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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

A Feel for the Data: 
 

Paul F. Lazarsfeld and the Columbia University Bureau of Applied Social Research 
 

 
by 
 

Eric Tapken Hounshell 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 
 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2017 
 

Professor David Sabean, Chair 
 
 

 
This dissertation examines the career and methodological thinking of the sociologist Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld (1901-1976) from interwar Vienna to the mid-twentieth century United States. It 
locates the roots of the research system and graduate student training at the Columbia University 
Bureau of Applied Social Research in his Vienna formation. Lazarsfeld’s approach to social 
research mediated between extreme Central European positions on the relationship between the 
natural sciences and the humanities and social sciences. Examination of Lazarsfeld’s Viennese 
milieu uncovers the specific ways of thinking through this problem and the particular meanings 
attached to them that were highly local but embedded in conversations and scientific practices 
throughout Central Europe and across the Atlantic. In his American years, new constellations of 
thinkers and new political contexts imbued the problem with new meanings. A contextualized 
reconstruction of Lazarsfeld’s career contributes to the ongoing revision of our understanding of 
“posivitism.” Lazarsfeld anticipated “post-positivist” perspectives on skill, training, and 
objectivity that animate the practical turn in the history of science but from within the tradition of 
Viennese positivism. The dissertation is divided into three parts in rough chronological order but 
focused around Vienna from the end of the First World War until the early 1930s and the United 
States from the mid-1940s to the early 1960s. These periods cover Lazarsfeld’s young adulthood 
in Vienna and the height of his influence and activity at Columbia University in postwar 
America respectively. Ways of doing social science that have seemed particularly “American” 
appear less indigenous because they can be traced in part back to Austria through Lazarsfeld. 
Attention to Lazarsfeld’s idiosyncratic approach makes the supposed methodological consensus 
of the postwar American social sciences that vaunted “basic” or “pure” science and a “natural 
science model” appear less uniform. These findings open up space for nuanced examination of 
the relationships between methodology and context. 
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Introduction: 
A Feel for the Data 

 
In 1962, Paul F. Lazarsfeld sent a letter back to his colleagues at Columbia University 

from his visiting post at the Sorbonne. With typical, amused self-caricature, he reported on the 

multitude of alter egos he had unintentionally created since his early days in Vienna: 

“Incidentally, my 82 professional lives jostle each other, often in a strange way. I found a 

monograph by an Austrian describing Mrs. Buehler and my studies on adolescence—done 

around 1929—as if we were long dead. At another time, I was asked whether the American who 

wrote The People's Choice is a relative of the latent structure man who once studied mathematics 

in Paris. And the U.S. Cultural Attaché in Bonn wants me to give a few lectures there, and 

assures me there will not be any language difficulties—he will invite only people who 

understand English!”1 

As the letter implies, Lazarsfeld contributed to a range of social science fields in several 

countries. Born in 1901, he grew up in Vienna's first district in a milieu of socialist intellectuals, 

scientists, and politicians. After a period of enthusiastic engagement with the socialist movement 

and depth psychology in his youth and young adult years and formal studies in the social 

sciences, mathematics, and physics, he settled into an academic career. He earned a doctorate 

with a 1925 dissertation on the mathematics in Einstein's theory of gravity. Soon thereafter, 

Lazarsfeld turned to psychology, earning his keep at the University of Vienna's Psychological 

Institute as statistics instructor and assistant to Charlotte Bühler's child development studies 

while building his knowledge in academic psychology and developing quantitative methods in 

                                                
1 Paul Lazarsfeld, “Some Observations by Paul F. Lazarsfeld on Social Research and Academic 
Life in Paris,” November 15, 1962, Series 1, Box 3a, Fol. “Round Letters I,” Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
Collection. Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the 
City of New York. 
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social-psychology. By the late 1920s, Lazarsfeld led a subdivision of the Psychological Institute, 

the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle (WPF; Economic Psychology Research Center), 

which conducted studies in market research and social welfare and was largely staffed by former 

members of the socialist youth movement. In 1933, shortly after the completion of perhaps his 

most famous work—a study of the effects of unemployment in the Lower-Austrian village of 

Marienthal by a team of researchers at the Forschungsstelle—Lazarsfeld left for the United 

States on a travel grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. After the grant expired in 1935, he 

spent several years working as an itinerant hired hand in New Deal-related social research and 

marketing research and established a tenuous base at the now-defunct University of Newark. 

Milestones in his subsequent career followed from his co-directorship of a major Rockefeller-

funded project on the effects of radio on society beginning in 1937, which gradually grew into a 

precarious partnership with Columbia University thereafter. What started as the Princeton Radio 

Research Project, a joint venture between academics and entertainment industry personnel, 

eventually became the Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) at Columbia University in 

1944 once its work had diversified beyond radio research.  

Having finally secured a stable appointment in Columbia's sociology department in 1941, 

Lazarsfeld quickly became a force in the booming mid-century social sciences thanks to the 

uncommon combination of skills, both intellectual and managerial, that he had developed in 

Europe and the United States. The BASR was a leading center of graduate training in social 

research, and its alumni populated research departments in universities, industry, government, 

and non-governmental organizations. In the postwar years, Lazarsfeld played a key role in the 

proliferation of institutions and the dissemination of methods for the social sciences on both 

sides of the Atlantic under the auspices of American foundations, U.S. government agencies, and 
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international organizations. This is how he ended up confronting a set of alter egos in 1960s 

Europe. 

It is tempting to see Lazarsfeld's life, especially after his permanent settlement in 

America in 1935, as twentieth-century picaresque, where instead of the shrewd rogue familiar 

from Baroque literature we have a clever emigre social scientist with “82 professional lives,” 

living by his wits alone and moving from one research episode to the next. His first wife and life-

long colleague and friend, Marie Jahoda, borrowed vocabulary from the historian of ideas Isaiah 

Berlin to pose a related question of whether Lazarsfeld should be seen as a hedgehog (who 

“knows one big thing”) or a fox (who “knows many things”).2 Lazarsfeld cast his life as a mere 

“Episode in the History of Social Research” and himself as a “connecting cog” in the 

development of the modern social sciences.3 Yet going against Lazarsfeld’s self-effacing 

language of being a mere cog is his deep conviction, long felt and articulated directly to a French 

journalist around the same time as the letter quoted above, about the Bureau of Applied Social 

Research: “C'est l'oeuvre de ma vie et c'est ce que l'on gravera, j'espere, sur ma pierre tombale” 

(It is my life's work and it is, I hope, what they will write on my tombstone.)4 

                                                
2 Isaiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s View of History (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1953); Marie Jahoda in Robert King Merton, James S. Coleman, and Peter H. 
Rossi, eds., Qualitative and Quantitative Social Research: Papers in Honor of Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld (New York: Free Press, 1979). 

3 Lazarsfeld’s two autobiographical statements are “An Episode in the History of Social 
Research: A Memoir,” in The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. 
Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1969), 270–337; and “On Becoming an Immigrant” in Qualitative Analysis: Historical 
and Critical Essays (Boston, 1972), 245-259. 

4 Unknown date and source, ca. 1960s. Quoted from a French newspaper profile of Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld in Robert Merton, “On the Oral Transmission of Knowledge,” in Sociological 
Traditions from Generation to Generation: Glimpses of the American Experience (Norwood, 
New Jersey: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1980), p. 8n5. 
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 In this dissertation, I cast the life of Paul Lazarsfeld not as picaresque but as a sort of 

Bildungsroman. In Isaiah Berlin’s terms, I see him as a hedgehog rather than a fox. The endpoint 

of Lazarsfeld’s development and his “one big thing” were one and the same: holding together his 

disparate activities and identities was his contribution to a whole way of knowing—the 

production of reliable, often quantitative, empirical knowledge about contemporary social 

phenomena—that has become an infrastructure in our societies. This dissertation locates the 

roots of this way of knowing, which Lazarsfeld began to develop in Vienna but elaborated and 

realized at the BASR, in his formation in early twentieth-century Vienna. Thus, the work is both 

more and less than intellectual biography—less because it is selective and mainly non-

chronological, leaving gaps in the 1930s and post-1960s largely uncovered; more because it 

dives deep into the ideas of Lazarsfeld’s contemporaries in Central Europe and the United States 

and into the inner-workings of the research institutions he founded on both continents. Indeed, 

this dissertation is also a laboratory study that examines the research system of the BASR—the 

interlocking of methodological ideas, research tools, funding structures, training regimes, 

scientific selves, and institutional culture for empirical and applied social research. Biographical 

and laboratory studies are not at odds here. Rather, each perspective enriches the other. Intimate 

familiarity with the biographical subject makes the origin and meaning of the research system’s 

features legible, while an intricate understanding of the laboratory makes the essential features of 

the biographical development apparent. Each perspective sheds new light on twentieth-century 

intellectual history and history of science. Perhaps one could say that this dissertation is more a 

biography of a research style than of a historical individual. 

Lazarsfeld and others reflected on his turn away from socialist political engagement 

toward apparently depoliticized professional research. The theses range in gravity from the 
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playful “Marxist on leave,” to the sophomoric label of “sell out,” to pillar of “mainstream 

sociology,” to “founder of a scientific multinational,” to sinister and cynical supporter of the 

“main drift” or status quo.5 One specific episode that has attracted particular attention is the 

encounter between Lazarsfeld and the Frankfurt School, who implicated Lazarsfeld in their 

critiques of “instrumental reason” and the “culture industry.”6 Whatever the severity of the 

charge, there is always a rupture or betrayal of socialism implied. Without denying this rupture, I 

have elected not to let it drive the narrative of this dissertation. (And on the whole I leave the 

encounter between Lazarsfeld and the Frankfurt School to other scholars.)7 There are simply too 

                                                
5 Lazarsfeld apparently once publicly referred to himself as a “Marxist on leave,” to which an 
audience member responded “Who gave you leave?” He applied the sell-out label to himself in 
his 1962 oral history while reflecting on the sudden professionalization of his rhetoric in the 
1929 volume Jugend und Beruf. On the construction of “mainstream sociology,” see Craig 
Calhoun and Jonathan VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: ‘Mainstream’ 
Sociology and its Challengers,” in Sociology in America: A History (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 367–410. The French sociologist Michael Pollak, of Pierre Bourdieu’s 
circle, coined the moniker “founder of a scientific multinational.” See Pollak, “Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, Fondateur d’une Multinationale Scientifique,” Actes de la Recherche en Sciences 
Sociales 25, no. 1 (1979): 45–59. Lazarsfeld as supporter of the “main drift” comes from C. 
Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination (New York: 1959). 

6 The key texts for orientation are Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der 
Aufklärung: philosophische Fragmente (Amsterdam: Querido, 1947); Institut für 
Sozialforschung, Soziologische Exkurse, nach Vorträgen und Diskussionen (Frankfurt am Main: 
Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1956); Theodor W. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European 
Scholar in America,” in The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. Donald 
Fleming and Bernard Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1969), 338–70; Theodor W. Adorno et al., Der Positivismusstreit in der deutschen Soziologie, 
ed. Frank Benseler (Berlin: Luchterhand, 1969). 

7 The literature on the Frankfurt School is vast. For overviews and recent works that deal with 
encounters between Lazarsfeld and the Frankfurt School, see David Jenemann, Adorno in 
America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007); Robert Hullot-Kentor, “Second 
Salvage: Prolegomenon to a Reconstruction of Current of Music,” in Current of Music 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009), 1–40; Hans-Joachim Dahms, Positivismusstreit: die 
Auseinandersetzungen der Frankfurter Schule mit dem logischem Positivismus, dem 
amerikanischen Pragmatismus und dem kritischen Rationalismus (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1994); Christian Fleck, A Transatlantic History of the Social Sciences: Robber 
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many intervening factors to make it a viable organizing structure or problem. And besides, the 

rupture is not quite dramatic enough for it to be intellectually interesting. Lazarsfeld’s political 

engagement did indeed wane as he transitioned to the role of professional social scientist in the 

late 1920s. This became only more clear once he settled in the United States in the 1930s. 

However, unlike other Europeans or Americans with a socialist past he never turned against 

socialism.8 Indeed, he responded to the Cold War and to McCarthyist persecution in subtly 

subversive ways—by inconspicuously giving work to blacklisted scholars, for example, or 

recruiting them to his department. One of his larger survey studies dealt with the effects of 

McCarthyism on academic life.9 

Just because I sidestep the political rupture, this does not mean that I purge politics as an 

analytical framework. In fact, it is precisely by paying attention to the politics attributed to 

scientific method in Lazarsfeld’s Austrian and American contexts that I have become sensitized 

to the arbitrariness of the politics of method. To put it simply, the positivism coded as apolitical 

(in reality or in ambition) or right of center in postwar America was a conscious project of the 

political left wing in pre-WWII Vienna.10 A worthy study of the politics of knowledge would 

have to take a different approach than my own and, perhaps more to the point, use a different 

                                                
Barons, the Third Reich and the Invention of Empirical Social Research (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2011). 

8 Lazarsfeld dealt with the question head-on in an interview. See Paul F Lazarsfeld and Nico 
Stehr, “A Conversation with Paul F. Lazarsfeld,” The American Sociologist 17, no. 3 (1982): 
150–155. 

9 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens, The Academic Mind: Social Scientists in a Time of 
Crisis (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1958). 

10 George Reisch has done the most to untangle the politics of positivism from Europe to the 
United States in How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of 
Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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source base than the one I used. Whereas I used the sources to examine the production of 

knowledge, an adequate study of the social and political implications of Lazarsfeld’s way of 

doing social science would have to follow the science through its actual applications and their 

consequences in society. The case study on the market research for the Ford Motor Company’s 

Edsel automobile that I present here makes strides toward this approach but only modestly so. 

 “A Feel for the Data” reconstructs Lazarsfeld’s idiosyncratic and highly reflective 

approach to social research. Though Lazarsfeld was certainly a pioneer in many respects, the 

burden of argument here is placed more on particularity than on priority (i.e. being the first or 

most important in any given innovation). He had a “feel for the data” in several senses. First, in 

the common idiomatic meaning of this phrase, Lazarsfeld had a fine sensibility for the texture 

and meaning behind data, a quality observed by his fellow social scientists and evident in the 

written record. This was something he tried to cultivate in the graduates of the BASR through 

their research apprenticeships and through an approach to teaching methodology that did not 

cordon off statistical tools from their applications to real problems of social analysis. Good social 

research, Lazarsfeld recognized, was not about mechanically following a prescribed set of 

methods but required craft skill and, further, a critical subjectivity. Both of these qualifications 

fly in the face of the stereotypical image of “positivist” methodology and quantitative methods. 

So, too, does Lazarsfeld’s approach to social research at the level of concept formation, a 

second sense of his “feel for the data.” As Lazarsfeld came of age and took up his vocation as 

social scientist in early twentieth-century Vienna, the relationship among the natural sciences, 

social sciences, and humanities and the individual disciplines within them was a top problem on 

the intellectual agenda. Expressed most starkly, the question was whether or not the social 

sciences and humanities were and should be radically distinct from the natural sciences. This 
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problem was not uniquely Viennese: indeed, it animated much debate in the United States. 

However, a careful examination of Lazarsfeld’s Viennese milieu uncovers the specific ways of 

thinking through this problem and the particular meanings attached to them that were highly 

local while also embedded in conversations and scientific practices throughout Central Europe 

and across the Atlantic. To thinkers at the time, the problem seemed to have dire moral and 

political consequences beyond the matter of producing sound knowledge. When Lazarsfeld 

moved from Vienna to the United States, the conversation continued (as did his research 

practices themselves), but the parameters shifted. Some of the interlocutors—Lazarsfeld’s fellow 

emigres and those Americans who were already in dialogue with the Europeans—were still 

around, but shifting constellations of thinkers and new political contexts imbued the problem 

with new meanings. What persisted through the change was Lazarsfeld’s approach to concept 

formation, which brought together ways of thinking from physics, the social sciences, and 

humanities. His approach mediated between the extreme Central European positions of a radical 

dichotomy between Natur- and Geistes/Sozialwissenschaft and outright dismissal of Verstehen 

(understanding) and related concepts such as empathy and intuition. “A feel for the data” in the 

second sense points to Lazarsfeld’s use of numbers according to the logic of verstehende 

humanistic inquiry with the conceptual tool of the “model” or “picture” drawn from modern 

physics. In ways that will hopefully become clearer to the reader with each successive chapter, 

Lazarsfeld’s approach to concept formation, first developed in Vienna, shaped the whole 

research system at the Bureau of Applied Social Research. 

 This dissertation builds on several strands of scholarship germane to the history of the 

social sciences in Central Europe and the United States. Certainly the two regions have their own 

particular intellectual histories. However, through the intellectual flight from fascism and war 
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and the flow of ideas and personnel back to postwar Europe, these histories became intertwined 

to a new density and depth. Scholars have attended to both the particularity and interconnection 

of European and American intellectual histories in the twentieth century. For decades, there has 

been significant scholarly attention to implications of the intellectual migration from Central 

Europe. Yet here German emigres have often upstaged their Austrian cousins. Perhaps this is 

because Austrian contributions to American intellectual life tended to be in more specialized, 

niche fields such as analytic philosophy and mathematics; however, this overshadowing is also 

the corollary to a broader tendency to subsume Austrian culture under German culture without 

attending to the significant differences between them. The glitter and doom of interwar Germany 

has been so attractive as to often seduce us into including the Austrian First Republic into 

“Weimar culture.” Certainly there was significant circulation of people and ideas within 

German-speaking Europe, but the intellectual culture of each country remained distinct in ways 

that are neither commonly recognized nor easy to pin down. The situation is further complicated 

by the fact that Central Europeans encountered each other in new and interesting ways in the 

interwar period and thereafter, especially as emigres in the United States. This dissertation 

engages this set of historiographic problems by sussing out Lazarsfeld’s peculiarly Austrian 

formation and examining how it then fit into the intellectual world of mid-century America. On 

this basis, the ways of doing social science that have seemed particularly or stereotypically 

“American” appear less indigenous because they can be traced in part back to Austria through 

Lazarsfeld. Further, attention to Lazarsfeld’s idiosyncratic approach makes the supposed 

methodological consensus of the postwar American social sciences that vaunted “basic” or 
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“pure” science and a “natural science model” appear less uniform.11 These findings open up 

space for nuanced examination of the relationships between methodology and context. 

One key object of scholarship that is particularly relevant to Lazarsfeld is “positivism.” 

Debate over positivism raged throughout his entire life and beyond. Since the 1980s, historians 

and philosophers of science have reconstructed the broad philosophical, political, and social 

content and context of Central European positivism and revised the understandings passed down 

from previous generations of scholars.12 Their work redresses lacunae and inaccuracies of the 

received view distorted by past misunderstandings, bad faith attacks, and a historical record and 

tradition fragmented by political upheaval and emigration. Yet we still lack an adequate, 

synthetic intellectual history of positivism from the late nineteenth century up to the First World 

War. H. Stuart Hughes’s Consciousness and Society (1958) still serves as the standard account (it 

was my intellectual history textbook at Berkeley), but it is more concerned with the “revolt 

against positivism” represented by certain key figures than with positivism itself. The latter 

receives only cursory examination through an idiosyncratic canon of “social thought” from the 

perspective of a quasi-apolitical “‘high’ [Continental European] level of thought” that is too 

                                                
11 The most sustained treatment of postwar social science policy along these lines is Mark 
Solovey, Shaky Foundations: The Politics-Patronage-Social Science Nexus in Cold War 
America (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2013). 

12 Particularly important for this dissertation is the works of Friedrich Stadler and his colleagues 
around the Institut Wiener Kreis in Vienna, George Reisch, Nancy Cartwright, Thomas Uebel, 
and Malichi Hacohen. See Friedrich Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in the Origins, 
Development and Influence of Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015); George A. 
Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of Logic 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Nancy Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath: 
Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); 
Thomas E. Uebel, ed., Rediscovering the Forgotten Vienna Circle: Austrian Studies on Otto 
Neurath and the Vienna Circle (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991); Malachi Haim 
Hacohen, Karl Popper -- the Formative Years, 1902-1945: Politics and Philosophy in Interwar 
Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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broad and decontextualized to capture the role of positivist thinking in specific national, regional, 

and social settings and in concrete scientific problems.13 Leszek Kolakowski’s The Alienation of 

Reason (1968) offers a more complete, synthetic account of positivism from the Enlightenment 

to twentieth-century logical empiricism than Hughes’s.14 However, he maintains a tight focus on 

key thinkers in the history of ideas, not on the application and broader currency of these ideas in 

European society and culture. Rehabilitation of positivist thinkers is not Hans-Jörg Rheinberger’s 

explicit intention in his recent essay, On Historicizing Epistemology (2007).15 Nevertheless, 

Rheinberger enriches our understanding of thinkers relevant to this dissertation such as Ernst 

Mach, Pierre Duhem, Henri Poincaré, and Karl Popper through a fresh look at their contributions 

to a view of science as process, a perspective that helped animate the recent scholarly attention to 

scientific practices introduced below. With its focus on the natural sciences, Rheinberger’s essay 

still leaves us wanting a new synthetic account of positivist thinking across the natural sciences, 

social sciences, and humanities in the early twentieth century. A contextualized reconstruction of 

Lazarsfeld’s career and especially his early development contribute to the ongoing revision of 

our understanding of posivitism. 

 The history of the social sciences is a relatively new and growing field of study. Indeed, 

several landmark monographs and edited volumes that helped orient this dissertation appeared 

                                                
13 H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social Thought, 
1890-1930 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1958), p. 9. David Lindenfeld finds Hughes 
similarly lacking in The Transformation of Positivism: Alexius Meinong and European Thought, 
1880-1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), p. 7. 

14 Leszek Kolakowski, The Alienation of Reason: A History of Positivist Thought (Garden City, 
N.Y: Doubleday, 1968). 

15 Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, On Historicizing Epistemology: An Essay, trans. David Fernbach 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010). 
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only as I began to research and write or shortly before. This scholarship is particularly dense for 

the postwar United States, the epicenter of the mid-century social science boom. We now have a 

good picture of funding and policy for the social sciences, a scene in which Lazarsfeld figured 

prominently as a broker and recipient of patronage from foundations, government agencies, and 

international organizations.16 Other works capture theoretical, methodological, and conceptual 

paradigms of the postwar social sciences such across patronage networks and institutions.17 The 

chapters on the Bureau of Applied Social Research here complement the growing number of 

monographic studies of other key institutions in the postwar social science landscape such as the 

Harvard Department of Social Relations, the Harvard’s Center for Cognitive Studies, the RAND 

Corporation, and Stanford University.18 

                                                
16 Mark Solovey and Hamilton Cravens, eds., Cold War Social Science: Knowledge Production, 
Liberal Democracy, and Human Nature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Mark Solovey, 
Shaky Foundations: The Politics-Patronage-Social Science Nexus in Cold War America (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2013); Hunter Crowther-Heyck, “Patrons of the 
Revolution: Ideals and Institutions in Postwar Behavioral Science,” Isis 97, no. 3 (September 
2006): 420–46. See also the theme issues of Isis 101, no. 2 (2010) and Journal of the History of 
the Behavioral Sciences 47, no. 3 (2011) and the historiographic overview by Joel Isaac, “The 
Human Sciences in Cold War America,” The Historical Journal 50, no. 3 (August 2007): 725–
746. 

17 Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Michael E. Latham, Modernization as 
Ideology: American Social Science and “Nation Building” in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Michael E. Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution: 
Modernization, Development, and U.S. Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2011); Hunter Heyck, Age of System: Understanding the Development 
of Modern Social Science (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015); George Steinmetz, 
ed., The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences: Positivism and Its Epistemological Others, 
Politics, History, and Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005). Especially important for 
capturing the intellectual mood of postwar American academia is David A. Hollinger, Science, 
Jews, and Secular Culture: Studies in Mid-Twentieth-Century American Intellectual History 
(Princton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1996). 

18 Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge: Making the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012); Rebecca Lemov, “The Laboratory 
Imagination: Experiments in Human and Social Engineering, 1929--1956” (Ph.D. Dissertation, 
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Recently, history of the social sciences has probed deeper into the practices of knowledge 

production.19 This brings the subfield into contact with a broader trend of studying practices 

across the sciences. The turn to practice demands a certain density and kind of sources in order to 

gain a sufficiently high-resolution picture of scientific research. The holdings of the Columbia 

University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library made fine-grained study of Lazarsfeld and the 

BASR possible. Yet the practical turn has theoretical implications beyond mere exploitation of 

new kinds of sources in novel ways. Attention to practice aims to offer a description of how 

science works in comparison with normative theories of scientific method in the philosophy of 

science. This dissertation has taken inspiration from the practical turn, but this has also led it into 

an interesting tangle: the new wave in the historical and ethnographic study of science is aimed 

in part against the “positivist” traditions in the philosophy of science that formed Lazarsfeld’s 

milieux in Vienna and the United States. I have found Lazarsfeld in many ways anticipating the 

“post-positivist” perspectives from Michael Polanyi and Thomas Kuhn that animate the practical 

turn but from within the tradition of Viennese positivism.20 Lazarsfeld devoted significant 

                                                
University of California, Berkeley, 2000); Jamie Cohen-Cole, The Open Mind: Cold War 
Politics and the Sciences of Human Nature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014); David 
Jardini, “Thinking Through the Cold War: RAND, National Security, and Domestic Policy, 
1945-1975” February 2010; Rebecca Lowen, Creating the Cold War University: The 
Transformation of Stanford (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997). 

19 I took particular inspiration from Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge; Jamie Cohen-Cole, The 
Open Mind; and Charles Camic, Neil Gross, and Michèle Lamont, eds., Social Knowledge in the 
Making (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). See also Paul Erickson et al., How Reason 
Almost Lost Its Mind: The Strange Career of Cold War Rationality (The University of Chicago 
Press, 2013). 

20 Key touchstones are Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical 
Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958); Thomas Kuhn, The Essential Tension: 
Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1977). 
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attention to matters of skill and the self of the scientist—matters that positivists are said to have 

excluded and that historians have restored to the relevant business of science. Historians’ focus 

on these matters has opened up new perspectives on the history of objectivity, credibility, and 

authority and on the scientific vocation in all its richness.21 My treatment of Lazarsfeld and the 

BASR complements these scholarly trends. Here I enter yet another tangle, for Lazarsfeld’s 

colleague Robert Merton serves here as both an actor in my story and as a theoretical touchstone 

for reflections on the scientific vocation. For several decades, Lazarsfeld also sustained an 

interest in what he called the “utilization cycle” of social research—the twists and turns, 

alliances, and paperwork of representation and communication entailed in research comparable 

to what Bruno Latour called “science in action.”22 This dissertation examines how Lazarsfeld 

and his colleagues at the BASR incorporated such a perspective into their own reflexive practice. 

Through the case study on the Edsel market research, I also bring the science-in-action approach 

to history of the social sciences, where it has been less common than in the history of the natural 

sciences and engineering. 

                                                
21 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007); Lorraine 
Daston and Elizabeth Lunbeck, eds., Histories of Scientific Observation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2011); Theodore M. Porter, Trust in Numbers : The Pursuit of Objectivity in 
Science and Public Life (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995); Theodore M. Porter, 
Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2006); Theodore M. Porter, “Is the Life of the Scientist a Scientific Unit?,” Isis 97, no. 2 
(2006): 314–21; Steven Shapin, Never Pure: Historical Studies of Science as If It Was Produced 
by People with Bodies, Situated in Time, Space, Culture, and Society, and Struggling for 
Credibility and Authority (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010); Steven 
Shapin, The Scientific Life: A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008); David Kaiser, ed., Pedagogy and the Practice of Science: Historical and 
Contemporary Perspectives (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2005). 

22 Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987). 
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For all of its brilliance, the intellectual world of interwar Vienna has attracted less 

scholarship in the English language than one would expect and few works of synthesis. 

Especially with regards to the latter point, perhaps this is the hole left when intellectual history of 

the Zeitgeist sort became unfashionable sometime in the later twentieth century.23 Two synthetic 

works stand out, however. First is Helmut Gruber’s remarkable study of the cultural and 

intellectual project of Red Vienna.24 More recently, Janek Wasserman’s sociology of knowledge 

deftly elucidates the political factions of Vienna’s intellectuals during the First Republic.25 In 

addition, studies of Vienna’s philosophers of science—especially those by Friedrich Stadler, 

Nancy Cartwright et al., and Malichi Hacohen—make considerable contributions to a general 

picture of Vienna’s interwar scientific culture, as does Deborah Coen’s work on science and 

public life in Vienna through the Exner intellectual dynasty.26 In German, two sprawling, 

encyclopedic works by Norbert Leser and Ernst Glaser serve as references on the immense talent 

in Vienna during these years.27 On the nascent social sciences in the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth centuries in particular there is not the same volume and density of scholarship available 

                                                
23 Hacohen addresses the gap left by Carl Schorske’s powerful portrait of fin-de-siècle Vienna in 
the course of his response to Deborah Coen’s critique of Schorske (cited below). See Malichi 
Haim Hacohen, “The Culture of Viennese Science and the Riddle of Austrian Liberalism,” 
Modern Intellectual History 6, no. 2 (August 2009): 369–96. 

24 Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991). 

25 Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2014). 

26 Deborah R. Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty: Science, Liberalism, and Private Life 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 

27 Norbert Leser, Zwischen Reformismus und Bolschewismus: Der Austromarxismus als Theorie 
und Praxis (Vienna: Europa Verlag, 1968); Ernst Glaser, Im Umfeld des Austromarxismus: ein 
Beitrag zur Gestesgeschichte des österreichischen Sozialismus (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1981). 
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for Austria as there is for Germany, with the obvious exception of psychoanalysis. This 

dissertation adds to the small number of specialized studies on the social sciences and social 

thought in Austria and, given Lazarsfeld’s wide-ranging activity during his Vienna years, makes 

strides towards synthesis. 

 Lazarsfeld is not the kind of thinker to attract shelves upon shelves of scholarship. 

However, a small set of scholarly literature that examined Lazarsfeld’s career from one 

perspective or another made this study at all possible by clueing me in to the relevant milieux 

and capturing the wide scope of his work. Especially important in this regard is the sociologist 

Christian Fleck, who has worked since the 1980s on reconstructing the history of the social 

sciences in Austria and the United States, often with Lazarsfeld at the center.28 Scholars from the 

field of mass communications, David Morrison and Jeff Pooley, have also contributed valuable 

studies of one of the founding fathers of their field.29 A smattering of conference volumes and 

special issues of journals on Lazarsfeld and his work offer yet more perspectives.30 Beyond this, 

                                                
28 Christian Fleck, Rund um “Marienthal”: von den Anfängen der Soziologie in Österreich bis zu 
ihrer Vertreibung, Österreichische Texte zur Gesellschaftskritik 51 (Vienna: Verlag für 
Gesellschaftskritik, 1990); Christian Fleck, A Transatlantic History of the Social Sciences: 
Robber Barons, the Third Reich and the Invention of Empirical Social Research (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2011). Fleck and his colleages in Graz have also worked to gather 
archival materials, for many years published a journal on the history of sociology in Austria, and 
edited posthumous volumes of Lazarsfeld’s work. I am grateful for their efforts. Gerhard 
Benetka’s thorough, critical studies of the Bühler Institute have also been essential. See Benetka, 
Psychologie in Wien: Sozial- und Theoriegeschichte des Wiener Psychologischen Instituts 1922-
1938 (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verl., 1995). 

29 David E. Morrison, The Search for a Method: Focus Groups and the Development of Mass 
Communication Research (Luton, Bedfordshire, U.K.: University of Luton Press, 1998); Pooley, 
Jefferson, “An Accident of Memory : Edward Shils, Paul Lazarsfeld and the History of Mass 
Communication Research” (Columbia University, 2006). 

30 See Wolfgang R. Langenbucher, ed., Paul F. Lazarsfeld: die Wiener Tradition der 
empirischen Sozial- und Kommunikationsforschung (München: Ölschläger, 1990); Jacques 
Lautman and Bernard Lécuyer, eds., Paul Lazarsfeld (1901 - 1976): la sociologie de Vienne à 
New York (Paris ua: L’Harmattan, 1998); Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
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there is scholarship on Lazarsfeld and the Bureau of Applied Social Research from sociologists 

and practitioners of survey research.31 All of this work has guided my efforts to offer an original 

and synthetic interpretation of Lazarsfeld’s career from Vienna to New York. 

 A study of Lazarsfeld’s career confronts particular methodological challenges. First is the 

issue raised at the beginning of this introduction. Lazarsfeld shows up in many places, and the 

methods of empirical social research—especially the tools of survey research associated with his 

legacy—are deployed to any and all fields of inquiry. Chasing him around the globe and through 

many fields of research threatens to scatter the narrative into oblivion. Following the red thread 

of methodology, which Lazarsfeld after all consistently identified as his central focus and 

greatest contribution alongside the BASR itself, has led me to escape this danger by treating him 

as a hedgehog rather than a fox. Yet a related problem arises once methodological continuity 

from Vienna to the BASR becomes the driving concern: how to delimit Lazarsfeld’s oeuvre. On 

this point I have tended to treat much of the collective and individual authorship within the WPF 

and BASR as part of Lazarsfeld’s corpus and as an execution of his methodological program. 

This is not a cavalier assumption, for aside from the simple fact of his leadership position it is 

clear from studying the way Lazarsfeld and his institutions operated that he had a routine habit of 

deputizing his colleagues to work out specified problems. 

                                                
Social Science 68 (Nov. 2006) special issue on Politics, Social Networks, and the History of 
Mass Communications Research: Rereading Personal Influence (Nov., 2006); Wolfgang R. 
Langenbucher, ed., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld: Leben und Werk: Anstatt einer Biografie (Wien: 
Braumüller, 2008). 

31 Jean M. Converse, Survey Research in the United States: Roots and Emergence 1890-1960 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987); Jennifer Platt, A History of Sociological 
Research Methods in America: 1920-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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 Nevertheless, sources pose certain challenges for this dissertation. There is a paucity of 

sources from Lazarsfeld’s early years. He must not have been able to take much with him when 

he left for the United States. By his own account, he arrived to settle permanently in America in 

1935 with little besides the clothes on his back.32 Later, much of his correspondence was lost 

when the basement of Columbia’s Fayerweather Hall, which housed the sociology department, 

flooded. Compounding this problem is that even within the extant sources from Lazarsfeld’s 

Vienna years, he tended to be less than forthcoming in writing about where he got his ideas and 

how he set himself in relation to his contemporaries. This is understandable for a milieu 

characterized by intensive face-to-face contact in dense, overlapping intellectual circles. My 

approach was to reconstruct Lazarsfeld’s context as precisely as possible by reading widely 

across thinkers that I identified as thematically relevant and for whom I could piece together 

evidence of likely or certain contact with him. 

The situation is reversed for the later years, for which Lazarsfeld’s personal papers 

housed at the Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library comprising 

correspondence and research and teaching materials are voluminous. Then there are the still 

more extensive records of the Bureau of Applied Social Research. Adding to this are prolific 

papers of his closest colleague at Columbia, Robert Merton, plus smaller collections from other 

faculty and records from the Columbia University archives. Readers here will notice citations as 

well to the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv in Vienna, which is said to be a copy of the Columbia papers, 

plus an indeterminate amount of materials collected at the initiative of the archive’s founder Paul 

                                                
32 Lazarsfeld, “On Becoming an Immigrant.” 
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Neurath and subsequent archivists.33 This includes the unpublished memoir of Lazarsfeld’s 

mother Sophie. The collection at the University of Vienna’s Political Science and Sociology 

Library includes a portion of Lazarsfeld’s professional library, which afforded a valuable 

glimpse into his reading habits. In addition to this core material, I consulted other, more limited 

collections, mainly in Vienna and New York. Some of this made it into the dissertation, while 

much of it steered me in one direction or another without appearing in this manuscript in the end. 

 As I suggested above, Lazarsfeld’s writings obscure, or rather fail to register, the breadth 

of his reading and general curiosity. At no point, from his prescientific political and pedagogical 

writings through his later empirical, methodological, and historical works does he treat any 

thinkers or texts as authorities. This attitude fits with his eclecticism and his primary orientation 

toward empirical research. Contrary to the stereotyped image of an uncultured quantifier, 

Lazarsfeld was well read, a fact that is well supported by anecdotal evidence from family, 

friends, colleagues, and the remnants of his professional library held today in Vienna.34 Yet he 

read eclectically rather than systematically across philosophy, history, and the social sciences. 

His historical writings followed the changing uses, understandings, and empirical methods for 

key concepts in social science research over time. This entailed a different kind of reading than, 

for example, the exegesis of a single master thinker across his oeuvre. But this does not mean he 

was a sloppy reader. On the contrary, his later pedagogical writings and testimonies from his 

                                                
33 Paul Neurath, “The Paul F. Lazarsfeld Archive at the University of Vienna: Its History and Its 
Contents,” International Journal of Public Opinion Research 13, no. 3 (2001): 299–314. 

34 See the eulogy for Lazarsfeld by his son in law, the historian Bernard Bailyn, in Robert King 
Merton, James S. Coleman, and Peter H. Rossi, eds., Qualitative and Quantitative Social 
Research: Papers in Honor of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (New York: Free Press, 1979). 
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students at Columbia University reveal the emphasis he placed on techniques of reading and 

explicating social scientific texts, an approach he adapted from the traditional Gymnasium 

education for modern social research. Above all, Lazarsfeld found the meaning of concepts in 

their use—either as they were operationalized in research procedures or in their applications.  

Lazarsfeld’s historical and methodological writings also evince a second attitude—a 

focus on the examination of actual research procedures over theoretical texts. (For this reason, 

his historical and methodological texts are not easily sorted into distinct genres.) It seems that 

Lazarsfeld resisted getting bogged down with texts and master thinkers, probably because of his 

overwhelming commitment to empirical research practices. It is not expedient to choose between 

Marx or Weber, Durkheim or Tarde, before setting out to investigate a phenomenon. Nor did it 

appear particularly fruitful to verify or reject a social theory on the basis of a handful of 

empirical studies: when Lazarsfeld and his colleagues found that immiseration produced a 

resigned rather than a revolutionary working class in The Unemployed of Marienthal, for 

example, it did not compel him to explicitly reject Marx or Marxism altogether. This does not 

reveal dogged adherence to Marx but rather a more fundamental skepticism toward the 

fruitfulness of systematic social theory. Yet for Lazarsfeld even this skepticism was more of a 

tacit assumption than an explicit axe to grind. On the other hand—and this is fostered by 

sustained investigation of Lazarsfeld’s intellectual biography and milieux—one can always 

surmise that when Lazarsfeld uses a term in the course of methodological explication without 

reference to a fixed definition or author he in fact has in the back of his mind the philosophical 

language that imbued his scientific coming of age in Central Europe. For example, when in 

American English he uses the word “imagery,” he draws on the tradition of Bildtheorie and 

theories of concept formation in German-language physics and philosophy around 1900. There is 
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no explicit reference to this tradition, but through comparison of Lazarsfeld’s ideas with this 

tradition and through corroborative evidence from his Viennese colleagues, it becomes clear that 

this was very much on his mind. My understanding of Lazarsfeld’s extensive reading habits, 

along with the relatively small source base for his early years, forced me to cast a wide net in 

search of ideas and arguments that resonated with his own. 

This dissertation is divided into three parts in rough chronological order but focused 

around Vienna between the end of the First World War until the early 1930s and the United 

States from the mid-1940s to the early 1960s. These periods cover Lazarsfeld’s young adulthood 

in Vienna and the height of his influence and activity at Columbia University in postwar 

America respectively. I have left out his transitional years of the 1930s, above all because they 

add little to my aim of establishing continuity between Lazarsfeld’s Vienna formation and the 

elaboration of the research system at the Bureau of Applied Social Research.35 

Part One concerns Lazarsfeld’s formation in Vienna. The chapters follow a vague 

chronological order, but they linger in the 1920s, overlapping in time as they explore facets of 

the Vienna intellectual milieu in order to reconstruct Lazarsfeld’s image of science and 

ultimately his decision to pursue the scientific life. The first chapter sketches out the position of 

the Lazarsfelds as an assimilated Jewish intellectual family in early twentieth-century Vienna. 

Paul Lazarsfeld grew up in a context that contrasted with the canonical image of fin-de-siècle 

                                                
35 Readers interested in his transitional years between Vienna and New York, from the time he 
left Europe on a Rockefeller travel fellowship in 1933 until his appointment to the Columbia 
faculty in 1941, should consult Lazarsfeld’s autobiographical writings and the work of Christian 
Fleck, especially Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr, “Einleitung. Von Wien nach New York,” in 
Empirische Analyse des Handelns, by Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ed. Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2007), 7–58. 
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Vienna familiar to readers of Carl Schorske. His was a forward-looking, affirmatively modern—

rather than anxiously modernist—milieu that embraced science and fixated in particular on the 

methodology of the social sciences. I illustrate this through a close reading of his father Robert’s 

philosophical, juridical, and sociological writings, which intervened in the debate over method 

that began with conflict between German and Austrian schools of economics in the late 

nineteenth century and continued into following century through the disciplines of sociology and 

jurisprudence. Here the argument is not of influence from father to son per se. Rather, I use 

Robert Lazarsfeld’s work to identify the highly local concerns that Paul inherited from his 

surroundings. The issues of intuition versus induction, Verstehen versus Erklären, of a biological 

or a physical orientation of the social sciences, even of the scientific self—issues that followed 

him over the course of his life—were all present in Lazarsfeld’s immediate milieu from his first 

breath.  It was also during his youth and young adult years that Lazarsfeld encountered a second 

father figure, the radical socialist and physicist Friedrich Adler. Adler initiated Lazarsfeld into a 

particularly Viennese world in which socialism and positivist science, especially in the spirit of 

Ernst Mach, belonged together. Chapter two begins with Adler in order to reconstruct the image 

of science and of the scientist that Lazarsfeld encountered through his engagement with Vienna’s 

socialist intellectuals, especially the Austromarxists, and through his formal education at the 

prestigious Akademisches Gymnasium and the University of Vienna.  

Lazarsfeld’s formal studies in the natural sciences made him conversant in the idioms of 

modern physics and therefore able to take part in the hothouse atmosphere around the Vienna 

Circle philosophers. He was opaque about his relationship with these philosophers, but it is clear 

that he had frequent contact with them and shared many of their intellectual problems due to 

their common backgrounds in Austrian philosophy of science. Chapter three reconstructs the 
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many ties between Lazarsfeld and the Vienna Circle and the broader logical empiricism and 

Unity of Science movements as understood by their revisionist scholars. The aim is to elucidate 

the image of science in its most relevant and salient facets that could have shaped Lazarsfeld’s 

own methodological thinking and scientific practice. The Vienna Circle attacked the German 

Neokantian philosophy of science that posited a radical dichotomy between the natural sciences, 

on the one hand, and the social sciences and humanities, on the other. (I refer to this, for short, as 

“dualism.”) In this way, it revisited many problems from the Methodenstreit in the social 

sciences that had occupied Robert Lazarsfeld in previous decades. This chapter compares the 

positions of the Unity of Science thinkers on social science methods and applications with those 

of the liberal economist Friedrich von Hayek and the socialist apostate Karl Popper. This 

comparison uncovers the possible permutations of thinking on method and politics. Further, it 

indicates that the debate on dualism was absolutely central in interwar Vienna. It appears that the 

Unity of Science movement, especially Otto Neurath’s vision of the “encyclopedia,” shaped Paul 

Lazarsfeld’s methodology, his approach to concept formation, and his thinking about the 

relationships among the sciences. The Unity of Science entailed not only a repudiation of 

dualism but also a pragmatist, constructivist rejection of realism, the correspondence theory of 

truth, and the distinction between “basic” and “applied” science. Lazarsfeld carried forward the 

Vienna tradition at the Bureau of Applied Social Research and as a key voice in discussions over 

the institutionalization of the social sciences in postwar America.  

It was not at all clear that Lazarsfeld would pursue the social sciences or for that matter 

any scientific career upon his graduation from the University of Vienna. Chapter four follows his 

path into the scientific vocation from his years as an adherent of the depth psychologist Alfred 

Adler (no relation to Friedrich) and dabbler in various mixtures of psychology and socialist 
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political action to his quasi-formal involvement at the University of Vienna’s Psychological 

Institute led by Karl and Charlotte Bühler. This transition took place in parallel with his 

interactions with the Unity of Science movement. Here, too we find Lazarsfeld wrestling with 

the methodology of social science. With Adler and his Individual Psychology, Lazarsfeld took 

part in a collective effort of systematic social inquiry with a favored method (the clinical case 

study) and a theoretical system that brought the individual and society together under a set of key 

concepts. Indeed, many contemporaries saw Individual Psychology as a scientific approach to 

mind and society and celebrated its pursuit of lawful regularities. For Adler, the production and 

application of knowledge fit together as case study and treatment—another impetus for 

Lazarsfeld to reject the distinction between basic and applied science. Individual Psychology 

served as an example of how scientific psychology and Austrian socialism could fit together 

within a broad European interest in the psychology of the worker. Here again Lazarsfeld 

encountered conflict over method, as Adler vaunted Verstehen over Erklären, uniqueness of the 

whole individual over categorization or typology, intuition over induction, and intimate 

familiarity over generalization, abstraction and quantification. Ultimately, Lazarsfeld’s 

application of statistics to psychology in his work at the Bühler Institute precipitated in a break 

with this third father figure. 

Chapter four continues by examining Lazarsfeld’s transition into academic social science 

through his involvement as statistics expert and director of his own research group at the Bühler 

Institute. His time with the Bühlers fostered four key developments. First was a shift in attitude 

and orientation toward professional social science. Lazarsfeld later called this his “sell out” 

moment, marked by his purging of overt political language from his 1929 study Jugend und 

Beruf (Youth and Employment). This had nothing, I argue, to do with his interest in 
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quantification, which in Vienna was very much a concern of the political left. Second, Lazarsfeld 

pursued the question of methodology in social science within an atmosphere of the Bühlers’ 

explicit methodological pluralism. It was here that Lazarsfeld first started thinking of concept 

formation explicitly in terms of the Modell (model), latching onto a vocabulary that Karl Bühler 

had used to think through the problem of induction versus intuition in psychology. But 

methodology was not only a matter for written reflection at the Bühler Institute. Indeed—and 

these are the third and fourth key developments during Lazarsfeld’s tenure there—the Bühlers 

exposed Lazarsfeld to a variety of empirical methods of experiment and observation and the 

social structures for carrying out a research program. In terms of method, the Bühler Institute 

revolved around the use of introspection, new and controversial at the time, for Denkpsychologie 

(psychology of thought). As for social setting, the Bühlers implemented a set of formal and 

informal structures for organizing research and fostering a certain institute culture. Lazarsfeld 

had the opportunity to experiment with his own structure, the Wirtschaftspsychologische 

Forschungsstelle (WPF), for which the socialist youth movement provided the personnel and 

culture. The WPF integrated contract research with academic structures of the colloquium, the 

research seminar and the dissertation. It used the empirical findings of contract research to 

contribute to the science of psychology and its methods. As Lazarsfeld and others acknowledged, 

the WPF served as a template for the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University.  

Part two of the dissertation consists in three thematic chapters that explore Lazarsfeld’s 

methodological thinking from different perspectives. These chapters are non-chronological, and 

two of them move freely between the contexts of Vienna and the United States. Chapter five 

looks at the specific way that Lazarsfeld came to quantitative methods in Vienna. Surprisingly, it 

was not from his university studies that Lazarsfeld came to mathematical statistics. Through 
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Lazarsfeld’s Vienna-era work we can track the transfer and development of statistical methods 

from psychophysics, through British biometrics and American and German psychology of 

intelligence, and into social-psychology. Though Lazarsfeld is a famous quantifier, his approach 

diverges from the “mainstream” on two important points. First, he rejected statistical significance 

testing, which became absolutely hegemonic in the twentieth-century social sciences. Second, he 

recognized that quantification could not be the mechanization of inquiry, a topic introduced here 

and explored more deeply in chapter eight. Chapter six examines Lazarsfeld’s approach to type 

formation in the cultural context of Central Europe through a network of typological thinkers 

with intensive face-to-face and intertextual contact. It shows that the concept of “type” became 

an obsession in interwar Germany and Austria and seemed to be of pressing moral, political, and 

epistemological significance. However, the political coding of various approaches to type 

formation was wholly contingent. Method and politics are related but arbitrarily so. Chapter 

seven proposes revisions to our understanding of “positivism” by examining three aspects of the 

card-carrying positivist Lazarsfeld’s methodology. First, it highlights his notion of the Modell as 

an answer to the question of dualism. With the notion of the model, Lazarsfeld attempted to 

clarify and operationalize the procedure of Verstehen that dualists held to be the unique method 

of the Geisteswissenschaften. By operationalizing Verstehen, he made it possible to develop and 

use quantitative methods that nevertheless emulated the logic of cultural science. Verstehen was 

not the only conceptual tool of the humanities that Lazarsfeld brought into quantitative research. 

Chapter seven examines the place of narrative at many levels of Lazarsfeld’s methodology. The 

third aspect that the chapter explores is how the Unity of Science may have inspired his vision of 

the system of the social sciences. It does so by giving a first look at a paper tool used by 
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Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at the BASR to negotiate a sort of “unity of the social sciences” 

called the “methods file,” which is examined in greater depth in chapter nine. 

Lazarsfeld’s methodological thinking extended beyond method. He was convinced that 

the production of reliable social knowledge depended on rigorously trained, professional 

practitioners, not just rote execution of prescribed methods. Professional training comprised the 

acquisition of hard and soft skills of critical reading and thinking, data collection, analysis, and 

presentation; hands-on apprenticeship experience with the social and practical dimensions of 

research; and socialization into the professional role. The first of two chapters on the BASR as 

“laboratory,” chapter eight examines Lazarsfeld’s vision of the appropriate scientific self for 

social research through pedagogical writings and training practices of Lazarsfeld and his 

colleagues at the BASR. In the midst of the postwar boom in the social sciences, Lazarsfeld 

made a bid for a school of advanced professional training in social research with the support of 

the major American research foundations. His bid ultimately failed, but his campaigns to the 

foundations and his efforts at adapting the plan to a more modest streamlining and restructuring 

of the BASR produced a significant written record that is exploited here. This chapter sets 

Lazarsfeld’s plans and practices within the force field of positions on the place and fate of the 

social sciences at the time. The mid-twentieth century decades witnessed a tremendous 

expansion of the American university and its functions, a trend first set in motion by the 

explosion of research across all fields during the Second World War. Columbia was among the 

universities most characterized by this transformation, when it grew from a cozy liberal arts 

campus to a major research university. This chapter analyzes Lazarsfeld’s training program 

against this backdrop, both in terms of local encounters with “big men on campus” like C. 

Wright Mills and Jacques Barzun and in terms of the New York intellectual scene and wider 
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postwar American discussions on the social science boom. In this setting, Lazarsfeld carried 

forward his research style and methodological thinking from the Vienna years, but they now 

unfolded in an American context that assigned them different meanings. Moreover, Lazarsfeld 

developed a sensitivity to the skill and subjectivity of the social scientist—and the means to 

routinely cultivate them—independently of the post-positivist philosophers who have helped 

inspire the practical turn in the history of science. 

Chapter nine serves as a companion to chapter eight. Whereas chapter eight focuses on 

the self of the social researcher, the following chapter takes another tack at the BASR by 

examining its research system within the context of interdisciplinary ventures during the postwar 

American social science boom. By “research system” I mean the interlocking of scientific selves, 

tools, and practices that developed both deliberately and organically at the BASR. The chapter 

begins with Lazarsfeld’s critique of the Harvard sociologist Talcott Parsons and by extension the 

Harvard Department of Social Relations—powerful forces in shaping the postwar social 

sciences. Lazarsfeld’s mature social science owed to his background in the Central European 

psychology of action, his internalization of Viennese reflections on the Unity of Science, and in 

his early approach to concept formation through the notion of the model. This approach to 

concept formation was Lazarsfeld’s tacit understanding of “theory” in a new American context 

in which Parsons and his Harvard colleagues dominated the meaning of “social theory.” Whereas 

Parsons aimed to “split the social atom” with a unified theory of social action, Lazarsfeld 

conceived of the social sciences as a set of flexible linkages among methods, concepts, and 

applications. Lazarsfeld never laid out a proper statement on “theory” in social science or on the 

system of social sciences. He did, however, construct a research tool called the “Methods File” 

that offers us a glimpse of both the BASR research system and of Lazarsfeld’s spontaneous 
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philosophy of social science. Documents from a series of “University Seminars” at Columbia, 

together with other documents pertaining to Lazarsfeld’s interdisciplinary ventures and 

institution-building efforts, fill out the picture. For Lazarsfeld, it was not theory but 

methodology—not mere “method” but rather clarity about the logic and tools of empirical social 

research in its concrete applications—that was the route to rigorous interdisciplinary social 

science.  The chapter then turns to Lazarsfeld’s conception of the sociologist as “tool-maker.”  

Among the key tools for Lazarsfeld’s approach to social science were the interview and 

questionnaire in survey research. From a close look at the development of survey research 

techniques at the BASR, we can see how methodological thinking, research tools, and scientific 

selves interlocked. We can also see how the research system evolved over time, taking past 

experience into account and retaining a memory of that experience through documentation stored 

in the BASR archives and indexed in the Methods File. 

This dissertation concludes with a case study of the BASR’s market research for the 1957 

launch of the Ford Motor Company’s ill-fated Edsel automobile. It aims to capture the “one big 

thing” that Lazarsfeld the hedgehog knew by exploiting an uncommonly dense source base. This 

chapter takes inspiration from the laboratory studies by the sociologist Bruno Latour and the 

philosopher Hans-Jörg Rheinberger.36 For the historian who must rely on the written record 

rather than ethnography and participant observation, however, few BASR studies afford the 

opportunity to examine the many stages of the research process—from genesis, to data gathering 

and analysis, to implementation of results—and the coherence of a research system within a 

                                                
36 Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts 
(Princeton: New Jersey, 1986); Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and 
Engineers through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); Hans-Jörg 
Rheinberger, Toward a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997). 
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historical setting. The context that seems most appropriate for understanding the research system 

of the BASR is “Fordism,” but not because this case is drawn from the Ford Motor Company. 

Here I draw on the work of George Steinmetz, who argues that “methodological positivism” in 

the social sciences corresponded to the Fordist mode of regulation. Whatever the weaknesses of 

the construct “Fordism,” I find this to be more precise and more relevant than other possible 

epochal labels common to the historiography of the social sciences such as “Cold War.” The case 

study is guided by two principal questions. First, how were the studies themselves shot through 

with the basic elements of Fordism, either as socioeconomic preconditions, background 

assumptions, or explicit objects of inquiry? Second, how, and to what extent, did the Bureau 

establish its claims to scientific authority with respect to the participating actors in the concrete 

case of the Edsel studies for the Ford Motor Company? How did peripheral actors not directly 

involved in the research—especially public intellectuals and the general public—bear on such 

claims and aspirations to scientific authority?  The market failure of the Edsel car was so 

overdetermined by a number of factors that it is impossible for this case study to assess the 

culpability of the BASR’s market research. (To the historian, however, it comes across as quite 

clever.) That said, I do find that Fordism and the research system of the BASR depended upon 

each other symbiotically. Without the social regularities of Fordist society, the tools of the BASR 

could not functionally fit together into a coherent and well-oiled research system. The converse 

is more difficult to prove without a different and broader source base, but it seems that without 

the knowledge produced by the BASR and similar institutions, Fordism could not maintain its 

stable regularities. 
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Chapter 1 
Coming of Age in the First Republic 

 
 
 
1.1 Being Modern at the Birth of the Republic 
 
 “Welche Vorstellungen verbindet man mit dem Begriff modern?” asked the first of three 

Summer 1919 Matura examination questions in German literature at the Akademisches 

Gymnasium in Wien.1 Only a year before, as its teachers and young graduates continued to die at 

the front, Vienna’s oldest Gymnasium still bore the status of “k.k.”—kaiserlich-königlich 

(imperial and royal)—the ubiquitous modifier that Robert Musil would soon lampoon as 

“Kakania” in The Man Without Qualities (1930). Three years prior Friedrich Adler, son of the 

august social-democratic leader Viktor Adler, physicist, and intimate friend of the Lazarsfeld 

family, assassinated the Prime Minister Count Stürgkh point-blank at the Hotel Meissl & Schadn 

and was condemned to death at a dramatic trial.2 This was the first in a rapid cascade of epochal 

                                                
1 “What notions/images does one associate with the concept ‘modern’?” See Jahresbericht über 
das Akademische Gymnasium in Wien für das Schuljahr 1918-1919 (Vienna: Verlag des 
Akademischen Gymnasiums, 1919), p. 10. Even slightly earlier Matura exam questions 
emphasized reform and invention over conservatism and tradition. The Fall 1916 exam asked for 
essays on “The greatest reforms of the Theresian-Josephine Era” and “The saying ‘Necessity is 
the mother of all invention’ and its meaning for the present time.” See Jahresbericht über das 
Akademische Gymnasium in Wien für das Schuljahr 1916-1917 (Vienna: Verlag des 
Akademischen Gymnasiums, 1917). 

2 Paul Lazarsfeld was present at the trial, was briefly jailed upon proclaiming “Hoch die 
Internationale!” at Adler’s sentencing, and visited Adler often during his imprisonment until he 
was set free . For Adler’s spectacular speech at the trial, see Friedrich Adler, Friedrich Adler vor 
dem Ausnahmegericht: die Verhandlungen vor dem §-14-Gericht am 18. und 19. Mai 1917 nach 
dem stenographischen Protokoll (Berlin: Paul Cassirer, 1919). On the attention to Adler’s deed 
and trial among European intellectuals and socialists, see Michaela Maier and Wolfgang 
Maderthaner, eds., Physik Und Revolution : Friedrich Adler -- Albert Einstein. Briefe -- 
Dokumente -- Stellungnahmen (Vienna: Erhard Löcker GesmbH, 2006) and Peter Galison, “The 
Assassin of Relativity,” in Einstein for the 21st Century: His Legacy in Science, Art, and Modern 
Culture, ed. Peter Galison, Gerald James Holton, and Silvan S. Schweber (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2008), 185–204. On the wider ramifications of the assassination within 
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events—the death of Kaiser Franz Joseph after a nearly seven decade reign, the Russian 

Revolution, the quasi-abdication of the last Habsburg ruler, the surrender of Austria-Hungary, 

the failed revolution in Bavaria, and the immanent proclamation of the First Republic of Austria. 

What more timely question could the Gymnasium ask its outgoing students, inviting them 

perhaps to affirm the fall of the Habsburgs and embrace the new post-monarchy vaterlose 

Gesellschaft?3  

This was the heady atmosphere in which Paul Lazarsfeld endured this rite of passage and 

entered adulthood in interwar Vienna as he earned his Matura “mit Auszeichnung” at the 

Akademische Gymnasium in the summer of 1919.4 “[W]hat you had in Vienna of this time was a 

fabulous intellectual peak, you see, which is a mixture of politics, psychoanalysis, Marxism. 

During the day, you distribute anti-war pamphlets…when you are fifteen, and then you go every 

evening to a concert, standing. It's quite an amazing world.”5 This is how Paul Lazarsfeld later 

remembered his teenage and young adult years. His Vienna was not the inward-looking, anxious, 

even reactionary and backward early-twentieth city familiar to us from earlier generations of 

                                                
wartime Vienna, see Maureen Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire: Total War 
and Everyday Life in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

3 The latter was the title of a key 1919 work of interwar Viennese psychoanalytic social and 
political theory that appeared in the same series at the Suschitzky brothers’ Anzengruber-Verlag, 
Der Aufstieg: Neue Zeit- und Streitschriften, as Lazarsfeld’s subsequent pamphlet on socialist 
education discussed below. See Paul Federn, Zur Psychologie der Revolution: Die vaterlose 
Gesellschaft (Vienna: Anzengruber-Verlag, 1919). 

4 The hastily written curriculum vitae in Lazarsfeld’s doctoral oral examination file notes his 
Matura with with distinction from the Akademische Gymnasium in 1919.  

5 Reminiscences of Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, 1962 (1962), Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien, p. 40. 
This oral history was taken in 1961-62 by various interviewers, including the sociologist Daniel 
Bell, at Columbia University. I read the copy held in the Vienna archive. 
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cultural and intellectual historians.6 Through his family, his involvement in socialist politics, his 

formal education in physics and mathematics, and his post-graduate engagement with the city’s 

scientific avant-garde, Lazarsfeld entered a less familiar stream of Viennese intellectual life that 

embraced modernity as a project of emancipation aided through science. The Lazarsfeld family 

was certainly less prominent than Vienna’s most famous intellectual families. Like these 

families, however, it functioned as a site of intellectual production, both within the family home 

and through its engagement in Viennese public life. Nevertheless, only through a series of 

intellectual Vatermorde—first of his own biological father and then of the two surrogate figures 

of Friedrich Adler and Alfred Adler—did Lazarsfeld arrive at his calling in empirical social 

research. 

 This set of chapters reconstructs Paul Lazarsfeld’s development out of his family milieu 

of Vienna’s Jewish and socialist intellectuals and through his formal and informal training up 

until the first instances of his mature and original work in social science methodology. He 

expressed this methodological thinking most articulately in two papers from the mid-1930s—an 

unpublished 1934 explication of some methodological underpinnings of what ultimately became 

his most famous work, The Unemployed of Marienthal (1933), and a reflection on concept- and 

type-formation under the guise of an extended review of a contemporary philosophical work on 

the Typusbegriff (concept of type) published in the Frankfurt School’s Zeitschrift für 

                                                
6 William R. Everdell, The First Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of Twentieth-Century Thought 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Carl E. Schorkse, Fin-de-Siecle Vienna: Politics 
and Culture (New York: Knopf, 1979). For a deeper discussion of the limitations of Schorske’s 
depiction of Vienna, see Malichi Hacohen’s extended review of his critic, Deborah Coen: 
Hacohen, “The Culture of Viennese Science and the Riddle of Austrian Liberalism,” Modern 
Intellectual History 6, no. 2 (August 2009): 369–96. 
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Sozialforschung in 1937.7 These were not comprehensive, programmatic statements of method 

familiar to readers of Emile Durkheim or the countless social science textbooks and methods 

handbooks of the twentieth century. Yet they set the tone for Lazarsfeld’s approach to empirical 

research for the remainder of his career. More important for the purposes of these chapters, they 

along with his decision to persue the scientific vocation serve as points of arrival from which to 

read backwards.  

How did it become possible to think and work in the key terms he explicated in these two 

papers? Lazarsfeld’s long apprenticeship in Vienna’s scientific culture from childhood onward 

crystallized in the approach to concept formation articulated across these works. This view of 

concept formation was more methodologically fundamental than the penchant for quantification 

for which Lazarsfeld is rightfully known. His vision of concepts as pragmatically useful 

multidimensional “pictures” or “models,” partly constructed and partly rooted in everyday 

understanding, drew on his experience with local Viennese scientific and philosophical traditions 

across multiple fields of inquiry. Contrary to the received image of Viennese Positivism, these 

traditions were far from apolitical, even if not all of these thinkers stressed such implications of 

their work. The political project of the Viennese “late Enlightenment” that constituted a key part 

of Lazarsfeld’s context fell victim to the ruptures of persecution, war, and expulsion. 8 Beyond 

the vagaries of dislocation, the politics of method—clear and even self-evident in one context—

                                                
7 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Prinzipielles zur Soziographie,” in Empirische Analyse des Handelns, ed. 
Christian Fleck (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2007), 264–89; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some 
Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 
(1937): 119–39. 

8 The moniker “late Enlightenment” comes from Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur 
“wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel der Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in 
Österreich von 1895 bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982); and Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in 
the Origins, Development and Influence of Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015). 
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can become scrambled, reversed, or incoherent in another.9 Thus, while politics form a key 

context for Lazarsfeld’s development and thus for this set of chapters, the key explanandum must 

be his vision of concepts as useful multidimensional pictures. This is what persists through the 

change from Vienna to New York with Lazarsfeld’s emigration in the 1930s. 

It would be convenient and tidy if everything Lazarsfeld took from his Vienna years 

could be drawn out of these two papers. This is unfortunately not the case. For this reason, these 

chapters also deal with aspects of the Vienna heritage that continued to shape his work in the 

United States but are not explicitly articulated in these two papers. First, Lazarsfeld absorbed the 

debates over the system of sciences—natural, social, and cultural—that occupied thinkers from 

the late-nineteenth century onward. Lazarsfeld implicitly worked out an independent position 

relative to those of his German-speaking contemporaries that sought to mediate between two 

extremes. Still, he was closer to the Viennese thinkers organized under the banner of the “Unity 

of Science”—themselves more heterogeneous than is commonly recognized—than to those in 

Austria and Germany who posited a radical separation of natural sciences and humanities 

(Natur- und Geisteswissenschaften). This is barely perceptible in Lazarsfeld’s writings from the 

Vienna years. Even when he staked out more explicit positions on the system of sciences in the 

postwar United States, he made few explicit references to the Vienna heritage that had shaped his 

vision. Second, in addition to such metascientific thinking—through his experience in the 

socialist youth movement, his formal education at the University of Vienna, and later as director 

                                                
9 George Reisch has fruitfully taken the opposite approach to my own by exploring the shifting, 
diverse political meaning of the Vienna Circle project from the Viennese to the American 
context. See Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of 
Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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of a research group within the university’s Psychological Institute—Lazarsfeld developed a style 

of leadership, training, and collective scientific work. 

 

1.2 The Lazarsfelds: an assimilated Jewish intellectual family in socialist Vienna 

 “What notions does one associate with concept ‘modern’”? Such a question must have 

had special meaning to a young socialist who had grown up literally between the secular and 

ecclesiastical emblems of the old order. The Lazarsfeld family home at Seilergasse 16 lay in 

Vienna’s central first district, roughly equidistant between the Hofburg imperial palace and the 

medieval St. Stephan’s Cathedral and only steps away from the Kapuzinergruft where 

generations of Habsburgs lay in eternal slumber, itself the namesake of Joseph Roth’s 1938 

elegiac novel of the bygone dynasty. This address may conjure images of opulence. Today, 

standing in the Seilergasse provides a respite from the throngs of international tourists snapping 

photographs of Vienna’s layered historical splendor, teenagers shopping on the Kärntnerstrasse, 

and Russian oligarchs buying jewelry on the spectacular pedestrian plaza of the Graben. Yet it is 

telling that the Lazarsfelds lived not in the bourgeois-aristocratic “palaces” along the nearby 

Ringstrasse, nor in the leafy outer districts between the outer ring and the Wienerwald (residence 

of the University of Vienna’s elite professors), but in the narrow medieval alleyways of the inner 

first district.10 During the lean years of the First World War, they retreated to a garden apartment 

                                                
10 On the class geography of Vienna, see Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and 
Culture (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1980), pp. 49-62 and Wolfgang Maderthaner and Lutz 
Musner, Unruly Masses: The Other Side of Fin-de-Siècle Vienna (New York: Berghahn Books, 
2008). For a sampling of professorial residences, see the volume at the University of Vienna 
Archives, Die Akademischen Behörden. Professoren, Privatdozenten, Lehrer, Beamten, usw. an 
der Universität zu Wien für das Studienjahr 1930/31, herausgegeben vom Rektorat der 
Universität. Nach dem Stande vom 1. November 1930. There one finds, for example, 
Lazarsfeld’s future professors Karl Bühler (XIX, Weimarerstraße 100), Hans Hahn (XVII, 
Promenadegasse 57), and Felix Ehrenhaft (XIX, Grinzingerstrasse 70). Even prominent socialists 



 

 37 

in Sievering and rented out the family home in the first district to the Austrian theater actress 

Else von Ruttersheim, who in turn used it as one of her many illicit gambling houses.11 Likewise, 

the fact that his father Robert served a post in the cavalry that saw no combat during the First 

World War solely because his wife pulled together the means to buy him a horse underscores the 

family’s social location below the lower margin of the Austrian upper classes. Indeed, both of 

Lazarsfeld’s parents came from modest Jewish kleinbürgerliche families, neither of which 

originated in Vienna. Paul Lazarsfeld remembered the family’s perennial financial instability. 

His father was a shoddy lawyer who struggled to keep enough business. Paul’s infant sister, 

Elisabeth, nearly died of measles when the young family lived in the cramped 6th district of 

Mariahilf during the especially rocky first years of Robert’s legal career. (It was only in 1913 

that the family moved to the Seilergasse.)12 Paul Lazarsfeld remembered being in an awkward 

middle-class position at the highly prestigious Akademisches Gymnasium secondary school. It 

was not so much his confessional background that made him an outsider, for 41 of the 106 

Maturanten graduates his year were Jewish.13 Rather, the “middle group” to which he belonged, 

                                                
such as Otto Neurath grew up in the nineteenth. See Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: Eine 
Politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 21-22. 

11 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 110. At the time of writing, Sophie’s unpublished memoir was 
housed, uncataloged, at the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. Ruttersheim was apparently a 
notorious gambling proprietress. See Manfred Zollinger, Geschichte des Glücksspiels: vom 17. 
Jahrhundert bis zum Zweiten Weltkrieg (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 1997), p. 268. 

12 Sophie notes that Robert failed his examinations the first time. Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 
66, 74, 80. 

13 Robert Winter, Das Akademische Gymnasium in Wien: Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (Wien: 
Böhlau, 1996), p. 162. Winter notes that the Akademisches had a far higher proportion of Jewish 
students than others in the inner city due not only to its prestigious reputation and age (as the 
oldest in Vienna and one of the oldest in the monarchy) but also to the fact that up to that time 
anti-Semitic sentiments had been minimal there, p. 164. 
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was between “the elegant, right, upper-class boys, Jewish or Gentile” and the “roughnecks, the 

few who got in from proletarian families…[W]e despised those what you might call fellowship 

boys and felt envious of the real upper-class boys.” Clearly the Lazarsfelds did not belong among 

the high bourgeois families of Vienna’s fin-de-siècle, even if, as Paul remembered, his parents 

“belonged to th[e] Jewish intelligentsia.”14 Perhaps one of the few stereotypical features it shared 

with the high bourgeoisie was also what ultimately kept it outside those illustrious ranks: 

Robert’s infidelity with the family maid ended up wiping out whatever wealth came into the 

marriage when he paid alimony for the child born out of wedlock.15 This may have been a 

blessing in disguise, for it is a distinct pattern—Pierre Bourdieu is one of the more prominent 

and reflective examples—that the petit bourgeois outsider develops a keen sense for social 

observation.16 

 The Lazarsfelds became an intellectual family within the span of one generation. They 

did not match the brilliance and wealth of the Wittgensteins, the success, influence and longevity 

of the Exners, or the international prominence among socialist intellectuals of Otto and Helene 

Bauer or Victor and Friedrich Adler.17 Yet for the Lazarsfelds, political and intellectual activities 

                                                
14 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Reminiscences of Paul Felix Lazarsfeld: oral history, 1975 (1975), 
Columbia Center for Oral History, p. 10. My interview with Paul Lazarsfeld’s nephew, Henri 
Zerner, gave further indications of the family’s modesty. His childhood home in Paris contained 
no valuable art, and his widowed mother, Elisabeth, always worked for a living, mainly as a legal 
secretary, to support Henri and his brother Martin. Paul Lazarsfeld also supported his sister and 
her family in various ways after the war, e.g. by paying for Henri’s schooling. Henri Zerner, 
interview by Eric Hounshell, Paris, June 19, 2015. 

15 Sophie, Memoir, p. 61. 

16 Pierre Bourdieu, Sketch for a Self-Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 

17 On the Wittgensteins, see Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York: 
Penguin, 1990). On the Exner dynasty, see Deborah R. Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty: 
Science, Liberalism, and Private Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 



 

 39 

were very much family affairs. Their everyday lives were inseparable from socialist party 

activities. The family homes—both the apartment in the first district and the short-lived garden 

apartment in Sievering—were sites of intellectual, political, and professional work alike. Robert 

ran his law firm from the apartment in the Seilergasse, Sophie conducted a weekly marriage and 

sexual hygiene counseling session there as well, and Paul flooded the family home with 

members of the youth movement. Leading Austrian and foreign intellectuals of the socialist party 

visited the apartment—Sophie described it in retrospect as “the party hotel where one could 

house foreign comrades at any time,” including the Kautsky family who stayed for months—and 

Sophie ran a salon at the Sievering residence during the war and the first years of the Republic.18 

Paul Lazarsfeld remembered hiking with Rudolf Hilferding in the Wiener Wald on Sundays, and 

Sophie was close friends with his wife, Marie, the first female member of Freud’s Wednesday 

circle and later an apostate to Alfred Adler.19 Even after moving to Berlin, Hilferding would 

often stay with the Lazarsfelds on return visits to Vienna. For years, Robert and Sophie went for 

a Sommerfrische with Otto and Helene Bauer in the Austrian alps, and Sophie played bridge with 

Otto’s sister Ida, most famous posthumously as Freud’s Dora.20 Both Paul and Lisl married 

within the working-class movement. Paul married Marie Jahoda, a leader in the youth 

movement, close collaborator on empirical research projects, and later a respected social 

                                                
18 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 122 and Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir II, p. 13. 

19 On hiking with Hilferding, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social 
Research: A Memoir,” in The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. 
Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1969), 270–337. 

20 Sophie Lazarseld, Memoir, p. 120. Sophie notes that Helene “wurde für mich eine Art 
Heroworshipping“ and that Robert and Otto shared many intellectual interests in common. See 
Memoir II, p. 10-12. After the rise of the Austrofascist regime, Sophie visited the Bauers in exile 
in Czech Brunn. 
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psychologist. Lisl married Friedrich Zerner, physicist and mathematician, member of the 

Schutzbund armed wing of the workers’ movement, one-time Communist, and later member of 

the resistance in France during World War Two. 

 Paul Lazarsfeld’s later marriage to Marie Jahoda, his sweetheart from the socialist youth 

movement—or one of several, as was apparently the case—brought him further into Vienna’s 

assimilated Jewish intellectual class.21 Perhaps the lower position of the newcomer Lazarsfeld 

family relative to the Jahodas contributed to her father’s resistance to their union.22 In any case, a 

brief look at the Jahoda family gives us a fuller sense of the Viennese Jewish intellectual milieu 

around the Lazarsfelds. Marie’s grandfather Salimon (b. 1831) had come to Vienna from 

Bohemia. His many sons were intellectually and artistically talented in one way or another. Emil, 

the eldest, studied medicine, directed the military hospital during the first world war, married a 

lower aristocrat, and was one of Freud’s coffeehouse card-playing partners. He delivered Marie 

and all of her siblings at the Jahoda family’s large apartment on the third floor of Seidlgasse 22 

in Vienna’s third district, not far from Otto Wagner’s Post Bank along the ring. Rudolf studied 

chemistry and took a day job at a chemical factory, but as a former student of Brahms his real 

passion lay in the piano, which often attracted Marie to his home in Heilgenstadt—the posh 

northern suburb along the Danube. After a decade in Constantinople, her father Carl joined his 

brother Georg’s small publishing firm.  

By the time Paul and Marie met in the context of the socialist youth movement, her uncle 

Georg’s firm was known to all of Vienna’s chattering classes as the publisher of Karl Kraus’s 

                                                
21 Both Sophie and Marie remarked on Paul the casanova in their oral histories. 

22 On the contrary, Marie thought that Carl might have sensed (correctly!) that Paul was not one 
for monogamy. 
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satirical magazine, Die Fackel. “No wonder,” Marie later remembered, “that Karl Kraus also 

became our house divinity (Familiengott).”23 The yearly Almanach of the Jahoda Verlag gives a 

sense of its personality. This pocket-sized promotional item consisted of a calendar adorned with 

a small collection of poems, aphorisms, and quotes from various contemporary and historical 

authors. It was beautifully designed to suit the style of the day with a fine printing job in varying 

legacy fonts on quality paper. The flashy 1929 almanac—complete with a shiny metallic cover 

and excerpts from Rosa Luxemburg’s prison letters—used the now-ubiquitous Futura typeface, 

which had been invented by Paul Renner only two years prior. The 1927 edition contained a 

eulogy for Georg from Karl Kraus and featured a monthly woodcut illustration from Carry 

Hauser, a graduate of the Wiener Kunstgewerbeschule and member of an artists’ collective 

associated with the Vienna Secession, the Hagenbund. One year’s almanac contained a drawing 

by the young Marie, which was perhaps trendy as well in this age of intense scrutiny of 

childhood.24 The choice of excerpts betrays a specifically Viennese taste, not only through the 

selection of local authors such as Grillparzer, Nestroy, and Kraus but also through typically 

favored imports like Lichtenberg, Schopenhauer, and G.K. Chesterton.25 

                                                
23 This and all of the family history come from Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht 
verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and 
Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 1997). 

24 Marie Jahoda, “Biographisches Interview mit Marie Jahoda,” in “Ich habe die Welt nicht 
verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and 
Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 1997), p. 105. 

25 Almanacs from 1926-1929 are available at the Austrian National Library under the title 
Almanach auf das Jahr 19[xx]. On the popularity of these imported authors, see for example 
Wittgenstein’s preferences discussed by Janik and Toulmin and Freud’s reception of Chesterton 
according to Carl Schorske. Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1973); Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna. It so happens that these 
examples also surface in Lazarsfeld’s readings from the period. 
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Carl provided his family with good bourgeois cultivation. The children took private 

lessons in French, Latin, and Italian. They took a Sommerfrische each year to Austria’s high 

country. Carl and his wife went to the opera or concert house weekly and organized chamber 

music evenings at home. Marie developed an early love for reading, from the young adult 

classics like Karl May and Robinson Crusoe to modern greats such as Ibsen, Strindberg, 

Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Thomas Mann, and Schnitzler and contemporaries like the diaries of the 

Wunderkind Otto Braun, nephew of the Austrian socialist party chief Victor Adler.26 She 

attended Karl Kraus’s famous recitations of Goethe, Nestroy, and Raimund. Her father sent her 

to the Realgymnasium in the Albertgasse, a private school in the Josefstadt neighborhood, home 

to Austria’s civil servants.27 

 It is a bit puzzling that Carl resisted the marriage, for on paper he and Paul had more in 

common than most father- and son-in-law pairs. He was a disciple of Ernst Mach, the 

grandfather figure for Vienna’s socialist positivists that formed Lazarsfeld’s milieu, and member 

of the Mach-Gesellschaft. In this context he met Mach’s good friend, the utopian social reformer 

and engineer Josef Popper-Lynkeus, whose plan for a guaranteed basic welfare for all, Die 

allgemeine Nährpflicht (1912), and charismatically benevolent demeanor inspired not only Carl 

but so many of Vienna’s leftwing intellectuals such as the philosopher-polymath Otto Neurath 

                                                
26 Adler’s wife Emma (née Braun) was the sister of Otto’s father Heinrich. The teen-aged Paul 
Lazarsfeld was enamored of the memoirs of Heinrich’s wife, Lily Braun. On the Braun family, 
see Dorothee Wierling, Eine Familie im Krieg: Leben, Sterben und Schreiben 1914-1918 
(Göttingen: Wallstein, 2013). 

27 This was perhaps the same private school attended by Käthe Leichter, who would later serve 
as a mentor for Marie. Leichter noted the “Schule des Beamtentöchtervereins” had the reputation 
as the best and strictest school, rivaled in its intellectual status only by the alternative, more 
artistically and intellectually inclined girls’ school run by Eugenia Schwarzwald. See Käthe 
Leichter: Leben und Werk, ed. Herbert Steiner (Vienna: Europa Verlag, 1973). 
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and the sociologist Käthe Leichter.28 Popper-Lynkeus was a sort of Austrian version of Edward 

Bellamy, whose utopian novel was widely read by Vienna’s young socialists, perhaps more so 

than the Marx and Engels canon. He was the other Jahoda Familiengott—an odd pairing with 

Karl Kraus, no doubt—a status that Carl cemented publicly through several pamphlets. “Popper-

Lynkeus, who had the gift of presaging the development of a century, recognized the goal [that 

our economic life has long unconsciously aimed for],” he wrote admiringly in 1921, “and written 

it down in his work…with the hopes of accelerating the pace of development […]”.29 Carl passed 

his admiration for Popper-Lynkeus down to the next generation. “Our young minds were full of 

Popper’s humanism,” Marie Jahoda remembered years later. “I loved most of all Fantasies of a 

Realist, a book that Freud also admired.”30 Popper’s ideas did not hew to a Marxist theoretical 

structure or to socialist party platforms but nevertheless functioned as a utopian preparatory 

ground and initiation for socialist allegiance.31 Beyond his publications, Carl repeatedly donated 

money to Popper-Lynkeus’s Allgemeine Nährpflicht Association along with his brother Georg.32 

                                                
28 Leichter remembered that in her youth movement days, their social views consisted of 
communal living and the allgemeine Nährpflicht, more Tolstoy and Kropotkin than Marx and 
Engels; more Popper-Lynkeus than Kautsky and Bernstein. See Käthe Leichter: Leben und 
Werk, p. 336. On Popper-Lynkeus’s bearing on Neurath and the Vienna Circle, see Friedrich 
Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel der 
Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in Österreich von 1895 bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982). 

29 Carl Jahoda, Brot und Wasser: Zur Frage des Abbaues der staatlichen Lebensmittelzuschüsse 
(Wien: Siegel, 1921), p. 1. 

30 Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”, p. 16. 

31 Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”, p. 23. 

32 Ingrid Belke, Die Sozialreformerischen Ideen von Josef Popper-Lynkeus (Tübingen: J.C.B. 
Mohn, 1978), p. 226. 
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The Lazarsfelds enlisted each other in their intellectual projects. Robert contributed the 

long cultural-historical section to Sophie’s sexual advice book, Wie die Frau den Mann erlebt. 

One can imagine Robert and Sophie visiting the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Albertina, National 

Library, and cinema together to collect the images of love and sex through the ages that appeared 

in the book—from photographs of Naturvölker (indigenous peoples) to Egon Schiele’s 

Liebespaar (1913) to the frustrated Greta Garbo in Wild Orchids (1929).33 Robert also published 

a handful of his own papers in the flagship journal for Adlerian psychology, the Internationale 

Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie. In one of her contributions to the Handbuch der 

Individualpsychologie in 1925, an argument for socialization of children outside of the confines 

of the family, Sophie also drew heavily on her son Paul’s first publication, 

Gemeinschaftserziehung durch Erziehungsgemeinschaften (Communal Education through 

Educational Communities, 1924) and acknowledged his “stimulation for the conception and 

composition” of the article.34 Paradoxically, the article, a product of family collaboration, called 

for the dissolution of boundaries between the private family and public society. Later, Sophie 

commissioned Paul to contribute a text in her series of pamphlets on psychology and hygiene 

aimed at working-class readers, “Richtige Lebensführung” (Proper Living), and its later, more 

academic incarnation as Technik der Erziehung.35 As Sophie remembered it, originally she 

                                                
33 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Wie die Frau den Mann Erlebt (Leipzig: Verlag für Sexualwissenschaft 
Schneider & Co., 1931). Sophie acknowledges Robert’s contribution, as well as that of a good 
friend of Lisl’s, Frida Schlesinger-Hagen, p. 327. 

34 Sophie Lazarsfeld, “Familien- oder Gemeinschaftserziehung,” in Handbuch der 
Individualpsychologie, ed. Erwin Wexberg (Munich: Bergmann, 1926). 

35 Paul’s contribution to the series was “Aus der Schule geplaudert,” an examination of school 
dynamics. In the book version, he contributed two articles: (with Marie Jahoda and Karl 
Reininger) “Das Weltbild des Jugendlichen” and “Hinter den Kulissen der Schule,” in Technik 
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became interested in both Adlerian psychology and socialism through Paul, not the other way 

around. On the other hand, Sophie also orchestrated the family members’ orientation toward the 

outside. She denied her daughter the opportunity to study at the university, but through her friend 

and famous Austrian actress Tilla Durieux she secured Lisl a position as assistant to the Berlin 

Secession gallerist and member of one of Germany’s high intellectual families, Paul Cassirer.36 

Likewise, Sophie mediated Paul’s formal introduction to Siegfried Bernfeld, who functioned as 

his mentor in matters of the youth movement, psychology, and psychoanalysis. Family 

intellectual production and socialization were not just the context for Paul’s early development 

but would consciously and unconsciously shape his conception of intellectual activity as such. 

Indeed, not only in Vienna but much later, when Paul constructed and directed the Bureau of 

Applied Social Research at Columbia University, the institution functioned as a hybrid of family, 

youth movement, and bureaucratic structures.37 

Like many of Vienna’s assimilated Jews of the late nineteenth century, including the 

Jewish socialist intellectuals that would form the Lazarsfeld family’s milieu in the twentieth 

century, Robert Lazarsfeld (1872-1940?) came from the Czech region of Moravia north of 

Austria’s modern border.38 He was born in the tiny village of Martinice in the Zlin region of 

                                                
der Erziehung: Ein Leitfaden für Eltern und Lehrer, ed. Sophie Lazarsfeld (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 
1929). 

36 Cassirer famously took his own life when his wife Durieux broke up with him. 

37 See the reflections of Paul Lazarsfeld’s son, Robert Lazarsfeld, in Jacques Lautman and 
Bernard Lécuyer, eds., Paul Lazarsfeld (1901 - 1976): la sociologie de Vienne à New York (Paris 
ua: L’Harmattan, 1998). 

38 Otto Bauer, for example, is only the most notable among the Viennese socialist Jewish 
intellectuals with roots in Moravia. Of course, Sigmund Freud is the most famous Moravian-
Viennese Jewish intellectual tout court. 
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Moravia, though the family was more deeply rooted over generations in the village of 

Postoloprty northwest of Prague. Sophie Lazarsfeld recalled that his father worked in a sugar 

factory in Postolporty in his youth. Robert moved with the family to the Praterstrasse of Vienna’s 

second district of the Leopoldstadt, where his father had a paper shop and small print shop.39 

This was a heavily Jewish district, known at the time and since as the Mazzeinsel (matzo island), 

though its Jewish population was an internally diverse mixture of Sephardic and Ashkenazi, 

middle-class and impoverished refugees from the persecution and pogroms of the East.40 It is 

plausible that Robert’s family belonged to the higher strata of that neighborhood. At least by the 

time he entered the university, the family lived at the more bourgeois end of the Praterstrasse, the 

site of Sunday promenades from the Ringstrasse into the Prater park.41 His future wife Sophie 

remembered her first chance encounter with the family as her first experience with “Kultur,” 

both the freighted word and its referent. Robert’s mother—according to Sophie’s memoirs the 

intellectual center of the family—was a former teacher. However wealthy or modest the family 

may have been, Robert received his Matura from the Leopoldstädter Stadtsgymnasium (ca. 

1890),42 perhaps only a year apart from the future University of Vienna anatomy professor, Jew, 

                                                
39 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoirs II, p. 8. 

40 On the second district, see Lisa Silverman, Becoming Austrians: Jews and Culture Between 
the World Wars (Oxford: Oxford Univ Press, 2012), Ruth Beckermann and Hermann Teifer, Die 
Mazzesinsel: Juden in der Wiener Leopoldstadt 1918-1938 (Wien: Löcker, 1984), and the 
interwar account in Joseph Roth, Juden auf Wanderschaft (Berlin: Die Schmiede, 1927). 

41 Robert Lazarsfeld’s matriculation documents at the University of Vienna Archive list his 
residence as Praterstrasse 23. 

42 Marsha Rozenblit notes that Jewish students at the Gymnasium in the Leopoldstadt between 
1890-1910 (the period just after Robert Lazarsfeld graduated) tended to have fathers “who 
enjoyed less social status than the fathers of students elsewhere” i.e. at Gymnasia in the first and 
ninth districts. Fewer of Leopoldstadt fathers, she writes, were professionals or factory owners, 
and “more of them were artisans or salaried business employees.” Even the merchants likely 
“earned less money and enjoyed much less social prestige than the merchants who sent their sons 
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socialist, and impresario of the city’s interwar social welfare system, Julius Tandler .43 From the 

Leopoldstadt he continued his studies across town at the University of Vienna and graduated 

with a doctorate in laws in 1896.44 

 Sophie Lazarsfeld (née Munk, 1881-1976) likewise grew up in the second district but not 

according to the typical Moravia-to-Vienna pattern of nineteenth-century assimilated Viennese 

Jews. In her memoir, composed at her son Paul’s urging in her ninetieth decade, Sophie proudly 

gave her birth location as “the K. and K. infantry regiment ‘Kaiser Franz Josef number one’, 

dark red britches, silver buttons” near the Silesian garrison town of Troppau on the Prussian 

border (today Czech Opava near the border with Poland).45 Apparently her father was an officer, 

for she claims to have belonged to the “‘better’ houses” in town with cooks, maids, and a theater 

box subscription.46 He died, however, when Sophie was four or five years old, and her mother 

went to Vienna, with 40,000 Gulden of dowry in hand, to find a second husband. From her new 

                                                
to school in the Inner City or in the Alsergrund.” See Marsha L. Rozenblit, The Jews of Vienna, 
1867-1914 (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1984), pp. 109-116. 

43 Two of today’s four Gymnasia in the Leopoldstadt claim Julius Tandler as their former student 
(Matura 1889) on their websites: the Sigmund-Freud Gymnasium, named after its most famous 
alumnus, and the Sperlgymnasium. (It is unclear from the frequent relocation and renaming 
whether in fact at this time there was only one Gymnasium in the Leopoldstadt that only later 
split into several.) By the 1920s, Tandler and Robert Lazarsfeld would certainly have known of 
each other, but it is unclear whether there were already circles of Jewish socialist intellectuals in 
the second district in the 1880s and 90s. 

44 The Promotionsprotokoll gives the exact date of July 11, 1896. See University of Vienna 
Archives, M 32.3-1374 Lazarsfeld, Robert, 1896.11.07. 

45 At the time of writing, the memoir was still unprocessed on the shelves of the Paul-Lazarsfeld-
Archiv, Wien in the ground floor of the political science and sociology library. Hereafter referred 
to as Memoir. “Britches” is my best guess: “Meine Geburtsstaette ist das K. und K. Infanterie 
Regiment ‘Kaiser Franz Josef Nummer eins’, dunkelrote schlaege, silberne Knoepfe,“ p. 1. 

46 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, pp. 1, 24f. 
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home in Vienna, Sophie could look up the Praterstrasse toward her future husband and the higher 

status her family once had from the markedly lower class area in the first few hundred meters of 

the street by the north train station (now the Praterstern). “There it was a very poor street,” 

Sophie remembered her childhood residence, “populated almost entirely by small shopkeepers 

that made up a very miserable image thrown together from tiny, shabby shops.” Here, Sophie 

lived with her mother and her step-father, who had a shop called “Optician and Jeweler” that she 

compared to the skuzzy shops along Broadway in Manhattan. She remembered the childhood 

home as dreary, grotesque, cramped, and miserable. From there she observed with apprehension, 

as a déclassé eight-year-old girl, the first workers’ Mayday parade, a Viennese tradition that 

continues to this day. “We knew what was imminent and prepared ourselves as if for invading 

robbers and murderers” she remembered. “All of the shops were closed, all of the windows 

barricaded, nobody in the street. We bought enough groceries ahead of time.”47 Such petit-

bourgeois fear of the Aufstand der Massen gave no indication of Sophie’s later turn toward 

socialism as an adult. Likewise, the stiflingly conservative home environment on the 

Praterstrasse did not foreshadow her later blossoming as a famously beautiful and vibrant 

socialite, key member of the psychoanalyst Alfred Adler’s circle, and popular expert on 

questions of gender, marriage, and sexuality. 

In her attitude toward Judaism and her ethnic Jewish heritage, however, Sophie 

Lazarsfeld remained true to her upbringing. Her mother’s second husband, an orthodox Jew, had 

agreed to the marriage on the condition that she maintain a kosher household. However, having 

herself grown up assimilated, her mother had no genuine respect for such strange customs. Thus, 

she carried on as before and simply deceived him into believing that she followed kosher rules. 

                                                
47 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 15. 
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Sophie and the Lazarsfeld family as a whole adopted the same indifferent attitude toward their 

ethnic Jewish background, though without either converting to Christianity—like some elite 

Jewish families such as the Adlers, Neuraths, and Wittgensteins—or officially leaving the 

confession, a politically subversive act typical of the Monist, Freidenker, Adlerian psychology, 

and socialist circles that later formed their milieu.48 None of the Lazarsfeld family members 

engaged with Vienna’s Jewish or Zionist associations and movements, even though they had 

close ties to individuals such as Siegfried Bernfeld, a committed figure in those circles.49 As Paul 

Lazarsfeld remembered it late in life, “in a technical sense you were classified as Jewish just 

because at those religion hours [in school] you went to one classroom [for religion class] rather 

than another. Now, as to my parents, they were the typical assimilated German Jews […] You 

don’t deny that you are classified as a Jew, but it doesn’t play any role in your private life.”50 Yet 

                                                
48 That said, Sophie tried to push Paul into converting to Catholicism in order for him to be 
drafted to the relatively safe artillery rather than the infantry during WWI. See Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
Oral History (1975), p. 14-15. Both Robert and Paul Lazarsfeld listed “mosaisch” or “israelisch” 
as their confession in all of their matriculation documents at the University of Vienna. By 
contrast, Paul Lazarsfeld’s first wife, Marie Jahoda, left the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde as a 
young girl. Elisabeth Malleier, Jüdische Frauen in Wien, 1816-1938 (Vienna: Mandelbaum 
Verlag, 2003). On Neurath, see Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: Eine Politische Biographie 
(Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 18. Alfred Adler converted to Protestantism in 1904, 
roughly a decade before the Lazarsfelds came into contact with him, and others in his circle such 
as Otto Rank had officially left the Jewish confession. See Edward Hoffman, The Drive for Self: 
Alfred Adler and the Founding of Individual Psychology (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 
1994), p. 52. Conversion was even in vogue for Vienna’s Catholic intellectuals and scientists, 
who found Protestantism to be less backward. See Interview of Dr. Philipp Frank by Thomas S. 
Kuhn on July 16, 1962, Niels Bohr Library & Archives, American Institute of Physics, College 
Park, MD USA. 

49 Peter Dudek, Er war halt genialer als die anderen: biografische Annäherungen an Siegfried 
Bernfeld (Gießen, Lahn: Psychosozial-Verlag, 2012). Contrast the Lazarsfelds with Freud, who 
though thoroughly assimilated belonged to the local chapter of the B’nai B’rith Society. See 
Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud (New York: Basic Books, 1961), p. 217. 

50 Paul F. Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), p. 3. 
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the claim by Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld’s first wife, that it was only with Hitler that the 

assimilated Jews of this milieu first recognized themselves as Jewish is best understood as a 

rhetorical overstatement. Sophie remembered no hint of anti-Semitism in the garrison town of 

her early childhood, which in her depiction resembled the idealized multi-ethnic provinces and 

border zones of Joseph Roth’s fiction. Things were different in the Vienna of the 1880s, the 

beginning of mass political anti-Semitism under Georg von Schönerer.51 “I did not learn that I 

was a ‘Jewish pig’ [Saujud],” she wrote ironically, “until it was beat into me at around the age of 

seven or eight on my first day of school in Vienna.”52 For his part, Robert seems to have been 

unconcerned with anti-Semitism: for example, he deemed the famously anti-Semitic content of 

Eugen Dühring’s writing irrelevant to its scientific worth.53 Yet according to Sophie Lazarsfeld’s 

later memories, anti-Semitism affected the family in clear, concrete ways even before the 

Anschluss. After 1934, she noted, the Austrofascist regime progressively clamped down on 

Robert’s ability to take on legal clients.54 Paul was beaten several times even before the fascist 

assumption of power, first in an encounter between his socialist youth group and young Nazi 

thugs at the Hohenegg castle ruins outside of St. Pölten in 1925 and later at the university in 

                                                
51 Schorske, Fin-de-siècle Vienna, especially chapter 3, “Politics in a New Key,” pp. 116-180. 

52 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 1. 

53 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz (Vienna: Verlag der Manzschen K.u.K. 
Hof-Verlag und Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1908), p. 52. After the systematic anti-Semitic racial 
theory, Die Judenfrage als Frage der Racenschädlichkeit für Existenz, Sitte und Cultur der 
Völker (1880), anti-Semitic thinking continued to appear throughout Dühring’s writings, 
including the text discussed by Robert Lazarsfeld, Sociale Rettung durch wirkliches Recht statt 
Raubpolitik und Knechtsjuristerei (Leipzig: T. Thomas, 1907). 

54 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 130. 
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1933.55 Anti-Semitism was always there in subtle ways as well. On July 11, 1920, for example, 

the Niederösterreichischer Grenzbote reported on Robert Lazarsfeld’s election to the 

“Sozialistischer Vereinigung geistiger Arbeiter” along with Max Adler, Helene Bauer, Karl 

Fürtmüller, Käthe Pick (Leichter), Julius Tandler, and others. (The cover article of that issue was 

“Hate of Germanness”.) “Eleven Jews and only one German!” the newspaper exclaimed. “And 

they wonder why many that really have a social sensibility pay no mind to Social Democracy!” 

As will be discussed in greater detail below, tacit and institutionalized anti-Semitism within 

academia and even the Austrian socialist party indelibly shaped Paul Lazarsfeld’s career path. 

 

1.3 Positivism in the family 

The new problem that the studious person asks himself today is that of conscious method.  
- Robert Larsfeld [Lazarsfeld], Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, ix 

 

Paul Lazarsfeld grew up in a family setting concerned with the scope and method of the 

social sciences. Several publications attest to collaboration with his mother on Adlerian 

Individual Psychology during his young adult years. The influence of his father is less easily 

documented but perhaps more relevant to his later vocation as methodologist. In any case, 

Robert’s demonstrable influence is less important here than the way that his activity helps us 

identify the particular setting around the Lazarsfeld family. Close examination of Robert’s 

education and writings reveals a mind attuned to the central intellectual problems and trends of 

the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially the protracted conflicts over social 

                                                
55 On the 1933 attack, see Jahoda in Mathias Greffrath, Die Zerstörung einer Zukunft: Gespräche 
mit emigrierten Sozialwissenschaftlern (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 1989). The Arbeiter 
Zeitung reported that Lazarsfeld was “injured…through punches to the face and kicks to the 
stomach.” See Arbeiter Zeitung (14. April 1925) p. 2. 
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scientific method and positivist epistemology and culture.56 Robert expressed consistent interest 

in the purpose and aim of social science as his positions evolved dramatically from a late-

nineteenth century period of youthful aestheticism expressed in philosophical aphorisms through 

his mature years as a legal expert in the interwar Austrian Social Democratic Party. Thus, Robert 

and Sophie provided not only a general Bildungsbürgerliche environment for their children but 

focused the family on the rapidly developing social science disciplines. As an adult, Paul 

Lazarsfeld would later strip the fuller, lebensphilosophische (vitalist) perspective on positivism 

and social science method that he inherited from his parents down to a sober methodological 

“bent of mind.”57 

Like so many young romantics, Robert Lazarsfeld suppressed his intellectual and artistic 

ambitions to pursue a more dependably lucrative career as a lawyer. In his youth, he had little 

concern for politics and practical affairs. Whereas Sophie remembered his brother Adolf as “a 

very serious, almost fanatical Social Democrat [who] wanted to convert me to his political 

conviction,” Robert wanted to earn a doctorate and “concerned himself almost entirely with his 

artistic interests.”58  His first publication, which appeared under the pseudonym of Robert 

Larsfeld two years before he completed a doctorate in laws at the University of Vienna in 1896, 

exhibits the aestheticism that Sophie so clearly remembered, plus a clear anti-socialist sentiment. 

In philosophical aphorisms written in imitation of Friedrich Nietzsche and Georg Christoph 

                                                
56 Paul Lazarsfeld’s oral history gives an unflattering picture of his father, but the fact that he 
named his own son Robert indicates some baseline fondness for his late father. Paul Lazarsfeld’s 
nephew, Henri Zerner, also emphasized both Sophie’s dominance and Paul’s fondness for his 
father in our conversation. (Paris, June 19, 2015). 

57 The phrase is Lazarsfeld’s own. 

58 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 22, 30. 



 

 53 

Lichtenberg, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte valorizes genius, youthful vitality, 

intuition, the strong self, and above all the figure of the artist. The editor of the prominent literary 

review, Neue Deutsche Rundschau, saw his zeal for Nietzsche as typical of those “numerous 

imitators” and “struggling searching youth” who “follow the profile of his master with the full 

fervor of his naïve enthusiasm” and for whom Nietzsche “offers an answer to the problem of 

their souls, a luminous solution.”59 Robert Lazarsfeld belongs not only to the general German-

speaking youthful cult of Nietzsche but to the tradition of Viennese reception running from the 

preceding generation of Engelbert Pernersdorfer, Victor Adler, and their proto-socialist circle 

through Robert Musil’s satirized character of Clarisse, proclaimer of vitalist slogans and 

advocate of the “Nietzsche year” in The Man Without Qualities (1930).60 

 Yet the author of Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte was more than a mere 

mouthpiece for Nietzsche. The young Robert Lazarsfeld wrestled with some of the key 

intellectual problems of the late-nineteenth century. The aphorisms exhibit not only his 

familiarity with the official culture imparted by the humanistic Gymnasium and current issues 

within the philosophy of science and the budding social sciences but also an autodidact’s 

fascination with contemporary biologistic, vitalist, psychological, and physiological discourses. 

At the center of these matters was positivism, not just as an epistemology but more broadly as a 

                                                
59 Oskar Bie, review of Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte. Philosophische Aphorismen, 
by Robert Larsfeld, Neue Deutsche Rundschau 5, no. 6 (June 1894): 655-56. Bie went on to 
point out Robert Lazarsfeld’s “half-ironic, half-banal pathos of expression that borrows a bit 
from journalistic vanity and a little of scientific ponderousness” also characteristic of Nietzsche. 

60 On 1870s reception of Nietzsche in Vienna, see William McGrath, Dionysian Art and Populist 
Politics in Austria (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974) and Aldo Venturelli, “Nietzsche in 
der Berggasse 19. Über die erste Nietzsche-Rezeption in Wien,” in Kunst, Wissenschaft und 
Geschichte bei Nietzsche: Quellenkritische Untersuchungen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 
257–90. 



 

 54 

force that shaped contemporary culture and the self. Robert engaged positivism at the level of 

individual concepts by offering vitalist definitions of causality, certainty, and truth and at the 

level of general culture by reflecting on what it meant to live in an age of science. “Up until now, 

in scientific circles,” he wrote, “which today are the Areopagus [Athenian high court of appeal] 

of world events, one dealt with phenomena only through measurement and calculation.” Like the 

voices that Musil later half-ironized and half-embraced, he railed against science’s treatment of 

the “highest human problems as endpoints of a system and points of departure of colorless, 

schematic principles. But the basis of true thinking,” he declared, “is conviction that emerges out 

of individual physiological foundations in expression of a kind of life from within with 

independent force, mocking of all dialectics.”61 He struck against traditional metaphysicians on 

one side and positivists on the other. “The scholar, the positivist, the Spencerian is married to 

truth,” he wrote in a characteristically dismissive and earnest passage. “It is a distant [kühle] 

marriage. The true philosopher is in love with truth.”62 Echoing Nietzsche’s critique of 

antiquarian historicism in the Untimely Meditations (1876)—a book that had sparked the first 

wave of enthusiasm for Nietzsche among students at the University of Vienna in the 1870s—

Robert emphasized positivism’s enervating effects. Spencerian and academic positivism, he 

argued, “have to give way to a praxis of the future, of human creative and formative activity. 

One hears: best is to create nothing, for one is so easily in error, one is so easily wrong if one 

does not know every last thing exactly and positivistically, that is to say consciously analytic and 

logical.” Positivism made man incapable of action (handlungsunfähig)—it remedied weakness of 

                                                
61 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte: Philosophische Aphorismen 
(Leipzig: Schulze, 1894), 52. 

62 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 84. 
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will (Willensschwäche) with a method of knowing. Yet metaphysics, including the German 

tendency toward “self-tormenting mysticism,” had the same incapacitating effect: “As soon as 

man, as soon as peoples [Völker] pause, doubt, brood, [or] practice metaphysics, they stop 

growing, their will no longer swells, he sinks and the people vanish."63 Metaphysical thinking 

was the product of sick minds: “every metaphysical, otherworldly, inhuman [belief] is a 

neurasthenic misunderstood physical belief.”64 

 Rather than rejecting science outright, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte offered 

vitalist alternatives to positivist conceptions of causality, induction, and certainty. Robert 

Lazarsfeld aimed to reinterpret and reinvigorate science rather than eliminate it. His aphorisms 

exaggerated the tendency of late-nineteenth century positivists such as Ernst Mach and Herbert 

Spencer to view epistemological concepts as biological functions of the human organism.65 (Paul 

Lazarsfeld would later cut off Mach’s biological foundations while retaining his pragmatism, 

basing his view of concept formation instead more squarely on physics.) Similar to Mach and 

like-minded positivists such as Friedrich Adler, Robert rejected mechanistic philosophy, which 

he characterized as a “phraseology that has come over from England” and “displaced the German 

manner of speaking.”66 Robert Lazarsfeld also shared some of his most avant-garde 

contemporaries’ rejection of absolute truth. Upholding truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) in place of 

truth (Wahrheit), he argued—not unlike late-nineteenth century positivists and American 

                                                
63 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 41, 10. 

64 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 54. 

65 On this broad tendency, see Leszek Kolakowski, The Alienation of Reason: A History of 
Positivist Thought (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 1968). 

66 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 37. 
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pragmatists—for a criterion of truth relative to the specific practical matter at hand. (This, as we 

will see, would characterize the logical positivist philosophers of the Vienna Circle and the 

methodological assumptions of Lazarsfeld and his colleagues in Vienna and New York.) And 

like the positivists, he cast epistemological categories in physiological terms but, like Nietzsche, 

added a vitalist and irrationalist language of will, force, and intuition.67 He integrated the 

physiological discourse then in vogue in Vienna, such as the work of Sigmund Exner (1846-

1926), which aimed to extend physiology to explain all domains of human existence such as art, 

law, and morality.68 “The origins of language lie in mental stimulations,” wrote Robert in one 

such aphorism, the “most primordial” of which are value judgments. “Moral and aesthetic value 

judgments are…total judgments [Gesammturtheile] of the organism. In them, life itself speaks in 

its deepest primordiality.”69 He portrayed scientific inquiry as the confrontation of the inner self 

with outer necessity. (Paul Lazarsfeld later showed acute sensitivity to the self of the scientist, as 

we will see in a later chapter on training at the Bureau of Applied Social Research.)  “Objective 

observation [objektive Betrachtung] apprehends all events as a series of outer and inner facts. If I 

                                                
67 On Nietzsche’s fascination with physiological discourses, see Elisa Primavera-Lévy, Die 
Bewahrer des Schmerzen: Figurationen körperlichen Leids in der deutschen Literatur und 
Kultur (1870-1945) (Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos, 2012). 

68 Siegmund Exner, Erntwurf zu einer physiologischen Erklärung der psychischen 
Erscheinungen (Leipzig: F. Deuticke, 1894). In fact, one of the ringleaders of the Viennese 
Nietzscheans of the older generation, Joseph Paneth, maintained a long-lasting letter exchange 
and friendship with Nietzsche and worked in the same physiology lab of Ernst Wilhelm von 
Brücke (himself a student of Hermann von Helmholtz) and Brücke’s assistant and later 
successor, Sigmund Exner. On Exner and Paneth, see Aldo Venturelli, “Nietzsche in der 
Berggasse 19. Über die erste Nietzsche-Rezeption in Wien,” in Kunst, Wissenschaft und 
Geschichte bei Nietzsche: Quellenkritische Untersuchungen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 
especially pp. 284-85. On Sigmund Exner, see also Deborah R Coen, Vienna in the Age of 
Uncertainty: Science, Liberalism, and Private Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 129-34. 

69 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 32. 
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sense this series of inner and outer facts adversely, against me, they appear as force, necessity, 

and this will moreover be the case if I am weak, dithering [ins Schwanken gerathe], and am 

easily altered deeply by the facts. If I am strong,” Robert continued, “the series of inner events 

appears to me less influenced by the outer [events], and following from the progress and growth 

of its activity [it appears] so exciting that I sense this series as freedom.”70 Scientific knowledge 

demanded exertion of the self. “Truth lies in the facts,” he wrote a few aphorisms later, “but it 

illuminates only insofar as one pursues sensations to their finest ramifications…Only through 

this at times agonizing hardness with one’s self will philosophical truthfulness become your 

nature and the path toward truth be blazed.”71 Like the late-nineteenth century marquee men of 

science such as Thomas Huxley and Karl Pearson, Robert Lazarsfeld recognized that scientific 

knowledge demanded not the obliteration but the strengthening of the self.72 However, where 

others stressed self-discipline and willful renunciation of one’s own desires, Robert emphasized 

the heroic and concretely physical, bodily quality of knowing. He refashioned Verstehen 

(understanding)—that key late-nineteenth century concept that became a rallying cry for scholars 

opposed to “natural science” methods in the humanities and social sciences—in vitalist terms. 

Thinkers such as the Berlin historian Wilhelm Dilthey and later Max Weber stressed the 

scholar’s empathetic reliving (Nacherleben) of historical agents and actions. Like Weber, Robert 

defined Verstehen as insight into “effects and causes,” and like the hermeneuticists he noted the 

role of language. Yet for him understanding was “a flash that trembles the body in which one 

                                                
70 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 50. 

71 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 59. 

72 On this point see Theodore M. Porter, Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2006) and Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, 
Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007). 
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mind [Geist] speaks to another.” Verstehen demanded physical vitality over arid book learning. 

The chapter, “Method or the learning Person [Die Methode oder der lernende Mensch]” 

portrayed physical vigor and physiological resilience as a foundation of sound method. 

“Attempting to shield oneself from nervousness by avoiding stimulation is nothing, or at least 

much too little. The only means is to bring the body’s reaction against stimulations down to the 

pertinent level or up according to the hygienic scale through potent fare, ample activity and so 

on, constant time spent outdoors, and absolutely no books.”73 

Robert Lazarsfeld’s call to abandon book learning appears insincere given the traces of 

his fastidious university studies perceptible throughout the aphorisms. Whether affirmative or 

critical, he responded to the juridical faculty’s most prominent faculty members, Adolf Exner 

(1841-1894) and Carl Menger (1840-1921), in Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte and 

his second, more mature and academic book published roughly a decade later, Das Problem der 

Jurisprudenz (1908).74 Robert took at least three courses with Adolf Exner (brother of the 

physiologist Sigmund), who in the 1880s and 1890s enjoyed the high honors of membership in 

the Austrian upper parliament (Herrenhaus) and Imperial Court (Reichsgericht), dean of the 

juridical faculty, and rectorship of the university before his untimely death in 1894.75 Exner’s 

importance in Austrian intellectual life extended well beyond his disciplinary specialty. As a 

member of one of Vienna’s prominent scientific dynasties and professor and rector of the 

university popular with the students, he shaped discussion of the goals of education in liberal 

                                                
73 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, 70. My emphasis. 

74 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz (Vienna: Verlag der Manzschen K.u.K. 
Hof-Verlag und Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1908). 

75 Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty, 138. 
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Austria. Even his specialization as a legal scholar and teacher of Roman law aimed to cultivate 

the critical examination of past and present law. He represented the Pandectist historical 

approach to legal studies that rejected natural law and in its place sought to abstract the 

principles of law from particular historical instances. Yet unlike Romantic, neo-Romantic, and 

other irrationalist historical thinkers of the nineteenth century—some of whom wished to 

bifurcate the Geistes- and Naturwissenschaften—Exner compared legal study favorably to 

natural science, arguing that jurists shared a style of reasoning with natural scientists.76 In the 

years prior to his pseudonymous publication, Robert Lazarsfeld had the opportunity to absorb the 

esteemed professor’s approach to education and legal study in the year-long course on Roman 

law with Exner and a three-part course on Pandekten, one of which Exner taught as well. In 

addition, he studied Austrian Statistik—which at the time still referred to a demographic state 

science, not the modern discipline of mathematical statistics—with Theodor v. Inama-Sternegg, 

a famous teacher who published historical monographs on the manor and its bearing on markets, 

towns, and industrial life in early capitalism and whose Deutsche Wirtschaftsgeschichte (1879-

1901) Joseph Schumpeter praised in his posthumous classic, History of Economic Analysis.77 

Thus, Robert’s youthful irreverence belies his significant experience with text-centric historical 

legal studies in Vienna. 

Robert Lazarsfeld’s aphorisms indicate his familiarity with historical approaches in legal 

studies. Thanks especially to German-speaking scholars from the “historical school” around 

                                                
76 Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty, 135-37. 

77 Joseph Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis, ed. Elizabeth Boody Schumpeter (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1954), 781n9. Schumpeter notes that Inama-Sternegg gained his 
international reputation by being head of the Austrian statistical service “and by his simultaneous 
activity as a teacher who powerfully influenced a generation of statisticians and economists.” 
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Gustav von Schmoller and the Verein für Sozialpolitik such as Max Weber, this school of law 

shaped the social sciences through the twentieth century in both Europe and the United States. 

“No one doubts,” Robert wrote with youthful impertinence, “that legal studies is a very 

unpleasant discipline. The jurist knows that mixture of disinterestedness, doubt, and unease with 

which he approaches matters of law.” Justified or not, he bemoaned the lack of “men of realistic 

élan (realistischer Schwung)” among the Pandectists, historians, and philosophers who “in other 

disciplines illuminate the field with lightning.”78 Yet it appears that it was not so much “realism” 

as Nietzschean heroism that the young Robert Lazarsfeld was after. He complained that, like the 

German historical school that studied law as a collective phenomenon of the Volksgeist (national 

spirit), scholars portrayed the formation of law as an “impersonal, slow process in which law 

emerges and grows imperceptibly from the people in its entire, indefinite, indivisible totality.”79 

In its place—and expressing the attitude that provoked one contemporary reviewer to note 

Robert Lazarsfeld’s staunch opposition to socialism—he called for a view of law that “has grown 

visibly from man to man” as “the deed of a hero, or at least God or nature…the pulse of a 

creative element.”80 

                                                
78 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, p. 59-60. 

79 On the collective or nation as basic unit of the historical school, see Filomena de Sousa, 
“Shaping Disciplinary Boundaries: Scientific Practice and Politics in the Methodenstreit 
Between the German Historical School and the Austrian School of Economics,” in Historical 
Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen, ed. Uljana Feest (Heidelberg: Springer, 2010), 221–40; 
and Geoffrey M. Hodgson, How Economics Forgot History: The Problem of Historical 
Specificity in Social Science (London: Routledge, 2001). 

80 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte, p. 59-60. On the anti-socialist 
tenor of the book, see Oskar Bie, review of Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte. 
Philosophische Aphorismen, by Robert Larsfeld, Neue Deutsche Rundschau 5, no. 6 (June 1894): 
655. 



 

 61 

 Robert Lazarsfeld’s second book-length publication roughly a decade after the youthful 

aphorisms indicates that he kept up with the latest methodological debates in philosophy and the 

social sciences in German-speaking Central Europe. In a form between aphorism and essay and 

this time published under his own name, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz (1908) reflected on the 

constitutive tension within legal studies: “Jurisprudence is a mixtum compositum of science and 

morals.”81 The folly of jurisprudence was not its failure to purge moral content but rather a lack 

of clarity over the ineluctable mixture of science and morality. Robert’s solution was to 

understand law as a “social fact,” an outcome of social conflict and social power relations that 

determined even the meaning of foundational concepts such as property, contract, and marriage. 

Though the book apparently garnered only modest attention from social scientists, it indicates 

that Robert was equipped to participate in the intellectual scene of turn-of-the-century Vienna.82 

His was not the fabled inward-looking, aesthetic fin-de-siècle culture of Carl Schorske’s Vienna 

but rather an optimistic, worldly milieu in which socialist and other progressive intellectuals 

inherited and refashioned the legacy of Austrian liberalism and scientific culture for the new 

century.83  

Robert swam in the same currents of thought as the Austromarxist thinkers—Max Adler, 

Karl Renner, Rudolf Hilferding, and Otto Bauer—who published the book series Marx-Studien 

                                                
81 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz (Vienna: Verlag der Manzschen K.u.K. 
Hof-Verlag und Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1908), 44. 

82 Citations appear, for example, in several 1920s issues of the Archiv für Rechts- und 
Wirtschaftsphilosophie, a key organ for early sociological writings and reviews of Central 
Europe’s marquee social scientists that had also published Robert Lazarsfeld’s review of Rudolf 
Goldscheid’s Staatssozialismus oder Staatskapitalismus? (1918) discussed below. 

83 On the contested narratives of Viennese intellectual history since Carl Schorske’s 1980 classic, 
see Malichi Haim Hacohen, “The Culture of Viennese Science and the Riddle of Austrian 
Liberalism,” Modern Intellectual History 6, no. 2 (August 2009): 369–96. 
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and the journal Der Kampf and imbued the Austrian socialist party with an uncommon level of 

intellectual rigor.84 The vague sympathy for the workers’ movement that Robert expressed in 

Das Problem der Jurisprudenz stopped short of embracing Marxism (and actually criticized 

Marx’s moralism). However, the book engaged intellectual problems and debates inherited from 

the late-nineteenth century that likewise occupied the Austromarxists in the first decade of the 

new century. Like Max Adler in his Kausalität und Teleologie im Streite um die Wissenschaft 

(1904), Robert dealt with the concepts of explanation, causality, and teleology in the social 

sciences. With Rudolf Hilferding’s Böhm-Bawerks Marx-Kritik (1904), he shared a critique of 

the Austrian economists’ methodological individualism.85 More broadly speaking, he shared a 

historical perspective on law with Karl Renner and Otto Bauer. Robert’s book contains no 

references to the Austromarxists, and it was only later, in the early years of the First World War, 

that the Lazarsfelds befriended Otto and Helene Bauer, Max and Jenny Adler, and Marie and 

Rudolf Hilferding.86 However, Robert could easily have crossed paths with any of them—if not 

around the corner from the Lazarsfeld residence at their Stammlokal of Café Central then perhaps 

at the Sociological Society of Vienna (Soziologische Gesellschaft in Wien) led by Rudolf 

                                                
84 On the Austromarxists in this period, see Ernst Glaser, Im Umfeld des Austromarxismus: ein 
Beitrag zur Gestesgeschichte des österreichischen Sozialismus (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1981); 
Norbert Leser, Zwischen Reformismus und Bolschewismus. Der Austromarxismus als Theorie 
und Praxis (Wien: Europa Verlag, 1968); and Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode, eds., Austro-
Marxism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). The Polish anti-Marxist dissident Leszek Kolakowski 
holds up the Austro-Marxists for uncommon praise in Main Currents of Marxism (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2005). 

85 Ludwig von Mises remembered Otto Bauer also tenaciously holding forth against Böhm-
Bawerk in the latter’s seminar. See Ludwig von Mises, Memoirs, trans. Arlene Oost-Zinner 
(Auburn, Alabama: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2009), p. 31. 

86 According to Sophie Lazarsfeld’s memoir, at least. 
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Goldscheid among others.87 Das Problem der Jurisprudenz also indicates that Robert had 

assimilated the philosophy of Ernst Mach, which was then popular with young left-wing thinkers 

such as Otto Bauer and figures outside of the core Austromarxist group including the 

philosophers Philipp Frank and Otto Neurath who later belonged to the Vienna Circle.88 Through 

the teen-aged boy’s mentor and avid Machian Friedrich Adler, Paul Lazarsfeld would also later 

be swept up into Mach’s orbit. Mach’s short tenure at the University of Vienna in the 1890s left 

an indelible mark on the city’s intellectual life. His Popular Scientific Lectures, first published in 

German in 1896, continued to be reprinted regularly through the 1920s. He attracted young 

radicals and social reformers with his iconoclastic critiques of school philosophy and bourgeois 

individualism.89 Taking up Mach’s key vocabulary, Robert rejected “metaphysical speculation” 

and portrayed law as the outcome of “the economy of thought,” a process of “abstraction” and 

                                                
87 Founded primarily on the initiative of Goldscheid in 1907, the Society met in the auditorium 
of the University of Vienna. It was open to all educated members of the general public, 
announced its events in the flagship liberal and socialist newspapers (the Neue Freie Presse and 
the Arbeiter Zeitung), and advocated for the establishment of chairs of sociology and specialty 
libraries in universities. Its inner circle and guests from the ranks of Marxists, Monists, 
Freidenker, and academic social scientists included figures who Robert knew personally or 
whose works he reviewed such as Goldscheid, Max Adler, Julius Deutsch, and Hans Kelsen. On 
the institutional history, personnel, and lecture subjects, see Gudrun Exner, Die 'Soziologische 
Gesellschaft in Wien' (1907-1934) und die Bedeuting Rudolf Goldscheids für ihre 
Vereinstätigkeit (Vienna: New Academic Press, 2013). 

88 With Neurath, who studied under Gustav von Schmoller and Eduard Meyer in Berlin, Robert 
also shared a historicist background. On left-wing disciples of Mach, see Philipp Frank, 
“Introduction – Historical Background” in Modern Science and Its Philosophy (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), especially 1-19; Nancy Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath: 
Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and 
Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel der 
Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in Österreich von 1895 bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982). 

89 On radical attraction to Mach, see Lewis S. Feuer, Einstein and the Generations of Science 
(New York: Basic Books, 1974). On Mach’s broader relevance in Viennese intellectual life, see 
John T. Blackmore, Ernst Mach: His Work, Life, and Influence (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1972). 
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“simplification” comparable to the way that physics” represents phenomena…schematically, in a 

way that they do not appear in actual nature.”90 And finally, like the Austromarxists and the 

leftist philosophers, Robert was concerned with the relationship between science and values—a 

perennial problem that was especially acute in the early twentieth-century years marked by Max 

Weber’s classic essays (1904/1906) and a storied 1909 Vienna meeting of the Verein für 

Sozialpolitik on the place of values in social science.91  

 Most of the leftwing figures with whom Robert Lazarsfeld shared common ground 

operated outside of the university system, but his attention to ongoing methods disputes in Das 

Problem der Jurisprudenz shows that he followed the rapidly professionalizing academic social 

sciences as well. He sided against deductivist, methodologically individualist methods that 

abstracted from social realities in favor of approaches centered on social conflict and power 

relations between groups. Robert’s youthful aphorisms had expressed dissatisfaction with 

academic historicism, even as he retained a vaguely historical view of human experience. His 

later work, however, sided with a historicist perspective by rejecting the economics of marginal 

                                                
90 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 6. Mach’s concept of the “economy of 
thought” had a magnetic draw for diverse contemporaries beyond the ranks of his immediate 
physicist colleauges, from the future anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski to the psychologist-
cum-author Robert Musil. On Malinowski’s dissertation on the economy of thought and its 
influence on his functionalism, see Ernest Gellner, Language and Solitude: Wittgenstein, 
Malinowski, and the Habsburg Dilemma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 
128. Musil’s drawn-out reception of Mach begins with his 1908 dissertation, On Mach’s 
Theories, trans. Kevin Mulligan (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1982). 

91 Neurath took part in the Verein für Sozialpolitik meeting. On the 1909 meeting, in which Max 
Weber and Werner Sombart campaigned for value neutrality against the older reformist 
historicist school represented by Schmoller, see Joseph Schumpeter, History of Economic 
Analysis, ed. Elizabeth Boody Schumpeter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), 773-80; and 
Filomena de Sousa, “Shaping Disciplinary Boundaries: Scientific Practice and Politics in the 
Methodenstreit Between the German Historical School and the Austrian School of Economics,” 
in Historical Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen, ed. Uljana Feest (Heidelberg: Springer, 
2010), 230. 
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utility that the Austrian Carl Menger and his followers had set up in opposition to the German 

historicist school. Robert encountered Menger’s anti-historicist approach to economics in the two 

courses he took with the father of Austrian Economics at the University of Vienna, including the 

introductory Nationalökonomie course and a follow-up course on finance.92 In the 1880s, 

Menger had posed a challenge to the historicist school by taking a subjective theory of value as 

the basis of economics. Menger took the purposes and attitudes of abstract, rational individuals, 

rather than the historical development of organic collectives, as the basic unit of his deductive 

“atomistic” or “compositive” approach.93 Schmoller responded to his challenge, and the many-

rounded debate expanded past Menger’s book-length polemic, The Errors of Historicism in 

German Economics (1884), into subsequent generations of historicist and Austrian schools. 

Menger’s disciple Eugen Böhm-Bawerk found new adversaries in the historically minded 

Austromarxists such as Rudolf Hilferding, and during the interwar period Ludwig Mises and 

Friedrich von Hayek clashed with socialists Otto Neurath over economic planning.94  

Robert Lazarsfeld rejected the individualist, deductivist foundations of Austrian 

economics. Here he engaged methodological problems that continued to animate discussions in 

Vienna up through the interwar debates over methodological individualism and induction among 

the liberal economists and posivists. “The question of the essence and origin of value is to be the 

foundation of economics,” he wrote in Das Problem der Jurisprudenz. “The prospects for 

                                                
92 Nationale, Juristische Fakultät, University of Vienna Archive. 

93 Filomena de Sousa, “Shaping Disciplinary Boundaries,” 231; Hodgson, How Economics 
Forgot History, 79-115. The work that set off the debate was Menger, Untersuchungen über die 
Methode der Sozialwissenschaften und der politischen Ökonomie insbesondere (1883). 

94 Robin Blackburn, “Fin de Siecle: Socialism after the Crash,” New Left Review, no. 185 
(January 1991), 31-35. 



 

 66 

economics as a science would look poor if this were correct.”95 Value is a matter of ethical 

evaluation, Robert argued, which was beyond the purview of Menger’s deductivist economics: 

“Economics has no occasion to contemplate the cause of this phenomenon [valuation], which 

along with a question of ethics is also one of psychology and physiology, if it is to remain within 

its subject matter.” A proper economics would take as its object “those phenomena on the basis 

of which social groups gain power over valued things (values) and how this power is 

reconstructed and changes.”96 As for his own discipline of jurisprudence, Robert argued that any 

approach that was abstracted from social relations and lacking in empiricism was equally 

infertile. “Jurisprudence was nebulous and without purchase because it always proceeded from 

the individual instead of the relationship of the social group and from the idea instead of social 

conflict.” A proper legal science had to “recognize and see through the prevailing social power 

relations,” and text criticism and abstract logical jurisprudence would fail “so long as they did 

not obtain an understanding for the reality of social conflict through social vision.”97 

 Scholars who called their work “sociology” at that time or who belonged to the groups of 

proto-sociologists whose work later helped form the new discipline inspired Robert Lazarsfeld’s 

preferred alternative to methodological individualism. He singled out the law professors Ludwig 

Gumplowicz of Graz and Rudolf Stammler of Halle as the two key influences on his thinking.98  

                                                
95 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 13-14. 

96 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 14. 

97 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 25-27.  

98 He also listed a third influence, the non-Marxist philosopher who gained a significant 
following among nineteenth-century German socialists and thus became a whipping boy of 
orthodox Marxism, Eugen Dühring. However, aside from the aforementioned pardoning of 
Dühring’s antisemitism, the discussion of him is too vague to stand up to any analysis and only 
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Gumplowicz penned Grundriss der Soziologie, a classic work characteristic of the late-

nineteenth century period in which the “Zukunftswissenschaft” of sociology often took the form 

of sprawling, boldly speculative treatises on the nature and history of society from prehistoric to 

industrial times. First published in 1885, the book was republished several times in the twentieth 

century. Gumplowicz saw social processes as the conflict between groups and denied the 

importance of the individual. “The individual simply plays the part of the prism which receives 

the rays,” he argued with an evocative naturalistic metaphor, “dissolves them according to fixed 

laws, and lets them pass out again in a predetermined direction and with a predetermined 

color.”99 Indeed, Gumplowicz explicitly rejected the methodological individualism of his 

contemporaries such as Herbert Spencer and took the social group as the basic unit of sociology, 

though he embraced a Darwinian explanation of human development. His emphasis on inter-

group conflict also led him to cast off rationalist approaches to society typical of the French 

Enlightenment and Hegelianism.  

It is surprising that anyone could be enamored with both Gumplowicz and Stammler at 

the same time, since the Graz proto-sociologist rejected the distinction between natural and 

social sciences just as Neokantians like Stammler were steeling themselves for a decades-long 

fight in defense of that dichotomy.100 Stammler’s anti-Marxist Wirtschaft und Recht nach der 

Materialistischen Geschichtsauffassung (1896) impressed Robert Lazarsfeld as a continuation of 

                                                
serves to indicate that as late as 1908 the Lazarsfelds’ was a household open to such an infamous 
anti-Marxist figure. 

99 Quoted in Harry E. Barnes, “The Social Philosophy of Ludwig Gumplowicz,” in An 
Introduction to the History of Sociology (Chicago, 1948), 193. 

100 Gerald Mozetic, “Ludwig Gumplowicz: Das Programm einer naturalistischen Soziologie,” in 
Tradition und Herausforderung. 400 Jahre Universität Graz, ed. Kurt Freisitzer (Graz, 1985), 
189–210. 
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Gumplowicz’s social interpretation of law. It has survived in posterity, however, as an object of 

Max Weber’s criticism, which in turn provided an occasion for Weber to elaborate his method of 

Verstehende sociology in four 1907 articles in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik 

and two posthumously published sections in 1922.101 Stammler’s critique of the materialist 

conception of economy and law hinged on the question of whether the social sciences could 

establish lawlike regularities comparable to the laws of nature that constitute the foundations of 

the natural sciences.102 He concluded that “social life,” the key concept of social science, cannot 

be treated like mere spatio-temporal natural being. Instead, social science needed to study “the 

regulation of human intercourse and collective life on the basis of rules which men themselves 

have instituted.”103 It is impossible to know whether Robert Lazarsfeld followed along with 

Weber’s 1907 critique. He did, however, defend the concept of causality against Stammler’s 

assaults in favor of the explanation of social life through teleology (Zweck). “For social life,” 

Robert wrote appropriating Stammler’s key term, “must also be amenable to a causal 

explanation—just that, due to its manifoldness and extraordinary convolutedness, explanation 

cannot be given through simple laws like a law of evolution or other such gimmicks of the 

natural philosophers.”104 Without indicating which particular understanding of these highly 

controversial concepts he intended, Robert nevertheless made it clear that scientific explanation 

belonged with causality, not teleology: “The principle of goal can evaluate and criticize [social] 

                                                
101 Max Weber, Critique of Stammler, trans. Guy Oakes (New York: The Free Press, 1977). It 
was Weber’s pattern to use critiques of his contemporaries as occasions for methodological 
reflection.  

102 Oakes, “Introductory Essay” in Max Weber, Critique of Stammler. 

103 Stammler, Economy and Law, quoted in Oakes, 3. 

104 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 50. 
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phenomena, but explanation always remains a matter of science and its principle of causality.”105 

In any case, it appears that he had at least dabbled in contemporary philosophy of science in light 

of both the aforementioned appropriation of Mach’s “economy of thought” and the use of 

vaguely Kantian epistemological vocabulary. Despite the autodidactic and amateurish qualities 

of his non-systematic book, Robert Lazarsfeld seems to have been a forward-looking thinker. He 

cast off the incursions of natural science into the social sciences such as the theory of evolution. 

However, he defended causality, a concept typically more associated with the natural sciences, 

against teleology, a concept often employed by those who opposed natural scientific methods in 

the social sciences.106 Yet he also highlighted the inextricable place of values as both an object 

and a motivation for social science. Das Problem der Jurisprudenz had no perceptible influence 

in its time, but it nevertheless reveals that the Lazarsfeld family had decades of experience 

grappling with the central methodological issues of the social sciences in the turn-of-the-century 

decades, long before the beginning of Paul Lazarsfeld’s career. 

 Although Das Problem der Jurisprudenz was Robert Lazarsfeld’s last scientific book, he 

continued to engage with the contemporary social sciences as Paul began his own apprenticeship 

in the budding field. Yet by this time, Robert turned from his earlier rejection of socialism and 

joined the family in working towards a new social and political order, which is evident through 

his reviews of contemporary works on economic policy and legal theory. As the Habsburg 

empire threatened to fall apart in the later years of the First World War, its intellectuals began 

discussing the path toward social and economic reconstruction. Rudolf Goldscheid, co-founder 

                                                
105 Robert Lazarsfeld, Das Problem der Jurisprudenz, 51. 

106 As we will see below, the causality/teleology pairing was the central focus of Max Adler’s 
1904 book and found another local echo in the ensuing decades as the right-wing law professor 
Othmar Spann railed against the concept of causality. 
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and leading force of the German Sociological Society and the Sociological Society in Vienna, 

Monist, Freidenker, and major player in Vienna’s sexual reform movement, intervened in the 

debates over a post-WWI “socialization” of the Austrian economy. In the months after war’s 

end, this became a salient issue in Der Kampf, the Arbeiter-Zeitung, the international socialist 

press, and in the Austrian public sphere in general.107 Goldscheid belonged to the postwar 

Socialization Commission with leading Viennese thinkers such as Helene and Otto Bauer, 

Joseph Schumpeter, and Rudolf Hilferding.108 He took particular interest in the state’s 

responsibility to care for “organic capital”—that is, the health and well-being of its population—

and through his popular writings on Menschenökonomie (the economy of human beings) became 

a foundational thinker for the Austrian welfare state.109 Perhaps as a deputy of his friend Helene 

Bauer, who aired a sharp critique of Goldscheid’s political naiveté in Der Kampf,  Robert 

Lazarsfeld penned an extensive review of Goldscheid’s early take on socialization in 

Staatssozialismus oder Staatskapitalismus? (1917).110 There Goldscheid presented a strategy for 

                                                
107 Gudrun Exner, Die 'Soziologische Gesellschaft in Wien'. On Goldscheid and the sexual 
reform movement, see Britta McEwen, Sexual Knowledge: Feeling, Fact, and Social Reform in 
Vienna, 1900-1934 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2012). 

108 (Otto Neurath, who remained deeply interested in socialization and later went to bat against 
Hayek and von Mises over the price system, had gotten mixed up in German socialization 
through his involvement in the Bavarian Republic.) On socialization, see Robert Stöger, “Der 
kurze Traum. Strategie und Praxis der Sozialisierung,” in Das Werden der Ersten 
Republik: ...der Rest ist Österreich, ed. Helmut Konrad and Wolfgang Maderthaner, vol. 2 
(Vienna: Gerold, 2008), 123–38. 

109 Gudrun Exner, “Rudolf Goldscheid (1870-1931) and the Economy of Human Beings,” 
Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2 (2004): 283–301. 

110 Robert Lazarsfeld, review of Staatssozialismus oder Staatskapitalismus? Ein 
finanzsoziologischer Beitrag zur Lösung des Staatsschulden-Problems, by Rudolf Goldscheid, 
Archiv für Rechts- und Wirtschaftsphilosophie 11, no. 2 (1918 1917): 255–59. For H. Bauer’s 
critique, see Stöger, “Der kurze Traum,” p. 126.  
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the postwar recapitalization of state coffers depleted by the war as an extension of the 

“materialist theory of history.” He called for state expropriation of private property 

(“Staatskapitalismus”) rather than mere state intervention in the free play of capitalist forces. 

Staatskapitalismus would necessarily lead to a collectivist economy and therefore to socialism, 

Goldscheid argued. Robert Lazarsfeld’s ultimate assessment of the book is of minor significance 

for our purposes. (He criticized its “unmistakeable bourgeois optimism and belief in the state, 

both of which are unacceptable for socialism.”) More important is Robert’s impressive display of 

competence in the implications of Goldscheid’s plans and his attention to the enormous influence 

of the author on contemporary public discussions by government ministers, professors, 

politicians, and financiers. As Paul Lazarsfeld prepared for his Matura and entry to the 

university, where he at first matriculated as a student in Staatswissenschaft (state science), his 

father was seriously engaged with the most pressing contemporary issues of political economy. 

 In his youthful pseudonymous book of aphorisms, Robert Lazarsfeld exclaimed that “The 

new problem that the studious person asks himself today is that of conscious method.”111 

Robert’s writings over several decades had no perceptible resonance or legacy, but they evince a 

sustained and earnest engagement with the protracted debates over the proper approach to social 

knowledge. They also provide many clues to Paul Lazarsfeld’s exposure to the social sciences 

inside and outside of the university in Vienna. These are otherwise nearly impossible to 

reconstruct due to the paucity of sources from this period of his life and to his tendency not to 

explicitly divulge his influences. Paul Lazarsfeld breathed in Viennese intellectual life through 

extensive reading and by being well connected through his family. For whatever reason, Paul 

                                                
111 Robert Lazarsfeld, Die Phasen des Lebens und der Geschichte: Philosophische Aphorismen 
(Leipzig: Schulze, 1894). 
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was completely silent on the intellectual activities of his father. In his memoirs and oral history 

interviews, the only father figure he spoke of was Friedrich Adler.112

                                                
112 That said, Henri Zerner told me that Paul retained much affection for his father. After all, he 
did name his son Robert. 
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Chapter 2 

The Cultivation of a Scientific Mind in Early Twentieth-Century Vienna 
 
 
2.1 Friedrich Adler: an introduction to socialist politics and the scientific worldview 

 The Kurort and its thermal baths and fresh air were sites already loaded with meaning in 

bourgeois life and letters during the First World War and its immediate aftermath. Farm-boy 

soldiers dug trenches, perished under artillery fire, and mowed each other down with machine-

gun fire at the front while elites sipped spritzers and played bridge in summer resort towns 

outside of Europe’s steaming cities. Joseph Roth staged the unraveling of a hasty marriage on the 

eve of war at Baden, a stately bath town outside of Vienna in his epic narrative of the declining 

Habsburg Empire, The Emperor’s Tomb (1938). It was also in such a setting in the summer of 

1915 that Sophie Lazarsfeld first met the founder and head of the Austrian Social-Democratic 

Party, Victor Adler, and his son, the physicist and party theorist Friedrich. A chance encounter at 

the Konried Heilwasser (therapeutic water) resort in Lower Austria at the foot of the Rax 

mountain range—the same area where Sophie also cultivated a friendship with the Habsburg 

General Teisinger—led to a “pleasant summer acquaintance” with both father and son.1 Victor 

introduced Sophie to detective literature and to the French novelist Colette’s “risqué” Claudine 

series and invited her to play cards to keep her company when Robert returned to the front.2 With 

Friedrich she discussed literature and music—he first approached her as she read Gustav 

                                                
1 Sophie compared her relationship with Teisinger, with an evident degree of satisfaction, to the 
famous relationship between Kaiser Franz Josef and special companion, the beautiful 
Burgtheater actress Katharina Schratt. In other years, the Lazarsfelds went to Bad Ischl, where 
the Kaiser took his Sommerfrische. This is confirmed in 1913 and 1930 editions of the Curliste 
Bad Ischl. 

2 Sophie Lazarsfeld Memoir, Part I, pp. 87-91; Part II, pp. 34-35. 
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Gaijerstam's marriage romance Das Buch vom Brüderchen (1906)—but they quickly developed 

an intimate friendship that they maintained back in Vienna and until the end of Friedrich’s life in 

1960.3 Soon the basis of their relationship broadened to include socialist politics. This, too, 

emerged in a typically bourgeois setting of a Richard Strauss concert evening at the Vienna 

Musikverein with Friedrich Adler and two women who became her friends and inspiration for 

socialist engagement—Jenny Adler, wife of the Austro-Marxist philosopher Max Adler, and 

Margaret Hilferding, a member first of Sigmund Freud’s and then of Alfred Adler’s circle and 

wife of the economist Rudolf Hilferding.4 For years thereafter, the Lazarsfeld homes served as 

meeting place and, for visitors and in times of crisis, as shelter for Friedrich Adler and other 

Austrian socialist party intellectuals. 

 Sophie Lazarsfeld’s new intimate friendship came at a turning point for Friedrich Adler 

and left an indelible impression on her family. Not only did it bring the Lazarsfelds into socialist 

politics, but it also gave the young Paul a mentor at an impressionable age while his father was 

off on war service in the Tirolian border region. These were tumultuous, productive, and pivotal 

years for Friedrich Adler, who staked out a political position independent of his powerful father, 

emerged as leader of the left-wing socialist opposition to the war, and became the opposition’s 

                                                
3 Sophie maintained a correspondence with Friedrich during the tumultuous years following their 
emigration and continued to visit him in Switzerland each summer after the Second World War. I 
owe my understanding of their relationship to a conversation with Sophie’s grandson, Henri 
Zerner (Paris, June 19, 2015). 

4 Sophie emphasized that it was Jenny Adler and Margaret Hilferding, not Friedrich Adler, who 
turned her on to socialism but that Friedrich deepened her engagement. See Memoir, Part I, p. 
42. 
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hero when he assassinated the Austrian Prime Minister Count Stürgkh.5 “Down with absolutism, 

we want peace!” he exclaimed as he fired three shots, point blank, into Stürgkh’s skull. It was the 

kind of deed that filled everyone’s diaries and animated every café, Beisl (pub), and street-corner 

conversation.6 “The speech was reprinted everywhere,” remembered Marie Jahoda years later of 

his self-defense at trial. “I still have a postcard with a photo of him that was sold at that time.”7 

Also in these years around the First World War—and taking advantage of both the prison time 

and the political cachet that resulted from his deed—Adler energetically prepared several major 

political and scientific publications.8 He published an anthology of essays that sought to establish 

Ernst Mach’s philosophy and scientific worldview as the complement, extension, and successor 

to the Marxist theory of history.9 At the same time, he published a collection of political essays 

composed during the war years that were intended to set the course for a revived Socialist 

                                                
5 For a retelling of the assassination, see Julius Braunthal, Victor und Friedrich Adler: Zwei 
Generationen Arbeiterbewegung (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1965), p. 
229-230. 

6 For example, the diaries of socialist, feminist sociologist and socialite Rosa Mayreder recount 
her reactions and discussions of the assassination with the sociologist Rudolf Goldscheid. See 
Mayreder, Tagebücher 1873-1937, ed. Harriet Anderson (Frankfurt am Main: Insel Verlag, 
1988). Maureen Healy notes that the newspapers of Vienna, the citizens of which had begun to 
suffer terrible deprivations due to the wartime blockade and rations, recounted in vivid detail not 
only the violent act but the Count’s gluttonous meal. See Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the 
Habsburg Empire: Total War and Everyday Life in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004). 

7 Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”p. 23. 

8 “…in every sense it is one of the happiest phases of my life.” he wrote in a letter, 
“Intellectually, I am living at full draft…” Quoted in Maier, “Vorwort” to Michaela Maier and 
Wolfgang Maderthaner, eds., Physik und Revolution: Friedrich Adler -- Albert Einstein. Briefe -- 
Dokumente -- Stellungnahmen (Vienna: Erhard Löcker GesmbH, 2006), p. 8. 

9 Friedrich Adler, Ernst Machs Überwindung des mechanischen Materialismus (Vienna: Verlag 
der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1918). 
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International, a program between the German Party’s reformism and Russian Bolshevism dubbed 

the “Second-and-a-Half International” in the early 1920s.10 Two years after war’s end, Adler’s 

earnest but spectacularly failed refutation of Einstein’s general theory of relativity written during 

his imprisonment also appeared.11 

Sophie and Paul were well aware of Friedrich’s political and scientific activities. In fact, 

Sophie may have been one of the only people forewarned of his assassination plans through a 

letter he entrusted to her in case he was not given the chance to explain the motives of his deed. 

As it turned out, Adler’s defense became an international public campaign. His esteemed 

contemporaries such as Albert Einstein vouched for his soundness of character while he sought 

to fend off arguments for an insanity defense constructed by his protective father.12 The trial 

itself was a major showcase, not least because it took place against a background of strikes and 

                                                
10 Friedrich Adler, Die Erneuerung der Internationale: Aufsätze aus der Kriegszeit, ed. Robert 
Danneberg (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1918). N.B. Danneberg was a high 
party functionary, and none other than Karl Kautsky contributed a laudatory forward to the book. 
On the “betweenness” of Austrian socialism after the First World War, see the classic Norbert 
Leser, Zwischen Reformismus und Bolschewismus: Der Austromarxismus als Theorie und Praxis 
(Vienna: Europa Verlag, 1968). Kolakowski explicates the theoretical underpinnings of the 2½ 
International in  Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2005), pp. 549ff. 

11 Friedrich Adler, Ortszeit, Systemzeit, Zonenzeit und das ausgezeichnete Bezugssystem der 
Elektrodynamik. Eine Untersuchung über die Lorentzsche und die Einsteinsche Kinematik 
(Vienna: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1920). 

12 Victor Adler tried to enlist psychoanalysts and contemporary physicists to marshal evidence 
that Friedrich had gone insane. See Peter Galison, “The Assassin of Relativity,” in Einstein for 
the 21st Century: His Legacy in Science, Art, and Modern Culture, ed. Peter Galison, Gerald 
James Holton, and Silvan S. Schweber (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 185–204, 
especially pp. 188-192. The assassination remained an object of fascination and speculation for 
years, e.g. in 1922 the Belgian heterodox socialist Hendrik de Man interpreted it as a displaced 
patricide out of weakness against party and father. For more on contemporary interpretations, see 
Wolfgang Maderthaner, “Friedrich Adler und Graf Stürgkh – zur Psychopathologie eines 
Attentats” in Maier and Maderthaner eds., Physik und Revolution, especially pp. 30-42. 
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mutiny in the wake of the October Revolution.13 Viennese socialists later remembered that 

Adler’s deed and condemnation to death awakened a revolutionary and anti-war spirit in 

Austria.14 In the “fatherless” post-Habsburg Austrian society, the early Freud disciple Paul 

Federn observed, Friedrich Adler played the “heroic” radical father as counterpart to the more 

stately father figure of Victor. “Friedrich Adler’s act was of such…meaning for the Social-

Democratic Party in Austria,” Federn wrote, “because it was the vehement outbreak of 

opposition to the old domineering state.”15 The trial became the occasion for Paul’s brief 

imprisonment for contempt of court when he exclaimed “Hoch Friedrich Adler!” in response to 

Adler’s death sentence.16 In fact, Adler’s extensive testimony constituted a fourth major work 

                                                
13 Julius Braunthal recalled this tumultuous and exciting atmosphere surrounding the 
assassination, imprisonment, and trial in his memoir, In Search of the Millenium, p. 211. Käthe 
Leichter remembered that even her liberal, anti-socialist father was very impressed with Adler’s 
defense speech. See Käthe Leichter: Leben und Werk, ed. Herbert Steiner (Vienna: Europa 
Verlag, 1973), p. 274. 

14 See e.g. Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft, p. 57. Scheu was a member of the socialist youth 
movement faction led by Lazarsfeld and son of social democratic intellectuals Gustav and 
Helene Scheu. Marie Jahoda remembered the same: “Through Adler’s deed I became a 
conscious socialist, even though the ground had been prepared by the ideas of Popper-Lynkeus 
as my father had imparted them to us.” 

15 See the pamphlet based on Federn’s lectures to the Vienna Psychological Society and the 
Monist League, Paul Federn, Zur Psychologie der Revolution: Die Vaterlose Gesellschaft 
(Vienna: Anzengruber-Verlag Brüder Suschitzky, 1919), p. 15-16. 

16 Verein für die Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung Archiv. Personenarchiv “Lazarsfeld, 
Sophie.” Lade 21. Mappe 63; Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir. The sentence was later commuted to 
imprisonment, and Adler was let free following the fall of the monarchy. Friedrich Scheu had the 
story quite differently. Upon his sentencing, Adler cried “Es lebe die Internationale!” to which 
Paul Lazarsfeld responded “Hoch die Internationale!” See Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft, p. 
57. 
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that was published—by the Berlin Secession gallerist and intellectual gatekeeper Paul Cassirer, 

no less—amidst his flurry of activity after 1915.17  

Adler initiated the young Paul into the peculiarly Viennese intertwined worlds of socialist 

politics and modern physics. In Paul Lazarsfeld’s Vienna, socialism went together with a kind of 

pragmatist positivism that Adler expounded during these tumultuous years. Through a 

correspondence before and during his imprisonment, Adler advised his protégé to study 

mathematics as a practically useful skill. Sophie and Paul also acted as couriers, illegally 

shuttling scientific books and issues of the Physikalische Zeitschrift back and forth among the 

Lazarsfeld family residence, Adler’s prison cell, and the Hofbibliothek (now the Austrian 

National Library), where the librarian, a Yugoslav nationalist priest, welcomed this small 

subversion against the state.18 Friedrich and Paul discussed literature, mathematics, physics, and 

to a lesser extent politics. Adler urged him to read the fictional works of Karl Schönherr and 

Enrica von Handel-Mazzetti, for example, that dealt with religious intolerance and the idea of the 

nation in counter-reformation Austria.19 The exchange between Friedrich and Paul indicates that 

                                                
17 Friedrich Adler, Friedrich Adler vor dem Ausnahmegericht: die Verhandlungen vor dem §-14-
Gericht am 18. und 19. Mai 1917 nach dem stenographischen Protokoll (Berlin: Paul Cassirer, 
1919). Lewis S. Feuer notes Adler’s fascinating use of relativity theory and Copernican 
astronomy to defend his actions. See Feuer, Einstein and the Generations of Science (New York: 
Basic Books, 1974), pp. 22-24. On Paul Cassirer, see Peter Paret, The Berlin Secession: 
Modernism and Its Enemies in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 
p. 73. 

18 Sophie remembered that in his gratitude Adler later took the priests name, Gibert, as his nom 
de guerre in illegal correspondence. 

19 Karl Schönherr, Glaube und Heimat (1910); Enrica von Handel-Mazzetti, Jesse und Maria 
(1906). In light of similarities, contemporaries charged Schönherr of plagiarizing Handel-
Mazzetti’s Die arme Margaret (1910). Friedrich Adler to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Letter, (July 16, 
1916), “Sophie Lazarsfeld XXIV”, fol. M308, Verein für die Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung 
Archive, Vienna, Austria. 



 

 79 

the teenaged protégé not only enjoyed the honor of serving a political hero but also took genuine 

substantive interest in the materials he delivered to the prison at Stein an der Donau. In one 

letter, Adler praised Paul’s “enthusiasm for mathematics” and explained that the subject would 

only become more interesting as he first learned analytic geometry and differential calculus.20 

Another letter shows that Lazarsfeld had become fascinated with the conceptual issues 

surrounding Einstein’s theory of relativity as well as the concept of the ether that it eventually 

demolished. “In the same edition as Einstein,” Adler wrote to Lazarsfeld of a series of popular 

pamphlets on physics, “there’s also a pamphlet from Hans Witte on ‘Space and Time’…It is also 

very fundamental and might interest you if you want to continue working on this problem. A 

very good popular introduction is a booklet from M. La Rosa, Der Aether, Geschichte einer 

Hypothese [The Ether: The History of a Hypothesis]…”21 

One letter from Friedrich Adler to Paul Lazarsfeld during this period highlights the 

particularly Viennese linkage of socialist politics and anti-realist, anti-mechanist philosophy of 

science that the mentor imparted on his young friend. “It might interest you a lot,” Adler wrote, 

urging the sixteen-year-old Lazarsfeld to read his 1909 article “Wozu brauchen wir Theorien?” 

(What do we need theories for?).22 (After all, it was at Lazarsfeld’s age that Adler had first read 

Friedrich Engels’s Anti-Dühring, which infected him with the question of the relationship 

                                                
20 Friedrich Adler to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Letter, (July 16, 1916), “Sophie Lazarsfeld XXIV”, fol. 
M308, Verein für die Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung Archive, Vienna, Austria. 

21 Friedrich Adler to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Letter, (December 26, 1917), “Sophie Lazarsfeld 
XXIV”, fol. M308, Verein für die Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung Archive, Vienna, Austria. 

22 Friedrich Adler to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Letter, (March 4, 1917), “Sophie Lazarsfeld XXIV”, fol. 
M308, Verein für die Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung Archive, Vienna, Austria. 
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between historical materialism and the materialism of the natural sciences.)23 Originally 

published in the flagship Austrian socialist intellectual journal, Der Kampf, the article would 

soon reappear in the collection of his political essays, Die Erneuerung der Internationale (1918). 

Through this essay, Adler had intervened in a debate within the socialist movement over the 

place of theory.24 He presented a unity of theory and praxis by linking a meta-theoretical position 

derived from Ernst Mach with the needs of the socialist movement. From Mach, he borrowed a 

particular anti-realist view of the meanings of “theory” and “law” that allowed him to argue for 

the merits of theory for political praxis on the one hand while breaking with the objectivism of 

his comrades (especially the Bolsheviks), a stubborn vestige of nineteenth-century mechanism, 

on the other. Law and theory, he wrote channeling Mach, are first and foremost the means for 

saving us from always having to repeat our experiences. We can use past experiences to deal 

with later cases, and we can transfer these congealed experiences to and from others upon whose 

experiences we in turn depend. Thus, theory played an “economic” function by streamlining our 

individual and collective mental work—what Mach called the economy of thought. As in 

everyday life, so in science: “Characteristic qualities are emphasized and summarized in a single 

                                                
23 So Adler claimed in the forward to Ernst Machs Überwindung des mechanischen 
Materialismus (1918), which he must have written around the time he wrote these letters to Paul 
Lazarsfeld. It seems that this was a text of initiation for many young Viennese socialists. Julius 
Braunthal, double biographer of Victor and Friedrich Adler and post-WWII secretary and 
historian of the Socialist International, remembered that the first socialist classics he read upon 
joining the youth movement were the Manifesto and Anti-Dühring. See Braunthal, In Search of 
the Millennium (London: V. Gollancz, 1945), p. 37. 

