place specializing in the nurturance of
children and the satisfaction of emotional needs, a
“haven in a heartless world” (Lasch 1977).

Family structures also changed during the
1800s. Family size declined to an average of four to
five members. (Of course, average numbers ob-
scure variation in family sizes across social classes
and other important dimensions such as race and
ethnicity.) Though the average size of nineteenth-
century American families was close to that of
today’s families, women bore more children dur-
ing their lifetimes than do American women to-
day. Infant and child mortality was higher and
births were spaced further apart, thus decreasing
the average size of families at a given point in time.
Household size also declined, with fewer house-
holds including nonrelated persons such as board-
ers or apprentices. The average ages at which
women and men married were similar to those of
colonial times, with an average of twenty-two for
women and twenty-six for men. However, greater
life expectancy meant that marriages typically last-
ed longer than they did during the colonial period
(Nock 1987).

From 1830 to 1930 the United States experi-
enced two large waves of immigration. The first
wave, from 1830 to 1882, witnessed the arrival of
more than ten million immigrants from England,
Ireland, Germany, and the Scandinavian coun-
tries. During the second wave, from 1882 to 1930,
over twenty-two million people immigrated to the
United States. Peoples from northern and western
Europe continued to come to the United States
during this second wave, but a large proportion of
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immigrants came from southern and eastern Eu-
rope as well (Zinn and Eitzen 1987). Immigrants’
family lives were shaped by their ethnic origins as
well as by the diverse social and economic struc-
tures of the cities and communities in which they
settled.

Ethnic traditions also helped Mexican-Ameri-
can families adapt to changing circumstances. An-
nexation of territory from Mexico in 1848 and
subsequent immigration from Mexico produced
sizable Mexican-American communities in the
Southwest. Immigrants from Mexico often recon-
structed their original family units within the Unit-
ed States, typically including extended as well as
nuclear family members. Extended family house-
holds are more common today among Mexican
Americans than among non-Hispanic whites, re-
flecting Mexican Americans’ strong family orien-
tation (or “familism”) as well as their less advantaged
economic circumstances (Zinn and Eitzen 1987).

Imbalanced sex ratios among Chinese and
Japanese immigrants greatly influenced the family
experiences of these groups. First coming to the
United States in the early 1900s, Chinese immi-
grants were predominantly male. The Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882 barred further immigration,
and only wealthy Chinese men were able to bring
brides to the United States (Boris and Bardaglio
1987). As of 1910, there were 1,413 Chinese men
in the United States to every 100 Chinese women.
This sex ratio was still skewed in 1940, when there
were 258 men to every 100 women. In contrast to
the extended family networks typical of traditional
Chinese culture, many Chinese-American house-
holds consisted of single men living alone (Marden
and Meyer 1973).

Substantial immigration from Japan took place
between 1885 and 1924. Like traditional Chinese
families, Japanese families were based on strong
extended kin networks. As was true for Chinese
immigration, most Japanese immigrants were male.
In addition to immigration restrictions, Japanese-
American families (especially those on the West
Coast) were disrupted by property confiscation
and the mass relocations that took place during
World War II (Marden and Meyer 1973).

In addition to the “old” immigration of the
mid-nineteenth century and the “new’” immigra-
tion of the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries, a third wave of large-scale immigration
to the United States began in the mid-1960s. In
contrast to the earlier waves, when most immi-
grants came from European countries, most immi-
gration in this third wave has been from Latin
America and Asia. However, as has been true of
earlier periods of immigration, public controver-
sies surround the economic and social absorption
of these new groups (Marger 1991). In addition to
occupational and economic challenges facing im-
migrant families, social challenges include the con-
tinuing debate over whether schools should pro-
vide bilingual education to non-English-speaking
children.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY TRENDS IN THE
UNITED STATES

The separation of paid work and family life, associ-
ated with the transition to an industrialized socie-
ty, gave rise to profound changes in family life.
Over the course of the twentieth century, women’s
roles were defined primarily by family responsi-
bilities within the “private sphere” of the home,
but except for a brief period following World War
II, women’s labor-force participation rose steadily.
As0f 1997, nearly half (46 percent) of all employed
workers were women. Increases in labor-force par-
ticipation were especially great among married
women. In 1900, less than 4 percent of married
women were in the labor force. By 1997, that
figure had risen to 62 percent (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1998). In contrast to earlier eras of Ameri-
can history, when African-American women were
more likely to work for pay than white women,
rates of labor force participation are now nearly
the same for women in these racial groups, for
both married and unmarried women. Married
Hispanic women are slightly less likely to be em-
ployed than married African-American and non-
Hispanic white women (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 1991). As discussed below, women’s la-
bor-force participation has important implications
for many dimensions of family life.

Though American families have changed in
important ways over the past 100 years, examina-
tion of historical trends also reveals continuation
of some family patterns begun long ago. Notably,
the period of the 1950s is commonly thought to
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mark the end of a golden age of family life. Howev-
er, historical data show that for a number of family
patterns, the 1950s was an unusual period. Lower
rates of divorce, lower ages at marriage, and high-
er rates of childbearing observed during the 1950s
have been attributed mainly to greater economic
prosperity following the Great Depression and
World War II (Cherlin 1992).

Age at First Marriage. According to U.S. cen-
sus data, the average (median) age at first marriage
in the United States was twenty-five years for wom-
en and 26.7 years for men in 1998 (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1998). These average ages are higher
than for most U.S. population censuses of the past
century, but the current median age for men is
comparable to that documented for (white) men
near the turn of the twentieth century. In 1890, the
median age at first marriage was twenty-two for
women and 26.1 for men. The average age at
marriage declined until 1956, when the median
age at first marriage was 20.1 for women and 22.5
for men. The average age at marriage subsequent-
ly began to rise (Saluter 1996). Comparison of
non-Hispanic whites, blacks, and Hispanic whites
shows that age at first marriage climbed more
rapidly for blacks than for non-Hispanic whites,
with blacks marrying later than non-Hispanic whites.
In contrast, Hispanics marry at younger ages than
do other groups. It is difficult to assess whether
Hispanics’ lower age at marriage reflects long-
term trends within the United States due to the
large numbers of Mexican Americans who im-
migrated in the 1980s and 1990s (Sweet and
Bumpass 1987).

Factors promoting later age at marriage in-
clude greater societal acceptance of singlehood
and cohabitation as well as greater emphasis on
educational attainment. The relationship between
age at marriage and level of education is nearly
linear for non-Hispanic white men and women,
with more education associated with later age at
marriage. This relationship is more complex for
minority groups, and especially for black and His-
panic men. For these men, later age at marriage is
associated both with lower and higher educational
levels, producing a U-shaped relationship between
education and age at marriage. Minority men with
low education are likely to have especially poor job
prospects, which in turn affect prospects for mar-
riage. Overall, less racial and ethnic diversity in age

at marriage is shown for those with higher educa-
tional attainment (Sweet and Bumpass 1987).

Interracial Marriage. Most American marriages
are homogamous with regard to race. In 1997,
there were 1.3 million interracial marriages, repre-
senting only 2.3 percent of all marriages. Many
Americans equate interracial marriage with black-
white marriage, but only one-quarter of American
interracial marriages are between blacks and whites.
Currently, 4 percent of black men and 2 percent of
black women are married to a white partner. Mar-
riage between African Americans and Asian Ameri-
cans is even less common than black-white mar-
riages (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998). Asian
Americans are more likely than African Ameri-
cans to marry a partner of another race. A 1990
study found that 23 percent of Asian Americans
intermarry, and that over 40 percent of Japanese-
American women are married to a man of a differ-
ent race (Lee and Yamanaka 1990).

Although the total number of interracial mar-
riages is quite small, the rate of growth in these
marriages has been increasing. The number of
interracial marriages in the United States increased
fourfold between 1970 and 1998. During this peri-
od, the total number of marriages grew by only 24
percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998).

Singles. Throughout U.S. history a propor-
tion of individuals have remained unmarried. High
levels of singlehood were recorded in the late
1800s, when 15 percent of women and 27 percent
of men had not married by the age of thirty-four.
In 1940, 15 percent of women and 21 percent of
men had not married by this age, but by 1970,
these proportions had dropped dramatically. By
1970, just 6 percent of women and 9 percent of
women had not married by the age of thirty-four
(Kain 1990). The size of the unmarried population
has been increasing since the 1970s. In 1994, 20
percent of women and 30 percent of men had not
married by age thirty-four (Saluter 1996). Wom-
en’s changing roles have been linked with the rise
in singleness: Women with higher education and
higher personal income are less likely to marry or
have children. Also, in contrast to earlier eras,
there is greater societal tolerance of singlehood,
providing greater freedom for both women and
men to choose a single lifestyle.

Since few individuals marry for the first time
at the age of sixty-five or older, a more accurate
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picture of the never-married population is provid-
ed when attention is restricted to the older popula-
tion. At present, 3.8 percent of men and 4.7 per-
cent of women age sixty-five and older have never
married (Lugaila 1998). Due to the continuing
stigmatization of homosexuality, it is difficult to
ascertain the numbers of single persons who are
gay or lesbian. Researchers have estimated that 4
percent of men and 2 percent of women are
exclusively homosexual (Collins 1988). Though
homosexual marriages are not legally recognized,
many gay and lesbian couples form lasting unions.

Childbearing. Childbearing patterns have var-
ied somewhat over the past century. Women born
in 1891 had an average of three children. Women
born in 1908, who bore children during the Great
Depression, had an average of two children. This
figure increased to three children per mother
during the 1950s and has since declined to two
children per mother on average today (Sweet and
Bumpass 1987; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998).
In addition to fewer numbers of children born,
current trends in childbearing include higher age
at first childbirth and longer intervals of time
between births. These trends are interrelated. Wait-
ing longer to have a first child and spacing births
further apart decrease the average number of
children born per mother. The timing of child-
bearing also has important effects on other life
experiences, including educational and occupa-
tional attainment. Lower rates of childbearing are
associated with higher educational levels and high-
er incomes.

