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ROBERT PARK
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Robert Park did not follow the typical career route 
of an academic sociologist—college, graduate 
school, professorship. Instead, he had a varied 
career before he became a sociologist late in life. 
Despite his late start, Park had a profound effect 
on sociology in general and on theory in particu-
lar. Park’s varied experiences gave him an unusual 
orientation to life, and this view helped shape the  
Chicago school, symbolic interactionism, and, ulti-
mately, a good portion of sociology.

Park was born in Harveyville, Pennsylvania, on Feb-
ruary 14, 1864 (Matthews, 1977). As a student at the 
University of Michigan, he was exposed to a number of 
great thinkers, such as John Dewey. Although he was 
excited by ideas, Park felt a strong need to work in the 
real world. As Park said, “I made up my mind to go in 

for experience for its own sake, to gather into my soul . . . ‘all the joys and sorrows of the world’” 
([1927] 1973:253). Upon graduation, he began a career as a journalist, which gave him this real-
world opportunity. He particularly liked to explore (“hunting down gambling houses and opium 
dens” [Park, [1927] 1973:254]). He wrote about city life in vivid detail. He would go into the field, 
observe and analyze, and finally write up his observations. In fact, he was already doing essen-
tially the kind of research (“scientific reporting”) that came to be one of the hallmarks of Chicago 
sociology—that is, urban ethnology using participant observation techniques (Lindner, 1996).

Although the accurate description of social life remained one of his passions, Park grew 
dissatisfied with newspaper work because it did not fulfill his familial or, more important, 
his intellectual needs. Furthermore, it did not seem to contribute to the improvement of the 
world, and Park had a deep interest in social reform. In 1898, at age 34, Park left newspaper 
work and enrolled in the philosophy department at Harvard. He remained there for a year 
but then decided to move to Germany, at that time the heart of the world’s intellectual life. 
In Berlin, he encountered Georg Simmel, whose work was to have a profound influence on 
Park’s sociology. In fact, Simmel’s lectures were the only formal sociological training that 
Park received. As Park said, “I got most of my knowledge about society and human nature 
from my own observations” ([1927] 1973:257). In 1904, Park completed his doctoral disserta-
tion at the University of Heidelberg. Characteristically, he was dissatisfied with his disserta-
tion: “All I had to show was that little book and I was ashamed of it” (Matthews, 1977:57). He 
refused a summer teaching job at the University of Chicago and turned away from academe 
as he had earlier turned away from newspaper work.

His need to contribute to social betterment led him to become secretary and chief publicity  
officer for the Congo Reform Association, which was set up to help alleviate the brutality 
and exploitation then taking place in the Belgian Congo. During this period, he met Booker  
T. Washington, and he was attracted to the cause of improving the lot of black Americans. He 
became Washington’s secretary and played a key role in the activities of the Tuskegee Insti-
tute. In 1912, he met W. I. Thomas, the Chicago sociologist, who was lecturing at Tuskegee. 
Thomas invited him to give a course on “the Negro in America” to a small group of graduate 
students at Chicago, and Park did so in 1914. The course was successful, and he gave it again 
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