24 Rudolf G. Ardelt, Friedrich Adler: Probleme einer Persönlichkeitsentwicklung um die 
Jahrhundertwende (Vienna: Österreichischer Bundesverlag, 1984), pp. 184ff. Adler’s chief 
theoretical opponent over these years preceding the First World War appears to have been Franz 
Mehring, though as will be explained below he also became a target in V.I. Lenin’s polemic 
against the Russian disciples of Mach and Richard Avenarius, Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism: Critical Comments on a Reactionary Philosophy (1909). 
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short statement. In this way, in all sciences the complicated manifold of phenomena is ordered in 

a clear (übersichtlich) way and represented in easily usable, comfortably ready-at-hand 

statements.”  

Theories did not capture what was mechanically necessary, only what was most probable 

on the basis of past experience of repetition, regularity, and interdependence of phenomena. 

Theories, Adler argued in “Wozu brauchen wir Theorien?,” served as guidelines for action. 

“Acting according to theory,” he wrote, “is the most practical thing we can do because whatever 

fits with the theory is more probable than anything else.” Like Mach before him, Adler brought 

the ethereal notion of scientific theory down to earth: theories were tools (Werkzeuge) “that 

everyone uses. In this sense all people are theorists…”25 Adler took seriously this understanding 

of theories as tools, which fit the conventionalist mood of his Viennese contemporaries such as 

Philipp Frank and Otto Neurath as well as the Frenchman Pierre Duhem, whose key work he had 

just translated.26 Though all men make and use theories as tools, he argued, some may specialize 

in making the tools that others use: here we may think of party intellectuals, for example. 

Accepting this division of labor was not to say that the goal of specialized toolmaking was 

utmost precision, for tools only needed to be as precise as necessary for their intended 

                                                
25 Friedrich Adler, “Wozu braucht man Theorien?” in Die Erneuerung der Internationale: 
Aufsätze aus der Kriegszeit, ed. Robert Danneberg (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener 
Volksbuchhandlung, 1918), p. 197-99. 

26 Pierre Duhem, Ziel und struktur der physikalischen Theorien, trans. Friedrich Adler (Leipzig: 
J.A. Barth, 1908). On conventionalism in early-twentieth century Vienna, see Philipp Frank, 
“Introduction: Historical Background,” in Modern Science and Its Philosophy (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), 1–52, especially pp. 1-19. Neurath’s particular 
development of conventionalism will be discussed below. See also Nancy Cartwright et al., Otto 
Neurath: Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996). 
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application. This was a principle that Lazarsfeld also upheld as toolmaker for empirical social 

research. 

Friedrich Adler proposed a particular role of theory in the contemporary socialist 

movement in accordance with this anti-realist, anti-mechanist understanding of theories as tools. 

Whereas the German revisionists to his right led by Eduard Bernstein notoriously gave up the 

revolutionary aims of the workers’ movement, Adler and his fellow Austrians held out hope for a 

gradual transition to socialism through electoral victories and the cultural transformation of the 

working class.27 Still, Adler acknowledged two intertwined problems that the socialists had to 

confront. First, he held that the relations of production alone would not mechanically give rise to 

revolution: such a political transformation required both this objective precondition and the will 

of the workers. Second, given their recently improved standard of living, the workers in fact had 

more to lose than their chains. Thus, without the educational role of theory, they could lose sight 

of their historical role. “We need theories,” Adler wrote, “so that among the class-conscious 

workers the vital will for the overthrow of contemporary society can break through to victory!”28 

Theories of society therefore needed to deal with the “willful strivings and willful actions of men 

(Willungsbestrebungen und Willenshandlungen der Menschen)” as their basic material. 

Though Adler’s attention to will may appear as a radical departure from stereotypical, 

fatalistic Marxist theory, Adler could have found support in Engel’s Ludwig Feuerbach. There 

                                                
27 On revisionism, see Roger Fletcher, Revisionism and Empire: Socialist Imperialism in 
Germany 1897-1914 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1984); Carl E. Schorske, German Social 
Democracy, 1905-1917: The Development of the Great Schism (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1955). On Austrian gradualism and culturalism, see Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: 
Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); 
Anson Rabinbach, The Crisis of Austrian Socialism: From Red Vienna to Civil War, 1927-1934 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 1-30. 

28 Friedrich Adler, “Wozu brauchen wir Theorien?”, p. 202. 
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Engels depicted human history as a naturalistic product of multiple wills with a mixture of 

psychologistic language of “passion,” “deliberation,” and “motives” and physical-mechanical 

language of “levers” and forces. “That which is willed happens but rarely; in the majority of 

instances the numerous desired ends cross and conflict with one another,” he wrote. “[I]t is 

precisely the resultant of these many wills operating in different directions and of their manifold 

effects upon the outer world that constitutes history.”29 It was “those motives which set in motion 

great masses” that the scientist should extract as the laws of motion of society. Unfortunately, 

there is no way of knowing how exactly Lazarsfeld received his mentor’s vision of Marxist 

social theory. However, as the young Paul found his circuitous way into social science over 

roughly ten years following this correspondence with Friedrich Adler, the psychology and will of 

the worker remained consistent objects of fascination. 

Adler offered more than just a few isolated ideas and reading recommendations to his 

young protégé. He provided a potential model of the socialist intellectual for Paul to emulate and 

opened him up to the intertwined worlds of scientist-philosophers and socialist theorists across 

Europe. Adler had earned his doctorate in physics in Zurich in 1902. There he fell in with the 

radical intellectuals and students from all over Europe and Russia that Lewis Feuer later 

described as “a countercommunity of scientists and cosmopolitan bohemians outside the official 

scientific establishment, that was moved in a revolutionary time to see the world in a new way,” 

with Ernst Mach as their master thinker.30 In fact, he had originally wanted to feed his political 

convictions by studying history, economics, and philosophy, and he even considered turning to 

                                                
29 Friedrich Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the Outcome of Classical German Philosophy (New 
York: International Publishers, 1941), pp. 58-59. 

30 Lewis S. Feuer, Einstein and the Generations of Science (New York: Basic Books, 1974), p. 4.  



 

 84 

the social sciences after earning his degree.31 The choice of physics was only a compromise with 

his father, who sought to steer him away from the political vocation.32 Leon Trotsky, who knew 

Adler well in Zurich, and V.I. Lenin both admired the young Viennese expat—supposedly Red 

Square was for a short time renamed Friedrich Adler Square, and the two nominated him as 

honorary secretary of the Comintern in 1919—before he became a target of their vicious 

critique.33 Adler also brought his colleague and housemate Albert Einstein into these radical 

circles.  

Despite his divided interests, Adler had a reasonably successful early career in physics, 

and for a while it seemed that he could fuse his political and scientific interests through the 

philosophy of Ernst Mach. Soon after earning his degree, a plan to refute Mach turned into a full-

blown conversion to the latter’s phenomenalist and historical perspective. He detailed this 

conversion in a 1905 critique of the Nobel Prize-winning German chemist and Monist Wilhelm 

Ostwald in the Viertieljahresschrift für Wissenschaftliche Philosophie und Soziologie, a 

publication associated with Mach and founded by his kindred spirit Richard Avenarius that was a 

forerunner of the journals that later incubated Logical Empiricism, Die Naturwissenschaften and 

                                                
31 Ardelt, Friedrich Adler, p. 102. 

32 Feuer, Einstein, p. 16. Feuer relies here on Julius Braunthal, Victor und Friedrich Adler: Zwei 
Generationen Arbeiterbewegung (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1965). 

33 Feuer, Einstein, p. 25. The first attack came with Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism 
(1909)—though apparently Adler was forgiven by his 1919 nomination, which he declined—and 
picked up again with Trotsky’s Terrorism and Communism (1920). Adler later shot back at the 
Bolsheviks with an exposé of the 1930s show trials, The Witchcraft Trail in Moscow: 
Commission of Enquiry into the Conditions of Political Prisoners, November 1936 (1937). As 
Maderthaner notes in Physik und Revolution p. 22, the Soviets continued their character 
assassination, e.g. in spectacular passages of a 1949 encyclopedia. 
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Erkenntnis.34 Soon thereafter, Adler incorporated Mach into his physics lectures as Privatdozent 

in Zurich.35 He introduced German readers to the French conventionalist Pierre Duhem and 

helped establish an alliance between Duhem, Mach, and their respective followers: Adler’s 1908 

authorized translation of the Frenchman’s great work, The Aim and Structure of Physical 

Theories, included an approving forward from Mach himself.36 Around this time, his dedication 

to Mach led him to intervene in the protracted, multigenerational physicists’ debate between the 

anti-realist Viennese—Ernst Mach, Ludwig Boltzmann, Franz Serafin Exner, and Erwin 

Schrödinger—and the realist Max Planck.37 Alas, Adler’s career in physics soon came to an end. 

He was the favored candidate for a professorship in physics at the ETH Zurich in 1909 before 

being displaced by Albert Einstein, who had already made his scientific breakthrough with the 

                                                
34 Friedrich Adler, “Bemerkungen über der Ostwald’schen Energetik,” Vierteljahrsschrift für 
wissenschaftliche Philosophie und Soziologie 29, no. 3 (1905): 287–333. On Ostwald and 
Monism, see Todd H. Weir, Monism: Science, Philosophy, Religion and the History of a 
Worldview (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). The Monist League was, in broad strokes, 
an ally to Adler’s project and worldview. See Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical 
Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014); Ernst Glaser, Im 
Umfeld des Austromarxismus: ein Beitrag zur Gestesgeschichte des österreichischen Sozialismus 
(Vienna: Europaverlag, 1981). 

35 Ardelt notes e.g. Adler’s Machian-titled inaugural lecture as Privatdozent, Die Physik als 
phänomenologische Wissenschaft. Adler also later included excerpts of his 1907-1910 
introductory lectures on the epistemology of physics in Ernst Machs Überwindung des 
mechanischen Materialismus (1918). 

36 Pierre Duhem, Ziel und struktur der physikalischen Theorien, trans. Friedrich Adler (Leipzig: 
J.A. Barth, 1908). 

37 Michael Stöltzner, “Causality, Realism and the Two Strands of Boltzman’s Legacy (1896-
1936)” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Universität Bielefeld, 2003), p. 122. 
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special theory of relativity in 1905 and was moreover officially better qualified than Adler with 

his successful habilitation in 1908.38  

At the same time, Adler prepared a political reading of Mach’s epistemology and began 

to intervene as a Machian in the flagship German-language socialist periodicals such as Karl 

Kautsky’s Die Neue Zeit and the Vienna-based Der Kampf. After systematic study of Friedrich 

Engels’s Anti-Dühring (1878) and Ludwig Feuerbach (1886)—touchstones of orthodox Marxist 

theory of knowledge—Adler argued for Mach as Marx’s rightful successor. It was in fact Adler’s 

articles during this period, such as “Friedrich Engels and Natural Science” (1907), that earned 

earned him a seat at the table of socialist theoreticians. Soon, his essays reached foreign 

audiences through translations into Russian and English, and he found himself embroiled in 

controversies with party theorists across Europe over the proper theory of knowledge for the 

socialist cause: With Franz Mehring, V.I. Lenin, and others he disagreed over whether Machians 

were necessarily “revisionists,” “subjectivists” and “reactionaries.” With Karl Kautsky he argued 

over whether such rarified epistemological questions were a legitimate concern for the party in 

the first place.39 He also took part in cross-town debates with his fellow Viennese such as Max 

Adler, who upheld an idiosyncratic Neokantian Marxism explicitly opposed to his Machian 

                                                
38 Maier, “Vorwort,” p. 9. From the time of the events up to Maier’s forward (2006), there was a 
sunny misunderstanding that Adler had selflessly ceded the chair to Einstein, whom he thought 
was the better man for the job. 

39 Franz Mehring, “Kant, Dietzgen, Mach und der historische Materialismus,” Die Neue Zeit 28, 
no. 21/22 (1909/10): 173–83; Lenin, Materialism and Empirio-criticism (1909). Other 
antagonists included a Viennese ally of Trosky’s, A. Joffe, and George Plekhanov, the founder of 
orthodox Russian Marxist philosophy. On Plekhanov, see Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of 
Marxism (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), pp. 620-639, 713-15. Kautsky, who otherwise 
supported Friedrich Adler e.g. in his commendatory forward to the collection of Adler’s wartime 
political essays, voiced these reservations in a letter, first written to a Russian comrade in 
Switzerland and later published in Der Kampf as “Ein Brief über Marx und Mach” (1909). See 
Adelt, Friedrich Adler, pp. 183-190. 
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compatriots. Yet these theoretical battles also won him allies at home and further afield. There 

was of course Mach himself, with whom Adler conversed in letters and in person, but also the 

leftist Machian philosophers Philipp Frank and Otto Neurath and socialist party theorist Otto 

Bauer.40 For Die Neue Zeit, Friedrich Adler’s wife Kathia translated the introduction to the 

Russian edition of Mach’s Analysis of Sensations by Alexander Bogdanov, the early Bolshevik 

leader, polymath, and Mach disciple who was the primary target in Lenin’s anti-Mach polemic.41 

Adler also corresponded with like-minded German philosophers such as Eugen Dietzgen, son of 

craftsman Joseph Dietzgen (1828-1888), the socialist thinker and correspondent of Marx whose 

monist, empiricist epistemology seemed to have anticipated Mach’s.42 He made contact as well 

with Josef Petzoldt, Mach supporter, one-time guest of the Sociological Society of Vienna in 

1912, and founder of the Berlin Society for Positivist Philosophy—predecessor to the Society for 

Empirical Philosophy (f. 1927), the Berlin leg of Logical Empiricism—in that same year.43 Adler 

                                                
40 A similar spirit, though from a less important thinker, is evident in another 1909 piece in Die 
Neue Zeit from the Viennese Gustav Eckstein, “Zur Methode der politischen Ökonomie,” a 
critique of Joseph Schumpeter that drew heavily on Mach, Avenarius, Dietzgen, and Pierre 
Duhem. Ernest Glaser lists Eckstein on the periphery of the Austromarxists in Im Umfeld der 
Austromarxismus (1981). 

41 Alexander Bogdanov, “Ernst Mach und die Revolution,” Die Neue Zeit 26, no. 1 (1907/08): 
20, 695-700. Bogdanov was also an author of great science fiction such as Red Star (1908), a 
story of colonization and socialist utopia on Mars. He accidentally killed himself while 
experimenting with blood transfusion in 1928, but not before also penning a book on propaganda 
that shaped the Viennese tradition of political Kabarett co-founded by Lazarsfeld and his 
comrades in the socialist youth movement, Die Kunst und das Proletariat (German transl. 1921). 
On the Kabarett, see Jürgen Doll, Theater im Roten Wien: Vom sozialdemokratischen Agitprop 
zum dialektischen Theater Jura Soyfers (Vienna: Böhlau, 1997). 

42 On Dietzgen, see Loyd D. Easton, “Empiricism and Ethics in Dietzgen,” Journal of the 
History of Ideas 19, no. 1 (January 1958): 77–90. 

43 Gudrun Exner, Die 'Soziologische Gesellschaft in Wien'; Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus 
zur “wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel der Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach 
in Österreich von 1895 bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982), p. 63. On the Berlin Society and its 
successor, see Nikolay Milkov, “The Berlin Group and the Vienna Circle,” in The Berlin Group 
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hoped to enlist Dietzgen, Petzoldt, and the Frankfurt Neokantian (and later advisor to Max 

Horkheimer) Hans Cornelius into founding a journal for dealing with post-Machian 

epistemological problems.44 By the outbreak of the Great War, Adler fit within a wide network 

of avant-garde European scientist-philosophers and radical political thinkers. 

Adler’s writings also reflected the local concerns of Austria’s socialist party intellectuals. 

Alongside his Machian interventions, he wrote on practical socialist strategy. Extensive articles 

on voting statistics published in Der Kampf dealt with electoral strategies of immediate concern. 

He also wrote pedagogical articles for Bildungsarbeit, an Austrian journal concerned with 

propaganda work and the long-term cultural transformation of the working class, which also 

published articles by members of Paul Lazarsfeld’s orbit including his mother Sophie, Marie 

Jahoda, Edgar Zilsel, Käthe Leichter, and Otto Neurath.45 

In sum, by the time Friedrich Adler met Sophie Lazarsfeld in the summer of 1915 and 

became a mentor to the teenaged Paul, he had become a highly attractive model of the socialist 

intellectual to emulate. He fit within a wide network of avant-garde European scientist-

philosophers and radical political thinkers. None other than Karl Kautsky championed Friedrich 

Adler qua political intellectual-scientist in a laudatory forward to the latter’s 1918 collection of 

                                                
and the Philosophy of Logical Empiricism, ed. Nikolay Milkov and Volker Peckhaus, Boston 
Studies in the Philosophy and History of Science 273 (Dordrecht: Springer, 2013). 

44 Petzoldt and Cornelius expressed interest but said they did not have the time. See Ardelt, 
Friedrich Adler, p. 183-84. On Cornelius and Horkheimer, see John Abromeit, Max Horkheimer 
and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
pp. 51-89. 

45 The cultural transformation of the working class was a cornerstone of Austrian socialism. See 
Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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political writings. Kautsky deflected the charge that the assassin Friedrich Adler was a simple-

minded “propagandist of the deed” and instead portrayed him as a man dedicated to ideas, 

research, and thought. He did not “hold the knowledge of absolute truths to be possible” and 

instead “only saw knowledge realized in the ceaseless search for truth, in an endless process of 

the progress of knowledge.” Adler did not propagate ideas as finished products for faithful 

absorption but rather as invitations and guidance toward inquiry and thought for which the 

method is not less important than their results. He upheld a unity of theory and praxis, Kautsky 

wrote, just like “physiological sensation and motion arise from the same nervous system.” In 

Adler’s theory of truth, according to Kautsky, praxis was the only test of the correctness of our 

knowledge. Quoting Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, he presented Adler as the necessary antidote 

to the longstanding gap between philosophy and practical activity and to dualism in the 

Geisteswissenschaften (humanities). Indeed, if only briefly, Adler had written against the late-

nineteenth-century German Neokantian captains of dualism, Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich 

Rickert.46 This attitude set Adler and like-minded Viennese against Western Marxist theorists of 

a more cultural-pessimistic persuasion such as Georg Lukács, whose History and Class 

Consciousness (1923)—an eye-opening text for young, culturally pessimistic bourgeois Marxists 

such as the Frankfurt School theorists—upheld the dualist split between Natur- and 

Geisteswissenschaften in an explicit critique of Engels.47 Kautsky, on the other hand, praised 

Adler’s diversification into the Gesellschaftswissenschaften (sciences of society). Science 

itself—the striving for knowledge and truth—suppressed poor qualities and behavior of the 

                                                
46 See the 1907 essay, “Friedrich Engels und die Naturwissenschaft,” reprinted in Adler, Ernst 
Machs Überwindung des mechanischen Materialismus (1918), p. 158. 

47 On Lukacs’s dualism, see Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept 
from Lukács to Habermas (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984), p. 158. 
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individual. “In science,” Kautsky wrote, “the object of inquiry, be it nature or society, is so 

powerful that the single personality of the research and thinker appears tiny in comparison.” 

Science, like politics, required selfless dedication and sacrifice to a greater cause. 

Though Kautsky tended to elide the distinction between science and politics and even to 

celebrate their conflation as a unity of theory and praxis, Adler was more cautious in his own 

writings on the subject. An article on “Science and Party” published in Der Kampf in 1912 and 

reprinted in the same 1918 collection as Kautsky’s encomium attempted to clarify the 

relationship between science and politics. His frequent opponent, Franz Mehring, held that 

science should be rooted in the party. Adler, however, defended a place for value-free science. 

“Critical inquiry, scientific research is completely free,” he wrote.48 Conviction of the party 

program was a matter for the relationship between the individual and the party. In any case, 

science was not an ideological, superstructural (Überbau) reflection of its material base but 

rather belonged to the base (Unterbau) itself as technology and as human tool of thought 

(Denkwerkzeug). “Natural science is not a reflex, not an ideology of class relations like many 

parts of philosophy,” Adler wrote in the final section of his book on Ernst Mach. “Its foundations 

are much more solid. They do not change with class relations but only as part of the entire 

technological conditions of production.” ‘Pure’ science was only an abstraction from the 

everyday practical embeddedness of science. “Just as every tool [Werkzeug] can become a toy 

[Spielzeug], so can science become ‘pure science.’”49 In the end, as Adler wrote in the 

                                                
48 “Wissenschaft und Partei” [Science and Party] in Adler, Erneuerung der Internationale 
(1918), p. 170. 

49 Adler, Ernst Machs Überwindung, p. 185-86. Drawing heavily on Mach’s own reflections on 
the continuity among science, technology, and practice, this was Adler’s final word on his debate 
with Mehring in Die Neue Zeit ca. 1910. 
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concluding lines of Ernst Machs Überwinding, it was the powerful drive toward a non-

contradictory world picture that inspired scientific inquiry and revolutionary praxis alike.  

Overall, Adler was not entirely coherent on the question of science and politics. In his 

Machian theoretical reflections, there was a non-determinate yet causal relation between the two. 

Elsewhere, he seemed to defend the freedom of critical inquiry. As a real historical individual, 

Adler pursued science and politics independently of each other yet tried to link them through his 

theoretical praxis. One could not be reduced to the other, but neither could we naively believe 

them to be completely distinct, either ideally or in practice. Perhaps Adler’s most symbolically 

powerful intertwining of science and politics took place at his trial, where he justified his act 

through discussions of Copernican astronomy and relativity.50 To the young Paul Lazarsfeld he 

would have appeared as someone who passionately dedicated himself to both science and 

politics. In any case, Adler’s inconsistent stances on science and politics and “pure” versus 

practical knowledge give us clues into possible positions within the socialist scientific culture of 

Vienna, and they contrast with our stereotyped image of Viennese apolitical “positivist” 

philosophy of science. We might interpret Adler’s concluding words to the Ernst Mach book as 

an assurance that, even when pursued in parallel, both science and socialist politics pressed 

toward the utopia of a non-contradictory world. 

 Adler’s writings brought together several intellectual traditions and could therefore have 

facilitated Lazarsfeld’s entry into a set of epistemological problems shared by Vienna’s leading 

minds that in turn shaped his own methodological thinking. He bridged the three realms of 

physics and the philosophy of science, socialist theory and praxis, and the nascent social 

                                                
50 Feuer, Einstein and the Generations of Science, p. 24. Adler strove to reconcile relativistic 
ethics, Feuer summarized, with a Marxist moral absolutism and its counterpart in physical 
theory. 
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sciences. In doing so, he explicitly reached back to a strain of Marxism initiated by Friedrich 

Engels that was particularly concerned with the natural sciences and with developing an 

empiricist approach to the study of society. Engels rejected a dualistic split between the sciences 

that dealt with nature and those that had human experience as their object. Instead, he sought the 

same basic methods for physics and the social sciences.51 Engels presented “dialectics” as a kind 

of unity of science, as “the science of the general laws of motion—both of the external world and 

of human thought.” Like the Vienna Circle philosophers after him, Engels hoped that philosophy 

would be superseded by the positive, empirical sciences. In place of natural philosophy, he 

aimed for a “comprehensive view of the interconnection in nature by means of the facts provided 

by empirical natural science itself.” Likewise, with respect to human society he sought a 

replacement of philosophy’s “fabricated interconnections” with the discovery of real ones.52 “As 

soon as each separate science is required to understand clearly its position in the totality of things 

and of our knowledge of things, there is no longer any need for a special science dealing with 

this totality,” he wrote in the introduction to Anti-Dühring, a passage strikingly prescient of 

twentieth-century Logical Empiricism and its dethroning of philosophy as a privileged realm of 

truth. “Of all former philosophy, all that now independently survives is the science of thought 

and its laws, i.e. formal logic and dialectics. Everything else is merged in the positive science of 

nature and history.”53 He characterized the new science of the nineteenth century as one 

concerned not with things as given, fixed, stable “finished objects” but as “a science of the 

processes, of the origin and development of these things and of the interconnection which binds 

                                                
51 Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), p. 309. 

52 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach, p. 54-57. 

53 Quoted in Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, p. 311. 
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all these natural processes into one great whole.”54 The dualistic late-nineteenth-century 

Neokantians and their disciples in the following decades tried to erect a stark distinction between 

the qualitative nature of human objects and the quantitative nature of physical objects. The first 

“law” of Engels’s dialectics, however, was the transition from quantity to quality and vice versa. 

In all fields of reality, all qualitative change arose from quantitative increases or decreases.55 

Thus, in Engels, Marxist theorists and scientists could find support for the subordination of 

philosophy to the positive sciences, the unity of the natural and human sciences, and the 

quantification of non-natural objects. 

Later interpreters have vilified Engels as the root of a deterministic version of Marxist 

theory, but in fact he explicitly rejected determinism through an anti-realist, relativist, and 

instrumentalist theory of truth. All knowledge was necessarily limited by “the fact that it is 

conditioned by the circumstances in which it was acquired.”56 At the same time, knowledge was 

also necessarily open-ended: we can never be certain, Engels believed, that we have discovered 

once and for all the applicability of a particular law, or that it may not have to be reformulated 

more precisely in the future.57 Facts did not have meaning on their own but only in relation to 

theory. Generalizations were necessarily provisional because they were based on an infinite 

number of possible individual facts. Engel’s criterion of truth was not one of correspondence 

with reality but rather of successful intervention. Science transformed ‘things in themselves’ into 

‘things for us’. Much like Kautsky wrote in his portrait of Friedrich Adler, Engels held that the 

                                                
54 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach, p. 55. My emphasis. 

55 Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, pp. 318-320. 

56 Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach, p. 55. 

57 Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism. 
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best confirmation of the accuracy of our knowledge was practice. At the same time, practice 

functioned as a source of knowledge by directing us to particular problems in relation to 

perceived social needs.58 Had he lived in the mid-twentieth century, Engels would have joined 

Lazarsfeld in rejecting the distinction between “pure” or “basic” and “applied” science that 

emerged with the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes in Germany and became a fixture of American social 

scientists’ self-understanding in the postwar period.59 

 Neither Engels’s program for dialectics nor Mach’s anti-philosophy managed to solve the 

methodological problem of the unity of science or the philosophical problem of truth. Viennese 

Marxist thinkers and their more specialized interlocutors in the philosophy of science continued 

to mull over the relationship among the positive sciences, quantification in the natural and 

human sciences, causality, and the nature of truth. Like Engels, they rejected the radical 

distinction between the natural and the social sciences, but they went into more concrete detail 

about their logical and methodological unification. They directly attacked the German 

Neokantian epistemologists such as Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, and Wilhelm 

Dilthey who had emerged after Engels’s time, and they made particular efforts to critique the 

concept of Verstehen (understanding). Practically and theoretically, they probed further into 

quantitative methods in the social and natural sciences. They examined the problem of causality, 

which Engels had broached in his rejection of determinism, in light of developments in modern 

physics and within the social realm. And they drew on later thinkers of the nineteenth century—

                                                
58 Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, pp. 324-25. 

59 On the US context, see Mark Solovey, Shaky Foundations: The Politics-Patronage-Social 
Science Nexus in Cold War America (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2013). 
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chief among them Ernst Mach, Henri Poincaré, and Pierre Duhem—to advance an anti-realist, 

conventionalist theory of knowledge. 

 The thinkers who dealt with these problems in Vienna belonged primarily to two separate 

camps that nonetheless had a significant degree of crossover—the Vienna Circle philosophers 

and the Austromarxist theorists. At times, these groups interacted face-to-face in Vienna’s cafes, 

bourgeois salons, institutions of adult education, and to a lesser extent the university.60 Other 

times, they sparred and collaborated in socialist periodicals such as the flagship Der Kampf and 

smaller Viennese publications like Bildungsarbeit and Arbeit und Wirtschaft or in scientific 

journals read across the German-speaking world, Die Naturwissenschaften and Erkenntnis. 

While the two groups had mostly distinct constituents, some individuals such as Otto Neurath 

and Edgar Zilsel crossed over more readily from one to the other. Friedrich Adler’s theoretical 

writings forged a substantive link between both camps and provided the young Lazarsfeld with 

an entry into their problems. Indeed, though Lazarsfeld did not belong to the inner core of either 

the Vienna Circle or the Austromarxists, he nevertheless shared their set of problems. While he 

rarely referenced his Viennese contemporaries, there are enough documented and plausible 

occasions for his awareness of their work and enough overlap with his own work to place him in 

these contexts. Later, this chapter will explore the problems that Lazarsfeld shared with the 

Austromarxists. But first we will reconstruct Lazarsfeld’s formal education in mathematics and 

physics, before turn to the set of problems that he shared with the Vienna Circle philosophers as 

he became an academic social scientist in the late 1920s in the next chapter. Lazarsfeld drew on 

whatever he absorbed from the Austromarxists and the Vienna Circle philosophers to help him 

                                                
60 Both groups consisted mainly of university-educated outsiders who did not hold faculty 
positions or were only Privatdozenten, the equivalent of today’s adjunct lecturers, but they had 
anchors in the university such as Karl Grünberg and Moritz Schlick. 
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deal with the particular issues within the discipline of psychology that he encountered as a 

protégé of Karl and Charlotte Bühler at the University of Vienna’s Psychological Institute. 

American pragmatism and empirical methods, which he learned about through the Bühlers’ 

engagement with behaviorist psychology and through his self-education in quantitative 

techniques, provided a further source for Lazarsfeld’s methodological reflections and research 

practices as he developed his own approach to social science. 

 
2.2 Gymnasium and University Studies: Prologue to a scientific career 

 Late in life, Lazarsfeld struck a blasé tone as he recounted his student years. It was a 

matter of course based on class membership, he explained to the oral history interviewer. “You 

began [the Gymnasium] at the age of 10. No self-respecting lawyer would have his son do 

anything else than go to it. Then you go to the gymnasium that way, and then you go to the 

university the way you wear stockings.”61 Marie Jahoda, his first wife six years his junior who 

had gotten to know him around this time as a fledgling leader of the socialist youth movement, 

corroborated this indifference. He was far more interested at the time, she remembered, in 

socialist politics and active leadership of the youth movement than in his formal studies. And, as 

discussed above, it was not so much a single-minded burning passion for mathematics and 

physics as the apparent path of least resistance and the external influence of Friedrich Adler that 

ultimately led Lazarsfeld to his doctorate in physics in 1925.  

 

2.2.1 Gymnasium: induction into a scientific outlook 

                                                
61 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), 45. 
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 Even if attending the gymnasium was indeed a matter of course for boys of his class 

position, the curriculum and intellectual culture of the Akademisches Gymnasium cultivated both 

the broadness and scientific orientation of Lazarsfeld’s mind. He may have forgotten the Greek 

and Latin recitations from his school books. “I as an empiricist come from an extremely 

humanistic education, with all the Greek and Latin you can imagine,” he remembered later as he 

explained the enduring influence of his education on his temperament.62 However, as he 

explicitly acknowledged—and as we will see in subsequent chapters—he retained the humanistic 

skills of explication de texte gleaned from his gymnasium education. He later applied these skills 

to reading and composing the new genres of social scientific texts, to methodological analysis, 

and to teaching his graduate students at Columbia University. On the other hand, Lazarsfeld’s 

scientific empiricist bent despite his humanistic education appears less paradoxical in light of the 

full curriculum of the Austrian gymnasium. Indeed, since the nineteenth century the Austrian 

gymnasium had also stressed natural science, with extensive, systematic instruction in “natural 

history,” physics, and mathematics, and an empiricist philosophy curriculum. The country’s 

liberal pedagogues and educational reformers emphasized the mutual reinforcement of scientific 

empiricism and humanistic or ethical thinking.63 Beyond the specific skills and knowledge he 

picked up from the gymnasium, perhaps its combination of humanistic and scientific orientations 

shaped Lazarsfeld’s later opposition to the strict dualistic dichotomy of the Natur- and 

                                                
62 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 177. 

63 See, for example, Alois Höfler, “Humanistische Ziele des mathematischen und 
naturwissenschaftlichen Unterrichts,” Monatsschrift für höhere Schulen 9 (1910): 231–43. For a 
rich historical treatment, see Deborah R Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty: Science, 
Liberalism, and Private Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), especially pp. 65-90. 
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Geisteswissenschaften.64 Ignorance or underappreciation of this Austrian tradition has led to 

misinterpretations of Lazarsfeld and, more broadly, of the quantification, “positivism,” and 

“scientism” in the social sciences with which he was associated. 

Founded in 1553, the Akademisches had a prestigious reputation as Vienna’s oldest 

gymnasium and one of the oldest in the Habsburg lands. Yet in its spirit and student body it was 

already the most liberated from Habsburg aristocratic and Catholic traditions in the nineteenth 

century.65 As part of the late-nineteenth century reconstruction of Vienna it was relocated from 

the old University building in the medieval first district to the vacant space between the old city 

walls just off the new Ringstrasse between the opera and the Stadtpark in 1866—a spatial 

symbol, perhaps, of its transfer to the city’s bourgeoisie.66 Akademische alumni populated the 

intellectual elite and creators of modern Vienna. An abridged list includes the modern architect 

and city planner Otto Wagner, writer Arthur Schnitzler, political economist and social-

democratic theoretician Karl Kautsky, jurist and architect of Central Europe’s post-Habsburg 

state constitutions, Hans Kelsen, “Austrian” economist Ludwig von Mises, and physicists Karl 

                                                
64 Alexis Meinong’s instructions for teaching philosophy at the Gymnasium  Deeper exploration 
of this point requires comparative study of the Austrian (Catholic) and German (Protestant) 
gymnasium curricula. The question would hinge on the relative weight of German Idealism, 
hermeneutic methods, and secularized Protestant theology—roots of German dualism—versus 
empirical psychology and logic in each. (N.B. Pircher, cited below, observes that Germany 
purged philosophy and psychology instruction from the Gymnasium curriculum after 1892.) That 
said, Austria had its own home-grown organicist dualism in the figure of Othmar Spann, for 
example, who claimed authority from Aristotle. 

65 Its student body was also increasingly Jewish by the interwar period. See Robert Winter, Das 
Akademische Gymnasium in Wien: Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (Wien: Böhlau, 1996). 

66 Karl Kautsky remembered that his parents sent him to the Akademisches because it was “the 
only non-feudal and non-clerical gymnasium in Vienna.” He also noted that unlike at other 
famous gymnasiums such as Stift Melk in the Wachau, there was no corporal punishment. See 
Kautsky, Erinnerungen und Erorterungen, ed. Benedikt Kautsky (The Hague: Mouton, 1960), p. 
137-39. 
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Pzibram and Erwin Schrödinger. Another of its distinguished graduates, Alexis Meinong, went 

on to study with Franz Brentano. Together with his fellow Brentano student Alois Höfler, who 

taught at the Akademisches before succeeding to the chair in pedagogy at the University of 

Vienna, he contributed significantly to the orientation of Austrian philosophy and of the state 

gymnasium curriculum toward empirical psychology and logic.67 Even the religion classes were 

secular: “religious instruction was handled like instruction in chemistry or in Greek,” Lazarsfeld 

remembered. “[T]he professor I had was very liberal and handled the whole instruction very 

much in terms of modern historical analysis of the Old Testament.”68 The Akademisches 

Gymnasium in Lazarsfeld’s time was an institution of Vienna’s “late Enlightenment.” 

A glance at the annual reports of the Akademisches during Paul Lazarsfeld’s student 

years gives the impression of a dynamic, cutting-edge institution despite its august status and 

longevity. The official literature curriculum remained rooted in the classics of the Goethezeit and 

the Biedermaier period.69 Yet the school acquired the latest, even controversial and subversive 

books from across the humanities, natural science, and social sciences disciplines. In 1918-19—

and in concert with the reformist spirit of the times—the student body initiated a significant 

expansion of the library through specific requests for “generous acquisitions” with the 

                                                
67 David F. Lindenfeld, The Transformation of Positivism: Alexius Meinong and European 
Thought, 1880-1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980); Barry Smith, Austrian 
Philosophy: The Legacy of Franz Brentano (Chicago: Open Court, 1994). Deborah Coen notes 
that Höfler taught philosophy at the Akademisches, while other sources tie him to the 
Theresianum from 1881-1903. But given that, e.g., Friedrich Glaeser taught at both the 
Akademisches and the girls’ Realgymnasium in the 8th district attended by Marie Jahoda, it is 
plausible that Höfler taught at both. 

68 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), p. 1. 

69 Lehrplan und Instructionen für den Unterricht an den Gymnasien in Österreich (Wien: 
Schulbücher-Verl, 1913), pp. 6-8. 
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permission of the school board.70 During that school year alone, for example, the library acquired 

the futuristic Vom kommenden Dingen (1918) from the German-Jewish entrepreneur-savant 

Walther Rathenau (template for Musil’s lampooned Paul Arnheim) and Friedrich Engels’s Hernn 

Eugen Dührings Umwälzung der Wissenschaft (1877), a central text for the scientifically 

oriented Viennese Marxists of the period. Perhaps the philosophy teacher and library custodian 

Friedrich Glaeser, who published on the youth movement, was responsible for bringing in texts 

such as the German youth movement prophet Gustav Wynecken’s Was ist Jugendkultur (1914), 

several texts by the German anti-militarist Friedrich Wilhelm Foerster whose books the Nazis 

later burned, and the Swiss teacher Johannes Hepp’s Die Selbstregierung der Schüler (1911), a 

commentary on Foerster’s work on youth and pedagogy. The Akademisches also kept up with the 

cutting edge of local intellectual life and acquired Freud’s Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis 

(1909). This was not the only new text in the library that broached matters of sexuality: the 

Akademisches also bought the Swiss physician, socialist, feminist, and sexual reformer August 

Forel’s Die sexuelle Frage (1905). On top of this diverse list of stimulating books in science and 

practical ethics, the library also welcomed a bevy of fashionable international literature from 

Turgenev, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky to Hauptmann, Ibsen, and Strindberg. 

 The Austrian gymnasium philosophy curriculum primed any pupil who actually paid 

attention for an empiricist scientific attitude. Commentators on the Vienna Circle philosophers 

have stressed their common formation in this peculiarly Austrian secondary school tradition 

rooted in the school of Brentano, Meinong, and Höfler.71 Students who used Wilhelm 

                                                
70 Jahresbericht über das Akademische Gymnasium in Wien für das Schuljahr 1918-1919 
(Vienna: Verlag des Akademischen Gymnasiums, 1919). 

71 Uebl singled out Hans Hahn, Philipp Frank, and Otto Neurath in particular. For this and the 
subsequent discussion of Höfler’s textbook logische Elementarlehre, see Uebel, Vernunftkritik 
und Wissenschaft: Otto Neurath und der erste Wiener Kreis (Vienna: Springer, 2000), especially 
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Jerusalem’s textbook would also have been exposed to Ernst Mach and the American 

Pragmatists.72 The appendix to Höfler’s gymnasium textbook, a selection of philosophical 

excerpts, gives a taste of the curriculum and its focus on epistemology.73 It seems that Lazarsfeld 

did pay at least a bit of attention in philosophy class: years later, he continued to recite a passage 

from Augustine’s Confessions from this reader to point out, perhaps self-ironically, the folly of 

aimless quantification: “…But what is it that I thus measure, O my God, and how is it that I do 

not know what I measure?”74 Almost entirely free of moral philosophy, Höfler’s selection dealt 

primarily with modern epistemology—Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Kant—with an 

emphasis on problems of evidence, psychology, and causality.75 Even the two selections from 

Kant kept the Idealist tradition contained by representing his epistemology rather than his 

                                                
chapter 4, “Zur Wissenschaftlichen und philosophischen Sozialisation der Mitgleider des ersten 
Wiener Kreises.“ 

72 Josef Pircher, “Der Philosophische Einführungsunterricht in Österreich ab 1848” 
(Diplomarbeit, University of Vienna, 2010); Adolf Hohenester, “Ernst Mach als Didaktiker, 
Lehrbuch- und Lehrplanverfasser,” in Ernst Mach: Werk und Wirkung, ed. Friedrich Stadler and 
Rudolf Haller (Vienna: Hölder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1988). 

73 Appendix to Grundlehren der Logik und der Psychologie, also published separately as Alois 
Höfler, Zehn Lesestücke Aus Philosophischen Klassikern, 4th Ed. (Wien: Tempsky, 1906). 

74 Several of those closest to Lazarsfeld, including his later Columbia colleague Robert K. 
Merton and his first wife Marie Jahoda, recalled this frequent utterance. Jahoda thought the 
passage first captured his fancy as he came across her, several years his junior, reading the 
Confessions. See Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer 
Pionierin der Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New 
York: Campus, 1997), p. 95. 

75 And even the minimal instruction in ethics was to remain as distanced as possible. “In the 
instruction in ethical valuation and will,” stated the 1913 Lehrplan, “…the teacher must always 
carefully avoid not falling into the tone of direct ethical instruction; the more he maintains the 
character of psychological inquiry, the more objective he will remain…” See Lehrplan und 
Instructionen für den Unterricht an den Gymnasien in Österreich (Wien: Schulbücher-Verl, 
1913), p. 278. 
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anthropology or moral philosophy. Indeed, one longstanding interpretation of the Austrian 

philosophical tradition, originated by Otto Neurath in the 1920s, holds that German Idealism 

never successfully penetrated down the Danube.76 

 The Austrian philosophy curriculum not only centered on epistemology rather than 

metaphysics and ethics but put forth a specific approach to the theory of knowledge that 

Lazarsfeld shared in his mature phase. Alexis Meinong’s treatise on philosophy instruction 

stressed epistemology’s dependence on the individual sciences. Epistemology was not the 

“foundation” or “precondition of all science” but “rather like art the theory of art, knowledge 

must precede the theory of knowledge.” It is from the shining example of mathematical 

knowledge, Meinong argued, that we get the idea of certain knowledge and not the other way 

around. In any case, each science had its own relationship to epistemology, which was not rule or 

domination (Herrschaft) but greater or lesser influence. Moreover, he claimed, “there can be no 

theory of knowledge that is not oriented toward the observation of [the act of] knowing…a 

psychological act.”77 Likewise, the curriculum designers criticized the old Schullogik for dealing 

with rigid forms “rather than actual thinking, as it is done in science and in life.”78 Much like his 

contemporary Ernst Mach and some of the Vienna Circle philosophers, Meinong and his 

colleagues seemed to suggest that philosophy should always deal with concrete acts of knowing 

in the individual sciences rather than install itself as an abstract dictator of rules of inquiry. This 

is also how Lazarsfeld later saw methodology in the social sciences as the study of method in 

                                                
76 On the so-called “Neurath-Haller Thesis” see Smith, Austrian Philosophy. 

77 Alexus Meinong, Über philosophische Wissenschaft und ihre Propädeutik (Wien: Hölder, 
1885), p. 6-7. 

78 Lehrplan, p. 275. 
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concrete cases of research that elucidated best practices rather than prescribing principles from 

on high.  

After 1848, the gymnasium curriculum in philosophische Propädeutik (introduction to 

philosophy) expanded to two years and centered on logic and psychology. The introductory logic 

curriculum focused on concepts (Begriffslehre), judgment (Urteilslehre), and inference 

(Schlußlehre). The empiricist aim of psychology instruction was “to observe psychological 

phenomena precisely and to describe, analyze, group, and locate their lawful relations.”79 

Emancipated from its prior subordination to religious instruction, in the late nineteenth century, 

philosophy class became a means for “expansion of empirical knowledge of the outer world 

through the empirical conception of mental life” and thereby a “preparation for forthcoming 

rigorous scientific instruction” at the university.80 Not unlike the later Vienna Circle 

philosophers, Austrian pedagogical guides promoted science over an ever narrower and more 

tightly circumscribed realm of metaphysics. Alexis Meinong urged philosophy and psychology 

to seize their rightful territory from metaphysics. “Natural science and humanities are called 

upon to send pioneers into the metaphysical primeval forest,” he wrote in his 1885 curriculum 

guide, “to contribute to the eradication of hindrances that are amply large enough to offer 

resistance for quite a while even to a unified onslaught.”81 The 1913 curriculum instructed 

teachers to wean their students from metaphysics and “shallow phraseology” alike. “Incursion 

into metaphysical problems is neither required nor recommended with respect to the object of 

                                                
79 Lehrplan, p. 278. 

80 1849 curriculum, quoted in Josef Pircher, “Der Philosophische Einführungsunterricht in 
Österreich ab 1848” (Diplomarbeit, University of Vienna, 2010), p. 25. 

81 Alexus Meinong, Über philosophische Wissenschaft und ihre Propädeutik (Wien: Hölder, 
1885), p. 8. 
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study [i.e. psychology]. A teaching process that shows a strictly objective and scientific 

solemnity will so capture the students through the material alone,” the lesson plan reassured its 

readers, “that they will not feel disposed to willfully drag in irrelevant religious-metaphysical 

issues.”82 

It was perhaps the Austrian philosophical tradition’s theory of concepts (as articulated in 

Höfler’s gymnasium textbook) that shaped Lazarsfeld’s later approach to concept formation in 

particular. For Höfler, concepts are scientific notions or images (Vorstellungen) with 

unambiguous or clearly determined (eindeutig) contents. But they do not begin clear. Everyday 

words become clear and concrete concepts when we analyze them by abstracting their 

characteristics, and we can then specify the logical relations among these characteristics. The 

1913 Lehrplan stressed the critique of language as part of the study of logic, calling for “clear 

allusion to the inadequate sharpness of the meaning of words; the contrast between the logically 

strict content of a concept and the more or less loose and fluctuating everyday meaning of a 

word; the opposition of the latter to the etymological content of the word—always a stimulating 

and fruitful exercise.”  As we will see in later chapters, by the mid-1930s Lazarsfeld articulated 

and utilized an approach to concept formation in the social sciences that was, in its fundamentals, 

remarkably similar to this schema in which critique of language was central. 

It is impossible to know for certain what Lazarsfeld took from his gymnasium years. 

What is clear, however, is that the Akademisches could equip him for participation in modern 

Viennese intellectual life. If our most fundamental (though often unarticulated) assumptions are 

indeed formed in our adolescent years, then the Austrian gymnasium curriculum also laid the 

                                                
82 Lehrplan und Instructionen für den Unterricht an den Gymnasien in Österreich (Wien: 
Schulbücher-Verl, 1913), p. 272-73. Note the German original: “…streng sachliches und 
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 105 

foundation for Lazarsfeld’s later approach to concept formation.83 However, it was only through 

his education in advanced mathematics and modern physics at the university, followed by a 

circuitous post-graduate route back into the social sciences that gave Lazarsfeld the tools and 

impetus to develop his particular way of building concepts. 

 

2.2.2 University: foundations for a deferred scientific career 

Lazarsfeld appears not to have decisively chosen a scientific career, whatever the field, 

until some years after earning his university degree. Here anti-Semitism functioned as a force 

both toward and against the scientific vocation. On the one hand, he slowly gave up his dream of 

becoming a professional socialist politician in the face of anti-Semitism within the Austrian party 

and Socialist International. Though converted Jews such as the Adler family ascended in the 

party, Lazarsfeld was apparently unable to pass in such a way that would make him eligible for 

career positions. On the other hand, the rabidly anti-Semitic atmosphere of the University of 

Vienna, which only worsened as Austria careened toward fascism and National Socialism, 

effectively ruled out a normal appointment on the university faculty. For years, Lazarsfeld 

hedged his bets through his state Lehramt accreditation as a secondary school teacher in 

mathematics. Even when he became an assistant at the University’s Psychological Institute under 

Karl and Charlotte Bühler in the late 1920s, he did so through an official leave of absence from 

the Gymnasium and remained on the books for several years.84  

                                                
83 Inspiration for this assumption comes from Jan Goldstein, The Post-Revolutionary Self: 
Politics and Psyche in France, 1750-1850 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2005). 

84 Gerhard Benetka, Psychologie in Wien: Sozial- und Theoriegeschichte des Wiener 
Psychologischen Instituts 1922-1938 (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verl., 1995), p. 201. 
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Whether in Austria’s secondary schools or at the university, a teaching career promised 

relief from the vulnerabilities of business and the free professions. “I was so horrified by the life 

of my father,” Lazarsfeld later explained. “My father was a very unsuccessful lawyer in 

Vienna…He was very unsuccessful, and therefore clients played a tremendous role. When some 

new client came up, he had to be invited to dinner, and the children had to be quiet and so on. 

And I found this quite horrible. I decided I wanted never to be in a free profession… I wanted to 

have a bureaucratic occupation, not a free occupation, but it had to be an intellectual one, as that 

[becoming a Gymnasium teacher] was the obvious thing to do.”85 

Lazarsfeld may well have experienced the quandary typical of young, talented people 

with many competing interests upon graduation. In addition to the external anti-Semitic 

impediment to a university career, achievement in the fields of mathematics or physics seemed 

closed off to someone who was not quite genius enough for the demands of those heady marquee 

fields. Indeed, two factors convinced Lazarsfeld not to strive for a university professorship in 

either discipline. On the one hand, his classmate Kurt Gödel showed him what true genius 

looked like. At the same time, his brother-in-law Fritz Zerner, now a forgotten figure but an 

accomplished and talented physicist at the time, advised that he would not quite cut it in such 

rarified air.86 

                                                
85 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), 120. 

86 As the Klagenfurter Ausgabe digital edition of Musil’s complete writings reports, Zerner was a 
model for a character in Robert Musil’s abandoned novel, Der Spion (The Spy), from which 
much material was recycled for his later masterpiece. Karl Corino notes that Zerner was a model 
for the socialist Schmießer in The Man Without Qualities. Zerner’s combination of Communist 
politics and scientific rationalism were an object of fascination for Musil. In addition, he served 
as Musil’s source of information and explanation of recent developments in physics and 
mathematics that the author could not understand. For examples of Musil’s reflections on Zerner, 
see Robert Musil, Diaries, 1899-1941, ed. Mark Mirsky, trans. Philip Payne (New York: Basic 
Books, 1998), pp. 233-35. See also Corino, Robert Musil: eine Biografie (Reinbek: Rowohlt 



 

 107 

2.2.2.1 Aborted studies in the social sciences 

 Lazarsfeld’s first semester at the University of Vienna began with an ambitiously busy 

schedule typical of enthusiastic young minds. The University’s matriculation records support his 

his later recollection that “It was clear that I wanted to be both: I wanted to be a social scientist, 

and I wanted to be a mathematician.”87 Marie Jahoda later illustrated Lazarsfeld’s instinctual 

predilection for social quantification with a story from her first encounter with him at a youth 

movement summer vacation colony in 1920: “I remember him...as the organizer of a weekly 

popularity contest. We kids were asked which counselor we liked best, and the statistical results 

were posted on the black board.”88 Indeed, he registered for a number of courses in both 

mathematics and the social sciences—eleven courses for a total of over thirty units. This was the 

only semester for which Lazarsfeld registered in the Faculty of Law and State Sciences (Rechts- 

und Staatswissenschaftliche Fakultät), known also as the Juridical Faculty and home to many of 

the fields that belong to the modern social sciences.89 In the hierarchy of faculties and disciplines 

within the university course catalog (Vorlesungsverzeichnis)—a symbolic vestige of the Middle 

Ages—the Juridical Faculty still followed the Theological Faculty and preceded the 

Philosophical Faculty.90 The Philosophical Faculty housed a few fields of the modern social 

                                                
Verlag, 2003), p. 896. I learned of Fritz Zerner’s advice to Lazarsfeld in conversations with his 
son, Henri Zerner (Paris, June 19, 2015). 

87 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), 48. 

88 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”, p. 39. 

89 Two semesters (SS 1920 and WS 1920-21) are missing from Lazarsfeld’s matriculation 
records, however. 

90 William Clark elaborates on university course catalogs, whose symbolic hierarchy mirrored 
that of actual parades, in Academic Charisma and the Origins of the Research University 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), especially pp. 33-67. 
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sciences such as psychology—still a subfield of philosophy—but its core consisted of 

philosophy, mathematics, and the natural sciences.91 

The University of Vienna course catalog reveals that the social sciences were not yet 

consolidated into the familiar disciplinary division of labor that consolidated in the second half 

of the twentieth century. Even a cursory glance at the catalog shows that scholars treated the 

same purported object from multiple and competing perspectives that were not systematically 

delimited or linked. Course titles often openly advertised that the topic would be treated from a 

particular worldview: that is, with the exception of a few scholars, the social sciences at the 

University of Vienna were not yet emancipated from moral philosophy. In Lazarsfeld’s first 

university semester of Winter 1919/20, for example, Prelate Ignaz Seipel, Honorary Professor, 

Catholic philosopher, and later Chancellor of Austria in the 1920s, taught “The ethical 

foundations of economic life” and the timely “Private property and the socialization of economic 

enterprises” under the Theological Faculty.92 Seipel might have competed with similar courses in 

the Juridical Faculty such as Eugen Schwiedland’s “The Social Question (including plans for 

socialization)”;  Karl Grünberg’s course “On Socialism (History of the Development of Theories 

and Movements)” and his recitation in economics, not to mention a separate course from 

Grünberg in political economy; Max Adler’s “Introduction to Socialism”; Othmar Spann’s 

                                                
91 On the establishment of psychology as an autonomous discipline out of its roots in philosophy, 
see Kurt Danziger, Constructing the Subject: Historical Origins of Psychological Research (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and Mitchell G. Ash, Gestalt Psychology in German 
Culture, 1890-1967: Holism and the Quest for Objectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995). 

92 Öffentliche Vorlesungen an der Universität zu Wien im Winter-Semester 1919/20 (Wien: 
Druck von Adolf Holzhausen, Universitätsbuchdrucker). 
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courses in economics; or Ludwig von Mises’s courses in theoretical economics. As if these 

offerings of the Juridical Faculty did not suffice, within the Philosophical Faculty that term 

Professor Emil Reich taught his practical philosophy course “with particular attention to the 

social problem.”  

On the subjects of economics and the planned post-WWI socialization of the Austrian 

economy alone, the University offered considerable redundancy and a plurality of worldviews. 

On the left were Karl Grünberg, historian and editor of the Archiv für die Geschichte des 

Sozialsmus und der sozialen Bewegung, a leading academic journal on socialism and the 

workers’ movement, and future first director of the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, and 

Max Adler, a Kantian and chief theoretician of Austrian Socialism’s middle path between 

German Social Democracy and Bolshevism.93 In the extreme liberal center was Ludwig von 

Mises, later hero of free-market marginalist “Austrian Economics,” who carried on the tradition 

of its founding father figure Carl Menger and famously battled with the socialist economist Otto 

Neurath over socialization and the price system.94 Othmar Spann counted among the 

University’s most prominent right-wing professors, revived German Romanticism for Austrian 

audiences through teaching and republications in his Herdflamme series, and reacted against 

                                                
93 For a sympathetic treatment of Max Adler, see Leszek Kołakowski, Main Currents of Marxism 
(New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), pp. 563-576. 

94 On Ludwig von Mises’s place in Viennese intellectual life, see Ludwig von Mises, Memoirs, 
trans. Arlene Oost-Zinner (Auburn, Alabama: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2009); Robert 
Leonard, Von Neumann, Morgenstern, and the Creation of Game Theory: From Chess to Social 
Science, 1900--1960 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); and Janek Wasserman, 
Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2014). On the conflict between Mises (and Hayek) and Neurath, see Mises’s unbalanced Memoir 
account; Günther Chaloupek, “The Austrian Debate on Economic Calculation in a Socialist 
Economy,” History of Political Economy 22, no. 4 (1990): 695–75; and Robin Blackburn, “Fin 
de Siecle: Socialism after the Crash,” New Left Review, no. 185 (January 1991): 5–68. 
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modernizations of the social sciences by Liberals and Socialists alike with a philosophy of quasi-

Aristotelian, corporatist and organicist Ganzheit (holism).95 This variety of course offerings 

threatens to obscure the real asymmetries of power within the University, however, which fit the 

overall conservative, German nationalist, and increasingly right-wing and anti-Semitic mood of 

the university at the time.96 Within the spectrum laid out here, it was Spann who occupied the 

most powerful position and marshaled the largest ranks of students.97 

 Lazarsfeld plunged into courses on the history and theories of socialism in his first 

semester at the University. Oddly enough—especially considering the interests of his father and 

their family friends Otto and Helene Bauer and Rudolf Hilferding in the subject—Lazarsfeld did 

not enroll in any of the several courses on the timely issue of socialization. Indeed, he took little 

interest in economic questions altogether. The only course he took in the subject was with the 

marginalist ally of Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Wieser. This was an odd choice given the 

school’s famous opposition to socialism and in light of the sustained, book-length critique by one 

                                                
95 On Spann’s opposition to contemporary developments in the social sciences, see J. Hanns 
Pichler, ed., Othmar Spann oder Die Welt als Ganzes (Vienna: Böhlau, 1988) and Othmar 
Spann, Kategorienlehre (Jena: G. Fischer, 1924). 

96 Years later, Lazarsfeld still recalled the anti-semitic atmosphere of the University: “The origin 
of all real violent German nationalism has always been among German students and that was 
also true for the German part of the students in Vienna.” See Paul F. Lazarsfeld Oral History 
(1975), p. 9 

97 Indeed, as Janek Wasserman argues, our fascination with Red Vienna and the sensational 
density of liberal and socialist intellectual talent in the period obscures the strength of 
conservative intellectuals in interwar Vienna. See Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right 
in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014), especially pp. 69-71, 74-105 
on Spann and his circle, and p. 111. Wasserman notes that many Viennese liberal and socialist 
intellectuals remembered today (Otto Neurath, Friedrich Waismann, Edgar Zilsel, Viktor Kraft) 
were unable to find academic appointments at the University of Vienna. Even Moritz Schlick’s 
appointment was almost rejected due to his apparent insufficient support of an idealist worldview 
and his clear embrace of the theory of relativity. 
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of Lazarsfeld’s boyhood mentors, Rudolf Hilferding.98 “I didn't like economics, strangely 

enough,” Lazarsfeld later remembered, without acknowledging the variety of schools in interwar 

Vienna. “I found it hard. I found this Austrian school, this marginal utility school, very boring.”99 

Yet whatever the variety of choices available on paper, it was this school that dominated in 

Vienna.100 It appears that the socialist movement itself, not the the nitty-gritty technical details of 

its economic realization, inspired the young Lazarsfeld. In the Winter semester of 1919/20, he 

took Grünberg’s history of socialist theories and movements and two lectures from Max Adler—

the epistemological foundations of social theory and the materialist theory of history.101 If 

Lazarsfeld had taken a serious academic interest in economics from a socialist perspective he had 

ample opportunity to take such courses with Grünberg in subsequent semesters, as for example 

                                                
98 Rudolf Hilferding, Böhm-Bawerks Marx-Kritik (Vienna: I. Brand, 1904). This was the first 
volume of the Austromarxist series Marx-Studien. For an English excerpt, see Hilferding, “The 
Subjectivist Outlook in Economics” in Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode, eds., Austro-Marxism 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 51-61. Lazarsfeld mentions “endless hikes” with Rudolf 
Hilferding while staying with him at Heinach am Breuner in the Summer of 1916. Given the 
nature of these discussions, during which in one instance Hilferding urged Lazarsfeld to read 
Karl Kautsky, it is reasonable to assume that the young Paul gained a sense of various schools of 
economics and political economy. See Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), pp. 43, 184-
186; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” in The 
Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard 
Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 284n22. On the 
relationship between the Hilferdings and Lazarsfelds, see also Martina Siems, Sofie Lazarsfeld: 
Die Wiederentdeckung einer Individual-Psychologischen Pionierin (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht Unipress, 2015). 

99 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), 49. 

100 At least, this is what Käthe Leichter remembered based on her own experience at the 
University of Vienna a few years before Lazarsfeld’s enrollment. See Käthe Leichter: Leben und 
Werk. 

101 Nationale, Juristische Fakultät. Archiv der Universität Wien. 
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Käthe Leichter did around this time.102 Likewise, it appears that he had little interest in social 

theory. He never again registered for any courses on the subject, from Max Adler or other 

plausible choices such as Wilhelm Jerusalem, the left-leaning philosopher, sociologist, and 

author of a textbook in experimental psychology responsible for importing the work of Emile 

Durkheim and the American Pragmatists. In fact, this was the first and last semester for which 

there is any evidence of Lazarsfeld’s registration in any courses in the modern social sciences.103 

(It was only after earning his degree that he turned to academic psychology.) Based on the social 

and intellectual engagements of the Lazarsfeld family and the young Paul’s first-semester 

explorations, however, it is safe to assume that he was well exposed to the social sciences in 

Vienna both within and outside the University. 

 

2.2.3 Physics, mathematics, and the making of a scientific mind 

                                                
102 Käthe Leichter: Leben und Werk, p. 363. 

103 Also, his only humanities courses came toward the end of his student years with Robert 
Reininger on the History of German Idealist philosophy and with Karl Bühler on Logic and 
Epistemology. N.B. a few caveats: There are no matriculation records for the Summer of 1920 or 
the Winter of 1920-21. In the following Summer of 1921, however, the matriculation records 
show that Lazarsfeld registered and subsequently dropped Max Adler’s “soziologisches 
Seminar.” Also, there is an indeterminate Summer 1921 registration for a course with 
Privatdozent Willibald Kammel, who according to the university catalog taught “Intelligence 
testing by Binet-Simon” and “Introduction to research on giftedness, student description 
protocols, work in the Institute for Youth Research at the Teachers’ Academy.” If Lazarsfeld 
took the former course, this would likely be his first contact with mathematical statistics. The 
latter course would have complemented his extracurricular interest in the youth movement and 
would indicate a first move toward the scientific approach to youth development that emerged 
definitively only with his work with Charlotte Bühler in the late 1920s, culminating in Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf: Kritik und Material (Jena: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1931). 
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 Lazarsfeld, his colleagues, and other scholars have often connected his early training in 

mathematics with his pioneering role in quantitative social research, but his significant 

experience with modern physics has been largely forgotten. The major subject for his doctoral 

degree was in fact physics, with a minor in mathematics, and both of his dissertation readers 

came from the physics faculty of the University of Vienna. Lazarsfeld obtusely gestured toward 

the overall significance of physics in his development when, in his memoir, he claimed that 

“[i]ntellectually, the main influence was a group of writers famous in science and the philosophy 

of science: Ernst Mach, Henri Poincaré, and Einstein.”104 Yet this points mainly to the reading he 

did on his own and through inspiration from his mentor Friedrich Adler (and perhaps his brother-

in-law, the physicist Fritz Zerner). It disregards Lazarsfeld’s extensive coursework and practical 

experience in theoretical and experimental physics at the University of Vienna. 

In a way that neither he nor others ever articulated, this experience must have contributed 

to his image of a mature science. This image, which later informed his vision of a fully 

developed social science, entailed the relationship between theory and empirics; the role of 

mathematics in the representation of phenomena, the construction and clarification of concepts, 

and the analysis of empirically derived data; and the uses and problems of deductive and 

inductive reasoning. Lazarsfeld often made an explicit connection between his style of leadership 

and teaching in the social research laboratory and his leadership in the socialist youth 

movement.105 However, as with his considerable experience with physics, he neglected to 

acknowledge the formal training in science pedagogy from his Lehramt certification for teaching 

in Austrian secondary schools. 

                                                
104 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” p. 273. 

105 See, for example, Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir.” 



 

 114 

 Lazarsfeld completed his degree during an especially dynamic period in modern physics 

between Einstein’s general theory of relativity and the mathematical articulation and 

dissemination of quantum mechanics and shortly after the modernizing overhaul of the 

University of Vienna’s three physical institutes in 1913. Thus, it is difficult to determine what 

mixture of “textbook” and state-of-the-art knowledge he absorbed during his student years. 

Equally puzzling is the degree to which he internalized Vienna’s cutting-edge fin de siècle 

physics, especially the statistical mechanics, picture theory, and notion of theories as “models” 

from Ludwig Boltzmann—the traditions of Viennese physics seemingly most relevant to his later 

approach to quantification in social science. Even the Rigorosenakt, the documentation of 

Lazarsfeld’s successful oral examination and dissertation defense, leaves it ambiguous as to 

which degree exactly he earned. On the one hand, Lazarsfeld’s formal cover letter asks for 

“admission to the strict examinations in physics (major) and mathematics (minor)” with no 

mention of the distinct teaching certification degree. The examiners’ evaluation gives no 

indication that they held him to a standard other than that of physics degree candidates. On the 

other hand, the attached curriculum vitae indicates that he passed the Lehramtsprüfung (teacher 

certification exam) and planned to become a school teacher after his oral examination.106  

A student handbook for the Philosophical Faculty published in 1928, three years after his 

graduation, divulges at least the official requirements of degrees in physics, mathematics, and 

physics-as-teaching-certification and a suggested plan of coursework to meet these 

requirements.107 Physics as first Rigorosenfach (subject of oral examination) required knowledge 

                                                
106 “Rigorosenakt des Paul Lazarsfeld,” December 15, 1925, PH RA 9094, Archiv der 
Universität Wien. 

107 Richard Meister, Studienführer für die philosophische Fakultät der Universität Wien (Vienna: 
Österreichischer Bundesverlag für Unterricht, Wissenschaft und Kunst, 1928). 
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of the “most important methods of experimental physics” and the “essentials of theoretical 

physics.” It demanded “detailed knowledge of the entire realm of phenomena with which the 

dissertation is taken from,” which for Lazarsfeld was gravitation, and “the theoretical and 

mathematical fundamentals of this realm,” Einstein’s theory of relativity and its mathematical 

foundations. Regardless of the eventual dissertation topic, all students were to gain hands-on 

experience in the experimental natural sciences. The handbook recommended that students take a 

two-semester course on experimental physics and, if possible, lectures in experimental 

chemistry. This was to be followed up in the second year with practical laboratory work. In the 

third year, students were expected to begin their own scientific work in one of the three physics 

institutes with the aim of arriving at a dissertation topic. Even Lehramt candidates had to present 

evidence of three semesters of practical engagement in a physical laboratory and one semester in 

a chemical laboratory. Thus, when Lazarsfeld later turned to academic psychology and empirical 

social research after his student years, he already had a foundation in experimental science. 

Concurrently, over the course of the first three years of study students were also to gain 

competence in theoretical physics and the relevant mathematics, especially differential and 

integral calculus. (Though calculus and sometimes linear algebra are now a part of advanced 

high school curricula, they were not taught at the Austrian Gymnasium during Lazarsfeld’s 

student years.)108 Notably absent from the list of suggested coursework was matrix algebra, the 

mathematical foundation of quantum mechanics that had been worked out by Max Born, Pascual 

Jordan, and Werner Heisenberg and published in the so-called “Drei-Männer-Arbeit” in 1925 

and an important tool for multivariate statistics.109 Matrices and linear algebra did not even get 

                                                
108 See the 1913 Lehrplan, pp. 10-12. 

109 Max Born, Werner Heisenberg, Pascual Jordan, “Zur Quantenmechanik,” Zeitschrift für 
Physik 34 (1925): 858-888. On the development and place of the Drei-Männer-Arbeit in the 
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substantial attention in the classic 1925-27 update to the standard Bernhard Riemann-Heinrich 

Weber textbook (1900-01 1st ed., 1910-12 2nd ed.) on mathematical applications in physics by 

Vienna’s own Philipp Frank and Richard von Mises.110  In fact, it was only the 1930 second 

edition of “Frank-Mises” that expanded its coverage of matrices and linear algebra and 

referenced other textbooks on matrices that had appeared in the years following the Drei-

Männer-Arbeit, which in turn were quickly superseded by the classic works of John von 

Neumann and others.111 In a 1962 oral history interview with Thomas Kuhn, Frank remembered 

the disregard, even suspicion of matrix algebra at the time, when “people regarded vector 

analysis as something crazy…At the time of the matrices of Heisenberg, people were very hard-

boiled. It was something which was absurd.”112 The apparent underdevelopment of matrix 

algebra in the 1920s physics curriculum at the University of Vienna and in the available 

textbooks up until the later 1920s is particularly striking in the context of Lazarsfeld’s 

intellectual development. It was a key element of the multivariate statistics that would become 

his bread and butter. As will be explained in greater depth below, linear algebra also shaped 

                                                
history of quantum physics, see Max Jammer, The Conceptual Development of Quantum 
Mechanics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966). 

110 Frank and R. Von Mises, eds., Die Differential- und Integralgleichungen der Mechanik und 
Physik; als 7. Auflage von Riemann-Webers Partiellen Differentialgleichungen der 
mathematischen Physik (Braunschweig: F. Vieweg, 1925). 

111 On the history of Frank-Mises, see Reinhard Siegmund-Schultze, “Philipp Frank, Richard von 
Mises, and the Frank-Mises,” Physics in Perspective 9, no. 1 (January 2007): 26–57, especially 
pp. 43-44 on the addition of material on matrices and linear transformations in the 1930 second 
edition. 

112 Interview of Dr. Philipp Frank by Thomas S. Kuhn on July 16, 1962, Niels Bohr Library & 
Archives, American Institute of Physics, College Park, MD USA. Jammer also notes that prior to 
1925 matrices had rarely been used by physicists: “Physicists either did not know what matrices 
were or, if they did, were reluctant to apply them to theoretical problems.” See Jammer, 
Conceptual Development of Quantum Mechanics, p. 206-08. 
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Lazarsfeld’s approach to essential methodological problems of empirical social research such as 

“causality,” the relationship between empirical data and concepts, and the implicit meanings of 

individual and group and the relationship between the two. Yet matrix algebra was something 

that Lazarsfeld appears to have picked up mainly on his own initiative outside of his formal 

education.113 

There are a few means by which Lazarsfeld could have begun to think in terms of matrix 

algebra during his student years. Perhaps he got his toes wet through multiple courses with Hans 

Hahn—a founding member of the Vienna Circle, signatory of its 1929 manifesto, and member of 

its public face, the Ernst Mach Society, who led a year-long seminar on Alfred Whitehead and 

Bertrand Russell’s Principia Mathematica and was responsible for the group’s systematic study 

of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logicus Philosophicus in the mid-1920s.114 (Unfortunately, there is 

no way of knowing whether Lazarsfeld gained a sense of Hahn’s philosophical commitments and 

interests through his mathematics courses or public lectures.)115 Lazarsfeld registered for more 

                                                
113 Indeed, as will be discussed in greater detail, L.L. Thurstone’s 1935 textbook on factor 
analysis—an approach to intelligence and other psychological testing that became the basis for 
Lazarsfeld’s multivariate social research—still assumed that his readers would need an extensive 
primer on matrix algebra. See the “Mathematical Introduction” to L.L. Thurstone, Vectors of 
Mind: Multiple-Factor Analysis for the Isolation of Primary Traits (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1935), pp. 1-43. 

114 For more on Hahn and the Vienna Circle, see Friedrich Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in 
the Origins, Development and Influence of Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015), pp. 
41-58; and Karl Sigmund, “A Philosopher’s Mathematician: Hans Hahn and the Vienna Circle,” 
The Mathematical Intelligencer 17, no. 4 (1995): 16–29. It would be interesting to pursue a 
possible connection between the key place of truth tables in the Tractatus and the centrality of 
the logically similar four-fold contingency tables in Lazarsfeld’s thinking. There is no reason to 
believe that Lazarsfeld ever read Wittgenstein, but were truth tables more broadly “in the air” in 
1920s Vienna? 

115 Lazarsfeld could, for example, have shared fellow student Karl Menger’s fascination with the 
concept of “dimension” inspired by Hahn. Like many members of Vienna’s left intelligentsia, 
including the Vienna Circle philosophers, Hahn sought to share his ideas outside of the 
university through the city’s adult education institutions and public lectures. One such lecture 
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courses with Hahn than with any other professor by far.116 Even if Hahn did not teach matrices in 

depth, his courses, together with Eduard Helly’s lectures on the Algebra of Linear 

Transformations, would have introduced Lazarsfeld to thinking in terms of functional 

dependencies among multiple variables.117 This implied a particular way of thinking about 

scientific laws and scientific research that moved decisively away from the notion of the scientist 

discovering deterministic laws of nature. Decades earlier, Ernst Mach had already replaced the 

“metaphysical” Kantian concept of causality with functional dependency expressed in terms of 

physical equations. Since that time, Viennese physicists and mathematicians had elaborated on 

the indeterminist implications of Mach’s epistemology. Franz Serafin Exner, who held 

considerable sway over generations of physics students at the University of Vienna and 

continued to teach during Lazarsfeld’s student years, had argued that laws “do not exist in 

nature, only man formulates them and avails himself of them as linguistic and calculatory 

means.” Philipp Frank pushed an even more explicitly conventionalist reading of Mach. The 

                                                
voiced his Viennese contemporaries’ typical opposition to metaphysics through an empiricist 
critique of language. See Hans Hahn, Überflüssige Wesenheiten (Occams Rasiermesser): 
Vortrag gehalten im Verein Ernst Mach (Vienna: Wolf, 1930), reprinted as Hans Hahn, 
“Superfluous Entities, or Occam’s Razor,” in Empiricism, Logic, and Mathematics, ed. Brian 
McGuinness (Dordrecht: D. Riedel, 1980), 1–19. On Menger and Hahn, see Sigmund, “A 
Philosopher’s Mathematician.” 

116 It is plausible that Hahn’s well-known socialist sympathies provided some attraction for 
Lazarsfeld. In any case, he signed up for ten courses (lectures, seminars, and proseminars) with 
Hahn, though the ambiguity of the University of Vienna records leave it unclear whether he 
remained registered for these courses. The relevant highlights include Functional Theory, Fourier 
Series, Determinants (proseminar), Elliptical Functions, and “New works on Functional Theory” 
(seminar taught together with several other mathematicians including Kurt Reidemeister, who 
first introduced Hahn to the Tractatus and remained associated with the Vienna Circle 
philosophers thereafter). On Reidemeister, see Stadler, The Vienna Circle, pp. xxi, 8, 42-43. 

117 Hahn and Helly, who met regularly only steps away from the Lazarsfeld residence at Café 
Central, both worked on functional analysis and systems of linear equations of multiple or 
infinite variables during the 1920s. See Sigmund, “A Philosopher’s Mathematician.” 
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Drei-Männer-Arbeit of 1925, with its successful application of matrix algebra, gave further 

impetus to the notion that an ultimately indeterminate nature was best captured in terms of 

functional dependencies.118 This new thinking narrowed the gap between social and natural 

science by making the question of determinism and indeterminism in human affairs irrelevant as 

a line of demarcation between the sciences. Perhaps this appealed to the young Lazarsfeld 

finding his way between physics and psychology. 

 The applications of matrix algebra in modern physics were only one potential source of 

Lazarsfeld’s later multivariate statistics. Looking back on his transition from mathematical 

physicist to quantitative social researcher, Lazarsfeld claimed to have practically no knowledge 

of statistics upon his graduation from the University of Vienna. This is odd, considering that the 

1928 handbook urged physics students to study probability theory. The mathematical and 

physical institutes offered plenty of opportunities to learn the fundamentals of the mathematics 

that later made up his multivariate statistics.119 After all, Vienna’s own Ludwig Boltzmann had 

developed statistical mechanics, and Franz Serafin Exner and his students made probabilism a 

hallmark of Viennese physics.120 And later, the implications of probability theory for 

philosophical concepts of truth and causality became central points of debate among the logical 

empiricist philosophers in Lazarsfeld’s milieu. During Lazarsfeld’s student years, the University 

                                                
118 Jammer, Conceptual Development of Quantum Mechanics. 

119 See also the note above on his possible course on intelligence testing with Willibald Kammel, 
which must necessarily have included an introduction to statistics. 

120 Michael Stöltzner, “Vienna Indeterminism: Mach, Boltzmann, Exner,” Synthese, no. 119 
(1999): 85–111; Michael Stöltzner, “Vienna Indeterminism II: From Exner to Frank and von 
Mises,” in Logical Empiricism: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Paolo Parrini, 
Wesley C. Salmon, and Merrilee H. Salmon (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000); 
Deborah R Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty: Science, Liberalism, and Private Life 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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offered courses on the probability calculus, the calculation of variation, the mathematics of 

insurance, an introduction to mathematical statistics, and statistical mechanics. From 1921 

onward, several lecturers taught quantum mechanics, with at least one course devoted explicitly 

to its statistical foundations.121 Despite all of these opportunities, it is most likely that Lazarsfeld 

learned his mathematical statistics above all through its early adopters in psychology, both in 

Europe and the United States, as will be explored in further detail in a later chapter. 

Lazarsfeld spoke nonchalantly of his university years and dissertation. Nobody took their 

studies at the university seriously, he claimed in oral history interviews, up until the very last 

minute when you had to pass exams and write a dissertation. Besides, none of his teachers paid 

any attention to him whatsoever besides the mathematician Friedrich Kottler of the Institute for 

Theoretical Physics, whose assistant happened to be Lazarsfeld’s future brother-in-law Friedrich 

Zerner. Kottler, a fellow alumnus of the Akademisches Gymnasium, had worked on relativity 

since his dissertation of 1912 that introduced absolute differential calculus, the tool that Einstein 

later used to develop the general theory of relativity, into the special theory of relativity. A 1918 

paper on the foundations of Einstein’s general theory of relativity prompted an exchange with the 

master.122 As Lazarsfeld remembered it and acknowledged in the printed version, Kottler and 

Zerner in fact gave him the dissertation topic, “which I wouldn’t have been gifted enough to 

think of the topic myself.” Lazarsfeld’s expedient work could be the envy of any 21st-century 

dissertator: “after having gone through the literature needed for this field for about six months,” 

he remembered, “it was pure luck that I found the solution of an equation” and “I wrote my 

                                                
121 In these subjects the frequent lecturers were Ludwig Flamm and Adolf Gustav Smekal. Both 
taught statistical applications for mechanics as well. For detailed course listings, see the 
Öffentliche Vorlesungen an der Universität zu Wien housed at the University of Vienna Archive. 

122 Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitational Research in Vienna before 1938.” 
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dissertation in one night because I suddenly saw on one book a way to apply something which 

hadn’t been […] So that wasn’t taken serious [sic] at all.”123 That said, it was enough to satisfy 

his advisor, Friedrich Kottler, the second reader and personal friend of Einstein, Felix Ehrenhaft, 

and the referees and editors of the Zeitschrift für Physik, who promptly published the dissertation 

in 1925.124 Kottler and Ehrenhaft noted that the work “displayed a good mastery of the difficult 

literature on Einstein's Theory of Relativity and the ability to deal with the cumbersome 

calculations...required” and “demonstrated understanding of the critical illumination of 

individual problems.”125 

It is worth noting that the dissertation topic itself, “On the Calculation of the Perihilion 

Motion of Mercury from Einstein’s Gravitational Theory,” was a curious choice for this future 

dyed-in-the-wool empiricist. On the one hand, the theory’s successful prediction of the perihilion 

rotation, a long-known anomaly in Newtonian physics, provided the first empirical support for 

Einstein. On the other hand, the dissertation was a purely mathematical correction of the 

contemporary physicist von Gleich’s misinterpretation of the theory. Physicist and historian 

Peter Havas summarized the work’s particular contributions: “It treated the advance of the 

perihilion of Mercury, calculated from the theory, and showed the invariance of the result in the 

first, but not in the next, approximation, a neglected result only rediscovered decades later.”126 

                                                
123 Paul F. Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), p. 39. 

124 Paul Lazarsfeld, “Über die Berechnung der Perihelbewegung des Merkur aus der 
Einsteinschen Gravitationstheorie,” Zeitschrift für Physik 35, no. 2 (February 1, 1925): 119–28. 

125 “Rigorosenakt des Paul Lazarsfeld,” December 15, 1925, PH RA 9094, Archiv der 
Universität Wien. 

126 Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitational Research in Vienna before 1938.” 
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 The dissertation itself did not have a decisive influence on his career trajectory, either in 

terms of its content or as a milestone. It is only a footnote in the history of physics. However, 

Lazarsfeld’s choice of dissertation topic—the most scintillating and controversial scientific 

discovery of his era—did put him in a particular position with respect to his intellectual milieu 

and to his mentor, Friedrich Adler. It was a kind of second Vatermord. On the one hand, an 

affirmative work on Einstein’s theory of relativity broke with his erstwhile mentor’s 

spectacularly failed critique. (As Adler himself noted in the spirited critique of Einstein 

published in 1920 that he had composed in prison, a total solar eclipse on May 29, 1919 

predicted by Einstein’s equations provided the second empirical support for his theory of 

relativity.127 This coincided roughly with Lazarsfeld’s switch from the juridical to the 

philosophical faculty in order to study physics and mathematics.) On the other hand, it placed 

Lazarsfeld squarely within Vienna’s political left and scientific avant-garde. Support for Einstein 

in Vienna had a solid and obvious liberal and social-democratic base. During Lazarsfeld’s 

student years, Einstein delivered a lecture organized by the Urania institution to a sold out 

audience of at least 3000 in the large hall of Vienna’s concert house along the Ringstrasse on 

January 13, 1921. The social-democratic Arbeiterzeitung reported on the lecture at length, and 

the liberal Neue Freie Presse published its own favorable report based on private discussions 

with Einstein and Vienna’s physicists.128 (Einstein stayed at the home of Lazarsfeld’s second 

                                                
127 Friedrich Adler, Ortszeit, Systemzeit, Zonenzeit und das ausgezeichnete Bezugssystem der 
Elektrodynamik. Eine Untersuchung über die Lorentzsche und die Einsteinsche Kinematik 
(Wien: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1920). 

128 Peter Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitation Research in Vienna before 1938,” in The 
Expanding Worlds of General Relativity, ed. Herbert Goenner (Springer, 1999), 161–206. 
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reader, Felix Ehrenhaft, on this and other visits to Vienna.)129 The Urania was part of a broader 

tradition of Volksbildung (popular education) that the social democrats appropriated and 

developed further across the 1920s. It offered a steady stream of lectures and courses (over one 

hundred total) on the theory of relativity from 1919 up to the mid-1930s. Edgar Zilsel, an 

associate of the Vienna Circle philosophers, pioneering sociologist of science, and consistent 

presence in Vienna’s socialist intellectual periodicals counted among the popularizers of 

Einstein’s theory at the Urania.130 Otto Neurath, propagandist of the Vienna Circle and 

ringleader of its left flank, gained Einstein’s support for an unfulfilled early-1920s plan for a 

popular series of booklets on his theory.131 

Politics aside, facility with the theory of relativity made it possible for Lazarsfeld to 

follow along with the epistemological and methodological concerns of Vienna’s intellectual 

avant-garde. The University of Vienna’s star philosopher (at least in hindsight), Vienna Circle 

member, and popular lecturer, Moritz Schlick, was an early proponent of Einstein and offered 

courses such as “Introduction to the World of Thought of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity” in 

                                                
129 Philipp Frank, Einstein: His Life and Times, ed. Shuichi Kusaka, trans. George Rosen (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), p. 175. See also Armin Hermann, “Einstein und die 
Österreicher,” Plus Lucis 3, no. 2 (1995): 19–21. 

130 On Einstein’s lecture and popular education on his theory of relativity, see Christian H. 
Stifter, “‘Sehr Geehrter Herr Kollege!’: Albert Einstein und die (Wiener) Volksbildung,” Die 
Österreichische Volkshochschule, no. 220 (June 2006): 2–11. Vienna Circle philosophers 
Herbert Feigl and Friedrich Waismann also  adult education courses on the theory of relativity. 
See Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2014), p. 113. 

131 Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitation Research in Vienna before 1938.” 
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1924.132 Viennese philosopher and physicist Philipp Frank, who further developed the “Vienna 

Indeterminist” legacy of Ernst Mach and Ludwig Boltzmann in the 1920s, was a key interpreter 

and popularizer of Einstein’s work.133 Frank stressed that Einstein’s theory of relativity served as 

the single most important stimulus for Viennese philosophy of science. Einstein’s theory was, 

Frank wrote in his retrospective account of the Vienna Circle philosophers, “an excellent 

example of the way in which a scientific theory is built up according to the ideas of the new 

positivism.”134 Despite the apparent importance of relativity theory for Viennese philosophy, 

however, Lazarsfeld’s was one of only three dissertations on the subject in interwar Vienna.135 

There are two key metatheoretical ways that Einstein’s physics could have shaped 

Lazarsfeld’s future approach to social scientific research, even if the specific content or 

mathematics of the dissertation mattered little. Lazarsfeld took loose and only obtusely and 

partially acknowledged inspiration from Einstein. Phillip Frank singled out in particular how 

Einstein rethought the relationship between measurement and theory. In Einstein’s physics, “The 

symbolic or structural system is neatly developed and is sharply separated from the observational 

facts that are to be embraced. Then the system must be interpreted, and the prediction of facts 

                                                
132 On Schlick’s popularity as a lecturer, see Hilde Spiel, The Dark and the Bright: Memoirs 
1911-1989, trans. Christine Shuttleworth (Riverside: Ariadne Press, 2007), pp. 51-52; and Spiel, 
Return to Vienna: A Journal (Riverside: Ariadne Press, 2011), p. 80.  

133 Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitation Research in Vienna before 1938”; Frank, 
Einstein; and Michael Stöltzner, “Vienna Indeterminism II: From Exner to Frank and von 
Mises,” in Logical Empiricism: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Paolo Parrini, 
Wesley C. Salmon, and Merrilee H. Salmon (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000). 

134 Philipp Frank, “Introduction: Historical Background,” in Modern Science and Its Philosophy 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), 1–52. See especially pp. 17-23. 

135 Havas, “Einstein, Relativity and Gravitation Research in Vienna before 1938.” 



 

 125 

that are observable must be made and the predictions verified by observation.”136 The perihelion 

motion of Mercury was one of three observational facts that the theory predicted. Given that this 

was the subject of Lazarsfeld’s dissertation, he must have been aware of Einstein’s approach to 

the relationship between measurement and theory. In his social research, as will be explained 

later, Lazarsfeld practiced a softer version of this separation of the constructed symbolic system 

and the predicted observational facts. He spoke of constructing a “vague image” or “model” of a 

phenomenon and then of sharpening that image into expected observations to be compared with 

actual, measured observations. Lazarsfeld said little about how Einstein’s theorizing shaped his 

own approach, stating only briefly in his memoir that he was “impressed by the idea that mere 

‘clarification’ was a road to discovery.”137 

There was a second aspect of Einstein’s approach to the relationship between theory and 

measurement that Lazarsfeld acknowledged more explicitly. Phillip Frank pointed out how “the 

methods of measurement” in Einstein’s physics had to be “developed along with the conclusions 

from the principles of the theory.” In other words, in Einstein’s theory “the description of the 

operations by which [observed] quantities could be measured becomes a serious and complex 

task; it becomes an essential part of the theory.” It was less clear how to translate the abstractions 

of Einstein’s theory into observational facts than was the case for nineteenth-century physics. 

Thus, Einstein needed to include “operational definitions” within the theory, Frank asserted, 

borrowing Percy Bridgman’s terminology. Bridgman and his “operationalism” were among the 

few philosophy of science authors and concepts that Lazarsfeld explicitly acknowledged and 

                                                
136 Philipp Frank, “Introduction: Historical Background,” pp. 18-19. 

137 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” in The 
Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard 
Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 273. 
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embraced. He did so in his characterization of “methodology” in The Language of Social 

Research (1955).138 Lazarsfeld’s empirical social research proceeded through operational 

definitions of concepts. This is what made concepts observable and measurable (and it made 

research procedures transparent, reproducible, and intersubjectively verifiable). To return to the 

language introduced in the paragraph above, Lazarsfeld broke “vague images” into operationally 

defined and therefore measurable dimensions. A concept such as “proletarian consumer,” for 

example, would be defined in terms of explicit, observable qualities. As in the theory of 

relativity, Lazarsfeld’s operational definitions held meaning only within the theoretical 

construction. It only made sense to say what a proletarian consumer did in certain 

circumstances—that is, to advance a theory of the proletarian consumer—in relation to a specific 

operationally defined concept of the proletarian consumer—and vice versa. 

Through his dissertation on Einstein’s theory of relativity, Lazarsfeld came into contact 

with a new way of thinking about the relationship between theory and measurement. He also 

learned the requisite language and style of thinking to fit in with some of Vienna’s leading 

scientific intellectuals. However, it was only toward the end of the 1920s that he had documented 

contact—in text or in person—with such figures. 

 
2.3 Austromarxism at arm’s length 

 To anyone in interwar Vienna on the political left interested in the problems and methods 

of the nascent social sciences, the Austromarxist thinkers provided a stimulating and usable 

tradition. Some of these thinkers were involved in the practical politics of party organization, 

agitation, and eventually the construction and governing of the First Austrian Republic. Yet they 

                                                
138 Lazarsfeld, Paul F. and Rosenberg, Morris, eds., The Language of Social Research: A Reader 
in the Methodology of Social Research (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1955). 
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also probed the epistemological foundations of social inquiry and linked Viennese socialism with 

broader discussions across German-speaking Europe and beyond on key problems such as 

causality, quantification, lawfulness versus indeterminism, individual versus collective, 

“explanation” versus “understanding,” and the relationship between natural science and the 

cultural or social sciences. In order to assess the implications of the Austromarxists for 

Lazarsfeld’s work, we must first establish his tricky relationship with these thinkers and then 

reconstruct their most relevant contributions to the storehouse of ideas circulating in Lazarsfeld’s 

Vienna. 

Lazarsfeld had ample contact with Austromarxist thinkers through his family and through 

the youth movement and other socialist party activities from 1915 onward. Friedrich Adler, Max 

and Jenny Adler, Otto and Helene Bauer, and Rudolf and Margarete Hilferding all counted 

among Lazarsfeld family friends. Their interactions encompassed both the typical bourgeois 

outings of concerts and theater and the discussion of contemporary issues such as the post-WWI 

plans for socialization of the Austrian economy and the proper methods of social science. During 

his university years, Paul Lazarsfeld had the opportunity to observe regular discussions among 

these thinkers at the family’s garden apartment in the northern outer district of Sievering notched 

between vineyards at the foot of the Vienna Woods. In the later 1920s and early 1930s he also 

crossed paths with Otto Neurath, one of the few leading Viennese socialist and quasi-Marxist 

intellectuals who did not belong to the Lazarsfeld family orbit, and spoke at Neurath’s 

museum.139 Oddly enough, no references to these thinkers appear in Paul Lazarsfeld’s academic 

                                                
139 Only one transcript remains, but according to announcements in the Arbeiter-Zeitung cited in 
a later chapter, Lazarsfeld spoke there several times. Moreover, Lazarfeld’s first wife, Marie 
Jahoda, worked at Neurath’s museum in the late 1920s. See Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Vortrag des 
Herrn Dr. Lazarsfeld im Handelsmuseum” (Lecture, Handelsmuseum, Vienna, February 17, 
1932), Rote Mappen. T/UI. [Teil 4], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 
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papers. Even his small output of political and quasi-scientific writings of the 1920s bear few 

references to the bright thinkers who circulated through his youth and young adult years. 

 Yet it would be inaccurate to say that Paul Lazarsfeld shared nothing with these socialist 

intellectuals. As will be explored in greater depth below, his approach to social research did in 

fact take their concerns into account, albeit unacknowledged. One could say that he absorbed 

their spirit and inherited their problems but worked mainly in parallel with the Austromarxists, 

though with plenty of opportunities for their direct written and verbal influence. Lazarsfeld could 

easily have explicitly couched his work in terms of the Austromarxists’ methodological and 

substantive problems. Yet he remained silent, for example, on Max Adler’s steady stream of 

reflections on causality and teleology in the social sciences from 1904 to the early 1930s. 

Likewise, he abstained from engaging with Rudolf Hilferding’s analysis of the contemporary 

class structure—especially the puzzling relationship between class interest and consciousness—

in Das Finanzkapital (1910) and “Das historische Problem” (late 1930s).140 He also was largely 

silent on thinkers from the periphery of Austromarxism, including those with whom he had 

significant face-to-face contact. For example, Lazarsfeld made few references to Siegfried 

Bernfeld (1892-1953), his mentor in matters of psychoanalysis, reform pedagogy and the youth 

movement.141 

                                                
140 Rudolf Hilferding, “Das historische Problem,” Zeitschrift Für Politik 1, no. 4 (December 
1954): 293–324. Lazarsfeld would have been privy to Hilferding’s earlier, albeit brief, reflection 
on the “new middle class” in his great work, Das Finanzkapital (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener 
Volksbuchhandlung, 1910). On Hilferding’s class analysis and M. Adler’s work on causality, see 
Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode, eds., Austro-Marxism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). On 
the other hand, Max Adler did reference the Marienthal study in a 1933 analysis of the working 
class published in Der Kampf reprinted in Bottomore and Goode, Austro-Marxism, pp. 245-46. 
Max Adler’s work on causality will be further explicated below. 

141 As early as a 1926 piece in Der Kampf, Bernfeld argued for the place of psychoanalysis in 
Marxism as a means for better capturing the relationship between individual and society. Ernst 
Glaser, Im Umfeld des Austromarxismus: ein Beitrag zur Gestesgeschichte des österreichischen 
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In comparison with the preceding Austromarxists, Lazarsfeld’s generation of young 

socialist intellectuals had a more distanced relationship to Marx and a less coherent intellectual 

program. Certainly he and his youth movement compatriots such as Marie Jahoda, Hans Zeisel, 

and Ludwig Wagner strove to become the successor generation of intellectuals on the left wing 

of the socialist party. Yet their efforts lacked the coherence of the Austromarxists’, both in terms 

of an intellectual program and the institutions and forums for exchange that could match the 

older generation’s book series Marx-Studien and intellectual journal Der Kampf. They were 

apparently even less beholden to the word and theoretical framework of Marx and Engels than 

their forebears. “[O]ur reading of Marx was very thin, except for a few specialists,” Lazarsfeld 

later remembered, “I never read him.” They were far more taken with less theoretical and rather 

utopian literature such as August Bebel’s Woman and Socialism (1879), Eduard Bellamy’s novel 

Looking Backward (1888), the Viennese utopian Karl Ballod’s Zukunftsstaat [State of the 

Future] (1898/1919), and the works of Ernst Mach’s good friend Josef Popper-Lynkeus.142 “I can 

still tell you endless episodes from Looking Backward. I knew it by heart,” Lazarsfeld 

                                                
Sozialismus (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1981). Glaser locates Bernfeld within the “milieu” of 
Austromarxism. Lazarsfeld’s silence on Bernfeld is all the more striking given their participation 
in a discussion circle at the University of Vienna’s Psychological Institute in the early 1930s, 
which will be examined in further detail below. On Bernfeld and Marxism see also Russell 
Jacoby, The Repression of Psychoanalysis: Otto Fenichel and the Political Freudians (New 
York: Basic Books, 1983), pp. 49-54, 68-69. Bernfeld intervened in a broader pan-European 
debate over the place of psychoanalysis in Marxism. See Hans Jörg Sandkühler, “Psychoanalyse 
und Marxismus. Dokumentation einer Kontroverse,” in Bernfeld, Reich, Jurinetz, Sapir, 
Stoljarov: Psychoanalyse und Marxismus (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971), pp. 7–46. 

142 Socialist intellectuals of the older generation also took these texts seriously. For example, 
Karl Grünberg’s important journal, Archiv für die Geschichte des Sozialismus und der 
Arbeiterbewegung, published a synthetic discussion of the utopian literature by Karl Ballod in 
1915 and a response by Popper-Lynkeus. Cited in Belke, Die sozialreformerische Ideen von 
Josef Popper-Lynkeus, p. 192fn124. 
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remembered in the 1960s, along with Ballod’s book.143 Even back in the 1920s, Lazarsfeld 

observed that his generation of socialists was not beholden to the teachings of Marx. They were 

not an authority, he wrote in an appraisal of the Belgian heterodox Marxist Hendrik  

(or Henri) de Man published in one of Vienna’s social-democratic journals, but an “unavoidable 

aid in the face of all of the questions that emerged” after the “chaos of the revolutionary 

years.”144 Julius Braunthal, editor of the Arbeiter-Zeitung in the 1920s and later a controversial 

chronicler of the downfall of Austrian social-democracy, remembered the Marx-shy young post-

WWI generation of intellectuals more negatively. “It appeared as though they had derived their 

Socialist impetus not from Karl Marx,” he wrote, “but from Karl Kraus, a Viennese writer with 

an abundance of bitter sarcasm and an utter dearth of human wisdom and political character 

[…].”145 This might have been an exaggeration, but it was not wholly inaccurate given the 

Jahoda family’s close relationship with Kraus and the youth movement’s admiration for him.146 

                                                
143 Oral history interview with Daniel Bell. Lazarsfeld wrongly attributed Ballod’s book to 
Kautsky but recalled the title accurately. Lazarsfeld continued: “…I know more about Marx just 
by listening to you [Bell] and to Marty Lipset than I ever knew in my most fervent Marxian 
days.” Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1962), p. 244-49. Käthe Leichter corroborates this 
preference for utopian literature (Bellamy, Walter Rathenau, Josef Popper-Lynkeus, and others) 
over Marx and Engels. See Leichter, “Lebenserinnerungen” in Käthe Leichter and Herbert 
Steiner, Käthe Leichter: Leben, Werk und Sterben einer österreichischen Sozialdemokratin 
(Wien: Ibera & Molden, 1997). Even the young Karl Popper was seduced by Bellamy according 
to William Warren Bartley’s incomplete manuscript, Rehearsing a Revolution: Karl Popper: A 
Life (1989), p. 25. On Popper-Lynkeus’s reception of his fellow utopians, see Belke, Die 
sozialreformerische Ideen von Josef Popper-Lynkeus, pp. 182-196. 

144 The younger generation was even less captivated by the word of Marx: “Whether [today’s 
youth] still know Marxism as an experience as many generations and we as the last knew it—I 
wouldn’t dare claim it.” And for the new pressing questions of the day, “some sense that here 
classical Marxism can’t be the sole guide.” See Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Das Ergebnis der de Man 
Debatte,” Arbeit und Wirtschaft 5, no. 16 (August 1927), p. 90. 

145 Julius Braunthal, In Search of the Millennium (London: V. Gollancz, 1945), p. 284. 

146 The Sozialistische Mittelschüler, the organization in which Lazarsfeld, Jahoda, and Zeisel had 
leading roles, invited Kraus to give a recitation in December, 1928. See Adolf Kolzlik to Karl 
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It was certainly possible within his Vienna context for Lazarsfeld and his peers to have 

been more deeply engaged with the Marxist tradition, but the volatile political context of the late 

1920s militated against the more coherent Marxist intellectual project of the early twentieth 

century. On the one hand, it was not the case that all younger socialists disregarded the Marxist 

tradition. Willst du Marxist werden? (1933)—an annotated bibliography aimed at popular 

audiences published by Karl Kautsky’s son Benedikt (1894-1960), who was only slightly older 

than Lazarsfeld—guided would-be converts through a mixture of orthodox and heterodox 

Marxist literature up to the present day.147 On the other hand, the increasing fractioning of 

socialist intellectuals after the political violence of 1927 and the rise of Austrofascism in the 

early 1930s disintegrated and disrupted intellectual production.148 Memoirs and historical works 

from young party intellectuals and youth movement leaders reveal the tremendous conflict 

among young socialist intellectuals at the time.149 Next to Marienthal (1933), the few bright 

intellectual accomplishments from the younger generation—all of them the products of the youth 

                                                
Kraus, December 14, 1928, Teilnachlass Karl Kraus, H.I.N.-176563, lb 163326, Wienbibliothek 
Handschriften. Other contemporaries give anecdotal evidence of Kraus’s appeal to the youth. See 
Leichter, Käthe Leichter. Döll teases out the complex relationship between Kraus and the Social 
Democrats, including its youth movement and their founding role in political cabaret, in Jürgen 
Doll, Theater im Roten Wien: Vom sozialdemokratischen Agitprop zum dialektischen Theater 
Jura Soyfers (Vienna: Böhlau, 1997), pp. 191f. 

147 Benedict Kautsky, Willst du Marxist werden? Kleiner Wegweiser durch die sozialistische 
Literatur (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1933). 

148 On the fractioning, see Anson Rabinbach, The Crisis of Austrian Socialism: From Red Vienna 
to Civil War, 1927-1934 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). 

149 Three examples with overlapping score-settling include Joseph T. Simon, Augenzeuge: 
Erinnerungen eines österreichischen Sozialisten. Eine sehr persönliche Zeitgeschichte (Vienna: 
Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1979); Ernst Fischer, Erinnerungen und Reflexionen 
(Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1969); Joseph Buttinger, In the Twilight of Socialism: A History of the 
Revolutionary Socialists of Austria (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1953). 
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movement—were more polemical and brass-knuckles political in style and spirit. Take Ernst 

Fischer’s energetic psychoanalytic manifesto Krise der Jugend (1931), for example, or the 

precocious Jura Soyfer’s unfinished novel of the post-1927 unraveling, So starb eine Partei… 

(So a Party Died).150 The expulsion, official or de facto, and scattering of the younger generation 

after 1934—when its members reached roughly the age of the Austromarxists at the 

establishment of the Marx-Studien—effectively destroyed any project analogous to this 

foundational series of monographs and a generational takeover of ongoing publications such as 

Der Kampf.151 

Who were the Austromarxists? Strictly speaking, they were a generational group of 

Marxists thinkers born in the 1870s and 1880s and formed in the crucible of the socialist student 

movement (the Freie Vereinigung Sozialistischer Studenten und Akademiker) at the University 

of Vienna under the primary influence of the historian Karl Grünberg. The key members 

included Karl Renner, Rudolf Hilferding, Max Adler, Gustav Eckstein, Otto Bauer, Friedrich 

Adler, and to some extent Karl Kautsky.152 As adults, the Austromarxists were involved in party-

                                                
150 Ernst Fischer, Krise Der Jugend (Vienna: Hess & Co, 1931); Jura Soyfer, Das Gesamtwerk, 
ed. Horst Jarka (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1980). 

151 That said, the younger generation was poised to take over the Arbeiter Zeitung. Ludwig 
Wagner and his friend Ernst Fischer were staff journalists and editors. For a synoptic look at the 
“expulsion of reason” from Austria in the 1930s and ‘40s, see Friedrich Stadler, ed., Vertriebene 
Vernunft, 2 vols. (Vienna: Jugend und Volk, 1987/88). 

152 Ernest Glaser, Norbert Leser, Tom Bottomore, and Leszek Kolakowski disagree slightly in 
their delimitation of the core. Notably absent from all of their lists are the women who, while 
their contributions were perhaps less monumental than the men, were nevertheless an important 
part of the overall intellectual production of this generation. Helene Bauer co-edited Der Kampf 
after 1918 and published on the timely question of socialization. See Robert Stöger, “Der kurze 
Traum. Strategie und Praxis der Sozialisierung,” in Das Werden der Ersten Republik: ...der Rest 
ist Österreich, ed. Helmut Konrad and Wolfgang Maderthaner, vol. 2 (Vienna: Gerold, 2008), 
123–38. 
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political praxis at the domestic and international levels and dealt with concrete policy questions. 

Their Stammlokal, Café Central, was located in the first district on the Herrengasse between the 

carriage entrance to the imperial palace and the University—not far from the Lazarsfeld family 

apartment—in a grand building that had formerly housed the stock exchange. The 

Austromarxists oversaw the publication of a series of monographs on epistemology and political 

economy from 1904 into the following decade called the Marx-Studien and, after 1907, the 

intellectual journal Der Kampf. This journal was comparable in style and content to Karl 

Kautsky’s German-based periodical, Die Neue Zeit, with which it had some overlap in 

contributors and readership and a similarly tight relationship to its domestic socialist party.153 

Historical accounts of Austromarxism emphasize its non-dogmatic attitude, its openness, and its 

pluralism in contrast to other Marxist traditions. (Ernst Glaser called this programmatic 

epistemological openness Indifferentismus.) “Our theory of history and our economics,” declared 

Otto Bauer in the first volume of Der Kampf (1907), “appear to be combinable with very diverse 

epistemological perspectives and independent of them just as biology requires the confirmation 

of its research findings neither from Kant, nor from Mach, Avenarius, or Dietzgen, nor from 

natural scientific materialism.”154  

Julius Braunthal, who was younger than the Austromarxists but like them belonged to the 

Sozialwissenschaftliche Bildungsverein (Social Science Education Association) and later took 

                                                
153 Unlike Die Neue Zeit, which was dissolved when Kautsky left the party in 1917 and 
superseded by Hilferding’s Die Gesellschaft, Der Kampf remained in publication even after the 
socialist leaders’ expulsion from Austria by the fascist regime in 1934. Over the long term, the 
chronological succession of top socialist intellectual journals from Neue Zeit to Die Gesellschaft 
to the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research’s Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung evinces a declining 
relationship with the Party in contrast with Der Kampf. 

154 Quoted in Ernst Glaser, Im Umfeld des Austromarxismus, pp. 62-63. 
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over editorship of the Arbeiter-Zeitung and Der Kampf, captured the Austromarxists’ early-

twentieth century atmosphere.155 “The Socialist youth of those days…appeared to be surrounded 

by an atmosphere of intellectual curiosity and excitement as perhaps the French intellectuals 

were in the times of Diderot and Voltaire,” Braunthal recalled. “It was as though the era of 

enlightenment, with all its reverie and ecstasy, had been revived. Whenever we met, on the street 

or with common friends, we would discuss with heated passion Marx and Freud, Strindberg and 

Shaw, Mendel's law of organic inheritance and Planck's Quantum Theory.” As we have seen 

with Friedrich Adler, they held that both natural and human sciences should have some bearing 

on socialism, and thus “attempt[ed] to ascertain the connecting link between the modern 

conception of nature and history and our conception of Socialism.”156 The Austromarxist milieu 

contradicts the typical image of modernist Vienna turned inward against reason, science, and 

practical progressive politics. Their aim was precisely to link these together. 

 

2.3.1 Max Adler’s Kantian epistemology of the social sciences 

 From the 1904 first volume of the Marx-Studien series through the 1930s, Max Adler was 

the Austromarxists’ most prolific commentator on the epistemology of the social sciences. He 

was also one of the few party thinkers with a foot in the professional academic world as 

Privatdozent at the University of Vienna, where he taught courses on Marxism, social theory, 

and epistemology. His writings—maddeningly verbose and scholastic in style—remained too 

detached from actual practices and problems in the social sciences to be of much use for guiding 

                                                
155 Braunthal is listed among the members in Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft, p. 61. He also 
attended the elite Arbeiter Schule (1907-09), where the teachers included Otto Bauer and Max 
Adler. See Braunthal, In Search of the Millenium, p. 81. 

156 Braunthal, In Search of the Millenium, p. 70. 
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research procedures.157 The maverick socialist physicist and philosopher Edgar Zilsel later 

lambasted the prolonged “knife-whetting” of his school philosophy in a 1931 exchange with 

Adler in Der Kampf.158 His Marxistische Studiengemeinschaft (Marxist Study Group), the youth 

movement leader and party intellectual Joseph Simon remembered, “carried out a lot of hair-

splitting, but did nothing for the education of political speakers.”159 Compared to other 

Austromarxist thinkers, he was exceptionally detached from real politics.160 Yet his voice was 

not entirely without resonance in Vienna. He shaped the pedagogical thought of 1920s Red 

Vienna by penning the key programmatic text on socialist education, Neue Menschen (1924), 

and participating in the experimental teacher training school at the former imperial palace 

Schönbrunn along with the youth movement leader Otto Felix Kanitz, the psychologist Alfred 

Adler, the journalist and party functionary Max Winter, and other notables.161 Paul Lazarsfeld 

                                                
157 Even Kolakowski raises this critique in his otherwise highly sympathetic explication of Max 
Adler’s oevre. See Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, p. 574. 

158 Zilsel, “Materialismus und marxistische Geschichtsauffassung” and “Partei, Marxismus, 
Materialismus, Neukantianismus,” both in Der Kampf vol. 24 and reprinted in Edgar Zilsel, 
Wissenschaft und Weltanschauung: Aufsätze 1929-1933, ed. Gerald Mozetič (Vienna: Böhlau, 
1992). 

159 This task fell instead to a different group organized by Helene Bauer, the Sozialistische 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Wirtschaft und Politik. Members of Adler’s study group came to 
dominate the largest of the Vereien Sozialistische Mittelschüler neighborhood cells—that of the 
Leopoldstadt—and subsequently went over to communism. Joseph Simon, Augenzeuge, pp. 71, 
103. 

160 Joseph Simon remembered an exchange with Adler in February 1934 at the workers’ 
symphony concert, when the civil war between the socialists and Austrofascists already felt 
immanent. When the musicians concluded the concert with a workers’ song, Adler exclaimed to 
Simon, ‘That these people have to exploit a concert for political demonstrations!’ For Simon, it 
seemed that at the time “this seemed to be the last opportunity for a demonstration, and Max 
Adler, an idol of the revolutionary youth, felt that his appreciation of art was disturbed!” See 
Simon, Augenzeuge, p. 103. 

161 Max Adler, Neue Menschen: Gedanken über sozialistische Erziehung (Berlin: E. Laub’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1924). See also Heinz Weiss, Das Rote Schönbrunn: Der Schönbrunner 
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encountered Max Adler’s thought through family occasions, a few courses at the university, and 

within the sphere of Viennese socialist pedagogy.162 He dedicated his 1924 report on socialist 

youth movement vacation colonies to Max Adler and referenced Neue Menschen, which sought 

to ground socialist pedagogy in his epistemology of the social sciences. Lazarsfeld would also 

likely have been in the audience of the International Society for Individual Psychology when 

Max Adler delivered his epistemological critique of Individual Psychology before its leader 

Alfred Adler and his disciples in 1925.163 

Max Adler linked Vienna to the broader world of the German-speaking social sciences by 

intervening in several major epistemological debates of the early twentieth century. Through 

these debates, he carved out a peculiar position as a Kantian critic of both the German 

Neokantian dualists Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, and Rudolf Stammler and their 

Viennese Machian opponents as well as the Viennese organicist, quasi-Aristotelian social 

                                                
Kreis und die Reformpädagogik der Schönbrunner Schule (Vienna: Echomedia, 2008); Lutz von 
Werder, “Vorwort,” in Kämpfer der Zukunft: für eine sozialistische Erziehung, by Otto Felix 
Kanitz (Frankfurt am Main: März Verlag, 1970). 

162 N.B. Adler was certainly aware of Lazarsfeld’s work: a 1933 analysis of working class 
support for fascism published in Der Kampf references the brand new Marienthal study by 
Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel. See M. Adler, “Metamorphosis of the Working Class?” in 
Bottomore and Goode, Austro-Marxism, pp. 217-49, especially p. 245-46. 

163 The Internationale Zeitschrift fuer Individualpsychologie vol. 3 (1925), p. 351 lists Lazarsfeld 
as a member of the Vienna branch, along with his mother Sophie, Edgar Zilsel, and Margarethe 
Hilferding. Even if Lazarsfeld did not hear the critique in person, he could easily have heard 
about it through word of mouth or read the critique and the responses of Alfred Adler and H. 
Albrecht in that same journal. See Max Adler, “Erkenntniskritische Bemerkungen zur 
Individualpsychologie,” Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925): 
209–21; Alfred Adler, “Diskussionsbemerkungen zum Vortrage des Prof. Max Adler im Verein 
für Individualpsychologie,” Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925): 
209–21. 
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theorist Othmar Spann.164 Moreover, Adler had no truck with the reformist German Social 

Democrats such as the revisionist Eduard Bernstein or the Marburg Neokantians Hermann Cohen 

and Paul Natorp who saw in Kant’s philosophy the ethical root of socialism.165 He appropriated 

Kant above all as a method of Erkenntniskritik (critique of knowledge), not as a moral 

philosopher, and appended his own category, the “social a priori,” to Kant’s original set. It was 

only because man was always already social, Adler held, that experience and knowledge were at 

all possible. Thus, while Max Adler shared a typically Viennese disdain for the Neokantian 

dualists with Ernst Mach, Friedrich Adler, and the Vienna Circle philosophers, his particular 

strain of Kantian Marxism led him to a unique perspective on the foundations of social science. 

The Neokantian dualists had set the terms of the debate over the proper methods of the 

Geisteswissenschaften (humanistic sciences) through their late-nineteenth century interventions. 

The specifics varied across their ranks and over time, but a simplified synthesis of the 

Neokantian position would place “explanation” (Erklären) of abstract, quantified, causal 

regularities of inert matter on the side of the natural sciences and intuitive or empathetic 

“understanding” (Verstehen) of goal-directed, conscious individual and particular cases on the 

side of the humanistic sciences.166 Max Adler, by contrast, defended the place of causality in the 

                                                
164 Max Adler’s critique of his comrades’ Machism, in which he ultimately champions Kant, was 
not sufficiently significant to be explicated here. See “Mach und Marx” in Adler, Marxistische 
Probleme, pp. 255-316. Friedrich Adler expressed a similar lightly dismissive attitude in the 
preface to Ernst Machs Überwindung. 

165 For Adler’s rejection of the Marburg Neokantian ethical reading of Kant, see Max Adler, 
Kant und der Marxismus (1925) excerpted in “The Relation of Marxism to Classical German 
Philosophy” in Bottomore and Goode, eds., Austro-Marxism, p. 64. 

166 This decontextualized simplification has been the root of a tremendous amount of 
misunderstanding since at least the publication of H. Stuart Hughes’s Consciousness and Society 
(1958) and is only now being carefully untangled by intellectual historians and philosophers. 
Hughes is both cause and symptom of this misunderstanding. For an example of the corrective 
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social sciences across a series of works from his 1904 Kausalität und Teleologie im Streite um 

die Wissenschaft through two extended critiques of Rudolf Stammler—the same thinker whom 

Robert Lazarsfeld targeted in Das Problem der Jurisprudenz (1908)—published in the 1913 

collection, Marxistische Probleme.167 Adler was well aware of Max Weber’s own 1907 critique 

of Stammler and his overcoming of Neokantian dualism in which he famously laid out his own 

Verstehende method of interpreting causality in human affairs.168 Adler’s defense of causality 

continued into the mid-1920s in a panel discussion of the latest book by his political arch-enemy, 

Othmar Spann, together with the great German sociologists Ludwig von Wiese, Franz 

Oppenheimer, Werner Sombart, and Ferdinand Tönnies at the 1926 annual meeting of the 

German Sociological Association in Vienna.169 To the historian, it is evident that the welter of 

positions on “causality” from the late-nineteenth century up through the 1930s did not share a 

single definition of the concept even as it became a central object of prolonged debate. Indeed, 

Max Adler and his Neokantian antagonists carried on their debate over the applicability of 

(natural scientific) “causality” to the sciences of human affairs just as Mach and his allies 

                                                
efforts underway, see Uljana Feest, ed., Historical Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen 
(Heidelberg: Springer, 2010). 

167 Max Adler, Kausalität und Teleologie im Streite um die Wissenschaft [Causality and 
Teleology in the Conflicts over Science] (Vienna: I. Brand, 1904); Max Adler, Marxistische 
Probleme: Beiträge zur Theorie der materialistischen Geschichtsauffassung und Dialektik 
(Stuttgart: J.H.W. Dietz, 1913). Adler also later explicitly endorsed Max Weber’s theory of 
value-free science in his own reflections on the politics of science in Neue Menschen, p. 37. 

168 For a novel contextualization of Weber’s Verstehen, see Michael Heidelberger, “From Mill 
via von Kries to Max Weber: Causality, Explanation, and Understanding,” in Historical 
Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen, ed. Uljana Feest (Heidelberg: Springer, 2010), 241–66. 

169 M. Adler, “A Critique of Othmar Spann’s Sociology” in Der Kampf 20 (1927), pp. 265-70. 
Reprinted in Bottomore and Goode, Austro-Marxism, pp. 69-76. 
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launched their assault on the concept of causality in any science, natural or humanistic, as a 

“metaphysical” vestige of Kantian school philosophy.170 

Max Adler defended causality as a representative of Marxist social theory. Like other 

contemporary observers such as his Viennese comrade Otto Bauer, he saw the Neokantian attack 

on causality in the Geisteswissenschaften as a reaction against Marxism.171 Adler admitted that 

social science needed an epistemological foundation and methods distinct from those of the 

natural sciences, but he insisted on the place of causality. “The fact that social science cannot be 

tackled by natural science methods,” he argued at the German Sociological Society meeting, 

“does not mean that it does not also have rigorous causal connections as its object.”172 He 

presented Marxism as a non-determinist “system of sociological knowledge” that “grounds 

                                                
170 The Viennese critique of “causality” will be explored in further detail below through the 
Vienna Circle philosophers. 

171 See, for example, Max Adler, “Zur Erkenntniskritik.” As will be explored further below, 
Thomas Uebel reminds us that Otto Neurath explicitly intended his “physicalist” philosophy of 
science as a bulwark against the reactionary politics of the Natur vs. Geist dualists Othmar 
Spann, Werner Sombart, and Oswald Spengler. See Uebel, “Philosophy of Social Science in 
Early Logical Empiricism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Logical Empiricism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 250–71. The contemporary interpretation of Neokantianism 
as anti-Marxist reaction has been vindicated by the most thorough contextualized history of late-
nineteenth century Neokantianism, Klaus Christian Köhnke, The Rise of Neo-Kantianism: 
German Academic Philosophy between Idealism and Positivism, trans. R.J. Hollingdale 
(Cambridge: New York, 1991). The political valence of Neokantian philosophy of science 
becomes less clearly reactionary in the later 1910s and 1920s with the prominence of the liberal 
democrat Ernst Cassirer and left-leaning Leonard Nelson and in light of the Neokantian 
background of the socialist-sympathizing Berlin logical empiricists. See Gregory B. Moynahan, 
Ernst Cassirer and the Critical Science of Germany, 1899-1919 (London: Anthem Press, 2013); 
Nikolay Milkov and Volker Peckhaus, eds., The Berlin Group and the Philosophy of Logical 
Empiricism, Boston Studies in the Philosophy and History of Science 273 (Dordrecht: Springer, 
2013), especially the contributions of Milkov and Heis. 

172 Adler, “A Critique of Othmar Spann’s Sociology,” p. 71. 
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socialism upon causal knowledge of the events of social life.”173 An understanding of the “laws 

of social nature” would allow for intervention and radical social transformation. “A social 

science serves not just to explain but to transform Nature,” he wrote, channeling Marx’s Theses 

on Feuerbach. “By its logical character natural science is stationary, but social science, by its 

character, is revolutionary.”174 He stressed Marx’s achievement in working out the relationship 

between man and his environment, but he acknowledged that this causal relationship was shaped 

as well by purposive action and by the agency of human intentions and values. “Man is first of 

all a practical, conative, and goal-setting being,” and “the complete reality of our being actually 

resides only in the will,” he argued in his book-length engagement with the Neokantians, 

Kausalität und Teleologie.175 In this way he again agreed with the Neokantians, who held that 

the natural-scientific concept of law contradicted the fact that man was an intentional being, a 

stellungnehmendes Wesen.176 Yet unlike the Neokantians—who then claimed that a humanistic 

science could only be based on teleology, not causality—Adler argued conversely that human 

action, purposes, and values are subject to causality. Whereas the Neokantians charged the 

Geisteswissenschaften with capturing the individual uniqueness of human action and experience, 

Adler believed that the task of social science was indeed to discover general rules. He did not 

reject the concept of law outright but asked instead what kind of lawfulness (Gesetzmäßigkeit) 

pertained in social science. Human affairs were both consciously experienced and causally 

conditioned. Thus, the proper starting point for social science was not “society,” which he called 

                                                
173 Adler, “The Relation of Marxism to Classical German Philosophy,” p. 64. 

174 Adler, “The Relation of Marxism to Classical German Philosophy,” p. 68. 

175 Adler, Causality and Teleology, excerpted in Bottomore and Goode, Austro-Marxism, p. 77. 

176 Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, p. 565. 
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“an empty abstraction, if not a metaphysical supposition,” but “socialized man.”177 Yet with 

reference to Marx’s early writings on political economy he made pains to distinguish this from 

the Robinson Crusoe fictions of Manchester individualism. Society was “simply there…posited 

with the relation of man to man.” Likewise, “the socialization of consciousness is simply given 

with the individual consciousness.”178 This was both an ontological and epistemological 

statement: it was only on the basis of socialized consciousness, Adler argued, that 

intersubjective, objective knowledge was at all possible. In his critique of Alfred Adler’s 

Individual Psychology, Max Adler again emphasized the need for causal analysis of human 

action. He praised Individual Psychology for drawing connections between psychology and 

social milieu and for viewing psychology as goal-oriented (Zielstrebig). Yet it wrongly sought to 

explain its object through the individual life course alone, not “on the basis of general 

propositions of an organic aetiology [i.e. set of causes].”179 Still, as he argued elsewhere, unlike 

the natural sciences, the social sciences had to deal with phenomena in their particular 

chronological order.180 

Max Adler’s epistemology of the social sciences, however erudite, remained aloof from 

even broad gestures at research methods. Nevertheless, an aspiring social scientist with a partisan 

dedication to whatever counted as “Marxism” or “socialism” in Vienna such as Lazarsfeld could 

                                                
177 Adler, “The Relation of Marxism to Classical German Philosophy,” p. 65. Adler was 
remarkably inconsistent in his pronouncements. Only a year prior, in Neue Menschen, he had 
proclaimed that “Every social phenomenon is social-scientifically comprehended when it is not 
just grasped in its static existence but rather in its function for the development of the societal 
whole…” p. 4. 

178 Adler, “The Relation of Marxism to Classical German Philosophy,” p. 65. 

179 Adler, “Erkenntniskritische Bemerkungen zur Individualpsychologie,” p. 217. 

180 Adler, Neue Menschen, p. 34-35. 
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conceivably have deduced some guidelines inspired by Adler’s theoretical positions. A social 

science according to Adler’s philosophy would seek causal relations among the motivations, 

aims, and actions of the individual and his environment. It would pay attention to the 

chronological unfolding of social phenomena within this causal matrix. It would not be content 

with an abstract individual—as was the case, for example, with Vienna’s marginal utility school 

of economics—but would recognize that every empirical individual and his will was always 

already social. Perhaps Max Adler even contributed to Lazarsfeld’s break with Alfred Adler by 

pointing out the limits of Individual Psychology’s focus on the individual life course as a general 

approach to social science. Indeed, it was Lazarsfeld’s introduction of statistical correlations to 

psychology—a quasi-causal perspective—that ultimately provoked Alfred Adler to violently 

reject him from the circle of Individual Psychologists. 

 

2.3.2 Otto Bauer’s Machian Marxism 

 As the party’s leading theoretician, Otto Bauer normally hewed to practical topics in 

political economy. His best-known works, The Question of Nationalities and Social Democracy 

(1907) and The Austrian Revolution (1923), dealt with socialist strategy within the politics of the 

multinational Habsburg empire and the rise of the First Austrian Republic out of its demise. The 

Path Toward Socialism (1919) worked out plans for the realization of socialism in Austria 

through the socialization of industry, large estates, peasant holdings, and banks. Bolshevism or 

Social-Democracy? (1920) laid out the difference between the Austrian preconditions and 

strategy towards socialism from those of the Russians. Despite this bent toward the pressing 

political questions of the day, albeit from a theoretically sophisticated position, Bauer did stray 

into more abstract territory in occasional epistemological pieces in Der Kampf and the Arbeiter 
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Zeitung.181 Oddly enough, it was his imprisonment in Siberia during the First World War that 

provided the occasion for his most sustained epistemological work, which placed him squarely in 

the tradition of Engels’s late philosophy that have we already examined in relation to Friedrich 

Adler.182 As a historical work, The Worldview of Capitalism belonged to a growing literature of 

Marxist interpretations of the history of philosophy and of non-Marxist sociology of knowledge 

in Austria and Germany.183 Yet unlike other Marxist works in the history of philosophy, Bauer’s 

took Ernst Mach as his central thinker. Bauer wrote the extended essay in 1916, roughly the 

same time as Friedrich Adler pulled together his own book on Mach, but it did not appear in 

print until a 1924 Festschrift for Karl Kautsky’s seventieth birthday.184  

Bauer’s The Worldview of Capitalism represents one possible socialist position on the 

questions of causality and quantification and the Machian epistemology that the teenaged 

Lazarsfeld encountered through Friedrich Adler. His reflections focused more on the meaning of 

contemporary epistemology than on solutions to specific problems that could guide the positive 

sciences. Were it not for its peculiar publication history, Bauer’s essay would have functioned as 

an intervention in contemporary Viennese Marxist theories of knowledge. In the end, Bauer 

called for a genuinely Marxist “socio-historical theory of knowledge” (historisch-soziale 

                                                
181 See especially vol. 2 of the Otto Bauer Werkausgabe (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1975). 

182 On the continuity from Engels to Bauer, see also Nancy Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath: 
Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 
146. 

183 In Vienna, Edgar Zilsel was the leading exponent of this new approach through his historical 
investigations of the concept of genius and of the emergence of modern science. Karl Mannheim 
and Max Horkheimer are only two prime German examples. 

184 Otto Jenssen, ed., Der lebendige Marxismus. Festgabe zum 70. Geburtstag von Karl Kautsky 
(Jena: Thüringer Verlagsanstalt und Druckerei, 1924). Reprinted as Otto Bauer, Das Weltbild des 
Kapitalismus (Frankfurt am Main: makol Verlag, 1971). 
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Erkenntnislehre) opposed to those of his Viennese comrades who in one way or another still 

alloyed their Marxism with bourgeois philosophy—Max Adler’s Neokantianism and Friedrich 

Adler’s Machism. 

Bauer laid out the transition from the theological worldview of feudalism to the natural 

scientific worldview of the bourgeois era and its highest stage in the contemporary period. 

Refitting Feuerbach’s famous dictum, he wrote that it was not God but nature that man creates in 

his own image. Hence bourgeois individualism and material interest refashioned nature into a 

manifold of independent atoms to be understood inductively and only insofar it was of economic 

use. “With society decomposed into self-sovereign individuals,” he wrote, “men also believed 

nature to be fragmented into independent atoms.”185 In Bauer’s dialectical account, Ernst Mach 

functioned as both the culmination of bourgeois epistemology and its overcoming through his 

destruction of the mechanist conception of nature. Our knowledge of nature, according to Mach 

and likeminded “skeptical positivists,” was “simply a tool in the struggle for existence; it cannot 

investigate the nature of things, but only assemble and order experiences for practical ends.”186 

The bourgeois scientific worldview projected the anarchy of the capitalist economy onto nature: 

all natural processes proceeded from the independent actions of atoms and—much like Engels 

had characterized history as the product of competing wills—the world was the result of 

competing forces. 

Bauer took the implications of Mach’s epistemology for self and society a step further than 

Mach himself. In the introduction to The Analysis of Sensations (1897), Mach had cast his 

                                                
185 Bauer, Weltbild des Kapitalismus, p. 21. 

186 Otto Bauer, “The World View of Organized Capitalism,” in Austro-Marxism, ed. Tom 
Bottomore and Patrick Goode (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 210. 
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phenomenalist theory of knowledge as an ethical project to overcome the ideology of the 

bourgeois self. The ego was nothing more than a “complex of memories, moods, and feelings, 

joined to a particular body (the human body),” a mere “practical unity” that “manifests itself as 

relatively permanent.” Thus, “[t]he ego must be given up…In this way we shall arrive at a freer 

and more enlightened view of life, which will preclude the disregard of other egos and the 

overestimation of our own.”187 Writing less than two decades later in a passage that could be 

mistaken for Robert Musil’s, Bauer assumed Mach’s prescription as description.188 The vestiges 

of bourgeois individualism against which Mach had fought were no longer. “Individualism and 

universalism are dissolved. The modern image of the world contains nothing but complexes of 

elements,” he wrote in a blatantly obvious but unstated reference to Mach, “observational 

bundles constituted by changing observations which sometimes connect and at other times are 

dissociated, which are never sharply separated from one another, but always interpenetrate. 

Nowhere are individuals sharply marked off from each other, but neither is there a planned and 

organized whole…”189  

                                                
187 Ernst Mach, The Analysis of Sensations and the Relation of the Physical to the Psychical 
(Lasalle, Illinois: Open Court, 1914), pp. 3, 25. Mach blamed the adherence to the “ego” for a 
host of pathologies: “It is partly the perception of this fact [that the ego must be given up], partly 
the fear of it, that has given rise to the many extravagances of pessimism and optimism, to 
numerous religious, ascetic, and philosophical absurdities.” 

188 Musil’s well-known and complicated reception to Mach began with his dissertation under the 
psychologist Carl Stumpf, Beitrag zur Beurteilung der Lehren Machs (1908), and pervaded his 
masterpiece, Mann ohne Eigenschaften (1933). Bauer did not give causal weight to Mach for the 
decline of individualism. Instead, this was a result of organized capitalism: “The individual 
person develops and is effective only in the various organizations to which he belongs…The 
individual is a product and instrument of the organization, just as the organization is a product 
and instrument of individuals.” See Bauer, “The World View of Organized Capitalism,” p. 213. 

189 Otto Bauer, “The World View of Organized Capitalism,” p. 214. Bauer also explained the 
heuristic interpretation of the atom as an implication of the dissolution of individualism, p. 213. 
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Bauer attempted to sort out the contemporary positions on causality and quantification in the 

social sciences and humanities in terms of their social and political basis. The Hegelian and 

Marxist conceptions of history, Bauer explained, had extended the mechanist, causal conception 

of nature into the social realm. The anti-Marxist Neokantians Stammler, Windelband, and 

Rickert reacted against the extension of mechanism into human affairs by relegating causality to 

the natural sciences. The sciences of society, the Neokantians held, had to deal in the teleological 

categories of means and ends, not cause and effect. At the same time, the German historical 

school reacted against the liberal and Marxist mathematical theories of political economy and 

held instead “that the task of political economy was not to represent individual incomes as 

quanta of social labour, but to portray economic phenomena in their qualitative diversity and 

describe their divergent development.”190 

 Bauer published this historicized epistemology in a very prominent place (the 1924 

Festschrift for Karl Kautsky) during the years when Lazarsfeld was finding his way into the 

scientific life. He showed how the positions on quantification held by various schools of social 

science fit with politics. Most important in the context of this dissertation is the fact Bauer 

framed the matter in a way consistent with Lazarsfeld’s many contexts as an argument between 

the Machians and the Neokantians. 

 

2.3.4 Edgar Zilsel’s rejection of dualism and search for social scientific laws 

 Edgar Zilsel (1891-1944) did not belong to the core of either the Austromarxists or the 

Vienna Circle, but from the periphery of both he acted as a sympathetic critic and bridge 

between them. Thus, as a connecting figure he serves as a particularly evocative example of the 

                                                
190 Bauer, “The World View of Organized Capitalism,” p. 215. 
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Austrian socialist scientific culture. If it were not for his essential fixation on the concept of law, 

it would be reasonable to say he is the closest of all Viennese contemporaries to Lazarsfeld’s 

general attitude and straddled precisely the same milieux and thus sheds light on how Lazarsfeld 

fit into the Viennese context. He was ultimately a tragic figure—a bright, independent thinker 

who was blocked from the academic career he deserved despite having written a successful 

dissertation, countless sharp reviews of philosophy from a variety of schools, and an original but 

failed Habilitationsschrift.191 His success was denied first by the University of Vienna’s 

philosophical faculty and then by his own hand when he committed suicide by poison in 1944 at 

Mills College in Oakland, California.192 Zilsel shared the Austromarxists’ non-dogmatic attitude 

toward Marxism and viewed it as a theoretical construction that was subject to empirical 

verification.193 Yet Marxist theory served for him as the model of a law-governed conception of 

history and society because it offered hypotheses on the development of social structures based 

on a small number of essential principles.194 Against critics like Lenin, Zilsel defended the 

                                                
191 Only later did Zilsel’s work become a classic in the sociology of science field. 

192 On Zilsel’s failed attempt at habilitation and his near miss of the chair for philosophy in 
Prague—which went to his later rival Rudolf Carnap—despite Philipp Frank’s recommendation, 
see Stadler, Vienna Circle, pp. 294-96. On his emigre years and suicide, see Diederick Raven 
and Wolfgang Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel: His Life and Work (1891-1944),” in The Social Origins of 
Modern Science, by Edgar Zilsel (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2000), xix – lx. 

193 Raven and Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel,” p. xlix. 

194 Johannes Lenhard and Wolfgang Krohn, “Das Gesetz der großen Zahlen: Edgar Zilsels 
Versuch einer Grundlegung physikalischer und sozio-historischer Gesetze,” in Naturgesetze: 
Historisch-systematische Analysen eines wissenschaftlichen Grundbegriffs (Paderborn: mentis 
Verlag, 2006), p. 294. 
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Austromarxists’ epistemological openness, including their embrace of Mach.195 Zilsel published 

alongside (and sometimes in conflict with) the Austromarxists in their journals Der Kampf and 

Bildungsarbeit and participated in the socialist-led school reform movement. He formulated an 

ambitious new high school philosophy curriculum in the spirit of a unified science to supersede 

the old Gymnasium curriculum’s limitation to logic and psychology.196 

With the Vienna Circle, Zilsel shared a set of specific philosophical problems, a debt to 

Ernst Mach, and above all the corresponding dedication to its “scientific worldview” and to 

unified science.197 Like the Vienna Circle philosophers and their Berlin colleagues, he published 

in the key German-language journals for the philosophy of science, Die Naturwissenschaften and 

Erkenntnis. Zilsel took part in the early “private” phases of the Vienna Circle and continued his 

involvement with the Circle’s public face founded in 1928, the Ernst Mach Society.198 He made 

an early contribution to the philosophy of statistics with his 1916 book, Das 

Anwendungsproblem (The Problem of Application), which served as a prologue and inspiration 

                                                
195 Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel 
der Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in Österreich von 1895 bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982), 
pp. 92-93. 

196 Edgar Zilsel, “Der einführende Philosophieunterricht an den neuen Oberschulen,” 
Volkserziehung, 1921, 324–41. Philosophy was not just a matter of producing the “Einheit des 
Wissens.” “Der philosophische Geist will und muß Lebensziel, Speziallwissenschaften, Religion 
und Kunst zu einer unlösbar verkitteten Einheit zusammenfassen,” Zilsel wrote. 

197 The Vienna Circle manifesto gives an official indication of his proximal membership as 
“Those sympathetic to the Vienna Circle.” See Verein Ernst Mach, Wissenschaftliche 
Weltauffassung der Wiener Kreis (Vienna: A. Wolf, 1929). 

198 For the delimitation of private and public phases of the Vienna Circle and Zilsel’s 
involvement, see Stadler, Vienna Circle, pp. 43. Zilsel belonged to the board of the Ernst Mach 
Society, and his lectures to the Society included “The Genius Cult, a Sociological Problem” 
(1930) and “On Induction” (1931). 
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for later debates on probability, causality, and induction by the Vienna and Berlin logical 

empiricists.199 In that early work, Zilsel demonstrated a familiarity with interpretations of 

probability in German-language philosophy including the work of the Alexis Meinong, Carl 

Stumpf, and Johannes von Kries.200 His later work carried on the Viennese critique of Verstehen 

in the name of the unity of science. Indeed, together with Otto Neurath, Zilsel was the Vienna 

philosopher most concerned with incorporating the social sciences into the “scientific world 

conception.”201 Yet despite his common agenda with the logical empiricists, he did not adopt 

their style of argument—the use of symbolic logic, for example—or share their fixations on 

logic, the critique of language, and the erection of a “physicalist” scientific language distinct 

from natural language. “I regard the customary content-free methodology and logic of science, as 

practiced today,” he wrote in protest to Hans Reichenbach’s editorial attempts to cut out the 

historical examples from one of Zilsel’s articles in Erkenntnis, “to be so detrimental that I 

certainly could not delete the material content of my own work and publish merely the ‘principal 

considerations.’”202 Zilsel’s work was more deeply historical, sociological, and empirical than 

that of the logical empiricists. Indeed, he chided the core members of the Vienna Circle for being 

                                                
199 Leonhard and Krohn note that Zilsel’s Anwendungsproblem provoked Herbert Feigl, 
“Wahrscheinlichkeit Und Erfahrung,” Erkenntnis 1 (1930): 249–59. 

200 N.B. it was this same tradition that inspired Max Weber’s reflections on Verstehen and 
causality. See Heidelberger, “From Mill via von Kries to Max Weber.” Zilsel was not apparently 
concerned with the developments in inferential mathematical statistics in psychology that would 
shape Lazarsfeld’s approach to empirical social research, but he did deal with concrete 
applications of statistics in the sciences such as the Viennese physicist Ludwig Boltzmann’s gas 
theory. 

201 Friedrich Stadler, Vienna Circle, p. 10. 

202 Quoted in Raven and Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel: His Life and Work,” p. xlv. 
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“an empirical school without empirical research.”203 He skewered Neurath’s Empirical Sociology 

in a 1932 review. “[T]he book has no intrinsic interest in the living content of sociology,” he 

wrote, “in any case, a lot less than in the promotion of the basic logical ideas of the Vienna 

school of philosophy. Thus, in this 'empirical sociology' fertile empiricism withdraws behind 

logic.”204 His own hopes for a unified science hinged not—as in the positions of Carnap and 

Neurath that we will examine later—on a physicalist scientific language or any other theory of 

science but on the cumulative discovery of empirical laws that integrate the social sciences.205 In 

place of a program of unity he advocated producing unity through empirical research, a position 

Lazarsfeld shared in his American years. Moreover, he held, fact-collection was itself a political 

practice against the speculative aestheticism of bourgeois school philosophy.206 

Zilsel and Lazarsfeld connected at multiple points in Vienna and in their emigre years. 

Both belonged to the Vienna section of the Society for Individual Psychology in the mid-

1920s.207 Although Lazarsfeld did not attend the private discussions of the Vienna Circle, he and 

                                                
203 The phrase is not Zilsel’s but belongs instead to his interpreters Krohn and Raven. See 
Wolfgang Krohn and Diederick Raven, “The ‘Zilsel Thesis’ in the Context of Edgar Zilsel’s 
Research Programme,” Social Studies of Science 30, no. 6 (December 2000), p. 928. 

204 Quoted in Krohn and Raven, “Edgar Zilsel’s Research Programme,” p. 928. 

205 Thomas Uebel, “Philosophy of Social Science in Early Logical Empiricism,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Logical Empiricism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 
250–71; Raven and Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel: His Life and Work,” p. xlv. 

206 Lenhard and Krohn, “Das Gesetz der Großen Zahlen”, p. 310. 

207 The Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie, vol. 3 (1925), p. 351 lists Lazarsfeld 
and Zilsel as members. 



 

 151 

Zilsel would have encountered each other in the Ernst Mach Society after 1928.208 In the early 

1930s, when at least Lazarsfeld had left behind Alfred Adler’s circle, they met in the regular 

group discussions on psychoanalysis organized by Siegfried Bernfeld and staged at the 

university’s Psychological Institute with the participation of its students and staff plus several 

Vienna Circle philosophers.209 There the discussions dealt with concrete methodological issues 

of empirical research in psychology and psychoanalysis. The two also crossed paths in the 

Wiener Volkshochschule, the popular education institutions of Vienna where Zilsel worked full-

time as a lecturer in philosophy and physics and director of the “Philosophische Fachgruppe” 

(Philosophy Subject Group) and Lazarsfeld taught a handful of courses on psychology.210 Also in 

the 1930s, Zilsel and Lazarsfeld counted among the Viennese recipients of funding from the 

Frankfurt Institute for Social Research and the Rockefeller Foundation.211 The two reconnected 

in the United States, where Lazarsfeld gave Zilsel’s son Paul—who remembered Lazarsfeld as “a 

                                                
208 Lazarsfeld’s participation in the Ernst Mach Society will be detailed below. See above on 
Zilsel’s 1930 and 1931 lectures to the Society. 

209 See the four extant protocols for the “Diskussionsabende von Psychoanalytikern, 
Bühlerschülern u.a.” in the Siegfried Bernfeld Papers, Library of Congress Manuscripts 
Division. This group will be discussed in greater detail below. 

210 The finding aid of the Vienna Volkshochschule lists the following courses taught by 
Lazarsfeld: “Das Seelenleben des jungen Menschen,” “Der Behaviorismus – eine amerikanische 
Menschenkunde,” “Gemeinschaft und Einzelmensch,” “Besprechungen zu Gemeinschaft und 
Einzelmensch,” and “Psychologische Probleme in der modernen Dichtung.” Lazarsfeld’s 
colleagues at the Bühler Institute, Egon Brunswik and Else Frenkel-Brunswik, also taught at the 
Volkshochschule. 

211 Hans-Joachim Dahms, “Edgar Zilsels Projekt ‘The Social Roots of Science’ und Seine 
Beziehungen zur Frankfurter Schule,” in Wien-Berlin-Prag: Der Aufstieg Der 
Wissenschaftlichen Philosophie. Zentenarien Rudolf Carnap - Hans Reichenbach - Edgar Zilsel, 
ed. Rudolf Haller and Friedrich Stadler (Vienna: Verlag Hölder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1993), 474–
500; Diederick Raven and Wolfgang Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel: His Life and Work (1891-1944)”. 
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sort of student” of his father’s—some summer statistical work in 1941 and 1942.212 Lazarsfeld 

continued to think within the particularly Central European spirit of Zilsel’s work in the post-

WWII United States amidst a renewed debate over historical explanation with familiar 

participants from the Old World such as Carl Hempel and Paul Oppenheim and fresh American 

voices including Ernest Nagel and Arthur Danto.213 Zilsel’s “Physics and the Problem of 

Historico-sociological Laws” (1941) frequented the reading lists of the seminar on the “Logic of 

Social Research” that Lazarsfeld taught together with Ernest Nagel at Columbia University. 

Several semesters of the seminar dealt entirely with methodological problems in history (1954, 

1956), with the nature of “laws” in the social sciences and humanities as a key topic of 

discussion.214 As is the case with many of the figures from Lazarsfeld’s milieu, it is perplexing 

that despite the documentable contact and shared problems, he never engaged with Zilsel’s 

                                                
212 Paul Neurath to Otto Neurath, September 30, 1941, Paul Neurath Papers. FB Soziologie und 
Politikwissenschaft, Vienna; Paul Neurath to Otto Neurath, August 18, 1942, Paul Neurath 
Papers. FB Soziologie und Politikwissenschaft, Vienna; Interview of Paul Zilsel by Steven J. 
Heims on 1988 March 21 and 26, Niels Bohr Library & Archives, American Institute of Physics, 
College Park, MD USA, http://www.aip.org/history-programs/niels-bohr-library/oral-
histories/5066. 

213 Of course Nagel and Danto were also essential for introducing American audiences to Central 
European thinkers, e.g. through Danto’s reader prefaced by Nagel, Philosophy of Science (1960). 
On historical explanation, see especially Carl G. Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in 
History,” Journal of Philosophy 39, no. 2 (1942): 35–48; Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, 
“Studies in the Logic of Explanation,” Philosophy of Science 15, no. 2 (April 1948): 135–75; 
Arthur Danto, “On Explanations in History,” Philosophy of Science 23, no. 1 (January 1956): 
15–30; Arthur Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1965). On the continuities and development of the debate from the European to American 
years, see Uebel, “Opposition to Verstehen.” 

214 Ernest Nagel and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Seminar on Logic of Social Inquiry (Sociology 212)” 
(Syllabus, February 9, 1954), Series VII, Box 20, Fol. “Teaching Materials. Logic of Social 
Inquiry (1954),” Ernest Nagel Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, 
Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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substantial work on statistics, on induction, or on law and causality in the social sciences and 

humanities in print. 

 Zilsel serves as both an actor, however shadowy, in the history of Lazarsfeld’s formation 

and as a point of comparison to the way that Lazarsfeld worked out his own solutions to shared 

problems in the epistemology of the social sciences. The red thread running through Zilsel’s 

work from his relatively obscure 1916 dissertation on the law of large numbers to his pioneering 

work in the sociology of science, The Social Origins of Modern Science, and to a handful of 

philosophical essays published in the early 1940s is his fixation on the concept of “law” in the 

natural and social sciences and humanities.215 Zilsel’s basic conviction, which put him at odds 

with some of his Viennese contemporaries such as Otto Neurath, was that there was no 

difference between the laws of physical and human sciences except that the latter were still in a 

lower state of maturity.216 In Das Anwendungsproblem (1916)—and with the law of large 

numbers as his central example—Zilsel asked why it was possible that we could apply rational 

mathematical laws to an ultimately irrational nature. He framed the question in a 

characteristically Machian way, asking how we could capture the manifold flow of experiences 

in precise formulations. “The given [world] is always unclear and fluctuating; it is not utterly 

determined,” he wrote. “In this world there are only relations, structures…[W]e struggle to 

express the relations and structures we encounter in theories, in systems that are supposed to be 

                                                
215 Here I am indebted to the deft analysis by Johannes Lenhard and Wolfgang Krohn in “Das 
Gesetz der großen Zahlen: Edgar Zilsels Versuch einer Grundlegung physikalischer und sozio-
historischer Gesetze” and by Diederick Raven and Krohn, “Edgar Zilsel: His Life and Work.” 

216 Neurath was no less committed to the unity of science but granted that the social sciences 
dealt with far greater unpredictability. See Uebel, “Philosophy of Social Science in Early Logical 
Empiricism,” p. 272. 
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fully precise and utterly determined.”217 He saw large numbers as a precondition for induction: 

greater numbers silenced arbitrariness and accident.   

“Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” the same 1941 essay that 

recurred in the postwar syllabi of Nagel and Lazarsfeld, reflected on the nature of laws across the 

many natural and human sciences. Like his Viennese compatriots, Zilsel attacked the 

“Windelband-Rickert school” for asserting a basic difference between the humanities and the 

natural sciences. Yet he took an original tack to the problem: in place of the typical strategy of 

emphasizing the similarity of the humanities to the natural science ideal, he emphasized that 

outside observers tended to misunderstand the natural sciences. These sciences were not, as the 

Neokantians had assumed, so often characterized by the repetition of events, which they opposed 

to the singularity and uniqueness of historical events and individuals. And unlike some of his 

Viennese contemporaries and their later American allies, he did not idealize the hypothetico-

deductive approach in natural science. In reality, he argued on the basis of the historical record, 

deductive laws “are almost always constructed a considerable time after discovery of single 

empirical laws.”218 One cannot deduce laws before establishing such “regularities.” Already in 

his 1932 critique of Carnap, Zilsel had argued that for this reason the social sciences should 

imitate the careful and deliberate collection of factual material in physics.219 In the name of 

progress for social science, and with the history of astronomy as his exemplar, he called for 

                                                
217 Quoted in Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “Wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung”, p. 93. My 
translation. Stadler’s Machian interpretation of this passage conflicts with Lenhard and Krohn’s 
association of Zilsel’s discussion of the “manifold” with the Southwest Neokantians. 

218 Edgar Zilsel, “Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” Philosophy of 
Science 8, no. 4 (October 1941), p. 569. 

219 Lenhard and Krohn, “Das Gesetz der Großen Zahlen”, p. 307. The essay referred to is Edgar 
Zilsel, “Bemerkungen Zur Wissenschaftslogik,” Erkenntnis 3 (1932): 143–61. 



 

 155 

collaborative data collection. “Many scientists must establish a common program of research and 

cooperate according to it,” he wrote in a Baconian spirit (579). He acknowledged that the social 

sciences and humanities could not replicate the controlled environment of the laboratory space 

most conducive to the establishment of such empirical laws. But even in the natural sciences, he 

pointed out, “the variety of objects is mastered by the method of gradual approximation.”220 Why 

could this method of gradual approximation not be applied in history and the social sciences as 

well? In any case, the proper approach to establishing laws in the human sciences was not the 

psychological empathy of Verstehen. After all, he argued, virtually any explanation is possible 

on this basis. “What process actually takes place cannot be decided by psychological empathy” 

he wrote, “but by statistical observation only.”221 As in nature—Zilsel cited gas laws as his 

example—in history and society macro laws and micro laws do not necessarily operate on the 

same objects. Thus, we can never get to historical macro laws, which may be meaningless when 

applied to individuals, through empathy: “certain historical laws may never become 

psychologically evident.”222 

As we will see in subsequent chapters, Lazarsfeld developed the entire research system at 

the Bureau of Applied Social Research around his rejection of hypothesis testing. In his attempts 

at a unified social science, Lazarsfeld also shared Zilsel’s preference for a strategy of 

accumulating empirical regularities over the construction of a scientific language. 

                                                
220 Edgar Zilsel, “Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” p. 576. 

221 Edgar Zilsel, “Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” p. 577. 

222 Edgar Zilsel, “Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” p. 578. 
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Chapter 3 

Lazarsfeld and the Vienna Circle: 
Encounters, shared problems, resonances, and missed connections 

 
 

 One of twentieth-century Vienna’s most successful and enduring intellectual exports was 

the philosophy of science developed by a small band of thinkers who labeled themselves the 

“Wiener Kreis” and their allies elsewhere in Central Europe. With origins in the first decade of 

the twentieth century, the Vienna Circle had cultivated an international network by the early 

1930s—especially in Europe and the United States—through individual academic exchanges, the 

events of its public face in Vienna called the Ernst Mach Society, the journal Erkenntnis, and a 

series of international congresses.1 The single most important node in their network outside of 

Vienna until 1933 was a group of philosophers around Hans Reichenbach in Berlin, the Society 

for Empirical Philosophy, with whom they shared editorial responsibilities for Erkenntnis.2 This 

group included the philosopher-psychologist Kurt Lewin, who Lazarsfeld greatly admired during 

the mid-1920s postdoctoral years in which he found his way from physics to psychology, and 

Carl Hempel, whose work Lazarsfeld followed from the 1930s through their post-WWII 

                                                
1 In line with the actors’ historical introduction by Philipp Frank in Modern Science and its 
Philosophy (1950), Friedrich Stadler locates the first “private” phase of the Vienna Circle with 
Frank, Otto Neurath, and Hans Hahn to the first decade of the twentieth century. Its “public” 
phases came much later with the creation of the Ernst Mach Society (1928) and the publication 
of its manifesto, Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung. Der Wiener Kreis (1929), at which point the 
authors Hahn, Neurath, and Rudolf Carnap first gave themselves the moniker “Vienna Circle.” 
See Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in the Origins, Development and Influence of Logical 
Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015).  

2 Through the Monist League and through the relationship between Ernst Mach and Joseph 
Petzoldt, founder of the Berlin group’s predecessor organization called the Society for Positivist 
Philosophy, the Berlin-Vienna connection in positivist philosophy of science predates interwar 
logical empiricism. See also Nikolay Milkov and Volker Peckhaus, eds., The Berlin Group and 
the Philosophy of Logical Empiricism (Dordrecht: Springer, 2013), especially Nikolay Milkov, 
“The Berlin Group and the Vienna Circle,” pp. 3-32. 
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emigration years.3 These avant-garde and mostly leftwing philosophers of science fled fascist 

persecution in Central Europe in the 1930s. Some of the most prominent members did not outlive 

fascism and the war. Moritz Schlick was assassinated by a rightwing radical on the steps inside 

the University of Vienna. Otto Neurath died in exile in Redding, England in 1945. Others such as 

Rudolf Carnap, Hans Reichenbach, Carl Hempel, and Herbert Feigl had the relative fortune of 

landing in the United States. Karl Popper, the “official opposition” of the Vienna Circle, ended 

up in New Zealand. The Central European emigre philosophers and the native-born Americans 

they had gotten to know in Europe in the interwar years such as Ernest Nagel and Willard von 

Orman Quine had a spectacular influence on the mainstream “analytic” course of philosophy in 

the twentieth-century United States.4  

Dissenting academic philosophers and non-specialists have cast the influence of these 

Central European “logical positivists” or “logical empiricists” in a negative light. This, in turn, 

colors interpretations of Lazarsfeld—a self-described “positivist” from the same interwar social-

democratic “late Enlightenment” Viennese milieu as these philosophers who also realized his 

career ambitions on American soil—and of the approach to social inquiry he represents. Popular 

categorization distinguishes between a dry, over-specialized “analytical” tradition with roots in 

                                                
3 On Lewin and the Berlin Group, see Jeremy Heis, “Ernst Cassirer, Kurt Lewin, and Hans 
Reichenbach,” in The Berlin Group and the Philosophy of Logical Empiricism, ed. Nikolay 
Milkov and Volker Peckhaus, Boston Studies in the Philosophy and History of Science 273 
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2013). 

4 On the influence of Central European philosophy on the United States, see Bruce Kuklick, A 
History of Philosophy in America, 1720-2000 (Clarendon Press, 2002), pp. 225-42; Donald 
Fleming and Bernard Bailyn, eds., The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960 
(Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1969). On Nagel’s role as 
ambassador for the Vienna Circle, see also George A. Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed 
Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), pp. 58-78. 
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British empiricism and Central European positivism and a more relatable, humanistic 

“continental” tradition based in German idealism, existentialism, and Neokantianism—often in 

favor of the continental tradition.5 Some scholars associate the salience of analytical philosophy 

in the mid-twentieth century with the political climate of the Cold War: professionalization, 

narrow focus, an image of science purged of social and practical dimensions, and safe (or absent) 

politics sheltered philosophers from political persecution.6 Others argue that the aversion to 

politics in post-WWII Central European emigre philosophy of science predated the Cold War 

and is better understood as a response to interwar political extremism and its incursions into 

science.7 While they disagree on causality, all three of these views assume that the Central 

European positivists and their heirs conceived of science as a domain that is distinct or insulated 

from values, politics, and social settings. Such interpretations of postwar logical empiricism 

impinge on those of the postwar social science boom insofar as the tendency toward a supposed 

“natural science model” is associated with the same positivist Zeitgeist and personnel. 

