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Abstract: Melvin L. Kohn is the author of well-known theory on the relationship between social class,
work and personality, supported by sophisticated cross-national research. Kohn’s theory and research
make a good example for the sociologists of how sociology should be done and cultivated. Here they are
evaluated from the educational perspective.
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For many years I have been teaching sociological methodology at the University of
Warsaw and for many years I have been doing it with the help of Professor Melvin
Kohn. Not himself of course, but his studies, works and ideas. His and his collab-
orators. Melvin Kohn is the author of an intellectually stimulating theory on the
relationship between social class, work and personality (Kohn 1969). This theory has
been supported by sophisticated cross-national research (Kohn 2006). Kohn’s theory
and research make a good example for the sociologists of how sociology should be
done and cultivated. In my speech I would like to demonstrate the value of Kohn’s
theory and research from the educational perspective.

Great theories have modest beginnings. It is certain that Melvin Kohn’s article ‘So-
cial class and parental values’ published in American Journal of Sociology in 1959
(Kohn 1959), fifty years ago did not contain a promise of theories and research
which would develop from it. Scientific theories do not develop by themselves. They
are the fruit of a creative mind. Findings may remain what they are but they can
also become a source of inspiration. We can replicate them, formulate interpreta-
tions, test those interpretations and re-formulate them at a more general theoretical
level.

Studying Kohn’s works we can show our students how the theory about the rela-
tionship between job conditions and personality in industrial society assimilates a new

" This essay was presented at the symposium “Social Structure and Personality under Conditions
of Stability and Change. Research of Melvin L. Kohn and his Collaborators,” celebrating M. L. Kohn
80th anniversary, Warsaw, December 16, 2008.
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range of issues: functioning of bureaucratic organizations, agricultural work, women’s
housework and students’ efforts at school. Moreover, this theory includes reciprocal
effects of work and personality and it reaches beyond capitalist society. Kohn also
takes advantage of the rapid historical changes in East Europe after 1989 to study how
they influence occupational self-direction and personality. He formulates his theory
in more and more general terms—starting from parental values and ending up with
intellectual flexibility and self-directedness of orientation.

This process of theory development and its verification is never to be stopped
since Kohn’s theory reached the status of ‘progressive research program’ (in Lakatos’s
sense), and it generates new research problems. As we know, those kinds of theories
cannot be directly verified. With the passing of time, however, they may stop gener-
ating new research programs and degenerate. However, there is no reason to assume
that in not distant future this could happen to Kohn’s theory.

More or less, this is the way we show our students how a relatively simple research
on the differences in parental values between working class and middle class in
America can develop into complex and dynamic trans-national theory.

II

We also use Melvin Kohn’s works and studies as a prime example of operational-
ization of sociological terms and hypotheses testing. I'm now referring to his article
“Occupational structure and alienation” (Kohn 1976).

Kohn starts from Marx’s idea of the connection between alienation and loss of
control over labor. He first specifies the independent variable and he distinguishes
between loss of control over the product of one’s labor, and loss of control over the
work process. Then, he formulates two hypotheses:

1. Loss of control over the work process increases alienation.

2. Loss of control over the product of one’s labor increases alienation.

In the language of his theory, Kohn refers to the control over the work process
as to occupational self-direction, which includes three dimensions: substantive com-
plexity of work, closeness of supervision and routinization of work. Next, he presents
scales to study each of those three dimensions. He does similarly when dealing with
the second independent variable—specifying it as ownership, and hierarchical posi-
tion.

Next, Kohn specifies (following Melvin Seeman) the notion of alienation, which
includes powerlessness, self-estrangement, anomia and cultural estrangement. He
demonstrates his scales to measure each of those kinds of alienation. This specification
is followed by an analysis, which demonstrates that [iJn this large-scale capitalist
economy, the type of control that is the most important for alienation is control, not
over the product, but over the process of one’s work’.

This way a student is shown, step by step, how sociology can progress from the level
of philosophical ideas through theoretical work and concept analysis, measurement
and choice of indicators, to empirically well-grounded theoretical statements.
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We also use the research of Melvin Kohn’s and his collaborators to show how in-
ventive tests of sociological hypotheses can become. Carmi Schooler in an article
‘Serfdom’s legacy: an ethnic continuum’ (Schooler 1976) managed to prove that the
country of origin of contemporary Americans has influence on their self-direction and
conformity. The longer the serfdom and enforced labor of peasants were maintained
in the country, the less those peasants’ descendants, living hundreds years afterwards
on a different continent, would be intellectually flexible. Being parents, in their chil-
dren’s behavior they value more obedience than self-control. The traces of serfdom
are preserved in their souls.

