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Some Neglected Areas of Research and Theory
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I

HE AIR is full of many voices today

I saying “Lo, here,” and “Lo, there,”

warning the public about contempo-
rary trends in our national life. On the one
hand, there is much fearsome talk of the
dangers of statism as leading finally to
total governmental control. On the other,
there are many who contend that only the
state can save us from going to pieces, that
as the largest and most powerful agency, it
should take over more and more areas of
social control.

I have long thought that a discussion of
the relation of the state to society was
among the topics appropriate to an occa-
sion such as this. Now, having but re-
cently returned from a second “tour of
duty” with that great example of state so-
cialism—the Army—I am more convinced
than ever that this subject will bear ex-
amination. Whether our soldiers and vet-
erans realize it or not, they have experienced
at least one form of more or less complete
state control in a vast organization in which
personal initiative generally is punished and
in which conformity is the key to success.

In any case, aside from wartime improvisa-

* Presidential address delivered at annual meet-
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tions, we have, in recent decades, been wit-
nessing distinctive institutional changes and
corresponding  alterations in individual
values with respect to the place of the state
in our total social-cultural life. It seems to
me, further, that these changes present a
field for research and theoretical considera-
tions which sociologists may well take se-
riously. The changes bound up with the
state-society relationship, in fact, are cer-
tain to affect all sorts of other areas of
sociological investigation, such as, those
bearing on home and family, the school,
industry, and recreation—to name only a
few.

The problems having to do with state-
societal relations are legitimate research in-
terests for sociologists. Our colleagues in
political science have recently been so en-
grossed in studying the details of administra-
tive paraphernalia that they have ignored
this topic. We will do well to put at least
some of our effort into an analysis of this
far-reaching subject.

Before going further it will be well to de-
fine the major concepts to be used in this
discussion in order to avoid any serious
misunderstanding as to meanings. I shall use
the term society, not in its generic meaning
of any group in interaction, but rather in
its popular, yet fully accepted, sense of a
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national society, usually designated by some
adjective as “American society,” “British
society,” or “Russian society.” So defined
a society means a relatively large mass of
people of a common culture, usually with
the same language, who occupy a given
territory, possess common values, and in
our own time tend to set up their own state
system. By state 1 mean the political or
governmental organization which has, in
modern times, come to exercise central, sov-
ereign, and over-all control. Closely linked
to the concept of society is that of the com-
munity. By this term we refer to a limited
locality grouping of people within a national
society, usually with a common trade or
economic center and host of other socio-
political functions, such as, local govern-
ment, education, religion, and recreation.
The crucial matter in the relation of society
to the state is that of power or control. We
shall use control or power in the sense of its
larger public aspects, both governmental or
non-governmental.

It is a commonplace today that under
technological advance the world is moving
into an industrialized society marked by the
loss of many of our basic primary-group
patterns and values and the emergence of
many new associational and cultural forms.
One accompaniment of these changes is the
present era of big states. Some social
scientists who take a ‘‘wave-of-the-future”
view of cultural trends seem unwilling to
look critically at the possible meaning of
these changes, especially as they concern the
place of government in relation to other in-
stitutions. Many take for granted that the
state is the proper and only agency to
accomplish what may be called the general
aims of the people in any national society.
These proponents pooh-pooh the idea that
much can be expected from working rela-
tions developed between various special-
interest groups, or from voluntary commu-
nity associations. In short, they assume that
mass society, characterized by high special-
ization of roles and the dissipation of pri-
mary and small-community groups, indicates
that the state and only the state remains
as an effective means of getting things done,
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either for the individual or for men in as-
sociation. They see this with respect to
domestic policy and even more so with
regard to problems of war and peace on the
international front, especially in view of con-
siderable popular hysteria about the poten-
tial destructiveness of the atom-bomb.
Others, often with a nostalgic yen for
the past, “view with alarm” such shifts in
control and even attribute the growth of
state power to the evil designs of individuals
or parties. They yearn for the good old days
when the state played a minor and negative
role of watchdog to protect persons and
property in a society of competing and con-
flicting interests. Some in this camp believe
that steps may be taken to keep alive the
alleged virtues of the community and vol-
untary associations of men if only we
do not succumb to the subtle pressures and
propaganda which suggest that more and
more societal operations should be left to
the state. Many individuals in this latter
group reflect either the liberalistic-individ-
ualistic or the Christian tradition or both.
It is evident that we are faced with certain
competing or conflicting value-practice sys-
tems in the modern world. On the one hand,
we have a number of national societies which
are committed in theory and, in part, in
practice to democratic-representative sys-
tems. These take the traditional position
that a given national society, made up of a
wide variety of individual and group in-
terests, should remain dominant over the
state as a power agency. This superiority or
dominance of the society over the state is
expressed in those cultural values which
historically came to be called ‘“natural
rights”: free speech, free assemblage, trial
by jury of peers, provisions for “due proc-
ess,” the writ of .kabeus corpus, secret bal-
loting and free elections, and others. In
terms of a favorite Fourth-of-July cliché the
“state is the servant not the master of the
people.” On the other hand, we find the
authoritarian or totalitarian state which in
theory and practice moves to absorb so-
cietal functions, so that as time goes on state
and society become co-terminus. In such a
situation the state controls not only the
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economic life, but, more and more, all other
aspects of national and personal existence:
the family, education, religion, recreation,
arts, and communication.