                                                
5 Up through the early 2000s, for example, this split shaped the social-intellectual groupings and 
self-fashioning of undergraduate students in Berkeley’s philosophy department. Scholars have 
also charted a divergence of philosophical traditions in the twentieth century in a more rigorous 
fashion. See Michael Friedman, A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, and Heidegger 
(Chicago: Open Court, 2000). Others, such as Hans Sluga at Berkeley, have worked against such 
a division. 

6 John McCumber, Time in the Ditch: American Philosophy and the McCarthy Era (Evanston, 
Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2001). George Reisch takes this as a Cold War-era 
transformation away from the original logical positivist interwar “project that self-consciously 
sought engagement not only with science but with progressive social and cultural 
developments.” See Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science: To the Icy 
Slopes of Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), xi-xiii. 

7 Nicholas Rescher takes explicit aim at Reisch in “The Berlin Group and the USA: A Narrative 
of Personal Interactions,” in The Berlin Group and the Philosophy of Logical Empiricism, ed. 
Nikolay Milkov and Volker Peckhaus (Springer, 2013), p. 35-36. 
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Outside of mainstream American philosophy departments, one-sided reception of the 

logical empiricists’ contemporary critics has amplified their poor reputation. Max Horkheimer’s 

sharp 1937 critique, “The Latest Attack on Metaphysics,” which for disciples of the Frankfurt 

School and others on the political left still often serves as an introduction to the philosophical 

movement, went so far as to implicate logical empiricism in Europe’s totalitarian turn.8 

Horkheimer cultivated one-sided reception of the Vienna Circle by refusing to publish Otto 

Neurath’s measured response, which remained hidden to the public until its recent rediscovery, 

in any subsequent issues of the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung.9 In a less explicitly partisan 

reading, historians, philosophers, and sociologists of science after Thomas Kuhn often take the 

American savant’s reception and his apparent heroic overcoming of logical positivism at face 

value. They fail to examinine either Kuhn’s misrepresentations or actual agreement with the 

positivists.10 

                                                
8 Max Horkheimer, “Der neueste Angriff auf die Metaphysik,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 
(1937): 4–53. See also Hans-Joachim Dahms, Positivismusstreit: die Auseinandersetzungen der 
Frankfurter Schule mit dem logischem Positivismus, dem amerikanischen Pragmatismus und 
dem kritischen Rationalismus (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1994). N.B. in this same volume 
were articles by Lazarsfeld on type-formation and Neurath on an “Inventory of the Standard of 
Living”. 

9 See Otto Neurath, “Unity of Science and Logical Empiricism: A Reply,” in Otto Neurath and 
the Unity of Science, ed. John Symons, Olga Pombo, and Juan Manuel Torres (Heidelberg: 
Springer, 2011), 15–30; and John O’Neill and Thomas Uebel, “Horkheimer and Neurath: 
Restarting a Disrupted Debate,” European Journal of Philosophy 12, no. 1 (2004): 75–105. 
Horkheimer also refused to publish a defense of the logical empiricists by Emil Walter, a Swiss 
scholar who was involved with the Unity of Science movement. See Günther Sandner, Otto 
Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 250. 

10 For a revisionist interpretation, see Alan Richardson, “‘That Sort of Everyday Image of 
Logical Positivism’: Thomas Kuhn and the Decline of the Logical Empiricist Philosophy of 
Science,” in The Cambridge Companion to Logical Empiricism, ed. Alan Richardson and 
Thomas Uebel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 346–70. The fiftieth anniversary 
of Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions has provoked much reflection on his work and 
reception. One such reflection argues that the sociological perspective for which Structure was 
widely celebrated (as a corrective to the supposed sociological emptiness of logical positivism) 
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Stronger reception of certain logical empiricists or specific periods of its development 

over others has also had a distorting effect. Only in recent decades have specialists recovered the 

“forgotten” Vienna Circle and roads not taken by logical empiricists such as Philipp Frank and 

Otto Neurath. These have been overshadowed by, for instance, the stellar American careers of 

Carnap and Reichenbach.11 Even contemporary supporters of interwar logical positivism 

distorted its reception. Actor accounts—such as the widely read autobiography of Rudolf 

Carnap—and late-career self-representation excluded contextual factors in the development of 

their own thought.12 A.J. Ayer’s landmark Language, Truth, and Logic—first published in 1936 

with editions up through the 1970s—introduced a narrowly circumscribed picture of the Central 

European logical positivists to English-language readers, leaving out its social and cultural 

ambitions entirely and underplaying the diverse and changing positions within the movement.13 

Multiple factors compounded to marginalize Otto Neurath, who was closest to Lazarsfeld in 

terms of Viennese social circles, politics, methodology, and discipline (as the most concerned 

with the social sciences). Neurath, the great propagandist of the Vienna Circle, died in 1945 

                                                
was not intended. See Norton Wise, “A Smoker’s Paradigm,” in Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions at Fifty, ed. Robert J. Richards and Lorraine Daston (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2016), 31–41. 

11 Indeed, the title of one edited volume reflects an early milestone in this collective work of 
rediscovery: Thomas E. Uebel, ed., Rediscovering the Forgotten Vienna Circle: Austrian Studies 
on Otto Neurath and the Vienna Circle (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991). 

12 A.W. Carus notes that the published version of Carnap’s biography cut the discussion of the 
roots of his thinking in the German youth movement and Social Democracy and that Carnap 
maintained a separation between academic work and politics in his American years. See Carus, 
Carnap and Twentieth-Century Thought: Explication as Enlightenment (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), p. 33. 

13 Even scholars with opposing loyalties fault the well-intentioned Ayer with distorting the 
reception. See Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science, pp. 4-5; A.W. 
Carus, Carnap and Twentieth-Century Thought, p. 33. 
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before he could bring his vision to fruition. His scattershot oeuvre was first anthologized, 

translated into English, and thereby made amenable to synthetic readings only in the 1970s and 

1980s, and his collected social scientific writings appeared only in 2004.14 And Cold War 

politics encouraged a “selection” of competing strains of the logical positivist tradition over his 

own.15 Only in the last few decades have scholars recovered Neurath as politically engaged, 

practically oriented, and (as will be explored further below) perhaps even as a postmodernist 

before his time. This, in turn, encourages reconsideration of his comrades and of logical 

empiricism as a whole. 

Further complicating the reception of Central European logical empiricism and, by 

extension, of Lazarsfeld is the fact that the chronology of publication and contemporary 

reception easily misleads us into inaccurate historicizations. The dominant interpretation of Karl 

Popper’s The Poverty of Historicism (1957) as a Cold War polemic, though it is more properly 

understood as an interwar text, is only the most salient example.16 A similar challenge faces the 

reader of more obscure texts, such as Edgar Zilsel’s writings on the method of Verstehen 

(understanding) and the concept of “law” in history. These texts were published in the 1940s 

United States but—like the canonical works of Carl Hempel and Paul Oppenheim on similar 

                                                
14 English-language milestones include Otto Neurath, Empiricism and Sociology, Vienna Circle 
Collection, v. 1 (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973); Otto Neurath, Philosophical Papers, 1913-1946, ed. 
Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983); Otto Neurath, Economic Writings: 
Selections 1904-1945, ed. Thomas E. Uebel and Robert S. Cohen (Boston: Kluwer Academic, 
2004). 

15 Reisch characterizes the transformation as a “selection” of Carnap, Reichenbach, Feigl, and 
Rudner over Neurath, Frank, and Morris rather than “individuals ‘caving in’ to political 
pressures.” See Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science, p. xii. 

16 Malachi Haim Hacohen, Karl Popper -- the Formative Years, 1902-1945: Politics and 
Philosophy in Interwar Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), especially pp. 
336-382. 
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topics—in fact work out problems rooted in interwar Central Europe.17 Lazarsfeld’s career is 

vulnerable to similarly problematic historicizations and contextualization misled by chronology 

and simultaneity with post-WWII trends of “scientism” and quantification in the social sciences. 

This chapter reconstructs the relationship between Lazarsfeld and the Vienna Circle as 

understood by its revisionist scholars in order to elucidate the roots of his work in the 

philosophical and methodological preoccupations of interwar Vienna. Especially relevant for 

Lazarsfeld was the Vienna Circle’s rejection of a sharp dichotomy between the natural and the 

social sciences or humanities. They viewed this as not only a methodological issue but a deeply 

political one as well. Lazarsfeld shared their dismissal of this dualism but developed his own 

approach to concept formation. Later, in the United States, his approach to the relationship 

among scientific disciplines held much in common with that of the logical empiricists, especially 

Neurath. 

 

3.1. Lazarsfeld and the interwar political, social, and cultural project of the Vienna Circle 

                                                
17 Edgar Zilsel, “History and Biological Evolution,” Philosophy of Science 7, no. 1 (January 
1940): 121–28; Zilsel, “Phenomenology and Natural Science,” Philosophy of Science 8, no. 1 
(January 1941): 26–32; Zilsel, “Physics and the Problem of Historico-Sociological Laws,” 
Philosophy of Science 8, no. 4 (October 1941): 567–79; Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, 
“Studies in the Logic of Explanation,” Philosophy of Science 15, no. 2 (April 1948): 135–75; 
Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History,” Journal of Philosophy 39, no. 2 (1942): 
35–48. The same can be said for less famous thinkers such as Olaf Helmer and Nicholas Rescher 
who came from Berlin to the RAND Corporation, where they worked on simulation, “Delphi” 
forecasting, prediction, and “futurology.” Their landmark work tackled similar interwar Central 
European problems of lawfulness in the social sciences but with solutions that contrasted with 
those of their Berlin colleagues and Viennese such as Zilsel and Lazarsfeld. See Olaf Helmer and 
Nicholas Rescher, “On the Epistemology of the Inexact Sciences” (Santa Monica, CA: The 
RAND Corporation, February 1960). For historical sketches, see Nicholas Rescher, “The Berlin 
Group and the USA: A Narrative of Personal Interactions,” in The Berlin Group and the 
Philosophy of Logical Empiricism, ed. Nikolay Milkov and Volker Peckhaus (Springer, 2013); 
Nicolas Rescher, “The Berlin School of Logical Empiricism and Its Legacy,” Erkenntnis 64 
(2006): 281–304. 
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 The Vienna Circle and their Central European colleagues look different when viewed 

from the less familiar perspective of interwar Europe rather the post-WWII American and 

internationalized academic philosophy profession. A richer interpretation of twentieth-century 

positivism has gained ground in recent decades thanks to sustained attention to its original 

historical setting and aims, internal diversity, and historically contingent development across 

ruptures of time, space, and political regimes. Insofar as Lazarsfeld shared a set of problems and 

drew from a well of intellectual resources held in common with the logical empiricists, the 

scholarly revisions of this tradition foster new interpretations of his work. Only once did 

Lazarsfeld attempt sustained textual engagement with these philosophers.18 Yet as we will see 

below, he had ample contact with them. Examining their explicit formulations against his work 

brings Lazarsfeld’s implicit or understated positions on their shared approaches to thinking about 

science and methodology, shared problems, and proposed solutions into view. He shared some of 

their attitudes and basic orientations without ever articulating them into explicit principles. My 

method here, given the paucity of relevant sources from Lazarsfeld in this period, is a 

combination of morphology (finding the uniqueness of specimens through comparison, here by 

laying explication alongside explication) and the synthesis of circumstantial and direct evidence 

for verifiable interactions between Lazarsfeld and the logical empiricists. Lazarsfeld did not 

make himself a disciple of the logical empiricists: he did not take instructions from them on 

proper social scientific method, nor did he wait for them to arrive at their conclusions before 

blazing his own path in research practice and in methodological texts. Indeed, he encountered 

logical empiricism as a dynamic movement with diverse interpretations of a shared Central 

                                                
18 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” 
Zeitschrift Für Sozialforschung 6 (1937): 119–39. 
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European positivist tradition, competing positions, and many unsolved problems. It almost goes 

without saying, but it should nevertheless be emphasized, that Lazarsfeld was not and did not see 

himself as a philosopher. He drew a distinction between “methodology” and “philosophy,” but 

he seems to have taken a cue from the logical empiricists’ way of doing philosophy for his way 

of doing methodology. (Indeed, when he did speak of contemporary philosophers in the 1960s, 

he said that most of them got it all wrong.)19 His methodological reflections and practices were 

far from isolated from the contemporary Central European philosophical avant-garde.  

 Lazarsfeld first came into contact with individual members of the Vienna Circle during 

its private phase of the 1920s, but he had been nourished by some of the same intellectual roots 

as those philosophers since before the founding of the First Republic in 1918. Taking the 

periodization by Friedrich Stadler, it is more precise to say he encountered the Vienna Circle 

during the second “non-public” phase that began in 1924 as they met to discuss, line by line, 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logicus-Philosophicus (1921) and then formed a more regular 

group around the recently appointed University of Vienna philosopher Moritz Schlick.20 Yet 

Lazarsfeld’s shared background with the philosophers reaches back to his education in the 

Austrian Gymnasium philosophical curriculum (which was strongly oriented toward logic and 

empirical psychology), his family’s involvement in socialist Vienna, and especially the 

relationship with Friedrich Adler during his teen-age years. This is when, through the physicist 

and left-wing socialist Adler, he came into contact with the world of scientific philosophy 

                                                
19 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Philosophy of Science and Empirical Social Research,” in Logic, 
Methodology and Philosophy of Science : Proceedings of the 1960 International Congress 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962), 463–73. 

20 Friedrich Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in the Origins, Development and Influence of 
Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015), p. 41-44. Perhaps Lazarsfeld crossed paths 
with Otto Neurath earlier than this date through socialist party activities. 
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through Ernst Mach and his interlocutors and contemporaries such as Ludwig Boltzmann, Henri 

Poincaré, and Pierre Duhem. As we have seen, Lazarsfeld’s formal university education in 

mathematics and physics, culminating in his dissertation on a mathematical problem in 

Einstein’s theory of relativity, prolonged his engagement with the scientific avant-garde. The 

brief historical sketch of the Vienna Circle in its 1929 manifesto, Wissenschaftliche 

Weltauffassung. Der Wiener Kreis (The Scientific World-Conception. The Vienna Circle), 

stresses its continuities with the Austrian philosophical tradition of Franz Brentano, Alois Höfler, 

and Alexis Meinong—which decisively shaped the Gymnasium curriculum—and the scientific 

philosophy of Mach, Boltzmann, Poincaré, and Duhem. The manifesto also emphasizes the 

social and intellectual background of the Vienna Circle in the utopian socialism of Josef Popper-

Lynkeus, the city’s adult education, the anti-metaphysical sociology of Rudolf Goldscheid, and 

the Austro-Marxist thinkers Otto Bauer, Rudolf Hilferding, Max Adler, and others.21 The 

Lazarsfeld family, as we have seen, was connected in one way or another with all of these 

Viennese settings.  

The background that Lazarsfeld shared with the Vienna Circle was more than mere 

“context”; rather, he had prolonged engagement with the philosophers’ core substantive issues. 

In his memoir, the physicist and philosopher Phillip Frank probed into the epistemological 

problems that moved the earliest rendition of the Vienna Circle in the first decade of the 

twentieth century.22 At that time, he would meet informally with Hans Hahn, Otto Neurath, and 

                                                
21 Otto Neurath, “Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis [The Scientific 
Conception of the World: The Vienna Circle],” in Empiricism and Sociology (Dordrecht: Reidel, 
1973), 299–318. 

22 Philipp Frank, “Introduction: Historical Background,” in Modern Science and Its Philosophy 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), 1–52. 
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Richard von Mises in Vienna’s coffeehouses to talk over burning questions raised by modern 

physics.23 Like Lazarsfeld’s mentor Friedrich Adler, they fixated on the crisis of mechanism—

that is, the shattering of both “the belief that nature can be reduced to the laws of mechanics” and 

“the belief that science will eventually reveal the ‘truth’ about the universe.” To Frank and his 

coffeehouse interlocutors, as with Friedrich Adler, Ernst Mach seemed to offer a way out of the 

problem. Mach proposed a new conception of scientific explanation as “description” in place of 

“mechanical explanation.” Laws were only descriptions, and concepts such as “mass” and 

“force” could be “interpreted as statements about sense observations” rather than “entities of a 

hidden world.”24 Yet Frank and his compatriots were unsatisfied with Mach’s view, which did 

not satisfactorily connect the description of observations with the scientific principles that 

systematically linked together concepts such as force and mass. They turned to Henri Poincaré, 

who saw laws as “neither statements about facts which can be checked by experiments, nor a 

priori statements which necessarily emanate from the organization of human mind. They are 

rather arbitrary conventions,” Frank noted, uttering the key term associated with Poincaré’s 

philosophy, “about how to use some words or expressions.”25 According to Frank, what was later 

named “logical empiricism” came from the attempt to bring together Mach’s view of the general 

principles of science as “abbreviated economical descriptions of observed facts” and Poincaré’s 

                                                
23 Richard von Mises, brother of the liberal economist Ludwig von Mises, later ended up in 
Berlin. There he associated with the group of logical empiricists around Hans Reichenbach. 
Owing to his particular expertise, he also became a key source and interlocutor for Robert 
Musil’s reflections on statistics and probability, a core theme and structuring principle of the 
latter’s Man Without Qualities. Florence Vatan explored the R. von Mises – Musil relationship in 
her presentation at the 2015 German Studies Association meeting, “Statistics and the Novel: 
Musil, Mises, and Timerding” (unpublished at the time of writing). 

24 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 18. 

25 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 10. My emphasis. 
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that they are “free creations of the human mind which do not tell anything about observed 

facts.”26  

Frank also found insights for this project from Duhem.27 The Aim and Structure of 

Physical Theory  (1906, translated by Friedrich Adler with foreword from Ernst Mach in 1908) 

agreed with Mach that “A physical theory is not an explanation. It is a system of mathematical 

propositions, deduced from a small number of principles, which aim to represent as simply, as 

completely, and as exactly as possible a set of experimental laws.”28 Scientific laws were 

“economic” or “condensed” representations of large amounts of facts. Scientific theories, in turn, 

were well-arranged “classifications” of laws such that the physicist finds them easily. In a 

pragmatic metaphor, Duhem compared the organization of laws in theories to tools well arranged 

in a toolbox. We can never know for certain, he argued further, that our physical theories 

correspond to reality.29 Duhem pointed out that, whereas Poincaré treated scientific principles as 

the logically arbitrary creation of our imagination, they are not psychologically arbitrary 

“because in practice we construct only those systems that can be interpreted in terms of physical 

facts and that are therefore helpful for the formulation of natural laws.” When interpreted against 

observations, Frank wrote giving Duhem a Machian gloss, logically arbitrary conceptual systems 

                                                
26 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 12. 

27 Duhem became important for Otto Neurath for separate reasons. Duhem’s holism held that we 
cannot test isolated hypotheses through experiment. We can only test whole sets of hypotheses 
that also include statements about the instruments used for experimentation. Moreover, an 
unlimited amount of different sets of hypotheses are equally acceptable given the same data. 

28 Pierre Duhem, The Aim and Structure of Physical Theories, trans. Philip P. Wiener (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1954). 

29 Duhem, Aim and Structure of Physical Theories, p. 25f. 
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become “an economical description of observational facts.”30 Frank dubbed the synthesis of 

Mach, Poincaré, and Duhem as the “new positivism” to distinguish it from the nineteenth-

century system of Comte. The new positivism set aside Comte’s hierarchical classification of the 

sciences and his “metaphysics.”31 What it shared with Comte, however, was the demand that all 

scientific concepts be interpreted in terms of sense observations. Later, as Einstein developed his 

general theory of relativity, Frank took the theory as “an excellent example of the way in which a 

scientific theory is built up according to the ideas of the new positivism. The symbolic or 

structural system is neatly developed and is sharply separated from the observational facts that 

are to be embraced. Then the system must be interpreted, and the prediction of facts that are 

observable must be made and the predictions verified by observations.”32 As we have seen 

above, Lazarsfeld’s dissertation dealt with the mathematics surrounding one of the key 

observations predicted (and verified) by Einstein’s theory—the perihelion rotation of Mercury. 

As a whole, Lazarsfeld’s informal and formal education—from his Gymnasium schooling in the 

Austrian philosophical tradition through his years as protégé of Friedrich Adler to his 

dissertation—brought him into sustained contact with the main intellectual roots of the Vienna 

Circle philosophers and the “new positivism” they inherited. 

 The early-twentieth century orientation toward the problems in the philosophy of science 

summarized by Frank provided a foundation for the later, more collective and systematic phases 

of work among the widening circle of Central European philosophers who came to be known as 

                                                
30 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 14. 

31 See Otto Neurath, Philosophical Papers, 1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath 
(Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 203, 157. 

32 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 19. 
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logical empiricists after the First World War. By this time, the political, social, economic, and 

cultural settings of their work had changed with the founding of Austria’s First Republic and 

electoral and practical successes of the Austrian Social Democratic Party and its allies in the 

liberal intelligentsia. We have seen how in The Analysis of Sensations (1886) Mach had already 

cast his positivism, with its assault on the unified bourgeois subject and on mind-body dualism, 

as a cultural and political project. Moreover, a clear practical orientation ran through Mach’s 

thinking, from his historical-critical method of examining the development of scientific concepts 

in concrete applications to his central concept of the economy of thought to his personal 

involvement with social reform. We have also seen how, with the example of Friedrich Adler, 

the connection between Mach’s philosophy and progressive politics was not lost on his 

contemporaries. In the interwar period, Mach’s heirs acknowledged and expanded his vision of 

positivism (a word, it should be said, he never used) as cultural and political project. They 

emphasized the radical quality of their new philosophy in sharp, even bellicose tones. They at 

once dethroned philosophy and expanded its responsibilities: it was no longer hierarchically over 

and above the single disciplines, but it would now join and probe into them, continually cut away 

“metaphysical” and obsolete concepts and theories, clarify their concepts and procedures, and 

thereby assist them in the production of knowledge. The danger of separating philosophy and the 

single disciplines, Philipp Frank wrote in The Law of Causality and its Limits of 1932, was that it 

“leads in the end to the creation of a right of asylum for obsolete theories in the writings of 

[scientists] themselves.”33 For Frank and his colleagues, philosophy—like science—was not a 

higher, transcendant plane above everyday life itself with a privileged access to truth: “True is no 

                                                
33 Philipp Frank, The Law of Causality and Its Limits, ed. Robert S. Cohen, trans. Marie Neurath 
and Robert S. Cohen (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1998), p. 27. 
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philosophy aside from the special sciences.”34 Philosophy of science was not a priestly calling 

but a this-worldly activity that investigated the connections between science and life, between 

“the activity of the invention of theories and the other normal human activities.”35  

In the inaugural issue of Erkenntnis (1930/31), Carnap declared in a similar spirit that, 

under the “new scientific method of philosophizing,” that activity was to be “no longer viewed as 

a domain of knowledge in its own right, on par with, or superior to, the empirical sciences.” 

Instead, it was to clarify the statements of empirical science through the decomposition of 

statements into their parts and the elucidation of the relation among these parts. Against the old 

philosophy, he spoke of his colleagues’ “desire to replace concept-poetry by a rigorous, scientific 

method of philosophizing” and their designs by which “the old philosophy is to be removed from 

its hinges.” As if their iconoclastic intentions were not yet clear enough, Carnap declared: 

“Before the inexorable judgment of the new logic, all philosophy in the old sense [Plato, 

Aquinas, Kant, Schelling, Hegel] proves itself to be not merely materially false…but logically 

untenable and therefore meaningless.”36 Otto Neurath was the most famously energetic enemy of 

metaphysics, such that even his compatriots grew tired of his constant verbal injunctions against 

“metaphysics!” in response to any incursions against his “index of prohibited words” and 

implored him to make the less disruptive utterance of “m!” during their discussions instead. 

                                                
34 Frank, The Law of Causality and its Limits, p. 22. Frank later emphasized Mach’s assault on 
the concept of a “true” world and praised Nietzsche’s Will to Power for similar arguments, p. 
256ff. 

35 Frank, The Law of Causality and its Limits, p. 14. 

36 Rudolf Carnap, “The Old and the New Logic,” in Logical Positivism, ed. A.J. Ayer, trans. 
Isaac Levi (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1959), 133–45. 
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The Vienna Circle saw its dethronement of philosophy as a special field above the 

sciences and its particular way of doing philosophy as part of a progressive political project. In 

his 1928 essay, “Personal Life and Class Struggle,” Neurath already emphasized the close 

connection between the anti-metaphysical orientation and socialist politics. Marxism, he wrote, 

“is the carrier of the scientific attitude” and “the proletariat is the bearer of science without 

metaphysics.”37 Three years later, in Empiricism and Sociology, Neurath proclaimed that his 

proscribed approach to social science nourished a revolutionary consciousness and fueled the 

class struggle: “revolutionary masses of workers…become more vigorous through anti-

metaphysical physicalist sociology, and above all the fight against metaphysics and theology 

means the destruction of bourgeois ideology.”38 The 1929 Scientific World-Conception 

manifesto attacked the metaphysical obscurantism that it associated with traditional philosophy 

and with contemporary Catholic, conservative, and right-wing ideologies, which together were 

the strongest force in interwar Austrian academic and intellectual life.39 The Vienna Circle 

attacked this tradition of “school philosophy”—a catch-all term of abuse that included the actual 

scholastics but also Kant, Neokantians, and in general any representative of the traditions that 

they deemed backward—from its position largely outside the university system.40 “Neatness and 

                                                
37 Quoted in Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science, p. 35. Neurath’s 
Marxism was idiosyncratic but was an important part of his project. Neurath and some young 
associates of the Circle such as Hans Zeisel devoted a series of discussions trying to convince 
Carnap of the significance of Marxism in the spring of 1930. See Günther Sandner, Otto 
Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 223. 

38 “Empirical Sociology: The Scientific Concept of History and Political Economy” in Otto 
Neurath, Empiricism and Sociology (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973), p. 356. 

39 Wasserman convincingly argues the latter point, easy to overlook in light of the stimulating 
achievements and legacy of Red Vienna and its adherents, in Black Vienna (2014). 

40 Neurath saw the work of Carnap, one of the few Vienna Circle members with regular 
university positions in addition to Schlick and Hahn, as an instrument in their struggle against the 
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clarity are striven for,” began one particularly sharp passage of the manifesto, “and dark 

distances and unfathomable depths rejected. In science there are no ‘depths’; there is surface 

everywhere: all experience forms a complex network, which cannot always be surveyed and can 

often be grasped only in parts. Everything is accessible to man,” the manifesto continued, 

emphasizing the Circle’s this-worldly orientation, “and man is the measure of all things.”41 As 

Frank later affirmed, the Viennese philosophers were “convinced that the elimination of 

metaphysics would deprive [totalitarian]…groups...of their scientific and philosophic basis.”42 

For a young Lazarsfeld, it could have seemed obvious that anti-metaphysics—especially the 

“new positivism” that developed in the sites of Viennese intellectual culture outside the 

university—and leftwing politics belonged together. 

In addition to progressive politics, the Vienna Circle also drew connections between their 

philosophical work and projects of social reform or radical social transformation. This was not 

just a dedication to making science “useful”: for some, it was an epistemological position on the 

development and meaning of scientific concepts in and through practice. This Austrian 

pragmatism was especially characteristic of the so-called “left wing” of the Vienna Circle 

represented by Otto Neurath, Rudolf Carnap, Philipp Frank, and Hans Hahn. The Scientific 

                                                
reactionary academy. See Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: 
Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 208. 

41 Neurath et al., “Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis [The Scientific 
Conception of the World: The Vienna Circle],” p. 306. 

42 Frank, “Introduction,” p. 34. Frank carried out his own attacks on the right-wing metaphysics 
of Martin Heidegger and Othmar Spann, for example, in The Law of Causality and its Limits, p. 
267. The precise relationship between Vienna Circle philosophy and politics remains a point of 
contention among scholars. For a recent overview of some scholarly positions, see Donata 
Romizi, “The Vienna Circle’s ‘Scientific World-Conception’: Philosophy of Science in the 
Political Arena,” HOPOS: The Journal of the International Society for the History of Philosophy 
of Science 2 (Fall 2012): 205–42. 
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World-Conception asserted that “endeavors toward a new organization of economic and social 

relations, toward the unification of mankind, toward a reform of school and education, all show 

an inner link with the scientific world-conception” and that members of the Circle “actively 

further” these endeavors.43 Neurath drew connections between the new philosophy and 

contemporary social planning. As a participant in the failed post-WWI Bavarian Republic and 

leading voice in the research and discussions surrounding socialization of the Austrian economy 

in the early 1920s, Neurath was deeply engaged with planning on the practical and 

epistemological levels.44 “[W]e have to fashion intellectual tools for everyday life,” the 

manifesto continued in Neurath’s voice, “for the daily life of the scholar but also for the daily life 

of all those who in some way join in working at the conscious reshaping of life. The vitality that 

shows itself in the efforts for a rational transformation of the social and economic order 

permeates the movement for a scientific world-conception too.”45 For Neurath, the relationship 

between science and social change was not simply the application of “pure” science to practical 

problems. Already before the First World War, Neurath—like Mach before him—held that 

grasping an abstract concept required that it be investigated in its development from the 

problems for which it was originally constructed.46 All theory is set in a practical context, and all 

                                                
43 Neurath et al., “Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis [The Scientific 
Conception of the World: The Vienna Circle],” pp. 304-05. 

44 On Neurath’s engagement with planning, see Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische 
Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), especially, Chapter 5. 

45 Neurath et al., “Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis [The Scientific 
Conception of the World: The Vienna Circle],” p. 305. 

46 See, for example, Ernst Mach, The Science of Mechanics: A Critical and Historical Account of 
Its Development, trans. Thomas J. McCormack (Lasalle, Illinois: Open Court, 1960). 

 



 

 174 

science is practical knowledge on a continuum with everyday reasoning. We may strive for 

value-neutrality, but there is no such thing as science without interests. This was not only due to 

the everyday practical basis of scientific concepts but also, Neurath held, followed from the 

underdetermination of theories. That is, because several theories may account for the same 

observed facts, historical factors influence scientists’ understandings and choice of theories.47  

In light of this particular orientation to practice, Phillip Frank consistently referred to the 

proximity of logical empiricism to American pragmatism. Thus, Frank called for scientific and 

philosophical investigations of the interaction between science and social context.48 This 

remained an underdeveloped strain of the logical empiricists’ work, but some examples exist. In 

the 1930s, for example, Frank explored the political valences of “causality,” “teleology,” and 

related concepts and wrote several accounts of the relationship between the natural sciences, 

philosophy of science, and politics in the Soviet Union.49 “The propositions of science,” he wrote 

in 1936, “are to be understood not only from their logical connection with the propositions of 

previous stages of science, but also from the causal connection of scientific pursuits with other 

social processes.”50 Frank and Neurath not only saw their own philosophy in relation to its social 

and political settings but also proposed that all science be understood in this way. Not only were 

                                                
47 Cartwright et al. 

48 Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science, pp. 212-215. 

49 See Frank, The Law of Causality and its Limits (1932/1998), pp. 27-28, 120-125, 230-232, 
257-259; “Logical Empiricism and the Philosophy of the Soviet Union,” in Modern Science and 
Its Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950), 198–206. Reisch 
emphasizes that Frank maintained this interest in his post-emigration years. 

50 Frank, “Logical Empiricism and the Philosophy of the Soviet Union,” p. 200. N.B. Frank 
argued that logical empiricism was in fact a more radical philosophy than dialectical materialism 
for its more effective “two-front war” against idealism and mechanism. 
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philosophical insights into single disciplines and their findings to contribute to social 

transformation: the logical empiricists’ metascientific “Unity of Science” project was also 

conceived as an instrument of social planning. From the mid-1930s onward, as we shall see, 

Neurath promoted the “encyclopedia” as a tool for coordinating and managing the practical use 

of scientific knowledge.51 This was not a neutral instrument: “unité et fraternité,” Neurath 

proclaimed at the conclusion to his first announcement of the encyclopedia project—a  reference 

to the French Revolution and its Republican tradition.52 

Lazarsfeld’s proximity to the Vienna Circle did not stop at a shared intellectual 

background and political milieu. Indeed, he developed original solutions to problems that he 

shared with these philosophers. As a pioneer in empirical social research, Lazarsfeld was 

concerned in his Vienna years in particular with concept formation. He did not use the word 

“theory,” and the word “law” quickly disappeared from his vocabulary after 1929, never having 

been particularly important to him in the first place. And it was only in the 1950s, once he had a 

cadre of energetic students and colleagues around him at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social 

Research, that he organized systematic methodological reflection on “causality.”53 And yet his 

scientific practice in the 1920s and 1930s and his first sustained written methodological 

reflections from the mid-1930s engage many problems that he shared with the Vienna Circle 

                                                
51 Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science, p. 38. Reisch notes that 
Neurath wanted the Unity of Science movement and its Encyclopedia project to play a leading 
role in post-WWII reconstruction as well. 

52 Otto Neurath, Philosophical Papers, 1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath 
(Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 119. Orig. “Einheit der Wissenschaft als Aufgabe” in Erkenntnis 5 
(1935): 16-22. 

53 Andrew Abbott, “The Causal Devolution,” Sociological Methods & Research 27, no. 148 
(November 1998): 148–81. 
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philosophers. These problems revolved around the relationship between the natural and the 

social sciences in terms of method, the relationship among single scientific disciplines, and the 

relationship between science and political or social practice. 

 

3.1 The Lazarsfeld -- Vienna Circle nexus 

 
 Lazarsfeld was never an official member of the Vienna Circle in its intimate, non-public 

phases, nor did he inhabit its inner social core. Yet he had both informal and formal contact with 

the philosophers in political and intellectual settings—a Diskussionsabend or socialist party 

event here, a wissenschaftliche Arbeitsgruppe there. Explicit textual references were rare, but 

they did occur both during Lazarsfeld’s Vienna years and thereafter. Through his social ties and 

his formal education in mathematics and physics, Lazarsfeld was certainly conversant with the 

specialized scientific knowledge and philosophical idioms of the Central European positivists. 

The reconstruction of his relationship with other card-carrying positivists is hindered by the 

relative lack of sources from Lazarsfeld in this period. Compounding this material challenge is 

the fact that Lazarsfeld was opaque, even misleading about his interactions with the Vienna 

Circle. Like many scientists, he was ambivalent about philosophers in general. In writing, he 

tended toward the attitude that philosophers had little to teach him about how to do research. In 

his 1968 memoir, he claimed untruthfully that in Vienna he “had virtually no contact with the 

‘Wiener Kreis’.” If anything, he claimed, he shared a “common background” with them through 

the influence of Ernst Mach, Henri Poincaré, and Albert Einstein.  

Lazarsfeld’s claim of a shared background is true, as we have seen through Lazarsfeld’s 

youthful encounter with in positivist ideas with Friedrich Adler and his dissertation on Einstein’s 

theory of relativity. But his assertion that he had “virtually no contact” with the Vienna Circle is 
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simply false. Weaving thin reeds of evidence together reveals a rather dense web tying 

Lazarsfeld with the Vienna Circle. Perhaps his aforementioned coursework with Hans Hahn was 

superficial enough that he had no sense of the professor’s philosophical activities, including his 

ongoing participation in the Wittgenstein reading group and his seminar on Bertrand Russell and 

Alfred North Whitehead’s Principia Mathematica in the last year of Lazarsfeld’s studies.54 Still, 

as a party intellectual, educational reformer, and reader of Der Kampf, Lazarsfeld certainly 

encountered Hahn as more than just a mathematician through the latter’s 1924 intervention on 

academic freedom in that journal.55 Around this time, however, as a leader of the socialist youth 

movement Lazarsfeld must have encountered Otto Neurath as a favored guest of their evening 

programs.56 While even this could leave Lazarsfeld unaware of the philosophical movement, 

certainly his wife Marie Jahoda would have informed him of the curious attempts of Neurath and 

his colleagues to translate Sigmund Freud’s work into positivist “protocol sentences” during the 

years she worked as a statistical assistant at Neurath’s Social and Economic Museum.57 In the 

                                                
54 Friedrich Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in the Origins, Development and Influence of 
Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015), p.  42; Karl Sigmund, “A Philosopher’s 
Mathematician: Hans Hahn and the Vienna Circle,” The Mathematical Intelligencer 17, no. 4 
(1995): 16–29. 

55 Hans Hahn, “Lehr- und Lernfreiheit an den Hochschulen” in Der Kampf (1924): 170-75. 

56 Marie Jahoda notes Neurath’s popularity among the socialist youth. She first got to know 
Neurath as the leader of a Verein Sozialistischer Mittelschüler meeting where he spoke. See 
Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997), p. 38; Marie Jahoda and Hans-Joachim Dahms, “Marie Jahoda und die Frankfurter 
Schule: Ein Interview mit einem Epilog zum Verhältnis von Wissenschaft und Politik,” 
Jahrbuch für Soziologiegeschichte (1994), p. 322. 

57 Neurath’s Museum also functioned as a crucible for the independent socialists who resisted the 
Austrofascist regime after 1934 and a link to the resistance in Germany. Jahoda, Ich habe die 
Welt nicht verändert, p. 38-48. Neurath and psychology came together in another setting that 
Lazarsfeld might have attended or likely heard about where Neurath and Karl Bühler argued 
passionately. This may have been the Wednesday evening Bühler colloquium, based on the 
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early 1930s, he also had regular contact with Neurath in the home of Otto and Helene Bauer in a 

discussion circle that included his good friend Hans Zeisel as well as Siegfried Bernfeld, Edgar 

Zilsel, Max Adler, and Rudolf Carnap.58 Lazarsfeld even gave a report on his ongoing market 

research at Neurath’s museum in 1932.59 (And during the tumultuous 1930s, it appears that 

Lazarsfeld tried to act as Neurath’s emissary for pictorial statistics in America.60 Later, he helped 

Neurath’s son Paul start studying sociology and statistics at Columbia.)61 Lazarsfeld’s sporadic 

                                                
mention of the post-lecture discussion at their Stammlokal, Hotel Regina, by Siegfried Bernfeld 
in a letter to Elise Neumann. See Rudolf Ekstein, Karl Fallend, and Johannes Reichmayr, “‘Too 
late to start life afresh’: Siegfried Bernfeld auf dem Weg ins Exil,” in Vertriebene Vernunft: 
Emigration und Exil österreichischer Wissenschaft, 1930-1940 (Vienna: Jugend und Volk, 
1988), 230–41. 

58 Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 
2014), p. 210. 

59 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Vortrag des Herrn Dr. Lazarsfeld im Handelsmuseum” (Lecture, 
Handelsmuseum, Vienna, February 17, 1932), Rote Mappen. T/UI. [Teil 4], Paul-Lazarsfeld-
Archiv, Wien. 

60 Hisayasu Ihara, “Isotype in America: Otto Neurath and Rudolf Modley, 1930-9,” in Isotype: 
Design and Contexts 1925-1971, ed. Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel, and Sue Walker (London: 
Hyden Press, 2013), p. 319n85; Loic Charles and Yann Giraud, “Economics for the Masses: The 
Visual Display of Economic Knowledge in the United States (1910-45),” History of Political 
Economy 45, no. 4 (2013): 567–612. Charles and Giraud note that the Columbia sociologist 
Robert Lynd, who helped Lazarsfeld land at Columbia, and the business cycle expert and 
National Bureau of Economic Research figure Wesley Mitchell were also involved with 
implementing Neurath’s pictorial statistics in New Deal America. 

61 Lazarsfeld proposed the establishment of a “social-economic museum in Newark [New 
Jersey]” and sought funds to secure Neurath’s service as consulting director. Later, he asked 
Neurath to produce graphic work for “an extensive federal research project on certain problems 
of unemployment.” See Hisayasu Ihara, “Isotype in America: Otto Neurath and Rudolf Modley, 
1930-9,” in Isotype: Design and Contexts 1925-1971, ed. Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel, and 
Sue Walker (London: Hyden Press, 2013), 299–341. Letters between Otto Neurath and Paul 
Neurath regarding his son’s studies at Columbia are available at the Paul Neurath Papers, FB 
Soziologie- und Politikwissenschaft, University of Vienna. One could say that Neurath was 
something of a Lazarsfeld family figure, as Paul Lazarsfeld’s brother-in-law Friedrich Zerner 
also kept a correspondence with him during the war. After Neurath’s death in 1945, Zerner 
worked to have his pictorial statistics implemented in the French colonial ministry and other 
government planning communications materials. See letters between Zerner and Otto and Marie 
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work on the youth movement, pedagogy, and the psychology of the working class appeared in 

the same Viennese publications as Neurath’s many writings on similar topics and related 

methodological problems—the pedagogical journals Bildungsarbeit and Die Quelle.62 In 1937, 

their work appeared together in the house journal of the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research, 

the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung. They also lined up together in a sideline discussion among 

critical theorists (represented by T.W. Adorno and Walter Benjamin) and logical empiricists 

(including also Carnap, Frank, and Hempel) at the 1937 congress on the Unity of Science in 

Paris following Horkheimer’s vicious attack on the positivists.63 Even within the broad culture of 

Red Vienna, Lazarsfeld and Neurath seem to have belonged to the same narrower scene. They 

both lived in the Gemeindebauten, the massive public housing units that formed a cornerstone of 

Red Vienna as a project in the transformation of working-class culture but were not typically the 

residence of its bourgeois intellectuals.64 

                                                
Neurath (Oct. 1945-Jan. 1947), Sign. 1225/34-3, 1245/54-2, 1245/55-3, 1245/54-5, 1245/54-6, 
and 1245/54-7, Otto Neurath Papers, Austrian National Library Manuscripts Collection. 

62 Some of Neurath’s writings in these journals were strikingly relevant to Lazarsfeld’s work 
precisely at the moment of their publication. Otto Neurath, “Statistik und Sozialismus,” 
Bildungsarbeit: Blätter für Sozialistisches Bildungswesen, January 1929 appeared as Lazarsfeld 
was publishing his statistics textbook. 

63 Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 
2014), p. 249. I am skeptical that Lazarsfeld attended, but I have been unable to independently 
reject or verify this detail. 

64 Lazarsfeld and Jahoda lived at the flagship Gemeindebau, the Karl-Marx-Hof in the 19th 
district, whereas Neurath lived in a building on Arndtstraße in the 12th district not far from 
Schönbrunn palace. On Neurath’s residence, see Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische 
Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), chapter 5. On the Gemeindebau as a 
cornerstone of Red Vienna, see Eve Blau, The Architecture of Red Vienna, 1919-1934 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1999). 
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Such interactions within the flagship institutions of late-Enlightenment and Red Vienna 

included other philosophers as well. Lazarsfeld knew Karl Popper first through the socialist 

youth movement and later as colleague at the University of Vienna Psychological Institute, 

where Popper completed his dissertation on methodological problems in the psychology of 

thought under Karl Bühler and Moritz Schlick in 1928.65 Lazarsfeld must have encountered the 

peripheral Vienna Circle member Edgar Zilsel at the Volkshochschulen, the adult education 

centers where Zilsel found full-time employment and Lazarsfeld taught a handful of courses on 

psychology, in addition to the aforementioned pedagogy journals. In a series of intimate evening 

discussion meetings at the University of Vienna Psychological Institute organized by Siegfried 

Bernfeld, Lazarsfeld gave a paper and conversed with Zilsel and Viktor Kraft, another peripheral 

member of the Circle who published one of the first and most important monographic overviews 

of its philosophy.66 In a spirit similar to Otto Neurath’s project of translating Freud into protocol 

statements, the Bernfeld group worked to bring psychoanalysis and mainstream academic 

psychology together with the aid of contemporary philosophical methods. Even the thought 

experiments they discussed reveal the Viennese positivist legacy. One session with Lazarfeld in 

                                                
65 Karl Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie,” in Frühe Schriften, by Karl Popper, 
ed. Troels Eggers Hansen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006). Popper also took a degree at the 
Pedagogical Institute, an elite school for teacher training set up by the City of Vienna, where 
Marie Jahoda also studied. The aborted biography of Karl Popper by William Warren Bartley, III 
reveals Popper’s moral, political, and intellectual disdain for Lazarsfeld. See Bartley, 
“Rehearsing a Revolution: Karl Popper: A Life” 1989, pp. 29ff. 

66 Viktor Kraft, The Vienna Circle, the Origin of Neo-Positivism: A Chapter in the History of 
Recent Philosophy, trans. Arthur Pap (New York: Philosophical Library, 1953). Four protocols 
of these discussions remain in the Siegfried Bernfeld Papers at the Library of Congress, 
including one in which Lazarsfeld gave a talk on his ongoing work: “Diskussionsabende von 
Psychoanalytikern, Bühlerschülern, u.a. -- Referat von Herrn Lazarsfeld aus seiner Arbeit über 
Begründungszusammenhänge” (Protocol, Vienna, May 5, 1933), Professional File, 1858-1970. 
Box 7. Fol. “Psychoanalytic discussion group, 1933,” Siegfried Bernfeld Papers. Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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attendance, for example, revolved around a paradox first proposed by Georg Christoph 

Lichtenberg, the iconoclastic Enlightenment critic of language greatly revered by Mach and 

Wittgenstein alike.67 

In addition to these occasional personal encounters, Lazarsfeld’s work contains textual 

references to the logical empiricists. As early as 1931 in a paper on American behaviorist 

psychology, Lazarsfeld cited one of the Vienna Circle’s landmark texts, Rudolf Carnap’s 

Scheinprobleme in der Philosophie (1928).68 It is plausible that Lazarsfeld’s interaction with 

Carnap went deeper. Lazarsfeld’s co-leader in the youth movement and dear friend Hans Zeisel 

recalled the young, bright professor Carnap’s popularity within their socialist student milieu.69 

Moreover, it appears that Lazarsfeld and Carnap met privately to discuss philosophy, specifically 

the “Einheitlichkeit der Gegenstände aller Wissenschaften” (unity of the objects of all sciences) 

in 1930.70 This was right around the time that Carnap published his polemical declaration of the 

                                                
67 On Lichtenberg and Mach, see Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “wissenschaftlichen 
Weltauffassung”: am Beispiel der Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in Österreich von 1895 
bis 1934 (Wien: Löcker, 1982), chapter 2. On Wittgenstein, see Allan Janik and Stephen 
Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973). 

68 Paul Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, “Der Behaviorismus,” in Einführung in Die Neuere 
Psychologie, ed. Emil Saupe, 4th and 5th (Osterwieck-Harz: A.W. Zickfeldt, 1931). Several 
English language texts cite another of Carnap’s landmark writings, “Testability and Meaning” 
(1936-37) e.g. Lazarsfeld, “Notes on the History of Concept Formation,” in Qualitative Analysis: 
Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972) and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Latent 
Structure Analysis,” in Psychology, Study of a Science, ed. Sigmund Koch, vol. 3 (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1959), 477–542. 

69 Robert King Merton, James S. Coleman, and Peter H. Rossi, eds., Qualitative and Quantitative 
Social Research: Papers in Honor of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (New York: Free Press, 1979). 

70 A.W. Carus, Carnap and Twentieth-Century Thought: Explication as Enlightenment (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 243n10. Carnap’s famous diaries reveal multiple 
interactions with Karl and Charlotte Bühler in the 1920s. See entries from June 12, 1926; June 
19, 2916; June 28, 1926; May 13, 1927; May 4, 1929; June 7, 1929. 
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“desire to replace concept-poetry by a rigorous, scientific method of philosophizing” and a 

hierarchical, physicalist and reductionist theory of concepts within a unified science in his classic 

paper, “The Old and the New Logic” (1930/31).71 Lazarsfeld’s first major methodological paper, 

published in the 1937 volume of the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, is another textual example 

of his engagement with logical empiricism. There, he explicated his own recent approaches to 

type-formation by way of an extensive review of a book by the Berlin logical empiricists Carl 

Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, which was also reviewed by Otto Neurath.72 The co-authors took 

the logical insights of Carnap expressed in the aforementioned 1930/31 paper along with those of 

Kurt Lewin, Bertrand Russell, and Alfred North Whitehead as their point of departure. 

Beyond these scattered encounters and textual engagements, Lazarsfeld was also 

involved with official proceedings of the Vienna Circle and other logical positivists. In 1930, he 

belonged to the Studiengruppe für wissenschaftliche Zusammenarbeit (Study Group for 

Scientific Cooperation) led by Rudolf Carnap and associated with the Circle’s public face, the 

Ernst Mach Society. This group organized lecture series and discussions on current problems 

across scientific disciplines and included philosophers, biologists, physicists, psychologists, and 

economists. Here Lazarsfeld took part in the Vienna Circle’s project of unifying the sciences, not 

just in theory but in practice. “Through lectures and the following discussion, especially 

                                                
71 Rudolf Carnap, “Die alte und die neue Logik,” Erkenntnis 1 (1930/1931): 12–26. Quoted from 
Carnap, “The Old and the New Logic,” in Logical Positivism, ed. A.J. Ayer, trans. Isaac Levi 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1959), 133–45. 

72 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” 
Zeitschrift Für Sozialforschung 6 (1937): 119–39; Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, Der 
Typusbegriff im Lichte der Neuen Logik: Wissenschaftstheoretische Untersuchungen zur 
Konstitutionsforschung und Psychologie (Leiden: Sijthoff, 1936); Otto Neurath, “The Concept of 
‘Type’ in the Light of Modern Logic,” in Philosophical Papers 1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen 
and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), 183–88. 
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regarding newer methods, problems, and conceptualizations in various subject areas 

(Fachgebiete),” declared an announcement in Erkenntnis, “[the study group] will try to bring 

about a rapprochement of disciplines (Fachwissenschaften) and a clarification of their place 

within the framework of the totality of the sciences (Gesamtwissenschaft).”73 On February 16 of 

that same year, Lazarsfeld gave a lecture on “Statistics in Psychology” on the same evening as 

Herbert Feigl spoke on “Statistical lawfulness: general problems of application in physics.” For 

whatever reason, Lazarsfeld’s talk never made it to print, but versions of the papers in the 1930 

Winter/Spring series by Feigl and Edgar Zilsel published in Erkenntnis later represented key 

positions in debates among the logical empiricists on statistics, probability, and induction. The 

Studiengruppe series embodied the ecumenical spirit of the Vienna Circle at the time, for in 

addition to these insiders were Ludwig Bertalanffy on the concept of “norm” in biology, Hans 

Zeisel on business cycle statistics, Karl Polanyi on economic statistics, Egon Brunswik on 

Gestalt psychology, and perhaps most surprising of all Wilhelm Reich on the theory of drives in 

psychoanalysis.  

Several years later, after he had spent some time in the United States but before his 

permanent settlement overseas, Lazarsfeld attended the First International Congress for the Unity 

of Science in Paris in September 1935. There, he took part in a panel on “psychological 

problems, above all the problem of perception” together with Siegfried Bernfeld, Egon 

Brunswik, and Kurt Grelling.74 Perhaps more important than his participation on the panel was 

                                                
73 “Chronik,” Erkenntnis 1 (1930/1931): 72–79. 

74 Unfortunately, I have been unable to find any evidence of Lazarsfeld’s participation aside 
from Erkenntnis 5 (1935), p. 384. Stefan Müller-Doohm writes that Lazarsfeld also took part in a 
discussion among Otto Neurath, Rudolf Carnap, Carl Hempel, and Walter Benjamin on Max 
Horkheimer’s recently-published critique of positivism outside of the official program either at 
this meeting or at another Paris conference that year, the Ninth International Philosophy 
Congress. Müller-Doohm must be referring here not to Horkheimer’s famous 1937 critique of 
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his exposure to debates over the course of the Unity of Science movement, especially Otto 

Neurath’s early articulation of an “encyclopedia” as the structure, means, and medium of 

unification. Neurath upheld the unity of the sciences; however, as we will see below, unlike 

some of his logical positivist colleagues he rejected their ultimate reducibility to physics and 

repudiated the vision of unity as a hierarchical systematization of the sciences. For Neurath, 

moreover, unification proceeded practically in the course of solving problems out in the world. 

Lazarsfeld never made explicit reference to Neurath’s encyclopedia, but as will be discussed 

below and in later chapters his own notion of interdisciplinarity in the social sciences he shared 

Neurath’s anti-hierarchical, anti-reductionist, pragmatic orientation. Oddly enough, Lazarsfeld 

does not appear to have attended the Unity of Science congress held in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts in 1939, even though at the very least this would have provided an opportunity to 

reunite with Central Europeans and network with Americans as he continued to search for stable, 

long-term employment in the United States. 

After his emigration, Lazarsfeld’s connection with the Vienna Circle continued through 

its American allies and fellow Central European emigres. In his early years at Columbia, 

Lazarsfeld interacted with Theodore Abel, a Polish-American ally of the positivists and 

outspoken critic—like his Central European comrades—of the dichotomy between Natur- und 

Geisteswissenschaft.75 On at least one occasion he spent an evening arguing over the possibility 

                                                
positivism including the Vienna Circle in particular, “The Latest Attack on Metaphysics,” but to 
the more general critique found in his 1933 essay, “Materialism and Metaphysics.” See Müller-
Doohm, Adorno: A Biography, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), p. 
233. 

75 See Theodore Abel, “The Operation Called Verstehen,” American Journal of Sociology 54, no. 
3 (1948): 211–18. Abel shows up among the earliest documents from Lazarsfeld’s American 
years after 1933. He served as a reference for the renewal of Lazarsfeld’s Rockefeller travel 
grant, he introduced the young Austrian to Margaret Mead, and he later helped Lazarsfeld get 
established in Columbia’s sociology department. See Series 1, Box 1a, Fol, ‘A’ and Box 27, Fol. 
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of “theory” in the social sciences with Abel and Ernest Nagel, one of the Vienna Circle’s oldest 

American allies. (“Lesser and less circumspect minds, like Parsons for example,” Abel wrote to 

Nagel after this December 1950 discussion that presaged the muted rivalry between Parsons and 

Lazarsfeld, “have verbalized theoretical formulations, but produced only intellectual 

monstrosities.”)76 Lazarsfeld also spent years co-teaching a graduate seminar at Columbia on 

various philosophical topics with Nagel in the 1950s and 1960s. In that context, he continued to 

follow the work of his interwar Central European contemporaries such as Edgar Zilsel, 

Oppenheim, and Hempel, whose post-emigration work on “explanation” and the place of “laws” 

in history set the terms of philosophical debate over historical method among philosophers in the 

postwar decades.77 He even attended philosophical conferences and workshops on topics in 

measurement, mathematics, and methodology in the social sciences during the 1950s-1970s 

(sometimes in a leadership role), where he engaged with philosophers in positivist and rival 

traditions.78 

                                                
1, Paul F. Lazarsfeld Collection. Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, 
Columbia University in the City of New York; Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1975), pp. 30, 81. 

76 Theodore Abel to Ernest Nagel, December 11, 1950, Series 1, Box 1a, Fol. “A,” Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld Collection. Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia 
University in the City of New York. 

77 See the syllabi from 1953-1964 in Series VII, Box 20, Ernest Nagel Papers, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
One of the topics that Nagel and Lazarsfeld taught more than once was the methodology and 
philosophy of history. See Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, “Studies in the Logic of 
Explanation,” Philosophy of Science 15, no. 2 (April 1948): 135–75; Carl G. Hempel, “The 
Function of General Laws in History,” Journal of Philosophy 39, no. 2 (1942): 35–48. 

78 E.g. in 1956, 1957, and 1958 he took part in symposia of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science sponsored by the American Philosophical Association, where he 
engaged with big names such as Ernest Nagel, Duncan Luce, Herbert Feigl, Wilfred Sellers, and 
the anti-positivist Michael Polanyi. See Science vol. 124, no. 3231 (Nov. 30, 1956), pp. 1087-
1095; Science vol. 125, no. 3242 (Feb. 15, 1957), pp. 285-291; Science vol. 130, no. 3386 (Nov. 
20, 1959), pp. 1428-1430, 1433. As late as 1971, he served on the organizing committee for the 
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3.2 Sketches of social science within Unities of Science among the Vienna Circle and 

beyond 

 As we have seen, the peripheral member and occasional critic of the Vienna Circle, Edgar 

Zilsel, accused his compatriots of being “an empirical school without empiricism.” Indeed, the 

Vienna Circle philosophers, together with their “official opposition” Karl Popper, spilled much 

ink on the philosophy and methodology of social science without ever undertaking significant 

social research themselves. Moreover they did not, on the whole, cultivate many relationships 

with practicing researchers. Perhaps owing to the historical proximity of psychology and 

philosophy, especially in the Austrian tradition, their closest ties were to psychology. With the 

exception maybe of Otto Neurath—and even his position was inconsistent and varied over 

time—they tended to take physics as the most mature, model science. And by training, 

socialization, or disposition they were much closer to natural scientists than to practitioners of 

the social and cultural sciences. Here again the exception is Otto Neurath, who for this and other 

reasons garners special attention here. As we have seen in previous sections, the Viennese 

philosophers were already downstream from decades of debate on the relationship among the 

natural and the social or cultural sciences (Natur-, Sozial/Gesellschafts-, and 

Geistes/Kulturwissenschaften). Yet they took up these debates again in earnest and were quite 

explicit about the political stakes of the dualism that had become the mainstream and powerful 

position in Central Europe by the interwar period. (I use the term “dualism” here to refer to the 

empirical claim and normative injunction that the natural and social/cultural sciences necessarily 

                                                
Division of Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of Science, “Methodology and Philosophy of 
Historical and Social Sciences,” at the International Union of History and Philosophy of Science 
along with Patrick Suppes and Andrey A. Markov, Jr. 
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operate with different methods in accordance with their respective objects.) Even Popper, who 

disagreed so fundamentally with the Vienna Circle, shared their rejection of dualism in his often-

misinterpreted Poverty of Historicism. Their anti-dualistic engagement with the social sciences 

developed within a new framework of the Unity of Science. The meaning of this battle-cry 

became an open debate among logical empiricists. Some, such as Rudolf Carnap, envisioned the 

Unity of Science as a hierarchical system in which all sciences could ultimately be reduced to a 

few basic principles of physics. With his image of the “encyclopedia,” Neurath explicitly 

rejected hierarchy and reduction and instead emphasized the “connectability” of all scientific 

disciplines, not hierarchically once and for all but only in practice at the moment of action and 

application. All of the Vienna Circle philosophers, however, argued that there was nothing 

special about the social and cultural sciences over against the natural sciences. There was only 

science and metaphysics. 

Anti-dualism shaped Lazarsfeld’s work insofar as it opposed dualism’s set of morally and 

politically laden methodological taboos about how thou shalt not study the human being in 

society. Chief among these taboos were quantification and the pursuit of lawlike regularities in 

aggregate rather than unique qualities of historical events, individuals, and periods. Thus, even 

though Lazarsfeld did not argue an explicit position on dualism to justify his approach to social 

research, his practice and his attraction to aggregative and quantitative methods implicitly 

engaged the positions of dualism and anti-dualism that embroiled his contemporaries in Central 

Europe and the United States. As we have seen through his father and his mentors Friedrich 

Adler, Siegfried Bernfeld, and Charlotte and Karl Bühler, there was no getting away from this 

question in Central Europe during his formation. Through dabbling in American behaviorist 

psychology in the 1920s, he also had an inkling, even before traveling and eventually settling in 
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the United States, that the problem would follow him to new shores. Implicitly, as he pushed 

methods commonly associated with the “natural sciences” beyond their uneasy incorporation 

into experimental psychology, Lazarsfeld shared the logical empiricists’ rejection of the dualistic 

opposition of Natur- and Geisteswissenschaften. Yet he took his own idiosyncratic approach by 

appropriating the keyword Verstehen (understanding)—typically associated with the dualistic 

defenders of cultural science against the incursion of natural scientific methods—for his own 

aggregative, quantitative approach. As we will see in later chapters, he did so by blending the 

Central European tradition of Bildtheorie (picture theory) and the conceptual tool of the Modell 

(model)—which developed within physics but crossed with Gestalt psychology and remained a 

hot topic through the Wittgenstein mania of the 1920s—with the hermeneutic tradition of 

Verstehen that the Vienna Circle tolerated at best and vilified at worst. 

 

3.2.1 Viennese liberal critics of the Unity of Science: Dualist Friedrich von Hayek and non-

dualist Karl Popper 

Discussions among the Vienna Circle philosophers and its semi-allied critics such as 

Zilsel and Popper over the Unity of Science were not just arguments against dualists of the past 

or with the reactionary far-right. They also took opposing positions to contemporary liberal 

economists in Vienna such as Oskar Morgenstern, Friedrich Hayek, and Ludwig von Mises—

who was, incidentally, the brother of the Viennese transplant to Berlin, socialist, and close 

associate of the logical empiricists, Richard von Mises.79 Like the logical empiricists, the liberals 

                                                
79 Leaving aside my uneasy choice to dissociate the liberals from the adjective “reactionary,” 
there is of course some overlap between the liberals and what I have called here the “reactionary 
far-right.” Hayek and Erich Vögelin, for example, were students of the right-wing conservative 
Othmar Spann. On this point, see Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red 
City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 
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continued to spin out their interwar Central European reflections on the relationship between 

natural and social or cultural science in emigration in England and the United States. In the case 

of Otto Neurath and the liberal economists, this encounter reprised the arguments between the 

German Historical School (the setting of Neurath’s formation) and the Austrians around Carl 

Menger (the hero of the interwar liberals). The liberals explicitly invoked the foundational debate 

in their interwar writings.80 As we have seen, this late-nineteenth century debate reverberated in 

the Lazarsfeld family through Robert’s idiosyncratic reception and then later occupied the 

Austromarxists through Rudolf Hilferding’s critique of Eugen Böhm-Bawerk. Paul Lazarsfeld 

appears to have had no contact with the liberal economists. “I wouldn't have had coffee with 

Oskar Morgenstern in Vienna,” he recalled in a 1960s oral history interview, stressing the 

separation of political-intellectual factions.81 He could not remember any contact between his 

comrades and the liberal economists on Central European soil who like Lazarsfeld later left their 

indelible mark on the social sciences.82 This was an odd ommission given that Ludwig von Mises 

served on the board of the research unit Lazarsfeld led at the university, the 

                                                
80 See, for example, the actor’s accounts in Ludwig von Mises, The Historical Setting of the 
Austrian School of Economics (Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2003); Ludwig von Mises, Memoirs, 
trans. Arlene Oost-Zinner (Auburn, Alabama: Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2009), pp. 31-32, 83. 
See also the Hayek text explicated below, Counter-Revolution of Science, pp. 39, 211-212. 

81 “And to question what he thought would have interested me as much as what Lucky Luciano 
would say if he were questioned,” Lazarsfeld continued. Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 251f. 

82 Morgenstern is an interesting case on the question of dualism. In 1927, he published an article 
against economic prediction through his association with the Österreichisches Institut für 
Konjunkturforsching. Not long afterward, he became a pioneer in the development of game 
theory along with the Hungarian polymath John von Neumann. See Robert Leonard, Von 
Neumann, Morgenstern, and the Creation of Game Theory: From Chess to Social Science, 1900-
-1960 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Hacohen, Karl Popper, p. 363. 
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Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle, which was also officially linked with Mises’s 

Österreichische Institut für Konjunkturforschung.83 

Lazarsfeld failed to remember the real extent to which warring intellectual traditions 

clashed repeatedly over methodological questions in Central Europe and before his very eyes in 

Vienna. In this light, it would have been quite reasonable for Lazarsfeld to use his market 

research as a revision or critique of the marginal utility theory that was a cornerstone of Austrian 

liberal economics. His comrade Neurath critiqued utility theory in his own writings, including 

one that appeared right alongside Lazarsfeld’s work in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung.84 

Lazarsfeld remembered finding utility curves dull during his early years as a student of 

Staatswissenschaft at the university. “I found this Austrian school, this marginal utility school, 

very boring,” he recalled years later in an oral history interview.85 Yet he could have directed his 

empirical social-psychological research into consumer behavior to revise the socially empty 

assumptions of a rational, self-interested homo economicus that underlay liberal theories of price 

and market behavior. Indeed, this is what the economists George Katona (a colleague of 

Lazarsfeld’s who directed large survey research into consumer behavior at Michigan) and Robin 

Marris (who incorporated Lazarsfeld’s empirical market research into his models) did in the 

postwar decades.86 Indeed, from the interwar period into the post-WWII decades, the question of 

                                                
83 For a list of board members and officers of the WPF, see Gerhard Benetka, Psychologie in 
Wien: Sozial- und Theoriegeschichte des Wiener Psychologischen Instituts 1922-1938 (Wien: 
WUV-Univ.-Verl., 1995), p. 206. 

84 Otto Neurath, “Inventory of the Standard of Living,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937). 

85 Lazarsfeld 1961 Oral History, p. 49. 

86 On Katona’s relationship to “mainstream” economics, see Jefferson Pooley and Mark Solovey, 
“Marginal to the Revolution: The Curious Relationship between Economics and the Behavioral 
Sciences Movement in Mid-Twentieth-Century America,” History of Political Economy 42, no. 
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planning gave economic methods—including their relationship to “natural science”—a 

conspicuous political coloration. This was not entirely lost on Lazarsfeld. In the 1950s, he was 

explicitly interested in the use of market research for economic planning. Reporting back to his 

colleagues at Columbia from a UNESCO-sponsored trip to socialist Poland in 1956, for example, 

he expressed great enthusiasm for the ways that planners used survey research to reconcile 

central planning with consumer preferences. As we will see below, liberals such as Friedrich von 

Hayek connected their political rejection of planning with methodological opposition to the 

incursion of supposed natural science methods into social science. This makes Lazarsfeld’s lack 

of engagement with the liberals all the more perplexing. Unlike Neurath, Lazarsfeld never went 

toe-to-toe with the liberals. However, his dedication to social-democratic planning across his 

whole career and his sustained interest in the practical utilization social scientific knowledge in 

planning as an intellectual problem places him decisively on Neurath’s side. 

The question of planning was one primary factor in the political implications of method 

in the social sciences. Yet comparison of the positions on method in the social sciences 

articulated by two Viennese liberals—the libertarian Friedrich von Hayek and the socialist rank-

breaker Karl Popper—reveals a degree of political arbitrariness of dualist and anti-dualist 

positions. Their arguments certainly sought to connect politics with method, but by comparing 

Hayek and Popper we can see that, in retrospect, there was no simple one-to-one correspondence 

between the two. These two thinkers also further attest to how urgent the question of the 

relationship between the natural and social sciences was for interwar Central European 

                                                
Supplement 1 (December 2010): 199–233. Marris’s attempts can be found in Robin Marris, The 
Economic Theory of “Managerial” Capitalism (London: MacMillan, 1964). 
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intellectuals.87 Examining the positions of Hayek, Popper, and later Neurath and his fellow 

logical empiricists on social scientific method helps make up for Lazarsfeld’s frustratingly 

insufficient written reflection on the politics of his methodological choices at the time. By seeing 

how others gave political meaning to dualism and anti-dualism, we can grasp how things 

appeared to the young Lazarsfeld. The successive critiques of Lazarsfeld and his approach to 

social science—first from the Frankfurt School, then from the American New Left, and later 

from other scholars taking their cues from one or the other critique—threaten to obscure the 

original setting in which Lazarsfeld developed his own sense of the politics of method. In this 

setting, rejection of dualism was very much the avant-garde position and went along with left 

politics and aspirations of social reform. 

While both Hayek and Popper published their arguments after they had left Austria, their 

positions clearly developed out of the debates, intellectual circles, and political events of 1920s 

and early 1930s Vienna. The libertarian Hayek was an enemy of socialist Otto Neurath and an 

inspiration and protector to the socialist apostate Karl Popper. By turning rightward from the 

Austrian Social Democrats and making himself sufficiently unloved by the Vienna Circle 

philosophers (especially Neurath) as the political situation darkened in the mid-1930s, Popper 

was in dire need of practical assistance and intellectual allies for emigration.88 Hayek brought 

together his opposition to socialist planning and to the Vienna Circle’s physicalism with a stark 

                                                
87 Indeed, beyond those individuals considered in this and other chapters, the list could be 
extended to include lesser-known thinkers and those who had nothing to do with Lazarsfeld such 
as Felix Kaufmann and his fellow phenomenologist Alfred Schütz. 

88 In fact, Lazarsfeld was among those whom Popper wrote for help in 1936. Malachi Haim 
Hacohen, Karl Popper -- the Formative Years, 1902-1945: Politics and Philosophy in Interwar 
Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 320. On the Popper-Hayek and 
Popper-Neurath relationships, see especially chapters 6-8. 
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division between natural and social science methods. Like Hayek, Popper critiqued the 

epistemological underpinnings of socialism and Neurath’s physicalism in particular, but he 

rejected strict dualism and upheld the application of science to “social engineering.” 

Hayek’s critique of the supposed incursions of natural scientific methods into the social 

sciences appeared in two essays from the early 1940s later published in the pointedly entitled 

book, The Counter-Revolution of Science: Studies in the Abuse of Reason in 1955.89 He critiqued 

the nineteenth-century positivism of Comte and Saint-Simon and its aftereffects, with explicit 

reference to the “‘physicalists’ of our own day”—that is, to the logical empiricists. (He 

mentioned only Otto Neurath by name.) He told a story of the “slavish imitation” of physics by 

social scientists, a “tyranny” and “trespass” which despite being over a century old at the time of 

writing had never formed a continuous tradition and had “contributed scarcely anything to our 

understanding of social phenomena.”90 Hayek’s approach was largely independent of two 

contemporary critiques of such trespasses. Indeed, his argument contrasted with the anti-modern 

kulturpessimistische tone of other Central European critics who were the clear political 

opponents of the Vienna Circle and its Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung. Cultural pessimist 

attacks on a “natural science” approach to human society tended to come from the reactionary 

right—the most important of whom in Vienna was the sociologist Othmar Spann—and to reject 

                                                
89 The essays in parts I and II of the book originally appeared in the journal Economica between 
1941 and 1944. Frequent reference to his own texts from the 1930s in support of some of his key 
principles reveals that his thinking on these matters dates to his interwar Vienna years. 

90 Friedrich Hayek, The Counter-Revolution of Science: Studies in the Abuse of Reason (London: 
The Free Press, 1955), p. 13-17. 
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the age of science altogether.91 Hayek, by contrast, made it clear that he had no qualms about the 

rise of natural science so long as it stayed within its proper bounds. Moreover, though Hayek 

made some use of the Neokantian keyword “understanding,” his argument did not depend on that 

school’s conceptual vocabulary of “empathy” and “intuition” or its stress on the individual over 

against the recurring, the idiographic versus the nomothetic. Instead, Hayek constructed an 

epistemology to complement his valorization of the market (versus the central plan) as an 

efficient means of creating, disseminating, and harnessing decentralized knowledge. 

In a certain sense, Hayek’s argument agrees with the narrative of Viennese socialism and 

scientific culture presented in this chapter: The Counter-Revolution in Science reconstructs the 

relationship between positivist epistemology and socialism since the European Enlightenment. 

Yet he gives both poles of this relationship a negative spin. The book reveals Hayek’s broad 

reading of his sworn enemies in both traditions, with an especially Viennese—Machian, to put a 

finer point on it—conception of “science” in particular. Natural science, Hayek says, replaces 

our everyday perception of the world with “consciously established relations between classes of 

events.” Thus, wrote Hayek, transposing Robert Musil’s irony into a minor key, the “physical 

world is drained of ‘qualities’.” Natural science aims, as Mach had long argued, to establish the 

functional relations, ideally in a mathematical form, underlying our sensations. “The world of 

Science,” Hayek summarized in a Machian fashion, “might in fact be described as not more than 

a set of rules which enables us to trace the connections between different complexes of sense 

perceptions.” This explains “the special significance which numerical statements and 

quantitative measurements have in the natural sciences.” Quantification in natural science, he 

                                                
91 Despite his early association with Spann, Hayek explicitly distanced himself from his fixation 
on “teleology” and the resultant “abstruse metaphysical speculations” in a long footnote to The 
Counter-Revolution of Science, p. 209n20. 
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astutely observed, was not about greater precision but about the “process of breaking up our 

immediate sense data and of substituting for a description in terms of sense qualities one in terms 

of elements which possess no attribute but these relations to each other.”92 As we will see below, 

Hayek attacked contemporary socialists for their embrace of Machian science. 

Hayek based his opposition to “scientism” on “subjectivism,” a principle and method that 

his liberal ally Ludwig von Mises had raised in opposition to applications of mathematics and 

measurement in economics in general and to planning in particular. Whereas “objective” natural 

science aimed to go behind ordinary appearances and to move past the “concepts which men 

actually employ,” a proper social science would take such “opinions” as facts. In social science, 

Hayek posited, “beliefs are our data, irrespective of whether they are true or false.” The objects 

of the social sciences “cannot be defined in physical terms. So far as human actions are 

concerned the things are what the acting people think they are.”93 Hayek put forward a strong 

methodological individualism, which stands out even against the aggregative methods of 

positivists like Lazarsfeld. The social sciences, he held, deal with “the dispersed, incomplete, and 

inconsistent form in which [knowledge] appears in many individual minds.”94 Whereas the 

scientistic approach, according to Hayek, talked of “collectives” and “social facts,” subjectivism 

saw  “society” and “structure” as only the “recurring, recognizable, and familiar” attitudes of 

individuals toward each other and towards things, which in turn created order without 

premeditated or centralized design.95 Hayek highlighted the long tradition within scientism of 

                                                
92 Hayek, Counter-Revolution in Science, pp. 20-23. 

93 Hayek, Counter-Revolution in Science, pp. 27-28. 

94 Hayek, Counter-Revolution in Science, pp. 29-30. 

95 Hayek, Counter-Revolution of Science pp. 34, 40. 
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rejecting introspection—first with Comte, then J.B. Watson’s behaviorist psychology, and now 

Otto Neurath’s physicalism. “[O]bjectivism,” he summarized, tries “to dispense with our 

subjective knowledge of the working of the human mind,” but we need introspection to get at the 

meaning that individuals attribute to people and things. It is useless—as Hayek believed Neurath 

and his “physicalist” colleagues demanded—to reduce all things to physical terms, for what 

matters is meaning. “The idea,” Hayek wrote in a sweeping rejection of the positivist tradition up 

to the present day, “implied in Comte’s hierarchy of the sciences and in many similar arguments, 

that the social sciences must in some sense be ‘based’ on the physical sciences, that they can 

only hope for success after the physical sciences have advanced far enough to enable use to treat 

social phenomena in physical terms, in ‘physical language,’ is, therefore, entirely erroneous.”96 

It will come as no surprise that Hayek parlayed his principle of subjectivism into a 

valorization of the market and critique of planning and “social engineering.” Hayek set up a 

dichotomy between the (objectivist) engineer and the (subjectivist) merchant. The engineer dealt 

only in fixed, ‘known quantities’ and carried out a prescribed job “irrespective of the particular 

conditions of time and place”—a delusion given that in fact all activity takes place within a 

market. The epistemology of the engineer was physicalist and scientistic: as Neurath prescribed, 

it utilized in natura calculation according to physical properties as opposed to market price and 

value; as Lenin stipulated, central planning—the application of engineering to society as a 

whole—demanded the complete centralization of knowledge. Quoting Lenin, Bertrand Russell, 

and August Bebel, Hayek argued that scientistic epistemology underlay the socialist ambition of 

“conscious control” of society via social engineering. The merchant, in contrast with the 

engineer, was social, circumstantial, and decentralized. “[I]t is this knowledge of the particular,” 

                                                
96 Hayek, Counter-Revolution of Science, p. 50. 
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Hayek trumpeted, “of the fleeting circumstances of the moment and of local conditions, which 

will never exist otherwise than dispersed among many people.”97 No planning body or central 

mind, he argued, can ever know the available resources and existing needs because they are 

always changing. Only markets can do this: “They help to utilize the knowledge of many people 

without the need of first collecting it in a single body, and thereby make possible that 

combination of decentralization of decisions and mutual adjustment of these decisions which we 

find in a competitive system.”98 Thinking like a merchant required a different kind of intellectual 

formation from that of the engineer. It was “in the study of history or literature, the arts of the 

law” that one “learned…to see the individuals as part of a process in which his contribution is 

not directed but spontaneous, and where he assists in the creation of something greater than he or 

any other single mind can ever plan for.”99 

In a certain sense, Hayek’s argument agrees with the narrative of Viennese socialism and 

scientific culture presented here. Though Hayek did not waste any effort on presenting a 

differentiated or wholly accurate picture of his contemporary foes, there was indeed a close 

connection between positivist epistemology and socialism from the European Enlightenment up 

through interwar Vienna. There, socialists rejected dualistic separation of the natural from the 

social sciences, while thinkers to their right drew explicit connections between their valorization 

of the market and approaches to social science that kept out “natural science” methods. Karl 

Popper offers an instructive contrast to Hayek. They were in fact to a large degree intellectual 

and political allies after Popper’s decisive break with the Austrian socialists in the 1930s. And 

                                                
97 Hayek, Counter-Revolution of Science, p. 98. 

98 Hayek, Counter-Revolution of Science, p. 99. 

99 Hayek, Counter-Revolution of Science, p. 102. 
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like Hayek, Popper drew connections between social planning and the relationship between 

natural and social science. Yet, as we will see, he drew different conclusions about both. Popper 

is also interesting here for his social proximity to Lazarsfeld as his peer in the socialist youth 

movement and his colleague at the University of Vienna’s Psychological Institute. 

Karl Popper’s engagement with the question of natural versus social science began with 

his 1928 philosophy dissertation under Karl Bühler and Moritz Schlick at the University of 

Vienna. He wrote Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie (On the Problem of Method in the 

Psychology of Thought) under the strong influence of Bühler and, a bold move for a young 

student, against the broadly admired young professor and figurehead of the Vienna Circle, 

Schlick. As a philosopher who shared several milieux with Lazarsfeld—the socialist youth, the 

pedagogical reform movement, and the Bühler Institute—Popper gives us a sense of the ideas 

floating around Lazarsfeld articulated by a sharp, ambitious philosophical mind. In a later 

chapter, we will take Popper’s dissertation as a clue to the way that the Bühlers and their 

assistants and students thought about “methodology” in psychological terms in ways strikingly 

similar to what Lazarsfeld practiced throughout his career. We will also see that Bühler offered 

his own, circumscribed anti-dualist science in The Crisis of Psychology (1927) by articulating a 

pluralistic schema that encompassed the warring behaviorist, humanistic, and psychophysical 

approaches to psychology at the time. Popper raised Bühler’s pluralism against the physicalism 

expressed in Schlick’s Theory of Knowledge, which had called for psychological concepts to be 

expressed in quantitative physical terms, rejected mind/body dualism, and rejected 

introspection.100 For this, Popper also drew on Bühler’s critique, expounded at length in the 

                                                
100 Hacohen, Karl Popper, p. 156ff; Karl Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie,” in 
Frühe Schriften, by Karl Popper, ed. Troels Eggers Hansen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 
especially chapter 2, sections 2 and 3. 
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Crisis book, of the dubious physicalist extension of Gestalt psychology from the realm of 

psychological structures into physiological ones. Also noteworthy is Popper’s brief discussion of 

provisional “models” in his dissertation. On the basis of Karl Bühler and the psychologist Otto 

Selz, he drew connections between the place of models in the psychology of thought and in 

scientific practice.101 Popper was still thinking about “models” in scientific practice in The 

Poverty of History (1957). We will see in later chapters that Lazarsfeld also latched on to this 

language of the “model.” 

Perhaps foreshadowing his later conflict with Neurath and the Vienna Circle, Popper 

devoted over half of the rather lopsided dissertation to a critique of physicalism. It was not that 

Popper rejected modeling the study of human beings on the natural sciences altogether. Rather, 

he took biology instead of physics as the model science for psychology (an orientation he shared 

with Bühler that also contrasted with the stereotypical image of the logical empiricists). In doing 

so, Popper navigated the typical set of problems that cropped up in regards to the relationship 

between the natural and the human sciences—the place of quantification, the distinction between 

explanatory and descriptive or morphological sciences, and the reducibility of the single 

disciplines to an ultimate foundation. To explicate his answers here would take us too far afield. 

The point is that Popper shows us once again how deeply and broadly the Viennese were 

engaged with these problems and how many positions were possible within this context. And he 

took a specific stand on the question of dualism. The young Popper rejected reduction to physics 

but entertained the possibility of modeling the psychology of thought—that is, not merely the 

lowest mental processes—on biology and perhaps of reducing psychological laws not to physical 

                                                
101 The editor of the new edition of Popper’s dissertation refers to Selz, Über die Gesetze des 
geordneten Denkverlaufs (vol. I 1913, vol. II 1922). See Karl Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der 
Denkpsychologie,” p. 246n28 and n30. 
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but to biological laws.102 Yet at the same time, in the manner of a classic dualist, he rejected 

quantification in the Geisteswissenschaften. Especially in light of his future work and on the 

highly charged nature of the dualism question, Popper’s dissertation was surprisingly silent on 

the broader political or societal implications of his conclusions. He would first articulate such 

implications of scientific method clearly as he worked out the arguments in The Poverty of 

Historicism beginning in the 1930s. On the decisive points, the dissertation reveals Popper to be 

anti-dualist, but he still reserved a space for the unique non-quantitative methods of 

Geisteswissenschaft. 

By the time Popper articulated his critique of “historicism,” first in private circles in the 

mid-1930s and in print in the early 1940s, he had become a full-blown anti-dualist. There was no 

longer natural science and cultural or social science. There was only science and non-science. 

Popper shared Hayek’s rejection of incursions of natural science methods and epistemology into 

the social sciences; however, this led him to a contrasting position on “social engineering.” The 

reflections that eventually became The Poverty of Historicism (1957), commonly misread 

alongside The Open Society and its Enemies (1945) as a Cold War polemic, began as an internal 

critique of Austrian Social Democracy. Popper claimed that the thesis of the book dates back to 

1919-20. However, it was first read as a paper in 1936 at the home of the socialist Alfred 

Braunthal, already in exile in Brussels and brother of the editor of the Austrian Social-

Democratic party’s Arbeiter-Zeitung Julius Braunthal. Also present that evening were the Berlin 

philosophers Paul Oppenheim and Carl Hempel, both of whom dealt with the relationship 

between the natural and social sciences, including in their book on the concept of type that both 

Lazarsfeld and Neurath reviewed soon thereafter and in several now-classic articles on the 

                                                
102 Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage,” p. 217. 
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function of “laws” and “explanation” in the historical discipline. Thereafter he read a similar 

version of the paper in Hayek’s seminar at the London School of Economics. In the later part of 

the 1930s, Popper read up on social science methods, in part as a means of arming himself to 

carry forward debates with Neurath within the context of the Vienna Circle, the Unity of Science 

congresses, and the journal Erkenntnis in the earlier 1930s that left both thinkers hot under the 

collar. His results appeared as a two-part article in Economica, the journal that also published 

much of Hayek’s work, in 1944 and 1945 before it came together as a book in 1957.103 This 

convoluted publication history resulted in a curious pattern of mutual citation between Hayek 

and Popper in the book versions of the two works discussed here. It is clear that the book 

emerged through dialogue with Central European positivists. 

Popper developed his argument against an idiosyncratically constructed canon of social 

thought and epistemology that he called “historicism” running from Hegel, Marx, and John 

Stuart Mill up through his contemporary Neurath. He was not concerned with the broader 

nineteenth-century cultural and aesthetic movement commonly known as “historicism,” nor did 

he really deal with the academic discipline of history.104 He said nothing of the late-nineteenth 

century dualists Dilthey, Windelband, and Rickert—the object of Neurath’s and his fellow 

positivists’ repeated contempt. Unlike his ally Hayek, Popper’s arguments did not reach back to 

the foundational Methodenstreit between the German historicist school of economics around 

                                                
103 Malichi Hacohen has reconstructed the complicated history of this text and given it this 
properly historicized interpretation, pp. 336-382. This detail of the Braunthal discussion evening 
comes originally from Popper, Unended Quest: An Intellectual Autobiography (London: 
Routledge, 1992), p. 134. 

104 On “historicism” in the former sense, see Carl E. Schorske, Thinking with History: 
Explorations in the Passage to Modernism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998) 
and, for its purchase on the Viennese built environment, Schorske, Fin-de-Siecle Vienna: Politics 
and Culture (New York: Knopf, 1979), pp. 24-115. 
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Gustav Schmoller and their Austrian foes around Carl Menger.105 Instead, Popper sorted social 

thinkers and epistemologists into two camps, which he called “pro-naturalistic” and “anti-

naturalistic.” Pro-naturalist and anti-naturalist historicism were not real intellectual genealogies 

or self-conscious traditions; rather, they were Popper’s own epistemological categorizations. Pro-

naturalistic historicism was Popper’s category for what Hayek and others call “scientism.” Pro-

naturalists rejected the distinction between natural and social science and sought to model the 

latter on their image of physics. For Popper, it was not the imitation of physics per se that was a 

problem, as Hayek argued, but rather the imitation of a false image of physics. “Anti-

naturalistic” historicists, on the other hand, resembled the late-nineteenth century Neokantian 

dualists Dilthey, Windelband, and Rickert. They too misunderstood natural science. Against 

natural science methods, they stressed the methods of intuitive understanding (Verstehen) and 

“imaginative reconstruction,” rejected quantitative methods, and argued that the complexity of 

social life made artificial experimental isolation of any chosen phenomena in the manner of the 

natural sciences impossible. Anti-historicists also tended toward holism—with conceptions of  

Zeitgeist (spirit of the age) and fixation on supraindividual forms—which complemented their 

biological or organic theories of social structures. For anti-naturalists, moreover, historical or 

sociological laws could only be particular to a time and place, not universal.  

Misguided epistemology, Popper believed, led both strains of historicism away from their 

proper task. Popper argued forcefully for the necessity of practical social knowledge. “[S]ocial 

research nowadays has a practical urgency surpassing even that of cancer research,” he 

proclaimed in a passage reminiscent of the self-promotional phraseology of Lazarsfeld and his 

                                                
105 However, the marginal utility economics rooted in Menger’s work served as Popper’s leading 
positive example of social science. 
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social scientist colleagues in postwar America.106 He envisioned a “technological social science” 

for “the study of the general laws of social life with the aim of finding all those facts which 

would be indispensable as a basis for the work of everyone seeking to reform social 

institutions.”107 Whereas Hayek reviled the social type and the methodology of the engineer, 

Popper valorized them and called for “piecemeal social engineering” to constantly design and 

reform social institutions. Here Popper was close to Lazarsfeld and other Viennese positivists 

who reflected on the epistemology of useful, interventionist social knowledge. “Just as the main 

task of the physical engineer is to design machines and to remodel and service them,” he wrote, 

“the task of the piecemeal social engineer is to design social institutions, and to reconstruct and 

run those already in existence.”108 Popper looked to the emerging welfare states in Switzerland 

and Scandinavia as historical models for social engineering.109 Popper made a distinction where 

Hayek had lumped all forms of interventionism together: piecemeal social engineering differed 

from centralized planning or “social blueprints,” which strove to redesign society as a whole. 

Piecemeal engineering, Popper believed, complemented the way we conduct trial-and-error 

piecemeal experiments in both everyday life and in genuine science.110 It achieved its aims “step 

                                                
106 Karl R. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957), p. 56. 

107 Popper, Poverty of Historicism, p. 46. 

108 Popper, Poverty of Historicism, pp. 64-65. 

109 Hacohen, Karl Popper, p. 370-71. Hacohen notes that Popper is strangely silent on the 
Viennese tradition of “social engineering” in Poverty, though in Open Society he did praise 
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110 The Poverty of Historicism (original articles in the early 1940s) testifies to a stage of Popper’s 
philosophy of science between his emphasis on falsificationism in The Logic of Scientific 
Discovery (1934) and his later focus on trial and error as the scientific method in Conjectures 
and Refutations (1963). 
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by step” through continual, small adjustments and reassessments. Even the ends of piecemeal 

engineering were open to revision. Thus, it required open-mindedness and a “critical attitude.”111 

 Both forms of historicism disqualified themselves from piecemeal social engineering. 

Some anti-naturalists, of course, were simply disinterested or opposed to interventionist social 

knowledge. As for those who were not, anti-naturalists’ predilection for holism compelled them 

toward “social blueprints” and “centralized planning” rather than piecemeal engineering. In any 

case, holistic or “Utopian” engineering was inherently destined to fail, for it would always have 

unintended and unexpected consequences that would then require improvised responses.112 

Moreover, it would be difficult to craft such responses to grand holistic experiments because “it 

is very hard to learn from very big mistakes.”113 Pro-naturalists, on the other hand, 

misunderstood the meaning of “laws” and prediction in science. All genuine science used the 

“hypothetical-deductive method” of constructing hypotheses given initial conditions and then 

comparing the logically determined prognoses against the results of experience or other 

observations in the form of corroboration or falsification. Science did not arrive at laws through 

induction, he argued once again after having dealt with the issue at length in The Logic of 

Scientific Discovery and in debates with the logical empiricists. It was a misunderstanding to 

think that science could predict events with certainty: it could only exclude certain possibilities. 

Even in natural science, he stressed, we cannot predict a concrete situation.114 Yet this is 

precisely what pro-naturalists thought social science could and should accomplish. The fact that 
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social science could not predict specific events was not, as some believed, because social 

situations are more complex than nature. (Popper suggested that the opposite may also be true.) 

Rather, it was because no science can do so. 

Here Popper also emphasized the give and take between theory and observation—a 

picture of scientific practice that he shared with Lazarsfeld, as we will see in later chapters—

against a one-way conception of inductive generalization from accumulated observations. Popper 

returned to the talk of “models” from his dissertation under Karl Bühler in the 1920s, now 

stressing their utility in all science, natural or social. “[T]heoretical constructions used to 

interpret our experience,” he explained, “are the result of constructing certain models…in order 

to explain certain experiences—a familiar theoretical method in the natural sciences (where we 

construct our models of atoms, molecules, solids, liquids, etc.). It is part of the method of 

explanation by way of reduction, or deduction from hypotheses.”115 Popper quickly specified that 

in social science we should construct our models as “rational constructions” in a formulation 

strikingly prescient of rational choice theory. That is, we should assume “complete rationality 

(and perhaps also on the assumption of the possession of complete information) on the part of all 

the individuals concerned, and of estimating the deviation of the actual behavior of people from 

the model behavior.”116  Recognizing his agreement with the Austrian economists Carl Menger 

and Friedrich Hayek, Popper stressed the methodological individualist basis of this approach. 

“[T]he task of social theory,” he wrote, “is to construct and to analyse our sociological 

models…in terms of individuals, of their attitudes, expectations, relations, etc.”117 Lazarsfeld, by 

                                                
115 Popper, Poverty of Historicism, p. 136. 

116 Popper, Poverty of Historicism, p. 140-41. 

117 Popper, Poverty of Historicism, p. 136. 
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contrast, was apparently uninterested in distinguishing between rational and irrational 

motivations for behavior, and his theoretical models decisively did not assume complete 

information. And although Lazarsfeld tended to collect his data from individuals, he never 

articulated an explicit methodological or ontological individualism as we find in Popper and 

Hayek. 

 Otto Neurath was Popper’s ultimate enemy in The Poverty of Historicism. The two had 

already tangled publicly over The Logic of Scientific Discovery, both in print and at the Unity of 

Science congresses.118 That book hit a nerve as the logical empiricists debated among themselves 

over the fundamentals of their “physicalist” scientific language in the so-called “protocol 

sentence debate.”119 In between the lines and through the footnotes, Neurath appeared as the 

most important target of Popper’s critique. Popper even said as much to Hayek in 1943.120 

Indeed, Neurath fell under Popper’s critiques of both “anti-naturalist” and “pro-naturalist” 

historicism. As a kind of holist with socialist central planning ambitions, he fell under the 

former, but as an anti-dualist who insisted on prognosis as the task of science Neurath was also 

subsumed under the latter. To make matters worse, Neurath had even begun to argue—contra the 

more common direction—that the physical sciences should model themselves on the historical 

and social sciences.121 All of this went against Popper’s falsificationist, trial-and-error, and anti-

                                                
118 Otto Neurath, “Pseudorationalismus der Falsifikation,” Erkenntnis 5 (1935): 353–65. 

119 Hacohen, Karl Popper, pp. 235-289; Thomas E. Uebel, Overcoming Logical Positivism from 
within: The Emergence of Neurath’s Naturalism in the Vienna Circle’s Protocol Sentence 
Debate (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992). 

120 Hacohen, p. 373. 

121 Popper footnoted this argument from Neurath in Erkenntnis vol. 6. See Popper, Poverty of 
Historicism, p. 103. 
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predictive picture of scientific method. Neurath managed to somehow pull together everything, 

epistemological and political, that Popper rejected. Popper, on the other hand, could proclaim 

that at the level of logic there is only one scientific method while rebuffing the unity of science 

that Neurath in particular championed. Thus, we can see between Popper, Hayek, and Neurath 

the variety of politicized positions on scientific method—especially around the question of 

dualism—that were available to Lazarsfeld in interwar Vienna and that continued to animate the 

Viennese in emigration. 

 

3.2.2 Otto Neurath: Empirical Sociology within the Unity of Science 

Otto Neurath was the most energetic spokesperson and networker for the Vienna Circle 

up until his death in 1945.122 He was an indefatiguable impresario of scientific philosophy and 

public enlightenment in interwar Vienna and was thus one of the city’s most publicly visible left-

wing intellectuals. He attracted a scintillating cadre of designers and intellectuals around him at 

the Economic and Social Museum ranging from the young Marie Jahoda to the Neue 

Sachlichkeit proletarian novelist Rudolf Brunngraber and the radical underground German 

socialist network “Neu-Beginnen” and its Austrian wing, “Funke.”123 In addition to his 

                                                
122 For detailed treatment of Neurath’s biography and career as a whole, see Günther Sandner, 
Otto Neurath: eine politische Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014); Nancy 
Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath: Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); George A. Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed 
Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). 

123 On Brunngraber, see Jon Hughes, “Facts and Fiction: Rudolf Brunngraber, Otto Neurath, and 
Viennese Neue Sachlichkeit,” in Interwar Vienna : Culture between Tradition and Modernity 
(Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2009), 206–23; Wendelin Schmidt-Dengler, “Statistik und 
Roman. Über Otto Neurath und Rudolf Brunngraber,” in Ohne Nostalgie. Zur österreichischen 
Literatur der Zwischenkriegszeit (Wien: Böhlau Verlag, 2002), 82–91. On Jahoda and “Funke,” 
see Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
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leadership of the international Unity of Science movement, Neurath made connections in Europe 

and the United States through his efforts in graphic design and museum exhibitions on social and 

economic topics.124 This included exchanges between Viennese philosophers and the Bauhaus 

school of art and design in Germany, during which Neurath and others gave lectures at the 

school and published alongside its coterie in avant-garde journals such as Die Form.125 Neurath 

was the point-man in discussions with Max Horkheimer in the mid-1930s—in the Hague, in New 

York, and in Paris—over possible collaborations between the Viennese and the Frankfurt 

Institute of Social Research. (Among the ideas suggested was to bring together Lazarsfeld’s 

Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle with the Frankfurt Institute, which only came to 

pass insofar as Lazarsfeld, Jahoda, and Leichter contributed to the Studien über Autorität und 

Familie.)126 Also in the 1930s, Neurath visited and set up shop in the Soviet Union, where his 

associates produced an official illustrated retrospective on the first five-year plan and spent 

                                                
1997); Ernst Glaser, “Die Zeit der Illegalität. Muriel Gardner (1901-1985) und Ilse Kulcsar 
(1902-1976),” Mitteilungen des Instituts für Wissenschaft und Kunst 50, no. 3 (1995): 2–10. 

124 Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel, and Sue Walker, eds., Isotype: Design and Contexts 1925-
1971 (London: Hyden Press, 2013). 

125 Peter Galison, “Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical Positivism and Architectural Modernism,” Critical 
Inquiry 16, no. 4 (Summer 1990): 709–52; Hans-Joachim Dahms, “Neue Sachlichkeit in the 
Architecture and Philosophy of the 1920s,” in Carnap Brought Home: A View from Jena, ed. 
Steve Awodey and Carsten Klein (Peru, Illinois: Open Court, 2004), 357–76. See also, for 
example, Neurath’s articles in Die Form. Zeitschrift Für Gestaltende Arbeit: “Das Sachbild,” 
January 15, 1930; “Die neue Zeit im Lichte der Zahlen,” October 15, 1930. 

126 Max Horkheimer, Studien über Authorität und Familie: Forschungsberichte aus dem Institut 
für Sozialforschung (Paris: Librarie Felix Alcan, 1936). On discussions over collaboration 
between Neurath and Horkheimer, see Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: eine politische 
Biographie (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014), p. 246ff. 
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significant time with Leon Trotsky in Mexico City.127 He also visited the United States, where he 

cultivated ties and sought collaborations in Chicago and New York—including with Lazarsfeld’s 

protector and gateway into Columbia University in the 1930s, the sociologist Robert Lynd. In 

America he garnered feature articles on the Unity of Science movement and on his graphic 

design work in the New York Times and the New Deal-oriented journal Survey Graphic.128 

The following explication of Neurath’s work in relation to Lazarsfeld treads an uneasy 

line between diachronic and synchronic interpretations. On the one hand, determining exactly 

how he and Lazarsfeld fit together depends on a picture of Neurath’s thinking that is 

differentiated over time. After 1933, while Neurath remained tremendously productive and 

began to realize his philosophical and educational projects on an international scale, Lazarsfeld 

was already in the United States on his Rockefeller Foundation travel grant. Whatever he took 

from Neurath could have been more or less settled by that time, and Lazarsfeld was very much 

on his own trajectory by the time he left for America in 1933. Yet as we have seen above, he 

returned to Europe and was present—though again the implications are unclear—at key points in 

Neurath’s activity such as his announcement of the “encyclopedia” project at the Unity of 

                                                
127 U.S.S.R. C.E.C. All-Union Institute of Pictographical Statistics of Soviet Construction and 
Economy, Reconstruction of the Soviet Union under the Five-Year-Plan. (Moscow: State Fine 
Arts Publishers, 1933). 

128 Loic Charles and Yann Giraud, “Economics for the Masses: The Visual Display of Economic 
Knowledge in the United States (1910-45),” History of Political Economy 45, no. 4 (2013): 567–
612; Hisayasu Ihara, “Isotype in America: Otto Neurath and Rudolf Modley, 1930-9,” in Isotype: 
Design and Contexts 1925-1971, ed. Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel, and Sue Walker (London: 
Hyden Press, 2013), 299–34. The key broker for Neurath was his cousin Waldemar Kaempffert, 
science editor at the New York Times. See, for example, Kaempffert, “Vital Museums of the New 
Era: They Dramatize Knowledge by a Skillful Staging of Exhibits, and the Next Step Is the 
Linking of Art and Natural Science to Man’s Social Rise,” The New York Times, March 20, 
1932; Kaempffert, “Toward Bridging the Gaps Between the Sciences: An Encyclopedia 
Designed to Correlate the Relationships of Many Diverse Groups,” The New York Times, August 
7, 1938; Kaempffert, “Facts March On--with Neurath,” Survey Graphic, 1939. 
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Science congress in 1935. Complicating this question of which “Neurath” Lazarsfeld kept in 

mind in his post-Vienna years is the issue of how to interpret Neurath today. Within a short time 

frame, Neurath’s positions on specific questions appear to have changed dramatically. However, 

some interpreters of Neurath have implicitly argued the opposite by synthesizing his work into 

one more or less systematic set of arguments. They imply further that his pronouncements at any 

given time are best understood from the perspective of their further development and 

clarification in his mature, post-encyclopedia phase.129 In what follows, I take a pragmatic 

approach, highlighting points at which chronological specificity is particularly relevant but 

otherwise adhering to the generally synchronic explications of Neurath’s work by his latter-day 

interpreters. 

 Lazarsfeld made practically no reference to Neurath. However, the circumstantial and 

substantive connections between the two are multiple and dense enough to merit comparison 

between them.130 He shared more in common with Neurath than with any of the Austromarxists, 

whose sociological work was more conventionally historical, more structural, and more tied to 

Marxism as a theoretical paradigm than can be said for either Neurath or Lazarsfeld. With the 

exception of Edgar Zilsel, moreover, the Austromarxists were only loosely oriented toward the 

positivist tradition.131 Due to a paucity of sources and to Lazarsfeld’s essential silence on the 

philosophers of his Viennese milieu, there is no way empirically to verify influence or even the 

                                                
129 This is the approach of Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath. Hacohen points out the weakness of 
this approach in Karl Popper, p. 262. 

130 Even the logo of Lazarsfeld’s research group at the University of Vienna’s Psychological 
Institute resembles the cool modern stylings of Neurath’s graphic design. 

131 As we have seen with his “Das Weltbild des Kapitalismus,” Otto Bauer revealed his affinity 
for the Machian tradition, but his empirical work did not proceed along positivist lines. Friedrich 
Adler was of course a positivist, but he offered no model for social science. 
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taking of positions on Neurath. In any case, on the question of influence there is a further 

obstacle posed by chronology: whatever Lazarsfeld took from his Vienna milieu did not emerge 

all at once. Yet in light of Vienna Circle thought and Neurath’s in particular, Lazarsfeld’s work 

appears less to have come out of nowhere. Indeed, his career can be seen as the gradual 

unpacking of problems and perspectives he picked up from interwar Vienna. A later chapter 

examines Lazarsfeld’s conception of the relationships among the social sciences—a sort of 

“unity of social science”—through his “methods file” and his interdisciplinary activities in the 

post-WWII United States. That chapter also discusses his pragmatist vision of the relationship 

between science and practice and his idiosyncratic approach to concept formation that blended 

methods from humanistic and natural sciences. Decades after Lazarsfeld left Central Europe, his 

way of doing and thinking about social science resonated with discussions in interwar Vienna. 

Neurath was a source and mouthpiece of ideas circulating in Vienna that helped shape 

Lazarsfeld’s choices about how to conduct empirical social research and how to set such work in 

relation to other disciplines and to practice. Many of these ideas revolved in one way or another 

around the relationship between natural and social or cultural sciences. Neurath rejected the 

dualistic separation of the two on philosophical and political grounds. In opposition to dualism, 

he championed the “Unity of Science.” However, the Unity of Science was more than just anti-

dualism. Across countless philosophical essays, international congresses, and collaborative 

publications, Neurath worked out a metascientific theory and practice. His philosophy of science 

revolved, by the mid-1930s, around his idea of the “encyclopedia,” a non-systematic, non-

hierarchical, open-ended, and practically and socially grounded linkage of “small scientific 

units.” The encyclopedia was an abstract philosophical metaphor, but it also shaped Neurath’s 
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practical organization of intellectual collaboration.132 It became concrete as the serialized 

International Encyclopedia of Unified Science beginning in 1938.133 The Encyclopedia was 

meant not as a reference tool but as an instrument to facilitate the unification of the sciences in 

practice. Lazarsfeld’s “methods file” can be seen as a local tool for the unification of the social 

sciences, though this will only become clear in a subsequent chapter. 

Neurath also outlined a vision of “empirical sociology” that was consonant with both 

physicalism and the Unity of Science. According to him, sociology was not radically distinct 

from the natural sciences. It was to purge “metaphysical” content and methods by basing itself 

on empirical, behaviorist observations reducible to “physicalist” language (though not to 

physics).134 Even the words “society” and “social” were best captured in physicalist terms as 

“any association established through stimuli”—certainly a peculiar definition. “In no way does 

‘society’ have a special pregnant meaning,” Neurath wrote in a 1931 essay. “[T]he word merely 

denotes smaller or larger association extended in space and time.”135 Sociology made no use of 

special methods such as Verstehen (understanding). And like all science, it made predictions. 

                                                
132 The best account of the Encyclopedia is George A. Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed 
Philosophy of Science: To the Icy Slopes of Logic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). 

133 Oddly enough, despite Lazarsfeld’s participation in the activities of the Verein Ernst Mach 
and his attendence at the International Congress of Unified Science, there is no evidence that he 
was commissioned to write a volume. Egon Brunswik, the most senior assistant at the Bühler’s 
Psychological Institute who was in fact two years Lazarsfeld’s junior, supplied the entry on The 
Conceptual Framework of Psychology (vol. I, no. 2) while Neurath penned Foundations of the 
Social Sciences (vol. II, no. 1). 

134 “The development of physicalist sociology does not mean the transfer of the laws of physics 
to living things and their groups, as some have thought possible,” Neurath stated unambiguously 
in “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism” (1936), p. 75. 

135 Otto Neurath, “Empirical Sociology. The Scientific Content of History and Political 
Economy,” in Empiricism and Sociology (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973), p. 357. 
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This did not, however, mean that mathematical precision was a criterion of science. Neurath 

stressed that science used a mixture of precise and imprecise language always tangled up with 

practice, and he offered subtle reflections on the advantages and drawbacks of separating science 

from natural language. He introduced the term Ballungen (clusters or bundles) to capture the 

inherent messiness of all scientific concepts—a vision that Lazarsfeld seems to have shared by 

describing concepts as “models” and “vague images.” Neurath claimed that his conception of 

sociology was “Marxist,” though his understanding of Marxism was certainly idiosyncratic. Still, 

he offered an approach—or at least sketches of an approach—to social science that was clearly 

compatible with leftwing political aims but was not dialectical materialist. Thus, to a young 

intellectual such as Lazarsfeld who came of age within Vienna’s positivist tradition and saw 

himself as a man of the left, Neurath offered a compelling vision of social science. 

Yet there were also matters for which Neurath offered nothing to Lazarsfeld and 

fundamental points of implicit disagreement between the two. Neurath is known for his interest 

in statistics and “social correlations.” He was concerned with describing large-scale social 

phenomena and capturing relations among broad historical structures and institutions. What 

Neurath meant by “social correlations” was not necessarily quantitative or mathematical. It could 

resemble much of mainstream historical writing today. He spoke emphatically of “sociological 

predictions” but could not offer guidance on the use of mathematical tools for making such 

predictions and did not even begin to explore the design and logic of such inquiries. For 

Lazarsfeld, by contrast, mathematics were ineluctable: he used mathematical statistics in a 

manner that stemmed from experimental psychology to infer lawlike functional relations among 

variables and to construct typologies that encapsulated such relations. As we will see below, 

Neurath was also rather skeptical about the social psychology of “motivation” and “reasons” on 
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the basis of introspection that was essentially Lazarsfeld’s bread and butter for his whole career. 

Thus, here too Neurath offered nothing in regards to the vexing matter of data collection for 

social psychology through interviews, surveys, and observation. And finally, Lazarsfeld 

maintained a place for Verstehen (understanding) in social science, though in his own 

idiosyncratic version, even as Neurath rejected it repeatedly and in no uncertain terms. 

 A cornerstone of Neurath’s “empirical sociology” was his rejection of Verstehen. He 

shared this with many of his fellow logical empiricists, but the question of how to deal with 

Verstehen and related scientific operations like “interpretation” was very much open among the 

Viennese.136 Neurath was suspicious of Verstehen on both political and methodological grounds. 

The two come together in the 1931 essay “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” a 

systematic and succinct statement of his vision of empirical sociology. Neurath observed that the 

“ruling circles” opposed behaviorism in the social sciences and defended humanistic 

understanding, empathy, and related concepts.137 This was because “social behaviorism, through 

its avoidance of metaphysics, unmasks the meaninglessness of such ways of speaking as 

‘categorical imperative’, ‘divine command’, ‘moral idea’, ‘transpersonal state’, etc. and thus 

                                                
136 Thomas Uebel, “Opposition to Verstehen in Orthodox Logical Empiricism,” in Historical 
Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen, ed. Uljana Feest (Heidelberg: Springer, 2010), 291–
310. See, for example, Heinrich Gomperz, Über Sinn und Sinngebilde: Verstehen und Erklären 
(J.C.B. Mohr: Tübingen, 1929). On “interpretation,“ see Siegfried Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der 
‘Deutung’ in der Psychoanalyse,” Zeitschrift für Angewandte Psychologie 42, no. 5/6 (1932): 
448–97. Proponents of Verstehen were already offering historical treatments such as the book 
dedicated to Wilhelm Dilthey by Joachim Wach, Das Verstehen: Grundzüge Einer Geschichte 
Der Hermeneutischen Theorie Im 19. Jahrhundert, vol. 3, 3 vols. (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 
1933). 

137 Thomas Uebel also makes this point about Neurath in his overview, “Philosophy of Social 
Science in Early Logical Empiricism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Logical Empiricism, ed. 
Alan Richardson and Thomas Uebel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 250–71. 
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weakens important doctrines that are used to support the ruling order.”138 This runs counter to the 

post-1960s and postmodernist perspectives in which precisely the opposite political meaning has 

been ascribed to behaviorism (and behavioralism). Indeed, since then behaviorism is said to 

provide tools of manipulation for the powerful. The point here is not to reject this post-1960s 

view but to suggest once again that the politics of method looked quite different in Lazarsfeld’s 

interwar Viennese context. Later in the 1930s, in his response to Max Horkheimer’s vicious 

attack on logical empiricism, Neurath pointed out the reactionary implications of the Frankfurt 

philosophers’ dogged adherence to traditional German concepts of Verstehen and Vernunft and 

other “metaphysical,” “esoteric,” and obscurantist language.139 Elsewhere, Neurath associated 

his own anti-Verstehen sociology with Marxism. “Of the existing sociological doctrines, 

Marxism contains the sociology of the most empirical sort,” he wrote in the penultimate section 

of the 1931 essay under the subheading “The Empirical Sociology of Marxism.” “The example 

of Marxism,” he continued, “shows us how sociological correlations can be investigated and how 

laws of relations can be established.”140 The pursuit of lawlike sociological correlations 

contributed to the socialist cause but required institutional support. “[S]ince sociological 

investigations play a certain role as stimuli and as aids for the shaping of life,” he continued, “an 

advance in sociology is very closely connected with social struggles. Only established 

sociological schools, which need social support, can, by working together, master the masses of 

                                                
138 Otto Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” [1931] in Philosophical Papers, 
1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 88. 

 

139 Neurath, “Unity of Science and Logical Empiricism: A Reply,” p. 17, 22, 24, 28. 

140 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 82. 
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material that have to be utilized for the stricter formulation of correlations. For this again it is 

necessary that the powers that finance such work are favorably disposed to social 

behaviorism.”141 Empirical sociology was practical Marxist sociology, and its physicalist 

underpinnings provided conceptual ammunition against the enemies of progress. 

 Neurath’s arguments against Verstehen and related concepts were first and foremost 

methodological even as he highlighted their political implications. He argued by name against 

the “Heidelberg Neo-Kantians” who defended Verstehen including Heinrich Rickert and Max 

Weber. One objection Neurath raised was that “emphatic immersion” was not subject to 

intersubjective control. “Over this poetic activity,” he wrote in a 1931 essay, “there is no test, no 

control, nor does it belong in a scientific account.”142 Here Neurath continued with the strong 

argument that understanding was wholly incidental to science. “Empathy, understanding and the 

like may help the research worker, but they enter into the totality of scientific statements as little 

as does a good cup of coffee which also furthers the scholar in his work.”143 This, as we shall 

see, is where Lazarsfeld departed decisively with Neurath and other critics of Verstehen. Indeed, 

Lazarsfeld not only put forward his own idiosyncratic version of Verstehen in the early 1930s but 

also argued repeatedly that research must begin with empathetic imagination of a “vague image” 

of social action. 

 It should come as no surprise that Neurath objected to Verstehen as useless metaphysics. 

In Neokantian dualism, with its treatment of Geist (mind) as a unique substance distinguishing 

                                                
141 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 88. 
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man from nature, Neurath detected a secular theology. “The separate world of heaven,” he wrote 

in Erkenntnis in 1936, “has been replaced by the separate world of human beings, confronting 

the rest of the world. This is supposed to be the separate reality of ‘freedom’, the realm of 

‘spirit’, or ‘inner experience’, of ‘norms’ or of ‘values’” (Sociological Predictions, 508). Neurath 

argued with aggressive, mocking clarity against such talk. How, he asked by way of introducing 

a pragmatist argument, should one distinguish between “nature” and “non-nature”? “Not even 

the practical needs of everyday or of the operation of science can be cited to justify this 

division.”144 Typical Neokantian language of Geist and “essences” behind appearances was not 

only metaphysical but offered no advantage over physicalist language and properly scientific 

methods. “If we systematically formulate everything that we find in non-metaphysical 

formulations, we get nothing but physicalist statements. There is no longer a special sphere of 

the soul,” he wrote in 1931.145 “[E]mpathy,” he wrote here, “should not be expected to have 

some magical power beyond ordinary induction.”146 In his arguments for “sociological 

correlations” in that same essay, Neurath channeled Mach’s functionalism: “What cannot be 

expressed by the relations between the elements cannot be expressed at all. Therefore it is 

meaningless to speak of the ‘essence of things’ beyond their correlations.”147 Practically useful 

social science consisted in predictions on the basis of sociological correlations.148 

                                                
144 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 69. 

145 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 73. 

146 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 73. 

147 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 68. Emphasis in the original. 

148 Neurath developed the practical use of sociological correlations further in “Inventory of the 
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We can see how prominent the vision of correlationist social science was in Vienna 

through a brief look at Philipp Frank. He never carried out social research, and there is no 

evident reception of his work by social scientists. Yet Frank’s 1932 book, The Law of Causality 

and its Limits, contains significant reflection on how researchers might set up their inquiries to 

deal with questions of social causality. These suggestions, though sketchy and rather elementary, 

are remarkably similar to Lazarsfeld’s actual research work. Setting aside the perennial question 

of free will versus determinism, Frank urged his readers to focus instead on the exact degree and 

manner by which individual actions are determined by the environment. “[F]reedom can only be 

understood as a psychological or physiological characteristic which can be ascribed to human 

actions to a larger or smaller degree,” he wrote.149 The individual and environment determined 

each other: “actions can be explained as a mutual effect between the inner man and the 

environment.”150 In a sense, Frank saw human individuals as physical objects. “[W]e can 

influence the human being by external means,” he wrote, “so that his interior state, and with it 

his actions, change.”151 The task of psychology was to set up conditions in order to observe 

patterns of relations between environmental variables and individual action. This required that 

we “dissect the condition of an individual into elements, which in different combinations return 

for each person again and again.”152 In other words, Frank called for breaking down both the 

environment and the individual into variables which could be observed in their covariance. (This 

                                                
149 Philipp Frank, The Law of Causality and Its Limits, ed. Robert S. Cohen, trans. Marie Neurath 
and Robert S. Cohen (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1998), p. 154. 
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did not, however, imply that we exclude unobservables from empirical study. On the contrary, as 

Frank argued more rigorously elsewhere, we can and must capture unobservables by defining 

them “operationally” by the procedures to observe them empirically.) Frank’s suggested 

approach to psychology applied to other fields of social inquiry. In fact, he make no distinction 

among individual psychology, social psychology, and sociology. Research in all of these fields 

concerned outcomes—he termed them “returns,” it seems, in order to avoid the metaphysical 

language of “cause” and “effect”—of the covariance of “state variables.” Frank’s sketch of social 

research methodology left more unexplained than explained. He gave no account of where 

concepts in social science come from in the first place, how they guide social researchers to 

design studies and collect data, and how social sciences develop a body of theory. Anyone 

looking to Frank as a guide to social inquiry would be disappointed. Yet his treatment of social 

research in The Law of Causality and its Limits, an ambitious book by any account, harmonizes 

in its basic logic with Lazarsfeld’s emerging approach. The basic move was to break the 

individual and environment into elements or variables, to use observable indicators to get at 

unobservable qualities through operational definitions, and to measure the covariance of these 

variables. Like Neurath, Frank gave a philosophical and political justification for the methods 

that Lazarsfeld had begun to develop for his own research. 

 Like Frank’s vision laid out in The Law of Causality and its Limits, Neurath’s talk of 

“sociological correlations,” “social behaviorism,” and “relations between elements” appear to 

resonate with Lazarsfeld’s quantitative approach. We have seen that Lazarsfeld took part in 

sessions on statistics at the Ernst Mach Society, where the Vienna Circle philosophers would 

have participated with keen interest given that statistics, probability, and induction were key 

topics of debate among logical empiricists in 1930s. Neurath put forth a trial and error approach 
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to sociology. “In sociology, as well as in other sciences,” he reasoned, “it is impossible to 

indicate from the start on the basis of theoretical considerations which correlations can be used 

with some prospect of success.” Lazarsfeld, as we will see in later chapters, took this as a 

research principle. It was not about collecting data willy-nilly and then searching for 

correlations, but neither was Lazarsfeld attracted to the other extreme of hypothesis testing which 

became obligatory for statistical inference in the social sciences. Lazarsfeld also shared 

Neurath’s interest in lawlike relations, though the word “law” scarcely appears in Lazarsfeld’s 

writings. His first significant work of academic social science, Jugend und Beruf (1929), asks 

how youth career choice is “lawfully determined” (gesetzmäßig bestimmt) by social background 

and searches for correlations among multiple variables. In a discussion group on psychoanalysis 

and academic psychology organized by Siegfried Bernfeld at the Vienna Psychological Institute 

in 1933, Lazarsfeld spoke on behalf of “we experimental psychologists” and their concern for 

“regularity” (Regelhaftigkeit). He raised the question of “the possibility of a psychological 

science of laws” (Gesetzeswissenschaft) and pointed out, with some degree of disappointment it 

seems, that psychology had not yet arrived at any “if-statements” (Wenn-Sätze).153 The 

conversation that evening also evinces that Lazarsfeld shared the unity of science attitude and, 

like Neurath, thought about correlations within this framework. The participants—which 

included peripheral Vienna Circle members Edgar Zilsel and Viktor Kraft as well as Lazarsfeld’s 

youth movement friend and colleague Hans Zeisel—undertook a wide-ranging discussion that 

                                                
153 “Diskussionsabende von Psychoanalytikern, Bühlerschülern u.a.” (Vienna, May 5, 1933), 
Siegfried Bernfeld Papers. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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moved easily across disciplinary boundaries. Participants compared the logic and methods of 

psychoanalysis, multiple schools of experimental psychology, and physics.154 

On closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that Neurath and Lazarsfeld were 

concerned with “correlations” at unequal levels of analysis. Neurath used the term “correlation” 

to refer to lawlike relations among social institutions. His examples resembled structural 

approaches to modern sociology, history, and anthropology. “We can investigate,” Neurath 

illustrated, “under which conditions there is matriarchal right, ancestor worship, agriculture, and 

other phenomena, when the founding of cities begins, which correlations exist between 

systematic theology and the rest of human life.”155 From one perspective it would appear that 

Lazarsfeld’s fledgling social psychology was a welcome addition to Neurath’s overall project. In 

his “Inventory of the Standard of Living” (1937), Neurath lamented that social analysis had 

achieved “greater formal precision” only where money values were applied, “while the operation 

of the social order on personal life, which one may really wish to consider no less forcefully, is 

presented with less logical rigor.”156 One would think that Lazarsfeld’s correlations of social 

conditions and individual psychology (consumer behavior, career choice, etc.) fit the bill. Yet 

Neurath meant something closer to comparative social bookkeeping—“curves of leisure time, 

mortality, morbidity, etc.” which he called Lebenslagephysiognomie—resembling OECD 

statistical surveys of today that heavily revolve around matters of the welfare state.157 

                                                
154 In another discussion, Lazarsfeld compared the Charlotte Bühler’s “laws of learning” 
(Lerngesetze) with Kepler’s laws: both were “factual laws” (Tatsachengesetze). One should 
leave aside, Lazarsfeld suggested, Kepler’s (metaphysical?) question of “God’s keyboard.” 

155 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 77-78. 

156 Otto Neurath, “Inventory of the Standard of Living,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937). 

157 N.B. that “standard of living” was an avant-garde idea and metric at the time. Neurath was not 
alone in theorizing it and calling for its precise, comparable measure, but his approach was 
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More fundamentally, Neurath was explicitly opposed to reaching down to the level of the 

individual. “Social behaviorism produces laws of a definite kind peculiar to it,” he wrote in 1931, 

namely “correlations…that cannot be found with individuals, with stars or machines.”158 By 

contrast, drawing connections between individual actions and social variables was precisely 

Lazarsfeld’s approach. Neurath was specifically dubious of attempts to explain individual 

thoughts and actions. He granted that a non-metaphysical sociology might legitimately “analyse 

the ‘motivations’ of people as if these were a suitable basis for laws of interrelations.” But he 

was skeptical that we can really trust what individuals tell us about why they do what they do 

and why they think what they think. “What people say about the ‘reasons’ for their actions, 

however, is much more accidental than their average behavior is otherwise.” Neurath argued that 

a principal task of empirical sociology—of Marxist sociology, he emphasized—was to trace 

“correlations between the social condition and the behavior of whole classes.” He did not say 

how this could be achieved. Here he underestimated the extent to which empirically observing 

“class” was already a vexing problem in the interwar period.159 He did, however, deny that 

collecting data from and about individuals was the way to do it: “If we know what the general 

social conditions at one time are, we can much more easily predict the behavior of whole groups 

                                                
perhaps more comprehensive and epicurian. On the standard of living, see Victoria De Grazia, 
Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 75-129; Thomas Stapleford, The Cost of 
Living in America: A Political History of Economic Statistics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009). 

158 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 75. 

159 The flood of interwar literature on the “new middle classes” provides a case in point. 
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than by the arguments that the individuals will produce for their actions…”160  The advantage of 

Marxism, according to Neurath, was that it “makes as little use as possible of what people state 

about themselves, their ‘processes of consciousness,’ the ‘ideology.’” Neurath found some 

common ground between psychoanalysis and Adlerian individual psychology, on the one hand, 

and the kind of “Marxist” sociology he promoted, on the other. These two approaches to depth 

psychology could “prepare the way for modern empirical sociology” through their concern with 

the “correlations between behavior and conditions of behavior.”161 Neurath’s arguments here 

were not quite coherent, but it is clear enough that he was arguing against Lazarsfeld’s style of 

social psychology. 

By the early 1930s, Lazarsfeld had already elaborated an approach to social psychology 

that correlated individual and social variables. He and his colleagues at the 

Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle collected data from individuals with a particular 

interest in the “reasons” for their actions. His research group refined techniques of gathering data 

through interviews and written questionnaires through practice and through discussion in 

seminars and methodological writings. By 1935, Lazarsfeld had supervised three dissertations on 

the topic including “On the Theory of Reasons” (Zur Theorie der Begründungen), “On the 

Method of Economic Psychology” (Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie), and “Analysis of 

the Purchasing Act” (Analyse der Kaufhandlung).162 In the discussion group with Siegfried 

                                                
160 All of the preceding quotations: Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 
79. 

161 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 80. 

162 Therese Toffler, “Analyse Der Kaufhandlung” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 
1933); Olga Kulka, “Zur Theorie der Begründungen” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of 
Vienna, 1935); Hedwig Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie” (Doctoral Dissertation, 
University of Vienna, 1935). 
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Bernfeld, Lazarsfeld led a session devoted to his work on “the correlation of reasons” 

(Begründungszusammenhänge).163 He reported on the card catalog of reasons 

(Begründungskartothek) that he and his colleages had assembled over the course of three months 

totaling 120,000 economic-psychological reasons drawn from “because” answers to “why” 

questions. With Bernfeld and others, he discussed the way that different schools of psychology 

and psychoanalysis ascertained and analyzed conscious and unconscious motivations for action. 

 Though we have examined the commonalities between Lazarsfeld and the Vienna Circle 

philosophers at the level of methodology, it remains to be seen what he might have taken from 

their proposed system or arrangement of the scientific disciplines. This only becomes clear when 

we look at his American years. In a later chapter, we will examine the “methods file” that 

Lazarsfeld and his colleagues assembled at the Columbia University Bureau of Applied Social 

Research. This set of index cards embodied Lazarsfeld’s approach to connecting the practical, 

institutional, methodological, and substantive aspects of the social sciences across disciplines. 

Over time, he developed a scheme for the methods file that organized these aspects according to 

their methodological and logical complementarity. For example, certain kinds of substantive 

questions could be engaged with certain interview techniques, which fit with specific statistical 

techniques. Individual cards used a scheme of cross-references to link parts of the methods file 

with each other. As we will see, the methods file was a local tool for practical research. (It was 

not meant to be imposed on researchers outside of the Bureau or to reorder the system of the 

sciences in any institutionalized way.) Staff and students could use the file to help them design 

empirical studies. It was also a tool for organizing methodological thinking and for developing 

                                                
163 “Diskussionsabende von Psychoanalytikern, Bühlerschülern u.a.” (Vienna, May 5, 1933), 
Siegfried Bernfeld Papers. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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methods: Lazarsfeld used it to file away texts under certain headings for future analysis by 

himself and his students, but he also used it to indicate which methods had been verified through 

logical analysis and trial-and-error practical experimentation. The fact that the methods file was a 

working tool is evident in synergies between the methods file and the seminars he taught, 

methodological assignments given to his advanced graduate students, and his interdisciplinary 

engagement with other social scientists. However important the methods file seems to have been, 

Lazarsfeld never wrote about it. Thus, he never gave any clues as to what inspired this 

metascientific tool. 

 The Unity of Science movement provided one possible reservoir of ideas about how to 

think through the relationship among scientific disciplines, both in terms of how they are related 

and how they become related. We have seen that Lazarsfeld had sufficient contact with the 

movement through Neurath, Carnap, the Ernst Mach Society, and the International Congresses of 

the mid-1930s in order to be informed about its aims and approaches. The interwar period 

witnessed a new wave of metascientific thinking more broadly, such that by this time Neurath 

could reflect on a large and diverse array of arguments out of Berlin, Vienna, and elsewhere in 

Central Europe.164 Neurath envisioned the unity of science through the metaphor and medium of 

the “encyclopedia.” He raised the encyclopedia against visions of a “pyramidal” system of the 

                                                
164 Leading examples from Berlin, leaving aside Ernst Cassirer’s earlier Substanzbegriff und 
Funktionsbegriff (1910), include Paul Oppenheim, Die natürliche Ordnung der Wissenschaften: 
Grundgesetze der vergleichenden Wissenschaftslehre (Jena: G. Fischer, 1926) and the 
philosophical writings of Kurt Lewin such as Der Begriff der Genese in Physik, Biologie, und 
Entwicklungsgeschichte (1922), Idee und Aufgabe der vergleichenden Wissenschaftslehre 
(1926), and „Der Übergang von der aristotelschen zur galileischen Denkweise in Biologie und 
Psychologie” (1931). As an admirer of Lewin’s, Lazarsfeld would have been familiar with the 
Berlin literature. In his texts, Neurath was concerned first and foremost with his Viennese 
contemporaries, but he reached further back to the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century 
metascientific theories of Wilhelm Ostwald, August Comte, Herbert Spencer, Wilhelm Wundt, 
and (implicitly at least) Ernst Mach. 
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sciences put forth by his Vienna Circle colleagues such as Carnap that sought to ultimately 

reduce all sciences to physics. In place of a vertically hierarchical system of scientific 

disciplines, Neurath envisioned a framework of horizontal linkages among disciplines and “small 

scientific units.” At his most radical—and this is what has invited postmodern interpretations—

Neurath stressed the historical specificity of the encyclopedia, the possibility of multiple and 

equally valid encyclopedias, and the ultimate incompleteness, imperfectibility, and non-linearity 

of scientific progress.165 Unity of science did not end in a complete world picture or a single 

theory.166 Moreover, the unity of science as encyclopedia was not something that would emerge 

in one blow from a single philosopher’s brain, Neurath emphasized repeatedly, but was the work 

of many people engaged in science and practical life. It was a “broad cooperation between 

specialists of different disciplines” -- “not the work of individuals, but of a generation.”167  

 Here, in the interest of space, Rudolf Carnap’s thoughts on the unity of science enjoy 

only brief mention. However, they are not irrelevant to understanding Lazarsfeld’s thinking. We 

have seen above that Lazarsfeld and Carnap crossed paths at the Ernst Mach Society and met 

privately on at least one occasion to discuss the “Einheitlichkeit der Gegenstände aller 

Wissenschaften” (the unity of the object of all sciences). Lazarsfeld also read, or at least cited, 

Carnap’s classic Pseudoproblems in Philosophy (1928). The contrasts between Neurath and 

                                                
165 Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath: Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996). For critique of the postmodern and poststructuralist 
interpretation of Neurath, see Malachi Haim Hacohen, Karl Popper -- the Formative Years, 
1902-1945: Politics and Philosophy in Interwar Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), pp. 269-275. 

166 Cartwright et al, Otto Neurath, p. 170. 

167 Otto Neurath, “An International Encyclopedia of Unified Science,” [1936] in Philosophical 
Papers, 1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 141; 
Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 58. 



 

 227 

Carnap on language indicate the space of possibilities in which Lazarsfeld developed his own 

approach to methodological critique and concept formation. Neurath stressed that scientific 

language cannot be extricated from ordinary language. In the 1920s, Carnap took a strong 

position on the relationship between ordinary and scientific language. Carnap’s program of 

“rational reconstruction” sought to replace concepts of ordinary, intuitive language with more 

precise, constructed concepts within a hierarchically organized logical system reducible to 

physics. Anthony Carus captures this process with the term “conceptual engineering.”168 After 

1934, Carnap moved closer to Neurath and to Lazarsfeld, replacing “rational reconstruction” 

with “explication,” which did not seek to replace ordinary language by constructed language but 

instead consisted in a back-and-forth between the two. Yet even here the aim was to make the 

relationship between the concept and a range of other concepts both precise and transparent. 

Carnap even took a pragmatist turn by arguing that the merit of scientific language is its 

usefulness for a given human purpose. Lazarsfeld developed his approach to concept formation, 

most clearly articulated in his 1937 article in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, while his fellow 

Viennese were sorting out how far one could push scientific language away from ordinary 

language and practice. Though Lazarsfeld never articulated a position on Carnap, he was closer 

to where Carnap ended up than where he began. 

For our purposes, the actual International Encyclopedia of the Unified Sciences that 

Neurath and his colleagues published is of little relevance. Instead, we will look at some specific 

points from Neurath’s theoretical writings on the “encyclopedia” from the 1930s to see what 

Lazarsfeld shared with the Unity of Science movement. One of the functions of the encyclopedia 

                                                
168 In this paragraph I rely on A.W. Carus, Carnap and Twentieth-Century Thought: Explication 
as Enlightenment (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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was to facilitate scientific work by articulating how various aspects of the sciences were linked 

with each other. “[F]or some scientific work,” he explained, “use is made of one of the various 

encyclopedias that are considered consistent. By thus accepting one definite encyclopedia, 

definite theories, hypotheses, predictions and their test-statements have to be accepted as 

well.”169 Even though science would not arrive at a “closed system,” it was nevertheless 

necessary “that every presentation of scientific research must attempt to present the methods 

applied in as explicit detail as possible.”170 Thus, one task of the encyclopedia was a systematic 

exposition of “auxiliary procedures of science in the case of each discipline.”171 Neurath seems 

to have meant something very similar to what Lazarsfeld achieved in his methods file in which, 

for example, he linked certain statistical procedures with certain kinds of sociological problems. 

“The new encyclopedia will show in detail, for example, how the probability calculus, or how 

certain methods of coordination, can be appied in all possible domains, so that one could install a 

kind of instrumentarium, a stock of instruments for science in general whose effective uses will 

be shown at the same time.”172 

The encyclopedia was also to include special entries “for tracing the internal links, the 

unity, the vertical and horizontal connections.”173 The goal was to link disciplines via “cross-

connections” either through explication (the “logico-scientific analysis of formulas already 

                                                
169 Otto Neurath, “Pseudorationalism of Falsification,” [1935] in Philosophical Papers, 1913-
1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 123. 

170 Neurath, “Pseudorationalism of Falsification,” p. 123. 

171 Neurath, “An International Encyclopedia of Unified Science,” p. 140. 

172 Neurath, “An International Encyclopedia of Unified Science,” p. 140-141. 

173 Neurath, “An International Encyclopedia of Unified Science,” p. 141-142. My emphasis. 



 

 229 

existing in the particular sciences”) or new research that, in the course of dealing with concrete 

problems brought disparate disciplines together.174 In this way, “within the great, rather badly 

coordinated mass of statements scientific systems develop like little islands, which we must try 

to enlarge.”175 Without having the false goal of arriving at a complete system of knowledge, the 

aim was nevertheless to progressively link up the available pieces of knowledge and fill in the 

gaps among them. Explication could help clear up multiplicities, redundancies, and 

contradictions among disciplines: “If one starts with a great many special disciplines … 

overlapping one another, one might axiomatize all groups of statements ready for it. One might 

select all cases in which the logical structure of a group of statements is identical with the logical 

structure of another group.”176 Linkage of “little islands” of science was to be achieved not 

through philosophical prescriptions but by examining instances of effective science. We “start 

with small scientific units,” Neurath explained in a passage strikingly descriptive of Lazarsfeld’s 

own approach, “analyzing concrete successful investigations and looking at the attempts to build 

more comprehensive scientific bodies by means of systematization.”177 Among other reasons, 

prescriptive unification or classification of the sciences would fail because we cannot know in 

advance which disciplines a problem or phenomenon belongs to. Or objects transcend 

                                                
174 Otto Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model,’” [1936] in Philosophical Papers, 1913-1946, ed. 
Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 155. 

175 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’,” p. 153. 

176 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’,” p. 202. 

177 Otto Neurath, “The Social Sciences and Unified Science,” [1939] in Philosophical Papers, 
1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 210. 
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disciplines: “The geologist does not stop analyzing coral reefs because they were ‘living 

matter’.”178  

Richard von Mises brought some clarity to Neurath’s impressionistic formulations. In his 

Little Textbook of Positivism written in exile in 1939, von Mises wrote that the aim of positivism 

was to “determine the features that all branches of science have in common.” This did not deny 

the difference in methodology in separate disciplines, nor was it a definitive classification of the 

sciences in terms of a logical hierarchy. After all, boundaries between disciplines were inevitably 

unstable and susceptible to change: “As time passes the situation changes quickly, areas split off, 

others grow into one, and, in the course of one generation, the map of the sciences may assume 

an entirely different appearance.” For Mises, the unity of science meant neither a single method 

nor the hierarchical reduction of all sciences to an ultimate foundation such as physics. Instead, it 

meant “connectibility” of scientific knowledge “across the boundaries of all fields.”179 For 

Mises, connectibility demanded that we express scientific knowledge in simple and unmistakable 

basic sentences and that we articulate the relationship between statements of science and 

everyday language. 

Neurath was not convinced that we can really unencumber ourselves from everyday 

language. Here his thoughts evolved over time, but he ended up somewhere close to Lazarsfeld. 

Both held that, on the one hand, good science depended on the richness and practical 

embeddedness of everyday language. Neurath placed himself within a line of philosophers of 

science who had reflected on the imprecision of ordinary language—Mach, Poincaré, and 

                                                
178 Otto Neurath, “The Departmentalization of Unified Science,” [1937] in Philosophical Papers, 
1913-1946, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marie Neurath (Boston: Kluwer, 1983), p. 202. 

179 Richard von Mises, Positivism: A Study in Human Understanding, trans. Jerry Bernstein and 
Roger G. Newton (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951). 
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Duhem, a tradition he shared with the younger Lazarsfeld.180 Unlike Mises and other logical 

empiricists, Neurath embraced the inevitably vague relationship between scientific and ordinary 

language. There could be no clean logical connection or distinction between science and 

everyday terms. Science could not be completely purged of natural language. On the other hand, 

they agreed, critique of language was a necessary and powerful operation. Neurath articulated his 

thoughts on everyday and scientific language within the context of the Vienna Circle debate on 

“protocol sentences,” the form of scientific statements. It would take us too far afield to 

reconstruct the debate here. However, it is important to note that this central problem embroiled 

the key members of the Circle and its “official opposition” Karl Popper in several waves—

Thomas Uebel delineates four stages—from the publication of Carnap’s Logische Aufbau der 

Welt in 1928 through the early 1940s.181 Thus, Lazarsfeld would have been exposed to the debate 

through his myriad engagements with the Vienna Circle in the 1920s and 30s. 

Neurath coined the term Ballungen (clusters, or in French grégats) in 1930 to capture the 

inherent vagueness and complexity of language in scientific work.182 By 1936, the term had 

gained a central place in his vision of the encylopedia. Science was always made up of “complex 

(many) statements of little cleanliness” drawn from everyday life.183 We are always already in 

language: there was no way of talking about it from the outside, with confronting language as a 

whole with “experience” or the “world” or something “given.” (Thomas Kuhn would later 

                                                
180 See Neurath, “Encyclopedia as Model,” p. 151. 

181 Thomas E. Uebel, Overcoming Logical Positivism from within: The Emergence of Neurath’s 
Naturalism in the Vienna Circle’s Protocol Sentence Debate (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992), 
section 1.4.2; Hacohen, Karl Popper. 

182 Neurath supplied the French translation in Revue de Synthese 12, 187-201 (1936). 

183 Neurath, Empirical Sociology (1930). Quoted in Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath, p. 193. 
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express the related view that all observations are theory-laden.) Here Neurath parted ways with 

the stereotypical positivist who wished to base all knowledge on the “immediately given.” The 

practice of science entailed movement between everyday and scientific language. “Science tries 

to transform everyday statements [Sätze des Alltags],” Neurath wrote in 1931. At this time, he 

was concerned with how everyday statements could be translated into physicalist language: 

“They are given to us as ‘bundles’ [Ballungen] consisting of physicalist and pre-physicalist 

components.”184 Neurath’s aim here was to make Ballungen amenable to science by purging 

them of metaphysical content and retaining the rest in physicalist language.  

A few years later, in his encyclopedia phase, Neurath expanded his reflections on 

Ballungen to lay greater stress on their place in the unity (and unification) of science. By this 

time, he saw scientific and everyday language as necessarily entangled. Scientific practice as a 

process moved back and forth between scientific and everyday language. “Perhaps one should 

envisage the possibility of a series of intermediary steps that lead from cluster [Ballung] to 

formula,” he wrote in the 1936 paper, “Encyclopedia as Model.” “What we demand of a cluster 

concept is that we can somehow make a ‘formula’ correspond to it, in connection with a 

theory.”185 This closely resembles Lazarsfeld’s reflections on concept formation, which first 

appeared in the unpublished methodological paper, “Prinzipielles zur Soziographie” (1934) and 

in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung (1937) but resurfaced throughout his career.186 Lazarsfeld 

                                                
184 Neurath, „Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,“ p. 63. 

185 Neurath, „Encyclopedia as ‚Model’,“ p. 148. 

186 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Prinzipielles zur Soziographie,” in Empirische Analyse des Handelns, ed. 
Christian Fleck (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2007), 264–89; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some 
Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 
(1937): 119–39. 
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illustrated how social researchers move from an intuitive “model” or “vague image” of a 

phenomenon to a multidimensional, correlational picture that can be tested and revised 

empirically. Neurath pointed out that scientific language could enter the everyday as well: “Often 

the cluster and the ‘formula’ have the exact same name. Yesterday’s formula is often today’s 

cluster. Thus hydrogen peroxide has also passed from the chemistry laboratory to the 

hairdressers.”187 Here again Neurath stressed the way that we are always already in language. 

This was a fact that scientific practitioners needed to accept. “Our whole life consists in two 

opposite movements: in the one we tend to acquire always new concepts and to modify those that 

tradition has left us; but in the other we are obliged to take the traditional statements as the basis 

for our departure. We can never make a tabula rasa from which to begin—if I dare say it—a 

new life.”188 As we will see in later chapters, this is how Lazarsfeld and his colleague Robert 

Merton treated the storehouse of preexisting  or “traditional” concepts in the social sciences: they 

were points of departure and targets of systematic revision. The “methods file” was one way—if 

perhaps a quixotic one—of organizing this circular logic within a formal, institutionalized 

research system. 

One final aspect of Neurath’s philosophy of science that deserves our attention here is its 

grounding in practice. We could call this “pragmatism” for short. However, this would be 

somewhat misleading insofar as Neurath was working in a homegrown European—and 

specifically Central European—tradition handed down from Ernst Mach.189 Already in the 

                                                
187 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’,” p. 148. 

188 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’,” p. 150. 

189 This is the conclusion drawn by Thomas Uebel, “European Pragmatism? Further Thoughts on 
the German and Austrian Reception of American Pragmatism,” in New Directions in the 
Philosophy of Science, ed. Maria Carla Galavotti (Dordrecht: Springer, 2014), 627–44. Uebel 
notes the rapid reception of pragmatism in Vienna with Wilhelm Jerusalem’s 1908 translation of 
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opening sentence of Knowledge and Error (1905), Mach declared that “Scientific thought arises 

out of ordinary thought, and so completes the continuous series of ideological development that 

begins with the first simple manifestation of life.”190 The resonances between this European 

tradition and American pragmatism were not lost on Neurath’s interlocutors such as Phillip 

Frank and were evident to readers of Erkenntnis and the first volume of the International 

Encyclopedia of Unified Science (1938), with its entries from Neurath and John Dewey, on both 

sides of the Atlantic.191 Certainly the Viennese were already reading their American pragmatist 

contemporaries in the 1920s: as we will see later, for instance, Lazarsfeld encountered the 

pragmatist Chicago psychologist L.L. Thurstone as he picked up multivariate statistical methods 

from across the pond. Neurath attended to practice in four senses. First, as we have also seen 

already, Neurath was committed to practical applications of science in social and economic 

planning. Second, like other Vienna Circle philosophers he rejected philosophy as a separate 

discipline over and above scientific practice. Philosophy offered no privileged access to “truth,” 

including in matters of scientific work. There was to be no absolute division of labor between 

                                                
William James’s Pragmatism (1907), which then fell dormant until Phillip Frank revived the 
reception in the late 1920s. Uebel finds “homegrown” pragmatist thinking in Ernst Mach, 
Ludwig Boltzman, and Hans Vaihinger before Jerusalem’s translation. 

190 Quoted in Uebel, “European Pragmatism?” p. 636. 

191 Otto Neurath, Encyclopedia and Unified Science, International Encyclopedia of Unified 
Science, vol. 1, no. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1938). Cartwright et al. note that 
the Americans recognized their image in the Viennese. Dewey saw Neurath as “the one 
pragmatist” among the logical positivists. See Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath, section 2.6. On 
positive reception of the European logical empiricists by the American “liberal, pragmatic” (and 
pragmatist) left, especially in New York, see Reisch, How the Cold War Transformed 
Philosophy of Science, chapter 3. Andrew Jewett, by contrast, sees the American reception of 
logical empiricism as cooler and more qualified. See Andrew Jewett, Science, Democracy, and 
the American University from the Civil War to the Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), chapter 8. 
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philosophical “clarification of concepts” and the practical “pursuit of science”: “Both are 

inseparably bound up together.”192 

Closely related to the rejection of philosophy as an autonomous sphere was Neurath’s 

call, which he shared with Frank, for a “behavioristic study of the actions of men of science.”193 

Unification of science was to be achieved by observing scientific practice, not through 

speculation divorced from how science is actually done. And fourth, successful practical 

application of science was the criterion of good science, of useful concepts, and of the choice 

between theories and between multiple encylopedias (that is, between multiple unities of 

science). “Science works,” writes Nancy Cartwright and her co-authors in their synthesis of 

Neurath’s philosophy, “by constructing concepts that we can deploy more or less well to grapple 

with reality in the ways we need.”194 Also on the metascientific level, Neurath wrote in 1936, “It 

is the practice of life that imposes on us a certain encyclopedia.”195 Moreover, it was at the 

moment of action and decision, particularly in planning—not of abstract, disinterested 

reflection—that science became unified as all manner of laws became connected. Neurath 

essentially shifted the pragmatist basis from Mach’s biologism to social practice.196 

                                                
192 Neurath, “Sociology in the Framework of Physicalism,” p. 59. 

193 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’,” p. 150. 

194 Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath, p. 171. 

195 Neurath, “Encyclopedia as ‘Model’.” 

196 Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath, p. 100. 



 

 236 

In 1945, on the eve of his death, Neurath became embroiled in a controversy with Horace 

Kallen over the compatibility of Neurath’s Unity of Science and planning with democracy.197 

The debate between Kallen and Neurath—in which Neurath encountered the old wine of the 

Austrian liberal economists’ opposition to planning in new bottles of American anti-

totalitarianism—prompted Neurath to better articulate the connection among Unity of Science, 

planning, and democracy. It also sheds light on the political climate around the philosophy of 

science in the United States that Lazarsfeld experienced as a Viennese transplant to one of the 

centers of American intellectual life, Manhattan, with direct access to the indigenous scene 

through his Viennese contacts and his friendship with Ernest Nagel.198 At this time, the 

philosophers talked the politics of science in both professional journals such as Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research, where the debate between Neurath and Kallen appeared (1946), 

and general intellectual “little magazines” like The Partisan Review, with its canonical 

symposium of Sidney Hook, John Dewey, and Ernest Nagel on the anti-scientific, theological 

“New Failure of Nerve” (1943).199 Given the record of the Soviet Union in the interwar period 

                                                
197 For a reconstruction of the debate, its context, and other anti-totalitarian opposition to the 
Unity of Science movement e.g. from the Congress for Cultural Freedom, see Reisch, How the 
Cold War Transformed Philosophy of Science. 

198 For another broad perspective on the Central European and transatlantic politics of planning 
in relation to the philosophy of science, here focused on a liberal opponent of planning, see Mary 
Jo Nye, Michael Polanyi and His Generation: Origins of the Social Construction of Science 
(Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2011). Interesting is that Lazarsfeld’s 
lifelong friend and co-author, Hans Zeisel, was married into the Polanyi family through 
Michael’s niece Eva (neé Polanyi), an accomplished designer and ceramacist. See Jyll Johnstone, 
Throwing Curves - Eva Zeisel, Documentary (Canobie Films, 2002); Tanya Harrod, “Eva Zeisel 
Obituary,” The Guardian, January 15, 2012. 

199 On the politics of science in the United States around WWII in general, see David Hollinger, 
“Science as a Weapon in Kulturkämpfe in the United States during and after World War II,” Isis 
86, no. 3 (September 1995): 440–54; Andrew Jewett, Science, Democracy, and the American 
University from the Civil War to the Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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and under Stalin thereafter, anti-totalitarian critiques of planning were low-hanging fruit, 

especially regarding a thinker like Neurath with left credentials and authorship of an illustrated 

report on the five-year plan. “Planning” became taboo in the postwar United States even before 

the chilliest of the Cold War years. Indeed, even those with no leftwing baggage such as the 

“mainstream” Keynesian macroeconomists at MIT and the RAND Corporation who were soon 

attacked by the left as shils of capitalism invented the futuristic codeword of “programming” to 

designate the set of tools that they developed for managing the emerging mixed economy.200 As 

we shall see in later chapters, Lazarsfeld’s interest in planning continued throughout the postwar 

decades up until his death. He assisted in the development of social research infrastructure for 

planning in Europe’s postwar welfare states, supervised graduate student work on planning 

within this context, and oversaw empirical studies into the application of research to concrete 

social problems as president of the American Sociological Association and within the Bureau of 

Applied Social Research.201 Several of his writings collected in the anthology Qualitative 

                                                
200 For a colorful example of such critique, see John Kenneth Galbraith, The New Industrial State 
(London: H. Hamilton, 1967). This point comes from personal correspondence with Verena 
Halsmayer. See also Halsmayer, “Modeling, Measuring, and Designing Economic Growth : The 
Neoclassical Growth Model as a Historical Artifact: Ingredients, Construction, Manipulation, 
Uses, and Interpretation, 1930s-1960s” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 2015). 

201 Some examples: Allen H. Barton, “Sociological and Psychological Problems of Economic 
Planning in Norway” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Columbia University, 1958); Jane Hauser and Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, “Sociological Aspects of Planning: A Progress Report on a Case-Study,” Social 
Science Information 2, no. 82 (1963): 82–88; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, William H. Sewell, and Harold 
L. Wilensky, The Uses of Sociology (New York: Basic Books, 1967); Paul F. Lazarsfeld, An 
Introduction to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 1975). 
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Analysis dealt with how to integrate systematic social research into democratic participation and 

decision-making.202 

 

                                                
202 “The Role of Criticism in the Management of Mass Media,” pp. 123-138; “The Mass Media 
and the Intellectual Community,” pp. 139-154; “Administrative and Critical Communications 
Reearch,” pp. 155-167. 
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Chapter 4 

Becoming a Social Scientist 
 

4.1 Alfred Adler’s Individual Psychology: Toward a social science 

Adler speaks the dialect of the Viennese people. He speaks it not like an intellectual Viennese 
coffeehouse-goer, who with phony means wish to indicate their implausible coarseness. The 
language of the people is Adler’s mother tongue.  

-Manes Sperber, 19261 

 Sometime in the years immediately following the end of the Great War, the Lazarsfeld 

family joined the circle of Red Vienna’s most popular psychological thinker, Alfred Adler. 

Trained as a medical doctor, Adler counted among Sigmund Freud’s earliest and most important 

collaborators before his heresies against orthodox psychoanalysis occasioned his expulsion from 

the master’s circle and the founding of his alternative school of depth psychology in 1911. 

“Individual Psychology” seemed appropriate for interwar socialist Vienna’s social welfare 

projects and cultural reform. Adler and his colleagues figured prominently in several of the city’s 

welfare and educational institutions. In Vienna especially, but also in Berlin and Dresden, 

Individual Psychology appealed to many contemporaries as the version of depth psychology 

most complementary to Marxist theory and socialist politics. It was likely in the context of the 

socialist youth movement that Paul Lazarsfeld first encountered Adler and, in his late teens or 

early twenties, drew his mother and to a lesser extent the rest of his family into Adler’s orbit. 

Indeed, through Paul, Sophie became first a patient, then a secretary of Adler’s and soon a 

prominent lay analyst as well.2 To some of Adler’s contemporaries he seemed to offer an 

                                                
1 Manes Sperber, Alfred Adler: der Mensch und seine Lehre (Berlin: Springer, 1926), p. 7. 

2 Sophie Lazarsfeld, Memoir, p. 112. Robert Lazarsfeld also took part. He published five articles 
in Adler’s journal, though it is possible some of these were Sophie using his name, and helped 
Sophie with the cultural history part of her book, Wie die Frau den Mann Erlebt. He also served 
as the Association’s legal counsel. He wrote its statutes and composed a legal brief on Adler’s 
behalf when he was charged by the police for issuing diplomas to non-doctors. See Bernhard 
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approach to psychology that was more properly sociological and more readily applied than its 

academic or psychoanalytic competitors and more scientific than social reportage and similar 

prevailing and newly emerging descriptive genres meant to capture social experience. “Alfred 

Adler is the social genius of our time,” proclaimed the young socialist Manes Sperber in the 

boldfaced concluding line of his 1926 intellectual biography.3  

For the young Paul, Adlerian psychology served as his first engagement with the 

systematic, cumulative study of social and mental life and as a storehouse of insights into depth 

psychology that he would draw on, if only sporadically and arbitrarily, in later years. While it is 

not quite accurate—given his father’s engagement with social science and the family’s ties to the 

Austromarxists—to say that Lazarsfeld came to social science through Adler, Individual 

Psychology was perhaps his first experience taking part in anything like systematic social 

inquiry. It gave him a set of research practices from the clinical case study method and a 

theoretical system that brought individual and society together under a few key concepts. Like 

Freudian psychoanalysis at the time, Adlerian Individual Psychology was an approach to the 

mind and society that kept knowledge production and application together. Patients served as 

clinical case studies in diagnosis and treatment. In comparison with psychoanalysis, Adler’s 

more pronounced emphasis on milieu and the social in general—an early publication called for 

“social medicine”—expanded the field of application from the individual and family to social 

institutions and really the whole structure of society.4 Thus, Lazarsfeld’s background in Adlerian 

                                                
Handlbauer, Die Entstehungsgeschichte der Individualpsychologie Alfred Adlers (Wien: Geyer-
Ed., 1984), p. 158. 

3 Manes Sperber, Alfred Adler: der Mensch und seine Lehre (Berlin: Springer, 1926), p. 39. 

4 Alfred Adler, Gesundheitsbuch für das Schneidergewerbe (Berlin: Heymanns, 1898). He 
expanded on the concept in two 1902 articles on “social medicine” in the Ärtzliche 
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psychology provided one of many grounds for rejecting the separation of “basic” from “applied” 

social science. 

Lazarsfeld kept abreast of the many competing approaches to studying the mind at the 

time, but he was most formally committed to Adlerian psychology for most of the 1920s until his 

complete transformation into an academic psychologist by the end of the decade. He maintained 

contact with Freudian psychoanalysis well into the 1930s through his erstwhile mentor Siegfried 

Bernfeld and through his young colleagues at the Vienna Psychological Institute, many of whom 

cultivated their interests in psychoanalysis behind the backs of its disapproving directors Karl 

and Charlotte Bühler. He also kept abreast of the less formally circumscribed 

Arbeiterpsychologie (psychology of the worker) popular in the interwar period and represented 

most prominently in the 1920s by the Belgian heterodox Marxist Hendrik de Man.5 This 

pluralistic attitude toward “psychology,” however defined, was typical at the time and was even 

institutionalized through study groups that brought together distinct and competing approaches. 

