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THE SOCIOLOGY OF PERCEPTION*
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Among the possible divisions of the sociclogy of knowledge is the socio-

logical study of perception, I say "possible” because I want to present

here some methodological considerations bearing precisely on 1ts possibility.
"T'he pussibility of the sociology of knowledge in general requires, of course,
first, the existence of some relationship or other between soctal fact and
the cultural fact which 1s to be inteipreted and, second, the discoverability
of the relationship  Assuming, however, the possibility of the sociology of
knowledge 1n general, 1 still find 1t necessary to consider the possibility of
sociology of peiception in pairticular. For, m this putative division of the
sociology of knowledge, a problem 2rises which, 1n other divisions, either
does not oirdinarily arise at all in so fa1 as they deal with circumstances
occurting in the past or does not arise with the same acuteness in so far
as they deal with circumstances occurting w the present namely, the de-
teemunacion of the cvltural fact, since, in this division, it 1s a mental fact
and one of a peculiar sort ! More mecisely why the problem does not arise
elsewhere cither at all or with the same acuteness, we shall see in due time;
as vet, we must limt the discussion to perception alone. And, in the
interest of simplicity, we must limit 1t also, as far as we can, to the study
of present peiception, for, as a study of past, rather thin present, circum-
stances, the sociology of knowledge involves problems of method from which
its contemporary aspect, pursued as a contempotary and net as an his-
totrcal study, 1s free, Since, moreovel, 1f perception is determinable at all,
it is determinable with far greater surety foi the pigsent than for the past,
the sociological student of perception wauld be well advised to neglect
the perception beyond lus experimental access and to deal largely, and per-
haps viitually altogether, with pereeption that occurs during his very inves-
tigation

But the notion of perception 1equires some comment, for theie are at
least two 1elevant meanings, Dollmd (3, p 37) intends one sense, which
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Some such consideiations as those we shall adduce mught prove relevant teo

any, and not meiely to a sociolegical, study of perception, but tlus wider generality
we eannot undettake to establish hese.
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e refers to, variously, as social ar psychological, when he remarks, for in-
stance, that “the middle-class researcher could easily make the mistake of
assuming that all Negroes arve disciplined middle-class persons like him-
self, undoubtedly an immortal error in northern pereeption of the Negro,”
or that “only acute crisis in a group, such as the defeat of the southetn armies,
forces o re-canvass of the situation and the gradual stylization of new social
perception ”  But the same writer, J think, though lus puipoit seems not
wholly clear, may also intend another sense when he remarks elsewhere
(2, p. 277) on *the difficultics which arise in connection with a theoty of
perception when no account is taken of the fact thatt a culture is itself a
systematic guide to perception for its members, and can be defined as a
stercotyped manner of perceving, and adds that “the i1dea of a kind of
brute sensory perception might scem of very little interest when compared
with the study of perception as a function of group experience.” The ob-
scurity consists in the problem whethes, to “brute sensory perception,”
Dollard means to contrast social or psychological perception "as z function
of gioup experience,” sense perception as such a fenction, or both, If he
nieans the first, he should not have referred to theary of perception, since
this phrase ordinanly signifies theory of sense perception, If he means
the second, then—as, of course, under the first alternative—he should clearly
have stated so  But I suspect that, failing to distinguish between the two,
he actually means both; and no harm will result provided it is replized that
two different forms of apprehension are involved here. For the one form,
when not “perception” simply, “sense perception” is the usual and unexcep-
tionable term, For the other fortm, “psychological perception” seems 1n-
aporopriate because the perception of sense is also psychologicals and “sowal
perception,” because the apprehension in question 15 essentially one of
meaning, the adjective “social” refernng only either to certain conditions
under which the perception occurs or to one of the several classes into
which meaning may be divided. And some sense perceptions, too, I suppose,
could be called social perceptions on one more or less tenuous ground or
another—perceptions approximately shared, say, ot perceptions whose object
or whose instrumentality depends 1n some manner on society.? So I suggest

