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PREFATORY NOTE


I n the summer of 2009 I was invited to give a public lecture at the Central European University in Budapest. When asked what they wanted me to lecture on, they said that this was completely up to me. I hate that. I'm not a missionary, and I don't have a sermon to be preached in Budapest. They then said that they found useful a format they called “ego-histoire.” Did they mean autobiography? No, they meant an account of the lecturer's intellectual career—the issues he had dealt with, the people and adventures he had encountered on the way. I thought that would be fun. Not only did I have fun giving the lecture, but appar-ently the audience had fun listening to it. Back home, I went to work on a book. Here it is.


The same summer, just before traveling to Budapest, I had a conver-sation in Vienna with the daughter of a friend of mine. She had just started studying sociology at the university, and she was disappointed. She had read my old book Invitation to Sociology and had expected an exciting intellectual experience. Instead, she was very bored. I don't know what kind of sociology is being taught at the University of Vienna these days (when I am back in my hometown, I have more interesting things to do than inspect the state of Austrian sociology). But if the curriculum there is similar to what is mostly taught elsewhere in Europe or in America, I'm not surprised that this very bright young woman was bored. There are very few jokes about sociology. One of those few is  directly relevant here : A patient is told by his doctor that in all likeli-hood he has only a year to live. After absorbing this awful news, the patient asks what the doctor would recommend.


“Marry a sociologist and move to North Dakota.”


“Will this cure me?”


“No, but the year will seem much longer.”


In recent decades sociology has been suffering from two diseases—methodological fetishism, only studying phenomena that lend them-selves to quantitative methods, and ideological propaganda, repeating the same old mantras (sometimes with an enriched vocabulary). Both diseases produce deepening boredom. There is nothing wrong with quantitative methods in themselves, and they can be useful, but because of the interests of those willing to fund the expensive budgets of survey research, the result is often increasingly sophisticated methods to explore increasingly trivial topics. As to the ideological mantras, they may have been exciting thirty years ago, but today they are prone to pro-voke yawns. Of course there are exceptions. Some sociologists produce interesting and important work. I think it is fair to say that they are a minority.


I told the young woman in Vienna that sociology need not be boring. If she continues in this field, it will be up to her to do things that are not boring. Especially after an academic has achieved a tenured posi-tion, she can do pretty much what she likes. There are lots of niches even in universities run by petty bureaucrats, the pay is usually adequate at that level, and (perhaps most important) there are all those long sum-mers. There are also jobs for sociologists outside academia. Sociology, unlike most other social sciences (except anthropology), allows its prac-titioners to deal with a very broad array of topics. As I found it to be, it is well suited for someone who has an abiding fascination with the vast panorama of the human world, someone who has a passion for discov-ering what is really going on—someone who, if necessary, will look through keyholes and read other people's mail.




During my days as a graduate student, I once committed the latter offense. My then girlfriend shared an apartment with another young woman, a law student. This individual was rather sloppy and left her things lying around all over the apartment. One day, while I was sitting in the bathroom, I came across a letter of hers to her boyfriend. I read it with mounting fascination. It was about four pages long, in single-spaced typescript. Almost all of it was a psychological dissection of their past weekend together with each incident explained in basically Freudian terms what he said, what he really meant to say, how the weekend's events related to his underlying neuroses, how his mother entered the picture, what all this was doing to the letter writer, and so on and on. I stole the letter. I found it to be a priceless cultural document that had to be preserved for posterity (somewhere along the line, I'm sorry to say, it got lost).
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BALZAC ON TWELFTH STREET


My intellectual career was launched by a mistake. I came to America with my parents, who settled in New York. I was barely eighteen years old, inspired by religious fervor (which, happily, I soon lost in that distinctive American immigrant experience that John Murray Cuddihy called “the ordeal of civility”).1 I wanted to become a Lutheran minister. Perhaps I already had doubts about this vocational intention. In any case, I got the idea of postponing the beginning of my theological education in order to learn more about the American society in which I was to work. I had only the vaguest notion about sociology, but it seemed to be the right discipline to find out about a society.


I had no money; neither did my parents. I had to work full-time to support myself and to come up with tuition. To my knowledge, the New School for Social Research was the only academic institution in the city where one could do all one's graduate work in the evening. Thus I enrolled there in a master's program in sociology. Of course I had no idea how marginal the New School was on the American social science scene.


There is rather cruel Jewish joke: A man goes into a kosher restaurant in New York. To his surprise he is served by a Chinese waiter, who speaks to him in elegant Lithuanian Yiddish. Upon leaving, he spots the owner of the restaurant.


“You have a Chinese waiter here?”




“Yes, he came here from Shanghai a year ago.”


“But he speaks perfect Yiddish!”


“Psst!” says the owner. “He thinks he's learning English.”


I thought I was learning American sociology.


I could only afford one course during my first semester—the first course I ever took in sociology. Taught by Albert Salomon, it was called “Balzac as a Sociologist.” The idea was brilliant, and Salomon was a brilliant lecturer. It was also a very plausible pedagogical idea: Balzac had intended for his collection of novels, The Human Comedy, to provide a comprehensive picture of French society in the nineteenth century, from the aristocracy to the criminal underworld. And indeed the novels provide a detailed panorama of the many layers of this society. What Salomon did in his course was to use Balzac's opus to introduce students to the major categories of sociology—class, power, religion, social control, social mobility, marginality, crime. I must have read at least ten of Balzac's novels during the semester.


Salomon, who had no qualms about being an authoritarian professor, handed out assignments. Mine was to write a term paper on a novella by Balzac about a salesman, Felix Gaudissart, comparing it with Arthur Miller's play Death of a Salesman, which had just come out. My term paper (which I must still have somewhere) was hardly a masterpiece of sociological commentary, but I had fun with it. I compared Balzac's Gaudissart, a figure of early capitalist triumphalism, with Miller's Willy Loman, who (Salomon supposed) represented capitalism in a phase of decline.


At the end of the semester I had become quite familiar with nineteenth-century French society. I knew as little about twentieth-century American society as I had known before my Balzacian adventure. But I had acquired a sense of the excitement of a sociological perspective, which Salomon passionately expounded.


That perspective, which Salomon (rightly or wrongly) ascribed to Balzac, was an endless curiosity about every aspect of human behavior, especially those aspects that are normally hidden from view and denied in polite circles. It was a perspective that was inherently irreverent, debunking, subversive. I don't know whether Balzac was really how Salomon presented him: walking the streets of Paris, preferably at night, in quest of its secrets—trying to understand everything that went on in the city's salons, government offices, businesses, taverns, and brothels. But this was the image of the sociologist that was imprinted in my mind, and it has stayed that way ever since, even if its youthful exuberance has been moderated over the years.


The French government maintained a cultural center in a palatial building on upper Fifth Avenue; I think it is still there, presumably intended as an agent of the French mission civilisatrice in barbaric America. There happened to be a Balzac program there at the time, an exhibition and some lectures, none of which I recall. But there was also an attractive catalog with a reproduction of a caricature of Balzac. He is dressed in a sort of monk's cowl, topped by an oversized head with a leering look. I cut the picture out and had it framed. It still hangs in my study.


