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It is easy enough to identify the principal teachers, both 
close at hand and at a distance, who taught me most. 
During my graduate studies, they were: P. A. Sorokin, 
who oriented me more widely to European social 
thought and with whom, unlike some other students 
of the time, I never broke although I could not follow 
him in the directions of inquiry he began to pursue in 
the late 1930s; the then quite young Talcott Parsons, 
engaged in thinking through the ideas which first cul-
minated in his magisterial Structure of Social Action; 
the biochemist and sometime sociologist L. J. Hender-
son, who taught me something about the disciplined 
investigation of what is first entertained as an interest-
ing idea; the economic historian E. F. Gay, who taught 
me about the workings of economic development as 
reconstructible from archival sources; and, quite con-

sequentially, the then dean of the history of science, George Sarton, who allowed me to work 
under his guidance for several years in his famed (not to say, hallowed) workshop in the Wid-
ener Library of Harvard. Beyond these teachers with whom I studied directly, I learned most 
from two sociologists: Emile Durkheim, above all others, and Georg Simmel, who could teach 
me only through the powerful works they left behind, and from that sociologically sensitive 
humanist, Gilbert Murray. During the latter period of my life, I learned most from my col-
league, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, who probably had no idea of how much he taught me during our 
uncountable conversations and collaborations during more than a third of a century.

Looking back over my work through the years, I find more of a pattern in it than I had sup-
posed was there. For almost from the beginning of my own work, after those apprenticeship 
years as a graduate student, I was determined to follow my intellectual interests as they 
evolved rather than pursue a predetermined lifelong plan. I chose to adopt the practice of 
my master-at-a-distance, Durkheim, rather than the practice of my master-at-close-range, 
Sarton. Durkheim repeatedly changed the subjects he chose to investigate. Starting with his 
study of the social division of labor, he examined methods of sociological inquiry and then 
turned successively to the seemingly unrelated subjects of suicide, religion, moral education, 
and socialism, all the while developing a theoretical orientation which, to his mind, could be 
effectively developed by attending to such varied aspects of life in society. Sarton had pro-
ceeded quite the other way: in his earliest years as a scholar, he had worked out a program 
of research in the history of science that was to culminate in his monumental five-volume 
Introduction [sic] to the History of Science (which carried the story through to the close of the 
14th century!).

The first of these patterns seemed more suitable for me. I wanted and still want to advance 
sociological theories of social structure and cultural change that will help us understand how 
social institutions and the character of life in society come to be as they are. That concern with 
theoretical sociology has led me to avoid the kind of subject specialization that has become (and, 
in my opinion, has for the most part rightly become) the order of the day in sociology, as in other 
evolving disciplines. For my purposes, study of a variety of sociological subjects was essential.
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