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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 

At the present time there is much interest in alienation, 

and particularly as expressed in terms of powerlessness. 

There is reason to "believe that the incidence of these qual-

ities differs in the population of the United States and that 

they are particularly high in the lower classes. This idea 

has existed in the Western world at least since the writings 

of Karl Marx. Marx regarded alienation as the self-estrange-

ment of man. With the growth of industrial capitalism, men 

are alienated from one another and are degraded into com-

modities. Man's own collective accomplishments are used to 

subjugate him,and the worker loses control over them. He 

becomes powerless in this sense.* 

In recent years there have been efforts to measure the 

extent of powerlessness as a form of alienation. The present 

study is an effort to contribute to this line of research, 

linking the concept of powerlessness to both alienation and 

deferred gratification. 

There is reason to believe that feelings of powerless-

ness are psychological consequences of modern industrial 

"̂Melvin Seeman, "On the Meaning of Alienation," American 
Sociological Review, XXIV (December, 1959)» 78^. 
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conditions. It is "believed that the lower classes in par-

ticular express such feelings, and retain minimal commitment 

to a society that they feel is ineffective. One possible 

outlet for their grievances is through demonstrations of 

impulsive behavior. 

Research undertaken by some sociologists has suggested 

that the lower classes do indeed follow their impulses while 

the middle classes more characteristically follow a psycho-

logical pattern of impulse renunciation, which has been 

labeled the "deferred gratification pattern."^ Research 

related to this pattern has been somewhat limited in scope, 

however. The most current information available was outlined 
• 4 

in a study by Straus in 1962. 

Current sociological literature makes some reference to 

the dimension in which deferred gratification is at one 

extreme and impulse following is only occasionally referred 

to in terms of a "deferred gratification pattern" (DGP). 

Emphasis seems to be placed on the absence of deferred grat-

ification, that is, on impulsive behavior. In recent years 
2 
H. Edward Ransford, "Isolation, Powerlessness, and 

Violence: A Study of Attitudes and Participation in the 
Watts Riot," American Journal of Sociology, LXXIII (March, 
1968), 58^. ~ 

3 
•̂ Louis Schneider and Sverre Lysgaard, "The Deferred 

Gratification Pattern: A Preliminary Study," American 
Sociological Review, XVIII (April, 1953). 1^2. 

Murray A. Straus, "Deferred Gratification, Social 
Class, and the Achievement Syndrome," American Sociological 
Review. XXVII (June, 1962), 326-335. 



one aspect of impulse following has been defined as a readi-

ness to engage in physical violence, which becomes manifest 

through participation in disruptive group or crowd behavior. 

A study of a disturbance in the Watts area by Ransford 

suggested that extreme violent methods were usually considered 

necessary as an outlet for grievances by those who felt 

isolated from society.** 

The Problem 

Numerous studies have been carried out dealing with the 

effects of powerlessness and deferred gratification and in a 

variety of situations. Such studies have shown that power-

lessness and deferred gratification affect behavior in these 

situations in various ways. However, studies have usually 

involved adult subjects. A survey of the literature reveals 

no research involving children as subjects for the purpose 

of investigating patterns of powerlessness and deferred 

gratification. 

Research undertaken by sociologists has shown that a 

greater sense of powerlessness tends to be found in the lower 

classes than in the middle classes.^ Indices of powerless-

ness have been developed; their use in research suggests that 

high levels of powerlessness are also more characteristic of 

^Ransford, op. cit. , p. 58*+. 

^Gwynn Nettler, "A Measure of Alienation," American 
Sociological Review, XXII (December, 1957)> 670-677*. 
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the lower classes. Other sociological studies have shown 

the existence of a deferred gratification pattern among 

middle class whites and "impulse-following" to be character-
Q 

istic of lower classes. 

The present study attempts to determine the degree of 

powerlessness and the deferment of gratification among 

children as measured "by instruments designed for this purpose. 
9 

An effort will be made to test whether the DGP exists in 

inverse relationship to the feeling of powerlessness among 

the lower classes. An effort will be made to determine 

whether children who feel they are estranged from society 

have a psychological need for an impulsive release of feelings 

since this is one way by which emotions concerning powerless-

ness can be released. 
Hypotheses 

It is hypothesized that the following are true: 

1. Middle class children will show a lower degree of 

powerlessness than lower class children. 

2. Middle class children will reveal a stronger com-

mitment to the DGP than lower class children. 

7 
Bonnie Bullough, "Alienation in the Ghetto," American 

Journal of Sociology, LXXII (March, 1967). ^71. 

8 
Schneider and Lysgaard, op. cit., p. 1425 Straus, op. 

cit., p. 326. 

Q 
As measured by the instrument used in this research. 



3. In "both the middle and lower classes there will "be 

an inverse relationship "between powerlessness and the DGP. 

Definition of Terms 

The concept of alienation is often expressed in terms 

of powerlessness. Powerlessness is defined as "the expect-

ancy or probability held by the individual that his own 

behavior cannot determine the occurrence of the outcomes, or 

reinforcements, he s e e k s . T h i s definition entails a 

distinction developed by Julian Rotter between the internal 

and external control of reinforcements. Internal control is 

used to denote a sense of personal control over a situation, 

whereas external control pertains to outward conditions such 

as luck, chance or the manipulation of others. This con-

ception of powerlessness is based on the social learning 

theory, which states that "behavior is a function of values 

and expectations,"*1 and is the definition that will be used 

in this study. 

The social classification developed by Schneider and 

Lysgaard involves another pattern of socialization known as 

"impulse-following" versus "deferred gratification."1^ They 

suggested that persons reared in the lower classes tend to 

^Seeman, op. cit. , p. 784. 

^Julian B. Rotter, Social Learning arid Clinical Psy-
chology (New York, 195^)» P« 26. 

12 
Schneider and Lysgaard, op. cit., p. 142. 



be characterized by "impulse following" whereas those reared 

in the middle classes learn to follow the DGP. 