*As Egon Brunswik (1) uses the term* “The situation peculini to social pet-
ception as compated with simple ‘physical-obpect peiception is that not only the
subjects, but also the objects i1n the experimental sctup aic peisons”  Actuaily,
however, the "social perceptions” treated by Brunswik scem to be guesses about
the personality traite of persons whose photographs the experimenier presents to
his subjects I doubt that I should regard such guesses or “snap judgments”
(thid, p 25) as instances even of meaning perception. Biunswik also, 1 a schema
of approaches to experiment, contrasts pereeption of thing constancies as “meutive
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distinguishing between the two farms of g
them both “perception,” by the terms "se
ception”  But for the sake of simplicity

forme: and gnore any special questjons
the latter,

.+ In order to bring the problem coneretely before us, I shall cite what
seetns a plausible and typical example of the sort of mater;
tor might study  And such an example I find in a discoy
(5, p. 204) made among the ‘T'robriand Tslanders
noted, 1s one, not of meaning perception,

pprehension, if one wishes to name
nse perception” and “meaning per-
» agam, I shall concentrate on the
that might arise 1n connection with

al an mvestiga-
ery Malinowsk,
The example, 1t will be
but of sense perception,

In a matilineal socrety, such as the Trobriands,
relatives aite considered to be of the "same body,”
be a “stranger,” we should have ne doubt in antigy
and bodily similarity would be traced 1n the moth
‘The contrary js the case, however,
social emphasis  Not only is 1t & ho
child never resembles itq mother, or any of its brothers and sisters,
or any of its maternal kinsmen, but it ig extremely bad farm and a
great offense to lunt at any such similarity, To resemble one's father,

on the other hand, is the nateral, right, and proper thing for n man
or woman to do

where all maternnl
and the father to
pating that facial
er's family alone
and this 19 affirmed with extreme
uscheld dogma, so to speak, that a

Now, even if I were able to, I should not here undertake a sociological
study of this condition, for the present problem turns rather about the
natute of the condition. And Malinowski himself does not make such a
study, However, the plausibility of the material Tequires some suggestion of
that in the society with which the condition mught have something to do.
This vague phrase 1 use so as alss to avoid here any discussion of, or
implication about, the nature of the correlatrons established in the sociology
of hnowledge. Tt will suffice to potnt out the following eireumstances, First,
concerming the demial of matrilineal resemblances: The supreme taboo of
the Throbuander (5, p. 519) 1s “the prohubition of any erotic or even of any
tender dealings between brother and sister” ; the most nsulting comparison
of features in the maternal line (5, p. 487) 15, in speaking to a man, “Thy
face thy sister’s.”’ And the taboo dimunishes in stingency {3, pp. 522-528)
roughly with the degree of 1emoteness of the fernale—and the insult, I infer,
in intensity 1oughly (5, p. 487) with the degree of remoteness of the person—

ovientation among physienl objeets” with social perception as “inkuitive orientation
In soaal enviionment” (tbedd, p 28), Presumably he takes the experimental defini-
tion above to comncide with this, that we might call his real, definition, but 1t
is certminly miguable thae snap judgments in an experimental setup are not equiva-
lent to intwitive oirentations in a social environment other than that of an experiment.
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from the sisterhood relationship®  Moleover, unpleasant experiences must
often arise on the maternal side, since a maternal uncle exercises authonty
(5, p. 7) over a man, and a man contiibutes to the support of his maternal
female relatives €5, po 121). Second, then, concerning the affirmation of
patrilineal resemblances (5, p, 6): With the father (that is, in the socio-
logical sense) ane associates love and protection. And here Malinowskr (S, n.
208) himself sugpests a relationship. “Thus we see,” he says, “that an aitificial
physical link between father and cluld has been introduced, and that on
one important point it has overshadowed the matrilineal bond. For physical
resemblance 1s a very strong emotional tie between two people. . . 't And
these circumstances, I think, and I suspect they are typical of the sort of
circumstances one would initiatly find, make the assumption at least plausible
that the alleged perceptual condition should have correlates among the
social relationships within which it cceurs,

Or, if we turn from the social aspect to the peiceptual, our present example
again seems plausible or as plausible as any; for, with refeience to the per-
ceptual, likewise, the example 15 typieal That is, the investigator possesses
certain statements and certain behavior from swhich e must infer to, and
only n this way can he reach, the 1elevant peiceptions, and such is always
the situation except when the investigator studies his own perceptions. Hence,
if it 1s sociology of perception he claims to pursue, he must show beyond
a reasonable cdoubt that the condition he investigates is indeed perception,
expressed in the assertions and by the behavior, rather than a complex of
behavior patterns and symbolic expiessions which lacks a justification in
actual perception And this requirement we shall now consider in reference
to the example.