It was thought that the psychological effects of serfdom can be researched only
through historical sources. However, it has turned out that those effects still exist. In
the social realm nothing disappears without traces, and therefore one should search
for those traces—this is the lesson we can draw from this study. The next lesson is:
do not search for the traces in the dark, because you will never find them. You should
look for them with the wonderful lamp of a theory.

v

Melvin Kohn specializes in comparative research and multicultural tests, which make
his theory particularly appealing. The logic of those studies was formulated by Kohn
himself in a brilliant paper ‘Cross-national research as an analytic strategy’ (Kohn
1987) and it can also be read out from his works and the works of his collaborators.
This logic is easily grasped by students.

Kohn’s strategy is ‘the deliberate choice of a small number of nations that pro-
vide maximum leverage for testing theoretical issues’. “Which countries to com-
pare?’ asks Kohn. And he answers: ‘Cross national research is maximally useful
when it can resolve a disputed question of interpretation’. Again it is not about
chance but theory. We use consecutive cross—national replications as theoretically
steered attempts to proof the universality of his theory. Research conducted in
Poland was to verify if the relationships between work and personality are not lim-
ited to the U.S.A. and Western Europe. Research conducted in Japan and China
was to verify if Kohn’s findings are not limited to the western world. Schooler’s
research was to check if they are not limited to modern society and industrial econ-
omy.

Research conducted by Melvin Kohn and Kazmimierz Slomczyfiski (Kohn and
Slomczynski 1990) contributed to making us aware of the problem of equivalence
of concepts and indices in cross-national research. There is educational value of
Slomczyniski’s difficulties in translating a survey question, which was to assess intel-
lectual flexibility: ‘Suppose you wanted to open a hamburger stand and there were
two locations available. What questions do you consider, in deciding which of the
two locations offers a better business opportunity?” At that time (the survey was con-
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ducted in 1978) there where no hamburgers in Poland and, what is more important,
practically no opportunities for private business.

\Y

Melvin Kohn’s works contain a lot of important ideas for social scientists and students
of sociology —future social scientists. My favorite thought is: ‘one can learn a great
deal about social and psychological phenomena by examining the problems one en-
counters in trying to study them’ (Kohn 1993). Not only does this idea require us to
gather what we now (following Mike Couper) call ‘paradata’, data referring to the
conditions of data gathering process. Kohn also requires us to become researchers of
our own research, and by doing so, researchers of ourselves.

References

Kohn, Melvin L. 1959. “Social Class and Parental Values,” American Journal of Sociology, 64 (4): 337-251.

Kohn, Melvin L. 1969. Class and Conformity: A Study in Values. Homewood, IL: Dorsey Press.

Kohn, Melvin L. 1976. “Occupational Structure and Alienation,” American Journal of Sociology, 82 (1):
111-130.

Kohn, Melvin L. 1987. “Cross-national Research as an Analytic Strategy,” American Sociological Re-
view, 52 (6): 713-731.

Ko hn, Melvin L. 1993. “Doing Social Research under Conditions of Radical Social Change; the Biography
of an Ongoing Research Project,” Social Psychology Quarterly, 56 (1): 4-20.

Kohn, Melvin L. 2006. Change and Stability: A Cross-National Analysis of Social Structure and Personality.
Boulder, CO: Paradigm Press.

Kohn, Melvin L. and Kazimierz M. Slom czynski. 1990. Social Structure and Self-Direction. A Compar-
ative Analysis of the United States and Poland. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Schooler,Carmi. 1976. “Serfdom’s Legacy: an Ethnic Continuum,” American Journal of Sociology, 81 (6):
1265-1286.

Biographical Note: Antoni Sutek is Professor of Sociology at the Institute of Sociology, the University
of Warsaw, Poland. His interests cover the history of sociology, sociological methodology, public opin-
ion research, and ethical problems in sociology. His books (in Polish):include: Polish Surveys. Essays on
Questionnaire Research (2001), Garden of Sociological Methodology (2002) and History of Sociology at the
University of Warsaw (Ed., 2007). From 1994 to 1998, he was President of the Polish Sociological Associ-
ation, and from 1999 to 2001 he served as Chief Adviser on Social Affairs to the Prime Minister of the
Republic of Poland.

Address: E-mail: suleka@is.uw.edu.pl




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Euroscale Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /POL <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