The lower-class characteristic "impulse-following 
(with minimal deferment or renunciation of "impulses" 
or gratifications) was characteristic of lower class 
Negroes and "impulse-renunciation" (or deferment of 
impulse-gratification) characteristic of middle class 
Negroes in "Old City" in the South. . . . The lower-
class characteristic . . . involves: relative 
readiness to engage in physical violence, free sexual 
expression (as through intercourse), minimum pursuit 
of education, low aspiration level,, failure of parents 
to identify the class of their children's playmates, 
free spending, little emphasis on being "well-mannered 
and obedient," and short-time dependence on parents. 
On the other hand, the middle characteristic "impulse-
renunciation" (presence of deferred gratification 
pattern) involves the reverse of these traitss relative 
reluctance to engage in physical violence and the like.13 

The United States Census for i960 showing the various 

detailed occupations was used in assigning social class 

rankings according to the occupation of the head of the family 

of the children used in the present sample. The middle class 

occupations included those listed under the headings: farmers 

and farm managers; managers, officials and proprietors, 

clerical and kindred workers; sales workers, craftsmen, fore-

men, and kindred workers. Lower class occupations were 

composed of operatives and kindred workers, service workers, 

farm laborers; and foremen and laborers, except farm and 

li-
mine . 

~*~-̂ Ibid. , p. 1^3• 

^Eighteenth Census of the United States: I960 
(Washington, C. C., 1953). pp. 202-205. 



CHAPTER II 

RELATED STUDIES 

Davis and Dollard conducted a study in a Negro community 

about three decades ago establishing the historical foun-

dation for the study of powerlessness among lower class 

Negroes, and suggested also the absence of deferred grati-

fication. The study was based on material gathered by five 

interviewers from eighty-two Negro adolescents between the 

ages of twelve and sixteen. Those in the sample were inter-

viewed several times weekly over periods of four to seven 

months. The interviews were conducted at school in an 

informal, friendly atmosphere. Life experiences of eight 

lower-class Negro adolescents were chosen in an attempt to 

analyze the children's attitudes and relationships toward 

white people. 

A sense of powerlessness was perceived to be a part of 

the behavior that was expected and encouraged by the white 

world. 

In general, the Negro child learns from white people 
that he cannot be a member of their economic, social, 
or educational groups. . . . From his own family, he 
usually learns that white people are extremely power-
ful and dangerous.1 

^"Allison Davis and John Dollard, Children of Bondage, 
(Washington, D. C., 19^0), p. 251. 
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When Mary was asked how she felt about being colored, 
she said, "I don't mind being jes' like Gawd made me. 
. . . Asked if she minded riding in the back of the 
bus, she said, "I jes' go on to the back. That's 
the place they got for us. You don't never get in 
trouble like that."2 

If there is a deferred gratification pattern, it is 

primarily disguised aggression toward the white man, the 

control of impulsive behavior toward whites which can be 

expressed without fear of retaliation at a later time and 

in a more appropriate way. 

The Negro child learns that he must not be aggres-
sive toward them, but must dramatize his subordinate 
position by various explicit forms of deference. 
. . . He must . . . not display aggression toward 
them. . . . He is taught, however, that within the 
bounds of his caste position he may adopt substitute 
modes of aggression toward whites. For example, 
certain well-disguised forms of "getting even," such 
as sabotage in his work for white people (slowness, 
lack of punctuality, clumsiness), and the u^e of 
flattery, humor, secretiveness, "ignorance" and 
other behavior for outwitting white people, are 
learned at an early age.3 

Lower class Negro children were found to be more aggres-

sive than children in other social classes. All but two 

individuals in their entire sample of eighty-two lower class 

Negro adolescents exhibited aggressive behavior in their 

school and cliques. These black children were often trained 

to fight both at home and in the neighborhood. Rock and fist 

fights often occurred, usually involving lower class white 

2lbid., p. 65. 3Ibid., p. 251. 

^lb id.. pp. 27-28. 



children. The parents of the latter did not object to such 

behavior and often considered it a sign of manhood for their 

children to fight with the racial adversary. 

The lower class Negro children were often punished but 

were seldom rewarded. For this reason, the child was not 

encouraged to defer gratification, but rather to gratify his 

impulses. A lower class Negro boy of Natchez told the inter-

viewer he had failed the fifth grade twice. He said, 

"Everytime I gits home from school, my papa says I ain't 

goin' to be nothin' nohow, but he whips me jes' the same."^ 

In another study of lower and middle class families 

Dollard participated in the social life of "Southerntown" in 

order to study his Negro subjects as they lived in the com-

munity and to record information concerning the life histories 

of a sample of them. Most of the information was gained 

through indirect interrogation; none was acquired by asking 

set questions in a mechanical way. Powerlessness was again 

defined in terms of frustration toward the American white 

caste system which kept the Negro community in a dominated 

position.^ 

Impulsive behavior among lower class Negroes was traced 

back to the days of slavery. It was learned that white 

^Ibid., p. 240. ^Ibid., p. 26?. 

7 
John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town 

(New Haven, Conn., 1937)» P- 267. ~ 
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masters had encouraged such behavior as a means of compen-

sating the Negroes for their many deprivations. 

Negroes . . . have "been adequately trained to 
irresponsibility through the slavery system and 
its lineal descendent, the plantation-share-crop 
system. . . . The human organism is such a thing 
that . . . it will accept the immediate pleasure 
gain and avoid the rigors of impulse renunciation 
. . . This dependence of Negroes is . . . a 
straight gratification continuing without break 
from childhood on.8 

Aggression was again cited as an example of impulsive 

behavior. Aggression was used by the Negro as a response to 

the frustration he repeatedly experienced. He often expressed 

this aggression by diverting it from the white caste to the 

Negro group itself. One reaction of the Negro took the form 

of sexual jealousy, often ending in violent action.9 

Dollard concluded that the caste system of the south 

seemed to keep Negroes from learning mature forms of impulse 

control and granted them essentially "infantile" types of 

freedom from responsibility.*^ 

Davis and Havighurst conducted a study of child-rearing 

practices among samples of middle class white and Negro 

mothers and lower class white and Negro mothers. They found 

greater differences between social classes than between races, 

although they also found consistent differences at both levels, 

8Ibid., p. 401. 9lbid., p. 269. 

