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Abstract
Elżbieta Halas’s Reintroducing Florian Znaniecki proves timely in recovering a ne-
glected thinker from sociology’s past. She does this by revealing new influences on 
Znaniecki’s thought, like French conventionalism, in addition to streams of thought 
that he influenced, above all “the Thomas theorem.” Halas’s book encourages soci-
ologists to refamiliarize themselves with Znaniecki’s “culturalism.” In today’s space 
of possible position-takings, I argue that Znaniecki’s sociological thought is radical: 
while the concepts and terms are familiar, and sometimes shockingly contemporary, 
they are structured, entirely uniquely, around the principle of relativity.

Elżbieta Halas’s Reintroducing Florian Znaniecki (hereafter RFZ) is the most deft 
and comprehensive English-language survey available of the thought of the Polish-
American sociologist and philosopher Florian Znaniecki. Znaniecki wrote a lot, and 
with a lot of ambition, but he is not remembered a lot today. A glimpse at his recent 
citation history suggests a historical figure, though not exactly a classic—more an 
antiquarian’s hobbyhorse.1 However, as Halas shows, sociologists don’t need to clas-
sicize Znaniecki or cosplay intellectual historians to find a reason to read him. We 
have good theoretical (cum genealogical) reasons to read Znaniecki today.

Halas’s book makes clear that Znaniecki was present at the launch of concepts 
that underwrote key parts of 20th century American sociology. And, afterward, he 
continued to think. Indeed, Znaniecki built a fully equipped fork in the road, even if 

1  Further evidence might come in the fact that most of Znaniecki’s books are available on the Internet 
Archive, uncopyrighted.
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few seem to travel by it. In this response, I hope to rectify that a little with Halas’s 
expert help.

I first critique Robert Merton’s (1995) argument for why Znaniecki had no shaping 
influence on “the Thomas theorem.” A detour through the Thomas theorem is a good 
way to locate Znaniecki’s fork, I argue, because he did influence it. Here, we find an 
off-ramp into a sociological landscape mostly unknown today, though with familiar 
beacons, like “action,” “values,” “systems,” and “culture.” As I conclude, radical 
culturalism is an apt designation, relative to our own time, for what Znaniecki was 
up to.

“If Men Define Situations as Real …”

Znaniecki is still known by sociologists for his collaboration with W.I. Thomas on 
the sociological epic The Polish Peasant in all five of its volumes. Znaniecki met 
Thomas when the latter was in Warsaw doing research on the origins of immigrants 
to the US. Znaniecki was a philosopher, having not long before completed his doc-
toral training in that field, and was at the time engaged in “extremely intense schol-
arly work and a series of brilliant philosophical publications,” most of which remain 
untranslated (RFZ: 5). It was during WWI when Thomas would invite Znaniecki to 
come to the University of Chicago and its sociology department. There, Znaniecki 
became a core member of the “First Chicago School” alongside Thomas, Robert Park 
and Ernest Burgess.

In Chicago, Thomas and Znaniecki began their famous collaboration. The first 
two volumes of The Polish Peasant (hereafter TPP) appeared in 1918. Even after 
Thomas was dismissed from the University of Chicago, their work continued unim-
peded, yielding three more volumes by 1920. Thomas was personally and profes-
sionally important to Znaniecki’s story. Noteworthy, however, is the role Znaniecki 
plays in the riveting tale behind one of the most famous quotes in the history of 
sociology. That quote is, of course, “if men define situations as real, they are real in 
their consequences.”

It comes from The Child in America: Behavior Problems and Programs (1928), 
authored by W.I. Thomas and Dororthy Swaine Thomas.2 “Situations [condition] 
behavior,” the argument goes in the chapter of the book “The Methodology of Behav-
ior Study,” and the “objective reality” of a situation matters for how people act in it, 
but “even the highly subjective record has value for a behavior study” (572). Specifi-
cally, it is the “subject’s view of the situation, how he regards it, [that] may be the 
most important element for interpretation.” All of this is context for the following:

The warden of Dannemora prison recently refused to honor the court to send an 
inmate outside the prison walls for some specific purpose. He excused himself 
on the ground that the man was too dangerous. He had killed several persons 
who had the unfortunate habit of talking to themselves on the street. From the 
movement of their lips he imagined that they were calling him vile names, and 

2  For clarity, Dorothy was a “Thomas” before marrying W.I. in 1935.
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he behaved as if this were true. If men define situations as real, they are real in 
their consequences (572, emphasis added).