Nevertheless, as we shall see, Lazarsfeld’s decisive embrace of statistical techniques and his 

methodological turn against Adler’s holistic individualism compelled the master to violently 

expel him from the circle by the late 1920s. Though Lazarsfeld never explicitly stated his reasons 

                                                
Standeszeitung. See Edward Hoffman, The Drive for Self: Alfred Adler and the Founding of 
Individual Psychology (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1994), pp. 35-37. 

 

5 Hendrik de Man, Der kampf um die arbeitsfreude: eine untersuchung auf grund der aussagen 
von 78 industriearbeitern und angestellten (Jena: E. Diederichs, 1927); Hendrik de Man, Zur 
Psychologie des Sozialismus (Jena: E. Diedrichs, 1926). On de Man, see Zeev Sternhell, Neither 
Right nor Left: Fascist Ideology in France, trans. David Maisel (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1986). For a sense of the popularity of this genre or field, see Theodor Geiger, 
“Zur Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” Die Gesellschaft 8, no. 1 (1931): 237–54. 
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for leaving behind Individual Psychology, from that point onward depth psychology never 

returned to the forefront of his interests or research agenda.6 

It is no wonder that Paul Lazarsfeld came into contact with Alfred Adler as the socialist 

youth movement and the pedagogical movement of Red Vienna became the center of his life in 

the early 1920s. It was not as uncommon as one might expect for a young person to find a seat at 

Adler’s Stammtisch (first at Café Greinsteidl, then Café Central—both of them only steps from 

the Lazarsfeld family home in the Sielergasse) and the official association that met each Saturday 

evening at his home on the Dominikanerbastei in Vienna’s first district, which comprised a 

number of doctors, students, and non-academics. Manes Sperber, four years Lazarsfeld’s junior 

and aged fifteen at the time, joined Adler’s circle around the same time as Lazarsfeld, soon after 

meeting Adler at an evening adult education course.7 Rowena Ansbacher—who was born in New 

York in 1906, studied at the University of Vienna under Charlotte Bühler, and became a key 

disseminator of Individual Psychology back in America—also attended these weekly meetings at 

Adler’s home.8 Sperber recalled the psychologist’s magnetic and buoyant effect, especially on 

                                                
6 Nevertheless, Lazarsfeld did appear to have retained a private interest in depth psychology, as 
the many volumes in his library, some of them printed well after the 1930s, attest. Some shreds 
of evidence indicate that he had not forsaken Viennese depth psychology for professional 
purposes as late as the mid-1930s. And as revealed by one personal archival document (a 1968 
letter to his son’s prep school principal), Lazarsfeld continued to think rather naturally if not 
automatically in terms of depth psychology late in life. One letter in Lazarsfeld’s correspondence 
indicates that in 1934 he tried to establish an Academy for Viennese Psychology in the United 
States that would include Freudian Psychoanalysis, Adlerian Individual Psychology, and Karl 
and Charlotte Bühlers’ life-course psychology. See Goodwin Watson to Fred A. Moore, March 
22, 1934, Series 1, Box 27, Fol. 4, Columbia University. Rare Books and Manuscripts Library. 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld collection.  

7 In particular, it was Sperber’s 1921 paper “On the Psychology of the Revolutionary” that 
brought him to Adler’s attention. Manes Sperber, Masks of Loneliness: Alfred Adler in 
Perspective (New York: MacMillan, 1974), pp. xii, 18. 

8 See “Preface,” in Alfred Adler, The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler: A Systematic 
Presentation in Selections from His Writings, ed. Heinz L. Ansbacher and Rowena R. Ansbacher 
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young people. “Even after a very brief conversation one went away filled with new faith in 

oneself, with indistinct but firm hopes for one's own near or distant future,” Sperber remembered 

a half century later in his 1970 study of Adler. “All of a sudden one realized one had to demand 

more of oneself, summon up more strength and courage than one had ever thought possible. 

Many felt that they had become different, better, more intelligent and active members of the 

human community.”9 

If Adler’s personal draw was the sufficient condition for the young Lazarsfeld’s 

attraction, his formal involvement in the institutions of Red Vienna and the thematic relevance of 

his work for its projects were the necessary conditions. Later commentators have portrayed 

Adlerian psychology as common sense at best and a conformist school of the status quo at 

worst.10 Yet at the time Adler was a clearly man of the left (as were his followers in Vienna and 

elsewhere), and Individual Psychology seemed the most appropriate school for Viennese 

socialism.11 It opened psychology up to the social while offering an alternative to the mass 

psychology—more or less reactionary—of LeBon (1895) and Freud (1921).12 Already in Heilen 

                                                
(Harper Perennial, 1964). The Ansbachers in fact solicited the advice of Paul Lazarsfeld, who 
extended “much love to Rowena,” in their editorial work. See Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Heinz L. 
Ansbacher, January 29, 1965, Series 1, Box 1a, Fol. ‘A-Misc.’, Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, 
Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of 
New York. 

9 Sperber, Masks of Loneliness, p. xiv. 

10 Russell Jacoby, Social Amnesia: A Critique of Conformist Psychology from Adler to Laing 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1975). 

11 Dresden and Berlin, for example, were also outposts of Marxist Adlerians. 

12 On mass psychology in this period, see Stefan Jonsson, Crowds and Democracy: The Idea and 
Image of the Masses from Revolution to Fascism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013). 
Kurt Danziger argues that mainstream (American) social-psychology developed out of LeBon’s 
crowd psychology put forth in Psychologie des Foules (1895). See Danziger, Constructing the 
Subject: Historical Origins of Psychological Research (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
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und Bilden (1914), a volume of essays from Adler and his circle, Individual Psychology showed 

its compatibility with social and pegagogical reform.  Indeed, the youth movement leader and 

pedagogue Otto Felix Kanitz portrayed Adlerian psychology as a fixture of the Austrian social-

democratic party’s left wing.13 The orthodox politicians operated with a mechanistic, 

economistic, base-superstructure conception of Marxism and overlooked how intellectual forces 

and ideology shaped consciousness. “They see only society, the mass, work on the mass, and 

mass struggle and lose sight of the mental formation of the individual in the mass. They are 

prevailingly sociologically oriented…and have little time and little interest for questions of the 

psychology and education.”14 Socialism required a revolutionary pedagogy, and a revolutionary 

pedagogy required attention to how much the individual is the product of its environment—that 

is, of society. Adlerian Individual Psychology was the theoretical basis for a socialist social-

psychology. 

 Adler’s disciples and proponents saw Individual Psychology as a scientific approach to 

mind and society. Otto Felix Kanitz declared in an homage “that it was Alfred Adler who clothed 

so much of what we felt only vaguely in the clear forcefulness of scientific research results.”15 

Granted, we can never confirm with the “exactness of natural science,” and we can never do 

                                                
1990). For Freud’s mass psychology, which took off from LeBon, see Freud, Massenpsychologie 
und Ich-Analyse (1921). 

13 Kanitz founded the Kinderheim der Kinderfreunde in the Schönbrunn Palace, which he 
directed from 1920 to 1925 and was editor of the journal Die Sozialistische Erziehung (1921-
1934), where Lazarsfeld also published. 

14 Otto Felix Kanitz, „Was ist sozialistische Erziehung?“ in Kämpfer der Zukunft: für eine 
sozialistische Erziehung (Frankfurt am Main: März Verlag, 1970), p. 211-12. 

15 Otto Felix Kanitz, “Alfred Adler und die sozialistische Erziehung” in Kämpfer der Zukunft: 
für eine sozialistische Erziehung (Frankfurt am Main: März Verlag, 1970), p. 227. 
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proper experiments on the “inner” and “outer influences” on the development of human 

character that would bring “exhaustive clarity.” Yet “Insofar as Alfred Adler founded the 

primacy of milieu and education over the grim fatefulness of structure,” Kanitz wrote, “he also 

gave psychological foundation to the important sociological insight of Karl Marx. He showed us 

that the words, ‘Our social existence determines our consciousness,’ is also supported by 

scientific psychology.”16  

Even the typically skeptical, hard-boiled, and obsessive over contemporary mathematics 

and physical sciences Robert Musil saw Individual Psychology as a step towards science. 

Trained in academic psychology by Carl Stumpf in Berlin, perhaps Musil developed a certain 

softness towards Individual Psychology because his own therapist, Hugo Lukács, came from the 

Adlerian school. (Indeed, it’s not a stretch to say that Individual Psychology made Musil’s 

distinctive mature voice. It was Lukács’s successful advice to Musil, who in the 1920s suffered 

with crippling writers block as he worked on the novel that became Man Without Qualities, that 

he detach himself from the novel’s world through irony.17) “Psychology is a science in which 

there are practically no laws but an extraordinary abundance of phenomena and interrelations,”18 

he wrote in a review of Lukács’s Psychologie des Lehrlings (1928), which appeared in a series of 

lectures together with Charlotte Bühler’s Jugendberatung und Jugendpsychologie (1929) 

supported by the Vienna Chamber of Labor.19 Applications of the young lawless science of 

                                                
16 Otto Felix Kanitz, “Alfred Adler und die sozialistische Erziehung,” p. 228. 

17 Karl Corino, Robert Musil: eine Biografie (Reinbek: Rowohlt Verlag, 2003), p. 990. 

18 Robert Musil, review of Psychologie des Lehrlings, by Hugo Lukacs, Der Wiener Tag, May 
30, 1928. Reprinted in Robert Musil, Essays, Reden, Kritiken, ed. Anne Gabrisch (Berlin: Volk 
und Welt, 1984), p. 467-69. 

19 The series was hosted by the Verein für Jugendberatung in Wien and edited by the Adlerian 
Viktor Frankl, a member of the socialist youth movement who later founded his own branch of 
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psychology, Musil wrote, still depended on “personal sensitivity (Feingefühl),” just as in the 

recent past “a good technician, despite all the mathematics, physics, and chemistry in 

engineering, still needed to have the feeling for the right dimensions in his finger tips.”20 

Nevertheless, Musil believed, Individual Psychology was on the path toward a mature science of 

mind and society. Musil did not explicitly state it, but he was thinking here in terms of the 

specifically Machian functionalist picture of science popular among Vienna’s positivists. 

Individual Psychology’s contribution, he wrote in the Machian vein, was to replace “black-and-

white thinking” with “fixed relations of dependence.”  Its “functional concepts or concepts to be 

lightly reinterpreted functionally” allowed for precise intervention—given the right “personal 

scientific tact (Taktgefühl).” With a combination of scientific tact and clinical qualities, “the 

topic [of psychology] comprises that which can be successfully attacked and pretty much 

everything that otherwise leads to the typical and untypical catastrophic conflicts in life.”21 

Musil, the man of letters unparalleled in awareness of the aesthetic and scientific trends of his 

day, portrayed Individual Psychology as a field on the way towards functionalist scientific status 

and therefore equipped for successful practical intervention. 

                                                
clinical depth psychology called “logotherapy.” Frankl also edited the journal Der Mensch im 
Alltag: Zeitschrift zur Verbreitung und Anwendung der Individualpsychologie. On Frankl, see 
Viktor E. Frankl, Recollections: An Autobiography, trans. Joseph Fabry and Judith Fabry (New 
York: Perseus, 2000); Bernhard Handlbauer, Die Entstehungsgeschichte der 
Individualpsychologie Alfred Adlers (Wien: Geyer-Ed., 1984), p. 131ff. 

20 Musil, review of Psychologie des Lehrlings, p. 467. 

21 Musil, review of Psychologie des Lehrlings, p. 469. Musil’s ambiguous formulation that I 
rendered as “clinical sensibilities”: “Wie gesagt, hängt auf psychologischem Gebiet heute noch 
sehr viel von dem persönlichen wissenschaftlichen Taktgefühl ab, und wo es sich um ärztliche 
Aufgaben handelt, noch von anderen Eigenschaften...“ 
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 In an article in Der Kampf one of Adler’s disciples, Henry Jacoby, presented Individual 

Psychology as the only school of psychology suited to social democracy.22 Moreover, like Musil 

he stressed the school’s scientific status through its pursuit of regularities but paid particular 

attention to Adlerian psychology’s social dimension.  “Psychoanalysis,” he charged against the 

Freudians, “is the theory of mind in the declining phase of capitalism” and its worldview that of 

a declining class. (Adler counted among Freud’s earliest disciples, but they had broken bitterly, 

violently over Adler’s concepts of the “inferiority complex” and “masculine protest” in 1911.)23 

“Psychoanalysis is conservative,” he continued, “because it takes the preexisting order of society 

as a given fact and then seeks to adjust the increase in pleasure and the self to the possibilities of 

this state of affairs.” It was above all the method of psychoanalysis that made it so backward: 

“Ultimately, as a child of its stage of society, psychoanalysis is fixated on the medical ‘case’.” 

Due to its reliance on the case method, Jacoby charged, Freudian psychoanalysis “could not 

capture mental life of the individual in its living lawfulness (Gesetzmäßigkeit) and in the world’s 

totality (Weltganze). It was stuck in the interior of the individual.” Whereas psychoanalysis saw 

“drive, feelings and other phenomena…as self-evident,” Individual Psychology “discovered the 

                                                
22 Henry Jacoby led an interesting life. He moved on from the social democrats to the 
Communists in the 1930s. He was also involved with Funke, a leftwing social democratic 
organization that attracted Marie Jahoda and others in Lazarsfeld’s circle. Then, having fled 
Germany for France, he established contact with Max Horkheimer, who soon came to his rescue 
and supplied the necessary affadavit for his departure to the USA in 1940. He worked for 
Horkheimer for a short time by organizing the Institute for Social Research library collection, 
which had recently arrived from Europe. Like many emigres, he then worked at the Office of 
Strategic Services and later fell in with New York leftist circles (e.g. around Lewis Coser and 
Dwight Macdonald) and worked for the UN and Amnesty International. See Alfred Lévy and 
Gerald Mackenthun, Gestalten um Alfred Adler: Pioniere der Individualpsychologie (Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2002). 

23 Variations to the story appear in Peter Gay, Freud: A Life for Our Time (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1988); Edward Hoffman, The Drive for Self: Alfred Adler and the Founding of 
Individual Psychology (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1994), pp. 66-76. 
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regularities (Gesetzmäßigkeiten) of the dynamic of mental life and gave the concept of mind a 

new definition true to life and to its time.” It was Individual Psychology’s attention to the social 

milieu in particular that made it scientific and practical. “Individual Psychology recognized the 

impossibility,” Jacoby wrote, “of capturing the individual apart from totality and in this way 

became the theory of the behavior (Verhaltungsweise) of the individual toward its environment 

(Umwelt) and thereby at the same time a means of the person’s orientation in society, a guide to 

proper behavior.” Adlerian psychology offered the true monistic theory of mind: mind and body 

were functions of one and the same living organism. It brought together external causality (with 

attention to the way the individual adjusted to its environment) and internal teleology (by treating 

the individual as a goal-directed unity). Altogether, Jacoby emphasized, “the milieu out of which 

[the individual] takes off in life takes on enormous importance.” For Jacoby, it was its attention 

to milieu that made Individual Psychology the proper science of the mind in the era of transition 

from capitalism to socialism. 

This is not the place to arbitrate the balkanized schools of Viennese depth psychology. 

However, it is worth noting that Siegfried Bernfeld highlighted the same features in Freudian 

psychoanalysis that Musil found scientific in Adlerian Individual Psychology. Perhaps this says 

more about Viennese scientific culture than about depth psychology. Bernfeld combined 

practical experience in experimental pedagogy and theoretical work in Freudian psychoanalysis 

and Marxism.24 Slightly older than Lazarsfeld, Bernfeld was an important mentor as Lazarsfeld 

                                                
24 On his experiment in anti-authoritarian education and care, see Siegfried Bernfeld, Kinderheim 
Baumgarten. Bericht über einen ernsthaften Versuch mit neuer Erziehung (Berlin: Jüdischer 
Verlag, 1921). See also Rudolf Ekstein, “Siegfried Bernfeld: Sisyphus or the Boundaries of 
Education,” in Psychoanalytic Pioneers, ed. Franz Alexander, Samuel Eisenstein, and Martin 
Grotjahn (New York: Basic Books, 1966), 415–29; Peter Dudek, Er war halt genialer als die 
anderen: biografische Annäherungen an Siegfried Bernfeld (Gießen, Lahn: Psychosozial-Verlag, 
2012). 
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passed into adulthood and himself became a leader in the socialist youth movement. As we will 

see below, it was Bernfeld who helped Lazarsfeld get established in academic psychology. 

Bernfeld was a partisan of Freudian psychoanalysis but was also uncommonly dedicated to 

dialogue and synthesis across schools, including academic psychology. 

In the 1930s, Bernfeld published a series of articles that sought to sharpen the scientific 

rigor of psychoanalysis, giving psychoanalysis an almost Machian positivist reading. In one such 

article, Bernfeld gave a functional account of Freudian Deutung (interpretation). First, Bernfeld 

found that in The Interpretation of Dreams Freud used the word Deutung almost as a synonym 

with Erklären (to explain), Verstehen (to understand), and Erraten (to guess or figure out). To 

interpret was to set the dream in its specific personal context (Zusammenhang), which required a 

combination of insights, knowledge of conditions, and other facts. Interpretation, Bernfeld 

argued, was important in all science, including the exact natural sciences and analytical 

mathematics; it was thus difficult to distinguish between the deutende and the erklärende 

sciences. More promising and useful was to explicate “which process, which method [of 

interpretation],…what kinds of claims it leads to, and by means of what operations it did so.”25 

Bernfeld’s rejection of the dichotomy between interpretative and explanatory sciences was 

typically Viennese. As we will see, Lazarsfeld also dismissed this dichotomy. 

Freudian interpretations, Bernfeld wrote, tended to be functional in the manner of the 

natural sciences: they were “explanations (Erklärungen) in the sense of otherwise common 

concept formation in the natural sciences. He applies this way of thinking that is very habitual in 

natural science to new problems and objects.” Moreover, he wrote in a passage that confounds 

                                                
25 Siegfried Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der ‘Deutung’ in der Psychoanalyse,” Zeitschrift für 
angewandte Psychologie 42, no. 5/6 (1932), p. 493. 
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the image of psychoanalysis as antithetical to “positivist” social science, Freudian interpretation 

served as a preparatory step toward quantification: “For Freud, functional explanations are in a 

certain sense provisional [ones] that take the place of hopefully quantitative causal explanations, 

in the narrowest sense of the word.”26 “Like all natural sciences,” he summed up, psychoanalysis 

“searches…for connections to functional (quantitative) laws.”27 Bernfeld’s reference to the 

natural sciences was not superficial. Two years prior, he had published an article on the 

measurability of libido with references to psychophysics, contemporary academic psychology, 

Boltzmann’s gas laws, and Max Planck’s philosophical writings on causality and free will.28 

Here he paid careful attention, like Ernst Cassirer and Kurt Lewin before him, to the quantitative 

and qualitative meanings of “function” in various disciplines such as biology, physiology, and 

mathematics.29  

Bernfeld also pointed out that, for Freud, interpretations had to be verifiable, introducing 

a term typical of the positivists. The “genetic” approach to interpretation (distinct from the 

functional) was essentially to reconstruct a narrative chain. Here he compared psychoanalytic 

interpretation to archeology and to Sherlock Holmes’s Spurenwissenschaft (science of traces). 

(Lazarsfeld seems to have been more of a G.K. Chesterton man, as his references to the priest-

detective Father Brown indicate.)30 Much like the chair of the Psychology Institute at the 

                                                
26 Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der ‘Deutung’ in der Psychoanalyse,“ p. 463. 

27 Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der ‘Deutung’,” p. 470. 

28 Siegfried Bernfeld and Sergei Feitelberg, “Über psychische Energie, Libido, und deren 
Meßbarkeit,” Imago 16 (1930): 66–118. 

29 Bernfeld in fact references Lewin, who in turn owed much to Cassirer in Lewin, “Der Begriff 
der Genese in der Physik und Biologie” (1922). 

30 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Art of Asking Why,” National Marketing Review 1, no. 1 (1935). 
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University of Vienna, Karl Bühler, as we will see below, Bernfeld puzzled through the 

relationship between intuition and induction. Freud thought that the essential step of genetic 

interpretation was only retroactively verified through induction: Sherlock Holmes does not arrive 

at his interpretations through inductive chains; but he pretends to do so, and he does not 

recognize any claims that cannot be retroactively justified as links in an induction. The same can 

be said of archaeology: intuition helps us find an interpretation in the first place, but these 

interpretations must be inductively verifiable. Here Bernfeld introduced the concept of the 

Modell (model)—a word that, as we will see in a later chapter, was central to modern physics 

since Boltzmann but only slowly making its way into the social sciences at the time. Karl Bühler 

had proposed thinking in terms of models as a way of bringing together intuition and induction in 

Die Krise der Psychologie (1927). Bernfeld noted that in genetic interpretation “We do not 

actually reconstruct the process (Vorgang); rather, we build a model of it. Normally there will be 

multiple possible [models],” he continued, echoing Boltzmann. The goal was to articulate how a 

singular event represents a special case of a general law or to interpret a specific process as a 

special case of a type of process. 

Not everyone granted scientific status to Individual Psychology. Adler’s 1907 book on 

the inferiority complex (Organminderwertigkeit) was critized for his dependence on anecdotal 

cases rather than hard statistical data. In 1915, Adler applied to become a Privatdozent at the 

University of Vienna’s medical faculty. He submitted his book Über den nervosen Charakter 

(1912) with his dossier. The faculty rejected his application, arguing that the book had no 

empirical basis—quantifiable or clinical—and was mere speculation. Later he was criticized for 

failing to keep rigorous statistics of his child guidance work and for his shunning of experimental 

or statistical work. Moreover, his critics noted, he did not systematically follow up on 



 

 252 

interventions based on the insights of Individual Psychology, so it was impossible to gauge their 

results.31 Adler’s lack of statistical support was no mere oversight but rather programmatic, as 

we will examine in more detail below. And as we will see with Lazarsfeld’s transition from 

Adlerian to academic psychology under Karl and Charlotte Bühler at the University of Vienna 

Psychological Institute, Adler seems to have developed resentment toward quantitative 

analysis—and really any abstraction in the direction of categorization and typology—in 

psychology. 

The Marxist sociologist Max Adler offered a more fundamental critique of Individual 

Psychology in a 1925 talk the Adler circle. Max Adler agreed with Individual Psychology’s 

assumption that psychic causality is teleological—that is, that all mental life is goal oriented. 

And he agreed as well that mental processes should be “understood” and not “explained.” 

Nevertheless, he found its theoretical structure arbitrary—specifically its fixation on the 

Gemeinschaftsgefühl (communal feeling) as the master concept.32 Methodologically, he charged, 

Individual Psychology was “hardly distinguishable from a completely naïve empiricism.” 

Lazarsfeld was still an official member of the Association at this time. Thus, it is quite possible 

                                                
31 Hoffman, The Drive for Self, pp. 57, 84-85, 132. Unfortunately, Hoffman does not give 
references. 

32 Besides, he continued, articulating a critique that perhaps anticipated that of Russell Jacoby, 
the Gemeinschaftsgefühl was really just “a stodgy (bieder) way of thinking of the good bourgeois 
who loves agreeableness and peace” extended naively into a theory of mental life. A critic, he 
continued, could call it “the psychology of the petty bourgeois, of intellectual conservatism, 
which is not any less so when it is upheld by people who call themselves social democrats.” “The 
actual Gemeinschaftsgefühl,“ he continued, “above all disintegrative, destructive—in short 
revolutionary…” Max Adler, “Erkenntniskritische Bemerkungen zur Individualpsychologie,” 
Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925), p. 215. 
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he witnessed the critique, which in any case was soon published along with rebuttals from Alfred 

Adler and others in the Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie.33 

Through his membership in the Adler circle and his mother’s particular status, 

Lazarsfeld’s young adult life was closely intertwined with Individual Psychology as a way of 

producing social knowledge, a clinical practice, and a basis of institutional reform. The Adlerians 

developed and disseminated their school of psychology through a variety of structures. For years, 

the Individual Psychology Association met every Saturday evening at Adler’s home in regular 

seminar-like meetings. There they analyzed case studies and discussed the applications of 

Individual Psychology to various topics including not only the most obviously germane 

psychological and social issues but also a wide range of topics such as literary analysis, 

aesthetics, and the biological foundations of logic. Sophie Lazarsfeld, for example, presented on 

“The case of Kleist contra Goethe,” “George Sand, a woman like you and I,” “Taking leave – 

giving leave: A psychological sketch,” and other topics. Some of the meetings dealt with 

contrasting approaches to social science. Professor Lecky of Columbia University, for example, 

gave a public lecture on “Behaviorism” on July 2, 1928 and attended a follow-up discussion in 

the following week. The hometown sociologist Max Adler sparked heated debate with his 

“Epistemological Remarks on Individual Psychology” at a 1925 meeting of the Association.34 

                                                
33 Alfred Adler, “Diskussionsbemerkungen zum Vortrage des Prof. Max Adler im Verein für 
Individualpsychologie,” Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925): 
209–21. 

34 Max Adler, “Erkenntniskritische Bemerkungen zur Individualpsychologie,” Internationale 
Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925): 209–21; Alfred Adler, 
“Diskussionsbemerkungen zum Vortrage des Prof. Max Adler im Verein für 
Individualpsychologie,” Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie 3, no. 5 (1925): 
209–21. 
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In addition to the private circle around Adler, there were also events throughout the week 

open to the public. A lecture series dealt with a different theme each year. From 1919-1922, for 

example, the series dealt with the psychology of each successive stage of child development 

from early childhood through puberty. In the following year, the lectures concerned the “Life and 

Work of Important Men and the Psychology of Revolutionaries.” In 1923-24, the topic shifted to 

“Mass Psychology,” including impressions of the Russian Revolution and the German November 

Revolution. In addition to these public lectures, Adler also gave adult education courses at the 

Volksheim and taught at the Pedagogical Institute in Schönbrunn palace. Sophie Lazarsfeld 

taught courses at venues varying from private apartments to schools to the private practices of 

Adlerian doctors and directed a summer school for Individual Psychology in Semmering starting 

in 1932.  

And finally, there was a proliferation of Erziehungsberatungsstellen (Childrearing 

Advice Centers) in private apartments, in schools, and in various other public settings. These 

advice centers, which eventually totaled 21 and were located throughout Vienna, paired a 

medical doctor with a lay analyst. Sophie Lazarsfeld ran an advice center out of the family 

apartment in the Seilergasse together with Alfred Adler’s daughter Alexandra every Wednesday 

night, 5:00-7:00pm.35 The advice centers worked as sites of knowledge production and 

treatment, so to speak, on the model of clinical medicine. Sophie gathered a wealth of material 

from cases at the advice center for her pamphlets on childrearing and marriage.  

 Adler’s writings were unsystematic, as even his most loyal devotees admitted, and even a 

cursory look at Adler’s published work raises contrasts with the commentary on Individual 

                                                
35 “Mitteilungsblatt für Individualpsychologische Veranstaltungen” (Feb. 1932 vol 1, no. 1) 
reprinted in Handlbauer, Die Entstehungsgeschichte der Individualpsychologie Alfred Adlers. 
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Psychology offered by Henry Jacoby, Robert Musil, and others.36 Nevertheless, one can extract a 

pattern in which Adler presented Individual Psychology as an “understanding” (verstehende) 

rather than “explanatory” (erklärende) “science” of mental life. This entailed a focus on 

individual cases, which he treated as unique rather than as instantiations of general laws. He 

argued that we cannot predict the individual on the basis of general laws. Yet, paradoxically 

perhaps, he asserted that we can predict the individual on the basis of “understanding.” The 

criterion of understanding, in fact, was successful prediction.37 “Our training in Individual 

Psychology,” Adler wrote in The Meaning of Life (1931), “helps us understand the uniqueness of 

each individual, not the category or typology. Uniqueness cannot be expressed in terminology,” 

he continued, “but only in an artistic description.”38 Years earlier, in a 1914 essay, Adler had 

used the same analogy to emphasize the psychologist’s attention to the whole individual. “It is 

the nature and the work especially of the artist, the painter, the sculptor, the musician, and 

particularly the poet, so to present all the minor traits of his characters that the observer is able to 

comprehend in them the basic lines of the personality.” Like the artist, so the psychologist: 

“[W]e attempt to examine the nuances, the uniqueness of the goal, the uniqueness of the opinion 

                                                
36 See, for example, Ansbacher and Ansbacher, p. xvi. 

37 This is according to the summary by Ansbacher and Ansbacher of relevant passages from Sinn 
des Lebens (1933) and Education of Children (1930) under the heading “Prediction and its 
Limitations.” 

38 Alfred Adler, “The Meaning of Life,” in The Collected Clinical Works of Alfred Adler, ed. 
Henry T. Stein, vol. 6 (Bellingham, WA: Classical Adlerian Translation Project, 2006). Lecture 
given in Berlin, June 7, 1930. Originally published as “Der Sinn des Lebens” in the 
Internationale Zeitschrift für Individualpsychologie, Vol. IX, 1931, pp. 161-171.  
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of a man himself and the tasks of life. The task of Individual Psychology is to comprehend the 

individual variant.”39 

Adler emphasized the place of intimate familiarity (a keyword for proponents of 

Verstehen) and shared humanity (a condition of possibility of hermeneutic methods) with the 

patient: “Understanding means a well-developed, deep interest in others; the capacity to interpret 

everything in the way one expects others to interpret.”40 Adler championed “common sense” as 

“an ideal of overall understanding resulting from the experiences of all mankind.” This did not 

make Individual Psychology any less scientific, Adler claimed, but moreso. He argued explicitly 

against induction. In contrast with Bernfeld, Karl Bühler, and Lazarsfeld, who sought to bring 

the two operations together through the “model,” he counterposed induction to intuition. “Here, I 

want to point out that we do not progress in our understanding by analyzing facts or adding up 

given elements. What helps us understand the meaning of life is guessing…We should not 

consider guessing as something outside scientific thinking. In science, progress occurs through 

guessing. On a more sophisticated level, we can also call it intuition. But intuition is not different 

from the guessing everyone uses today” (my emphasis, Meaning of Life). 

 Adler’s opposition to induction and his emphasis on the individual and the unique fit with 

his resistance to generalization, abstraction, and quantification. He was ambivalent toward 

typology and classification, two procedures of scientific reasoning that made it possible to 

                                                
39 “Die Individualpsychologie, ihre Voraussetzungen und Ergebnisse,” excerpted in Alfred 
Adler, The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler: A Systematic Presentation in Selections from 
His Writings, ed. Heinz L. Ansbacher and Rowena R. Ansbacher (Harper Perennial, 1964), p. 
180. N.B. that Lazarsfeld advised Ansbacher and Ansbacher on their book. They acknowledged 
that Lazarsfeld “suggested that a book of readings would best fill this existing need [for a 
comprehensive book], and through his suggestion our plan began to take its final shape.” 

40 Alfred Adler, “The Meaning of Life,” in The Collected Clinical Works of Alfred Adler, ed. 
Henry T. Stein, vol. 6 (Bellingham, WA: Classical Adlerian Translation Project, 2006). 
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compare individual cases and construct theory. As it turns out, Adler proposed to use types in a 

heuristic way that was comparable to the initial procedures of modeling. However, he was wary 

of reducing individuals to mere instantiations of types. “We do not consider human beings as 

types, because every person has an individual style of life,” he wrote in The Science of Living 

(1929). Types were only heuristics or “merely convenient abstractions” as Adler put it. “If we 

speak of types,” he wrote, “it is only as a conceptual device to make more understandable the 

similarities of individuals.”41 Classifications were only provisional and were not to be confused 

with statements about reality. When we make a classification, he wrote, “we do not commit 

ourselves to use the same classification at all times. We use the classification which is most 

useful for bringing out a particular similarity. People who take types and classification seriously 

do not see how, once a person is put in a pigeonhole, he can be put into any other 

classification.”42 When Lazarsfeld reflected on type formation in the 1930s, he too recognized 

the constructedness of types. Yet by this point, he was already working with a rather different 

conception of “type.” Through Adler’s examples, it is clear that unlike Lazarsfeld he did not 

think of types in terms of multivariate correlations. Examples from The Science of Living 

indicate Adler’s adherence to constitutional types. In one place he talks of visual versus aural 

types; in another he writes of the four temperaments—sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and 

phlegmatic. It should be noted that Adler shared an orientation toward constitutional types with 

his contemporaries such as the psychiatrist and Nobel laureate Ernst Kretschmer and fellow 

                                                
41 Adler, The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler,  p. 166. 

42 Adler, The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler,  p. 166-67. 



 

 258 

Viennese with interests in characterology and physiognomy like Karl Bühler, the psychoanalyst 

Ernst Kris, and the art historian E.H. Gombrich.43  

Ultimately, it seems, Adler emphasized that “…a human being cannot be typified or 

classified.” Scientists confused types with reality due to the distortions of language: “We believe 

that the parsimony of language causes many scientists to come to mistaken conclusions, to 

believe in types, entities, and racial qualities.” This brought Adler back once again to Verstehen. 

“Individual Psychology requires that each individual must be studied in light of his own peculiar 

development,” he wrote. “To present the individual understandably, in words, requires an 

extensive reviewing of all his facets. Yet too often psychologists are tempted away from this 

recognition to take the easier but unfruitful roads of classification. That is a temptation to which, 

in his practical work, we must never yield.”44 

  Adler’s approach to case studies appears to have been more intuitive than systematic. His 

followers depicted Adler’s interpretative act as an almost magical flash of insight. Even in his 

traditional medical practice, Adler was known as a skilled diagnostician.45 Though Adler in fact 

presented his method as “comparative individual psychology,” cases were not prepared for 

systematic comparison through coding, tabulation, or the like as academic psychology began to 

                                                
43 See Ernst Kretschmer, Physique and Character: An Investigation of the Nature of Constitution 
and of the Theory of Temperament, trans. W.J.H. Sprott (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 
Inc., 1970), originally published in 1922. On the broader cultural currency of consitutional types 
and characterology in the interwar period, see Robert Musil, “Charakterologie und Dichtung,” in 
Gesammelte Werke, vol. 2 (Hamburg: Reinbek, 1978), 1402–4; Helmut Lethen, “Neusachliche 
Physiognomik: Gegen den Schrecken der ungewissen Zeichen,” Der Deutsch Unterricht, no. 2 
(1997): 6–18. On Bühler, Kris, and Gombrich, see E.H. Gombrich, “Art History and Psychology 
in Vienna Fifty Years Ago,” Art Journal 44 (1984): 162–64. 

44 Adler, The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler,  p. 167. 

45 Edward Hoffman, The Drive for Self: Alfred Adler and the Founding of Individual Psychology 
(Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1994), p. 32. 



 

 259 

do at the time. He acknowledged similarities between his approach and the “Personalism” of 

William Stern, but unlike Stern he refused to press the logic of comparison toward formalized 

methods.46 Overall, Adlerian psychology in its original Viennese guise seems to have been above 

all an oral practice. Many of his contemporaries lament that Adler’s writings—which are indeed 

unappealing to the latter day reader—pale in comparison to his personal charisma and 

momentary insight. One disciple described the “inimitable vividness” with which Adler 

“uncovered” the errors of his child subjects. “And then there appeared at once a completely new 

picture of the child,” he continued, “That was Adler’s great art—the ‘art of reading a life 

history.’” Through Adler’s “creativity” (Schöpfertum) “there occurred before our eyes…a 

photography of the child’s soul.”47 Oskar Spiel painted a similar miraculous picture of Adler’s 

creative interpretative performance. “He closed one eye and lost contact, but only seemingly; 

then the lines on his face tautened a bit: one had the impression of the most concentrated 

attention, of inner processing.” This “great magician,” Spiel remembered, “cast his spell” on the 

mother and child whose problems he diagnosed in their presence. “That was not mere ‘thinking’, 

that was an ‘act’; that was not mere science, that was art,” he concluded ecstatically.48 The 

charismatic, highly individual act of diagnosis was an obstacle to Individual Psychology 

achieving the status of a science that could be relied upon for knowledge independent of the 

observer. When Lazarsfeld shifted to academic psychology, he searched for a way of formalizing 

insight just enough that the operation retained its complex interpretative character but was 

                                                
46 On Stern, see James T. Lamiell, Beyond Individual and Group Differences: Human 
Individuality, Scientific Psychology, and William Stern’s Critical Personalism (SAGE, 2003). 

47 Seidel (1937), quoted in Bernhard Handlbauer, Die Entstehungsgeschichte der 
Individualpsychologie Alfred Adlers (Vienna: Geyer-Ed., 1984), p. 176ff. My emphasis. 

48 Quoted in Handlbauer, p. 178. 



 

 260 

subject to intersubjective and empirical verification. In this way, social knowledge could be 

offered as a more compelling basis for policy decisions and students could be trained more 

systematically and in greater numbers as certified producers of reliable social knowledge. This 

required a break from the Adlerian diagnostic mystique, but as we will see Lazarsfeld retained 

hermeneutic interpretation and the learned judgment of diagnosis as valid operations in social 

science. 

 Paul Lazarsfeld could have come into contact with Alfred Adler and his ideas in the early 

post-WWI years. At that time, the Lazarsfeld family belonged to the orbit of the social reformer, 

feminist, and Vienna socialite Eugenie Schwarzwald and attended her summer vacation colony. 

Schwarzwald was not a socialist, but her soup kitchens during WWI, her girls’ school, and her 

vacation colonies were important sites of interaction for leftwing intellectuals from Vienna and 

further afield. As we have seen, Adler had particular relevance to the socialist youth movement. 

Lazarsfeld’s engagement with Individual Psychology stretched from the early 1920s to at least 

1929 with his last explicitly Adlerian publication in a book edited by his mother, Technik der 

Erziehung (1929).  

By 1923 Lazarsfeld had his first publication on Adlerian psychology in the the journal 

edited by the fellow youth movement leader and Adler disciple, Otto Felix Kanitz, Die 

Sozialistische Erziehung. In “Die Sozialistische Erziehung und das Gemeinschaftsleben der 

Jugend,” he called for interventionist scientific knowledge of the social psychology of youth. In 

this short article, he referenced a rich variety of texts—recent and now classic German literary 

representations of youth (Heinrich Mann’s Abdankung and Thomas Mann’s “Tonio Kröger”), 

Siegfried Bernfield’s report on the Kinderheim Baumgarten, Freud’s Lectures on 



 

 261 

Psychoanalysis, and Hans Blüher’s history of the Wandervogel movement.49 Here Lazarsfeld took 

up the Adlerian language of milieu and of the mutual influence of individual and environment. 

And he already revealed an interest in social groups and their specific dynamics. “Just like a 

forest is not a sum of trees,” he wrote, “a group is not a sum of individuals but something distinct 

whose laws (Gesetze) must be studied if one wishes to influence it.” Neither the preexisting 

literature on individual youths nor “the general laws of sociology” were sufficient.  

Lazarsfeld made some basic suggestions for how to build a social psychology of youth. 

The intermediate aim was to make out the “typical behavioral types” (typische Verhaltungsarten) 

of youth within their environments. But, he argued, it was “not easy to grasp these types and to 

recognize them in concrete cases.” Echoing Adler’s verstehende approach to psychology, 

Lazarsfeld emphasized the need for experience (Erfahrung). Yet type formation required more 

experience than a single educator could have. Thus, Lazarsfeld already pointed toward a more 

Baconian, collective vision of science than Adler would likely have accepted. “For this reason,” 

Lazarsfeld suggested, “socialist teachers should come together under skillful direction in order to 

collect their experiences and to interpret them according to purposeful perspectives.” This may 

lead to the recognition of regularities or lawfulness (Gesetzmäßigkeiten) regarding the mutual 

influence of individual and community. “We will only be able to claim insight into the 

communal lives of youth when we have a rich abundance of descriptions,” he wrote in a clear 

plea for induction, “out of which we can draw out regularities (immer Wiederkehrendes) and 

consolidate [them] into laws.” 

                                                
49 Blüher was later a key source for the two classic accounts of the German youth movement by 
Walter Laqueur and George Mosse. 
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Though Lazarfeld called for interventionist knowledge, he did not hope for it to deskill 

the craft of pedagogy. He already assumed the virtue of precise knowledge, even if it were not 

yet achievable. “Of course, today we cannot know the degree of exactness we will arrive at,” he 

wrote. “But in any case socialist education will get ample help from [such knowledge].” On the 

one hand, he noted, “it is self evident that the teacher must be above all personally appropriate 

for his occupation.” Yet, on the other hand, effective teaching also required formal knowledge: 

“just like every artist must master the technique of his art, we must aquire knowledge of the laws 

of our object, the group of young people.” Lazarsfeld concluded with a rousing call for 

Baconian, collectivist inductive science in the service of the socialist future. “Through the 

description of single cases, collection of statistical materials, etc.” he wrote, “we contribute to the 

study and clarification [of the social lives of youth] so that we can come ever closer to our 

essential task: to organize self-educating communities.” 

 

4.1.1 From Pedagogy to Worker Psychology 

Lazarsfeld published a flurry of articles dealing with Individual Psychology in 1927. This 

was a busy year for Lazarsfeld in which he explored several possible directions in social science. 

At this time, his writing exhibited a clear socialist loyalty, and he indicated sensitivity to the 

politics of social knowledge. This was also a fateful year for Austrian socialism. The burning of 

the Justizpalast (supreme court) in Vienna on July 15, the violent militaristic crackdown, and 

other acts of political violence surrounding the event divided the party and its intellectuals over 

socialist strategy, especially regarding physical force. Whereas Lazarsfeld’s earlier publications 

in psychology focused on childhood, youth, and pedagogy, his interests had expanded to 

encompass working-class psychology more broadly. 
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By this time, working-class psychology had become a diverse field of research and 

writing in Central Europe. The point of contact between youth psychology and working-class 

psychology soon provided Lazarsfeld’s entry into academic social science with his 1929 book 

Jugend und Beruf (Youth and Unemployment). The systematic study of working conditions, 

standards of living, and habits of workers and their families was nothing new. Already in the 

ninteenth century, Friedrich Engels published The Condition of the Working Class in England 

(1845) and Frédéric Le Play studied workers and their families in various parts of Europe.50 At 

the end of the century, Charles Booth and Beatrice Web conducted meticulous surveys of 

working-class life in London.51 Yet the approach Lazarsfeld took up in Jugend und Beruf and in 

his mid-1930s collaborations with the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research was neither obvious 

nor preordained.52 Despite the long history of “surveys” of working-class life, quantified 

surveys, especially those that sought to penetrate into the mind rather than remain at the level of 

standards of living and working conditions, were only in their infancy and did not yet have the 

scientific prestige and validity they later accrued. Especially given Alfred Adler’s strong 

                                                
50 On Le Play, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Notes on the History of Quantification in Sociology--
Trends, Sources and Problems,” Isis 52, no. 2 (June 1961): 277–333; Theodore M. Porter, 
“Reforming Vision: The Engineer Le Play Learns to Observe Society Sagely,” in Histories of 
Scientific Observation, ed. Lorraine Daston and Elizabeth Lunbeck (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2011), 281–302. 

51 Hans Zeisel wrote about these works in his appendix to the Marienthal study, which was 
written after the team had conducted and written up its research. 

52 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Käthe Leichter, “Erhebung bei Jugendlichen über Autorität und 
Familie,” in Studien über Authorität und Familie: Forschungsberichte aus dem Institut für 
Sozialforschung, ed. Institute of Social Research (Paris: Librarie Felix Alcan, 1936), 352–440. 
Lazarsfeld also assisted for Erich Fromm’s survey in that same volume, published posthumously 
in full as Erich Fromm, Arbeiter und Angestellte am Vorabend des Dritten Reiches: eine 
sozialpsychologische Untersuchung, ed. Wolfgang Bonß (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch 
Verlag, 1980). 
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resistance to induction, Lazarsfeld’s embrace of survey research should be interpreted against the 

background of competing possibilities for knowledge about the psychology of the worker. Thus, 

it is worth considering some of the forms of research and representation available to anyone 

interested in intervening in working-class life in the 1920s. 

A 1931 literature review by the German sociologist Theodor Geiger in the preeminent 

journal of social thought edited by Rudolf Hilferding, Die Gesellschaft, conveys the landscape of 

“Arbeiter-Psychologische Forschung” (research on worker psychology) at the time.53 Geiger 

traced this landscape back to the late-nineteenth-century “social question” discussed within the 

bourgeois public sphere. Bourgeois inquiry into the psychology of the worker, Geiger argued, 

stemmed from two realizations in the face of the social question—the assumption that the worker 

was a categorically different type from the bourgeois and the recognition that his psychology 

cannot be reached through wages and social statistics alone.54 “Short and sweet,” Geiger wrote, 

“between the exponents of bourgeois intelligence and the industrial proletarian a chasm seems to 

have emerged so enormous that even the proletarian-friendly intellectual feels that he must 

infiltrate a world that is categorically foreign psychological world like a missionary or 

                                                
53 Theodor Geiger, “Zur Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” Die Gesellschaft 8, no. 
1 (1931): 237–54. N.B. Geiger pay some attention to the work coming out of Vienna, e.g. his 
review of Lazarfeld’s colleague at the University of Vienna Psychological Institute, Hildegard 
Hetzer. See Theodor Geiger, review of Kindheit und Armut, by Hildegard Hetzer, Die Arbeit 8, 
no. 8 (1931): 650–52. Die Gesellschaft also carried articles, for example, by Walter Benjamin, 
Herbert Marcuse, and Hannah Arendt. 

54 Geiger compared the new attention to worker psychology with “positivism” in a way that was 
both perplexing and interesting: “It fit with the opposition to scientific positivism, with its 
fixation on generalization, to work out and discover the essentials of a type with psychological 
means,” p. 238. In his own work, Geiger was particularly concerned with the notion of social 
type. See Theodor Geiger, Die Gestalten der Gesellung (Karlsruhe: G. Braun, 1928); Theodor 
Geiger, Die soziale Schuchtung des deutschen Volkes: Soziographischer Versuch auf 
statistischer Grundlage (Stuttgart: F. Enke, 1932). 
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ethnologist in order to capture the essence of the proletarian.” Hence the “countless volumes that 

pile up in our libraries and read like reports on distant, inscrutable peoples.”55 

Geiger pointed out a variety of contemporary genres that dealt with worker psychology—

statistics; worker biographies and autobiographies; social-psychological surveys and 

experimental psychophysical research; belletristic literature; and ethnographies.56 These genres 

were also well represented in Lazarsfeld’s Vienna: the collaboration between Rudolf 

Brunngraber, who portrayed the “little man” of the interwar period through the statistics that 

constituted him in Karl and the Twentieth Century (1932), and Otto Neurath, who compiled and 

depicted social statistics at his Social and Economic Museum, indicates the level of reflexivity 

on knowing and representing the worker that the Viennese reached in the interwar period.57 

Before Brunngraber and Neurath, the social democrat and pedagogue Max Winter wrote 

countless social reportages of Vienna’s downtrodden and outcast, Joseph Roth captured the 

impoverished Ostjuden and other urban lower strata, Hugo Bettauer fictionalized such misery in 

Die freudlose Gasse (The Joyless Street, 1924), and Käthe Leichter conducted questionnaire-

based surveys of working women from her post at the Vienna Chamber of Labor.58 

                                                
55 Geiger, „Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” p. 239. 

56 Unfortunately, there is no space here to examine Geiger’s interesting analysis of worker 
biographies and autobiographies as sketches of a “type.” 

57 See Wendelin Schmidt-Dengler, “Statistik und Roman. Über Otto Neurath und Rudolf 
Brunngraber,” in Ohne Nostalgie. Zur österreichischen Literatur der Zwischenkriegszeit (Wien: 
Böhlau Verlag, 2002), 82–91; Jon Hughes, “Facts and Fiction: Rudolf Brunngraber, Otto 
Neurath, and Viennese Neue Sachlichkeit,” in Interwar Vienna : Culture between Tradition and 
Modernity (Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2009), 206–23. 

58 See, for example, Max Winter, Das goldene Wiener Herz (Berlin: H. Seemann Nachfolger, 
1905); Joseph Roth, Juden auf Wanderschaft (Berlin: Verlag Die Schmiede, 1927); Käthe 
Leichter, Frauenarbeit und Arbeiterinnenschutz in Österreich (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 
1927); Käthe Leichter, Wie leben die Wiener Heimarbeiter? eine Erhebung über die Arbeits- und 
Lebensverhältnisse von tausend Wiener Heimarbeitern (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1923); 
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Geiger associated “positivism” with the thin description of social statistics, “the only 

significant source for the older social-reformist attitude toward the industrial proletarian.” By 

this he meant “the material conditions of existence, the countable and measurable moments of 

the social condition of the industrial worker,” which were then compared with the living 

conditions of other strata and used for constructing “purposeful” social policy.59 The social-

psychological survey (sozialpsychologishe Umfrage), Geiger wrote, attempted to overcome the 

limitations of social statistics. It sought to synthesize the “immediate grasp of the experiencing 

subject” in the worker biography with the advantage of mass observation and the “objectivity” of 

statistical methods. The goal of surveys, he noted, was to penetrate beyond “the objective 

external state of affairs” and “to find out without mediation (unmittelbar zu erfahren)” how the 

objective was reflected in the mental life of the average man in a comparable way.60 Geiger 

showed impressive sensitivity to the practical methodological challenges of questionnaire-based 

survey research, especially surrounding the issue of rapport between the bourgeois researcher 

and the proletarian respondent. He brought the methodological difficulties to a paradoxical point: 

“the more precise and correct the question, the greater the guarantee of precise and mutually 

comparable answers. At the same time, this diminishes the specific value of the survey. The 

                                                
Käthe Leichter, So leben wir...: 1320 Industriearbeiterinnen berichten über ihr Leben (Vienna: 
Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1932). Much of Winter’s work was published in the Arbeiter-Zeitung, but 
it also had one foot in academic social science as a Vienna offshoot of Hans Ostwald’s 
Großstadtdokumente series. See Ralf Thies, “Wiener Großstadt-Dokumente. Erkundungen in der 
Metropole der k.u.k. Monarchie” (Working Paper, Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für 
Sozialforschung, 2001). 

59 Geiger, „Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” p. 240. 

60 Geiger, „Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” p. 246. 
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survey thereby approaches objective statistics to such an extent that insight into the subjective 

world of the respondent is only possible through a narrow crack.”61 

Geiger praised the Belgian heterodox socialist Hendrik de Man for navigating this 

paradox most skillfully.62 De Man had set off a heated debate among socialists over his frontal 

attack on Marxian base-superstructure determinism. The Viennese took part in the European-

wide reception of De Man, and Lazarsfeld got swept up in the flurry. “Well, you know Henri de 

Man came to Austria and was quite fond of me,” Lazarsfeld remembered in an oral history 

interview. “You know, he wrote The Joy of Work and so on. So I became a great Henri de Man 

enthusiast. There was a big debate. You see Henri de Man was an anti-Marxist, but I liked him 

very much, so I tried to reconcile him.”63 This passage suggests an affinity for De Man’s 

personality, but his thinking must have appealed to Lazarsfeld and other Austrian socialists and 

Marxists (and Austromarxists) who worried the gap between objective conditions and 

consciousness. We have seen above through Kanitz that the Adlerians thought they had 

something to contribute to the socialists’ quandary. As Lazarsfeld used to put it, “a fighting 

revolution requires economics (Marx); a victorious revolution requires engineers (Russia); a 

defeated revolution calls for psychology (Vienna).”64 In an oral history interview with Daniel 

Bell, Lazarsfeld expressed a similar problematic but in a sociological key: “There was a 

                                                
61 Geiger, „Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” p. 248. 

62 Geiger, „Kritik der arbeiter-psychologischen Forschung,” p. 248, 250. 

63 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), pp. 23-24. Lazarsfeld also noted that he served as translator 
along with Hendrik de Man and Oskar Pollak (later editor of the Arbeiter-Zeitung) at the 1924 
socialist party congress in Marseilles, p. 211. 

64 Lazarsfeld, “On Becoming an Immigrant” in Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical 
Essays (Boston, 1972) p. 247. 



 

 268 

dissatisfaction with some of the old Socialist doctrines,” he recalled, “and sociology was seen as 

a way of finding out what reality was, rather than just accepting it on the basis of a priori 

statements.”65 

In The Psychology of Marxism (1926)—originally published in German, then in French 

with the more provocative title of Au-delà du marxisme—De Man challenged Marx’s thesis that 

economic immiseration would beget revolutionary consciousness. Marxism, he wrote in an 

epistemological condemnation of the tradition, was caught in nineteenth-century “determinism, 

causal mechanism, historicism, rationalism, and economic hedonism.”66 Contra Marx, De Man 

argued that socialism cannot and will not arise out of economic causality but can only emerge 

from moral decisions.67 Revolutionary Marxism, De Man observed, had given way to 

“opportunistic reformism and the adoption of bourgeois culture” with rising standards of living 

amongst the masses.68 Rather than settling for parliamentary reformism like the German 

revisionists, De Man called for a new socialism unmoored from economism and oriented by 

ethical anticapitalism or “humanism” only. Socialism was above all a “faith” and a “passion,” 

certainly not a “science,” and not an idea or a state of affairs that arose from class interests and 

class conflict.69 Yet there was a science that would bolster socialism in place of political 

economy—psychology, specifically the insights of Freud and Adler. From Adler he took the 

                                                
65 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 180. 

66 Hendrik de Man, The Psychology of Marxian Socialism (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction 
Books, 1985), p. 23. 

67 Sternhell, p. 128. 

68 Quoted in Sternhell, p. 129. 

69 Sternhell, p. 133. 
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concepts of the Gemeinschaftsgefühl—specifically the notion that society creates the values that 

we require—and the inferiority complex, which he applied to the working class’s yearning for 

self-respect. The intellectual historian Zeev Sternhell reads De Man’s eventual fascism and 

collaboration with the Nazi occupation of Belgium out of his writings from the 1920s. His stress 

on faith, passion, and subjective integration of the worker without the necessity of radical 

structural transformation seem to prefigure this transfer of allegiance. De Man’s contemporaries 

could object to his heterodoxy, but it is perhaps a stretch to expect them to associate it with the 

radical right at the time. This holds especially for Vienna, where the right was characterized 

more by its ties to Catholic ultraconservatism—even given the legacy of political antisemitism 

since Georg von Schönerer and Karl Lueger—than to fascism as a truly modern political 

innovation.70 

 De Man was more than a polemicist and theoretician of socialism. His intervention 

through The Psychology of Marxian Socialism (1926) should be seen together with his practical 

experience in workers’ education and his empirical research into worker psychology. As we have 

already seen through Geiger’s appraisal, De Man was an innovator in survey research. From 

Geiger’s synoptic overview and from De Man’s connections in Vienna, it appears that there was 

already something of an international scientific community for social-psychological surveys of 

workers. This community tended to take interest as well in social and economic planning. As late 

as 1933, for example, De Man reviewed the Viennese social democrat Käthe Leichter’s survey 

                                                
70 It is telling that, before the Anschluss, the NSDAP had strong support in Austria’s Protestant 
valleys. On the rise of political antisemitism in Vienna, see Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-Siecle 
Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Knopf, 1979). On the interwar radical right, see Janek 
Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2014). 



 

 270 

work in Arbeit und Wirtschaft.71 De Man’s review gives us a sense of what looked “scientific” 

from within this community. Placing Leichter’s book in the tradition of the French Revolutionary 

era Cahiers, of Engels’s Condition of the Working Class, and of Marx’s redactions of the British 

parliamentary “blue books” in Kapital, he praised her for achieving a new level of completeness 

in survey method and representation. It was a model of social-scientific research. “The particular 

value of the study,” De Man noted, was its success in “capturing relationships between group-

psychological characteristics and living conditions.”72 He complemented Leichter’s attention, 

within her large survey sample of 1320, to a number of “characteristic single cases” that probed 

into social-psychologically “typical” examples. Yet he called for deeper inquiry into subjective 

judgments in relation to particular environmental situations, which is precisely what Lazarsfeld 

sought to do in his career. 

 De Man undertook his own survey work in order to test the intuitions and impressions 

that had formed the basis of The Psychology of Marxian Socialism. For Kampf um die 

Arbeitsfreude (1927), De Man surveyed his pupils at the Akademie der Arbeit in Frankfurt. De 

Man’s survey was far less intricate than the kind of work that Lazarsfeld soon undertook with his 

research team at the University of Vienna Psychological Institute. The interview schedule was 

less than a page long, and De Man emphasized that it was really intended as a Fingerzeig 

(pointer) toward the most important problems. It was never designed, he noted further, to be 

analyzable statistically, which in any case would not have been possible “because of its intricate 

                                                
71 The work under review was Käthe Leichter, So leben wir...: 1320 Industriearbeiterinnen 
berichten über ihr Leben (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1932). 

72 De Man also praised Leichter’s style of presentation, including her typographical and 
graphical design. Hendrik de Man, “Arbeiterinnenschicksal,” Arbeit und Wirtschaft 11, no. 1 
(January 1, 1933): 1–6. 
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and above all because of it subjective nature.” The most essential insights came not from 

aggregation or systematic comparison but from delving into single cases and extracting their 

essential characteristics. “Valuation (Wertung), not measurement, is the given method here” and  

“physiognomics, not statistics are decisive” he summarized, playing one modish 

Hilfswissenschaft against another.  

This is not to say that De Man was unscrupulous in his methods. To the contrary, he showed 

great sensitivity to the issues of rapport, sample bias, and representation. Whereas Lazarsfeld 

would soon try to use large sample sizes and massive amounts of data to probe into the 

relationships between milieu and psychology, De Man made it clear that he was after something 

different. His survey was not to be mistaken for one that looks for the ‘significance’ (Wichtigkeit, 

his scare quotes) or “statistical-typical importance (Bedeutung)” of the case. Psychologists such 

as William Stern were already busy trying to study personality through quantitative tests and the 

like, which fascinated Robert Musil to no end. De Man, however, kept statistics and personality 

or character distinct. “Here the statistical-quantitative is on a completely different level,” he 

emphasized, “from the psychological-characteristic.”73 The aim was not, he illustrated with 

colorful language, “to proceeed mechanically and categorically (schubfachmäßig) but to 

familiarize myself as much as possible with the psychological imponderables of each singular 

case.” He kept the sample size small (78, but with a “deeper” discussion with 64 of the 

respondents) because this felt like the upper bound “where an analysis that was really in touch 

with individual accounts remained possible.”74 

                                                
73 Hendrik de Man, Der Kampf um die Arbeitsfreude: eine Untersuchung auf Grund der 
Aussagen von 78 Industriearbeitern und Angestellten (Jena: E. Diederichs, 1927), p. 9. 

74 Hendrik de Man, Der Kampf um die Arbeitsfreude, p. 9. My emphasis. 
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 Lazarsfeld wrote two responses to De Man in the Summer of 1927—one before and one 

after the burning of the Austrian supreme court building in July. In the June issue of Der Kampf 

he appraised De Man’s use of psychology in particular, while in the August edition of Arbeit und 

Wirtschaft he intervened in the debates surrounding The Psychology of Marxian Socialism more 

generally.75 The two publications shared more or less the same audience, but Lazarsfeld’s 

articles struck a slightly different tone appropriate to each. Der Kampf was oriented to highbrow 

issues of socialist theory and the connections between socialism and other intellectual currents. 

Arbeit und Wirtschaft was the journal of Vienna’s socialist-controlled chamber of labor, which 

was keen on empirical research into labor questions. It was well linked with Vienna’s socialist 

intellectuals, and the journal provided a forum for social research. For example, Käthe Leichter, 

who headed a division on female labor, undertook and published a series of surveys under the 

auspices of the chamber of labor.76 Some of these studies were illustrated using Otto Neurath’s 

“Vienna Method” of pictorial statistics later called “Isotype.” A mentor of the young Marie 

Jahoda, Leichter later reviewed the Marienthal study in Arbeit und Wirtschaft.77  

                                                
75 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Das Ergebnis der de Man Debatte,” Arbeit und Wirtschaft 5, no. 16 
(August 1927): 684–90; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Die Psychologie in Hendrik de Mans Marxkritik,” 
in Austromarxistische Positionen, ed. Gerald Mozetič (Vienna: Böhlau, 1983) 

76 Käthe Leichter and Kammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte, Frauenarbeit und 
Arbeiterinnenschutz in Österreich (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1927); Käthe Leichter, Wie 
leben die Wiener Heimarbeiter? eine Erhebung über die Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von 
tausend Wiener Heimarbeitern (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1923); Käthe Leichter, So leben 
wir...: 1320 Industriearbeiterinnen berichten über ihr Leben (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 
1932). 

77 Käthe Leichter, “Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal,” Arbeit und Wirtschaft, July 1, 1933. On 
the Leichter-Jahoda relationship, see Käthe Leichter and Institut für Gewerkschafts- und AK-
Geschichte (Austria), “Man ist ja schon zufrieden, wenn man arbeiten kann”: Käthe Leichter 
und ihre politische Aktualität (Mandelbaum, 2003). 
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In his articles on De Man, Lazarsfeld was attuned to strategic questions of Austrian 

socialism and the International while engaging the question of what social science could 

contribute. It is clear from both articles that Lazarsfeld was still very much dedicated to 

integrating social scientific findings into the body of Marxian theory. He showed familiarity with 

the leading socialist journals on the left and right wings of the party such as Die Gesellschaft and 

the reformist Sozialistische Monatsheft.78 Lazarsfeld’s aim, as he recalled decades later, was to 

“reconcile [De Man]…to show that there is no real necessity for the Marxists and de Man to be 

at loggerheads.”79 He clearly admired De Man’s ambition of offering a new synthesis of socialist 

theory and praised The Psychology of Marxian Socialism as a rare achievement in the “important 

genre of social literature” that captured the “intellectual and sensual content of the trade union 

movement” (Ergebnis). He also saw The Joy of Work as a genuine scientific achievement.80 The 

real issue with De Man was his false political vision—namely, that the whole problem of joy in 

work can be solved through local reform of the relations of production instead of through the 

relations of ownership. Even so, Lazarsfeld wrote a line that he likely came to regret: “A red 

Spengler is no danger to the party but rather likely even a great agitational bonus.” 

 Lazarsfeld probed further into the prospects for incorporating insights from psychology 

into Marxist theory in his article for Der Kampf. There he tried to translate among the conceptual 

languages of Marx, De Man, nineteenth-century Herbartian intentionalist psychology, the depth 

                                                
78 On the Sozialistische Monatsheft, see Roger Fletcher, Revisionism and Empire: Socialist 
Imperialism in Germany 1897-1914 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1984). 

79 Reminiscences of Paul Lazarsfeld (1962), p. 47. 

80 Lazarsfeld also gave a talk, “Zur Psychologie der Arbeitsfreude” to the Zentralstelle der 
sozialistischen Individualpsychologen in April, 1929. Announced in Arbeiter Zeitung (27 April, 
1929). 
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psychology of Freud and Adler, and sociology. Whereas De Man tried to pit Marxian rationalism 

of “interests” against the irrationalist “drives” of depth psychology, Lazarsfeld saw this as a 

“deep psychological misunderstanding.” Reconstructing the conceptual and historical subtleties 

of Lazarsfeld’s argument would lead us too far afield here. What matters is the openness and 

agility of his thinking. Lazarsfeld later developed a reputation for deafness or even antipathy 

toward theory. Here, however, he showed remarkable ability to move among multiple levels of 

abstraction, to reconfigure several conceptual systems and bring them into contact with each 

other, and to historize these theoretical systems as well—all in reference to the concerns of 

contemporary political strategy. In the end, Lazarsfeld presented his own emerging approach to 

social-psychology as useful for Austromarxist theory-building and Austrian socialist praxis. 

While there was already a political economy (Sozialökonomie) that could assess whether the 

material and productive preconditions were available for an organized economy, he argued, there 

should be “a social psychology that inquired into the organizability of the individual and can 

thereby give us possibilities and limits for our action” (427). Lazarsfeld saw psychology as a tool 

for shaping socialist party strategy. 

The psychology of the worker was very much on Lazarsfeld’s mind even before the 

events of July 1927. Some months prior, around Easter, he had attended the International 

Congress for Individual Psychologists in Dresden organized by the Dresden 

individualpsychologisch-marxistische Arbeitsgemeinschaft led by Otto and Alice Rühle. This 

occasioned a third article dealing with De Man, this time in the background of a short report on 

the Dresden conference. De Man, Lazarsfeld noted, had raised a problem for psychology by 

pointing out the gap between objective conditions and the subjective disposition of the worker. 

Lazarsfeld cited the recent attempt by Alice Rühle-Gerstel to bring together Marxism and 
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Individual Psychology and a similar approach by Siegfried Bernfeld on Marxism and 

psychoanalysis.81 What made them ultimately unsatisfying, he claimed, was that they remained 

at the level of a “humanistic approach” (geisteswissenschaftliche Betrachtungsweise). Still, 

Rühle-Gerstel and her like-minded colleagues contributed to a refinement of Marxism by 

emphasizing that the “meaning of human activity as effective historical factor, which was for a 

while obscured by vulgar Marxism, is coming into full importance in practice and theory.” Here 

Lazarsfeld pointed out the criterion of truth embedded in the Rühles’ work, which sounds 

typically Bolshevik. “Very interesting,” he wrote, without stating his own position, “was the 

determination with which comrades Rühle applied Marxist ways of thought to the concept of 

science. For them, the criterion of ‘correctness’ of a thought are the consequences that follow for 

the proletarian class struggle. For this reason, comrade [Alice] Rühle rejects psychoanalysis in a 

very elegant polemic because she believes she can derive counterrevolutionary consequences 

from it.” Even in this brief report, we can see Lazarsfeld grasping at two issues that came 

together through circumstance in late-1920s Central Europe—the utility of psychology for 

understanding the relationship between objective and subjective states of affairs and the criteria 

of science. 

In another article for Arbeit und Wirtschaft published in June 1927, Lazarsfeld offered a 

different take on the uses of worker psychology, this time in a critical key. Here he reported on 

paternalist, technocratic management and the training of white-collar workers in Germany and 

warned his comrades their impending spread to Austria. The Deutsches Institut für technische 

                                                
81 See also Alice Rühle-Gerstl, Der Weg zum Wir: Versuch einer Verbindung von Marxismus 
und Individualpsychologie (Dresden: Verlag vom Andern Ufer, 1927) and Siegfried Bernfeld, 
“Sozialismus und Psychoanalyse,” in Bernfeld, Reich, Jurinetz, Sapir, Stoljarov: Psychoanalyse 
und Marxismus (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971), 46–55. 
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Arbeitsschulung (DINTA) in Düsseldorf educated a new class of engineers and white-collar 

employees with the latest in pedagogy, psychology, and technology so they could shape workers 

into affirming the existing economic order. (This was essentially what he criticized De Man for 

advocating.) Lazarsfeld warned his compatriots of the “strange mixture of Führermystik, 

technical utopia, naive psychologism, and German organizational power that is supported 

financially by ownership and wrapped in stirring demagogy.”82 The danger, he suggested, was 

that the trade unions could fall under the spell of such demogoguery and its mantra of productive 

efficiency and pry the workers away from the socialist party.83 

Two years later, in 1929, came another small wave of publications from Lazarsfeld, this 

time straddling the gap between academic and extra-academic social science. A volume on youth 

psychology and employment, Jugend und Beruf, combined an extensive literature review by 

Lazarsfeld with seven case studies by himself and other colleagues from the University of 

Vienna Psychological Institute. He kept one foot in the door with Vienna’s socialist reformers, 

however, with an article in the pedagogy journal Die Quelle and two contribution to his mother’s 

volume on education from the perspective of Individual Psychology, Technik der Erziehung. We 

will examine Jugend und Beruf in the context of Lazarsfeld’s professionalization at the 

Psychological Institute below. Here, we will take a brief look at his last publications with clear 

allegiances to the youth movement, Adlerian psychology, and socialism. 

In her foreward to the book, Sofie Lazarsfeld reiterated some of the hallmarks of 

Adlerian psychology. Like Adler, she emphasized the “education or transformation of the whole 

                                                
82 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “DINTA,” Arbeit Und Wirtschaft 5, no. 2 (June 1927), p. 439. 

83 On technocracy and the politics of productivity as bulwarks against socialism, see Charles 
Maier, “Between Taylorism and Technocracy: European Ideologies and the Vision of Industrial 
Productivity in the 1920s,” Journal of Contemporary History 5, no. 2 (1970): 27–61. 
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person, who is seen by the modern educator as an indivisible whole.”84 Adler formed the basis of 

the book’s pedagogical vision, for “It is Alfred Adler’s Individual Psychology with its 

unconditional belief in the equal value of all human life, with its unshakeable optimism in all 

questions of mental and physical education, with its great decisive joy in people. These 

qualities,” she continued, “together with an ever more finely elaborated mechanics of education, 

have brought forth the great importance of Adler’s thought in the whole broad field of 

pedagogy.”85 Sofie portrayed Adlerian psychology as a systematic, verstehende approach to 

knowledge of the human mind in its context. “[I]t is above all important to understand the child, 

its mental conditioning (Bedingtheiten), its relationship to its environment (Umwelt) and its 

reactions to these.” This approach was beyond mere common sense and anecdote, she 

emphasized in italic print: “That this Verstehen can be learned, that it can be made sytematically 

accessible to our thinking and feeling, that we are no longer dependent on the fortunate single 

case (Einzelfall) but can acquire this decisive knowledge: Individual Psychology shows us this.”  

The adherence to the “whole person” and to Verstehen emphasized by Sofie here were 

the same tenets that drove a wedge between Paul and Alfred Adler once Paul began his 

quantitative work at the University of Vienna’s Psychological Institute. Yet the Adlerian 

language was ambivalent, for at the same time as she emphasized Verstehen and holism Sofie 

used many of the supposedly incompatible watchwords of positivism: she claimed the capacity 

of Individual Psychology to “capture the processes of the child’s mind” and “the lawfulness of 

all mental phenomena,” which she once again emphasized as “without exception, from infant to 

                                                
84 Sofie Lazarsfeld, „Grundbegriffe der modernen Erziehung,“ in Technik der Erziehung, p. 2. 
My emphasis. 

85 Sofie Lazarsfeld, „Grundbegriffe der modernen Erziehung,“ p. 6. 
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adult, verifiable (nachweisbar) in all life conditions (Lebenslagen).”86 And Sofie presented 

Adlerian psychology as interventionist knowledge for “purposeful, practical education” 

(zielbewußte, zweckmäßige Erziehung). Even the practical relationship between the Adlerians 

and the Bühlers confounds a simple opposition between the two camps: as Sofie noted, at this 

time the Association for Individual Psychology worked together with the Psychological Institute 

at the Federal Institute of Infant Care to research “normal” development on the basis of “exact 

observation.”87 

Lazarsfeld’s contributions to Technik der Erziehung were long on description and 

common sense and short on political statements and specialized concepts and methods. In 

contrast to Sofie’s introduction, Lazarsfeld’s two articles made scant reference to Adler’s 

conceptual vocabulary. Yet even their appearance in a volume edited by his mother, one of 

Alfred Adler’s closest associates, and Manes Sperber, Margret Hilferding, Carl Furtmüller, 

Anton Tesarek, and Otto and Alice Rühle signals Lazarsfeld’s continued association with those 

at the intersection of Adlerian psychology and socialism.88 In a solo-authored piece, Lazarsfeld 

drew on his experience as a high school teacher to lay bare the workings “Behind the Scenes of 

the School.” In his memoir, Lazarsfeld later used this article as an example of his conviction—

drawn from the work of Ernst Mach, Henri Poincaré, and Albert Einstein—that “clarification” 

alone could go far in solving problems. His second contribution to the volume, “The Worldview 

                                                
86 Sofie Lazarsfeld, „Grundbegriffe der modernen Erziehung,“ pp. 7-8. 

87 Sofie Lazarsfeld, „Grundbegriffe der modernen Erziehung,“ pp. 11-12. 

88 See the table of contents to Sofie Lazarsfeld, Technik der Erziehung: Ein Leitfaden für Eltern 
und Lehrer (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1929). Several of the contributors are profiled in Alfred Lévy and 
Gerald Mackenthun, Gestalten um Alfred Adler: Pioniere der Individualpsychologie (Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2002). 
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of Youth,” written together with Marie Jahoda and Karl Reininger, tackled the issue of 

generational conflict with reference to the youth movement and to a stage model of development 

(differentiated by gender but not by social stratum) drawn from Charlotte Bühler’s child 

psychology. The co-authors advocated anti-authoritarian education, arguing that in the absence 

of coercion a friendship between parents and children can develop during puberty. Even though 

it kept scientific jargon to a minimum, the article shows once again the potential harmony and 

cross-fertilization between Adlerian psychology and the academic psychology of child 

development practiced at the Bühler Institute. 

Lazarsfeld published the short article “Physical and Mental Development” in the 

pedagogical journal Die Quelle in 1929, the same year as Technik der Erziehung, as his work 

transitioned between Adlerian and academic psychology, socialist engagement and political 

neutrality. Even an unsystematic and inexhaustive search through the Viennese press from the 

late 1920s into the 1930s reveals Lazarsfeld’s public activity on both sides of the transition. In 

1926 and 1927 he gave talks and taught seminars on psychology, especially youth psychology 

and pedagogy, to a variety of socialist audiences such as youth movement groups and the 

Association of Socialist Students at the University of Vienna.89 This public activity brought his 

work at the University’s Psychological Institute together with the concerns of Vienna’s socialist 

institutions. On March 23, 1927, for example, he spoke on “The Mental Preconditions of Youth 

before their Career Choice” at a discussion evening on “Youth and Career” organized by the 

Vienna Chamber of Labor’s Central Office for Female Career Counseling, directed by Käthe 

                                                
89 Some lectures announced by the Arbeiter Zeitung: Verband der sozialistischen Studenten, 
“Psychologie und Marxismus” (2 July, 1926); „Pestalozzi und sein Erziehungswerk (zum 100. 
Todestag)“ (18 Feb 1927); Verband der sozialistischen Arbeiterjugend, „Psychologisches 
Seminar“ (13 May 1927); Arbeitsgemeinschaft marxistischer Individualpsychologen, 
„Arbeiterbewegung und Psychologie“ (13 May 1927); “Die Seele des Kindes” (13 Dec, 1927). 
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Leichter. In that same month, along with Elli Rothwein, he spoke to the Working Group of 

Marxist Individual Psychologists on “The Workers’ Movement and Psychology.” Lazarsfeld’s 

public activity reveals that this transition to academic work should not be seen as an abrupt 

break. Even once he had found his footing in academic research, Lazarsfeld continued to 

associate with the Adlerians and to present psychology as a tool for the socialist movement. As 

late as April 1929, he spoke on “The Psychology of the Joy in Work” to the Central Office of 

Socialist Individual Psychologists.90 He directed his academic work back into socialist public life 

in Vienna, for example, by reporting on “Youth, School, and Occupation” (March 1929) and 

“Youth and Occupation” (February 1931) at Otto Neurath’s Social and Economic Museum and 

by taking part in another event organized by Käthe Leichter’s organization in February 1933.91 

He spoke on less specialized psychology to lay audiences in Vienna as well, such as a March 

1931 lecture on “Modern Psychology and its Applications” to the socialist youth, a broadcast on 

psychology in the “Knowledge of the Times” series on Austrian national radio, and an October 

1931 lecture on “Behaviorism: An American Human Science (Menschenkunde).”92  

Like his participation in public events at Vienna’s socialist institutions, publishing the 

article on “Physical and Mental Development” in the magazine Die Quelle kept Lazarsfeld 

aligned with the Austrian socialists and pedagogical reformers who were regular contributors. 

                                                
90 Announced in the Arbeiter Zeitung (27 April, 1929). 

91 Lectures at the Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum announced in the Arbeiter Zeitung (16 
March 1929 and 21 Feb. 1931). 14th Conference on Career Counseling organized by Zentralstelle 
für weibliche Berufsberatung announced in the Arbeiter Zeitung (28 Feb 1933). 

92 „Moderne Psychologie und ihre Anwendungen“ to the Verein sozialistischer Mittelschüler 
announced in Arbeiter Zeitung (17 March 1931); „Der Behaviorismus, eine amerikanische 
Menschenkunde“ announced in Arbeiter Zeitung (19 October 1931); “Psychologie” lecture in 
“Wissen der Zeit” series announced in Das Kleine Blatt (20 April 1931). 
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Yet the article reveals Lazarsfeld in transition towards professional and politically neutral 

academic work. He treated Adlerian Individual Psychology as only one among several fields of 

psychological theory. He weighed three theories on the relationship between physical and 

psychological development against his own statistical analysis of data from the Vienna school 

board.93 The data, gathered in 1921-22, ranked 1500 boys and 1000 girls on the basis of their 

physical and psychological development. Citing Karl Bühler’s pluralistic ethos, he argued that 

the competing theories could be brought together and synthesized through a more general 

perspective.  

Lazarsfeld worked out the more general perspective through logical and statistical 

analysis of possible type combinations contained within the competing theories. (Later he would 

lay out a more general procedure for type-formation in his extended review of a book by the 

Berlin logical empiricist philosophers Paul Oppenheim and Carl Hempel.)94 The analysis was 

rather simple, for “mental” and “physical” development were each reduced to one rank variable. 

Nevertheless, this paper represented a step toward Lazarsfeld’s mature work. For one, this was 

one of the first papers that applied inferential statistics, in this case through the use of Karl 

Spearman’s correlation coefficient. (It was new enough to Lazarsfeld’s readers that he referred 

them to his statistics textbook for further explanation.) More important, however, is that this was 

the first time that Lazarsfeld structured the analysis in the logic of fourfold contingency tables, 

which later became absolutely ubiquitous in his work. (It was only once he arrived in the United 

States that he encountered the actual representational form of the contingency table when the 

                                                
93 The three theories came from Meumann, Lietzmann, and Adlerian Individual Psychology. 
(Lazarsfeld did not supply the psychologists’ first names.) 

94 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” 
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937): 119–39. 
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statistician Samuel Stouffer drew one—apparently for the first time as well—on a napkin over 

lunch.)95 He constructed four logically possible types of development and then proceeded to 

interpret them—that is, to give them content and to make sense out of them imaginatively and 

understandingly. “It is not difficult, beyond pure statistics” he explained, “to imagine 

(Vorstellen) the reality of the four types that appear out of the numbers (aus den Zahlen 

aufscheinen).”96  

Essentially, Lazarsfeld was thickening the thin description of statistical correllations 

through common sense and intimate familiarity with the Vienna context. This is best understood 

through examples. “The physically weak but intelligent,” he reasoned, evoking the Adlerian 

concept of compensation, “are probably the compensating type who try to replace their physical 

insufficience through more intensive mental life.” On the other hand, to take another example, 

the physically well-developed and mentally underdeveloped were “the typical street boy types 

(Gassenbubengestalten); children that come from an intellectually less stimulating milieu and 

and try to compensate for their lesser recognition from teachers—who are poorly attuned to this 

                                                
95 Lazarsfeld recalled the event vividly in a 1962 oral history interview: “[Multi-dimensional 
algebra] has always been very much my trademark. I'm sure you remember the time when people 
made jokes about that. I can tell you exactly to the second when that started. I was in charge I 
told you of Mirra Komarovsky's dissertation, and so that has to be 1935, '36. Mirra and I went to 
lunch, and as long as we go, Sam Stouffer came to Newark to visit me, and so I took him too to 
lunch. We were sitting there at the Hotel – I don't know, I forget now – and Mirra was talking 
along and explaining to Sam her study. Sam got impatient. He didn't know quite what it was. So 
he took a napkin, or did it on the tablecloth, like that. So what you see is that on the one hand, 
you can divide your families by age, and then according to what kind of occupations. But just out 
of trying to get a little bit of order, he drew a fourfold table on the tablecloth. Sam has neither 
before or later on ever written or talked about it. I was absolutely fascinated by this device. I'd 
never heard about it before. Immediately I began to think what the implications of such could be, 
and my first papers which had to do with fourfold tables are a complete outgrowth of that...” See 
Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 145. 

96 Lazarsfeld, “Körperliche und Geistige Entwicklung,” p. 807. 



 

 283 

often valuable type—through the development of special physical capabilities among their 

classmates.”97 Lazarsfeld found that by considering the variable of the child’s age he could offer 

a new explanation of the relationship between mental and physical development that underlay all 

three theoretical positions. This was also a interpretative leap: given that the correlation of 

mental and physical development declined with each year of life, Lazarsfeld argued that both 

dimensions of development “were above all differentiated through the influence of the impinging 

demands of life and school.”98 For our purposes, Lazarsfeld’s argument matters little. The point 

is that for this publication Lazarsfeld could hold together his world of socialist pedagogical 

reform, Adlerian Individual Psychology, academic psychology, and statistical methods—and the 

result was an innovative approach to empirical and theoretical work. 

Lazarsfeld made some use of Adlerian concepts in his later survey-based research. A 

study of shoe buying in Zurich, for example, applied Adler’s concept of the “inferiority 

complex” to analyze the customer’s discomfort with bearing her naked feet in the public setting 

of the shoe store. The Youth and Unemployment study drew on a blend of Charlotte Bühler’s and 

Adler’s understandings of personality development. But it would be more appropriate to say that 

Adler attuned Lazarsfeld to certain aspects of mental life and to the dynamics between 

psychologist and subject than that Lazarsfeld took over a set of explicit concepts from Individual 

Psychology. 

Lazarsfeld never really explained what exactly he took from Adlerian psychology, 

conceptually and methodologically, nor did he say why he moved on to academic psychology. 

                                                
97 Lazarsfeld also considered the opposite logical possibility: “[O]ne could also speak conversely 
of an undercompensation, i.e. to assume that these…physically strong figures ‘don’t have any 
need’ to learn anything.” See “Körperliche und Geistige Entwicklung,” p. 807. 

98 Lazarsfeld, “Körperliche und Geistige Entwicklung,” p. 809. 
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Part of the explanation might be that he he aspired to a more traditional academic or scientific 

career within the university system. It is also possible that his formal and informal background in 

mathematics and physics committed him to a different conception of “science” or at the very 

least made him uneasy about Adler’s antipathy to abstraction, generalization, systematic 

comparison, and quantitative analysis. In any event, it was Adler who made the decisive move in 

the period while Lazarsfeld still straddled the worlds of Adlerian and academic psychology. 

Lazarsfeld recalled the break decades later in an oral history interview:  

I was one of his fair haired boys, until the time when I started to work at the 
Psychological Institute with the Buhlers [sic]. I remember very vividly that in one of 
Adler's seminars, I gave a report on tests, on mental tests. That was one of the things, of 
course, on the borderline of mathematics, statistics, the subject in which I got interested 
first. When I finished just telling them what tests existed and so on – and there was very 
little of that at the time – Adler said that the discussion was a horrible waste of time, and 
he hoped he could persuade me that approaching human beings by tests and other 
quantitative measures was just horrible. Very soon he began to cut me out, and I lost all 
contact.99 

 

4.2 Toward academic social science: The University of Vienna Psychological Institute 
 

Lazarsfeld aborted his initial foray into academic social science during his first year of 

study at the University of Vienna. In the years that followed, he moved closer to depth 

psychology as a member of Alfred Adler’s circle while he pursued his doctorate in mathematics 

and physics. As we have seen, Adlerian Individual Psychology shared some essential features 

with academic psychology—regular seminar-like discussion meetings with colleagues and the 

gradual construction of theoretical structures on the basis of rigorous analysis of empirical cases. 

Yet it was also largely outside the system of academic education, career path, and scientific 

                                                
99 Reminiscences of Paul Lazarsfeld (1962), p. 58. 
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community.100 Lazarsfeld came back into the academic fold through the University of Vienna’s 

Psychological Institute, though even there he only got his foot in the door through unofficial 

involvement as an assistant and instructor starting in the mid-1920s. Eventually he founded and 

directed his own research unit, the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle (Center for 

Research in Economic Psychology). The situation was unpredictable enough that he kept himself 

officially on the books as a Gymnasium mathematics teacher in Vienna’s second district (where 

he had taught since 1925) at least until he left the country on a Rockefeller Foundation travel 

fellowship in 1933.  

In his 1968 memoir and other autobiographical writings, Lazarsfeld presented his tenure 

at the Psychological Institute as the decisive step toward a professional academic career in social 

science, though not with the intention to become a “sociologist,” a disciplinary identity he only 

adopted slowly and through force of circumstance in the United States. Professionalization 

entailed a shift in attitude and priorities: he dated his separation of social research from political 

engagement—though never a disaffection with socialism—to these years.101 “Looking 

backwards,” he remembered later, “this is the moment of sell-out. The moment I have always 

lived on since is the moment of the compromise. The soapbox aspect was out...What I especially 

don't know is why this one turn so completely affected, ever after, my style.”102 Lazarsfeld’s 

years at the Psychological Institute also briefly overlapped with his relationship with Alfred 

                                                
100 Adler failed in his attempt to gain a university faculty position in Austria, which in any case 
would have been in the Faculty of Medicine. In the United States, he did find regular university 
employment. Others in the Adler circle were physicians who pursued Individual Psychology on 
the side. 

101 Lazarsfeld, “Memoir,” p. 285. 

102 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 223. 
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Adler. It was the objectivizing and especially the quantitative gaze that he enthusiastically 

practiced at the Psychological Institute that precipitated his expulsion by Adler—who 

vehemently opposed quantitative and aggregative handling of the human individual—and his 

waning enthusiasm for depth psychology. 

Lazarsfeld’s professionalization included the development of expertise in quantitative 

methods. It is important to grasp that this was unrelated to his cordoning off of private, political 

life from social research. This runs counter to the common narrative that quantification in the 

social sciences was in one way or another an instrument of depoliticization—either of the 

individual scientist or of scientific claims altogether. If anything, doing statistics was a clear 

political gesture in his context. Vienna’s socialist intellectuals—both at the rarified level of 

philosophy of science and the practical levels of political strategy and social welfare—were clear 

proponents of social statistics. We have seen this quantitative bent through the orientation of the 

leftwing Viennese to Ernst Mach’s philosophy of science. We have also seen that the Vienna 

Circle philosophers gave a political valence to probability theory and statistical reasoning. On the 

practical level, at the Vienna Arbeiterkammer, Käthe Leichter conducted surveys of female 

laborers and housing conditions. Robert Danneberg produced troves of voting statistics. Otto 

Neurath called for the statistical study of living standards, collected and aggregated social and 

economic statistics at his Social and Economic Museum, and developed pictorial representations 

of statistics, and argued for a correlational sociology in his philosophical writings. Lazarsfeld 

partook in Vienna’s socialist public life of quantification through public speeches in the late 

1920s and 30s. Together with Leo Stern and under the auspices of the Marxistische 

Studiengemeinschaft he led a “Working Group for the Mathematical Problems of Economic 
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Statistics” in December 1927.103 At Neurath’s Museum, he gave three lectures on statistics. “On 

Statistical Problems of Everyday Life” (January 1928) and “On Dealing with Numbers” (October 

1930) introduced laypersons to stastical thinking. A third lecture, “The Human Soul in Figures” 

(October 1928) has an especially stimulating ring to anyone who has read the literary musings of 

Robert Musil and Hermann Broch on the implications of statistics for philosophical 

anthropology.104 

Quantitative methods were for Lazarsfeld at once an object of pure intellectual 

fascination and an increasingly in-demand and therefore opportune specialization. (The draw 

toward social statistics was certainly strong enough to override whatever reservations he had 

through Alfred Adler’s influence.) Immediate demand for Lazarsfeld’s skills came from the 

theoretical orientation and evolving methods of experiment, observation, and testing at the 

Psychological Institute under its directors Karl and Charlotte Bühler. There, Lazarsfeld served as 

statistics instructor—which prompted him to author an introductory textbook on the subject—

and quantitative analyst for Charlotte’s studies of child development.105 It was only after arriving 

at the Bühler institute that Lazarsfeld came into contact with the rapidly developing field of 

                                                
103 „Arbeitsgemeinschaft für die mathematischen Probleme der Wirtschaftsstatistik” announced 
in Arbeiter Zeitung (9 Dec 1927). 

104 “Über statische Probleme des Alltags“ announced in Arbeiter Zeitung (7 Jan 1928); „Über 
den Umgang mit Zahlen“ accounced in Illustrierte Kronen-Zeitung (18 Oct 1930); “Die 
menschliche Seele in Zahlen” announced in Das Kleine Blatt (6 October 1928). Robert Musil, 
The Man Without Qualities, trans. Sophie Wilkins and Burton Pike (New York: Vintage, 1996); 
Robert Musil, “The Mathematical Man,” in Precision and Soul: Essays and Addresses, ed. 
Burton Pike and David S. Luft (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 39–43; Robert 
Musil, Der deutsche Mensch als Symptom (Reinbeck b. Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1967); Hermann 
Broch, The Unknown Quantity, trans. Willa Muir and Edwin Muir (Evanston: Marlboro Press, 
2000). 

105 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Statistisches Praktikum für Psychologen und Lehrer (Jena: Fischer, 1929). 
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psychometric testing and the attendant demand for skills and innovation in descriptive and 

inferential quantitative methods. 

Yet statistical specialization is not the whole story. More important was the way that 

Lazarsfeld took up his mentors’ research style. (And for that reason Lazarsfeld’s place in the 

development of quantitative methods in the social sciences and in the management of social life 

is explored in a separate chapter). Lazarsfeld stressed time and again that it was really from the 

Bühlers that he learned to do empirical research. He highlighted the main lines of their influence, 

but he never quite went into enough detail to clarify how the Bühlers bore on his methodological 

thinking or research practice. At the most fundamental level, Lazarsfeld absorbed what he called 

the Bühlers’ “ecumenical spirit”—their pluralism of theory and method. “If [the psychologist] 

has chosen a different topic, why must his neighbor be characterized as scientifically inferior? 

The big house of psychology has room for all,” Karl Bühler wrote in Krise der Psychologie 

(1927).106 This was not just a matter of openness but of the Bühlers’ deliberate and 

institutionalized efforts to synthesize and mediate among several competing European and 

American approaches to psychology on the basis of their shared background in the Würzburg 

school of the “psychology of thought” (Denkpsychologie). Pluralism already characterized the 

work Lazarsfeld oversaw at the Psychological Institute during his Vienna years such as the 

Marienthal study—which combined qualitative and quantitative, subjective and objective data—

and continued at Columbia even while he and the Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) 

were known more for their large-scale survey work than anything else. 

Within this pluralistic spirit there were also more specific methodological principles and 

practices that Lazarsfeld gleaned from the Bühlers. He learned procedures of experimentation, 

                                                
106 Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. 142. 
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systematic observation, and psychometric testing and shared their controversial use of 

introspection, which he extended into elaborate questionnaire and interview methods. As we will 

see in greater detail in later chapters—and as Lazarsfeld explicitly acknowledged in 

autobiographical and methodological writings—he adopted Karl Bühler’s pluralistic 

Dreiaspektenlehre approach to studying the psychology of action (Handlung) in terms of its 

behavioral/objective (Verhalten), experiential/subjective (Erlebnis), and achievement (Werk) 

aspects, all of them with historical/biographical dimensions that established a bridge from 

individual to the collective (Gemeinschaft).107 Closely related was his adherence as well to 

Bühler’s conception of action as temporally structured, which shaped Lazarsfeld’s work from his 

relatively crude early market research through his elaborate surveys at the BASR.108 Perhaps 

most importantly, Lazarsfeld picked up an approach to empirical research and concept formation 

that brought together procedures of phenomenological, intuitive Verstehen (understanding) 

followed by what Karl Bühler called “inductive verification.” Implementing this logic with new 

statistical methods and elaborate instruments of data collection was more than just a matter of 

course, and as we will see in later chapters in doing so Lazarsfeld eventually took it further 

toward a bidirectional logic of back-and-forth, trial-and-error between conceptual models and 

empirical verification. What the Bühlers excluded from their pluralism was also important: they 

rejected the old associationist psychology represented in Vienna by Ernst Mach, which tempered 

                                                
107 It would be misleading to translate Bühler’s use of Gemeinschaft directly. He did not mean it 
in the fraught sense in which German intellectuals since Ferdinand Toennies contrasted 
mechanistic, contractual Gesellschaft with the organic bonds of Gemeinschaft. Bühler critiqued 
Wilhelm Wundt for being unable to take the step from individual to collective within his 
methodological/theoretical framework. See Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, pp. 32-34. 

108 For Lazarsfeld’s clearest retrospective statement on Bühler’s Dreiaspektenlehre and 
Handlung, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action,” in 
Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), 53–105. 
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whatever Machian orientation Lazarsfeld had developed previously through his relationship with 

Friedrich Adler, his studies of modern physics, and the general Austrian Social Democratic 

embrace of the physicist-philosopher. 

Aside from these methodological points, Lazarsfeld learned from the managerial style, 

organization, and local culture of the Bühler Institute, where the directors, assistants, students 

and prestigious guests from near and far came together in research groups, a weekly colloquium, 

and other discussion groups. This was not just a matter of organization but of a certain culture 

that combined hierarchy and intimacy, formality and informality—a culture that Lazarsfeld 

recreated at Columbia. Altogether, although he had some acquaintence with laboratory research 

as a physics student, it was at the Bühler Institute that Lazarsfeld experienced a research system 

integrated within an internationalized discipline. 

 

4.2.1 Establishment of the Vienna Psychological Institute and its empirical research system 

Karl and Charlotte Bühler turned Vienna into one of the top two centers, alongside 

Berlin, of psychological research in German-speaking Europe during the interwar years.109 As 

we have seen, Austria was already particularly oriented toward empirical psychology within the 

                                                
109 This summary of the establishment of the Psychological Institute relies particularly heavily on 
two sources: Gerhard Benetka, Psychologie in Wien: Sozial- und Theoriegeschichte des Wiener 
Psychologischen Instituts 1922-1938 (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verl., 1995); Mitchell G. Ash, 
“Psychology and Politics in Interwar Vienna: The Vienna Psychological Institute, 1922-1942,” 
in Psychology in Twentieth-Century Thought and Society, ed. Mitchell G. Ash (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 143–64. For more detail of the Bühlers’ appointment, see 
also Hans-Joachim Dahm, “Der Neubeginn der Wiener Philosophie im Jahre 1922. Die 
Berufungen von Schlick, Bühler und Reininger,” in Karl Bühlers Krise der Psychologie: 
Positionen, Bezüge und Kontroversen im Wien der 1920er/30er Jahre, ed. Janette Friedrich 
(Springer, forthcoming 2018), 3–32. I gained new insight into Karl Bühler’s thinking through the 
conference organized by the Institut Wiener Kreis that precipitated this edited volume on March 
14-15, 2014. 
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tradition of humanistic education. Yet it was not until the Bühlers arrived in 1922—and it was in 

fact a condition of Karl’s appointment—that the University of Vienna set up a proper laboratory 

for psychological experimentation. In fact, only a cooperation between the University and the 

city of Vienna in its socialist upswing at the time made their transfer possible. The municipal 

government, keen to foster expertise for pedagogical reform and child welfare, promised to 

finance a laboratory and a research assistant and helped build up the Institute’s library 

collection.110 Otto Gloeckel, President of the Vienna School Board, and Viktor Fadrus, director 

of the Pedagogical Academy, were strong supporters of the Bühlers. The city also granted the 

Bühlers a laboratory in the sense beyond the so-called “brass instruments” typical to psychology 

at the time: Red Vienna’s child fostering centers (Kinderübernahmestelle) were an essential site 

for systematic observation in Charlotte and her assistants’ child development studies. In 

exchange, Karl offered to do some extra teaching at the city’s continuing education center for 

teachers (Lehrerfortbildungsanstalt). Students at the Pedagogical Academy were required to take 

introductory courses in psychology at the Bühler Institute. Scientific work benefited from the 

partnership between the two institutions: Marie Jahoda and Karl Popper, who completed double 

degrees with dissertations in psychology, are two exemplary products of this cooperation.111 

The Bühlers’ appointment was not without ideological and intellectual opposition. They 

were bourgeois-liberal in worldview and apolitical on the whole. Nevertheless, association with 

Red Vienna’s flagship institutions did not endear them to enemies of socialism. “In Vienna,” 

                                                
110 On pedagogical reform and child welfare in Vienna, see Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: 
Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 

111 Marie Jahoda, “Anamnesen im Versorgungshaus: ein Beitrag zur Lebenspsychologie” 
(Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 1931); Karl R. Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage Der 
Denkpsychologie” (Doctoral Dissertation, Univeristy of Vienna, 1928). 
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Charlotte remembered, “our participation in the framework of primary education and Karl’s 

assumption of an institute in the School Board building were taken as signs of our socialist 

sympathies, which made us many enemies within the ranks of our conservative colleagues.”112 

Their status as empiricists alone made them suspect to the conservatives, who would have 

preferred to appoint a professor who worked instead on idealist-speculative worldviews 

(Weltanschauungslehre). While there were certainly specifically Austrian or Viennese aspects of 

this conservative opposition, it was also a reprisal of the original philosophical resistance to 

experimental psychology in Germany led by Heinrich Rickert, Wilhelm Windelband, and 

Edmund Husserl.113 On the other hand, the number of prominent young socialists who studied 

with them or otherwise associated with the Institute—Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, Popper, Hans Zeisel, 

and Siegfried Bernfeld are just a few of them—indicate the scene’s political vibe, regardless of 

the Bühlers’ politics.  

Beyond their welcome by Vienna’s socialists, the Bühlers were well integrated with 

Vienna’s intellectual avant garde. They socialized with the Vienna Circle philosopher Moritz 

Schlick and his family. Both Karl and Charlotte appear several times in the late 1920s in Rudolf 

Carnap’s diaries, indicating mutual substantive interests and socializing among them.114 Schlick 

                                                
112 Charlotte Bühler, “Selbstdarstellung,” Psychologie in Selbstdarstellungen 1 (1972), p. 23. 

113 On the “philosophers’ protest,” see Mitchell G. Ash, Gestalt Psychology in German Culture, 
1890-1967: Holism and the Quest for Objectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), pp. 43-49. 

114 A few highlights give a sense of the Bühlers’ integration in Viennese intellectual life: May 13, 
1927, “Vortrag Charlotte Bühler in Philosophischen Gesellschaft: Grundprobleme der 
Sozialpsychologie. Gut, aber zu selbstgefällig.” May 4, 1929, “Bühler erzählt mir in der 
Universität, daß er jetzt eifrig die Logistik studieren will, nach meinem Abriß.” June 7, 1929, 
“Nachmittags bei Bühlers, Tee auf der Veranda; auch [Hans] Hahn da, die „Reichspost“ hat ihn 
wegen seines Vortrags im Machverein angegriffen und auf meinen Vortrag am 14. hingewiesen. 
[economist Karl?] Přibram, den ich noch nicht kenne, sagt, er habe verschiedentlich über mich 
gesprochen, zwinkert mir zu, macht Andeutungen von „großen Hoffnungen“. Rademacher, 
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and the Bühlers appear to have had a good professional relationship as well given that Karl 

served on dissertation committees with Schlick—most notably of Karl Popper and the future 

marketing guru Ernst Dichter.115 Karl also crossed paths with the Vienna Circle ringleader Otto 

Neurath, which is notable not just because Neurath is fascinating in his own right but because he 

was kept out of the mainstream university life that was the bildungsbürgerliche Bühlers’ 

immediate and most natural surrounding.116 On one occasion at least, Karl argued energetically 

against a lecture by Neurath and continued late into the night thereafter at the Hotel Regina.117 

Further afield from the university, the Bühlers got to know Robert Musil, the novelist and former 

student of psychologist Carl Stumpf in Berlin. Musil engaged Karl’s theory of language in the 

famous opening chapter of The Man Without Qualities. They also belonged to the same social-

                                                
linksrheinisch, mit rheinischer Aussprache, netter freundlicher Herr, Altphilologe.” Series V, 
Folders 72 and 73, Rudolf Carnap Papers, University of Pittsburgh Archives & Special 
Collections. 

115 C. Bühler, “Selbstdarstellung,” p. 24. This despite the fact that Bühler and Schlick disagreed 
fundamentally over methodological points such as the place of introspection, which Schlick 
rejected, and the requirement that all psychological concepts be expressed in quantitative terms, 
which Bühler dismissed. See Malachi Haim Hacohen, Karl Popper -- the Formative Years, 
1902-1945: Politics and Philosophy in Interwar Vienna (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), p. 156ff. 

116 Aside from her dedication to psychology as a science, Charlotte Bühler represents herself as 
mandarin par excellence in “Selbstdarstellung,” most importantly in terms of educated bourgeois 
formation and political aloofness/ignorance. For the original coinage of the term, see Fritz K. 
Ringer, The Decline of the German Mandarins: The German Academic Community, 1890-1933 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969). Mitchell Ash finds a similar intellectual 
elite habitus among the Bühlers’ colleagues, the Gestalt psychologists of Berlin. See Ash, 
Gestalt Psychology, pp. 11, 40. 

117 Siegfried Bernfeld noted: “Ich war dort bei der Diskussion, die sehr narrig war. Herr Prof. 
Bühler gebärdete sich wie ein Rasender. Und besonders interessant die Nach-Nach-Diskussion 
im Regina.” Quoted in Rudolf Ekstein, Karl Fallend, and Johannes Reichmayr, “‘Too late to start 
life afresh’: Siegfried Bernfeld auf dem Weg ins Exil,” in Vertriebene Vernunft: Emigration und 
Exil österreichischer Wissenschaft, 1930-1940 (Vienna: Jugend und Volk, 1988), 230–41. 
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intellectual circles as co-signatories of the 1927 “Kundgebung des geistigen Wien,” an open 

letter signed by forty leading Viennese intellectuals in support of the Social Democratic party. 

Their relationship continued at least through 1936, when Musil served as acting president for the 

newly founded “Austrian Film Society” (Gesellschaft der Filmfreunde Österreichs), of which 

Karl was the president.118 

Karl and Charlotte came to the University of Vienna as a couple. However, it was Karl 

who got the chair for “Philosophy with Particular consideration of Psychology and Pedagogy,” 

with Charlotte relegated first to the position of lecturer and then außerordentliche Professorin. 

Karl was already at the top of the profession in the 1920s.119 Nevertheless, Charlotte was the de 

facto director of the institute in terms of its day-to-day operations and empirical research. “She 

had a Prussian ability,” Lazarsfeld remembered, “to organize the work of activities of many 

people at many places.”120 Marie Jahoda described her in more colorful tones: “She was brilliant, 

extroverted, very beautiful, very vain, very dominating, very gifted, very elegant.”121 Hildegard 

Hetzer, Charlotte’s assistant, offered a similar picture of her intellectual leadership and glamour: 

                                                
118 On Bühler and Musil, see Inka Mülder-Bach, Robert Musil. Der Mann Ohne Eigenschaften: 
Ein Versuch Über Den Roman (München: Carl Hanser, 2013), p. 35ff. On the Kundgebung des 
geistigen Wien, see Wassermann, Black Vienna, p. 161. On Karl Bühler’s engagement with film, 
which included fulfilled and unfulfilled research goals, see Maria Czwik, “Forschungen zum 
Film am Psychologischen Institut der Universität Wien in den 1930er Jahren. Versuch einer 
Übersicht,” in Karl Bühlers Krise der Psychologie: Positionen, Bezüge und Kontroversen im 
Wien der 1920er/30er Jahre, ed. Janette Friedrich (Springer, forthcoming 2018), 33–59. 

119 Benetka notes that Karl Bühler had been considered as successor to Alexis Meining in Graz 
after WWI, was the second choice behind Köhler in Berlin to take over Carl Stumpf’s chair, and 
had been elected head of the Society for Experimental Philosophy in 1921. 

120 Lazarsfeld, “Memoir,” p. 286. 

121 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997), p. 44. 
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“There was great fascination for her richness of ideas and the energy with which she presented 

herself and pressed through her plans. Admittedly, I realized gradually that her style of life was 

not right for me: the ambition to become the best-dressed woman in Vienna who could be taken 

for a film actress was totally foreign to me.”122 Charlotte fulfilled the stereotypical role of the 

Germanic professor who commanded her institute into a productive research machine. Her 

research in Vienna—which was based on systematic observation, analysis of diaries, and 

psychometric testing—centered on children and youth and aimed at an overall theory that 

correlated phases of biological and psychological development. In addition to her research and 

organizational activity, she offered a variety of courses ranging from Psychology of Art to 

Psychology of Youth (and similar titles) and for a number of years alternated teaching 

“Introduction to Experimental Psychology” with Karl. She and her husband led the 

Psychologische Praktikum (a rite of passage for anyone who wanted to write a dissertation under 

them) and the weekly colloquium (a meeting for doctoral students and assistants to discuss their 

ongoing research).  

Whereas Charlotte functioned as director of the Institute, Karl’s work—especially Krise 

der Psychologie (1927)—served as its theoretical underpinning. By the time Karl Bühler arrived 

in Vienna he had left his respected empirical or other experimental research behind him and 

focused instead on synthetic and theoretical work. Yet his bygone days as an experimenter 

shaped the kind of work done at the Vienna Psychological Institute nevertheless. He and 

Charlotte had first crossed paths in Würzburg when she arrived there after working with Carl 

Stumpf in Berlin and Karl was called back from service as a military doctor during the First 

                                                
122 Hildegard Hetzer, Eine Psychologie, die dem Menschen nützt: mein Weg nach Gießen 
(Göttingen: Verlag für Psychologie, 1988), p. 44. 
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World War to replace his deceased Doktorvater, Oswald Külpe. Thus, the Bühlers brought with 

them the approach to psychology typical of Külpe and his “Würzburg School” known as 

Denkpsychologie (psychology of thought). Külpe was among those who rejected the dualism of 

his advisor Wilhelm Wundt, the Leipzig professor and founding father of German experimental 

psychology. Wundt wanted to bifurcate psychology into a naturalistic, experimental branch that 

dealt with lower mental processes such as sensation or perception and a hermeneutic, 

nonexperimental Völkerpsychologie that concerned higher processes of thought, affect, voluntary 

activity, and social psychology. (In between were memory, imagery, and attention.) 

Völkerpsychologie was, as historian of psychology Kurt Danziger summarizes it, “a kind of 

social psychology based on the historical, ethnographic, and comparative analysis of human 

cultural products, especially language, myth, and custom.”123  

Contra Wundt’s dualism, Külpe and his students extended experimental methods and the 

search for lawful or lawlike relations to “higher” mental processes. Through Narziss Ach and 

Karl Bühler, this entailed an orientation toward the psychology of “action” (Handlung) which 

included concepts such as will, need, intention, opportunity, and motivation.124 With explicit 

reference to Husserl, Bühler’s objection to Wundt emphasized intentionality with the argument 

that, due to their dependence on the individual’s intention, even supposedly “lower” mental 

                                                
123 Kurt Danziger, Constructing the Subject: Historical Origins of Psychological Research (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), ch. 3. N.B. that the Viennese also took note of 
Wundt’s proposed scientific system. See, for example, Otto Neurath, “On the Theory of Social 
Science,” in Economic Writings: Selections 1904-1945, ed. Thomas E. Uebel and Robert S. 
Cohen (New York: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2005), 265–91. (Orig. “Zur Theorie der 
Sozialwissenschaften” in Jahrbuch für Gesetzgebung, Verwaltung und Volkswirtschaft im 
Deutschen Reich 34 (1910) 37–67.) On Wundt, his reception, and the Würzburg School see also 
Mitchell G. Ash, Gestalt Psychology in German Culture, pp. 23, 78-79. 

124 Narziss Ach, Analyse des Willens, Handbuch der biologischen Arbeitsmethoden vol. 6, part E 
(Berlin: Urban & Schwarzenberg, 1935). 
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processes such as perception could not be easily separated from “higher” processes of thought. 

Intentionality was key to Bühler’s psychology in general: with an emphasis in Zweckmäßigkeit 

(goal-directedness or teleology), Bühler oriented psychology towards biology rather than physics 

as its model science.125 For the Vienna Psychological Institute, the Bühlers’ background in the 

psychology of thought opened up a wide range of phenomena—including social psychology—to 

investigation through experiment and systematic observation. Lazarsfeld recalled that the 

Bühlers supported quantitative analysis of complex mental processes, which contrasted with the 

prevailing view at the time that quantitative measurement should be limited to only the simplest 

elements of psychology.126 Bühler was not opposed to statistics, which could aid associationist 

psychology in its search of correlations and functional relations among elements, but neither did 

he fetishize quantitative methods as the sine qua non of scientific status. “[S]tatistical laws 

(Regeln) are as cheap as blackberries,” he wrote. “There are significant and less significant 

statistical regularities (Regelmäßigkeiten).”127  

This conscientious openness to quantification bore on Lazarsfeld’s work insofar as he 

participated, on the one hand, in the child development research of Charlotte Bühler and 

extended that research into a social dimension with his volume Jugend und Beruf (Youth and 

Unemployment). On the other hand, Lazarsfeld pioneered his own early market research studies 

as contributions to the psychology of thought and the psychology of action through 

                                                
125 Karl Bühler, Die Krise der Psychologie (Stuttgart: Fischer, 1965), pp. 71-75; Bühler, “Die 
Axiomatik Der Sprachwissenschaften,” Kant-Studien 38 (1933), pp. 38-39. Karl Popper took the 
same position in his dissertation, Karl R. Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie” 
(Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 1928). 

126 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Amerikanische Beobachtungen eines Bühler-Schülers,” Zeitschrift für 
Experimentelle und Angewandte Psychologie 6 (1959): 69–76. 

127 K. Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. 6. 
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investigations of purchasing decisions.128 In addition to the Würzburg School generation that 

preceded him, Lazarsfeld also greatly admired the work of Kurt Lewin—at the time among the 

most widely read German psychologists— and his students in Berlin on Untersuchungen über 

Handlungs- und Affekt-Psychologie.129 Lazarsfeld’s research at the Psychological Institute fit 

with this orientation of German-speaking psychology toward investigation of “higher” mental 

processes that was (very roughly speaking for shorthand) in the mold of the natural sciences. 

Thus, when he encountered American research into “motivation,” “attitude,” and the like that 

took off in the late 1920s, he did so from a peculiarly Central European trajectory in the wake of 

the psychology of thought.130 

Beyond the opening up of new objects, there were further methodological implications of 

the Bühlers’ background in the psychology of thought and use of introspection as research 

method. Over time, the extension of experimental methods and systematic observation beyond 

their original purview precipitated a shift in the social dynamics of research and the population 

size of research subjects.131 Originally, both the experimenter and the subject in psychological 

investigations were trained psychologists. The familiar setup of expert and layman (or, as is so 

                                                
128 This is a point Lazarsfeld made repeatedly. See Lazarsfeld, “Memoir,” pp. 279-282; and 
Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action,” in Qualitative Analysis : 
Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), 53–105. 

129 Lewin introduced the series of studies: Kurt Lewin, “Untersuchungen zur Handlungs- und 
Affekt-Psychologie. I. Vorbemerkung über die psychischen Kräfte und Energien und über die 
Struktur der Seele,” Psychologische Forschung 7 (1926): 294–329; Kurt Lewin, “Vorsatz, Wille 
und Bedürfnis. Mit Vorbemerkungen über die psychischen Kräfte und Energien und die Struktur 
der Seele.,” Psychologische Forschung 7, no. 4 (1926): 294–399. 

130 On “motivation” and “attitude” in American psychology, see Kurt Danziger, Naming the 
Mind: How Psychology Found Its Language (London: Sage Publications, 1997), ch. 7 & 8. 

131 Indeed, as Danziger notes, the very term of “subject” found its way into psychological 
research in this years. See Danziger, Constructing the Subject, ch. 4. 
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often the case nowadays, professor and college undergraduate) only emerged later. Even when 

Karl Bühler rebelled against Wundt’s dualism in his 1907 experimental investigations of 

thought, the subjects were his colleagues Herr Dr. Külpe and a certain Dr. Dürr.132 (Moreover, 

the experimental subjects did not form a population: Bühler collected and analyzed data from 

them as individuals.) The issue of reliable experimental subjects was especially vexed, or so it 

seemed at the time, for the kind of research that Bühler undertook.133 The instrument of 

knowledge of the real laws (Realgesetze) of thinking, he argued in this famous 1907 paper, was 

introspection (Selbstbeobachtung). The experimenter was in charge of calling forth the 

experience of thought through evocative prompts specifically chosen for a doctor of philosophy, 

after which the subject was to retrospectively recount why he came to the particular answer.134 

The experimenter took a careful protocol of the answer and retrospective explanation. Bühler 

made a name for himself in the profession with the 1907 paper by engaging Wundt, who largely 

rejected introspection, and he continued to argue the case for introspection during his years in 

Vienna.135 This placed him in opposition to his positivist colleagues in Vienna such as Moritz 

                                                
132 Karl Bühler, “Tatsachen und Probleme zu einer Psychologie der Denkvorgänge: Über 
Gedanken,” Archiv für die gesamte Psychologie 9 (1907): 297–365. 

133 For comparison, see also Kurt Lewin, “Die Erziehung der Versuchsperson zur richtigen 
Selbstbeobachtung und die Kontrolle psychologischer Beschreibungsangaben,“ [orig. 1918] in 
Kurt-Lewin-Werkausgabe, ed. Carl-Friedrich Graumann, vol. 1 (Bern: Huber, 1981), 153–211. 

134 K. Bühler, “Tatsachen und Probleme,” pp. 299-304. 

135 On Wundt’s opposition to introspection, see Danziger, Constructing the Subject, ch. 3. On  
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Schlick and Otto Neurath, who as we have seen were skeptical at best of the value of 

introspection.136 

Extending experimental or otherwise systematic psychological research into new 

domains entailed opening up the role of experimental subject to laymen of diverse social 

backgrounds and taking interviews or surveys in a variety of social settings outside the 

laboratory. This raised all sorts of interesting problems such as the subjects’ articulateness and 

rapport between researcher and subject that had to be dealt with through theoretical reflection, 

trial-and-error, and deliberate controlled investigations for the purposes of testing and refining 

instruments of research. It was not just a matter of diversifying the subjects and taking the 

research into the wild, so to speak. Through his time with Alfred Adler, Lazarsfeld had 

developed facility with a clinical approach to psychology that centered on prolonged engagement 

with a single individual and the development of holistic diagnoses which could then be compared 

with other unique cases. Investigating populations—that is, multiple individuals for whom data 

would be arranged and analyzed in aggregate in any number of ways—in survey-based research 

raised new issues in obtaining both meaningful and comparable data. As we will see in later 

chapters, the problem of how to stimulate and control introspection and retrospection and how 

this should shape questionnaire design and even the specific use of statistical methods occupied 

Lazarsfeld for decades. 

Despite their decisive background in the Würzburg School psychology of thought, the 

Bühlers practiced a pluralistic approach to psychological research. This was not just a loose “big 

tent” attitude. Pluralism was rooted in systematic theoretical reflection on how to mediate 

                                                
136 On Schlick and Bühler, see Hacohen, Karl Popper, pp. 156ff. For Neurath’s skepticism 
towards introspection, see Otto Neurath, “Soziologie im Physikalismus,” Erkenntnis 2 (1931): 
393–431. 
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between extremes, discard meaningless oppositions and questions, and synthesize the approaches 

of competing schools. Any perceptive student looking to Karl Bühler for methodological 

guidance would get the impression that hewing to one single party line was inappropriate but that 

clarity about how particular approaches fit with particular problems was absolutely necessary. In 

addition to Karl’s theoretical work, pluralism was developed and practiced through integration 

with the international scientific community of psychologists through visits, exchanges, reception 

of American texts and methods, and perhaps most of all through extensive support from the 

Rockefeller Foundation. Lazarsfeld was reticent about his absorption of Karl Bühler’s pluralism. 

Yet his embrace of qualitative and quantitative methods, his longstanding interest in forging 

connections across schools and disciplines, and his tendency to reject either-or questions of 

method and ontology line up well with his mentors. And Lazarsfeld certainly drew on the 

institutionalized pluralism of the Bühler Institute. Years before he landed in the United States, he 

had already engaged with American behaviorism and the pragmatist psychometric testing of 

Chicago’s L.L. Thurstone through his relationship with Charlotte Bühler.137 

Karl Bühler laid out a programmatic pluralism in his 1927 book, Die Krise der 

Psychologie, where he called for a conceptual system to facilitate translation among the existing 

branches of psychology. He stated his aims unambiguously in the preface: “It is imperative to 

reestablish the lost or distanced contact between psychology on this and that side of the Atlantic 

Ocean and between the Germanophone schools…”138 In the first instance, this meant German 

psychology of thought and American behaviorism. Yet even the humanistic psychology 

                                                
137 Paul Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, “Der Behaviorismus,” in Einführung in die Neuere 
Psychologie, ed. Emil Saupe, 4th and 5th (Osterwieck-Harz: A.W. Zickfeldt, 1931). 

138 K. Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. ix. 
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(geisteswissenschaftliche Psychologie) of Dilthey and his disciples such as Eduard Spranger, so 

reviled by the Viennese positivists such as Otto Neurath and Edgar Zilsel, belonged in the 

synthesis. For this reason, Bühler spent a significant amount of space examining the key 

concepts of humanistic psychology—Verstehen, Intuition, Struktur, Interpretation, and Sinn 

(meaning). Bühler had sympathies with Gestalt psychology and had even published on the topic, 

but he rejected the school’s “physicalistic” extension of psychological Gestalten into the realm 

of physiology.139 

What Bühler certainly rejected was associationist psychology and atomism from David 

Hume through Ernst Mach. He noted the impossibility of isolating single “elements” of sensory 

experience and then determining their functional relations. Instead, he tended toward a certain 

kind of Gestaltish holism and emphasized relations over elements. “Data having no reference to 

relations are simply not to be found…” he wrote in the grand philosophical introduction to his 

psychology of language, “Axiomatik der Sprachwissenschaften” (1933).140 There is no such 

thing as the immediately given element of experience, as Mach would have it. 

Karl Bühler’s theorizations of pluralism complemented the couple’s engagement with 

contemporary schools of psychology on both sides of the Atlantic. Karl and Charlotte both spent 

significant time in the United States in the 1920s and ‘30s, where they caught up with the latest 

developments in behaviorism and psychometric testing.141 This made them early importers—

though not uncritical or wholesale adopters—of behaviorism in Europe: as late as 1933, Rudolf 

                                                
139 Karl Bühler, Die Gestaltwahrnehmungen: Experimentelle Untersuchungen zur 
psychologischen und ästhetischen Analyse der Raum- und Zeitanschauung (Stuttgart: Spemann, 
1913). 

140 Karl Bühler, “Die Axiomatik der Sprachwissenschaften,” Kant-Studien 38 (1933), p. 38. 

141 Benekta, Psychologie in Wien, section 1.7; Charlotte Bühler, “Selbstdarstellung,” pp. 26-28. 
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Carnap lamented the late reception of behaviorism due to the delayed (1930) translation of its 

key work, John B. Watson’s Behaviorism (1925).142 Charlotte spent 1924-25 based at Columbia 

University’s Teachers College with the support of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial. 

There, Charlotte encounted behaviorism as well as intelligence and memory studies through 

Edward Thorndike’s work on animal learning.  

A few years later, Charlotte Bühler and Lazarsfeld co-wrote a thorough historical and 

methodological entry on behaviorism in Emil Saupe’s introductory psychology textbook (with 

Lazarsfeld as first author). Like Karl Bühler, they found much promise in behaviorism. 

However, they criticized behaviorism’s “Eroberungszug”—its drive to expand and impose its 

strict methodological imperatives on all of psychology. They made clever comparisons and 

contrasts between behaviorism on the one hand and Freudian psychoanalysis and Adlerian 

Individual Psychology on the other. In the end, they found unresolvable incompatibilities 

between introspectionists and behaviorists. Their key conclusion—which resonates with Karl 

Bühler’s thoughts on the “model” and with arguments from Lazarsfeld examined below—was 

that behaviorism fell short on concept formation due to its associationist-like insistence on 

starting with given elements of meaning (Sinnelemente). Instead, concept formation needed to 

proceed from two principles. First, it needed to start with complex and constructed concepts. In 

physics, Lazarsfeld noted, “even ‘speed’ must be constructed just as much as ‘grasping’ [in child 

psychology].” Second, psychology needed to harness the “storehouse of directions (Vorrat an 

Anweisungen) for concept formation drawn from our own lives, which play an extraordinary role 

                                                
142 Rudolf Carnap, “Psychologie in Physikalischer Sprache,” Erkenntnis 3 (1933), p. 124. It is 
unclear whether the 1930 translation was of Behavior (1914) or Behaviorism (1925). 
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in the description of the behavior of others.” Behaviorism threw overboard the essential tool of 

empathy. 

Charlotte also traveled throughout the East Coast and spent time at Yale’s Clinic of Child 

Development founded by Arnold Gesell. At Yale, she learned of Gesell’s alternative to 

intelligence testing in Europe by Alfred Binet, Théodore Simon, and William Stern.143 Later, 

Charlotte’s child development studies fused the Binet-Simon approach to intelligence testing 

through quantitative scaling against age-typical tasks and the Gesell approach of capturing 

spontaneous childhood behavior in natural situations toward the aim of a generalized schema of 

normal childhood development—a  “development quotient,” as Charlotte claimed to have coined 

it, as opposed to the more narrow Binet-Simon/Stern “intelligence quotient.”144   

Charlotte’s relationship with the Rockefeller Foundation proved extremely lucrative for 

the Psychological Institute and its personnel. Not only did the Rockefeller Foundation support 

the Institute through cash payments from 1926 through 1934; it was also through Charlotte’s 

connections that Lazarsfeld obtained his Travel Fellowship from 1933-35 and Egon Brunswik 

the same fellowship in 1935-36.145 Its connection with the Rockefeller Foundation put the Bühler 

Institute into a class of cutting-edge European institutions that combined basic and applied 

research that the Foundation supported during the interwar years in its efforts to strengthen the 

                                                
143 On intelligence testing see John Carson, The Measure of Merit: Talents, Intelligence, and 
Inequality in the French and American Republics, 1750-1940 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2007),  pp. 111-194; James T. Lamiell, Beyond Individual and Group Differences: Human 
Individuality, Scientific Psychology, and William Stern’s Critical Personalism (Sage, 2003). 

144 C. Bühler, “Selbstdarstellung,” p. 26; C. Bühler, Kleinkinder Tests: Entwicklungstests von 1. 
bis 6. Lebensjahr (Leipzig: J.A. Barth, 1932); Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, pp. 192-196. 

145 Benetka, Psychologie in Wien,pp. 58-61, 266. 
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modern social sciences against traditional and reactionary orientations.146 The Bühlers’ 

relationship with America continued through the 1920s and beyond, with further visits, lectures, 

and guest professorships by both of them—leading also to offers for professorships at 

Harvard/Radcliffe and Fordham—until they ultimately fled fascist Europe and landed a stone’s 

throw away from Beverly Hills, California.147 On the flipside, significant numbers of foreign 

(especially American) students came to study under the Bühlers. There were so many students 

who came from America, Charlotte’s assistant Hildegard Hetzer remembered, that they 

organized courses just for them.148 At least one of these students—Pearl Greenberg, who 

completed a dissertation and translated Charlotte’s work into English—became one of 

Lazarsfeld’s research assistants in the United States.149 The Institute also hosted prestigious 

visitors such as Berkeley’s Edward Tolman and Columbia’s Goodwin Watson.150 In any case, by 

                                                
146 On Rockefeller support for similar institutions such as Institute for International Law in 
Hamburg, the Institute for Political Science in Heidelberg, the Institute of World Economics in 
Kiel and the Hochschule für Politik in Berlin, see Claus-Dieter Krohn, Intellectuals in Exile: 
Refugee Scholars and the New School for Social Research (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1993), pp. 32-38. In Vienna, the RF also supported the liberal economist 
Ludwig von Mises and his colleagues. 

147 In the US, Charlotte became a leadining exponent of “humanistic psychology.” Charlotte 
Bühler wrote to Paul Lazarsfeld on person letterhead from Sweetzer Avenue. For a chronicle of 
the Bühlers’ visits to the United States, see C. Bühler, “Selbstdarstellung”; Benetka, Psychologie 
in Wien. 

148 Hildegard Hetzer, Eine Psychologie, die dem Menschen nützt: mein Weg nach Gießen 
(Göttingen: Verlag für Psychologie, 1988), p. 41. 

149 Charlotte Bühler, The First Year of Life, trans. Pearl Greenberg and Rowena Ripin (New 
York: The John Day Company, 1930). Judging by the title, Lazarsfeld was probably the de facto 
advisor: Pearl Greenberg, Freizeit: eine psychologische Studie (Wien, 1932). 

150 Benetka notes that Goodwin Watson penned a report on psychology in Vienna in Berlin for 
American audiences in which he attested to the high reputation of the Bühler Institute, p. 237. 
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the time Lazarsfeld showed up in the United States in 1933, he already had a wealth of 

connections through the Bühlers. 

Although the Bühlers were openly critical of psychoanalysis and other forms of depth 

psychology, their institute was nevertheless a site of significant interaction between academic 

psychologists and psychoanalysts of various stripes. Not only did several of the star pupils and 

assistants have a background in depth psychology, but psychoanalysts came as guests to the 

Institute colloquium.151 The Marxist psychoanalyst Siegfried Bernfeld organized his own 

discussion group at the Institute, in which rigorous discussion aimed at comparing theories and 

methods of psychoanalysis and academic psychology enlisted members of the Vienna Circle.152 

Karl later incorporated a paper on Deutung (interpretation) that Bernfeld discussed in this group 

in his “Axiomatik der Sprachwissenschaften.”153 Thus, pluralism was as much an attitude or 

style as a theoretical principle. It was something practiced. 

The organization and social life of the Bühler Institute facilitated its pluralistic 

orientation. In his autobiographical reflections, Lazarsfeld repeatedly stressed that the Bühler 

Institute served as a template for the BASR at Columbia University. He tended to highlight the 

camaraderie of his own research unit, the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle, and its 

clever blend of applied contract work and basic research. But the Bühlers created a structure and 

local scientific culture that had much in common with Lazarsfeld’s later creation in New York. It 

                                                
151 Benekta lists Siegfried Bernfeld, Heinz Hartmann, René Spitz, and Paul Ferdinand Schilder. 

152 Gerhard Benetka, “Psychoanalyse und akademische Psychologie,” in Siegfried Bernfeld oder 
die Grenzen der Psychoanalyse: Materialien zu Leben und Werk (Basel: Stroemfeld/Nexus, 
1992), 222–63. 

153 Siegfried Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der ‘Deutung’ in der Psychoanalyse,” Zeitschrift für 
Angewandte Psychologie 42, no. 5/6 (1932): 448–97; Bühler, “Axiomatik der 
Sprachwissenschaften,” p. 86. 
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was both pluralistic and highly productive:  Karl Bühler supervised 185 dissertations during his 

tenure in Vienna, an average of thirteen per year.154 The popularity of psychology and its 

intertwining with the training of teachers and the school reform movement in these years 

certainly swelled the Bühler Institute’s productivity. The series edited by Charlotte Bühler and 

Viktor Fadrus, director of the Pedagogical Institute, “Wiener Arbeiten zur Pädagogischen 

Psychologie,” channeled research at the Bühler Institute into a steady stream of publication.  

Perhaps most essential to the institute’s productivity were the structure of the institute, 

the Bühlers’ leadership style, and the resultant institutional culture. “The whole construction of 

the institute appears to me, in retrospect, as a very important organizational creation,” Lazarsfeld 

wrote in a 1959 tribute to the Bühlers. “It guaranteed on the one hand that the spirit of the 

directors influenced all parts and at the same time allowed the assistants a free development of 

their own interests…I conciously copied the Viennese organizational form here [at Columbia 

University].”155 Here Lazarsfeld referred specifically to the separation of the Institute into semi-

autonomous research divisions, each led by an assistant (of which he was one) who mediated 

between the directors and students and supervised student work. Indeed, Lazarsfeld did 

implement a similar structure at the BASR, where research staff directed research units on their 

chosen topics with graduate student assistants. The Bühlers managed research from the top 

through two devices. First was the “Psychologische Praktikum,” a topical seminar in which they 

selected who could do a dissertation under them and distributed specific topics. Second was the 

weekly colloquium, typically consisting of 30-50 dissertators, where researchers presented their 

                                                
154 Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, p. 54. Benekta compares this figure with Berlin and Leipzig 
(54 and 103 dissertations, respectively, for that time period.) 

155 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Amerikanische Beobachtungen eines Bühler-Schülers,” Zeitschrift für 
Experimentelle und Angewandte Psychologie 6 (1959), p. 69. 
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findings to the group. Here the discussion worked to draw connections across subfields and to 

build theory on the basis of empirical findings. As Lazarsfeld remembered it, the colloquium also 

ensured that the spirit of the directors could permeate all divisions of the institute. 

The Bühlers steered their assistants and students with a strong hand, but alumni also 

tended to recall a democratic working environment. Lotte Schenk-Danziger remembered a 

synthesis of “freedom of individual development and connection to an overarching research 

plan.”156 Social activities outside the university also strengthened the group spirit. The 

colloquium ritualistically adjourned to a private room at the Hotel Regina, only a stone’s throw 

away across the park around the Votivkirche from the Psychological Institute. “The participants 

became closer as human beings,” recalled Lajos Kardos. “The range of topics had expanded: we 

also talked about daily affairs, private matters, and also politics.”157 Sometimes the party 

continued to a Heuriger (wine garden) or dance club in the Vienna Woods. Marie Jahoda 

remembered this years later, stressing in particular the erotic dynamic between Charlotte Bühler 

and her male assistants, which must have lubricated her exploitation of them in the workplace. 

“She exploited her students and assistants,“ Jahoda recalled in an interview, “including Paul, 

who she also definitely flirted with. She chose her assistants partly on the basis of their 

intellectual capabilities and partly on the basis of their suitability as dance partner. Paul qualified 

for both, even if Egon Brunswik exceeded him on the second point.”158 As for the women who 

                                                
156 Quoted in Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, p. 65. Hetzer also noted how much freedom the 
Bühlers gave to their students and assistants. See Hildegard Hetzer, Eine Psychologie, die dem 
Menschen nützt: mein Weg nach Gießen (Göttingen: Verlag für Psychologie, 1988), p. 41. 

157 Quoted in Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, p. 66. 

158 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997), p. 44. 
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were unfit to become dance partners, Charlotte drafted them into babysitting service.159 The 

intertwining of scientific and personal life found expression as well in a Kabarett piece that the 

Institute assistants performed at the 11th Congress of the Society for Experimental Psychology in 

Vienna, 1929. The Kabarett form was in a sense ready to hand given the number of Bühler 

Institute students who had experience with political Kabarett from the socialist youth movement. 

Marie Jahoda’s musician brother Fritz composed the music, and Vilma Degischer, later 

Josefstadttheater actress and Princess Sophie of Bavaria in the legendary Sissi film trilogy, also 

took part.160 Taking Goethe’s Faust as its template, the text parodied contemporary 

psychology—from Wolfgang Köhler’s primate studies to intelligence measurement and theories 

of youth psychology—and translated Karl Bühler’s plea for the unity of psychology to song and 

dance.161 Even this playful tradition continued at the BASR, where staff and students staged skits 

to celebrate Lazarsfeld’s birthday. As we will see below, the culture of the 

Wirtschaftspsycholgische Forschungsstelle took on an especially comradely flavor due to the 

particularly high number of youth movement alums within its ranks. 

 

4.2.2 Model thinking as a bridge between humanistic and naturalistic social science 

Bühler intended his explication of humanistic psychology in Krise der Psychologie as a 

step toward synthesis. The mediating position that he proposed shaped Lazarsfeld’s approach to 

                                                
159 One assistant, Hildegard Hetzer, even lived with the Bühlers. See Benetka, Psychologie in 
Wien, p. 66. 

160 Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, p. 238; Lotte Schenk-Danziger, “Erinnerungen an Karl und 
Charlotte Bühler. Die Bedeutung Der Wiener Schule Der Psychologie Für Die Pädagogik” 
(Wien: Hermann Böhlaus Nachf., 1981),  p. 230. 

161 Hetzer, Eine Psychologie, die dem Menschen nützt, p. 45. 
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concept formation and empirical research for his entire career. Bühler denied that psychology 

had to be either an intuitive science of Verstehen, as the hardcore humanistic psychologists and 

Neokantians like Rickert would have it, or a purely inductive science, as the experimentalists 

held. He acknowledged the power of intuition and understanding for discovery. Yet this did not 

mean that “the whole trivialities of a strict induction” should be thrown overboard. Neither 

operation should exclude or be confused with the other. Instead, each was to be harnessed for its 

proper functions in scientific research. “Intuition, the gift of the divinely blessed discoverer,” he 

wrote, “deserves the first word but strict disciplined observation, allegiance to detail, and 

induction the last.”162 In a complementary statement in his “Axiomatik der 

Sprachwissenschaften,” Bühler rejected the Neokantians’ “too scholastic” question of whether 

the field belonged to the nomothetic or the idiographic sciences.163 Answering this question in 

advance, he believed, would impose blinders premptively.164 Bühler must have been 

disappointed to see how long the question lingered on both sides of the Atlantic: somehow it 

would not go away for much of the twentieth century, gaining different arbitrary political 

valences with each generation. It finally reached a stalemate, in the 1970s, today fought out 

behind the scenes in bureaucratic conflicts over research funding and faculty appointments.165 

Bühler introduced a language of Modelle (models) to capture the mixture of intuition 

(and related concepts such as empathy, experience, intimate familiarity, and understanding) and 

                                                
162 K. Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. 11-12. 

163 K. Bühler, “Axiomatik der Sprachwissenschaften,” p. 20. 

164 Bühler held a similar attitude toward demarcating conscious from unconscious mental 
processes, a distinction that Lazarsfeld also tended to ignore in his own research.  

165 On the arrival at stalemate, see the introduction in Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge: Making 
the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
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“induction” he proposed. The career of “model” as a conceptual tool in the social sciences was 

only in its infancy when Bühler wrote Krise der Psychologie, but “models” and the related 

“picture theory” were very much on the minds of Vienna’s physicists and philosophers. Thinking 

in terms of models complemented constructivist and conventionalist or pragmatist 

epistemologies. Models were something created by the scientist and were justified by their 

usefulness.166 Thinking in terms of models tended to part ways with realism and with 

correspondence theories of truth. The model thinker in physics par excellence, Ludwig 

Boltzmann, wrote that science “is only an inner picture (inneres Bild) or mental construction 

(gedankliche Konstruktion) that can never coincide with the multiplicity of phenomena but can 

only represent certain parts of them in an ordered manner.”167 The term “model” made its way 

from Paul Ehrenfest, a student of Ludwig Boltzmann, to Jan Tinbergen, the father of economic 

modeling only in the 1930s.168 Bühler did not reference physics or economics, but he could very 

well have been aware of the physicists’ use of the term through his philosopher colleagues such 

as Moritz Schlick and Hans Hahn. Lazarsfeld on the other hand, as a doctorate of physics, would 

have had at least some familiarity with the use of “model” and related concepts in modern 

physics. He must have found Bühler’s attempt to mediate between naturalistic and humanistic 

                                                
166 On the pragmatist implications of models, see Henk Visser, “Boltzmann and Wittgenstein or 
How Pictures Became Linguistic,” Synthese 119 (1999), p. 139. 

167 Ludwig Boltzmann, “Theories as Representations,” in Philosophy of Science, ed. Arthur 
Danto and Sidney Morgenbesser (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1960). 

168 Jan Tinbergen, “Quantative Fragen der Konjunkturpolitik,” Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv 42 
(1935): 366–99. On the transfer of “model” from physics to economics, see Marcel Boumans, 
How Economists Model the World into Numbers (London: Routledge, 2005), ch. 2. Mary 
Morgan lists the Norwegian Ragnar Frisch as another early modeller. See Mary S. Morgan, The 
World in the Model: How Economists Work and Think (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012). 
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approaches to psychology through the concept of the model stimulating. In any event, something 

inspired the use of the term by Lazarsfeld and his unoffical doctoral students in the 1930s.169  

Thinking, working, and theorizing in terms of models and pictures had been a tradition 

within physics since Heinrich Hertz’s Principles of Mechanics (1894).170 As Hertz saw it, 

scientists constructed “images” (Darstellungen)—which he used interchangeably with “cognitive 

schemes” and “models”—to represent their objects.171 Since “various images of the same objects 

are possible,” he wrote, scientists needed criteria to whittle them down and choose among them. 

Hertz developed three basic criteria. First, images should be “logically permissible”: we reject 

those images that contradict the laws of our thought. Second, they needed to be “correct”: the 

essential relations of the image cannot not contradict the relations of external things (i.e. the 

image needs to correspond with empirical data). And third, images had to be “appropriate”: 

given a choice among multiple logically permissible and correct images, we choose those that 

picture more of the essential relations of the object, are “more distinct,” have a smaller number 

of superfluous or empty relations, and/or are the “simpler” picture. This was always relative, 

never a matter of yes or no. The construction and choice of images was a long process, especially 

                                                
169 For Lazarsfeld, see the posthumously published 1934 paper, “Prinzipielles zur Soziographie,” 
in Empirische Analyse des Handelns, ed. Christian Fleck (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2007), 
264–89. At least one student took up the term in her methodological dissertation: Hedwig Weil, 
“Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 1935), 
p. 22. 

170 For a key passage, see Heinrich Hertz, “Two Systems of Mechanics” in Philosophy of 
Science, ed. Arthur Danto and Sidney Morgenbesser (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1960), p. 
349ff. 

171 N.B. Lazarsfeld’s brother-in-law Friedrich Zerner, a physicist with whom Lazarsfeld talked 
science enough that Zerner helped him with his dissertation, succinctly summarized Hertz’s 
theory building in his entry on Maxwell-Hertz electromagnetic theory. See Friedrich Zerner, Die 
Maxwell-Hertz’sche Theorie, Handbuch der Physik vol. 12, part 1 (Berlin: Springer, 1927), pp. 
142-45. 
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in regards to the third criterion. “One image may be more suitable for one purpose, another for 

another,” Hertz explained. “[O]nly by gradually testing many images can we finally succeed in 

obtaining the most appropriate.”172 As we will see below, when Lazarsfeld discussed how to deal 

with multiple “vague images” in social research in 1937, his scheme resonated remarkably with 

Hertz’s three criteria. Further into his career, Lazarsfeld and his colleages at the BASR 

articulated their approach to what Hertz had called “gradually testing many images” by 

successively constructing tables of multivariate correlations of survey data. 

Taking off from Hertz’s approach to scientific theory-building, Ludwig Boltzmann 

elaborated it to deal explicitly with multivariate or multidimensional systems. One feature that 

Boltzmann added to model thinking, which suited his work in statistical mechanics, was to 

envision the model as a “coordinate system” or matrix in n-dimensional geometrical space.173 

“Differential equations,” he wrote in a 1897 paper, “are evidently nothing but rules for forming 

and combining numbers and geometric concepts, and these in turn are nothing but mental 

pictures from which appearances can be predicted.” That said, Boltzmann noted the continuity 

between everyday and scientific thought: when we use models, he wrote in his canonical 1902 

entry in the Encyclopedia Brittanica, “we are simply extending and continuing the principle by 

means of which we comprehend objects in thought and represent them in language or 

                                                
172 Hertz, “Two Systems of Mechanics,” p. 351. 

173 Janik and Toulmin explain the connection: “The totality of theoretical 'points' in 
the...multidimensional coordinate system gave one a representation of the 'ensemble of possible 
states' of the physical system in question; and any actual state could be defined, by specifying the 
particular point in this 'multidimensional space' whose coordinates corresponded to the actual 
values of all the variables. The general problem for statistical mechanics was then to discover 
mathematical relations governing the frequencies with which—on various assumptions and 
conditions—the actual states of a physical system would be distributed among its possible states; 
and, so, to compute the relative probabilities of finding the system, in actual fact, in one overall 
physical state rather than another.” See Wittgenstein’s Vienna, p. 146. 
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writing.”174 Boltzmann’s reference to “language” was not trivial. He repeatedly stressed the 

“analogical” function of models in his encyclopedia entry. In an 1899 lecture, he cited Goethe’s 

reflections on language and experience to articulate his conception of the relationship between 

model and world, theory and empirics. “When Goethe says that only half our experience is 

experience,” Boltzmann wrote, he means that “in every conceptual grasp of experience or verbal 

representation of it we must already go beyond experience. The frequently uttered requirement 

that natural science must never go beyond experience should therefore in my view be 

reformulated thus: never go too far beyond experience and introduce only such abstractions as 

can soon be tested by experience.”175 This stress on language not only gave Boltzmann’s 

conception of models a cultivated sheen but, more importantly, made it potentially compatible 

with hermeneutic sciences oriented toward language and meaning. Lazarsfeld shared 

Boltzmann’s three key moves here—first, to treat matrices or coordinate systems as models; 

second, to see models as language; and third, to recognize the inevitable surplus of meaning in 

models and the need to check them against experience. 

Beyond these features, Boltzmann also gave an account of the process of constructing 

and using models in science that resembles the process Lazarsfeld outlined in the 1930s. 

Boltzmann sharpened Hertz’s procedure of “gradually testing” an image with a method of 

                                                
174 Ludwig Boltzmann, “Model,” in Theoretical Physics and Philosophical Problems, ed. Brian 
McGuiness (Dordrecht: Springer, 1974), p. 214. Boltzmann listed a wide variety of models: 
when “we endeavour to assist our conceptions of space by figures, by the methods of descriptive 
geometry, and by various thread and object models; our topography by plans, charts and globes; 
and our mechanical and physical ideas by kinematic models.” A few pages later: “…it is 
perfectly clear that these models of wood, metal and cardboard are really a continuation and 
integration of our process of thought…” p. 218. 

175 Quoted in Matthias Neuber, “Physics without Pictures? The Ostwald-Boltzmann Controversy, 
and Mach’s (Unnoticed) Middle-Way,” in History and Philosophy of Science: New Trends and 
Perspectives, ed. Michael Heidelberger and Friedrich Stadler (Boston: Springer, 2002), p. 190. 
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scientific reasoning called “deductive representation.” It was difficult, Boltzmann admitted, to 

say how we first arrive at a picture: “Not infrequently, the paths by which we reach such pictures 

are very diverse and dependent upon a variety of coincidences.”176 In any case, Boltzmann 

explained, once we have an image in mind we proceed without worrying about empirics at first. 

Instead, we “make the effort to develop our thought-pictures with as much clarity as possible and 

to draw from them all possible consequences…Only subsequently,” he continued, “do we check 

its agreement with experiential facts.” And only afterwards do we justify why the picture had to 

be chosen in precisely this way. Boltzmann was forgiving about how we arrive at pictures, but he 

insisted that they must become clear. Otherwise, we cannot deduce unambiguous results from 

them to be compared against empirical findings. Boltzmann emphasized that models were 

something to work with in order to come to an understanding of our objects: “physical theory [as 

modeling] is merely a mental construction of mechanical models, the working of which we make 

plain to ourselves by the analogy of mechanisms we hold in our hands, and which have so much 

in common with natural phenomena as to help our comprehension of the latter.” Models do not 

reproduce reality but represent it in a way that makes manipulation and insight possible. Like 

Boltzmann, Lazarsfeld noted the many pathways to our models and acknowledged the continuity 

between everyday and scientific “modeling” of social phenomena. He also stressed clarification 

of hypothetical “vague images” into their interrelated dimensions. Only then could we design 

and conduct surveys to test and revise these multidimensional images. Lazarsfeld’s approach to 

social research was explicitly and plainly not theory-free induction. It was more akin to 

Boltzmann’s “deductive representation.” 

                                                
176 Boltzmann, “Theories as representations.” 
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Picture theory was a Vienna tradition before and after Boltzmann. Even Ernst Mach, who 

is often seen as Boltzmann’s antithesis, appreciated the heuristic value of hypothetical 

“pictures.”177 It was actually the conflict between Wilhelm Ostwald and Ernst Mach over, among 

other things, the place of mental images in theory construction that turned the young Friedrich 

Adler, who as we have seen shaped Lazarsfeld’s early intellectual development more than 

anyone else, into Mach’s disciple.178 Boltzmann recognized Mach’s position against Ostwald in 

his Encyclopedia Britannica article, noting Mach’s attention to models in the form of “Analogies 

and elucidations of one sphere by another…as mere ephemeral aids to perception, which are 

necessitated by historical development, but which in course of time either give place to others or 

entirely vanish from the domain of science.”179 Picture theory lived on in Vienna even after the 

passing of Boltzmann (1906) and Mach (1916). In the years soon after Bühler came to Vienna—

1925-27 to be precise—his colleagues Moritz Schlick, Hans Hahn, and others discussed, line-by-

line, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logicus-Philosophicus (1921).180 There, Wittgenstein 

                                                
177 Matthias Neuber, “Physics without Pictures? The Ostwald-Boltzmann Controversy, and 
Mach’s (Unnoticed) Middle-Way,” in History and Philosophy of Science: New Trends and 
Perspectives, ed. Michael Heidelberger and Friedrich Stadler (Boston: Springer, 2002). Neuber 
admits that his is an unconventional, but textually well supported, interpretation of Mach. 

178 Adler recounts his conversion in “Bemerkungen über der Ostwald’schen Energetik,” 
Vierteljahrsschrift für wissenschaftliche Philosophie und Soziologie 29, no. 3 (1905): 287–333. 
On the conflict, see Neuber, “Physics without Pictures?” 

179 Boltzmann, “Model,” p. 219. 

180 Friedrich Stadler, The Vienna Circle: Studies in the Origins, Development and Influence of 
Logical Empiricism (New York: Springer, 2015), p. xxi, 8, 42-43. Participants included Moritz 
Schlick, Hans Hahn, Otto Neurath, Felix Kaufmann, Friedrich Waismann, Herbert Feigl, Rudolf 
Carnap, and Kurt Reidemeister. 
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drew on Boltzmann’s spatialized conception of model pictures for his philosophy of language.181 

One can imagine Bühler’s fellow philosophers puzzling over Wittgenstein’s formulations: “§2.1. 

We picture facts to ourselves. §2.11. A picture presents a situation in logical space, the existence 

and non-existence of states of affairs. §2.12. A picture is a model of reality….§4.01 A 

proposition is a picture of reality. A proposition is a model of reality as we imagine it.”182 In any 

case, thinking about models reached a new peak in Vienna just as Bühler was writing Krise der 

Psychologie. 

Bühler did not give modeling an especially great weight in Krise der Psychologie. 

However, it seems that this conceptual tool had some currency at the Institute in the late 1920s. 

Not only did Lazarsfeld and his students take it up, but Karl Popper also gave the term particular 

attention, citing Bühler’s book, in his 1928 dissertation on the methodology of cognitive 

psychology.183 Bühler took the Viennese tradition of model thinking into a new direction by 

proposing the “model” as a way of bringing together humanistic/hermeneutic and naturalistic 

approaches to psychology.184 To a certain extent, Boltzmann’s association of models with 

language made this move obvious, but Bühler made it more explicit by appropriating the 

                                                
181 Henk Visser, “Boltzmann and Wittgenstein or How Pictures Became Linguistic,” Synthese 
119 (1999): 135–56; Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Wittgenstein’s Vienna (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1973). 

182 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D.F. Pears and B.F. 
McGuinness (London: Routledge, 1974). 

183 Karl Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie,” in Frühe Schriften, by Karl Popper, 
ed. Troels Eggers Hansen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006). 

184 A clue that Bühler talked about modeling with his philosopher colleagues: he cites the 
example of Kepler in a way that was strikingly similar to the way Otto Neurath discusses Kepler 
in this period. We do not remember all of the astrology Kepler had in mind, Bühler noted, only 
his model. 
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vocabulary of geisteswissenschaftliche (or verstehende) psychology. Like Hertz and Boltzmann 

before him, Bühler described modelling as a process that moved from imaginative construction 

to some confrontation with empirics. As we have seen through Boltzmann especially, the word 

“model” wavered in meaning between something like a linguistic picture (Bild) and the more 

palpable sense of a machine or scaled model that instantiates a physical law.185 Both senses are 

present in Bühler’s ruminations. The mechanistic sense of model was also compelling in 

psychology given the prevalance of instruments and apparatuses used to represent and study 

psychological processes such as perception at the time. Bühler’s early research into Gestalten 

used such apparatuses, which he called “Modelle.”186 

Bühler took up the word Modell in the midst of a long explication of the concepts of 

“structure” and “meaning” in phenomenology (Max Scheler and Edmund Husserl), hermeneutics 

(Wilhelm Dilthey), humanistic psychology (Eduard Spranger), and Gestalt psychology. The 

humanistic psychologists’ much cherished “experience” or “intimate familiarity” (Miterleben, 

literally “experiencing with”), Bühler suggested, could be thought of as a kind of observation in 

the form of a model. “Perhaps some value the technique of Miterleben so greatly because it 

catches sight of a similar aid to knowledge as the sketching of a bodily object on paper or the 

reconstruction of a machine in the form of a model.” Further, he compared Miterleben with the 

trial-and-error, incremental development of a clinical diagnosis or musical accompaniment: “In 

                                                
185 This double sense of the word continued up thorugh the interwar period. See Mary S. 
Morgan, The World in the Model: How Economists Work and Think (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012); Marcel Boumans, How Economists Model the World into Numbers 
(London: Routledge, 2005). 

186 Karl Bühler, Die Gestaltwahrnehmungen: Experimentelle Untersuchungen zur 
psychologischen und ästhetischen Analyse der Raum- und Zeitanschauung (Stuttgart: Spemann, 
1913), quoted on pp. 113-14 of Krise der Psychologie. 
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complex cases e.g. of mental illness, experienced technicians of the procedure [of empathy] test 

out (ausprobieren) various empathies (Einfühlungen)…a bit like the way a pianist searches 

around for the key and fitting accompaniment to a song through provisional strokes on his 

instrument until harmony is reached.”187 This was good for the “art” of a rapid diagnosis, Bühler 

argued, but not for psychological theory. The act of Miterleben needed to be translated into fixed 

and repeatable observations and the empathetic observer into a kind of “recording device” 

(Aufnahmeapparat). This was a step toward induction and thereby toward the systematic 

construction of psychological theory. “Where we succeed in capturing structures, either on the 

basis of experiential or behavioral components of mental contact (Kontakt), we get models, and 

where we succeed in verifying (prüfen) on the basis of contact entering into the here and now, 

we contribute to psychological induction.”188 In other words, we might arrive at a model through 

understanding and related operations, but this does not free us from the demands of rigorous 

induction in order to distinguish between model and reality.  

Bühler postulated a unity of method between the humanities and natural sciences with 

modelling as a shared technique of scientific reasoning. Like his Viennese positivist 

contemporaries, he argued against the strict separation of “understanding” (verstehende) from 

“explanatory” (erklärende) and causal sciences. Bühler held that in the natural and human 

sciences alike, models were tools of reasoning fashioned through creative construction. Like the 

humanist, he wrote, “The physicist does not lack in structural insights…He has them in the 

models that the theoretical physicist thinks up (ausdenkt) on the basis of which to insightfully 

                                                
187 K. Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. 105. 

188 K. Bühler, Krise der Psychologie, p. 106. 
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(einsichtig) develop strict lawfulness.”189 “Inventors of models (Modellerfinder), rich in ideas, 

are full of pictures,” he wrote on the creation of atomic models in contemporary physics. “We 

can see [the humanist psychologist] Spranger’s work as a kind of psychology of discovery, as a 

discours de la methode or as regulae ad directionem ingenii (rules for direction of the mind). We 

cannot have enough ingenuity in the contemporary stage of psychology; but aside from that, the 

objective spirit of empirical science (Realwissenschaft) demands the inductive verification of 

ideas. This goes for psychology just as much as for physics.”190 

Bühler’s reflections on the “model” should be seen in relation to his rejection of 

associationist psychology. It is not easy—and perhaps unnecessary and inappropriate—to 

untangle ontological arguments about what the mind is and how it works from methodological 

arguments about how we can come to know it. Bühler’s Krise der Psychologie mixed the two. 

The associationist approach was synthetically to reconstruct complex reality through the analysis 

of simple elements and their lawful relations. Psychology of thought, by contrast, started not 

from simple elements but from the complex structures or mental processes themselves. The use 

of models in scientific reasoning performed a homologous move by starting inquiry with 

complex pictures. 

This is as far as Bühler went in explaining how intuition/understanding and induction fit 

together. Yet it appears that thinking in terms of models was on the minds of Bühler and his 

protegés at the Psychological Institute more than the scant discussion of models in Krise der 

Psychologie would indicate. As we shall see in greater depth below, Lazarsfeld took over the 

problem from Bühler in his empirical work, where quantitative methods made the problem 
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particularly vexing, and in two methodological papers from the 1930s. There, like Bühler, 

Lazarsfeld blurred the distinction between the workings of the mind and the procedures of 

empirical social research. “As we see it, the formula the sociographer should come up 

with…reconstitutes his results as an object, as something one can comment on or communicate 

about,” Lazarsfeld wrote in “Principles of Sociography” (1934). “In this, however, the matrix 

formula [i.e. the multidimensional concept] only shares the overall function of words. Child 

psychology and language psychology have shown that in many cases, objects of the outside 

world cannot be accessed, and manipulated, unless they have been named. The most important 

steps in biogenetic as well as individual development are bound up with the representational 

function of language.” Likewise, before Karl Popper turned away from the psychology of 

discovery, he called on Bühler to emphasize the resonances between mental processes and 

scientific method. “The Selzian concept of ‘tentative behavior’ (probierende Verhalten) seems to 

have apparent parallels in the objective business of science. Science also tests out its theories, its 

‘models’ (as Bühler says) in a way absolutely in accordance with the Seltzian schema. Thus, the 

actual ways of scientific research do not in any sense correspond with the logical principles of 

representation.”191 Both everyday thought and scientific reasoning worked through models. 