Fewer married couples are having their first
child in the period immediately following mar-
riage, but there are some important differences by
race. In 1960, 54 percent of non-Hispanic white
couples had children within twelve to seventeen
months of marriage. In 1980 this figure dropped
to 36 percent. Little change was shown over this
period for black couples, who had children within
twelve to seventeen months of marriage. Com-
pared to the total population, black couples are
likely to have more children on average and to
have a child present at the time of marriage. For
whites (Hispanics and non-Hispanics) as well as
blacks, nine-tenths of all couples have children
within seven to eight years of marriage (Sweet and
Bumpass 1987).

Childbearing among single women has in-
creased greatly over the past several decades. While
just b percent of all births were to single women in
1960, approximately one-third (32.2 percent) of all
births were to single women in 1995 (Saluter 1996;
U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998). As is true for
many family patterns, there are substantial varia-
tions across racial-ethnic groups. Asian Americans
and Pacific Islanders show a relatively low rate of
nonmarital births, at 16.3 percent of all births in
this group. In contrast, 25.3 percent of all births
among whites are to unmarried women, and the
rate for Hispanics (who may be of any race) is 40.8
percent. Nearly 70 percent of African-American
children are born to single women (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1998). Although socioeconomic fac-
tors do not account completely for births to single
women, nonmarital childbearing in the United
States tends to be higher among those who are
poor. Socioeconomic factors can help to explain
why African Americans, who are disproportion-
ately likely to be poor, have had higher rates of
nonmarital childbearing.

Divorce. A rising divorce rate has been a
feature of U.S. society since the Civil War. At that
time, the divorce rate per 1,000 existing marriages
was just 1.2 (Jacobson 1959). By the early 1990s,
the rate had increased to more than 20 divorces
per 1,000 existing marriages (Cherlin 1996). This
long-term trend does not show a smooth and
progressive rise, however. Divorce rates have risen
more sharply after every major war during this
century. Divorce also increased following the Great
Depression, apparently reflecting stresses associat-
ed with unemployment and economic depriva-
tion. Economic prosperity as well as a greater
emphasis on family life have been linked to the
lower divorce rate observed from 1950 to 1962.
Following 1962, dramatic increases in the divorce
rate occurred, with a 100 percent increase be-
tween 1963 and 1975 (Cherlin 1992). By the early
1970s, the chance of eventual divorce reached
almost 50 percent. The divorce rate has more or
less stabilized since that time, such that approxi-
mately 50 percent of all first marriages are project-
ed to terminate eventually in divorce. The chances
of divorce are higher for second marriages, of
which 60 percent are projected to end in divorce
(Olson and DeFrain 1994).

Population trends have been linked with the
increased rate of divorce. Among these trends is
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greater longevity, with an average life expectancy
at birth of approximately eighty years for women
and seventy-three years for men who were born in
1991. When they reach the age of sixty-five, wom-
en who were born in 1991 can expect to live an
additional nineteen years, while men of that birth
cohort can expect to live fifteen more years (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1996). (These figures are for
the total population. Life expectancies are lower
for members of racial and ethnic minorities.) In
contrast, the life expectancy at birth for those born
in 1900 was forty-eight years for women and forty-
six years for men (Grambs 1989). Unsatisfactory
marriages that formerly may have been terminat-
ed by the death of one partner are now more likely
to be dissolved by divorce (Uhlenberg 1986). Schol-
ars have also noted the apparent connection be-
tween women’s increasing levels of labor-force
participation and the increased rate of divorce in
the United States. Divorce is more likely to occur
in couples where the wife is able to support herself
financially.

The risk of divorce also varies with age at
marriage, duration of the marriage, education,
race, and ethnicity. Age at marriage is one of the
most important factors, with the likelihood of
divorce twice as great among couples where the
wife was seventeen or younger than among cou-
ples where the wife was in her early twenties.
Further, most divorces take place within the first
few years of marriage. The longer a couple has
been together, the less likely they will be to get
divorced. This pattern also holds among couples
in which one or both partners have remarried.
Education also seems to be an important factor,
with a higher divorce rate observed among high
school dropouts than among college graduates.
However, the effect of education is due in large
part to the fact that college graduates tend to
marry at later ages. Looking across racial and
ethnic groups, the risk of divorce is greater among
African Americans than among whites, and espe-
cially high divorce rates are observed for Hispanics
(Puerto Ricans in particular), Native Americans,
and Hawaiians. Divorce is less common among
Asian Americans (Sweet and Bumpass 1987).

Widowhood. Rising life expectancies have in-
creased the average age of widowhood. Among
women, the median age at widowhood was fifty-
one in 1900, compared to sixty-eight in 1979. The
median age at widowhood for men was forty-five

in 1900 and seventy-one in 1979 (Grambs 1989).
Lower average ages of bereavement for men com-
pared to women in 1900 are linked with women’s
risks for death in childbirth in that era. Women
today can expect to live longer in a widowed status
compared to widowed men. This gender gap is
explained primarily by higher female life expect-
ancy and lower rates of remarriage among women,
and also because women tend to marry men sever-
al years older than themselves. Nearly one-half (45
percent) of all American women who are age sixty-
five or older are widowed, while 15 percent of men
in this age group are widowed. Among the oldest-
old—those who are eighty-five years of age and
older—these figures rise to 77 percent for women
and 42 percent for men (Lugaila 1998).

Remarriage. Due in large part to the fact that
widowhood tends to occur later in life, fewer men
and women remarry following the death of a
spouse, compared to those who remarry following
a divorce. Most people who divorce eventually
remarry, but the likelihood of remarriage varies
greatly according to gender, age, and race. Ap-
proximately five out of six men eventually remarry
following a divorce, compared to two out of three
women who do so (Cherlin 1992). As noted above,
men are also more likely than women to remarry
following the death of a spouse. The probability of
remarriage declines with age, especially among
women. Only one in four women who divorce at
age forty or older eventually remarry (Levitan, Sar,
and Gallo 1988). Race differences also are ob-
served for remarriage. The proportion of women
who remarry following divorce is approximately
50 percent for African Americans and 75 percent
for whites (Bumpass, Sweet, and Castro Mar-
tin 1990).

Increased rates of divorce and remarriage are
transforming American families. “Blended” fami-
lies or stepfamilies are becoming increasingly com-
mon, whereby one or both spouses bring children
into a remarriage. One in four children will spend
some time in a blended family (Furstenberg and
Cherlin 1991). Nearly all of these children live with
their biological mothers.

Household Structure. As defined by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census, “family households” con-
tain persons who are related to the household
head (the person in whose name the home is
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owned or rented) by blood ties, marriage, or adop-
tion. “Nonfamily households” consist of individu-
als who live alone or with one or more unrelated
persons. Historically, most American households
have been family households, and most of these
have included married couples. In 1910, 80 per-
cent of all households included married couples.
By 1998 this percentage had declined to 53 per-
cent (Casper and Bryson 1998). In contrast, the
proportion of single-person households has risen
dramatically over the century. In 1890, only 4
percent of all households were of this type (Sweet
and Bumpass 1987). As of 1998, single-person
households accounted for one-quarter of all U.S.
households. Nearly 12 percent of all households
consist of men living alone, 15 percent consist of
women living alone (Lugaila 1998).

Breakdowns of family structure by race and
ethnicity have shown that Americans of Korean,
Filipino, Vietnamese, and Mexican heritage are
most likely to live in family households (for each
group, about 84 percent reported living in family
households). African Americans and non-Hispan-
ic whites are somewhat less likely to live in family
households. Also, compared to other racial and
ethnic groups, Puerto Ricans are most likely to live
in a household consisting of a mother and one or
more children (with 23 percent living in this type
of household), followed by African Americans,
Native Americans, and Hawaiians (Sweet and
Bumpass 1987).

Type of household is tied closely with econom-
ic status. While the “typical” dual-earner couple
with children earned an average annual income of
$46,629 in 1991, the average income for mother-
only households was only $13,012 (McLanahan
and Casper 1998). Of all household types, those
headed by a woman with no husband present have
the highest poverty rate. In 1997, nearly 32 per-
cent of these households had incomes that fell
below the poverty line (Dalaker and Naifeh 1998).

Due largely to women’s risks for poverty and
the rise in female-headed households, children are
more likely to be poor today than they were several
decades ago. The proportion of American child-
ren living in poor families declined during the
1960s—from 26.5 percent in 1960 to 15 percent in
1970—but has since increased. Nearly one-quarter
of all American children live in poor families. For
children who live in a female-headed household,

the chances of living in poverty rise to 46 percent
for white-Hispanic and non-Hispanic children, and
to 82 percent for African-American children
(Ollenburger and Moore 1998).

IMPACT OF FAMILY TRENDS ON
CHILDREN AND OLDER PERSONS

The majority of the family patterns described here
represent long-term trends in the United States
and are unlikely to represent the demise of Ameri-
can families, as has been decried by some social
observers. Indeed, marriage remains as “popular”
as ever. Although Americans are marrying some-
what later on average than they did in the 1950s
and 1960s, the majority of women and men contin-
ue to marry and have children. Those who divorce
tend to remarry. Although these trends did not
originate in the late twentieth century, it is none-
theless true that divorce, single-parent households,
employed mothers, and nonmaternal childcare
are more typical features of American life today
than they were in the past. The impact of these
family patterns on children’s development and
well-being has been a matter of great concern to
researchers and policymakers. The impact of wom-
en’s employment and changes in family composi-
tion also have given rise to concerns regarding the
provision of informal care to elderly parents.

Divorce. Parents’ divorce has been linked with
a range of negative outcomes for children in the
areas of psychological adjustment, life satisfaction,
academic achievement, and social relationships.
These effects are strongest in the first year or two
following the divorce, but some long-term conse-
quences also have been found. The experience of
parents’ divorce can continue to have negative
effects on a child’s well-being as she or he grows
into young adulthood (Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale,
and McRae 1998).

Although divorce typically is a stressful experi-
ence, studies have found a great deal of variation
in how children adapt to parents’ divorce. Among
the factors identified as important to consider are
the family’s socioeconomic status, race-ethnicity,
the child’s gender and his or her age at the time of
the parents’ divorce or separation. For example,
the effects of divorce apparently are more acute
for children of school age than for preschool
children. Marital disruption also brings greater
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risks to children when the parent-child relation-
ship suffers as aresult of the divorce and when one
or both parents experience multiple divorces
(Amato and Booth 1991).

