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In recent decades, scholars have examined in some 
detail the immense influence exerted on American 
intellectual life-and especially on the human 
sciences-by philanthropic foundations during the 
20th century. t Scholars as diverse as Olivier Zunz, 
Lily Kay, Donald Fisher, Judith Sealander, Martin 
Bulmer, and John M. Jordan have explored the 
impact of the foundations on the social and life 
sciences in the U.S. In doing so, they have 
demonstrated that the Rockefeller 
philanthropies-particularly the Laura Spelman 
Rockefeller Memorial, the General Education 
Board, and the Rockefeller Foundation-played an 
especially significant role with regard to the 
elaboration and promotion of the human sciences.2 

As Olivier Zunz has noted, these organisations, 
along with other foundations, were an essential 
component of the new 'institutional matrix of 
inquiry' that emerged in the U.S. in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries and came to playa key role 
in the production of knowledge in the human 
sciences and the application of such knowledge to 
economic as well as social issues and problems. 

This paper will explore how the various 
Rockefeller philanthropic organisations­
particularly the Laura Spelman Rockefeller 
Memorial (LSRM) and the various divisions of the 
Rockefeller Foundation-addressed themselves to 
the renovation of the human sciences in the U.S. 
during the 20s and 30s. These efforts involved 
what could be called the 'modernisation' of the 
human sciences-insofar as such efforts entailed 
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the jettisoning of outmoded speculative and 
conceptual perspectives and the furthering of a 
direct approach to the study of the phenomena of 
human life.3 

They also involved interdisciplinary 
collaboration-as scientists in various disciplines in 
the social and life sciences were mobilised to 
participate in co-operative initiatives aimed at the 
understanding and control of human behaviour. 
Finally, and most interestingly, scientists in both 
the social and life sciences focused on the study of 
the underlying processes within the micro­
dimensions of life. Their intent was to study on the 
one hand, how these underlying micro-processes 
affected overall social processes and structures, and 
on the other, the human organism and it's 
functioning. It was believed by the officers and 
trustees as well as by many of the scientists 
associated with the foundations that the 
elaboration of knowledge within these micro­
realms would promote human welfare as they 
conceived it. 

I will focus on two very different fields in which 
Rockefeller philanthropic initiatives provided a 
significant impetus toward the development of two 
particular branches of knowledge namely molecular 
biology and the study of personality and culture. 
Admittedly, my comparison of these two fields 
may seem rather speculative but perhaps such 
speculation will shed light on the unique manner in 
which the history of the human sciences deVeloped 
during the 20th century. 
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Both ficld~ isolated an elementary unit to study 
within the context of its interaction with its wider 
environment-the macro-molecule of the protein 
(and eventually the DNA macro-molecule) in one 
case, and the pemmality of the individual, in the 
other. Thus, molecular biology focur-eJ on the 
molecule and its interaction with other molecules 
by means of physicochemical processes, while 
per!\onality ami culture thematised the personality 
of the individual within its socio-cultural 
environment as it took shape by means of the 
cultural processes of child rearing and euucation, 
social interaction with other personalities, and so 
forth. In both cases, a kind of micro-terrain 
became the object of knowledge anu the target of 
intervention, promoting a socio-political agenua 
oriented toward the control of human behaviour 
and social control more generally. The emphasis on 
the miniature would thus be the privileged route to 
the control of human behaviour and social life. 

TIle emergence of the two fields of molecular 
bioloh"Y and personality and culture was due, in 
great part, to the largesse of Rockefeller 
philanthropy. Molecular bioloh"Y was promoted by 
the Natural Sciences Division of the Rockefeller 
Foundation during the 30s and later under the 
direction of mathematician Warren Weaver; 
indeed, it was Weaver who coineJ the term 
'molecular biolob'}". As Lily Kay has noted in Tot 
1\10/((///(/r Vision ~f Uft, the program in molecular 
biolob"Y was conceived of as part of an overall 
Rockefeller Foundation agenda for the creation of 
a 'new science of man' geared toward the 
understanding and control of human behaviour. 
The ultimate consequences of this program were 
(luite spectacular-it };tid the groundwork for 
knowledge of the structure and self-rcplicating 
properties of the DNA macro-molecule.~ The 
personality and culture approach was also given 
impetus by various facets of Rockefeller 
philanthropy, especially by a series of projects anu 
pro~fams conducted unuer the auspices of the 
Social Science Research Councillturing the 20s and 
305. Uke the program in molecular biology, it was 
thought of as possessing important implications for 
social control. TIle field of personality and culture 
did not, of course, thrive in the manner of 
molecular biology; it was subject to much criticism 
during the 50s and later-and eventually came to 
be seen as a moribund field." Nevcrtheless, the 
vision of the micro-social elaborated by personality 
anu culture was to have a lasting impact. 