Here is where things get tricky. How do we cite the famous quote? By including one 
Thomas or two? Merton (1995) presents a legal brief arguing for the merits of a solo 
citation of W.I., with Merton himself having been accused of this exact “partial cita-
tion” and thus, by erasing Dorothy, further contributing to the “genderization [sic.]” 
of sociology. It was Merton who actually coined the phrase “the Thomas theorem” 
in his essay “The Self-Fulfilling Prophesy” (1948). There, W.I. is given solo credit. 
Yet, as Merton shows (“exhibit 6”) in 1995, Dorothy Thomas told him in a letter from 
1973 (“the smoking-gun letter”) that she was brought onto The Child in America at 
the request of the Rockefeller Foundation who was funding it, to do the statistical 
work (her specialty). She concludes the letter thusly: “The concept of ‘defining the 
situation’ was strictly W.I.’s” (Dorothy Thomas quoted in Merton, 1995: 401). R.S. 
Smith (1999) presents a thorough rebuttal of Merton’s evidence. Among other points, 
Smith argues that even the “smoking gun letter” doesn’t confirm non-authorship of 
the Theorem. Dorothy Thomas could have still had a hand in writing the words. She 
was, after all, known to be a “careful and skillful editor of her own and other people’s 
writing” (68).

In Merton v. Smith on the matter of the Theorem, I think a hung jury is likely, in 
large part because of expectations around co-authorship and their ambiguity a hun-
dred years ago relative to our own present age of author contributions and account-
ability (How and when should we be anachronistic? ). But there is something further 
to examine on the question of the Theorem and giving credit where credit is due. 
Lost in the concentration on who wrote the words is who supplied the “content” of 
the Theorem.

Merton offers minor addendum on this front, after confidently closing his case: 
“this accumulation of evidence would also seem to bear upon the suggestion by How-
ard P. Becker that the theorem was ‘in content at least … probably Znaniecki’s” (Mer-
ton, 1995: 414). What Merton quotes (sans citation) from here is a footnote in a 1945 
essay by Becker in which Becker misattributes the Thomas theorem quote to TPP 
and then adds the following: “The phrase, in content at least, is probably Znaniecki’s; 
his Cultural Reality (1919), based on his earlier Polish writings (1910, 1912, et seq) 
elaborates its significance in a very profound way” (Becker, 1945: 80n21). In rebut-
tal, Merton notes that in 1939 Znaniecki had explained in an interview that, in their 
collaboration on TPP, W.I. Thomas had “at the time already formulated several well-
known and original theories in social psychology and sociology,” and that his own 
work had been about “general theory of culture and in epistemology.” By highlight-
ing this, Merton is suggesting that the content of the Theorem comes from Thomas 
not Znaniecki.

Even though Merton (and also Smith for that matter) treats the question of 
Znaniecki’s credit as minor by comparison to Dorothy Thomas’s credit, he knows he 
must offer some conclusion on Znaniecki’s contribution to the Theorem because, in 
addition to Becker’s footnote observation, Merton also knows that the phrase “defini-
tion of the situation” is closely linked to the Theorem (probably why Becker could 
so grossly misattribute its source) and he knows that it first appears in Thomas and 
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Znaniecki’s TPP vol. 1 (1918: 68), specifically in the “Methodological Note” that 
opens the book: “the situation is the set of values and attitudes with which the indi-
vidual or the group has to deal in a process of activity and with regard to which this 
activity is planned and its results appreciated. Every concrete activity is the solu-
tion of a situation” (68). Here we can also point to a review of TPP by Theodore 
Abel. In it, Abel observes that “and so far as the theoretical aspects of the treatise 
are concerned, Znaniecki’s recent publications indicate clearly that his influence in 
their formulation was dominating” (1929: 666). Abel doesn’t specify what “recent 
publications” he is referring to, but we can assume that it includes Znaniecki’s Cul-
tural Reality (1919) and The Laws of Social Psychology (1925) both published by the 
University of Chicago Press.

