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As a sociologist, George Homans did not live an exemplary career. For 
all but the most talented and tough-minded, imitating him would be a 
terrible mistake. None of us, for example, should advise aspiring soci- 
ologists to drift into the field untrained through personal connections, 
as George did, even if it resembled the way that George's great-uncle 
Brooks Adams became professor of history at Harvard. We should not 
advise our favorite students to take out five years for military service; to 
battle their most prestigious and powerful colleagues; to speak their 
minds loudly, articulately, and often; to detest cant even more than 
ignorance; to insist that J. M. W. Turner was the first and greatest 
Impressionist painter; to argue openly that their field's fundamental 
propositions come, and should come, from behavioristic psychology; to 
work simultaneously in Medieval history, social theory, poetry, and the 
study of small groups; to write autobiographical statements that, while 
charming in other respects, reveal their contempt for much of what 
paraded as social science. George did these risky things, and got away 
with them, more or less. But then George was ... well, George. 

Years ago, I attended a memorial service for a colleague at which one 
famous academic essentially read the departed scholar's curriculum 
vitae, and the equally famous following speaker detailed his personal 
acquaintance with the deceased in an item-by-item demonstration of 
how much the deceased owed the speaker. It was only the quiet recita- 
tion of the Khaddish that gave us who came to grieve the moral relief 
we longed for; some of us wept. Let me avoid both the solemn enumer- 
ation of George's scholarly honors and the egocentric recitation of My 
Life with George (or His with Me) in favor of reminders of his distinc- 
tive qualities. Some of those reminders will come, inevitably, from my 
own direct observation, others from hearsay, still others from George's 
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varied writings. My memoir of George will serve as a heartfelt exercise 
in what William McNeill calls mythistory, the weaving together of par- 
tial truths, conjectures, and interpretations into a story that we can 
hope conveys some of the profounder truth in George's intellectual 
legacy. 

A telamon is the male equivalent of a caryatid; both are gendered 
architectural statues, load-bearing columns in the shape of persons. 
George was a telamon, standing straight and bearing his burden 
without flinching. Indeed, he himself offered a similar architectural 
metaphor. "Such a memorial is this I raise" he wrote, 

- If they need monument  whose work you see - 
To famous ancestors. My revery plays 
Above the passion of a family. 

A lineage is greater than the sum 
Of lives, however rich each life has been. 
Left on the ground the quarried stones are dumb: 
The lifted arch will tell us what they mean. 

["The Old House"] 

In all of his four principal worlds - Massachusetts Bay, Harvard, the 
American navy, and sociology - George commanded grudging admira- 
tion for his forthrightness, vigor, autonomy, and refusal to be cowed. As 
a teacher, he projected clarity and confidence. First he made the social 
world problematic, and then he decoded it - not in the aggressive, 
doubtful, complicating glosses of today's deconstructionists, but in the 
heroic reordering of a Michael Ventris or a Gregor Mendel. Surely I'm 
not the only student who entered sociology shortly after World War II 
as a result of hearing George Homans, in his Soc Rel lb, lecture con- 
cretely, forcefully, and with elegant simplicity, on the groups that even- 
tually became the subject matter of The Human Group: the Bank 
Wiring Observation Room, the Norton Street Gang, the Tikopia family 
became prisms through which to view all social life. 

George made it all seem so systematic and intelligible! With William 
Butler Yeats, he conveyed 

My curse on plays 
That have to be set up in fifty ways, 
On the day's war with every knave and dolt, 
Theatre business, management of men. 
I swear before the dawn comes round again 
I'U find the stable and pull out the bolt. 

["The Fascination of What's Difficult"] 
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Few of us can have escaped George's lectures without thinking, how- 
ever secretly, that right principles are always simple principles, that any 
social scientist whose chief message concerns the ineffable complexity 
of social life has missed her calling, that profusion of concepts cripples 
effective theory. Even his didactic prose had a poem's sinews. "But in 
sociology," George once wrote, 

we have not made as much progress 
as we might have, and the reason is clear. 
We have pursued the higher branches of our science 
before the trunk was strong. We have not  grown 
because we have had nothing to grow from. 

[The Human Group, page 5] 

Somewhere in our memories stands the image of a man, ramrod 
straight, stentorian, Occam's razor gripped firmly in his hand: entia non 
praeter necessitatem multiplicanda, he intones. Our telamon still stands. 