10Ibid., p. kOb. 
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Deferment of gratification was referred to "by Davis and 

Havighurst as the frustration of impulses. From their studies 

they concluded " . . . middle class children are subjected 

earlier and more consistently to the influences which make a 

child an orderly, conscientious, responsible and tame per-

son."11 To cite an example, mothers in the sample were asked 

what time they expected boys to be in the house at night. 

Ninety-one per cent of middle class white boys, 9^ per cent 

of middle class Negro boys, 59 per cent of lower class Negro 

boys and 66 per cent of lower class white boys were expected 

to be home between five and eight o'clock at night. 

Another item used in the study requested the mother to 

indicate the age at which they thought boys should be per-

mitted to go to the movies alone. They were given a choice 

of two age categories: from five to seven years of age, or 

eight and over. Seventy per cent of the lower class Negro 

mothers favored five to seven years of age, 83 per cent of 

middle class white mothers favored that age, 65 per cent of 

lower class white mothers fell in this category, and 52 per 

cent of middle class Negro mothers said the child should be 

eight or over. (Thirteen per cent of the middle class Negro 

mothers did not approve of movies for the child under any 

circumstances.)12 

11Allison Davis and Robert J. Havighurst, "Social Class 
and Color Differences in Child-Rearing," American Socio-
logical Review, XI (December, 19^6), 707. 

12Ibid., p. 702. 
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Focused interview data gathered by field workers were 

used by McGuire to study lower and middle class families in 

two texas communities—one of 10,000 people and the other 

with a population over 100,000. His studies showed that the 

majority of lower class children learned that gratifications 

and deprivations were "immediate" in nature? if postponed, 

they are unpredictable. Most middle class children learned 

that approval and disapproval were meaningful in terms of 

longer period of time and their long-term consequences had 

to be considered.1^ 

Schneider and Lysgaard conducted research based on a 

representative sample of 2,500 high school, students taken 

from a nationwide sample. A self-identification index of 

social class position was used by the students. The testing 

instrument included twenty-eight DGP related questions. Cat-

egories covered in the questionnaire included physical vio-

lence, free sexuality, marked pursuit of education, high 

aspiration level, being well mannered and obedient, and pro-

longed dependence on parents. Students either agreed or 

disagreed to a series of statements probing each of these areas. 

When asked if they planned to go to college or take 

special training after graduation, 56 per cent of those in 

the middle class said yes and 42 per cent of the lower class 

said yes. Eighty per cent of the middle class and 70 per cent 

13 
^Carson McGuire, "Family Life in Lower and Middle Class 

Homes," Marriage and Family Living, XIV (February, 1952), 6. 
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of the lower class definitely expected to graduate. The stu-

dents were asked, "If you won a big prize, say $2,000, what 

would you do?" Seventy-three per cent of the middle class 

and 68 per cent of the lower class said they would save most 

of it. Eighty-two per cent of the middle class students and 

70 per cent of the lower class students thought that their 

parents had saved money to help them get started in life. 

Results of the study showed that lower class students 

did not follow a DGP as conscientiously as the middle class 

students. Proportionately, lower class students reported 

having engaged in the following more than middle class stu-

dents: had one or more fights recently (differences 

significant at the 5 per cent level), had seen adults fight 

recently (differences not significant at the 5 per cent 

level), preferred to settle things right away (differences 

significant at the 1 per cent level).^ 

Straus tested 338 male junior and senior high school 

students. He constructed a scale using five adolescent 

needs: affiliation, aggression, consumption, independence, 

and sex. Four items were then placed under each need to 

reveal deferment of that need or lack of deferment. Again, 

respondents indicated agreement or disagreement to each 

entry in the series of questions. 

14 
Schneider and Lysgaard, op. cit. , p. 14-5* 
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His study failed to support the view that a DGP was a 

specific middle class pattern. However, results of the 

study showed that learning to defer gratification, with the 

exception of sexual deferment, was associated with achieve-

ment. Intelligence, socioeconomic status,and the DGP were 

correlated with academic achievement at the ?1 per cent 

level and with occupational aspiration at the 51 per cent 

level; DGP and academic achievement were correlated at the 

26 per cent level; DGP (intelligence and socioeconomic status 

held constant) were correlated with academic achievement at 

the 48 per cent level. The total DGP was found to have a 

correlation of 26 per cent with academic achievement and a 

correlation of 33 per cent with occupational aspiration.^ 

Straus concluded that one of the personality prereq-

uisites for achievement in American society is the ability 

to defer gratification. "The larger the number of needs the 

"boy has learned to defer, the more potent the behavioral 

model, and hence, the greater the achievement potential. 

Several studies have been conducted by Seeman and his 

associates dealing with alienation and its most critical form, 

powerlessness. In 1962 Seeman and Evans carried out a study 

in thirty-eight wards of ten hospitals for tuberculosis 

patients. Powerlessness was defined in the study as "the 

expectancy or probability held by the individual that his 

^Straus, op. cit. , p. 333. "^Ibid. 
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own behavior cannot determine the occurrence of the outcomes, 

17 

or reinforcement, he seeks." r The purpose of the study was 

to show the significance, if any, of alienation on the "be-

havior of hospital patients. It was hypothesized that a 

sense of powerlessness on the part of individuals would 

affect their responses to critical circumstances in their 

career. 

An alienation scale of twelve forced-choice items "based 

on an instrument developed by Professor Shephard Liverant was 

used to test powerlessness. Usable questionnaires were ob-

tained from 887 white male patients, who had been hospitalized 

for an extended period of time. A matching process was also 

used with a sample of eighty-six cases—fifty-three matched 

pairs of high and low alienated groups. 

Patients who were found to be more alienated had sig-

nificantly lower scores on the test of objective knowledge 

about tuberculosis (mean knowledge score of 15.72) than those 

who were low in powerlessness (mean score of 17.21). The 
•I O 

difference was significant at the .05 level. The study, 

therefore, showed that a high degree of powerlessness and 

poor learning were associated; powerlessness and knowledge 

were related. It was concluded that this was true not only 
1? 
Kelvin Seeman and John W. Evans, "Alienation and 

Learning in a Hospital Setting," American Sociological 
Review, XXVII (December, 1962), 782. 

1 8 lb id. , p. 777-
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in a hospital setting, but was also true concerning the 

19 

general theme of powerlessness in contemporary life. 