It reminds me of another insight I acquired from the beginning of my studies—that good sociology has a kinship with good novels, from which one can learn a lot about a society. In the course of my studies at the New School, I made the acquaintance of a professor of French literature who taught in the school's adult education division. He listened to me talking about my work, then said: “You belong with us. You are a littérateur.” He meant it as a compliment. In later years I was occasionally regaled with this term as a pejorative epithet.


The New School was a peculiar place, and it had a peculiar history. It was founded in 1919 by a group of intellectuals who were disappointed by what they thought was the stuffy atmosphere of American academia. They wanted to create a “university for adults,” and they did. It was essentially an adult education program, and it awarded no degrees. Admission was open to anyone, and one could take courses ranging  from the most abstruse (say, Buddhist metaphysics) to the most practical (say, pottery). This program was almost instantly popular and thus became self-supporting. It continues to this day and has become a wellknown New York institution. Other programs, including the graduate one that I attended, were added to the adult education operation and at least initially funded by it.


Among the founders of the institution were some prominent academics, including John Dewey. Thorstein Veblen, one of the classical American sociologists, taught there for a while. But the president from the beginning, still in office in the 1950s, was Alvin Johnson. An idiosyncratic, volatile, and highly entrepreneurial educator, he came from a Norwegian background in the upper Midwest, actually very similar to Veblen's. His daughter, Felicia Deyrup (a surprisingly quiet, definitely nonvolatile individual), taught economics.


In 1934 Johnson became concerned with the fate of German academics persecuted by the Nazis. With funding from various sources, he started something he called the European University in Exile, soon to be renamed the Graduate Faculty of Political and Social Science of the New School for Social Research—quite a mouthful, commonly abbreviated to “the Graduate Faculty.” At first the original group of professors were all from Germany, some Jewish, some not. As the Nazi empire expanded, academics from other European countries joined the faculty—from Austria, Italy, Spain, and France. Some were quite famous, such as Leo Strauss, who moved on to the University of Chicago to found an influential school of political philosophy, and Claude Levi-Strauss, who returned to France after the war. The Graduate Faculty was accredited early on and started to award master's and doctoral degrees in a limited number of fields—philosophy, political science, sociology, and economics (later anthropology was added). The institution was indeed unique—a graduate school in the social sciences superimposed on an adult education program. There was no undergraduate program (again, one was added much later).




The Graduate Faculty and the adult education program had very little to do with each other. But the origins of the New School in the latter program had one distinctive consequence—all classes were taught in the late afternoon or evening, specifically in three two-hour slots beginning, respectively, at 4:00 p.m., 6:00 p.m., and 8:00 p.m. This fact, as mentioned above, was decisive for my decision to study at the New School. But it also determined the atmosphere of the place : nocturnal, somewhat mysterious, erotically charged—in my mind, Balzacian. Add to this the location of the New School in Greenwich Village, which enveloped the place in its bohemian atmosphere. Needless to say, for young people of my age, all this made for a heady experience.


In the 1950s, when I was a student there, the New School had only one building, at 66 West Twelfth Street, between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. Everything was crammed into that building—all classes, adult education as well as graduate; all offices; the library, such as it was; a cafeteria; and an auditorium. There were socialist-realist murals from the 1930s in various rooms, including a huge one by the Mexican revolutionary painter José Clemente Orozco, which featured heroic pictures of Lenin and Stalin. (In the 1950s, after a heated debate by the faculty, it was hidden behind a full-sized curtain, though anyone who wanted to see it could ask for the curtain to be lifted.) The “library” was essentially nonexistent; the few books it held were always out.


Our library was the New York Public Library further up on Fifth Avenue, where I spent many hours in the ornate general reading room and, later, in the reading room of the Oriental collection (which I needed for my dissertation research). The cafeteria was famous, justly so, as one of the best pickup places in the Village: how many fiery glances were exchanged over open copies of Kafka or Sartre!


As to the revolutionary murals (I have no idea how they got there), they were a sore point. The New School had a reputation as being leftwing and was sometimes confused with the Jefferson School of Social Science, which trained cadres for the Communist Party of the United  States. The faculty was eager to refute this reputation—hence the curtain. In fact, the core of the émigré faculty ranged from social democrats to center-right moderates; it was fiercely anticommunist in addition to its creedal antifascism. Indeed, the charter of the Graduate Faculty contained a clause, clearly directed against communists, that barred any professor whose teaching would be dictated by an outside organization. (In the 1960s this clause was invoked, unsuccessfully, by a militantly secularist faculty member who wanted to bar a Roman Catholic priest from being appointed to the Philosophy Department.)


The total number of graduate students was small, the number in sociology even smaller. We all knew each other. Most of us lived in or around the Village, typically as subtenants in rented rooms or attics. Thus we did not have long trips home after evening classes. Those of us who worked (most of us) could not take classes that began before 6:00 p.m. We emerged from the New School building after 8:00 or even 10:00 in the evening. And of course we were wide-awake. So we would sit together and argue, not often in each other's rooms (these were too uncomfortable). We favored two places, a dingy eatery called Alex's Borsht Bowl off Sixth Avenue and the Oviedo bar on Fourteenth Street. The latter place had an inscription over the urinal that read “Muerte a Franco!” (“Death to Franco!”). The owner claimed to be a veteran of the Republican forces during the Spanish Civil War. He once opined to me that, regardless of political views, every decent person was at heart an anarchist. Sleep was not a high priority.


A number of individuals came into our group, most of them for short periods of time. Most of them were bright. And of course there was a shifting contingent of Kafka-reading young women. My best friend during most of my time at the New School was Lenny Kornberg, who was a little older (he was a war veteran). He studied sociology at the New School, then moved on to get a degree in education. He had a room in a brownstone at 38 West Twelfth Street, on the same block as the New School. It was inhabited by an odd assortment of individuals—the superintendent was a Swiss woman who sent notes to the tenants in poetry, and a Chinese fellow meditated in a broom closet off the staircase. I sometimes stayed there myself. But the friendship that had the most important intellectual consequences for me was that with Thomas Luckmann. We met in a philosophy class, immediately hit it off, and spent much time together. My collaboration with Luckmann, which led to our coauthorship of an influential book, could of course not be foreseen at that time. It will have to be discussed later on in this book.


After my encounter with Balzac, I carried out my initial plan: I spent a little over a year getting a master's degree in sociology and went on to the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. I spent another year there, a happy one at that, but then decided that I would not pursue a ministerial vocation after all. (The reasons for this do not belong to this decidedly nontheological narrative. Suffice it to say that I did not feel that I could without reservations subscribe to the full text of the Unaltered Augsburg Confession—in retrospect a very quixotic decision, since there would be very few Lutheran clergy indeed if such a subscription were taken seriously as a condition for ordination.) By then I had become hooked on sociology as a discipline, or at any rate the view of sociology that the New School had conveyed to me. It thus seemed natural to return to the New School and to go on for a doctorate. And so an original mistake led to a lifelong professional career.


