
238  Part II • Modern Sociological Theory: The Major Schools

TALCOTT PARSONS
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Talcott Parsons was born in 1902 in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado. He came from a religious and 
intellectual background; his father was a Congre-
gational minister, a professor, and, ultimately, the 
president of a small college. Parsons got an under-
graduate degree from Amherst College in 1924 and 
set out to do graduate work at the London School 
of Economics. In the next year, he moved on to 
 Heidelberg, Germany. Max Weber had spent a large 
portion of his career at Heidelberg, and, although 
he had died five years before Parsons arrived, 
Weber’s influence survived and his widow contin-
ued to hold meetings in her home, meetings that 
Parsons attended. Parsons was greatly affected 
by Weber’s work and ultimately wrote his doctoral 
thesis at Heidelberg, dealing, in part, with Weber’s 
work (Lidz, 2007).

Parsons became an instructor at Harvard in 1927, and although he switched departments 
several times, Parsons remained at Harvard until his death in 1979. His career progress 
was not rapid; he did not obtain a tenured position until 1939. Two years previously, he had 
published The Structure of Social Action, a book that not only introduced major sociological 
theorists such as Weber to large numbers of sociologists but also laid the groundwork for 
Parsons’s own developing theory.

After that, Parsons made rapid academic progress. He was made chairman of the Harvard 
sociology department in 1944 and, two years later, set up and chaired the innovative depart-
ment of social relations, which included not only sociologists but a variety of other social sci-
entists. By 1949, he had been elected president of the American Sociological Association. In 
the 1950s and into the 1960s, with the publication of such books as The Social System (1951), 
Parsons became the dominant figure in American sociology.

However, in the late 1960s, Parsons came under attack from the emerging radical wing of American  
sociology. Parsons was seen as a political conservative, and his theory was considered highly 
conservative and little more than an elaborate categorization scheme. But in the 1980s, there was 
a resurgence in interest in Parsonsian theory not only in the United States but around the world 
(Alexander, 1982–1983; Buxton, 1985; Camic, 1990; Holton and Turner, 1986; Sciulli and Gerstein, 
1985). Holton and Turner have perhaps gone the furthest, arguing, “Parsons’ work . . . repre-
sents a more powerful contribution to sociological theory than that of Marx, Weber, Durkheim 
or any of their contemporary followers” (1986:13). Furthermore, Parsons’s ideas influenced not 
only conservative thinkers but neo-Marxian theorists as well, especially Jurgen Habermas.

Upon Parsons’s death, a number of his former students, themselves sociologists of consid-
erable note, reflected on his theory, as well as on the man behind the theory (for a more 
recent, and highly personal, reminiscence, see Fox, 1997). In their musings, these soci-
ologists offered some interesting insights into Parsons and his work. The few glimpses of 
 Parsons reproduced here do not add up to a coherent picture, but they offer some provocative 
glimpses of the man and his work.

P
ho

to
gr

ap
h 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 A

m
er

ic
an

 S
oc

io
lo

gi
ca

l A
ss

oc
ia

ti
on