A study was conducted in a Chillicothe reformatory by 

Seeman. The reformatory is a federal institution that deals 

with young offenders who are believed to be good prospects 

for rehabilitation. This study concerned powerlessness and 

patterns of social learning relevant to correctional matters. 

Powerlessness was assigned the same definition used in the 

previous work by Seeman. As in the previous study, the basic 

proposition to be examined was that a crucial factor in the 

learning process is an individual's generalized expectation 
20 

with regard to control over events in his life. 

A scale was used consisting of forty forced-choice items, 

again based on Professor Liverant's work, and utilizing a 

contrast between internal and external behavior control. The 

items covered a wide range of behavior such as making friends, 

waging war, and finding personal success. 

The correlation between alienation and parole learning 

was significant at the 5 per cent level using a two-tailed 

test. When those in the sample were divided into uncon-

ventional inmates and conventional inmates (those committed 

to rehabilitation values), the effect of alienation was high 
19lbid.. p. 782. 

20 
Melvin Seeman, "Alienation and Social Learning in a 

Reformatory," American Journal of Sociology, LXIX (November, 
1964), 272-273. 
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among the conventional inmates concerning parole knowledge 

(-.40 which was significant at the 5 per cent level). 

Eighty-five per cent of the successful parolees had taken 

part in some type of voluntary educational program while in 

prison. A correlation of -27 "between alienation and achieve-

ment showed that those who rated high in powerlessness tended 

to rate low in achievement. 

Results of the study also confirmed that inmates scoring 

high on powerlessness had less objective knowledge about their 

conditions than inmates scoring low on powerlessness. Behavior 

"both in prison and outside, as well as generalized expect-

ancies for control, were related to an inmate's learning of 

corrections-relevant information. Superior learning was 

associated with achievement-oriented behavior. It was con-

cluded that an inmate's expectancies for control over events 

determine his subsequent attention and acquisition of know-

ledge. Powerlessness was shown to be an important factor in 

the learning process when highly relevant material concerning 

21 

the respondent's immediate careers was made available. 

A consistent pattern of voting among the socially and 

economically deprived segments of the population was dis-

covered from research conducted by Horton and Thompson. The 

study of defeated school-bond issues in two communities 

called "University Town" and "Company Town" showed a definite 

21Ibid., p. 28k, 
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relationship between powerlessness and negative votes. 

Powerlessness was defined as resignation to a situation in 

which equality was stated as the ideal but social patterns 

22 

in the community were in fact characterized by inequality. 

Data were obtained from interviews with nearly 400 

voters in two upstate New York communities. Seventy-six per 

cent of the lower class respondents in University Town and 

94 per cent of those in Company Town were found to be alien-

ated according to criteria established in this study. Of the 

taxpayers who voted, 70 per cent of the alienated group in 

University Town and 84 per cent of the alienated group in 

Company Town voted against the school-bond issue in contrast 

to 18 per cent of the non-alienated group in University Town 

and 37 per cent of the non-alienated group in Company Town. 

Twenty-three per cent of the alienated group thought that 

unions should be given more control over local issues. Only 

12 per cent of the non-alienated group agreed to that state-

ment.^ 

Results of the study indicated that powerlessness and 

low socioeconomic position were related to one another and 

also to a cluster of "negative" attitudes. Some recurring 

themes in a world view expressed by the powerless were 

22 
John E. Horton and Wayne E. Thompson, "Powerlessness 

and Political Negativism: A Study of Defeated Local Refer-
endums," American Journal of Sociology. LXVII (March, 1962), 
486. 

23Ibid., p. 493. 
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. . . the feeling that the world is a threatening 
place inhabited by the powerful and the powerless; 
suspicion of outsiders and of people in general; 
pessimism about the future; despair; and the tend-
ency to debunk education and other values necessary 
for success in a competitive society.24 

A study of alienation in an urban ghetto was conducted 

by Bullough, using samples of middle-class Negroes. All 

available Negro adult members were included in both samples. 

One group lived within the traditional ghetto area in which 

over 90 per cent of the population was Negro. In the second 

sample sixty-one Negro families who were integrated into a 

predominantly white section were interviewed. The power-

lessness scale developed by Liverant was again used.^ 

When scores on powerlessness were computed, significant 

differences were found between the two samples. People in 

the ghetto sample had a mean score on the powerlessness test 

of 3 . 0 1 while those in the Valley-wide sample had a mean 

score of 2.48. Negroes who had moved out of the ghetto felt 

that they had more control over their own lives than those 

who remained in it. Integrated middle class Negroes tended 

to orient their activities toward the mainstream of society 

rather than toward segregated activities within the Negro 

subculture. 

Alienation and its critical form, powerlessness, were 

concluded to have a circular interactive effect; "not only 

is ̂ this e f f e c j t 7 a product of segregated living, it also 

2k Ibid. , p. 493. ^Bullough, op. cit. , p. **71. 
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acts to keep middle class Negroes locked in the traditional 

residential pattern."2^ 

A study of attitudes and participation in the Watts 

disturbances of 1965 was conducted "by Ransford. He used a 

powerlessness scale consisting of twelve forced-choice items. 

The sample was composed of 312 Negro males who were heads of 

households, all of whom were interviewed by other Negroes. 

Powerlessness was used as an independent variable to predict 

violence participation. Powerlessness was cited as "an 

appropriate variable for Negroes living in a segregated 

ghetto? that is, groups which are blocked in full partici-

pation in the society are more likely to feel powerless in 

that society."2'' 

A sense of powerlessness was also considered to be a 

logical forerunner of violent protest. When Negroes were 

shown to face radical discrimination barriers, a perception 

of powerlessness emerged based on the belief that all channels 

for social redress were closed in this society. Isolated 

Negroes and others with intense feelings of powerlessness and 

dissatisfaction were found to be more prone to violent action 

than those who were less alienated. Sixty-five per cent of 

the alienated group were willing to use violence as contrasted 

28 
to 12 per cent of those in the low alienation group. 

26lbid., p. 477. 