Just what was that view of sociology? And has it stood up over time ?


My view of sociology, as it was shaped by my years of study at the New School (I began in 1949 and received the doctorate in 1954), can be traced to the influence of three teachers—Albert Salomon, Alfred Schutz, and Carl Mayer. All three belonged to the cadre of European refugee scholars, but they were very different both as personalities and in their intellectual profiles. I owe a debt of gratitude to each of them.


I have already described the impact of Salomon's course on Balzac. It was this vision of the endless effort to understand the inner workings of a society, and of the endless curiosity about the motives of individuals  (including their passions and crimes), that hooked me on sociology. But that was not all that I learned from Salomon. He mainly lectured on two topics—the roots of sociology in the Enlightenment and the Durkheim school of French sociology. Salomon understood sociology as a child of the Enlightenment, especially the French Enlightenment, as being the relentless application of reason to achieve an understanding of the human world and, as a result, had adopted an essentially debunking spirit. I still think that Salomon was correct in his interpretation of what he called the “prehistory” of sociology. It was no accident that the very notion of sociology, and the word itself, was invented by Auguste Comte, a French philosopher.


Equally important was Salomon's interpretation of Emile Durkheim and the school of sociology he founded. Of all the classical sociologists, Durkheim was most obviously a child of the Enlightenment, as evidenced both in his political activity and in his understanding of the public role of sociology. He was very much engaged on the republican side in the Dreyfus affair. When, in the wake of that side's victory in the conflict, the separation of church and state was enacted in 1905, Durkheim served on the commission to create a republican catechism to replace Catholic instruction in the public schools. Salomon showed in class the textbook produced by this commission; it was entitled Course of Study in Sociology and Morality. A key concept of Durkheim's was “solidarity”; Salomon opined that, when one comes across that concept in Durkheim's writings, one can hear as an undertone the third principle of the French Revolution—”liberty, equality, fraternity.”


I was not taken with this, as it were, Jacobin understanding of sociology; for one thing, I was early on much more impressed by Max Weber's more sober view of the discipline. But other Durkheimian themes permanently influenced my thinking: the objectivity of social phenomena, their hard reality (Durkheim: “Consider social facts to be things”); society requiring an overarching moral consensus in order to survive (Durkheim's “collective conscience”); modernity as a change in the character of institutional order (Durkheim: the shift from “mechanical” to “organic” solidarity), which now comes to be based on contractual relations; religion as a sacred symbolization of society; and “anomie” as the unbearable condition of being deprived of social ties. Durkheim's disciples then further developed this understanding of society with the concepts of “collective memory” (Maurice Halbwachs) and mental structure, or mentalité (Marcel Granet, Lucien Levy-Bruhl). As I absorbed this radically objectivist view of society, I was very much aware of its tension with the Weberian view of society as based on the subjective meanings of social actors. Much later, in the collaboration with Thomas Luckmann, we conceived of a way to integrate these two perspectives.


Salomon was a brilliant, passionate lecturer. He was also a quirky, irascible character. He did not suffer fools gladly, and he could cut down students sarcastically if their comments struck him as foolish. He did assemble around himself a small group of devoted followers. I was not one of them, though I greatly appreciated what he taught.


In terms of my later work as a sociologist, especially in sociological theory, it was the influence of Alfred Schutz that had the most lasting impact. It is somewhat ironic that, at the time, he impressed me less than either Albert Salomon or Carl Mayer. I was interested in his lectures, and I felt an affinity with him as a fellow Viennese (the other two were Germans). I could not, however, get too intrigued by the wider implications of phenomenology, which was Schutz's philosophical framework. The importance of the sociological implications did not become clear to me until considerably later, when Thomas Luckmann and I were working on our book The Social Construction of Reality about a decade after I finished my graduate studies. By contrast, Luckmann delved much more intensely into phenomenology; he became more explicitly a Schutzian and more competent in philosophy than I.


Thus it is somewhat difficult for me to disentangle what I learned from Schutz as a student from what I learned subsequently (mostly from  reading his posthumously published works and from conversations with Luckmann). I heard Schutz lecture in two areas—the methodology of the social sciences and the sociology of knowledge. Ironically again, the second area occupied a much smaller place in Schutz's course offerings—as far as I can recall, a single course under that title, which was mainly an exposition of the history of that subdiscipline from its invention by Max Scheler and its introduction to the English-speaking world by Karl Mannheim. Part of this exposition was a trenchant critique of Marxist theories about the relation of ideas and social processes. It was in his methodological lectures that Schutz developed his own application of phenomenology to the understanding of society.


His most brilliant pedagogical tool for this was a seminar I took twice, rather ponderously entitled “Current Events and Situations of Everyday Life in the Light of Sociological Theory.” Students were allowed to write papers on almost any topic; when they read the papers in class, Schutz would then comment in terms of his own theoretical approach. In one seminar I wrote a paper, called “The Case of Gustav,” about different ways (Freudian, Marxist, theological) of understanding a young man's crisis of faith. (This exercise proved to be useful as I dealt with my own problems with faith, but Schutz was unaware of this.) I cannot recall what paper I wrote for the other seminar. My friend Lenny Kornberg wrote on the world of the blind.


I suppose that the central concept I learned from Schutz was that of “multiple realities,” including the manner in which a sense of reality is kept going in the consciousness of individuals. The concept of course was elucidated in a phenomenological manner. Its maintenance in consciousness was elaborated by Schutz in an ingenious synthesis of phenomenology with a distinctively American tradition of social psychology derived from the work of George Herbert Mead.


Around the central concept Schutz constructed an array of, as it were, subsidiary concepts explaining how the different realities are organized in the subjective consciousness of individuals and how they are communicated intersubjectively : the primary reality of everyday life (the “paramount reality”); the various enclaves within that reality (“finite provinces of meaning”—such as dreams, aesthetic experiences, theoretical universes of discourse, and, last but not least, religious experiences, though Schutz was not much interested in those); the processes of transition from one reality to another (most wonderfully described in what I would consider Schutz's best piece of writing, the essay “Don Quixote and the Problem of Reality”); the individual's relations with those he interacts with face-to-face, with those who live at the same time but without such interaction, with those who preceded and those who will succeed him (respectively, “consociates,” contemporaries, predecessors, and successors). All this added up to a detailed description of The Meaningful Structure of the Social World, which was the title of the only book Schutz published in his lifetime, in German and prior to his move to America.2 After that move Schutz published a large number of articles in English, which were only collected after his death in three volumes of Collected Papers; they were published by a Dutch publisher at a prohibitive price, which made them quite inaccessible to American students.


