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Street Corner Society: Social Structure of an Italian Slum, William Whyte (1943)

Part 1: Corner boys and College boys

As a dissertation project, Whyte spent 3 ½ years living in a slum “Cornerville”.

Research approach: Participant observation and unstructured interviewing; heavy reliance on key informants as gatekeepers

Research question: How is a slum organized? Is it as socially disorganized and chaotic as it appears to outsiders?

Main Ideas:

1) Cornerville is not socially disorganized;

2) Very defined and hierarchical structure, with strong leadership positions;

3) Social cohesion and relations are governed by a system of mutual obligation;

Corner Boys, AKA The Nortons: Marginally employed, marginally educated young men who hang out on the corner.  Led by ‘Doc’.

College Boys: College educated, socially mobile young men who were members of the Italian Community Club. Led by ‘Chic’.

	Corner Boys
	College Boys

	Informally organized into a gang
	Formally organized into a club

	Strong group affiliation
	Pair bonding

	Informal social relations
	Formal procedures govern group interactions

	Individuals judged by treatment of others (loyalty)
	Individuals judged by education and intelligence

	Mutual obligations maintain social cohesion (Members spend money on each other to maintain status)
	Thrifty in order to advance socially

	Decision making by consensus around decisions of Doc
	Parliamentary procedures to make decisions


Critique:

1. The book lacks any sort of coherent structure or roadmap. A deluge of information and narrative, with a concluding chapter that tries to pull it all together into a theory.

2. The question of ethics.  Whyte entered the community under a false pretext.  “Studying the history of Cornerville” and “Writing a book about old Italian customs”.  At least with the gatekeepers, he did ultimately ‘come clean’ regarding his research focus.