Modelling even reached into the next generation of students at the Bühler Institute. As we will 

see below, one of Lazarsfeld’s unofficial doctoral students, Hedwig Weil, discussed the model as 

a tool of statistical interpretation in her 1935 dissertation on consumer psychology.192 

                                                
191 Karl Popper, “Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie,” in Frühe Schriften, by Karl Popper, 
ed. Troels Eggers Hansen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006). 

192 Hedwig Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie” (Doctoral Dissertation, University 
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From Hertz onward, the notion of the “model” highlighted the constructedness of 

theoretical concepts. There was another constructivist tradition that flowed into the storehouse of 

ideas available to Lazarsfeld at the Bühler Institute. In his Theory of Multiple Factors (1933), a 

multivariate approach to psychometric testing, L.L. Thurstone placed pragmatist construction 

front and center. Thurstone’s “Attitudes Can be Measured” (1928) had attracted Lazarsfeld’s 

attention as a mathematical method of scaling individuals relative to a population according to 

their opinions on an object or set of objects.193 This technique was immediately appealing for 

public opinion and media research. It was important enough to Lazarsfeld at the time that he 

directed one of his unofficial students, who later returned to America and wrote a review of the 

Marienthal study in The Nation, to devote an entire dissertation analyzing Thurstone’s procedure 

and its applications in market research.194  

Lazarsfeld remained a sharp student of Thurstone for decades. Multiple factor analysis 

later formed the basis for Lazarsfeld’s “Latent Structure Theory,” a probabilistic technique that 

he refined over the course of the postwar decades before it briefly fizzled out, only to return once 

personal computing power caught up with its demands.195 Thurstone’s Theory of Multiple 

                                                
193 L.L. Thurstone, “Attitudes Can Be Measured,” The American Journal of Sociology 33, no. 4 
(1928): 529–554. 

194 Robert Noleman McMurry, “Überprüfung und Erweiterung der Thurstoneschen Methode der 
Attitude Scales an einer Untersuchung über die Einstellung des Publikums in Österreich zur 
Reklame” (Dissertation, University of Vienna, 1934); Robert N. McMurry, “When Men Eat 
Dogs (Review of Marienthal),” The Nation, January 4, 1933. 

195 For the definitive statement, see Paul F. Lazarsfed and Neil W. Henry, Latent Structure 
Analysis (New York: Houghton-Mifflin, 1968). On the development of LSA, see Reiterer, 
Barbara, “Die Entwicklung Der ‘Latent Structure Analysis’ von Paul F. Lazarsfeld: Eine 
Wissenschaftshistorische Analyse” (Diplomarbeit, University of Vienna, 2003). On its 
relationship with multiple factor analysis, dependence on computing power, and revival since the 
1980s, see D.J. Bartholomew, “Factor Analysis and Latent Structure: Overview,” International 
Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences (Elsevier Science Ltd., 2001). Lazarsfeld 
offered LSA as an alternative to Herbert Simon’s approach to causality but lost. For Lazarsfeld’s 
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Factors began as a critique and expansion of Charles Spearman’s reduction of intelligence to the 

single underlying trait, latent variable, or “factor” he called “g.” Thurstone offered multiple 

factor analysis as a contribution to intelligence testing, but he also suggested other applications 

such as the study of “psychotic systems, vocational interests, physical measurements, and 

personality traits.”196 Spearman analyzed the intercorrelations of several variables in search of a 

single common factor, but he did not have a way of dealing with multiple independent factors 

mathematically. Thurstone aimed to identify and rank multiple factors according to their degree 

of importance in producing the observed phenomenon. 

Though he did not use the word “model,” Thurstone’s multiple factor analysis shared two 

key features with modeling. First, like Boltzmann, he concerned himself with multidimensional 

space. Second, like many model thinkers since Hertz he saw modeling as a process of 

constructing and revising images or schemes to represent a phenomenon. Thurstone gave this 

process a strong pragmatist or conventionalist character. “If our schemes are inconsistent or if 

the phenomena are inconsistent with our schemes, then in order to regain peace of mind, we must 

either reinterpret the phenomena according to our scheme or else change the scheme in order to 

fit our experiences,” he wrote. “[I]t is in the last analysis only a matter of preference and 

convenience anyway.” Yet Thurstone introduced another criterion—prediction. “If the 

investigator is assembling a set of tests for the prediction of college scholarship,” he wrote, “then 

the criterion of success is of course the prediction of scholarship. If he succeeds in doing that, 

then the battery of tests is a good one, quite irrespective of whether it requires more than one 

                                                
take on the conflict, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “A Memoir in Honor of Professor Wold,” in 
Scientists at Work. Festschrift in Honour of Herman Wold (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 
1970). 

196 L.L. Thurstone, “The Theory of Multiple Factors” (Photo-Lithoprint Reproduction, 1933). 
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factor to describe the intercorrelations.” The constructedness of “factors” did not detract from 

their scientific status. “In the generalized factor method,” Thurstone wrote in a 1934 paper called 

“The Vectors of Mind,” “we have one of the possible ways in which a set of categories for the 

scientific study of personality and temperament may be established on experimental grounds as 

distinguished from literary verbosity about this subject.”197 

 

4.2.3 Lazarsfeld’s route to academic social science through the Bühler Institute 

Lazarsfeld never worked out in detail how he absorbed Karl Bühler’s methodology of the 

model. He did, however, emphasize how much he learned from the organization of the Bühler 

Institute and implemented similar structures at the Columbia University Bureau of Applied 

Social Research. Lazarsfeld came to the Psychological Institute in the mid-1920s with no formal 

training and little familiarity with academic psychology. According to Lazarsfeld’s memory it 

was his mentor Siegfried Bernfeld, whom he had gotten to know through the youth movement at 

the initiative of his mother, who piqued his curiosity for the Bühlers.198 Bernfeld was an 

opportune mentor for Lazarsfeld as a thinker who worked to bring together depth psychology, 

Marxist theory, youth psychology, and socialist politics in a rigorously scientific way. Bernfeld 

was involved in international debates on the place of psychoanalysis in the socialist movement, 

in which he pleaded for value-free science, while also working to systematize the practices of 

                                                
197 L.L. Thurstone, “The Vectors of Mind,” The Psychological Review 41, no. 1 (1934), p. 7. 

198 Friedrich Scheu notes on the basis of a 1972 interview with Lazarsfeld that Sophie first 
nudged Paul to take part in Bernfeld’s “Sprechsaal” and “Jugendkulturgruppe.” See Friedrich 
Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft: Schwarzwald-Kreis und Entstehung der Vereinigung 
Sozialistischer Mittelschüler (Wien: H. Böhlaus Nachf, 1985). 
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knowledge production in psychoanalysis.199 His 1925 book Sisyphus, or the Limits of Education 

lamented the sorry state of pedagogy as a discipline “devoid of nearly all the qualities and 

subtleties we have come to associate with scientific inquiry” and argued that a revolutionary 

pedagogy required not just political intent but “empirical science.”200 

 Lazarsfeld told the story of his introduction to the Bühler Institute via Bernfeld in detail: 

[H]e was an extremely interesting man and I was very devoted to him. And he mentioned one 
day that the Bühler are about to come to Vienna, and anything he mentioned I was curious to 
see why he mentioned it even, so I went to one of the first lectures of the Bühlers and found 
it quite interesting and finally enrolled in one of their seminars just out of curiousity, parallel 
to...I had already my Ph.D. in mathematics and I was teaching, but I was very interested in 
young people and Mrs. Bühler, who also was a professor, had published a book on 
adolescence, which by then was in the second edition or something – that is an important 
point, incidentally – and so I enrolled...Well, I probably didn't even enroll, I – frequented 
more and more this seminar, and the Bühlers got curious about it. Mrs. Bühler had 
spent...both Bühlers had been invited to America occasionally, they were very famous, and 
had gotten wind of some of the statistical stuff, and suddenly there was someone in their 
seminar who knew mathematics.201 

                                                
199 The main contributions to the international debate have been collected in Bernfeld, Reich, 
Jurinetz, Sapir, Stoljarov: Psychoanalyse und Marxismus, ed. Hans Jörg Sandkühler (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971), 7–46. Bernfeld’s scientific bent led to some absurdities, such as his 
work with Sergei Feitelberg on the measurement of libido. However, it also led to incredibly 
sharp comparative explication of psychological schools and psychoanalytic procedures. See 
Siegfried Bernfeld and Sergei Feitelberg, “Über Psychische Energie, Libido, und deren 
Meßbarkeit,” Imago 16 (1930): 66–118; Bernfeld, “Die Krise der Psychologie und die 
Psychoanalyse. (1) Der Personalismus. William Stern,” Internationale Zeitschrift für 
Psychoanalyse 17, no. 2 (1931): 176–211; Bernfeld, “Der Begriff der ‘Deutung’ in der 
Psychoanalyse,” Zeitschrift für Angewandte Psychologie 42, no. 5/6 (1932): 448–97; Bernfeld, 
“Die Gestalttheorie,” Imago 20, no. 1 (1934): 32–77; Bernfeld, “The Facts of Observation in 
Psychoanalysis,” The Journal of Psychology 12 (1941): 289–305. On Bernfeld, see Gerhard 
Benetka, “Psychoanalyse und akademische Psychologie,” in Siegfried Bernfeld oder die Grenzen 
der Psychoanalyse: Materialien zu Leben und Werk (Basel: Stroemfeld/Nexus, 1992), 222–63; 
Peter Dudek, Er war halt genialer als die anderen: biografische Annäherungen an Siegfried 
Bernfeld (Gießen, Lahn: Psychosozial-Verlag, 2012). 

200 Siegfried Bernfeld, Sisyphus, or the Limits of Education, trans. Frederic Lilge (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1973), pp. 15, 29. With his frequent affirmative use of words such 
as “rational,” “scientific attitude,” and “verification” and negative use of words like 
“superstition,” Bernfeld evinced a Viennese positivist spirit. 

201 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), p. 43. 
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Lazarsfeld managed to gain an invitation to the Bühlers’ colloquium and impress Charlotte 

Bühler enough with a quantitative analysis of some socialist youth movement questionnaires by 

Otto Felix Kanitz that he secured back-door entry into the Psychological Institute without a 

degree.202 Between Bernfeld and Kanitz, it was clearly the youth movement and youth 

psychology that got Lazarsfeld interested in the Bühlers, but it was his mathematics skills that 

earned him a place. “She noticed that I knew mathematics and knew whatever statistics there was 

at the time,” Lazarsfeld recalled, “and then asked me to give a statistics course at the 

Psychological Institute.” Soon he was teaching courses on methods relating to questionnaires and 

statistical analysis: “so she first asked me to give a course in statistics to her students, and then 

slowly that developed and I shifted and became full time instructor at the University, and gave 

up mathematics teaching in the junior college [i.e. Gymnasium] there.”203 The most prolific 

historian of the Bühler Institute, Gerhard Benetka, points out that it is difficult to ascertain from 

period sources when exactly his regular involvement began. A turning point was December 

1929, when Lazarsfeld took official leave from the Gymnasium to spend more hours at the 

Psychological Institute. Yet he did briefly return to teaching at the Gymnasium in the fall of 1930 

before taking official leave once again from January 1931 to “summer 1933,” after which he 

spent two years in the United States on his Rockefeller Foundation travel grant.204  

                                                
202 On Kanitz, see his Kämpfer der Zukunft: für eine sozialistische Erziehung (Frankfurt am 
Main: März Verlag, 1970). 

203 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 3. See also pp. 220-21. 

204 Gerhard Benetka, Psychologie in Wien: Sozial- und Theoriegeschichte des Wiener 
Psychologischen Instituts 1922-1938 (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verl., 1995), pp. 200ff. Benetka 
dredged the details of Lazarsfeld’s back-and-forth between teaching and the Psychological 
Institute from the Vienna municipal archives. 
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Equally frustrating as pinning down a precise chronology are attempts to gain a complete 

picture of Lazarsfeld’s activities there. This is due not only to a lack of sources—there is basically 

no surviving correspondence between the Bühlers, for example—but also to Lazarsfeld’s 

unofficial status at the University. Lazarsfeld’s background inhibited his official appointment in 

two senses: first, he lacked a degree in psychology to justify appointment to an assistantship; and 

second, his Jewish heritage was an obstacle to appointment and habilitation (a second doctorate 

that grants the right to teach at the University) in the increasingly anti-Semitic University of 

Vienna.205 In any event, Lazarsfeld’s teaching at the Bühler Institute remained off the books, and 

his research assistantship is only traceable through acknowledgement in Charlotte Bühler’s 

writings. “Psychologische Praktikum” courses listed in the University of Vienna catalog under 

Charlotte’s name during this period indicate what Lazarsfeld could possibly have taught: Tests and 

Surveys, Social Psychology, Economic Psychology, Psychological Survey Methods, and 

Psychological Statistics.206 These line up with what Lazarsfeld later claimed in an oral history 

interview: “I was assistant there, an instructor if you please, in charge of applied psychology, social 

psychology, and statistics.”207 Charlotte Bühler’s assistant Lotte Schenk-Danziger remembered 

Lazarsfeld as the numbers guy for all their studies: “So whenever we had figures, we did none of 

                                                
205 Both may help explain why Egon Brunswik, not Lazarsfeld, was appointed assistant when the 
position opened in 1927. Like Lazarsfeld, Brunswik took his first degree in mathematics and 
physics as Lehramt. See Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, section 1.2. In any event, it was 
Brunswik who taught the courses on experiment. In his 1975 oral history interview by the 
American Jewish Committee, Lazarsfeld said that he could not be an assistant because he was 
Jewish. See Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), pp. 18-19. In a macabre gesture, Lazarsfeld joked 
about his gratitude for the Bühlers arranging his Rockefeller Travel Grant as compensation: “I 
would now be dead in a gas chamber of course if I could have become a Dozent [laugh] at the 
University of Vienna...” 

206 Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, p. 50-51. 

207 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), Interview 1 (Nov. 29, 1961). 
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the calculations ourselves. We said: ‘Hey, here are the numbers. Crunch them and see what comes 

out.’ And that’s what he did.”208 Lazarsfeld also took part as co-author and co-researcher in 

miscellaneous studies that were tangential or unrelated to his primary interests. Two illustrative 

examples from 1931 include a study of radio listeners’ perception of voices and a study of boys’ 

and girls’ contrasting perception of a cartoon drawing of an automobile accident.209  

Adding to this unclarity are clues of publications that never came to be. One text that was 

supposed to appear in Lazarsfeld’s name, Inventar und Charakteristik des Jugendtagebuchs 

(Inventory and Characteristics of Youth Diaries), would have associated him with method of 

research—the analysis of diaries—that contrasted markedly with all of his psychological and 

sociological research.210 Lazarsfeld’s first major publication of academic social science, Jugend 

und Beruf (1929) announced two forthcoming works: the book’s forward mentioned a possible 

follow-up volume of studies on the same topic, and the front matter announced the next volume in 

the “Quellen und Studien zur Jugendkunde” series edited by Charlotte Bühler, Jugend und 

Sexualität by Lazarsfeld and two coauthors.211 

                                                
208 Reinhard Müller, Marienthal: Das Dorf -- Die Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: Studien 
Verlag, 2008), p. 373. 

209 Paul Lazarsfeld, “Was Erraten wir aus der Menschlichen Stimme? Ein erster Bericht über die 
Psychologische Versuchsreihe vom 19., 21., und 23. Mai,” Radio Wien, no. 36 (1931): 9–11; 
Robert J. Cone and Paul Felix Lazarsfeld, Der Einfluss der Interessen auf die Wahrnehmung, 
1931. On the study led by Karl Bühler that precipitated Lazarsfeld’s short report, see Cornelia 
Epping-Jäger, “Kontaktaktion: Die frühe Wiener Ausdrucksforschung und die Entdeckung des 
Rundfunkpublikums,” in Formationen der Mediennutzung II: Strategien der Verdatung, ed. 
Irmela Schneider and Isabell Otto (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2007), 55–72. 

210 See Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, section 2.3.2.5. 

211 “On the basis of methodically executed interviews (Anamnesen) with men and women,” the 
blurb promised, “a theory of sexual maturation is presented and applied to countless material 
from advice centers. The existing results of research on this topic are summarized and 
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 Nevertheless, we can reconstruct the contours of Lazarsfeld’s activity and intellectual 

development over these years by pulling together his three major publications, a handful of short 

articles on statistical techniques, the market research reports from the Wirtschaftspsychologische 

Forschungsstelle (WPF), a small amount of surviving archival records from his research group, 

and some personal testimonies from his colleagues at the Psychological Institute. Within only a 

few years from the time he got his foot in the door through the mid-1930s, Lazarsfeld set up an 

operation that institutionalized methodological innovation and applied and basic social-

psychological research. This operation included the WPF as an officially incorporated Verein 

(association), course offerings in relevant topics, market research contracts, colloquium-style 

research group meetings, and dissertations on empirical and methodological topics. By the time 

Lazarsfeld cut his quasi-official ties with the Bühlers in around 1935, he had unofficially 

supervised at least ten dissertations (see table 1). Beyond Vienna, the WPF had branches in 

Berlin and Zurich and contact with Germany’s intellectual avant-garde through its collaboration 

with the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research.212 

Table 1. Vienna Psychological Institute dissertations supervised by Paul F. Lazarsfeld213 

                                                
scrutinized for their outcomes.” The book never came to fruition under this title or under the 
names of any of its co-authors Fritz Kolb, Maria Kostka, and Paul Lazarsfeld. 

212 On this relationship, see Marie Jahoda and Hans-Joachim Dahms, “Marie Jahoda und die 
Frankfurter Schule: Ein Interview mit einem Epilog zum Verhältnis von Wissenschaft und 
Politik,” Jahrbuch für Soziologiegeschichte, 1994, 321–56. The most significant fruit of this 
relationship—aside from the mutual, though fraught, aid that Lazarsfeld and the Horkheimer 
group offered each other in emigration—were the contributions by Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Käthe 
Leichter to Max Horkheimer, Studien über authorität und familie: forschungsberichte aus dem 
Institut für Sozialforschung (Paris: Librarie Felix Alcan, 1936). See also Christian Fleck, A 
Transatlantic History of the Social Sciences: Robber Barons, the Third Reich and the Invention 
of Empirical Social Research (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2011). 

213 Titles listed with an (*) were likely supervised by Lazarsfeld judging from their subject 
matter. All others are listed as supervised by him as „Unter PFL entstandene Dissertationen“ in 
“Untersuchungen der Österreischischen Wirtschaftspsychologischen Forschungsstelle,” n.d., 
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Date Name Title 
1932 Herta Herzog Voice and Personality 
1932 Lotte Radermacher On the Social Psychology of Adult Education Students 
1932 Pearl Greenberg Free Time: A Psychological Study* 
1933 Therese Toffler Analysis of the Purchasing Act 
1933 Witold Kruk The Use of Free Time and Interests of Youth 
1934 Robert Noleman McMurry Verification and Extension of the Thurstone Method of 

Attitude Scales on the Basis of an Inquiry into the 
Attitude (Einstellung) of the Austrian Public Toward 
Advertisements* 

1935 Peter Heinrich Austrian Working-Class High Schools and Related 
Institutions of Adult Education 

1935 Margarete Helfgott The Experience of Modern Dance Music 
1935 Olga Kulka On the Theory of Reasons (Begründungen) 
1935 Richard Ohmes The Meaning of Film for Children and Youth 
1935 Hedwig Weil On the Method of Consumer Psychology 

(Wirtschaftpsychologie) 
1935 Rudolf Lassner Theater and Movie Attendance 

 

4.2.4 Jugend und Beruf 

 In Jugend und Beruf, Lazarsfeld brought together seven case studies by his colleagues at 

the Bühler Institute and an extensive review of the available literature on youth psychology and 

career. The book treated the issues of youth and career within the developmental psychology of 

Charlotte Bühler that delimited childhood into distinct phases.214 As we have seen, Lazarsfeld 

remembered his time at the Bühler Institute—and the preparation of Jugend und Beruf in 

particular—as the moment of “sell-out” and transition from socialist organic intellectual to 

professional academic social scientist. This transition toward professional status is evident in the 

text itself, where Lazarsfeld articulated scientific virtues and contemplated the gaps between 

                                                
Blaue Mappen, Folder 131, “Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1” [Mappe 1/2] [Teil 
12], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 

214 Lazarsfeld introduced this perspective by way of explaining how it contrasted from the more 
typical “psychotechnical” approach—which he called “ultimately applied characterology”—
focused on the match between individual personality and abilities and occupation 
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science and life. Lazarsfeld’s review of the psychological literature on youth employment 

opened with a statement of scientific ethos: “He who criticizes must have a legitimation that he 

can produce before the sober (sachlich) results of critique.” He claimed legitimacy through both 

intimate familiarity with his object and scientific rigor. “The author sees his justification for this 

work,” he wrote, “in that he worked closely (unmittelbar) for a decade with his friend Ludwig 

Wagner on the fascinating problems of the younger generation and then, in the scientific work of 

Charlotte Bühler, found the means to objectivize his experiences and to utilize them 

thoughtfully.” He stressed once again the combination of personal experience and science. “He 

strove for a connection between experience and method that he hopes the ally of youth and 

scientific leaders will find it fruitful.”215 Even decades later Lazarsfeld thought of Jugend und 

Beruf as perhaps his most successful book. “Sometimes I have the feeling that the only good 

thing I have writen in my life is Jugend und Beruf,” he told Daniel Bell decades later. “You can 

look back on a lot of things you have written earlier, as stupid now. I look back on this with great 

identification.”216 This could be because Lazarsfeld never again had the sense of urgency and the 

intimate familiarity with his object. 

 Lazarsfeld expanded on the vexing gap between science and practical life. How much, he 

wondered, should we base our actions on personal experience alone, and how much on scientific 

findings? And how could these findings be translated into guidelines for practical action 

anyway?  “Anyone who professionally has a lot to do with people is led to a peculiar stance 

                                                
215 The keywords in these last phrases in the original are important: “…seine Erfahrungen zu 
objektivieren und gedanklich zu verwerten. Er hat eine Verbindung von Erlebnis und Methode 
angestrebt, von der er hofft, daß Jugendfreund und wissenschaftlicher Führer sue werden 
früchtbar finden können.” 

216 Reminiscences of Paul Lazarsfeld (1962), p. 224. 



 

 332 

toward human science (Wissenschaft vom Menschen) [i.e.] psychology,” he wrote. “On the one 

hand, he has the feeling that his own experience of human affairs is an absolutely indispensable 

source of his success,” but on the other hand like any practice it could be improved through 

theoretical insight. One problem, Lazarsfeld pointed out, was that despite great progress in 

“scientific psychology,” “its results are often offered in forms that are so remote from everyday 

life and so disparate that he [the practitioner] cannot easily see where and how he should apply 

them.” 

In his conclusion to the literature review, Lazarsfeld considered the competing schools of 

psychology and took a position typical of the Bühlers’ pluralism. His choice of words indicates 

the pressures he faced in the contemporary world of academic psychology. “We advocate,” he 

wrote, “against…the [behaviorist] conviction that ‘understanding’ (Verstehen) is only a 

provisional stage of research and that scientific research is only accomplished through the 

verified claim.” Yet, in a reference to the method of “dissection into the simplest elements” put 

forth by Francis Bacon, Lazarsfeld granted that “we do not shy away from seeing the advantage 

of a fruitful, successful ‘dissecare naturam’.” Still, he argued further, “we are of the opinion, 

contra a radical behaviorism, that introspection is principally an indispensable source of concept 

formation and of provisionally formulated claims; and we do not shy away, in the present state of 

the art, from using expressions of introspection where they can be appended as accompanying 

images (Begleitvorstellungen) to the verified portion of the claim” (80). Lazarsfeld did not yet 

come to a formalization of procedures here. He was, however, thinking through the same 

problem that  Karl Bühler confronted in Krise der Psychologie about how to bring together 

intuition and induction—two traditionally opposed approaches to scientific reasoning. This was 

not just a matter of what kind of data to use and how to get them but of how to represent one’s 
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findings. Here Lazarsfeld held that scientific writing should go beyond strictly verifiable results. 

Science must not—contra the stereotypical image of quantitative research—convince on the 

basis of numerical findings alone but should rely on evocative images and language. 

Lazarsfeld’s original contribution to Jugend und Beruf, “On the Career Attitudes of 

Youth Workers,” confronted these methodological problems with a mass of empirical material. 

The data came from a questionnaire first distributed by Otto Felix Kanitz, his youth movement 

comrade and fellow Adlerian, to the young members of the Verband der sozialistischen 

Arbeiterjugend (Association of Socialist Youth Workers).217 This was the same questionnaire, it 

seems, that Lazarsfeld had analyzed so impressively in Charlotte Bühler’s colloquium. It asked 

the respondents about their participation in the youth movement, other leisure activities, 

consumption of alcohol and tabacco, work/career, and aspirations for the future. It was the latter 

two points—covered by one multipart question on work and work satisfaction and one simply 

worded but difficult to answer question of “What do you want to achieve in life?”—that 

interested Lazarsfeld here.218 Kanitz completed a dissertation at the University of Vienna on 

“Familien-, Staats- und Gesellschaftserziehung” (Education of Family, State, and Society) in 

1922.219 Since then, he had edited the journal Die Sozialistische Erziehung and published a 

number of articles on pedagogy. Two of his books, Das proletarische Kind in der bürgerlichen 

                                                
217 On the differences between the Arbeiterjugend and Lazarsfeld’s Verein sozialistischer 
Mittelschüler in terms of constituents and outlook, see Joseph T. Simon, Augenzeuge: 
Erinnerungen eines österreichischen Sozialisten. Eine sehr persönliche Zeitgeschichte (Vienna: 
Verlag der Wiener Volksbuchhandlung, 1979). 

218 The question on work and work satisfaction: „What is your job/career? Is it satisfying? If not, 
then why? What job/career would you choose if you could decide now?” p. 158. 

219 See Lutz von Werder, “Vorwort” in Otto Felix Kanitz, Kämpfer der Zukunft: für eine 
sozialistische Erziehung (Frankfurt am Main: März Verlag, 1970). 
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Gesellschaft (1925) and Kämpfer der Zukunft  (1929) dealt with questions of youth psychology 

and socialist pedagogy from an Adlerian perspective. The books were not, however, based on 

systematic empirical research. The questionnaire was apparently not intended for such purposes 

either, for until he handed it over to Lazarsfeld he had only used it impressionistically and in any 

case the schedule was not designed to obtain easily aggregated and comparable answers.220 

In his methodological preamble to the survey analysis, Lazarsfeld took up the topic once 

again of qualitative and quantitative, intuitive and inductivist methods. Quantitative analysis, he 

argued, “would be meaningless or even impossible without qualitative analysis.” Yet it also 

“gives any qualitative i.e. verstehende or erklärende work its secure foundations in the first 

place.”221 This was the same, he wrote without any further explanation, as the relationship 

between measurement and theory in physics. Moreover, statistics made possible “a 

representation (Darstellung) that is free of subjective elements of the representer”  and that has a 

“clear value beginning with its comparability” and “makes possible decisions on questions that 

have emerged through various representations of another kind (e.g. of a reporting or artistically 

formed nature).”222 

Lazarsfeld lamented that he had not crafted the questionnaire himself. This was not a 

self-evident point, for in the media history of the questionnaire up to that point it was perhaps 

more common that schedules were designed for distribution to amateurs to be filled out—

missionaries in faraway lands, for example—without intricate and theoretically rigorous plans 

                                                
220 The questionnaire was reproduced in Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf: Kritik und 
Material, Quellen und Studien zur Jugendkunde 8 (Jena: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1931), pp. 157-
158. 

221 Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf, p. 160. 

222 Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf, p. 160-61. 



 

 335 

for their subsequent analysis. “The most important thing in the design of a questionnaire,” he 

wrote, “is to already have the perspectives under which one wants to order the answers in mind 

when formulating the question.” Lazarsfeld made up for this deficit in part by interpreting the 

respondents’ freely given answers into codifiable values. As suggested in the book’s 

methodological preamble, he used a number of quoted examples as “accompanying images” to 

evoke the range of possible responses and explain how he coded them. Since the questions were 

so open-ended, the answers varied widely. One respondent answered the question of what he 

wanted to achieve in life “that I don’t have to decay like a dog in my older years.”  Others 

expressed more idealistic or non-economic goals. “A good, honest, social-democratic husband,” 

answered one seventeen-year-old girl. Another responded that she wanted “above all to meet 

someone with whom I can talk about whatever interests me and to help those around me to 

achieve whatever is necessary for a socialist state.”223 Making the answers comparable required 

that they be interpreted into a set of categories—ten of them in total—such as “general slogan,” 

“specific social condition,” “individual economic goal,” “political work,” and so on. 

In the broadest terms, Lazarsfeld was interested in the question of “to what extent mental 

development is lawfully determined by the social situation (soziale Lage).” He noted that Eduard 

Spranger—and here he could also have included Charlotte Bühler—had only dealt with 

bourgeois, leaving proletarian youth a veritable terra incognita for developmental psychology. 

There was not much Lazarfeld could do in this paper without sufficient knowledge of the 

respondents’ family background—that was his focus in another paper in Jugend und Beruf that 

he wrote together with Lotte Radermacher on the basis of Viennese occupational statistics. 

However, he was able to break down the frequencies of the various categories of response 

                                                
223 Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf, p. 163. 
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according to gender, age, and place of origin (Vienna, industrial city, provincial capital, rural 

area). In comparison with Lazarsfeld’s later, much more elaborate surveys, the questionnaire left 

a lot of gaps to be filled with interpretative inferences. Yet even here he tried to couple such 

inferences with statistics, often by taking off from the most standout tallies and frequencies. The 

use of statistics was here still far from mechanical and was above all descriptive. 

The contribution by Lazarsfeld and Radermacher, “The Career Choice of Viennese 

Graduates 1927-1930,” made use of more advanced statistics. Lazarsfeld and Radermacher based 

their analysis on surveys administered by the city of Vienna to its high school graduates. Unlike 

in the previous paper, they were able to influence the questionnaire schedule such that it included 

items on the respondents’ social background, specifically the father’s occupation. The 

questionnaires were sent from the school board to the individual schools and filled out by 

teachers according to the students’ responses. Here the more structured questionnaire with 

controlled vocabulary allowed for the calculation of correlations, whereas in Lazarsfeld’s solo-

authored paper he could only deal with tallies and frequencies. They analyzed the results in terms 

of the type of school (Gymnasium, Realgymnasium, Realschule), the class year, and father’s 

occupation. They could draw some conclusions on change over time, since these statistics (minus 

the father’s occupation) had been collected in Vienna since 1908 (184).  Attention to the school 

type had a particular political relevance at the time, for one of the aims of socialist education 

reform had been to abolish the tracking system. The analysis was still quite modest: though the 

questionnaire collected data in many fields, they only dealt with two variables at once. 

 

4.2.5 The Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 

 
4.2.5.1 A Digression on the Youth Movement 
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 Lazarsfeld’s engagement with the socialist youth movement facilitated his entry into 

academic psychology through the advice of Siegfried Bernfeld and the fortuitous enthusiasm of 

Charlotte Bühler for his quantitative analysis of youth survey material. But the youth movement 

deserves special attention here for another reason as well: it was the youth movement that 

formed the culture and the personnel of Lazarsfeld’s research group, the 

Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle.224 This background, shared by most of the WPF 

staff, shaped its intellectual and political outlooks, its style of participation, and its assumptions 

about leadership.225 Lazarsfeld acknowledged the importance of the youth movement culture for 

the working dynamic of the WPF and, as we will see in later chapters, took this as a template for 

the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University. Moreover, comparing the field 

of possibilities and roads taken by WPF staff and other former members of the youth movement 

with Lazarsfeld’s path into academic psychology brings his choice into sharper relief. 

 Given the somewhat improvised dynamic of the WPF, the prevalence of contract work 

there, and the lack of systematic records it is difficult to pin down exactly who and how many 

people worked there and who came from the youth movement. Documentation of the famous 

Marienthal study and its research team give a good picture, however, of the WPF’s personnel.226 

                                                
224 Gerhard Benetka reconstructs the establishment and governing structure of the WPF in 
Psychologie in Wien, pp. 197-207. 

225 Even Charlotte Bühler came out of the bourgeois youth movement. Benetka notes how this 
shaped her assumptions about child and youth development with concepts such as “awakening of 
a feel for nature” and “Wanderlust,” but he does not speculate as to how it may have influenced 
her leadership style. See Benetka, Psychologie in Wien, pp. 159-162. 

226 Unless otherwise noted, most details in this paragraph and the next come from Reinhard 
Müller, Marienthal: Das Dorf -- Die Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: Studien Verlag, 
2008), chapter 1. Müller compiled much of this information from Benetka, Psychologie in Wien 
and Fleck, Rund um Marienthal. 
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Key to the dynamic of the WPF was the high quotient of former members and leaders of the 

socialist youth movement, which was absolutely formative for an entire generation of Austrian 

socialists. What started with a few enthusiastic teenagers at one of Eugenia Schwarzwald’s 

summer colonies eventually became an organization with nearly 3000 members, a quasi-monthly 

newsletter, and coordination with similar groups around Austria and Germany. 

The three co-authors of the Marienthal book, Marie Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, 

were all alumni of the socialist youth. Lazarsfeld had been a founding leader and Jahoda also a 

leader in the mid-1920s.227 Gertrude Wagner, one of the few full-time employees of the WPF, 

was married to Lazarsfeld’s original co-leader of the Vereinigung sozialistischer Mittelschüler 

(VsM), co-author of their 1924 report on a summer vacation colony, journalist for the Arbeiter-

Zeitung, and later editor of the Kleine Blatt, Ludwig Wagner.228 Lotte Schenk-Danziger, the 

single most important field researcher who lived in the village for six weeks, had been a member 

of the VsM. Walter Wodak, one of the field assistants, had been chairman of the VsM. Karl Hartl 

moved from the socialist youth movement into the Schutzbund, the socialists’ paramilitary 

defense, at the young age of eighteen. Joseph Simon, another assistant, was the chairman of the 

“Achzehner,” the nickname of the intellectually rigorous and particularly leftwing cell of the 

                                                
227 For the ins and outs of the VsM, its prehistory, flirtations with communism, and successor 
organizations, see Georg Tidl, Die Sozialistischen Mittelschüler Österreichs von 1918 Bis 1938 
(Wien: Österreichischer Bundesverlag für Unterricht Wissenschaft und Kunst, 1977); Friedrich 
Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft: Schwarzwald-Kreis und Entstehung der Vereinigung 
Sozialistischer Mittelschüler (Wien: H. Böhlaus Nachf, 1985). On Jahoda’s engagement and 
leadership, see Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer 
Pionierin der Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New 
York: Campus, 1997), p. 39-40. 

228 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld and Ludwig Anton Wagner, Gemeinschaftserziehung durch 
Erziehergemeinschaften: Bericht über einen Beitrag der Jugendbewegung zur Sozialpädagogik, 
Der Aufstieg. Neue Zeit- und Streitschriften, 30/31 (Vienna: Anzengruber-Verlag Brüder 
Suschitzky, 1924). 



 

 339 

VsM from Vienna’s posh 18th district.229 Ties to the youth movement also intertwined with 

family, which brought VsM members Clara Jahoda (cousin of Marie) and Hedwig Jahoda (wife 

of Marie’s brother Fritz) into the WPF. Other family connections included Ilse Zeisel (sister of 

Hans) and Elisabeth Zerner (sister of Lazarsfeld’s brother-in-law Friedrich). Like the WPF, and 

as we will see in greater detail in later chapters, the Columbia BASR would also be characterized 

by family and romantic connections and a generally blurry line between personal and 

professional life, a fact that runs counter to the stereotyped image of a bureaucratized research 

institution.230 

The political allegiances of the WPF personnel give a sense not just of the group’s 

political vibe but also of the choices available to Lazarsfeld within the Viennese context. On the 

whole, the young socialists at the WPF tended toward the left wing of the Austrian Socialist 

Party. The darkening situation in the 1930s and eventually the socialist defeat in the February 

1934 civil war pushed some of them further to the left and others into the underground 

resistance. Wodak, for example, later went on to become a member of the “Red Front” between 

the Communists and the Austrian Revolutionary Socialists, then joined the Communist Party in 

1934. Hartl remained in the Schutzbund and joined Revolutionary Socialists. Simon joined the 

Akademische Legion, the student wing of the Schutzbund and the Red Front. Marie Jahoda was a 

                                                
229 See also his memoir, Joseph T. Simon, Augenzeuge: Erinnerungen eines österreichischen 
Sozialisten. Eine sehr persönliche Zeitgeschichte (Vienna: Verlag der Wiener 
Volksbuchhandlung, 1979). 

230 It is no accident that all three of Lazarsfeld’s wives (Marie Jahoda, Herta Herzog, and Patricia 
Kendall) were staff of the WPF and/or the BASR. See also, for example, the anecdotes of C. 
Wright Mills in Mills, Letters and Autobiographical Writings, ed. Kathryn Mills, Pamela Mills, 
and Dan Wakefield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). See also the reminiscences 
of Lazarsfeld’s son Robert in Jacques Lautman and Bernard Lécuyer, eds., Paul Lazarsfeld 
(1901 - 1976): la sociologie de Vienne à New York (Paris ua: L’Harmattan, 1998). 
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leader within the Revolutionary Socialists. In fact, the Austrofascist police stormed the WPF in 

1936 on the correct suspicion that it was a node in the Revolutionary Socialist underground 

network.231 Maria Deutsch, who at almost fifty was an outlier to the average age of the 

Marienthal staff of circa 27, was the partner of the Schutzbund leader Julius Deutsch. Expelled 

from Austria by the Austrofascist regime in 1935, they went to Spain, where Julius served as a 

General in the International Brigade. Some of the socialist youth who went over to the 

Communist party came back into the social-democratic fold after 1945. Alumni of the socialist 

youth movement reconstructed a post-fascist Austria. Prime Minister Bruno Kreisky is only the 

most prominent example, but the diplomatic corps and other ministries as well as the social-

democratic party leadership were staffed with former socialist youth.232 

There were also also youth movement leaders and personalities further to the left of 

anyone at the WPF. Ernst Fischer went over to the Communists in 1934 and soon landed with 

many other exiles at the Hotel Lux in Moscow. But he signaled his position on the left flank 

already with his scintillating 1931 pamphlet, Krise der Jugend. In contrast with the valorization 

                                                
231 Paul Neurath—son of Otto Neurath, former socialist youth movement member, and later 
student of Lazarsfeld’s at Columbia—told a humorous version of this event involving the future 
market research guru Ernst Dichter: ““It was late in 1936, when the Police came to the 
Forschungsstelle to make a general search and arrested everybody there. Eventually they all were 
let go again except Mitzi who was most heavily politically involved but that part of the story you 
know. At any rate, here comes Dichter's story. He came to the Forschungsstelle, just while the 
police was there arresting everybody. So he too was somewhat gruffly arrested, had to open his 
desk. Now they were then in the midst of their milk-study. The Policemen, seeing all sorts of 
papers dealign with 'milk' suspected that this was a codeword for the international socialist 
money that they were searchign for together with the connections. So here Dichter: when they 
asked me: what is milk? I told them: 'this is something white, something liquid, it comes from a 
cow.'” Paul Neurath to Robert K. Merton, May 19, 1996, Paul Neurath Papers. FB Soziologie 
und Politikwissenschaft, Vienna. 

232 Karl Hartl and Walter Wodak of the WPF staff, for example, joined the diplomatic corps after 
1945. Joseph Simon rejoined the social democrats. Ernst Fischer, by contrast, remained with the 
Communists until the late 1960s.  



 

 341 

of science and social engineering typical of Austrian social democrats, Fischer expressed 

frustration with his fellow socialists’ overly rational approach to the youth. “This little 

contribution to social psychology is dedicated to the youth,” he wrote in the foreword. “Here 

there will be neither the championing of psychological theory nor an attempt at breakthrough in 

any science,” he continued, only the “vocalization” of the “conviction that socialism is the task 

of the youth” in the discussions among youth. Fischer struck a partisan tone in clear opposition 

to the scientific detachment that Lazarsfeld adopted two years prior in Jugend und Beruf: “I 

believe it necessary for several reasons to capture the crisis of youth not with the objective 

coldness of a scientific inquiry but polemically (anklagend) and with partisanship 

(parteinehmend).” Fischer rejected even the Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler, which had 

found such resonance with the youth including its erstwhile leader Lazarsfeld. With its key 

concepts of “demoralization” and “inferiority complex,” Fischer charged, Adler’s reception was 

a symptom of the weakness and fragility of the youth. Yet he was in broad agreement with Adler 

that what we take as a psychological problem is “in reality a social problem.”233 

Fischer expressed a cultural pessimism that was more typical of Weimar Germany’s 

radical left—the circle around the Freies Jüdisches Lehrhaus and the Frankfurt School, for 

example—and later of the American New Left than of Austria’s late-Enlightenment social 

democrats. He excoriated the capitalism “that disdains everything spiritual, that values only the 

specialized knowledge with which one can earn money and make a career” and pilloried 

“conformity” (Anpassungsfähigkeit) and the salience of the “bureaucratic” over the “free” type 

of individual. Whereas Lazarsfeld, the Austro-Marxists, and the Vienna Circle philosophers 

doubled down on their faith in science, Fischer gave voice to a “crisis of worldview” with the 

                                                
233 Ernst Fischer, Krise der Jugend (Vienna: Hess & Co, 1931), p. 66-67. 
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youth’s turn against the Enlightenment legacy. He spoke out against the contemporary 

compulsion towards “Sachlichkeit” (sobriety or objectivity). “What the youth feel clearly or 

unclearly is revulsion against reasonability (Vernünftigkeit), scientificness, and optimism in 

progress of the nineteenth century. What we experience today is an enormous revolt against 

rationalism.”234 In a passage reminiscent of Stefan Zweig’s The World of Yesterday (1942), 

Fischer emphasized the loss of faith in progress after the First World War. Now, Fischer wrote, 

“the youth doubt not just technology but the whole system of rationalism, of self-confident and 

self-satisfied reasonability (Vernünftigkeit). That one can achieve anything with reason is 

seriously called into question.” Here he launched into what could only be perceived as a direct 

attack on Lazarsfeld, his colleagues at the Bühler Institute, and allied Viennese such as Käthe 

Leichter at the Chamber of Labor and Otto Neurath at his Economic and Social Museum. 

“[T]hose who are responsible for the fate of peoples…these economists and social scientists are 

all oddly reasonable: they know a lot; they can explain everything; with a hundred arguments 

they prove why things are one way and not another, and they strike down the feelings of the 

youth with the superiority of statistics, economic knowledge, and historical consciousness.”235 

Fischer started in the same milieu as the WPF staff but ended up with a radical critique, typically 

communist in its disdain for social-democratic dilly-dallying, of their faith in science. 

The socialist youth movement gave the WPF staff a common intellectual background and 

assumed styles of leadership and participation. Like the German bourgeois movement that 

                                                
234 Fischer, Krise der Jugend, pp. 63, 72. 

235 Fischer, Krise der Jugend, p. 76.  Fischer continued: “In the end the young person, who 
meekly capitulates to such learnedness, and arrive at the conviction that it is the essence of 
reason to propound point-blank that under no circumstances can one do anything. Outstanding 
theories, outstanding speeches, outstanding propositions – and the result: Nothing. More 
muddling, more advice, more negotiation…” 
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preceded it, the socialist youth centered on intellectual self-direction and discovery. The 

bourgeois movment, wrote historian George Mosse, “was a conscious effort on the part of the 

youth to organize themselves for the purpose of appropriating certain intellectual, cultural, 

artistic, social, and political ideals opposed to the manners and outlook of their parents.”236 The 

socialist youth operated on similar principles of self-organization and generational self-

consciousness; however, they worked not toward autonomy for its own sake but for the 

fashioning of neue Menschen (new men) for the socialist future. Lazarsfeld captured this spirit in 

his first publication, a report known within the movement as the “Green Book” on a vacation 

colony that brought together bourgeois and working-class socialist youth.237 Emphasizing the 

independence (Aufsichselbstgestelltsein) and self-education of the youth, he wrote of the need for 

“self-determination (Eigenbestimmung) in the revolution and in the socialist state of the 

future.”238 Lazarsfeld and Ludwig Wagner designed the colony as an experiment in the 

cultivation of such a spirit. Of course, the colony included the typical outdoors activities of the 

youth movement—gymnastics, swimming, hiking, and singing. (One wonders whether they also 

upheld the tradition of nude sunbathing from the summer colonies led by Eugenie Schwarzwald, 

the bourgeois feminist reformer and educator and template for Diotima of Robert Musil’s Man 

Without Qualities, which served as inspiration for the socialist youth movement and where 

                                                
236 George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich 
(New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964), p. 171. 

237 Scheu notes the nickname in Ein Band der Freundschaft, pp. 135-36. 

238 Paul Felix Lazarsfeld and Ludwig Anton Wagner, Gemeinschaftserziehung durch 
Erziehergemeinschaften: Bericht über einen Beitrag der Jugendbewegung zur Sozialpädagogik, 
Der Aufstieg. Neue Zeit- und Streitschriften, 30/31 (Vienna: Anzengruber-Verlag Brüder 
Suschitzky, 1924). 
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Lazarsfeld and Bernfeld got to know each other.)239 But the aim of the colony was to cultivate 

agents of socialism. “The children should relax here,” Lazarsfeld wrote in his report, “but the 

spirit and kind of recreation should form them into future class warriors (Klassenkämpfer), not 

egoistic gluttons.”240 This was not a mere turn of phrase, for the youth movement indeed 

preached abstinence from the decadent temptations of tobacco and alcohol and rejection of 

bourgeois fashion.241 

The urban programming of the socialist youth movement also worked to cultivate agents 

of the revolution through a rigorous intellectual program. This was not just a matter of the 

specific content but of group learning at the initiative of the youth themselves. According to 

Joseph Simon’s memoir, the youth split into roughly two camps divided—paradoxically, given 

the socialist framing, but understandably—along class lines. The genuinely working-class youth 

(in Ottakring and Floridsdorf, for example), many of them children of party or trade union 

functionaries, tended to treat the VsM as a support group for after school help, dance courses, 

and other cultivated sociability oriented towards social mobility, not rebellion against school and 

society. The left wing, most of them children of petit-bourgeois or bourgeois party members and 

many of them Jewish, were politically oriented toward the party left. Simon belonged to the 

                                                
239 On the Schwarzwald colonies, see Friedrich Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft: 
Schwarzwald-Kreis und Entstehung der Vereinigung Sozialistischer Mittelschüler (Wien: H. 
Böhlaus Nachf, 1985); Robert Streibel, ed., Eugenie Schwarzwald und ihr Kreis (Wien: Picus-
Verl, 1996). Streibel includes a precious photograph of Bernfeld relaxing in a chaise lounge 
wearing Lederhosen. Schwarzwald counted an incredible array of European artists and 
intellectuals among her guests: George Lukacs, Hanns Eisler, Anna Freud and Robert Musil are 
only a few miscellaneous highlights. 

240 Lazarsfeld and Wagner, Gemeinschaftserziehung, p. 12. 

241 Nevermind that this did not stick with Lazarsfeld, a dedicated smoker and drinker. On 
abstinence and sartorial politics, see Tidl, Sozialistischen Mittelschüler Österreichs, chapter 4. 
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Achzehner from the leafy bourgeois district of Währing, located between Otto Wagner’s elevated 

railway along the second ring and the Vienna Woods. This group was especially intellectual, and 

aside from producing Simon, Walter Wodak, and Karl Hartl—all three of whom ended up at the 

WPF—it cultivated perhaps the greatest literary talent of the younger interwar generation, the 

poet, Kabarettist, and novelist Jura Soyfer.242 Even at the field trips and vacation colonies 

outside the city, the Achzehner engaged in heated discussion on party tactics, analyzed articles 

from the Arbeiter-Zeitung and Der Kampf, and worked out ideas for the political Kabarett. In 

town, their program included a lecture every Thursday, mostly from former members of the 

VsM.243 Lazarsfeld and Jahoda talked to the Achzehner about Freudian psychoanalysis and 

Adlerian Individual Psychology. (It was in fact Jahoda who recruited Simon to the WPF.) Others 

lectured on daily political topics. Guests from the party educational office included leading lights 

such as Otto Bauer, Max Adler, and Otto Neurath. Highlights from outside the officially 

sanctioned party speakers included Fanz Jonas, later the mayor of Vienna and president of 

Austria, on the Judenfrage, and Ernst Fischer on the Krise der Jugend. They had film nights and 

trips to the theater to see plays by Tretjakov and Brecht. Beyond the Thursday evening lectures 

and cultural events, there were also “working groups” on special topics such as economics, 

foreign policy, pedagogy, psychology, and Russian history. The intellectual influences on the 

VsM groups were eclectic, ranging from the curious popularity of Otto Weininger to more 

obviously appropriate interests, for example, in Alfred Adler, the Austromarxists, Wilhelm 

                                                
242 Simon, Augenzeuge, pp. 55-59. On Soyfer’s career in the youth movement, see Horst Jarka, 
Jura Soyfer: Leben, Werk, Zeit (Vienna: Löcker Verlag, 1987). 

243 Jarka lists a few sample topics: Rural and Urban Proletariat, Assassinations and Socialism, 
Religion and Socialism, and Career Advice. 
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Reich, Freud, Marx, John Dos Passos, Alfred Döblin, Thomas and Heinrich Mann, and Erich 

Maria Remarque.244  

Complementary to the aim of cultivating agents of the socialist revolution, the style of 

leadership differed markedly from that of the bourgeois youth movement.245 The bourgeois 

movement centered on charisma—a “captivating quality possessed by the exceptional few, the 

most imaginative, creative, and attractive personalities.”246 George Mosse emphasized the 

masculine Bund, a structure organized around a strong, prophetic leader and held together by ties 

of homoeroticism and a common ideology. Sexual sublimation, it was thought, led to creativity 

and cultural achievement. Walter Laqueur, the other great historian of the youth movement, 

called the Bund “an authoritarian, not a democratic institution, one based on the Führer 

principle.”247 The Austrian socialist movement fostered a different leadership style. Lazarsfeld’s 

summer colony was decidedly anti-authoritarian. He shared this aim with pedagogical reformers 

more broadly. As Otto Felix Kanitz—fellow youth movement leader, author, and editor of Die 

Sozialistische Erziehung, where Lazarsfeld published some of his earliest work—put it, “The 

new educator is the loving friend.”248 Like Lazarsfeld, Kanitz drew on Siegfried Bernfeld and 

                                                
244 Listed in Jarka, Jura Soyfer, citing the memoirs of Fred Prager. On Weininger, see Tidl, 
Sozialistischen Mittelschüler Österreichs, chapter 5. 

245 N.B. Despite their differences, the socialist youth made contact with the bourgeois leadership. 
Lazarsfeld and Wagner not only cited Gustav Wynecken in their pamphlet but received him in 
Vienna at the Jugendtreffen of 1924. See Scheu, Ein Band der Freundschaft, p. 135. 

246 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, p. 176. 

247 Walter Laqueur, Young Germany: A History of the German Youth Movement (New 
Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1984), p. 141. 

248 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Die Sozialistische Erziehung und das Gemeinschaftsleben der Jugend,” 
Die Sozialistische Erziehung 3, no. 8 (August 1923): 191–94; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Marxismus 
und Individualpsychologie,” Die Sozialistische Erziehung 7, no. 5 (May 1927): 98–101. On 
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Alfred Adler in his pedagogical theory. Kanitz’s Kämpfer der Zukunft (1929) called for the 

overcoming of authoritarian educator-pupil relations. Drawing on Adler, he called for the 

reformation of the child’s environment. “Insofar as Alfred Adler founded the primacy of milieu 

and education over the grim fatefulness of structure, he also gave psychological foundation to the 

important sociological insight of Karl Marx. He showed us that the words, ‘Our social existence 

determines our consciousness,’ is also supported by scientific psychology.”249 Kanitz’s writings 

give the impression that it was those on the left wing of the party who were oriented toward 

psychology as opposed to sociological-structural fatalism.  

Lazarsfeld’s goal in his summer colonies was to cultivate socialist subjects not from 

above through authoritarian command but by fostering a certain atmosphere. Lazarsfeld wrote of 

the attempt “to educate a mass only through itself, through its surrounding life and its setting; to 

only give the educator the task of organizing this life and to take part in the emergence of an 

objective spirit, a public opinion within it.” It was a matter of “letting the setting work on the 

children and the children on each other without having to intervene much aside from 

organizationally.”250 

Though the Austrian socialist youth movement may have had its fair share of homoerotic 

bonds, it was a setting for encounters between the sexes. Boys and girls belonged to the same 

neighborhood cells and colonies. In fact, the coed structure of the VsM was so important to its 

members that they resisted the high party functionary Julius Tandler’s efforts to segregate the 

                                                
Kanitz, see Lutz von Werder, “Vorwort” in Otto Felix Kanitz, Kämpfer der Zukunft: für eine 
sozialistische Erziehung (Frankfurt am Main: März Verlag, 1970). 

249 Otto Felix Kanitz, Kämpfer der Zukunft, p. 228. 

250 Lazarsfeld and Wagner, Gemeinschaftserziehung, pp. 9, 16. 
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colonies by gender.251 The socialist youth movement, with “the naked beauty of young bodies in 

water and sun, the sheen of skin and the nearness of flesh,” was a setting for eros. Eric Fischer 

noted how “a fight among the girls for the favor of the [male] leader takes place; to become the 

girlfriend of the leader is a wish that arises not only from ambition but from the expectation of 

finding extraordinary erotic security and maturity with this exceptional person.”252 This would 

perhaps sound like a literary embellishment were it not for the fact that Marie Jahoda said 

something very similar about her attraction to Paul Lazarsfeld:253 “Oh, he was an extraordinarily 

interesting person, very stimulating, interested in everything that I did...And in the socialist youth 

movement he was the most respected figure. It doesn’t please me to say it about myself that his 

position influenced me, but maybe it did…he was by far the best known among all of the leading 

high schoolers and students.”254 Yet girls could also be leaders, and Jahoda was a case in point. 

 The WPF served as a template for the culture of the Columbia BASR. Even though 

Lazarsfeld would stress his quasi-bureaucratic function as a “managerial scholar,” we will see in 

later chapters that he also recognized the important role of unarticulated and informal 

institutional culture for the production of knowledge. Marie Jahoda, who as his ex-wife and 

lifelong friend and colleague perhaps knew him better than anyone else, drew the same 

connection. “It [the BASR] was Paul’s work and such a faithful replica of the Vienna 

                                                
251 Simon, Augenzeuge, p. 60. 

252 Fischer, Krise der Jugend, pp. 41, 49. 

253 The letters of Jura Soyfer attest to the sexual tension within the youth movement as well. See 
Jura Soyfer, Sturmzeit: Briefe 1931-39, ed. Horst Jarka (Vienna: Verlag für Gesellschaftskritik, 
1991), p. 15. 

254 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997), p. 105. 
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Forschungsstelle,” she recalled of her time at the BASR after their breakup, “as its peculiar 

culture only allowed, including the devotion of all who worked there and the complexity of their 

personal relations which I—because my personal engagement lay elsewhere—observed, 

bemused, at a distance.”255 

 

4.2.5.2 The Research style at the WPF 

The WPF developed ties to the business communities across Central Europe. Prominent 

members from Viennese businesses sat on its board, and the WPF counted many Viennese firms 

among its clients. They did so much work for the Julius Meinl coffee distributor and department 

store, for example, that they had an office on Wallnerstraße for those purposes.256 Outside of 

Vienna, the WPF had clients and ties to the business communities in Berlin and Zurich. 

Lazarsfeld gave talks to businessmen in Berlin, the WPF conducted studies in both cities, and 

ties to Zurich were strong enough that a Swiss entrepreneur, Leo Gold, took over official 

direction of the market research division in Lazarsfeld’s absence post-1933 and paid off all of the 

WPF’s significant debts (and, incidentally, fell in love with Marie Jahoda).257 

                                                
255 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert“. 

256 This according to the memory of Gertud Wagner. Reinhard Müller, Marienthal : Das Dorf -- 
Die Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: Studien Verlag, 2008), p. 363. 

257 See, for example, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Neue Wege der Marktforschung,” Mitteilungen der 
Industrie- und Handelskammer zu Berlin, October 25, 1932; Ronald A. Fullerton, “The Art of 
Marketing Research: Selections from Paul F. Lazarsfeld’s ‘Shoe Buying in Zurich’ (1933),” 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 18, no. 4 (1990): 319–27. On Leo Gold, see 
Reinhard Müller, Marienthal, p. 362. Herta Herzog also gave one such sales pitch talk, which 
still exists with corrections by Lazarsfeld (based on the handwriting). See Blaue Mappen, 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 26], Paul-
Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 
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The work of the WPF can be divided into roughly two categories—market research for 

hire and a diverse mixture of strictly academic research. As its bread and butter, the WPF offered 

a few different kinds of market research products to its business patrons. It generated quarterly 

“sales barometers,” which were essentially sales data on certain goods and services such as bread 

or laundry based on surveys, often broken down by social stratum and other categories specific 

to the product.258 The WPF also conducted observational and survey studies of purchasing and 

advertising effectiveness. Some of these studies centered on the interaction of salespeople and 

buyers in retail shops, while others focused more sharply on the consumer of certain goods. 

Studies of advertising effectiveness probed the material, form, and language of ads. Staff and 

students associated with the WPF also conducted a handful of mass media studies. Perhaps the 

largest of the media studies was Lazarsfeld and his assistants’ secondary analysis of a listener 

preference questionnaire collected by RAVAG, the Austrian national radio.259 

A speech by Herta Herzog in Germany gives a sense of the business operations of the 

WPF and of the way it presented its products as practical scientific knowledge.260 Fees for 

                                                
258 A sales barometer for bread, for example, collected data on sort of bread, social stratum, and 
reasons for bread purchase. A barometer for laundry gathered data on who (social stratum), 
where, why a specific laundromat, familiarity with advertisements, and opinion on doing one’s 
laundry outside the house. There seems to have been some conversation on sales barometers in 
Vienna, as Otto Neurath notes in his “Inventory of the Standard of Living” that they do not go 
far enough for his envisioned measurement of standards of living. See Otto Neurath, “Inventory 
of the Standard of Living,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937). 

259 Paul Lazarsfeld, Paul Lazarsfelds Wiener RAVAG-Studie 1932: der Beginn der modernen 
Rundfunkforschung, ed. Desmond Mark, Musik und Gesellschaft 24 (Vienna: Guthmann 
Peterson, 1996); Gertrud Wagner, “Die Programmwünsche der Österreichischen Radiohörer,” 
Archiv für die Gesamte Psychologie, no. 90 (1934): 157–64. 

260 Herta Herzog, “Untitled speech on WPF,” n.d., Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische 
Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 2/2, [Teil 26], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. It is 
hard to date Herzog’s speech through the transcript alone. The best guess would be sometime 
between 1933-36. 
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contract work ranged from 2000-6000 marks (as much as $15-44 thousand in today’s dollars) 

depending on the scope of the study.261 Vienna and the branch offices in Berlin and Zurich 

currently employed a total of roughly 150 student workers. Herzog explained precisely what kind 

of knowledge the WPF claimed to produce. Scientific knowledge was not meant to wholly 

replace judgment, skill, and pure entrepreneurial drive. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she told her 

audience, “please understand me correctly: we do not mean that through science the spirit and 

intuition of the individual in business can be replaced. But,” she continued, invoking a keyword 

of the interwar period, “it can be supported and rationalized…Nobody is a good surgeon simply 

for having a good knife. But the gifted surgeon does operate better with a good instrument than 

with a poor one. In this sense,” she concluded the speech, “take the results I shared as examples 

of a field of work in which the earnest attempt is made to combine science and praxis toward the 

common service of the general interest.”  

The structure of contract research that Lazarsfeld implemented at the WPF was not 

entirely original. As we have seen, the Bühlers had already blazed a trail for cooperation between 

academic researchers and other institutional stakeholders, in their case the City of Vienna and the 

Pedagogical Institute. Furthermore, it is important to recognize that even though these studies 

were conducted for hire, they were always intended as contributions to the body of psychological 

knowledge. Herzog emphasized the depth of the WPF’s “strict” specialization in “the 

psychological side of market research” in her speech. At the WPF, they steered clear of 

                                                
261 The dollar conversion of this figure would vary widely depending on the year. Based on 
tables generated by the Economic History Association, in 1933 the rate was 4.2 marks to the 
dollar (making Herzog’s quoted figure $476-1429). In 1934 the rate fell to 2.61 ($766-2299) and 
in 1935 to 2.45 ($816-2449). Respective amounts converted into 2017 dollars, based on the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics inflation calculator, would be roughly $9,000-27,000 (1933), $14,000-
43,000 (1934), or $15,000-44,000 (1935). 
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neighboring approaches to the study of markets such as management (Betriebskontrolle), 

business cycle statistics (Konjunkturstatistik). “The danger,” she explained, “is that anyone who 

can ask ‘How are you doing?’ thinks he can also undertake economic-psychological surveys. 

This is why we respect other areas of work, so that by converse our psychological methods are 

respected and are left to ever greater refinement at competent [research] centers.” Herzog 

emphasized the WPF’s dedication to methodological improvement. “We see in every 

survey…that our survey apparatus brings facts to the fore that one had heretofore passed by or 

that one had not given the proper weight.” As we will see below, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at 

the WPF systematically pursued this methodological refinement through academic structures of 

literature reviews, dissertations and other publications, and “working group” or colloquium 

discussions. In any event, by the mid-1930s their market research had become systematic enough 

that the WPF staff could produce several general guides to study and questionnaire design that 

mapped out the possible relevant questions and their proper order and structure, depending on 

the good under inquiry.262 

 The question of why a band of young committed socialists would be willing to engage in 

market research almost begs itself. There are three reasonable responses to this question. The 

first is that Konsumkritik (critique of consumption) does not appear to have been widespread in 

socialist culture at this time. A version of Konsumkritik became a cornerstone of the Frankfurt 

School, first with T.W. Adorno’s scattered critiques of popular music and film and later, full-

blown, with The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) and Adorno’s Minima Moralia (1951). These 

                                                
262 See “Beziehing: Mensch – Ware,” Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische 
Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 5]; „Suitable Data for an Analysis of 
Attitudes Toward Economic Goods,“ Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische 
Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-2), Fol. 132, Mappe 2/2, [Teil 25]. 
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texts were self-described messages in a bottle (Flaschenpost) with obscure distribution: indeed, 

their resonance came only well after publication. Whether or not the Frankfurt School’s savaging 

of popular culture is and was empirically or theoretically appropriate is largely irrelevant here. 

The point is that, even if the Austrian socialist party’s Kultur efforts were a bit frustrated by the 

workers’ slow uptake of “legitimate” culture, leftwing Konsumkritik on the scale and importance 

in the Dialectic of Enlightenment came later and was an esoteric phenomenon.263 In any case, the 

products the WPF studied were rather pedestrian—many of them were commodities in the strict 

sense of standardized, interchangeable goods—such as coffee, tea, mustard, milk, chocolate, 

vinegar, and so forth.264 This hardly evokes the images of Zerstreuung (distraction) and mass 

deception in Weimar Germany and America emphasized by the Frankfurt School and other 

German cultural critics like Siegfried Kracauer.265 Moreover, it borders on absurd to expect a 

handful of youngsters to integrate the critique of consumption into socialist ideology in the midst 

of a more pressing deep economic depression, not to mention political turmoil and rising anti-

semitic violence.  

                                                
263 On the party’s Kultur program, see Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-
Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 

264 The Paul Lazarsfeld Archive in Vienna has reports or questionnaire schedules or other 
miscellaneous materials for studies on the following goods and services: Närmil (a nutritional 
supplement), bread, washing services, coffee surrogates, vinegar, shoes, Viennese cologne 
(Wiener Kölnisch), long-distance travel, imitation silk, stockings, and electric gadgets. Also 
relevant here are surveys on radio listening, free time, general surveys of expenditures (incl. 
cultural goods), and movie-going among children/youth and mothers. Promotional material for 
the WPF also lists beer, flowers, butter, margarine, chocolate, toys, knitted clothing, gloves, hot 
water heaters (Heißwasserspeicher), men’s clothing, clothing racks, dough products, tea, and 
wool. 

265 That said, one dissertation completed at the WPF on film and theater visits applied a thesis of 
LeBon’s crowd psychology to film viewing—that like the crowd it hindered the individual’s 
critical capacities and allowed instinct and passion to predominate. See Rudolf Lassner, “Theater 
und Kinobesuch” (University of Vienna, 1936), p. viii, 105-106. 
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This brings us to the second point: as Lazarsfeld noted in his memoirs and other WPF 

alumni corroborated as well, the depression led to high levels of unemployment for young 

people, including among the bourgeois and petit-bourgeois households from whence the WPF 

staffers came.266 What Lazarsfeld did not emphasize in his memoir was the incredible difficulty 

for Jews to gain footing at Austrian universities and, especially after 1934, in the free professions 

and the private economy. The WPF was able to employ a few young socialists fulltime and many 

others part-time for conducting, coding, and analyzing interviews. 

The third response to the inevitable question of the absence of Konsumkritik at the WPF 

is the most interesting. Marie Jahoda stressed that the WPF’s pioneering survey research was 

both methodologically interesting and politically relevant. “[T]he new survey techniques,” she 

recalled in an oral history interview, “[and] the analysis of data were so intrinsically interesting 

because a lot of politically important knowledge could be read out of consumer behavior. 

Whatever the topic that one dealt with in such surveys, it had implications for political 

thinking.”267 For example, Austrian socialist intellectuals were interested in consumption as part 

of a planned economy, which they sought to work out in concrete, practicable detail. This began 

already, as we have seen through Robert Lazarsfeld’s writings, as the First World War came to 

an end under the watchword of “socialization.” The effort was then pushed along by the 

protracted and rigorous interwar debates between socialist and liberal economists on the 

possibilities of a planned economy that parted ways with the price system. Otto Neurath, the key 

opponent to the liberals, called for his comrades to shift their attention from problems of 

                                                
266 Lazarsfeld, “Memoir”; Gertrude Wagner oral history in Müller, Marienthal. 

267 Mathias Greffrath, ed., Die Zerstörung einer Zukunft: Gespräche mit emigranten und 
Sozialwissenschaftlern (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 1989), p. 111. 
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production to those of consumption in his 1937 piece, “Inventory of the Standard of Living.”268 

We have seen that Neurath was a major proponent of scientific knowledge for planning. One 

staff member of the WPF—the anonymous author of a 24-page manuscript on “The Object of 

Economic Psychology (Theoretical Reflections for its Practitioners)”—emphasized the use of 

market research in a planned socialist society.269 “For every change in the economy, the 

knowledge of the extent of these different tendencies in single population strata is important. In a 

planned society that works toward the fulfillment of demand,” the paper continued, raising one 

of the early interpretations of the depression as a crisis of demand, “the construction of a plan on 

the basis of this knowledge would be possible.” Market research would make planning possible 

where trial and error reigned. “Psychological market research captures this method of ‘trial and 

error’ [i.e. the entrepreneur’s attempts to capture the market through advertisements etc.] through 

preceding, planned surveys. It answers the question that anyone that wants to distribute 

something on the market must ask himself.”270 The fact that Lazarsfeld reported on the WPF’s 

work at Neurath’s Social and Economic Museum in February 1932 only underscores the 

compatability of market research with socialist planning.271 

                                                
268 Otto Neurath, “Inventory of the Standard of Living,” Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937). 

269 “Der Gegenstand der Wirtschaftspsychologie (Theoretische Ueberlegungen fuer ihre 
Praktiker),” n.d., Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 
131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 1], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. It was clearly not written by Lazarsfeld, 
who is referenced in the third person along with two of his writings from ca. 1934. The author 
could be Herta Herzog or Marie Jahoda, who took over leadership roles at the WPF in 
Lazarsfeld’s absence after 1933. 

270 “Der Gegenstand der Wirtschaftspsychologie,“ p. 8-9. 

271 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Vortrag des Herrn Dr. Lazarsfeld im Handelsmuseum” (Lecture, 
Handelsmuseum, Vienna, February 17, 1932), Rote Mappen. T/UI. [Teil 4], Paul-Lazarsfeld-
Archiv, Wien. To be clear, however, Lazarsfeld himself did not emphasize this in his lecture. He 
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Apart from the market research studies, the WPF conducted research driven by the staff’s 

intrinsic interests. Not all of the WPF research on mass media and leisure was for contracts. For 

example, Karl Bühler, Lazarsfeld, Herta Herzog, and others also conducted an experiment that 

enlisted members of the public to study how radio listeners perceived “character” through 

broadcast voices.272 Several dissertations under the auspices of the WPF dealt with modern 

leisure trends. Margarete Helfgott, for example, studied “The Experience of Modern Dance 

Music” through a survey of fox trot and tango dancers, most of them students of philosophy and 

theology. To some extent, these leisure studies can be seen in relation to the Austrian socialist 

party’s concern for edification of the common man and the cultivation of neue Menschen for a 

socialist future.273 This was the common denominator behind studies of theater and film visits on 

                                                
focused instead on the different kinds of experimental setups and research infrastructures for 
studying the success of advertising. 

272 Paul Lazarsfeld, “Was erraten wir aus der menschlichen Stimme? Ein erster Bericht über die 
psychologische Versuchsreihe vom 19., 21., und 23. Mai,” Radio Wien, no. 36 (1931): 9–11; 
Herta Herzog, “Stimme und Persönlichkeit” (University of Vienna, 1933). “Charakter,” 
“charakterologie,” and “physiognomik” were fixations of Karl Bühler’s, e.g. in his “Axiomatik 
der Sprachwissenschaften.“ This was very much a fad in psychology and culture more broadly at 
the time. See Helmut Lethen, “Neusachliche Physiognomik: Gegen den Schrecken der 
ungewissen Zeichen,” Der Deutsch Unterricht, no. 2 (1997): 6–18. Herzog compared her inquiry 
to others on “gait and character” in Germany and “voice and personality” in the United States. 
Like Bühler, she drew on the characterological theory of the Kulturpessimist, template for Robert 
Musil’s character Meingast, and later a tool of the Nazi regime, Ludwig Klages, Prinzipien der 
Charakterologie (1910, later published as Die Grundlagen der Charakterkunde) and 
Persönlichkeit: Einführung in die Charakterkunde (1928). See Herzog, p. 79. On Klages’s 
characterology, see Nitzan Lebovic, The Philosophy of Life and Death: Ludwig Klages and the 
Rise of a Nazi Biopolitics, Palgrave Studies in Cultural and Intellectual History (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), ch. 4. It could be fruitful to probe further into the two contrasting but 
occasionally intertwined ways of treating the individual at the Bühler Institute and the WPF: a 
morphological or holistic characterology/personality vs. statistical individuals to be studied in 
aggregate.  

273 Josef Weidenholzer, Auf dem Weg zum “neuen Menschen”: Bildungs- und Kulturarbeit der 
österreichischen Sozialdemokratie in der Ersten Republik, Schriftenreihe des Ludwig Boltzmann 
Instituts für Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung 12 (Wien: Europaverlag, 1981); Helmut Gruber, 
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the one hand and inquiries into adult education on the other. (For more examples, see Table 1.) 

Yet the WPF staffers’ interest in film seems to have extended beyond socialist pragmatics. Hilde 

Spiel, who had already experienced literary acclaim for Kati auf der Brücke, worked part-time at 

the WPF and wrote a dissertation under Karl Bühler on the Theory of Representation in Film 

(1935).274 Among the extant archival materials from the WPF is the protocol of a discussion with 

the director of a large film lending company on the market in Austria. (American films, he 

reported, are generally poorly received except for those with famous and beloved stars such as 

Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich—and even these do poorly in the provinces.) This was 

perhaps used to help construct the questionnaires for a survey of cinema visits by children, 

youth, and mothers.275 

The WPF conducted non-contract studies that had nothing to do with media or market 

research but were instead more focused on contemporary social phenomena. The Marienthal 

study is only the most famous example. A sort of sequel to Marienthal, a study of the Leopoldau 

housing community, had progressed significantly from the design stages into the planned six 

months of fieldwork. The WPF planned to use a mixture of methods and materials similar to the 

Marienthal study—a questionnaire-based survey, protocols from school and apartment visits, 

household budgets, time budgets, contact with medical and other care institutions, and so 

                                                
Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1991). 

274 On Spiel and film studies at the WPF in general see also Maria Czwik, “Forschungen zum 
Film am Psychologischen Institut der Universität Wien in den 1930er Jahren. Versuch einer 
Übersicht,” in Karl Bühlers Krise der Psychologie: Positionen, Bezüge und Kontroversen im 
Wien der 1920er/30er Jahre, ed. Janette Friedrich (Berlin: Springer, 2018), 33–59. 

275 There are schedules for the rather extensive questionnaires and observations of children/youth 
and mothers in Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 
131, Mappe 2/2 [Teil 51-55], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 
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forth.276 There were also interesting smaller studies on the docket before the WPF dissolved 

under political repression. At the time that Marie Jahoda was arrested in the WPF offices by the 

Austrofascist police, they were planning to study two folkloric Wienertypen (Viennese types)—

the tricky, ironic, and self-ironic Klein Moritz jokes and the jokes surrounding Graf Bobby, the 

well-mannered but naïve and stupid aristocrat.277 

 Lazarsfeld directed his dissertators toward experimentation and systematic explication of 

survey research methods. It is clear from the fact that Lazarsfeld saved some of this material and 

brought it with him to the United States that this was not just a matter of doling out busy work 

for students to earn their degrees but of continually analyzing and refining research practices 

through collective effort. As we will see in later chapters, he continued and extended this habit at 

Columbia. This way of elaborating and tightening a research system certainly was not unique, 

but it could also not have been particularly widespread in the social sciences at the time. 

Lazarsfeld must have picked it up from the Bühlers, who as we have seen belonged to only the 

second generation of psychology as a systematic, experimental laboratory science since Wilhelm 

Wundt. Lazarsfeld’s younger colleague Ernst Dichter, for example, completed a dissertation 

supervised by Charlotte Bühler using an experimental design to gauge the “objectivity” of 

introspective interviews against psychometric tests.278  

                                                
276 “Die Stadtrandsiedlung Leopoldau: Ein Vorschlag der Wirtschaftspsychologischen 
Forschungsstelle,” 1934, Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-
1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 15], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien.  

277 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997), p. 54. On the culture of Vinnese types, see Wolfgang Kos and Wien Museum, eds., 
Wiener Typen: Klischees und Wirklichkeit (Vienna: Brandstätter, 2013).  

278 Ernst Dichter, “Die Selbstbeurteilung der Eigenen Faehigkeiten und Leistungen” (Doctoral 
Dissertation, University of Vienna, 1934). 
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Dissertations and scattered archival materials give clues to how Lazarsfeld designed the 

structures of methodological refinement at the WPF. Perhaps the most sophisticated example of 

this methodological self-reflection under Lazarsfeld’s direction is the dissertation by Hedwig 

Weil, “On the Method of Consumer Psychology” (1935).279 The dissertation was essentially a 

systematic methodological analysis of the empirical market research studies undertaken at the 

WPF up to that point (plus studies that Lazarsfeld had sent back from America in the meantime, 

including his own survey of consumer responses to Rayon).280 Weil also performed a sort of 

second-order methodological analysis by referencing similar studies already undertaken by 

dissertators at the Bühler Institute associated with the WPF such as Therese Toffler’s “Analysis 

of the Purchasing Act” (1933).281 Lazarsfeld or his lieutenants also steered students into 

dissertations that gathered new material on methodological questions. Around the time that 

Lazarsfeld was working out his article on “The Art of Asking Why” (1935), for example, Olga 

Kulka completed her dissertation “On the Theory of Reasons (Begründungen)” (1935).282 Kulka 

combined an explication of Arthur Schopenhauer’s On the Fourfold Route of the Principle of 

Sufficient Reason (1813) with linguistic analysis of a variety of (apparently arbitrarily chosen) 

                                                
279 Hedwig Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie” (Doctoral Dissertation, University 
of Vienna, 1935). 

280 David R. Craig and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Measurements of the Acceptance and 
Rejection of Rayon by Pittsburgh Women: An Experimental Study of 800 Consumers” (Report, 
New York, October 18, 1934). The coversheet notes that the report was presented "Before the 
Rayon Fabrics Subcommittee, of the Committee on Textiles, of the American Society for Testing 
Materials, Hotel Pennsylvania, New York.” 

281 Therese Toffler, “Analyse der Kaufhandlung” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 
1933). 

282 Olga Kulka, “Zur Theorie der Begründungen” (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Vienna, 
1935). The takeaway from Kulka’s explication of Schopenhauer was to justify „motivation“ as 
an object of scientific study. 
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empirical material. She looked at answers to “why” questions in everyday language, newspapers, 

books, lectures, and responses to questionnaires and classified them into types of Begründungen 

(reasons) and types of combinations of Begründungen.283 These works were not, like so many 

doctoral dissertations, simply skimmed by a few professors and filed away never to once again 

see the light of day. They were discussed in colloquium meetings at the WPF: at least one 

meeting of the Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft took up the dissertations of 

Toffler and Kulka, and Toffler seems to have presented an excerpt of her dissertation in progress 

to the group.284 But not all refinements of method had to take place on the dissertation scale. A 

certain Mr. or Ms. Bittner, for example, delivered a report to the WPF group on the question of 

“How far back in the past do questions about [consumer] objects go, and what does this depend 

on?” To answer this question, the author used an approach that was typical at the WPF and later 

at the BASR and in Lazarsfeld’s own methodological writings: Bittner analyzed a number of 

studies that the WPF had already undertaken and assessed the successes and failures of certain 

approaches. 

 The WPF used meetings for carrying out group research in addition to refining its 

methods. This would later become a standard approach at the BASR. There were probably other 

                                                
283 The classification included reasons based on quality (Merkmal) and process (Ablauf), 
negations, frequencies, and pre-rationalizations (Vorbegründungen). There was also a curious 
short chapter on “Erformen” that examined Erklärungen (explanations), Deutungen 
(interpretations), and Interpretationen. 

284 “Diskussionsbemerkung zur Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d., Blaue 
Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 3], 
Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. There is an anonymous, undated (ca. 1933) 11-page fragment that 
contains a subheading, “Ein Beitrag zur Kaufhandlung von den Begründungen her,” (itself a riff 
on the work of the Bühler Institute’s Egon Brunswik, Grundlagung einer Psychologie vom 
Gegenstand her) that is identical to a subheading in Toffler’s dissertation. See Untitled WPF 
discussion paper, n.d., Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), 
Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 2], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 
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scattered instances of such collective work in social sciences at the time, but one can safely 

assume that these were uncommon and that the WPF had few if any precedents in mind to 

consciously emulate. If Lazarsfeld and his colleagues did have experience with such a structure, 

it would have been with Charlotte Bühler’s child development studies. Perhaps Lazarsfeld’s 

experience with meetings of the Adlerian psychologists, where the group would discuss and 

compare cases, had some influence as well. What little evidence we have of the WPF working 

style comes mostly from the Marienthal study, plus some scattered impressions that can be 

gleaned from the archival materials. We have seen that the WPF met in a colloquium format to 

discuss ongoing student research and writing. This student work often entailed analysis of prior 

WPF research. Together this added up to constant collective reflection on research practice and 

theory construction. Marie Jahoda, who ended up writing the Marienthal book manuscript, gave 

an impression of the workflow for that study in an oral history interview.285 During the planning, 

research, and pre-writing phases, the seventeen-person research group met weekly for two to 

three hours and discussed what they had observed or worked on since the last meeting. “Paul led 

these meetings and stimulated the discussions,” Jahoda remembered, “he was extraordinarily 

good at that.”286 One team member, Lotte Danziger, lived in Marienthal full-time for six weeks. 

Others pitched in to collect data in various ways, from home visits to participant observation to 

municipal statistics. The analysis of the roughly 30 kilograms of documentary and survey 

materials was a team effort, with Lazarsfeld in the lead and Jahoda and the only truly fulltime 

                                                
285 This paragraph also relies on the authoritative, meticulous reconstruction of the Marienthal 
study, Reinhard Müller, Marienthal: Das Dorf -- Die Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: 
Studien Verlag, 2008). 

286 Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der 
Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 
1997). 
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staffer of the WPF, Gertrude Wagner, as key contributors. Lazarsfeld and Jahoda hashed out the 

chapter outline before Jahoda retreated to her 1932 Sommerfrische to compose the manuscript. 

(Zeisel only wrote the methodological appendix after the study was completed.)287 Hedwig 

Weil’s dissertation on methodology at the WPF gave further clues into the structures for 

collaboration. In a section on how to improve researchers’ interview skills, she mentioned two 

practices. First was the constant correction of errors in consultation with the research director. 

Second, she mentioned semi-weekly “researcher conferences” (by which she seems to have 

meant the same kind of research group meetings as in the Marienthal study) which would clarify 

certain concepts, produce written instructions on how to avoid specific errors, and deal with new 

problems as they emerged. Thus, in addition to whatever group dynamics had been carried over 

from the youth movement to the WPF, there were also new structures of both a division of labor 

and collaborative exchange that were integral to the kind of knowledge it produced. 

 The dissertations and discussion protocols from the WPF reveal that Lazarsfeld and his 

team saw their market research work within the traditions of experimental psychology and, to a 

lesser extent, sociology and neighboring social science disciplines such as Staatswissenschaft 

and economics. The discussion protocols are scattered with references to contemporary 

psychologists from various schools such as the industrial psychology of Hugo Münsterberg, the 

Gestalt and cognitive psychologist Kurt Lewin, the cognitivist Oswald Külpe and of course his 

student Karl Bühler, American behaviorists, Narziß Ach’s psychology of will, and a range of 

                                                
287 Perhaps the most curious detail of the Marienthal study is that Lazarsfeld, the director, spent 
little time there and does not seem to have conducted interviews. This started a pattern, for it 
appears that he was rarely if ever onsite for the large BASR studies outside of New York City. 
Despite his great interest in interview methods and questionnaire design, it does not appear that 
Lazarsfeld did much of it himself. This is understandable for his American years, where his 
strong accent would have easily disrupted rapport with the respondents, but not so much for his 
time before emigration. 
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concepts from depth psychology. Less central, but still noteworthy, are references to the 

sociologists Herbert Spencer and Franz Oppenheimer, keywords in the Handbuch der 

Staatswissenschaften, and marginal utility theory in Austrian economics.288 There are also 

periodic statements, in keeping with the spirit of Karl Bühler’s psychology of thought, of having 

left behind “klassische Erlebnisphänomenologie” and associationist psychology. 

Indeed, the WPF dissertations indicate how important it was to its staff and students that 

they were working within Karl Bühler’s psychology of thought, with its extension of psychology 

to higher mental processes such as “will” and “need” and its embrace of introspection. As we 

have seen above, early generations of psychology were highly skeptical of introspection and 

accepted it, if at all, in only limited applications. Karl Bühler had gone toe to toe with Wilhelm 

Wundt over the use of introspection, but even then the experimental subjects were limited to 

trained psychologists reporting on their experience of mental processes. Lazarsfeld’s colleagues, 

however, pushed introspection much further by enlisting the man in the street in their survey 

research. They experimented and reflected on the strengths, weaknesses, and peculiarities of 

various interview techniques and questionnaire designs, from the free-ranging “unstructured” 

interview to more structured questionnaires that gave the respondents limited room for 

maneuverability. The WPF already used pilot interviews or pretests to tweak their interview 

schedules for the greatest possible rapport and relevance to specific social groups and objects of 

study. Thus, by the time Lazarsfeld weighed in on “The Controversy Over Detailed Interviews” 

                                                
288 The densest concentration of diverse references can be found in “Diskussionsbemerkung zur 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d., Blaue Mappen, 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 3], Paul-
Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. 
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in 1940s America, he had over a decade of reflection on the issue behind him.289 It is clear that 

Margaret Helfgott’s study of “The Experience of Modern Dance Music” was designed to test out 

ways of structuring interviews and questionnaires on cultural products. The core of the study was 

based on having fox trot and tango listeners—most of them students of philosophy and theology, 

not psychology—to record an Erlebnisprotokoll. Yet beforehand, Helfgott first conducted a 

general survey about her respondents’ attitude (Einstellung) toward dance music in the form of a 

“free conversation that was steered by the experimenter by specific points but in general left the 

respondent open to enough free play for answering freely and for bringing up ever new questions 

and problems.”290 Next, as in the older limitation of experimental psychology to expert subjects, 

Helfgott conducted pretests with qualified subjects, “psychologisch geschulten 

Versuchspersonen.” This even involved the fashioning of an apparatus, with the help of the 

WPF’s leading experimentalist Egon Brunswik, for helping the respondent record specific points 

in the music to correspond with his protocol.291 As absurd as it sounds, this was perhaps the 

                                                
289 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Controversy Over Detailed Interviews-An Offer for Negotiation,” 
The Public Opinion Quarterly 8, no. 1 (Spring 1944): 38–60. See also Jean M. Converse, 
“Strong Arguments and Weak Evidence: The Open/Closed Questioning Controversy of the 
1940s,” Public Opinion Quarterly 48, no. 1 (Spring 1984): 267–82. 

290 Margarete Helfgott, “Das Erleben Moderner Tanzmusik” (University of Vienna, 1935), p. 15. 

291 “Es zeigte sich also die Notwendigkeit, ein Mittel zu finden, dass es uns ermöglichen würde, 
die Äusserungen deutlich mit den dazugehörigen Stellen des dargebotenen Musikstückes zu 
verbinden und festzuhalten. Es wurde nun ein Apparat konstruiert, der mit ausreichender 
Präzision diesen Bedingungen entsprach: Kartonblättchen von etwa 10x15 cm Grösse, auf denen 
die Zahlen 1 bis 60 stehen, sind eines hinter dem anderen an ihrem oberen Randa so befestigt, 
dass sie frei senkrecht herabhängen, aber auch nach vorne bis zur Waagrechten emporgehoben 
werden können. In dieser Lage hält sie ein Hebel fest, der durch eine Übersetzung mit dem 
Tonabnehmerarm verbunden ist. Die untere Kante der Blättchen ist nun in einer Weise abgestuft, 
dass bei forschreitender Verschiebung des Hebels quer zur Uniterkante ein Blättchen nach dem 
andere in gleichmässigen Abständen herabfällt, wodurch seine Nummer sichtbar wird un 
zugleich die des vorhergehenden Blättchens verdeckt...Für die Versuchsperson fällt also in 
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prototype for the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer designed and implemented by Lazarsfeld 

and his friend and colleague Frank Stanton of CBS, which was patented and sold to the leading 

New York advertising firm, McCann-Erickson.292 

 Hedwig Weil’s dissertation, “On the Method of Economic Psychology,” and Therese 

Toffler’s “Analysis of the Purchasing Act” went into greater detail on the use of introspection at 

the WPF. Like Charlotte Bühler and Lazarsfeld, Weil emphasized the virtue of introspection for 

capturing data in a more natural situation than in an artificial experimental design.293 Like 

Helfgott, she pointed out the extension of introspection from the trained psychologist to the 

layman. She acknowledged the standard critique of self-observation as unreliable because it was 

subjective, fragmentary, and drawn not from psychologists but “from the broad mass of 

shoppers—that is, from untrained laypersons.”294 Weil cited Toffler’s dissertation from a few 

years prior. There, Toffler referred to a “common methodological foundation” underlying a 

series of market research studies conducted by the WPF—“extensive surveys were executed with 

                                                
bestimmten Abständen ein Blättchen mit einer deutlich sichtbaren Ziffer herab, so dass sie bei 
jeder Angabe des Erlebnisablaufs konnten.” 

292 Mark R. Levy, “The Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer: An Historical Note,” Journal of 
Communication 32, no. 3 (September 1982): 30–38. See also Tore Hollonquist and Edward A. 
Suchman, “Listening to the Listener: Experiences with the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program 
Analyzer,” in Radio Research 1942-1943, ed. Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (New 
York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1944), 265–334; Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “New Type of Research 
Needed,” Billboard, August 18, 1945; Marjorie Fiske and Leo Handel, “New Techniques for 
Studying the Effectiveness of Films,” Journal of Marketing 11, no. 4 (April 1947): 390–93. 

293 On Charlotte Bühler and natural situations, see Benetka, Psychologie in Wien. On Lazarsfeld, 
see his critique of Lewin’s experimentalism in “Diskussionsbemerkung zur 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d., Blaue Mappen, 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 3], Paul-
Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien, p. 10f. 

294 Weil, „Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie,“ ch. 1. 
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countless respondents for the most diverse purchasing acts” aimed at “working out the structure 

of different realms of needs as clearly as possible.” Toffler then explained how the WPF parted 

ways with the old school to obtain data from life outside the laboratory. “In classical 

erlebnispsychologische inquiries,” she explained, “a phenomena is captured through the diligent 

description by a few very trained subjects such that through abstraction the elements common to 

all protocols can be pulled out as characteristic of the state of affairs.” Structured questionnaires 

with greater numbers of respondents operated on a different methodological assumption. “We 

piece together the phenomena on the basis of its elements from our brief protocols and assume 

that through the mass of interviews this mosaic of elements contains nothing less than the 

decomposition of the individual analyses in their elements.”295 Economic psychology, Weil 

wrote, was not about the single individual but about the “purchasing group” (kaufende Gruppe). 

For this reason, market research was based on statistical analysis of “mass surveys”: “that is, 

through many coarse, brief reports (grobe Kurzberichte) it gets a general story 

(Allgemeingeschichte) of the consumer’s report. Brief reports are sufficient because one can 

assume that in a sufficiently large number of completed structurally appropriate questionnaires 

all the elements are contained that appear in a single case—except that here they are known not 

for purchaser X but for a distribution that is relevant for the purchasing act regarding the article 

X. (That is e.g. with social differences.)”296 Statistical distribution, Weil continued some pages 

later in a leap that was neither self-evident nor unassailable, can be taken as “an index of 

psychological importance.” “The process of the interpretation of statistical data in tables consists 

in assuming an average consumer,” Weil explained with reasoning reminiscent of the nineteenth-

                                                
295 Toffler, “Analyse der Kaufhandling,” pp. 2-4. 

296 Weil, „Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie,“ p. 7. My emphasis. 
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century Belgian statistician Adolphe Quetelet and his homme moyen, “to which is ascribed a 

measure of the degree of subjective importance that was actually a measure of the distribution 

within the studied group.”297 Weil captured this tangle of words in a crisp formulation: it is not 

about “consumer X” but about “the Stuttgart beer drinker.”298 

The aim of surveys, Weil and Toffler explained, was to invite the respondents into 

stipulating the “plot” (Verlauf) or “structure” (Struktur) of the purchasing act, including the 

“weight” or  “valence” of reasons why it proceeded in a certain way.299 Weil pointed out the 

possible pitfalls of survey work. Experience showed that laypersons will give reports of their 

purchases, she noted, but that these can be incomplete, that they emphasize very different 

moments at various depths of experience. Thus, questions had to be fashioned in such a way to 

help the respondent—to give a structure for their stories (Gerüst für ihre Erzählungen). Only 

then would the answers be comparable and amenable to statistical analysis. Here, Weil pointed 

out another way that research at the WPF went beyond the old experimental design. Not only 

were the respondents no longer trained psychologists: with a properly structured scheduled, the 

questions could “be asked by a less trained researcher” without distorting the “empirical facts” 

(erlebnismäßige Tatbestand). 

                                                
297 “...der Vorgang der Interpretation statistischer Daten der Tabelle besteht darin, daß ein 
Durchschnittskonsument angenommen wird, dem als ein Maß des Grades subjektiver 
Wichtigkeit zugeschrieben wird, was eigentlich ein Maß der Verteilung innerhalb einer 
untersuchten Gruppe war.” On Quetelet, see Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990); Theodore M. Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking: 1820-
1900 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986). 

298 Weil, „Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie,“ p. 17. 

299 Toffler, “Analyse der Kaufhandlung,” pp. 54ff. Weil also used the word Vorgang (process) 
for the purchasing act. 
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Toffler and Weil raise an important point regarding the status of the individual in the 

work of Lazarsfeld and his WPF colleagues. In the WPF’s survey studies, the individual tended 

not to survive its role as the source of data. It soon disappeared, dissolved into the elements 

collected through the survey—including the respondents’ introspective data and attributes of the 

social milieu and “allgemeine Hintergrund”—which were then aggregated in search of patterns, 

types, and frequencies. Weil went into some detail on what Toffler called allgemeine 

Hintergrund and she called “das allgemeine Hinterland” (the general background) or “das 

Gebiet um den betroffenden Artikel” (the area around the relevant article). It seems that—in 

Weil’s account at least—this referred to the looser, more subjective or cultural side of the social 

milieu. In any case, it is not quite accurate to call Lazarsfeld’s approach methodological 

individualist. 

 Weil’s dissertation is the best available synthesis of the methodology of Lazarsfeld and 

the WPF. It is a paradigmatic example of Lazarsfeld’s approach to doing methodology—that is, 

methodological reflection through the analysis and explication of past work. Perhaps the most 

impressive accomplishment of Weil’s dissertation was her articulation of the productive tension 

between subjectivity and objectivity, intuition and induction at the WPF. Lazarsfeld and Jahoda 

both stressed the combination of subjective/introspective and objective/behavioral data as a core 

principle of the Marienthal study, and Weil devoted a chapter to the “felicitous combination of 

subjective and objective data.”300 Without objective data, Lazarsfeld once put it colorfully, the 

research “runs the danger of becoming a pure photograph of [subjective] experience 

                                                
300 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Principles of Sociography,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An Empirical Theory 
of Social Action: Selected Writings, ed. Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr, trans. Hella Beister 
(Oxford: The Bardwell Press, 2011), 243–66; Marie Jahoda, “Ich habe die Welt nicht 
verändert”: Lebenserinnerungen einer Pionierin der Sozialforschung, ed. Steffani Engler and 
Brigitte Hasenjürgen (Frankfurt; New York: Campus, 1997). 
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(Erlebnisphotographie).”301 But Weil tackled the subjective/objective question in a different way 

as well by focusing not on the data but on the researcher’s intuition. “The characterization of the 

respondent in economic-psychological research that uses the method of statistical interpretation,” 

she wrote, “will always to a certain degree be left to the researcher.” There was no mechanical 

way of performing an interpretation. “It is up to him [the researcher],” Weil continued, “to lump 

together groups i.e. to highlight certain qualities that is the most favorable basis for 

interpretation.” For example, the Americans knew “on the basis of an intuitive sense” that the 

people whose favorite actor was Will Rogers smoke Camel cigarettes. 

 We have already seen Karl Bühler’s fixation on the gap between intuition and induction, 

Verstehen and Erklären in psychology. Though it only garnered a few pages in his book, Die 

Krise der Psychologie, this fixation seems to have pervaded the Psychologial Institute. In a 

meeting at the WPF, Lazarsfeld once referred to this same gap in terms of “metaphysical” and 

“positivist,” verstehende and correlational approaches.302 In her dissertation, Weil expressed a 

similar desire for synthesis. Interpretation of survey data, she wrote—at once evoking a 

watchword of verstehende psychology and proto-cybernetic language—was no different from 

Fremdverstehen, “the interpretation of data that any single individual gives to another 

individual” in a personal exchange. “Fremdverstehen (understanding of the other) functions 

when we assume that other people are constructed in the same way as we are…[that] they 

experience and behave like us; and also the way their interiority (Innerlichkeit) shapes their 

                                                
301 “Diskussionsbemerkung zur Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d., Blaue 
Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 3], 
Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien, p. 12. 

302 “Diskussionsbemerkung zur Wirtschaftspsychologische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d., Blaue 
Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 3], 
Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien, p. 12. 
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behavior, how they arrive at their goals, how they express feelings, is similar to the way it is for 

us.”303 This may sound like common sense, but another ascendant school of psychology at the 

time, behaviorism, denied itself any operations that would entail Fremdverstehen.304 Even 

statistical analysis, Weil emphasized, depended on intersubjective understanding: we look into 

the stock of our psychological experiences in search of the motivation that corresponds to 

whatever statistical distribution in the survey data. 

 Like Bühler and Lazarsfeld, Weil described statistical interpretation in terms of a 

“model.” Her explication of the model harmonized well with her colleagues’. Yet Weil also 

included certain details that suggest the influence of modeling from the traditions of a 

homegrown Central European pragmatism and of physicists Heinrich Hertz and Ludwig 

Boltzmann in ways never clearly articulated by her colleagues. We use our interpretations, she 

wrote, as a “model, as a working hypothesis that allows us to draw conclusions about the future 

behavior of the group under study.” There was not yet anything particularly new in thinking in 

terms of a “working hypothesis,” but already the emphasis on practical prediction rather than 

correpondence gestured toward a new, pragmatist standard of truth. Weil illustrated the point 

with a hypothetical example from the WPF’s market research: “When it transpires that the 

                                                
303 The passage continued: “Liefern sie uns im täglichen Kontakt nun irgendwelche ‘Indizien,’ 
dann deuten wir sie aus unseren eigenen Erfahrungen heraus.” Weil, “Zur Methode der 
Wirtschaftspsychologie,” p. 21. Karl Bühler’s theory of language developed proto-cybernetic 
concepts of communication and feedback. See Karl Bühler, “Die Axiomatik Der 
Sprachwissenschaften,” Kant-Studien 38 (1933). It seems that, like others at the WPF, Weil was 
influenced by the studies in this vein at the Bühler Institute. Here she referred to the 
Psychological Institute’s “series of studies on the interpretation of expressive signs (Indizien).” 

304 The denial of intersubjectivity is exactly what Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler criticized 
about behaviorism. See Paul Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, “Der Behaviorismus,” in 
Einführung in die neuere Psychologie, ed. Emil Saupe, 4th and 5th (Osterwieck-Harz: A.W. 
Zickfeldt, 1931). 
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clothing purchase that we characterized with the model of the trust question [i.e. trust between 

salesman and customer] is indeed made much easier through the establishment of apparatuses for 

the testing of fabric, then the interpretation served its aim, then we call it correct.”305 There 

could even be multiple models, Weil continued. She noted that “the area of inquiry absolutely 

cannot be characterized with a single model and mostly cannot be” and “that an interpretation is 

better the more it covers the customer-product relationship.” What was the rule of thumb for the 

necessary number of models? “It is just like in every other science,” Weil wrote, evoking 

Boltzmann’s doctrine of simplicity or parsimony in spirit but not in name: “the fewer 

supplemental hypotheses one needs, the better.”306 Weil reiterated this point later, emphasizing 

that although data were plentiful, there should be as few models as possible in accordance with 

the aims they serve. These resemblances with pragmatism and Boltzmann’s physics could 

perhaps be seen as accidental were it not for Weil’s further explication. Strictly speaking, models 

did not function like hypotheses. They were not, as in the machinery of significance testing 

developing elsewhere at this time, predictions inscribed before the inquiry and subsequently 

tested and measured against data. Rather, she said with a pragmatist ring, “they allow us a first 

glimpse into the material.” Yet models were also to be progressively refined and sharpened and 

their applicability was to be clarified over time. The “future task of a developing economic 

psychology,” Weil wrote, “is to define these models precisely (genau), to reduce them to a 

minimum, and to make them more exactly determinate (exakt bestimmter), e.g. with respect to 

the place and the conditions of its occurrence and the extent of its applicability.” Modeling, like 

hermeneutic methods in the cultural sciences, took place throughout the research process. 

                                                
305 Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie,” p. 23. My emphasis. 

306 Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie,” p. 22. 
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Chapter 5 

How Social Life Became Quantified in the Twentieth Century: 
A View from the Career of Paul F. Lazarsfeld 

 
 The philosopher Ian Hacking once wrote of an “avalanche of printed numbers” and the 

statistician Harald Westergaard of an “era of enthusiasm” for statistics from 1820 to the 1840s. 

This period witnessed the immense, bureaucratically-inspired accumulation and publication of 

quantitative data on a range of social phenomena and problems—poverty, criminality, 

infanticide, madness, death and disease, and trade, to name a few. This was an exponential rise, 

not a mere uptick from the preexisting mercantilist and cameralist Tafelstatistik of trade, 

populations, and national characteristics. As Ted Porter has shown, the 1830s was a pivotal 

decade in the history of statistics as a set of analytical tools as well: the Belgian astronomer 

Adolphe Quetelet first developed the concept of statistical law in his study of regularities in 

society.1 His search for statistical laws was spurred by his astonishment at the regularity of social 

phenomena in the face of the irregularity of those same events “when considered at the level of 

individuals.”2 His adaptation of error theory in astronomical measurement—that is, the 

approximation of real values from a distribution of observations—to statistical laws of society 

was a decisive step in bringing statistics beyond a mere collection of tabular information.3  

                                                
1 In his late-career historical writings and in his choice of distinguished emeritus title at 
Columbia University—Quetelet Professor of the Social Sciences—Lazarsfeld would identify the 
Belgian statistical zealot as the founding predecessor of his approach to social science. 

2 Theodore M. Porter, “Statistical and Social Facts from Quetelet to Durkheim” in Sociological 
Perspectives, vol. 38, no. 1 (1995), p. 17. 

3 Theodore M. Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1986). On Quetelet and the normal curve, see also Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 105-114. The legitimacy of Quetelet's 
transposition of the error curve to social “laws” and norms would, of course, be highly 
controversial at the time and in the historiography cited here. 
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 And yet the “fetishistic collection of overt statistical data about populations,” Hacking 

wrote, came “to amass gigantic quantities of data that [were] seldom effective in controlling or 

altering the populations of study in the ways intended.”4 Indeed, it seems that it was only a 

hundred years later with the post-WWI interventionist state and the rise of mass consumption, 

mass media, and universal suffrage (objects and sites of increasingly-sophisticated research 

techniques) that quantified social knowledge came to indelibly inhere in the fabric of everyday 

social life itself.5 We could find cultural evidence of this penetration and formation of everyday 

life by numbers not only in their fields of application but also in the international “New 

Objectivity” literary avant-garde and in mid-century Hollywood cinema.6 The sociologist and 

public intellectual C. Wright Mills could soon describe mid-century American bureaucratic 

society as “a great salesroom, an enormous file, an incorporated brain, a new universe of 

                                                
4 Ian Hacking, “Biopower and the Avalanche of Printed Numbers” in Humanities in Society, v. 5, 
no. 3 & 4 (1982), pp. 279-295. Porter comes to a similar conclusion: “If statistics provided 
bureaucracies with some of the knowledge that is indispensable to power, they also suggested 
certain limitations to this power.” This was because “[p]opulation was no longer [seen as] 
something pliable, to be manipulated by enlightened leaders, but the product of recalcitrant 
customs and natural laws which stood outside the domain of mere politics. Government could 
not dominate society, for it was itself constrained by society.” See Porter, Rise of Statistical 
Thinking, p. 26. 

5 On state statistics after WWI, see Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers: a History 
of Statistical Reasoning (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1998), esp. chapter 5, 
“Statistics and the State: France and Great Britain”. On Rockefeller Foundation support for 
quantitative techniques in interwar Europe and the US, see Claus-Dieter Krohn, Intellectuals in 
Exile: Refugee Scholars and the New School for Social Research (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1993). 

6 Helmut Lethen, “Der Habitus der Sachlichkeit in der Weimarer Republik” in Bernhard 
Weyergraf, ed., Literatur der Weimarer Republik 1918-1933. Hansers Sozialgeschichte der 
deutschen Literatur. Bd 8. (Munich: Hanser, 1995) 371-445 esp. “Statistische Entzauberung. Das 
Einwandern der Zahl in den Text,” pp. 431-445. 
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management and manipulation.”7 Thus the 1920s and 30s are something of a second take-off 

period for quantification. 

 That said, from the nineteenth century up to about the 1950s, this quantification of social 

reality nevertheless proceeded discontinuously. It was marked by spurts, booms, ruptures, 

doldrums, resistance, and not least a certain Unüberschaubarkeit. It depended on the irregular 

transfer of ideas between scientific fields and geographical areas and reciprocally between 

practical applications and academic research. To put it differently, quantification of social life 

proceeded along with the “internal” development of measurement techniques across and between 

multiple fields; the institutional forms and technologies amenable to the collection, analysis, and 

application of large-scale social research; and the “external” social demand for such research. 

 The title of this chapter is thus more than a sleight-of-hand linguistic substitution of 

quantification of social life for quantification in social science: Not all developments in academic 

social science would bear as directly on everyday processes—consumption, mass 

communication, private and public administration, democratic politics, and so on—as the one I 

will sketch out here. How this came about was a matter of the transfer and elaboration of 

quantitative methods between subdisciplines of the human sciences; individual academic 

entrepreneurship; and the institutionalized cultivation of “social-scientific selves”—missionaries 

certified for the production of reliable, perhaps objective, social knowledge for the state, civil 

society, and private industry. It is not an exaggeration to say that the standardization of 

quantitative methods and their institutionalization in higher-education curricula helped create an 

entire white-collar social class of researchers, analysts, and managers and the consciousness that 

                                                
7 C. Wright Mills, White Collar: The American Middle Classes (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1951). 
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went along with it.8 

 Of course, it would be foolish to attempt to cover this history in a single chapter.9 Instead, 

I track the progressive quantification of social life through Lazarsfeld’s career. Through 

Lazarsfeld, we can see how the necessary conditions of quantification came together from 

roughly the 1920s to the 1950s. We have seen in previous chapters that, although Lazarsfeld 

studied mathematics and physics at the University of Vienna, it was only after his formal studies 

that he picked up statistics. We have also seen how he and his colleagues at the Bühler Institute 

approached quantitative concept formation as “modeling” in an attempt to blend together what 

Karl Bühler called “intuitive” and “inductive” methods. Here we will revisit the Bühler Institute 

context to see how Lazarsfeld took up statistical methods from psychophysics and psychology 

and adapted them to his interests in social-psychology. This chapter contributes one specific case 

to the broader history of quantification in order to uncover the locally contingent and uneven 

development and application of quantitative methods. 

 The remainder of this chapter is divided into three parts. First, I outline the contours of 

the quantitative turn in survey research in the 1920s and 30s in terms of its methods, objects, and 

audiences. Second, I show how, out of the polymathic context of socialist interwar Vienna, 

Lazarsfeld came to his Beruf as empirical social researcher and survey methodologist. My 

interest here is how Lazarsfeld came to statistical methods, which were apparently not yet a 

                                                
8 See, for example, Luc Boltanski, The Making of a Class: Cadres in French Society 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 

9 Left aside, for example, is the history of econometrics and economic statistics by Mary 
Morgan, Adam Tooze, Phillip Morawski, and Thomas A. Stapleford. So, too, is work on the 
relationship between the biological and the social in twentieth-century quantitative nutritional 
science: Nick Cullather, Hungry World: America's Cold War Battle Against Poverty in Asia 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2010), especially Chapter 1, “The World Food Problem” (Kindle locations 
189-205, 244-46, 259, 273-77).  
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standard part of higher education in mathematics or the social sciences in Austria, and how he 

extended these methods beyond their origins in psychophysics into social-psychology. Nor were 

statistics yet seen as the royal road to scientific objectivity, the “highest form of empirical 

knowledge to which humans aspire” that they would later become in mainstream social 

science.10 Finally, I jump to Columbia University in the 1940s and 50s, where Lazarsfeld had 

developed a training regime for the imparting of skills and the cultivation of a scientific ethos 

commensurate to the production of reliable social knowledge. From there, his students graduated 

to positions in government, corporate research divisions, marketing firms, and academic social 

science. If the history I present seems whiggish, teleological, or even heroic, this is only because 

here in the interest of expediency I have excluded the critiques and shortcomings of survey 

research and quantitative social research in general that surrounded Lazarsfeld's career. 

 

5.1. The survey as a pathway to quantification 

 In the twentieth century, survey research was one of the key means of the mutual shaping 

of everyday life and quantified representations of it. Through its utility for managing markets 

and populations and its promise of objective measurement it came to “nestle everywhere” in 

Western industrialized societies. 

 Social surveys had a predominantly bureaucratic-administrative audience as a basis for 

informed policy-making in government and industry. As Ted Porter shows, this bureaucratic 

“trust in numbers” was often the motive for quantified social knowledge in the twentieth century. 

Numbers became a “technology of distance” capable of communicating information beyond 

                                                
10 The phrase is Porter's in his “Statistics and the Career of Public Reason”. 
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local contexts and thereby minimizing “the need for intimate knowledge and personal trust.”11 

Rigorous quantitative methods seemed to promise universal validity, not least because they 

repressed subjectivity and excluded personal judgment. In an age in which policy operates 

through bureaucratic organizations, numbers help mechanize decisions and shield individuals 

from accusations of bias or foul play: “Scientific objectivity thus provides an answer to a moral 

demand for impartiality and fairness,” writes Porter. “Quantification is a way of making 

decisions without seeming to decide. Objectivity lends authority to officials who have very little 

of their own.”12 In both private and public bureaucracies, quantification was also a technology of 

efficient planning, prediction, and intervention. Though Porter considers survey research only in 

passing, the systematized use of surveys to inform social policy, human resource management, 

and marketing strategies—just to name a few examples—demonstrates their place in 

bureaucratic decision-making. From this locus, statistics could shape social life “behind the 

backs,” so to speak, of its human objects. 

 Yet statistics and survey data also inhabit the public sphere. As Alain Desrosières and 

Ted Porter have shown, they serve as common references in public discussion: by doing so, they 

make real the categories and quantified phenomena that researchers construct in the course of 

their investigations.13 Moreover, as historian Sarah Igo has shown in the case of the United 

                                                
11 Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life (Princeton, 
1995), p. ix. 

12 Porter, Trust in Numbers, p. 8. 

13 Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers: a History of Statistical Reasoning 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 1-11.  Desrosières suggests that the 
place of statistics in legislative debates is especially prominent in the United States:  “More than 
in other countries, statistical references were linked to the process of argumentation rather than 
to some truth presumed to be superior to the diverse camps facing off. This way of thinking 
seems typical of American democracy, based more on debate and the quest for compromise than 
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States, surveys also helped construct national identity as reports on the main currents of social 

life in Robert and Helen Lynd's Middletown (1929); as the highly-publicized opinion polls of 

George Gallup and Elmo Roper; and, with the Kinsey Reports on male and female sexuality 

(1948/53), as a public revelation of deeply private practices and dispositions. In the interwar 

period, moreover, the object of survey inquiries shifted from the social deviant and the 

pathological to the average, the normal, and the everyday. “Surveys,” as Igo put it, “are a 

peculiar sort of social investigation in which the public is simultaneously object, participant, and 

audience.”14 But the form of these famous surveys was just as fascinating to the American public 

as their content. Indeed, the claimed exactitude and authority of interwar survey research 

amplified its attractiveness to the American layman.15 This authority, in turn, made surveys' 

depictions of American life more cogent. 

 In the late 1920s and 1930s, the mainly “social bookkeeping” or “bean-counting” 

function of social surveys—which were often not primarily quantitative—gave way to 

                                                
on an affirmation of general public interest and single truth. . .” p. 192. 

14 Igo, The Averaged American, p. 4. The public reception of these famous instances of 
twentieth-century survey research set it apart from the earliest phases of surveys and Statistik 
knowledge in the years around 1800, much of which was regarded as state secrets. See Porter, 
The Rise of Statistical Thinking. But there was a long career of public statistics from the mid-
nineteenth century onward. See Porter, “Statistics and the Career of Public Reason: Engagement 
and Detachment in a Quantified World,” in Tom Crook and Glen O’Hara, eds., Statistics and the 
Public Sphere: Numbers and the People in Modern Britain, c. 1800-2000 (New York: 
Routledge, 2011), 32-47, esp. p. 37-38. It is only against the background of popular, perhaps 
uncritical, post-WWI enthusiasm for surveys noted by Igo that we can understand the backlash 
against the notion of “public opinion” by the likes of T.W. Adorno, “Meinungsforschung und 
Öffentlichkeit,” (orig. 1964) and Pierre Bourdieu, “Public Opinion Does Not Exist,” (orig. 1971). 
Even before these high theorists  voiced their critiques, however, there were middle-brow 
skeptics. See, e.g., Ernest Borneman, “The Public Opinion Myth,” Harper's Magazine, 195:1166 
(July, 1947), p. 30. 

15 Sarah Elizabeth Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass 
Public (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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quantitative sampling techniques, the measurement of attitudes, and the construction of social 

indicators.16 These forms of quantification linked the more easily countable external phenomena 

(those demographic and economic numbers I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter known 

as “political arithmetic” and “moral statistics”) to phenomena that seemed less inherently 

amenable to statistical analysis—internal psychological dispositions and taste for cultural goods, 

to name just two important categories. We have seen how Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at the 

Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle strove to establish causal relations or correlations 

between attributes of the milieu and individual or group behavior. Of course, this was aided by 

the increasingly streamlined collection, storage, and publication of demographic, economic, and 

occupational statistics by bureaucratic entities. And finally, it was only once survey researchers 

employed increasingly sophisticated statistical techniques that social categories and taxonomies 

began to emerge from the statistical operation itself as opposed to mere intuition and reliance on 

cultural conventions. This is a topic that we will explore in a subsequent chapter on the cultural 

and intellectual history of type-formation in Central Europe.17 

 Social indicators can be seen as the refinement and updating of nineteenth-century 

preoccupations with suicide, crime, and other forms of social deviance. But in the twentieth 

century, researchers also devised measurement operations for new objects of interest: The 

American sociologist F. Stuart Chapin, for example, developed the so-called “living-room scale” 

for measuring the relative socio-economic status of middle-class families on the basis of their 

                                                
16 Lazarsfeld notes in an oral history interview that it was only once he arrived in the US and was 
impressed by its vastness that he developed any interest in sampling techniques and therefore in 
structured interviews (1962 Oral History, Columbia University, p. 103).  

17 On this last point, see Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers: a History of 
Statistical Reasoning (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1998), Chapter 8, 
“Classifying and Encoding.” 
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household possessions.18 There were also large, centrally-organized projects such as US 

President Herbert Hoover's Recent Social Trends (1933), which was followed by a spate of New 

Deal-era studies on the social effects of the Great Depression and the reception and 

implementation of scientific and industrialized farming techniques and modernization projects.19 

Social indicators could refer to collectives or to individuals. In large survey studies, several 

social indicators could be correlated with each other or with the attributes of individuals and 

groups such as taste and political opinions. One might ask, as Lazarsfeld did in his 1950s social-

network study entitled Personal Influence (1955), a series of questions to measure a female 

homemaker’s socio-economic status, the degree of her saturation by mass media, and her 

garrulousness and correlate these indicators with her persuasive influence on other community 

members.20 

 Whereas social indicators were a refinement and diversification of nineteenth-century 

preoccupations with the macro level, attitude measurement was a novel attempt to fathom the 

                                                
18 F. Stuart Chapin, “A Quantitative Scale for Rating the Home and Social Environment of 
Middle Class Families in an Urban Community: A First Approximation to the Measurement of 
Socio-economic Status,” Journal of Educational Psychology 19, no. 2 (February 1928): 99–111; 
F. Stuart Chapin, “Socio-Economic Status: Some Preliminary Results of Measurement,” 
American Journal of Sociology 37, no. 4 (January 1932): 581–587. This may sound silly, but it 
seems to have been an important methodological predecessor to Jean Baudrillard's System of 
Objects (1968) and Pierre Bourdieu's Distinction (1979). And, granted, there was a practice of 
studying household budgets from Frederic LePlay and his disciples up through Maurice 
Halbwachs. See Lazarsfeld's own history of quantification on this point: “Notes on the History of 
Quantification in Sociology--Trends, Sources and Problems,” Isis 52:2 (June 1961) 277-333. 

19 Great Depression studies were supported by the SSRC, agricultural research by the US 
Department of Agriculture. Underlying many of these diverse efforts at quantification was 
support from the Rockefeller Foundation. On this point see Cullather, Hungry World and Claus-
Dieter Krohn, Intellectuals in Exile: Refugee Scholars and the New School for Social Research 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1993). 

20 Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence : The Part Played by People in the Flow 
of Mass Communications (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 2006). 
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inner motivations and dispositions of the individual. It was destined to remain much more 

controversial as well, as the reduction of dispositions to measurable quantities or coefficients—

not to mention the atomistic epistemology of early attitude measurement—seemed to its 

detractors to be incongruent to the depth of human experience in society.21 “I've found a nasty 

little group of people who want to turn people into X's and Y's,” wrote one disgruntled Columbia 

sociology student in the 1950s. “They may be doing good work, but I'm awed and frightened by 

it—that is, by being considered a mere figment in a formula...”22 To their proponents, however, 

individual attitudes promised to help explain all phenomena of everyday life: “The whims of 

fashion, the success and the failure of propaganda, the swing of public opinion, the depredations 

of a mob, and a change in moral standards,” wrote the American psychologist Gordon Allport in 

1935, “are alike unintelligible excepting in terms of the attitudes of individual men and 

women.”23 Moreoever, as the historian of psychology Kurt Danziger has pointed out, attitudes 

were seen as “learned and therefore infinitely modifiable.”24 Thus, to both its supporters and 

detractors, the study of attitudes seemed to offer new means of social control, of “making 

                                                
21 There is no space in this talk to go into detail about the protracted debates, but one gains a 
sense of their founding moments in Franz Žižek, Statistik und Soziologie (1912), which seems to 
have been an official protocol of the June 17, 1911 founding of a Deutsche Statistische 
Gesellschaft as a subsection of the Deutsche Soziologische Gesellschaft. 

22 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-2, [Teil 3], “Training for Social Science 
Research. An exploratory study by the Planning Project for Advanced Training in Social 
Research, Columbia University,” by Charles Wright. 

23 Quoted in Kurt Danziger, Naming the Mind: How Psychology Found Its Language (London: 
Sage Publications, 1997), p. 144. Danziger notes that, although the concept of attitude in the 
human sciences dates back to the late nineteenth century—with Darwin's The Expression of 
Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), for example—it was only after WWI that it became a 
standard concept in psychology. See pp. 135-142, my emphasis. 

24 Danziger, Naming the Mind, p. 144. 
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individuals more predictable, calculable, and manageable.”25 

 At first, attitudes were observed through textual sources such as diaries, private letters, 

and periodicals. This was the practice of Lazarsfeld's mentor in Vienna, Charlotte Bühler, in her 

studies of adolescent development. Even Max Weber used the term “attitude” profusely in his 

little-known 1908 survey study of textile workers.26 After the American psychologist L.L. 

Thurstone's “Attitudes Can be Measured” of 1928, however, they would be measured—

supposedly precisely and objectively—with the aid of structured survey questionnaires. For 

Thurstone, attitude, “the sum total of a man's inclinations and feelings, prejudice or bias, 

preconceived notions, ideas, fears, threats, and convictions about any specified topic,” was 

perceptible through the verbal expression of opinions but not identical to its articulation in 

language.27 It had to be inferred from the individual's answers to a series of questions and then 

scaled relative to the answers given by other individuals.28 Essentially, Thurstone worked out a 

way to elaborate the methods that had previously been used in psychophysics to measure mind-

body relationships and the recent approaches to intelligence testing by Charles Spearman into 

methods for fathoming inner attitudes from verbal expressions. Moreover, through a series of 

steps I will not summarize here, Thurstone sought what historians of science have recently called 

mechanical objectivity—in his words, “to eliminate entirely the personal equation of the 

                                                
25 Danziger, Naming the Mind, p. 147. 

26 On the latter, see Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action: An 
Intellectual Odyssey” (orig. 1958) in Lazarsfeld, ed., Qualitative Analysis (1972?), pp. 94-95. 

27 L.L. Thurstone, “Attitudes can be Measured” in The American Journal of Sociology, vol. 33, 
no. 4 (Jan., 1928), pp. 531. 

28 For attitudes, there are is no pregiven zero point or units as in physical measurements.  
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investigator.”29 Thurstone's attitude measurement became a standard technique in survey 

research—first in market research and opinion polling and later in any domains where the 

aggregated dispositions of individuals were relevant and objectivity was sought.30 

 We have seen thus far that the quantification of survey research in the 1920s and 30s was 

useful to public and private bureaucracies, that it had the power to construct national and group 

identities, and that it attempted to capture the psychological processes of individuals with the 

concept of “attitude.” Now we turn to see how exactly Lazarsfeld as a pioneering practitioner of 

quantitative survey research came to quantification. 

 

5.2. Red Vienna Polymathy and Conversion to the Scientific Life 

 As we have seen in the course of the preceding chapters, Lazarsfeld’s path to quantitative 

social research was circuitous. His example shows that in the early twentieth century the 

dissemination of statistics into the social sciences—a set of methods that promised universality 

and communicability—was highly local and contingent and that it developed internationally, 

albeit unevenly, across Europe and the United States. Lazarsfeld divided his young adulthood 

between psychoanalysis, leadership of the socialist youth movement, and rather undisciplined 

study of Staatswissenschaft, mathematics, and physics at the University of Vienna. Yet even 

after his degree it was far from given that he would develop quantitative methods in the social 

sciences or even that he would choose a scientific over a political vocation. After all, the depth 

                                                
29 Thurstone, “Attitudes can be Measured,” p. 551. 

30 For a more thorough history of attitudes and attitude measurement, see Jean M. Converse, 
“The More Elegant Ancestor of Science: Attitude Measurement in Psychology and Sociology” in 
her Survey Research in the United States: Roots and Emergence, 1890-1960 (Berkeley, 1987), 
pp. 54-86. 
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psychologist Alfred Adler, whose circle the young Lazarsfeld belonged to for years, vehemently 

rejected quantification. Like Karl Pearson, the founder of modern mathematical statistics, 

Lazarsfeld found his “statistical calling” only after over a decade of passionate detours following 

his university degree.31 

 The general socialist and polymathic Vienna milieu was certainly formative for 

Lazarsfeld. However, as we have seen, the key site of his indoctrination into the scientific life 

was the University of Vienna's Psychological Institute founded and directed by Karl and 

Charlotte Bühler.32 There, having found his way into Charlotte Bühler's research seminar after 

completing his doctorate, Lazarsfeld learned the discipline of empirical academic psychology.   

We have seen that in the context of “late Enlightenment” Vienna, socialist politics and positivist 

science were seen to fit together. And we have witnessed Lazarsfeld’s gradual conversion in the 

late 1920s to a scientific ethos of disinterestedness and to the conviction that quantification was 

an aid to objectivity in the Jugend und Beruf study.33  

One appeal to quantify might be to approach objectivity by mechanizing inquiry, 

suppressing bias, and placing research under intersubjective control by making its procedures 

explicit. Quantification might also offer a level of precision that exceeds that of natural 

                                                
31 Porter, Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age (Princeton, 2004). 

32 Here, I don't mean “indoctrination” as a term of abuse or ideology critique but rather in the 
sense used by Thomas Kuhn in his lecture on scientific pedagogy published as “The Essential 
Tension: Tradition and Innovation in Scientific Research,” in The Essential Tension: Selected 
Studies in Scientific Tradition and Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 225–
239. 

33 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, Jugend und Beruf : Kritik und Material, Quellen und 
Studien zur Jugendkunde, 8 (Jena: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1931). 
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language.34 In Jugend und Beruf, the young Lazarsfeld tentatively pitted the “objective results” 

of “exact statistical” research against “subjective impressions.”35 This would suggest that he 

looked to statistics for both objectivity and precision. Yet even late into his career, after 

developing the reputation of an arch-quantifier, Lazarsfeld had only modest claims for the level 

of precision reachable in social measurement: it could achieve a range of precision on a 

continuum, with observations and conjectures in everyday life at one extreme and physical 

sciences at the other. “Without knowing it,” he wrote in a 1968 primer on the subject, “most of 

us have feelings or make decisions which imply measurements. We say that our mood is better 

today than yesterday. We hire a housekeeper by deciding that one candidate is more suitable than 

the others.”36 While everyday life somehow implied measurement and quantification, it was 

really the external social demand for precision, Lazarsfeld held, that compelled the researcher to 

exactitude in capturing social phenomena: “Most of the time, we do not need to be very precise 

in such matters. But the greater the social consequences, the more explicit we have to be.”37 

                                                
34 For theoretical introductions to the pursuit of precision and case studies, see Porter, Trust in 
Numbers and Norton M. Wise, ed., The Values of Precision (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). 

35 Lazarsfeld, Jugend und Beruf, p. 9. 

36 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Measurement,” in American Sociology : Perspectives, Problems, Methods, 
ed. Talcott Parsons (New York: Basic Books, 1968), 93–106. In this spirit, Lazarsfeld’s 
Columbia Sociology colleague Robert Merton liked to point out that there was a quantitative 
logic already inherent in the cultural sociology of Georg Simmel, e.g. in his canonical essay on 
“Fashion” (1904). “It is characteristic of the dude that he carries the elements of a particular 
fashion to an extreme; when pointed shoes are in style, he wears shoes that resemble the prow of 
a ship; when high collars are all the rage, he wears collars that come up to his ears; when 
scientific lectures are fashionable, you cannot find him anywhere else, etc. etc.” Here quoted 
from Georg Simmel, “Fashion,” The American Journal of Sociology 62, no. 6 (May 1957), p. 
549. 

37 Lazarsfeld, “Measurement,” p. 93. 
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When social research becomes the basis for policy, it should attain the greatest degree of 

precision that the object of study allows. 

 This did not, however, mean that social research should strive for “the physicist's hairline 

measurements and mathematical theories, the astronomer's precise predictions, [or] the minutely 

controlled and endlessly repeated experiments of the chemistry laboratory.” Rather, as 

Lazarsfeld wrote in an essay published in 1962, “Precision is a relative matter of 

course. . .[S]ocial research seldom achieves the refined measurements or experimental controls 

which typify the physical sciences. Yet it aims at much greater precision than is ordinarily 

practiced by the participants in social events in daily life, or the nonscientific commentators on 

the social scene.” Quantitative social research strove for a relative objectivity, in the sense of 

both inter-subjectivity and an instrumentally-mediated apprehension of reality:38 “It aims at the 

reduction of bias in selection, observation, and interpretation, by developing methods which are 

not purely personal but which can be repeated and checked by many different trained 

researchers.”39 Still, as Lazarsfeld wrote elsewhere, the gap between social science and real 

experience—which, as I pointed out, had already irritated him in the 1920s—was unresolvable: 

“just as no textbook on electricity will ever capture the full majesty of a thunderstorm, we should 

not expect that even the most subtle tables can fully reflect the complexity of the social fabric.”40 

                                                
38 On the history of the concept of objectivity in these terms, see Lorraine  Daston, “Objectivity 
and the Escape from Perspective,” in Social Studies of Science, vol. 22, no. 4 (Nov., 1992), pp. 
597-618; Theodore M. Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and 
Public Life (Princeton, 1995); and Allan Megill, “Introduction: Four Senses of Objectivity” in 
idem., ed., Rethinking Objectivity (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994). 

39 Allen H. Barton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Methodology of Quantitative Social Research”. 
BASR monograph A-349, reprinted from Baidya Nath Varma (ed.), A New Survey of the Social 
Sciences (1962), accessed in the unprocessed holdings of the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. 

40 Lazarsfeld, “Measurement,” p. 103. 
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 While the Bühlers' Psychological Institute was the key site of Lazarsfeld's conversion to a 

scientific life, the direct influence of the Vienna milieu on Lazarsfeld's statistics remains 

somewhat obscure. Enthusiasm for statistically-guided planning and mass education in social and 

economic processes, both of which we have encountered through the Viennese polymath Otto 

Neurath (1882-1945), blossomed in the context of socialist interwar “Red Vienna.”41 Lazarsfeld, 

however, made scant reference to these contexts. He was also well-acquainted with Käthe 

Leichter (1895-1942), who conducted surveys of Vienna's female workers under the auspices of 

the Vienna Kammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte.42 Yet these were more oriented to politically 

strategic fact-finding—Lazarsfeld would call this sort of survey “social book-keeping”—than to 

methodological sophistication. He later noted that, even once he was practically finished with his 

formal education in mathematics, he had never heard of correlation (this some thirty years after 

                                                
41 Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-class Culture, 1919-1934 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991); Jon Hughes, “Facts and Fiction: Rudolf Brunngraber, Otto 
Neurath, and Viennese Neue Sachlichkeit,” in Interwar Vienna: Culture Between Tradition and 
Modernity (Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2009), pp. 206–223. The selection of materials in 
this posthumous volume of Otto Neurath's writings brings council democracy, planning, and 
Viennese socialism together: Neurath, Empiricism and Sociology, Vienna Circle Collection, v. 1 
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1973)  

42 Also relavant to this field of possibilities is the social reportage of Max Winter, whom 
Lazarsfeld knew and consorted with in the Marseilles meeting of the international, circa 1925. 
Leichter was something of a mentor to Lazarsfeld's first wife, Marie Jahoda, and Lazarsfeld co-
wrote a contribution to the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research's studies of authority and the 
family. See Agnes Broessler, “'Ein Genie der Freundschaft': Kaethe Leichters Frauennetzwerk” 
in “Man ist ja schon zufrieden, wenn man arbeiten kann”: Käthe Leichter und ihre politische 
Aktualität (Mandelbaum, 2003), p. 201; and Lazarsfeld and Leichter, “Erhebung bei 
Jugendlichen über Autorität und Familie. Die Jugendlichenerhebung in der Schweiz” in Institute 
of Social Research, New York, Studien über Authorität und Familie: Forschungsberichte aus 
dem Institut für Sozialforschung, ed. Max Horkheimer (Paris: Librarie Felix Alcan, 1936) pp. 
353-415. Leichter's studies include Wie Leben Die Wiener Heimarbeiter? : Eine Erhebung Über 
Die Arbeits- Und Lebensverhältnisse von Tausend Wiener Heimarbeitern (Vienna: Arbeit und 
Wirtschaft, 1923); Frauenarbeit Und Arbeiterinnenschutz in Österreich (Vienna: Arbeit und 
Wirtschaft, 1927); and  So Leben Wir ... : 1320 Industriearbeiterinnen Berichten Über Ihr Leben 
(Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1932). 
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Karl Pearson's seminal work on the subject): “I remember my excitement when, around 1925,” 

he wrote in a 1969 memoir, “I saw in the window of a bookstore a scatter-diagram in one of the 

first German monographs on correlation analysis.”43 “I found that immediately terribly 

interesting, and immediately got myself books and found out that for weeks and months I was 

looking for correlation analysis. . .I didn't know it existed.”44 In a 1975 oral history interview, 

Lazarsfeld retold the same story—this time with the fateful book in a different language—with 

even greater, aestheticized emphasis on the moment of conversion: “I remember my having 

somewhere seen in some book a scatter diagram and explaining what the correlation coefficient 

is, some English book, and I remember that was just like musicians describe that their life was 

determined when their heard their first chord of Beethoven or something.”45 The sources of 

Lazarsfeld's self-taught statistical knowledge seem to be almost exclusively the publications of 

British biometricians of the Pearson school (on the whole, filtered through a small handful of 

German-speaking exponents) and American and German psychologists.46 One notable exception 

                                                
43 Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir” in Bernard Bailyn and 
Donald Fleming, eds., The Intellectual Migration (Cambridge, Mass., 1969), p. 284. It seems, if 
one reads this together with Lazarsfeld's eulogy of Wilhelm Betz cited below, that this was the 
second edition (unless the first of 1911 was once again in the shop window) of Betz's Über 
Korrelaton, moving the correct date of this memory to 1927. 

44 Lazarsfeld Oral History (Columbia University, 1961/62), p. 142. NB: this quote and the one 
previous refer to the same episode but are expressed in two different sources. I have chosen to 
bring together the most eloquent formulations from both sources. (My emphasis.) 

45 Lazarsfeld Oral History (1975), p. 46. 

46 The short list of Lazarsfeld's sources includes Wilhelm Betz, William Stern, Wilhelm Wirth, 
F.M. Urban, Charles Spearman, L.L. Thurstone, Emanuel Czuber, H. Rupp, O. Lipmann, and H. 
Westergaard. The skew of this list toward work on intelligence testing could be biased by the 
fact that Lazarsfeld's textbook was targeted toward educators and applied psychologists. It 
appears that only Czuber was proximal to Vienna, where he ended his teaching career at the 
Technische Universitaet in 1921 after positions in Prague and Brno. 
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to predominantly biometric and psychological sources cited by Lazarsfeld is Franz Zizek, 

Soziologie und Statistik (1912), which reviewed the social scientists’ hesitant uptake of statistical 

methods since the time of Quetelet and Comte and called for their incorporation into the 

discipline of sociology. Zizek gave a sprawling overview but tended to think of statistics in terms 

of either the nineteenth-century tradition of moral statistics or the “Rassenbiologie” (eugenics, 

more or less) of Francis Galton and comparable figures.47 

 Lazarsfeld entered the field of psychology at a midpoint between the early use of 

statistics for the correction of errors in measurement in the experimental psycho-physics of 

Gustav Fechner (1801-1887) in the mid-nineteenth century and the imperative of statistical 

significance testing and statistically-driven experimental design that would dominate academic 

psychology after the Second World War.48 (As we will see in later chapters, Lazarsfeld’s 

commitment to model construction kept him from embracing significance testing. And 

Lazarsfeld was not yet concerned with sampling, which soon became a fixture of New Deal era 

                                                
47 Franz Žižek, Soziologie und Statistik (Duncker  Humblot, 1912). 

48 On Fechner, see Stephen M. Stigler, The History of Statistics: The Measurement of 
Uncertainty before 1900 (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1986) 
and Michael Heidelberger, Nature from Within: Gustav Theodor Fechner and His 
Psychophysical Worldview (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2004). On the dominance 
of statistical significance, see Gerd Gigirenzer, “Probabilistic Thinking and the Fight Against 
Subjectivity,” pp. 11-34 and Kurt Danziger, “Statistical Method and the Historical Development 
of Research Practice in American Psychology,” pp. 35-48 in Lorenz Krüger, Gerd Gigirenzer, 
and Morgan, Mary S., eds., The Probabilistic Revolution vol. 2 (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 
1987). N.B. Lazarsfeld was never really taken with statistical significance, and as late as his 
1954 study together with Bernard Berelson, Voting, he would explicitly flaunt his disregard for 
the rising orthodoxy. See Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign 
(Chicago, 1954) p. xii. Still, Lazarsfeld was abreast of significance testing by the early 1930s, as 
evident in his article on “Kontingenzmethode in der Psychologie: Zur Erinnerung an Wilhelm 
Betz,” Zeitschrift Für Angewandte Psychologie 41, no. 1–3 (1932), esp. p. 161-62. 
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statistical instruments.49 Even after his settlement in the United States, his studies tended to be 

designed around the analysis of narrowly-delimited populations rather than representative 

samples.) The still-young Lazarsfeld wrote himself into this history of psychological 

measurement in a 1932 eulogy for the German psychologist Wilhelm Betz (1882-1930). A 

former associate of Karl Pearson in his biometric institute, Betz had brought the latest British 

innovations in statistics to the German-speaking world in his 1911 work, Über Korrelation, 

reissued in a second edition in 1927.50 This was probably the book that had sparked Lazarsfeld's 

fascination for statistics. In his 1932 article, Lazarsfeld placed Betz into the second of three 

phases in the history of statistical methods in psychology. First was psychophysics—the science 

of the relationship between mind and body—which, like the preceding use of statistics in the 

natural sciences, had used statistics to remove errors of observation in the search for true 

values.51  

                                                
49 Sampling techniques would soon be settled by Jerzy Neyman (1934) and be quickly applied in 
opinion and election polling, but the problem appears to have been wholly unknown to 
Lazarsfeld in the 1920s. On the rise of sampling techniques, see Sarah Elizabeth Igo, The 
Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 2007) and Alain Desrosières, The Politics of Large Numbers: a 
History of Statistical Reasoning (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1998), esp. 
Chapter 7: “The Part for the Whole: Monographs or Representative Samplings.” On the 
centrality of sampling in the New Deal, see Emmanuel Didier, En Quoi Consiste l’Amérique? 
Les Statistiques, Le New Deal et La Démocratie (Paris: La Découverte, 2009). In his oral history 
interview of 1961/62, Lazarsfeld says that it was only when, upon arriving in the US, he was so 
impressed by the country's vastness that he developed an interest in sampling and, by extension, 
in structured interviews/questionnaires. 

50 Paul Lazarsfeld, “Kontingenzmethode in der Psychologie: Zur Erinnerung an Wilhelm Betz,” 
Zeitschrift Für Angewandte Psychologie 41, no. 1–3 (1932) 160–166. Lazarsfeld refers here to 
the second edition: Wilhelm Betz, Über Korrelation (Leipzig: J.A. Barth, 1927). 

51 Fechner defined psychophysics as “the exact science of the functional relations of dependence 
among body and soul, more generally, between the corporeal and the mental, the physical and 
the psychological world.” Quoted in Heidelberger, Nature from Within, p. 192. Heidelberger also 
restates this definition: “psychophysics explains psychical data as a function of the physical 
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 The second phase, for which Betz was the leading contributor in the German-speaking 

world, Lazarsfeld labeled “psychobiologie.” There, he noted, the statistical methods came from 

biology (probably Pearson's biometrics), with its equal concern for variation as for the mean 

(think, for example, of Galton's eugenic concern for the dim-witted, the average, and the 

abnormally intelligent in his studies of Hereditary Genius). Lazarsfeld's work as Charlotte 

Bühler's research assistant remained close to psychophysics and so-called “psychobiology.” Her 

work focused on the interrelations between physical and mental development of children from 

birth to maturity based on observations and subjects' testimonies. Here, the task for statistics was 

to delimit and construct the phases of child development.52 

 Lazarsfeld labeled the latest and current stage of development “psychosoziologie.” This 

was the study of complete populations (as opposed to samples thereof), for which not only means 

and variations but also the entire distribution of characteristics were studied. For this phase, 

Lazarsfeld drew examples from his own studies of youth occupational choice in relation to social 

background published as Jugend und Beruf. In a way, Jugend und Beruf was an extension of the 

“psychobiological” studies he'd assisted at the Bühler institute, as he correlated stages of 

adolescent development with his subjects' expectations and plans for their futures. Taking the 

analysis of mental and physical development a step further, however, he now accounted for the 

class position of his subjects, thereby bringing the social into the mind-body relation: to what 

extent, he asked, was mental development “lawfully determined” (gesetzmäßig bestimmt) by the 

                                                
body,” p. 193. 

52 See, for example, Charlotte Bühler, Kindheit und Jugend: Genese des Bewusstseins (Leipzig: 
S. Hirzel, 1928), esp. pp. viii-ix. See also Gerhard Benetka, Psychologie in Wien: Sozial- und 
Theoriegeschichte des Wiener Psychologischen Instituts 1922-1938 (Wien: WUV-Univ.-Verl., 
1995). 
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social situation?53  Soon Lazarsfeld would leave behind the talk of lawful determination but 

adopt and elaborate American methods for measuring attitudes and constructing social indicators 

in his survey studies. Thus, in Lazarsfeld's Vienna-era works we can track the rapid transfer and 

development of statistical methods from psychophysics, through British biometrics and into 

social-psychology. 

 Over the next several decades, Lazarsfeld's methodological focus would shift from the 

study of distributions—of consumer preferences and political orientations across social space, for 

example—to the social/environmental determinants of individual behavior and ultimately to 

increasingly subtle and flexible methods of studying groups, collectives, organizations, social 

networks, and change over time.54 In part, this growing complexity was enabled by dramatic 

advances in data-processing technology. For a 1932 mail-in questionnaire of radio listening 

preferences in Austria, merely tallying the results of its 80-item survey of 110,000 respondents 

into tables took 394 workdays with two people. Reducing the data into a crudely-measured 

preference to hear “more” or “less” of any given program, correlated with a small handful of 

social qualities of the respondents, required a further 6,000 calculations.55 Gertrude Wagner, who 

                                                
53 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, Jugend und Beruf: Kritik und Material, Quellen Und 
Studien Zur Jugendkunde, 8 (Jena: Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1931), p. 160. 

54 Lazarsfeld gives a summary of problems in studying groups, collectives, and organizations his 
“Problems in Methodology” in Merton, Broom, and Cottrell, eds., Sociology Today. Volume I: 
Problems and Prospects (New York, 1959), pp. 39-78. A more technical account is Lazarsfeld 
and Herbert Menzel, “On the Relation Between Individual and Collective Properties,” in Amitai 
Etzioni, ed., Complex Organizations: A Sociological Reader (New York, 1961), pp. 422-440. 
The method of studying attitude change over time was called the “panel” technique. Its earliest 
public appearance was 1938 in Lazarsfeld and Marjorie Fiske, “The 'Panel' as a New Tool for 
Measuring Opinion” in The Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 2, no. 4 (Oct., 1938), pp. 596-612. 

55 Paul Lazarsfeld, Paul Lazarsfelds Wiener RAVAG-Studie 1932: der Beginn der modernen 
Rundfunkforschung, ed. Desmond Mark, Musik und Gesellschaft 24 (Vienna: Guthmann 
Peterson, 1996). 
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worked under Lazarsfeld on the radio survey and published an academic article on the study, 

gave some qualitative color to these figures. “The questionnaires were tallied by hand. And even 

the slide rule was a great invention such that we could begin to calculate percentages. I 

remember that you had to do a course on how to use the slide rule,” she remembered. “He called 

[the process] ‘sketching a dotted line’ (Stricheln).”56 Soon Lazarsfeld would gain access to 

tabulating machinery that could process and perform calculations on coded cards at a rate of 

hundreds of cards per minute.57 By the 1950s, he had one of the world's most advanced computer 

centers at his disposal at Columbia University’s IBM Watson Laboratory.58 Even then, his 

demands on processing power would outpace technological development, such that some of his 

methods lay dormant for decades until the personal computer made them viable.  

 

5.3. Training the Social Researcher 

 In his post-emigration years, Lazarsfeld's social research methods became more complex 

and his fields of application more numerous. Perhaps his most important achievement by the 

mid-twentieth century, however, was the establishment of an institutional form for empirical 

social research and professional training in social research. Soon after he gained a stable position 

at Columbia University in the early 1940s, Lazarsfeld set out to the form a new type of social 

                                                
56 Reinhard Müller, Marienthal : Das Dorf -- Die Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: Studien 
Verlag, 2008), p. 358. See also Gertrud Wagner, “Die Programmwünsche Der Österreichischen 
Radiohörer,” Archiv Für Die Gesamte Psychologie, no. 90 (1934): 157–64. 

57 Wallace J. Eckert, Punched Card Methods in Scientific Computation (New York: The Thomas 
J. Watson Astronomical Computing Bureau, Columbia University, 1940). 

58 Jean Ford Brennan, The IBM Watson Laboratory at Columbia University: A History (Armonk: 
International Business Machines Corporation, 1971); “Columbia University Computing 
History,” <http://www.columbia.edu/cu/computinghistory/>.  
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scientist. Although he had been directing research organizations—first in Vienna and then in the 

New York area—since the late 1920s, it was not until this time that his efforts to systematically 

produce this new brand of researcher on a large scale received the necessary institutional and 

financial backing. Through the training regime at the BASR, Lazarsfeld produced graduates who 

were recognized by their employers and the social-scientific community as qualified producers 

of reliable social knowledge. Quantitative methods alone did not secure the objectivity sought by 

the clients: on the contrary, it was the formation of a certain scientific self that made 

quantification portable into ever-more domains of social life. It could be added that, because the 

BASR became an explicit template for similar institutions in the US and Europe and its 

textbooks became standards in the field, this style of research and training had effects that 

multiplied beyond the ranks of its alumni alone.59 

 Lazarsfeld's vision for the properly-trained social researcher was a hybrid type—equal 

parts scientist and professional. The graduates were to possess a set of scientific abilities and 

personal qualities. Of course, the ideal social researcher had a specific set of skills—data 

reduction, collection and analysis; organization and presentation of results; and study design and 

logistics. Equally important, however, was the researcher's attitude of substantive commitment 

and scientific professionalism: he was genuinely interested in social problems, yet he aspired to 

objectivity when undertaking research. 

 Thus, this constitutive tension of social science—value-neutrality versus engagement—

was held together by both formal and informal aspects of the Bureau training program and 

culture. This encompassed both the ethos and the craft skills associated with value-neutrality and 

                                                
59 e.g. Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg, The Language of Social Research (1955); Zeisel, Say it with 
Figures (1st ed. 1946);  Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis (1955); Morrison, The Logic of 
Survey Analysis (1968); Lazarsfeld and Henry, Latent Structure Analysis (1968). 



 

 396 

objectivity: Lazarsfeld acknowledged the je ne sais quoi dimensions of tacit knowledge and 

socialization but wanted to impart those intangibles through a progressive, formalized, and 

disciplined curriculum. Naturally, the curriculum included courses in statistics and substantive 

areas of social science. The core of the curriculum, however, was the “case method” seminar in 

which a collection of case materials from already-completed empirical studies provided the raw 

material for rigorous reading and the dramaturgy for reenacted research practices. In a manner 

remarkably similar to Thomas Kuhn's depiction of natural science pedagogy, training took the 

form of drill; in place of the physicist's problem sets were the case studies: discipline and 

repetition were the means; “trained imagination” and “ordered flexibility” were the ends (the 

terms are Lazarsfeld's).60 “The trained research sociologist must be systematically prepared to 

adapt his program of research to the requirements of the problems that confront him,” wrote 

Lazarsfeld in a text outlining the training curriculum. “No rote procedures, or, at the other 

extreme, no mere improvisation will do the job. He must have the equipment, gained through 

disciplined and, at first, closely supervised experience with a great variety of research problems 

to meet new research situations with an array of skills which must then be adapted to meet the 

contingency.”61 With repeated practice, through case materials and hands-on apprenticeships, the 

student would develop what Kuhn called a “feel for the game” and arrive at an appreciation for 

general principles of research. “But it is important to note:” wrote Lazarsfeld, “these principles 

thus earn his respect; they are not authoritatively and doctrinally imposed upon him.”62 

                                                
60 Kuhn, “The Essential Tension.” 

61 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” in Qualitative Analysis : 
Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), p. 396. 

62 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 387. 
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 Students were also supposed to internalize the scientific norms of disinterestedness and 

organized skepticism by working through case studies in small research teams with instructor 

oversight and class discussion. “If [the student] seeks approval,” Lazarsfeld wrote, “it is not the 

almost empty approval registered by a grade, periodically signed by an instructor. In effect, he is 

graded daily, in terms of the judgments of his student-peers, of his instructor and, derivatively, of 

himself.”63 The social and cognitive situation of the case method was, in sum, an attempt to 

engineer an internalization of the “scientific conscience” or “super-ego” that the sociologist and 

co-director of the BASR Robert Merton had postulated for the institution of modern science in 

general. It was a professional conversion experience.64 

 Pedagogy at the BASR was not only a matter of formal drill through case materials but 

also of culture, tradition, and apprenticeship. As the philosopher of science Michael Polanyi has 

taught us, even the most technical of operations can only be assumed as knowledge-making tools 

against the background of accumulated experiences of trial and error and apprenticeship.65 

“Because the Bureau is a continuing organization,” wrote one Bureau member in the spirit of 

Polanyi, “sentiments about research, habitual action sequences and many skill patterns are 

retained that would otherwise be lost. There are many things about doing research that simply 

cannot get into textbooks or be passed along in the classroom. These are the many little 

shortcuts, the common understandings of a team long used to cooperating, that are captured in 

                                                
63 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 372. 

64 Merton, “Science and Technology in a Democratic Order,” Journal of Legal and Political 
Sociology 1 (1942), pp. 115-26. 

65 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago, 1958), 
pp. 53, 62, 125. 
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the Bureau structure and held there for the trainee to profit by.”66 Apprenticeship and 

accumulated experience were also important for the development of less strictly technical, but no 

less essential, social research skills.  A method called the “focused interview,” for example, 

required a subtlety of interviewing skills not called for in either looser, open-ended interviews or 

in highly-structured questionnaires. The interviewer had to gather the complete set of 

information demanded by the interview schedule but to do so in a manner that remained 

malleable to the subject's own perspective and language. Thus, the focused interview demanded 

that a highly self-conscious researcher manage the subtle social situation of the interview—

maintain rapport, check against interviewer bias, and so forth—and bend it to the systematic 

needs of the research program.67 

 Both the formal and the informal aspects of training at the BASR were essential means to 

cultivate the professional researcher capable of producing reliable social knowledge. This was 

not a mere superficial imparting of skills but a deeper, more ambitious cultivation of a scientific 

self. As Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have argued, objectivity as “the suppression of some 

aspect of the self, the countering of subjectivity” entails norms of scientific conduct and 

technologies of the self. These work together in the practices associated with observing, 

recording and representing the object of study: “training the senses in scientific observation,” 

“habitually monitoring one's own beliefs and hypotheses, quieting the will, and channeling the 

                                                
66 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-10. S. Platt, “The In-Service Trainee 
Program of the Bureau of Applied Social Research,” p. 12. 

67 This is, of course, only a superficial presentation of the focused interview situation. See 
Marjorie Fiske and Robert K. Merton, The Focused Interview (New York, 1956). The 
considerations contained in this training manual are a mid-point in a long tradition, dating back 
to Lazarsfeld's “The Art of Asking Why” (1935) and his “The Controversy over Detailed 
Interviews: An Offer for Negotiation” (1944) and running up through Pierre Bourdieu's 
“Understanding,” a methodological appendix to La Misère du Monde (1993). 
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attention.” The objective scientific observer, Daston and Galison insist, is not an automaton 

drained of all personality; rather, he is the product of introspective cultivation of salutary traits 

that, in turn, equip the scientist to willfully repress his will and execute the tasks of 

observation.68 As I have attempted to show in broad strokes, Lazarsfeld's pedagogy was designed 

to instill such a “scientific conscience” along with a set of specialized skills of data collection 

and analysis. Thus, the quantitative methods that his graduates used in academic, government, 

and industrial social research were anchored by a scientific self, the product of a carefully 

orchestrated professional conversion experience. 

 

5.4. Conclusion 

 This chapter outlined the basic contours of the quantification of social life in the 

twentieth century through Lazarsfeld's career. Lazarsfeld once referred to himself as a mere 

“connecting cog” in this development. Whether this utterance of (perhaps false) humility 

understates his role is largely irrelevant here. More important is how his career allows us to track 

the quantification of everyday life through an individual biography, the development of 

statistical social science methods, and the institutionalization of research and training. The key 

breakthrough of the 1920s and 30s was the statistical capturing—on a massive scale—of internal 

psychological dispositions in relation to external social variables. The later, systematized 

cultivation of social-scientific selves made quantification portable into ever-more domains of 

social life. We have seen in previous chapters that Lazarsfeld developed sensibilities for the 

scientific life and for the culture of research institutions during his Vienna years. The 

                                                
68 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007), p. 36, pp. 
198-199, 204, 228. 
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Psychological Institute under Karl and Charlotte Bühler and Lazarsfeld’s own 

Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle served as sites of experimentation for social and 

institutional structures of research and training. It was only later that Lazarsfeld, using these 

institutions as templates, elaborated the Vienna experiment into a routinized structure for the 

production of quantitative, empirical researchers at the Columbia University Bureau of Applied 

Social Research.
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Chapter 6 
From Wiener Typen to Multivariate Types: 

Regimes of Social Classification in Twentieth-Century Vienna 
 

In a 1926 fragment, “Charakterologie und Dichtung,” the Viennese modernist author 

Robert Musil stressed that modern science replaced individual character with type. “As soon as 

one begins investigating anything, it dissolves into relations and functions. Thus, the naïve 

concept of ‘thing’ is completely lost to the sciences. In this way, character is supplanted by the 

typological compound. Today,” Musil quipped in reference to a popular psychologist, “one says 

more with the few words asthenic, schizoid type than with a long individual description.”1 

Individuality was an accident—just whatever happened to fill the empty vessel of the self—or 

perhaps in the age of mass production it was nothing more than factual singularity: “The 

combinations of sensations into selves are also typological. On the other hand, the individual is 

something absolutely singular only like a threaded bolt fabricated in series.”2 

This fragment evinces the torrent of thinking about typology in interwar Central Europe. 

Musil kept abreast of the Central European obsession with typology through his training in 

                                                
1 Robert Musil, “Charakterologie und Dichtung,” in Gesammelte Werke, ed. Adolf Frisé, vol. 2 
(Hamburg: Reinbek, 1978), 1402–4. 