The Trobmanders (5, p. 206) themsclves, 1t is clear, are making
assertions about perception, When they ‘stoutly deny that simi-
lanty can exist between matrilineal kinsmen,” they certainly mean at the
very least that a simularity is not peiceived; for, 1f a similanty does not
exist, certainly, they would suppose, it cannot be peicerved, Also, when
they affirm a similanity between child and father, they ceitainly mean at
the very least that some sunmilarity is perceived; for, if a similanity does
exist, certainly, they would suppose, it 15 both perceivable and, under the

*The compaiison of male with male Mnlinowsk: does nat work out with the
same cnre as the compansen of male wuh fomale, and the comparison of fumale
with female he does not work out nt all

‘When one inquires "why 1t is that people resemble thetr Ffather, who 15 a
stranger and has nothing to de with the formaiien of theli body, they have a

stercotyped answer: Tt coagulates the face of the cluld; for always he lies with
her, they sit together” " (5, p. 207)
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f)erccptunlly necessary conc.iit[ons, perceived At all events, to deny the
Crobrianders these suppositions would be to attribute to them an implausible
and improbable degree of episternclogical sophistication Now, Dollard
(2, p. 116) yemaks that “it would be interesting to know in the compata-
tive study of cultures how vigorously people cling to their actual perceptions
despite the overpoweting force of the structured theory of the culture.”
And it would indeed  But owr pioblem, I think, is somewhat more subtle
and difficult. Recogmzing the effective foice of the theory of the culture,
recognizang, 11 the present example, that the Trobriand Islanders claimed
to peiceive what Malmowskt did not perceive and not to per-
cetve what he did perceive, we must ask, not how vigorously they
clung to their actual perceptions, but, rather, what their actual percep-
tions were, Yor, if their actval perceptions were the same as those
ol the ethnologist, we know already that, so far as he could ascertain,
they did not “cling” to them, Were such perceptions, however, even there
to have been clung to?  Not according to the Trobrianders
problem is precisely this. Can we trust their assertions? If we can, and
the wnstance 15 typical, then socwology af perception 1s so far forth possible.
(1 must we believe the contraiy to their assertions? If we must, and the
instance is typical, then sociclogy of perception 1s impossible unless, and to
the extent to wluch, 1t mught be puisued by the use of introspection  Or
s the case, 1ather, that one type of assertion can be accepted, while the
other must be rejected? If so, then sociology of peiception, while possible, 15
possible only in a hmited measuie, only, that 15, in the positive or, as may
be, only 1n the negative wstance Or perhaps, mn the end, the answer will
not prove as cleai-cut as the above alternatives, DBut we must see

Let us consder first the posicive instance, m which non-existént resem-
blances were declared to exist  And the guestion is this' Granted that
the resemblances 1 the paternal line did not exist 1 the perception of the
disinterested observer, did they, nevertheless, cxist n the perception, as dis-
tinguished from the expicssed belief, of the inteiested observer?

But heie I should pause, I magine, to tecoguze that the taking of the
etlmologist’s peiceptions as the cuitenon for the 1eality or unieality of 1e-
semblances will be cuticized 1t will be said, I suppose, that the ethnolo-
gist himself was “mterested”’ n the situation (as indeed, i an evident sense,
he was) and that, theicfoie, we can lay for lim no more clam to the
title of disinterested obseiver than we can for his subjects  If the obyection
proceeds from the assumption that theie is no such thing as disinterested-
ness and that what seems te each man 1s to each man or that what seems