The level and type of conflict present in the
family prior to a divorce also is important in
understanding the effects of divorce on children.
Children whose families were highly conflictual
may show increased well-being following a divorce.
Conversely, problems of adjustment have been
found among children whose parents did not di-
vorce, but whose family lives were characterized by
high levels of conflict (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991).

Individuals who experienced “low-stress” pa-
rental divorces do not appear to differ significant-
ly from those who grew up in happy, intact families
(Amato and Booth 1991). In general, negative
consequences of divorce are not found for child-
ren when parents maintain a positive relationship
with the child and with one another, and when the
child is provided with adequate social and eco-
nomic resources. As discussed below, economic
difficulties pose a central challenge for single-
parent (usually single-mother) households.

Single-parent households. Just as the impact
of divorce on children depends upon multiple
factors, no one pattern characterizes how child-
ren’s well-being is influenced by living in a single-
parent household. The circumstances of single
parenthood are diverse—single parents can be
divorced, widowed, or never-married—and they
have access to varying levels and types of social and
economic resources. Households may include on-
ly the single parent and one or more children, or
may include extended family or other household
members. Noncustodial parents may or may not
be part of the child’s life.

It has been noted that single-parent house-
holds are more likely than dual-parent households
to be poor, and that mother-headed households
are especially likely to be poor. Following a di-
vorce, women’s subsequent income declines 27
percent on average, while men’s average income
increases by 10 percent (Peterson 1996). Some of
this income gap is due to the fact that children are
more likely to live with their mothers than their
fathers following a divorce. Currently one child in
four lives in a single-parent family, and women
head 83 percent of these families (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1998).

Many of the problems associated with single-
parent households are associated with problems
of poverty. The economic difficulties faced by
single parents are compounded when child sup-
port payments from the noncustodial parent are
not provided regularly. About one-half of custodi-
al mothers were awarded child support payments
in 1992. Of the women who had been awarded
child support, 76 percent received full or partial
payment. A significant amount of awarded child
support is not received by the custodial parent:
one-third of all awarded child support was not paid
in 1991. Among custodial parents, mothers have
higher child support award rates and payment
rates than fathers, but they are also much more
likely to be poor. Single custodial mothers are two
and one-half times more likely to be poor than
single custodial fathers (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus 1995).

In addition to economic strains, single parents
report problems arising from role and task over-
load, in coordinating a social life and parenting
responsibilities, and difficulties with former spous-
es. Strains experienced by the parent can in turn
impact the well-being of children (Richards and
Schmiege 1993). Some evidence also suggests that
single parents provide less supervision of children
compared to two-parent families (married or
cohabiting) (e.g., Astone and McLanahan 1991).

Although research has focused primarily on
problems of single-parent households, some po-
tential benefits of these households have been
identified for children’s development and well-
being. For example, children in single-parent house-
holds have been found to take greater responsibili-
ty for household tasks than children in two-parent
households. Along with increased responsibilities
within the home, children in one-parent house-
holds also apparently develop higher levels of
personal autonomy and independence (see Richards
and Schmiege 1993).

Nonmaternal Childcare. With more Ameri-
can women working for pay than ever before,
more preschool-age children are receiving care
from their fathers, other family members, or from
nonrelatives during their mothers’ hours of em-
ployment. As of 1991, 9.9 million children age five
or younger required care during the hours their
mothers were employed. Of these children, the
majority were cared for in a home environment:

128



AMERICAN FAMILIES

36 percent were cared for in their own homes
(usually by the father or another relative); 31
percent were cared for in another home (usually
by a nonrelative in the care provider’s home). A
further 9 percent were cared for by their mothers
while they worked—this was generally in a home
environment as well, as most of these mothers had
home-based paid work. Approximately one-quar-
ter of the children who required care while their
mothers worked were enrolled in an organized
day care facility (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1995).

With the increasing use of childcare provided
by individuals other than the mother, concerns
have been raised regarding the impact of nonmaternal
care on children’s physical, cognitive, and psycho-
logical development. The majority of studies on
this topic have concluded that nonmaternal childcare,
and nonparental childcare more generally, is not
in itself harmful to children. In fact, day care
settings apparently aid the development of child-
ren’s social skills. However, the quality of the
care—whether in a family or nonfamily setting—is
extremely important for children’s development
and well-being. A comprehensive report published
by the National Research Council found that child-
ren whose families were undergoing psychological
stress or economic deprivation were more likely to
receive care in lower quality settings. Hence, these
children are vulnerable not only to poverty and
psychological stress within the home, but they are
also likely to suffer from the effects of poor-quality
care outside the home (Hayes, Palmer, and
Zaslow 1990).

Eldercare. Most older Americans live inde-
pendently in the community and are in relatively
good health. Most also provide economic and
other support to their adult children, such as
providing babysitting or other services. It is only
when the elder’s health or economic status is
severely compromised that the balance of exchange
tips in the direction of receiving a greater amount
of support than elders provide to their children.

The bulk of care provided to older Americans
who are frail or ill is provided by family members,
usually women, who are typically spouses or child-
ren of the elder (Stone, Cafferata, and Sangl 1987;
Wolf, Freedman, and Soldo 1997). If a spouse or
child is not available, other relatives or a friend
may provide care (though assistance from these
latter sources is typically less intensive and for

briefer periods of time). Much research attests to
the extensive and prolonged care provided by
family members to elders within a home environ-
ment (see Dwyer and Coward 1992). In many if not
most cases, it is only after families have exhausted
their physical, economic, and emotional resources
that a decision is made to place an elder in a long-
term care facility. Indeed, only 5 percent of all
Americans age sixty-five and older reside in a
nursing home or other long-term care facility at a
given point in time. The chances of nursing home
placement rise with age: Nearly 25 percent of
those age eighty-five or older live in a nursing
home. However, even among this “oldest-old” age
group, the majority of individuals reside in the
community rather than a nursing home (Morgan
and Kunkel 1998).

Recognizing that women typically are the pri-
mary care providers to older family members,
researchers and policymakers have raised con-
cerns that such care will be curtailed in the future
due to trends in women’s employment and an
increasing older population. The prevalence of
elder care among the employed population is
difficult to estimate due to variations in sampling
across studies and how caregiving is defined. How-
ever, an averaged estimate from studies on this
topic is that about one in five employees has some
elder care responsibilities (Gorey, Rice, and
Brice 1992).

Research has shown that caregiving can be
emotionally gratifying for individuals who are pro-
viding care to aloved one (Lechner 1992). Howev-
er, intensive, long-term caregiving can produce
serious physical, economic, and emotional strains,
especially when caregiving interferes with the pro-
vider’s work or household responsibilities (Gerstel
and Gallagher 1993). A number of studies have
found that employment status does not alter the
type or amount of care provided to the elderly by
their families, but some family members reduce or
terminate their employment in order to provide
elder care. A national survey found that 9 percent
of employees in the study had quit their jobs and a
further 20 percent had altered their work sched-
ules to accommodate their caregiving responsibili-
ties. Women were more likely than men to rear-
range their work schedules or to reduce or terminate
their employment in order to provide family care
(Stone, Cafferata, and Sangl 1987).
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The strains of intensive caregiving can com-
promise the provider’s ability to continue in the
caregiving role. A number of researchers have
concluded that greater assistance from the govern-
ment as well as from the workplace is needed to
assist family members and others who provide
care to older adults in the community (e.g. Lechner
1992). Such assistance not only benefits the health
and well-being of care providers and recipients,
but also allows elders to continue living in the
community setting for a longer period of time, as
is preferred by most elders and their families.

CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARISONS

The family trends described here are not unique
to the United States. Other western societies also
have witnessed arise in the age at first marriage, an
increased divorce rate, increased numbers of child-
ren born to unmarried women, and an increase in
the numbers of women who participate in paid
labor. Although the trajectories of these trends are
similar for most western societies, differing pro-
portions of individuals and families are represent-
ed in these trends across societies. For example,
although the average age at marriage has been
rising in the United States and most other western
societies, the average age at first marriage is lower
in the United States than in most of the European
countries. And although a rising divorce rate has
been a feature of the majority of western societies,
the rate of divorce is highest in the United States.
Out-of-wedlock births also have increased in west-
ern societies over the course of the century. How-
ever, in contrast to Scandinavian countries includ-
ing Sweden and Denmark, more children in the
United States live in a single-parent household
than with cohabiting parents.

A striking gap between the United States and a
number of other countries is found in its relatively
high rate of infant mortality. Infant mortality is
linked with poverty and the lack of adequate nutri-
tion and health care. The wealth enjoyed by the
United States as a nation belies the economic
deprivation experienced by subgroups within the
society. In 1988, the U.S. infant mortality rate was
10 babies per 1,000 live births. This rate was higher
not only as compared with other western societies,
but also compared with many nonwestern coun-
tries. In a ranking of infant mortality rates world-
wide, which were ordered from the lowest to the

highest rates, the United States ranked eighteenth
from the bottom. This rate was higher than that
found in countries including Singapore, Spain,
and Ireland, which are poorer relative to the Unit-
ed States, but which have lower levels of economic
inequality within the society (Aulette 1994). A
statement from the Children’s Defense Fund illus-
trates the high risks for infant mortality faced by
racial-ethnic minority groups within the United
States: “A black child born in the inner-city of
Boston has less chance of surviving the first year of
life than a child born in Panama, North or South
Korea or Uruguay” (Children’s Defense Fund 1990,
p- 6, cited in Aulette 1994, p. 405). (The famine
experienced within North Korea during the 1990s
likely would remove that country from this listing.)

The United States is unique among western
societies in its lack of a national health care pro-
gram, which helps to explain its higher infant
mortality rate. In 1997, 43.4 million Americans,
or slightly over 16 percent of the U.S. population,
had no health insurance coverage for the entire-
ty of that calendar year. The lack of health in-
surance is especially acute among the poor. Al-
though the Medicaid program is intended to
provide health coverage to the poor, 11.2 million
poor Americans, or one-third of all poor people in
the United States, had no health coverage in 1997
(Bennefield 1998).

