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PREFACE

THE QUESTION ‘What are norms?’ can be answered in many ways. In this
book, I give three kinds of answers. First, I present a method for
describing the norms of a community. Second, I examine the relation
between norms and social organization in the Maya community of
Zinacantan. Third, I contrast two theoretical approaches to norms and
social action: the Parsonian theory of the socialized actor and the
social identity approach.

The book is written from the perspective of my current theoretical
position, which focuses on how people define social identities, and how
these definitions relate to what people do. However, when I began the
research that is described in this book, my theoretical orientation was
different. The history of this study is also the history of my change
from a Parsonian to a ‘social construction of reality’ sociologist.

I began the research, in 1965, as an ambivalent Parsonian. I have
always been committed to interpreting society from the actor’s point of
view, and Parsons’ theory of the internalization of norms seemed to be
the best way to explain social order from this perspective. On the other
hand, I had serious doubts about whether people usually act in accor-
dance with what they believe is right - doubts that were based on infor-
mal observation and a few studies done by others. However, the nega-
tive findings in some of these studies were unconvincing because I did
not have confidence in their measures of norms and actions.

For these reasons I decided to do a study in Zinacantan that would
carefully measure norms and action and would test some of the im-
plications of Parsonian theory. I had done research in Zinacantan
before, and this small, relatively homogeneous community seemed to

vii
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viii WHAT ARE NORMS?

be a good setting in which to examine whether and how the normative
beliefs of individuals affect their actions.

I assumed that norms were culturally specific conceptions of good
and bad action. Therefore, before | measured variation in norms I
wanted to describe the norms of Zinacantecos and find out what
categories of good and bad actions are important to them. No one
before had rigorously described the norms of a community from the
actor’s point of view. However, I was familiar with some new methods
for describing native category systems that were being developed by
anthropologists in the field of ‘ethnoscience.” In addition, I was in-
trigued with the possibility of using the ethnoscience approach to de-
scribe a complex and theoretically important domain like norms.

Therefore, I developed a new method for describing norms and
used it to construct a model of the norms of Zinacantecos. The model
provided a solid basis for measuring variation in normative beliefs
among Zinacantecos.

I decided that the measures of action should focus on activities that
are important to Zinacantecos and that are not strongly influenced by a
person’s wealth. I expected that the effect of an individual’s beliefs
would be most apparent in this type of situation. Moreover, there had
to be sufficient variance in behavior so that [ could examine whether
individuals with different normative beliefs behaved differently. The
three activities that met these criteria best were situations where Zina-
cantecos had to choose between a modern and a traditional behavior
alternative, e.g., going to a Western doctor or to a native curer. Thus |
had the opportunity to study modernization, as well as to examine the
relation between norms and action.

In 1967, the description of Zinacanteco norms was essentially com-
pleted. So I proceeded to conduct a survey of several hundred Zinacan-
tecos to find out how variation in norms related to modern v. traditional
behavior. The survey data showed that there was no relationship bet-
ween an individual’s normative beliefs and his actions. The data also
indicated that ‘being modern’ was not a unified concept, since there
was little relationship between adopting one modern practice and
adopting the others.

At this point, some social psychologists at Cornell introduced me to
the vast number of previous studies on attitudes and behavior. Most of
these studies had found little relationship between what people do and
what people say is right and proper. An extensive re-analysis of my
Zinacantan survey data convinced me that my data, also, showed no
relation between norms and action.
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PREFACE ix

When I joined the sociology department at Stanford in 1969, I was
in search of a theoretical paradigm that would explain these negative
findings and suggest a more fruitful way of thinking about norms and
social action. I found the paradigm when I read Peter Berger’s work and
discussed the ‘social construction of reality’ approach with some col-
leagues and students who were committed to that perspective.

The first part of this book has not been greatly affected by my in-
teliectual odyssey. The method for describing norms seems just as valid
now as it did when [ originally developed it. The analysis of how norms
relate to social organization in Zinacantan is not dependent on either
theoretical perspective, although some of the more interesting ideas in
the analysis did not occur to me until after I had articulated the social
identity approach. However, the survey that is described in the second
part of the book would be different if I were to design it now. I would
expand the survey so that it would provide data to test both the Parso-
nian and the social identity approach. It would include a different way
of conceptualizing and measuring ‘variance in norms,’ and different
criteria for selecting the behavioral alternatives.

The study has been a collective enterprise in many ways. The
research in Zinacantan would not have been possible without the Har-
vard Chiapas Project and the steady, lighthanded support of its director,
Evon Z. Vogt. Throughout my field work, I received a great deal of ad-
vice, help and support from Frank Cancian, George and Jane Collier
and Robert Laughlin. The task of collecting the data depended on the
hard work of many Zinacanteco assistants, especially Domingo de la
Torre Perez, Jose Hernandez, Guillermo Perez Nuh, Chep Nuh,
Romin Perez and Manuel Perez. I am also grateful to the many Zina-
cantecos who were willing to answer questions and provide the data |
needed. [ am indebted to the National Science Foundation (GS-1341)
for providing the necessary funds.

Interpreting the data and writing this book also depended on the
ideas and assistance of many people. Each draft was carefully criticized
by Frank Cancian, who both pointed out major flaws and shortcom-
ings, and gave me the encouragement to continue. [ also benefited
from the comments of Albert Bergesen, Jane Collier, Nancy Donham,
Michael Hannan, John Meyer, Stephen Olsen, and Michele and
Renato Rosaldo. I developed my conception of the social identity ap-
proach in the context of many discussions with John Meyer, and
Albert Bergesen also helped me to develop new ways of thinking about
norms in society. | received valuable assistance in analyzing the data
from Susan Almey, Jane Badger, Bonnie Parke and Pamela Oliver, and
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X WHAT ARE NORMS?

the Stanford Committee on Latin American Studies provided some
funds for data analysis. Finally, I am indebted to the Center for Ad-
vanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, where I wrote the first draft
of this book.

Besides this professional help, I was sustained throughout this pro-
ject by a rich network of personal relationships that I will always treas-
ure. | especially appreciate my fellow field-workers and my friends in
San Cristobal and Zinacantan, in particular George and Jane Collier,
Bob and Mimi Laughlin, Graciela Alvarado Vda de Villatoro, Domingo
de la Torre, and Juan Vasques and his family. My family is in a special
category. Frank Cancian is central to my life and my work in many
ways - as a loving person, an esteemed colleague, and a worthy oppo-
nent. And my children, Maria and Steven, have made the entire en-
terprise more fun by enjoying our travels and accepting me as [ am.

FMC.
1974
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