ihe history of Rockefeller philanthropY' 

It may be useful at this point to glance briefly at 
the relevant aspects of the history of Rockefeller 
philanthropy. TIle first major effort of the latter to 
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focus on the human sciences in a systematic 
manner was the inauguration of the social science 
program of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller 
Memorial (LS~1) in 1922. Under the direction of 
Chicago-trained psychologist Beardsley Ruml, the 
LSRM provided fundin~ for an array of important 
social science projects in the U.S. during the 20s. 
The LS~1 funded a series of community studies 
initiated by the Chicago social scientists Robert 
Park, Ernest Burgess, and Charles E. Merriam and 
sponsored important studies in industrial sociology 
conducted by Elton Mayo at the Hawthorne plant 
of the Western Electric Company in Chicago. The 
Memorial also funded the organisation of the 
Institute of Human Relations at Yale University. 
Perhaps the LSRl\I's most important achievement, 
however, was the creation and support of the 
Social Science Research Council (SSRq in 1923. 

The SSRC was derucated to the promotion, 
development, and coordination of the social 
sciences in the U.S. More specifically, the 
organisation attempted to foster interdisciplinary 
research on human behaviour and its management. 
Political scientist Charles E. Merriam aptly 
described the research agenda of the SSRC when 
he observed, in 1931, that social scientists had 
recently been involved in efforts to 'bridge the gap 
betv/een social research and the domain of 
biological research, including... the biological. the 
medical and the fringes of psychiatry and 
psychoanalysis'. He went on to note that such an 
'approach points toward a comprehensive and 
intensive study of human behaviour, focusing upon 
it all the techniques and skills of the social and the 
biological sciences'.7 

The foundation officials and social scientists 
who uevc\oped and worked with the LSRM social 
science programs had uefinite socio-poHtical aims 
in mind. Often supporters of Progressive Era 
reforms, the administrators and social scientists 
were generally from middle-class backgrounds, 
trained in psychology anu the social sciences. Thev 
wanted to reform society, but along technocrati~ 
lines; they distrusted politics and wanted to sec 
experts such as themselves set the agenda for social 
reconstruction. They were perhaps especially 
bothered by the class conflict (the violent clashes, 
strikes, and the rise of militant labour organisations 
such as the Inuustrial Workers of the World), the 
racial strife (the race riots anu lynchings, especially 
during and immelliatcly after World War I), the 
perceived arousal of gender antagonism by the 
militant feminist movement of the 19105, and the 
terrifying violence unleashed by World War I. They 
longed for a pacified world in which conflict and 
violence would be queUed and social stability 
would prevail. 

INTELLECTUAL NEWS 



INTELLECTUAL HISTORY AND THE HUMAN SCIENCES 

The LSRM thus aimed not simply at elaborating 
on knowledge of society, but at the reconstruction 
lind control of social life. Social scientific 
knowledge was not merely to describe the social, 
but to produce it. As Beardsley Ruml, the LSRM's 
director, put it in the 1933 FilIal HEport of t~e 
foundation: 'It was felt that through the SOCIal 
sciences might come more intelligent measures of 
social control that would reduce such irrationalities 
as are represented by poverty, class conflict, and 
war between nations'.8 