2^Ransford, op. cit., p. 582. 2^Ibid., p. 590* 
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Summary 

The studies reported in this chapter suggest that be-

havior described by Schneider and Lysgaard as a "deferred 

gratification pattern" has been evident for many years and 

is still evident today. Studies of the lower class Negro 

suggest that he has been trained since the days of slavery, 

to irresponsibility and encouraged to seek immediate grati-

fication within his own caste-like community. Other studies 

suggest that the lower class white child follows a pattern of 

behavior similar to that of the lower class Negro child. 

Studies showing the existence of a DGP suggest that it 

is related to social class and achievement. All of the 

studies suggest that impulsiveness or the deferment of grat-

ifications is part of a style of life learned by the child 

and practiced throughout his lifetime. Furthermore, impulsive 

behavior learned and practiced by those in the lower classes 

serve to sustain and perpetuate their social position. The 

deferment of gratifications which is learned by children in 

the middle class is apparently an important requirement for 

success in our society. 

Studies of powerlessness suggest that it results in a 

feeling of frustration and estrangement, and that it is 

present in disproportionate numbers in the lower classes. It 

has been suggested that such feelings influence the pattern 

of one's learning, his attitude toward violence as a means 
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of self expression, and his general attitude toward others 

in the community. On the other hand» studies of the non-

alienated suggest that they usually belong to the middle 

classes, that they direct their activities toward the main-

stream of community affairs, and that they more often feel 

they have some control over events affecting their future. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Description of Instruments 

Testing instruments were developed to measure attitudes 

concerning powerlessness and the deferment of gratifications. 

The instruments were variants of the forced-choice instrument 

developed by Liverant, Rotter, and Seeman."*" 

The measure of powerlessness was derived from responses 

to the statements reproduced in Appendix A. In essence, 

scores v/ere determined by the number of times the individual 

admitted feelings of powerlessness. The instrument measured 

powerlessness in several different types of situations, and 

was designed to determine the individual's generalized expect-

ancy with regard to control over events. The test presented 

seventeen dichotomies. The first choice in each item had a 

value of zero and indicated a belief in internal control over 

events. The second choice in each category was assigned a 

value of two points and demonstrated a feeling of powerless-

ness (external control). The scores ranged from a possible 

high of thirty-four to a possible low of zero. One item (13) 

presented two choices for expressions of powerlessness, each 

^Julian B. Rotten, "Generalized Expectancies for In-
ternal vs. External Control of Reinforcements," Psychological 
Monographs, LXXX (1966), 1-28. 
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with a value of two points. This was done in order to 

clarify feelings of powerlessness in relation to the size 

of a family. 

Straus, Schneider, and Lysgaard's test items were modi-

fied to fit the construction of the Liverant, Rotter, and 

Seeman scale. Data to test the hypothesis concerning the 

DGP were obtained from responses to the statements reproduced 

in Appendix B. In response to the statements, the individual 

indicated a willingness to defer gratifications or an in-

clination to obey his impulses. Again, several different 

types of hypothetical situations were used to evoke responses 

from the subjects. The testing instrument offered twenty 

dichotomies. The first choice in each item was assigned a 

value of two points and was indicative of adherence to the 

DGP. The second choice demonstrated impulsiveness and had a 

value of zero. The scores ranged from a possible high of 

forty to a possible low of zero. 

Subjects 

All fifth grade students in attendance on January 7, 

1969 in Brownfield, Texas were tested. The children attended 

two elementary schools and were divided into nine classrooms. 

Tests were administered to a total population of two hundred 

forty-seven students. Thirty-seven students were excluded 

2 
Straus, o_p. cit. , p. 329; Schneider and Lysgaard, 

op. cit., p. 1^5. 
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for the following reasons: eleven students were classified 

as "belonging to the upper class rather than the middle or 

lower class; information concerning the occupation of the 

head of the family was not available for nine students; two 

students turned in incomplete tests and fifteen Negro stu-

dents were excluded in order to reduce the possibilities of 

racial complications. The sample included one hundred middle 

class white children, six middle class Latin-American chil-

dren, thirty-six lower class white children, and sixty-eight 

lower class Latin-American children. 

Collection and Treatment of Data 

Permission was obtained from the superintendent and 

the two principals of the elementary schools to administer 

testing instruments. A class information sheet was used for 

each of the nine classrooms tested in the sample. The name 

of each pupil was obtained from school records along with the 

father's occupation, the mother's occupation, and the stu-

dent's ethnic membership. The occupations of both parents 

were obtained in order to classify families in which the 

father was not a member of the household or was unemployed. 

The children were told by the teachers that their help 

was requested in an important project undertaken by the 

examiner. The measuring instrument for powerlessness was 

then distributed to all pupils in each classroom. The direc-

tions were read orally and the children were told that their 
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participation in this research project was not part of their 

schoolwork. They would not receive a grade on their work; 

there were no right or wrong answers. They were simply to 

choose the statement that best expressed their opinion in 

response to each pair of statements. As each pupil completed 

the powerlessness instrument, he was given the test for 

deferred gratification. 

Following the collection of data, pupils were grouped 

into social classes in accordance with the occupation of the 

head of the household. Within each social class, students 

were classified according to ethnic membership. Students be-

longing to the upper class and Negroes were excluded, along 

with those who supplied incomplete information on the testing 

instrument or failed to indicate the occupation of the head 

of the household. Scores were computed for all tests and a 

tally of the scores made. The scores were arranged by fre-

quency from a high of kO (DGP) or 34 (for powerlessness) to 

a low of zero. The score frequencies were computed and a 

mean was obtained for the lower class regarding the defer-

ment of gratifications and feelings of powerlessness. Score 

frequencies were also computed and mean scores for the middle 

class on adherence to the DGP and on expressions of power-

lessness were obtained. The DGP scores were then divided into 

two groupss those who scored high had achieved a score at or 

above the mean score of twenty-eight\ low scores were those 

below the average. Powerlessness scores were considered 
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high if they were at or above the mean score of fifteen. Low 

scores were those which fell below fifteen. 

The chi square statistical method was used to determine 

the degree of relationship between the middle and lower 

classes for powerlessness, the degree of relationship between 

the middle and lower classes for the deferment of grati-

fication, and the degree of inverse relationship between 

powerlessness and deferred gratification within the middle 

3 

and lower classes. The level of significance was drawn at 

. 0 5 . A table for chi square distribution was utilized to 

discern if the chi square magnitude was significant, and if 

significant, at what level.^ 

•̂ John E. Freund, Modern Elementary Statistics (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J., 1967), p. 267. 