It is remarkable that, nevertheless, Schutz has become quite well known in the social sciences in this country, partly through the efforts of New School students of his (in philosophy as well as sociology), but also through the efforts of others (such as Harold Garfinkle and other so-called ethnomethodologists). It is sad that Schutz died, in 1959 at the age of fifty-nine, before he achieved this influence. In a remarkable labor of love, Thomas Luckmann systematized the Schutzian approach in The Structures of the Life-World (with Luckmann as the coauthor with the long-deceased Schutz, this was probably a unique and certainly a profoundly moving case of collaboration between a predecessor and a successor).3


Schutz's own writings in the sociology of knowledge all dealt, in one way or another, with what he called “the social distribution of knowledge.” This was elaborated in such cameo essays as the ones on “commonsense knowledge” (more or less synonymous with “the world-taken-for- granted”), “the well-informed citizen,” the stranger, and the homecomer. Of course the ideas of these writings were communicated in class, but, except for scarce reprints, they were not accessible to his students. As already mentioned, his course on the sociology of knowledge dealt mainly with the presentation and critique of other people's works. But, as far as I can recall, Schutz during this course let fall, almost casually, one sentence that stuck in Luckmann's and my own mind. I'm not sure that I can reproduce it verbatim, but it went something like this: “If the sociology of knowledge is going to be true to its name, it will have to deal with everything that passes for knowledge in everyday life.” At the time, this sentence impressed neither Luckmann nor me as a bolt from heaven. But that one sentence became, as it were, the basic marching order for our reformulation of the sociology of knowledge in the 1960s.


Schutz was a genial, sociable individual. His lifestyle was very much that of the Central European educated bourgeoisie from which he came. He was an amateur musician and held regular sessions of chamber music in his apartment. He loved the theater (which provided many of his examples), he was a good raconteur, and he smoked a lot. His life organization was somewhat peculiar: While he was a full member of the Graduate Faculty, he also owned an export-import business, apparently a reasonably successful one. According to gossip (I cannot verify this), he was paid a token one dollar per year as an annual salary from the New School, while he lived quite comfortably on his business income. He was in his business in the morning, he taught in the evening, and the afternoons he spent in the New York Public Library (like the rest of us).


If Salomon's lectures sometimes took on the passionate character of prophecy, Schutz's were low-keyed and informal, perhaps ultimately derived from the relaxed atmosphere of the coffeehouse. Schutz inspired several students to follow in his footsteps, but he did not crave disciples and he welcomed criticism. He was personally kind, but he had a sharp wit, which he did not use maliciously.


He came to my dissertation defense. He said almost nothing, except for one question on a minor detail in a footnote. After I passed, there was a little sherry party. He came over to me and said (in German): “Very well, Berger. You are now a doctor. Congratulations. But tell me: Do you really believe all the nonsense you wrote in this dissertation?” He smiled warmly as he said this. His intention was clear: He knew that there was no way of replying to his question without appearing to be foolish: “Yes, I believe the nonsense”? “I don't think I wrote any nonsense”? I said nothing, just laughed; he laughed too. He just wanted to make me a little uncomfortable and to stop me from having delusions of grandeur. In this he succeeded.


Carl Mayer was very different from the other two figures in the dominant trio of sociology teachers, both personally and professionally. He was a quiet, almost shy individual. So was his lecturing style. He was also remarkably thorough and lucid in his lectures. When he had finished discussing a topic, one obtained the impression that there was nothing more to be said about it.


He mostly lectured on two topics—the sociology of religion and the works of Max Weber. The two topics, of course, were related; both were crucially important for my formation as a sociologist. Since I was struggling with my own theological problems at the time, it was natural that I made the sociology of religion my primary area of specialization. And Mayer's teaching persuaded me that Weber's conception of sociological method made the most sense to me—a view that I have had no reason to change ever since.


A superb teacher, Mayer wrote very little: a single book, in German—his doctoral thesis on the concepts of church and sect—and a few scattered articles, most of them in the Graduate Faculty journal Social Research. He had planned to write his magnum opus on Weber after his early retirement, but he only succeeded in producing some fragments. Thus his influence, in almost archaic fashion, was only from his teaching, confined to the memory of a handful of students.


Mayer's analyses of religion were purely Weberian. They revolved  around the interaction of religion and society without assuming that either was the determinant. Mayer exhaustively conveyed Weber's key categories in this area—the “elective affinity” (Wahlverwandschaft) between specific religious movements and social forces; charisma and its “routinization” (Veralltäglichung); the social structures of church and sect; and, of course, the huge issues connected with his seminal work on the relation between the “Protestant ethic” and the origins of modern capitalism (to which Mayer devoted a full-semester course).


Mayer had a real empathy for religious experiences and theological ideas, but in his teaching (Weberian in this too) he never gave a hint about his own convictions. In conversation with me he did, rather reluctantly, tell me a little. Unlike Salomon and Schutz, he was not Jewish (his wife was). He was Protestant, from the German province of Baden, where Protestants were Reformed (Calvinist) rather than Lutheran. Mayer indicated that he considered himself a Christian, but he did not go to church. He once said, without going into detail: “If I did go to church, it would be to an Episcopal one. I might feel comfortable there.”


If Mayer was reticent about his theological beliefs, he was anything but reticent about his Weberian ones. He certainly made a convert of me. Thus I early on identified with the core elements of a Weberian approach: society as constituted by actions inspired by human meanings; sociology as the attempt to understand these meanings (Verstehen); the use of “ideal types”—theoretical constructs that only approximate social reality; the relation among meanings, motives, and actions; the institutionalization of the state, the economy, and class; and sociology as “value-free.” There were two pieces of Weber's work on which Mayer did become almost passionate—the essays on science and the essays on politics as vocations. In the former, Weber rejected the role of the scholar as propagandist; in the latter, he developed his distinction between two types of ethics—the “ethic of attitude” and the “ethic of responsibility,” strongly endorsing the second as a guide for political actors.


Mayer did not easily open up to his students in a personal way. He did to me, at least up to a point. I was invited twice to his house in Westchester County. Shortly after he retired to Italian-speaking Switzerland, my wife, Brigitte, and I visited him once in Brissago. Here he had bought a house, which had unending problems that kept him from his scholarly intentions. He and his wife, Trude, visited us at least once in Ascona, a short drive away, where we had rented a house. I recall the four of us sitting in our garden, as the late afternoon merged into evening, looking out over the breathtaking beauty of the landscape around Lago Maggiore. I cannot recall what we talked about.