Even as Merton dismisses Becker’s quip that the “content” of the Theorem was 
“probably Znaniecki’s,” he doesn’t tell us what he thinks that content might be, at 
least not in 1995. We can therefore only infer that he understands it in the way he used 
the Theorem to formulate “the self-fulfilling prophesy” many years earlier.

The first part of the theorem provides an unceasing reminder that men respond 
not only to the objective features of a situation, but also, and at times primar-
ily, to the meaning this situation has for them. And once they have assigned 
some meaning to the situation, their consequent behavior and some of the con-
sequences of that behavior are determined by the ascribed meaning (Merton, 
1948: 194).

Merton’s treatment of the Theorem, here, relies upon the single quote from The Child 
in America, though does not cite it.3 He also does not cite TPP. Merton obviously 
elaborates on quote; but he likely didn’t feel bad about his emendation. For Merton 
(193), “the same theorem had been repeatedly set forth by disciplined and observant 
minds” long before Thomas, among them Marx and Freud (see also Merton, 1995: 
382 − 83).4 Thomas’s only real claim to fame involves his words, which is far from 
nothing in Merton’s view.5

3  This is likely the single biggest reason (see Merton, 1995: 387; Smith, 1995) for what remains a wide 
familiarity with the Theorem among sociologists combined with an equally wide ignorance of its origins. 
Merton’s essay was republished, still sans citation, in his widely read Social Theory and Social Structure.
4  Merton (1995: 383) points out that George Herbert Mead came up with a similar formulation as the 
Theorem (“If a thing is not recognized as true, then it does not function as true in the community”) around 
the same time, but no one remembers it, even though Mead himself has obtained “classic” status.
5  Merton’s use of “situation” in defining the self-fulfilling prophesy is also worth a brief examination. W.I. 
Thomas had visited at Harvard in 1936-37, and almost certainly crossed paths with Merton who had fin-
ished his PhD in 1936 but remained at Harvard through 1939 when he left for Tulane. Notably, Merton was 
likely initially exposed to the idea of the “situation” not only by Thomas but also by Parsons, who amply 
features the concept in The Structure of Social Action, and who also discussed it in his advanced theory 
course, which Merton took. But we might infer that it was Thomas, again, who was far more influential 
on Merton’s thinking than Parsons on this particular score, not to mention more generally—Merton (1995: 
410 − 11) names himself as part of “the Thomas sociocognitive network.” We can see the difference in 
comparison. There is a factual burden to the “situation” that we can retrieve from Parsons (1937: 44), who 
clearly distinguishes between elements an actor can control in a situation (“the means”) and elements they 
cannot control (“the conditions”). With Merton, however, and this becomes clearest in the “self-fulfilling 
prophecy” but shades of it can be seen in his earlier article “Social Structure and Anomie” (Merton 1938a: 
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But consider the following, and how the definition of the situation seems to appear 
more as a “systemization” (e.g., a feeding-forward only by first feeding-back) than as 
one discrete thing (e.g., a non-relative “meaning”). Consider further how such a sys-
temization appears to fit with the goals of TPP and its focus on “one class of a modern 
society in the whole concrete complexity of its life,” particularly in a period of “tran-
sition from the old forms of social organization that had been in force … for many 
centuries, to a modern form of life.” As Thomas and Znaniecki put it, “the selection 
of the Polish peasant society [was] motivated at first by somewhat incidental reasons” 
but has proved “to be a fortunate one [because they] have preserved enough of the 
old attitudes to make their sociological reconstruction possible” and are “sufficiently 
advanced upon the new way to make a study of the development of modern attitudes 
particularly fruitful” (Thomas & Znaniecki 1918: 74–75).

