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GEORGE CASPAR HOMANS
AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

How I became a sociologist, which was largely a matter 
of accident, I have described in other publications. [For 
a full autobiography, see Homans, 1984.] My sustained 
work in sociology began with my association, begin-
ning in 1933, with Professors Lawrence Henderson  
and Elton Mayo at the Harvard Business 
School. Henderson, a biochemist, was studying  
the physiological characteristics of industrial work; 
Mayo, a psychologist, the human factors. Mayo was 
then and later the director of the famous researches 
at the Hawthorne Plant of the Western Electric Com-
pany in Chicago.

I took part in a course of readings and discussions 
under Mayo’s direction. Among other books, Mayo 
asked his students to read several books by promi-
nent social anthropologists, particularly Malinowski, 

Radcliffe-Brown, and Firth. Mayo wanted us to read these books so that we should under-
stand how in aboriginal, in contrast to modern, societies social rituals supported productive 
work.

I became interested in them for a wholly different reason. In those days, the cultural 
anthropologists were intellectually dominant, and friends of mine in this group, such as 
Clyde Kluckhohn, insisted that every culture was unique. Instead, I began to perceive from 
my reading that certain institutions of aboriginal societies repeated themselves in places 
so far separated in time and space that the societies could not have borrowed them from 
one another. Cultures were not unique and, what was more, their similarities could only be 
explained on the assumption that human nature was the same the world over. Members of 
the human species working in similar circumstances had independently created the similar 
institutions. This was not a popular view at the time. I am not sure it is now.

By this time, I had also been exposed to a number of concrete or “field” studies of small 
human groups both modern and aboriginal. When I was called to active duty in the Navy in 
World War II, I reflected on this material during long watches at sea. Quite suddenly, I con-
ceived that a number of these studies might be described in concepts common to them all. In 
a few days, I had sketched out such a conceptual scheme.

Back at Harvard with a tenured position after the war, I began working on a book, later entitled 
The Human Group (1950), which was intended to apply my conceptual scheme to the studies 
in question. In the course of this work, it occurred to me that a conceptual scheme was useful 
only as the starting point of a science. What was next required were propositions relating the 
concepts to one another. In The Human Group, I stated a number of such propositions, which 
seemed to hold good for the groups I had chosen.

I had long known Professor Talcott Parsons and was now closely associated with him in the 
Department of Social Relations. The sociological profession looked upon him as its leading 
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