^Ibid., p. 247. 

^Ibid. (Based on Table 8 of Biometrika Scales for 
Statisticians, Vol. J, by permission of the Biometrika" 
trustees), p. 385-



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

The data collected as a result of the methods described 

in Chapter III were analyzed statistically to test the hypo-

theses stated in Chapter I. The results were determined 

through the use of percentages and chi square tests. The 

distribution of responses to each of the statements, sub-

divided by social class, is reported in Appendix C. Levels 

of significance were established using the .05 level of 

significance as the primary criterion. Composite percentages 

and chi squares were computed to determine the relationship 

between social class, powerlessness, and the DGP. 

The first hypothesis predicted that the middle class 

children in this sample would manifest a lower degree of 

powerlessness than lower class children. The findings re-

sulting from the questionnaire administered to two hundred 

and ten fifth grade students show that the lower class sample 

had 36 per cent scoring high on the test for powerlessness 

and 13 per cent scoring low. In the middle class sample 

11 per cent scored high and 40 per cent scored low. ( See 

Table I.) The chi square computation was found to be 24.98 

(significant ^.00l). These findings are in agreement with 

the studies presented in Chapter II; they are congruent with 

28 
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prevailing theory concerning powerlessness and support the 

hypothesis. 

TABLE I 

RANK OF FEELINGS OF POWERLESSNESS* 

Social 
Class 

% in 
High Rank 

fo in 
Low Rank Total 

Lower class 36 13 49 

Middle class 11 40 51 

Total 47 53 100 

*X2=2*K98, p ^ .001, n=210. 

The second hypothesis stated that middle class children 

would reveal a stronger commitment to the DGP than lower 

class children. Results of the questionnaire show that 18 

per cent of the lower class scored high on the DGP test and 

32 per cent scored low. Forty-one per cent of the middle 

class scored high and 9 per cent scored low. (See Table II.) 

TABLE II 

RANK ON FOLLOWING OF THE DEFERRED 
GRATIFICATION PATTERN* 

Social 
Class 

% in 
High Rank 

% in 
Low Rank Total 

Lower class ' 18 32 50 

Middle class 41 9 50 

Total 59 41 100 

*X2=20.01, p ^ .001, n=210. 
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The chi square magnitude for this test was 20.01 (^ .001). 

These findings support the hypothesis and are in concordance 

with the general sociological research in this area. 

The critical focus of this research entailed extending 

our analysis beyond these separate components to determine 

if there is an inverse relationship between deferred grati-

fication and powerlessness. Results of the study indicate 

that such a relationship does exist. Thirty-six per cent of 

the lower class children ranked high in powerlessness and 

11 per cent of the middle class children ranked high. Forty-

one per cent of the middle class children ranked high in 

following the DGP and 18 per cent of the lower class children 

ranked high. (See Table III.) The chi square value was 

calculated to be 2-0.̂ 3 (-.001). 

TABLE III 

PERCENTAGES SHOWING INVERSE RELATIONSHIP OF THE DEFERRED 
. GRATIFICATION PATTERN AND POWERLESSNESS * 

Social Class 
DGP Powerlessness 

Social Class % in High Rank in High Rank 

Lower class 18 36 

Middle class 11 

*X2=20.43, p^.001, n=210. 

In the sociological literature considerable emphasis 

is placed on the study, discussion, explanation and descrip-

tion of powerlessness. Powerlessness as a critical form of 



31 

alienation has been found to coexist inversely with a 

pattern of deferred gratification. This would suggest that 

any adequate explanation of the study of alienation—more 

specifically, the critical form of powerlessness--must in-

clude a consideration of the factor of the absence of 

deferred gratification along with the presence of impulisve 

behavior. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The purpose of the study was to explore the relation-

ship "between feelings of powerlessness and patterns of 

deferred gratification among middle and lower class chil-

dren, Tests were administered to two hundred and ten fifth-

grade students in order to measure levels of powerlessness 

and adherence to the deferred gratification pattern. 

A review of the sociological theory and research under-

lying this project is included in Chapter II. In essence, 

the work of previous observers suggests that persons in the 

lower classes tend to have relatively acute feelings of 

powerlessness (or alienation), which is directly related to 

the expression of impulsive behavior and an absence of the 

deferred gratification pattern. Persons in the middle 

classes, on the other hand, more often manifest a sense of 

control over their affairs and are therefore able to take 

action in the present tense which can lead to enhanced 

rewards and gratifications at a later time. Heretofore, 

study of this general pattern as it is manifested among 

children has been neglected. 

32 
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Following the collection and tabulation of the data, 

the results were analyzed using the chi square statistical 

method. This analysis confirmed the three hypotheses under 

examination: 

1. Middle class children will show a lower degree of 

powerlessness than lower class children. 

2. Middle class children will reveal a stronger com-

mitment to the DGP than lower class children. 

3. In both the middle and lower classes there will be 

an inverse relationship between powerlessness and the DGP. 

Conclusions 

Confirmation of the hypotheses suggests an inverse 

relationship between powerlessness and adherence to the DGP. 

Powerlessness, as a critical form of alienation, does appear 

to be related to impulsive behavior. Non-alienation (the 

absence of the feeling of powerlessness) and the following 

of the DGP are related in a predictable and systematic way 

in the behavioral manifestations of middle and lower class 

children. 

Recommendations 

Further study could enlarge the scope of the research 

effort. A modification of the instruments used in the tests 

might be advantageous with particular concern for the 

problem of measuring "powerlessness" among children. It 

is suggested that samples of Negro subjects would serve to 
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further explain the patterns of powerlessness and deferred 

gratification. 

Although certain comparisons are made between the 

present and other studies, the primary utility of this 

thesis lies in its clarification of the relationship "between 

powerlessness and deferred gratification pattern among chil-

dren. The inference can be drawn that efforts to bolster 

the lower class child's sense of control and engagement in 

his neighborhood, school, and community will have a positive 

effect on both his willingness and ability to work toward 

future goals of the long-term variety. 