In the absence of concerted social policy meas-
ures, infant mortality and other risks faced by poor
Americans are unlikely to diminish in the near
future. Using the Gini index (a measure of income
concentration), the U.S. Bureau of the Census
reported that income inequalities within the coun-
try increased by 16 percent between 1968 and
1992. Even greater inequalities have developed
since 1992: Between 1968 and 1994 the rate of
increase in U.S. income inequality was over 22
percent (Weinberg 1996). At the same time, the
percentage of Americans with incomes below the
poverty line also increased—from 11.7 percent in
1979 to 13.3 percent in 1997 (Dalaker and
Naifeh 1997).

AMERICAN FAMILIES AND THE FUTURE

Traditional distinctions between “family” and
nonfamily” are increasingly challenged. Though
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still a relatively small proportion of all households
(about 4 percent; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1998),
the number of cohabiting heterosexual couples
has increased greatly in the past several decades.
Marriage between homosexuals is not legally rec-
ognized, but some have elected to adopt each
other legally, and a growing number are raising
children. In addition to the “traditional” nuclear
family form of two parents with children, other
family types can be expected to continue in the
future. These include single parents, blended fami-
lies resulting from remarriage, and households in
which other relatives such as grandparents reside.

Increased longevity has brought about some
of the most important changes in American family
life over the past century. Children are more likely
than ever before to interact with their grandpar-
ents. Further, many persons are becoming grand-
parents while their own parents are still alive
(Uhlenberg 1986). Research has documented the
prevalence and importance of social interaction,
emotional support, financial help, and other assist-
ance between the generations. For all types of
American families, indications are that high levels
of interaction and assistance between the genera-
tions will continue in the future. It remains to be
seen how U.S. social policy will respond to the
needs of family care-providers, and to the needs
of poor Americans and their families, in the
years to come.
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LAURIE RUSSELL HATCH

AMERICAN INDIAN STUDIES

American Indian Studies blends many fields in the
social sciences and humanities; history and an-
thropology have been especially prominent, along
with education, sociology, psychology, economics,
and political science. For convenience, this litera-
ture can be grouped into several subject areas:
demographic behavior, socioeconomic conditions,
political and legal institutions, and culture and
religion. Of course, there is a great deal of overlap.
To date, this literature deals mostly with aboriginal
North Americans and their descendants. As the
field has evolved, little attention has been devoted
to the natives of South America or the Pacific
Islanders. However, there is a growing interest in
common experiences of indigenous peoples around
the world (e.g. Fleras and Elliot 1992).

DEMOGRAPHY

Historical Demography. Historical demography
is important for understanding the complexity of
indigenous North American societies and for as-
sessing the results of their contacts with Europe-
ans. For example, complex societies require large
populations to generate economic surpluses for
trade, and large populations often entail highly
developed systems of religion, culture, and gov-
ernance. Because American Indians almost disap-
peared in the late nineteenth century, large num-
bers of pre-Columbian Indians would indicate that
devastating mortality rates and profound changes
in native social organization followed the arrival of
Europeans.

No one knows with certainty when popula-
tions of Homo sapiens first appeared in the Western

Hemisphere. The first immigrants to North Ameri-
ca probably followed game from what is now
Siberia across the Beringia land bridge, now sub-
merged in the Bering Sea. This land bridge has
surfaced during several ice ages, leading to specu-
lation that the first populations arrived as early as
40,000 years ago or as recently as 15,000 years
ago—25,000 years ago is a credible estimate
(Thornton 1987, p. 9).

In 1918 a Smithsonian anthropologist, James
Mooney, published the first systematic estimates
of the American Indian population. He reckoned
that 1.15 million American Indians were living
around 1600. Alfred Kroeber (1934) subsequently
reviewed Mooney’s early estimates and deemed
them correct, though he adjusted the estimate
downward to 900,000 (Deneven 1976). The Mooney-
Kroeber estimates of approximately one million
American Indians in 1600 have been the bench-
mark for scholars throughout most of this century.
These estimates were flawed, however, because
they failed to take epidemic disease into account;
European pathogens devastated native populations.

Noting the shortcomings of the Mooney-
Kroeber figures, Henry Dobyns (1966) revised the
estimate for the 1492 precontact population, sug-
gesting that it was as large as twelve million. His
article ignited an intense debate that is still not
fully resolved. Conservative estimates now num-
ber the indigenous 1492 population at approxi-
mately three to five million (Snipp 1989). Dobyns
(1983) later raised his estimate to eighteen million.

Population estimates substantially larger than
the Mooney-Kroeber figures are consistent with
the archaeological record, which indicates that
relatively complex societies occupied the South-
west, the Pacific Northwest, and the Mississippi
River valley before the Europeans arrived (Thornton
1987). The effects of European contact were cer-
tainly greater than once believed. European dis-
eases, slavery, genocidal practices, and the intensi-
fication of conflicts nearly exterminated the native
people. Huge population losses undoubtedly caused
large-scale amalgamation and reorganization of
groups struggling to survive and wrought pro-
found changes in their cultures and social structures.

Despite long and heated debates about the
likely number of pre-Columbian North Ameri-
cans, there is relatively little consensus about this
figure. It seems likely that it will never be known
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with certainty. As scholars realize the elusiveness
of this number, there is less interest in trying to
establish the definitive estimate and more in at-
tempting to understand the complex demograph-
ic behavior related to depopulation (Thornton et
al. 1991; Verano and Ubelaker 1992).

Contemporary Demography. During the twen-
tieth century, the American Indian population
grew very quickly, from about 228,000 in 1890 to
about 1.96 million in 1990 (Shoemaker 1999).
American Indian fertility is exceedingly high (Snipp
1996). Indians often have better access to health
care (from the Indian Health Service) than other
equally impoverished groups, and they are experi-
encing diminishing infant mortality and increas-
ing longevity (Young 1994; Snipp 1996).

A peculiar characteristic of American Indian
population growth, at least since 1970, is that a
large share of the increase has resulted from per-
sons switching the racial identification they report
to the census from another category (such as black
or white) to American Indian (Passell and Berman
1986; Harris 1994). The U.S. census, virtually the
only comprehensive source of data for American
Indians, depends on voluntary racial self-identifi-
cation. Declining racial discrimination, growing
ethnic pride, and resurgence in tribal organization
have been cited as reasons that persons of mixed
heritage may choose to report themselves as Ameri-
can Indian (Passell and Berman 1986). Evidence
indicates that persons who change their identity so
they may claim their Native-American heritage
tend to be relatively well-educated (Eschbach et
al. 1998).

The fluidity of the American Indian popula-
tion underscores a particularly problematic con-
cern for demographers: namely, defining popula-
tion boundaries. Definitions abound, and there is
no single agreed-upon standard. Some federal
agencies and a number of tribes use an arbitrary
measure of descent, such as one-fourth blood
quantum; standards for tribal membership vary
greatly from one-half to one-sixty-fourth Indi-
an blood.

For many other applications, genealogical verifi-
cation of blood quantum standards is too com-
plex. Agencies such as the U.S. Bureau of the
Census thus simply rely on self-identification. By
default, most studies of American Indians also rely

on self-identification, especially if they use second-
ary data from federal government sources. To
complicate the matter, the Canadian government
uses a somewhat different set of standards to
define the boundaries of its native Indian popula-
tion (Boldt 1993).

Beyond the complexities of counting, studies
show that American Indians, more than other
minorities, are concentrated in rural areas; slightly
less than one-half reside in cities. Most live west of
the Mississippi River, primarily because nineteenth-
century removal programs were directed at east-
ern American Indians. A large number of studies
document that American Indians are one of the
least educated, most often unemployed, poorest,
and least healthy groups in American society (see
Sandefur et al.1996). Nonetheless, American Indi-
ans are more likely than other groups, especially
blacks, to live in a large husband-wife household,
and about one-third of them speak an Indian
language—provisional evidence of the continuing
influence of traditional culture in family organiza-
tion and language use (Sandefur and Liebler 1996).

STUDIES OF SOCIAL AND
ECONOMIC STATUS

Studies of the early social and economic status of
American Indians focus on the historical develop-
ment of so-called dependency relations between
them and Euro-Americans (White 1983, 1991,
Chase-Dunn and Mann 1998). Dependency theo-
ry, a variant of neo-Marxist World Systems Theory,
has been widely criticized for its shortcomings, but
it has gained some acceptance among scholars of
white-Indian relations (Wolf 1982; White 1983;
Hall 1989). In this view, economic dependency
arose from trade relations in which Euro-Ameri-
cans enjoyed disproportionate economic advan-
tage stemming from a near monopoly over items
such as manufactured goods and rum (Wolf 1982;
White 1983). European business practices, such as
the use of credit, also fostered dependency.

Dependency relations promoted highly ex-
ploitative conditions that were a frequent source
of conflict and periodically erupted into serious
violence. Unscrupulous traders and a growing com-
merce in Indian captives, for example, spawned
the Yamassee War, which ended Indian slavery in
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the Southeast (Merrell 1989). Early colonial offi-
cials frequently complained about the conflicts
created by the unethical practices of frontier trad-
ers and sought to curb their abuses, though with
little success (White 1991).

Nevertheless, European traders introduced in-
novations that altered cultures and lifestyles forev-
er. In the Southwest, for example, guns and horses
revolutionized relations between nomadic and sed-
entary groups and allowed the Spanish to exploit
traditional antagonisms (Hall 1989).

The emergence of industrial capitalism, large-
scale manufacturing, growing urbanization, and
an influx of immigrants from Europe and slaves
from Africa changed dramatically the relations
between Euro-Americans and indigenous peoples.
Trading with Indians subsided in favor of policies
and measures designed to remove them from
lands desired for development (Jacobsen 1984).
Throughout the nineteenth century, American
Indians were more or less forcibly induced to cede
their lands for the development of agriculture,
timber, and water. In the late nineteenth century,
U.S. corporations began to develop petroleum,
coal, and other minerals on tribal lands (Min-
er 1976).