But the real
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in each culture 15 in each culture, with no hope, ever, of applying any
criterion to the seermng, then the jssue lies far deeper than the present
discussion and cannot be tieated here, T wmight nate, hawever, that the im-
possibility in principle of a disinterested observer would make all social
science mmpossible and that there would be no 1emson, in conscquence, to
discuss any division of it o any (of course pseudo-) problem which aiises
in it And, in any event, our problem here is the problem what 1eally does,
perceptually, seem to a man  O1, if the objection refers only to the par-
ticular ebserver in the particular case, then 1t signifies nothing for us, since
the particular case does not matter; we could just as well suppose the case
to be hypothetical, provided only that one grants the possibility in panciple
of a disinterested observer. Or, if the objection Tests merely on the fact that
the ethnologist is ntercsted as a scientist s intelested, then it 5 trifling and
in fact silly Perhaps a technical constderation would be prosaic in a matter
of high argument, but I might point out that the physical anthropologist
should be the man mast qualified of all to detect resemblances and dissimi-
lanties, and I presume that Malinowskr was not altogether ignorant of
the physical bianch of lus discipline.  Tinally, T think the remarks to follow
should themselves justify in considerable measure our reliance an the ethnolo-
gist’s report of his own perceptions as the criterion

Well, then, it might seem that nothing could possibly bear on the question
whether the interested observer dots perceive nenexistent resemblances, [
suspect, however, that something does, Foi, m copmenting on the asserted
reseriblances of any child to its father, Malinowski (3, p. 206) nsserts
that, “where it is really found, even to a small degree, constant attention is
drawn to it as to a thing which is nice, good and nght,”" In other words,
he implies a ground for distinguishing between the genuine and the merely
alleged perception of resemblance, and the ground consists in the differenial
behavior of the interested observer: where there is no resemblance, the Tro-
brinnder will assert it as a matter of dogma—and, no doubt, of sincere
belief—but will not ordinarily, unless challenged, dwell on it; while, where
there is a resemblance, the Trobriander will ordinarily take constant ad-
vantage of the evident fact. And I do not see how one could well explan
this differenco 1n hehavior except by some diffcrence in the perceptions of
the interested, which would correspond to the difference in the perceptions
ot the disinterested, observer. For, unless the Trobriander were, however
vaguely, aware of a difference n the situations perceived, he would have no
stimuli to the different responses he has made to the two different situations
But, if, as we must therefore assume, this difference does exist in the actual
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perceptions of the inteicsted observer, then we cannot speak here of sociology
of pereeption but only of sociology, say, of expressed belief. Tn order to
clain legitimately that he s pursuing sociolegy of perception, the student
would have to establish beyond reasonable doubt that there exusts no difer-
ential behavior pointing to 1 difference in pereeption  Angd to do this, be
it noted, he eannot rely on the account of someone w l

‘ ho is not concerned
with, and pethaps not even aw

are af, his pecylinr problem, 1t 15 mere good
fortune that Malinowski provided us with the unemphasized clue we haye
worked from  So 1 infer that sociology of perception 1n the posttive instance
can be pursued, if at all, only by a student in the field or the laboratory,
fo1 he alone has the oppo1tunity to elinunate, by the most thorough investi-
gation, the chance of a differentig] behavior,

Now, second, let us consider the ne

gative nstance, in which existent je-
semblances weie denied to exist,

And the question this, Granted that
the resemblances 1n the maternal line did exist in the perception of the