In what is probably the earliest and most thorough formulation of the “content” of 
the Theorem, Thomas and Znaniecki write as follows:

The situation involves three kinds of data: (1) the objective conditions under 
which the individual or society has to act, that is, to totality of values—eco-
nomic, social, religious, intellectual, etc—which at the given moment affect 
directly or indirectly the conscious status of the individual or group. (2) The 
pre-existing attitudes of the individual or the group which at the given moment 
have an actual influence upon his behavior. (3) The definition of the situation, 
that is, the more or less clear conception of the conditions and consciousness 
of the attitudes. And the definition of the situation is a necessary preliminary 
to any act of the will, for in given conditions and with a given set of attitudes 
an indefinite plurality of actions is possible, and one definite action can appear 
only if these conditions are selected, interpreted, and combined in a determined 
way and if a certain systematization of these attitudes is reached, so that one of 
them becomes predominant and subordinates the others (1918: 68; emphasis 
added).

What we find here is not only different from Merton’s “prophesy” rendering, it is archi-
tectonically different; it includes additional elements that he does not. Most notice-
ably, there are three elements involved (objective conditions, pre-existing attitudes, 
definition of the situation) for Thomas and Znaniecki, rather than the two (objective 
features of a situation, meaning this situation has) we find in Merton. The phrase an 
“act of will” is also missing from Merton, which is not an insignificant omission. 
As Thomas and Znaniecki add, the definition of the situation can be “a reflex and 
instinctive,” or it can be the product of “reflection, after which either a ready social 
definition is applied or a new definition worked out” (Thomas & Znaniecki 1918: 
69). Notably, this occurs before anything that might resemble an act of will. Finally, 

679 especially) as well as in “Science and the Social Order” (which includes his first explicit mention of 
Thomas; see Merton 1938b: 331 − 32), there is not the same association of the “situation” with an unbudge-
able factualism. The emphasis, rather, is on how “the conditions” of a situation can themselves be factually 
contingent. Hence: “The self-fulfilling prophesy is, in the beginning, a false definition of the situation 
evoking a new behavior which makes the originally false conception true” (Merton, 1948: 195). I thank 
the Editor for drawing my attention to many of these details.
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what could be entailed by the “systemization of attitudes” in which “one becomes 
predominant and subordinates the others”?

Consider, further, the following selection from the introduction to volume 3 of 
TPP, which is dedicated to tracing the “life record of an immigrant,” using an innova-
tive method to “reconstruct typical lines of genesis” in the immigrant story:

When the individual constructs his life-organization himself instead of having it 
imposed upon him by society, his problem always consists, as we have already 
seen, in the determination of the vague. Any new situation is always vague and 
its definition demands not only intellectual analysis of the objective data but 
determination of the attitude itself, which becomes explicit and distinct only 
by manifesting itself in action. The definition of the new situation is therefore 
possible only if a new corresponding attitude can directly arise out of some pre-
ceding one, as its qualification or modification in view of the new values, and 
this determination of the attitude is in turn possible only if the new situation can 
be defined on the ground of some analogy with known situations —as an old 
problem viewed from a new standpoint (Thomas & Znaniecki, 1919: 48–49).

Meanwhile, in the culminating volume 5 of TPP, which examines the “formation of 
a new Polish-American society … slowly evolving from Polonism to Americanism” 
(Thomas & Znaniecki 1920: xi), we can find an analysis of five cases of “the actual 
disruption of the marriage-group” after the “general decay of the institutional sig-
nificance of marriage” that correlates with encroaching Americanism. A “one-sided 
definition of the situation” is typical across all the cases. Both partners to the mar-
riage know “they can escape the unpleasant situation” and, in connection with “tem-
peramental misadaptation [sic.]” uncomfortably observable in marital disputes of all 
kinds, “the break of the conjugal relation appears as the only possible solution.” But 
then “the other side of the question presents itself. The remembrance of the desirable 
features of past conjugal life gradually brings forward an entirely different defini-
tion and the individual is inclined to return.” Thus, sets off a “breaking and making” 
cycle—definitions of the situation oscillating wildly back and forth—that sustains 
itself for a while (ibid.: 254 − 55).