Exploitation of Indian lands has continued,
prompting some scholars to argue that American
Indian tribes have a quasi-colonial status within
the U.S. economy (Snipp 1986). Natural resources
such as timber, water, and minerals are extracted
from reservations and exported to distant urban
centers where they are processed. In exchange,
manufactured goods are imported for consump-
tion. The value of the imported goods typically
exceeds the value of the exported resources. The
deficit between imports and exports contributes
to the persistent poverty and low levels of econom-
ic development on many reservations.

The Meriam Report, published in 1928, fur-
nished the first systematic empirical assessment of
the economic status of American Indians. Since its
publication, numerous studies have documented
the disadvantaged status of American Indians
(Levitan and Miller 1993). Although many reports
have described economic conditions in detail, few-
er have attempted to isolate the causes of poverty
and unemployment. Clearly, a number of factors
can be blamed. American Indians have very little
formal education, limiting their access to jobs.

Whether racial discrimination limits opportuni-
ties is unclear. Some research suggests that dis-
crimination is not a significant disadvantage for
American Indians (Sandefur and Scott 1983), but
other studies disagree with this conclusion (Gwartney
and Long 1978).

Conditions on reservations, where about one-
third of American Indians live, are particularly
harsh. Unemployment rates above 50 percent are
not unusual. Studies of reservation economies
usually blame the isolated locales for many of their
woes. The collision of traditional native values and
the ethics of capitalism (Cornell and Kalt 1992)
frequently complicates economic development in
Indian country. In the 1990s, some reservations
have enjoyed limited (and in a few instances, spec-
tacular) success in spurring economic develop-
ment, especially in tourism, gambling, and light
manufacturing (Snipp 1995).

Urban American Indians enjoy a higher stand-
ard of living than their counterparts in reservation
areas (Snipp 1989). Even so, there is disagreement
about the benefits of rural-urban migration for
American Indians; earlier studies have identified
tangible benefits for urban immigrants (Clinton,
Chadwick, and Bahr 1975; Sorkin 1978), but later
research found contrary evidence (Gundlach and
Roberts 1978; Snipp and Sandefur 1988). Federal
programs that encouraged urban immigration for
American Indians in the 1950s and 1960s were
abandoned amid controversies over their effec-
tiveness and overall results (Fixico 1986).

The economic hardships facing rural and ur-
ban American Indians alike have been a major
source of other serious distress. Alcoholism, sui-
cide, and homicide are leading causes of death for
American Indians (Snipp 1996).

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION AND LEGAL
INSTITUTIONS

The political and legal status of American Indians
is an extremely complicated subject, tangled in
conflicting treaties, formal laws, bureaucratic regula-
tions, and court decisions. Unlike any other racial
or ethnic group in U.S. society, American Indians
have a distinctive niche in the legal system. As a
result of this legal history, a separate agency within
the federal government (the Bureau of Indian
Affairs [BIA]), a volume of the Code of Federal
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Regulations, and a multiplicity of other rules exist
for dealing with American Indians.

The political status of American Indian tribes
is difficult to characterize. In 1831, Chief Justice
John Marshall described tribes as “domestic, de-
pendent nations,” setting forth the principle that
tribes are autonomous political entities that enjoy
a quasi-sovereignty yet are subject to the authority
of the federal government (Pommersheim 1995;
Boldt 1993). The limits on tribal political autono-
my have fluctuated as a result of court decisions
and federal legislation curtailing or extending trib-
al powers. Since the early 1900s, tribal govern-
ments have greatly increased their autonomy
(Pommersheim 1995).

One of the most significant political develop-
ments in this century for American Indians was the
passage of the Wheeler-Howard Indian Reorgani-
zation Act (IRA) of 1934. This legislation made it
possible for tribes legally to reconstitute them-
selves for the purpose of limited self-government
(Prucha 1984, ch. 37). Subject to the democratic
precepts imposed by the federal government, tribes
were allowed to have representative governments
with judicial, executive, and legislative branches.
Other forms of tribal governance—based on the
inheritance of authority, for example—were not
permitted by the IRA legislation. Today, virtually
every reservation has a form of representative
government (O’Brien 1989).

Tribal sovereignty is a complex legal doctrine
affecting the political autonomy of tribal govern-
ments. It is distinct from a closely aligned political
principle known as self-determination. The princi-
ple of self-determination, unlike tribal sovereign-
ty, is relatively recent in origin and was first posed
as a claim for administrative control of reservation
affairs. As a political ideology, self-determination
developed in response to the unilateral actions of
the federal government in implementing policies
such as the Termination legislation of the 1950s.
In the 1960s, it was a rallying theme for promoting
greater tribal involvement in federal policies af-
fecting American Indians. The principle was for-
mally enacted into public law with the passage of
the Indian Self-Determination and Educational
Assistance Act of 1975, P.L 97-638. Since its pas-
sage, federal agencies have gradually divested con-
trol over programs and services such as those once
administered by the BIA. For example, many tribal

governments have contracts to provide social serv-
ices similar to the arrangements made with state
and local governments.

Inrecentyears, ideas about self-determination
have developed to the point where self-determina-
tion is nearly indistinguishable from tribal sover-
eignty (O’Brien 1989). The most influential state-
ment merging the two is a report presented to the
U.S. Senate by the American Indian Policy Review
Commission (AIPRC) in 1976. The AIPRC report
was a comprehensive, though highly controversial
evaluation of federal Indian policy. Every presi-
dential administration since Richard Nixon’s has
endorsed the principle of tribal sovereignty. Short-
ly after taking office, the Clinton Administration
endorsed this principle and there is no indication
of a reversal in the foreseeable future.

The political revitalization of American Indi-
ans accelerated with the civil rights movement.
Some observers have suggested that Indian politi-
cal activism in the 1960s was a response to postwar
termination policies (Cornell 1988), which tried to
dissolve the federal reservation system and liqui-
date the special status of the tribes. Relocation
programs in the 1950s accelerated the urbaniza-
tion of American Indians and, at the very least,
may have contributed to the political mobilization
of urban Indians, as well as their reservation coun-
terparts (Fixico 1986). Though often complemen-
tary, the political agendas of urban and reserva-
tion Indians are not always in strict accord.

The diverse tribal composition of urban Indi-
an populations has meant that it is virtually impos-
sible to organize them around issues affecting only
one or a few tribes. In the face of this constraint,
the ideology of “pan-Indianism” is particularly
appealing to urban Indian groups (Hertzberg 1971;
Nagel 1996). Pan-Indianism is a supratribal ideolo-
gy committed to broad issues such as economic
opportunity and social justice and to cultural events
such as intertribal pow-wows.

The roots of modern pan-Indian organiza-
tions can be traced first to the Ottawa leader
Pontiac and later to the Shawnee leader Tecumseh
and Joseph Brant, a Mohawk. These men led pan-
Indian movements opposing Euro-American fron-
tier settlement in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries (e.g., Pontiac’s Revolt 1763).
In the late nineteenth century, pan-Indian messianic
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movements known as Ghost Dances swept across
the West (Thornton 1986).

Pan-Indian organizations have been active
throughout the twentieth century, but urbaniza-
tion hastened their development in the 1950s and
1960s (Cornell 1988; Nagel 1996). Some, such as
the National Congress of American Indians (found-
ed in 1944), have moderate political agendas fo-
cused on lobbying; others, such as the American
Indian Movement, are highly militant. The latter
was involved in the sacking of the Washington,
D.C., BIA office in 1972 and in the armed occupa-
tion of Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1973
(Smith and Warrior 1996). Today, most cities with
large Indian populations have pan-Indian organi-
zations involved in political organization, cultural
events, and social service delivery (Johnson et
al. 1997).

CULTURE AND RELIGION

The cultures of American Indians are extremely
diverse, and the same can be said, in particular,
about their religious beliefs. Not much is known
about the spiritual life of American Indians before
the fifteenth century. Only from archaeological
evidence is such knowledge available, and this
seldom captures the rich complexity of religious
symbol systems. Most of what is known about
American Indian religions is based on the later
reports of explorers, missionaries, traders, and
anthropologists (Brown 1982).

Contemporary spiritual practices reflect sev-
eral different types of religious observances: Chris-
tian, neotraditional, and traditional. Participation
in one type does not necessarily preclude partici-
pation in another. Furthermore, there is a great
deal of tribal variation.

American Indians who are practicing Chris-
tians represent the legacy of European mission-
aries. The Christian affiliation of many, perhaps
most, American Indians reflects their tribal mem-
bership and the denomination of the missionaries
responsible for their tribe’s conversion. Numeri-
cal estimates are not available, but there are many
Catholic Indians in the Southwest, and American
Indians in the Midwest are often Lutheran, to
mention only two examples.

American Indians who participate in neotradi-
tional religions often belong to a branch of the

Native American Church (NAC). NAC is a pan-
Indian religion practiced throughout the United
States and Canada. It combines elements of Chris-
tianity with traditional religious beliefs and practices.

Traditional religions are often practiced in
informally organized groups such as sweatlodge or
feasting societies. Some of these groups are rem-
nants of older religious movements such as the
Ghost Dance. Not much is written about them
because they are ordinarily not open to outsiders;
the Sun Dance is an exception. It is perhaps best
known for the ritual scarification and trances of its
participants (Jorgenson 1972).

The secrecy in which many traditional relig-
ions are practiced may be due to the intense
repression once directed at their observances by
the federal government. In 1883, the BIA estab-
lished Courts of Indian Offenses that prosecuted
people for practicing native religions. Among oth-
er things, the courts forbade traditional medi-
cines, shaman healers, and all traditional ceremo-
nial observances. Despite their dubious legal
foundation, the Courts of Indian Offenses were
active until their mandate was rewritten in 1935
(Prucha 1984).

In 1935, the federal government ended its
official repression of tribal culture and religion.
But the conflicts between government authorities
and American Indians trying to practice non-Chris-
tian religions did not end. Many Indians regard
freedom of religion as an elusive promise. Most
controversies involve NAC ceremonies, the pres-
ervation of sacred areas, and the repatriation of
religious artifacts and skeletal remains in museum
collections (Loftin 1989; Echohawk 1993). NAC
ceremonies are controversial because they some-
times involve the use of peyote (a hallucinogen) as
a sacrament. Although peyote was once outlawed,
the NAC won the right to use it within narrowly
defined limits prescribed by the courts. The U.S.
Supreme Court upheld a case in which Oregon
banned the use of peyote, however, raising con-
cerns about how the conservative court will inter-
pret freedom of religion cases in the future
(Echohawk 1993).