The Rockefeller boards were restructured in the 
late 20s, and the LSRM was discontinued as a 
separate organisation. The social science program 
of the LSRM was incorporated into the reorganised 
Rockefeller Foundation's Social Sciences Division, 
which continued to fund the SSRC. Several other 
new divisions of the Rockefeller Foundation were 
also created, including the Natural Sciences, 
Medical Sciences, and Humanities Divisions. As 
the goals of the Rockefeller Foundation were 
reformulated in the late 20s and early 30s, it was 
stressed that the foundation would be dedicated to 
the advancement of knowledge, especially insofar 
as such knowledge involved 'promoting procedures 
in the rationalisation of life'.9 It was also 
emphasised that the different divisions of the 
Rockefeller Foundation should co-ordinate their 
efforts in order to create a unified program. Max 
Mason, the president of the Rockefeller 
Foundation, described the overall goal of the 
foundation's unified program in these words: 'The 
salients of concentration... are directed to the 
general problem of human behaviour, with the aim 
of control through understanding'. to 

The program for molecular biology 

As Lily Kay has stressed, it was part of this overall 
agenda in the human sciences that the program in 
molecular biology was elaborated in the 30s and 
later, under the direction of Warren Weaver, the 
program in 'vital processes' as it was initially 
dubbed, was established in 1933. This program 
attempted to focus on those aspects of the life 
process shared· by living organisms in general; it 
came to envision the life process as being based on 
the physicochemical realm of molecules and their 
interaction. The program was interdisciplinary, 
involving not only the various sub-fields of 
biology, but relevant aspects of physics, chemistry, 
and mathematics; accordingly, it would entail the 
co-operation of the Natural Sciences, Medical 
Sciences, and Social Sciences divisions of the 
Rockefeller Foundation. As Kay has noted, 
implicated in the 'molecular vision' is an approach 
based on 'upward causation', that is, an approach 
that explained life in terms of molecules and 
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molecular processes, of the smallest units antI 
processes of livjn~ matter. Life could bellt be 
understood and controlled, it wall belic!vctl, by 
focusing on the molecular (eve,1. , 

The Rockefeller program In molecutu bl(}I~f,'Y 
clearly made major advances in the umlerstandtng 
and potential control of the life process .. C~ntrec.l at 
the California Institute of Technology It Included 
researchers such as geneticists 1110mas flunt 
Morgan and George Beadle, chemists like Linus 
Pauling, and physicists like Max Dclbriick. 
Although the Cal Tech pro~am tended to focus 
on the protein molecule, it laid the groundwork for 
the discovery of the structure and function of 
DNA. Thus, with extensive Hockcfcllcr backing, 
Cal Tech pioneered in assembling interdisciplinary 
teams oriented toward research on the architecture 
of the macro-molecules involved in life processes; 
indeed Cal Tech became the most important 
international centre in this field. More particularly, 
James Watson-who, along with Dritish physicist 
Francis Crick, announced the double-helix 
structure and self-replicating features of DNA in 
1953-worked extensively with Max Dclbriick. 
Watson was also much influenced by the work on 
molecular structure conducted by Pauling.1I 

In The Alo/etular ViJion of Lift, Kay has 
questioned whether the molecular vision is really 
the only valid approach to understanding the life 
process. There are, after all, contending 
approaches, including the evolutionary, the 
ecological, and the organismic (with its stress on 
homeostasis). \Vhy should the molecular be 
privileged as somehow getting at the essence of 
life? Her answer to this question is instructive: 

A biology governed by faith in technology and in the 
ultimate power of upward causation is far more 
amenable to strategies of control than a science of 
downward causation, where dements cannot be fully 
understood IIrart fmm 'he whole, There is selluctive 
empowernu'nr in Il scientific ideolclg)' in \\,hich the 
complexities of the highest levels can be fully 
controlled by mastering the simplicity of the: lowest. 
The rise of molecular biol0lO'. ,hen. repre,entell 'he 
sdcction and rromotion of a particular kind of 
science: one whose fonn Ilnd conlent best fined 
with the willer, domin:lting p:lucrns of knowing and 
duing. The molecular vi~i()n of life was an optimal 
match between technocratic visions of human 
engineering and rc:rrescnt:ltinns of life grounded in 
technological intervention, II relionancc between 
scientific imagination and social vision.t2 

Identifying pcrsonaUty and culture for a world 
of insecurity 

The field of personality and culture was advanced 
under the auspices of the SSRC and other facets of 
Rockefeller philanthropy during the 20s and 30s. 
Themes pertinent to personality and culture were 
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tlilicu55ed in the 'First and Second Colloquia on 
Personality Investi~>ation', held in New York City 
in late 1928 and 1929 respectively, and attended by 
an array of psychologists, psychiatrists, social 
scientists, and specialists in the biomedical fields. 