Looking back on my period of graduate study at the New School, I conclude that I took away with me three theoretical perspectives that were very helpful for the work I did in subsequent years—from Salomon, an understanding of the place of sociology in the history of ideas and a good grounding in the French tradition of the discipline; from Schutz, a sense of how phenomenology could enrich sociological theory, especially the sociology of knowledge, and an introduction to the American tradition of social psychology derived from George Herbert Mead; and from Mayer, a basic approach to the sociology of religion and a quite thorough knowledge of the work of Max Weber. Mayer, who was my advisor and doctoral supervisor, was most relevant to what I did in the early stages of my career. But all three teachers had a lasting effect on my thinking. When Thomas Luckmann and I sat down to plan and then write The Social Construction of Reality, the central part of our argument was a synthesis of the three aforementioned theoretical strands. Earlier I had called my approach to sociology “humanistic.” I would now question whether this was a felicitous adjec-tive, though I would not quarrel with the basic intention. I had intended two meanings: One was to stress the contribution of soci-ology to a humane society, based on its debunking of the myths legiti-mating cruelty and oppression. I suppose that this came out of the Enlightenment roots of the discipline. But more relevant was the second meaning, sociology as one of the “humanities” (or Geisteswis-senschafien), closely related to history and philosophy but also to the intuitions of the literary imagination.


These, then, were the quite rich fruits of my New School education. I don't want to suggest that I learned nothing else. There was a very useful course on the history of American sociology by a young lecturer recruited from outside the Graduate Faculty. Among other things, the course introduced me to the then-fashionable schools of “structural functionalism” and “symbolic interactionalism.” A principal lacuna was in the area of quantitative methods. I took a course in statistics with a very competent teacher, but his well-meaning efforts foundered on the rock of my stubborn ineptitude in anything involving mathematics. (I liked to say that I had the measles every time that arithmetic was taught in my primary school in Vienna.) Years later I took a summer course in statistical analysis at the University of Michigan. It was a disaster. Not only was the course taught by a woman in the final stages of pregnancy—the students were distracted by mounting anxiety that she would give birth in class while explaining the mysteries of multiple correlation. But also I had the worst ever attack of hay fever. I was told that the area around Ann Arbor was famous for inducing this condition in the summer, though I cannot discount the suspicion that it was also psychosomatic in my case. Be this as it may, I left the course early, with stuffed nose and itching eyes, the instructor (as far as I knew) still pregnant.


VENTURING BEYOND TWELFTH STREET


In order to leave the New School with full doctoral credentials, I had to produce two texts, a thesis for the master's degree and a dissertation for the doctorate (the second text supposedly differing from the first in terms of length and degree of sophistication—the former requirement did apply in my case, the latter probably not). The first exercise was an original empirical investigation about religion in the burgeoning Puerto Rican community in New York. The second was a study of the transition of the Baha'i faith from a nineteenth-century messianic movement in Iran to a rather sedate community in twentieth-century America; it had an empirical component, but most of the study was historical. In academic ideology these exercises are supposed to be important tests of competence, the second also making “an original contribution to knowledge.” I rather doubt whether my case fulfilled either aspiration. However, these exercises were important learning experiences, and they adumbrated work I would do much later. Most important, they made me get my “hands dirty with research” (in the words of Louis Wirth, one of the founders of the so-called Chicago school of sociology), and that was very exciting.


I was looking around for a thesis topic that I might finish in one year (I was still eager to start my theological studies). Coincidentally, I had met a Protestant church official who mentioned in passing that his interdenominational agency, the New York City Mission Society, had come on an interesting fact—that many Puerto Rican migrants, who were then streaming into the city in large numbers, were Protestant. He said that very little was known about this. This struck me as a manageable topic for my thesis, and, when I said that I would like to investigate this, he offered to put me in touch with other church officials (both Protestant and Catholic) who could be helpful to me.


I quickly discovered that there was virtually no previous research to look at—just a few references to religion in general writings on Puerto Ricans in New York and some unpublished papers by church organizations, and very few in either category. I was both intrigued and a little scared by the realization that I really had to start from scratch. It turned out that my initial informants, the church officials my acquaintance introduced me to, were indeed helpful. Mainly they put me in touch with Catholic clergy and with Protestant clergy from the mainline denominations. But I realized soon that the most dynamic group on this  religious scene was the one I categorized as “sectarian” (not a very helpful term; I got it from the church officials)—essentially, this was the group of Pentecostal churches.


My “official” informants did tell me useful (though rather prejudiced) stories about Pentecostals. By their very nature, these churches were hard to find; they could not be looked up in the telephone directory. I did my best to find them, but my efforts, as I can see now, were only partially successful. I interviewed and listed most, if not all, pastors of Spanish-speaking mainline Protestant churches and of Spanish-language Catholic parishes in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx. I did find out some interesting things during these interviews, such as the fact that, with one exception (an Argentinian), all the Protestant pastors were Puerto Ricans, while none of the Catholic ones were. A few of these informants suggested (probably correctly) that some Puerto Ricans were already Protestant on the island but that a larger group had converted after arriving in New York. Yet, in retrospect, most of these interviews were a waste of time. This was not where the action was. My time would have been much better spent by chasing down Pentecostals wherever I could find them, interview those preachers and lay leaders, and engage in a lot of “participant observation” in the best ethnographic tradition.


Well, I did some of this. And that is where the material becomes more interesting, even when read all these many decades later. In any case, work on the thesis allowed me to realize my Balzacian fantasy—roaming the streets of the city and discovering its secrets, mostly at night. The streets were mainly in East Harlem; walking them at night was safe at the time (at least compared to later years). I did some of those rather useless interviews, but most of the time I visited one Pentecostal place or another—storefront churches, garages, some private apartments. I interviewed preachers and laypeople, and I attended services. In my text is a long, detailed description of a typical Pentecostal service—remarkably accurate, given the fact that this phenomenon was completely new to me.




I should mention two factors that enhanced my ethnographic exercises. During the year of this research I lived with my parents and had almost no income of my own. I took a part-time job with the East Harlem Protestant Parish, an interdenominational venture that combined church outreach and social work. The organizers encouraged male staff to wear clerical collars, both so as to allay suspicions and to reinforce personal safety. I acquired such a garment, wearing it mostly at night. I felt awkward at first—sharply so when, on a couple occasions, nuns nodded to me on the subway—but the collar probably facilitated contacts with people understandably suspicious of a visiting gringo, and it probably made my nocturnal excursions safer. In the course of the research I also acquired a reasonable command of Spanish. I never took a formal course in the language. I worked through a Spanish grammar and read Spanish newspapers with the help of a dictionary. I made friends with a recently arrived young Puerto Rican actor, a very pleasant individual who wanted to learn English; we exchanged English and Spanish lessons. But mostly I picked up Spanish on the street, no doubt with something of a Puerto Rican accent. It has served me well ever since. I also developed a definite empathy with Puerto Rico, and when I first visited the island, years later, I had a feeling of homecoming.


Needless to say, my presentation of the Pentecostal phenomenon was very inadequate. I could make no real effort to determine its size. I quoted a figure of 5 percent from the chapter on religion in a study of Puerto Rican migration by a team from Columbia University. That figure was undoubtedly much too low. The vast explosion of Latino Pentecostalism was yet to come, but I would think that a figure somewhere around 20 percent would probably have been more correct even then. I did say that, by all indications, the phenomenon was large and growing.