disinterested obseiver, did they, nonetheless, nor evist in the perception, as
distinguished from the expressed belief, of the interested observer? This
question scems 1ather mote difficult than the first, Tf we answered by
analogy with the above discussion, we should have to say that the T1obrian-
der, in spite of lus beliefs, really does percerve the resemblances, where they
exist, between matrilineal kinsmen and that the perception, agan, would be
indicated by differential behavior. Unfortunately, however, Matinowski
gives no hint that the T'robiianders behave differently when the resemblance
really does not exist from the way thev behave when 1t does exist. On the
continry, everything recorded of thewr behavior is compatible with the
hypothesis that they actually do not percerve real matrilineal resemblances.
Although they clamed, for example, that each of the five favorite sons
of To'uluwa by Kadamwasila was “exactly like” his father, they repudiated
indignantly the heresy “that this similarity to the father implied similarrty
to cach other” (5, p. 207)  Such contraventions are also compatible, of
course, with the hypothesis that actually the Trobrianders can and do
peiceive matrilineal 1esemblances but refuse to admut, probably even to
themselves, thar they do. But I suspect that these contraventions deserve
moie imtial credit than the contrmy assertions in the positive nstance {to
neglect the diffciential behavior we noted earlier), TFor, despite the occa-
sional oceimrrence of hallucinations and the more common but still occasional
projection mto pereeption of what one expects or desires o1 fears to perceive,
far more common, so common indeed as to be ordinary, 1s the failure to per-
ceive what one either has no inteest in perceiving 01 fimly destres not
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to percewve, But this consideration is by no means so decisive as to require
one, forthwith, to concede the legitimacy of sociology of peiception in the
negative instance. Heie, too, analogously, one cannot rely on the absence
of observations of differential behawwor in the accounts of others  And
sociology of perception i the negative instance, too, then, can be pursued
only, if at all, by the wwvestigator 1n the ficld or the laboratory.

Of meaning perception, I think it should be unnccessary to give any fur-
ther instances than the two briefly quoted from Dollard. I need only
pownt out that, for meanng perception, the methadological problem includes
the problem that aiises for sense peiception—how, namely, to be sure that
the subject does apprehend the meamag he claims to apprehend, rather than
merely express the claum on grounds of convention or, more prebably, of
conventianal convictian,

Since I have adverted to the possibility, pechaps T should say a biief woud,
before going on, about the pursuit of sociology of perception by, or through,
tramed introspectors I am afraid that we cannot take this suggestion veiy
seriously,  Tlie perceptions of the tiained intiospector are not perceptions
that the saciologist would take much intetest in. They would certainly not
furnish him with much matenial.  The process of self-conscious obseivation
would probably put out of play the sociologienl factors—or, more neutially,
eliminate any sociological relevance—except for what might wmheie in the
introspective situation itself  And all the objections to the intiospective
method in general would apply heie as elsewhere

I must now return to @ matter postponied fiom the beginning, whete I
smd that the problem of the determination of the cultural fact either docs
not arise, or does not arise with the smme acuteness, 1n other divisions of the
sociology of knowledge, In so far as the problem does not mise at all
that 15 partly because the saciology of knawledge deals to a large extent
with “overt” rather than “covert” culture, T'his statement will scem strange,
I know, since Linton (4, p. 38), classes knowledge, attitudes, and values
together as the covert aspects of a culture, 1n contrast to lunetic behavior
and the products of industry, which constitute the overt aspect But actu-
ally, 1 suggest, the “knowledge” of the sociology of knowledge 1s, to a laige
extent, rather a product of mdustry than a psychic state—a product pri-
mautly, to be swie, of mental than of physical industiy, That is ta say, the
sociologist of knowledge as historical scholar (and even contempormy fact
may be treated by historical methods) deals with symbolic expressions, ob-
jectively recorded, and bhence immediately accessble to lum, and what he
correlates sociologically are these iecorded and thus overt expressions Or,
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mn so far as he daes not correlate the rec
moie than his understanding thereof or
so that the case 15 1n no way altered Lven vet, the problem docs not arise
Tor the un(.]crstandlng Or construct 1s m his mind, not (though the former
might occasionally chance to be) 1n the minds of those who originally ex-
pressed the symbols; and he therefore, as historical soctologist of knowledge,
con.tmls the subject-matter as one does not control it when one pursues
sociology of perception conceived as 4 contempolary investigation, Save
within hus own mind, swhich 1s immediately accessible ro him, there is, n
other words, no mental fact, no covert cultute, to be determined And
whether 1t 15 woithwhile to corielate his own ideas with the social crreum-
stances of someone clse o1 1 what sense, indeed, the sociological correlates
themselves actually are such circumstances—here we have quite other ques-
tions, which cannot be treated now.