In t 930, two key SSRC committees on 
personality and culture were established: "The 
Advisory Committee on the Study of the Impact of 
Culture on Personality" chaired by foundation 
officer L1wrence K. Frank, and the 'Advisory 
Committee on Personality and Culture', chaired by 
Canadian psychologist Edwaru A. llott. The first 
committee eventually planned and organised the 
Seminar on the 'Impact of Culture on Personality', 
held at Yale University in 1932-3 under the 
supervision of anthropologist Edward Sapir (with 
the assistance of sociologist John Dollard). The 
second committee was the wrect result of the 
deliberations of the 'Conference on Personality and 
Culture', which was held as part of the SSRC's 
llanovcr Conference of t 930; this committee 
played a major role during the 30s in formulating 
the personality and culture approach, as we wiU see 
below. The Hanover Conference of 1934, 
organised by Frank with General Education Board 
funding, also elaborated the personality and culture 
approach. Among those attending this conference 
were Margaret Mead, John Dollard, Mark A. 1\Iay, 
Robert S. Lynd, and W. Llord Warner.1..l 

In order to understand what they were 
attempting to achieve it is necessary to define the 
term 'personality anu culture' which coupleu two 
concepts that had gained currency in the human 
sciences in the Uniteu States during the first few 
decades of the 20th century. During the early 20th 
century, 'personality' became an important concept 
in ps)'cholog}' and other American social sciences. 
Given impetus by the requirements of personality 
selection during World War I in the work of 
psychologist Walter Dill Scott and others, the 
concept of personality also proved useful for 
business anu cuucation in the assessment of 
individuals for vocational and pedagogical 
purposes. 

The concept was broken down into smaller and 
more precise parts by Gordon Allport, who 
examined personality 'traits' and eventually came to 
focus on the manner in which such traits were 
integrated with each other to form unique 
personalities. The mental hygiene movement also 
.. >ave an important impetus to the study of 
personality, particularly during the 20s and 30s, 
well-funded by the Rockefeller and other 
philanthropies, the mental h),giene movement 
focused on the individual personality-and the 
formation of personality during childhood-as the 
key for dealing not only with personal uifficulties 
but pressing social problems. As Kurt Danziger has 
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observed, 'Interpreting social life in terms of 
metaphors of health anu illness, the mental hygiene 
movement projected hopes of a better future that 
was to emerge, not through the conflict of 
collective social interests, but through the 
'treatment' of individual maladjustment by the 
appropriate agencies of social control'.14 

The anthropological writings of Franz Boas and 
his students were a major source of the culture 
concept utilised in the American social sciences. It 
was during the 30s, Warren Susman has noted, that 
the culture concept attained widespread currency in 
the U.S.-in the work of popular writers as well as 
scholars and social scientists. An especially notable 
event in the elaboration and diffusion of the 
culture concept was the publication in 1934 of 
Pal/ems of Cullure by Ruth Benedict-a student of 
Boas' and an innovator in the field of personality 
and culture. A key reason for the increasing 
currency of the concept of culture was the special 
role many assigned to it during the depression 
years. As the result of the fragmentation of society 
and culture during these years it came to possess, in 
the minds of many, an important socio-political 
function. Culture would provide meaning and 
coherence in a world which seemed to be falling 
apart and in which people had lost faith in the 
dominant political and economic institutions, it 
would assist in creating the social solidarity and 
unity needed to mount an effective political 
initiative for dealing with the depression. IS 