However, the qualitative findings on the Pentecostal churches I could observe were surprisingly accurate. I understood the motives that led many Puerto Ricans to convert to “sectarian” Protestantism. Here  was a population recently transplanted from a still quite traditional society into the turbulent environment of New York. These churches provided strong community, mutual aid, spiritual and (so they believed) physical healing. These churches (even the mainline Protestant ones) were “Puerto Rican places,” unlike the Catholic churches where even the Spanish-speaking priests were Americans or Europeans. As one woman I interviewed said: “The Catholic church I went to, the priest didn't even know my name. Now, if I don't attend for two Sundays, the pastor visits and asks if anything is wrong.”


The God presented in the Pentecostal church is close, accessible directly without any priestly mediation, a loving and comforting presence. The most common inscription in front reads “Dios es amor” (“God is love”). The services, which often take place every night of the week, are emotionally cathartic—the music is stirring, and all can freely express themselves in singing, dancing, testifying, and from time to time “speaking in tongues.” What is more, the church, while it is not at all censorious, teaches a firm moral code—something much needed by people uprooted from taken-for-granted traditional norms.


Given the fact that I was steeped in Weberian texts at the time, it is curious that I never spoke about the “Protestant ethic” in the thesis. I understood this connection much later. I had a hint of it. I remember being struck by a sign I saw in a storefront church, which read (in Spanish of course) : “Spitting on the floor is an offense against this holy place and a sign of bad manners.” Although I was struck by this odd combination of religious awe and bourgeois etiquette, I did not find it necessary to include this little fact in the text.


Night after night, in addition to Sundays, the Pentecostal church was a refuge, a place of being at home, a place that belonged to ordinary people in a way that a Catholic church never could. The church provided a very strong community indeed. This came home to me in an incident that I described in full in the thesis. I was attending a service in a storefront church. About halfway through the service, an obviously drunk American woman stumbled in and started shouting in English—in the context, a potentially threatening disruption. The reaction of the congregation was remarkable. The woman shouted: “I don't belong to no church. I am a stranger around here, just like everybody in this room. Why don't somebody speak to me in English? I want somebody to speak to me in English.” The pastor said to her, in very halting English: “We will sing a song just for you.” (For some reason the pastor's response, which I remember very well, was left out of my final draft.) The congregation, in equally bad English, then sang, “You pray for me and I'll pray for you.” The woman calmed down, evidently pleased by all this attention. Then an elderly Puerto Rican woman, who apparently could not speak a word of English, sat down with the intruder, smiling at her, patting her. I described this incident, correctly I think, as an illustration of communal strength; this tight-knit community was able to embrace a stranger who could very easily have been perceived as a threat.


In discussing the non-Pentecostal Protestant churches with Puerto Rican membership, I made the point that their services bore certain resemblances to the Pentecostal ones, though of course they were more sedate and would not tolerate the more exuberant manifestations of “being filled with the Spirit.” Their services too were informal, with children running around freely and adults talking and coming and going. Some of the music was similar (though less loud!). Perhaps most important, the sermons were based on a literal reading of the Bible and emphasized the importance of personal conversion. I did not use the term (I'm not sure whether I even knew it then), but what I observed, correctly, was that these services were profoundly Evangelical. Although I did not understand the full implications, I stumbled on the very important fact that almost all Latino Protestantism—and indeed almost all Protestantism in the global South—is distinctly Evangelical.


It would be very surprising if this piece of work, submitted as a thesis in 1950 when I was all of twenty-one years old, could be read today as a serious work in the sociology of religion. It did serve as a useful finger  exercise in empirical research. And it adumbrated a number of themes that have continued to occupy me—the relation of faith and social context, especially the faith of people on the margins of society, and the empirical (as distinct from the theological) differences between Catholicism and popular Protestantism. But above all, the powerful impression I then had of Pentecostalism has lingered in my mind ever since. It came to the foreground of my attention when I became aware, decades later, of the veritable tsunami of Pentecostal Christianity sweeping across Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, parts of Asia, and other unlikely places. When in 1985 I started the Institute on Culture, Religion and World Affairs, I decided to make Pentecostal studies an important part of its research agenda. The institute supported the pioneering research in Latin America of David Martin, the “dean of Pentecostal studies.” His work continues to be a major interest of the institute, though by now there is a mass of other literature on the subject.


Before I turn to the other credentialing text, my Baha'i dissertation, I should mention another experience, which, with a little stretch, could also be described as an exercise in field research. In the summer of 1950, my master's degree (so to speak) in my pocket and perennially short of money, I took a job with the “church extension” office of what was then the United Lutheran Church in America. Putting it bluntly, this was a project of market research. I was paired with another young man, a beginning theological student. We were sent to a number of localities in the Midwest, all newly founded suburbs (this was the era of the great postwar suburban explosion). We went from house to house, identified ourselves as representatives of the office of church extension (no mention of Lutheranism up front), and basically asked two questions: (1) Did the interviewee (usually a woman) or her family belong to a church? If the answer was yes, we said thank you and moved on. (2) Would she or he be interested if a Lutheran church were established in the community? If the answer was no, we would also move on. But if interest was expressed, we would take down basic contact information. Reams of these data were sent from each locality to the office at the denomination's headquarters (which was then in New York). I have no idea whether our research led to any Lutheran church implantations. That summer, though, was a rather useful learning experience: I learned how to interview people who, very possibly, might rudely close the door in one's face. And, for a change, I was interviewing people who understood English.


My main memory of this summer is of trudging along endless, often still unpaved streets in blistering heat, pursued by dusty winds and barking dogs. I fell violently in love with a young woman in a Chicago suburb (this episode led nowhere), and on the train from Chicago to Saint Louis we heard about the outbreak of the Korean War. But neither of these events is relevant to these pages.


“HOW CAN ONE BE A PERSIAN?”


In one of Albert Salomon's classes, I wrote a term paper on Montesquieu's satirical novel The Persian Letters. Through the lens of fictitious letters sent home by a couple of Persian visitors to Paris, Montesquieu tried to undermine the taken-for-granted assumptions of his society. Parisians kept asking, “How can one be a Persian?” What Montesquieu really wanted to ask was “How can one be a Parisian?” Be this as it may, as I embarked on the next phase of my graduate studies, I was about to compose my own “Persian letter.” For my dissertation I chose a topic very far indeed from Puerto Rican Protestants in East Harlem—“The Baha'i Movement: A Contribution to the Sociology of Religion.” The methodology too was completely different. The earlier study was based entirely on empirical research. While the dissertation had a very small empirical component (a couple of interviews and the distribution of a questionnaire to members of the Baha'i community in New York), almost all of it was based on historical materials, from the beginning of  the movement in mid-nineteenth-century Iran to its character in contemporary America.