Preservation of sacred areas places Indian
groups at odds with land developers, property
owners, local governments, and others who would
use sites deemed sacred by spiritual leaders. In one
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case, the Navajo and Hopi in 1983 went to court to
petition against the development of a ski resort
that intruded on sacred grounds. In this case and
several similar ones, the courts ruled against the
Indians (Loftin 1989). Similar conflicts have arisen
over the repatriation of religious artifacts and
skeletal remains in museums. These issues pit
academics such as scientists and museum curators
against Indian groups. In some instances, remains
and artifacts have been returned to tribes; Stan-
ford University returned burial remains to the
Ohlone tribe in California, for example. Other
institutions have opposed repatriation or are study-
ing the matter. The Smithsonian has developed a
complex policy for repatriation, and the Universi-
ty of California appointed a committee to develop
a policy. For the foreseeable future, the controver-
sy is likely to linger in the courts, Congress, and
academic institutions.

Compared to repatriation, cultural studies are
a less controversial though no less important do-
main of American Indian Studies. Indian religion
represents one of the central forms of native cul-
ture, but cultural studies also emphasize other
elements of Indian lifestyles, values, and symbol
systems. Some of these studies focus on the con-
tent of tribal culture; other research deals with the
consequences of tribal culture.

For decades, ethnologists recording for pos-
terity details about Indian culture, especially mate-
rial culture, or documenting the ways that Europe-
an contact influenced the content of tribal culture
dominated studies of American Indians. The popu-
larity of this type of research has declined signifi-
cantly, partly because there are few “pristine”
cultures left anywhere in the world, much less in
North America. Another reason, perhaps more
damaging, is the growing realization that studies
purporting to document precontact Indian cul-
ture were based on secondhand accounts of groups
that were not truly pristine. The influence of Euro-
pean diseases and trade goods often arrived far in
advance of Europeans (Ramenofsky 1987).

Many studies of American Indian culture now
resemble literary or artistic criticism. Others focus
on how European innovations have been incorpo-
rated into tribal culture in unique ways; silver-
smithing and rug weaving are two well-known
examples. A related set of studies deals with the

resurgence of traditional culture, such as the in-
crease in the use of American Indian languages
(Leap 1988).

The behavioral consequences of culture are
perhaps most prominent in a large literature on
American Indian mental health, education, and
rehabilitation (Bennett and Ames 1985; Foster
1988). Many studies show that education and reha-
bilitation efforts can be made more effective if
they are sensitive to cultural nuances (LaFromboise
1995). In fact, many specialists take this idea as a
point of departure and focus their research in-
stead on the ways in which Euro-American educa-
tional and therapeutic practices can be adapted to
the cultural predisposition of American Indian
clients (Lafromboise 1995).

Like the American Indian population, Ameri-
can Indian Studies is a highly diverse and growing
field of inquiry. It is interdisciplinary and eclectic
in the perspectives it uses. Once primarily the
domain of historians and anthropologists, Ameri-
can Indian Studies has rapidly expanded beyond
the bounds of these disciplines with contributions
from scholars in a wide variety of fields.
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C. MATTHEW SNIPP

AMERICAN SOCIETY

The term American society is used here to refer to
the society of the United States of America. This
conventional usage is brief and convenient and
implies no lack of recognition for other societies
of North, Central, and South America.

Boundaries of modern national societies are
permeable and often socially and culturally fuzzy
and changeable. Lines on maps do not take into
account the cross-boundary flows and linkages of
trade, tourists, information, workers, diseases, mili-
tary arms and personnel, ethnic or linguistic af-
filiations, and the like. As a large, heterogeneous
country, the United States well illustrates such
interdependence and cultural diversity.

During the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry it became increasingly plain that an understand-
ing of American society required analysis of its
place in a global system. National societies have
become highly interdependent through extensive
flows of capital, technology, goods and services,
ideas and beliefs, cultural artifacts, and symbols. A
world system of politico-military relationships (blocs
and hierarchies) interacts with a global system of
trade, finance, and population transfers, and both
systems are influenced by cultural interpenetration
(including organizational forms and procedures).

While these developments were under way,
the American people became healthier, life ex-
pectancy increased, educational levels rose, in-
come and wealth increased, major new technolo-
gies developed (e.g., the so-called Information
Revolution), and ethnic and racial minorities gained
in income, occupational status, and political par-
ticipation (Farley 1996). On the other hand, eco-
nomic inequality increased sharply, the prison
population grew rapidly (and became dispropor-
tionately made up of African Americans), divorce
rates remained at high levels, single-parent house-
holds increased, and infant mortality remained
high, as did violent crime (Farley 1996).
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Containing less than 5 percent of the world’s
population, the United States is a polyglot nation
of nations that now accepts a greater and more
diverse inflow of legal immigrants than any other
country—an average of about one million a year
from 1990 to 1995. It is often called a young
nation, but elements of its culture are continuous
with the ancient cultures of Europe, Asia, and
Africa, and its political system is one of the most
long-enduring constitutional democracies. Many
writers have alleged that its culture is standard-
ized, but it continues to show great diversity of
regions, ethnic groupings, religious orientations,
rural-urban contrasts, age groupings, political views,
and general lifestyles. It is a society in which many
people seem convinced that it is undergoing rapid
social change, while they hold firmly to many
values and social structures inherited from the
past. Like all other large-scale societies, in short,
it is filled with ambiguities, paradoxes, and
contradictions.

This society emerged as a product of the great
period of European expansion. From 1790 to
1990, the U.S. land area expanded from fewer
than 900,000 square miles to well over three mil-
lion; its populations from fewer than four million
to about 265 million. The United States has never
been a static social system in fixed equilibrium
with its environment. Peopled primarily by histo-
ry’s greatest voluntary intercontinental migration,
it has always been a country on the move. The vast
growth of metropolitan areas is the most obvious
sign of the transformation of a rural-agricultural
society into an urban-industrial society. In 1880,
the nation had four million farms; in 1992 it had
1.9 million. From 1949 to 1979 the index of output
per hour of labor went from about twenty to about
200. The most massive change in the occupational
structure, correspondingly, has been the sharply
decreasing proportion of workers in agriculture—
now less than 1 percent of the labor force.

The technological transformations that have
accompanied these trends are familiar. The total
horsepower of all prime movers in 1940 was 2.8
billion; in 1963 it was 13.4 billion; by 1978 it was
over 25 billion. Productive capacities and trans-
portation and communication facilities show simi-
lar long-term increases. For example, from 1947 to
1995, the annual per capita energy consumption
in the United States went from 230 to 345 million

BTUs—an increase of about 50 percent. The Ameri-
can people are dependent to an unprecedented
degree on the automobile and the airplane. (As of
the late 1980s, the average number of persons per
passenger car was 1.8; by 1995, there were 201
million motor vehicles in a population of some 263
million—1.6 persons per vehicle.) Mass transit is
only weakly developed. During the single decade
of the 1960s there was a 50 percent increase in the
number of motor vehicles, and in many cities such
vehicles account for 75 percent of the outdoor
noise and 80 percent of the air pollution. With
about 200 million motor vehicles in 1998, it is even
possible to imagine an ultimate traffic jam—total
immobilization from coast to coast.

All indicators of what we may call “heat and
light” variables have increased greatly: energy con-
sumption, pieces of mail handled by the U.S.
Postal Service (from 106 billion in 1980 to 183
billion in 1996), televisions (2.3 sets per household
in 1995), telephones (93.9 percent of households
had one in 1995), radios, electronic mail (29 mil-
lion persons using the Internet), cellular phones,
and fax. A vast flood of messages, images, and
information criss-crosses the continent.

In American households, the average number
of hours that the television was on increased from
5.6 in 1963 to 6.8 in 1976, and continues to slowly
increase. The effects of television viewing are com-
plex, although there is general agreement among
researchers that mass exposure is selective, does
focus attention on some matters rather than oth-
ers (raising public awareness), influence attitudes
on specific issues—especially those on which in-
formation is scanty—and probably has cumulative
effects on a variety of beliefs and preferences (cf.
Lang and Lang 1992).

In short, this is a society of high technology
and extremely intensive energy use. It is also a
country that has developed a tightly organized and
elaborately interdependent economy and social
system, accompanied by vast increases in total
economic productivity. Thus the real gross nation-
al product doubled in just two decades (1959-
1979), increasing at an average rate of 4.1 percent
per year (Brimmer 1980, p. 98). But beginning
with the sharp increases in oil prices after 1973,
the society entered a period of economic stagna-
tion and low productivity that was marked in the
1980s by large trade deficits, greatly increased
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federal budget deficits, and increased problems of
international competitiveness. Coming after a long
period of sustained growth, the changes of the
1980s resulted in an economy of low savings, high
consumption, and low investment—a situation of
“living beyond one’s means.” In the 1990s, a sus-
tained period of low inflation and rising stock
markets marked a somewhat uneasy sense of pros-
perity, seen as insecure as the decade ended.

MAJOR INSTITUTIONS

“Institution” here means a definite set of interre-
lated norms, beliefs, and values centered on im-
portant and recurrent social needs and activities
(cf. Williams 1970, chap. 3). Examples are family
and kinship, social stratification, economic sys-
tem, the polity, education, and religion.