Andrew Abbott & Rainer Egloff (2008) have argued that Znaniecki’s ideas “chal-
lenged and furthered those of Thomas.” Still, they concede: “the governing ideas and 
forms of TPP did not come from Znaniecki” (233). Nevertheless, they waffle: there 
“is no question that Znaniecki made major intellectual contributions to TPP and that 
he drafted substantial portions of the text” (231). Abbott and Egloff note that “there is 
no indication of the sophisticated social vision of the self” that can be found in “The 
Methodological Note” in any of Thomas’s previous writings. From 1912 to 1916, 
they argue, his thinking seems to have undergone a transformation. Thomas had met 
Znaniecki in 1914 and employed him as a research assistant the following year. That 
arrangement lasted only about a year and half before Thomas and Znaniecki became 
Thomas and Znaniecki—famous co-authors. Although Abbott and Egloff don’t men-
tion it, perhaps the growing intellectual relationship between Thomas and Znaniecki 
and the intellectual transformation of Thomas was more than coincidental.
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This leads me to two conclusions: first, I think we have reason to believe, given 
the narrative that Abbott and Egloff provide and some details I’ll flesh out more 
below, especially concerning the tantalizing notion of “systemization” in TPP and 
the focus on “the real” in the Theorem, that Znaniecki did have a hand in shaping 
Thomas’s thinking. Second, I think we can therefore be skeptical of Merton’s dis-
missal of Znaniecki’s influence on the Theorem. As Smith (1995: 66) indicates, lever-
aging a point of Merton’s against him, if W.I. and Dorothy Thomas, and Znaniecki, 
and even Merton (1995: 410–411) himself were all part of the same “sociocogni-
tive network,” wouldn’t that at least suggest influence enough to merit co-citation 
of members credited as authors on the same book regardless of anything else? This 
would further imply a distinction between theorizing and the writing of words, and 
how significant or insignificant that distinction is. We should add that Merton (1995: 
415) is not correct in claiming that Znaniecki “made no sustained use of [definition 
of the situation] either before or after the great collaboration.” Halas shows quite the 
contrary to be the case (RFZ: 55ff).6 Especially in Cultural Sciences (1952: 242), 
Znaniecki elaborates on the definition of the situation extensively. For now, we can 
focus on “systemization of attitudes.” That is where I think the influence of Znaniecki 
becomes most apparent.

The French Connection

As Halas argues, the most significant principle that undergirds Znaniecki’s work is 
the idea that “knowledge requires a system … every scientific concept should appear 
in a broader conceptual group, where the concepts support each other” (RFZ: 23). 
Thus, his “sociological theory is constructed as a theory of social systems, and more 
broadly, as a theory of cultural systems.” Yet, as Halas indicates (28), Znaniecki did 
not have a “holistic understanding of culture,” even while he advocated for “cultur-
alism” as a framework for all knowledge. There are three lines of influence on his 

6  That Znaniecki wouldn’t drop his interest in the definition of the situation is not unusual. Notions of 
“the situation” prepared large areas of sociological work through the midcentury period and well into “the 
sixties.” See for instance, Howard S. Becker’s (1963) deviance model (especially 130ff), and the codifica-
tion of “social problems” sociology (Spector and Kitsuse 1977: 41). Goffman’s frame analysis, rooted 
explicitly in the “definition of the situation,” should also be mentioned (1974: 10–11). We also shouldn’t 
forget C Wright Mills’ (1943) “situated action —the rediscovery of which theoretically revitalized cultural 
sociology, at least for a little while (Vaisey, 2010). Mills’s essay is typically read in conjunction with Mills’ 
own Weberian pragmatism, mixed with a little Kenneth Burke. But he cites Znaniecki’s Social Actions 
on two key occasions (Mills, 1943: 907, 908). The parts of the book that Mills cites are places where 
Znaniecki (1936: 29–30) talks about “attitudes” and “social instruments” (73). First, Znaniecki never uses 
the word “motive” in the earlier passage; though we could potentially read Mills as simply trading his 
word (borrowed from Burke) “motive” for Znaniecki’s word “attitude.” Second, Mills then goes on to call 
“motive” a “social instrument, i.e. data by modifying which the agent will be able to influence [himself or 
others].” Mills adds “social instrument” to the quote. For Znaniecki (73), it reads instead “for the action to 
be really performed there must be some data ….” For him, the “social instrument” is whatever (he men-
tions inanimate objects, bodies, and words as equally qualifying) can be used “to modify the social object,” 
which includes the actor and other people but also carries a more general meaning. The implication is that 
the “situation” is the social object and social instruments can modify it. Znaniecki appears to reify “the 
situation” far less than Mills, for whom motives seem more attached to situations, and operate more as a 
constraint on action.
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thinking that helps us make sense of his approach; one of these is well-known, the 
other two less so.