I had come across the Baha'i movement before, but my choice of this topic for my dissertation came from an accidental meeting with an elderly Iranian gentleman by the name of Ahmad Sohrab. I was interested in visiting as many religious groups as I could. In these peregrinations through American religious pluralism I came across a small center of Baha'i dissidents on the Upper East Side. Called the Caravan of East and West, it was led by Sohrab, with the support of a wealthy American widow. The center as such held little of interest. But Sohrab had been an interpreter of Abbas Effendi, the son of the Baha'i founder, from 1912 to 1915. During those years Abbas made a number of missionary journeys to Europe and America. Sohrab had kept a diary, in English, recording from day to day what Abbas did and how people reacted to him. I was allowed to read this diary, which was contained in eleven handwritten notebooks. It made for fascinating reading, and I could indeed make good use of it. In the end, though, most of the dissertation was based on published sources.


Perhaps following the example of my earlier experience with Spanish, I started to learn Farsi. But I soon discovered that all I needed for my purpose was available in English and French books, and I gave up on Farsi. Instead, I spent many hours in the Oriental section of the New York Public Library (a treasure trove in this as in so many other fields). In preparing to write the present chapter, I read my thesis and dissertaion one after the other (probably the first time ever that I have done this); I was struck by how very different they were from each other.


The dissertation was a detailed application of Max Weber's theory of the “routinization of charisma”—the process in which a passionate movement led by an extraordinary leader mutates into a formal organization administered by bureaucrats. In order to apply the theory to the Baha'i case, I had to follow the history of the movement in some detail. That history is full of dramatic incidents, especially in its early period. That period went through two stages. The first consisted of the career of a prophetic figure who called himself the Bab (“the Gate”) and his disciples, who started an armed uprising with the aim of overthrowing the shah of Iran and establishing a messianic theocracy. It ended in a bloodbath, the Bab himself executed and the disciples cruelly killed wherever they could be found. One of these disciples, who later called himself Baha-ullah (“the Glory of God”), escaped to the Ottoman Empire and eventually proclaimed himself (rather than the Bab) the prophet of a new era. In this transition the movement gave up its violent character and became essentially pacifist. This change became much more pronounced after Baha-ullah's death, when the aforementioned Abbas Effendi carried the movement to the West.


After Abbas's death the “routinization” followed a strictly Weberian trajectory, with the establishment of the institution of the so-called Guardianship, a very formal ecclesiastical construction. In the same process the religious content of the movement was also transformed. Most of its esoteric elements were left behind, and Baha'ism, at least in America, became a sedate, respectable, “progressive” community—a sort of Unitarianism with a slight Persian accent. (The course of Baha'ism in Iran was quite different, and much less sedate, especially after the persecutions in the wake of the Islamic Revolution.)


Contrary to the academic ideology, which claims that every doctoral dissertation must make an original contribution, very few dissertations actually do so. This one, in fidelity to its subtitle, did make a modest contribution (original if only because, to my knowledge, no one had previously imposed Max Weber on this drama of the Persian religious imagination). I made use of the concept of “motif research” (coined by a school of Swedish religious scholarship)—searching out core themes of a religious tradition. I argued that one can understand any religious history as the changing interaction between such motifs and their institutional embodiments—in the Baha'i case I identified the motifs as “chiliastic” and “gnostic.” Making sense of the fact that, in the early history of  Baha'ism, different individuals kept popping up and claiming to be the dominant messianic leader, I coined the phrase charismatic field: In the wide heat of an incipient charismatic movement, there is room for more than one charismatic leader. This may well be a useful notion. Looking at the struggles for succession following the deaths of the Bab and Bahaullah, I ventured the hypothesis that, before “routinization” sets in, the most radical version of the movement's message will win out over more moderate ones. This may be wrong, but taken as a hypothesis it may be worth exploring.


More interesting is the way in which I redefined the sect/church typology. Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch had defined the two types in strictly sociological terms—the sect is a voluntary group set aside from the world, the church an established institution that becomes part of the world; in sum, one joins a sect, while one is born into a church. Carl Mayer, in his little book Sect and Church (published in German in 1933—as far as I know, his only book-length publication), accepted the Weber-Troeltsch typology but criticized it for not taking the respective religious contents seriously enough. I tried to take it from there (he must have been greatly pleased!).


I suggested that the two types could be understood through their different relations with the “spirit” (that is, the object of religious faith) : proximity, in the case of the sect; remoteness, and therefore in need of mediation, in the case of the church. Also, I coined a term in my discussion of conversion—alternation—a shift, not necessarily irreversible, from one reality to another. This concept was really inspired by the work of Alfred Schutz and turned out to be useful in my later work.


Looking at this dissertation from my present vantage point, I find most interesting a number of observations that adumbrated my later formulations in the sociology of knowledge. I discussed the claim to superior knowledge typically made by sectarian groups, and I extended the discussion beyond the area of religion. In this context I coined the term epistemological elite, applying this not only to sects, but also to certain churches, notably Roman Catholicism, and to Marxism and psychoanalysis. Any epistemological elite, religious or secular, must develop a system of cognitive defenses to defend its claims against outside criticisms but also, very importantly, to assuage the doubts harbored by insiders. Thomas Luckmann and I made use of these insights in our later work on the sociology of knowledge.


One incident during the time I was working on the dissertation vividly illustrated the notion of cognitive defenses. Albert Salomon told me that he had a Baha'i student in one of his classes. He had mentioned my work to this individual, who wanted to meet me. Would I mind if Salomon gave him my phone number? I agreed and almost immediately received a call, suggesting a meeting. The individual was evidently a fairly recent convert (I cannot recall his name—I think it was Jewish). He lived with his parents, which is where I visited him. I should emphasize that he only knew two things about me : that I was working on a doctoral dissertation and (I had said this on the phone) that I was not myself a Baha'i. When I arrived, he led me to a coffee table on which he had laid out a number of pamphlets, the kind that one would give to a first-time visitor to a Baha'i service—”What Is Baha'ism?” and the like. He said that I might find these useful. I was struck by the inappropriateness of this offering: anyone writing a dissertation on Baha'ism would surely know all this. I correctly interpreted this incident (which is recounted in a footnote) : my interlocutor could deal with an unbeliever, and he could deal with someone who was ignorant of the faith; he could not deal with someone who was not ignorant but still not a believer.


He then asked me what my work was about, and I gave him a summary. This was followed by a curious question: He knew that I was not a Baha'i, but if I were, was there anything in my findings that would disturb my faith? I first responded by muttering something about “value-free social science” in good Weberian fashion. But then I said that, on second thought, there was something that would disturb me. After Abbas took over the leadership of the movement, he ordered the systematic search for and subsequent destruction of an early history that contradicted the official interpretation of the Bab. The campaign almost succeeded. But then a British scholar discovered one copy of the book that Abbas's operatives had overlooked; he published the Farsi text with an English commentary. I thought this was a rather distressing episode; of course my interlocutor had never heard of it. He said nothing for, at the most, three or four minutes. Then he gave me seven (!) reasons why this could never have happened. In other words, the cognitive defenses went up instantaneously!