2 Musil’s nod at mass production complements the 1931-32 Meyers-Lexikon definition of 
Typisierung as the economizing reduction of interchangeable parts to the fewest possible Typen. 
and also Viennese philosopher and visual educator Otto Neurath’s contributions to the German 
Werkbund magazine in the early 1930s. See Otto Neurath, “Das Sachbild,” Die Form. Zeitschrift 
für Gestaltende Arbeit, January 15, 1930; “Die Neue Zeit im Lichte der Zahlen,” Die Form, 
October 15, 1930. In the age of mass production, man was to be captured through the figures and 
structures that shape and direct him, as Neurath’s colleague Rudolf Brunngraber attempted 
narratively in his novel Karl und das 20. Jahrhundert (1933) and Neurath articulated in the latter 
essay in Die Form (see quote below). 
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engineering and academic psychology, his contact with the region’s leading intellectuals, and his 

obsessive attention to the latest in letters and science. The concept of “type” rose to the top of the 

agenda in diverse fields of inquiry, artistic production, and everyday life. Social typology 

impinged on the period’s most urgent (and highly controversial) interrelated questions of 

epistemology, politics, the status of the self, and the nature of society. Anyone interested in 

carving out social types could draw on the natural sciences (such as biology, zoology, and 

anatomy), the social sciences (such as the historical school of economics or psychological 

testing), and prevailing cultural conventions.3 In the young social sciences, which were not yet 

methodologically and institutionally demarcated from other forms of social analysis, there was 

no dominant approach to type-formation. Multiple textual genres—such as descriptive statistics, 

surveys, philosophy, psychological studies, social reportage, and belletristic literature—

competed for authority on social types. Interwar Typologisches Denken (typological thinking), as 

contemporaries called it, stimulated substantial revisions to “Typus” and related entries in 

philosophical dictionaries and in the popular Meyers Konversations-Lexikon.4 By 1936, Berlin 

philosophers Paul Oppenheim and Carl Hempel devoted an entire book to typological thinking in 

the social sciences. However dry this topic may seem today, typological thinkers were in fact 

widely read by members of their own field, thinkers from other fields, and the lay public. 

                                                
3 A comprehensive history of the concept of type is still to be written, but the scholarship is more 
advanced for some fields of knowledge than others. On the controversial history of type-
formation in the biological sciences and in the philosophy of biology, for example, see Mary P. 
Winsor, “The Creation of the Essentialism Story: An Exercise in Metahistory,” History and 
Philosophy of the Life Sciences 28 (2006): 149–74. 

4 For example, in contrast with the scant four-line definition his 1912 Philosophisches 
Wörterbuch, Schmidt devoted nearly two pages of the 1934 edition to Typus. 
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Social historians have long examined the transition from corporatist to class societies in 

Europe across the nineteenth century. However, they have paid less attention to the shift in social 

classification during the interwar period that replaced the logics of Stand (status group) and 

Klasse (class) with a multidimensional picture of individuals and social groups. As the rigid 

structures of Stand and Klasse began to break down in society, so too did the older 

corresponding approaches to classification and concept formation within the social and natural 

sciences. My questions are: What were the essential aspects of Lazarsfeld’s approach to type-

formation? And, given the morass of typological thinking in the interwar period, how did it 

suddenly become possible to think about and to construct multivariate social types? Rather than 

explicating all of the intellectual roots of Lazarsfeld’s approach, I first boil them down to their 

absolute essentials and then offer examples of other approaches to social classification in Central 

Europe at the time. This chapter treats Lazarsfeld as one node in a larger network of typological 

thinkers across Central Europe with intensive face-to-face or intertextual contact. 

Lazarsfeld was uniquely prepared to develop a new approach to social classification. His 

academic training—first in modern physics and mathematics, then in psychology—and his close 

contact with Central Europe’s philosophical avant-garde exposed him to methods and 

epistemologies across the natural and social sciences. As we have seen, Austrian socialism 

shaped his political and social imaginary and inspired his early research on the Central European 

working class in scattered articles, the volume Jugend und Beruf (1929), the famous Unemployed 

of Marienthal study (1933), and further work at the Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle. 

This research—especially his pioneering work in large-scale surveys and observational studies—

pushed Lazarsfeld to work out his approach to multivariate typology in dialogue with the 
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flourishing contemporary reflection on methodology in the social sciences in Vienna and 

beyond. 

In a 1937 essay in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, roughly a decade after Musil’s 

“Charakterologie und Dichtung,” Lazarsfeld stressed the self-evidence that “One is safe in 

saying that the concept of type is always used in referring to special compounds of attributes.”5 

These attributes, moreover, could be quantified and analyzed mathematically. Even the attributes 

that resisted quantification were transformed into a mathematical logic by ordering them along a 

scale of more or less. Lazarsfeld represented this logic of type formation through the image of 

“property space”—a multidimensional geometrical space in which individuals appeared as n-

dimensional points according to their values for each variable (fig. 1). Here absolute, discrete 

qualities were relativized into quantitative values—a principle common to the contemporary 

sciences (above all physics) and of Viennese positivist thinking since Ernst Mach. Among 

Vienna’s literati, aside from Musil, Hermann Broch reflected on the wide-ranging implications 

of this shift away from absolute values in his novel The Unknown Quantity (1933). Lazarsfeld’s 

image of the property space was more fundamental to the new approach to type formation than 

was the mere use of numbers. Property space was Lazarsfeld’s conceptual tool for dealing with 

what Musil had called a “typological compound,” “dissolved into relations and functions.” 

What appeared to Lazarsfeld as self-evident in this 1937 was virtually unthinkable twenty 

years earlier and impracticable when Musil penned his fragment. Developments in philosophy, 

mathematics, and the natural and social sciences—stimulated in part by Vienna’s progressive 

                                                
5 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” Zeitschrift 
Für Sozialforschung 6 (1937), p. 119. Here Lazarsfeld focused his methodological reflections in 
particular on the studies by himself and others in the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research 
volume Studien über Autorität und die Familie (1936). 
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political movements—crystallized into a new multivariate statistical approach to type formation 

by the mid-1930s. 

Lazarsfeld’s approach had two essential qualities. First, it entailed a shift from 

“substantialist” to “relational” types.6 The terms are from Ernst Cassirer but soon entered the 

discipline of psychology through the psychologist-philosopher Kurt Lewin. Bertrand Russell’s 

logical theory of types and its further elaboration by Rudolf Carnap and the Vienna Circle 

eventually intertwined with Cassirer-Lewin lineage. Here too the key was a shift toward the 

relational. Previously, types were understood as unchanging, distinct essences. Social and 

natural types were parts of a God-given ordered whole. Now, researchers constructed types 

without a foundation in metaphysics. They were based on correlations of multiple continuous 

variables, the functional or causal interrelationships among multiple variables, and 

interrelationships among the types. The sense of “model” shifted from paragon to heuristic. 

Second: intuitive, implicit, and common-sense typologies became operational, explicit, and 

“scientific” constructions. Types were no longer to be dictated by either cultural conventions or 

by the arbitrary, impressionistic, and vague assumptions and judgments of single authors. 

Speculative or hypothetical types were to be broken down into observable component variables 

applicable to all cases, analyzed for their formal logic, studied according to explicit operations, 

and constructed on the basis of empirical investigation in a transparent, intersubjectively 

verifiable manner. 

                                                
6 See Cassirer, Substanzbegriff und Funktionsbegriff (Berlin: B. Cassirer, 1910); Lewin, “Der 
Übergang von der Aristotelischen zur Galileschen Denkweise in Biologie and Psychologie,” 
Erkenntnis 1 (1930/31): 421–66; Rudolf Carnap, “Die alte und die neue Logik,” Erkenntnis 1 
(1930/31): 12–26; and Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, Der Typusbegriff im Lichte der 
Neuen Logik : Wissenschaftstheoret. Untersuchungen z. Konstitutionsforschung u. Psychologie 
(Leiden: Sijthoff, 1936). 
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As I have suggested, the new approach to social classification was far from self-evident when 

Lazarsfeld began work in psychology in the 1920s. Across scientific disciplines, genres, and 

worldviews, there were many approaches to choose from. The rupture comes into sharper relief 

in contrast with older regimes of social classification, here represented by the tradition of Wiener 

Typen (Viennese Types). Furthermore, as I will show with the example of August Sander’s 

photography in 1920s Germany, traditional modes of social classification remained plausible—

and oddly enough they appeared cutting-edge to some contemporaries—even as the roots of 

multivariate typology grew together across the 1930s. One further, all-too-short glance at the 

Otto Neurath’s pictorial statistics shows just how many ingredients had to come together to 

produce the new multivariate typological thinking. Here we will revisit the essential differences 

between Neurath and Lazarsfeld explored previously in the specific context of typological 

thinking. 

Across the nineteenth century, Viennese lower-class urban types were abstracted into 

tableaux in visual and literary media such as prints, collectable cards, social reportage, and 

feuilleton sketches (fig. 2). Artisans and writers depicted the common folk of Wiener Typen—

here we have a wash maid, a peddler, a shoe-shine boy, and so on—as a selection of “social 

types that represented the city and its character.”7 Taken together, Wiener Typen constituted a 

quasi-natural social order—a collection of human specimens that seemed to stand outside of 

time. In fact, the term “Wiener Typen” first emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

as Vienna’s middle classes lamented the eclipse of old Vienna in the rapidly modernizing city.8 

                                                
7 Wolfgang Kos, Wiener Typen: Klischees und Wirklichkeit (Vienna: Brandstätter, 2013). 

8 Kos, Wiener Typen. 
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Such tableaux of urban lower-class types were a pan-European phenomenon that reached 

back centuries. They belong to a long tradition in social classification by status group that, 

according to the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, reaches back to Greek antiquity.9 (See also the 

eighteenth-century tableau of national types, which functions according to a similar logic, fig. 3.) 

Wiener Typen are discrete types (fig. 4). They represent the essence of recognizable social 

figures. Individuals are only instances of types—even in photography, where actual historical 

people are recorded on film. Though Wiener Typen may have identifiable qualities, they are not 

seen as combinations of attributes. They come from common sense, not constructive inference 

from systematic empirical observation. They are not an exhaustive taxonomy, as one finds on 

display at the Vienna Natural History Museum.10 They do not capture lawful, functional relations 

between variables or between types. 

Wiener Typen fit a nostalgic ideology of die gute alte Zeiten. Yet they were not the 

exclusive domain of Vienna’s reactionaries and nostalgic petit-bourgeois. The Social-Democratic 

journalist Max Winter—with whom Lazarsfeld attended the Socialist International in Marseilles 

in 1925—also employed Wiener Typen in his countless muckraking reportages of urban 

suffering in the party newspaper.11 As with Lazarsfeld, his instrument of social classification 

                                                
9 Wietschorke compares Wiener Typen with the so-called Ständebüchern that represented the 
various occupational types, ruling or holy types, and cultural types as divine order Jens 
Wietschorke, “Urbane Volkstypen. Zur Folklorisierung der Stadt im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert,” 
Zeitschrift Für Volkskunde 110, no. 2 (2014): 215–42. On “Stand” as divine order, see also 
“Stand, Klasse” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, Bd. 6 (1990), esp. pp. 156-159. 

10 Kos, Wiener Typen. 

11 E.g. in Kos, Wiener Typen, p. 236. Several of Winter’s social reportages appeared as part of  
the Vienna side project of Hans Ostwald’s grand Berlin-based Großstadtdokumente series, which 
Ralf Thies associates in turn with the emerging Chicago School of Sociology. See Max Winter, 
Das goldene Wiener Herz (Berlin: H. Seemann Nachfolger, 1905); Ralf Thies, “Wiener 
Großstadt-Dokumente. Erkundungen in der Metropole der K.u.k. Monarchie” (Working Paper, 
Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung, 2001), http://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2001/ii01-
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served socialist politics; however, Winter essentially sought to reach his audience through potent 

images of typical suffering, not the discovery of law-like patterns of behavior based on 

systematic observations. However much typology could be tangled up in broader political and 

aesthetic concerns, these did not determine typological thinking. 

The work of German photographer August Sander reveals as well that interwar 

intellectuals were perfectly ready to read avant-garde aesthetics and progressive politics into a 

project of social classification that was logically quite similar to Wiener Typen. Sander’s People 

of the 20th Century aimed for a panoptic collection of contemporary social types. Along with 

Walter Benjamin, the leftwing novelist Alfred Döblin praised the scientific quality of Sander’s 

project, which he believed offered “marvelous teaching material” on contemporary society. 

“Like comparative anatomy, from which one attains a conception of nature and the history of 

organs, this photographer has undertaken comparative photography and has thereby attained a 

scientific perspective above the detail photographer.”12 

Yet Sander’s choice of categories and photographic subjects was highly idiosyncratic and 

arbitrary. Sander took the peasant as Urtypus (primordial type). He explained: “The figures in the 

[Stamm] folder come from my specific hometown in the Westerwald. People whose habits I 

knew from my youth seemed to me through their connection to nature to realize my idea of a 

                                                
503.pdf; and Dietmar Jazbinsek and Ralf Thies, “Berlin/Chicago 1914: Die Großstadt-
Dokumente und ihre Rezeption durch die Gründergeneration der Chicago School of Sociology” 
(Working Paper, Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung, 1998), 
http://skylla.wzb.eu/pdf/1998/ii98-501.pdf. 

12 Alfred Döblin, “Von Gesichtern, Bildern und ihrer Wahrheit,” in August Sander, Antlitz der 
Zeit (Munich: Schirmer-Mosel, 2003), pp. 12-14. Bernd Stiegler embeds Sander’s photographs 
and their reception into the history of type-photography, thereby drawing a connection via 
Francis Galton to the history of statistics. See Stiegler, “Albert Renger-Patzsch versus August 
Sander oder Komplexe Einstellungen zur Geschichte,” Hofmannsthal: Jahrbuch Zur 
Europäischen Moderne 17 (2009): 89–146. 
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Stammmappe [root folder]. With this the beginning was established, and I ordered all of found 

types under the Urtypus with all qualities of shared humanity.”13 His types appeared abstracted 

from social reality, and they could give no sense of real social dynamics. Like the Wiener Typen, 

Sander’s photographs did not strive to capture lawful, functional relationships between variables 

or between types. 

 Sander’s “Geistesarbeiter des Proletariats” (Proletarian Intellectuals) reveals a network 

of typological thinkers in interwar Germany and Austria (fig. 5). The constructivist painter Franz 

W. Seiwert is third from the left. To his left is Gerd Arntz. In a review of Sander’s work, Seiwert 

mixed praise with criticism of Sander’s imprecision: “even if we fully support Sander’s work, we 

may nevertheless hope for a sharper and clearer sociological formulation with respect to 

classification. Here the goal would be an herbarium of human existence…”14 It was the 

vagueness of Sander’s specimens that irritated Seiwert, not its quasi-Linnaean taxonomy. Both 

Seiwert and Arntz later worked on graphic design and pictorial statistics with the Viennese 

socialist philosopher Otto Neurath at his 1920s popular education project, the Vienna Social and 

Economic Museum, and a series of publications and traveling exhibitions.15 

                                                
13 “Die Gestalten zu der [Stamm] Mappe sind in der engeren Heimat des Westerwaldes 
entstanden. Menschen, die ich in ihren Gewohnheiten von Jugend auf kannte, schienen mir durch 
ihre Naturgebundenheit dazu geeignet, meine Idee in einer Stammappe zu verwirklichen, damit 
war der Anfang gemacht, und alle gefundenen Typen ordnete ich dem Urtypus unter mit allen 
Eigenschaften des allgemein Menschlichen...” Quoted in August Sander, Menschen Des 20. 
Jahrhunderts: Ein Kulturwerk in Lichtbildern Eingeteilt in Sieben Gruppen, vol. 1, ed. Susanne 
Lange, Gabriele Conrath-Scholl, and Gerd Sander (New York: H.N. Abrams, 2002), p. 28n2. 

14 Quoted in Vierhuff, Die neue Sachlichkeit (Köln: DuMont, 1980), p. 71. Orig. source: Seiwert, 
“Die Kultur und das Proletariat” in a bis z (1931), p. 22. 

15 N.B. that the same Leipzig publishing firm that registered the shift in meaning of “type” in the 
Meyers lexicon also commissioned Neurath’s Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft (1930). See 
Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel, and Sue Walker, eds., Isotype: Design and Contexts 1925-1971 
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Neurath’s “Vienna Method of Pictorial Statistics”—later renamed “Isotype”—sought to 

communicate the fundamental dynamics of class society and economy to the widest possible 

audience by visually depicting the interrelated statistics of production, consumption, population, 

living conditions, and so forth on local and global scales (fig. 6-7). The “fate” of the “living, 

socially living man,” Neurath wrote in a 1930 text, depends “on the institutions (Einrichtungen) 

on the national society, on single states and communities, on large organizations and only to a 

very limited extent on his personal volition.” He continued: “The modern contemporary man—

distributed across peoples, states, classes, parties—is a reality that we grasp statistically, the man 

of the future a reality that we grasp statistically. His life depends on the transformations of 

production, the distribution of income, and everything that arises from social change. Embeded 

in such transformations are changes in furniture and clothing, forms of housing and streets…, 

roof forms, wall decorations and much else.” To be modern meant “to demand exhaustive 

attention to the statistically graspable transformations of the masses.16 Whereas Sander aimed for 

completeness, Neurath sought totality. Though Neurath’s statistical approach to social 

classification grew out of the same Viennese social, political, and intellectual milieu as 

Lazarsfeld’s, it is nevertheless completely different.17 Neurath’s types are discrete and intuitive, 

                                                
(London: Hyden Press, 2013); Günther Sandner, Otto Neurath: Eine politische Biographie 
(Vienna: Paul Zsolnay Verlag, 2014). 

16 Neurath, “Die neue Zeit im Lichte der Zahlen,” p. 532–534. On the other hand, Neurath speaks 
of “sociological characterization” with the organic metaphor of “sociological physiognomy,” p. 
533. 

17 Like Lazarsfeld, Neurath also found some kindred spirits in the culture and institutions of the 
American New Deal. See, for example, his presence in Survey Graphic in “Social Showman,” 
(November 1936), pp. 618-620 and “Facts March on—with Neurath” (September 1939), pp. 
538-540. In any case, socialists disagreed over the proper use of statistics. Benedikt Kautsky 
critiqued Neurath’s rounding-off of figures in Central European socialism’s leading intellectual 
journal. See Kautsky, “Statistik in Bildern?,” Die Gesellschaft 9, no. 1 (1932): 170–74. 
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not fluid and constructed. They are defined by economic sector (peasant, worker, soldier, 

merchant) or nationality. The representation of types is not an end in itself but a means for 

representing social processes. Like Wiener Typen, types precede their graphical representations, 

unlike other social scientific types that are made or “discovered,” so to speak, in the laboratory 

before this very making and discovering facilitates the further realization of those types “out 

there” in society. (Ian Hacking calls this the “looping effect.”)18 And unlike Wiener Typen and 

Sander’s photographs, they express lawlike social dynamics; but the types themselves do not 

really capture lawful, functional relationships between variables. 

 
Conclusion 
 

In the span of roughly two decades from the First World War to the late 1930s, it became 

possible to conceive of multivariate social types. Musil’s thoughts on “Charakterologie und 

Dichtung” and the linkage of Sander, Seiwert, Arntz, Neurath, and Lazarsfeld indicate that this 

new way of seeing individuals and society crystallized out of a flurry of typological thinking and 

a network of typological thinkers across the arts and sciences. I have grossly understated the 

resistance to the new approach from their contemporaries, perhaps giving the false impression 

that the new multivariate approach was inevitable.19 New texts that put forth a competing 

                                                
18 Ian Hacking, “The Looping Effects of Human Kinds,” in Causal Cognition: A Multi-
Disciplinary Debate, ed. Dan Sperber, David Premack, and Ann James Premack (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995); Ian Hacking, “Kinds of People: Moving Targets,” Proceedings 
of the British Academy 151 (2007): 285–318. Emmanuel Didier has worked out a similar but 
distinct point about regimes of statistical power, which at once manage and construct 
populations. He periodizes these regimes according to specific statistical techniques (e.g. 
sampling corresponds to the New Deal). 

19 To some extent, support for the multivariate view divided across political lines. Within 
Vienna, the right-wing German nationalist Othmar Spann’s Kategorienlehre (1924) defended 
Aristotelian, Ständisch (corporatist), organicist typology against causal types. Yet Austrian 
Socialists and Marxists also disagreed over type formation, with lines drawn between the Neo-
Kantian and chief party theorist Max Adler and the avant-garde Machians and anti-Kantians such 
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approach to type-formation based in hermeneutical Verstehen (understanding), botanical 

morphology, and “constitutional theory” continued to garner broad reception at powerful 

intellectual centers in Central Europe.20 Multivariate type-formation did prove useful to the 

social sciences and to practical applications, as our contemporary data-driven world attests. 

However, it took the work of creative individuals such as Lazarsfeld to bring together the roots 

of the multivariate regime of social classification that continues to shape our present day. 

This chapter focused on a narrowly defined context—mostly a specific Viennese milieu 

but with connections to Berlin and elsewhere in Germany—in which the actors engaged in 

intensive exchange. This perspective yielded two main findings. First, it is clear how many 

aspects of cultural and intellectual history of the interwar period came together and made 

possible this rupture. These aspects deserve closer attention as part of a general history of the 

concept of type. A particular advantage of the chapter’s narrow focus is the second result: despite 

the clear connection of type-formation to certain political, social, aesthetic, and intellectual-

historical factors, it was not determined by these factors. Contemporaries saw type-formation as 

a political act but were not in agreement over what that actually meant. They brought together 

                                                
as Otto Neurath and Paul Lazarsfeld. And even the reactionary Otto Weininger took the 
significant step toward multivariate types by casting variables as graduated rather than discrete in 
his wildly, almost universally popular Geschlecht und Charakter (1903). 

20 The key work of Berlin philosopher Eduard Spranger, Lebensformen: Geisteswissenschaftliche 
Psychologie und Ethik der Persönlichkeit [Types of Men] (1914), went through several editions 
across the 1920s. Like many cultural figures at the time, even Robert Musil was fascinated by 
Ernst Kretschmer’s Körperbau und Charakter: Untersuchungen zum Konstitutionsproblem und 
zur Lehre von den Temperamenten (1921). Further evidence against one-to-one association of 
politics and type-formation is the centrality of constitutional theory, more typical of the right, to 
the anatomical science and hygiene measures of “Red” Vienna’s Social-Democratic public 
health czar, Julius Tandler. See Alfred Goetzl and Ralph Arthur Reynolds, Julius Tandler: A 
Biography (San Francisco, 1944). 
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the available and partly novel methods of inquiry and representation and gave meaning to type-

formation within the framework of a certain political and social project. 
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Chapter 7 
The Modell and the Methods File: Viennese ‘Unity of Science’ in the American Sociology of 

Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
 

We are all “anti-positivists” now, but do we really know what we mean when we 

proclaim it? In its loose everyday usage, “positivism” suggests some combination of the 

following negative tendencies: a naïve, untheoretical empiricism; a lack of reflexivity; belief in 

the possibility of objective knowledge; a fetish of isolated facts and numbers over narrative and 

interpretation; the conviction that natural science is the only “true” science or that all sciences 

can and should be “reduced” to and hierarchically ordered beneath the queen science of physics; 

a fervent belief in the value-neutrality of science; and an unbounded faith in human progress 

through science. Positivist philosophy of science has been accused of losing touch with actual 

scientific practice and with constructing an image of science and of scientists that denies their 

embeddedness in the real world. 

This chapter contributes to the revaluation of positivism in the last few decades by scholars 

who work on the intellectual history of Central Europe, especially Vienna. In recent years, as we 

have seen, intellectual historians and philosophers have revised our understanding of positivism 

and challenged the polemical attacks from its famous twentieth-century detractors. Beginning in 

the 1980s, Austrian scholars led a broad effort to document the “Vertreibung der Vernunft” in the 

interwar period. They sought to recover the intellectual traditions that were first inhibited by the 

conservative and anti-Semitic universities of the early twentieth century, then suppressed, 

expelled, and destroyed by fascism. This scholarship rediscovered Central European positivism 

as more than just a specialized philosophical school: on the contrary, positivism belonged to a 

broader political and cultural movement that had been forgotten, misrepresented by its critics, or 

simply obscured by the depoliticized, highly technical terminus of this tradition in Cold War 
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America. From the late-nineteenth century onward, positivists had close ties with the political 

left and artistic avant-garde and saw their work as part of those projects.  As we have seen, 

Lazarsfeld belonged to the same social, cultural, and political milieu as the leftwing Central 

European positivist philosopher-scientists. This chapter aims to use the example of Lazarsfeld to 

further unsettle the narratives of twentieth-century intellectual history that portray quantitative 

methods in the social sciences as a manifestation of wrongheaded positivist “physics envy.” 

As one of the foremost practicing social scientists among the Viennese emigres, Paul 

Lazarsfeld continued to work out the methodological problems he had internalized in Vienna on 

American soil after emigrating in the mid-1930s. I have been attempting to show how the social 

scientific “research system” that Lazarsfeld developed at Columbia University—the interlocking 

machinery of methods, practices, applications, and the right subjectivities to conduct 

professionalized social research—developed out of his early intellectual formation in Vienna. 

The key early-twentieth century Viennese problem for this chapter is the relationship among the 

natural, cultural, and social sciences (Naturwissenschaften, Geisteswissenschaften, und 

Sozialwissenschaften). I mean this both in the sense of the categories of the sciences (natural, 

cultural, social) and the individual disciplines (sociology, psychology, economics; physics, 

chemistry, biology). The thinkers from Lazarsfeld’s Viennese milieu rejected the strict dualism 

between Natur- und Geisteswissenschaften posited by German Neo-Kantians in the late 

nineteenth century under the banner of the “unity of science.” What exactly they meant by the 

“unity of science” and how it might be achieved was a subject of heated debate among 

Lazarsfeld’s contemporaries. Did the “unity of science” imply a hierarchical, systematic 

organization of the sciences? Did it aim to shape all sciences in the image of physics? On these 

matters, I see the relationship between Lazarsfeld and his Viennese contemporaries not so much 
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as one of influence but of shared problems and comparable solutions. It is only by setting him 

next to his more explicit philosophical contemporaries that Lazarsfeld’s implicit engagement 

with the Unity of Science comes into view. 

In the early 1930s, Lazarsfeld offered his own answer to the question of dualism through 

the notion of the Modell and related terms such as Bild and, in English, the “vague image.” His 

vision of social scientific concepts as pragmatically useful multidimensional models or pictures, 

partly constructed by the scientist and partly rooted in everyday understanding, drew on his 

experience with local Viennese scientific and philosophical traditions across multiple fields of 

inquiry from physics to psychology. With the notion of the model, Lazarsfeld attempted to 

clarify and operationalize the procedure of Verstehen that dualists held to be the unique method 

of the Geisteswissenschaften. By operationalizing Verstehen, he made it possible to develop and 

use quantitative methods that nevertheless emulated the logic of cultural science: as his closest 

colleague, the sociologist Robert Merton put it, he “used numbers in a humanistic way.”1 This 

appears paradoxical only if we assume in advance that quantitative analysis belongs properly in 

the natural sciences. 

Aside from Verstehen, another fixture of Lazarsfeld’s methodology that confounds the 

simplistic picture of positivism is narrative. The stereotyped image of positivism does not tend to 

allow for subtle reflection on narrative. However, owing to his tutelage with the psychologist 

Karl Bühler, Lazarsfeld made narrative a central part of quantitative and qualitative empirical 

research. The point here is not to rehabilitate Lazarsfeld into a “good positivist.” Rather, 

attention to the place of narrative in his methodology invites us to reconsider the history of social 

                                                
1 Robert K. Merton, “Remembering Paul Lazarsfeld,” in Qualitative and Quantitative Social 
Research: Papers in Honor of Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ed. Robert K. Merton, James S. Coleman, and 
Peter H. Rossi (New York: Free Press, 1979). 
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science methods in the twentieth century, both in terms of how these methods emerged and 

where they supposedly ended up. It is an especially opportune time to do so given the recent 

attention to the role of narrative in the “hard” sciences by philosophers and historians of science.2 

Deconstructing “narrative” as a feature that divides the sciences opens up new questions about 

what makes knowledge reliable and compelling in all fields of inquiry and about how different 

disciplines can be brought together.3 

Once he was established in the United States, Lazarsfeld developed his own version of 

the unity of science with the aid of a very peculiar research tool, his “methods file.” As I will 

show very briefly, this was a set of cross-referenced index cards that linked all aspects of his 

research system together—both the procedures of the “laboratory” and the applications out in the 

world—in a systematic but flexible way. A later chapter explores this tool in greater depth in the 

context of the research system of the Columbia University Bureau of Applied Social Research as 

a whole. 

 

7.1. Positivism from Vienna to New York 

Lazarsfeld’s star has faded, but in the mid-twentieth century he was one of the big names 

in the booming social sciences. He is remembered primarily for two things: first, as the director 

                                                
2 See, for example, M. Norton Wise, “Science as (Historical) Narrative,” Erkenntnis 75, no. 3 
(November 2011): 349–76. 

3 Especially inspiring for my attention to narrative in Lazarsfeld’s work were two papers by 
Andrew Abbot: “The Causal Devolution,” Sociological Methods & Research 27, no. 148 
(November 1998): 148–81; and “Process and Temporality in Sociology: The Idea of Outcome in 
U.S. Sociology,” in The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences: Positivism and its 
Epistemological Others, ed. George Steinmetz, Politics, History, and Culture (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2005), 393–426. 
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of the 1933 study, The Unemployed of Marienthal, still read by sociology students in some 

countries today as an exemplar of qualitative and qualitative mixed methods. Second, and 

somewhat in contrast to this, he is remembered as a methodologist and proselytizer of 

quantitative, statistical methods in the social sciences. As we have seen in previous chapters, 

Lazarsfeld started applying and developing quantitative methods for empirical social research as 

an instructor and as the leader of a research group, the Wirtschaftspsychologische 

Forschungsstelle (WPF), at the University of Vienna’s Psychological Institute in the late 1920s. 

There, he also unofficially supervised dissertations on substantive and methodological topics in 

psychology and social psychology. The institute he later established at Columbia University, the 

Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) was a leading center for large-scale survey research 

and graduate training, as we will see in greater depth in later chapters. The BASR devoted the 

tools of survey research to study voting, public opinion, market research, public housing, 

migration, and more. It conducted a large portion of its work under contracts with private 

companies and government agencies, thereby bringing Lazarsfeld’s early experimentation with 

contract research in Vienna at the WPF to a new level in New York. Star students from the 

BASR moved on to professorships in sociology departments at America’s top universities. 

Dozens (if not hundreds) of lesser-known Bureau alumni brought their empirical research skills 

to government agencies, social welfare institutions, non-profit organizations, and private 

industry. Lazarsfeld belonged to the elite that shaped the funding and institutional structures of 

the social sciences through organizations such as the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations. And 

through his involvement in the postwar reconstruction of Europe, Lazarsfeld extended his 

influence back to the Old Continent, from Paris to Poland. Although Lazarsfeld is now a mostly 

forgotten figure, he certainly shaped the course of the social sciences in the twentieth century.  
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7.2. Verstehen as Modell 

This 1937 book review, published in the Frankfurt School’s Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, 

elaborated an approach to concept formation that Lazarsfeld had first sketched out in an 

unpublished text three years prior.4 These two texts set Lazarsfeld’s path for “us[ing] numbers in 

a humanistic way,” as Robert Merton later described it, and he would follow this approach for 

the rest of his career. Lazarsfeld adopted a curious position: he embraced the concept of 

“Verstehen” cherished by dualists and reviled, as we have seen, by his Viennese positivist 

contemporaries, but he gave it an idiosyncratic definition. Through the work of Lazarsfeld’s 

father Robert examined in a previous chapter, it is clear that the young Paul was born into an 

intellectual world fraught with conflict over the place of Verstehen in the humanities and social 

sciences. We have also seen that one of Lazarsfeld’s key mentors, the psychologist Karl Bühler, 

sought to mediate between the extreme positions on Verstehen with appeals for the synthesis of 

“intuition” and “induction.” This intervention animated much discussion at the University of 

Vienna’s Psychological Institute, both within Lazarsfeld’s research group and in the early work 

of the philosopher Karl Popper. For Lazarsfeld, Verstehen was the iterative and imaginative 

processing of data that moved from a vague intuitive image to a sharp, logically consistent, 

empirically accurate, and practically useful formulation. 

In “Prinzipielles zur Soziographie,” an unpublished text from 1934, Lazarsfeld explicated the 

approach to concept formation that he and his colleagues had used in The Unemployed of 

Marienthal. He described his approach first in terms reminiscent of phenomenology and later 

                                                
4 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” Zeitschrift 
für Sozialforschung 6 (1937): 119–39. 
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with explicit reference to the procedure of Verstehen. “There is a series of directions from which 

one must approach the object if one wants to really grasp it in its totality (wirklich ganz 

erfassen). Only from all of these directions together can a picture (Bild) be attained that is 

accessible to further handling (Bearbeitung).” Note two things here: first, the image of an initial 

conception of the object followed by a gradual approximation towards it from multiple 

directions. Indeed, in the next sentence he speaks of multiple “heuristic axes, along which the 

object must be observed (betrachtet).” Here already he mixes the loose pragmatism of heuristics 

with the sharp language of geometrical, multidimensional space. Second, note the introduction of 

the word “picture” (Bild). Lazarsfeld uses this term in a technical sense. In fact, throughout the 

essay he uses a handful of technical terms interchangeably: Bild (picture), Modell (model), 

Modellbild (model picture), Formelbild (formula picture), Leitformel (leading/central formula), 

and Lazarsfeld’s preferred multidimensional term, Matrixformel (matrix formula). 

As we have seen in a previous chapter, Lazarsfeld’s research group at the University of 

Vienna’s Psychological Institute used Modell as a technical term. They reached back to a long 

tradition of picture theory in Viennese physics and philosophy of science since the late 

nineteenth century. A 1935 dissertation by Hedwig Weil under Lazarsfeld’s supervision, Zur 

Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie, calls the interpretation of statistical data a Modell and an 

Arbeitshypothese that “makes inferences possible.” Elsewhere the author, in language very 

similar to Lazarsfeld’s, points out that models “allow for an initial sighting of the material.”5 

Like the physicists Heinrich Hertz and Ludwig Boltzmann, she stresses that there could be 

multiple models to capture the phenomenon in question. “Just as in every other science,” she 

                                                
5 Hedwig Weil, “Zur Methode der Wirtschaftspsychologie” (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of 
Vienna, 1935), p. 21-24. 
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argues, here perhaps revealing some familiarity with Hertz’s criteria for choosing between 

multiple Bilder of the same object based on their simplicity: “the less extraneous hypotheses one 

needs, the better.”6 The aim is to define such models more precisely, to reduce them to a 

minimum, and to determine exactly their scope of applicability. In the end, she argues, the 

correctness of a model can only be determined by its successful application in practice. 

Lazarsfeld offered his approach to concept formation as an “emancipation” from 

contemporary methodological debates, “above all the discussion of Verstehen in the cultural 

sciences.” He presented his approach as a superior compromise between the opponents and 

proponents of Verstehen. “We believe,” he wrote, “that understanding consists in nothing other 

than the arbitrary choice of matrix formulae [or models] for the handling (Handhabung) of an 

otherwise unmanageable (unübersichtlichen) set of data.” Model-building in applied science 

functioned much like our everyday, intentionalist perception and negotiation of the external 

world: “only through naming” are “objects of the external world made accessible to our 

handling.” By giving a name to things in the world, we can manipulate them. We first “choose” a 

model that is familiar to us and to which we ascribe as many data points as possible. Then we 

look for further details to read out of this model upon closer inspection. Lazarsfeld thus 

described working with a model as a process of both refinement and deepening. Modeling was a 

tool to look into a phenomenon and not just depict it. 

As we will see in a subsequent chapter, this approach to concept-formation through modeling 

characterized Lazarsfeld’s work for the rest of his career. This is why he rejected statistical 

significance testing even as it became mainstream by the mid-twentieth century. He preferred to 

be able to play with the data and tinker with his model rather than test his results against a null 

                                                
6 Weil, p. 22. 
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hypothesis. He streamlined and further sharpened the logic, and he elaborated complicated 

statistical techniques that required the latest information processing technology, but the basic 

logic remained the same. Thus, Lazarsfeld’s quantitative methods followed the logic of 

Verstehen, at least in his idiosyncratic rendering. In any case, he could not have seen 

quantification in social research as an imitation of the rigor of physics. 

 

7.3. The uses of narrative in social research 

 So-called “positivist” empirical social research—whether deliberately or as a corollary to 

its basic methodological commitments—seems to discard narrative as a tool of inquiry, 

representation, and verification. This assumption dates at least as far back as the 1956 American 

Sociological Society presidential address of Chicago-school symbolic interactionist Herbert 

Blumer, who critiqued the rise of “variable analysis” in his field. Positivists, he accused, could 

not account for the social actor's “intervening process” of interpretation between a given 

independent variable and a dependent variable. In fact, anything that we might try to define as a 

sociological variable, he contested, “turns out to be an intricate and inner-moving complex” that 

resists our attempts to trap and measure it.7 

 Nevertheless, Lazarsfeld and like-minded quantitative social researchers did seek to 

capture this “intricate and inner-moving complex” in the logic of the questionnaire-based study. 

It would be impossible for the historian to say whether this was inevitably doomed to failure, like 

trying to force a square peg through a round hole. (Even the often-underwhelming results of 

1950s survey studies could be explained away as crude prototypes later improved with greater 

                                                
7 Herbert Blumer, “Sociological Analysis and the 'Variable'” in American Sociological Review, 
vol. 21, no. 6 (Dec., 1956), pp. 683-690. Blumer did not speak explicitly of “narrative,” but 
instead of “process.” 



 

 423 

theoretical rigor and the enhanced resolution afforded by more powerful data-processing 

technologies.) Instead, we can study how empirical social researchers drew on a store of 

narrative resources in their attempts to transmute processes of the lifeworld into empirically-

verifiable facts. The “humanistic” concept of narrative was just as essential to work at the BASR 

as “naturalistic” concepts of quantity, cause/effect, and so on across the many stages of study 

design and execution. Indeed, BASR researchers look like veritable poets when compared with 

the extreme abstractions of Cold War operations research practiced at the RAND Corporation at 

the time—or even when compared with the more similar research at Harvard's Department of 

Social Relations.8 Moreover, there are grounds to believe that the BASR's founder and guiding 

spirit Paul F. Lazarsfeld treated narrative not just as a tool of inquiry and representation but as a 

standard of verification. Hence his fascination with historical explanation—with the point at 

which historians and their publics are satisfied with their explanation of a given phenomenon—

which he explored in seminars at Columbia University with the philosopher Ernest Nagel. 

 The place of narrative in empirical research at the BASR and in the relevant 

methodological writings of Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert Merton can be broken down into four 

levels sketched out briefly below. 

1. The researchers' imagery of a social process: the tradition practiced at the BASR 

reached all the way back to psychologists' treatment of action (Handlung) in the 1920s as an 

emplotted scheme with a beginning, middle, and end. The paradigmatic action was a decision—

                                                
8 See Paul Erickson et al., How Reason Almost Lost Its Mind: The Strange Career of Cold War 
Rationality (The University of Chicago Press, 2013); Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge: Making 
the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012); 
Isaac, “Epistemic Design: Theory and Data in Harvard’s Department of Social Relations,” in 
Cold War Social Science: Knowledge Production, Liberal Democracy, and Human Nature, ed. 
Mark Solovey (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 79–95. 
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to vote, purchase, relocate, and so on. Each stage of this scheme could be filled out with both 

empirical data and theoretical constructs. Thus, the scheme was not necessarily strictly linear, as 

any given theoretical module could introduce non-linear dynamics to the plot. 

The social process under question could have both microsociological and 

macrosociological dimensions. Take the BASR's ill-fated market research study for the Ford 

Edsel (ca. 1957), for example, examined in greater detail in a later chapter: macrosociologically, 

the Edsel research assumed an expanding upwardly-mobile middle class market for the new mid-

priced car; microsociologically, it studied automobile consumption as a technique of 

“anticipatory socialization” for individuals—how frequently did they replace their car relative to 

the replacement rate of individuals in the same and proximal social groups as a means of upward 

mobility through lifestyle? 

Lazarsfeld's scheme also allowed for long-term individual biographical influences on the 

action. In principle, this could allow for depth-psychological narratives of the complexity found 

in Freud's “Dora.” In practice, however, despite Lazarsfeld’s background in Alfred Adler’s depth 

psychology, psychoanalysis was eschewed in favor of other theories drawn from mainstream 

academic psychology and social psychology. For example, Lazarsfeld sought to integrate Kurt 

Lewin's “group dynamics” into his research program.9 

2. The implementation of this imagery of the social process in a study design: researchers 

translated their picture of the social process under investigation into empirical research 

operations, usually in the form of a questionnaire. (Observational/ethnographic pilot studies 

could also help inform this imagery before it crystallized into a form amenable to investigation. 

                                                
9 Lazarsfeld lays this out programmatically in his “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of 
Action,” in Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 
1972), 53–105. 
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This was the strategy, for example, of Merton's studies of housing communities in the late 1940s 

and of the Edsel studies.)10 Thus, behind the non-narrative (or quasi-narrative) medium of the 

questionnaire was a narrative picture of the social process in question. Granted, one common 

task of the questionnaire was the take the respondent through a time-ordered scheme in order to 

articulate goals, intentions, and influences on the action at each point. Yet questionnaires also 

broke with narrative with projective tests, for example. The key to an effective questionnaire was 

the successful translation of a narrative image into a non-narrative medium of data collection. 

Of course, narrative played a role once again in the analysis of causal relations within the 

survey data. Here, researchers sought out subtle narrative patterns beyond simple causal chains. 

Aside from learning how to manipulate data using prescribed statistical tools, apprentice 

researchers had to develop a deeper “feel for the data.” This entailed, among other things, 

translating the tables of correlations and so on back into a narrative pattern in natural language. 

The choice of what tables to construct (that is, what variables to bring together) always referred 

back to the imagery of the social process developed prior to executing the survey. The effort to 

re-translate quantitative results into narrative could also enlist “naturalistic” concepts such as 

“mutual effects between two statistical variables.” Lazarsfeld tended to be highly aware and 

respectful of the provenance of his analytical concepts—the concept could not be treated 

independently of its origins. The relationship between “humanistic” concepts and “naturalistic” 

concepts in this regard remains unclear. 

3. The representation of the study results: a third translation was the presentation of 

findings for an audience, usually the client. Research reports tended to be more analytical than 

                                                
10 Robert King Merton, Patricia S. West, and Marie Jahoda, “Patterns of Social Life: 
Explorations in the Sociology and Social Psychology of Housing,” Mimeograph, (1949), Charles 
Young Research Library, UC Los Angeles. 
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narrative, even though—as I have argued above—the basic paradigm of research at the BASR 

under Lazarsfeld was to study action in a narrative framework. However, Lazarsfeld also 

developed a knack for presenting research findings in the form of little jokes and stories. He 

seems to have been well aware of the rhetorical force of anecdotes over against the dry 

authoritative research report. 

4. The notion of the “utilization cycle” of research: to certain extent, this is 

indistinguishable from the genre of the research report. BASR researchers tended to state the 

aims of the client at the outset of the report, which was interspersed with analysis and policy 

recommendations. Thus, within each research report was an implicit narrative of problem → 

recommended solution → implementation. 

Lazarsfeld spent several decades trying to think through this “utilization cycle” of 

research. His final book, misleadingly titled An Introduction to Applied Sociology (1975), was in 

fact a collection of empirical case studies of the sociological dynamics of applied social research. 

Like the action scheme, the research process was bolted down to a narrative sequence, every 

point of which was subject to social and psychological influence. Without this intentionalist 

narrative framing, for Lazarsfeld applied social research makes no sense. In other words, each 

empirical social research project at the BASR always already contained a past and future. 

We can see that narrative was a central tenet of Lazarsfeld's methodological thinking. 

Like the use of Verstehen, narrative was an explicit methodological choice, not an unconscious 

blind spot. However, whereas Verstehen was key only to concept formation, narrative shaped 

many levels of the enterprise of applied social research. Here again, the positivist Lazarsfeld was 

not imitating physics. 
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7.4. The Unity of Science 

Lazarsfeld’s relationship with his positivist contemporaries is difficult to pin down. By 

weaving together thin reeds of circumstantial evidence—a wissenschaftliche Arbeitsgruppe here, 

a Diskussionsabend or a socialist party event there—and by studying his texts and later research 

practices against his Central European context, I have attempted to reconstruct his interactions 

and resonances with the “logical positivist” philosophers of the Vienna Circle during the 1920s 

and 1930s. Through his social ties and his formal education in mathematics and physics, 

Lazarsfeld was conversant with the specialized scientific knowledge and philosophical idioms of 

the Central European positivists. The reconstruction of his relationship with other “card-carrying 

positivists” is hindered by the relative lack of sources from Lazarsfeld in this period: obviously, 

he could not take much with him when he left Vienna in 1933; later, a flood in the basement of 

the sociology building at Columbia University destroyed much of what remained from his 

Vienna years.  

It appears that Lazarsfeld’s engagement with the Vienna Circle and the allied group of 

logical empiricists in Berlin reached its highpoint in the mid-1930s. This is most relevant for the 

way that Lazarsfeld’s methodological thinking seems to harmonize with the Unity of Science 

movement led by these Central European philosophers. In 1935, Lazarsfeld attended the “First 

International Congress for the Unity of Science” in Paris. There he had the opportunity to hear 

Otto Neurath present his vision of an “encyclopedia of unified science” in which Neurath 

rejected a hierarchical system of sciences reducible to physics. Two years later, Lazarsfeld 

published his first major methodological paper, an extended review of a book on the “concept of 

type” in the social sciences by the Berlin philosophers Carl Hempel and Paul Oppenheim. That 

book was thoroughly drenched in the so-called “new logic” of Alfred North Whitehead and 
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Bertrand Russell—a cornerstone of Central European logical positivism introduced to a wider 

public through Rudolf Carnap’s canonical essay in the first issue of the movement’s journal 

Erkenntnis, “Die alte und die neue Logik.”11 

 The Vienna Circle philosophers programmatically rejected the rigid division of the 

natural and cultural sciences. Instead, they championed the “unity of science,” though they did 

not necessarily agree on what exactly this meant. This section revisits the positions of Otto 

Neurath and Richard von Mises examined at greater length in a previous chapter. For our 

purposes here, I treat them as variations on a common theme. They also most resemble 

Lazarsfeld’s own approach. 

 In his Little Textbook of Positivism written in exile in 1939, the statistician and 

philosopher Richard von Mises wrote that the aim of positivism was to “determine the features 

that all branches of science have in common.” This was what he and his fellow positivists meant 

by the “unity of science.” This did not, however, deny the difference in methodology in separate 

disciplines. Nor was it a definitive classification of the sciences in terms of a logical hierarchy. 

After all, boundaries between disciplines were inevitably unstable and susceptible to change: “As 

time passes the situation changes quickly, areas split off, others grow into one, and, in the course 

of one generation, the map of the sciences may assume an entirely different appearance.” For 

Mises, the unity of science meant neither a single method nor the hierarchical reduction of all 

sciences to an ultimate foundation such as physics. Instead, it meant “connectibility” of scientific 

knowledge “across the boundaries of all fields.”12 For Mises, connectibility demanded that we 

                                                
11 Rudolf Carnap, “Die alte und die neue Logik,” Erkenntnis 1 (1931 1930): 12–26. 

12 Richard von Mises, Positivism: A Study in Human Understanding, trans. Jerry Bernstein and 
Roger G. Newton (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), p. 9. 
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express scientific knowledge in simple and unmistakable basic sentences and that we articulate 

the relationship between statements of science and everyday language. 

 Neurath’s understanding of the unity of science, which he laid out and revised from the 

1910s until his death in 1945, was more explicitly practical and pragmatist.13 Like Mises, he 

rejected a definitive, systematic, and hierarchical unity of science. The unification of the sciences 

was flexible. “We should avoid creating a Pyramid composed of divisions and subdivisions both 

for Unified Science itself and for the Social Sciences…” he wrote in a 1939 paper. “We should 

regard the Social Sciences as a collection of a great many scientific units which can become 

combined in very different ways.”14 He held that we could unify the individual sciences by 

studying the actual development of their concepts out of concrete practical problems. Likewise, 

it was at the point of action—when we are deciding what to do—that we should overcome the 

disunity of science by connecting various kinds of laws with each other. Our practical problems 

do not recognize the artificial boundaries of the sciences: in the contemporary world, for 

example, combatting climate change demands chemical, climatological, and sociological 

knowledge alike. Unlike Mises, and in keeping with his pragmatist understanding of the unity of 

science, Neurath embraced the inevitably vague relationship between scientific and ordinary 

language. This he shared with Lazarsfeld. There could be no clean logical connection or 

distinction between science and everyday terms. Instead, science was always made up of 

                                                
13 Here I rely on the interpretation of Neurath put forth in Cartwright et al., Otto Neurath. 

14 “The Social Sciences and Unified Science” (sent by Neurath to the Unity of Science congress 
at Cambridge, 1939 and printed in the successor journal to Erkenntnis entitled Journal of Unified 
Science). Reprinted in Neurath, Philosophical Papers, p. 211. 
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“complex (many) statements of little cleanliness” drawn from everyday life that Neurath called 

Ballungen.15 

 

7.5. Unity of Science at 3”x5” 

 When Lazarsfeld worked out his own version of the unity of science in postwar America, 

he did so as a practical necessity as methodologist, teacher, director of a research institution, and 

advocate for a social science oriented toward problems rather than disciplines. Though he no 

longer concerned himself with the natural sciences—except as a potential source of mathematical 

tools—his approach to the unity of the social sciences was very much in the spirit of his fellow 

Viennese. Like Richard von Mises and Otto Neurath, he sought unity through the connectability 

of disparate disciplines and concepts, not through the construction of a systematic unified theory 

or the reduction all disciplines to a single foundation. He, too, rejected the radical division of 

natural and cultural sciences. Like Mises he thought that unity required the clarification of 

concepts, and his preferred approach was operationalist—that is, he linked concepts with the 

empirical procedures used to construct them. Like Neurath, he sought unity in action, for social 

phenomena did not divide neatly into social scientific disciplines. In the curriculum he designed 

at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research, Lazarsfeld taught his craft through reflexive 

case method examinations of what he called the “utilization cycle”—the process through which 

patrons commissioned research in response to concrete problems, researchers produced 

knowledge within a set of constraints, and their patrons applied the findings within their own set 

of constraints. 

                                                
15 Neurath, Empirical Sociology (1930). Quoted in Cartwright et al., p. 193. 
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 But Lazarsfeld never wrote out his vision of the unity of science. In fact, he does not 

appear to have even used the phrase. His ideas about how to unify the social sciences are 

scattered across grant proposals, methodological essays, curriculum statements, and programs for 

workshops with other social scientists. He worked out his unity of science most thoroughly with 

this tool, the Methods File (fig. 8). 

The methods file was Lazarsfeld’s life's work—an accumulation of carefully vetted 

sources on social research methodology. It was a systematically-organized collection of articles, 

book excerpts, bibliographies, and memoranda indexed in a card catalog by author and subject—

a record of methodological pluralism, but not anarchism. It was not a complete catalog or 

bibliography of the reprints and books in Lazarsfeld's possession or even of all the sources he 

cited in published work, and it was distinct from the Bureau's own library catalog. The categories 

were not subject headings in the sense of library catalog schemata or concepts that we commonly 

use to describe social experience such as class or inferiority complex—they were 

methodological, not topical. (Thus, Thomas Hobbes's “An Historical Narration Concerning 

Heresy, and the Punishment Thereof” was filed under concept specification and not, as would be 

more conventional, under criminology or religion—heresy and so forth.) Cross-referentiality 

seems to have become especially important to Lazarsfeld. The first of at least three versions of 

the file lacked the index numbers of later editions. The organizational scheme and cross-

references between subject categories brought methodological, technical, and sociological 

aspects of the BASR research style into systematic relation with each other. The methods file 

grounded research practices not in an overarching theory but in accumulated case examples and 



 

 432 

interlocking procedures that had been analyzed, tested, refined, and validated. (In Richard von 

Mises’s vocabulary, they had been rendered connectable.)16 

For at least two decades from the early 1950s onward, the methods file was maintained 

and updated as a resource for staff and students at the BASR to use in designing and executing 

research studies and working out new methods. For example, in his memoir, James Coleman 

wrote about an assignment from Lazarsfeld: he was given a stack of texts from the methods file 

and ordered to analyze them for their use of so-called “global indicators”. Leaving aside what 

might be meant by “global indicators,” consider instead the variety and logic of the choice of 

texts: These included, for example, the classic Chicago School sociologist Robert Park on 

properties of the community; the philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey on the characterization of a 

cultural system; and the art historian Meyer Schapiro on the use of art to characterize the style of 

a period.17 For Lazarsfeld himself, the methods file was a hands-on tool for methodological 

thinking: this is clear from the resonances between the file's organizational scheme and the 

syllabi for his Columbia University seminar courses and landmark methodological essays. 

Coleman's assignment, for example, later became a methodological essay by Lazarsfeld and 

another student entitled “On the Relation Between Individual and Collective Properties.” 

                                                
16 Lazarsfeld was fascinated with the case method, which he made both an object of investigation 
and a centerpiece of his pedadogy. The case method was also to form the core of his proposed 
Program for Advanced Training in Social Research. See Lazarsfeld, 'A Professional School for 
Training in Social Research,' in Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays (Allyn and 
Bacon, Inc.: Boston, 1972), pp. 377-90. As a pedagogical program, the case method was to 
include not just the final product but also the paper trail of all stages of the study. 

17 James S. Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s” in Bennett M. Berger (ed), Authors of Their Own 
Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists (UC Press: Berkeley, 
1990), pp. 87-89. 
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Lazarsfeld’s understanding of “methodology” as an intellectual act complemented the 

physical artifact of the methods file. Speaking generally of the task of methodology, he 

explained, “It implies that concrete studies are being scrutinized as to the procedures they use, 

the underlying assumptions they make, the modes of explanation they consider as satisfactory. 

Methodological analysis in this sense provides the elements from which a future philosophy of 

the social sciences may be built.” More immediately, he wrote, “By bringing out clearly what the 

theorist (or analyist) does with his primary data he contributes in his way to the progress of 

research.” Furthermore, methodology was to contribute to interdisciplinary work by combating 

the lack of coordination and “procedural dilettantism” of such efforts resulting in shoddy work 

and a lack of comparability. “[W]hatever points of convergence exist,” he argued, “certainly 

cannot be uncovered until the two areas are minutely and intensively compared,” not only with 

respect to procedures but also in terms of “the way in which different disciplines formulate their 

problems” and “the explanatory models which they set up.” Methodology as a “bent of mind” 

required “self-awareness” and “tolerance,” helped students “develop discipline of thinking,” and 

increased the social scientist's “ability to cope with new and unfamiliar developments in the 

field.”18 The methods file was a physical record and a tool of these epistemic virtues and specific 

standards of scientific progress. 

 The structure and function of the methods file can perhaps be better grasped through 

another example. Figure 9 shows a portion of category 1.00, Data Collecting Methods. 

                                                
18 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “General Introduction” in Lazarsfeld and Morris Rosenberg, eds., The 
Language of Social Research: a Reader in the Methodology of Social Research (Glencoe, 
Illinois: Free Press, 1955), pp. 1-12. This introduction contains a crisp argument for the place of 
methodology precisely in relation to the stage of the social sciences at that time which we could 
also compare with Parsons's contemporaneous and corresponding arguments for the need for 
theory. Most interesting is that in their arguments, Lazarsfeld and Parsons both make reference to 
the natural sciences but come to contradictory conclusions. 
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Subcategory 1.20 is Qualitative interviewing – general, with a card from sub-subcategory 1.21 

visible, Focused interview. We could expect to find the source in the filing cabinet in 

Lazarsfeld's office where it is cross-referenced with 4.60, Reason Analysis. This section brought 

together examples of past research on reasons, effects, gratifications, and psychological 

discussions of motivation. It also pulled together discussions of non-quantitative or pre-

quantitative techniques of data collection and analysis: 4.63 Assessment of individual cases; 

diagnostics; analytic induction and 4.64 Introspection, verstehen, phenomenology as sources of 

suggestions of reasons and mechanisms. (Note here how the methods file negotiates the 

controversial dualism of natural- and cultural sciences!) The parent heading of reason analysis, 

4.00, Analysis of change through time, comprises in its subheadings issues of data collection, 

mathematical modeling, and applications to substantive sociological questions. Also filed 

beneath 4.00 is 4.20, Panel analysis. This was further broken down into several subsections on 

how to deal with multiple “waves” of interviews or questionnaires, specific applications (politics, 

economics, and “others”), mathematical models for data analysis, and practical instructions on 

the Administration of panels. It should be noted that the mathematical models indexed here were 

specifically preselected as those appropriate to panel analysis, though they were not necessarily 

originally developed for this purpose. (There was also a separately-indexed “Mathematical File” 

with 25 categories.) We could also expect that some of the cards in 4.20 would lead through 

cross-references to 6.44, Probability, causality – philosophical treatments. Through the methods 

file, reason analysis and panel analysis were logically linked as separate subcategories of the 

analysis of change through time (4.60 and 4.20 respectively), but the hierarchy could also be 

traversed and freely combined as the specific research situation demanded. Even in this short trip 

through the methods file we can see how quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection 



 

 435 

and analysis, logical critique, substantive applications, and so on were kept in relation with each 

other and could be easily navigated, updated, and revised by the researcher and methodologist. 

 The methods file also sketched out the lateral linkages between various lines of inquiry, 

fields, and disciplines in the social sciences. These notecards were Lazarsfeld's alternative to a 

deductive or hierarchically-organized, reductionist general theory as a tool for developing a 

unified social science. Lateral motion between social science disciplines within the methods file 

makes more sense if we read it together with another artifact from the early 1950s, Lazarsfeld's 

outline for a University-wide “Seminar on Methods in the Social Sciences.”19 Here, as in the 

methods file, Lazarsfeld arranged a set of methodological problems across the social sciences in 

terms of their formal structures. Many of the problems mentioned here had corresponding cards 

in the methods file. In some cases, separate disciplines used distinct terms for similar, perhaps 

identical concepts—sociology's “attitude” versus economics's “utility.” Or there were competing 

approaches to measuring the same concept such as the standard of living index. Lazarsfeld also 

lined up the problems of causal explanation in different situations: personality theory, 

psychoanalytic theory, single-case clinical psychology, and history. How were concepts that had 

moved from natural into the social sciences or within the human sciences such entropy, energy, 

equilibrium, homeostasis, or evolution used, and were they useful?  

 All of these questions dealt in one way or another with the relationship between social 

science disciplines and the ways that the disciplines could be unified. Rather than sketching a 

blueprint, Lazarsfeld implemented the unity of social science in his methods file. The methods 

                                                
19 Anon., assumed Paul F. Lazarsfeld and maybe Otto Klineberg, ‘A Three-Years’ Program for 
the University Seminar on Methods in the Social Sciences’, 1952/53(?), Series 1, Box 173, Fol. 
‘Contents and Methods. 1955-56’., University Seminars records, 1945-2000. Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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file was an open-ended way to bring all aspects of empirical social research into systematic 

relation. In this way, it functioned as a tool for the unification of social science, not towards a 

natural-science model or an overarching social theory, but on its own terms. 

 

7. 6. Conclusion 

Lazarsfeld shared the problem of the relationship among the sciences with his Viennese 

contemporaries. Like the Vienna Circle philosophers (and also their “official opposition,” Karl 

Popper), he rejected the radical dualisms of Natur- und Geisteswissenschaft and Natur- und 

Sozialwissenschaft. Yet he developed his own idiosyncratic notion of the much-maligned 

concept and method of Verstehen that, together with his use of narrative, ended up shaping his 

entire approach to quantitative and qualitative empirical research. He also launched his own 

project of “connectibility” (in Richard von Mises’s parlance) that is comparable as well to Otto 

Neurath’s encyclopedic, rather than systematic, reductionist, and hierarchical image of the unity 

of science associated with Rudolf Carnap. Lazarsfeld’s “Methods File” was an incomplete 

project, but as an attempt to chart out passageways among social science disciplines and to 

clarify their bases in real-world applications, it is a project worth thinking about again in today’s 

intellectual world. Lazarsfeld’s use of Verstehen and narrative, which blend together methods 

associated with the humanities and and others associated with the natural sciences, deserve our 

attention as scholars today examine the concepts and practices shared among the sciences rather 

than looking for essential divisions. 
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Chapter 8 

Training a Vast Army of Social Researchers: 
Pedagogy at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research 

 
We find two images continually reappearing in any discussions of modern social research. One is the 
well-known image of the physical sciences – the physicist's hairline measurements and mathematical 
theories, the astronomer's precise predictions, the minutely controlled and endlessly repeated 
experiments of the chemistry laboratory. The other is the image of the humanistic study of man – the 
historian's long view of the past, the essayist or philosopher probing common human experiences 
from his armchair, the intuitions of poets and novelists, and, more recently, the deep analysis of 
personality by psychoanalysis…With these images in mind people argue whether 'the scientific 
method' can be applied to human behavior. Identifying science with the special image of the physical 
sciences, some make it a wholesale rejection of the humanistic tradition and insist on complete 
imitation of physical science methods, while others deny the possibility of scientific study of men and 
their institutions, and believe that only traditional humanistic studies have value in this field. Some 
concede that small practical problems can be studied by quantitative methods, but deny that important 
social problems can be so studied. In such discussions a third image is often quite lacking – that of 
quantitative social research as it is actually practiced. 

   – Allen H. Barton and Paul Lazarsfeld (1962)1 

If one wants to know what sociology is, one has to find out what sociologists do. 

   – opening line to Lazarsfeld, “What is Sociology?” (Oslo, 1948)2 

 
8.1. Introduction 

In a 1943 press release in the New York Times, the Austrian-American sociologist Paul F. 

Lazarsfeld (1901-76) announced his intention to train a “vast army of research workers” through 

his newly founded course in empirical social research at Columbia University's Bureau of 

Applied Social Research (BASR or “the Bureau”).3 Lazarsfeld's life-long project of developing 

                                                
1 Allen H. Barton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Methodology of Quantitative Social Research,” 
BASR monograph A-349, reprinted from Baidya Nath Varma (ed.),  A New Survey of the Social 
Sciences (1962), p. 151. My emphasis. 

2 Manuscript of a speech delivered in Oslo found among the unprocessed holdings of the Paul-
Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. Later published in various revisions and forms. These were 
Lazarsfeld's first public reflections on Sociology as a field. My emphasis. 

3 New York Times, 7/18/1943. Accessed online, <http://www.nytimes.com>. 
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institutions and methods for “empirical social research”—shorthand for his style of inquiry 

between social-psychology and sociology—reached a new scale and complexity in mid-century 

America. At the zenith of his career during the dramatic post-WWII expansion of the social 

sciences and American higher education, he elaborated a vision of professional, graduate-level 

training in social science.4 Lazarsfeld was convinced that both the mid-20th-century demand for 

reliable knowledge of social processes from the welfare state, institutions of civil society, and 

private industry and the continuous advancement of academic science required rigorously 

trained, professional social researchers. Training at the Bureau was not a mere sequence of 

courses but rather the interlocking of “hard” and “soft” skills of critical reading, data collection, 

analysis, and presentation; hands-on apprenticeship experience with the social and practical 

dimensions of research; and socialization into the profession. With the appropriate skills, 

experience, and ethos, the Bureau's graduates would be equipped—or, better yet, formed—to 

produce reliable social knowledge. 

Since his emigration from Austria in 1933, Lazarsfeld had gradually built this laboratory 

of applied social research into a leading center for graduate training and research by the 1940s.5 

                                                
 

4 This chapter focuses on training in the style of “empirical social research” at the BASR. 
However, Lazarsfeld envisioned a center for postgraduate training in social research with a 
broader multidisciplinary scope. The dashed hopes for this multidisciplinary center will be 
summarized below. 

5 The narrative of Lazarsfeld’s emigration and founding of the BASR has been amply 
reconstructed by Lazarsfeld, BASR insiders, and historians. See Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the 
History of Social Research: A Memoir,” in Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn, eds., The 
Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960 (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1969), pp. 270–337; and “On Becoming an Immigrant” in Lazarsfeld, 
Qualitative Analysis (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), pp. 245-259. Other insider accounts of 
the institutionalization of the BASR include Charles Y. Glock, “Organizational Innovation for 
Social Science Research Training” in Robert K. Merton, James S. Coleman, and Peter H. Rossi, 
eds., Qualitative and Quantitative Social Research: Papers in Honour of Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
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It was linked to Columbia's Department of Sociology through its staff and students, but it was 

not formally a part of the department. It provided an infrastructure of trained research staff, 

instruments for data collection and analysis, and a cumulative methodological tradition. The 

Bureau had developed an international reputation by the end of the 1940s, especially for its 

innovations in large-scale, survey-based, quantitative research. Major fields of inquiry at the 

BASR included mass communications, propaganda, voting, and consumer research; public 

housing; education and professional training; and organizational sociology. The number of active 

personnel—staff, faculty, and students—fluctuated, but it seems to have peaked at around 120. 

From 1944 to 1965 the BASR's annual income grew from 118 thousand to 1 million dollars 

($1.5-8 million in 2015) and remained above that level thereafter. The Bureau's clients and 

underwriters ranged from the U.S. Office of War Information and the U.S. Army Research 

Division to IBM, the Ford Motor Company, and Life magazine; and from the Ford, Carnegie, 

and Rockefeller Foundations and the Social Science Research Council to many other smaller 

public and private organizations.6 The Bureau’s influence worked not only through such 

                                                
(New York: Free Press, 1979); Allen H. Barton, “Paul Lazarsfeld as Institutional Inventor” in 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research, vol. 13, no. 3 (2001), 245-69; Paul Neurath, 
“In Memoriam Paul F. Lazarsfeld : Paul F. Lazarsfeld and the Institutionalization of Empirical 
Social Research,” in Burkart Holzner, K.D. Knorr, and H. Strasser, eds., Realizing Social Science 
Knowledge: The Political Realization of Social Science Knowledge and Research, Toward New 
Scenarios: a Symposium in Memoriam (Vienna: Physica-Verlag, 1983). Historians’ accounts 
include David E. Morrison, “Paul Lazarsfeld: the Biography of an Institutional Innovator” (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, University of Leicester, 1976) and Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr, eds., 
“Introduction: From Vienna to New York,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An Empirical Theory of Social 
Action: Collected Writings, by Paul F. Lazarsfeld (Oxford: Bardwell Press, 2011). 

6 Allen Barton gives a table of BASR income from 1944-1976, showing that, aside from a bump 
in 1951-52 (75%) and 1952-53 (83%) it is really from 1960 on that government funding 
constitutes an increasing share of its income, rising from 23% in 1959-1960 to a peak of 93% in 
1972-73. See Barton, “Paul Lazarsfeld and Applied Social Research: Invention of the University 
Applied Social Research Institute,” Social Science History, 3 (1979), p. 14-17. The complete 
range of studies at the BASR, often with its sponsor recorded, are listed in Judith S. Barton, ed., 
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contracts but also through numerous in-house methodological writings that served worldwide as 

textbooks and manuals and through other research institutions founded explicitly on the Bureau 

model.7 Graduates from the BASR went on to staff government agencies of the welfare and 

warfare state, research bureaus of private companies, non-governmental civil society institutions, 

and academic social science departments.8 

 By the 1960s, Lazarsfeld's success in shaping sociology in America and Europe made 

him subject to critiques of a so-called “mainstream sociology” characterized by empty 

empiricism and political quiescence.9 Opposition to professionalized social research was also 

                                                
Guide to the Bureau of Applied Social Research (New York, 1984) available at 
<http://www.archive.org>. 

7 Research institutions founded by Bureau alumni in its image included, e.g., the Bureau of 
Social Science Research at American University (f. Robert Bower, 1950) and the Survey 
Research Center at UC Berkeley (f. Charles Y. Glock, 1958). Methodological manuals and 
textbooks included, e.g., Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Morris Rosenberg, eds., The Language of Social 
Research: A Reader in the Methodology of Social Research (Glencoe 1955); Robert K. Merton, 
Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused Interview: A Manual of Problems and 
Procedures (Glencoe 1956); Herbert Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis: Principles, Cases and 
Procedures (New York 1955); and Marie Jahoda, Morton Deutsch, and Stuart W. Cook, 
Research Methods in Social Relations, with Especial Reference to Prejudice (New York 1951) 
and countless offprints and microfilms that were disseminated to the scientific community. Such 
handbooks were exported internationally through translations and new contributions. In West 
Germany: René König, ed., Das Interview: Formen, Technik, Auswertung (Köln 1952); and 
René König, ed., Handbuch der empirischen Sozialforschung (Stuttgart 1962). In France: 
Francois Chazel, Raymond Boudon, and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, eds., L’analyse des Processus 
Sociaux (Paris 1970). 

8 It is hard to say from concrete evidence what exactly academic and non-academic employers 
found so attractive in BASR alumni, but their appeal is incontrovertible on the basis of the hiring 
patterns alone. See the appendices to this chapter for non-systematic overviews of BASR alumni 
in academic and non-academic research positions. 

9 On the notion of so-called “mainstream sociology” see Craig Calhoun and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: ‘Mainstream’ Sociology and Its 
Challengers,” in Sociology in America: A History, ed. Craig Calhoun (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 367–410. Pierre Bourdieu contemptuously referred to Lazarsfeld, his 
closest collaborator at Columbia, Robert K. Merton, and Harvard’s Talcott Parsons as the 
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stimulated by its association with broad, controversial contexts beyond the field of sociology—

the research boom across the social and natural sciences from WWII onward and the foreign 

ventures and domestic politics of the Cold War United States. Lazarsfeld's detractors were 

concerned that a so-called “cult of experts” would displace public, critical inquiry with 

routinized research in the service of power. This rise of technocratic rule and bureaucratic 

decision-making in a supposedly post-ideological age seemed to threaten democratic society and 

liberal freedoms and contribute to a pernicious US foreign policy.10 

Criticism of Lazarsfeld's style of research and training also concerned the micro, local 

levels—the cultivation of the self of the social scientist at Columbia University. The BASR was 

caught between the more celebrated “two cultures” of natural science and humanism: strain as it 

might, its detractors believed, empirical social research was inherently unable to produce the 

deep, aesthetically beautiful truths of either.11 To its critics, the BASR appeared to leave behind 

the older traditions of humanistic social thought in imitation of the natural sciences without 

reaching the latter’s golden shores. Lazarsfeld's critics in the field of sociology and beyond 

bemoaned his departure from the traditional hermeneutic, armchair-scholar approach to social 

thought and teaching in favor of collaborative, large-scale, quasi-bureaucratic laboratory research 

and training: opposite the sociologist C. Wright Mills's celebrated “Intellectual Craftsmanship” 

                                                
“Capitoline triad of a new Academic temple.” See Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant, An 
Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), p. 177. 

10 The high point of this critique can be dated to Noam Chomsky, “The Responsibility of 
Intellectuals,” The New York Review of Books, February 23, 1967. 

11 On the “two cultures” climate of post-WWII American intellectual life, see Andrew Jewett, 
Science, Democracy, and the American University from the Civil War to the Cold War 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), especially pp. 231-32, 302-334. 
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and Columbia University historian and Provost Jacques Barzun’s humanist “Core Curriculum,” 

Lazarsfeld designed a program for “Advanced Training in Social Research.”12 

This chapter uses the vast trove of published and unpublished documents emanating from 

Lazarsfeld’s pedagogical plans and practices in order to reconstruct his ideal social scientist and 

the means to cultivate him. It also draws on memoirs and testimonies from staff and students, 

methodological writings, course syllabi, and archival materials from Bureau research projects. 

Further, it sets Lazarsfeld’s ideal against competing visions of higher learning amongst his 

colleagues at Columbia University—from his colleagues in the sociology department, C. Wright 

Mills and Robert Lynd, to his administrative superior, the historian, Dean of Graduate Faculties, 

and Provost Jacques Barzun. While there were certainly gaps between Lazarsfeld’s plans and 

reality, systematic distinctions between prescribed and actual training practices at the BASR 

would be misguided and fruitless: the point is to reconstruct Lazarsfeld’s ideal social researcher 

as a hybrid social type hemmed in by specific political and sociological conditions and 

epistemologically balanced between the natural sciences and the humanities. Contrary to the 

much-maligned postwar image of social scientists’ “physics envy,” which historians have often 

                                                
12 Mill’s presents the craftsman image throughout his letters and occasional writings but most 
famously as the appendix to The Sociological Imagination. See Mills, Letters and 
Autobiographical Writings, ed. Kathryn Mills, Pamela Mills, and Dan Wakefield (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000); Mills, The Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1959). Mills’s side of the Mills-Lazarsfeld relationship is well documented in 
the Letters, while narrative and analytical accounts can be found in John H. Summers, “Perpetual 
Revelations: C. Wright Mills and Paul Lazarsfeld,” Annals of the American Academy of Political 
and Social Science 608 (November 2006): 25–40; Jonathan Sterne, “C. Wright Mills, the Bureau 
of Applied Social Research, and the Meaning of Critical Scholarship,” Cultural Studies - Critical 
Methodologies 5, no. 1 (2005): 65–94; Daniel Geary, Radical Ambition: C. Wright Mills, the 
Left, and American Social Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009). On the 
Columbia Core Curriculum, see <https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/timeline> and Daniel 
Bell, The Reforming of General Education: The Columbia College Experience in Its National 
Setting (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966); and Robert A. McCaughey, Stand, 
Columbia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). 
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reconstructed, Lazarsfeld homed in on the specific qualities and skills of the social researcher: 

sociology could produce reliable knowledge on its own terms, not in imitation of physics.13 

Lazarsfeld drew on his early experiences and on pedagogical traditions in the natural sciences 

and humanities, but he also modeled the social researcher on the professions of medicine, law, 

and engineering. Furthermore, ongoing empirical research by BASR staff—especially Robert K. 

Merton and his students—into the sociology of science, professional training, and organizational 

sociology cross-pollinated with Bureau staffers’ reflections on their own experiences as applied 

researchers caught between professional scientific ideals and the practical demands of contract 

work.14 Lazarsfeld made no emphatic or philosophically rigorous claims of value-neutrality, but 

he upheld and inculcated a practical separation of values from everyday research work even as 

he acknowledged the limits of value-neutrality in social science. Professionalization was not a 

matter of purging all personality and humanity from the trainee but rather of cultivating salutary 

traits, sharpened senses, and professional commitment in the local social context of the research 

                                                
13 See, for example, Nathan Glazer, “‘The American Soldier’ as Science: Can Sociology Fulfil 
Its Ambitions?,” The American Soldier as Science, 487-496, 8 (1949). For historical accounts of 
“physics envy” and the natural/hermeneutic divide see, for example, Mark Solovey, “Riding 
Natural Scientists’ Coattails onto the Endless Frontier: The SSRC and the Quest for Scientific 
Legitimacy.,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 40, no. 4 (January 2004): 393–
422; Rebecca Lemov, “The Laboratory Imagination: Experiments in Human and Social 
Engineering, 1929--1956” (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 2000); David 
Paul Haney, The Americanization of Social Science: Intellectuals and Public Responsibility in 
the Postwar United States (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2008); and Joel Isaac, 
Working Knowledge: Making the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2012). 

14 Concise and theoretical products of these empirical research programs can be found in William 
J. Goode, “A Theory of Role Strain,” American Sociological Review 25, no. 4 (August 1960): 
483–96; Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (Glencoe: Free Press, 1957); 
Merton, The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical Investigations, ed. Norman W. 
Storer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973); and Merton, Social Research and the 
Practicing Professions, ed. Aaron Rosenblatt and Thomas F. Gieryn (Cambridge, Mass: Abt 
Books, 1982).  
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laboratory. Leaning on thinkers such as Thomas Kuhn, Michael Polanyi, and Michel Foucault, 

historians of science have recently turned to the role of pedagogy in the formation of individual 

scientists, scientific communities, and scientific practice.15 Independently of these post-positivist 

philosophers, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at the BASR saw that doing social science and 

making social scientists was not just about rote, mechanical method divorced from social and 

institutional contexts. 

 

8.2. From Plan A to Plan B 

Lazarsfeld’s plans to train a “vast army” of social researchers in the early 1940s first 

became financially and conceptually robust in the postwar decade. As patronage for the social 

sciences ramped up after 1945, he became one of the select few individuals to sit on the 

governing boards of multiple funding agencies. He was no longer merely a favored recipient of 

foundation monies and government contracts but was now in the position to shape the direction 

of scientific development.16 As a member of several subcommittees within the Ford 

Foundation’s Behavioral Sciences Program (BSP) founded in 1951, Lazarsfeld helped BSP 

director Bernard Berelson compile a plan to develop an interdisciplinary training institute that 

eventually became the Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral and Social Sciences 

                                                
15 Most relevant to this study were Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: 
Zone Books, 2007); Lorraine Daston and Elizabeth Lunbeck, eds., Histories of Scientific 
Observation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); and David Kaiser, ed., Pedagogy and 
the Practice of Science: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
MIT Press, 2005), especially pp. 393-409. 

16 On postwar social science patronage, see Mark Solovey, Shaky Foundations: The Politics-
Patronage-Social Science Nexus in Cold War America (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers 
University Press, 2013) and Hunter Crowther-Heyck, “Patrons of the Revolution: Ideals and 
Institutions in Postwar Behavioral Science,” Isis 97, no. 3 (September 2006): 420–46. Crowther-
Heyck highlights Lazarsfeld among those who were especially well positioned in patronage 
networks. 
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(CASBS) on the Stanford University Campus. The CASBS ultimately took its present form of an 

institution where visiting fellows focus on individual work, though perhaps in fruitful exchange 

with others, in a beautiful setting away from their routine professional burdens. Lazarsfeld’s 

vision, however, was of formal apprenticeships and collaborative projects between well-

established, leading senior fellows and promising, bright young junior fellows with the aim of 

advancing the field and training the next generation of social researchers.17 “The social demand 

for these skilled practitioners of social research has far outrun the effective supply,” he wrote in 

the failed proposal together with fellow Columbia sociologists Robert Merton and Kingsley 

Davis: 

As recent inquiries into the situation have found, there exists, in government, 
industry, labor unions, welfare organizations—in virtually every sector of American 
society—an expressed demand for skilled, experienced, and knowledgeable social 
researchers which cannot be adequately met. One gains the impression that in no 
other single professional group does the supply of practitioners fall so far short of the 
demand. There is clearly not enough personnel adequately trained to organize social 
research bearing on specific problems of policy and social action, to direct the 
collection of needed data, to provide theoretic and policy-oriented interpretations of 
the data adequate to the needs of the occasion, and to communicate these findings in 
appropriate form. There are many academic social scientists; there are few qualified 
practitioners of social research.18 

An earlier incarnation of this proposal expressed the demand for qualified personnel in more 

local terms: “The universities have difficulty in finding instructors for empirical research work, 

especially where new social science laboratories have been set up. The Columbia Bureau of 

Applied Social Research is never able to keep its staff together. After an assistant has had a year 

                                                
17 On the founding of the CASBS, see Mark Solovey, “The Politics of Intellectual Identity and 
American Social Science, 1945-1970” (Doctoral Dissertation, UW Madison, 1996), pp. 118-120; 
and Daniel M. Bessner, “The Night Watchman: Hans Speier and the Making of the American 
National Security State” (Doctoral Dissertation, Duke University, 2013), pp. 253-255. 

18 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” in Qualitative 
Analysis : Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), p. 364-65. 
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or two of staff training he is invariably lured away by a better salary offered by industry or 

government.”19 Once it became evident that the CASBS would not in fact become an institution 

for advanced training in social research, Lazarsfeld reapplied for funds to support such a venture 

at Columbia. This eventually became the more modest but nonetheless vast $120,000 (over $1 

million in 2012)20 undertaking of the “Documentation Project,” which set out to codify the 

procedures of social research, from study design and data collection to machine-assisted 

quantitative analysis, with a particular emphasis on the style of research already practiced at 

Columbia. Lazarsfeld noted that there was a demand for this knowledge and its trained bearers 

that could not be met by the sociology department and the BASR alone. “While the Bureau 

originally wanted to provide training primarily for Columbia Bureau graduate students,” he 

wrote, “by 1950 there was definite need for a center where research personnel for the non-

Columbia community as well could be trained. This required a shift from 'apprentice training' to 

a more systematic approach.”21 Thus, the ultimate aim of the plan B project was to make these 

materials—some of which were drawn from memos, training manuals, and case studies already 

developed and housed at the BASR and used in the Columbia Sociology Department's year-long 

course in research methods, others of which were developed specifically for the project—

                                                
19 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Recent Rapid Rise of the Social Sciences,” August 7, 1949, Series 1, 
Box 127. Methods File: Part II., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare 
Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, pp. 10-11. 

20 Inflation calculation according to U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics website. The initial grant was 
for $120,000 (half supplied by the Rockefeller Foundation, the other half by the Ford Foundation 
via Columbia University). In 1955, Lazarsfeld applied for an additional $101,600 over three 
years, but it's unclear from my available sources how much he received. Precise figures could not 
be obtained from materials at the Columbia Rare Books & Manuscripts Library. 

21  Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-1, [Teil 2], “Planning Project for Advanced 
Training in Social Research. Organization, Plan of Work and Present State of the Project” (Fall, 
1955), p. 3. 
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available like textbooks to the general research community. Much of this material did indeed 

outlast the BASR (which closed its doors soon after Lazarsfeld’s death in 1976) and become the 

standard textbooks for the next several decades, thereby cementing the BASR's influence beyond 

its institutional and temporal boundaries.22 

 

8.3. Defining and Cultivating the Social Researcher at Postwar Columbia University 

The style of social research typical of the Columbia BASR, like the institution itself, had 

developed piecemeal since the late 1930s in response to the needs of its clients and the 

methodological preoccupations of Lazarsfeld. This haphazard evolution caused considerable 

general chaos within the Bureau, uncertainty over the place of BASR staff and students within 

the traditional university hierarchy and disciplinary structure, and tension with faculty in the 

Department of Sociology and the Columbia University administration. Thus, the Planning 

Project (for the founding of a school for advanced training in social research) and the 

Documentation Project (plan B) forced Lazarsfeld and his colleagues to reflect on the definition 

                                                
22 This is noted in general by the former BASR associate director and author of one of these 
textbooks, Herbert Hyman, in his memoir, Taking Society's Measure: A Personal History of 
Survey Research, ed. Hubert J. O'Gorman (New York: Russel Sage Foundation, 1991), pp. 211-
216. Hyman stresses Lazarsfeld's strong editorial hand in the publication of his and others' 
contributions to this project. Canonized textbooks to emerge in full or in part from the BASR and 
go through multiple editions include Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis : Principles, Cases and 
Procedures (New York: The Free Press, 1955); Hans Zeisel, Say It with Figures (New York: 
Harper, 1947); Marie Jahoda, Deutsch, Morton, and Cook, Stuart W., Research Methods in 
Social Relations, with Especial Reference to Prejudice (New York: Dryden Press, 1951); Paul F.. 
Lazarsfeld and Morris Rosenberg, eds., The Language of Social Research : a Reader in the 
Methodology of Social Research (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1955); and Robert K. Merton, 
Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused Interview (New York: The Free Press, 
1956). This list does not include the methodological volumes supported separately through the 
Behavioral Models Project and heavily populated by non-BASR scholars, the most famous of 
which was R. Duncan Luce and Howard Raiffa, Games and Decisions: Introduction and Critical 
Survey (New York: Wiley, 1957). 
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of social research and its ideal institutionalization, the education and training of Columbia 

graduate students as it actually and ideally occurred, and the place of applied research in relation 

to social theory on the one hand and to real social processes on the other. In turn, the Planning 

and Documentation projects provided occasions for self-examination by means of a formal 

interview-based study of the Columbia Sociology Department incoming graduate cohort; a 

questionnaire on skill-acquisition of BASR student research assistants; a participant-observation 

ethnography of the BASR; a collection of position papers and miscellaneous reports on training 

in the social sciences; and formal, transcribed discussions among members of the project's 

governing committee.23 Through these measures, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues articulated their 

vision of the kind of scientific selves that would make up that “vast army of research workers” 

that he had promised in 1943 which, as it turned out, constituted a fair portion of the next 

generation of academic sociologists.24 In short, they envisioned a new social type for postwar 

society. As Lazarsfeld's proposal to the Ford Foundation quoted above indicates, the model for 

the properly trained social researcher was the professional.25 To be more precise, the social 

                                                
23 The archival location of these documents reveals their long-term importance for Lazarsfeld’s 
methodological work: though many were organized according BASR’s in-house library/archive 
scheme, many can be found in Lazarsfeld’s miscellaneous “Methods File” boxes saved for future 
reference. 

24 See appendix for non-systematic overview of Bureau alumni placement. On the dominance of 
Columbia Sociology in the field, see also James S. Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s,” in 
Authors of Their Own Lives : intellectual autobiographies by twenty American sociologists 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990) and Craig Calhoun and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: “Mainstream” Sociology and Its 
Challengers,” in Sociology in America : a history (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 
pp. 367–410. 

25 The funding remains unclear: It was ultimately a combination of the Rockefeller Foundation 
and a portion of a grant to Columbia from the Ford Foundation that supported the first phase of 
the “Documentation Project.” The Carnegie Corporation and the Office of Naval Research ended 
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researcher was a hybrid type—equal parts professional, scientist, and perhaps even humanist. 

This hybrid was not, however, uncontroversial: it met with stiff resistance from the faculty and 

administration of Columbia University and beyond. This section sets the BASR training program 

into the Columbia campus context before explicating it in greater detail. 

 

8.3.1. Debating the meaning of social research at Columbia University 

 Lazarsfeld argued for the place of training in empirical social research on the university 

campus by positioning it within a long, and therefore prestigious, tradition of “innovation in 

higher education.” As part of the Documentation Project, he commissioned the Marxist 

sociologist and editor of the journal Science in Society Bernhard J. Stern to synthesize thousands 

of pages of materials on such innovations from the middle ages through Humboldt's humanistic 

reforms to the mid-twentieth century, framed by the questions: “If an increasing number of jobs 

in government and practical affairs are available for a certain skilled group, how should demand 

for 'professional' training be reconciled with the tradition of a liberal arts faculty?”; “How does a 

University Administration distinguish between passing fads and basic changes in the structure of 

the social sciences, which deserve institutional adaptations?”; and “When should a University 

take a leading role in such innovations and when should it wait until efforts outside the academic 

fold have made changes obviously desirable?”26 By framing the training of social researchers 

                                                
up funding later stages of this project in the form of Lazarsfeld's case-based studies of the 
“utilization cycle.” 

26 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-1, [Teil 2], “Planning Project for Advanced 
Training in Social Research. Organization, Plan of Work and Present State of the Project” (Fall, 
1955). These materials were also bound and circulated by Bernhard Joseph Stern as “Historical 
Materials on Innovations in Higher Education” (Columbia University BASR, 1953). Lazarsfeld 
also solicited Stern’s critical comments on the Planning Project memorandum, to which the latter 
complied with 25 pages of clearly Marxist perspective. See Bernhard J. Stern, “Running Notes to 
Memorandum: Proposal to Establish an Institute for Training in Social Research” March 19, 
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within the illustrious history of innovation, Lazarsfeld sought to counteract Columbia's 

marginalization of the BASR, which to administrators seemed incongruent to the university's 

traditional emphasis on liberal, humanist education. 27 The total product of Stern’s collection 

provided a counter-narrative to the Western Civilization curricula by unseating humanistic 

learning as the sole or dominant continuity in education. Lazarsfeld evoked the history of natural 

science education in his forward to this collection of documents, not as a model to imitate but 

rather as indicative of the relative youth of social science and the necessarily long-term 

development of pedagogy in any field: “The social sciences have expanded rapidly over the last 

few decades. It is understandable that we do not yet know how they can be most efficiently 

taught. In the natural sciences several hundred years of experience have established certain 

traditions...In the social sciences most of these training problems have not yet been even 

analyzed, let alone solved.”28 He conceived of the problem of advanced training in social 

research in terms of both its content and its institutional fit within the modern university.  

                                                
1952, Series I. Box 127. Methods File: Part II., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

27 On the eternally marginal status of the BASR, see the doctoral dissertation, developed with the 
assistance and approval of Lazarsfeld, by former BASR administrator and Teachers' College 
student Phyllis Sheridan, The Research Bureau in a University Context: A Case History of a 
Marginal Institution (Dr.Ed. Dissertation. Columbia University, 1979), p.2: “Empirical social 
research requires a team organization consisting of researchers (project directors), research 
assistants and technical personnel. Academic departments hesitate to recognize the expertise of 
these individuals since it differs from the traditional departmental standards of scholarship that 
minimize technical and organizational skills and place emphasis on scholarly writing. In 
addition, departmental recognition would involve the tenure system and university funds that 
university officials hesitate to commit to workers supported by outside funds. Finally, an 
academic department of people oriented to teaching the basic concepts of its disciplines is 
resistant to incorporating those whose time is spent on a quite different type of endeavor in a 
different place and with little intellectual or professional interchange.” 

28 Lazarsfeld, “Forward” in Bernhard Joseph Stern, “Historical Materials on Innovations in 
Higher Education” (Columbia University BASR, 1953). 
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 The acceptance that Lazarsfeld sought was destined for a challenge, however, because the 

actual and envisioned functions of the university at mid-century were dynamic and highly 

contested. The two principal poles of conflict on the Columbia University campus were the value 

of research relative to teaching and the place and content of politics on campus. Campus 

administrators, professors, and laymen were forced to evaluate the role of the postwar university 

after the logic of wartime needs had produced an unpremeditated and enormous expansion of 

research across nearly all academic disciplines. America's elite universities had been eager to 

contribute to the war effort by granting professors leave to conduct war-related research off 

campus and hosting interdisciplinary research centers on radar, sonar, anti-aircraft technology, 

cryptography, nuclear science, statistics, and so on.29 Columbia was among the leading 

institutions in this trend: even Lazarsfeld and Merton spent part of the war years commuting 

between New York and Washington as consultants to various branches of the federal 

government and armed services.30 After the war, however, not all university administrators 

wanted to see work of this scale, organizational form, and subject matter continue. Nor did all 

                                                
29 For some specific examples, see pp. 61-62 of Peter Galison, ‘The Americanization of Unity’, 
Daedalus, 127 (1998), 45-71; also, Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge : Making the Human 
Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), pp. 159, 
168-173. 

30 Some of this work was related to war propaganda at the Office of War Information, published 
as Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton, "Studies in Radio and Film Propaganda," Transactions of 
the New York Academy of Sciences 6:2 (Dec., 1943). Lazarsfeld also consulted to the Department 
of Agriculture on issues related to food rationing and domestic morale and to the Research 
Branch, Information and Education Division of the War Department. The latter work was 
published as Samuel Stouffer (ed.), The American Soldier, 4 vols. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1949). Columbia was in fact the fourth-largest recipient of contracts from the 
Office of Scientific Research and Development after MIT, Caltech, and Harvard. See Larry 
Owens, “The Counterproductive Management of Science in the Second World War: Vannevar 
Bush and the Office of Scientific Research and Development,” The Business History Review 68, 
no. 4 (Winter 1994), pp. 515–576. 
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welcome the democratization of education afforded by the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 

(better known as the G.I. Bill, 1994) and the National Defense Education Act (1958).31 

At Columbia, Jacques Barzun (1907-2012)--a French-born cultural historian of Europe and 

co-founder of the university's great books “Core Curriculum” who ultimately served as Dean of 

Faculties and Provost—was a strident and public critic of the continuing expansion of the 

research university. He belonged to a set of influential postwar humanists who pit the deeply 

rooted core values of Western tradition against the social sciences: only the former could provide 

guiding norms of conduct.32 Despite this kind of anti-intellectualism,33 or perhaps because of it, 

Barzun won accolades from the popular press as a man of learning, appearing on the cover of 

Time magazine in 1956 under the tagline “America and the Intellectual: The Reconciliation.”34 In 

the following decade Barzun published a book-length polemic, The American University (1968), 

sneering that “The American university has upheaved itself to ‘catch up’ and ‘modernize,’ words 

                                                
31 James S. Coleman, a student of Lazarsfeld's, notes that many of the 1950s graduate students 
who moved through the BASR came in on the GI Bill, marking a shift away from an earlier 
generation constituted by leftist, often Jewish, New York intellectuals. See Coleman, “Columbia 
in the 1950s,” in Authors of Their Own Lives : intellectual autobiographies by twenty American 
sociologists (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). 

32 On Barzun and the place of “Western civ” in the postwar university, see Jewett, Science, 
Democracy, and the American University (2012), pp. 328-330. 

33 Barzun's oft-reprinted polemic, Darwin, Marx, Wagner: Critique of a Heritage (1941) offers 
another glimpse of his anti-scientific stance: “For we believe in unchangeable 'laws' of human 
action and social feeling, which should be discovered and observed for success, progress, sexual 
prowess, happiness, and other elusive goals. Every common desire and frustration is now a 
'problem,' which means there is a 'solution.' The pattern has been set by science and technology, 
and the notion of permanent, unavoidable difficulty has perished. That is how it comes about that 
so many thousands 'do research': let them look into the state of affairs, and it is bound to give up 
its secret—the hidden small cause—even to an ordinary intelligence, of which we have plenty.” 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Phoenix edition, 1981) pp. viii-ix. 

34 Anonymous, ‘Parnassus, Coast to Coast’, Time, 67:24 (1956), 67–75. 
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that mean: has ceased to be a sheltered spot for study only[.]” Bringing about its own ruin, he 

continued, the university 

has come into the market place and answered the cries for help uttered by 
government, industry, and the general public; has busily pursued the enthusiasms of 
our utopian leaders of thought, both private patrons and big foundations; has served 
the country by carrying on research for national goals; has, finally, recognized social 
needs by undertaking to teach the quite young, the middle-aged, the disabled, the 
deprived, the misdirected, and the maladjusted.35 

As if he had not made his point sufficiently clear, Barzun would once again excoriate “The 

Wasteland of American Higher Education” in a 1981 article in The New York Review of Books. 

Barzun now dated the decline of the American university to the New Deal, when the federal 

government had enlisted trained social scientists to shape and implement policy.36 Lazarsfeld 

was among those academics who had provoked Barzun's polemics.37 Casting the use of data 

processing technology in social research as an imitation of the better-funded social sciences, he 

wrote, “Why not join the fun? The humanities and social sciences thereupon adopted what they 

                                                
35 Jacques Barzun, The American University; How It Runs, Where It Is Going. (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1968) p. 6. Barzun had finished the manuscript shortly before the student 
movement erupted on the Columbia campus in April 1968, but the Preface confirmed that the 
events had not moved him to modify the manuscript. For contrast, see the classic embrace of the 
postwar “multiversity” by Berkeley's Clark Kerr, The Uses of the University (1963). 

36 This bears striking resemblance to the post-New Deal conservative opposition to the social 
sciences discussed in Solovey Solovey, Shaky Foundations (2013). Jacques Barzun, “The 
Wasteland of American Education,” The New York Review of Books (Nov. 5, 1981).  

37 Barzun intervened against the use of external funding to expand Columbia University into new 
fields. In his oral history interview, Ernest Nagel notes that Barzun was against using National 
Science Foundation money secured by I.I. Rabi for expanding the history and philosophy of 
science at Columbia. See Ernest Nagel, “The Reminiscences of Ernest Nagel” (1983) Columbia 
Center for Oral History. 
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deemed the scientific fashion, they went in for counting something and asking for a grant to pay 

computer time. So far,” he concluded, the results “have been negligible.”38 

 Barzun found a strange bedfellow in the leftist radical C. Wright Mills, whose mixture of 

polemic and advice, “On Intellectual Craftsmanship” (1959), rejected those “'codifications of 

procedure' by specialists who as often as not have never done much work of consequence.”39 

Mills's White Collar (1951), like William H. Whyte's The Organization Man (1957), had already 

lamented the decline of individual intellectual autonomy and the rise of “Brains, Inc.” in which 

knowledge production had become bureaucratized and commercialized.40 “On Intellectual 

Craftsmanship” gave tips, examples, and other words of pragmatist wisdom, but it stopped short 

of textbook-style instruction. It was a guide to stimulating the “sociological imagination,” that 

which “sets off the social scientist from the mere technician. Adequate technicians can be trained 

in a few years. The sociological imagination can also be cultivated; certainly it seldom occurs 

without a great deal of often routine work.” But it also had an “unexpected quality,” “a 

playfulness of mind,” and “a truly fierce drive to make sense of the world which the technician 

usually lacks.” Mills articulated his vision of the sociologist in clear contrast with the BASR 

                                                
38 Barzun, The American University, pp. 145-46. 

39 Mills, “On Intellectual Craftsmanship”, appendix to The Sociological Imagination (1959). In 
fact Mills cites with approval Barzun's The Modern Researcher (1957). Later he writes, “In the 
intellectual condition of the social sciences today, there is so much to do by way of initial 
'structuring' . . . that much 'empirical research' is bound to be thin and uninteresting. Much of it, 
in fact, is a formal exercise for beginning students, and sometimes a useful pursuit for those who 
are not able to handle the more difficult substantive problems of social science.” 

40 Mills, White Collar (New York: Oxford University Press, 1951), p. 133, 140. As Steven 
Shapin has argued, critique of teamwork in both natural and social science was a hallmark of the 
era. Even such a success as the Manhattan Project produced a backlash by those who saw true 
science as the pursuit of solitary genius. See Shapin, The Scientific Life: A Moral History of a 
Late Modern Vocation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
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regime; however, as we will see below, Lazarsfeld was also troubled by the danger of minting 

technicians rather than cultivating craftsmen. The bureaucratic machinery of large-scale research 

did not render the individual thinker obsolete: in his preparatory notes for the enormous Voting 

study based on four interviews of roughly 1000 respondents each, for example, Lazarsfeld wrote 

of how substantive integration of results “very much depends upon the ingenuity of the scholar 

who immerses himself in the material, confronts it with existing general literature, and organizes 

it along with his own systematical thinking.”41 Moreover, despite their differences, Lazarsfeld, 

Barzun, and Mills appear to have shared the latter’s conviction that “Scholarship is a choice of 

how to live as well as a choice of career; whether he knows it or not, the intellectual workman 

forms his own self as he works toward the perfection of his craft; to realize his own 

potentialities, and any opportunities that come his way, he constructs a character which has as its 

core the qualities of the good workman.”42 In fact, before their famous falling out Mills served as 

copyeditor for early drafts of the Planning Project proposal, which means that he wrote The 

Sociological Imagination and its culminating essay, “On Sociological Imagination,” fully aware 

not only of the lived reality of BASR training and research but of Lazarsfeld’s own broader 

vision of craftsmanship.43 Indeed, it was because of this shared conviction that conflict over the 

cultivation and proper form of intellectual craftsmanship was so vehement. 

                                                
41 Memorandum from Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Bernard Berelson, "Study of Political Behavior," 
n.d., Series 1, Box 1A, "Berelson, Bernard". Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University 
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, p. 4. 

42 Mills, “On Intellectual Craftsmanship.” 

43 Mills’s participation in the Planning Project is made clear in a 1953 letter from John A. Krout, 
Vice President and Provost of Columbia. A 1950 letter from Lazarsfeld to Robert Lynd explains 
that Mills will polish his non-native English, while another to Mills reveals one specific 
expectation: “I would greatly appreciate it,” Lazarsfeld wrote, “if you could apply your editorial 
skill to it” and hoped for “some pungent Millsian phrases.” An undated note (ca. 1952?) from 
Lynd to Lazarsfeld also reveals that it was a clear possibility that the new program be built to 
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 Mills, Barzun, and Lazarsfeld split over the place of politics in scholarship and university 

life. Though Mills and Barzun shared their opposition to large-scale, bureaucratically organized 

social research, their visions of the place and content of politics on campus diverged.44 Barzun 

disdained the student movement of 1968, while Mills's posthumous radical spirit lived on in the 

Students for Democratic Society and the transatlantic New Left.45  Mills held that a successful 

sociology was a means of both radical social transformation and self-understanding. Lazarsfeld, 

on the other hand, separated the task of sociology to produce reliable knowledge about society 

from its potential personal fulfillment and political efficacy.46 “[Some] have the idea . . . that the 

                                                
some extent around Mills. See John A. Krout to “Colleague,” Letter, (May 15, 1953), Series I. 
Box 126. Methods File: Part II, Fol “38. Training,” Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York; 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld to C. Wright Mills, Letter, (April 12, 1950), Series 1, Box 126. Methods File: 
Part II, Fol. “38. Training,” Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books 
& Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York; and Paul F. Lazarsfeld to 
Robert S. Lynd, Letter, (April 12, 1950), Series 1, Box 126. Methods File: Part II, Fol. “38. 
Training,” Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

44 It should be noted, however, that Mills's biographer, Daniel Geary, uncovered Mills's initial 
exuberance for the BASR when he first arrived at Columbia. Mills even led his own short-lived 
division for labor research, and much of the research he conducted under the auspices of the 
BASR found its way into New Men of Power: America's Labor Leaders (1948) and White Collar 
(1951). See Geary, Radical Ambition: C. Wright Mills, the Left, and American Social Thought 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009). 

45 On Mills's posthumous inspiration for critical/radical sociology, see Doug McAdam, “The 
Impact of the Sixties on Public Sociology,” pp. 411–426 and Craig Calhoun and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: ‘Mainstream’ Sociology and Its 
Challengers,” pp. 367–410, both in Sociology in America: a History (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007). 

46 The question of empiricism, value-neutrality, and social/political change in sociology needs to 
be seen dialectically. Bourdieu's great accomplishment was to preserve (in the sense of aufheben) 
all the potentials of sociology. His “socioanalysis” was a means of self-understanding through a 
rigorous, empirical production of reliable knowledge, all pointing to the need for social 
transformation. Yet despite the radical implications of Bourdieu's work, he would at times admit 
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only justified use of social research is the advancement of social revolution. Having grown up in 

an exciting and constructive period of socialist optimism, I have never quite lost my hope for 

radical social change,” he told his audience in his 1962 presidential address to the American 

Sociological Assocation. “But I do not believe that empirical social research of the type we are 

discussing tonight can contribute much to it.”47 This was a position on both epistemology 

(whether having the right political motivation makes for more “true” knowledge) and the 

sociology of knowledge (whether sociological writing with overtly political content can effect 

social change). Speaking more personally, Lazarsfeld later told fellow-sociologist Nico Stehr: 

“One of my great colleagues . . . Robert Lynd of Columbia . . . also raised the same question as 

you—where is my conscience? I would then answer, well, that begins at five o'clock. From nine 

to five I am organizing empirical research and after five o'clock I am talking politics.”48  

Lazarsfeld's separation of values from science was neither philosophically rigorous nor—

as is commonly and often correctly accused of claims to value-neutrality—a mere veil over 

recondite politics.49 Rather, it was borne of frustrated youthful socialist political aspirations 

displaced onto scientific ambitions, followed by decades of practical experience in applied 

                                                
that sociology could create only a narrow space of freedom, much like Lazarsfeld did before 
him. See, for example, the biographical film, Sociology is a Martial Art (2001). 

47 Presidential address to the American Sociological Association, printed as “The Sociology of 
Empirical Social Research,” American Sociological Review, 27 (1962), 757–767. 

48 Paul F Lazarsfeld and Nico Stehr, “A Conversation with Paul F. Lazarsfeld,” The American 
Sociologist 17, no. 3 (1982), p. 152. 

49 The latter is a common charge, for example, against counterrevolutionary modernization 
theorists. Oddly enough, the director of the counterrevolutionary project par excellence was a 
disciple of C. Wright Mills, Rex Hopper! See Seymour Martin Lipset, “The State of American 
Sociology,” Sociological Forum 9, no. 2 (June 1994), p. 208fn6. 



 

 458 

research.50 (Thus, if we may interpret the tone expressed in the 1962 oral history, he could see 

Mills as a naïve, idealistic youngster from the vantage of a seasoned, wise, and mildly cynical 

elder.) Lazarsfeld recognized that empirical social research, in contrast with the armchair natural 

and social sciences and humanities, was dependent on large sources of funding. “You see, the 

physics laboratory started very small; a physics professor a hundred years ago could start in his 

basement. Today he needs a cyclotron,” Lazarsfeld once said to illustrate this point. “But social 

research starts expensive right away; you can't take one person down in your basement and base 

your survey on it.”51 He likely agreed with the fears expressed in a 1951 paper by his closest 

colleague and collaborator on the Planning Project, Robert K. Merton, that this dependency put 

social research in a dangerous position. On the one hand, Merton assented, the applied social 

researcher needed to cooperate with existing institutions to gain research contracts and policy 

influence: “If he is to play an effective role in putting his knowledge to work, it is increasingly 

necessary that he affiliate with a bureaucratic power-structure in business or government.”52 On 

the other hand,  

the American social scientist has seen too many examples in recent history of the 
intellectual committing moral suicide by allowing himself to be routinized in the 
service of the directive-giving state. In a world where the threat of the 'garrison-
prison state' hangs heavy in the political atmosphere, he cannot slip comfortably into 
the role of bureaucratic technician. It has become apparent that the first condition 
which social scientists must observe, if they are to make a contribution toward the 

                                                
50 In his oral history interview of 1962, Lazarsfeld speculates that not being selected to be 
Friedrich Adler's secretary in the Socialist International in the mid-1920s was perhaps the 
beginning of his turn from politics to science as vocation. 

51 Lazarsfeld and Nico Stehr, “A Conversation with Paul F. Lazarsfeld,” The American 
Sociologist, vol. 17, no. 3 (Aug., 1982), p. 153. 

52 These words are actually Daniel Lerner's from an article written jointly with Robert Merton, 
but the ideas are cited as having appeared in Merton's “Role of the Intellectual in Public 
Bureaucracy,” in his Social Theory and Social Structure (1949). See Lerner and Merton, “Social 
Scientists and Research Policy” in The Policy Sciences (Stanford, 1951). 
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attainment of a world commonwealth of human dignity, is to retain their own 
freedom of choice—among goals and values, among policies and decisions, among 
ways and means.53  

Yet, practically speaking, whether the applied social scientist could take part in research intended 

to shape policy while maintaining his independence was largely beyond the control of the 

individual researcher. Anyone set on undertaking large-scale research, even for the investigation 

of purely academic questions aloof from policy applications, had to play by the rules to gain 

access to the requisite resources and channels of influence. Lazarsfeld only directly engaged the 

topic of “value-free social science” in the final years of his life. It is revealing that the title of his 

unpublished talk from 1973 posed the issue as a question, “Can there be or should there be a 

value-free social science?” only to broach the question through concrete empirical examples of 

research studies in their social and political contexts. (Lazarsfeld’s answer, in brief, was that 

problem choice and application are and should be value-laden, while choice of method should 

                                                
53 These words are taken from the section written by Merton in Lerner and Merton, “Social 
Scientists and Research Policy” in The Policy Sciences (Stanford, 1951). The term “garrison 
state” comes from Harold Lasswell, who forecasted a future technocracy across all advanced 
industrial societies in which power is held predominantly by “the monopolists of party and 
market power.” This grim forecast was meant to spur investigation into a counteracting “science 
of democracy.” See “The Garrison State,” The American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 46, No. 4 
(Jan., 1941), pp. 455-468. This position is strikingly similar to the view expressed by Max 
Horkheimer and T.W. Adorno, sworn enemies of Lazarsfeld and his BASR, though it lacks the 
dismissiveness of the Frankfurt thinkers. Quoted from Lazarsfeld's personal, annotated copy at 
the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna: “Where what is at issue is not merely the alleviation of 
specific conditions, but structural change, then the interests diverge. That is the real reason why 
the methods of empirical social science are so readily made to serve manipulative purposes. 
When men have no power, they resign and limit themselves all the more gladly to working out 
the solutions of prescribed tasks – such as the sale of a commodity or the influencing of a group 
of people in the most effective and economical manner, especially as in the present phase 
information about such matters is in high demand in the marketplace. Behind the limitation to 
precisely definable and surveyable sectors, limitations which are so easily ascribed to a strictly 
scientific sense of responsibility, there always stands, at the same time, the helplessness with 
respect to essentials.” See Frankfurt School of Social Research, Aspects of Sociology (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1972), p. 126-27. 
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not.)54 Though Lazarsfeld's value-neutrality was more practical than rigorously theoretical, it 

would nonetheless shape his prescription for the professional social researcher as a social type. 

 Mills's sharp critique of Lazarsfeld and his style of social research in The Sociological 

Imagination (1959) was an internationally celebrated bombshell.55 Yet Lazarsfeld never 

responded publicly to Mills's competing vision of the sociologist. He did, however, read the text 

carefully, as his scrupulously annotated personal copy reveals.56 And Lazarsfeld's private 

response in a 1962 oral history interview revealed his sympathy and perhaps even political 

solidarity with Mills. This only underscored his conviction that values offered little to social 

science: 

You know, my attitude to Mills's books is the reverse of what Voltaire is supposed to 
have said to someone – 'I disagree with every word you say, but I would fight to the 
end for your right to say it.' I agree with every word Mills says, but I find it 
contemptible, disreputable, that he says it. You see? You don't mix up – you don't 
confuse people by telling them, if they are sociologists they should worry about the 
future of the world. They can't do that. If they want to worry about the future of the 
world 24 hours a day, then they should become union organizers … But for the 
moment, those two affairs either have to be kept separate or one of them has to be 
deserted. To believe that you can contribute anything to the wellbeing [sic] of the 
world by doing a piece of social research I find just stupid.57 

                                                
54 Characteristic for Lazarsfeld was also his rejection of the notion that “basic” research, if such a 
thing even existed, was better predisposed to serve the public good than “applied” research. See 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Can There Be or Should There Be a Value-Free Social Science?” May 7, 
1973, Series 1. Box 18., Paul Lazarsfeld Papers. Columbia University Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Archive. Columbia University in the City of New York. 

55 Lazarsfeld certainly granted Mills's critique a degree of validity, as he willingly republished it 
in a volume comprised mainly of own essays under the heading, “Expert Witnesses.” See Mills, 
“Abstracted Empiricism” in Lazarsfeld, Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays 
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1972), pp. 428-440. 

56 This is housed at the Political Science and Sociology Library at the University of Vienna. 

57 Columbia University Oral History, (1962), pp. 149-150. Accessed through the unprocessed 
collection of the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. 
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Moreover, he continued, it would be useless to confront Mills in public because he would be 

forced to take the position, which he did not in fact hold, that the only subjects worth studying in 

sociology were those that could be captured with his empirical research style. (Already in a 1948 

speech in Oslo, his first public reflection on the discipline of Sociology, Lazarsfeld articulated a 

permanent symbiosis between theory and empirical work. “Empirical social sciences could not 

have developed were it not for the intellectual achievement of what I call here the social 

philosopher for lack of a better name to describe the great minds, which have for thousands of 

years advanced our understanding of social affairs. And even full-fledged social sciences cannot 

get anywhere as we shall see if the work of speculation is not continued.”)58 

I would get myself trapped by in some way being cornered into saying, nothing that 
you cannot study precisely is worthwhile studying, or something stupid of that kind. 
Look – Mills at one point says people like Lazarsfeld and Lundberg who preach the 
gospel of 'science' – everything has to be scientific, that's all. Now, if you look at 
Lundberg's59 paper, every second word is, there is no difference between natural 
sciences and social sciences and so on. Now, I have never written one word – I have 
never used the word 'scientific' for what I do. In the 140 papers and books I wrote, 
you will not find one reference, whether the social sciences are different from the 
natural sciences or not different, you see.60 

                                                
58 The relationship between theory and empirical research, which I cannot develop further here, 
was an ongoing subject of discussion between Lazarsfeld and Merton and the subject of two of 
Merton's most celebrated essays in Social Theory and Social Structure, where this relationship 
would be articulated with far greater sophistication. Lazarsfeld had already published some 
reflections on the relationship between critical theory and empirical research an article entitled 
“Administrative and Critical Research” in the Frankfurt School's journal in 1941. 

59 Lundberg was the true proselytizer of positivist social science. It should be noted here that he 
was one of Lazarsfeld's great protectors in the 1930s as he settled into the academic profession in 
America. The interview transcript does not make it clear what “paper” Lazarsfeld is referring 
to—the reader can tell that Lazarsfeld is pulling papers and books from his library as 
demonstrations for the interviewer. On Lundberg and his postwar scientistic tract, Can Science 
Save Us? (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1947), see also Jewett, Science, Democracy 
and the American University, p. 346. It is unclear which “paper” Lazarsfeld is referring to. 

60 Columbia University Oral History, (1962), pp. 156. Accessed through the unprocessed 
collection of the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. 
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The fact that Lazarsfeld's claim to have never made one reference to “whether the social sciences 

are different from the natural sciences or not different” was not entirely true only underscored 

the subtle epistemological position of social research.61 When he did broach the subject, he 

emphasized the relative precision and relative objectivity of his style of research. He preferred to 

take the pressure off of the scientific status of sociology: “Without surrounding 'scientific' with 

either laudatory or a derogatory meaning,” he would write with uncharacteristic vagueness in his 

last published book, “one might agree that the methods of the social and the natural sciences 

show differences as well as similarities.”62 Elsewhere he was more careful: “Quantitative social 

research is best defined broadly as the precise description and analysis of social events,” he 

wrote together with Allen Barton in a paper published in the same year as the oral history 

interview (1962). “Precision is a relative matter of course. As we shall see, social research 

seldom achieves the refined measurements or experimental controls which typify the physical 

sciences. Yet it aims at much greater precision than is ordinarily practiced by the participants in 

social events in daily life, or the nonscientific commentators on the social scene.” Quantitative 

social research strove for a relative objectivity, in the sense of both inter-subjectivity and an 

instrumentally-mediated apprehension of reality:63 “It aims at the reduction of bias in selection, 

                                                
61 Lazarsfeld would later condescendingly call the famous 1930s debates between Lundberg and 
qualitative-researcher Florian Znaniecki “rather hilarious.” See Lazarsfeld et al., An Introduction 
to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 1975), p. 4. Lazarsfeld made a similar move in a 
1974 interview on the Austrian television show, Das Gespräch with host Günther Nenning, 
arguing that for him “measurement” was a far more important concept and a more accurate word 
to describe his style of social research than “science.” See Günther Nenning, “DDr. Günther 
Nenning spricht mit Paul Lazarsfeld,” Das Gespräch (Vienna: ORF, November 4, 1974). 

62 Lazarsfeld et al., An Introduction to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 1975), p. 4. 

63 On the history of the concept of objectivity in these terms, see Lorraine Daston, “Objectivity 
and the Escape from Perspective,” in Social Studies of Science, vol. 22, no. 4 (Nov., 1992), pp. 
597-618; Theodore M. Porter, Trust in Numbers: the pursuit of objectivity in science and public 
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observation, and interpretation, by developing methods which are not purely personal but which 

can be repeated and checked by many different trained researchers.”64 Lazarsfeld's conception of 

social research did not preclude the political engagement or application to social problems that 

Mills prized, but it did value precision and reliable knowledge over politico-rhetorical cogency. 

 Mills and Barzun, despite their political differences, held fast to a vision of the university 

as the site, above all, of a liberal education. Barzun resented the service role of university-based 

researchers and their institutions and thought that the campus community scarcely benefited from 

such work. However, as both Bernhard J. Stern’s Innovations in Higher Education collection and 

Lazarsfeld’s explicit remarks reveal, Lazarsfeld was convinced that his style of social research 

needed to be based on a university campus.65 This was partly pragmatic: without an on-campus 

social research laboratory, graduate students would have no opportunities to learn the craft of 

research, while professors would lack the resources—human, financial, and instrumental—to 

carry out empirical studies beyond their armchairs. On the other hand, without a mechanism to 

reproduce competent researchers for the government institutions, think tanks, and private 

industries that hired them, the source would quickly run dry.66 Beyond the practical issues of 

                                                
life (Princeton, 1995); and Allan Megill, “Introduction: Four Senses of Objectivity” in idem., ed., 
Rethinking Objectivity (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994). 

64 Allen H. Barton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Methodology of Quantitative Social Research”. 
BASR monograph A-349, reprinted from Baidya Nath Varma (ed.), A New Survey of the Social 
Sciences (1962), accessed in the unprocessed holdings of the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. 

65 Burkhardt Holzner, who brought Lazarsfeld to the University of Pittsburgh to build a program 
in applied social research in the 1970s, gives an insider's account of this conviction. See Holzner 
et al., “A Focus on Policy Feature: Paul Lazarsfeld and the Study of Knowledge Applications,” 
Sociological Focus 10, no. 2 (1977): 97–116. 

66 Lazarsfeld et al., An Introduction to Applied Sociology (1975), p. 171. See also Lazarsfeld, 
“The Policy Science Movement (An Outsider's View)” in Policy Sciences, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Sep., 
1975), pp. 211-222. 
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resources and training, Lazarsfeld held that research was substantively distorted by non-

university settings. Outside the university, researchers were more at the mercy of clients' 

compressed timeframes, making the labor- and time-intensive collection of original data difficult 

or impossible. The drive to constantly produce facts for hire also kept localized studies from 

contributing to general progress in social knowledge and theory building in the context of 

scientific discourse.67 By contrast, greater freedom from short-term contracts and more intense 

contact with members of the academic community made the university-based research institute a 

more likely site of methodological innovation.68 

 

8.3.2. Defining and Cultivating the Social Researcher at the BASR 

 Over the course of the Planning and Documentation projects, Lazarsfeld and his team 

articulated their vision of the professional social scientist in comparison with similar, and often 

competing, types of sociology-inclined scholars and students. Without any apparent 

acknowledgement of self-parody, the Lazarsfeld commissioned a survey-based study of the 

Columbia Sociology Department graduate students and their relationships with the BASR, 

resulting in a detailed typology of aspiring sociologists and their experiences of disciplinization 

during the first few years of core curriculum coursework.69 This was no mere off-the-cuff 

                                                
67 To invert this logic, Merton urged private firms and policy-making institutions to support basic 
research and take advantage of its “potentials of relevance.” See Merton, “Basic Research and 
Potentials of Relevance” (1963) reprinted in Robert King Merton, Social Research and the 
Practicing Professions (Cambridge, Mass: Abt Books, 1982), pp. 213-223. The broader question 
of the relation between empirical research and theory was the subject of two canonical essays in 
Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (1957). 

68 The issue of the place of the Bureau with respect to departments and disciplines of social 
science appears extremely vexed in the documents surrounding the Planning Project. 

69 In fact, it seems that this typology was the suggestion of German emigre cultural theorist 
Siegfried Kracauer, who had suggested that the BASR “construct a typology which virtually 
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collection of spontaneous comments and observation; rather, it was planned with the same 

precision as any contracted commercial or government research study.70 The graduates they 

aspired to mint would possess a set of scientific abilities and personal qualities that were, 

practically speaking, difficult to impart in one short graduate career. Of course, the ideal social 

researcher had a specific set of skills – data reduction, collection, and analysis; organization and 

presentation of results; and study design and logistics. Equally important, however, was the 

researcher's attitude of substantive commitment and scientific professionalism: she was 

genuinely interested in social problems, yet she aspired to objectivity when undertaking research. 

 As the study revealed, the initiation into sociology as practiced at Columbia could be 

painful, disappointing, and even discouraging for first-year students inimical to empirical 

methodology and statistics.71 There was a perceptible tension between the lifeworld of young 

students inspired to study big ideas and social problems and the scientific world of sociology 

                                                
encompasses all possible varieties of social scientists.” See Kracauer, “The Social Research 
Center on the Campus: Its significance for the social sciences and its relations to the University 
and Society at Large: An Essay Featuring a Research Proposal” (undated, ca. 1953) in Paul-
Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. Blaue Mappen. 1. about bureau1. Mappe 2/2. [Teil 14], pp. 36-37. 
The study served double duty as the dissertation for Charles R. Wright (1954), later published as 
The Effect of Training in Social Research on the Development of Professional Attitudes (New 
York: Arno Press, 1980). 

70 It also had a quasi-public audience as a report to the Columbia University Seminar in the 
Content and Methods of the Social Sciences in 1956. The University Seminars varied 
thematically and were convened with Columbia professors across all disciplines. 

71 Even professional social scientists long since past the outsized hurdle of graduate training who 
ultimately became his disciples and champions experienced their initiation into Lazarsfeld's style 
of social research as a painful conversion experience. See the testimonies of Lazarsfeld's 
colleagues in France, Jean Stoetzel and Joffre Dumazedier. See Paul-André Rosental, “Jean 
Stoetzel, Demography and Public Opinion: For the Sixtieth Anniversary of Population,” 
Population (English Edition) 61, no. 1/2 (April 2006): 39–50; and Joffre Dumazedier, «A propos 
de l'étude de Michael Pollak sur "Paul Lazarsfeld, fondateur d'une multinationale scientifique"» 
in Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, vol. 55 (Nov. 1984), pp. 49-53. 
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professors motivated to incrementally advance their field.72 In the course of a two-hour 

interview, one student with a pronounced aversion to mathematical sociology expressed his 

disgust: “I've found a nasty little group of people who want to turn people into X's and Y's. They 

may be doing good work, but I'm awed and frightened by it—that is, by being considered a mere 

figment in a formula . . .”73 

 The exploratory interviews produced five hypothetical types of incoming graduate 

sociology students: undeveloped student, social philosopher, social reformer, applied 

researcher, and social scientist. Each type had a greater or lesser propensity for becoming a true 

social scientist and would require a different sort of encouragement to do so. Charles R. Wright, 

Columbia sociology graduate student and author of the study, added some realism and color to 

the typology by presenting an anonymized case study of an individual from each type. The study 

then observed the changes in mindset of each student in the sample over the course of the year to 

track who became “social scientists.” Of the social philosopher Wright hypothesized that 

“Methods will annoy this type of student. He will see social researchers as 'IBM Jockeys,' slaves 

to trivialities and details. He will be a bitter student in the department (because of its pressures 

towards disciplined scientific research), and will be the hardest type of student to teach in the 

methods course. Probably nothing short of a traumatic experience could turn him into a social 

researcher.” The social reformer was scarcely more pliant clay to mold: “this student has come 

                                                
72 Craig Calhoun has described this period as the parting of the ways between sociology as taught 
to undergraduates and the lay public and sociology as practiced in research settings. See Calhoun 
and VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: ‘Mainstream’ Sociology and Its 
Challengers,” in Sociology in America : a History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 
367–410. 

73 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-4020-2, [Teil 3], “Training for Social Science 
Research. An exploratory study by the Planning Project for Advanced Training in Social 
Research, Columbia University.” by Charles Wright. 
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into sociology because he feels very strongly that something should be done about the ills of 

society. This value orientation covers every aspect of his life, and consequently he revolts against 

the concept of a sterile, objective social 'scientist' who can operate amorally without concern for 

the value conflicts of the world. He is also quite anxious to get things done in the way of helping 

to solve social problems, and therefore is prone to be disappointed and annoyed with research 

methods which, in addition to stressing objectivity, often demand slow painstaking collection of 

evidence . . .” While the applied researcher would not likely become anything more than a mere 

technician, the social scientist combined the virtues of all other types and was the rising star of 

the next generation: “this type of student has problems which he is greatly interested in studying 

and solving in a systematic, scientific way. He may be oriented either towards theory or research, 

but, in either case, he has a strong feeling for evidence, data, and putting ideas to the test. 

Because he values objectivity highly this student will attempt to keep separate his roles as 

scientist and as citizen once he undertakes an investigation. This student will probably enjoy and 

perform well in a course on research methods. If he is primarily an idea man he will welcome the 

opportunity to learn how ideas may be tested, and what criteria he may use in appraising 

sociological studies. If he is primarily interested in unearthing data, of course, methods will be 

his realm.”74 

 While the typology may appear somewhat ridiculous in the abstract, it becomes more 

plausible when its quantified and anonymized individuals are compared with known alumni of 

the mid-century BASR.75 Students from diverse backgrounds filtered into the Bureau and the 

                                                
74 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-4020-2, [Teil 3], “Training for Social Science 
Research. An exploratory study by the Planning Project for Advanced Training in Social 
Research, Columbia University.” by Charles Wright, p. 16. 

75 One wonders if much has changed since the mid-twentieth century. Several years ago, John 
Levi Martin (now of Chicago) gave an ironic introductory speech to incoming graduate students 
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Columbia Department of Sociology through a variety of motivations and channels in the 1940s 

and 1950s. The potentially problematic types of social philosophers, social reformers, and 

applied researcher appear to be well represented by the sampling of real individuals with 

traceable backgrounds and subsequent careers. Many of the early generation of graduate 

students, who tended to come from assimilated Jewish families, came up through New York area 

public high schools and colleges.76 (In fact, Bureau alumnus Terry N. Clark attributes the waning 

of quotas against Jewish students elsewhere in the 1950s and 60s to the declining ability of 

Columbia to monopolize talent.)77 Others were emigres, some of whom entered through 

                                                
at his alma mater, UC Berkeley, warning them against adopting the counterproductive graduate 
student culture of his days: “I’ll tell you how I saw things. There were two types of sociologists 
and sociology, like everything else. These were good, and bad. Good sociology was theoretical 
and historical and like what Max Weber, blessed be his name, would do if he were here. It also 
would contribute to the lifting of various forms of oppression. Bad sociology was atheoretical, 
done by stupid people. It was very easy, because you sit in front of a computer which churns out 
numbers and ASR articles. People who did that were very good friends with capitalism.” See 
Martin, “Talk given to the First Year Graduate Student Proseminar at the University of 
California, Berkeley, Sociology Department, Fall 2007,” accessed June 12, 2015, 
http://home.uchicago.edu/~jlmartin/Professional.htm. 

76 Notable BASR alumni who came out of City College in the 1930s include, for example, 
Seymour Martin Lipset, Philip Selznick, Peter Rossi, and Alvin Gouldner. See James J. Chriss, 
“Alvin W. Gouldner and Industrial Sociology at Columbia University,” Journal of the History of 
the Behavioral Sciences 37, no. 3 (Summer 2001): 241–59. Columbia’s quasi-official historian 
Robert A. McCaughey notes that the university was among the least anti-Semitic of the country’s 
elite universities, surpassed only by Chicago. The “Knickerbocker” Presbyterian caste that 
constituted its majority population receded from the turn of the century onwards, and “by the 
early 1930s Columbia's student body ceased to be preponderantly Protestant. And since then no 
single religious group—not Jews, not Catholics, certainly not Episcopalians, and not even 
mainline Protestants collectively—has constituted anything close to a majority of the Columbia 
student body. See McCaughey, Stand, Columbia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 
pp. 256-57, 276. On post-WWII Jewish student body and faculty, see pp. 386-88, and on the 
disproportionately New York Jewish “red diaper baby” constituency of the 1968 campus 
radicals, pp. 427-432. 

77 Terry N. Clark, “Paul F. Lazarsfeld and the Columbia Sociology Machine,” in Paul Lazarsfeld 
(1901 - 1976): la sociologie de Vienne à New York, ed. Jacques Lautman and Bernard Lécuyer 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 1998), p. 310. Clark also notes more broadly that in the mid-century “many 
New Yorkers of modest means could live at home for support and study at Columbia. The huge 
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Lazarsfeld’s benignly corrupt backdoor system of offering first research positions and then 

matriculation to young European refugees.78 (Both constituencies contrasted with the strongly 

Protestant roots of American sociology at the time represented at Columbia by its elder 

statesmen Robert MacIver and Robert Lynd.)79 Some students matriculated at Columbia after 

stints as paid assistants (or even secretaries) for Lazarsfeld’s 1930s and early 1940s contract 

research. Still other Bureau students—most notable among them Peter Rossi and Peter Blau—

came to Columbia on the G.I. Bill.80 Often, their involvement at the BASR began as a way to 

earn money performing the menial tasks of interviewing and coding and tabulating survey data 

while pursuing degrees in the Department of Sociology. Such accidental involvement at the 

                                                
array of means for support in New York (from market research and foundation work to taxi 
driving) made for a continually diverse student body,” p. 312. 

78 A few examples of emigres demonstrate the gamut: Rose (nee Laub) Coser, for example, 
entered through more straightforward apply-and-matriculate channels in 1946. Her husband 
Lewis first ran in New York intellectual circles, then briefly taught at Chicago before a 
somewhat later than average start in graduate education under Merton in 1950. Paul Neurath, 
Viennese son of the Austrian polymath Otto Neurath and acquaintance of Lazarsfeld through the 
socialist youth movement, called on Lazarsfeld upon arrival in New York, after his release from 
the Buchenwald concentration camp and exile in Sweden and worked for the BASR predecessor 
organization, the Office of Radio Research, in parallel with his studies in the sociology 
department. See Paul Neurath, “Wissenschaftliche Emigration und Remigration,” in Vertriebene 
Vernunft: Emigration Und Exil Österreichischer Wissenschaft, 1930-1940, vol. 1 (Vienna, 
1987), 513–37. 

79 On Protestants and Jews in American social science, see Andrew Jewett, Science, Democracy, 
and the American University from the Civil War to the Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), pp. 345-347; and David A. Hollinger, Science, Jews, and Secular 
Culture: Studies in Mid-Twentieth-Century American Intellectual History (Princton, N.J: 
Princeton University Press, 1996). On Lynd’s Protestant-fueled radical moralism, see Seymour 
Martin Lipset, “The State of American Sociology,” Sociological Forum 9, no. 2 (June 1994), p. 
203-04. 

80 Coleman notes that a backlog of G.I. Bill students contributed to the 100 matriculates in his 
year of entry, 1951. See Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s,” p. 78-79. They joined the high 
number of Columbia undergraduate veterans. McCaughey notes that 14,000 veterans registered 
in Fall 1946 alone. 



 

 470 

Bureau set them up to either accumulate resentment toward such mundane work (and thus 

toward empirical research as a whole), fail to advance beyond the level of technician, or discover 

an unexpected passion for empirical research. Lazarsfeld identified especially with these Jewish 

“city college boys” (and girls)—not least because they often had left-wing political ideals and, in 

some cases, actual political experience—and took evident delight in directing their energies into 

what he saw as productive learning and research.81 

At the Bureau, such New York assimilated Jews were some of the most broadly 

intellectually curious and politically engaged and therefore risked falling into the problematic 

student types of social philosopher and social reformer.82 Nevertheless, at least a few of them 

became real social scientists. Seymour Martin Lipset, for example, studied under Robert Merton 

                                                
81 Lazarsfeld once characterized his youthful self to an oral history interviewer: “I was 
undoubtedly at the time what one may now call a City College type – noisy, I probably 
pronounced Jewish, not too much – very much what we now call a City College boy, you see – 
noisy, intelligent, undisciplined, and not reliable from the point of view of a party organization.” 
He later spoke, albeit inarticulately, about how to tame types of students such as “the City 
College boy who makes terrible noise and tries to make his way by contradicting you. You know 
that...Then to take such a boy, and try to explain to him, if that's his reaction to his deviancy he 
will go to pieces. He can't change himself, but how can he…You see, to say to City College boy, 
'Don't feel resentment' makes no sense whatever. You have to say the other way around. 'Be 
aware of your resentment but don't act on it,' you see.” Lazarsfeld Oral History (1962), p. 52, 
169. 

82 Lazarsfeld student James S. Coleman calls them “products of the prewar intellectual ferment” 
and contrasts them with succeeding cohorts including his own that “lacked the rich ideological, 
historical, and intellectual pre-graduate-school background possessed by those who had grown 
up in New York high schools in the late thirties.” See Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s,” in 
Authors of Their Own Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), p. 81. The New York bohemian author, 
Columbia College alumnus (class of 1955), and protégé of C. Wright Mills, Dan Wakefield, 
captured the dynamism of his Jewish New Yorker classmates: “At Columbia I felt like the 
minority kid as a wasp from the Midwest, something of an oddity who was anyway accepted and 
befriended by these Jewish students from New York…I admired the savvy and intelligence of 
New York Jews, and envied their early, ingrained love of learning and unashamed respect for 
literature, music and the arts.” See Dan Wakefield, New York in the Fifties (New York: 
Greenpoint Press, 1992), pp. 54-55. 
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and Robert Lynd at Columbia. He was first directly involved at the BASR only after finishing 

his PhD (he later noted, not entirely correctly, “that Leftist students in the 1940s and 50s refused 

to work at the Bureau since they saw it and Lazarsfeld as ‘capitalist tools.’”)83  However, the 

background of this distinguished sociologist represents a larger group of less illustrious left-wing 

New York assimilated Jewish Bureau alumni.84 A child of Russian Jewish immigrants, he 

attended the famous Stuyvesant high school and had belonged to the Young People’s Socialist 

League while in high school and as a freshman at City College. His father was a member of the 

International Typographical Union (ITU) and took the young Lipset along to union functions. 

Out of his personal and political experience, Lipset developed an interest in the failures of 

interwar democratic socialism to effectively stave off the rise of fascism in Europe and of the 

trade-union movement in Europe and America to bring about social reform.85 These interests 

drove his two major research projects at Columbia—his dissertation on agrarian socialism in 

Canada and his book on the ITU. He managed to become a social scientist in Charles R. 

Wright’s typology without suppressing his political commitments. However, not all students 

managed to follow up on the political interests that had carried them into graduate school. 

                                                
83 The words are Terry N. Clark’s paraphrase in Clark, “Paul F. Lazarsfeld and the Columbia 
Sociology Machine,” p. 310. Interesting is that, while Lipset held Lazarsfeld at arms length for 
professional reasons—so as to avoid being dominated by him—he respected the latter’s left 
political credentials and later defended Lazarsfeld against the charge of being apolitical or 
conservative. See Seymour Martin Lipset, “The State of American Sociology,” Sociological 
Forum 9, no. 2 (June 1994), p. 202-03. 

84 Peter Simonson has interviewed several of the more forgotten “city college girls” (Thelma 
Ehrlich Anderson, Joan Doris Goldhamer, Yole Sills) and posted transcripts and biographical 
sketches of them and other BASR alumnae at http://www.outofthequestion.org. 

85 Seymour Martin Lipset, “The Biography of a Research Project: Union Democracy,” in 
Sociologists at Work: Essays on the Craft of Social Research, ed. Phillip E. Hammond (New 
York: Basic Books, 1964), p. 97-99. 
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Genevieve Knupfer, for example, entered Columbia Sociology driven by the question of 

revolution in America and inspired by readings of V.I. Lenin and the heterodox Marxist 

psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, but Lazarsfeld pressed her into a more sober dissertation on 

“Indices of Socio-Economic Status: A Study of Some Problems of Measurement” (1946).86 Peter 

Blau landed somewhere in the middle. “When I entered graduate school at Columbia University 

shortly after having been discharged from the United States Army at the end of 1945,” he wrote 

in a memoir, “I clipped two pictures from magazines and put them on the wall of my room: one 

of Karl Marx and one of Sigmund Freud...But while I considered myself a sociologist when I 

entered Columbia, I had not yet formed a clear conception of the distinctive nature of 

sociological inquiry, and the pictures on my wall show that I had no sociological hero.”87 Blau 

ended up studying bureaucratic organization, a topic that was perhaps less overly political than 

Lipset’s studies of socialism and trade unionism but nonetheless relevant to contemporary 

political questions. Marx and Freud receded into the background as, like Lipset, he successfully 

transitioned from social philosopher to social scientist.88 

 Not everyone on the Planning Project and Documentation Project committees was so 

sanguine about the transition that Lazarsfeld sought to effect in BASR trainees. Columbia 

                                                
86 Genevieve Knupfer, “Indices of Socio-Economic Status: A Study of Some Problems of 
Measurement” (Ph.D. Dissertation, New York: Columbia University, 1946); Knupfer, 
“Conversation with Genevieve Knupfer,” British Journal of Addiction, 83 (1988), pp. 1395–
1398. 

87 Peter Blau, “The Research Process in the Study of The Dynamics of Bureaucracy,” in 
Sociologists at Work: Essays on the Craft of Social Research, ed. Phillip E. Hammond (New 
York: Basic Books, 1964), p. 16. 

88 The same could be said, perhaps, for Alvin Gouldner, who only years after completing his 
PhD turned into the social philosopher best known for his gargantuan critique of structural-
functionalism, The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (New York: Basic Books, 1970). 
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sociology professor Robert Lynd, who had been Lazarsfeld's protector in the 1930s but 

subsequently grew disappointed with what he saw as the latter's withdrawal from substantive 

problems in favor of methodology, expressed his reservations in terms of the subjectivity that 

such a program would produce: “What we need, he said, is a liberated kind of person; we have to 

be careful that a project such as ours does not stunt creativeness by formulating and hardening 

activities. How, he asked, can we raise a generation of scientists who will believe in their 

problems?”89 Lynd doubted that team research could instill such convictions, arguing instead like 

C. Wright Mills that this was a matter of solitary self-discovery. “[W]e must recognize that a 

scientist’s intellectual life is the crucial thing about him,” Lynd wrote to Lazarsfeld, “and that it 

is ultimately more important than technical skills. He either has the training that enables him to 

know a good problem from a bad one, a handy-man phony from more important uses of his time, 

or he doesn’t. Getting this training is, in the last analysis, a thing a man does alone, not as a 

member of a research team.”90 Yet the importance of believing in one’s problems was in fact 

articulated in early drafts of the project proposal in clear terms. Like Merton’s 1951 essay quoted 

above, a subsection of the proposal entitled “A Framework of Critical Intelligence” warned that 

“The research practitioner is faced with the recurrent danger of taking existing practices and 

existing institutional arrangements as necessary and inevitable.” Unfortunately, the social 

                                                
89 The quotation is actually a paraphrase of Lynd written by the secretary in the meeting minutes. 
See Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-4020, [Teil 9], “Planning Project for Advanced 
Training in Social Research. Temporary Governing Committee. Minutes, February 10, 1953,” p. 
10. These reservations are expressed in a more polemical and positively programmatic form in 
Lynd's Knowledge for What? The Place of Social Science in American Culture (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1939). 

90 Robert S. Lynd, „Memo on ‘Profess’n’l Training’ memo” (1/8/1950), S. 3. Series 1, Box 127. 
Methods File: Part II., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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researcher often assumed that “prevailing arrangements are by and large satisfactory, and that 

only these particular difficulties need to be ironed out. Social research is called upon merely to 

help straighten out the kinks.” In this way, social research could become a “rationalized 

abdication of social responsibility” in which training “reinforces this tendency to neglect the 

exercise of critical intelligence. The social scientist learns to proclaim the ethical neutrality of 

science, to insist upon his exclusive concern with the advancement of knowledge or with the 

application of his technical skills to any purposes whatsoever, and to assert that in his role as a 

detached and dispassionate scientist, he has no traffic with values.” For this reason a principal 

goal of training should be “to sensitize students to the social implications of their professional 

work...The professional student must be given the opportunity to learn that his task is to study 

the workings of social systems, and to explore the consequences of alternative social 

arrangements...[S]uch training would play an important part in welding them into a self-

conscious, responsible, and progressive body.”91 Oddly enough, it was Lynd who advised that 

this section be cut from subsequent drafts in light of the conservative political climate at 

Columbia during Dwight D. Eisenhower’s tenure as university President. “This is right up my 

street,” he wrote to Lazarsfeld in response to the draft, “but it raises problems we do not need to 

raise re radical research, etc….Someone might just want to know what we meant and…get timid 

on the whole proposal.”92 While Lynd has been celebrated as an upstanding critic of the value-

                                                
91 Draft commented by Robert K. Merton of Lazarsfeld, Merton, and Davis, “Professional 
Training in Social Science. A Memorandum on Advanced Training in Social Research” 
(undated, ca. 1/1/1950), pp. 50-53. Series 1, Box 127. Methods File: Part II., Paul Felix 
Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia 
University in the City of New York. 

92 Robert S. Lynd, „Memo on ‘Profess’n’l Training’ memo” (1/8/1950), S. 3. Series 1, Box 127. 
Methods File: Part II., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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neutral claims of mid-century social science, he cowered in the face of conservative 

administrators and funding agencies. Moreover, this early draft reveals that Lazarsfeld and his 

colleagues did not in fact idealize value-neutrality and political quiescence, even as they strove 

to cultivate the new social type of the professional social researcher. 

 Lynd's premonition of a generation of research drones also appears to have been 

misplaced in light of Lazarsfeld's and other actors’ characterization of the Bureau culture and the 

findings of the Documentation Project's participant-observation study. Whereas Lynd worried 

that the rigid execution of research procedures and a soulless curriculum would become the 

dominant tendencies at the BASR, its members saw informal exchange as essential to its 

functioning. Bureau alumnus James S. Coleman looked back fondly on his dissertation research 

with Seymour Martin Lipset and Martin Trow: “Trow and I spent hours on the counter-sorters in 

the Fayerweather basement, pored over cross-tabulations together and separately, and in our 

extended arguments over data analysis, we taught each other….Nor was it all data analysis. We 

reread Michels, we read and argued over Mannheim, the mass society theorists, Scheler, Emil 

Lederer, Hannah Arendt, …”93 The Bureau culture was not just about having fun: it was integral 

to conceptual work. “The imposition of conceptual order onto data is a social activity,” wrote 

Bureau alumnus Phillip Hammond in his introduction to Sociologists at Work.94 Lazarsfeld was 

fond of calling the Bureau his “Boy Scout affair” as a way of emphasizing its comradely, non-

hierarchical style, and he defended the informal atmosphere as an essential element of its 

                                                
93 Coleman, James S., “Columbia in the 1950s,” p. 98. 

94 Here under the heading of “Social Research as a Social Activity” Hammond also drew on 
James B. Conant, On Understanding Science (1947), W.I.B. Beveridge, The Art of Scientific 
Investigation (1957), Bernard Barber, Science and the Social Order (1952), Ernest Nagel, The 
Structure of Science (1961), and several writings of Robert K. Merton. 
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success. The importance of the Bureau's culture would later come to the fore as a subsequent 

director, Bernie Berelson, attempted to streamline and professionalize it. “The staff was violently 

opposed to Berelson, you see,” Lazarsfeld recounted in an oral history interview shortly 

thereafter (1962). “Berelson had envisaged an efficient, grown-up staff, and the Bureau is a 

bunch of young postdoctoral students who want to have a good time doing research . . . He felt 

that the Bureau people would waste their time, they talk too much, they have coffee hours all the 

time, and so on.”95 Lazarsfeld did not simply tolerate this supposed inefficiency but actively 

cultivated it. Speaking fondly of his gradual conversion of Merton away from his previously 

stiff, nine-to-five style, Lazarsfeld took it as a general managerial principle: “This is very 

characteristic – what you need is, outstanding people, if you can get them. You can't push them 

around, like you can assistants, but you still have to, so to say, socialize them. The Bureau has to 

have a unitary style which the Department doesn't have to have.”96 

 This informal, comradely esprit de corps, as the Documentation Project's participant-

observation study revealed, was essential for imparting both the tacit knowledge resistant to 

codification and the moral commitment of the social researcher. “Because the Bureau is a 

continuing organization,” wrote the author of the study under the subheading Research Culture, 

“sentiments about research, habitual action sequences and many skill patterns are retained that 

would otherwise be lost. There are many things about doing research that simply cannot get into 

textbooks or be passed along in the classroom. These are the many little shortcuts, the common 

understandings of a team long used to cooperating, that are captured in the Bureau structure and 

                                                
95 Columbia University Oral History (1962) (accessed at the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna), p. 
135-136. 

96 Columbia University Oral History (1962) (accessed at the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna), p. 
164. 
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held there for the trainee to profit by.” Stressing the sense of larger purpose upheld by the Bureau 

culture, the report continued, “In other terms the asset provided by the Bureau is a sense of 

team—a sense of mutual dedication to a goal—a sense of responsibility to advance research—a 

sense that this is socially and individually a rewarding life work.”97 In short, the research culture 

of the Bureau connected the tools housed there—from IBM machinery for quantitative analysis 

to the carefully coded and cataloged library of methodological manuals, memos, and completed 

studies98--to a higher sense of purpose. “The 'letter' of societal analysis can be put down on 

paper,” wrote Lazarsfeld's student and successor to the BASR directorship, Allen Barton, in the 

preamble to his 1962 Classification of Methodological Materials, “but the 'spirit' is handed down 

from teacher to student by intellectual osmosis, in a context of psychological identification 

between student and teacher.”99 

 Although the investigation of the Columbia Sociology department's incoming graduate 

class could articulate the qualities of the ideal social researcher, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues 

                                                
97 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-10. S. Platt, “The In-Service Trainee 
Program of the Bureau of Applied Social Research,” p. 12. 

98 The codification of these methodological materials was meant to serve two interlocking 
purposes: first, as a resource for students and researchers; second, as a step toward 
methodological analysis of social research. The codification of such materials was in some sense 
a culmination of the Documentation Project. See Allen H. Barton, “Classification of 
Methodological Materials: An Annotated Code” (BASR manuscript, Sept. 1962; accessed in 
unprocessed documents housed at the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna). An extension of this 
project was Judith Barton's Guide to the Bureau of Applied Social Research, a bibliography and 
catalog of the BASR library compiled in the late 1960s and republished in 1984. 

99 Barton, “Classification of Methodological Materials.” On Lazarsfeld's master-apprentice style 
of teaching, see also Robert K. Merton, ‘On the Oral Transmission of Knowledge’, p. 32 and 
James S. Coleman, 'Paul F. Lazarsfeld: The Style and Substance of his Thought,' pp. 153-174 in 
Sociological Traditions from Generation to Generation: Glimpses of the American Experience 
(Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1980); also, Coleman, “Columbia in the 
1950s,” in Authors of Their Own Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American 
Sociologists (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). 
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also learned that the actual cultivation of such individuals in the department and the BASR fell 

short of their ideals. Some students simply dropped out, while others got stuck performing 

routine research operations such as coding interview data or performing calculations on demand 

without ever gaining hands-on experience in the full range of social research procedures. The 

follow-up stage of the Bureau's study of its incoming graduate cohort found that, on the whole, 

those who entered with a scientific orientation tended to maintain it, while those who did not 

failed to adopt it. In fact, the study found, “It became evident that far from promoting an interest 

in the field of sociology and recruiting additional occupational commitments the experiences of 

this year of graduate study seem to have been such as to have discouraged many students from 

wanting to enter the field.”100 The Bureau was perhaps a particularly difficult environment for its 

female graduate students. When asked about the “Bureau culture,” BASR alumna Joan Doris 

Goldhamer threw the question back at her oral history interviewer.101 “BASR culture? There was 

none, totally uncultured. It was very—men were at the top women were nothing,” she explained. 

“Columbia was horrible. As a graduate student we were—in fact, we went on strike even 

because the professors paid no attention…The idea of helping them or guiding them, never a 

                                                
100 Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. B-Series. B-0420-2. Charles Wright, “Training for Social 
Science Resarch. An exploratory study by the Planning Project for Advanced Training in Social 
Research, Columbia University” (1956). The shortcomings of actual training are also discussed 
by David Morrison, drawing on the 1954 S. Platt memo cited above and Lewis Coser, Refugee 
Scholars in America (1984). See Morrison, “Influences Influencing Personal Influence: 
Scholarship and Entrepreneurship,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 608, no. Nov. (2006), pp. 55–57. 

101 On the barriers to career advancement for female students at the BASR, see Allison L. 
Rowland and Peter Simonson, “The Founding Mothers of Communication Research: Toward a 
History of Gendered Assemblage,” Critical Studies in Media Communication 31, no. 1 (March 
2014): 3–26. 
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kind word—it was rough.”102 Training a vast army of social researchers would require a more 

systematic and institutionally robust regime. 

 The original 1950 plan for “A Professional School for Training in Social Research” 

developed by Lazarsfeld and Merton had intended to serve precisely that function. In their 

vision, training was to build on substantive graduate education in social science through a post-

graduate curriculum geared towards skills, research practices, and a professional identity. They 

highlighted the je ne sais quoi dimensions of tacit knowledge and socialization but wanted to 

impart those intangibles through a progressive, formalized, and disciplined curriculum. What 

appeared as intuition in the instance of the master was to be codified and systematically 

cultivated in the apprentice:103 

The trained research sociologist must be systematically prepared to adapt his 
program of research to the requirements of the problems that confront him. No rote 
procedures, or, at the other extreme, no mere improvisation will do the job. He must 
have the equipment, gained through disciplined and, at first, closely supervised 
experience with a great variety of research problems to meet new research situations 
with an array of skills which must then be adapted to meet the contingency.104 

                                                
102 Joan Doris Goldhamer, Personal interview with N. McCormack & P. Simonson, interview by 
N. McCormack and P. Simonson, Transcript, October 14, 2007, http://outofthequestion.org. 

103 It should be noted here that Merton was certainly already aware of Michael Polanyi's 
celebrated meditations on tacit knowledge (e.g. Personal Knowledge, 1958) and that he would 
later oversee the translation and publication of Ludwig Fleck's now-canonical work on the 
epistemological role of the scientific community, Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact, 
1979 (orig. German, 1935). Lazarsfeld, too, would later refer to an encounter with M. Polanyi in 
which the latter approved of Lazarsfeld's apparent deviation from hard-boiled positivism in 
appreciation for such intangibles. However, given that the nature of this document—a 
bureaucratic grant proposal to a foundation—seems to have precluded footnotes and references 
to such rarified theories, one cannot argue for either priority, multiple/simultaneous discovery, or 
unattributed influence. 

104 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” in Qualitative Analysis : 
Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), p. 396. 
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Moreover, they implicitly responded to past and future critics—including Columbia's own 

Robert Lynd, who was sporadically involved in the project's planning committee, and C. Wright 

Mills—of the professional deformation of the social researcher as soulless and morally 

rudderless technician. Even when the daily grind consisted in narrowly circumscribed contract 

work for self-interested clients, the professional social researcher was supposed to believe in the 

greater worth of her work for the progress of social science (through its relevance to a 

cumulative theoretical tradition) and the improvement of society (through its applications). 

Furthermore, the skills of the professional researcher were as social as they were cognitive and 

technical: communication with clients and fellow researchers was of paramount importance in 

translating a policy issue into a feasible research design. Equally important, however, was the 

individual's internalization of norms sanctioned by the social institution of science—a 

phenomenon of modern science that Merton had already outlined in 1942.105 This combination of 

social, cognitive, and technical skills and professional identity was to be cultivated by an 

interlocking set of pedagogical practices inspired by the BASR staff's scrutiny of professional 

education106—in the fields of medicine, law, business, and engineering—and Lazarsfeld's early 

                                                
105 Merton, “Science and Technology in a Democratic Order,” Journal of Legal and Political 
Sociology 1 (1942), pp. 115-26. 

106 A survey of professional training (by Bernard Barber, former Merton student, sociologist of 
science, and author of Science and the Social Order) was a component of the planning project, 
but it also became a major research focus at the BASR. The most monumental product of this 
research program was Robert K. Merton, George G. Reader, and Patricia L. Kendall, The 
Student-physician; Introductory Studies in the Sociology of Medical Education (Cambridge: 
Published for the Commonwealth Fund by Harvard University Press, 1957). See also Merton, 
Social Research and the Practicing Professions (Cambridge, Mass: Abt Books, 1982), a 
collection of social-functional and empirical studies of institutionalized norms in various 
professions. Medical education was also a constant point of reference for Merton et al., The 
Focused Interview: a Manual of Problems and Procedures (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1956). 
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background in both a natural science-oriented experimental psychology and the tradition of 

European humanist secondary education. 

 The “case method” formed the pedagogical core of the envisioned professional school.107 

Case studies provided the raw material for rigorous reading and the dramaturgy for reenacted 

research practices. In both applications it took the form of drill: discipline and repetition were the 

means; “trained imagination” and “ordered flexibility” were the ends.108 Lazarsfeld and his 

assistants at the BASR collected case materials from quantitative and qualitative empirical 

studies and from classic texts of social thought.109 Instructors were to lead their students through 

critical readings of classic texts in which speculative concepts were “translated” into procedures 

for empirical investigation, thereby establishing continuity—rather than the frequently asserted 

competition or incompatibility—between canonical theory and empirical research. “The 

intellectual and professional situation out of which this project has been created is one of severe, 

often violent and absurd, conflict between two camps, the traditional, humanistic camp and the 

                                                
107 Professional training and the case method continued to be topics of interest to Lazarsfeld and 
his colleagues at the BASR. See Merton et al., The Student-Physician. Lazarsfeld later spent two 
separate years (1959-60, 1961) at the Harvard Business School under Ford Foundation support 
with the aim of further developing case-study training methods in the social sciences. See 
Giuliana Gemelli, “Permanent Connections: Paul Lazarsfeld, American Foundations and Europe 
(1930s-1960s)” in Gemelli, ed., The “Unacceptables”: American Foundations and Refugee 
Scholars Between the Two Wars and After (Brussels, 2000), pp. 256-57. 

108 These terms appear in Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 
379. 

109 Lazarsfeld and Merton outlined five categories of case materials, including those (a) drawn 
from varied field studies and centered upon particular strategic operations in the analysis of 
research data; (b) codifying the procedures presently implicit in the collection of qualitative field 
data; (c) designed to afford students experience in the 'translation' of 'classical' rhetoric and 
empirical discussions into terms of contemporary research; (d) desiged to instruct students in 
feasible methods of social diagnosis and forecasts; and (e) designed to instruct students in 
comparative sociological research (i.e. empirical and theoretical studies of 
geographically/culturally diverse objects). 
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social-research advocates,” explained a report to the planning committee. “Partisans on both 

sides have fallen into the trap of believing and insisting that there is only one correct method of 

inquiry into any given subject matter.”110 The specificity of this systematic reading practice 

becomes clear when contrasted with the arbitrary practice of traditional social scientific 

education: “the previous generation of social scientists,” explained Robert Lynd in a meeting of 

the planning committee, “had been educated largely by being confronted with a massive body of 

substantive social theory on which, either as supporters or critics, they somehow cut their 

teeth.”111 

 A 1952 multi-session “Translation Project” seminar met at the BASR to develop these 

reading practices. Participants in the seminar led by the Rutgers University classicist M.I. Finley 

investigated and discussed the best methods and case materials for instruction.112 “The case study 

materials will provide a model aimed in several directions at once,” Finley explained: “at how to 

                                                
110 M.I. Finley, Memorandum to Participants in Program III Seminar, "The Translation Project," 
June 6, 1952. Series 1, Box 127, (no folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University 
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

111 Lazarsfeld Archive Vienna. B-Series. B-0420. [Teil 9]. Planning Project for Advanced 
Training in Social Research Temporary Governing Committee. Minutes. (February 10, 1953), 
p.10. One of Lazarsfeld's most successful students, James S. Coleman, gives two evocative 
examples of the translation of classic texts into research operations at the BASR. First was a 
methodological assignment that Lazarsfeld forced onto him to analyze a collection of texts for 
their use of “global indicators,” ranging from Robert Park's urban studies, to Dilthey's 
characterization of a 'cultural system,' to art historian Meyer Shapiro's writings on period style. 
Second was Coleman's own dissertation research on union democracy, for which his team reread 
Robert Michels; Karl Mannheim; Max Scheler; the European mass-society theorists Emil 
Lederer and Hannah Arendt; and so on. See Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s” in Bennett M. 
Berger (ed), Authors of Their Own Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American 
Sociologists (UC Press: Berkeley, 1990). 