First, pragmatism. As Halas shows, Znaniecki was conversant with pragmatism 
before he came to Chicago, and Znaniecki’s pragmatism also differs in a few ways 
from a fully American version. It relies on a more complete rejection of behaviorism 
than John Dewey, though it does not reject rationalism in quite the same way as Wil-
liam James. While Znaniecki emphasized “the concept of activity as more general 
and primary than purely cognitive thought” (RFZ: 17). Thus, Znaniecki endorsed 
the “category of active tendency,” which he drew in part from Henri Bergson, which 
refers “precisely to will as the basic given of experience. He also emphasized “the 
rationality of all reality that can be conceptualized,” though he did not think that 
reality could be “rationally grasped as a whole” (19). Hence, while Znaniecki “con-
sidered pragmatism the most radical orientation for human science,” he also insisted 
that any such science “encompassed much more than pragmatism” (21). So what 
could this tell us?

The “definition of the situation” has been a concept frequently associated with 
pragmatism, but the parts of it in Thomas and Znaniecki’s description that seem 
strange seem to reveal a second line of influence that has remained mostly unknown 
until Halas brings it to light in RFZ. This is the French epistemology of the early 
20th century, or French conventionalism, a thought collective associated with physi-
cists like Pierre Duhem and Henri Poincaré.7 During his time at the Sorbonne in 
1908-09 Znaniecki first learned of the French epistemology. Among other things, 
he learned its claim that science is knowledge not of “things, but … the relations 
between them” (RFZ: 14). He learned about methodological pluralism and the value 
of history for science. He also learned how being a scientist and not seeing morality, 
aesthetics, or religion as lesser or even replaceable knowledge was a requirement. 
Most importantly, it seems, Znaniecki (1934: 12) himself tells us that his key idea of 
the “closed system” comes directly from “the French methodologists.” In this view, 
“systems [are] composed of a limited number of elements more intimately inter-
related with one another than with any objects which do not belong to the system, and 
each possessing a specific internal structure which isolates it in resorts from external 
influences.”

Znaniecki’s idea of system is most important for our purposes, because it seems 
that, here, we land on an important clue for what the “systematization of attitudes” 
could mean. I propose the following: the only precedent for “systems” thinking in 
the definition of the situation from TPP is the influence of French epistemology on 
Znaniecki. How Znaniecki later elaborates on the question of systems is worth pay-
ing attention to as well: “each system consists of relatively closed or limited elements 
forming its composition and structure i.e., a certain system of internal relations” 
(Znaniecki, 1952: 70). Earlier (1934: 13) he explains that “circumscribing the system 
as closely as possible [by determining] what elements belong to it” is the “first task” 
of any scientist. Yet, a system “is relatively closed or limited insofar as, viewed from 

7  The French epistemology only became familiar to Anglophones about a half century after the fact as the 
“Quine-Duhem thesis,” and even then it was highly truncated.
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the agent’s perspective, it constitutes a specific whole, more or less clearly isolated 
from other actions” (Znaniecki, 1952: 80; emphasis added).

Thus, for Znaniecki, a systems approach of this sort applies in sociology as much 
as it does in physics. But sociologists must remain vigilant in their analysis of sys-
tems. To “withdraw the humanistic coefficient” from a system is to artificially render 
it into “a natural system, i.e., as if it existed independently of human experience 
and activity … and [only yield] a disjointed mass of natural things and processes” 
(Znaniecki, 1934: 37; RFZ: Chap.  4). Thus; “the data of the cultural student are 
always ‘somebody’s’ never ‘nobody’s’ data. This essential character of cultural data 
we call the humanistic coefficient, because such data, as objects of the student’s theo-
retic reflection, already belong to somebody else’s active experience and are such as 
his active experience makes them” (1934: 37).