Another incident connected to my dissertation was rather funny. Immediately after I finished my doctoral studies, I was drafted into the US Army, where I spent the next two years, most of the time in Fort Benning, Georgia. (I will later on discuss the unexpected contributions this period made to my development as a social scientist.) I made the acquaintance there of a young man from Chicago, who was a physical therapist at the base hospital. In the course of a conversation, he mentioned that he was a Baha'i, I mentioned my dissertation, and he expressed a desire to read it. It so happened that I had a copy with me; I was writing a summary article for a sociology-of-religion journal. He borrowed the copy and returned it a couple of weeks later, without any comments. I did not know this individual well, and I lost track of him for several months. Then I met him on the street. He was accompanied by a woman, whom he introduced as his wife. When she heard who I was, she embraced and kissed me, saying “I'm so glad to meet you. I must thank you for saving my marriage!” In the ensuing conversation (naturally, I was curious!) it was revealed that religion had been a major source of friction in the marriage: The wife could neither understand nor accommodate the husband's Baha'i faith. As a result of reading my dissertation, he had lost his faith, thus ending the friction between them. I did not know what to say, mumbled my congratulations, and quickly excused myself. I did not learn any intellectual lessons from this incident, except perhaps about the unintended consequences of scientific endeavors.




However, there was another incident during the time I worked on the dissertation, this one providing a secular example of cognitive defenses at work. I had met an attractive young woman named Ruth; as I recall she was a nurse. This relationship did not go very far, mainly because of politics: She was an avowed communist. I was not politically engaged or even very interested in politics, but I did detest every form of totalitarianism. I asked her how she could possibly be a communist, given the awful things that the Soviet Union had been doing in its sphere of influence. She asked me if I had personally experienced these things; I said no, but I knew people who had. She then said something careless: She would like to meet such people. I said that this could be arranged. And arrange it I did.


I knew a couple from Latvia who had recently arrived in America. I called them up, explained what Ruth had said. They avidly agreed to a meeting and invited us to dinner. They lived far out somewhere in Queens, and Ruth and I took a long subway ride to their apartment. The atmosphere at the dinner was rather awkward, with conversation staying trivial. But after dessert and over coffee, my Latvian friends began to tell us what had happened after the Soviet occupation—one horror story after another. This went on for maybe forty minutes or so. Ruth said nothing, but she showed signs of becoming more and more upset and even became quite pale. Then, abruptly putting her hands over her ears, she said, “I don't want to hear anymore!” The Latvian couple wanted to go on, but I said that perhaps we should continue this some other time, and we quickly made our departure.


There followed a very strange conversation on the long walk back to the subway. I asked her whether she thought these people were lying. She said no, they didn't impress her as people who were lying. She paused, and then she said something truly interesting: “You know, I think there is something, if only we knew what it is, that would completely change what they said.” Much later I understood that she was expressing a deep longing for a transforming magic. Alfred Schutz wrote about this in the  essay “Don Quixote and the Problem of Reality.” Quixote invokes these magicians who have the ability of switching from one reality to another—in his case, from the reality of everyday life, the world of Sancho Panza, to the reality of Quixote's world of knights and giants and damsels in distress. The two realities are incompatible, but with the help of the magicians one could manage to live in both.


Ruth said that she would “check out” what the Latvians had said. I said: “You mean, check it out with your communist sources.” She nodded. “Fine,” I said, “but then check out what they said by looking at other sources.” She nodded again. Nothing else happened that evening. I never saw Ruth again. I phoned several times, spoke with a roommate, but Ruth was out, or sick, or otherwise unavailable.


There is one more episode I should mention before I leave, somewhat reluctantly, my life as a graduate student in New York. Carl Mayer had, improbably, received a sizable grant from an American foundation for a study of religion and politics in postwar Germany. There were funds for three junior researchers, and I was hired to do the Protestant part of the research. I never got to Germany. Instead I was drafted, and Thomas Luckmann took my place in the team. But by then I had done a lot of preparatory reading, which came in very handy when I did go to Germany for another research project after my military service.


What, finally, did I take with me from my student career at the New School? Evidently, a lot. As outlined in this chapter, I received a solid grounding in classical sociological theory and in the sociology of religion, and I began to learn how to apply this to concrete empirical and historical phenomena. Despite the heavily “Eurocentric” orientation of the faculty, I did obtain a fairly adequate knowledge of the history of American sociology. My education was deficient in terms of quantitative methods of research, a deficiency that I really never overcame. My approach to sociology was established as “humanistic,” in the sense of being close to historical and philosophical perspectives. Perhaps most important, I early understood that most important problems had to be addressed in an interdisciplinary manner.




This last understanding was institutionalized at the Graduate Faculty in the so-called “General Seminar.” This was a regular meeting of the entire body of professors and students, usually introduced by a paper written by one professor. The discussion was often very heated, sometimes becoming downright unpleasant. And here were sociologists arguing with political scientists, economists, and philosophers. I remember attending a session during my leave from basic training in the army. The discussion was particularly heated that day. I cannot remember the topic. But I felt very much at home. At the same time, I did not have a clear overall picture of sociology as a field. Probably I'm not alone in that I only acquired a comprehensive perspective when, a few years later, I had to teach introductory sociology to undergraduates who wanted to know what this field was all about.


One thing I definitely learned was to strictly separate my work as a social scientist from my religious concerns, which greatly preoccupied me during those years. This, of course, was an instance of applying the Weberian notion of “value-free” social science. Carl Mayer was a good role model for this position. It was impossible to deduce his religious views from either his lectures or his (sparse) writings. Only in a few personal conversations did he give some hints on these views, and even then with obvious reluctance. I was reassured that I had indeed learned this lesson a few years later, also when I was teaching undergraduates: I found out that the prevailing opinion among the students was that I must be an atheist. (Graduate students, who knew me through conversations outside the classroom and who often read my writings as a “lay theologian,” were usually better informed.) I have throughout my career rejected the role of “prophet of the lecture hall” (Weber's Kathederprophet). When pressed to take on this role, I have usually refused by saying that the university pays me to teach sociology, not to engage in religious—or for that matter political—propaganda. No university is paying me to write this book. But, in the same Weberian notion of kosher cooking—keeping fleshy science separate from milky religion— it seems appropriate to keep my religious journey out of an account of my adventures with sociology (unless there is an immediate connection, which I think is mostly not the case).


I undertook another journey, which began a couple of years before I started my graduate study—my mental journey into America, following my physical arrival in the country. But, apart from my initial mistake about the kind of sociology I would learn at the New School, I cannot really call this period a typical immigrant's story of discovery. I had spent a year attending college in Ohio, and during that year I hitchhiked all over the Midwest (hitchhiking was safe then, unless one was picked up by a driver who was drunk, which happened to me once). Thus I did not arrive at the New School innocent of all American experiences. But these experiences had nothing to do with sociology, and my academic studies can hardly be said to have contributed significantly to my Americanization. That process received a big push during my military service, and that push did have a somewhat bizarre connection with sociology. I will get to that in the next chapter.
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