112 Interesting is that Finley, like the aforementioned Bernhard J. Stern, was “exposed” and 
interrogated as a Communist by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Finley 
was subsequently fired by Rutgers. Thus, it appears that Lazarsfeld was channeling Cold War 
foundation monies to blacklisted social scientists! 



 

 483 

read; at how to reexamine the humanistic work in the social sciences in the language and 

concepts of present-day research, and how to learn more effectively from such work; at 

techniques of verification; and at establishing a proper historical setting for the work of social 

scientists, past and present (including the student himself).”113 In this way, traditional 

humanistic, hermeneutic reading practices were adjusted to the needs of modern empirical social 

research. On the other hand, reading instructing was meant to counteract the contemporary 

tendency toward vulgar empiricism and disregard of the wealth of classical texts: “The 

preparation of case materials drawing upon the strategic writings of the best minds who have 

attended to problems of man in society is designed to curb the new barbarism, implicit in 

assuming that nothing of any consequence for social science has been said in the generations 

preceding the present day emergence of systematic empirical research.”114 Altogether, instruction 

in reading practices was intended not to eradicate older speculative traditions but to preserve 

them and render then useful for modern research. 

 Evidence of the actual execution of such teaching methods is available several years later 

in the final examination from Lazarsfeld’s “Advanced Methodology” course. The students were 

to combine their skills in reading, writing, study design, and mathematics in order to answer 

methodological questions in essay form. Perhaps the most impressive example was the exercise, 

following C. Wright Mills’s world-famous attack on Lazarsfeld’s “abstracted empiricism” in The 

Sociological Imagination (1959), of performing a methodological analysis on the following 

sentence from Mills: 

                                                
113 M.I. Finley, Memorandum to Participants in Program III Seminar, "The Translation Project," 
June 6, 1952. Series 1, Box 127, (no folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University 
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

114 Lazarsfeld, „A Professional School for Training in Social Research”, 383. 
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Essay Question. Maurice Stein has the following passage in Reflections on Community 
Studies: “One of my favorite fantasies is a dialogue between Mills and Lazarsfeld in which 
the former reads to the latter the first sentence of The Sociological Imagination: 'Nowadays 
men often feel that their private lives are a series of traps.' Lazarsfeld immediately replies: 
'How many men, which men, how long have they felt this way...'” In the opinion of the 
present examiner, the second series of questions could be interesting but is still meaningless 
if it isn't preceded first by the following question: 'What is meant by the original statement 
and how would one find out in one single case whether a person's private life is a series of 
traps?' What kind of research would be needed to get such evidence and use it for aggregative 
purposes? Can you think of global indicators which also could serve as evidence for Mills' 
idea?115 

With this question, Lazarsfeld thematized not only the critique and its reception but also the 

means of dissecting and empirically studying large social problems. 

 While reading instruction was meant to impart certain cognitive skills, other case 

materials were designed to cultivate a feel for the data. Case materials drawn from completed 

empirical studies were the object of repeated and interactive exercises. Exemplars of basic 

research operations would be collected and collated according to their methodological content. 

Students would then practice these operations by reanalyzing quantitative data. Particular 

emphasis was placed on the writing process, with the expectation that students would have to 

submit multiple drafts before producing a satisfactory research report.116 With respect to 

qualitative cases, the instructors would explicate the finer points of qualitative field observation 

and analysis. Lazarsfeld and Merton wrote of developing the student's “latent qualities” and 

                                                
115 Undated exam, ca. 1969 in Series 1, Box 125. Methods File: Part II, Fol. “Methods Course A: 
Students,” Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. In the same folder are e.g. student 
explications of “alienation” and “A Selection from an Explication de Texte of [Goffmann’s] The 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.” Further examples can be found in Coleman, “Columbia in 
the 1950s.” 

116 Lazarsfeld was notorious for pressing his colleagues and students into endless revisions. 
Archival correspondence and memos reveal countless instances of Lazarsfeld or his colleagues’ 
dismay, even rage, at the poor quality of report-writing. 
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capacities for qualitative field observation through the discussion of cases, thereby “sensitizing 

the student[s] to a wider range of strategic data” and “extending their sights.”117  

 Data collection also demanded what philosopher Michel Foucault later called 

“technologies of the self” that were best developed and sharpened through practice, even if 

guidelines were available.118 The focused interview, for example, demanded highly refined 

communication skills and self-control. The interviewer had to gather the complete set of 

information demanded by the interview schedule in a nimble manner that remained malleable to 

the subject's own perspective and language. Thus, the focused interview demanded that a highly 

self-conscious researcher manage the subtle social situation of the interview —maintain rapport, 

check against interviewer bias, and so forth—and bend it to the systematic needs of the research 

program. The Focused Interview handbook drew inspiration from the Bureau’s parallel studies in 

medical education in order to explain the finer points of method.119 Like the physician toward his 

patient, the interviewer was to adopt an attitude of “detached concern” or “affective neutrality.” 

Moreover, the interviewer mastered the gap between everyday social interaction  and the 

artificial interview situation. “As a detached listener,” explained the handbook, “he disciplines 

himself to give no overt evidence that his feelings are affected by what the interviewee says or 

does; as an interested listener, he exhibits a capacity for empathy, of being able to enter 

                                                
117 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 381 (my emphases). 

118 On scientific practice and “technologies of the self,” see Daston and Galison, Objectivity, 
especially pp. 198-99, 204, 228. The BASR produced several mimeographed “Training Guides” 
on aspects of interview and questionnaire construction techniques, plus book-length treatments 
of survey design and the focused interview. See Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis and Merton 
et al., The Focused Interview (New York: Free Press, 1956). 

119 The medical education studies later appeared as Robert King Merton et al., The Student-
Physician: Introductory Studies in the Sociology of Medical Education (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1957). 
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understandingly into the experience of the interviewee. This composite attitude is like the 

‘detached concern’ which is a principal component of the physician’s role in relation to his 

patients. The interviewer, like the physician, requires sustained discipline to learn this 

attitude…”120 Like the medical diagnostician, the interviewer gathered his unarticulable skills 

through experience: “Often [the diagnostician] has developed, in an unformulated though not 

unfathomable fashion, an array of insightful discriminations and generalizations…As with the 

diagnostician, so with the interviewer: the practices and precepts which have been developed 

through cumulative experience can serve as a basis for training.”121  

 The most ambitious set of case materials proposed by Lazarsfeld and Merton was 

intended to give the students a sense of the “utilization cycle” of social research, the “actual 

workaday experience of professional practitioners of social research in government, business, 

industry, labor and welfare organizations.”122 Aside from research reports and archived datasets, 

these case materials would also include the paper trail of policy research—“documentary 

records, successive drafts of research memoranda and reports, minutes of conferences between 

policy makers and researchers, interviews with policy makers and with researchers.”123 

                                                
120 Merton et al, The Focused Interview, p. 19. 

121 Merton et al., The Focused Interview (New York: Free Press, 1956), p. 19. It should be added 
that interviewing required considerable self-awareness and a practical version of a divided self. 
The interviewer had to knew herself well enough to manage the interview through scrupulous 
word choice, phrasing, even tone of voice; at the same time, she had to fulfill the objectives of 
the interview. 

122 The term “utilization cycle” is used here anachronistically. It would become one of 
Lazarsfeld's primary research foci from the early 1960s to his death in 1976. Two fruits of this 
effort include Lazarsfeld, et al., eds., The Uses of Sociology (New York: Basic Books, 1967) and 
Lazarsfeld et al., An Introduction to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 1975). 

123 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 385. 
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Professional research practitioners would lead a “clinical session” as guest instructors in which 

the students worked through hypothetical situations based on the instructors' actual experiences. 

Students would work in competing teams in “[a]n intellectually productive kind of rivalry” to 

propose solutions to problems called “research decisions,” which the instructor would then 

discuss in comparison with the decisions he had actually made. This simulated the reality of 

applied social research, with its “various rabbit-paths, culs-de-sac, and mistaken assumptions” 

that rarely appear in scientific publications. Ideally, through the case method, as opposed to rote 

indoctrination of book-learned principles, “there develops a more active and more varied 

learning situation, in which professor, practitioner and students are all diversely learning from 

collective examination of the case in hand.”124 This teaching approach fit with both Lazarsfeld’s 

and Merton’s long-term interest in frank discussion of the research process. The enormous 

literature on scientific method, Merton criticized in the introduction to Bernard Barber’s Science 

and the Social Order (1952), was concerned with “ways in which scientists ought to think, feel, 

and act. It does not necessarily describe, in needed detail, the ways in which scientists actually 

do think, feel, and act.”125 To combat this tendency in the social sciences, Lazarsfeld called for 

intellectual autobiographies from practicing researchers to reveal the hidden intricacies behind 

                                                
124 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 386-87. Even in the 
texts later produced through the Documentation Project, Lazarsfeld had them structured to 
elucidate the total research process through case studies. See, for example, Herbert Hyman, 
Survey Design and Analysis (1955) and Mirra Komarovsky, ed., Common Frontiers in the Social 
Sciences (1957). 

125 Quoted in Phillip E. Hammond, ed., Sociologists at Work: Essays on the Craft of Social 
Research (New York: Basic Books, 1964), p. 2-3. 



 

 488 

their finished products.126 The clinical sessions made applied research qua social process an 

object of knowledge. 

 Instruction through case materials not only conveyed cognitive skills but also 

systematically instilled a set of behavioral and ethical norms and a professional identity in the 

students. Thus, Merton's sociology of scientific norms that he had developed since the late 1930s 

complemented Lazarsfeld's concern for research methodology in their vision of a professional 

school for social research. Beyond the methodological content of the case studies, their 

interactive form was supposed to evoke a professional conversion experience. Feedback from the 

instructor and peers over the course of case-study exercises was more elaborate, socially-

embedded and psychologically-incisive than the mere assessment of exams and papers in 

conventional social-science training: “If [the student] seeks approval, it is not the almost empty 

approval registered by a grade, periodically signed by an instructor. In effect, he is graded daily, 

in terms of the judgments of his student-peers, of his instructor and, derivatively, of himself.”127 

Moreover, working through a body of case materials would give the student the humble yet 

optimistic sense of the continuity and cumulativeness of science—Newton's awareness of debt to 

his predecessors, fondly quoted by Merton, that “If I have seen farther, it is by standing on the 

                                                
126 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Problems in Methodology,” in Sociology Today: Problems and 
Prospects, ed. Robert K. Merton, Leonard Broom, and Leonard S. Cottrell, Jr. (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1959), 39–78; and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “A Memoir in Honor of Professor Wold,” 
in Scientists at Work. Festschrift in Honour of Herman Wold (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 
1970). That this practice became internalized by at least some Bureau staff and student alumni is 
attested by the number of contributions, including editorship, of Hammond, ed., Sociologists at 
Work: Peter Blau, James S. Coleman, Renee C. Fox, David Riesman, Seymour Martin Lipset, 
Herbert Hyman, and Charles R. Wright. 

127 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 372. 
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shoulder of giants.”128 Members of the Planning Project committee discussed the best means to 

cultivate the student’s “tolerance of ambiguity,” a concept developed in T.W. Adorno’s The 

Authoritarian Personality and embraced more broadly by mid-century social scientists as a norm 

of human behavior and scientific conduct.129 Social science demanded “the ability to function 

adequately even though there is no structural or conceptual framework that puts everything into a 

neat corner. Ambiguity tolerance is the ability to construct labile and non-rigid categories and to 

remain master, rather than slave of the category (i.e. the realization that categories are man made 

and their usefulness determined only by the function they fulfill for a given purpose).” Small 

seminars and one-on-one meetings—not lectures,130 which only encouraged passivity—were to 

set off a “process of reducing rigidity, increasing conceptual clarity, and increasing self-

dependence on the part of the student.”131 The social and cognitive situation of the case method 

                                                
128 Merton, “Priorities in Scientific Discovery” (1957), reprinted in idem. and Norman W. Storer, 
ed., The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical Investigations (Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1973), p. 303.  

129 Jamie Cohen-Cole writes that tolerance of ambiguity belonged to the set of salutary traits of 
the creative mid-century scientist: “Traits of breadth, autonomy, creativity, openness, flexibility, 
complexity, tolerance of ambiguity, and pluralism were associated with an educated mind and 
were sought out in this world.” See Jamie Cohen-Cole, The Open Mind: Cold War Politics and 
the Sciences of Human Nature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), p. 120. 

130 This only played into Lazarsfeld’s strengths. A passionate interlocutor, he had a reputation for 
abysmal lectures (though, oddly enough, excelled at giving speeches), while students flocked to 
Merton’s eloquent lectures. This dichotomy is repeated throughout all of the BASR lore, e.g. 
Seymour Martin Lipset, “The State of American Sociology,” Sociological Forum 9, no. 2 (June 
1994), p. 206. 

131 Herbert Hyman, professor in the Department of Sociology, instructor of the first-year 
methodology course, and member of the BASR introduced “tolerance of ambiguity” to the 
committee’s conceptual repertoire. He made explicit reference to the concept introduced by Else 
Frenkel-Brunswik (former colleague of Lazarsfeld’s at the Univ. of Vienna Psychological 
Institute) in The Authoritarian Personality and would later publish an extended critique. See 
Joseph A. Precker, “Some Comments on the Problem of Teaching and Learning in a Professional 
Training Program” (Memorandum, January 19, 1952), Series 1, Box 127. Methods File: Part II., 
Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, 
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was, in sum, an attempt to engineer the internalization of the “scientific conscience” or “super-

ego” that Merton had postulated for the institution of modern science in general.132  “Unending 

exchange of critical judgment, of praise and punishment,” he wrote of the reciprocal disciplining 

of scientists, “is developed in science to a degree that makes the monitoring of children's 

behavior by their parents seem little more than child's play.”133 Moreover, the understanding of 

social research procedures imparted to the student by his drilled, repeated study of case examples 

resembled the “feel for the game” that Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

(1962) would locate in the physics underling's triumph over problem sets:134 

Each set of material thus requires the student to work his way through a research 
situation of the kind regularly confronting the professional researcher. To solve the 
problem, he must first identify the precise nature of the research problem (known to 
the instructor, but not to the student); secondly, select and bring into play the 
research techniques best adapted to the solution of this problem; and thirdly, engage 

                                                
Columbia University in the City of New York; Herbert H. Hyman and Paul B. Sheatsley, “The 
Authoritarian Personality—a Methodological Critique,” in Studies in the Scope and Method of 
the Authoritarian Personality, ed. Richard Christie and Marie Jahoda (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free 
Press, 1954); and T.W. Adorno et al., The Authoritarian Personality (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1950). 

132 Merton, “Science and Technology in a Democratic Order,” Journal of Legal and Political 
Sociology 1 (1942), pp. 115-26. 

133 Merton, “Behavior Patterns of Scientists” (1968) reprinted in idem, Norman W. Storer, ed., 
The Sociology of Science: Theoretical and Empirical Investigations (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Press, 1973), p. 339. While published after the episode discussed in this chapter, this 1968 
response to James Watson's The Double Helix and its public reception was an occasion to restate 
his thoughts on the “reward structure of science” that were already in play in the 1950s. 

134 On Kuhn and pedagogy, see Thomas Kuhn, “The Essential Tension: Tradition and Innovation 
in Scientific Research,” in The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and 
Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 225–39; and Andrew Warwick and David 
Kaiser, “Conclusion: Kuhn, Foucault, and the Power of Pedagogy,” in Pedagogy and the 
Practice of Science: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 
Press, 2005). On the explicit connection between case method and Kuhn, see Joel Isaac, Working 
Knowledge : Making the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2012, esp. “Chapter 6: Lessons of the Revolution: History, Sociology, and 
Philosophy of Science”. 
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in repeatedly practicing the actual application of the given research skill. 

With repeated practice, the student would arrive at an appreciation for general principles of 

research. “But it is important to note:” wrote Lazarsfeld and Merton, “these principles thus earn 

his respect; they are not authoritatively and doctrinally imposed upon him.”135 Through a socially 

engineered internalization of norms and a drilled-in appreciation for principles, the training 

program would fashion new selves for social research. 

 Lazarsfeld’s authoritarianism stimulated predictably mixed responses, though he 

remained adamant that training required a good measure of domination.136 Recall Joan Doris 

Goldhamer’s dark memories of her years at the BASR quoted above. John Shelton Reed related a 

different experience: “For me, working for Lazarsfeld meant laboring under a series of 

impossible demands on his part, each conveying an implicit compliment—the assumption that I 

could do it. I always found that so flattering that somehow I rose to the occasion...He had an 

amazing ability to get work out of us, and I learned a great deal from doing it.”137 James S. 

Coleman had more ambivalent memories. On the one hand, apprenticeship under Lazarsfeld was 

exciting, for “No one seemed as interested as he in solving problems.” Yet this was also 

exasperating: “The extent of this invasion of self that Lazarsfeld practiced was so great that 

                                                
135 Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for Training in Social Research,” p. 387. 

136 Two examples of Lazarsfeld’s authoritarianism that are difficult to assimilate into the 
conceptual scheme in this chapter nevertheless merit mention. First, Lazarfeld refused to accept 
Terry Clark’s dissertation until he dropped a chapter that did not square properly with 
Lazarsfeld’s self-constructed intellectual pedigree. Second, Robert B. Smith ended up writing 
two dissertations because Lazarsfeld refused to even schedule a defense for the first. See Clark, 
“Paul F. Lazarsfeld and the Columbia Sociology Machine,” pp. 302, 356. 

137 John Shelton Reed, “A Research Assistant’s Recollections” (Lecture, Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
Centennial Celebration and Conference, Columbia University, New York City, September 29, 
2001), http://www.angelfire.com/blues/jsreed/pfl.html. 
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many of those who had worked most closely with him (or, more properly put, whom he had 

pursued and captured) remained permanently hostile or ambivalent.”138 For his part, Lazarsfeld 

asserted—with conviction, albeit humorously—that a certain degree of authoritarianism was in 

order: 

Except for young Einsteins, which I understand are quite rare and where you best 
wait on what they want to do, I am sorry to say that the Lord has given few people a 
calling, and they probably in the long run develop better if for four or five years they 
have been told what to do and have been apprentices, rather than to follow this 
mystique that every twenty-year old (I don't want to offend anyone) graduate student 
has in his soul an assignment to which he must devote himself, and this fiction that it 
is terrible to be told what to do. Because, if the graduate professor doesn't tell the 
student what to do, then some cousin tells him by coincidence. So even on the touchy 
subject of this supposed coercion during the apprenticeship years, I am very biased in 
favour of organized research.139 

Thus, Lazarsfeld shared the conviction that Kuhn expressed in his 1957 essay, “The 

Essential Tension” that scientific training was primarily a matter of “convergent” and only 

rarely of “divergent” thinking.140 

  

8.4. Conclusion 

 Lazarsfeld repeatedly argued, against both his critics and well-meaning 

philosophers, that the only way to understand social science was to study the actual 

practices of the researcher: “It has been said of German professors at the turn of the 17th 

century that they wrote all their professional papers in Latin; when they wanted to be very 

                                                
138 Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s,” pp. 87-88. 

139 Paul F Lazarsfeld and Stehr, Nico, “A Conversation with Paul F. Lazarsfeld,” The American 
Sociologist 17, no. 3 (1982): 150–55. 

140 Kuhn, “The Essential Tension: Tradition and Innovation in Scientific Research,” in The 
Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and Change (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1977), 225–39.  
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condescending, they used French,” he said to the esteemed audience of a 1960 philosophy 

of science conference.141 “In the same way, I feel that modern philosophers of science are 

only concerned with the natural sciences; when occasionally they turn to the social 

sciences, they talk of Herbert Spencer or some other scholar who concerned himself with 

the development of all societies from beginning to end. Philosophers of science do not pay 

attention to the empirical work in social research which is actually going on today.”142 

Historians of the social sciences risk falling into a similar trap if we overlook the subtlety 

of our actors’ practices on the rough ground. This chapter has reconstructed the theory and 

practice of pedagogy at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research. Training at the 

BASR was intricately designed to deal with the paradoxes of cultivating expert producers 

of reliable social knowledge. Instead of denying that social science was inherently 

embedded in social contexts—either at the political and institutional macro levels or the 

interpersonal microlevels—they strove to incorporate that fact of life into the training 

regime. Students were to develop the tools for dealing practically with this fate of social 

inquiry. Traditions from natural science and the humanities informed the teaching practices 

at the BASR, while concepts drawn from the contemporary social sciences such as 

                                                
141 The conference took place at Stanford, Aug. 24 – Sept. 2, 1960 “under the auspices of the 
Division of Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of Science of the International Union of History 
and Philosophy of Science.” Organizing committee included, among others, Rudolf Carnap, Paul 
Lazarsfeld, Ernest Nagel, Jerzy Neyman, Willard Quine, Patrick Suppes, and Alfred Tarski. In 
charge of the ‘Methodology and Philosophy of Social Sciences’ section, where Lazarsfeld gave 
his paper, was economist Kenneth Arrow. Grants came from the NSF and the American Council 
of Learned Societies. 

142 Lazarsfeld, “Philosophy of Science and Empirical Social Research” (a paper delivered to the 
1960 international congress on the unity of science) in Ernest Nagel, Patrick Suppes, and Alfred 
Tarski, eds., Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of Science : Proceedings of the 1960 
International Congress (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962), p. 463. My emphasis. 
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“tolerance of ambiguity,” understandings of professional education, and Merton’s scientific 

norms further informed Lazarsfeld and his colleagues’ designs to socially engineer a 

professional conversion experience. The social structures of the Bureau were to impart 

both a functionally necessary ethos and non-codifiable skills. In no sense did Lazarsfeld 

believe that reliable social knowledge could be produced by rote, mechanical methods in 

imitation of an idealized, fantasized “scientific method” abstracted from the natural 

sciences.  
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Chapter 9 
The Empirical Analysis of Action and the BASR Research System 

 
The problem of the greatest degree of happiness for the greatest number of people is 
as much an index problem as it is a political idea. 

     -Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ca. 19451 

 
C'est l'oeuvre de ma vie et c'est ce que l'on gravera, j'espere, sur ma pierre tombale. 

     – Paul F. Lazarsfeld, regarding the Columbia BASR2 

9.1. Prologue: The Meaning of “Action” in Postwar Sociology 

 In his 1962 presidential address to the American Sociological Association, Paul F. 

Lazarsfeld (1901-76) admitted to the assembled world of his colleagues, “I find myself puzzled 

by a theory of action where no one ever acts.”3 Without dropping names, this was nevertheless a 

                                                
1 Memorandum from Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Bernard Berelson, "Study of Political Behavior," n.d., 
Series 1, Box 1A, "Berelson, Bernard". Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University Rare 
Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, p. 20. 

2 “It is my life's work and it is, I hope, what they will write on my tombstone.” Unknown date 
and source, ca. 1960s. Quoted from a French newspaper profile of Paul F. Lazarsfeld in Robert 
Merton, ‘On the Oral Transmission of Knowledge’, in Sociological traditions from generation to 
generation : glimpses of the American experience (Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex Publishing 
Corporation, 1980), p. 8n5. 

3 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘The Sociology of Empirical Social Research’, American Sociological 
Review, 27 (1962), p. 758. This can be paired with a much more self-consciously “nocuous” 
assault by Harvard's own dissenting George Homans, who two years later told the same body 
that “As the theory of action was applied to society, it appeared to have no actors and mighty 
little action.” See Homans, ‘Bringing Men Back In’, American Sociological Review, 29 (1964), 
p. 817. Lazarsfeld's statement continues, and thereby aims at a second target, “...and by modern 
mathematical decision theory where people act on probabilities of future events and utilities of 
outcomes, but where no one ever asks from which social and experiential background these 
estimates arise.” 
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clear statement, the brevity of which underscored its dismissal of the touted General Theory of 

Action of Talcott Parsons (1902-1979). This was no superficial manifestation of resentment 

toward the latter's prominence, nor was it partial to the simmering politically-motivated rejection 

of structural-functionalism that would boil over by the end of the decade.4 In fact, Lazarsfeld had 

spent many months poring over Parsons's theoretical program, first upon the initial publication of 

Toward a General Theory of Action in the early 1950s and again in preparation for a manuscript 

on the empirical study of action composed at the end of the decade. He emphasized his diligence 

in a 1953 letter to a powerful colleague: granted, the book was “very difficult to read and the 

purpose of many sections of this work is often not explicitly stated. Because of this the reviews it 

has received are superficial, and it is my conviction that few people have read it carefully.” 

Contrasting himself to these dilettanti, he continued, “Due to my special interest in the topic I 

have read this several times; but it required, over the last two years, a total of at least two months 

to analyze its content thoroughly.”5 Ultimately, Lazarsfeld hoped that an organized discussion of 

the book would help “channel the Parsons-Shils thinking into the stream of contemporary work 

in the behavioral sciences.”6 If Lazarsfeld's ultimate dissatisfaction with the theory of action was 

                                                
4 An early example of this is C. Wright Mills's brutal “Grand Theory” chapter of The 
Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959). For a historical treatment, 
see Doug McAdam, ‘The Impact of the Sixties on Public Sociology’, in Sociology in America: A 
History, ed. Craig Calhoun (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp. 411–426. 

5 Lazarsfeld's copy of the book held at the University of Vienna FB Politik- und 
Sozialwissenschaften Library is indeed scrupulously annotated in his handwriting. 

6 Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Ralph W. Tyler, ‘Some Examples of Mutual Learning Which Might Be 
Considered at the Ford Center’, 5 November 1953, Series 1, Box 18, Fol. ‘Ford Foundation 
(4/4)’, Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. (Tyler was the first director of the new 
Ford Foundation-supported Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral Sciences.) In fact, 
Lazarsfeld had already visited Parsons's earlier Structure of Social Action (1937) in the '40s, 
which he cited in ‘The Statistical Analysis of Reasons as Research Operation’, Sociometry, 5 
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not rooted in an immediate dismissal upon the publication of the General Theory in 1951, was it 

an epistemological mask for personal animosities that had developed in the meantime? This 

explanation should also be rejected, as Parsons and the Harvard administration had aggressively 

recruited Lazarsfeld to join the faculty of the Department of Social Relations in that same year 

(1962). Only four months before Lazarsfeld's ASA speech, Parsons had offered him copious 

resources were he to replace the deceased Samuel Stouffer (1900-1960) as the department's 

resident quantitative methods specialist.7 

 Lazarsfeld dismissed Parsons's theory of action because, in the intervening years, it had 

disappointed his initial enthusiasm and, within the field, had overshadowed his own distinct 

understanding of the term action. He made this clear in a manuscript begun in 1954 and 

completed in 1958, which he circulated privately to discrete readers but diplomatically withheld 

from publication until 1972, “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action: An Intellectual 

Odyssey.”8 In the course of fifty complexly argued pages, Lazarsfeld traced back the lineage of 

                                                
(1942), p. 39n4. 

7 Lazarsfeld felt that his expansionist efforts were being blocked by Columbia's administration 
and courted offers from Chicago and Harvard. Ultimately, as Lazarsfeld explains to “Talcott” in 
the letter cited here, Robert Merton intervened to keep him there. Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Talcott 
Parsons, 6 May 1962, Series 1, Box 2B, Fol. ‘P-misc.’, Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, 
Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of 
New York. For the negotiated terms of PFL's stay at Columbia, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Robert 
K. Merton, 19 March, 1962, Series 1, Box 15, Fol. 'Departmental', Paul Felix Lazarsfeld 
Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the 
City of New York. In his 1962 oral history interviews, PFL notes that his job at Harvard (which 
mainly interested him for the prestige!) would have been a kind of central seminar on research 
for the project directors in all divisions—not on the student level, but on the assistant level (p. 
294). 

8 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action’, in Qualitative 
analysis : historical and critical essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), pp. 53–105. Lazarsfeld 
wrote elsewhere that he was constantly writing such texts, regardless of whether they were 
intended for publication. The work is mentioned in a 1954 letter from his Vienna mentor and 
subject of a section of the manuscript. Karl Bühler to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 14 June 1954, Series 1, 
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his own “style”9 of empirical social research to interwar Vienna. At the same time he showed 

how, with reference to a forgotten chapter of Max Weber's empirical work surrounding the 

concept of Handlung (action), the remembered history of intellectual traditions had implications 

for setting research agendas across the social sciences in the present. Here, he showed that the 

lineage of his approach dated back to European psychology's partial rapprochement with 

American behaviorism in the 1920s, predated the so-called postwar “behavioral revolution” and 

its wartime foreshadowings, and was ultimately incongruous with, if not radically contradictory 

to, the then-dominant theory of action of Talcott Parsons.  As I will explicate below, Lazarsfeld's 

understanding of action and how to study it, as expounded in this text, contained a position on 

the place of theory in social science counterposed to that of Parsons. Following from these 

incompatible understandings were two distinct and ambitious visions for the development of the 

social sciences in the mid-twentieth century—not a mere division of labor between what C. 

Wright Mills would sardonically label “grand theory” and “abstracted empiricism.”10 

Furthermore, in accordance with their incongruous concepts of action, the two sociologists 

elaborated divergent projects of interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary work.  

                                                
Box 1A, Fol. ‘Bühler, Karl & Charlotte’, Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University 
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

9 Lazarsfeld was quite fond of referring to his “style” of research. In another text from 1954, he 
and Robert Merton wrote, “Indeed, the major alignments are not so much in terms of schools 
emphasizing different substantive factors as in terms of what might be called styles of 
intellectual life.” SeePaul F. Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton, “Friendship as Social Process: A 
Substantive and Methodological Analysis,” in Freedom and Control in Modern Society, ed. 
Morroe Berger, Theodore Abel, and Charles H. Page (New York: D. Van Nostrand Company, 
Inc., 1954), p. 18. 

10 C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination (Oxford, 1959). 



 

 499 

 Parsons had hoped that Toward a General Theory of Action would guide teaching and 

research at Harvard's interdisciplinary Department of Social Relations and held this general 

theory as both evidence and impetus for a genuinely scientific social science.11 Likewise, 

Lazarsfeld's understanding of action shaped the style of research, especially the use of surveys, 

practiced and taught at his Bureau of Applied Social Research. However, for Lazarsfeld it was 

not theory but methodology—that is, clarity about the logic and tools of empirical social 

research—that was the route to rigorous interdisciplinary social science. Methodology was also a 

spur to interdisciplinary exchange: the problems he confronted in the course of elaborating the 

methodology of “the empirical analysis of action” pushed Lazarsfeld to peer beyond his home 

discipline of sociology and enlist others from mathematics and the social and natural sciences to 

help solve them. In this light, contemporary and historiographic notions of a single scientistic, 

behavioralist, positivist “mainstream sociology”—or, to use Pierre Bourdieu's moniker, the 

“Capitoline Triad” of Talcott Parsons, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Robert K. Merton—appear to have 

masked the fundamental incompatibility of two competing postwar visions of an 

interdisciplinary social science.12 

 

                                                
11 George C. Homans, Coming to My Senses: The Autobiography of a Sociologist (New 
Brunswick, N.J: Transaction Books, 1984), p. 303. Homans notes here that he and others flat out 
rejected Parsons's pretensions. 

12 For an example of this persistent view, see, for example, Stephen Turner, ‘High on 
Insubordination’, in The Disobedient Generation: Social Theorists in the Sixties (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), pp. 285–308, esp. pp. 294-295: “Like everyone around me, I 
was against the baleful influence of Talcott Parsons and positivism. One hardly needed political 
motivation for this—both were clearly wrong. And there was a strong elective affinity between 
what was wrong with them and what was wrong with the war in Viet Nam. […] The same 
mentality of quantification [as in MacNamara's 'body counts' as evidence of progress in 
Vietnam] was pervasive in sociology and so was the arrogance and indifference to reality that 
accompanied it.” 
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9.2. Introduction: Action and Research System 

 This chapter takes the intricate chronology of the Lazarsfeld-Parsons encounter as its 

point of departure and works backwards and forwards from Lazarsfeld's “Historical Notes”  (ca. 

1954) to show how his life-long project of developing empirical social research was guided by 

his commitment to a particular understanding of action prior to his emigration in 1933. This is a 

story of two separate developments in the 1930s—Lazarsfeld's roots in Central European 

psychology versus Parson's readings of classical European sociologists as a foreign student in 

Heidelberg—that, by virtue of a disciplinary label (sociology) and a technical term (action) held 

in common by their protagonists, came together at mid-century.13 At this time, Parsons was, for 

better or worse, sociology's leading theorist and an energetic advocate for the social sciences' 

eligibility for postwar government and philanthropic largesse. In this chapter, his role as a 

historical actor is largely undeveloped, and his theorizing is presented only through Lazarsfeld's 

reception. Yet his theory of action serves as an essential foil for explaining, by contrast, the 

research system that followed from Lazarsfeld's own technical understanding of the term 

“action.”  

 After a brief sketch of the BASR, the chapter turns to Lazarsfeld's early engagement with 

action as an apprentice psychologist in 1920s and 30s Vienna. The empirical study of action is 

then illustrated with two methods developed by Lazarsfeld and employed in large-scale survey 

studies at the BASR from the 1930s through the 1950s, “reason analysis” and the “panel 

method.” These examples, which were at the core of the BASR's toolbox but were certainly not 

the only methods developed and used there, show how the empirical study of action 

                                                
13 Parsons's The Structure of Social Action (1937) was a study of Alfred Marshall, Vilfredo 
Pareto, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber. 
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encompassed a specific repertoire of techniques for data collection and analysis. The specific 

logic of these survey research methods was incompatible with a general theory of the sort 

developed by Talcott Parsons. While Parsons strove for an exhaustive classificatory scheme of 

so-called “pattern variables” that “was applicable in at least certain essentials all the way from 

the smallest samples of experimentally controlled animal behavior to the analysis of large-scale 

social processes,” Lazarsfeld resisted the imposition of an apriori scheme on the data.14 He 

practiced what I call “inductive-phenomenological” concept formation in which concepts 

emerged through incremental rapprochement of a provisional model (Lazarsfeld often called it “a 

vague imagery”) toward the data available to revise and verify it. As evident in the BASR 

members' rejection of hypothesis testing discussed below, this mode of concept formation set it 

at odds with experimental design on the natural science model. However, although Lazarsfeld 

repudiated Parsons's general theory of action as either a goal or a guide to empirical research, 

this did not mean that he rejected a cumulative, integrated social science. In place of a general 

theory, as I have argued, Lazarsfeld developed a “methods file,” a systematically-organized 

collection of articles, book excerpts, bibliographies, and memoranda indexed in a card catalog by 

author and methodological topic. It brought methodological, technical, and sociological aspects 

                                                
14 The quote is from Talcott Parsons and Robert F. Bales, ‘The Dimensions of Action-Space’, in 
Working Papers in the Theory of Action, ed. by Talcott Parsons, Robert F. Bales, and Edward A. 
Shils (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1953), p. 63. The authors went on to list the components of 
this classificatory scheme; a partial list suffices to capture the classificatory impulse:  “(1) a set 
of categories for the direct observation and classification of social interaction, (2) a set of pattern 
variables for the classification of dilemmas of choice in action, (3) a paradigm for the 
classification of aspects of deviant behavior in institutionalized social systems […].” For 
concrete cases of anthropological field work informed by Parsons's theory of action, see Joel 
Isaac, ‘Epistemic Design: Theory and Data in Harvard’s Department of Social Relations’, in 
Cold War Social Science: Knowledge Production, Liberal Democracy, and Human Nature, ed. 
Mark Solovey (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 79–95; and Rebecca Lemov, “'The 
Situation' in the Cold War Behavioral Sciences” in Paul Erickson et al., How Reason Almost Lost 
Its Mind: The Strange Career of Cold War Rationality (The University of Chicago Press, 2013). 
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of social research into systematic relation with each other. The methods file grounded research 

practices in accumulated case examples and interlocking procedures that had been analyzed, 

formalized, tested, refined, validated, and thus stabilized. It also supported interdisciplinarity by 

establishing lateral linkages between social science disciplines through their shared research 

problems, concepts, and methods. The methods file—a means of cumulative and flexible 

coordination of social science disciplines—corresponded to Lazarsfeld's vision of sociology's 

metadisciplinary role as “toolmaker.” The chapter then sketches out homologies between the 

lateral linkage of disciplines in the methods file, on the one hand, and Lazarsfeld's involvement 

in interdisciplinary exchange outside of traditional university departments at Columbia and 

beyond, on the other hand. Following this extensive explication Lazarsfeld's approach to concept 

formation in the empirical study of action, the chapter then discusses the primary means of data 

collection at the BASR—the interview and the questionnaire. 

 

9.3. Two Routes to Interdisciplinary Social Science Institutions 

 Following his emigration from Austria in 1933, Lazarsfeld had gradually built the Bureau 

of Applied Social Research into a leading center for graduate training and research by the 1940s. 

The BASR was the improbable outcome of Lazarsfeld's shrewd entrepreneurism, as he brought 

the Rockefeller Foundation's Princeton Radio Research Project (est. 1937), which he co-directed, 

into the Columbia University system in the early 1940s. At this time and into the 1950s, 

Lazarsfeld kept his research outfit financially afloat by supplementing foundation support with 

market research contracts. With little oversight and support from the university administration, 
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he nevertheless continued to expand this operation beyond the confines of communications and 

market research, such that a new name became appropriate.15  

 From the outset, the BASR sought to produce applied knowledge and certified research 

practitioners for its clients and develop a cumulative methodological tradition within the social 

sciences. The BASR was linked to Columbia's Department of Sociology through its staff and 

students, but it was also relatively autonomous from the department. This was physically evident 

in the fact that for many years the BASR was located in the midtown neighborhood of Hell's 

Kitchen in the semi-dilapidated former Columbia medical school building. Even when it did 

move up to the Morningside Heights area around Columbia's main campus, the Bureau was 

housed in several private apartments in the neighborhood west of Broadway Avenue. Moreover, 

the Bureau had its own distinct internal communication networks—a regular general staff 

seminar for discussing ongoing research; working-group meetings for project teams; a high 

output of memos at all stages of research; a regular newsletter with detailed info on library 

purchases, completed studies, and alumni activities; and even an annual Christmas party. Both 

anecdotal sources and memoirs and didactic publications such as training guides and technical 

manuals made frequent reference to a distinct Bureau culture and espirit du corps that were 

deemed essential to the knowledge it produced. Still, the BASR maintained strong links with the 

sociology department. Graduate students filled the ranks of its research assistants, and many 

completed their Masters' and PhD thesis research at the BASR. Professors with joint 

                                                
15 The marginality of the Bureau receives systematic treatment in the dissertation of a former 
BASR secretary cum Columbia Teachers College PhD student, Phyllis Sheridan. See Sheridan, 
‘The Research Bureau in a University Context: A Case History of a Marginal Institution’ 
(unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1979). The 
salary and professorial rank for long-term Bureau research directors was an important and 
complicated administrative issue that cannot be discussed here but is covered by Sheridan. 
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appointments between the Bureau and the department such as Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton 

(1910-2003) had offices in Fayerweather Hall, and graduate course offerings within the 

department, especially Lazarsfeld's, often reflected ongoing research and methodological 

problems at the Bureau.16 The fact that the Bureau's staff eventually surpassed the department 

numerically only underscored the sense by some Columbia sociologists that Lazarsfeld had 

stolen the center of dynamism from the department.17  

 In contrast to the gradual, improbable, and haphazard development of the BASR, the 

founding of Harvard's Department of Social Relations (DSR) in 1946 was sudden, deliberate, 

and programmatic. Harvard instituted its social-scientific interdisciplinarity by committee, while 

Columbia only begrudgingly allowed it to slip in through the back door. Moreover, the DSR had 

no analogue to the BASR's long history of applied research and the attendant machinery of 

contracts and deliverables. Scholars have interpreted the DSR as both a refuge for Harvard 

researchers in sociology, social psychology, and anthropology outside the main currents of their 

home departments and a social-scientific product of the enthusiastic “Americanization of unity” 

characteristic of wartime interdisciplinary research.18 Talcott Parsons, theoretician and 

                                                
16 This included, for example, the year-long Sociology 195-196 graduate methods course, more 
specialized mathematical methods courses, Lazarsfeld's advanced methodology seminars, and 
substantive seminars relevant to BASR research programs in e.g. mass communications and 
organizational sociology. 

17 This sentiment shows up over and over in Robert Lynd's correspondence with Lazarsfeld and 
in the latter's 1962 Columbia oral history interviews. 

18 The phrase comes from Peter Galison, ‘The Americanization of Unity’, Daedalus, 127 (1998), 
45–71. On the local campus and Zeitgeist push factors to establishing the DSR, see Joel Isaac, 
Working Knowledge : Making the Human Sciences from Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2012) and Rebecca Lemov, ‘The Laboratory Imagination: 
Experiments in Human and Social Engineering, 1929--1956’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of 
California, Berkeley, 2000), pp. 271-317. On the influence of WWII research experiences on 
methodological commitment to interdisciplinarity in the social sciences at Harvard, especially in 
Samuel Stouffer, see Peter Buck, “Adjusting to Military Life: The Social Sciences Go to War, 
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administrative head of the DSR, made explicit comparisons between the Manhattan Project and 

the “splitting of the social atom” underway at Harvard. He made consonant claims to be building 

a “basic,” as opposed to “applied,” social science—a distinction that Lazarsfeld found absurd, 

even childish.19 The General Theory of Action was to be both the evidence and the program of a 

basic social science at Harvard.20 

 

9.4. “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action: An Intellectual Odyssey” 

                                                
1941-1950,” in Military Enterprise and Technological Change: Perspectives on the American 
Experience, ed. Merritt Roe Smith (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 203-252. A more 
general account of (post-)WWII and “mainstream sociology” is Andrew Abbott and James T. 
Sparrow, ‘Hot War, Cold War: The Structures of Sociological Action, 1940-1955’, in Sociology 
in America : a history, ed. by Craig Calhoun (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp. 
281–313. The extent to which Lazarsfeld, by contrast, was in on the ground floor of the original 
“unity of science” movement rooted in interwar Vienna and later exiled to non-fascist Europe 
and the United States remains obscure. The Vienna Circle was certainly part of Lazarsfeld's 
frame of reference but did not constitute a programmatic or acknowledged influence on his 
formation. 

19 These claims were, in turn, part of his effort to garner patronage for social science. The issue 
deserves a far more meticulous treatment than can be achieved here. The stakes of claims to 
“basic” versus “applied” social science were set by postwar science policy debates and the 
pursuit of government and philanthropic patronage. This is not a warrant, however, for 
disregarding the substantive grounds given by the historical actors themselves for their positions 
on such terminology. See, for example, Mark Solovey, ‘Riding Natural Scientists’ Coattails onto 
the Endless Frontier: The SSRC and the Quest for Scientific Legitimacy.’, Journal of the history 
of the behavioral sciences, 40 (2004), 393–22; Lemov, 'The Laboratory Imagination,' pp. 306-
310. Lazarsfeld speaks most freely on this issue in his oral history interviews of 1962, 
'Reminiscences of Paul Felix Lazarsfeld: oral history, 1962,' Columbia Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Library. 

20 Consensus seems to have never taken hold. Samuel Stouffer, director of the affiliate 
Laboratory of Social Relations, was committed to “limited theories,” something akin to Robert 
K. Merton's “middle range theories,” and explicitly rejected theories that “attempt to encompass 
all of society or all of human nature in terms of great universal principles.” See “Sociology and 
the Strategy of Social Science” (orig. 1948) in Samuel Stouffer, Social Research to Test Ideas: 
Selected Writings, ed. by Paul F. Lazarsfeld (New York: Free Press, 1962), pp. 4-5. 
Nevertheless, the works by Isaac and Lemov cited above discuss concrete “epistemic designs” of 
anthropological fieldwork informed by Parsons's classificatory theory of action. 
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 Lazarsfeld's “Historical Notes” should be seen against a background of high productivity 

at the Columbia University Bureau of Applied Social Research. In the mid-1950s, as Lazarsfeld 

was working on this private declaration of independence, methodological texts and gargantuan 

empirical studies by him and the colleagues and students he had enlisted into his efforts exploded 

onto the scene in quick succession with a kinetic force due quite literally to their having been 

dammed up over the previous decade or more. Survey-based team research projects such as 

Voting (1954) and Personal Influence (1955); a reader in methodology that would become the 

most-cited social science text written by the emigre generation, The Language of Social 

Research (1955); handbooks on The Focused Interview (1956) and Survey Design and Analysis 

(1956); and a battery of texts on the statistical analysis of causality: these are just a few of the 

texts that constituted a new “Columbia School” of sociology.21 (It's no wonder that Lazarsfeld 

was hospitalized in these years for a physical collapse stemming from exhaustion.) The 

“Historical Notes” were cast onto this flood like a message in a bottle for the future historian to 

recover. 

 As we have seen, Lazarsfeld's truck with the systematic study of Handlung (action) dated 

back to his happenstance yet formative apprenticeship with Karl and Charlotte Bühler at the 

Vienna Psychological Institute in the 1920s and '30s and preceded his self-identification as 

sociologist by several decades. Lazarsfeld first took up academic social science research only 

after his formal studies had ended by wangling his way into the Bühlers' Psychological Institute. 

Yet even within the context of the Bühler's Psychological Institute, Lazarsfeld began to push 

                                                
21 For example: James S. Coleman, ‘Statistical Problems’, in Union democracy : the internal 
politics of the International Typographical Union, by Seymour Martin Lipset (Glencoe, Illinois: 
Free Press, 1956), pp. 480–485; Hanan Selvin, ‘Durkheim’s Suicide and Problems of Empirical 
Research’, American Sociological Review, 63 (1958), 607–619; Hanan C. Selvin, ‘A Critique of 
Tests of Significance in Survey Research’, American Sociological Review, 22 (1957), 519–527. 
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beyond the discipline's confines. As we have examined in greater detail previously, a published 

eulogy for the German psychologist and statistician who apprenticed in Karl Pearson's lab, 

Wilhelm Betz (1883-1930), gave Lazarsfeld the opportunity to write himself into the gradual 

expansion of psychology's disciplinary frontiers.22 He tracked the use of statistics from the 

calculation of measurement errors in mid-nineteenth century psychophysik, through the 

contemporary study of variation in psychobiologie, up to his own emerging approach to the 

analysis of whole distributions in psychosoziologie. Put differently, psychophysics established 

“true” values from observed data, while “psychobiology” correlated measurements of mind and 

body in Charlotte Bühler's child development studies, for example. “Psychosociology” 

essentially brought the social into the mind-body relation: for example, to what extent, 

Lazarsfeld asked in his 1931 study of youth and career choice, was mental development 

“lawfully determined” (gesetzmäßig bestimmt) by age and class position?23 Thus, it was the 

extension of Kontingenzmethode to include social variables, not a foundation in nineteenth- and 

turn-of-the-century social thought, that provided Lazarsfeld's entry into something recognizable 

as a nascent sociology. Hence his choice of emeritus title in the late 1960s of “Quetelet Professor 

of the Social Sciences.”24 

                                                
22 Paul Lazarsfeld, ‘Kontingenzmethode in Der Psychologie: Zur Erinnerung an Wilhelm Betz’, 
Zeitschrift für angewandte Psychologie, 41 (1932), 160–166. 

23 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Charlotte Bühler, Jugend und Beruf: Kritik und Material (Jena: Gustav 
Fischer Verlag, 1931), p. 160.  

24 Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874) was a Belgian astronomer who first applied measurement 
techniques in astronomy to social variables. See Theodore M. Porter, The Rise of Statistical 
Thinking: 1820-1900 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986) and Ian Hacking, The 
Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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 Within this trajectory, Handlung provided the theoretical framework for studying the 

social and psychological determinants of action in decision situations. At the time, the emerging 

scientific articulation of the concept of Handlung still approximated, and in fact fused together, 

the uses of the term current in everyday language. The Grimm Wörterbuch reveals that strands of 

the twentieth-century understanding of Handlung in the German-speaking world began to 

intersect each other with increasing frequency in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.25 

Several meanings were still proximal to handeln and thus bore the imprint of trade, commerce, 

and negotiation. Other meanings referred to either the plot or events of fictional writing. 

Expanding on this temporal sense of Handlung, Lessing depicted an individual action as both 

structured in a series of steps (eine reihe von Bewegungen) and oriented toward an intention 

(Vorsatz) or goal (Endzweck). The 1912 Meyer's Konversations-Lexicon expounded these proto-

psychological uses of the term into a more elaborate dualist system of the modern soul directed 

outward toward the world. Key here was the notion that Handlung was something distinct from 

both physiological, life-preserving activities and mere contemplation: it was the outer 

manifestation of mental causes (seelische Ursachen)--motives, feelings, and will. “Handlung is 

the final result of a process of the will that is oriented outward and must thus always bear the 

characteristic of willfulness, from which it however does not follow that it is free in the 

metaphysical or moral sense. (See “will”).”26 The Lexicon also laid emphasis on the 

consciousness of Handlung, which was of course key to its juridical applications in assigning 

                                                
25 “Handlung” in Deutsches Wörterbuch by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm (Leipzig, 1854-1961). 
Accessed online 10/27/2013, <http://dwb.uni-trier.de/de/>. 

26 “Die H. ist das Schlußglied des nach außen gerichteten Willensprozesses und muß daher stets 
das Merkmal der Willkürlichkeit tragen, woraus jedoch nicht folgt, daß sie frei im 
metaphysischen oder auch nor im moralischen Sinn ist.” Meyers großes Konversations-Lexicon. 
Sixth edition. Vol 8. (1912), p. 757. 
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culpability. It seems that only later, and perhaps only in psychology, would unconscious or 

subconscious mental causes of action come into view and be extracted from experimental 

subjects.27 In any case, by the early twentieth century, Handlung had come to mean both an 

emplotted series of events and a quasi-deterministic outer manifestation of inner mental 

processes. Both of these understandings, and with some imagination perhaps even the antiquated 

notion of Handlung as handeln—how we negotiate the world around us—were amenable to 

empirical investigation. 

 The key insight that Lazarsfeld drew from the study of action was to investigate decisions 

qua action as the outcome of a sequential process that unfolded over time. This meant that mere 

correlation of, for example, career choice with a set of static variables (age, social stratum, etc.) 

that Lazarsfeld labeled psychosoziologie was not satisfactory. In addition to the extension of 

contingency methods to include social variables sketched out above, the study of action as a 

structured, sequential process would provide another route from psychology to sociology. In the 

“Historical Notes on the Study of Action,” Lazarsfeld traced this insight back to the Bühlers and 

their Central European interlocutors and contemporaries within experimental psychology. The 

Bühlers, Kurt Lewin, Lazarsfeld, and others had developed a system of psychological categories 

for breaking down the act into three phases: “goals (motivation),” “the successive transformation 

of intentions,” and “the influences which seem to push the fact forward to its final conclusion.”28 

The earliest empirical investigations into action had been set up as simple stimulus-response 

                                                
27 The 1962 entry on Handlung in Meyers Neues Lexicon emphasizes consciousness as cause of 
action: “die bewußte, zielgerichtete Willensäußerung der Menschen, entweder als aktives Tun 
[…] oder als bewußte und gewollte Unterlassung […].” (Leipzig, 1962), p. 8. The latest Duden 
also explicitly calls Handlung a “bewusst ausgeführte Tat.” 

28 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action’, p. 59. 
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experiments. However, the subsequent recognition that each of these three aspects of action were 

shaped by both the experimental subject's individual biography and the environment (Umwelt)—

including concrete social situations, media, norms, institutions, and so on—begged for less 

reductionist methods. Thus, studying what Lazarsfeld called the “structure of action” through its 

entire sequence called for introspective data, however they were to be obtained by the 

investigator. Moreover, already in the early 1930s, he rejected the artificial situation of the 

experiment for its reduction to a severely limited set of variables, its imposition of the 

investigator's concepts on the data drawn from experimental subjects, and its generally inevitable 

exclusion of the richness of social experience.29 This allergy to experiment was the point of 

departure for Lazarsfeld's career-long engagement with interviews, questionnaires, and surveys.  

 Only a nagging sensibility to the intervening three decades and the malleability of human 

biography should caution us against seeing Lazarsfeld's 1962 blunt confrontation with Talcott 

Parsons's Theory of Action as predestined by his methodological commitment to the micro-level 

investigation of Handlung in Vienna. The incompatibility of Lazarsfeld's commitments with 

Parsonian theorizing is already evident in his unpublished notes from the early 1930s. Although 

Lazarsfeld spilt little ink on the question of “theory” in social science, either in his formative 

Vienna years or thereafter, he did worry quite a bit about where concepts and categories come 

from and where they belong in empirical research.30 This is the essential point of conflict 

                                                
29 This is already evident in a twenty-page outline on Begriffe (concepts) and Daten (data), 
undated but circa 1933-35. See “Diskussionsbemerkung zur Witschaftspsychologischen 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” n.d. ca. 1933-35, Lazarsfeld-Archiv-Wien. Blaue Mappen. 
Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-1), Folder 131, Mappe 1, [Teil 3]. 

30 In other contexts, “concept” and “classification” may have rigorously distinct meanings. 
However, Lazarsfeld seems to have used them to some extent interchangeably for studying, to 
use his words, “'this-ness' or 'that-ness,' or some other '-ness'.” On one public and later published 
occasion he did claim that “In the correct sense of the term, as yet there is no systematic theory 
in the social sciences, only research procedures and a number of low-level generalizations.” See 
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between the two supposed poles of the “Capitoline Triad” over the “basis for a modern program 

of sociology.”31 Here is Lazarsfeld's austere gloss of Parsonian sociology: “He first 'deduces' 

from an action scheme his pattern variables and then combines those to characterize various 

types of social configurations.” At issue was the intellectual-historical upshot of Parsons's 1937 

importation of European social thought—in this context, it was his transfer of one of Max 

Weber's understandings of action at the expense of another—in The Structure of Social Action.32 

“Terminologies always have a bearing upon the course of scientific endeavors,” wrote 

Lazarsfeld. “Parsons took as his coat of arms a term that he really needs only for classificatory 

purposes and that is now sorely missed by those who want to continue another tradition: the 

                                                
Lazarsfeld, “Philosophy of Science and Empirical Social Research” In Ernest Nagel, Patrick 
Suppes, and Alfred Tarski, Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of Science: Proceedings of the 
1960 International Congress (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962), p. 463. Privately, 
Lazarsfeld admitted a basic opposition to social theory in his 1962 oral history: “When I look at 
my earliest studies, there wasn't any problem of bringing them [theory and empirics] together—
they were together. I don't believe in that, you see. We don't have theory in any serious sense. 
There are present problems: […] planning, democracy, for which you need empirical research 
and for which you need the conceptualization to link the big problems with the empirical data. 
So the intellectual link is between the broad problems and data […] I don't even know an 
example of what a theory would be. [Q: What were you thinking of as the meaning of theory that 
you thought was impossible?] Well, anything which looks like the Newton theory of movement 
of planets—any basic...” (p. 308-310). 

31 Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes”, p. 96. 

32 Stefan Bargheer has approached Parson's interpretation of Weber from a different, but 
complementary angle to Lazarsfeld's. He shows how Parsons construed Weber's The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, perceived at the time of its composition and publication as an 
empirical work, as a model of “general social theory”: “Parsons took over the role of disciple, 
early Christian community, and church father in one. He claimed to follow Weber’s example in 
his own work, kept his memory alive and spread the word, and finally was engaged in creating a 
canon of mandatory readings. The constant re-narration of these canonical Weberian writings, 
first of all Parsons’ own translation of the PE, became a central element of what it meant to be a 
sociologist.” See Bargheer, 'The Invention of Theory: The Changing Status of Max Weber's 
'Protestant Ethic' throughout the Twentieth Century' (manuscript privately circulated by the 
author, 16.09.2013), p. 42. 
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empirical study of Handlung.” Foreshadowing his terse public dismissal of Parson's theory of 

action only four years later as president of the ASA (1962), Lazarsfeld concluded, “Earlier or 

later some sociologists will have to speak for the system of concrete actors, the ones who in all 

spheres of social life have to choose between alternatives, are objects and relayers of advice and 

who, when their collective experiences clash with their expectations, move on to new goals. Out 

of such studies new knowledge will flow into the theory of action which so far is still unfinished 

business.”33 

 

9.5. Methodology and Practice of Concept Formation 

 Leaving aside the importation of Weber and the inestimable bearing of terminology on 

“the course of scientific endeavors,” let us return to the issue of concept formation in social 

science. Already in the early 1930s, Lazarsfeld had puzzled over the relationship between 

analytical concepts and data. How, on the basis of one's own prior understanding of human 

behavior, and when confronted with the manifold “richness of sense-data,” should concepts be 

constructed in order to study empirically the “this-ness” or the “that-ness” (his words) of an 

object? Lazarsfeld's methodological reflections and practices of concept formation were firmly 

rooted in Central European philosophy of science and experimental psychology of the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. We have seen that Lazarsfeld negotiated a welter of 

Central European reflections on concept formation in psychology and in the positivist philosophy 

of science on his pathway to professional social science in Vienna. 

                                                
33 Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes,” p. 100. 
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 Lazarsfeld thought he had already made a breakthrough in concept formation in his 

research team's Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal.34 Indeed, his “Principles of Sociography” 

(1934), an unpublished methodological appendix of sorts, claimed to have found the general 

procedure of concept formation appropriate to all social sciences (psychology, sociology, and 

history) and to have overcome the controversial late- nineteenth century dichotomy between 

Natur- and Geisteswissenschaft. The procedure combined intuition with analytical skill 

developed through research experience, but it also explicitly drew on the positive claims in the 

Bühlers' psychology of language and child psychology. Uncited, but also clearly perceptible in 

Lazarsfeld exposition, was Ernst Mach's principle of the economy of thought—that concepts, 

ultimately based in man's biological make-up, are “abstractions that can stand in for experiences 

at particular points” and “symbols for complexes of perceptions that show a certain stability.”35 

 In reference to the central concept of the Marienthal study's findings, “resignation”—a 

term employed to describe the observed debilitating effects unemployment—Lazarsfeld 

explained the utility of such concepts for encapsulating a complex, multi-dimensional 

phenomenon; communicating such findings to an audience; and fostering future research through 

the replication, revision, or expansion of the original study in other contexts. Here, he first 

described the audience's imaginative reception of these “matrix formulas,” as he called them: 

“On hearing the term 'resignation', collateral ideas will come up; a vivid image of the life of the 

weary people of Marienthal will arise, including details that surely will go beyond our own 

                                                
34 Marie Jahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal. Ein 
Soziographischer Versuch. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1975). 

35 Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, On Historicizing Epistemology: An Essay, trans. David Fernbach 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010), p. 8-9. 
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results. But above all,” he continued, now alternating between the perspective of the researcher 

and that of the audience: 

our data consisted of figures and quotations, while our formulation of results makes 
use of a common expression which actually has not [sic] exact definition. We have 
singled out, as it were, a characteristic which we found in many of our reports—some 
manifestation of growing weariness—and presented it as a result. The individual data 
have now all been encapsulated, so to speak, in the formula of resignation; we think 
that most of them, and more, can be retrieved any time; this is why we will describe a 
result such as the resignation thus postulated as a matrix formula […].36 

Concepts—here called “matrix formulas” to capture their multi-dimensionality—bound together 

observed characteristics, stimulated the imagination of the reader, and were open to future 

revision and expansion. Matrix formulas were to rescue the researcher from “a crucial danger: 

the sociographer is often confronted with a great many details which tend to slip through his 

fingers, so to speak, whenever he means to get hold of them: remembering them, or obtaining an 

overall picture of them, is extremely difficult. The sociographer gives the impression of having 

taken to pieces the object he was asked to study and of having forgotten to put them together 

again.”37 Social research broke with the everyday intuitive perception of the world by 

fragmenting it into elements. Matrix formulas reassembled this lifeworld, allowing the researcher 

to construct an image that was graspable for both the researcher and his audience. 

 Behind Lazarsfeld's plain-spoken explication of the matrix formula were two currents in 

the philosophy of science and the practice of experimental psychology. The first current dated 

back to Mach's Analysis of Sensations (1886), where he brought together a claim that all things 

are mere “combinations of elements” with his principle of the economy of thought. “Colors, 

                                                
36 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Principles of Sociography,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An Empirical Theory 
of Social Action: Selected Writings, ed. Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr, trans. Hella Beister 
(Oxford: The Bardwell Press, 2011), p. 254. Emphasis in the original. 

37 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Principles of Sociography,” p. 254. 
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sounds, temperatures, pressures, spaces, times, and so forth, are connected with one another in 

manifold ways,” he wrote in the opening pages, “and with them are associated dispositions of 

mind, feelings, and volitions. Out of this fabric, that which is relatively more fixed and 

permanent stands prominently forth, engraves itself in memory, and expresses itself in language. 

[…] That which is presented in a single image receives a single designation, a single name.”38 

While this passage captures a rather automatic, pre-reflective mental process, Mach quickly 

pointed out that human beings also possessed the ability to determine their own point of view, 

intentionally home in on objects, and thereby uncover their constituent attributes. As in 

Lazarsfeld's depiction of the sociographer, Mach highlighted the tension between the perceived 

unity of an object designated by a linguistic sign and the scientific investigation of its 

constitutive elements: “The useful habit of designating such relatively permanent compounds by 

single names, and of apprehending them by single thoughts, without going to the trouble each 

time of an analysis of their component parts, is apt to come into strange conflict with the 

tendency to isolate the component parts.”39 For Mach as for Lazarsfeld, science was the 

investigation of the connection between elements that we perceive as stable combinations. 

 The second current in philosophy and psychology underlying Lazarsfeld's “matrix 

formulas” was a paradigm shift in typology-building from a “classic” or Aristotelian 

classification according to distinct essences to a new approach of graduated, metrical, 

multidimensional types.40 This can also be seen as an upshot of the Machian theory of elements: 

                                                
38 Ernst Mach, The Analysis of Sensations and the Relation of the Physical to the Psychical 
(Lasalle, Illinois: Open Court, 1914), pp. 2-3. 

39 Mach, Analysis of Sensations, p. 7. 

40 For the paradigm shift in logic, see Rudolf Carnap, “Die Alte und die neue Logik,” Erkenntnis 
1 (1931 1930): 12–26. For psychology see Kurt Lewin, “Der Übergang von der aristotelischen 
zur galileschen Denkweise in Biologie and Psychologie,” Erkenntnis 1 (1931 1930): 421–466; 
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the scientific observer's fragmentation of any given scientific object—be it mental processes or 

social phenomena—unleashed the problem of how to resynthesize its elements. The matrix 

formula explicated in “Principles of Sociography” was Lazarsfeld's first attempt to formalize a 

procedure for building types out of disparate data. In a text that appeared in Max Horkheimer's 

Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung three years later in 1937, he confronted anew this problem of 

“putting Humpty Dumpty back together again,” as he once put it, with the help of Paul 

Oppenheim and Carl Hempel's Der Typusbegriff im Lichte der neuen Logik (1936).41 Lazarsfeld 

seems to have so internalized Mach's theory of elements and the more recent paradigm shift in 

the logic of typology-building analyzed by Oppenheimer and Hempel that he could open his 

paper with the dubiously self-evident statement that “One is safe in saying that the concept of 

type is always used in referring to special compounds of attributes.”42 His exploration and 

defense of this assumption cannot be reconstructed here. However, the key point of his 1937 

article was that types are not distinct essences, theoretical deductions, or intuitions but logical 

combinations of attributes (present to a greater or lesser degree) that we discover in the course of 

our investigations. 

                                                
and Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim, Der Typusbegriff im Lichte der neuen Logik: 
Wissenschaftstheoretische Untersuchungen zur Konstitutionsforschung und Psychologie (Leiden: 
Sijthoff, 1936). 

41 Oppenheim and Hempel based their treatise on the “new logic” of philosophers such as Alfred 
North Whitehead, Bertrand Russell, and Rudolf Carnap and the methods of experimental 
psychologists. Erich Rudolf Jaensch, Ernst Kretschmer, and William Stern were the most 
frequently cited psychologists, but Hempel and Oppenheimer also referenced Lazarsfeld's survey 
analysis in Horkheimer's Studien über Autorität und die Familie (1936),  

42 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Some Remarks on Typological Procedures in Social Research,” 
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 6 (1937): 119–139. 
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 Whereas the 1937 article focused on the rigorous clarification of procedures for the 

discovery and construction of typologies, “Principles of Sociography” kept the psychological and 

rhetorical aspects of concept formation for both the researcher and his audience in view.43 Here, 

Lazarsfeld embraced the evocative force and productive ambiguity of words—the “vivid image” 

and its “details that surely will go beyond our own results.” Elsewhere in the essay he referred to 

the matrix formula as a “model” familiar to us and often taken from our own experience, such 

that we can “read from it all that may occur in the field covered by the formula” as if guided by a 

“magic wand of analogy.”44 However, the matrix formula was not just a way of evoking vivid 

imagery from familiar, if ambiguous words: in a way that would make a constructivist swoon, 

Lazarsfeld also recognized the power of language to bring social things into being.45 The matrix 

formula “reconstitute[d]” the researcher's results “as an object, as something one can comment 

on or communicate about. In this, however, the matrix formula only shares the overall function 

of words.” This he based not on a theory of knowledge but on the latest developments in 

experimental psychology, citing his mentors Charlotte and Karl Bühler: “Child psychology and 

language psychology have shown that in many cases, objects of the outside world cannot be 

accessed, and manipulated, unless they have been named.” Access and manipulate—he used 

these words in a deliberate, strong sense according to his conviction that “It is the task of the 

                                                
43 One is tempted to say that the  “Principles of Sociography”  kept the context of discovery and 
the context of justification together, but Lazarsfeld never used these terms. 

44 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Principles of Sociography,” p. 258. The latter is in scare quotes in the 
original. This is a reference to Novalis’s “Die Christenheit oder Europa” (1826). 

45 Though he may reject the label of “constructivist,” see, for example, Ian Hacking, “The 
Looping Effects of Human Kinds,” in Causal Cognition: a Multi-disciplinary Debate, ed. Dan 
Sperber, David Premack, and Ann James Premack (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
pp. 351-383. 
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sociographer to operate, by the matrix formula, a systematic transfer of this development to a 

new sphere, the sphere of social objects. By progressively 'verbalizing' it, he contributes to our 

mastering of this sphere.”46 

 Despite the confidence expressed in the “Principles of Sociography” penned in his 

relative youth (ca. 33 years of age), concept formation vexed him for decades. “Can we use in 

our thinking notions which cannot be exactly defined, or, in other words, which stand for a series 

of definitions at the same time?” he asked in a 1943 memorandum to his new colleague Robert 

Merton. “It is like a dream situation, where a character can be several persons at the same time. 

Or it is like a hammer, with which we adjust a nail by sometimes pulling with one side and 

sometimes hitting with the other, as the case may be. So, in the use of such a concept, we might 

jump back and forth between the different aspects of it, whereas we would have to commit 

ourselves to one of these aspects if we tried an exact definition.”47 By the early 1950s, he would 

confidently declare the non-codifiability of concept-formation: “It can properly be argued that 

one cannot lay down a set of handy instructions for the categorization of social phenomena: such 

instructions would be nothing less than a general program for the development of social theory. 

One cannot write a handbook on 'how to form fruitful theoretical concepts' in the way way that 

                                                
46 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Principles of Sociography,” p. 256. 

47 Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Robert K. Merton and Genevieve Knupfer, ‘Operations of Validity’, 19 
March 1943, Series 1, Box 115., Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare 
Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. The memo then 
moves into procedures for validating quantitative measurements against expert judgments: “In 
[one case], we projected what was in the minds of these sociologists by letting them point to 
specific individuals who, according to their feelings, were comparatively higher or lower. Instead 
of having the sociologist point to individuals, we can also have him point to data. If he says that 
he has a feeling of what socio-economic status is, we then can ask him to give us variables which 
reflect his feelings on the matter. He will say it is like having a lot of money, but not quite that; 
like having education, but not quite that, etc. Then we can take these variables and submit them 
to a factor analysis. […]” 
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one writes handbooks on how to sample or how to construct questionnaires.”48 Nevertheless, the 

BASR had already composed a Training Guide on Classification (1949) under Lazarsfeld's 

watch that pondered the question, “Prescription or Artistry?” and arrived at the conclusion that, 

“Although it must be acknowledged that there are elements of artistry involved in contemporary 

social research classification, it should be remembered that there are some general principles 

derived from logic and research experience which should be honored in order to avoid gross 

errors and sterile findings.”49 Here, there was no mention of a general theory as guide. In any 

case, Lazarsfeld postulated, “It happens that research does not always begin with general 

theoretical categories and theoretically prescribed relations among them.”50 Rather, concept 

formation was a lengthy process not unlike the historian's craft, a maneuver of approximation 

and convergence back and forth between raw data and theoretical categories. “The job of 

figuring out what theoretical categories are applicable to the given field of behavior will be a 

long one, and will involve switching back and forth between concrete categories closely adapted 

to the data themselves and general categories able to tie in with other fields of experience, until 

both concrete applicability and generality are obtained.”51 Contrast this confident vagueness with 

the grandiose declarations of Talcott Parsons six years prior in 1945: “It is scarcely too much to 

                                                
48 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Allen H. Barton, ‘Some Principles of Classification in Social Research’ 
in Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1972), p. 226. 
Abstracted from 'Qualitative Measurement in The Social Sciences: Classification, Typologies, 
and Indices' in Daniel Lerner and Harold D. Lasswell, eds., The Policy Sciences (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1951), pp. 155-165. 

49 Bureau of Applied Social Research, ‘Training Guide on Classification for Sociology 195-196’, 
1949, Box 155, Columbia University. Rare Books and Manuscripts Library. Bureau of Applied 
Social Research Records, p. 6. 

50 Lazarsfeld and Barton, ‘Some Principles of Classification in Social Research’, p. 226. 

51 Lazarsfeld and Barton, ‘Some Principles of Classification in Social Research’, p. 226. 
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say that the most important single index of the state of maturity of a science is the state of its 

systematic theory. […] On this basis the thesis may be advanced that sociology is just in the 

process of emerging into the status of a mature science. […] It may therefore be held that we 

stand on the threshold of a definitely new era in sociology and the neighboring social science 

fields.”52 

 The back-and-forth between raw data and concept formation was both principle and 

practice at the Bureau of Applied Social Research. (It would later become codified as a 

cornerstone of the “grounded theory” developed by Columbia Sociology PhD Barney Glaser and 

Chicago’s Anselm Strauss.)53  This, in turn, had implications for the use of physical 

instrumentation in the BASR laboratory and Columbia's state-of-the-art computing center; the 

position of Columbia sociologists with respect to “theory”; and the selection, development, and 

application of mathematical methods for the causal analysis of data. The playful, experimental 

cross-tabulation by the Bureau's “IBM Jockeys”—mechanical ways of shifting from studying 

“this-ness” to “that-ness” and their various components—was the butt of jokes and a target of 

criticism by contemporaries with less affinity for tabulating machinery. In an impassioned and 

satirical review of the immense survey-based wartime study that had enlisted Lazarsfeld and 

other Columbia sociologists, The American Soldier (1949), Nathan Glazer quipped, “In short, 

                                                
52 Talcott Parsons, ‘The Present Position and Prospects of Systematic Theory in Sociology’, in 
Essays in Sociological Theory (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1954), pp. 212–237. Essay 
dated 1945. 

53 See Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies 
for Qualitative Research (Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co, 1967). It was only much later, however, that 
the authors acknowledged the roots of this approach in Lazarsfeld’s methodology.“The idea for a 
grounded theory methodology,” Glaser wrote on the first page of his 2008 pamphlet, “came from 
the 1950s when Lazarsfeld started to do a methodology of quantitative studies.” See Barney G. 
Glaser, Doing Quantitative Grounded Theory (Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press, 2008), p. 1. 
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questions that would otherwise never have come to trouble the human mind can now be asked 

and answered by the machines. […] And the clicking of these intricate machines so impressively 

resembles the cold, hard rhythm of real science!”54 The construction of indices used to measure a 

concept often developed over the course of many memoranda full of provisional tables and 

interpretations thereof—sometimes across great distances between the field and the BASR or 

between New York and Lazarsfeld while abroad—that were circulated within the research 

project team. The merits and demerits of machine-aided social research will not be arbitrated 

here, and the quixotic spirit of mid-century mechanized inquiry in the social sciences has been 

probed more deeply elsewhere.55 Rather, the point is that inductive-phenomenological concept 

formation was a deliberate methodological program based in Lazarsfeld's early commitments 

that shot through all aspects of BASR research, from study design and techniques of data 

collection to mathematical causal analysis. 

 One of the terms Lazarsfeld used to describe the interlocking set of theoretical 

assumptions, study design, and tools for data collection and analysis commonly deployed at the 

BASR was “reason analysis.” This non-experimental inquiry into Begründungen (reasons) was 

rooted in the early 20th-century Central European psychologists' empirical analysis of action 

explicated in the “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action” and practiced by 

Lazarsfeld at the Bühler's Psychological Institute. “If one wants to know how an action came to 

be—what steps were taken and what the key choices were; what the actor was doing and how he 

                                                
54 Nathan Glazer, ‘“The American Soldier” as Science: Can Sociology Fulfill Its Ambitions?’, 
The American Soldier as Science, 487-496, 8 (1949), p. 490, 493. The American Soldier was 
directed by Samuel Stouffer of Harvard but enlisted social scientists from many other 
departments around the country, including Lazarsfeld and Merton of Columbia. 

55 Rebecca Lemov, ‘The Laboratory Imagination: Experiments in Human and Social 
Engineering, 1929--1956’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 2000). 
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felt about it; what influences were present and what triggered the action; and, finally, what 

outcomes the actor expected—” wrote Lazarsfeld's student Charles Kadushin in a 1968 

programmatic encyclopedia article, “then no technique other than reason analysis can be used.”56 

The first steps in studying any kind of action (purchasing, borrowing, voting, career choice, 

migration, and so on) were to divide the act into phases and develop an “accounting scheme”—

an organized list of all the factors, both subjective and environmental, that are assumed to 

produce or inhibit each of the three phases of the action (goal, intention, and influence). This 

required a “theory” or “model of behavior that specifies all the relevant factors.”57 This scheme 

was then to be translated into a guide for data collection, most likely an interview schedule or 

questionnaire.58 Finally, the researcher was to use a combination of “clinical judgment” and 

“mechanical” reduction (in the sense of mathematical, but also as in well-codified, non-

mathematical procedures) to assess the causal weight of all of the relevant factors on each phase 

of the action. Kadushin clearly articulated which study designs and which phases of analysis 

called for clinical judgment or mechanical reduction: there was no intent to subordinate 

judgment to the machines.59 

                                                
56 Charles Kadushin, ‘Reason Analysis’, in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 
ed. Sills (New York: Crowell-Collier and MacMillan, 1968), pp. 338-343. 

57 Kadushin, 'Reason Analysis,' p. 338. 

58 Members of the BASR worked for several decades to refine their techniques of interviewing 
and questionnaire construction to obtain complete and usable data pertinent to the entire 
accounting scheme. Interview and questionnaire techniques posed fascinating problems: above 
all, how to figure out the respondent's own frame of reference and use this understanding to fill 
out the interview schedule set by the researcher. The experimental development and training in 
interviewing techniques and questionnaire construction deserve their own separate treatment and 
cannot be expanded on here. 

59 Lazarsfeld was at equal pains to articulate the limits of precision and mechanical objectivity as 
he was to develop mathematical thinking in the social sciences. See, for example, Allen H. 
Barton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Methodology of Quantitative Social Research’, in A New Survey 
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 Reason analysis could also be combined with “panel analysis,” an approach to studying 

action as change in opinion or attitude over time. This, too, was developed as an alternative to 

experiment “when observations must be made in a natural social setting and the individuals 

being studied cannot be randomly assigned to experimental or control groups.”60 Panel analysis 

compared repeated observations of individuals over time as a way of studying the causal factors 

of change. It described the interrelation of a large number of variables at once. Lazarsfeld and 

others at the BASR used it, for example, to evaluate the effects of mass media on consumer 

preferences and elections.61 Bernard Levenson, author of the BASR's 233-page Panel Analysis 

Workbook and also a mercifully short encyclopedia article on the method stressed the 

“theoretical improvisation” characteristic of panel analysis—the playful “IBM Jockeying” and 

gradual approximation between data and concepts of “this-ness” or “that-ness”. “One general 

observation should be made concerning the place of theory in experiments as compared with 

                                                
of the Social Sciences, ed. by Baidya Nath Varma (Asia Publishing House, 1962); and Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, ‘Measurement’, in American Sociology : Perspectives, problems, methods, ed. by 
Talcott Parsons (New York: Basic Books, 1968), pp. 93–106. Others at Columbia rejected the 
assumption that statistics were the proper route to a more “scientific” sociology, even as they 
carried out quantitative research. It was replication, not statistical inference, that was key to 
success in the natural sciences: “This is the method through which the natural sciences have 
made most of their remarkable advances,” he wrote with reference to W.P.D. Wightman's The 
Growth of Scientific Ideas (1953), “and there is no indication that many of these advances would 
have come earlier if modern statistical inference had been used instead.” See James S. Coleman, 
'Statistical Problems' in Seymour Martin Lipset, Union Democracy (1956), p. 483-84. 

60 Bernard Levenson, ‘Panel Studies’, in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, ed. 
by David L. Sills (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1968), pp. 371–379. 

61 The first publication introducing panel analysis to broader audiences was Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
and Marjorie Fiske, ‘The “Panel” as a New Tool for Measuring Opinion’, The Public Opinion 
Quarterly, 2 (1938), 596–612. Two major studies employing the panel method include Bernard 
Berelson, Paul F. Lazarsfeld and William McPhee, Voting: a Study of Opinion Formation in a 
Presidential Campaign (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954) and Elihu Katz and Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: the Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications 
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 2006 [1956]). 
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panel studies,” he wrote in the encyclopedia. “In experiments virtually all of the theoretical 

thinking must be done in advance of field work. In panel studies, however, theorizing takes place 

at both ends of the research process.” He continued in a manner complementary to Lazarsfeld's 

more general reflections on concept formation cited above: 

A small set of interlocking variables must be decided upon at the outset; these 
variables determine the boundaries of the analysis. Even the most empirically 
oriented researcher must have some implicit theory of the relative fruitfulness of 
different variables. After the data have been coded and put on punch cards or tape, 
theory serves an organizing function, since without some notion about which 
tabulations to run, it would be possible to keep a computer busy for months before 
exhausting the astronomical number of possible cross tabulations.62 

Other BASR staff and students explained how this stalwart “theoretical improvisation” 

distinguished the Bureau's style of research. The key distinction was that BASR studies were 

typically not in the business of hypothesis testing.63 “Social researchers usually begin with a 

plethora of hypotheses and half-formed ideas,” wrote James Coleman in his methodological 

appendix to Seymour Martin Lipset's Union Democracy  (1956). “The selection and discarding 

of tables is at the same time a selection and discarding from among this wealth of vague ideas. It 

is in this way that a consistent analysis develops from a mass of mutually contradictory or 

confused notions.” Researchers tended to continually modify their hypotheses over the course of 

the analysis on the basis of the data uncovered. Studies were typically conceived as 

“exploratory” rather than “confirmatory.”  For all of these reasons, no empirical testing of 

                                                
62 Levenson, 'Panel Studies,' pp. 375-76. My emphases. 

63 One upshot of “theoretical improvisation” that cannot be discussed here was that it logically 
precluded significance testing. This was, however, only one reason among several for the 
Columbia rejection of significance testing. See, e.g. Hanan C. Selvin, ‘A Critique of Tests of 
Significance in Survey Research’, American Sociological Review, 22 (1957), 519–527; James S. 
Coleman, ‘Statistical Problems’, in Union democracy : the internal politics of the International 
Typographical Union, by Seymour Martin Lipset (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1956), pp. 480–
485. 
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hypotheses deduced from a Parsonian general social theory could employ routine BASR methods 

for the empirical study of action such as panel analysis that in practice relied so essentially on a 

back-and-forth between data and theory. Hence the logical incompatibility of Parsons's and 

Lazarsfeld's studies of action and the empirical research systems that they implied. 

 

9.6. The Methods File and the “Three Years' Program” Outline 

 In place of Parson's general theory as a guide and a record of cumulative progress in 

social research was Lazarsfeld's “methods file” (fig. 8). We have seen the methods file before but 

will explore here it in greater depth in the context of the BASR research system and Lazarsfeld’s 

interdiscipinary activity. Like the BASR itself, the methods file was his “life's work,” an 

accumulation of sources on social research methodology that solved concrete problems of 

institutionalization and training, study design, data collection, and analysis.64 It was a 

systematically-organized collection of articles, book excerpts, bibliographies, and memoranda 

indexed in a card catalog by author and subject—a record of methodological pluralism, but not 

of “anything goes” methodological anarchism. It was not a complete catalog or bibliography of 

the reprints and books in Lazarsfeld's possession or even of all the sources he cited in published 

work, and it was distinct from the BASR's own library catalog. The categories were not subject 

headings in the sense of library catalog schemata or concepts that we commonly use to describe 

social experience such as class or inferiority complex—they were methodological, not topical. 

Cross-referentiality seems to have become especially important to Lazarsfeld, as the first of at 

least three versions of the file lacked the index numbers of later editions (fig. 10). The 

organizational scheme and cross-references between subject categories brought methodological, 

                                                
64 On BASR as “life's work,” see the epigraph to this chapter. 
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technical, and sociological aspects of the BASR research style into systematic relation with each 

other. The methods file grounded research practices not in a general deductive theory but in 

accumulated case examples and interlocking procedures that had been analyzed, tested, refined, 

validated, and thus stabilized.65 

 For at least two decades from the early 1950s onward, the methods file was maintained 

and updated as a resource for staff and students at the BASR to use in designing and executing 

research studies and studying methodology. Both the catalog and the texts were stored in 

Lazarsfeld's office, but they were made freely available to others. There was even a separate box 

of index cards used to keep track of who had borrowed what from the methods file. The resource 

was mentioned in several of the BASR's training guides on various empirical research methods, 

and anecdotes from Lazarsfeld's students confirm its actual use. For example, in his memoir, 

James S. Coleman wrote about an assignment from Lazarsfeld: he was given a stack of texts 

from the methods file and ordered to analyze them for their use of “global indicators” (fig. 11). 

Let us not worry about what is meant by “global indicators” and instead just appreciate the 

variety and logic of the choice of texts: These included, for example, the classic Chicago School 

sociologist Robert Park, with his indicators of concepts or properties of the community or the 

neighborhood that could not be derived from individuals by aggregation; the philosopher 

                                                
65 Lazarsfeld had a fascination for the case method, which he made both an object of 
investigation and a centerpiece of his pedagogy. The case method was also to form the core of 
his proposed Program for Advanced Training in Social Research. See Lazarsfeld, 'A Professional 
School for Training in Social Research,' in Qualitative Analysis: Historical and Critical Essays 
(Allyn and Bacon, Inc.: Boston, 1972), pp. 377-90. As a pedagogical program, the case method 
was to include not just the final product but also the paper trail of all stages of the study. 
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Wilhelm Dilthey on the characterization of a cultural system; and the art historian Meyer 

Schapiro on the use of art works to characterize the style of a period.66 

 Coleman's homework assignment shows that the methods file was at once a teaching aid 

and a tool for methodological innovation. Highlighting the catalog's aporia and weak spots in 

techniques of participant observation and “the use of historical documents,” a 1962 guide to the 

methods file noted: “We also hope the code will eventually serve another, less obvious function: 

the codification of procedures in fields still awaiting serious methodological analysis. […] We 

have chosen to turn the spotlight on some of these frontiers of methodological inquiry, in the 

hope that future users of this code will be challenged to help fill in the gaps in our knowledge.”67 

(Note the contrast with Parsons's theory, which consisted in exhaustive categories determined in 

advance that were not open-ended or revised in response to research findings.) For Lazarsfeld 

himself, the methods file was a hands-on tool for methodological thinking: this is clear from the 

resonances between the file's organizational scheme and the syllabi for his Columbia University 

seminar courses and landmark methodological essays.68 Coleman's assignment on global 

                                                
66 James S. Coleman, “Columbia in the 1950s,” in Authors of Their Own Lives: Intellectual 
Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists, ed. Bennett M. Berger (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1990), pp. 87-89. 

67 Allen Barton, Leiba Brown, and William Bowers, Classification of Methodological Materials: 
an Annotated Code (1962), Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Vienna. A 1969 letter also reveals that the 
Methods File had been updated in the previous year. Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 'Meeting Minutes for the 
Steering Committee,' May 22, 1969, Blaue Mappen, 42. 'Dept.', [Teil 2]. 

68 By this I mean Lazarsfeld's seminars on specific methodological problems such as “Concepts 
and Indices” but also his advanced methodology overview course. For example, the final exams 
for Lazarsfeld's advanced methodology seminar always posed several essay questions that 
required the students to perform methodological analysis, often on problems that spanned 
multiple subdisciplines of social science and applied mathematics. See the scattered collection of 
final exams from the 1960s preserved in the Paul F. Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia Rare Books 
& Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. Series 1, Box 125. 
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indicators discussed above later became a methodological essay by Lazarsfeld and Herbert 

Menzel, “On the Relation Between Individual and Collective Properties.”69 

 Methodology was an alternative to theory as evidence and means of cumulative progress 

in social science. Lazarsfeld was always careful not to make claims about the progress of social 

science toward a prescribed natural science model, but he did not hesitate to articulate when 

certain methodological problems had been solved once and for all and which problems 

remained.70 Speaking generally of the task of methodology, he explained, “It implies that 

concrete studies are being scrutinized as to the procedures they use, the underlying assumptions 

they make, the modes of explanation they consider as satisfactory. Methodological analysis in 

this sense provides the elements from which a future philosophy of the social sciences may be 

built.” More immediately, he wrote, “By bringing out clearly what the theorist (or analyst) does 

with his primary data he contributes in his way to the progress of research.” Furthermore, 

methodology was to contribute to interdisciplinary work by combating the lack of coordination 

and “procedural dilettantism” of such efforts resulting in shoddy work and a lack of 

comparability. “[W]hatever points of convergence exist,” he argued, “certainly cannot be 

uncovered until the two areas are minutely and intensively compared,” not only with respect to 

procedures but also in terms of “the way in which different disciplines formulate their problems” 

and “the explanatory models which they set up.” Methodology as a “bent of mind” required 

“self-awareness” and “tolerance,” helped students “develop discipline of thinking,” and 

                                                
69 Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Herbert Menzel, ‘On the Relation Between Individual and Collective 
Properties’, in Complex Organizations: A Sociological Reader, ed. Amitai Etzioni (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1961), pp. 422–440. 

70 See, for example, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Problems in Methodology’, in Sociology Today: 
Problems and Prospects, ed. Robert K. Merton, Leonard Broom, and Leonard S. Cottrell, Jr. 
(New York: Harper & Row), pp. 39–78. 
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increased the social scientist's “ability to cope with new and unfamiliar developments in the 

field.”71 The methods file was a physical record and a tool of these epistemic virtues and specific 

standards of scientific progress. 

 The structure and function of the methods file can perhaps be better grasped in reference 

to the examples of reason analysis and the panel method. These were two core approaches to the 

empirical analysis of action that linked assumptions about the place of theory with techniques of 

data collection and analysis developed at the BASR and sketched out above. Figure 9 shows a 

portion of category 1.00, Data Collecting Methods. Subcategory 1.20 is Qualitative interviewing 

– general, with sub-subcategory 1.21 visible, Focused interview (interviewing for response to a 

stimulus or reasons for a decision). The specific source indexed here is given only an author and 

a short title, “Depth interviewing.” (In this way the methods file is powerfully ahistorical.) We 

could expect to find the source in the filing cabinet in Professor Lazarsfeld's office where it is 

cross-referenced with 4.60, Reason Analysis. This section brought together examples of past 

research on reasons, effects, gratifications, and psychological discussions of motivation. It also 

pulled together discussions of non-quantitative or pre-quantitative techniques of data collection 

and analysis: 4.63 Assessment of individual cases; diagnostics; analytic induction and 4.64 

Introspection, verstehen, phenomenology as sources of suggestions of reasons and mechanisms. 

The parent heading of reason analysis, 4.00, Analysis of change through time, comprises in its 

subheadings issues of data collection, mathematical modeling, and applications to substantive 

                                                
71 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 'General Introduction' in Lazarsfeld and Morris Rosenberg, eds., The 
Language of Social Research: A Reader in the Methodology of Social Research (Glencoe, 
Illinois: Free Press, 1955), pp. 1-12. This introduction contains a crisp argument for the place of 
methodology precisely in relation to the stage of the social sciences at that time which we could 
also compare with Parsons's contemporaneous and corresponding arguments for the need for 
theory. Most interesting is that in their arguments, Lazarsfeld and Parsons both make reference to 
the natural sciences but come to contradictory conclusions. 
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sociological questions. Also filed beneath 4.00 is 4.20, Panel analysis. This was further broken 

down into several subsections on how to deal with multiple “waves” of interviews or 

questionnaires, specific applications (politics, economics, and “others”), mathematical models 

for data analysis, and practical instructions on the Administration of panels. It should be noted 

that the mathematical models indexed here were specifically preselected as those appropriate to 

panel analysis, though they were not necessarily originally developed for this purpose. (There 

was also a separately-indexed “Mathematical File” with 25 categories.) We could also expect 

that some of the cards in this section on panel analysis would lead through cross-references to 

6.44, Probability, causality – philosophical treatments. Through the methods file, reason 

analysis and panel analysis were logically linked as separate subcategories of the analysis of 

change through time (4.60 and 4.20 respectively), but the hierarchy could also be traversed and 

freely combined as the specific research situation demanded. More generally speaking, even in 

this short trip through the methods file we can see how quantitative and qualitative methods of 

data collection and analysis, logical critique, substantive applications, and so on were kept in 

relation with each other and could be easily navigated, updated, and revised by the researcher 

and methodologist. 

 The methods file also sketched out the lateral linkages between various lines of inquiry, 

fields, and disciplines in the social sciences. These notecards were Lazarsfeld's alternative to a 

deductive or hierarchically-organized general theory as a tool for developing an interdisciplinary 

social science. This was, after all, what he claimed as a role for methodology—aiding the 

coordination, comparability, and integration of research across disciplines.72 Most of the cards 

fell under the aptly-titled parent heading 6.00, Sociology in relation to other sciences and its 

                                                
72 Lazarsfeld, 'General Introduction,' in Language of Social Research. 
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child headings. Judging from the bulk of the cards behind the various subheadings, Lazarsfeld 

seems to have been most optimistic about achieving interdisciplinarity through the clarification 

of Basic sociological concepts (6.00). These are too numerous to list here: some were “theories 

of the middle-range” advanced by Robert Merton and others such as role set, reference group, 

social isolation, adaptive behavior, and false consciousness; others were more fundamental or 

simply vague, such as ideology, norm, national character, and bourgeois morality. Some of these 

“basic sociological concepts” came from a routine practice at the BASR and in Lazarsfeld's 

graduate seminars of rereading classic works of social thought and stripping them down to their 

operationalizable concepts.73 In any case, Lazarsfeld saw such concept curation as an essential 

occupation of sociology: “We assign to the sociologist the task to collect and analyze these 

concepts which are useful for the interpretation of empirical results found in specific areas like 

the analysis of price or crime, or suicide, or voting statistics,” he had announced in his first 

public engagement with the disciplinary label of Sociology in 1948.74 

                                                
73 At this time, for example, Durkheim's Suicide became a particular obsession of Columbia 
sociologists, but they were also fascinated, for example, Gabriel Tarde's “imitation” and with the 
quantification implicit in Georg Simmel's figures of thought. Think, for example, of the way 
Simmel captured the dandy's propensity to performatively exaggerate the fashions of the day in 
his 1904 essay on fashion: “It is characteristic of the [dandy] that he carries the elements of a 
particular fashion to an extreme,” wrote Simmel. “[W]hen pointed shoes are in style, he wears 
shoes that resemble the prow of a ship; when high collars are all the rage, he wears collars that 
come up to his ears; when scientific lectures are fashionable, you cannot find him anywhere else, 
etc. etc. Thus he represents something distinctly individual, which consists in the quantitative 
intensification of such elements as are qualitatively common property of the given set or class.” 
Georg Simmel, “Fashion,” in Englischsprachige Veröffentlichungen, 1893-1910, ed. David P. 
Frisby, Gesamtausgabe 18 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2010), p. 369. Here Simmel uses the 
term “dude”; for the sake of clarity for the contemporary reader I have substituted “dandy” for 
“dude.” 

74 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “What is Sociology?” Speech in Oslo, Norway, 1948. Paul-Lazarsfeld-
Archiv, Vienna. Unprocessed material in basement. pp. 4, 17-20. 
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 Lateral motion between social science disciplines within the methods file makes more 

sense if we read it together with another artifact from the early 1950s, Lazarsfeld's 

comprehensive outline for “A Three Years' Program for the University Seminar on Methods in 

the Social Sciences.”75 Here, as in the methods file, Lazarsfeld arranged a set of methodological 

problems across the social sciences in terms of their formal structures rather than substance. 

Many of the problems mentioned here had corresponding cards in the methods file. In some 

cases, separate disciplines used distinct terms for similar, perhaps identical concepts—for 

example, sociology's “attitude” versus economics's “utility”: there seemed to be an effort toward 

bridging these concepts in George Katona's “Psychological Economics” research into consumer 

behavior such as saving, borrowing, and installment buying.76 Or there were competing 

approaches to measuring the same concept such as the standard of living index. Lazarsfeld also 

lined up the problems of causal explanation in different situations: personality theory, 

psychoanalytic theory, single-case clinical psychology, and history. (Elsewhere, he asked why 

we are satisfied with answers of varying specificity to the question “why?” in everyday life and 

across different fields.)77 How were concepts that had moved from the natural into the social 

sciences or within the human sciences such entropy, energy, equilibrium, homeostasis, or 

                                                
75 Anon., assumed Paul F. Lazarsfeld and maybe Otto Klineberg, ‘A Three-Years’ Program for 
the University Seminar on Methods in the Social Sciences’, 1952/53(?), Series 1, Box 173, Fol. 
‘Contents and Methods. 1955-56’., University Seminars records, 1945-2000. Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

76 One later example of BASR work in this intersection between sociology and economic 
psychology was David Caplovitz, The Poor Pay More: Consumer Practices of Low-income 
Families (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1963). 

77 See notes to his seminar co-taught with Ernest Nagel, headed “Lazarsfeld's Queries,” Box 20, 
Ernest Nagel Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia 
University in the City of New York. 
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evolution used, and were they useful? What were the merits and demerits of “atomistic” versus 

“systemic” approaches? In all of these instances, Lazarsfeld only asked questions and provided 

no answers. 

 All of these questions dealt in one way or another with the relationship between social 

science disciplines and the ways that the disciplines could be integrated. But what would an 

integrated social science look like, and how was it to be achieved? What was the goal and 

structure of an integrated science if not a general theory? How were the findings from disparate 

fields to be linked together? Unfortunately, the answer remains elusive: Lazarsfeld certainly 

never sketched a clear blueprint. Thus, we need to turn to Lazarsfeld's closest colleague in 

Columbia's sociology department, Robert Merton (1910-2003), who is often taken as a 

theoretical spokesman for Lazarsfeld.78  

 In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Merton advanced an explicit alternative to Parsons's 

theorizing that he called “theories of the middle-range.” As Stephen Turner points out, in 

distinguishing his own approach to sociological theorizing from that of Parsons, Merton 

nevertheless borrowed the quintessentially Parsonian term conceptual scheme.79 Merton's use of 

                                                
78 This is a complicated issue. Lazarsfeld often spoke of a division of labor or cooperation 
between Merton as theoretician and himself as empiricist, but this does not necessarily make 
Merton his spokesman at the level of theorizing about theory. The evidentiary problem of teasing 
out the PFL-RKM relationship is that their communication, while vast, was overwhelmingly 
oral, not written. Lazarsfeld illustrates their partnership with daily, multi-hour discussion 
sessions in Merton's office. James S. Coleman, who was a student of both Lazarsfeld and Merton 
in the early 1950s and observed a seminar that they taught together, claims that “Lazarsfeld had a 
difficult time understanding sociological theory.” See Coleman, ‘Columbia in the 1950s’, in 
Authors of Their Own Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), p. 89. 

79 Stephen Turner, ‘Many Approaches, but Few Arrivals’, Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 39 
(2009), 174–211. N.B. “conceptual scheme” was endemic to philosophy and the social sciences 
at Harvard throughout the twentieth century before and beyond Parsons. For more on 
“conceptual scheme,” see Joel Isaac, Working Knowledge: Making the Human Sciences from 



 

 534 

the term reflected just one of several distinct understandings to emerge from early twentieth-

century Harvard. He appropriated the term to help explain the bearing of empirical research 

conducted at the BASR on theory, or how “new data exert pressure for the elaboration of a 

conceptual scheme.”80 In Turner's gloss, Merton “provides a typology of ways that empirical 

research alters our sociological understanding and supports revisions of our 'theoretical' ideas 

other than either the top-down Parsons one or the hypothesis testing model.”81 The question, 

however—and this brings us back to lateral motion within the methods file—was exactly how 

local and concrete empirical findings were to be explained within middle-range theories and how 

these might be further “consolidated” into “a more general set of mutually consistent 

propositions.”82  

 Lazarsfeld and Merton addressed the issue of linkage and consolidation by developing 

two theoretical maneuvers of transfer and codification, both of which are physically represented 

and practiced in the methods file. Transfer meant “systematically searching for ways to extend 

and apply explanations that were developed in a context to new settings.”83 One practice of 

transfer was codification, which according to Merton “seeks to systematize available empirical 

generalizations in apparently different spheres of behavior.”84 (If we think back to the methods 

                                                
Parsons to Kuhn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012). 

80 Quoted in Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 178. 

81 Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 177. 

82 Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 180. 

83 Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 182. 

84 Quoted in Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 182. Emphasis in the original. Turner seems to 
ultimately err here in ascribing Carl Hempel's “covering laws” to Lazarsfeld/Merton's notion of 
transfer. This is a lapse in Turner's otherwise stunning philology. Lazarsfeld drew on Hempel's 
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file, then it seems that section 6.00, Sociology in relation to other sciences and its subheadings 

such as 6.20 Basic sociological concepts were both tools and results of transfer and codification.) 

Merton saw the danger in social science of amassing a limitless inventory of perhaps rigorously 

achieved but ultimately unsynthesizable empirical findings.85 His middle-range theorizing was, 

according to Turner's interpretation, a contemporary response to this danger. Here is Turner's 

recap of the modus operandi: “By concentrating on empirical generalizations based on BASR-

type survey results, abducting from them and transferring our theoretical understanding of them 

to other contexts, then theoretically systematizing these results and consolidating one theory with 

another, we would get conclusions, or arrivals, free of the tyranny of different approaches which 

arose from the ambition of sociologists to construct divergent frames of reference.”86 Turner 

uncovers a tension in middle-range theorizing that Merton, though gently warned of it by the 

Columbia philosopher Ernest Nagel, was never able to resolve.87 The crux of the matter was that 

functionalist middle range theory nevertheless always pointed to some “upper range” theory and 

was thus logically incoherent. (Lazarsfeld's private statements agree with Turner. He called 

Merton's middle range theories “one of his many successful ways to make acceptable an 

unpopular idea […] a real verbal trick […] almost a contradiction in terms […] it implies, so to 

                                                
insights into typology-building, but it's not clear that covering laws were ever important. 

85 This, according to Turner and others, was the failure of the Ford Foundation's behavioral 
sciences program, evident in Bernard Berelson, Human Behavior: An Inventory of Scientific 
Findings (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1964). 

86 Turner, 'Many Approaches,' p. 205. 

87 See Ernest Nagel, “A Formalization of Functionalism with Special Reference to its 
Application in the Social Sciences” in Logic Without Metaphysics, and other Essays in the 
Philosophy of Science (Glencoe, Illinois: Free Press, 1956), pp. 247-83. 
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say, that one day there will be big theory. And I have never seen one.”)88 Was the Columbia 

model of theory construction really a viable alternative to Parsons's, or does it join Parsons as 

another negative data point for sociology as the “impossible science”?89 

 Luckily for the historian, this methodological death blow does not prevent us from 

exploring the pipe dreams of historical actors.90 Indeed, the Lazarsfeldian/Mertonian projects of 

transfer and codification drove forward a rich history of interdisciplinary research ventures in the 

social sciences. They also fit Lazarsfeld's job description of the sociologist as “toolmaker” who 

collected and analyzed concepts that could be useful for the interpretation of empirical results in 

various social science disciplines. Methodology was the “bent of mind,” as Lazarsfeld called it, 

appropriate to toolmaking. It established the linkages between social science disciplines, always 

in reference to concrete empirical work but also guided where necessary by philosophy and 

logic. In establishing these linkages, it also suggested research methods appropriate to specific 

problems at hand. The methods file was an open-ended way to bring all aspects of empirical 

                                                
88 The reflections from this 1962 oral history continue: “If there ever will be a theory of society, 
it will be psychology and something of research, because the essence of theory is that it grows on 
the lower level. […] And that is in my opinion the nature of theory. It leaves the level on which it 
starts. While those generalizations [of middle range theory] stay on the same level to pursue 
more and more cases, pursue more and more instances. But that isn't theory. Except if you want 
to call it theory, but then [it's] really a question of what you mean by the word” (p. 311). 

89 Stepher Turner and Jonathan H. Turner, The Impossible Science: An Institutional Analysis of 
American Sociology (Sage Publications, 1990). 

90 It should also be noted here that Andrew Abbott has interpreted the core of Lazarsfeld's 
methodological project differently and argued (1) that description, not explanation, was his aim 
and (2) contemporary sociology should worry less about causality and emphasize description 
instead. See Andrew Abbott, ‘The Causal Devolution’, Sociological Methods & Research, 27 
(1998), 148–181; and Abbott, “Process and Temporality in Sociology: The Idea of Outcome in 
U.S. Sociology,” in The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences: Positivism and its 
Epistemological Others, ed. George Steinmetz, Politics, History, and Culture (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2005), 393–426. 
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social research in to systematic relation. In this way, it functioned as a tool and a record of 

cumulative progress in social science, not towards a natural-science model or a Parsonian general 

social theory that imitated theory in the physical sciences, but on its own terms. Moreover, in 

light of Lazarsfeld's disparaging private remarks about Merton's middle-range theories, perhaps 

we could see the methods file—not middle-range theorizing—as Lazarsfeld's own approach to a 

flexible, piece-meal integration of the social sciences. The following section raises some 

concrete examples of Lazarsfeld's attempts at interdisciplinarity in two senses: linkage and 

borrowing between social science disciplines; and transfer from the natural sciences. 

 

9.7. Lazarsfeld as Toolmaker for an Integrated Social Science 

 Lazarsfeld was in fact a rather reluctant sociologist: it was only in the late 1940s, when 

he was rapidly moving toward the zenith of his power within the field and after nearly a decade 

as a sociology professor at Columbia, that he publicly embraced the discipline. Even then, he 

was ambivalent as to whether or not sociology was a coherent discipline. In a 1948 lecture 

entitled “What is Sociology?”—around the time that he was constructing the first edition of the 

methods file—he introduced sociology instead as a metadiscipline charged with the task of 

“developing integrated social science.” Sociology's three metadisciplinary roles were “[provider 

of] interpretative knowledge for the other social sciences,” “pathfinder of the advancing army of 

social scientists,” and “toolmaker.”91 The methods file supported all three roles, but it was 

                                                
91 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘What Is Sociology?’, 1948, Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien 
(unprocessed). Notes and memos between Lazarsfeld and his fellow department members in the 
early 1940s contain frequent jokes and arguments about whether or not the latter is a sociologist 
or even believes such a thing exists. See, for example, Memorandum by Paul F. Lazarsfeld to 
Robert K. Merton,  "Departmental Discussions," September 6, 1945. Series 1, Box 15, Fol. 
'Columbia University (3),' Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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especially suited for the sociologist as toolmaker by establishing open-ended but systematic 

relationships between methods of data collection and analysis, a curated collection of concepts, 

and institutional structures of knowledge production. This section considers some concrete 

instances of Lazarsfeld's toolmaking activities across mathematics, social-, and natural-science 

disciplines in the postwar decades at the BASR and beyond. Based on the toolmaking activities 

reviewed below, it seems that Lazarsfeld was driven to cross-disciplinary ventures more for 

further refinement of the empirical analysis of action already in place at the BASR than for the 

abstract goal of an integrated social science. The implicit assumption, however, was that the 

research style of the BASR could gradually expand outward, just like the methods file could gain 

new cards organized into hierarchies and cross-references. “It is possible that the numerous 

failures [to integrate the social sciences]” he once wrote, “result from the misplaced effort to 

achieve 'integration' directly, and in its own right. […] it may well be that the end can be 

achieved only if it comes about as a by-product of other activities, and that it is systematically 

defeated if it is sought directly.”92 

 Paradoxically, it was Lazarsfeld's elaboration of an empirical research system at the 

Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) at Columbia University, itself a de facto solvent of 

rigid disciplinary divisions, that conveyed his disciplinary power across the 1950s. Indeed, as 

correspondence from the time reveals, Lazarsfeld thought that sociology as a discipline 

                                                
92 The quote continues: “the integration or better, the consolidation of the social sciences will the 
more readily be achieved as a by-product of working at certain types of intellectual problems, 
rather than when it is pursued as an immediate objective. By work on research problems 
involving social policy and social theory, the precise points at which the consolidation of several 
social sciences is required will become plain.” See Merton or Lynd revisions of "Professional 
Training in Social Research [section on 'social functions']," n.d. Series 1, Box 127, (no folder). 
Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, 
Columbia University in the City of New York, p. 55. 
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ensconced in academic departments was destined to wither away. Fellow Columbia sociologist 

Robert Lynd (1892-1970), who feared the overshadowing of Columbia's sociology department 

by Lazarsfeld's training program in empirical social research, relayed to a committee of 

department members “the ambivalence Paul expressed to me over the phone a month ago as to 

whether all dept's of sociology aren't on the way out. Practically, this raises the question as to 

whether we intend to supplant a 'dept. of sociology' by a 'training center for social 

investigators.'”93 Evidently, the phone exchange was not easily forgotten, as Lynd reminded 

Lazarsfeld a year later of the latter's characteristic “tenuous acceptance of sociology, which has 

prompted you to say to me and to others that the new professional training program will mean 

the end of the Department of Sociology.”94 Once, when musing about interdisciplinary fusions, 

Lazarsfeld did not even bother mentioning the discipline he was supposed to belong to: “You 

might remember my old distinction,” he wrote to Frank Stanton and Robert Merton in 1954. 

“Harvard integrated Sociology, Psychology, and Anthropology; Columbia should integrate 

Economics, History, and Political Science.”95 Lazarsfeld gained his disciplinary power as he 

                                                
93 Robert S. Lynd comments on "Professional Training in Social Research," 1/8/50. Series 1, Box 
127, (no folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

94 Memorandum by Robert S. Lynd to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, March 8, 1951. Series 1, Box 127, (no 
folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, 
Columbia University in the City of New York. 

95 On a similar note, Lazarsfeld lamented the lack of historians in that year's CASBS fellows 
cohort: “First of all there is not one historian and as a consequence any humanistic element is 
completely lacking; this should not be underrated as an important characteristic of this year.” 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Robert Merton and Frank Stanton, 1954(?). Series 3, Box 2, Fol. 'Cheatham 
Committee,' Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 
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stormed the field of sociology with brash disregard for its disciplinary boundaries, underscoring 

this attitude by labeling his student disciples the “Young Turks.”96 

 The BASR took on an interdisciplinary character in two senses: First, although it was tied 

most firmly to the sociology department, the BASR served as a resource for training and research 

for Columbia faculty and students in many social science and humanities fields with interests in 

larger-scale empirical projects. The BASR bibliography reveals a range of studies in what the 

Germans call Bindestrich-Soziologie (hyphen-sociology)—sociologies of politics, education, 

organizations, mass communication, consumption, housing and urban life, the dissemination of 

scientific knowledge, the professions, and so on.97 The human and organic capital at the 

BASR—that is, a staff of research directors and assistants trained in all aspects of survey design 

and execution, plus the instruments and “little tools of knowledge” for data collection and 

analysis—served as “pull factors” for such interdisciplinary work. More interesting in the 

context of this paper, however, were the two sorts of “push factors” inherent in the style of 

research practiced at the BASR that inspired disciplinary boundary-crossings. On the one hand, 

Lazarsfeld's dedication to the development of institutions for training and research in applied 

social science inspired ventures in mutual learning between disciplines: How did other social 

science disciplines confront the interrelated problems of pedagogy and institutional structure? 

How did the “utilization cycle” of applied research and expert knowledge in academic, 

                                                
96 James S. Coleman captures this in a slightly different sense in reflections on his student days 
in the 1950s: “to the graduate student, there was no discipline of sociology outside of Columbia.” 
See James S. Coleman, 'Columbia in the 1950s' in Bennett M. Berger (ed), Authors of Their Own 
Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists (UC Press: Berkeley, 
1990), p. 79. Lazarsfeld's 1955 methodology reader, The Language of Social Research, is 
dedicated to these “Young Turks.” 

97 See Judith S. Barton, Guide to the Bureau of Applied Social Research (New York: Clearwater 
Publishing Company Inc., 1984). 
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government, and other public and private patron-client contexts of research function?98 On the 

other hand, methodological problems posed by Lazarsfeld's style of research spurred him to 

organize interdisciplinary exchanges in pursuit of concrete solutions. 

 Lazarsfeld took advantage of both Columbia University and national patronage for his 

interdisciplinary problem-solving. At Columbia, he chaired or co-chaired the University Seminar 

on the “Content and Methods of the Social Sciences” for many years beginning in 1953.99 

Columbia President Frank Fackenthal and Professor Frank Tannenbaum had established the 

University Seminars in 1944 as a forum for interdisciplinary exchange between campus faculty 

and invited guests around substantive and methodological topics. Under his chairmanship, 

Lazarsfeld devoted the first two years of the Content and Methods seminar to applications of 

mathematics in social science. He collected the work of some of its prestigious participants from 

Columbia and beyond, including T.W. Anderson, Nicolas Rashevsky, Jacob Marschak, Louis 

Guttman, James S. Coleman, and Herbert Simon, in Mathematical Thinking in the Social 

Sciences (1954). Across the 1950s and '60s, the “Content and Methods” seminar was frequently 

dedicated to the discussion of mathematics in the social sciences, and it often included staff 

researchers outside of university campuses at corporate research units.100 In the early 1950s, 

                                                
98 Two book-length treatments of this long-term interest include Paul F. Lazarsfeld, William H. 
Sewell and Harold L. Wilensky, The Uses of Sociology (New York: Basic Books, 1967); Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld, An Introduction to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 1975). 

99 At some point, the seminar seems to have temporarily changed its name to “Scope and 
Methods.” 

100 Researchers at Bell Laboratories and IBM were frequent guests. Starting in 1966, Lazarsfeld's 
former student and successor as director of the BASR, Allen Barton, led another University 
Seminar on “Basic and Applied Social Research” that had a still greater proportion of 
participants from outside the university system. See Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. University Seminars 
records, 1945-2000. Series I: Minutes and Notes. Box 114. 'Basic and Applied Social Research'. 
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Lazarsfeld articulated an optimistic vision to his occasional collaborator and sparring partner, 

Herbert Simon: “In the rather near future I think we will have something here like a Cowles 

Commission in the social science field, covering the problems outside of economics. The 

combination symbolized by Merton as a theoretician, [T.W.] Anderson as a statistician, and 

myself as a kind of go-between makes Columbia a very promising proving ground for the 

development of a more formalized social science.”101 From the outset, the Content and Methods 

seminar was intended not just as a place for solving methodological problems confronted in the 

course of BASR studies but was also a space for broaching serious critiques of the dominant 

approaches there. When their topics were not explicitly relevant to work at the BASR, the 

seminars strove to keep abreast of the dramatic proliferation of mathematical approaches in the 

social sciences.  In this sense, the seminars were to function as both a coordination and a cleanup 

operation. 

 In the mid-1950s, parallel to the open forum of the University Seminar, Lazarsfeld was 

working out problems in the formalization and mathematics of causality and time series analysis 

in various closed settings. He engaged these problems with his students at the BASR and in a 

seminar he co-taught with the philosopher Ernest Nagel on the logic of social inquiry.102 In 

                                                
101 These words were meant to entice Simon into directing Lazarsfeld's “Planning Project for 
Advanced Training in Social Research” or perhaps directing the planned institution itself (the 
language is unclear). Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Herbert Simon, 31 October 1951, Series 1, Box 126, 
Fol. ‘38. Training’, Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

102 A point of departure for these inquiries into causality was Lazarsfeld's paper with Patricia 
Kendall on spurious correlation in survey research in Robert K. Merton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 
eds., Continuities in Social Research: Studies in the Scope and Method of ‘The American 
Soldier’ (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1950). The Spring 1953 Nagel/Lazarsfeld seminar 
dealt specifically with Herbert Simon's 1952 Cowles Commission paper, “Logic of Causal 
Relations.” (See Ernest Nagel Papers. Series 1, Box 20, Columbia Rare Books and Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York.) Thereafter a spate of papers and 
methods appendices appeared that tackled the topic from many angles: James S. Coleman, 
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addition, or perhaps overlapping with these seminars, Lazarsfeld would invite economists, 

philosophers, psychologists, and mathematicians to help him solve specific problems arising 

from ongoing research at the BASR.103 These mathematics-oriented colloquia and private 

sessions even spilled over beyond the academic year into two-week summer retreats at 

Dartmouth College (1953-54) dedicated each year to a thematic cluster of problems relevant to 

Lazarsfeld's research system. In 1954 the seminar was dedicated to “Process Analysis” and 

investigated an array of ways to study change over time based on, for example, stochastic 

processes in learning theory, econometrics, and Markov chains.104 These quantitative techniques 

were directly related to panel analysis, a core survey method for the study of action developed at 

the BASR and discussed above. 

 Lazarsfeld's vision of interdisciplinary exchange was incompatible with the more laissez-

faire institutes for advanced study that increasingly dotted the intellectual landscape of the 

                                                
“Statistical Problems” in Seymour Martin Lipset, Union Democracy:  The Internal Politics of the 
International Typographical Union (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1956); Hanan C. 
Selvin, ‘A Critique of Tests of Significance in Survey Research’, American Sociological Review, 
22 (1957), 519–527; Hanan Selvin, ‘Durkheim’s Suicide and Problems of Empirical Research’, 
American Sociological Review, 63 (1958), 607–619. For an allied effort in distinguishing 
between statistical techniques for experimental and non-experimental data by a non-BASR 
statistician but friend of Lazarsfeld's see Herman Wold, ‘Causal Inference from Observational 
Data’, Journal of the Royal Statistical Society Series A (General), 119 (1956), 28–61. Two 
rigorous but slightly contradictory accounts on this work at the BASR are Andrew Abbott, ‘The 
Causal Devolution’, Sociological Methods & Research, 27 (1998), 148–181; and Stephen 
Turner, ‘Many Approaches, but Few Arrivals’, Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 39 (2009), 
174–211. 

103 James S. Coleman, 'Columbia in the 1950s' in Bennett M. Berger (ed), Authors of Their Own 
Lives: Intellectual Autobiographies by Twenty American Sociologists (UC Press: Berkeley, 
1990), p. 87. Coleman lists William Baumol, Gustave Bergmann, Harold Kelly, John Thibaut, 
Leon Festinger, William Vickrey, Theodore Anderson, Duncan Luce, Gerald Thompson, and 
Merrill Flood as examples. 

104 The 1953 theme was “Concepts and Indices”. 
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United States and Europe over the twentieth century.105 On the whole, he advocated more 

formal, problem-based structures of exchange than were characteristic of these sites of free 

inquiry and release from academic routine. A 1953 memo to Ralph Tyler, the first director of the 

Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences (CASBS) in Palo Alto, reveals the detail 

of Lazarsfeld's prescriptions for mutual learning across fields. The first of three concrete 

suggestions for the CASBS was an “expert-interviews-expert program” in which one fellow 

questions the other in great detail about a text or specific methodological problem.106 Second, 

Lazarsfeld proposed a structure of “directed learning” in which “The main idea is that the 

'student' would not learn only what the 'teacher' wants to teach him. The student would, in the 

course of the enterprise, direct the teacher toward what should be picked out because of its 

special relevance to the 'student's' problem.” This, judging from James S. Coleman's insider 

description of the scene around Lazarsfeld in the early 1950s, was essentially how he treated his 

invited guests and colleagues at Columbia.107 The specific example given on this point was far 

afield of the social sciences: “It would be desirable to have a geneticist present to give examples 

of how this mathematical approach [to stochastic processes] became important in the field of 

biology, which is close enough to our problems to help us guide out selection in a promising 

direction.” A third suggestion for interdisciplinary learning was to bring together scholars 

                                                
105 On the conflict amongst Ford Foundation consultants over the structure of its Center for 
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in Palo Alto, see Mark Solovey, ‘The Politics of 
Intellectual Identity and American Social Science, 1945-1970’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, 1996); and Solovey, Shaky Foundations: The Politics-Patronage-Social 
Science Nexus in Cold War America (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2013). 

106 Incidentally, Lazarsfeld's concrete example here was for him to interview Shils and Parsons 
on their Toward a General Theory of Action (1951). 

107 Coleman, ‘Columbia in the 1950s’. 
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working with similar substantive topics or methods who were typically separated by the 

disciplinary structure of the university. And finally, in reference to a teaching style that became 

routine at the BASR, Lazarsfeld proposed seminars on the CASBS fellows' ongoing research 

projects, especially those for which there was already a large amount of discussable and 

interpretable field material on hand. 

 Interdisciplinary discussions under Lazarsfeld's direction would also be aimed at 

problems less “technical” and more germane to pedagogy and the sociology of knowledge across 

the social sciences. Two years after its founding, Lazarsfeld reoriented the “Content and 

Methods” University Seminar from its previous focus on mathematical thinking to “Cross 

Departmental Training in the Social Sciences.” The introductory memo that Lazarsfeld sent to 

members of the seminar reveal his intertwined interests in both the pedagogical issues peculiar to 

individual disciplines and the potential for substantive cross-disciplinary graduate education. He 

proposed to organize the seminar around materials collected by the Ford Foundation's “Self-

Study Program” of five universities' behavioral science faculties, plus a 1955 seminar on 

“Training in Social Sciences” at the recently-founded CASBS and the steady stream of anecdotes 

and observations surrounding it.108 Additional discussion materials came from Lazarsfeld's own 

Planning Project for Advanced Training in Social Research, that failed venture to found a 

standalone post-graduate degree program in the BASR's image examined in the previous chapter. 

This material comprised a participant-observation and survey study of an entering cohort of 

Columbia Sociology graduate students and a broad collection of Historical Materials on 

Innovations in Higher Education.109 Suggested discussion questions on curriculum included: 

                                                
108 The universities were Chicago, Harvard, Michigan, North Carolina, and Stanford. 

109 These materials were also bound and published by Bernard Joseph Stern as Historical 
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“Would the economist be helped by a course in the psychology of the consumer?” or  “Do the 

sociologists need more thorough historical knowledge?” and  “Should the anthropologist be 

better informed of the theory of economic growth?” Tipping his hat to Columbia philosopher 

Ernest Nagel, he asked, “How much would all departments in our Faculty profit from a good 

course in the logic and philosophy of the social sciences?”110 

 Shifting from pedagogy to what one could call both an applied sociology of knowledge 

and a sociology of applied knowledge, another year's seminar (1957-58) was devoted to 

“Interdisciplinary Applications of Empirical Social Research.” In a manner typical of 

Lazarsfeld's thinking, the discussions were to be focused on concrete situations of applied 

research: “The attempt will be made to show, through the critical analysis of specific 

investigations, how such empirical research can be applied to problems in economics, political 

science and international relations, history, law, social work, psychiatry, religion and 

professional training.” This statement makes the problematique sound one-dimensional, as if the 

seminar's participants assumed that knowledge could be applied repeatedly and progressively 

like a salve to social problems. In fact, Merton and Lazarsfeld had begun to develop a more 

sophisticated theoretical and empirical program of self-reflexive inquiry into “the social sciences 

in action” in the late 1940s that continued to occupy Lazarsfeld up to his death in 1976.111 

                                                
Materials on Innovations in Higher Education (Columbia University BASR, 1953). 

110 Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Members of the University Seminar on the Scope and Methods of the 
Social Sciences, 4 November 1955, Series 1, Box 173, Fol. ‘Contents and Methods. 1955-56’., 
University Seminars records, 1945-2000. Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts 
Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

111 The phrase comes from Lazarsfeld's outline for the first three years of the “Contents and 
Methods” University Seminar. Other catch-phrases included “evaluation research” and 
“utilization cycle”. Lazarsfeld identified the foundational text of this inquiry as the Carnegie 
Corporation-funded article by Robert K. Merton, ‘The Role of Applied Social Science in the 
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Merton and Lazarsfeld were troubled by the gaps between applied researchers' value 

commitments, clients' demand for reliable social knowledge, the limits to such knowledge, and 

the application (or not) of research findings in decision-making and the formation of policy in 

complex bureaucratic settings. This self-reflexive research program even had a place in the 

methods file under 8.20, Problems of research and policy, a subheading of 8.00, Institutional 

problems of research and training. Starting in the late 1960s, Lazarsfeld's former student and 

later director of the BASR, Allen Barton, ran his own Columbia University Seminar on “Basic 

and Applied Social Research” that continued this line of inquiry with participants from 

academia, government, and private industry.  

 Reflexivity at the BASR was not simply a matter of efficiency in the production and 

application of knowledge: contrary to the caricatures of Lazarsfeld sketched by C. Wright Mills 

and others, there was also a critical awareness.112 For example, under the heading of “A 

Framework of Critical Intelligence,” Lazarsfeld's original plans for the curriculum of the aborted 

Professional School for Advanced Training in Social Research warned that the social researcher 

“is faced with the recurrent danger of taking existing practices and existing institutional 

arrangements as necessary and inevitable” and “is confronted with a temptation toward a kind of 

critical irresponsibility […].” “Very often,” the proposal continued, “the practitioner of social 

research […] is asked to take a place as an expert in a subaltern role, with fixed spheres of 

competence and with a severely limited orientation toward the larger social system. In this status, 

he is rewarded for regarding himself as a technical auxiliary […] [S]uch a professional 

                                                
Formation of Policy: A Research Memorandum’, Philosophy of Science, 16 (1949), 161–181. 

112 See C. Wright Mills, “Abstracted Empiricism” in The Sociological Imagination (New York, 
1959). Mills was in fact Lazarsfeld's copy editor for the document cited below and a member of 
the planning committee. 
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perspective may involve the rationalized abdication of social responsibility in favor of the 

administrator or client […].” Attacking the value-neutrality that is commonly assumed to be a 

touchstone of postwar behaviorism, Lazarsfeld continued, “With its specious and delusory 

distinction between 'ends' and means;' and its insistence that the intrusion of social values into 

the work of social scientists makes for special pleading, this philosophy fails to note that the 

practitioner's values do affect his choice of client and his consequent definition of problems.”113 

The professional school was to fight this tendency by teaching the student to recognize these 

dangers and to develop strategies for combatting them within his or her limited autonomy. 

 Lazarsfeld only reluctantly accepted the disciplinary label of sociologist; when he did so, 

it was only to claim a metadisciplinary role for sociology as toolmaker. Moreover, he argued that 

empirical research on concrete problems would lead piece-meal to the desirable by-product of an 

integrated social science. This strategy held more promise than efforts to “achieve 'integration' 

directly” (above, I have called this “interdiscipinarity by committee”) such as Parsons's top-down 

efforts at the Harvard Department of Social Relations. Lazarsfeld's efforts to piece-meal 

integration took many forms—interdisciplinary seminars, summer schools, and one-on-one 

training between experts. Rather than forcing social science fields into an apriori framework, 

linkages between disciplines were to be achieved by elucidating their logics of inquiry and 

specifying their objects of study. Where disciplines had logics and objects in common, they 

                                                
113 Merton or Lynd revisions of "Professional Training in Social Research [section on 'social 
functions']," n.d. Series 1, Box 127, (no folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, 
pp. 50-53. Lazarsfeld's authorship can be corroborated with a memo from Robert Lynd praising 
this section but, for political reasons, advising Lazarsfeld to remove it from future drafts. See 
Robert Lynd type-written comments on "Professional Training in Social Research," 1/8/50. 
Series 1, Box 127, (no folder). Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, p. 3. 
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could exchange tools or aid each other in borrowing tools from mathematics and the natural 

sciences. Interdisciplinary exchange also took place at the levels of sociology of knowledge, 

pedagogy, and institutionalization. Moreover, belying the common caricature of mid-century 

positivists, BASR members developed a home-grown critical reflexivity. 

 

9.8. Theories of Action and their Interdisciplinary Research Programs 

 Thus far, I have shown how two distinct theories of action implied two incompatible 

research programs at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research and the Harvard 

Department of Social Relations. This had something to do with Parsons's and Lazarsfeld's 

understandings of the words “theory” and “science” and their utility for developing 

interdisciplinary social inquiry. Parsons thought that sociology needed a general theory as 

evidence and means to its scientific standing. Lazarsfeld resisted publishing any thoughts on the 

word “theory,” and he was always quick to deny that there was anything to be gained by calling 

what he did “science.”114 This did not, however, dampen his enthusiasm for developing rigorous 

interdisciplinary social research in several methodological and sociological forms: borrowing 

techniques from neighboring disciplines or the natural sciences as necessary; bringing together 

the exponents of various fields to work on concrete and explicitly defined shared methodological 

and substantive problems; and embarking on an unbounded and perhaps dubious adventure of 

conceptual accumulation, transfer, and codification. Lazarsfeld's early commitment to the 

empirical study of action as practiced in Central European psychology kept him tied to certain 

microscopic (though large in sample size) methods, and he was aware that they were logically 

                                                
114 See, for example, his 1961-62 oral history interviews at Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library. 
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incompatible with a scientistic general theory of society. There was no basic social science—just 

“big problems,” “empirical data,” and the conceptual and physical tools for linking them. 

 

9.9. Getting the Data 

 Lazarsfeld's inductive-phenomenological approach to concept formation and his 

theoretical commitment to studying social action as a three-phase sequential process underlay the 

study designs and approach to data analysis practiced at the BASR. The empirical study of action 

and inductive-phenomenological concept formation also dictated the particular methods used to 

collect data. In particular, Lazarsfeld specialized in research that called for introspective and 

retrospective data rather than data that was “naturally” available or could be collected by 

unobtrusive means. He and his colleagues developed formal, structured interview techniques to 

collect data on each phase of action—“goals (motivation),” “the successive transformation of 

intentions,” and “the influences which seem to push the fact forward to its final conclusion.”115 

But the BASR's informal, open-ended interview techniques also complemented Lazarsfeld's wish 

to avoid imposing the researcher's own concepts on the empirical situation. Toward that aim, 

BASR staffers—especially women such as Herta Herzog, Jeanette Green, Marjorie Fiske, and 

Patricia Kendall—developed approaches to interviewing that invited respondents to convey their 

own frame of reference and thereby suggest analytical concepts to the interviewer. Not all 

aspects of the BASR's interview techniques, however, were inspired by the action framework. In 

fact, the World War Two and postwar eras were something of a golden age of the social-

scientific interview in which this means of data collection became both an object of intensive 

methodological innovation and, through its ubiquity, a cultural phenomenon in its own right. 

                                                
115 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Historical Notes on the Empirical Study of Action,” p. 59. 
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9.9.1 The Interview as Scientific Instrument, Social Dynamic, and Practice of the Self 

 The first boom period of the social survey dates back to mid-nineteenth century inquiries 

into the effects of industrialization on European populations. However, early researchers tended 

to seek out externally-observable data and demographic facts invulnerable to the intersubjective 

volatility and fragility of interviewing, not “internal” psychological data of respondents.116 For 

this reason, more sophisticated interview techniques developed only along with the increasing 

complexity, systematization, and routinization of administrative, commercial, and academic 

survey research from roughly the 1930s onward.117 Though many approaches to survey research 

had their roots in this take-off period, the 1950s were the highpoint of systematic 

experimentation, verification, and stabilization of interview techniques. Indeed, as 

contemporaries noted, by the 1950s the interview had become a widespread form of social 

interaction and a practice of the self that shaped social and mental life. Lazarsfeld had been 

dealing with these issues since his time with the Bühlers, who made introspection a fixture of the 

psychology of thought. Developers of interview techniques were attuned to problems of 

retrospection, introspection, interviewer bias, and rapport that—far from discouraging these 

researchers from collecting “non-natural” data from human subjects—inspired elaborate attempts 

                                                
116 For an overview, see Jean M. Converse, Survey Research in the United States: Roots and 
Emergence 1890-1960 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), pp. 11-53; for a specific 
example of Fredric LePlay's approach to observation, see Theodore M. Porter, “Reforming 
Vision: The Engineer Le Play Learns to Observe Society Sagely” in Lorraine Daston and 
Elizabeth Lunbeck, eds., Histories of Scientific Observation (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2011), pp. 281-302. 

117 If publications can serve as an indicator here, some sense of the speed of the development can 
be gained by comparing the 23 pages devoted to interview techniques Luther Fry's pioneering 
The Technique of Social Investigation (1934) with Pauline V. Young's 416-page Interviewing in 
Social Work (1936) only two years later. 



 

 552 

to manage and overcome such limitations. Efforts to improve interview techniques were also 

bound up with the commitment to making a private, idiosyncratic skill public and systematic. 

Codifying interview procedures—from the most formal “closed” questionnaire to the informal 

“open” depth interview—shored up the reliability of social knowledge in the eyes of non-

practitioners as it also isolated and expurgated the factors of noise and bias that, for researchers, 

were obstacles to accurate measurement. Thus, social researchers' interest in meeting their 

clients' demands for accuracy, precision, and objectivity complemented their drive to puzzle 

through problems of “pure” science within their local research institutions and disciplinary 

communities. Conversely, the fields of psychology, social psychology, psychotherapy, social 

work, and sociology contributed to the common stock of craft skills for interviewing on the basis 

of trial and error, controlled experimentation, and concepts developed within those fields. In 

sum, both external and field-internal forces contributed to the sharpening of techniques for 

collecting and handling interview data. 

 The interview as data-collection method and as intriguing social encounter became a 

channel of communication across social-science disciplines and research communities. By the 

middle decades of the twentieth century, the major centers of survey research had all developed 

their own handbooks of interviewing techniques, often in dialogue and collaboration with each 

other.118 Though many social science journals published articles on interview methods, The 

                                                
118 The BASR had Robert King Merton, Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused 
Interview: A Manual of Problems and Procedures (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1956), plus two 
mimeographed training guides: Bureau of Applied Social Research, “Training Guide on the 
Techniques of Qualitative Interviews,” 1948, Box 155, Columbia University. Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Library. Bureau of Applied Social Research Records.; Bureau of Applied Social 
Research, “Traning Guide on Constructing Questionnaires and Interview Schedules for 
Sociology 195-196,” 1948, Box 155, Columbia University. Rare Books and Manuscripts Library. 
Bureau of Applied Social Research Records. NORC helped produce Herbert Hyman et al., 
Interviewing in Social Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954), and Chicago 
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Public Opinion Quarterly and the meetings of its presiding organization, the American 

Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR), were the key sites of debate and exchange 

of theories and techniques of interviewing. Wartime work had also increased contact between 

survey research practitioners, some of whom later shuttled between the University of Michigan's 

Survey Research Center, the University of Chicago's National Opinion Research Center 

(NORC), and the BASR. Herbert Hyman, for example, moved through the Department of 

Agriculture, the wartime Strategic Bombing Surveys, the Office of War Information, postwar 

occupied Japan, two Social Science Research Council (SSRC) collaborative studies on polling 

techniques, and NORC before joining the Bureau staff in 1951. This journeyman of survey 

research literally brought his experience with him as he moved from one institution to the next 

and synthesized a trove of case studies into two standard handbooks.119 Lazarsfeld students Peter 

Rossi and James S. Coleman each in turn directed NORC after finishing their degrees at 

Columbia. In addition to these individual migrations between the BASR and other survey 

research institutions, the Bureau often contracted both academic and commercial agencies to 

conduct its field work. And even when personnel did not migrate, archived survey materials—

transcripts, codebooks, IBM punch cards, magnetic tapes, and field reports—circulated between 

agencies for reanalysis and to serve as models for new studies and instruction, sometimes 

                                                
Sociology also had Pauline V. Young, Scientific Social Surveys and Research: An Introduction 
to the Background, Content, Methods, Principles, and Analysis of Social Studies (New York: 
Prentice Hall, 1939). Michigan issued Robert L. Kahn and Charles F. Cannell, The Dynamics of 
Interviewing: Theory, Technique, and Cases (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1957). 

119 Paul B. Sheatsley, “In Memoriam: Herbert H. Hyman, 1918-1985,” Public Opinion Quarterly 
50, no. 1 (1986): 119–120; Herbert Hiram Hyman, Taking Society’s Measure: A Personal 
History of Survey Research (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1991). The two methods texts 
are Hyman et al., Interviewing in Social Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954); 
and Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis: Principles, Cases and Procedures (New York: The 
Free Press, 1955). 
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decades after their creation.120 Such traffic between between government agencies, military 

branches, commercial agencies, and university-based research institutes—together with generous 

patronage from the federal government and private foundations—fostered intensive cross-

pollination and methodological development into the early postwar decades. 

 In addition to the spate of technical manuals and circulation of personnel, David Riesman 

and Mark Benney's interpretative “secondary analysis” of interview-based studies in the late 

1950s marks the high point of innovation and the consolidation of interview techniques. Their 

work was formally organized as the Interview Project at the University of Chicago and was 

supported by the SSRC and the Foundations' Fund for Research in Psychiatry.121 The Interview 

Project, while independent and critical, sought to contribute to the development of techniques 

used by practicing researchers. It provided both a bird's eye view and a synthesis of the recent 

welter of activity in survey research. Riesman and Benney reviewed audio recordings, 

transcripts, and reports of interviews from a wide variety of settings (some examples include a 

NORC study of tornado disaster victims in Arkansas; the Harvard Project on the Soviet Social 

System; the BASR and Voice of America's study of mass communications behavior in the 

Middle East; and studies of American GIs by Samuel Stouffer, Morris Janowitz, and Bruno 

                                                
120 The NORC surveys of tornado disaster victims, for example, were analyzed as part of 
Riesman and Benney's Interview Project and as one case study in Allen Barton's Communities in 
Disaster: A Sociological Analysis of Collective Stress Situations (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 
1969). 

121 These funders are acknowledged, for example, in David Riesman and Mark Benney, “The 
Sociology of the Interview,” The Midwest Sociologist 18, no. 1 (Winter 1956): 3–15 and Mark 
Benney, David Riesman, and Shirley A. Star, “Age and Sex in the Interview,” American Journal 
of Sociology 62, no. 2 (September 1956): 143–152. The latter article was part of the special issue 
edited by Riesman and Benney entitled “Of Sociology and the Interview.” Raymond M. Lee 
reports that the Interview Project received a grant of $10,000 ($87,000 in 2013) over three years 
from the Foundations' Fund, circa 1954. See Lee, “David Riesman and the Sociology of the 
Interview,” The Sociological Quarterly 49, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 285–307. 
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Bettelheim).122 They even went out into the field and conducted their own depth interviews of 

both interviewers and respondents in Paul Lazarsfeld's study of the effects of Cold War hysteria 

on social science professors, The Academic Mind (1958).123 

 The interview was not just a recording device: it also became an everyday social practice, 

amplified by its omnipresence in the mass media, that in turn shaped modern minds. Moreover, it 

seemed to be a ritual peculiarly appropriate to the American social structure and national 

character. The ideal of the frictionless interview was a social-scientific manifestation of the 

cheerful American middle-class garrulousness and sensitivity to social norms that David 

Riesman and Nathan Glazer coined other-directedness. “The concern for good rapport as a 

requirement of good interviewing,” they wrote in a 1948 article, “seems to us partly a reflection 

of the need of modern middle-class people to be liked by everybody.”124 And the general 

eagerness of Americans to supply answers to opinion polls harmonized with the “egalitarian 

belief that every American... was entitled to and should have an opinion on just about 

                                                
122 These examples are drawn from “The Sociology of the Interview” and “Age and Sex in the 
Interview.” Riesman's other writings show a close familiarity with the market research studies of 
the BASR as well. See The Lonely Crowd (1950) and Abundance for What? (1964). 

123 The latter was commissioned by Lazarsfeld and published as an appendix, “Some 
Observations on the Interviewing in the Teacher Apprehension Study,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld and 
Wagner Thielens, The Academic Mind: Social Scientists in a Time of Crisis (Glencoe, Illinois: 
The Free Press, 1958), pp. 266-370. This material was condensed and republished as 
“Interviewers, Elites, and Academic Freedom” in Riesman, Abundance for What? And Other 
Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964), pp. 568-583. On the scope of 
Riesman's follow-up fieldwork for Lazarsfeld's American Scholar, see Riesman, “On 
Discovering and Teaching Sociology: A Memoir,” Annual Review of Sociology 14 (1988), pp. 
17-19; and “Ethical and Practical Dilemmas of Fieldwork in an Academic Setting,” in 
Qualitative and Quantitative Social Research: Papers in Honor of Paul F. Lazarsfeld (New 
York: The Free Press, 1979), pp. 210-31. 

124 David Riesman and Nathan Glazer, “The Meaning of Opinion,” The Public Opinion 
Quarterly 12, no. 4 (Winter, 1948-1949), p. 643. This article came out of the same partnership 
between Riesman and Glazer that produced The Lonely Crowd (1950). 
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everything.”125 (George Gallup had, after all, promised to take The Pulse of Democracy through 

his opinion polls.)126 Together with Benney, Riesman expressed the general psychological 

conditioning by the interview in still more general terms: “we may regard the spread of the 

interview into new areas as indicative of the spread of the modern temper, the modern forms of 

psychic mobility and communicativeness.”127 Indeed, through interview-based works such as 

Alfred Kinsey's sensational sexuality studies, Riesman's best-selling The Lonely Crowd, the 

regular reporting of opinion polls in magazines and newspapers, the fanfared entrance of 

“motivation research,” C. Wright Mills's “sociological poetry” of White Collar, Betty Friedan's 

The Feminine Mystique, and the boom in psychotherapy of all sorts, the American public learned 

to reflect and to peer into its own reflection.128 This entailed, as Benney and Riesman noted, a 

democratization of the communication of affect: “Just as Freud revolutionized psychiatry by 

making the feelings of women as well as the pains of men medically relevant,” they wrote, “so 

one aspect of the democratic revolution has been to make relevant not only the feelings of the 

boss or monarch but also the feelings of the depressed classes.”129 Western Europeans 

experienced a similar phenomenon only a step behind with the rapid postwar importation of the 

                                                
125 In a memoir published the year of his death (1988), Riesman used these words to explain his 
initial fascination for the interview as such. See David Riesman, “On Discovering and Teaching 
Sociology: A Memoir,” Annual Review of Sociology 14 (1988), p. 14. 

126 George Gallup, The Pulse of Democracy: The Public-Opinion Poll and How It Works (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1940). 

127 David Riesman and Mark Benney, “The Sociology of the Interview,” The Midwest 
Sociologist 18, no. 1 (Winter 1956), p. 8. 

128 On the psychotherapy boom, see Eva Illouz, Cold Intimacies: The Making of Emotional 
Capitalism (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2007). 

129 Riesman and Benney, “The Sociology of the Interview,” p. 14. 
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interview as a social science method and as a social practice.130 Rebecca Lemov has written that 

in the early Cold War decades, the whole world became a laboratory—a situation to be 

controlled, compared, measured.131 With the interview, even that which resisted being trapped 

and observed in the artificial laboratory setting could nevertheless be captured into a quasi-

experimental logic. With the interview, mid-twentieth century societies took up a vast project of 

neo-Baconian “collective empiricism” and collective introspection.132 

                                                
130 In Europe, the interview was not a totally foreign situation, but the postwar period did witness 
an American-inspired boom. For example, Cologne sociologist Rene König's classic handbook 
on the interview that went through seven editions, Das Interview (1952), consisted mainly of 
translations from the Bureau's training guides, manuals, and case materials. Max Horkheimer 
highlighted the survey as a key trend in his Survey of the Social Sciences in Western Germany: A 
Report on Recent Developments (Washington, D.C: Library of Congress, Reference Dept., 
European Affairs Division, 1952). On the development of market research in Europe, see 
Victoria De Grazia, Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005); and Kristin Ross, Fast 
Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1995). On the spread of public opinion research into Western Europe, see Loïc 
Blondiaux, La fabrique de l’opinion: une histoire sociale des sondages (Paris: Seuil, 1998); and 
Anja Kruke, Demoskopie in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Meinungsforschung, Parteien und 
Medien 1949-1990 (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2007). Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann of the Allensbach 
Institute for Demoskopie turned the survey toward studies of national character, e.g. Elisabeth 
Noelle-Neumann, Die verletzte Nation:  über den Versuch der Deutschen, ihren Charakter zu 
ändern (Stuttgart: Dt. Verl.-Anst., 1987). Nina Verheyen covers the programmatic exportation of 
American garrulousness and mass-media dialogical forms and the reconstruction of the public 
sphere in occupied postwar Germany in Diskussionslust: Eine Kulturgeschichte Des “Besseren 
Arguments” in Westdeutschland (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2010), especially part 2, 
“Amerikanische Ambitionen: Diskussionen als Mittel und Zweck der Reeducation,” pp. 59-150. 

131 Rebecca M. Lemov, World as Laboratory: Experiments with Mice, Mazes, and Men (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 2005); and Lemov, Chapter 4, “The 'Situation' in the Cold War Behavioral 
Sciences” in Paul Erickson et al., How Reason Almost Lost Its Mind: The Strange Career of Cold 
War Rationality (The University of Chicago Press, 2013). 

132 On “collective empiricism,” see Lorraine Daston, “Empire of Observation, 1500-1800,” in 
Histories of Scientific Observation, ed. Elizabeth Lunbeck and Lorraine Daston (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011), 81–114. On collective introspection, see Sarah Elizabeth 
Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public (Cambridge, 
Mass: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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 Indeed, the interview and the questionnaire were instruments for turning emotions, 

feelings, dispositions, tastes, preferences, and interpersonal relationships into facts. Thus, they 

transcended the gap between inner and outer and transmuted immaterial psychological and social 

processes into things that could be acted upon in two interrelated ways: interview data came to 

inform policy decisions, which then targeted the psychological and social phenomena that these 

data had reified.133 The interview was one tool for social science's task, as Robert Merton put it, 

of “taking the point under discussion out of the realm of opinion into that of established fact.”134 

The instruments for transforming feelings into facts developed through contexts ranging from 

trivial to world-historical. The same scientific community around the BASR presided over 

studies of listener response to radio soap operas and the Betty Crocker morning program (1946), 

the effects of strategic bombing on civilian morale in Germany and Japan (1944-45), the 

influence of modern mass communications on mentalities in the Middle East (1951-57), and 

defectors' reports of everyday life in the “Soviet System” (1950-53).135 

                                                
133 I mean this in the most neutral sense of Verdinglichung – making something into a thing. 

134 Robert King Merton, Patricia S. West, and Marie Jahoda, Patterns of Social Life: 
Explorations in the Sociology and Social Psychology of Housing, BASR Mimeograph, 1949[?], 
Charles Young Research Library, UC Los Angeles, p. 14-15. 

135 The former is a BASR study by Charles Glock and Jeanette Green using the Program 
Analyzer and focused interview (discussed below), “The Betty Crocker Programs—A Report on 
Program Analyzer Tests of Three Morning and Three Afternoon Programs,” B-0278-2, 1946. 
BASR staffer Herbert Hyman was involved in the strategic bombing surveys. See Hyman, 
Taking Society’s Measure: A Personal History of Survey Research (New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, 1991); and  Hyman, Survey Design and Analysis: Principles, Cases and Procedures 
(New York: The Free Press, 1955). Daniel Lerner published the BASR's studies of mass 
communications in the Middle East as The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the 
Middle East (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1958). Alex Inkeles, Columbia Sociology, Ph.D. 1949, 
directed the Harvard Project on the Soviet Social System. See Alex Inkeles, The Soviet Citizen: 
Daily Life in a Totalitarian Society, Russian Research Center Studies 35 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1959). On the methods used by Ikeles's team, see Alice H. Bauer and Russian 
Research Center, “Harvard Project on the Soviet Social System. Guide for Interviewing Soviet 
Escapees,” 1953, Davis Center Collection, H.C. Fung Library, Harvard University. Linking 
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 In addition to making the immaterial into something tangible and manipulable and 

stamping the ephemeral with the status of facticity, the interview and the questionnaire also 

spanned social distance—between classes or status groups but also, more fundamentally, 

between social actors who, in contrast to a bygone organic Gemeinschaft of traditional social 

roles and face-to-face contact, had no relation outside of the research situation.136 Looking back 

on the 1950s boom in interviews, Riesman noted that “such research arose, in the first instance, 

along lines of tension and cleavage in society,” and when such fissures came, “with the rise of 

democracy, to be regarded as problematic.” He underscored his point with a contrasting image: 

“A powerful and proud aristocrat would not think of making a systematic inquiry as to how his 

inferiors thought and felt; if he cared about the matter at all, he would believe he already 

knew.”137 However evocative, this contrast between the old regime and democracy can only 

                                                
Betty Crocker to the other studies is not just the institution of the BASR but also the interview 
techniques developed there such as the focused interview. To this list could also be added the 
RAND Corporation's studies of Viet Cong motivation and morale, which Columbia Journalism 
professor and BASR staffer W. Philips Davison directed for a short stint in 1965. However, it is 
unclear whether the methods used in these investigations were either sophisticated or similar to 
those developed at the BASR. See, e.g., W. P. Davison, “User’s Guide to the RAND Interviews 
in Vietnam,” Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, D-19904-ARPA, January 29, 1970. 

136 Something like the interview, namely the regular confessional visitation/protocol and the less-
routine inquisition, did exist in early modern societies. However, this procedure whereby an 
outside visitor representing the relevent hegemon penetrated the village community to ascertain 
its collective and individual adherence to religious dogma and correct transgressions could be 
seen as the first wedge in the transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft and the routinization 
of interrogatory management of social distance. See David Warren Sabean, Power in the Blood: 
Popular Discourse and Village Discourse in Early Modern Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984); Sabean, ‘Peasant Voices and Bureaucratic Texts: Narrative Structure in 
Early Modern German Protocols’, in Little Tools of Knowledge: Historical Essays on Academic 
and Bureaucratic Practices (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001), pp. 67–94; and 
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 (New York: Random House, 1978). This 
longer history of the interview as practice was not lost on Riesman and Benney. See “Sociology 
of the Interview,” The Midwest Sociologist, 18 (1956), p. 3. 

137 David Riesman, Abundance for What? And Other Essays (Garden City, New York: 
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bring us so far. It does not yet capture the function of the interview for handling a fragmented, 

atomized mass society. Whether the interview spanned a gap of clear domination, as in Fritz 

Roethlisberger and William Dixon's pathbreaking Management and the Worker (1939), or of 

horizontal social distance, as in the BASR's countless market research and communications 

studies, it nevertheless only made sense in a society where such gaps were the norm and where 

they needed to be routinely overcome. 

 The interview's task of overcoming social distance was always in functional tension with 

its claims to objectivity, precision, and incision. Collecting good data required the preservation, 

rather than the resolution, of the contradiction between distance and intimacy. Methodologists of 

the interview recognized the strange mixture of the scientist's cold “ascetic...eliminat[ion of] all 

traces of the self”138 and the warmth of the non-directive, quasi-therapeutic, sympathetic listener. 

Maintaining rapport and controlling interviewer bias—precarious pursuits in which failures 

could irreversibly ruin an interview session or even an entire study—required both in good 

measure and at just the right moments.139 But frictionless rapport could also be a hindrance to 

getting the facts. “Sometimes the only way to get down to real motives,” noted one of the 

BASR's training guides in interview techniques, “is to antagonize the respondent into talking.”140 

This statement pertained to unstructured interviews in which the interviewer was not hemmed in 

                                                
Doubleday & Company, 1964), pp. 449-50. 

138 Riesman, Abundance for What?, p. 445. 

139 Merton's book on the focused interview brims with examples of broken rapport and biased 
questions. See Robert King Merton, Marjorie Fiske and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused 
Interview: A Manual of Problems and Procedures (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1956). 

140 Bureau of Applied Social Research, ‘Training Guide on the Techniques of Qualitative 
Interviews’, 1948, Box 155, Columbia University. Rare Books and Manuscripts Library. Bureau 
of Applied Social Research Records. Emphasis in the original. 
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by a set list of pre-worded questions. By contrast, some study designs called for highly 

standardized and therefore more comparable results. Yet this did not mean that the actual 

interview could be standardized in advance. “[E]ven the formal interview,” wrote Merton in the 

methodological preamble to a BASR study, 

with its printed schedule and its ambulatory pencil, is anything but a standardized 
situation. The interview is, in fact, an inter-personal, social and cultural situation 
which varies enormously for different types of persons in the community. These 
variations in the meaning of the interview rest, in part, upon the personal 
(idiosyncratic) background of the informant, upon the comparative social status of 
the interviewer and interviewee, upon the interpersonal relations established between 
them in the course of the interview and upon culture patterns peculiar to different 
social and ethnic strata concerning 'privacies,' inviolability of the individual, etc.141 

Moreover, even when outfitted with relatively rigid questionnaires, poorly trained interviewers 

could introduce bias or fail to collect key data points, making subsequent statistical analysis 

impossible.  

 The BASR's study of personal influence through social networks in Decatur, Illinois is an 

example of the fragility of even formal interviews.142 The field director first instructed 

interviewers, who were hired locally for the study, that “The interviewer should be constantly 

disabused of any little theories which they develop about the thing and should be hammered into 

humility as they kneel beforer [sic] the model of verification, e.g. none of us knows knows 

anything about this.” The interviewer (often a woman) had to suppress her self and submit to the 

                                                
141 Robert King Merton, Patricia S. West, and Marie Jahoda, “Patterns of Social Life: 
Explorations in the Sociology and Social Psychology of Housing,” Mimeograph, 1949, Charles 
Young Research Library, UC Los Angeles, p. 68. 

142 See Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: The Part Played by People in the 
Flow of Mass Communications (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 2006, orig. 1955), esp. pp. 
149-174, 353-368. 
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division of labor between interviewer and analyst. “All of us have ideas,” the guide continued in 

an almost abusive tone, 

There are libraries of books written about it and a lot of common sense notions about 
it, but we all know that there are four or five different common-senses about 
everything. Therefore please do not pre-judge the results. The only way to find out 
anything like this is to ask a couple of thousand people and keep a systematic 
bookkeeping about the answers. We will all know the results when the study is 
completed.143 

Yet the clinical, ascetic approach seems to have botched the first wave of interviews. “It became 

apparent immediately that the original follow-up confirmation interview was inadequate; no 

allowance for tact and directness had been made for what turned out to be a delicate and difficult 

interview.”144 In fact, the field director responded to this failure with a change in strategy. 

Questions were rephrased according to the interviewers' field reports: “Because of these 

problems, the aid and inspiration of the interviewers were enlisted to devise new questions and 

technique.”145 Perhaps the more dramatic change was reprogramming the interviewers, as it 

were, to be less robotic and more tactful. They “were encouraged to use their ingenuity, making 

careful note of what techniques they did hit on. These were immediately evaluated by the 

supervisor, and those suggestions that looked good were passed on to the rest of the 

                                                
143 Thelma Ehrlich to Decatur Staff, ‘Data on Fieldwork; Administration of the Interviews’, 5 
January 1948, Series 1, Box 9, Fol. ‘Speech...Am Mkt. Assoc.’, Bureau of Applied Social 
Research Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia 
University in the City of New York. It is unclear if the quoted document belongs to this citation 
or is simply the next page in the file. In any case, is is dated 30 December, 1947, whereas the 
section containing the quote has the subheading “General Instructions (6/18/45). It appears that 
Erhlich had collected and typed up various documents from the field work, with this subheading 
coinciding with the first of two waves of interviews. 