Kinship and Family. American kinship pat-
terns are essentially adaptations of earlier Europe-
an forms of monogamous marriage, bilateral de-
scent, neolocal residence, and diffuse extended
kinship ties. All these characteristics encourage
emphasis on the marriage bond and the nuclear
family. In an urbanized society of great geographi-
cal and social mobility and of extensive commer-
cialization and occupational instability, kinship
units tend to become small and themselves unsta-
ble. Since the 1950s, the American family system
has continued its long-term changes in the direc-
tion of greater instability, smaller family units,
lessened kinship ties, greater sexual (gender) equali-
ty, lower birth rates, and higher rates of female-
headed households. The percentage of married
women in the labor force rose from 32 in 1960 to
61 in the 1990s. The so-called “traditional” family
of husband, wife, and children under eighteen
that comprised 40 percent of families in 1970 had
declined to 25 percent in 1995. Over one-fifth of
households are persons living alone. Marriage rates
have decreased, age at marriage has increased, and
rates of divorce and separation continue to be
high. The percentage of children under eighteen
years of age living in mother-only families in-
creased in the years between 1960 and 1985, from
6 to 16 among white, and from 20 to 51 among
black Americans (Jaynes and Williams 1989, p.
522). As individuals, Americans typically retain
commitment to family life, but external social and
cultural forces are producing severe family stresses.

Social Stratification. Stratification refers to
structural inequalities in the distribution of such
scarce values as income, wealth, power, authority,
and prestige. To the extent that such inequalities
result in the clustering of similarly situated indi-
viduals and families, “strata” emerge, marked by
social boundaries and shared styles of life. When
succeeding generations inherit positions similar to
previous generations, social classes can result.

The American system is basically one of open
classes, with relatively high mobility, both within
individual lifetimes and across generations. A con-
spicuous exception has been a caste-like system of
racial distinctions, although this has eroded sub-
stantially since the civil rights movement of the
1960s (Jaynes and Williams 1989). The 1980s and
1990s were marked by growing income inequality,
as the rich became richer and the poor did not.
Large increases in earnings inequality accrued
during the 1980s; meanwhile labor unions had
large membership losses and labor markets were
deregulated (unions lost over 3 million members
between 1980 and 1989—see Western 1998, pp.
230-232). Union membership declined from 20.1
percent of workers in 1983 to 14.5 percent in 1996
(Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1997, p. 441).

In the early 1990s, the United States had the
highest income inequality of any of twenty-one
industrialized countries (the income of individuals
of the highest decile was over six times the income
of the lowest decile). The United States differs
from other industrialized countries in the especial-
ly great disadvantage of its poorest people. This
result arises from very low wages at the bottom of
the distribution and low levels of income support
from public programs (Smeeding and Gottschalk
1998, pp. 15-19).

The end-of-the-century levels of inequality are
less than in the early decades of the 1900s, but
represent large increases since the lower levels at
the end of the 1960s (Plotnick, Smolensky, Even-
house, and Reilly 1998, p. 8). By 1996, the richest
20 percent of Americans received about 47 per-
cent of total income, while the poorest got 4.2
percent.

The dominant ideology remains individualis-
tic, with an emphasis on equality of opportunity
and on individual achievement and success. Al-
though extremes of income, power, and privilege
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produce strong social tensions, the system has
shown remarkable stability.

The history of stratification has included con-
quest of Native Americans, slavery of African peo-
ples, and extensive discrimination against Asians,
Hispanics, and various immigrants of European
origin. Assimilation and other processes of socie-
tal inclusion have moved the whole society increas-
ingly toward a pluralistic system, but deep cleavages
and inequalities continue. A fundamental tension
persists between principles of equality of opportu-
nity and individual merit, on the one hand, and
practices of ascribed status and group discrimina-
tion, on the other (cf. Myrdal, Sterner, and Ro-
se 1944).

As a consequence of increased openness since
the Immigration Act of 1965, the population con-
tains increased proportions of persons whose back-
grounds are in Asia and Latin America; this de-
velopment complicates ethnic/racial boundaries
and alignments, including political formations
(Edmonston and Pasell 1994). The increased
receptivity to immigrants was enhanced by the
Refugee Act of 1980, the Immigration and Con-
trol Act of 1986, and the Immigration Act of 1990.
The resultis that the number of immigrants admit-
ted per year has soared to an average of about a
million during the period 1990-1995 (Statistical
Abstract of the United States, 1997, p. 10). Although
vigorous political controversy surrounds immigra-
tion, the country remains committed to a general
policy of acceptance and to citizenship by resi-
dence rather than by ethnic origin.

Although much reduced in its most obvious
forms, discrimination against African Americans
continues to be widespread, in housing (Yinger
1995), credit, and employment (Wilson 1996; Jaynes
and Williams 1989). Residential segregation con-
tinues at high levels, although the 1980s brought a
small movement toward more residential mixing,
primarily in smaller Southern and Western cities
(Farley and Frey 1994).

The Economy. The American economic sys-
tem is a complex form of “high capitalism” charac-
terized by large corporations, worldwide interde-
pendence, high levels of private consumption, and
close linkages with the state.

Increased specialization leads both to increased
complexity and to increased interdependence, two

sides of the same coin. In the United States, as in
all industrialized countries, the movement from
the primary extractive and agricultural industries
to manufacturing was followed by growth of the
tertiary exchange-facilitating activities, and then to
expansion of occupations having to do with con-
trol and coordination and those ministering di-
rectly to the health, education, recreation, and
comfort of the population. As early as 1970, nearly
two-thirds of the labor force was in pursuits other
than those in “direct production” (primary and
secondary industries).

Since the late 1970s, there has been rapid
growth in involuntary part-time jobs and in other
insecure and low-paying employment as the econo-
my has shifted toward trade and services and
corporations have sought to lower labor costs
(Tilly 1996).

As the economy has thus shifted its focus, the
dominance of large corporations has become more
and more salient. In manufacturing, the total val-
ue added that is accounted for by the 200 largest
companies went from 37 percent in 1954 to 43
percent in 1970. Of all employees in manufactur-
ing, the percent working in multi-unit firms in-
creased from 56 percent in 1947 to 75 percent by
1972 (Meyer 1979, pp. 27-28). The top 500 indus-
trial companies account for three-fourths of indus-
trial employment (Wardwell 1978, p. 97).

Meanwhile, organized labor has not grown
correspondingly; for decades, overall unioniza-
tion has remained static, increasing only in the
service, technical, and quasi-professional occupa-
tions. The importance of the great corporations as
the primary focus of production and finance con-
tinues to increase. Widespread dispersion of in-
come rights in the form of stocks and bonds has
made the giant corporation possible, and this
same dispersion contributes directly to the con-
centration of control rights in the hands of sala-
ried management and minority blocs of stockhold-
ers. With widened markets for mass production of
standardized products, strong incentives were cre-
ated for effective systems of central control. Al-
though such tendencies often overreached them-
selves and led to a measure of later decentralization,
the modern corporation, not surprisingly, shows
many of the characteristics of the most highly
developed forms of bureaucracy.
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The interpenetration of what were previously
regarded as separate political and economic af-
fairs is a central fact. The interplay takes many
different forms. For a long time government has
set rules for maintaining or lessening business
competition; it has regulated the plane or mode of
competition, the conditions of employment, and
the place and functioning of labor unions. Pres-
sure groups, based on economic interests, cease-
lessly attempt to influence law-making bodies and
executive agencies. Governmental fiscal and mone-
tary policies constitute a major factor influencing
economic activity. As the economic role of the
state has expanded, economic forces increasingly
affect government itself and so-called private cor-
porations increasingly have come to be “public
bodies” in many ways, rivaling some sovereign
states in size and influence. The post-1980s politi-
cal movements for a smaller role for the central
government resulted in a partial dismantling of
the “welfare state” but did not remove the impor-
tant linkages of state and economy.

Political Institutions. In ideology and law the
American polity is a parliamentary republic, feder-
al in form, marked by a strong central executive
but with a tripartite separation of powers. From
the highly limited state of the eighteenth century,
the actual government has grown in size and scope
and has become more complex, centralized, and
bureaucratized. Partly because of pervasive in-
volvement in international affairs, since World
War II a large permanent military establishment
has grown greatly in size and importance. In 1996,
the Department of Defense included 3.2 million
persons, and total defense and veterans outlays
amounted to $303 billion. The executive agencies,
especially the presidency, became for decades in-
creasingly important relative to the Congress, al-
though the 1990s brought a resurgence of con-
gressional power. Among other changes, the
following appear to be especially consequential:

1. Continuing struggles over the character of
the “welfare state,” dedicated to maintain-
ing certain minimal safeguards for health
and economic welfare;

2. High development of organized interest
groups, which propose and “veto” nearly
all important legislation. The unorganized
general public retains only an episodic and
delayed power to ratify or reject whole

programs of government action. A rapid
increase in the number of Political Action
Committees—from 2551 in 1980 to 4016
in 1995—is only one indication of the
importance of organized interests;

3. Decreased cohesion and effectiveness of
political parties in aggregating interests,
compromising parties in conflict, and
reaching clear public decisions;

. Increasingly volatile voting and diminished
party regularity and party commitment
(split-ticket voting, low rates of voting,
large proportion of the electorate with no
firm party reference).

American political parties are coalitions of
diverse actors and interests, with accompanying
weak internal discipline, but they remain relatively
stable under a system of single-member districts
and plurality voting—"first past the post.” Al-
though the polity is subject to the hazards of
instability associated with a presidential rather
than parliamentary system, the national federal
system, the separation of powers, and the centrali-
ty of the Constitution and the judiciary combine to
support the traditional two-party electoral arrange-
ment, although support for a third party appears
to be growing (Lipset 1995, p. 6).

Historically, political parties in the United
States have been accommodationist: They have
served to articulate and aggregate interests through
processes of negotiation and compromise. The
resulting “packages” of bargains have converted
diverse and diffuse claims into particular electoral
decisions. To work well, such parties must be able
to plan nominations, arrange for representativeness,
and sustain effective competition. In the late twen-
tieth century, competitiveness was weakened by
volatile elections—for example, landslides and dead-
locks with rapidly shifting votes—and by party
incoherence. In the nominating process the mass
media and direct primaries partly replaced party
leaders and patronage. Representativeness was
reduced by polarization of activists, single-issue
voting, and low turnouts in primaries. And the
inability of parties to protect legislators seemed to
increase the influence of single-issue organiza-
tions and to enlarge the scope of “symbolic” ac-
tions. Hard choices, therefore, tended to be de-
ferred (cf. Fiorina 1980, p. 39).
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The existence of an “interest-group” polity
was clearly indicated. The political system readily
expressed particular interests but found difficul-
ties in articulating and integrating partly incom-
patible demands into long-term national programs.