By George's column we can stack a formidable series of books, from 
Massachusetts on the Sea (published in 1930) to The Witch Hazel 
(published in 1988). From the very beginning they show the marks of 
George's literary aspirations and experience. The prose is always crisp, 
pithy, and declarative, the argument always laid out with precision. 
George probably cared as much about how he said things as what he 
said; he cared greatly about both. In others, he hated fuzzy thought and 
sloppy writing - I'm not sure in which order. After years of remaining 
preternaturally silent about his colleague Talcott Parsons's works, a 
silence George's own autobiography describes as "pusillanimous" and 
"hypocritical," George made it clear in the 1950s that he found Parsons 
guilty of both fuzzy thought and sloppy writing; each fault, in George's 
view, compounded the other. 

Despite his early co-authorship of an important introduction to Pare- 
to's thought, George also disliked books, as put it, "of words about 
other people's words." He once ended a heated discussion about the 
place of theory in Harvard's sociology curriculum with a loud groan of 
"Who cares what old Durkheim said?" Yeats spoke for Homans: 

Bald heads forgetful of their sins, 
Old, learned, respectable bald heads 
Edi t  and annotate the lines 
That young men, tossing on their beds, 
Rhymed out in love's despair 
To flatter beauty's ignorant ear. 
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All shuffle there; all cough in ink; 
All wear the carpet with their shoes; 
All think what other people think; 
All know the man their neighbor knows. 
Lord, what would they say 
Did their Catullus walk that way? 

["The Scholars"] 

His students inherited George's distrust of theory for its own sake and 
theories about theories. George wrote on general theoretical issues, 
and quite eloquently, but always with concrete applications in mind. 
Even when they disagreed, his students and readers came away stim- 
ulated and refreshed. George was a vivifier, a life-giver. 

George anticipated sociologists' widespread move toward "methodo- 
logical individualism," as he noted somewhat ruefully in Coming to My 
Senses: ruefully because later-comers generally turned to neoclassical 
microeconomics rather than behavioristic psychology for their funda- 
mental propositions, because they usually ignored the small-scale 
social processes George took as his principal objects of explanation, 
and because, no doubt, he became uneasy whenever he seemed to have 
become part of a mass movement. He preferred marching to distant 
drummers. 

Can a telamon march? Paul Klee's great painting "Revolution of the 
Viaducts" shows massive, broad-shouldered arches striding together 
across a bare ground, heading toward a decisive action. Of course, to 
be true to George's memory we would have to substitute Turner for 
Klee. But that is how we should remember George: humane, reflective, 
even quixotic at times, but always, ever heading toward the action. 

We arrive at a contradiction. Given George Homans's strong views on 
proper theory and his readiness to give them vent, we might have 
expected him to dismiss as worthless the work of his many students and 
colleagues who failed to follow his precepts. Yet he actually encour- 
aged a wide variety of research and theorizing, including such large- 
scale efforts to explain social processes by social structure as Theda 
Skocpol's analyses of revolutions. At the same time as he was working 
out the arguments of Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms, he co- 
directed my dissertation without making the slightest effort to turn me 
into a behavioral psychologist, and cheered me on when I returned as a 
Harvard colleague doing all manner of structural analyses. "You can 
build good theory in the damnedest ways," he used to declare. Yet 
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when he took his turn in the pulpit - his turn often came - he sermon- 
ized with gusto. 

Not to say that George always handled his juniors with supreme tact. 
He had little use for student or faculty radicals, and said so. His un- 
published theory of the Eastern Gentry - handing on an elite tradition 
from one generation to the next, but always open to new and worthy 
talent - dissonated with the populist democracy of the 1960s. "Barry's 
got some funny ideas," he once said of Barrington Moore, "but he must 
be all right, since his grandfather was commodore of the New York 
Yacht Club." As George himself wrote: 

Since enterprises all require, 
Though not all say it openly, 
Rank, and for men of hke degree 
Companionship by forge and fire. 

And on this theme of countless jobs 
Man must embroider, till at last 
He has constructed class and caste: 
Before we know it we are snobs. 

]"Fundamentals of Sociology"] 

Our telamon never lost his aristocratic bearing. 

George's joyful snobbery extended to the Navy he had served for five 
years, as I once learned to my pain. During World War II he com- 
manded several small ships, and even wrote two sociological articles 
about the experience as part of his return to civilian life. He also devel- 
oped a certain contempt for staff officers, especially those in such 
bureaucratic branches as the Supply Corps. That was where I came in. 
Toward the end of paying for my college education in return for my 
membership in NROTC, the Navy discovered to our mutual chagrin 
something neither had previously realized: I was slightly color-blind, 
and therefore ineligible, by the rules of the time, to command a ship, 
hence to become a line officer. On my graduation, the government gave 
me a commission in the Supply Corps, and let me start graduate school. 