APPENDIX A 

TEST FOR POWERLESSNESS 

Directions: For each number below, place an X in the blank 
in front of the statement that best expresses 
your opinion (tells how you feel). 

1. 0 I believe I can live anywhere in Brownfield that 
I want to. 

2 I do not believe that I can live anywhere in 
Brownfield that I want. 

2. 0 I feel that I usually know everything that is going 
to happen to me. 

2 Many times I feel that I have little control over 
the things that happen to me. 

3. 0 I do not believe that chance and luck are very 
important in my life. 

2 I believe that chance and luck are very important 
in my life. 

0 I believe life holds great things in store for me. 

2 I believe life holds no promise of things getting 
better for me. 

5. 0 Hard work always pays off; it lets you get what you 
want out of life. 

2 Most of the time it doesn't do any good to work hard? 
it doesn't help you get what you want out of life. 

6* 0 Most of the time I get to do things that I really 
want to do. 

2 Most of the time I do not get to do things that I 
really want to do. 

35 
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7* 0 My parents get very upset if I make a low grade on 
my report card. 

2 My parents do not get very upset if I make a low 
grade on my report card. 

8. 0 I do not usually think that something bad is going 
to happen to me. 

2 I often think that something bad is going to happen 
to me. 

0 I think that if I decided what I wanted to do when 
I am grown, I would probably be able to do it. 

2 I think that if I decided what I wanted to when I am 
grown, I probably wouldn't really be able to do it. 

1°* 0 I believe that if I try hard enough, I can change 
many things in my life. 

2 No matter how hard I try, I do not believe that I 
could change many things in my life. 

• 0 When I plan to do something, those plans usually 
work out. 

2 Most of my plans do not work out. 

12. 0 I believe that a person can change his own future. 

2 I believe that a person can simply do his best and 
then hope for the best. 

13« 0 I do not believe that the size of a family depends 
on luck. 

2 I believe people with small families are just lucky 
and large families are a sign that the parents are 
unlucky. 

2 I believe people with large families are lucky and 
small families are a sign of bad luck. 
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1^' _ JL I feel that I can trust most people. 

2 I do not feel that I can trust most people, 

15. 0 Any citizen of the United States can help decide 
the way our government should be run. 

2 Our government is run by a few people and there is 
not much that an average citizen can do about it. 

16. 0 I do not often think about something bad happening 
to someone I know. 

2 I often think about something bad happening to 
someone I know. 

17* 0 1 believe that my parents had a chance to get a good 
education. 

2 I do not believe that my parents had a chance to get 
a good education. 



APPENDIX B 

TEST FOR THE DGP 

Directions: For each number below, place an X in the blank 
in front of the statement that best expresses 
your opinion (tells how you feel). 

1. 2 I usually like to think about doing things awhile 
before I do them. 

0 I usually like to do things as soon as I think 
about them. 

2* 2 I have never known anyone who got mad at someone 
and killed them. 

0 I have known someone who got mad at someone and 
killed them. 

3. 2 I do not like to watch people fight. 

0 I like to watch people fight. 

b* 2 When I get mad at someone, I usually do not let 
them know it. 

0 When I get mad at someone, I usually tell them 
about it. 

5» 2 I do not believe that spanking is a good way to 
punish children who are bad. 

0 I believe that whipping is a good way to punish 
children who are bad. 

2 I usually try to think before I speak, 

0 I usually say what is on my mind. 

38 
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7. 2 My parents never or very seldom spank me and my 
brothers and sisters. 

0 My parents often spank me and my brothers and 
sisters. 

8. 2 If I had $100.00 I would probably save most of it. 

0 If I had $100.00 I would probably spend most of it. 

9. 2 Few of my arguments lead to fights. 

0 Most of my arguments lead to fights. 

10. 2 I never or almost never watch T.V. past ten o'clock 
on a school night. 

0 I often watch T.V. until it goes off even though I 
may get sleepy the next day at school. 

11. 2 I plan to live at home until I go to college or get 
a good job. 

0 I plan to leave home as soon as possible. 

12. 2 I believe people should wait until they get out of 
high school to marry. 

0 I believe people should get married when they want 
to, no matter how old they are. 

13* 2 I like for my friends to be nice and always do the 
right things. 

0 Even though my friends often do things they know 
they shouldn't, I think they have more fun than 
people who always do the right things. 

14. 2 Since school started, few of my arguments have lead 
to fights. 

0 Since school started, most of my arguments have lead 
to fights. 
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15« 2 I believe most grown-ups are trying to help kids 
keep out of trouble. 

0 I believe grown-ups boss kids too much. 

16. 2 I have not seen grown people arguing very often. 

0 I have seen grown people arguing many times. 

17. 2 Few of the adult arguments I have seen have ended 
in a real fight. 

0 Many of the adult arguments I have seen have ended 
in a real fight. 

18. 2 I believe money should be saved. 

0 I believe money is made to spend, not save. 

19* 2 Nowadays with world conditions the way they are, 
the smart person thinks of tomorrow and plans for 
the future. 

0 Nowadays with world conditions the way they are, the 
smart person lives for today and lets tomorrow take 
care of itself. 

20. 2 I do not usually say things that I later wish I 
had not said. 

0 I often say things that I later wish I had not said. 



APPENDIX C 

PERCENTAGES SHOWING THE DEGREE OF POWERLESSNESS 
BY SOCIAL CLASS 

Response Categories 
Middle 
Class % 

Lower 
Class % 

Chi 
Square 

I believe I can live anywhere in 
Brownfield that I want to. 27 19 

I do not believe that I can live 
anywhere in Brownfield that I 
want to. 73 81 1.39(NS) 

I feel that I usually know every-
thing that is going to happen to 
me. 22 22 

Many times I feel that I have little 
control over the things that 
happen to me. 78 78 .03(NS) 

I do not believe that chance and 
luck are very important in my life, 34 27 

I believe that chance and luck are 
very important in my life. 66 73 .85(NS) 

I believe life holds great things 
in store for me. 83 60 

I believe life holds no promise of 
things getting better for me. 17 40 11.88d 

Hard work always pays off; it lets 
you get what you want out of life. 84 62 

Most of the time it doesn't do any 
good to work hardj it doesn't help 
you get what you want out of life. 16 38 11.19d 