By the 30s, social scientists and foundation 
administrators had combined the concepts of 
personality and culture into a more or less unifieu 
interdisciplinary approach that fitted well with the 
socio-political agenda advanced by Rockefeller 
philanthropy. In a world plagued by economic 
insecurity, crime, labour and social unrest, anu 
other manifestations of social disorder-as well as 
by the rise of fascism and increasing international 
tensions-personality and culture seemed to offer 
social scientists and foundation administrators 
hope that social conflict and disorder could be 
ameliorateu and a new society created. It thus 
seemed to them that an approach oriented to the 
fostering of 'normal' well-adjusted, co-operative 
personalities by means of scientifically informed 
chilu-rearing and educational practices woulO 
provide the key to social order and stability. It was 
hoped by social scientists and philanthropic 
administrators that the latter would be achieved by 
means of the reconstruction of cultural practices, 
especially those geared to the formation of 
personality. 

Lawrence K. Frank, an officer with the General 
Education Board during the 30s, suggesteu that the 
field of personality and culture could assist in the 
revision of cultural practices pertinent to parenting 
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and education in order to foster a healthy superego 
and set of ego-ideals, based on co-operative as 
opposed to competitive values, within the 
adolescent's psyche. By means of such cultural 
reconstruction, Prank noted, the fiercely 
competitive practices that had led to the depression 
and other forms of social disorder would be 
replaced by co-operative practices more 
appropriate to modern industrial society.16 

Along such lines, Frank and others made 
enthusiastic pronouncements about personality and 
culture during the 30s and later, Sociologist Robert 
S. Lynd, for example, proclaimed in 1939: 'the 
precise significance of personality and culture is 
that it is not an additional field for study but that it 
is the field of all of the social sciences. Here lies the key to 
the strengthening of social science by the 'cross­
fertilising of the disciplines', which an agency like 
the Social Science Research Council was 
established to encourage'. Moreover, Lynd 
continued, a social science informed by the 
personality and culture approach could play a 
major role in evaluating and re-shaping American 
culture in order to re-orient it to the needs of 
individuals. Frank, Lynd's old friend, was also quite 
optimistic with regard to this approach, writing in 
1943 'the possibility of improving human life and 
achieving some more humanly desirable and 
valuable social order rests upon our ability to 
modify personality development in the growing 
child and to reconstruct our traditional culture 
toward more desirable patterns',17 

The SSRC's Committee on personality and 
culture: deliberations and activities 

During the period 1930-40, a number of 
prominent North American social scientists were 
involved in the various conferences and projects 
sponsored by the committee. These figures 
included anthropologists Edward Sapir, Robert 
Redfield, Melville J. Herskovits, and Ralph Linton; 
sociologists Ernest Burgess, William I. Thomas, 
Thorsten Sellin, and E.H. Sutherland; psychologists 
Mark A. May, Gardner Murphy, Gordon Allport, 
Edward A. Bott, and Charles H. Judd; and 
psychiatrists Harry Stack Sullivan and Clarence M. 
Hincks. Margaret Mead and John Dollard were also 
involved, a number of publications eventually 
resulted from the work of this committee (actuatJy 
two committees: the Advisory Committee, Peb 
1931-Sept 1934, which was replaced by the 
Research Committee, Oct 1934-Sept 1940), 
induding Cooperation and Co"petition anlong Prifllih'l't 
Peoples, edited by Margaret Mead, and Criteria for the 
Ufo History, by John Dollard. ls Perhaps the main 
achievement of the committee was to focus the 
attention of a number of prorrunent social 
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scientists on the field of personality and culture and 
to stimulate debate and discU!lsion among them 
with regard to the orientation of the field and its 
meaning for social science and policy,I9 

Key topics discussed and elaborated within the 
conferences, reports, and memoranda were the 
concepts of personality, culture, and community, as 
these concepts and their inter.rdationships were 
elaborated, the domain of the micro-social came to 
be articulated as an object of social scientific 
knowledge. Thus, SSRC social scientists came to 
believe that it was, in large part, by means of the 
micro-social processes of child-rearing and 
educational practices, marriage and family life, 
neighbourhood interaction, and so forth, that the 
personality of the individual took shape. The 
micro-processes were culturally-patterned; indeed, 
the word culture in the anthropological and 
sociological sense came to refer precisely to such 
micro-processes and others characteristic of the 
everyday life of ordinary people within 
communities. Along such lines, the best way to 
study personality formation, according to the SSRC 
social scientists, would be to study the impact of 
culture (that is, of the culturally-patterned micro­
processes) on the intlividual within the context of 
small-scale, relatively homogeneous communities. 