As the century drew to a close, many commen-
tators expressed concerns about the increasing
expense of political campaigns, the increasing im-
portance of very large contributions through Po-
litical Action Committees, the potential influence
upon voters of “vivid soundbites” on television,
and the increasing centralization of control of the
mass media. At the same time, the conspicuous
behavior of so-called independent counsels (spe-
cial prosecutors) raised the fears that a “Fourth
Branch” of government had arisen that would be
relatively free of the checks and balances, tradi-
tional in the tripartite system of governance. Pub-
lic opinion polls showed increased disaffection
with political institutions and processes, and lower
voting turnouts indicated much apathy in the elec-
torate. As investigations, prosecutions, and litiga-
tion have escalated and have been rendered omni-
present by the media, erosion of trust in government
has likewise increased greatly (Lipset 1995).

Yet detailed analysis of data from national
public opinion surveys in the last decade of the
century failed to find the alleged extreme polariza-
tion that had been suggested by acrimonious parti-
sanship between the political parties and in the
Congress. Thus, a major study (DiMaggio, Evans,
and Bryson 1996) found little evidence of extreme
cleavages in social opinions between 1974 and
1994, with two exceptions: attitudes toward abor-
tion diverged sharply, and the attitudes of those
who identify with the Democratic and Republican
parties have become more polarized. Instead of
moderating dissension, the party system between
1970 and the 1990s appears to have sharpened
cleavages. There is a possibility that some political
leaders have been pulled away from centrist posi-
tions by militant factions within their own party.
The total picture seemed to be that of extreme
contentiousness within the central government
while the wider society showed much greater toler-
ance, consensus, and stability.

Education. In addition to diffuse processes of
socialization found in family and community, spe-
cialized educational institutions now directly in-
volve one-fifth of the American people as teachers,

students, and other participants. In the twentieth
century, an unparalleled expansion of mass educa-
tion occurred. Nearly 80 percent of the appropri-
ate age group graduate from secondary school and
62 percent of these attend college; in 1993, 21.3
percent had completed four years of college or more.

Historically, the educational system was radi-
cally decentralized, with thousands of school dis-
tricts and separate educational authorities for each
state (Williams 1970, chap. 8). In contrast to coun-
tries with strong central control of education and
elitist systems of secondary and higher education,
the United States for most of its history has had a
weak central state and a mass education system.
Education was driven by demands for it rather
than by state control of standards, facilities, tests,
curricula, and so on (cf. Garnier, Hage, and Full-
er 1989).

These characteristics partly derive from wide-
spread faith in education as a means of social
advancement as well as from commitments to
equality of opportunity and to civic unity. Inequali-
ties of access were long enforced by involuntary
racial segregation, now somewhat reduced since
1954, when the Supreme Court declared such
segregation unconstitutional. Inequalities of ac-
cess due to social class and related factors, of
course, continue (Jencks et al. 1979). Formal edu-
cational attainments have come to be so strongly
emphasized as a requirement for employment and
advancement that some observers speak of the
development of a ‘“‘credential society” (Collins
1979). Meanwhile the slow but steady decline in
students’ test scores has aroused much concern
but little agreement as to remedial measures.

Religious Institutions. Major characteristics
of institutionalized religion include: formal sepa-
ration of church and state, freedom of religious
expression and practice, diversity of faiths and
organizations, voluntary support, evangelism, high
rates of membership and participation, widespread
approval of religion and acceptance of religious
beliefs, complex patterns of partial secularization,
frequent emergence of new religious groupings,
and important linkages between religious affilia-
tions and social class and ethnicity (cf. Williams
1970, chap. 9; Wilson 1978).

Many of these characteristics are causally in-
terrelated. For example, earlier sectarian diversity
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encouraged separation of church and state and
religious toleration, which, in turn, favored fur-
ther diversity, voluntarism, evangelism, and relig-
ious innovations. Self-reported religious affilia-
tions in social surveys shows these percentages:
Protestant, 60; Catholic, 25; Jewish, 2; other, 4;
none, 9. These broad categories cover hundreds of
diverse groupings (General Social Surveys 1994).

Changes include growth in membership of
evangelical Protestant denominations (now one-
fifth of the population, Hunter 1997), closer ties
between religious groupings and political activi-
ties, and the rise of many cults and sects. Separa-
tion of church and state was increasingly chal-
lenged in the 1990s, and religious militancy in
politics increased. Nevertheless, national surveys
(1991) showed that the religiously orthodox and
theological progressives were not polarized into
opposing ideological camps across a broad range
of issues—although there were sharp divisions on
some particular issues (Davis and Robinson 1996).

Among industrialized Western countries, the
United States manifests extraordinary high levels
of membership and participation. Thus, although
there has been extensive secularization, both of
public life and of the practices of religious groups
themselves, religious influence remains pervasive
and important (Stark and Bainbridge 1985).

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

The long-term increase in the importance of large-
scale complex formal organizations, salient in the
economy and polity, is evident also in religion,
education, and voluntary special-interest associa-
tions. Other trends include the reduced autonomy
and cohesion of small locality groupings and the
increased importance of special-interest formal
organizations and of mass publics and mass com-
munication. The long-term effects of the satura-
tion of the entire society with advertising, propa-
ganda, assorted information, and diverse and highly
selective world views remain to be ascertained.
Local communities and kinship groupings have
been penetrated more and more by formal, cen-
tralized agencies of control and communication.
(Decreasing localism shows itself in many forms. A
well-known and striking example is the continuous
decrease in the number of public school districts.)

These changes have moved the society as a
whole in the direction of greater interdepend-
ence, centralization, formality, and impersonality.

VALUES AND BELIEFS

Beliefs are conceptions of realities, of how things
are. Values are conceptions of desirability, of how
things should be (Williams 1970, chap. 11). Through
shared experience and social interaction, commu-
nities, classes, ethnic groupings, or whole societies
can come to be characterized by similarities of
values and beliefs.

The weight of the evidence for the United
States is that the most enduring and widespread
value orientations include an emphasis on person-
al achievement (especially in occupational activi-
ty), success, activity and work, stress on moral
principles, humanitarianism, efficiency and practi-
cality, science, technology and rationality, prog-
ress, material comfort, equality, freedom, democ-
racy, worth of individual personality, conformity,
nationalism and patriotism; and, in tension with
most other values, values of group superiority and
racism. Mixed evidence since the 1970s seems to
indicate complex shifts in emphasis among these
orientations—primarily in the direction of success
and comfort, with lessened commitment to more
austere values. Some erosion in the emphasis placed
on work and some lessening in civic trust and
commitment may have occurred.

In contrast to many images projected by the
mass media, national surveys show that most Ameri-
cans still endorse long-standing beliefs and values:
self-reliance, independence, freedom, personal re-
sponsibility, pride in the country and its political
system, voluntary civic action, anti-authoritarian-
ism, and equality within limits (Inkeles 1979; Wil-
liams 1970, chap. 11). And for all their real
disaffections and apprehensions, most Americans
see no other society they prefer: As late as 1971,
surveys in eight countries found that Americans
were less likely than persons in any other country
to wish to live elsewhere (Campbell, Converse, and
Rodgers 1976, pp. 281-285). Americans in nation-
al public opinion surveys (1998) ranked second
among twenty-three countries in pride in the coun-
try and in its specific achievements. Thus, popular
attitudes continue to reflect a perennial satisfac-
tion and positive nationalism (Smith and Jarkko 1998).
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AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL
ASSOCIATION AND OTHER
SOCIOLOGICAL
ASSOCIATIONS

The American Sociological Association (ASA) will
celebrate its centennial year in 2005; since its
inception, it has grown in size, diversity, programs,
and purpose. Current ASA goals are as follows:

+ Serving sociologists in their work,

+ Advancing sociology as a science and as a
profession,

- Promoting the contributions and use of
sociology to society.

While the first goal remains the raison d’etre
for the membership organization, over the ASA’s
100 years, there have been ebbs and flows, support
and controversy, about the latter two goals and
how the association embodies them.

ASA MEMBERSHIP TRENDS

An interesting perspective on the ASA’s history is
revealed through an examination of membership
trends. Table 1 shows fairly slow but stable growth
up until 1931. During the years of the Great
Depression, there were substantial declines. De-
spite these declines, however, sociologists were
becoming very visible in government agencies such
as the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the U.S.
Bureau of the Census. Between 1935 and 1953, for
example, there were an estimated 140 profession-
al social scientists, the great majority of them
sociologists, employed in the Division of Farm
Population and Rural Life. This activity reached its
peak between 1939 and 1942, when there were
approximately sixty professionals working in Wash-
ington, D.C. and in regional offices. Sociologists
are well placed in many federal agencies and non-
profit organizations in Washington; however, they
are ‘“‘undercover,” working under a variety of
job titles.

The years following World War II saw a rapid
increase in ASA membership—the number nearly
quadrupled between 1944 (1,242) and 1956 (4,682).
Between 1957 and 1967, membership more than
doubled, from 5,223 to 11,445, and continued
upward to 15,000 during the heights of the social
protest and anti-Vietnam War movements. How-
ever, during the latter half of the 1970s, member-
ship gradually drifted downward and reached a
seventeen-year low of 11,223 in 1984. In the next
fifteen years, the membership increased by 2,000
and has remained stable at over 13,000 in the 1990s.

The growth and decline in the ASA can be
accounted for in part by a combination of ideologi-
cal and demographic factors as well as the gradual-
ly changing nature of work in American society,
particularly since the end of World War II. For
example, the GI bill made it possible for an ordi-
nary veteran to get a college education. The col-
lege population jumped from one-half million in
1945 to several million within three years. Gradu-
ally, while urban and metropolitan populations
grew, the number and percentage of people in the
manufacturing sector of the labor force declined,
and the farm population declined even more dra-
matically, while the service sector grew. Within the
service sector, information storage, retrieval, and
exchange grew in importance with the coming of
the computer age. These societal changes helped
to stimulate a growth in urban problems involving
areas such as family, work, and drugs, and these
changes led to a growth of these specialty areas in
soci