Most of the time I get to do things 
that I really want to do. 64 38 

Most of the time I do not get to do 
things that I really want to do. 36 62 12.51d 

in 
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Response Category 
Middle 
Class 

fo 

Lower 
Class % 

Chi 
Square 

Most of the time I get to do things 
that I really want to do. 64 38 

Most of the time I do not get to do 
things that I really want to do. 36 62 12.51d 

My parents get very upset if I make a 
low grade on my report card. 76 71 

My parents do not get very upset if I 
make a low grade on my report 
card. 24 29 .41(NS 

I do not usually think that something 
bad is going to happen to me. 63 4-9 

I often think that something bad is 
going to happen to me. 37 51 3.43a 

I think that if I decided what I 
wanted to do when I am grown, I 
would probably be able to do it. 85 47 

I think that if I decided what I 
wanted to do when I am grown, I 
probably wouldn't really be able 
to do it. 15 53 30.50d 

I believe that if I try hard enough, 
I can change many things in my 
life. 88 52 

No matter how hard I try, I do not 
believe that I could change many 
things in my life. 12 48 29.I7d 

When I plan to do something, those 
plans usually work out. 64 31 

Most of my plans do not work out. 36 69 20.53d 
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Response Categories 
Middle 
Class 
* 

Lower 
Class 

fo 
Chi 

Square 

I believe that a person can change 
his own future. 43 38 

I believe that a person can simply 
do his best and then hope for the 
best. 5? 62 •33(NS 

I do not believe that the size of a 
family depends on luck. 84 51 

I believe people with small families 
are just lucky and large families 
are a sign that the parents are 
unlucky. 

I believe people with large families 
are lucky and small families are 
a sign of bad luck. 16* i+CJ# 23.34d 

I feel that I can trust most people. 85 55 

I do not feel that I can trust most 
people. 15 45 20.02d 

Any citizen of the United States 
can help decide the way our gov-
ernment should be run. 70 45 

Our government is run by a few 
people and there is not much that 
an average citizen can do about 
it. 30 55 11.79d 

I do not often think about something 
bad happening to someone I know. 6? 49 

I often think about something bad 
happening to someone I know. 33 51 5.93c 

*Two items expressing powerlessness were combined to get 
these percentages. 
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Response Categories 
Middle 
Class % 

Lower 
Class 
* 

Chi 
Square 

I believe my parents had a chance to 
get a good education. 8 1 57 

I do not believe that my parents had 
a chance to get a good education. 19 ^3 12.37d 

lP^.05. bP -.025. 
:P *=.01. dP ̂ .005. 



APPENDIX D 

PERCENTAGES SHOWING THE DEGREE OF COMMITMENT TO THE 
DGP BY SOCIAL CLASS 

Response Categories 
Middle 
Class % 

Lower 
Class 

fo 

Chi 
Square 

I usually like to think about doing 
things awhile before I do them. 75 63 

I usually like to do things as soon 
as I think about them. 25 37 2.83a 

I have never known anyone who got 
mad at someone and killed them. 91 81 

I have known someone who got mad at 
someone and killed them. 9 19 3-36a 

I do not like to watch people fight. 78 65 

I like to watch people fight. 22 35 3-53a 

When I get mad at someone, I 
usually,do not let them know it. 67 43 

When I get mad at someone, I 
usually tell them about it. 33 57 10.69d 

I do not believe that spanking is a 
good way to punish children who 
are bad. 44 35 

I believe that whipping is a good 
way to punish children who are 
bad. 56 65 1.34(NS 

I usually try to think before I 
speak. 81 56 

I usually say what is on my mind. 19 44 13-35d 

45 



APPENDIX D—Continued 

46 

Response Categories 
Middle 
Class % 

Lower 
Class % 

Chi 
Square 

My parents never or very seldom 
spank me and my brothers and 
sisters. 73 60 

My parents often spank me and my 
brothers and sisters. 27 ^0 11.13d 

If I had $100.00, I would probably 
save most of it. 80 67 

If I had $100.00, I would probably 
spend most of it. 20 33 3-70a 

Few of my arguments lead to fights. 81 52 

Most of my arguments lead to fights. 19 43 17-60(3 

I never or almost never watch T.V. 
past ten o'clock on a school 
night. 91 63 

I often watch T.V. until it goes off 
even though I may get sleepy the 
next day at school. 9 37 20. 58d 

I plan to live at home until I go 
to college or get a good job. 95 80 

I plan to leave home as soon as 
possible. 5 20 8.96d 

I believe people should wait until 
they get out of high school to 
marry. 92 69 

I believe people should get married 
when they want to, no matter how 
old they are. 8 31 15.^2d 
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Response Categories 
Middle 
Class % 

Lower 
Class % 

Chi 
Square 

I like for my friends to "be nice and 
always do the right things. 83 65 

Even though my friends often do 
things they know they shouldn't, 
I think they have more fun than 
people who always do the right 
things. 17 35 7-51d 

Since school started, few of my 
arguments have lead to fights. 90 63 

Since school started, most of my 
arguments have lead to fights. 10 37 18.8 0d 

I believe most grown-ups are trying 
to help kids keep out of trouble. 91 70 

I believe grown-ups boss kids too 
much. 9 30 12.74d 

I have not seen grown people arguing 
very often. 78 60 

I have seen grown people arguing 
many times. 22 40 6.76° 

Few of the adult arguments I have 
seen have ended in a real fight. 92 79 

Many of the adult arguments I have 
seen have ended in a real fight. 8 21 5.8lb 

I believe money should be saved. 88 67 

I believe money is made to spend, 
not save. 

. - „ _ _ . _J 
12 33 11.47d 
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Response Categories 
Middle 
Class 

1" 

Lower 
Class 

fo 

Chi 
Square 

Nowadays with world conditions the 
way they are, the smart person 
thinks of tomorrow and plans for 
the future. 71 58 

Nowadays with world conditions the 
way they are, the smart person 
lives for today and lets to-
morrow take care of itself. 29 42 3.l4a 

I do not usually say things that I 
later wish I had not said. 58 34 

I often say things that I later 
wish I had not said. 42 66 10.65d 

lP£.05. P^.025. 01. dP ̂ .005, 
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