As Halas shows, Znaniecki’s key “humanistic coefficient” makes it “necessary to 
study who the agents are and how they have created and sustained the existence of 
specific cultural phenomena” (RFZ: 112). The origins of this key principle shows a 
third influence on Znaniecki’s thinking: relativity. But note the heterodox way that 
Znaniecki applies it, because for him it was a philosophical principle. “Even prag-
matism,” Znaniecki (1915: 154) tells us, “which claims to be a relativistic philoso-
phy, there are many such fundamental truths concerning the nature of man and of 
the world, their reciprocal relation, human necessities arising from this relation, the 
character of consciousness and of knowledge, etc. It is only with reference to these 
truths that other truths are to be regarded as relative, i.e., the relativity of other truths 
depends upon the absoluteness of these.” A little later he adds: “No entity can be 
given or thought of otherwise than from a certain standpoint, as content of a certain 
truth” (155).

Is this standpoint theory (Harding, 1992) avant la lettre? Perspectivism proper? 
Thinking in terms of systems allows Znaniecki to adhere to relativity, and thus avoid 
absolutism, which in part means the end of philosophy (pre-Wittgensteinian), as sys-
temic relativity eliminates any viable absolute position. Philosophy becomes cultur-
alism. “Cultural reality” requires a transfer from philosophy to sociology because it 
is by accounting for “individuals and groups as social values that enter into mutual 
interactions and social relations” that we can answer philosophical questions about 
stuff like epistemology. But what does this mean for sociological questions? As Halas 
shows, Znaniecki dealt with today’s major concepts at length.

Another Side of Values

For Talcott Parsons, who did more any single other human, in and out of sociol-
ogy, to shape the contemporary meaning of the concept (Martin & Alessandra 2020), 
“values” referred—in his early, formalist conception—to relations between analytic 
elements in a system. A “concrete phenomena or unit must be thought of not as a 
property … but as capable of description in terms of a particular combination of the 
particular ‘values’ of … general properties. Thus a physical body is described as 
having a certain particular mass, velocity, location, etc in the respects relevant to the 
theory of mechanisms” (Parsons 1949/1937: 34). When he later theorizes the social 
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system, Parsons makes the analytic concrete. “Common values” become mutual 
points of “orientation.” Actors “constitute, within the area of relevance of these val-
ues, a collectivity” (Parsons 1951/1951: 26). Values secure the social edifice, and 
solve the Hobbesian problem, by generating consensus and sublimating conflict, not 
to mention doing other essential things like making people associate “conformity 
with the relevant expectations … as a ‘good thing’ relatively independently of any 
specific instrumental ‘advantage’ to be gained from such conformity” (26).

For Znaniecki, values are a “meaningful object with a partly material (sensory), 
partly non-material (spiritual) content.” He adds that “the objects involved in human 
actions, when taken with their humanistic coefficient, are found to be values” (1936: 
34). Values are social, but not because they are shared. They are social because they 
are not natural—again a relative claim. Even further, values become relative in 
action, as always part of a system.

When we take action as it really is in humanistic experience, it proves not to 
be a process but a dynamic system of values. And within such a system, there 
is no dualism of objective and subjective variables. Reality, indeed, conditions 
the action by the dependence of each subsequent element on each preceding 
one, but this conditioning is actual only because the tendency selects definite 
elements from the whole field of accessible reality and incorporates them into 
the system, where they limit the possibilities of further selection. The tendency 
conditions the action in that all the elements become modified with reference 
to the achievement of this action as the agent intends it to be, but this is so only 
because each new element, by virtue of its content and meaning as part of the 
objective world, cannot be incorporated into the action and made real within its 
limits, unless all the elements previously selected are adapted to it. Instead of 
a duality of variables, we find simply a double dynamic bond uniting certain 
values into a system which, though constructed by human activity, is eminently 
objective (75).

For Znaniecki all “systems are internally connected in a logical manner” but with “no 
rational connection among the systems of values themselves. If the individual and 
social course of life appear as irrational—as they do indeed—it is because they are 
realizing, without order and incompletely, many different systems of values” (1915: 
163). Znaniecki rejects “the teleologism of goals and values that were typical for 
functionalism” (RFZ: 54). He proposes, instead, “studying systems of actions, in the 
course of which … values are used.”