As Sapir and others stressed, the individual's 
personality was not simply the product of cultural 
patterning; there was a persisting substrata of 
personality that somehow eluded cultural 
patterning and was the consequence of 'inner' 
constitutional and organic factors. The point was 
to study the interaction of the culturally-patterned 
micro-processes and the inner components 
constituting the indjvidual's personality. In any 
case, what was involved in such study was the 
construction of the realm of the micro-social as an 
object of knowledge. Within the domain of this 
knowledge, the individual could be seen as the 
fundamental unit (analogous to the molecule of 
molecular biology), while the culturally-patterned 
micro-practices (such as child-rearing, going to 
school, and growing up in a particular 
neighbourhood) could be seen as the underlying 
processes of social life (equivalent of the 
physicochemical processes operating on 
molecules). From the standpoint of the micro­
social-as formulated by the personality and 
culture approach-a perspective emphasising large­
scale political and economic events and trends 
tended to be pushed aside, though perhaps not 
necessarily totally disregarded. 

In 1930, Edward Sapir wrote a memorandum 
proposing the establjshment by the SSRC of a 
'Committee on the Interrelationships of Personality 
and Culture' it provides a succinct but important 
outline of the personality and culture approach as it 
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was elaborated by the Committee on Personality 
and Culture, and it i1l worth examining here. The 
memorandum 1Ilre!\sed the value of the study of 
permnality for the social sciences, as these sciences 
were concerned with the actions of specific human 
personalities, it would be necessary for them to 
focus on 'the description of specific behaviour 
manifestations and ... the discovery of the processes 
that enter as factors into the differentiated 
behaviour manifested by the person'. The factors 
which shaped the 'behaviour manifestations' and 
the personalities of individuals could be classified 
either as 'inner' components-'constitutional' 
nrg-mic factors, the neurological system, llrives, and 
sn on-or as cultural patterns, mores, customs, and 
so forth. What would be important to study was 
the manner in which these two sets of factors were 
integrated with each other: 'Personality research 
must study the interdependence of 'inner' 
components and available cultural patterns'. 

While various approaches had been developed 
to study the behaviour of people, it was 
nevertheless emphasised in the memorandum that 
adequate approaches to the study of 'behaviour 
manifestations as they occur in daily life', the 
'ordinary behaviour of every·day people', had not 
yet been developed. Certain approaches-including 
the scientific observation of various types of 
behaviour: autobiographical documents such as 
diaries, journals, letters, :tnd so on; performance 
tests; 'guided interviews supplemented by free­
fantasy, as used by the psychiatrists'; :tnd historical 
records-could be valuable. 111ey would be 
especially useful if they were applied to the study of 
specific communities, that is, 'relatively small 
groups possessed of well-developed cultural 
patterns', such as the communities of the Navajo 
or Plains Indians or the communities of specific 
immigrant groups in the United States. 

Investigating personality within the context of 
specific commul1lucs would require an 
interdisciplinary approach involving the study of 
the group life of the community; 'intensive 
personality studies' of members of the community; 
and studies of how various cultural factors were 
manifested in the group and were incorporated 
within specific individuals. Accordingly, "fhis sort 
of study will require the active team work of the 
cultural anthropologist, the sociologist, the 
psychologist, and the psychiatrist, each sensitive to 
the viewpoints of all the others'.:!!) 