Two years or so later, George had not only recruited me as his teaching 
assistant but also scored a coup by persuading crusty master Elliot 
Perkins of Lowell House to name me as the house's first-ever resident 
tutor in sociology. Just then, alas, the Navy called me to active duty; it 
needed officers for its part in the Korean War. In the late spring, I went 
to George's office in Emerson Hall to tell him the bad news about the 
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coming fall. At least, I thought, he would get some consolation from 
learning that I was going to serve, like him, as a naval officer. He was, in 
fact, kind about the whole affair until he found out about my forth- 
coming military assignment. He roared in a voice I was sure could be 
heard across the whole Harvard Yard, "My God, Charlie, not the 
Supply Corps!" He had unwittingly nurtured a petty bureaucrat. Even 
as a junior naval officer, George Homans never resembled a petty 
bureaucrat. He never resembled a petty anything. He resembled a bull 
in a china shop. 

George Homans, the china-smashing iconoclast, had a renewing sense 
of difference. His fellow New England poet Robert Frost summed up 
for us: 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And  sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 

Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And  having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 

And  both that morning equally lay 
In leaves no step had t rodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 
Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 

I shall be  telling this with a sigh, 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I - 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And  that has made all the difference. 

["The Road Not Taken"] 

His differences made a difference to us, his colleagues, friends, and 
successors. 

George was not, it is true, above rejoicing in his own talents, and there- 
by shaming or intimidating those about him. Rondo Cameron, a class- 
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mate of George's during the great 1958-59 inaugural year at the 
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, told his 
Homans story roughly this way: at the year's beginning, everyone sat 
around and talked a lot, organized seminars, and caught up on reading. 
George, however, had arrived in Palo Alto with a plan for a new book. 
From the beginning of his stay, he would arrive at the center early, have 
a cup of coffee with the colleagues, then stride off to his study. At noon 
he would reappear for lunch, join the volleyball game, in season, then 
again disappear into his study. Toward suppertime he would emerge 
and head for home. Meanwhile, other fellows at the center talked, 
seminared, read, and had a wonderful time. 

George's program, if I remember the story correctly, was to write four 
pages a day. Characteristically, he did. Toward April, many people were 
getting uneasy about their delay in writing the masterpieces for which 
they had come to the center. One morning at coffee George said, "Well, 
I'm going to finish today." The remark struck terror into his colleagues' 
hearts. When he emerged at day's end, goes the tale, he announced 
"Well, I finished!" The first draft of Social Behavior: Its Elementary 
Forms, was ready. The next day he sat around, chatted, and drank 
coffee all morning - while guilt, envy, and despair overcame his slug- 
gard neighbors. The fellows must have wished they could curse our 
telamon, like Lot's wife, into a pillar of salt. Of course, Rondo 
Cameron's telling and my memory may have distorted the details. But 
the story is vintage Homans. 

George Homans never hoarded all the vintage for himself; for those 
who had the taste and strength, he poured out the libations willingly. 
He let us, his intellectual heirs, know that for the stout of heart the road 
to true knowledge remained open. Again Robert Frost made the point: 

One of my wishes is that those dark trees, 
So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze, 
Were not as 'twere, the merest mask of gloom, 
But stretched away unto the edge of doom. 

I should not be withheld but that some day 
Into their vastness I should steal away, 
Fearless of ever finding open land, 
Or highway where the slow wheel pours the sand. 

I do not see why I should e'er turn back; 
Or those should not set forth upon my track 
To overtake me, who should miss me here 
And long to know if still I held them dear. 
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They would not find me changed from him they knew - 
Only more sure of all I thought was true. 

["Into My Own"l 

When we finally catch up to George, we will find him laughing and 
shouting: "What took you so long?" 

Acknowledgments 

I have adapted this memoir from a talk given during the Celebration of 
the Life and Work of George Caspar Homans (Harvard University, 9 
November 1989). I am grateful to Theda Skocpol for her invitation to 
give the talk. Some material in the memoir comes from hearsay and 
unverified memory; please do not quote it as Absolute Truth! 

References 

Robert Frost, Robert Frost's Poems. New York: Washington Square Press of Pocket 
Books/Simon & Schuster, 1971. 

George C. Homans, The Human Group. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1950. 
George C. Homans, Coming to my Senses. The Autobiography of a Sociologist. New 

Brunswick: Transaction, 1984. 
George C. Homans, The Witch Hazel Poems of a Lifetime. New Brunswick: Trans- 

action, 1988. 
W. B. Yeats, Selected Poems and Three Plays of William Butler Yeats. New York: Collier/ 

Macmillan, 1986.3d edn. 