The casc may somewhat alter when the soclologist of knowledge falls
to interpreting the belief, attitude, or value which the expression expresses.
Then he does tieat the covert aspects of culture, But I think that the prob-
lem of determining a present mental fact atises acutely, nevertheless, only
with perception; for it does not scem methodologically of peculiar difficulty
to determine beliefs, attitudes, and values, provided that they exist in the
present (although, of cowise, the sort of evidence deliberately sought out in
the present occasionally does happen to prove available for the past) While
we cannot take an expicssion on these states of mind as self-authenticated,
it can be, in punciple, casily verified by behavior. If the subject behaves
as he would not have behaved, so fa1 as we can determine, did he not rcally
possess the belief, attitude, 01 value in question, then we justifiably attribute
that state of mind to him as his own, Malinowsk again piovides us with
an illuminating example, Did the Trobriandets, he wondered, 1eally be-
heve their demial of physiological paternity?  Then genuine convictions
should appear, he felt suie, in their ticatment of the most cherished members
of the household, the domestic pigs (5, p. 190)

otded expressions, he correlates no
an ideal-typical construet therefrom ;

The village pig 1s consideied a great delicacy, while the flesh of
the bush-pig 15 one of the stiongest taboos to people of rank n Kiri-
winn, the tansgiession of which they hold in gemwine horror and
disgust  Yet they allow the female domestie pigs to wander on the
outshuts of the village and in the bush, where they can pair freely
with male bush-pigs  On the other hand, they castiate all the male
mgs in the village 1 oider to Improve then condition ‘Thus, naturally,
all the progeny aic in reahty descended from wild bush sires  Yet the
natives have not the slightest inkling of this fact
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Agaw, the Trobrianders likewise allow their valued Furopean sows to mate
with native boars of the bush, though they could easily mate them with
European boars (5, p 191). Their attitude toward their own children
gives further evidence (5, p. 193):

Ofe of my informents told me that afier over a year's absence he
returned to find a newly born elyid at home, T1le velunteercd thus
statement as an idlustration and fina} proof of the truth that sexual
interconrse hus nothing to do wuh conception  Aad it must be re-
membered that no native would ever discuss any subject m which the
shghiest suspicion of his wife's fdelity could be involved.

Can one very well doubt, in the face of such evidence, that the denial of
physiwlogical paternity iepresents, not a mere convention, but a 1eal con-
vienon? T think not. MNor was the evidence methodologically difficult to
obtmn,

It mght seem that the determination of a pereeption 15 precisely analogous
to the determination of a belief, attitade, or value, and that the same be-
haworal test would serve in the one case as in the other. Unfortunately,
however, this is not so, Tor the same behovioral test would reveal, not
necessarily that the subject has a certain perception, but only that he has
a conviction about—or attitude concerning or set toward—the perception,
It might be argued that one could devise tests which would establish in
complex instances, either of sense perception or of meaning perception, a
fact of perception rather than a fact of conviction or attitude or set, How-
gver, it would be of no avail to indicate such and such 2 method of deter-
mimng perceptions if the perceptions thereby determunnble were perceptions
which could not, whether in principle or in fact, be correlated sociologically
with scientific profit,

But there 15 this consolation: that, even 1f the would-be sociologst of per-
ception 15 not, as he hopes, wnvestigating perception, he may still not have
wasted s efforts  On the contrary, if the supposed present perception is
not an actval perception, his efforts still produce results as valid as they
would have produced if their object had actually been perception, Tor the
correlations would apply, i any event, perhaps to the moie easily ascertam-
able mental states or, if not to covert culture at all, at least to something
else which is undeniably real—to that from which one erioncously inferred
to the covert state, namely, to the overt cultural manifestations of physical
hehavior and of symbolic, especially verbal, expression,

In answer to the question whether we can tiust the asseitions of inter-
ested observers about their perceptions, I say, then, that we tannot If,
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thercfore, we have nothing more thap their own reports to go on, the
sociological study of present perception farls, at the very beginning, from
the mability of the vestigator to determine what the perceptions he proposes
to investigate really me  And it 15 evident that this fact holds generally
and not meirely for the example we worked from  The possibility of so
much as undettaking a saciological study of present perception rests, 1 con-
sequence, on the development of adequate methods for the determining of
the peiceptions and on the successful applications of those methods, And

it 1s not the armcharr scholar, but the student m the laboratory or the field,
to whom the task of actual investigation must fall,
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