It is not that one system is inherently
superior to the other. All the evidence of
cultural anthropology and history shows
that man is amazingly adaptable to a variety
and differing intensity of controls. In setting
up this dichotomy there is no intention to
commit anyone to favor one or the other.
But it is well to bear in mind that divergent
value-systems, as they work out, may pro-
duce quite different results for individuals
and groups. While few, if any, of us can get
very far outside the cultural and personal
framework of our own lives, we should not
hesitate to apply our techniques and theories
to trying to discover just how the extension
of state power is working out under such
contrasting value-systems.

It would be ideal if we could collect, com-
pare, and analyze data from various con-
trasting state-society systems, especially
from the United States, Britain, and Soviet
Russia. But this is to expect too much. We
can secure data from ourselves and from
Britain if she retains scientific freedom as
she moves toward a planned and state-man-
aged economy. But as to getting adequate
data from Soviet Russia we are up against
apparently insurmountable obstacles in at-
tempting to procure valid factual informa-
tion or to get an opportunity to make any-
thing approaching objective studies on the
ground. Students of comparative culture will
have to be satisfied with making the best of
what data they can secure from the U.S.S.R.
Authoritarianism evidently fears a free
science as we know it. This fact itself ought
to be reckoned with in evaluating social
systems comparatively.

There are many topics which might be
examined here, but I shall confine myself,
first, to the growth of state control over the
economic order and to the closely related
subject of planning as a function of the state.
Second, there are certain important socio-
logical implications in the expansion of state
power as it touches administrative, legisla-
tive, and judicial operations. Finally, the
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personal meaning of shifts in values must
be examined, for, if culture affects per-
sonality, as we have come generally to be-
lieve, the growth of governmental control
will inevitably have an influence upon the
life organization of individuals.

II

Perhaps the greatest and most basic
change in the relation of the state to the
non-governmental aspects of national so-
ciety has to do with the economic order. We
certainly have moved a long way from the
position of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries which held that the
chief function of government was to pro-
vide protection to person, property, and
contract at home, and to defend the country
against its enemies abroad. The state has
come increasingly to regulate the economic
processes in the name of the general welfare
or to aid some special interest group or other
in their struggle for a larger share of na-
tional income. For decades business secured
support through high tariffs, rationalized in
the name of weak “infant industries” which
could not stand competition in the world
markets. More recently farm groups and
labor organizations have had the help of
government in the name of equalizing their
competitive strength in the struggle for a
share in the nation’s wealth. So, too, controls
have been introduced to maintain the com-
petitive system in the face of monopolies.

In our country these and other controls
have been introduced in piecemeal and even
haphazard fashion. They have often been
improvised on the spot in the face of some
immediate crisis. Few, if any, have come as
a result of long-range and deliberate plan-
ning. Committed as we were in the past
century to a competitive market system, the
state functioned largely as arbiter or referee.
The aim of the state was to see that all
comers had a relatively equal chance in the
market or, in the case of public utilities, to
see that the consuming public was not over-
charged for the services rendered.

The impact of two large-scale wars upon
us has been impressive. In the period just
past we ran the gamut from federal control