144 Ehrlich, ‘Data on Fieldwork; Administration of the Interviews’. Redacted from a memo of 17 
June, 1945. 

145 Ehrlich, ‘Data on Fieldwork; Administration of the Interviews’. Redacted from a memo of 17 
June, 1945. 
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interviewers.”146 Thus, the Decatur experience supports Merton's argument that “even the formal 

interview is anything but a standardized situation.” Other study designs such as the focused 

interview that will be discussed below demanded yet more prolonged, flexible, and penetrating 

questioning and all the tact and foreknowledge required to pull it off.  

 

9.9.2 The Interview at the BASR 

 At the BASR and other survey research institutions, interview techniques and interviewer 

bias would become objects not just of speculation but of trial-and-error tinkering and controlled 

experiment. The same research tools that had been developed for survey research—interviews, 

statistical analysis, meticulously-filed memos and qualitative reports on fieldwork experiences—

were turned on interview methods themselves. Research on the interview can be divided into two 

approaches. Some researchers studied interviewer bias in terms of the personal qualities, group 

memberships, and social interaction of interviewer and respondent. Others isolated and measured 

the effects of interviewing conditions aside from the persons involved. Practitioners of the first 

approach, for example, explored the effects of white versus African-American interviewers on 

African-American responses and the influence of an interviewer assuming a Jewish-sounding 

name on the propensity for subjects to express anti-Semitic sentiments.147 Based on their review 

of a wide range of studies, Mark Benney, David Riesman, and Shirley Star held that the effects 

of social class differences between interviewer and respondent could be overcome with proper 

                                                
146 Ehrlich, ‘Data on Fieldwork; Administration of the Interviews’. Redacted from a memo of 17 
June, 1945. 

147 Benney and Riesman cite these examples from Stouffer/Cantril and Robinson/Rhodes. Their 
source is actually Hyman, Interviewing in Social Research (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1954). 
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knowledge and training, while age and sex were more stubborn biasing factors.148 Herbert 

Hyman, however, took the second approach. “Whatever factors are operative within the 

interviewer himself are difficult to control,” he wrote in a 1949 article, “except by an elaborate 

system of selection and training. Likewise, those human propensities within the respondent 

which permit interviewer bias to function are virtually beyond our control. But if we can 

discover the factors within the interview situation that mediate, activate, or heighten these 

biasing tendencies, it is within our power to manipulate them and thus reduce bias.” This article 

laid out the experimental research program that would ultimately result in his 1954 handbook, 

Interviewing in Social Research: “each of many crucial segments must be isolated and studied 

for its contribution to the phenomenon of interviewer effect” – “[t]he mode of questioning, the 

length of the interview, the place of the interview, the statement of sponsorship, and other 

varying aspects of the situation.”149  

 Much of the investigation of interview techniques, at least at the BASR, was part of a 

routine practice of conducting pilot studies to test new methods before implementing them in 

larger, more ambitious studies. New techniques would give rise to new, often unanticipated 

problems that would then be isolated and studied. In her dissertation Patricia Kendall, 

Lazarsfeld's student and eventual third wife, used both an experimental design and reanalysis of 

BASR surveys to study the phenomenon of “turnover” (changes in an individual's response) in 

multi-wave “panel studies” of change over time.150 Yet both Hyman's and Kendall's studies were 

                                                
148 Mark Benney, David Riesman, and Shirley A. Star, “Age and Sex in the Interview,” 
American Journal of Sociology 62, no. 2 (September 1, 1956): 143–152. 

149 Herbert Stember and Herbert Hyman, “Interviewer Effects in the Classification of 
Responses,” Public Opinion Quarterly 13, no. 4 (Winter, 1949-1950): 669–682; here pp. 669-
670. 

150 Patricia Kendall, Conflict and Mood: Factors Affecting Stability of Response (Glencoe, 
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also part of a larger, coordinated project to improve survey methods under the auspices of the 

Committee on Measurement of Opinion, Attitudes and Consumer Wants of the National 

Research Council and the SSRC in the wake of the pollsters' dramatic failure to predict the 1948 

presidential elections.151 

 Although the subject matter of BASR research projects varied widely, the questionnaire 

and interview designs did not need to be rebuilt from scratch each time. After all, the painstaking 

experiments on interview techniques and questionnaire construction would only pay off if proven 

methods could be reused. Lazarsfeld and the BASR staff developed batteries of questions that 

could be slotted into substantively diverse studies. Under Lazarsfeld's direction, these modules 

themselves became objects of research based on experiment, secondary analysis of old survey 

data stored on IBM punch cards, and methodological analysis. Genevieve Knupfer, for example, 

who had entered graduate school driven by the question of revolution in America and inspired by 

readings of V.I. Lenin and the heterodox Marxist psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, was pressed into 

a more sober dissertation on “Indices of Socio-Economic Status: A Study of Some Problems of 

Measurement” (1946).152 “[I]t so happened that my adviser, Paul Lazarsfeld, was interested 

mainly in methodology,” she explained forty years later, “so the dissertation was about 'Indices 

of Socio-economic Status', and not about revolution, and the results of my survey ended up as 

                                                
Illinois: The Free Press, 1954). 

151 Committee members included leaders of the premier academic and commercial survey 
research centers such as Lazarsfeld, George Gallup, Rensis Likert, Philip M. Hauser, Archibald 
M. Crossley, and Elmo Roper, plus other survey researchers with whom Lazarsfeld had worked 
closely, including Hadley Cantril, Samuel Stouffer, and Carl I. Hovland. For a full list, see the 
frontispiece of Herbert Hyman et al., Interviewing in Social Research (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1954). 

152 Genevieve Knupfer, ‘Indices of Socio-Economic Status: A Study of Some Problems of 
Measurement’ (unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, New York: Columbia University, 1946). 
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one sentence in one footnote.”153 Some modules functioned like projective tests—in place of a 

Rorschach inkblot, a handful of interrelated questions. For example, in the questionnaire for 

Voting (1954), an election study with Bernard Berelson, Lazarsfeld included a test of 

“neuroticism” based on the respondent's agreement/disagreement with prompts such as “Prison is 

too good for sex criminals: they should be publicly whipped,” “I have to struggle for everything I 

get in life,” and “I often find myself worrying about the future.”154 A 1947 BASR study on the 

impact of events in Palestine on attitudes toward Jews reused a projective test for anti-Semitism 

originally developed for Adorno's famous Authoritarian Personality study155. Other modules 

measured attitudes, motivations, and dispositions. Lazarsfeld attempted an “index of class-

consciousness” for the Voting study, for example, only to find that American workers were on 

the whole too class-unconscious to register on the scale.156 This index may have been dead in the 

water, but others proved more revelatory and more durable. The BASR recycled its approach to 

measuring opinion leadership developed for the Personal Influence study in Decatur, Illinois in 

the mid-1940s for a massive market research project for the Ford Edsel over ten years later in the 

                                                
153 Genevieve Knupfer, ‘Conversation with Genevieve Knupfer’, British Journal of Addiction, 83 
(1988), 1395–1398. 

154 See “Appendix B: Questionnaire” in Bernard Berelson, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and William 
McPhee, Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1954). 

155 Theodor W. Adorno, et al., The Authoritarian Personality (New York: Harper, 1950).This is 
mentioned in Patricia Kendall, Conflict and Mood: Factors Affecting Stability of Response 
(Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1954), pp. 6, 165n13. 

156 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Development of a Test for Class Consciousness’, 24 February 1954, 
Series 1, Box 15, Fol. ‘Columbia University 3’, Columbia University. Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Library. Paul F. Lazarsfeld collection. 
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late 1950s. In fact, the original memos themselves from the Decatur project served as a guide to 

Ford's research director and Bureau alumnus David Wallace as he designed the study.157 

 As the interview matured with social research's professionalization and disembedding 

from social reform movements and institutionalized political projects, the problem of 

overcoming social distance also became a problem of access to respondents. This is evident 

across Lazarsfeld's career from Red Vienna to the New York of the “American Century.” In 

Lazarsfeld's 1933 field study on the effects of total unemployment in the Lower Austrian village 

of Marienthal, the Austrian Social Democratic Party and working-class social institutions eased 

the entry of a bourgeois assimilated-Jewish research staff into a Gentile workers' community. 

Not only had he and his team already practiced managing cross-class encounters (through 

Lazarsfeld's socialist-pedagogy vacation colonies and his leadership in the socialist youth 

movement, for example), but they were also able to take advantage of both political solidarity 

and preexisting socialist associational life in Marienthal.158 Lazarsfeld's team used the traditional 

charity action of a clothing drive as a means to enter homes, conduct life-history interviews with 

                                                
157 Thus, what appeared to me initially as a filing error later revealed itself to be the archivist's 
faithful preservation of provenance when I also found mentions of the Decatur study and opinion 
leadership in Wallace's memos. See the documents, e.g. David Wallace, Memorandum, 
“Background and Objectives of the Edsel Panel Study,” 1961; and others in Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
collection, Series 1, Box 18, Fol. 'Ford Motor Company – Edsel Study'; and Bureau of Applied 
Research Collection, Box 50.  

158 Many of Lazarsfeld's research team were also former members of the socialist youth 
movement. On the vacation colonies, see Paul Felix Lazarsfeld and Ludwig Anton Wagner, 
Gemeinschaftserziehung durch Erziehergemeinschaften: Bericht über einen Beitrag der 
Jugendbewegung zur Sozialpädagogik (Wien: Anzengruber-Verl, 1929) and Friedrich Scheu, 
Ein Band der Freundschaft: Schwarzwald-Kreis und Entstehung der Vereinigung Sozialistischer 
Mittelschüler (Vienna: H. Böhlaus Nachf., 1985). On the Red Vienna movement and Marienthal, 
respectively, see Helmut Gruber, Red Vienna: Experiment in Working-Class Culture, 1919-1934 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991) and Reinhard Müller, Marienthal: Das Dorf -- Die 
Arbeitslosen -- Die Studie (Innsbruck: Studien Verlag, 2008). 
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wives, collect time budgets from husbands, and observe family dynamics and the objective state 

of the household. Beyond that, mutual trust eased communication with residents in a variety of 

informal settings. Occasions for participant observation included political work, craft courses, 

medical treatment, a girls' gymnastics course, and child-rearing guidance, all of which were to 

some degree transposed from socialist party practices in Vienna.159 These channels of access to 

the Marienthal villagers yielded rich subjective and objective data that were then used to build a 

loose typology of family units in terms of their responses to the psychological and material 

burdens of unemployment.160 

 The ease of approaching interview subjects in the Marienthal study contrasted with the 

challenges to access in the BASR's studies of two housing communities around the New York 

area roughly twenty years later, Patterns of Social Life (ca. 1949).161 While the Patterns of Social 

Life manuscript was credited to Robert Merton, Patricia West, and Marie Jahoda, the study 

enlisted a large number of BASR members over the course of two years of data collection and 

                                                
159 Marie Jahoda, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal. Ein 
Soziographischer Versuch (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1975), pp. 28-29, 64. Lazarsfeld and 
Jahoda's friend and mentor Käthe Leichter also had access to Vienna workers' homes through her 
post for female laborers at the Wiener Arbeiterkammer (Vienna Chamber of Labor), which 
resulted in several large-scale surveys on work and home life: Käthe Leichter, Wie Leben Die 
Wiener Heimarbeiter? Eine Erhebung über Die Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von Tausend 
Wiener Heimarbeitern (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1923); Käthe Leichter, So Leben Wir...: 
1320 Industriearbeiterinnen Berichten Über Ihr Leben (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1932); 
Käthe Leichter and Kammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte, Frauenarbeit und Arbeiterinnenschutz 
in Österreich (Vienna: Arbeit und Wirtschaft, 1927). 

160 For further detail on typology-building in the Marienthal study, see also Lazarsfeld's post-
humously published methodological reflections, Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Prinzipielles zur 
Soziographie,” in Empirische Analyse des Handelns, ed. Christian Fleck (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 2007), 264–289. 

161 Robert King Merton, Patricia S. West, and Marie Jahoda, Patterns of Social Life: 
Explorations in the Sociology and Social Psychology of Housing, BASR Mimeograph, n.d. 
[1949?], Charles Young Research Library, UC Los Angeles. 
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subsequent analysis. Lazarsfeld sat in on the staff meetings, and his voice is audible in the 

hundred-page explication of methods that opens the manuscript. His interest in the study is no 

wonder: the staff saw it as a follow-up to both Marienthal and a subsequent study of a public 

housing unit in Vienna's Leopoldau district that he and Jahoda— his first wife and early 

scientific collaborator who had actually penned most of the Marienthal manuscript—had 

launched but broken off with the darkening political situation in Austria of the 1930s.162 It is 

worth noting that, although both Marienthal and the housing study dealt mainly with lower-class 

respondents, access and rapport with the upper echelons of society often eluded social 

researchers. In fact, as the field work for Lazarsfeld's The American Scholar revealed, one of the 

groups most resistant to being interviewed were social scientists, especially the Ivy Leaguers! 

“The more distinguished a person is in fact or feeling,” wrote David Riesman in his analysis of 

Lazarsfeld's field work, “the less likely he may be to want to play the role of respondent as 

distinguished from that of informant.”163 The challenges of interviewing elites also inspired 

BASR staff to experiment with the “tandem interview” for their interactions with business 

                                                
162 See “Die Stadtrandsiedlung Leopoldau: Ein Vorschlag der Wirtschaftspsychologischen 
Forschungsstelle,” 1934, Blaue Mappen, Wirtschaftspsychologische Forschungsstelle 1 (WiFo-
1), Fol. 131, Mappe 1/2, [Teil 15], Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. The Merton et al. manuscript 
mentions Marienthal several times (pp. 13, 77, 81). At the time, Marienthal had fallen into 
obscurity and would only become well-known with its republication by Elizabeth Noelle-
Neumann and Erich Peter Neumann of the Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach in 1960 and 
subsequent English translation in 1971. Here Marienthal is brought into explicit contrast with the 
New York housing study: “The Marienthal investigation...attempted a radical approach by 
converting the observer's involvement into an asset: the members of the research team there 
happened to belong to different national political groups which had active circles in Marienthal. 
According to their own political convictions they were assigned work with the political groups in 
Marienthal, in the assumption that the students' frank identification with a political view might 
increase his rapport with those of similar opinion,” p. 81. 

163 See, e.g. Riesman's “Interviewers, Elites, and Academic Freedom,” in Abundance for What? 
And Other Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964), p. 569. 
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executives. Harry Kincaid and Margaret Bright boasted the tag-team interview's advantages for 

taming the management jargon and fast pace of typically intelligent, highly articulate 

respondents.164 

 The problem of access in Patterns of Social Life, however, was peculiar to lower-class 

residents of an enclosed housing community. A subsection of the manuscript on interview 

techniques explained the precarious position of the researcher between residents and housing 

management.165 Unlike in Marienthal, where socialist institutions formed a bridge between 

researcher and subject, the BASR staff were clear outsiders whose relatively elite status and 

prying questions could easily associate them with management surveillance and thereby raise the 

suspicions of the residents. Yet the staff needed management's consent and cooperation to 

conduct the study in the first place. Moreover, the condition of the housing units as a “closed 

community” rather than, for example, a mere cross-section of randomly selected and 

unacquainted individuals from any given city, made the entire success of the study dependent on 

good rapport: “the personal ties among residents and the relations between the administrator and 

administered create a delicate psychological situation in which the investigator is precariously 

poised on the thin edge of enduring community rapport. Personal ties constitute the local 

grapevine along which travels gossip and rumor and continuing evaluations of local events.” 

Indeed, the interview situation itself was an event in community life that could therefore not 

avoid affecting its object, a phenomenon that the authors compared with the Heisenberg effect: 

                                                
164 Harry V. Kincaid and Margaret Bright, “The Tandem Interview: A Trial of the Two-
Interviewer Team,” Public Opinion Quarterly 21, no. 2 (Summer 1957): 304–312. 

165 Merton also summarized these difficulties in a more easily accessible article,  “Selected 
Problems of Field Work in the Planned Community,” American Sociological Review 12, no. 3 
(1947): 304–312. 



 

 571 

“The presence of the outside research staff is certain to be numbered among these events. Should 

a resident be annoyed by an interviewer or observer, should he come to feel that he is regarded as 

a guinea pig or that his privacy has been invaded, it may have effects which ramify far beyond 

the immediate single incident.” The stakes were high for each interview: “The one informant 

may become a locus of disaffection serving to sabotage the entire inquiry...Social research, to be 

endured, must not only be useful but painless.”166 

 Merton devised strategies of self-representation and interaction for his team to establish 

and maintain rapport with the residents. Some of these strategies pertained to the public face of 

the investigation and its staff, while others were built into the questionnaire itself. At the time, 

the social researcher was still an unfamiliar social figure to most Americans. In fact, residents 

mistook this “stranger” for more familiar roles—a reporter for the local newspaper; an agent of 

private real estate preparing to take over Government housing projects. Despite this tendency, 

Merton also emphasized the advantages of the stranger role in terms reminiscent of the 

psychotherapist: “Individuals grasp the rare opportunity to give voice to their sentiments, 

feelings and preoccupations in the presence of an interested listener who will not pass adverse 

judgment, with whom they will probably not have future personal relations (and hence will have 

little occasion to regret their having 'exposed' themselves).”167 To preserve the advantages of the 

                                                
166 Merton et. al, Patterns of Social Life, p. 39. 

167 Merton et. al, Patterns of Social Life, p. 44. A few pages later, and with reference to the 
Heisenberg phenomenon, he articulated the effects of the interview on the respondent: “The 
interviewing process...changes to some extent the qualities of the phenomenon to be measured. 
After having talked for several hours with an interviewer, the respondent is to some slight extent 
a person different from the one who started the experience. Being put into a situation in which he 
has to review all his experiences in the project, he may modify habits of thought acquired earlier 
under the impact of questions. In that sense every interview is in some measure a therapeutic 
interview; while it sets out ot measure it changes what is desires to measure in the process of 
investigation,” p. 68. 
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stranger status yet control the suspicions it could provoke, Merton's team highlighted, rather than 

obscured, the figure of the professional researcher.168 The team introduced itself as independent 

of both management and the residents (they had the local Boy Scouts rather than management 

distribute publicity materials) using Columbia University “as a symbol for impartial 

sponsorship.” The public statement stressed the active participation of the residents “as a 

preventive measure against the 'guinea pig' neurosis” and represented the research staff as 

learners “in order to exclude implications of patronizing 'professors.'” Merton was so concerned 

with the implications of rapport for this study that he introduced two devices for collecting data 

on rapport for each interview. First, the interview schedule included an item in which the 

interviewer rated the subject's degree of cooperativeness. In addition, each interview concluded 

with an open-ended question as to how the respondent experienced being interviewed. These two 

data points were then analyzed as dependent variables in relation to the rest of the data collected. 

In this way, the subjects' attested experiences could be correlated with sociological and 

psychological variables. Moreover, as Merton explained with reference to Freud's concept of 

“abreaction,” the final question functioned as a sort of cathartic pressure valve, defusing any 

pent-up resentment toward the interview that threatened to spread into the community through 

gossip and hearsay.169 

                                                
168 This contrasts with the approach of Mirra Komarovsky, an assistant/student of Lazarsfeld and 
beneficiary of Horkheimer's Institute for Social Research funding at the time, in her study of the 
effects of the Depression on authority in the family, The Unemployed Man and His Family (New 
York: The Dryden Press, 1940). “Its purpose was explained as an attempt to get the point of view 
of parents upon the school problems of children, and the general problems of bringing up 
children during the depression,” p. 7. 

169 Merton, Patterns of Social Life, p. 58-62. 
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 Many of the mid-century texts on interview methods report the interview as a positive, 

experience, especially for less-educated respondents. Merton quoted an African-American porter 

who described the interview as “one of the grandest things that has ever happened to me.”170 

Some authors even complained of clingy and long-winded informants unwilling to let go once 

they had opened up and latched on to the interviewer. The sudden release from a conventionally 

untalkative milieu; the housewife's rescue from a lonely life stuck in the suburbs: these are some 

of the anecdotal grounds given for enjoying the interview. Barnard professor and BASR 

associate Mirra Komarovsky quoted one informant's ambitions for upward mobility through 

cross-class encounters in her 1962 study of working-class marriage: “I'm trying to learn decent 

grammar and I practice on everybody. I liked the way you talked and wanted to hear you talk 

some more, which was why I said you can come back.”171 Another reason that less-educated 

respondents gained satisfaction from the interview experience was the cathartic, therapeutic way 

it helped them articulate themselves. Already in their rather basic studies of workers' morale 

from 1927-1932, Roethlisberger and Dickson noted their informants' frequent expression of 

“Gee, it's good to get this stuff off your chest!” and the like. Komarovsky noted the same pattern 

in her study of the effects of unemployment on the family during the Great Depression. “When 

the initial suspicion was broken down,” she reported, “one found them ready and eager to talk 

about their lives. Many times the man or the woman exclaimed at the end of the interview: 'Why 

I haven't done so much talking in all my life! I think it has done me a lot of good.'”172 Yet 

                                                
170 Merton, Patterns of Social Life, p. 63. 

171 Mirra Komarovsky, Blue-Collar Marriage (New York: Random House, 1962), p. 13. 

172 Mirra Komarovsky, The Unemployed Man and His Family (New York: The Dryden Press, 
1940), p. 7. 
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Komarovsky also later expressed her reservations about the interview's therapeutic effect. It 

seemed unethical to break down the respondent's psychological defenses for the purposes of 

scientific research alone, only to break off the relationship at the interview's conclusion.173 

 However much social researchers were able to open up their respondents to self-

reflection as they probed deep into their psychological and social experiences, they were often 

confronted with the limited ability of lower-class or lesser-educated respondents to articulate 

themselves. Yet it was not obvious how to interpret the observed inarticulateness. It could be 

seen as an error of measurement: Was it simply the fault of poorly phrased, obscurely worded, or 

illogically ordered questions? Or was it a function of the interview situation—either an 

uncongenial general environment or poor rapport with a specific interviewer? Was the observed 

inarticulateness a misunderstanding by researchers not attuned to non-standard means of 

expression?  

 Inarticulateness could also be accepted as an accurate observation, not an error: the 

respondent was genuinely inarticulate. This, in turn, could be interpreted as the mere inability of 

the respondent to give verbal expression to his or her experience. Alternatively, it could indicate 

that the respondent experienced the world in a radically different way or that the information 

sought did not belong to the respondent's “frame of reference.”174 Leonard Schatzmann and 

                                                
173 “We hoped that such clarification of experience played a constructive role in their lives, and 
we doubted that an interview such as ours could break down psychological defenese in any 
dangerous way. But whether or not our optimism was warranted in this particular instance, the 
larger problem of the human costs of scientific progress remains unsolved.” See Komarovsky, 
Blue-Collar Marriage, p. 19. 

174 On “frame of reference” in survey research, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The American Soldier - 
An Expository Review,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 13, no. 3 (1949): 377–404; and 
Memorandum from Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Bernard Berelson, "Study of Political Behavior," n.d. 
[ca. 1945-47], Series 1, Box 1A, "Berelson, Bernard". Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York.  
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Anselm Strauss gave evidence for both interpretations in their 1955 analysis of a NORC study of 

tornado disaster victims. On the one hand, for example, lower-class respondents tended not to 

frame their experiences in ways that made them communicable to a listener from a distant place 

and social class who had not himself witnessed the event. Instead they gave “dream-like sets of 

images with few connective, qualifying, explanatory, or other context-providing devices.” The 

lower-class informant's narrative, wrote Schatzman and Strauss, “lacks depth and richness and 

contains almost no qualifications and few genuine illustrations. The hearer very often is 

confronted with a descriptive fragment that supposedly represents a more complete story.”175 On 

the other hand, certain patterns of inarticulateness suggested that lower-class respondents 

perceived the social world in a radically different way from middle-class respondents. They 

tended to describe their experience through their own eyes and entirely in reference to specific 

individuals. When the interviewer tried to obtain information about classes of persons and entire 

organizations the lower-class respondent became “relatively or even wholly inarticulate.” This 

indicated his inability to think in terms of classes and categories and unawareness of the social 

structure of his community. Yet the authors caveated many of their conclusions by suggesting 

that inarticulateness could be a misconception by middle-class social scientists insensitive to the 

local means of communication,176 or that a cross-class interview required more effort and skill 

than one between middle-class persons.177 

                                                
175 Leonard Schatzman and Anselm Strauss, ‘Social Class and Modes of Communication’, 
American Journal of Sociology, 60 (1955), p. 331-32. In another article based on the same 
material, the authors drew practical implications for interviewing lower-class respondents. See 
Anselm Strauss and Leonard Schatzman, ‘Cross-Class Interviewing: An Analysis of Interaction 
and Communication Styles’, Human Organization, 14 (1955), 28–31. 

176 Schatzman and Strauss made this comment with reference to the recent critique of 
intelligence testing in Allison Davis, Social Class Influences upon Learning (1951). 

177 Researchers did not always see the frictionless middle-class interview as advantageous for 
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 Other researchers suggested a third interpretation of inarticulateness as the manifestation 

of specific social roles rather than a discrepancy in knowledge, perception, or ability to 

communicate. Columbia Sociology PhD Genevieve Knupfer's “Portrait of the Underdog” drew 

on BASR studies to explain the “lower-status” individual's greater tendency to give a “don't 

know” answer in opinion polls: “It is not only, we suggest, that the LS [low status] person does 

not know the answer, for most of those who give an opinion probably do not know enough for a 

rational defense of their views. Very possibly there is another factor: the LS person feels less 

competent to judge. This implies that he will leave decisions to wiser men. The 'wiser' men are 

those who have been taught that it is more shameful to have no opinion than to have the wrong 

opinion, who take it for granted that their views are at least as good as the next man's.”178 

Benney, Riesman, and Star had another explanation—that “don't knows” also corresponded to 

particular social roles, “canons of intimacy and privacy already established for a person of his 

sex and sort.” “[E]very sex-age role has its areas of calculated ignorance which show up in the 

'don't know' columns,” they wrote: “'regular guys' don't know about millinery, 'nice girls' don't 

                                                
obtaining good, non-biased data. Mirra Komarovsky noted that her college women respondents 
“generally interspersed their talk with such questions as 'Don't you agree?' or 'Don't you think 
that was unfortunate?'” and “exhibited care about my reaction.” By contrast, a working-class 
informant “exhibited much less concern with reactions of the interviewer than did the college 
respondents” – “whatever she was ready to say she told flatly and directly, without self-
conscious or clarifying asides.” The college-educated were more self-conscious than the 
working-class: “All this implies a complex mental organization, including the capacity to be an 
'object to oneself' and to imagine the attitude of the other. It requires psychological sophistication 
to realize that some described action may stem from a variety of motives, hence the need to point 
to the 'correct' one and to eliminate the others. The working-class women appear to lack this 
sophistication.” See Mirra Komarovsky, Blue-Collar Marriage (New York: Random House, 
1962), pp. 14-15. 

178 Genevieve Knupfer, “Portrait of the Underdog,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 11, no. 1 
(Spring 1947), p. 111. 
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know how to shoot craps.”179 In a still more subtle way, social roles could influence the degree 

of intensity with which respondents voiced their opinions. “Lower-class men in an interview will 

often express themselves with bravado and assurance,” wrote Riesman, “whereas women of 

similar origins will often doubt themselves—a mistrust which may then color the content of what 

they say.”180 Thus, the correlations between social class or social role, having an opinion, and 

voicing an opinion were complicated, and much ingenuity was required to isolate the true causes 

of whatever words came out of respondents' mouths. 

 Aside from these researchers' conclusions about what the members of lower classes could 

or should say, survey analysts entertained two further kinds of explanations for inarticulateness. 

A fourth explanation pertained more to the object of investigation—a propaganda film, for 

example. Maybe the respondent could otherwise express himself adequately and experienced the 

world in a manner not unlike the middle-class educated interviewer, but the propaganda film was 

composed in such a way that it failed to communicate its intended message. A fifth possibility, a 

kind of inverse of the third, was to draw a conclusion about human beings in general. Samuel 

Stouffer and his research team during WWII, which included Merton and Lazarsfeld, took that 

route in explaining the inability, despite their exposure to propaganda films such as Frank 

Capra's Why We Fight series, of soldiers to articulate their motivations. “American solders and, 

by implication Americans in general,” wrote historian Peter Buck in his classic study of 

Stouffer's wartime work, “lacked the cultural resources necessary to place even so significant an 

event as World War II in a meaningful moral framework.” The research demonstrated, in the 

                                                
179 Benney, Riesman, and Star, “Age and Sex in the Interview,” p. 144. 

180 Riesman, “Orbits of Tolerance, Interviewers, and Elites” in Abundance for What? And Other 
Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964), p. 554. 



 

 578 

words of The American Soldier (1949), an “absence of thinking about the meaning of war, […] 

little support of attempts to give the war meaning in terms of principles and causes involved, and 

little apparent desire for such formulations.”181 Thus, rather than merely claiming that the 

uneducated infantryman was unable to grasp the war's higher purpose, Stouffer and his team 

concluded that people are much more motivated by their immediate, face-to-face “primary” 

social group than by lofty ideals and abstract principles. 

 BASR researchers incorporated problems of articulateness and inarticulateness into all 

stages of their study designs. In fact, Lazarsfeld seems to have conceived of the Voting study he 

carried out with Bernard Berelson and Hazel Gaudet as a large-scale follow-up to his 1940 

article, “Do People Know Why they Buy?”182 In an elaborate brainstorm memo to Berelson, 

Lazarsfeld considered the methodological issue of retrospection, of “whether people can 

correctly appraise the influence weight [sic] of their personal environment.” Retrospection was 

to be the object of the inquiry itself and not just the task of the survey respondents. “The field of 

political behavior is one of the best ones in which to study to what extent retrospective accounts, 

introspections on impact, sizing up of environmental factors can be used as scientific 

data …There is much discussion about whether people know or do not know what influences 

them, but hardly any careful investigation. […] I do not know...of any case where competent 

interviewing has been used in such a problem.”183  

                                                
181 Peter Buck, ‘Adjusting to Military Life: The Social Sciences Go to War, 1941-1950’, in 
Military enterprise and technological change : perspectives on the American experience 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 222-223. 

182 Paul F. Lazarsfeld (pseud. Elias Smith) and Edward Suchman, ‘Do People Know Why They 
Buy?’, Journal of Applied Psychology, 24 (1940), 673–684. 

183 Memorandum from Paul F. Lazarsfeld to Bernard Berelson, "Study of Political Behavior," 
n.d., Series 1, Box 1A, "Berelson, Bernard". Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia University 



 

 579 

 At around the same time as Lazarsfeld penned this memo, Jeanette Green was 

experimenting with new approaches to interviewing that other BASR staffers would soon 

develop into the focused interview. In her interviews on consumer reactions to Chrysler's 

“imagination” ad campaign, she first selected the most articulate subjects in order to gain the 

widest and richest possible range of responses to the slogan. “To insure articulateness,” she 

reported to Lazarsfeld in a 1944 memo, “during this preliminary stage of investigations, 

interviews were conducted with sophisticated people on a high educational level.”184 It seemed 

that her method of inviting spontaneous answers to questions like, “When you hear or see the 

word imagination, what comes to your mind?” was ill-suited to the less educated. “For 

sophisticated people, I think this technique would work … I do not think people on a low 

educational level will be articulate enough to discuss imagination in the abstract.”185 As Green 

explained in an earlier draft of the memo, highly-articulate respondents served as a sort of gold 

assay: “As a first step in determining the best approach to measure the effectiveness of the 

Imagination theme in the Chrysler ads, I interviewed seven people. (all on a sophisticated level - 

all college graduates).”186  

                                                
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, p. 6. 

184 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [2]’, 21 October 
1944, Series 1, Box 7, Fol. ‘B-0216 Memoranda’, Bureau of Applied Social Research Collection, 
Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of 
New York. 

185 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [2]’. 

186 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [1]’, 18 October 
1944, Series 1, Box 7, Fol. ‘B-0216 Memoranda’, Bureau of Applied Social Research Collection, 
Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of 
New York. 
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 Green's treatment of articulateness as a controlled variable when testing interview 

techniques was a standard practice at the BASR. In more formal questionnaire-style surveys, 

even the wording of single questions could be the object of quasi-experimental investigation. 

“This kind of analysis might be compared to the chemical identification of metal,” Patricia 

Kendall and Lazarsfeld wrote in a 1950 methodological essay. “By studying its reactions to a 

variety of acids, the chemist can determine its composition. In the same way the survey analyst 

submits a question to a variety of groups whose general characteristics he knows. By comparing 

their answers, he finds out the semantic ingredients of the question, which he might not have 

obtained from his own reading of the words.”187  

 Constructing a good questionnaire involved knowledge of other social groups' modes of 

communication, but it also required self-awareness. The researcher had to ferret out his own 

implicit values and tacit assumptions about the meanings of questions through pilot interviews 

and subjection to peer criticism. “In the revision process, it is invaluable to supplement one's 

own efforts by obtaining the critical reactions of other research specialists who are familiar with 

questionnaire methods and with the type of problem at hand,” insisted the BASR's Training 

Guide on Constructing Questionnaires and Interview Schedules. “As far as possible, the experts 

should represent different approaches and reflect different social orientations. Few social 

research questionnaires will fail to benefit from forthright criticisms by persons of varying and 

opposed values and social outlook.” Knowledge of self and other were inseparable in the social 

dynamic of the interview. The training guide explained that, when pre-testing an interview 

schedule, “it is sometimes necessary to do many more interviews in order to be sure that people 

                                                
187 Patricia L. Kendall and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Problems of Survey Analysis’, in Continuities in 
Social Research: Studies in the Scope and Method of ‘The American Soldier’ (Glencoe, Illinois: 
The Free Press, 1950), p. 179. 
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of all educational levels, temperaments, and opinions will cooperate and will understand the 

questions and give complete and pertinent answers.” Pre-testing also required acute attention and 

scrupulous note-taking: “In conducting the interviews they should be alert to every reaction and 

comment of the respondent and should record these verbatim.” The researcher was to evaluate 

the intersubjective dynamic of the interview: “What points seemed to cause embarrassment or 

resistance? Where did he have trouble maintaining rapport? Did the respondent become bored or 

impatient?”188 BASR researchers used peer review and the pre-test to expose, isolate, and 

suppress their values and assumptions and assay those of their respondents. 

 This approach to pre-testing outlined in the BASR Training Guide above used the simple 

tools of paper and pencil for the pursuit of unbiased, good quality data. By contrast, one of the 

more ridiculous interview procedures developed by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues, at least on 

first blush, employed a novel electronic device, the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer.189 

From the late 1930s into the 1950s, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues used the device in 

experimental situations to record the audience's positive and negative responses to a radio 

program or film. This was, at bottom, modeled on a stimulus-response psychology and 

experimental design. Each individual test subject in the laboratory audience was equipped with 

one green and one red button. Wires from each of these buttons carried the electric current to an 

inscription device. A rotating ream of paper outfitted with multiple pairs of red and green 

                                                
188 Bureau of Applied Social Research, ‘Traning Guide on Constructing Questionnaires and 
Interview Schedules for Sociology 195-196’, 1948, Box 155, Columbia University. Rare Books 
and Manuscripts Library. Bureau of Applied Social Research Records, p. 23-26. 

189 In his Oral History, Stanton claims that it was really his own idea, that he used it at CBS far 
more than Lazarsfeld ever did, and that he was generous in sharing the name with Lazarsfeld. 
See Frank Stanton, Reminiscences of Frank Stanton: oral history, 2006, interview by Mary 
Marshall Clark, Transcript, 2006, Columbia University. Oral History Research Office, pp. 122-
24. 
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styluses, not unlike a seismograph, recorded the electronic shakes and tremors of real-time 

audience response throughout the entire program. Later, the individual responses were 

aggregated into a graphically-represented collective “program profile.” Researchers could also 

generate aggregate pictures from particular sub-samples of the interview population separated 

out by gender, age, level of education, occupation, and so forth.190 The quantitative values of 

positive and negative responses had no bearing beyond the production of these visual aids. 

Nevertheless, like any scientific measurement instrument, the validity and reliability of the 

Program Analyzer was verified in controlled experimental conditions—in this case, by testing 

the same program on two distinct groups and comparing the results. 

 The absurdity of this contraption was not lost on contemporary observers. T.W. Adorno, 

whose tenure with the Princeton Radio Research Project overlapped with the Program Analyzer's 

heyday, later expressed his horror at the “small machine which enabled the listener to indicate 

what he liked and didn't like by pushing a button during the performance of a piece of music” 

and “appeared to be highly inadequate to the complexity of what had to be discovered; and this 

in spite of the seeming objectivity of the data supplied.”191 The “reified methods” of empirical 

sociology, he continued, “stood so threateningly before my eyes in the form of that machine, the 

program analyzer. When I was confronted with the demand to 'measure culture,' I reflected that 

culture might be precisely that condition that excludes a mentality capable of measuring it.”192 

                                                
190 Tore Hollonquist and Edward A. Suchman, ‘Listening to the Listener: Experiences with the 
Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer’, in Radio Research 1942-1943, ed. by Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
and Frank N. Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1944), pp. 265–334. 

191 Theodor W. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” in The 
Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960, ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard 
Bailyn (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 344. 

192 Adorno, “Scientific Experiences,” p. 347. 
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Striking a less elitist tone than Adorno, Time magazine playfully referred to it as a “dingus” in a 

photo caption and half-page article.193 The mass-media reception of this research tool, however, 

hints to its market success. The Bureau put together an illustrated promotional pamphlet, “Listen 

to Your Listeners: How to Improve your Program with the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program 

Analyzer,” promising more precise knowledge of listener preferences, higher radio ratings, and 

greater advertising revenues.194 Through Herta Herzog, Lazarsfeld's ex-wife and scientific 

collaborator in Vienna and the radio studies who later became a top commercial researcher, it 

was quickly licensed by the McCann-Erickson ad agency, which in turn trumpeted its successes 

in Billboard magazine.195 Under the presidency of the program analyzer's co-creater, Frank 

Stanton, the Columbia Broadcasting System used it for systematic, continual listener feedback, 

while Lazarsfeld also negotiated a contract with DuPont to test the company's “Cavalcade of 

America” radio variety show.196 Behind the scenes, Robert Merton used the Program Analyzer in 

wartime propaganda research at the Office of War Information, and Carl Hovland borrowed it 

                                                
193 “What Do They Like?,” Time, June 29, 1942. See also Mark R. Levy, ‘The Lazarsfeld-
Stanton Program Analyzer: An Historical Note’,  Journal of Communication, 32 (1982), 30–38. 

194 Columbia University’s Office of Radio Research Consulting Division, “Listen to Your 
Listeners: How to Improve Your Program with the Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer,” n.d., 
Series 1, Box 7, Fol. “B-0217,” Bureau of Applied Social Research Collection, Columbia 
University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. 

195 ‘Analyzer No Longer an IF. Lazarsfeld-Stanton Device Prooves a Hooperating Hype for 
McCann-Erickson’, Billboard, 19 January 1946, pp. 5, 9. “McCann's billings in radio have gone 
up consistently since it started to do a comprehensive analyzer job on the programs of its clients 
and prospective clients. Not only has the number of programs built by the agency gone up, but 
the Hooperatings of the average show pretested and analyzed by McC-E have gone steadily up 
[...]”. Mark Levy notes that Herzog had Program Analyzers sent to a McCann-Erickson branch 
office in South America, p. 35. 

196 Traces of these applications of the Progam Analyzer show up in the BASR Collection, Box 7, 
Folder 'B0217 Program Analyzer', Columbia Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia 
University in the City of New York. 
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for the American Soldier study directed by Samuel Stouffer at the Army Research Branch.197 

Later, Bureau alumnus Leo Handel exported it to the West Coast and profiled the device, along 

with a handful of imitations, in his pioneering work on film audience research, Hollywood Looks 

at its Audience (1950).198 

 Its success in commercial and administrative applications aside, the Program Analyzer 

and the corresponding interview technique sought to solve fundamental, practical problems of 

partial retrospection and insufficient introspection. In their attempts to advance beyond mere 

“nose-counting” of viewership or listener ratings, communications researchers had struggled to 

get valid data from interview subjects and questionnaire respondents. “Little could be learned 

about the specific causes of success or failure [of a program],” wrote Lazarsfeld's colleagues 

Tore Hollonquist and Edward Suchman in a 1944 report, “for the simple reason that listeners 

could not recall their specific listening experiences.”199 When asked about their listening or 

viewing experiences, test subjects tended to give only vague, general impressions of the program 

as a whole, or their comments were heavily biased by its latter portions. And simply asking the 

audience to recall their responses to particular aspects of the program selected by the researcher 

                                                
197 Levy, 'Lazarsfeld-Stanton Program Analyzer', pp. 35-36. The American Soldier included 
extensive testing of film propaganda on troops. Other staffers from the Office of Radio Research 
(predecessor institution to the BASR) used the Program Analyzer to study the reception of 
Norman Corwin's “This is War” radio propaganda broadcast series for the federal government's 
Office of Facts and Figures. On wartime propaganda and public opinion research, see James T. 
Sparrow, Warfare State: World War II Americans and the Age of Big Government (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), especially Chapter 2, “Morale and the National Moment,” pp. 
48-77; and Brett Gary, The Nervous Liberals: Propaganda Anxieties from World War I to the 
Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999). 

198 Leo A. Handel, Hollywood Looks at Its Audience: A Report of Film Audience Research 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1950). Judging from the number of copies in the UC, Los 
Angeles library system, the work was also a success. 

199 Hollenquist and Suchman, “Listening to the Listener,” p. 271. 
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would only substitute one bias for another. “Should the interviewer mention specific scenes or 

episodes,” Robert Merton explained to an audience of propaganda writers in Hollywood, “he 

would be determining the focus of attention. Moreover, the interviewer's description of the scene 

would also influence the respondent's account of his experience.”200 Crude as the red and green 

buttons were, the Program Analyzer allowed the subjects themselves, rather than the interviewer, 

to specify the aspects of the program for further investigation. Then, after collecting another 

batch of data by issuing a written questionnaire and thereby prompting the subjects' reflection as 

a fortuitous byproduct, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues used the “program profiles” generated by 

the device as another stimulus to probe into the listeners' measured responses. The facilitator 

posted the program profile where it would be visible to the subject group and conducted a point-

by-point interview on the conspicuous peaks and valleys of the response curve.201 Thus, the 

interview fostered the test subjects' memory of their responses to specific moments and aspects 

of the program (retrospection) and their ability to reflect and articulate reasons for their response 

(introspection). (Merton once called the Program Analyzer “a one-dimensional 

introspectometer.”)202 A stenographer recorded the subjects' comments as the facilitator directed 

                                                
200 Speech delivered by Merton to the New York Academy of Sciences, published as Paul F. 
Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton, ‘Studies in Radio and Film Propaganda’, Transactions of the 
New York Academy of Sciences, 6 (1943), p. 74. Originally a speech delivered by Lazarsfeld and 
Merton at the Writers Congress in Los Angeles, Oct. 1-3, 1943 and later published in Writer’s 
Congress: The Proceedings of the Conference Held in October 1943 under the Sponsorship of 
the Hollywood Writers’ Mobilization and the University of California (Berkeley, Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1944). 

201 To some extent, the green button of the Program Analyzer played the same role as the “like” 
button on Facebook. While the green button drew the interviewer's attention to specific points in 
the uninterrupted flow of a program, the “like” button feeds Facebook's servers with data about 
their users' perception—where their interest is piqued, where their eyes rest for an instant—
which are then often supplemented by users' comments. 

202 Robert King Merton, Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused Interview: A 
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the interview. In a penultimate step, analysts literally cut and pasted the interview data, arranging 

it in relation to aspects of the program and curves of the program profile that the interviews and 

Program Analyzer session had revealed to be salient. The interview and written questionnaire 

data allowed the researcher to draw conclusions about both specific moments or aspects and the 

program as a whole in relation to whatever was known about the test subjects themselves.203 

 In contrast with the apparent vulgarity of “measuring culture” with the Program 

Analyzer, the follow-up interviews in fact inspired subtle techniques that would ultimately 

coalesce into the “focused interview.” What linked the Program Analyzer interviews with the 

focused interview was nondirection—allowing the respondent himself to “specify the effective 

stimulus” or aspects of the topic in question of actual relevance to him, to discuss them in his 

own language rather than that of the researcher, and to convey his own frame of reference. 

Merton would later write that the focused interview “gives the interviewee an opportunity to 

express himself about matters of central significance to him rather than those presumed to be 

important by the interviewer. That is, in contrast to the polling approach, it uncovers what is on 

the interviewee's mind rather than his opinion of what is on the interviewer's mind.”204  

 Management scientists Fritz Roethlisberger and W.J. Dickson and psychotherapist Carl 

Rogers were early propagators of this approach.205 In a 1945 article, Rogers introduced 

                                                
Manual of Problems and Procedures (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1956), p. 27. 

203 Lazarsfeld and Merton also pointed out how the isolation of specific aspects or moments of a 
film or radio program could reveal unanticipated “boomerang” effects. The boomerang effect 
could be due not just to single aspects but also, for example, to their contradictory relation to 
others in the same program. Such a “structural boomerang,” they argued, would remain opaque 
to a holistic analysis. See 'Studies in Radio and Film Propaganda,' p. 70-71. 

204 Robert King Merton, Marjorie Fiske, and Patricia L. Kendall, The Focused Interview: A 
Manual of Problems and Procedures (Glencoe, Ill: Free Press, 1956), p. 13. 

205 Merton cites F. J. Roethlisberger and Western Electric Company, Management and the 
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nondirective interviewing as “an unbiased method by which we may plumb these private 

thoughts and perceptions of the individual” that “would seem to make possible objective studies 

of the motivation of behavior of a sort heretofore impossible.” With the nondirective interview, 

he wrote, “[t]he counselor endeavors to hold up to the client a verbal mirror which enables the 

latter to see himself more clearly.” The counselor neither prompted nor probed: “the problems 

which [the client] discusses, their sequence from superficial to deep, the attitudes expressed—are 

all of her own selection. The counselor has done nothing to bias the material.”206 Like Rogers's 

approach, the focused interview sought to help the respondent figure out the “meanings which a 

situation held for him” and “continue his self-exploration of an experience until some measure of 

clarity is attained.”207 However, it sought a balance between Rogers's extreme nonintervention 

and the straightjacket of a formal questionnaire. After all, the BASR was in the business of 

meeting its clients' demands for collecting specific information and solving particular problems, 

not healing the neuroses of its informants. One key difference was that the focused interview 

always investigated the response to an object—a concrete stimulus such as a film, a radio 

program, or an advertisement. Moreover, the focused interview strove for “as complete a report 

as possible of what was involved in the experience of a particular situation” that was as specific 

and as deep as possible. Thus, the 1956 book-length manual on the focused interview contained 

                                                
Worker: An Account of a Research Program Conducted by the Western Electric Company, 
Hawthorne Works, Chicago (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1939); and Carl 
Rogers, Counseling and Psychotherapy (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1942). 

206 Carl R. Rogers, “The Nondirective Method as a Technique for Social Research,” American 
Journal of Sociology 50, no. 4 (January 1945): 279–283. By the time he wrote this article for an 
audience of sociologists, Rogers had encountered the work of Lazarsfeld and other survey 
researchers. Rensis Likert, for example, had sent his team from the Department of Agriculture to 
learn from him. 

207 Merton, et al., The Focused Interview, p. 13. 
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hundreds of tips and examples on what Merton so beautifully called the “maintenance of 

spontaneity”: verbal cues; types of questions for particular purposes; how to steer the respondent 

back from digressions; how to effect successful transitions and return to prior topics; how to 

prevent the respondent from adopting the roles of “critic,” “judge,” “technical consultant” rather 

than giving a deeper, more personal account of his experience; and so on. 

 Though the nuance of the focused interview obscures its roots almost to the point of 

imperceptibility, this technique was one terminus of an interview approach that Lazarsfeld had 

developed prior to his emigration from Vienna in 1933. It was first published in 1935 as “The 

Art of Asking Why” in The National Marketing Review.208 The technique strove to gather all the 

introspective and retrospective data necessary to fill in the three phases of action—

goal/motivation, intention, and influence—such as a purchase or a vote. It invited relatively 

short, straightforward answers that were amenable to statistical analysis. The task of the 

interview was to find out what determined each of these emplotted phases. Goals or motivations 

were understood here as arising from the respondent's general tendencies (purchasing habits, 

political interests, etc.). Intentions derived from attributes of the object that appealed to the 

respondent (product attributes, points of a political platform or personality characteristics of a 

candidate, etc.). Influences consisted in external stimuli (advertisements, propaganda, etc.) that 

pushed the respondent to buy or to vote for a particular party or candidate. The focused interview 

gave respondents the freedom to provide their own definitions of the situation, but it did so in 

                                                
208 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Art of Asking Why,” National Marketing Review 1, no. 1 (1935). 
Lazarsfeld brought together interview techniques and action in several other articles published in 
the mid-1930s: Arthur Kornhauser and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “The Techniques of Market Research 
from the Standpoint of a Psychologist,” Institute of Management no. 16 (1935): 3–15, 19–21; 
Lazarsfeld, “The Psychological Aspect of Market Research,” Harvard Business Review 13, no. 1 
(October 1934): 54–71. 
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order to fill in the prescribed boxes. Merton's Mass Persuasion (1946), for example, studied the 

purchase of war bonds in response to a charismatic radio personality Kate Smith's 

propagandizing. Goals or motivations were here understood as the individual listeners' 

predispositions against the background of a social and cultural context defined by the 

respondents’ own testimonies. The subjects also provided imagery of Kate Smith predating the 

war bond drive—attributes of the object—to explain both her appeal and their intentions to buy 

even before the broadcast. And finally, they explained how the lived experience of the marathon 

broadcast—external stimuli—ultimately influenced them to purchase. 

 The social-scientific interview was an object of intensive experimentation and innovation 

in the mid-twentieth century. Some sociologists, such as Mark Benney and David Riesman, were 

interested above all in the social dynamic of the interview. Others were driven by the troubling 

fact that the interview was the weakest point in the production of reliable social knowledge. 

Herbert Hyman and Patricia Kendall, for example, tried to shore up the objectivity of interview 

data by using the tools of the interview itself in quasi-experimental studies of bias. Robert 

Merton and the women who developed the focused interview—Herta Herzog, Marjorie Fiske, 

Patricia Kendall, and Jeanette Green—also innovated through trial and error and the 

accumulation of craft skill. None of the survey researchers discussed here wanted to claim that 

the social and psychological dynamics of the interview could be stamped out, but this did not 

discourage them from striving to manage bias and remove the impediments to accessing their 

subjects' experiences and thoughts. In the process, they produced a lot of fascinating material 

about cross-class encounters, intersubjectivity, modes of communication in different social 

groups, and the problematic relationship between language and lived experience. 
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Conclusion 

 The interlocking tools of data collection and analysis in the BASR research system were 

rooted in Lazarsfeld's early commitment to inductive-phenomenological concept formation and 

the empirical study of action. These two poles of his approach to empirical social research 

developed out of Central European experimental psychology and philosophy—Ernst Mach and 

Karl and Charlotte Bühler were especially important—but Lazarsfeld was not a loyal disciple of 

any single thinker or school. This commitment also shaped his vision of a social science 

integrated through lateral linkages of codified concepts, not unified by a hierarchical, deductive 

grand theory. As we have seen in the previous chapter, however, Lazarsfeld never reached the 

position to put this vision into practice. Moreover, the collective methodological rigor and the 

rapid refinement of interview techniques at the BASR would tail off in the late 1950s. For his 

part, Lazarsfeld would turn away from large-scale empirical studies toward synthetic 

methodological essays and historical and sociological studies of empirical social research. 
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Case Study 

Fordism and the Postwar Social Sciences: 
The Edsel Studies at the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research 

 

1. Introduction 

 On September 4, 1957, after months of unprecedented publicity culminating in an All-

American television special starring Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, and Louis Armstrong, the Ford 

Motor Company released its first new model in nineteen years—the Edsel.1 In this period of 

unprecedented affluence, Ford sought to seize a portion of the expanding market segment of 

upwardly mobile Americans from the broader mid-priced offerings of Chrysler and General 

Motors. “This is the Edsel,” went the slogan (based on market research that the targeted 

personality for the Edsel was “confident, subdued elegance”), “the smart car for the middle-class 

family on its way up.”2 “They'll know you've arrived,” announced a television advertisement as 

the car drove towards the camera between two opulent hedgerows, “when you pull up in the 

1958 Edsel.” Prior to its release, publications ranging from iconic Life magazine to the upper-

                                                
1 The TV special, which in fact took place roughly a month after the Edsel launch on October  
13, is really only the cherry on top of a breathtaking publicity campaign: Edsel division public 
relations manager C. Gayle Warnock writes of glamour shots in Vogue, photos of Hollywood sex 
symbol Kim Novak with the Edsel, a Broadway-like stage show produced for an audience of 
dealers, sponsorship of the Wagon Train TV show, and so on. See C. Gayle Warnock, The Edsel 
Affair: .... What Went Wrong?: A Narrative (Paradise Valley, Ariz: Pro West, 1980). In an 
abridged form, John Brooks also captures some of the publicity fury in his two-part piece in the 
New Yorker (orig. Nov/Dec 1960) republished in John Brooks, The Fate of the Edsel and Other 
Business Adventures (New York: Harper & Row, 1963). The TV special and some Edsel 
commercials are available at <http://www.archive.org/>. 

2 David Wallace originally pressed for the copy to read, “the car for the young executive or 
professional family on its way up,” but the advertising agency wanted to invite a broader market. 
See David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, 1958, Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History of 
BASR Edsel Study...,” Bureau of Applied Social Research Collection, Columbia University Rare 
Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York, pp. 5-6. (This 
archival collection will be henceforth abbreviated as BASR Collection.) 
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brow Harper's fanned the nation's burning enthusiasm for the new model. Beyond its features 

and market potential, Ford’s public relations and the press billed the Edsel as the most 

exhaustively researched product launch of all time.3 In its embrace of “motivation research,” 

Harper's trumpeted, Detroit seemed to finally belie its parochial reputation. The forward-looking 

Ford Motor Company now handled, “with the tools of academic social science, the questions that 

auto men have long dealt with intuitively.”4 Scholarly journals in the business and public opinion 

research fields reported on the research with glowing approval.5 

 Such hype made the Edsel's immediate and spectacular failure in the market all the more 

conspicuous in the public sphere. Prior to its launch in September 1957, the targeted sales rate 

was 900 per day, while by the end of the month dealers sold a measly 350 per day. By 

December, this rate had fallen to 175, and the Edsel never came close to its targeted profit 

threshold 2.5% share of the medium-priced market.6 By the end, the Ford Motor Company had 

lost an estimated $250 million dollars on the Edsel. The contemporary press and later business 

writers entertained many explanations for the failure—its awkward name;7 uncooperative upper-

                                                
3 Part of the hype, though it was not in fact relevant to the marketing of the Edsel, was for the so-
called “Whiz Kids,” a band of armed services statisticians hired after their WWII service to bring 
more rigorous accounting practices to Ford Motor Company. Robert McNamara, whose cold 
precision would once again bathe his hands in blood as Vietnam-era Secretary of Defense under 
John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, was the most notable of the Whiz Kids. 

4 Eric Larrabee, “The Edsel and How It Got That Way,” Harper’s Magazine, September 1957, p. 
71. The car had not yet been released when the article was written and published. 

5 J. Emmet Judge, “Decisions Behind the Edsel,” Business Horizons 1, no. 1 (Winter 1957): 99–
102; Jackson Toby et al, “A Case History in the Communication of Research Findings--from 
University Laboratory to Company Board Room,” Public Opinion Quarterly 21, no. 3 (Autumn 
1957): 409–10. 

6 Warnock, The Edsel Affair. 

7 Edsel was the father of the president of Ford at the time, Henry II. 
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management at Ford Motor Company; consumer revolt against the bloated size and gaudy design 

(the Edsel as breaking point of Detroit’s flamboyant fins, spaceship and jukebox taillights, and so 

on); quality issues; flawed market research; the network of ineffective dealerships created out of 

thin air; and the mutually-reinforcing hit to national consumer confidence and morale from the 

deep recession of 1957-58 and the Soviets' launch of the first Sputnik satellite on October 4, 

1957.8 Social critic John Keats made the Edsel the centerpiece of his bestselling 1958 satirical, 

puritanical polemic against Detroit’s sinful, lascivious excess of style and abdication of 

practicality, The Insolent Chariots.9 Long after its demise, the Edsel remained a textbook case of 

business disaster of interest to social scientists and management analysts. Its name became 

synonymous with hubris and failure, and it continually reappeared in subsequent canonical 

reflections on 1950s America. Aside from its appearance in countless films—including, of 

course, George Lucas’s 1973 cruising narrative of car-centered teenage love and sexuality, 

American Graffiti, in which the leading female role, Laurie, drives an Edsel—it became a case 

                                                
8 The latter was Ford market research director Dave Wallace’s preferred explanation. David 
Riesman and Eric Larrabee explained the failure through combination of recession and Sputnik: 
“At the first rumblings of depression, … impulse buying of cars takes a sharp drop: the fact, 
previously repressed, that the old car is good enough—and even good enough for me—becomes 
more salient; and Sputnik for some furnishes still another rearrangement of ‘needs’ and socially 
influenced perceptions.” See David Riesman and Eric Larrabee, “Autos in America,” in 
Abundance for What? And Other Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 
1964), 270–99. The most rigorous retrospective autopsies and accounts of the Edsel launch are 
from C. Gayle Warnock, public relations manager for the Edsel, The Edsel Affair: .... What Went 
Wrong?: A Narrative (Paradise Valley, Ariz: Pro West, 1980) and Warnock, The Rest of the 
Edsel Affair, Kindle Edition (AuthorHouse, 2007). Another relevant, sharp analysis of the 
automobile industry in this period is Avner Offer, “The American Automobile Frenzy of the 
1950s,” in From Family Firms to Corporate Capitalism: Essays in Business and Industrial 
History in Honor of Peter Mathias, ed. K. Bruland and O’Brien (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 315–53. See also the standard history of the American automotive industry, James 
J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1988), esp. “The Insolent Chariots,” 
pp. 251-293. 

9 John Keats, The Insolent Chariots (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1958). 
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for debates over the “sovereign consumer” in academic economics, legal theory, and fictional 

literature.10 A protagonist of Walker Percy’s novel The Last Gentleman (1966), “drove an Edsel 

to remind him of the debacle of the Ford Motor Company and to commemorate the last victory 

of the American people over marketing research and opinion polls.”11 

 The BASR’s market research for the Edsel offers an opportune case study in the 

production, circulation, and utilization of empirical social knowledge in the mid-twentieth 

century. Most of the Bureau’s prolific research cannot be traced beyond the contract between the 

client and the BASR and the final reports. The Edsel studies, however, left a significant paper 

trail thanks to the tremendous pre-launch publicity, the scale of the research, and the spectacular 

market failure. Journalists and active participants in the Edsel launch published their hopes, 

diagnoses, and regrets in articles and memoirs. The papers of Lazarsfeld and Fairfax Cone (the 

advertising giant hired to oversee the print, television, and radio campaigns) and the Bureau of 

Applied Social Research archives shed light on specifically how and when the actors formed 

research questions and utilized the results (or not).12  

 

2. Fordism and the postwar social sciences 

                                                
10 The case impressed economists to the extent that the Harvard professor and popular author 
John Kenneth Galbraith found it necessary to downplay the significance of the Edsel failure in 
The New Industrial State (1967). The Edsel entered legal theory through the work of Yale law 
professor Jan Deutsch, Selling the People’s Cadillac: The Edsel and Corporate Responsibility 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976). 

11 Walker Percy, The Last Gentleman (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1966), p. 188. 
(Also quoted in Deutsch, Selling the People’s Cadillac.) 

12 The seventeen BASR reports, for example, total roughly a thousand pages. There are an 
additional roughly 1200 pages of correspondence and notes on the Edsel in Fairfax Cone’s 
papers at the University of Chicago. This evidence could not be integrated into this manuscript. 
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 Columbia University's Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR) was the single largest 

contract recipient from Ford for market research related to the Edsel.13 (The contract totaled 

$205,000 over four years between 1955-59, roughly equivalent to $1.75 million in 2014.14 Over 

these four years, the Bureau’s annual income averaged $479,000, and the proportion of outside 

funds from business varied between 11-24%.15) Lazarsfeld kept his research outfit financially 

afloat by supplementing foundation support and government contracts with commercial market 

research. However, as Lazarsfeld repeatedly emphasized, commercial research was not just a 

financial necessity. Looking back on the BASR's history in a 1962 oral history interview, he 

explained the benefits of commercial research overlooked by its critics. The growing proportion 

of government contracts in the BASR budget since the early 1950s, he worried, threatened to sap 

its dynamism: 

You see, to get a commercial contract is much more difficult than to get a 
government contract, because with a government contract you know what the sources 
are, you know what the agencies are, and it's just a question of, so to say, getting into 
the stream of this available money. But for commercial contracts, you have to have 
new ideas, you have to know who needs what. […] I consider a fair amount of 
commercial work very desirable, partly because you have to be more ingenious to get 
it, you have to think more. It's more diversified. There's an element of laziness, 
intellectual laziness, that gets in [with government work]. I don't want to argue free 

                                                
13 Other studies commissioned by Ford included local market research conducted by R.L. Polk 
around Wayne County, Michigan; a $25,000 study by the National Opinion Research Center 
(NORC) on brand loyalty; and a $17,000 NORC study on consumer attitudes toward dealers. See 
Anon., “History of BASR Edsel Study: ‘Project Y’ Only,” n.d., Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection, p. 3. After the launch, Ford also hired the “fact-
finding organization” Sidlinger & Company to gather data on public reaction to the car. See 
Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 199. 

14 Figures for the two contracts between the BASR and Ford come from David Wallace to Paul 
F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History of BASR Edsel Study...,” 
BASR Collection. Whether the BASR ever received the total amount is unclear. 

15 These figures come from Allen H. Barton, “Paul Lazarsfeld and Applied Social Research: 
Invention of the University Applied Social Research Institute,” Social Science History 3, no. 3/4 
(1979), p. 15. I computed the average income, 1955-59, on this basis. 
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enterprise, but […] [t]here's a lot of basic research which is quite trivial, and a lot of 
applied research which is quite ingenious.16 

The Edsel studies can be seen in precisely this light—as an opportunity to preserve this 

dynamism and test out new ideas with an uncommonly generous budget. 

 Ford hired the BASR because it wanted something more innovative and challenging—

“intangibles and fuzziness and intangible factors,” as one participant put it—than the 'nuts and 

bolts' approach of more straight-laced commercial polling agencies.17 It is hard to imagine today, 

but against the “squares” at rival commercial and academic institutions, Bureau researchers were 

the “long-hairs.” The BASR’s firm foot in academia gave it an edge over commercial firms in 

terms of theoretical insight and methodological experimentation. Even when compared with the 

other leading academic survey research institutions such as Michigan’s Survey Research Center 

and Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center, its workshop atmosphere encouraged 

tinkering and a nimble variety of methods over strictly routinized study designs.18 

 Dave Wallace, director of marketing research for the Edsel, was interested in the 

“imagery” that people associated with cars—both their personalities and social qualities and 

attributes of the car itself (speed, style, workmanship, and trade-in value). As the story goes, 

Wallace’s boss, Special Products Division manager of product planning and merchandising J. 

Emmet Judge, first became aware of this new approach to market research through the 1954 

                                                
16 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld. (1962), p. 115. 

17 Elmo Roper was the original candidate for the research contract. On this point: Anon., 
“History of BASR Edsel Study: ‘Project Y’ Only,” n.d., Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History of BASR 
Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection, p. 2. 

18 One strong indication of the BASR’s research style, for example, is that it held statistical 
significance at arms’ length. Lazarsfeld and his colleagues preferred more a flexible collection 
and analysis of data over strict hypothesis testing. See Stephen Turner, “Many Approaches, but 
Few Arrivals,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 39, no. 2 (June 2009): 174–211. 
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study, “Automobiles – What they mean to Americans.” Chicago social anthropologist W. Lloyd 

Warner and his firm, Social Research, Inc., directed the study at the initiative of Pierre 

Martineau, market research director at the Chicago Tribune.19 This study brought together 

Warner’s previous academic work on the class and status systems of several American towns and 

cities with newer insights into brand imagery.20 (Ironically, and thanks in part to Warner’s 

corpus, non-academic market researchers were rediscovering the concept of class just as the 

ideology of the American classless—or universally middle-class—society approached its 

highpoint. 21 In a further ironic twist, the Bureau’s Edsel studies found that all but the objectively 

very poor and extremely wealthy tended to identify subjectively as middle-class.)22 However, the 

BASR was particularly attractive to Wallace and Judge thanks to its experience in studying 

dissemination through mass communications and personal influence. This included not only a 

series of major election and opinion studies culminating in the classic Personal Influence (1955) 

                                                
19 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958?), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection, p. 1. 

20 The original report may be available at some academic libraries. However, I only had access to 
an abridged version in the Harvard Business School textbook by Joseph W. Newman, Motivation 
Research and Marketing Management (Norwood, Massachusetts: The Plimpton Press, 1957), pp. 
223–63. 

21 In his summary of the new literature on class and consumption, Martineau implores market 
researchers to introduce class as an analytical category. See his “Social Classes and Spending 
Behavior,” Journal of Marketing 23, no. 2 (October 1950): 121–30. Warner would later become 
one of the villains in Vance Packard’s best-selling exposé of the advertising industry, The 
Hidden Persuaders (1957). For more on marketers’ interest in class, see Lizabeth Cohen, 
Consumers’ Republic (New York: Knopf, 2003), pp. 292-311. On classlessness, see Roland 
Marchand, “Visions of Classlessness, Quests for Dominion: American Popular Culture, 1945-
1960,” in Reshaping America: Society and Institutions, 1945-1960 (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 1982), 163–90. 

22 This finding is all the more interesting in light of the fact that even individuals who 
subjectively identified as “middle-class” exhibited divergent, class-based consumption patterns. 
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but also an ongoing study of the dissemination of prescription drugs commissioned by Pfizer.23 

These influence and dissemination studies promised insight into a key problem in introducing a 

new automobile into the market—how to identify and enlist early adopters (or as they were 

variously called, “pioneers,” “influentials,” and “opinion leaders”) who would then persuade 

others (relatives, friends, co-workers, and neighbors) to buy the new model.24 Wallace redacted 

the early findings of the Pfizer studies for an eager audience of Ford managers under the title 

“How People Come to Accept a New Idea” and compelled the BASR to design its Edsel studies 

around the questions of early adoption and personal influence just as much as the social and 

product imagery of automobiles.25 

 Ford ultimately commissioned the Bureau to conduct two large survey studies. The first 

involved one-hour questionnaire-based interviews with a total of 800 respondents each in Peoria, 

                                                
23 On the place of Personal Influence in the mass communications field, for example, see 
Jefferson Pooley, “Mnemonic Multiples: The Case of the Columbia Panel Studies” (forthcoming, 
circulated by the author); and Pooley, “Fifteen Pages That Shook the Field: ‘Personal Influence’, 
Edward Shils, and the Remembered History of Mass Communication Research,” Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 608 (November 2006): 130–56. The Pfizer 
research is still recognized as a classic study of dissemination. After a series of articles and 
reports in the late 1950s, it ultimately became the book by James S. Coleman, Elihu Katz, and 
Herbert Menzel, Medical Innovation: A Diffusion Study (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1966). 
One of the BASR staff from the Pfizer study also worked on the Edsel project, Robert H. 
Somers. 

24 This was not only a practical issue for manufacturers such as Ford but was also a theoretical 
problem in academic economics, as Cambridge economist Robin Marris’s careful treatment of 
the Bureau’s Personal Influence study in his 1964 book, The Economic Theory of ‘Managerial’ 
Capitalism, shows. Marris, in turn, became an important source for John Kenneth Galbraith’s 
theory of the firm in The New Industrial State (1967). See Robin Marris, The Economic Theory 
of “Managerial” Capitalism (London: MacMillan, 1964), especially the chapter on demand. The 
connection between Marris and Galbraith comes to the fore in the debates between Robert 
Solow, Galbraith, and Marris in the pages of Daniel Bell’s journal, The Public Interest in 1967-
68. 

25 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958?), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection, p. 3-4. 
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Illinois and San Bernardino, California on the “social stereotypes” and product imagery of 

automobile makes.26 The second “panel” survey in three communities (Knoxville, Tennessee; 

Rochester, New York; and San Bernardino, California) studied the imagery associated with the 

Edsel in two “waves” of 1000 each—both before and after its debut—thus bringing the targeted 

total number of interviews to roughly 3000.27  

 Across the four years from the initial contact between Ford and the BASR until the 

eventual termination of the Edsel line on November 19, 1959, press coverage and even U.S. 

federal government attention brought the BASR first into the limelight and then into the 

wreckage of the debacle.28 “The Edsel was a classic case of the wrong car for the wrong market 

at the wrong time,” Time magazine would write soon after Ford terminated the Edsel. “It was 

also a prime example of the limitations of market research, with its ‘depth interviews’ and 

                                                
26 The initial plan also called for observation of cars (make, model, year, color styles) and their 
owners at various activities and sites of leisure and work (amusement parks, horse races, baseball 
games, shopping centers in new suburban areas, and so on). This element seems to have been 
struck from the project. See Charles Y. Glock to David Wallace, June 23, 1955, Series 1, Box 50, 
Fol. “Concerning the Edsel Project...,” BASR Collection, p. 5-6. 

27 These studies are preserved in the BASR collection at the Columbia University Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Library and the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv, Wien. When sales of the Edsel began to 
rapidly die out in Fall 1957, a panicking Ford also commissioned Lazarsfeld's former associate in 
Vienna—now more a rival—the motivation research and depth psychology guru Ernest Dichter 
to conduct his own interviews and experiments and make recommendations of how to keep the 
patient alive. Dichter had made an early splash with motivation research for Plymouth in the late 
1930s. See Helene Karmasin, “Ernst Dichter’s Studies on Automobile Marketing,” in Ernest 
Dichter and Motivation Research, ed. Stefan Schwarzkopf and Rainer Gries (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). The details of Dichter's involvement are yet to be determined 
beyond what is revealed in his Dec. 30, 1957 “Edsel Pilot Study” available online from the 
Hagley Museum, Delaware. 

28 The Edsel studies appear in Administered Prices: Automobiles (Washington: U. S. 
Government Printing Office, 1958), p. 99 by way of Martin Mayer’s Madison Avenue, U.S.A. 
(1958), p. 112. 



 

 600 

‘motivational’ mumbo-jumbo.”29 Even the leading trade journal Advertising Age dismissed the 

research, emphasizing that the Edsel failed even “after more search of every conceivable kind—

styling, marketing, psychological, economic, etc.—than had ever been put behind a new product 

anytime, anywhere, anyhow.”30 Moreover, aside from the embarrassing association with such a 

business disaster through its explicit mention in popular media, the high-profile case exposed the 

Bureau to renewed criticism of its involvement in commercial pursuits from leading public 

intellectuals of the day such as the laissez-faire liberal Provost of Columbia University Jacques 

Barzun and the left-liberal Keynesian economist John Kenneth Galbraith.31 Beyond that were 

Vance Packard’s popular exposé of the advertising industry, The Hidden Persuaders (1957); 

fellow Columbia sociologist C. Wright Mills’s internationally-acclaimed polemic against 

Lazarsfeld’s “abstracted empiricism” and complicity in the “main drift” of society, The 

Sociological Imagination (1959); and the coincidence of The New Yorker’s two-part post-

mortem on the Edsel in November/December 1960 with Ford Motor Company “Whiz Kid” 

                                                
29 Quoted in John Brooks, The Fate of the Edsel and Other Business Adventures (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1963), p. 68. Likely from “The $250 Million Flop,” Time, November 30, 1959. 

30 Quoted in Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 181. 

31 Feature articles in Harper’s Magazine and The New Yorker discussed the BASR research at 
length. This was despite the BASR's official policy of keeping a low profile, articulated in the 
earliest correspondence between BASR director Charles Y. Glock and David Wallace: “you 
agree that no mention of either Columbia University or of the Bureau of Applied Social Research 
will be made in mass media advertising.” See Charles Y. Glock to David Wallace, June 23, 
1955, Box 50, Fol. “Concerning the Edsel Project...,” BASR Collection. 
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President Robert McNamara’s nomination as Secretary of Defense.32 Compounded together, 

these events stoked a scandal around the Columbia BASR.33 

 My aim in this case study is not to diagnose the failure. Instead, I want to explore the 

relationship between post-WWII empirical social research and the Fordist regulation of economy 

and society through a case study of the Ford Motor Company’s Edsel debacle. The work of 

George Steinmetz and his co-authors in The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences (2005) 

lays the groundwork for my analysis.34 The fact that Ford itself constitutes my case is only a 

convenient coincidence. More important is the mass production and mass consumption of a 

                                                
32 The “Whiz Kids” were a group of Army Air Force statisticians who, after WWII, applied and 
were hired en bloc to bring sophisticated accounting methods to bear on the Ford Motor 
Company’s backward business practices. See John A. Byrne, The Whiz Kids: The Founding 
Fathers of American Business - and the Legacy They Left Us (New York: Doubleday Business, 
1993). McNamara was hardly involved with the Edsel and seems to have been against it from the 
beginning. See Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 207. 

33 This convergence of the administered world between academia, industry, and government—
already thematized in C. Wright Mills’s White Collar (1951)—helps us understand the following 
statement from Stephen Turner’s memoir: “Like everyone around me, I was against the baleful 
influence of Talcott Parsons and positivism. One hardly needed a political motivation for this—
both were clearly wrong. And there was a strong elective affinity between what was wrong with 
them and what was wrong with the war in Viet Nam. McNamara, the secretary of defense, was a 
quantifier, famous for his belief in statistics, and the war was run as an ‘operations research’ 
project, in which commanders reported kill ratios that were then treated as evidence of progress. 
[…] The same mentality of quantification was pervasive in sociology and so was the arrogance 
and indifference to reality that accompanied it. […] Parsonian and Mertonian sociological theory 
had the same kind of agenda—progress for them meant little more than accumulating more 
power and getting rid of their critics. Robert Merton was allied with Paul Lazarsfeld, who was 
among the most brutal and aggressively nasty proponents of quantification in the history of 
sociology.” See Stephen P. Turner, “High on Insubordination,” in The Disobedient Generation: 
Social Theorists in the Sixties (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), p. 294-95. 

34 George Steinmetz, “Scientific Authority and the Transition to Post-Fordism: The Plausibility 
of Positivism in U.S. Sociology since 1945,” in The Politics of Method in the Human Sciences: 
Positivism and Its Epistemological Others, ed. George Steinmetz (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005); and Steinmetz, “American Sociology before and after World War II: The 
(Temporary) Settling of a Disciplinary Field,” in Sociology in America: A History (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 314–66. 
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technologically, sociologically, and psychologically complex consumer durable in the Fordist 

context summarized by Steinmetz as  

Keynesian-style policies aimed at smoothing economic cycles; welfare-statist 
programs that partially socialized the cost of reproducing labor power; collaborative 
relations between organized labor and management; mass culture offering 
homogeneous fare and tending to erode older distinctions between highbrow and 
lowbrow culture, converging in the middle; a family form emphasizing the male 
single breadwinner, at least as sociocultural ideal; privatized single-family housing 
based on patterns of urbanization tending toward suburbanization; and a tendency for 
economic and social practices to be located within the ‘container’ of the nation-state 
and evenly distributed across its surface.35 

Whether as socioeconomic preconditions, background assumptions, or as explicit objects of 

inquiry, all of these elements shaped the Edsel studies at the BASR. 

 “Methodological positivism”— Steinmetz’s term for a “specific cluster of ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological assumptions”—first became dominant in the field of 

sociology in the early postwar decades as the Fordist mode of regulation made positivism’s 

expectation of the lawful regularity of social processes more plausible and its products more 

useful to government and industry. “[S]ocial practice was more predictable and controllable,” he 

writes. “In sharp contrast to the crisis conditions of the interwar years, orderly postwar Fordist 

societalization resonated with positivist notions of repetition.”36 I will not restate Steinmetz’s 

full, precise definition of methodological positivism here; however, though Steinmetz takes 

Lazarsfeld and the BASR as textbook examples of postwar methodological positivism, I have 

argued elsewhere that the elements he ascribes to this paradigm (here meant in a loose sense) do 

not stand up to a rigorous analysis of Lazarsfeld’s methodological thought and practice. The 

attribution of “scientism”—the positivist claim that there is no difference between natural and 

                                                
35 Steinmetz, “Scientific Authority and the Transition to Post-Fordism,” pp. 294-95. 

36 Steinmetz, “Scientific Authority and the Transition to Post-Fordism,” pp. 296. 
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social science—is especially inapplicable to the positivist posterboy Lazarsfeld.37 So, too, is the 

supposed positivist conviction that good science requires little more of the knowing subject than 

technical/statistical virtuosity and certainly demands no facility with theory or history.38 Despite 

these caveats, Steinmetz’s correlation of methodological positivism with Fordism serves as a 

useful presupposition for this case study: it pinpoints a historical context of the Edsel studies—

and perhaps the style of social research at the Columbia BASR in general—that is more precise 

                                                
37 Lazarsfeld had a robust understanding of “Science” drawn from his practical and theoretical 
training in experimental physics at the University of Vienna; his career-long study of social 
science methodology and the philosophy of science (especially turn-of-the-century thinkers such 
as Ernst Mach and Henri Poincaré, but also of the pragmatists C.S. Pierce and William James); 
and the baseline taste for scientific philosophy that he had imbibed in his Vienna years. 
However, he consistently shied away from monopolizing or even claiming that label for his own 
style of empirical social research. He looked to the natural sciences in order to figure out 
precisely he thought was different about the social science, but he never manifested any trace of 
“physics envy,” perhaps due to the peculiarities of his life history. 

38 In fact, Lazarsfeld developed an intricate understanding of training in the craft of social 
research that comprised the imparting of a particular ethos, the cultivation of a certain esprit de 
corps, statistical methods, rhetoric, a specific approach to reading both theory and empirical 
research, study of the practical and logistical issues of research, and a rigorous capstone course 
in advanced methodology (not methods). The latter introduced a dimension of reflexivity, 
sometimes through Lazarsfeld’s characteristic irony, as in the following essay examination 
question: “Maurice Stein has the following passage in Reflections on Community Studies: ‘One 
of my favorite fantasies is a dialogue between [C. Wright] Mills and Lazarsfeld in which the 
former reads to the latter the first sentence of The Sociological Imagination: “Nowadays men 
often feel that their private lives are a series of traps.” Lazarsfeld immediately replies: “How 
many men, which men, how long have they felt this way...”’ -- In the opinion of the present 
examiner, the second series of questions could be interesting but is still meaningless if it isn't 
preceded first by the following question: ‘What is meant by the original statement and how 
would one find out in one single case whether a person's private life is a series of traps?’ What 
kind of research would be needed to get such evidence and use it for aggregative purposes? Can 
you think of global indicators which also could serve as evidence for Mills' idea?” (From 
Lazarsfeld Papers, Columbia RBML. Series I. Box 125. Methods File: Part II. Fol. ‘Methods 
Course A: Students’.) For a programmatic overview, see Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for 
Training in Social Research,” in Qualitative Analysis : Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1972), 361–94. 
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and more relevant than other possible epochal labels such as “Cold War.”39 Like Steinmetz, I do 

not gainsay the roles of funding agencies and programmatic science policy decisions for securing 

the powerful position of methodological positivism.40 Indeed, Lazarsfeld was a key figure in the 

overlapping network of postwar patronage for the social sciences, and the BASR was a favored 

recipient of government funding and philanthropic largesse.41 However, my aim is not to explain 

how the style of empirical social research at the Columbia BASR obtained a dominant position 

in the social sciences in the immediate postwar decades.  

 Instead, I ask two questions: (1) How were the studies themselves shot through with the 

basic elements of Fordism outlined above, either as socioeconomic preconditions, background 

assumptions, or explicit objects of inquiry? (2) How, and to what extent, did the Bureau establish 

                                                
39 That said, there was certainly a Cold War impetus to a significant amount of work at the 
BASR—its international communications research, for example. Associated social structures of 
knowledge, especially the Columbia University Seminar on Basic and Applied Social Research 
(direct by Bureau alumnus Allen Barton beginning in 1964), also show a strong Cold War bent. 

40 However, as Steinmetz also allows to some extent, we should avoid overestimating the 
dominance of positivism or so-called “mainstream sociology” in the postwar period. See Craig 
Calhoun and Jonanthan VanAntwerpen, “Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Hierarchy: ‘Mainstream’ 
Sociology and Its Challengers,” in Sociology in America : A History (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 367–410. 

41 In its predecessor form as the Office of Radio Research and its early years in the 1940s, the 
BASR owed its existence to Rockefeller Foundation support for mass communications research. 
On this point, see Christian Fleck and Nico Stehr, eds., “Introduction: From Vienna to New 
York,” in Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An Empirical Theory of Social Action - Collected Writings, by 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld (Oxford: Bardwell Press, 2011). On postwar patronage, see Hunter Crowther-
Heyck, “Patrons of the Revolution: Ideals and Institutions in Postwar Behavioral Science,” Isis 
97, no. 3 (September 2006): 420–46 and Mark Solovey, Shaky Foundations: The Politics-
Patronage-Social Science Nexus in Cold War America (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers 
University Press, 2013). It should be pointed out that, as these authors would certainly recognize, 
Lazarsfeld’s power was limited—both his vision for the Ford Foundation’s Center for Advanced 
Studies in the Behavioral Sciences as a site of post-doctoral apprenticeship training and his hopes 
for major Ford Foundation support for the BASR were dashed by a combination of personal and 
political factors. 
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its claims to scientific authority with respect to the participating actors in the concrete case of the 

Edsel studies for the Ford Motor Company? How did peripheral actors not directly involved in 

the research—especially public intellectuals and the general public—bear on such claims and 

aspirations to scientific authority? At several points, I develop a tentative thesis on the 

relationship between the style of empirical social research practiced at the BASR and the market, 

which served both as a feedback mechanism for verifying methods and calibrating tools and as a 

source of prestige and authority. This relationship ran deeper than any Cold War ideological 

commitment to the free market or to capitalism, or even a strategic “ideology of non-ideology” in 

the opportunistic pursuit of patronage. It was more basic than the good fit that Steinmetz 

identifies between Fordism and methodological positivism. Already in early-1930s Vienna, 

Lazarsfeld had begun to develop an epistemology and research practices around the feedback 

provided by the market: successful intervention in the market on the basis of research findings 

was the only way to verify the accuracy of measurement instruments, theoretical constructs, and 

analytical results. The whole subsequent elaboration of an “experimental system” at the BASR 

depended on this basic principle. 

 While the finished product of the typical professional research report presented a 

frictionless, efficient image of survey research, the Edsel disaster and the paper trail it left behind 

reveal the incredible complexity and fragility of this way of knowing.42 By complexity I do not 

just mean the advanced mathematical statistics involved in analyzing the voluminous data from 

such intricate study designs. Nor do I refer only to the IBM tabulating machines that made such 

                                                
42 Christoph Hoffmann has recently argued that efficiency is an implicit assumption of Science 
Studies, the History of Science, and related fields: even when scholars study breakdowns, 
unrecognized discoveries, and so on, these are exceptions that prove the rule. See Hoffmann, Die 
Arbeit der Wissenschaften (Zürich: Diaphanes, 2013), especially, chapter 3, “Folgenloses 
Wissen,” pp. 87-118. 
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calculations possible. Rather, I mean both the locally-developed “little tools” and the 

interlocking constructions—theoretical and empirical—that served as foundations, framing, and 

reusable modules for fashioning questionnaires and accomplishing a relatively sturdy survey: 

census data for constructing a sample; social mobility itself as a phenomenon newly verified by 

sociological research; standardized scales of social status and corresponding visual aids as bases 

of individual survey questions; and so on.43 By fragility I mean the potential for survey research 

to fall apart due to institutional and interpersonal factors such as inadequate training, mistrust, 

miscommunication, and conflict. Furthermore, the study design of the Edsel surveys presupposed 

specific Fordist regularities in economy and society—namely, Keynesian management of 

business cycles and the resultant softening of recessions; plus rising wages, upward social 

mobility, and surplus income for working Americans. (Remember the slogan: “This is the Edsel, 

the smart car for the middle-class family on its way up.”) When these Fordist regularities 

temporarily stalled in 1957-58—one of the deepest recessions of the postwar period—and the 

anticipated growing market for medium-priced automobiles in fact contracted, the Edsel surveys 

collapsed with the car itself. 

 

3. Survey research under Fordism 

 The BASR's survey research for the Edsel coincided with a golden age of the social-

scientific interview in the World War Two and early postwar eras. The interview and the 

questionnaire were instruments for turning emotions, feelings, dispositions, tastes, preferences, 

and interpersonal relationships into facts. The interview was one tool for social science's task, as 

                                                
43 On “little tools,” see Peter Becker and William Clark, eds., Little Tools of Knowledge: 
Historical Essays on Academic and Bureaucratic Practices (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2001). 
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Columbia University sociologist Robert Merton put it, of “taking the point under discussion out 

of the realm of opinion into that of established fact.”44 (Recall Harper’s observation quoted 

above that the Edsel studies handled, “with the tools of academic social science, the questions 

that auto men have long dealt with intuitively.”) With the questionnaire, even that which resisted 

being trapped and observed in an artificial, controlled laboratory setting could nevertheless be 

captured in a quasi-experimental logic. In doing so, the interview and the questionnaire 

transmuted immaterial psychological and social processes into things that could be acted upon: 

interview data came to inform policy decisions in private industry and government, which then 

targeted the psychological and social phenomena that these data had reified. This tool of data 

collection became both an object of intensive methodological innovation and, through its 

ubiquitous use and omnipresence amplified by the mass media, a cultural phenomenon of 

collective introspection.45 Indeed, as the celebrated sociologist and essayist David Riesman noted 

at the time, by the 1950s the interview had become a widespread form of social interaction and a 

practice of the self that shaped social and mental life.46 Thus, survey researchers feared, as 

Robert Merton put it, a “Heisenberg effect”—the distortion of the object through observation 

itself—not only in the immediate short-term interview situation but also in the long-term history 

                                                
44 Merton et al., Patterns of Social Life: Explorations in the Sociology and Social Psychology of 
Housing, BASR Mimeograph, 1949[?], Charles Young Research Library, Los Angeles, pp. 14-
15. 

45 On this rise of collective introspection, see also Sarah Elizabeth Igo, The Averaged American: 
Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 2007). 

46 See Riesman's reflections on the interview throughout his Abundance for What? And Other 
Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964). These were not superficial 
observations, but were developed through a long-term research project on the social-scientific 
interview that involved both the secondary analysis of interview transcripts and recordings from 
completed research projects and even follow-up interviews with  
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of the self and society.47 Did survey-based market research help shape the Fordist subjects it set 

out to study?48  

 However we might answer this tricky question, as the ambitions behind the Edsel project 

show (even in their ultimate frustration), actors at the time saw survey research as a crucial tool 

for managing everyday economic processes under the mode of regulation later called Fordism. 

John Kenneth Galbraith developed this point across his popular trilogy on the American political 

economy, American Capitalism (1952), The Affluent Society (1958) and The New Industrial State 

(1967). As historian Thomas Stapleford has recently shown, a diversity of political, social, and 

economic interest groups came together during the American New Deal of the 1930s to erect 

grand, nation-wide collective empirical studies of consumer expenditures.49 Yet only in the 

postwar decades, Galbraith argued, had market research and advertising become essential to 

managing consumer demand by creating a market for each specific product. At this time, 

                                                
47 Thus, we might see the more reflexive survey researchers as anticipating Ian Hacking’s 
discovery of “looping effects” in the human sciences. See Hacking, “The Looping Effects of 
Human Kinds,” in Causal Cognition: A Multi-Disciplinary Debate, ed. Dan Sperber, David 
Premack, and Ann James Premack (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 

48 Sociologist John Levi Martin rejects the commonplace notion that advertising’s creation of a 
“desiring subject” was instrumental to a new “consumption-oriented economy” in the twentieth 
century. He does, however, allow that a growing middle class with its own psychological 
insecurities and needs expanded the aggregate amount of surplus income available for 
consumption. “Many of the changes in subjectivity misunderstood as stemming from the 
hedonism required by the consumption economy,” Martin concludes, “probably stem from the 
experiences of a changing middle class in a world of cheaper products, not from the conversion 
of workers into consumers. This middle class […] was unsure as to where it stood in terms of 
established cultural hierarchies, and therefore perhaps susceptible to suggestions that it could 
define itself via consumption.”  See Martin, “The Myth of the Consumption-Oriented Economy 
and the Rise of the Desiring Subject,” Theory and Society 28, no. 3 (June 1999), p. 434-35, 446-
47. 

49 Thomas Stapleford, “Market Visions: Expenditure Surveys, Market Research, and Economic 
Planning in the New Deal,” The Journal of American History 94, no. 2 (September 2007): 418–
44. 
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economists also fashioned new predictive models of demand for consumer durables.50 At a still 

more fundamental level, as historian Timothy Mitchell has recently argued, a range of tools and 

institutions came together in the mid-twentieth century and formed a new object called “the 

economy,” an interacting system of component parts that could be measured and managed.51 

Management of demand and forecasting allowed large corporations such as the Ford Motor 

Company to minimize risk in a production regime involving medium- and long-term planning, 

high research and development costs, technological innovation, and thus large capital outlays.  

 Automobile manufacturers’ planning expanded beyond production into the intricacies of 

consumer psychology as the arena of competition shifted from price-cutting to cosmetic annual 

model changes in the high age of Detroit styling.52 Alfred Sloan’s strategy of “a car for every 

purse and purpose” had spread beyond his own General Motors to the other Big Three 

automakers: all now sought to keep the customer moving up one’s own line of models as his 

purse expanded. In fact, Wallace and the Bureau gave the consumer psychology of the annual 

model change a central place in the Edsel studies by gathering data on the perceived trade-in 

value of a variety of automobile makes and by correlating the respondents’ demographic 

attributes and imagery of various makes with their plans for “replacement.” In an ideal Fordist 

                                                
50 For example, see Gregory C. Chow, “Statistical Demand Functions for Automobiles and Their 
Use for Forecasting,” in The Demand for Durable Goods, ed. Arnold C. Harberger (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1960), pp. 149-178. 

51 Timothy Mitchell, “Economentality: How the Future Entered Government,” Critical Inquiry, 
no. 40 (Summer 2014): 479–507, especially pp. 483-484. See also Mitchell, “Society, Economy, 
and the State Effect,” in State/Culture: State-Formation after the Cultural Turn, ed. George 
Steinmetz (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 76–97, especially pp. 92-95. 

52 On auto manufacturers’ agreement to forgo price competition, see Avner Offer, “The 
American Automobile Frenzy of the 1950s,” in From Family Firms to Corporate Capitalism: 
Essays in Business and Industrial History in Honor of Peter Mathias, ed. K. Bruland and 
O’Brien (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 315–53. 
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world, the annual model change and market research would work together to channel upwardly 

mobile consumer wants into a planned production cycle. David Riesman and Eric Larrabee saw 

the annual model change as means to “‘bureaucratize whim’ […] by subjecting fancy to 

periodicity—the periodicity of the tax return, the annual inventory, or in domestic planning the 

yearly decision (possibly conjoined with the purchase of a car) as to where to go on vacation.”53 

Galbraith's key point—perhaps widely-accepted today but controversial among economists at the 

time and challenged by the dramatic failure of the Edsel—was that the mid-century “industrial 

system” (as he called the postwar mixed economy) could not function without this 

bureaucratization of whim through advertising.54 

 

4. Complexity and fragility: a chain of interlocking constructs, broken by an unexpected 

turn of economic events 

                                                
53 David Riesman and Eric Larrabee, “Autos in America,” in Abundance for What? And Other 
Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964), p. 278. 

54 The controversy on this point played out in the pages of Daniel Bell's journal The Public 
Interest between the later Nobel prize-winning Robert M. Solow, Galbraith, and British political 
economics Robin Marris in 1967-68. Galbraith felt the need to acknowledge the Edsel exception 
in several places in The New Industrial State. (John Levi Martin’s article discussed above is 
evidence that this debate has not subsided.) As for Lazarsfeld, he was a long-time enthusiast of 
social and economic planning. In 1958, he wrote with glowing enthusiasm from Poland (where 
he was giving a master class on opinion research) on the uses of market research for socialist 
planning: “As the standard of living slowly rises,” he gave as one of three examples from Polish 
planners, “we can either increase clothing, radios and other personal advantages or refrigerators. 
The people would prefer the former, but a forcing of refrigerators would greatly facilitate the 
distribution of milk, the introduction of frozen foods, etc. After all the deprivations people went 
through during the war and the Stalinist period, how can we find out whether they are willing to 
accept one more deferred gratification even if it is in the long run clearly to their advantage?” 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Round Letter, September 6, 1958, Series I. Box 3A. Round letters II., 
Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML. 



 

 611 

 Let's return to the disaster waiting to happen, which of course did not look that way when 

the Ford Motor Company began to plan and research for a new medium-priced car in April, 

1955. By picking out examples from market research for “Car E” (for experimental), as the Edsel 

was labeled before it got its ill-fated name, I want to show how a chain of interlocking constructs 

fit together, only to be ultimately broken by an unexpected turn of economic events. These 

constructs, moreover, were products of contemporary social sciences concerned with observing, 

managing, and instituting Fordism. My narrative proceeds from “base” to “superstructure” (to 

use a pair of unfashionable terms): I begin with demographic and economic trends understood as 

the upward social mobility of an expanding American middle class. Then I move to the social-

psychological study of this growing class of medium-income consumers. The deep 1957-58 

recession that coincided with the Edsel's launch on September 4, 1957 brings us crashing back 

down to the faltering base in the end. It so happens that this movement from base to 

superstructure and back again also follows the chronological development of the Edsel market 

research and the physical organization of market research texts in Ford’s product planning 

handbook. Along this arc, I will highlight the relevant social structures of knowledge (and non-

knowledge) and channels of communication that constituted links in the chain—Ford 

management; U.S. federal government agencies; the cross-disciplinary scientific community of 

survey researchers; academic sociology and neighboring fields; and of course the consumers who 

offered their thoughts to inquisitive researchers. 

 

4.1. Demographic Growth, Economic Growth, and Upward Social Mobility 

 Before the BASR got involved with the Edsel, Ford Motor Company had staked its hopes 

for a new medium-priced car on apparently solid foundations. “There were plenty of encouraging 
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signs in 1955 that a new car could be absorbed easily by the American economy,” wrote one top 

Ford manager in his memoirs on the Edsel debacle. “First of all, it could be argued, the two-car 

family was growing beautifully, from a million in 1940 to maybe four [million] in 1955 and an 

estimated seven million by 1960. Right there were three million more car sales alone. The 

number of families owning cars was expected to increase, too, from 67% to 73%, and in the 

same length of time they would grow by two million. Six, maybe seven million new cars could 

be sold in the next five years over and above the annual average sales rate of the previous five 

years of 5.5 million units. […] The families' appetite for something better than the cheapest were 

[sic] beginning to be noticed, with some concern at Ford, with great glee at GM and Chrysler.”55 

In fact, as one of the BASR's market research reports noted, car manufacturers built this theory 

of upward social mobility into their product line: “In recent years, there has been a trend among 

automobile companies toward building up a family of cars so that a buyer can progress through 

the line as he gets older and richer.”56 

 A fortuitous conjuncture of factors in the world economy, plus the postwar Fordist mode of 

state-interventionist social and economic regulation, had nurtured what Cambridge economist 

Joan Robinson dubbed the Golden Age—one of the biggest economic booms in world history. 

Coming off the “biggest year in auto history,” and in light of such encouraging interlocking 

trends of demographic growth, economic growth, and upward social mobility, who would doubt 

an optimistic entry into the mid-priced auto market? 

                                                
55 C. Gayle Warnock, The Edsel Affair: .... What Went Wrong?: A Narrative (Paradise Valley, 
Ariz: Pro West, 1980), p. 6. 

56 Levenson et al, B-0555-13, p. 20. 
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 These interrelated trends became the basis for the Ford Motor Company's marketing 

strategy to both consumers and potential dealers and organized its vision of the car that would 

become the Edsel. A letter to prospective dealers underscored these strong market prospects: 

“We in the automobile business—dealer and company alike—have ahead of us so vast an 

opportunity that it is almost impossible to believe the statistics. But all you have to do,” the letter 

continued, “is look at the way your own home town has outgrown the schools, its housing, its 

stores and its roads.”57 Top managers cited these trends in public speeches and press releases for 

generating publicity for the planned new car, while strategic placement of dealerships was based 

on figures of population, income, and wealth in specific local communities.58  

 Ford researchers extracted these intertwined forecasts of demographic growth, economic 

growth, and upward social mobility from the reports of United States federal government 

agencies (the Census Bureau, the Department of Commerce, and so on) and the Automobile 

Manufacturers Association.59 The reports demonstrate impressive attention to demographic 

detail: for example, the breakdown of population growth by age groups; the breaking up of 

multi-family or extended family households into nuclear family units after the Second World 

War; and the automotive and travel expenditures of urban U.S. families. (All of these examples 

                                                
57 Quoted in Warnock The Edsel Affair, p. 77. 

58 Warnock writes of the director of dealer planning H.A. Pries: “Pries was interested in 
population of dealer sites, of course, but he was more interested in the population over 21, the 
number of $4,000 and better income families, the automobile population and the median value of 
homes in the area being studied.” See  Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 52. Meetings with 
prospective dealers aimed to impress them with the optimistic market outlook: “Charts portrayed 
the entire car market, specifically showing the absence of Ford products in the medium-priced 
field and emphasizing the gap that the 'E' car was to fill,” wrote Warnock in his memoir. “Charts 
also indicated the economic trend, justified the present market and left a strong hint it would 
steadily improve in the medium-priced field. See Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 59. 

59 Ford Motor Company was of course a member of the AMA. 
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were of course relevant information for predicting trends in car-buying populations.) These 

statistics were collected in large binders together with more specific reports on automobile 

markets and consumption patterns.60 Some of these were provided by academic and commercial 

survey research agencies aside from the BASR that Ford had hired for this purpose.61 The binder 

also included roughly a dozen redactions of the BASR's lengthier, more technical research 

reports.62 Practically nobody at Ford besides Dave Wallace—who had initiated the contract with 

the BASR—ever laid eyes on the original reports. However, the abridged digests were wildly 

successful and circulated widely amongst the managers in the Edsel Division, making Wallace 

“somewhat of a guru” at Ford headquarters.63 Judging from a 1958 memo from Dave Wallace to 

Lazarsfeld, it appears that acceptance of the redactions was in fact two-tiered—split between the 

younger white-collar employees and the highest-level managers—and grew over time: “As the 

Edsel Division grew from its early total of eighty persons when the ‘Reports’ first appeared, to 

its peak of some twelve hundred later—and as the population involved became more adjusted 

this type of information—,” he wrote, “demand for the ‘Reports’ increased until the print order 

                                                
60 The binder was called “Research Report. Special Products Division. Merchandising and 
Product Planning Office.” See Series 1, Box 50, BASR Collection. 

61 This included R.L. Polk, which studied the automobile market around Wayne County, 
Michigan, and the National Opinion Research Center.  

62 Wallace wrote to Lazarsfeld that nobody at Ford aside from himself and two others saw the 
original BASR reports. Beyond the binder, reports found an audience at Ford through a slide 
presentation, which “was shown to several groups of middle-management at Ford, and was also a 
major instrument of indoctrination for the executives of  [ad agency] Foote, Cone & Belding.” 
Edsel division Product Planning manager J. Emmet Judge also based his frequent and extremely 
elaborate public speeches throughout the country on the BASR’s research. See David Wallace to 
Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History of BASR Edsel 
Study...,” BASR Collection. 

63 Warnock, The Edsel Affair.  
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reached 150 copies each. As a courtesy, some were circulated to the Research Departments of 

other divisions and to the Central Staff headquarters, although, in all honesty, it must be noted 

that they were received in these circles with little comment.”64 

 While Ford’s marketing and product planning department was putting together its binder 

full of demographic trends, academic sociologists were busy constructing social mobility as a 

scientific object through large collaborative and comparative studies.65 The BASR and associated 

social scientists—including Bureau alumni and colleagues from other survey research 

institutes—played a central role in this effort. A concise list will have to suffice here: key 

textbooks and synthetic works included Social Mobility in Industrial Society (1959) by Bureau 

alumnus Seymour Martin Lipset and Reinhard Bendix. This comparison of advanced capitalist 

societies was based on surveys from the 1940s and 1950s. Another important textbook, which 

was in fact a point of reference in the BASR’s Edsel studies, was Barnard sociologist Bernard 

Barber’s Social Stratification (1957). Behind the scenes, the Bureau’s Abraham Jaffe worked on 

“estimating possible future manpower supply” through his federally funded studies of 

occupational mobility in the United States.66 And Lazarsfeld’s student Peter Rossi sought to 

                                                
64 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History of 
BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection. 

65 Of course studies of social mobility—impressionistic, theoretical, and empirical—predate the 
1950s. One need only mention Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835-40) and Herbert 
Hoover’s Recent Social Trends (1933). But the study of social mobility seems to have been 
newly systematic in the 1940s and 1950s. This allowed it to be more consequential in 
interventionist projects (from both state and industry) and more inextricably intertwined with the 
research system of the Bureau. 

66 A. J. Jaffe, Occupational Mobility in the United States, 1930-1960 (New York: King’s Crown 
Press, Columbia University, 1954). See also United States, Handbook of Statistical Methods for 
Demographers: Selected Problems in the Analysis of Census Data, ed. A. J. Jaffe, Prelim. ed 
(Washington: U.S. Govt. Print. Off, 1951). Kingsley Davis, who for a short time served as 
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bring together objective and subjective measures of stratification with new methodological rigor 

in his 1951 Columbia Sociology dissertation, “Latent Structure Analysis and Research on Social 

Stratification.”67 

 

4.2. The Social-Psychology of Automobile Consumption 

 Studies of social mobility within the scientific community of postwar empirical social 

research institutes contoured the Fordist class structure. But the Edsel Division needed insight 

into the more “intangible factors” of automobile consumption. Wallace and the BASR research 

staff knew that both the social dimensions of the consumer market and their implications for 

automobiles were more complicated and subtler than the basic facts of growth and social 

mobility suggested. Indeed, car consumption—not just what was bought, but also when, why, and 

how often—seemed related to the automobile's role as a symbol of social status, embedded in 

lifestyle trends and shaped by the immediate social environment of the individual—his friends, 

neighbors, co-workers, “reference groups”—not to mention his personal identity and aspirations. 

Business success could depend on understanding these social-psychological dynamics. “One 

might say,” the BASR director wrote in his official June 1955 proposal to Ford, “that the sales 

success of a car manufacturer lies, in large measure, in his ability to anticipate in their infancy 

trends in living habits, in self-conceptions, and in aspirations among large segments of the 

American public. […] Today the use of a car as a symbol of its owner's status and style of life 

nearly outweighs its function as a vehicle of transportation. If these symbolic functions can be 

                                                
director of the BASR, also worked in this direction, though his research had a broader 
geographical scope. 

67 Peter H. Rossi, “Latent Structure Analysis and Research on Social Stratification” (Ph.D. 
Dissertation, Columbia University, 1951). 
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made explicit,” he promised his client, “then design and advertising decisions can be made on a 

more rational basis than at present.”68 This brought the BASR research from the demographic 

and economic “base” of growth and mobility to the cultural “superstructure” of imagery, social 

status, and lifestyle. As contemporary observers noted, a relatively autonomous dynamic of 

personality and lifestyle developed out of the solid metal and rubber of the car. David Riesman 

and Eric Larrabee reflected on the inevitable triumph of style in Detroit in a pre-launch May 

1957 article in Encounter. “[T]he automobile was the very symbol of an end to sumptuary 

traditions,” they wrote of the early Ford, “a statement that things need not always be as they are. 

Machinery, seldom the neutral agent it is commonly said to be, redefines aspirations as rapidly as 

it absorbs them; and Ford’s unending stream of inexpensive cars released exactly those demands 

that [Henry Ford] had tried to stifle.”69 

 One of the subtleties that intrigued market researchers at the time and that played a key role 

in the Bureau's Edsel studies was the indirect relationship between income and consumer 

behavior.70 A straightforward survey could reveal that income did not determine car buying—

that, for example, not all people with Income A bought car Brand X or even any car from the 

same price class as car Brand X. Complicating this was the recent availability of consumer 

credit, which meant that people could buy a car that they would not otherwise have been able to 

afford on the basis of their income alone. Moreover, marketers sensed that the upwardly mobile 

                                                
68 Glock to Wallace (June 22, 1955), p. 4. 

69 David Riesman and Eric Larrabee, “Autos in America” in Encounter, May 1957, pp. 26-36. 
Here quoted from the reprint in Riesman, Abundance for What? And Other Essays (Garden City, 
New York: Doubleday & Company, 1964), p. 273. 

70 For more on this point, see Lizabeth Cohen, Consumers’ Republic (New York: Knopf, 2003), 
especially “Segmenting the Mass,” pp. 292-344. 
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working-class consumer, even as he began to earn a middle-class income, had a distinctive 

pattern of behavior that was not simply an emulation of higher-status groups.71 While these 

phenomena were more or less visible to the “naked eye,” only a more intricate survey could 

begin to confirm and explain them. 

 Studying the intricacies of automobile consumption in the mid-1950s depended on a chain 

of constructions developed and maintained by a multitude of institutions in the early postwar 

decades. The BASR wanted to correlate an individual's buying history (the last three cars owned) 

with a set of social attributes (age, occupation, gender, education level, social mobility), the 

qualities they value most in a car (workmanship, speed, trade-in value, and appearance) and the 

possession of other consumer durables (furniture, washing machines, color television, and so 

on).72 The Bureau also wanted to figure out what images consumers held of various makes of 

cars from low- and medium-price categories. Who was the appropriate owner of an Oldsmobile? 

(A doctor? A construction worker? An old person?) Which car had an image of being fast? Of 

being masculine? What style of house (traditional, contemporary, or modern) did the car match 

best? Did it belong in the city or the countryside? And so on. This attribution of imagery, too, 

was to be correlated with the same set of social attributes. Furthermore, the BASR’s Edsel 

surveys studied how an individual's buying history and his image of various makes of cars 

influenced his intentions to buy his next car. 

                                                
71 For example, Pierre Martineau, “Social Classes and Spending Behavior,” Journal of 
Marketing 23, no. 2 (October 1950): 121–30. 

72 The resonances with Roland Barthes’s Mythologies published in the year of the Edsel launch 
(1957) and later Jean Baudrillard’s System of Objects (1968) and Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction 
(1979) should be noted here and explored further. That said, the inventory of household 
consumer goods was a common practice in sociological and market research at least since F. 
Stuart Chapin’s “Socio-Economic Status: Some Preliminary Results of Measurement,” American 
Journal of Sociology 37, no. 4 (January 1932): 581–87. 
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 All of this required standardized ways of stabilizing aspects of the object under 

investigation. For example, in order to rate the individual respondents according to their 

occupation, BASR researchers used a standardized occupational status scale developed at the 

National Opinion Research Center (or NORC). There was no reasonable, non-arbitrary way of 

developing such a scale beyond going to the people and asking them. This is exactly what NORC 

did: they produced a scale of occupational status based on large surveys, which was then later 

compared and confirmed with replication studies across advanced capitalist societies. Another 

scale was developed by Lloyd Warner of the University of Chicago in his studies of the status 

system of American small towns, suburbs, and cities. Warner’s “Index of Status Characteristics,” 

as he called it, combined type of income, type of occupation, house type, and place of residence. 

My personal favorite is the Chapin “Living-Room Scale,” which rated the socio-economic status 

of families based on an inventory of the possessions in their living rooms. Most of these scales 

were just making their way into sociology and marketing textbooks as the BASR conducted its 

Edsel studies.73 

 The Edsel survey also employed less robust, somewhat improvised yet quasi-standardized 

measures. In order to select its sample in one target community of the survey, for example, the 

BASR hired a firm to generate “An Ecological Study of Peoria, Illinois.” The report included a 

                                                
73 And all of these scales were seen as somehow formalizing natural thought processes in the 
lifeworld: “The process of social class identification,” wrote Barnard sociologist Bernard Barber 
in his 1957 textbook on Social Stratification, somehow blending phenomenology and Popperian 
philosophy of science, “[...] is like a series of hypotheses that the individual tests against all the 
available symbolic evidence, concluding with some final decision about a social class position. 
[…] This is a process we all engage in, sometimes consciously, more often unconsciously. It is 
the prototype of the process by which social scientists attempt to construct the most reliable 
possible kind of indicator of social class position, that is, a social class index.” See Bernard 
Barber, Social Stratification: A Comparative Analysis of Structure and Process (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1957), p. 167. All of the scales mentioned here are summarized 
in Barber’s textbook. 
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comparison of Peoria's demographics and auto consumption to the available data for the 

population and car-buying behavior of the U.S. as a whole. (As was conventional in large 

surveys at the time, this established Peoria as a sort of automobile “Middletown,” a practice of 

finding the average American city that Hollywood thematized in 1947’s Magic Town starring 

Jimmy Stewart.)74  It also provided photographs of typical homes (sorted by income category), 

visual aids to understanding various demographic data, housing statistics, data on the relationship 

between housing and car ownership, and so forth.75 With this report, the BASR could direct its 

field team to specific areas of town in order to reach its desired sample of income groups, status 

groups, and owners of specific automobile makes.  

 Visual aids were not just used in selecting and reaching the desired sample: they were also 

deployed in the course of the interview itself. For example, Bureau researchers were interested in 

how conservative taste or enthusiasm for style “innovation” related to consumer preferences. But 

they couldn't simply ask the respondent whether he had conservative or daring taste: “In matters 

of taste and dress, would you say you are more or less conservative than the average man 

(woman)?” In fact, they found that this question yielded unusable results. So instead, they 

improvised a sort of projective test by showing the respondents pictures of houses and living 

rooms (three each) and asking them to indicate their preferences. They solicited an architect to 

help select the images to represent traditional, contemporary, and modern design. “Which of 

                                                
74 This was also the approach in the BASR’s Personal Influence (1955), which first selected, 
purely through statistics, Robert and Helen Lynd’s actual “Middletown” (Muncie, Indiana), 
before deciding that they should not conduct a study in this fabled place! 

75 This report is from BASR Collection, Columbia RBML, Box 51. 
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these homes appeals to you the most? Which the least?” they asked. “Could you tell me which 

car would be most appropriate in front of each?”76 

 This visual aid to self-reflection, which was also a quasi-standardized scale of 

conservatism in taste, points to another practice in survey research that we could call “calibrating 

the tools.” Here, I will give just one example of this routine practice. In the 1950s, survey 

researchers discovered that individuals of various social classes and backgrounds had radically 

different abilities and means to articulate themselves.77 It was difficult to figure out the 

underlying causes of this phenomenon.78 However they explained their respondents’ 

inarticulateness, this discovery resulted in fascinating attempts by survey researchers to 

understand and to overcome the problems posed by insufficient articulateness by calibrating their 

tools. By tools I mean both the design of questionnaires and the approach to the interpersonal 

situation of the interview.  

 The BASR was no exception to this trend. Problems of inarticulateness were built in to the 

routine research system of the BASR. For the Edsel studies, for example, BASR director Charles 

Glock called for 25 preliminary intensive interviews “with people from various walks of life.” 

                                                
76 Levenson et al, B-0555-13, p. 34. 

77 On especially fascinating example is drawn from a NORC study of tornado disaster victims, 
Leonard Schatzman and Anselm Strauss, “Social Class and Modes of Communication,” 
American Journal of Sociology 60, no. 4 (January 1955): 329–38. 

78 From my survey of the literature, there were roughly five ways of explaining inarticulateness: 
(1) The individual was incapable of introspection and retrospection. (2) Inarticulateness was a 
manifestation of the specific normative social role of the respondent, not deficient abilities to 
introspect and retrospect. (3) There was a breakdown in communication between interviewer and 
respondent due, for example, to the specific wording of questions or to a specific cross-class or 
gender dynamic. (4) The individual really did experience the world differently. (5) Something 
specific about the stimulus under investigation was at fault (e.g. the propaganda film was too 
ineffective to produce observable reactions). 
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The large questionnaire, which sought individuals from several social classes in its sample and 

therefore had to work with multiple social classes, would then be based on the findings of these 

experimental pilot interviews. Unfortunately, no materials survive from the intensive pilot 

interviews for the Edsel surveys. A few years earlier, however, the BASR had conducted a more 

modest study for a Chrysler advertising campaign based on the theme of “imagination.” BASR 

researchers used this opportunity to develop a new approach to intensive interviewing 

unconstrained by a strict questionnaire that would later become the “focused interview.” For the 

Chrysler study the lead interviewer, Jeanette Green, first selected the most articulate subjects in 

order to gain the widest and richest possible range of responses to the ad slogan. “To insure 

articulateness,” she reported in a memo, “during this preliminary stage of investigations, 

interviews were conducted with sophisticated people on a high educational level.”79 It seemed 

that her method of inviting spontaneous answers to questions like, “When you hear or see the 

word imagination, what comes to your mind?” was ill-suited to the less educated. “For 

sophisticated people, I think this technique would work … I do not think people on a low 

educational level will be articulate enough to discuss imagination in the abstract.”80 As Green 

explained in an earlier draft of the memo, highly-articulate respondents served as a sort of gold 

assay: “As a first step in determining the best approach to measure the effectiveness of the 

Imagination theme in the Chrysler ads, I interviewed seven people. (all on a sophisticated level - 

all college graduates).”81 Green was using a second-order tool—an instrument to test the 

                                                
79 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [2]’, 21 October 
1944, Series 1, Box 7, Fol. ‘B-0216 Memoranda’, BASR Collection. 

80 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [2]’. 

81 Jeanette Green to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, ‘Imagination Theme in Chrysler Ads [1]’, 18 October 
1944, Series 1, Box 7, Fol. ‘B-0216 Memoranda’, BASR Collection. 
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effectiveness of an interview method under development. Only after tests of this sort would the 

technique find its way into the cross-indexed file of verified methods in Paul Lazarsfeld's office. 

Over time, through studies large and small, the Bureau accumulated a repertoire of tools and 

techniques that could be selected based on the particular research questions and the specific 

social dimensions of the respondents. 

 In addition to growth trends and upward social mobility, standardized scales, and calibrated 

tools, the Edsel studies employed a fourth kind of construct—empirical concepts that had been 

developed locally through empirical studies at the BASR. This was a common practice there: 

treating sets of questions as modules that could be inserted, slightly modified, into questionnaires 

in other studies—indices of class-consciousness, projective tests for neuroticism or anti-

Semitism, indicators of “anticipatory socialization,” and so on. Stuffed into the files from the 

Edsel project in the Paul-Lazarsfeld-Archiv in Vienna are memos from another Bureau study 

conducted roughly ten years earlier but first published in 1955, not long before the Edsel 

research, under the title Personal Influence. That study had looked at the dynamics of influence 

in the Midwestern town of Decatur, Illinois. The goal was to determine the channels of influence, 

both from the mass media and in face-to-face contact, on matters of consumer preferences and 

politics. This study worked with the theoretical concept of the “two-step flow of 

communication”—that mass-communications messages are not received directly by most 

individuals but are mediated by “opinion leaders” (specific individuals or types of individuals 

who influence the attitudes, opinions, and taste of others through face-to-face contact).  

 The Edsel project reused these concepts from the Decatur study. Interest in who buys cars 

soon after their release and what aspects of the individual, his place in the social structure, and 

his social environment shape this behavior drew researchers from the Edsel study to this 
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preexisting model. The Edsel researchers had literally reshuffled the BASR’s records in order to 

adapt the concepts of “influential” and “opinion leader”—and the accompanying empirical 

techniques for studying them—to their own purposes. How could buyers most receptive to a new 

car model be identified? How could they be reached through appropriate advertising? What point 

in social space do these individuals occupy from which to inspire others to buy an Edsel?82 The 

image of society in Personal Influence—if there is one—dissipates in a meandering maze of 

propositions about who relies on whom for beauty tips, political opinions, and movie 

recommendations. The Edsel studies, by contrast, operated with a more robust Fordist picture of 

society grounded in demographic and economic growth and upward social mobility. Specific 

class-based patterns of consumption were studied within this dynamic. This dynamic, in turn, 

was doubly stable—first as set of real social trends, and second as a set of tools for observing 

them. Locally developed empirical concepts such as “opinion leader” and “anticipatory 

socialization” were then stitched into this Fordist picture of society.83 

 At the level of practice, the Bureau’s Edsel studies linked together a chain of constructs 

from a “base” of demographic and economic growth up to a “superstructure” of consumer social 

psychology. Each link in the chain stabilized a particular aspect of the object under investigation. 

                                                
82 An interesting point to develop in future work: the matters of “innovators”, “influentials”, and 
the “two-step flow” became very interesting to economists concerned with the workings of 
consumer demand. See especially Robin Marris, The Economic Theory of “Managerial” 
Capitalism (London: MacMillan, 1964), which was a key foundation for Galbraith's The New 
Industrial State (1967). This shows up in the debates between Galbraith, Solow, and Marris in 
The Public Interest (1967-78). 

83 There is insufficient space to explicate the example of “anticipatory socialization” here. This 
was a concept that Robert Merton developed in his analysis of Samuel Stouffer et al’s The 
American Solder (1949), in his own large study of medical school training, The Student 
Physician (1957), and elsewhere. For an explication of anticipatory socialization as a special 
case of reference group theory, see Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure 
(1957). 
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Only with the NORC North-Hatt occupational mobility scale, for example, could researchers peg 

an individual survey respondent to a certain level in the hierarchy, and only thereafter could one 

interpret his intentions to “trade up” (or not). Every research tool always already had an image of 

the social built into it. Thus, one cannot easily distinguish tools, on the one hand, from constructs 

and facts, on the other. Furthermore, while the Golden Age inspired a baseline economic 

optimism, Fordist regularities were not simply underlying assumptions in this chain of 

constructs; rather, the links in the chain established the existence of some of Fordism’s core 

qualities in the first place. Thus, if Steinmetz is correct that the conditions of Fordism made 

methodological positivism in the social sciences newly plausible and therefore more 

authoritative in the postwar period, then the cunning of positivism was to shore up the ground 

beneath its feet! But not so fast: even at the core of Fordism—that is, the Ford Motor 

Company—the tools and methods of the BASR and their supposed proximity to natural science 

garnered little authority. At least, methods alone did not suffice. To the extent that the Bureau 

did accrue scientific authority, this depended on successful intervention in the market and on 

such “irrational” factors as prestige, self-fashioning, and professional identity. Third-party 

scrutiny from public intellectuals, marketing professionals, and the general public distressed the 

internal operations of the Bureau and thereby increased the fragility of its enterprise. 

 

5. Prestige, professional identity, and scientific authority between academia, industry, and 

the general public 

 The Edsel studies unfolded in a specific “economy” of prestige and scientific authority 

between a quintessential large corporation, a relatively new institutional form and style of social 

research, a traditional university campus in transition to a research university, and the general 
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American public. In retrospect it is tempting to affirm, with Steinmetz and others, a solid 

dominance of methodological positivism in the social scientific field under Fordism; however, a 

closer look at this case reveals the fragility of this paradigm across multiple social fields. 

Methods alone could not secure the prestige of “positivist” empirical social research, and 

different social groups accepted the Bureau’s style of research to varying degrees, if at all. In the 

Edsel project, this economy of prestige and scientific authority was constituted by a range of 

social spaces—the Ford headquarters in Dearborn, Michigan; bohemian Greenwich Village; 

glamorous Madison Avenue; leafy college towns and Ivy League campuses; fieldwork sites in 

the industrial Northeast (Rochester, NY), suburban Midwest (Peoria, IL), exurban “flamboyant 

Far West” (San Bernardino, CA) and the “rurally-oriented South” (Knoxville, TN); and the 

cramped off-campus quarters of the BASR in Morningside Heights.84 Like the new experimental 

science of seventeenth-century England, the scientific authority of mid-twentieth century survey-

based market research rested just as much on the personae that practiced it as on the methods 

themselves, if not more so.85 Moreover, authority accrued to methods more due to successful 

intervention in the market than to their supposed emulation of capital-S Natural Science.86 

                                                
84 The Bureau’s marginality was physically evident in the fact that for many years it was located 
in the midtown neighborhood of Hell's Kitchen in the semi-dilapidated former Columbia medical 
school building. Even when it did move up to the Morningside Heights area around Columbia's 
main campus, the Bureau was housed in several private apartments in the neighborhood west of 
Broadway Avenue. 

85 See Steven Shapin, “The House of Experiment in Seventeenth-Century England,” and “‘A 
Scholar and a Gentleman’: The Problematic Identity of the Scientific Practitioner in Seventeenth-
Century England,” in Never Pure: Historical Studies of Science as If It Was Produced by People 
with Bodies, Situated in Time, Space, Culture, and Society, and Struggling for Credibility and 
Authority (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), pp. 59-88, 142-181. 

86 A useful follow-up question to this comparison with Shapin’s work on the new experimental 
science would be: how did the invisibility and impenetrability of the quasi-experimental work of 
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 Prestige cannot instantly appear but must rather accumulate over time. Thus, word-of-

mouth reputation and its written guarantees inscribed in the curriculum vitae and the institute 

bibliography and library were also sources of scientific authority and prestige for Lazarsfeld and 

the Bureau.87 Moreover, reputation was not a mere passive byproduct of research but was instead 

a deliberate pursuit on the part of both Lazarsfeld and the BASR’s clients: prestige cannot be 

attributed to one or the other alone but emerges from their entanglement and mutual 

reinforcement.  

 Lazarsfeld’s self-marketing began already in his Vienna years, when his research group 

advertised its services to German-speaking businesses in Vienna, Berlin, and Zürich. “Wir haben 

untersucht” (we have researched), read the cover page of a promotional pamphlet, before listing 

the commodities—beer, flowers, butter, chocolate, coffee, socks, lace, and so on—that they had 

studied.88 Following his emigration, with his thick Viennese accent, Lazarsfeld actively 

promoted his research to American businessmen. “Of course, a university bureau cannot 

advertise or solicit,” he explained in a 1961 oral history interview. “We can't send out pamphlets, 

'if you have a big problem of this and this kind, go to Columbia.' This is completely verboten.” 

But Lazarsfeld found a clever way around this:  

it became quite clear […] that the only way to do it was to give a large amount of 
speeches. You see, there are always great associations and semi-professional 
associations, the Marketing Society, etc. I think I give two speeches a week, and 
always about some project, some study...I can speak quite easily, and always have 
this endless supply of examples, you see, and I enjoy it. So that was really the way, 
you see: you give a speech, or you participate in a panel; then you sit at lunch. And 

                                                
the survey researcher to skeptical outsiders pose problems for establishing its scientific 
authority? 

87 On the written inscriptions of prestige, see William Clark, Academic Charisma and the 
Origins of the Research University (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 

88 Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML. 
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almost invariably, out of this speech, someone then at lunch of a day later phones 
you, 'you made this and that remark, that reminded me of this and this problem I 
have.'89 

The point of the speech, however, was never to explicate a rigorous method but to tell a 

compelling story and a good joke. “I developed a very definite style,” Lazarsfeld 

explained. “It was never telling an anecdote about the farmer; it was always about research, 

but always making research kind of a good story. […] You didn't even need to repeat 

yourself too often, because there is a mountain of studies – honest results, but it paid at the 

dinners or a lunch speech.” For those who did not make it to the Marketing Society and 

similar events, Lazarsfeld redacted the Bureau’s research reports into curious nuggets for a 

reading public. The written word may have offered a better opportunity to promote 

methods together with results: “I would continually also write little articles in trade papers 

and so on. […] I never wrote an essay – everything is obviously research – that looks so 

formidable. But much of it was selling, in the sense that I would have a study and would 

write it up for a journal, to get new contracts, or a trade paper.”90 

 Promotion also came from the client side, however. The BASR Collection and the 

Lazarsfeld papers at Columbia University house several examples of promotional materials 

from the Bureau’s sponsors—flipbooks, slide shows, and film and radio scripts. For 

example, in 1946 True Story magazine, a principal sponsor of the study of personal 

influence in Decatur, Illinois, put together a slide show to help present itself as a worthy 

investment for advertisers.91 It conjured the prestige of the university and emphasized the 

                                                
89 Reminiscences of Paul F. Lazarsfeld, p. 122. 

90 Reminiscences of Paul F. Larzarsfeld, p. 122. 

91 Promotional materials of this sort required much mincing of words and careful oversight by 
the Bureau staff and its board of directors due to Columbia regulations that “no research 
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thoroughness of methods. “Under a social research grant by True Story,” read the 

introductory slide, “Columbia University’s Bureau of Applied Social Research has spent 

17 months to get, sift and analyze the word of mouth findings you are about to see.”92 

Other slides stressed the sheer collective effort of the Decatur study. “48 psychologists, 

sociologists, analysts, and technicians were involved in the project,” read the caption next 

to a picture of C. Wright Mills (who must have been thrilled to be presented in this setting) 

and Paul Lazarsfeld, surrounded by a group of inquisitive-looking Bureau staffers. Another 

slide showed Bureau researchers sweating away at IBM tabulating machinery: “Check 

after check and 40,000 man-hours of cross tabulation have been employed to separate the 

wheat from the chaff.” What was the take-away? “True Story: for nearly 3 decades, the 

favorite magazine of influence among wage earners. The great new middle market of 

America!” read the final slide, superimposed over a photograph of two female neighbors 

talking over the fence as they took a break from household chores. The True Story slide 

show and similar promotional materials borrowed the prestige of academic research, but 

they also disseminated the Bureau’s reputation to their business audiences.93 

                                                
organization within the university may allow its name to be used in connection with specific 
commercial firms or products.” Thus, there is an interesting correspondence between C. Wright 
Mills and MacFadden publications on the slide show script. See, C. Wright Mills to Herbert 
Drake (June 18, 1946), Series 1, Box 9, BASR Collection. 

92 Series 1, Box 10, BASR Collection. 

93 A 1948 flipbook based on the Decatur study, for example, may have had a greater multiplier 
effect, as it was produced by an alliance of six publishing companies under the auspices of the 
Association of Screen Magazine Publishers representing dozens of movie magazines. See Series 
1, Box 9, BASR Collection. 
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 Whatever enthusiasm the Bureau’s work may have attracted through Lazarsfeld’s self-

promotion and sponsors’ publicity work, a significant segment of the business class continued to 

resist the scientific authority of survey-based market research into the 1950s. 

Indeed, some of the older managers at Ford Motor Company’s Edsel division were highly 

skeptical of “long-hair” concepts of automobile imagery and personal influence.94 The Edsel 

division's top sales and marketing manager, Larry Doyle, “looked upon the professorial Wallace 

with nativistic suspicion” and “had no faith in imagery, preferring to sell rubber, iron and 

performance.”95 The old guard coded its skepticism in deprecating gendered language, calling 

one of the young recruits “a skinny-fingered intellect.” When this soft-handed egghead soon died 

of a terminal illness, reported the Edsel division public relations manager C. Gayle Warnock, his 

co-worker Wallace “broke down and cried like a baby, man that he was.”96  

 The acceptance that research into automobile imagery did ultimately gain seems to have 

depended to a large degree on the professorial persona that Wallace developed in the eyes of his 

co-workers, even if this was received ambivalently. Wallace set himself apart from the other 

                                                
94 Dave Wallace used this label ironically to illustrate his reception by Ford upper management. 
See Wallace, “Background and Objectives of the Edsel Panel Study,” April 1961, Series 1, Box 
18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University 
Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in the City of New York. This 
resonates nicely with the wonderful quotation Mark Solovey dug up from U.S. congressional 
hearings on the National Science Foundation in 1946: “If the impression becomes prevalent in 
the Congress that this legislation is to establish some sort of an organization in which there 
would be a lot of short-haired women and long-haired men messing into everybody's personal 
affairs and lives, inquiring whether they love their wives or do not love them and so forth, you 
[the scientists] are not going to get your legislation.” See Mark Solovey, “Riding Natural 
Scientists’ Coattails onto the Endless Frontier: The SSRC and the Quest for Scientific 
Legitimacy,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 40, no. 4 (January 2004), p. 408. 

95 Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 45. 

96 Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 40-41. 
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Ford managers: instead of living by the Ford headquarters in Dearborn, Michigan, he divided his 

time between the nearby college town of the University of Michigan’s Ann Arbor and his second 

apartment in Greenwich Village, then the epicenter of bohemian New York.97 The New Yorker’s 

John Brooks described him as “a lean, craggy-jawed pipe puffer with a soft, slow, thoughtful 

way of speaking” who “gives the impression of being the Platonic idea of the college 

professor—the very steel die from which the breed is cut.”98 Brooks’s article was in fact 

Wallace’s second appearance in The New Yorker after the magazine published his long 

correspondence with the modernist poet Marianne Moore regarding a fitting name for the E-

car—a stunt that not only brought the Edsel to the attention of a high-brow public but also 

further elaborated Wallace’s intellectual persona. (The backstory of this event is also revealing, 

as it was a literature graduate student at the University of Michigan to whom Wallace had 

proudly lent his correspondence with the poet Moore who surreptitiously sent it off to The New 

Yorker for publication.)99 Wallace also gave his image a bohemian hue. For his meeting with 

Eric Larrabee of Harper’s at the Advertising Club on New York’s upscale Park Avenue, Wallace 

showed up from his Greenwich Village digs “wearing a faded pair of denims and sneakers. The 

two men got along famously, and it showed in the kindly references Larrabee made about the 

studious researcher.”100 Casting himself as a sort of black-sheep deep thinker at Ford 

                                                
97 Incidentally, Bureau staffers C. Wright Mills and Hauzel Gaudet also lived in the Village at 
this time. See C. Wright Mills, Letters and Autobiographical Writings, ed. Kathryn Mills, 
Pamela Mills, and Dan Wakefield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 

98 John Brooks, The Fate of the Edsel and Other Business Adventures (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1963), p. 26. NB that Wallace in fact completed at dissertation at the Bureau in 1961 and 
went on to lecture at the New School. 

99 Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 101. 

100 Warnock, The Edsel Affair, p. 181. 
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headquarters, Wallace once wrote to Lazarsfeld: “the omnipresent environment of acres of 

Engineers, Financial Analysts, and others with decimal-point minds is nothing to instill hope for 

ready acceptance of a treatise on abstract social processes.”101 Yet Wallace’s self-fashioning was 

perhaps essential to the hearing he did receive at Ford. “Whatever the degree of his success in 

projecting the image of the E-car,” wrote Brooks in 1960 as he interpreted the other Ford 

managers’ impressions of him, “he seems, by his small eccentricities, to have done splendidly at 

projecting the image of Wallace.”102  

 The fact that Wallace managed to borrow professorial prestige, however ambivalent its 

advantages in the eyes of Ford’s graying managers, hit a nerve at the BASR. From the Bureau 

staff’s perspective, Wallace’s self-fashioning went hand-in-hand with his transgression of the 

delicate boundary between client and researcher. This was a sensitive issue, for in the context of 

an elite university not yet integrated into corporate and warfare-welfare state America, 

commercial contracts were still a point of contention.103 Lazarsfeld repeatedly ran afoul of a 

Columbia University administration dominated by forces generally resistant to the rapid 

expansion of the research university such as Provost Jacques Barzun (whose 1959 polemic The 

House of Intellect is housed, scrupulously annotated in the relevant passages, in Lazarsfeld’s 

private library in Vienna).104 It certainly could not have eased preexisting tensions between the 

                                                
101 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection. 

102 Brooks, The Fate of the Edsel, p. 27. 

103 This may be hard to imagine in our “Science Mart” age, to borrow a term from Philip 
Mirowski. But even into the 1950s the general sentiment was that genuine science could only be 
a solitary not a collective pursuit and that it did not belong with business. See Steven Shapin, The 
Scientific Life: A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation (Chicago, 2008). 

104 The marginality of the Bureau at Columbia—however dominant the “sell-out” positivist 
social scientists appeared to their non-positivist colleagues at the time and in retrospect—is 



 

 633 

Bureau and Columbia administration that two popular critiques of advertising, Vance Packard’s 

The Hidden Persuaders (1957) and John K. Galbraith’s The Affluent Society (1958), coincided 

with the Bureau’s mammoth contract with Ford. The Bureau’s foothold in commercial research 

also irritated the Madison Avenue professional market research and advertising firms, who 

resented its tendency to poach research contracts with its lower fees and academic prestige. The 

Bureau had, however, attempted a series of reforms in the 1950s and imposed a strict guideline 

that commercial work at the BASR had to serve purposes of scientific development and 

apprenticeship training: income alone was not a legitimate ground for contracts with private 

industry. This also inscribed a boundary between client and researcher. These reforms also tried 

to secure a place for full-time Bureau staff in the academic hierarchy, which was of course a 

matter of prestige just as much as income, security, and other logistics.105 Thus, in the context of 

the institutionally marginal Bureau, Wallace’s double persona as Ford manager and quasi-

academic could easily become a thorn in the side of both the BASR’s academic and off-campus 

detractors and its staffers who had struggled for their legitimacy as a new social type.106 

 The first survey that the Bureau conducted for Ford during the earliest planning stages for 

the E-car had brought Wallace prestige within the company and fifteen minutes of fame in the 

general public. It seems that his double persona would only later pose problems for the BASR 

                                                
carefully documented in Phyllis Barker Sheridan, “The Research Bureau in a University 
Context : A Case History of a Marginal Institution” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Teachers College, 
Columbia University, 1979). 

105 By logistics I mean, for example, the fact that Bureau staff, who tended to hold PhDs in social 
science fields, were charged with teaching the graduate-student apprentices at the BASR and 
were often otherwise active in the Columbia social science departments. 

106 Granted, social scientists had begun to professionalize already in the late 19th century. I have 
worked out Lazarsfeld’s deliberate cultivation of a new social type elsewhere. 
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staff. The Bureau had fulfilled its first contract with Ford efficiently and to great acclaim: Martin 

Mayer’s Madison Avenue, U.S.A. quoted advertising giant Fairfax Cone, whose firm handled the 

Edsel account and based its campaign on the BASR research, as proclaiming that “it was the best 

research we had ever seen.” Dave Wallace wrote that the first batch of reports “were well-

written, highly substantive with attractive material…We sent repeated compliments to Bernie 

Levenson, the project director and to [BASR director] Charly Glock.”107 The Bureau’s research 

reports also lent prestige and rigor to Ford within the business community, as Wallace relayed to 

Lazarsfeld in a memo peppered with American business lingo: Ford “gained a small fortune in 

favorable sentiment for being part of a sharp, forward-looking, heads-up operation. The [nation-

wide] talks [synthesized from the first BASR survey analysis] were made before hundreds of 

banking, investment, professional, and large and small business groups. Among other things, 

they were instrumental in inducing almost one thousand dealers to invest an average of more 

than fifty thousand dollars each to take on the Edsel franchise,” Wallace explained. “And, 

perhaps most importantly to further research,” he summarized, “they made a certain number of 

key people in the company feel pleased with themselves.”108 Wallace implied that, as 

mastermind of the successful research, he of course counted among those self-satisfied few. 

 Wallace’s hybrid persona affected the research operations at the Bureau in concrete, 

practical ways. This became clear when trouble broke out in paradise during the second, much 

larger, more ambitious, and dramatically more expensive two-wave panel survey study. The first 

study had been completed prior to the public fanfare over the Edsel and, significantly, before the 

                                                
107 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection. 

108 David Wallace to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Memorandum, (1958), Series 1, Box 50, Fol. “History 
of BASR Edsel Study...,” BASR Collection, p. 7. 
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press had thematized the Bureau’s research work. The two waves of the subsequent panel study, 

however, spanned the ballyhooed optimism of the Edsel launch and the public Schadenfreude of 

its rapid failure. Thus, the second study unfolded under the disappointed and disapproving 

scrutiny of “uptown” and “downtown” observers alike—tweed-clad professors of Ivy League 

universities and charcoal-suit “Mad Men” of Madison Avenue—not to mention the general 

public.  

 Behind the scenes at the Bureau, a conspicuous drop in quality of work had occurred. 

Compounded by the tanking Edsel, latent tensions erupted into an open conflict between Lee 

Wiggins, the new director of the Edsel studies at the Bureau, and Wallace. Everything was going 

wrong, and hardly any reports from the second study had been written. Morale, Wiggins reported 

in a June 1958 memo, was “The worst I have ever seen at the Bureau in my eleven years around 

here.” “A horrible mess was made of the first wave field work, interview schedule, coding, 

punching, etc. under the direction of Wallace, Edith Loewy, and Helmut Gutenberg,” Wiggins 

alerted the new Bureau director, David Sills.109 As for the analysis thus far, Bureau researchers 

had been operating with abysmally naïve concepts of causality and a woefully inadequate feel for 

their calculations. (Wiggins would later savage several of the draft reports at length, 

interspersing his counter-reports with lengthy lessons on methodology and the proper sense for 

the data.)110 “With all the good will in the world,” he announced, “I am forced to confront the 

                                                
109 Wiggins continued: “The work took seven months, and is still full of errors…Had the same 
procedure been followed on the second wave—and it would have, had not personnel changes 
been made—there would have been no panel analysis, because the coding would have been 
finished in December, when the money runs out.” See Lee Wiggins to David Sills and Clara 
Shapiro, “Edsel Project,” Memorandum, (June 20, 1958), Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. 
- Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML. 

110 Lee Wiggins to David Sills et al., “Silverblatt Report on Innovation in a Recession, Edsel 
Project,” Memorandum, (July 20, 1958), Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” 
Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML; Lee Wiggins, “The Stability of Automobile Images,” 
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Bureau with the choice between a disastrous moral and intellectual fiasco, under the present 

aegis, and a potentially respectable outcome under a changed structure.”111 

 Wiggins blamed the drop in quality on leadership problems, especially the pernicious role 

of Wallace, who acted out his double persona by mismanaging the research process at the Bureau 

while signing his and Ford’s name to reports and redactions distributed to Ford and beyond. 

While Wallace’s redactions had worked well in the past, he seems to have also been prone to 

gross misinterpretations of the Bureau reports. (This was no trivial matter, for one of the points 

of analytical disagreement between Wiggins and Wallace was the cause of the Edsel’s failure 

itself.)112 Moreover, the problem was not just that Wallace had failed to manage the 

craftsmanship—field work, interview schedule, coding, punching, and so on—but that his 

intervention had transgressed the hallowed boundary between client and researcher. The line 

between the BASR and its client had become indistinguishably blurred before a critical public, 

allowing prestige to flow outward to Wallace and disapproval to flow inward to the Bureau: “it is 

no secret that the commercial research people downtown resent the fact that the Bureau has lent 

the name of Columbia University to David Wallace, who has thereby gained enormous prestige, 

in a purely commercial enterprise. Now the only thing worse than making an unethical deal is to 

                                                
Report, (ca. July 1958), Series 1, Box 151, BASR Collection; Lee Wiggins and Richard 
Pomeroy, “The Relative Strength of Four Automobile Images,” Report, (ca. July 1958), Series 1, 
Box 151, BASR Collection. 

111 Lee Wiggins to David Sills and Clara Shapiro, “Edsel Project,” Memorandum, (June 20, 
1958), Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia 
RBML. 

112 A later Columbia Sociology graduate student caught several errors in his reanalysis of the 
Edsel case, most likely as part of Lazarsfeld’s long-term project of collecting and analyzing case 
studies of applied social research. See P. Springer, [Untitled Report on BASR Edsel Research], 
August 1962, Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, 
Columbia RBML, p. 8-9. 
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advertise it,” Wiggins wrote.113 As these lines from Wiggins show, professional ethics was as 

much an issue as quality. The division between client and researcher seemed to have been 

especially important to the identity of the Bureau staff. One staff member told Wiggins that 

“[s]he will not have her name smeared in the field by the statement that she worked on a research 

report supervised by the client.” As for himself, Wiggins wrote that “[m]y personal stake in all 

this is tremendous. Willy-nilly, I am going to be identified with this project,” especially given 

that the study was now “much in the public eye.”114 The public and professional reception of the 

Edsel studies threatened the Bureau staff’s reputation, prestige, and scientific credibility, and it 

injured its pride in good craftsmanship.115 

 Indeed, Wiggins’s memos suggest that nasty rumors, if not the incriminating reports 

themselves, had already circulated on campus and on Madison Avenue, with anxiety-inducing 

implications. Turning to one particularly egregious example, which he criticized in painstaking 

detail over the course of six single-spaced pages, he wrote, “I believe any clever, hostile critic, 

                                                
113 “In short,” he continued, “the situation on the Edsel project is that Wallace is totally 
incompetent, yet now without the pretension to re-write reports, forcing the original writer to 
sign his name to a report which he does not approve, and then Wallace gets title page credit for 
what the Bureau has done, while holding the Bureau responsible for all mistakes. He is the 
project director when it confers prestige, but when there is responsibility it is the Bureau which is 
in charge.” 

114 Lee Wiggins to David Sills and Clara Shapiro, “Edsel Project,” Memorandum, (June 20, 
1958), Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia 
RBML. 

115 Elsewhere, I have written extensively on epistemic virtues at the BASR, which are highly 
visible in both Lazarsfeld’s oral histories and the trove of archival documents from the 1950s 
pertaining to the Bureau’s training program. Also interesting in this regard is that C. Wright 
Mills, whose wonderful appendix to The Sociological Imagination (1959) entitled “On 
Intellectual Craftsmanship” represented itself as staunchly anti-Lazarsfeld, served as a copy 
editor for the key document of the Bureau training program and actually recast some 
Lazarsfeldian practices in his own language. 
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academic or commercial, can make mincemeat of this report. Having spent twelve years building 

a reputation for sound research, I want it to be a matter of record that I do not endorse this 

report.”116 This was not just an issue of good report-writing and personal reputation but of the 

prestige of the BASR and its style of research altogether: “This is something that we should not 

let Bob Lynd […] find out about. Wait until Jacques Barzun or John K. Galbraith get hold of 

this! Here the Bureau has lived down most of the old scandals, and now we have a new one 

worse than any of the others.”117 The left-liberal elder statesman of sociology, Robert Lynd, had 

publicized his dissatisfaction with the trajectory of empirical social research publicly known in 

Knowledge for What? (1939). Jacques Barzun—laissez-faire liberal intellectual historian, 

champion of Columbia College’s liberal arts “core curriculum,” and Provost of Columbia 

University—would maintain a violent critique of the postwar mass research university from The 

House of Intellect (1959) through The American University (1968) and beyond.118 As for the 

Keynesian Galbraith, prior to his aforementioned sober analysis of the economic function of 

advertising in The New Industrial State (1967), he had also faulted it for creating new consumer 

wants, thereby inciting frivolous private consumption at the expense of the public good in The 

Affluent Society (1958).119 He wrote of the contemporary obsession with an “ever-increasing 

                                                
116 Lee Wiggins to David Sills et al., “Silverblatt Report on Innovation in a Recession, Edsel 
Project,” Memorandum, (July 20, 1958), Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” 
Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML. 

117 Lee Wiggins to David Sills and Clara Shapiro, “Edsel Project,” Memorandum, June 20, 1958, 
Series 1, Box 18, Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML, 
p. 2 

118 As late as 1981, Barzun continued his protest. See “The Wasteland of American Education,” 
The New York Review of Books, November 5, 1981. 

119 Incidentally, while Lazarsfeld contended with Lynd and Barzun face-to-face on a regular 
basis, the only response to Galbraith I have found appears inconspicuously in Lazarsfeld’s 1959 
article “Reflections on Business.” In typical move, Lazarsfeld called for more empirical research. 
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opulence in privately produced goods. […] The automobiles that could not be parked were being 

produced at an expanded rate.” Then came the famous passage, here slightly abridged, which we 

can see as a clear swipe at the very aspirations of the Edsel as “populuxe” middle-class family 

car:120 

The family which takes is mauve and cerise, air-conditioned, power-steered and 
power-braked automobile out for a tour passes through cities that are badly paved, 
made hideous by litter, blighted buildings, billboards and posts for wires […] They 
picnic on exquisitely packed food from a portable icebox by a polluted stream and go 
on to spend the night at a park which is a menace to public health and morals. Just 
before dozing off on an air mattress, beneath a nylon tent, amid the stench of 
decaying refuse, they may reflect vaguely on the curious unevenness of their 
blessings. Is this, indeed, the American genius?121 

Needless to say, when Galbraith wrote that “one man’s consumption becomes his neighbor’s 

wish,” this was not, as at the BASR, a research question. 

 It is unclear whether Wiggins’ fears of reprimand, ridicule, or worse from Lynd, Barzun, 

and Galbraith were ever confirmed. Galbraith certainly mulled over the Edsel debacle: The New 

Industrial State refuted, in an offhand way buried in two footnotes, the counterexample of the 

                                                
“Assuming that the argument is correct,” he wrote, “what could research do about it? […] Is it 
possible to shift the desire for personal possessions toward a greater concern with social 
improvements?” Here Lazarsfeld also claimed to have already taken this step in the course of the 
Edsel studies: “I prevailed upon a polling agency in 1957 to ask a national sample whether they 
approved or disapproved of continuous changes in car design. One half disapproved. But, asked 
how these changes should be curtailed, only 10 per cent thought that consumers themselves 
could exercise the necessary discipline; 60 per cent wanted self-regulation on the part of the 
industry; and 30 per cent favored governmental intervention. Besides the astonishing lack of 
confidence people had in themselves and in one another, the most noticeable finding was a social 
difference: the lower-income groups were relatively much more in favor of governmental 
regulation.” (It is likely that Lazarsfeld had exerted his influence on one of the surveys 
commissioned by Ford at NORC, not at the Bureau.) See Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Reflections on 
Business,” The American Journal of Sociology 65, no. 1 (July 1959), p. 10. 

120 The term “populuxe” is not Galbraith’s. See Thomas Hine, Populuxe (New York: Knopf, 
1986). 

121 John K. Galbraith, The Affluent Society, 1998 ed. (New York, 1958), p. 187-88. 
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Edsel against his claim that advertising had dethroned the sovereign consumer and become a 

necessary and effective tool for the management of specific demand.122 Roughly two years after 

the last Edsel rolled off the assembly line in November 1959, Lazarsfeld had a graduate student 

write his seminar paper on the Edsel project.123 (This was likely part of two of Lazarsfeld’s long-

term interrelated projects—the collection of case studies from empirical social research projects 

for teaching purposes; and the analysis of these case studies for a sociological theory of applied 

social research.)124 None of the anti-Bureau public intellectuals appear in this otherwise well 

documented, rigorous paper.  

 Nevertheless, within the economy of prestige, these discursively and institutionally 

powerful thinkers haunted the Bureau researchers whose scientific authority rested on a specific 

professional identity endangered by the highly public turn of events in the Edsel project. This is 

clearly evident from the panicked, even vicious memoranda by the project director Lee Wiggins. 

The prestige and scientific authority of the Bureau had been gradually built up within the 

business community through its curriculum vitae and through Lazarsfeld’s constant promotional 

activities. The extremely high-stakes market research for the disastrous Edsel put the Bureau’s 

prestige in serious jeopardy. This comes through in the fickleness of the popular press, which 

                                                
122 Galbraith, The New Industrial State (Hamish Hamilton: London, 1967), pp. 12, 206. The issue 
of consumer sovereignty became a focus of multi-round debate between Galbraith, Robert 
Solow, and Robin Marris in The Public Interest, 1967-68. 

123 P. Springer, “[untitled Report on BASR Edsel Research],” August 1962, Series 1, Box 18, 
Fol. “Ford Motor Co. - Edsel Study,” Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia RBML. 

124 On case studies for teaching purposes, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “A Professional School for 
Training in Social Research,” in Qualitative Analysis : Historical and Critical Essays (Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1972), 361–94. On the study of the “utilization cycle” of applied social 
research, see Paul F. Lazarsfeld, An Introduction to Applied Sociology (New York: Elsevier, 
1975). 
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applauded the Bureau’s work prior to the Edsel’s launch and excoriated it as soon as the market 

research failed to successfully intervene in the market. 

 
 
6. Conclusion 

 The failure of the Edsel was overdetermined by a confluence of unfavorable conditions in 

the Fall of 1957. Thus, it is also impossible to say to what extent the BASR’s research 

contributed to the disaster. In any case, the deep recession of 1957-58 invalidated the 

presuppositions upon which the Edsel studies were based. The contraction of the market (both in 

general and for medium-priced automobiles in particular), the failure of the Edsel, and Ford’s 

abandonment of the original advertising strategy made the second “wave” of the panel study 

largely irrelevant. (Remember, the BASR was to conduct one wave before the launch and one 

wave a few months afterward.) How could researchers test the effects and effectiveness of 

advertising and personal influence when very few people actually bought the car and when Ford 

canceled the advertising campaign that the questionnaires were designed to study? The chain of 

constructions based on Fordist regularities, from demographic and economic growth and upward 

social mobility to the social and psychological dynamics of consumption they produced, no 

longer held together. Under Fordism, it seemed that this chain of constructions could make 

society tractable, like a second nature, by identifying and stabilizing its regularities. Only in this 

sense—not at the level of methodological imitation of the natural sciences or even the rhetoric of 

imitation—can we see the Bureau’s style of empirical social research as “scientistic.” 

 In haphazard fashion, the Edsel’s failure became the new explanandum. Wallace and 

Wiggins developed competing interpretations of the failure based on the same set of data 

comparing the Edsel with the other, less dramatic failure of that year—the garish 1958 Chrysler. 
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Meanwhile, Ford had hired the motivation research guru Ernest Dichter—an early associate of 

Lazarsfeld’s in Vienna who had since become somewhat of a rival—“to determine what 

immediate actions by Ford will be most likely to increase Edsel sales.”125 These scientific 

investigations of the Edsel failure could be the subject of another study entirely. A coda to this 

paper could explain how successful intervention in the market was, beginning already in the 

1920s, perhaps the single most important validation of Lazarsfeld’s research methods. In any 

case, we could say, in the words of Ford market research manager Dave Wallace, that “the study, 

like the Edsel, has been a flop.”126 Without a doubt, it raised more problems than it solved. 

                                                
125 Ernest Dichter, Edsel Pilot Study. Summary of Tentative Findings and Recommendations 
(Institute for Motivational Research, December 30, 1957), Series I, Box 37, Folder 885D, Ernest 
Dichter papers, Manuscripts and Archives Department, Hagley Museum and Library. 

126 Wallace to PFL (March 4, 1959). 
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Figures 
 
 

 
Figure	1.	Three-Dimensional	Property	Space	

Paul F. Lazarsfeld, “Concept Formation and Measurement in the Behavioral Sciences: Some Historical 
Observations,” in Concepts, Theory, and Explanation in the Behavioral Sciences, ed. Gordon J. DiRenzo (New 
York: Random House, 1967), p. 182. 
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Figure	2.	Ladislaus	Eugen	Petrovits,	“Wiener	Typen,”	(ca.	1880)	

Wolfgang Kos, ed., Wiener Typen: Klischees und Wirklichkeit (Vienna: Brandstätter, 2013), p. 84. 
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Figure	3.	Anonymous,	„Kurze	Beschreibung	der	In	Europa	befindlichen	Völckern	Und	ihren	Aigenschaften“	(Steiermark,	ca.	1725)	

Österreichisches Museum für Volkskunde, Wien (ÖMV/30.905). 
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Figure	4.	Emil	Mayer,	“Wienen	Typen	und	Straßenbilder”	(1908)	

Wolfgang Kos, ed., Wiener Typen: Klischees und Wirklichkeit (Vienna: Brandstätter, 2013), p. 127. 
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Figure	5.	August	Sander,	“Geistesarbeiter	des	Proletariats”	(ca.	1925)	

August Sander, Menschen des 20. Jahrhunderts: ein Kulturwerk in Lichtbildern eingeteilt in sieben Gruppen, ed. 
Susanne Lange, Gabriele Conrath-Scholl, Gerd Sander (New York: H.N. Abrams, 2002), vol. 2, p. 135. 
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Figure	6.	Otto	Neurath,	“Gesellschaftsgliederung	in	Wien”	(1930)	

Das Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum in Wien, Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft: Bildstatistisches Elementarwerk 
(Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut A.G., 1930), p. 76. 



 

 649 

 
Figure	7.	Otto	Neurath,	„Erwerbstätige	nach	Wirtschaftsgruppen	um	1920”	(1930)	

Das Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum in Wien, Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft: Bildstatistisches Elementarwerk 
(Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut A.G., 1930), p. 81. 
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Figure	8.	Methods	File	(overview,	late	edition)	

Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in 
the City of New York. Series 1, Box 107. 
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Figure	9.	Methods	File	(card	detail	1)	

Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in 
the City of New York. Series 1, Box 107. 
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Figure	10.	Methods	File	(early	edition)	

Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in 
the City of New York. Series 1, Box 107. 
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Figure	11.	Methods	File	(card	detail	2)	

Paul Felix Lazarsfeld Collection, Columbia University Rare Books & Manuscripts Library, Columbia University in 
the City of New York. Series 1, Box 107.
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