Thus, Znaniecki favors a “relatively closed” view of systems as self-organizing 
rather than functional. The physical principle of relativity serves in place of the biol-
ogistic principle of functionality. Methodologically, it makes sense that Znaniecki 
would recommend a technique like “analytic induction.” As Halas explains, this 
means he draws a distinction between “models and patterns. The former contain stan-
dards of values and norms of conduct, while the latter depend on their use, whether 
consistent with the cultural model or not” (RFZ: 56). Thus, “the analysis of data is 
all done before any general formulation” (Znaniecki, 1934: 249 − 50). The inductive 
goal is to understand how “the composition of the system is determined by its struc-
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ture; its existence is conditioned by its composition” (266). If all systems “possess an 
intrinsic order similar to that of deductive logic,” then the “whole composition and 
structure of the system follows with a kind of logical necessity” (267).

As Znaniecki recalls he “took [“value”] from the works of Fredric [sic] Nietzsche,” 
who seemed to agree that “if ‘values’ are not clearly distinguished from natural 
‘things’ as a separate category of objective data, and the view prevails that things 
become values only by having subjective ‘volitions’ or ‘feelings’ attached to them, 
the concept is of little use for a positive science of culture” (1934: 84–85). For his 
part, Nietzsche (1968/1885: 340) found no reason to distinguish between “values” 
and “forces.” If force does not persist in the world in an absolute sense, then all that 
exists only does so in states of action and change. This even applies to the “recurrent” 
state of becoming (eternally) the same. As points of “limited unity,” closed systems 
are, in Znaniecki’s view, the source of “individual consciousness or social culture 
… Individuals and society can make any system their own … [only] by becoming to 
a degree just this system” (1915: 162 − 63). The point he makes here is comparable 
to Nietzsche’s in the sense that, for both, values only exist in relations, and action 
creates values by creating those relations. Thus, action ultimately yields a system. 
Znaniecki (1934: 85), however, pivots from Nietzsche by not rigidly dividing val-
ues according to a simple dualism like action or reaction (e.g., noble or common). 
Znaniecki, instead, affirms the systemic relativity of all values.

In conformity with the principle of relativity every value can be positive in 
some relations … for every value there is such a group of values, with regard 
to which it is positive. If we call this group the sphere of validity of the value, 
we can state briefly that every value has its own sphere of validity (Znaniecki, 
1915: 159, emphasis original).

Value (singular) must be studied as an “object which possesses a meaning, objec-
tively and independently of any psychological subject … [Values plural] are appre-
ciated because they are meaningful in themselves, not vice versa; their axiological 
significance is dependent on their relation to other values in the course of an activity” 
(Znaniecki, 1934: 85).

Radical Culturalism

Znaniecki (see especially 1919) puts culturalism in league with idealism and natu-
ralism in the contest over which epistemic discourse should hold across scientific 
endeavors (RFZ: 24ff). For culturalism, there are no absolutes to rest upon; idealism 
and naturalism both work to deny this, and so they will always be insufficiently rela-
tive (Znaniecki, 1919: 12).8 Znaniecki is proven right, it seems; we are all culturalists 
now.

8  How much this anticipates STS, especially Bruno Latour’s (1988) “relativity,” is a topic for future dis-
cussion. They both share the influence of the French epistemologists. Moreover, Halas (RFZ: 14, 56, 110, 
131) shows an abundance of overlap between Znaniecki and Bourdieu.
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But there is no stable landing site in a Znanieckian system (to coin a phrase); no 
permanent place. Like the young Marx (1979/1843) in this respect, Znaniecki is try-
ing to “grasp the root of the matter.” Cultural reality consists of relative standpoints 
in configurations of action and its genesis of values. Without this radical cultural-
ism, we presume that “any fundamentally new standpoints” (Znaniecki, 1919: 9) are 
impossible. “Defining the real” as “real in its consequences,” then, must refer to a 
dynamic center in systems, with the operant question being, as Halas shows, which 
systems > action > values?
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