Lake George Conference, 1934 

The personality and culture approach and its 
implications were concisely summarised in a report 
submitted by the Committee on Personality and 
Culture for consideration at the SSRC's Lake 
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George Conference in September 1934. It will be 
instructive for our purposes to look at the final 
section of this report. It was noted in this section 
that 'vast changes in the material conditions of life' 
had been produced by scientific and technological 
innovation. According to the report, what was 
really important to understand, was not necessarily 
such vast changes in themselves, but rather the 
changes in cultural patterns affected by these large­
scale changes. The report thus suggested the 
importance of techno·economic factors as causes 
of social change, but nevertheless indicated that the 
micro·social processes, or, as the report put it, the 
'typical minor patterns'-presumably cultural 
patterns pertinent to child-rearing, family and 
community life, and so on-provided the best 
terrain for elaborating modes of knowledge and 
techniques for enhancing human welfare and 
happiness: 

The main thesis of the present report is that there is 
a possibility of greatly increasing knOWledge with 
regard to the changes wruch are taking place in 
cultural patterns and in individuals affected by these 
patterns. Not only is it urged that there is a 
possibility of increasing knowledge about cultural 
patterns and individuals, but it is further urged that 
only through detailed studies of typical minor 
patterns lsuch as the rearing and education of 
children, family life, neighbourhood interactions, 
etc.1 will it be possible to arrive at an adequate 
understanding and ultimate control of the larger 
patterns of collective life.21 

TIle Committee on Personality and Culture was 
discharged in September 1940 and was succeeded 
by the SSRC's Committee on Social Adjustment­
a key concept elaborated by the social scientists 
involved in the Committee on Personality and 
Culture-in the context of such issues as crime, the 
onset of old age, physical disability, the possession 
of special aptitudes, and so on. Attempting to 
foster an interdisciplinary perspective on such 
issues, the committee involved social scientists 
from various disciplinary backgrounds; the initial 
members . were sociologist Ernest Burgess, 
psychologtst A.T. Poffenberger, and eugenicist 
Prederick Osborn. 

Meanwhile, work on personality and culture 
continued-and in fact reached its heyday after the 
discharge of the Committee on Personality and 
Culture. Cora DuBois' The People oj Alor was 
published in 1944, and the next year marked the 
appearance of Ralph Linton's The Cllllllral 
Backgrollnd of Personality. Various studies of 'national 
character' were made during World War II and the 
Cold War era by social scientists such as Ruth 
Benedict, Geoffrey Gorer, and Margaret Mead. 
Most significantly. Mead popularised aspects of the 
personality and culture approach by means of the 
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numerous books and articles that she published 
during the post-war cra.22 

Mapping the history of this period of social 
science 

The intent of this paper has been to identify key 
definitions and their use in discussing the problems 
at hand and not to disqualify the new knowledge of 
the various micro-dimensions of life promoted by 
Rockefeller philanthropy. It has not been to subject 
such knOWledge to the critique of ideology, but to 
map and situate it historically-to trace the 
contours and the genealogy of the concepts and 
approaches implicated in it in order to provide a 
sense of critical perspective. 

The new knowledge-cspeciaUy that of the 
micro-social-had deeply polyvalent implications 
and it possessed both positive and negative 
ramifications. For example, for administrative uses 
the concept of personality has had a long history of 
use during the 20th century for categorising and 
managing individual difference in accordance with 
the administrative needs of various economic, 
government, and educational bureaucracies.2.1 On 
the other hand the concept of personality proved 
useful to the civil rights movement in the U.S. 
during the 50s and 60s. as civil rights advocates 
used the concept to argue that segregation and 
racism damaged the personalities of African 
Americans. For African Americans during the 60s, 
the notion of culture was similarly polyvalent­
associated with both the much-criticised notion of 
the 'culture of poveny' as well as with the 
valorisation of black culture and identity. 

What concerns me is that with the widespread 
diffusion of the emphasis on the micro-social 
within American culture during the 20th century­
to which personality and culture undoubtedly has 
contributed-there has occurred a neglect of the 
wider structures of power operating \\ithin our 
world. 24 While encouraging interest in such issues 
as child rearing, marriage and family life, as well as 
human relations more generally, the stress on the 
micro-social has perhaps also fostered a sense of 
passivity and perplexity with regard to the larger 
political-economic processes and structures which 
dominate our lives today. 

This paper represents a revised and expanded version of a 
paper I gave at the 24th Annual Conference of the 
European Society for the History of the Human Sciences, 
Moscow Scpt 2005. I thank the audience of the panel 
which I participated for its perceptivc comments and 
criticisms. 
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