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Abstract
The essay deals with the problem of the empirical analysis of the concept of social dis-
tance using a temporal rather than a spatial approach.

To this end, the Bogardus’ Social Distance Scale is introduced by emphasizing that it 
was defined by employing a spatial perspective and describing the socio-cultural environ-
ment in which it was designed.

Then, it is illustrated a temporal perspective to empirically investigate the concept of 
social distance introducing the concepts of allochronism, social time and standard time. In 
particular, it is argued that social time has close connections with our perceptions, inter-
pretations, values, needs and cultures, and as such is particularly suitable for investigating 
socio-temporal distance.

Moreover—as the main focus of this essay—the methodological procedure used by 
the author to examine the socio-temporal distance of ethnic relations between migrants 
and natives in Italy is illustrated. By comparing significant indicators suitable for assess-
ing living conditions, it will become evident how the two social groups live in different 
temporal worlds, although they are physically contemporary. In particular, it is shown 
how migrants live in a temporal bubble that represents a “piece” of modernity inserted in 
a postmodern world.

It is concluded that studying social distance using a temporal approach is very effec-
tive and has several applications: it can be used not only for ethnic relations but also for 
research on minority, weak, marginal groups, in gender or intergenerational studies, and 
in all fields in which gaps/disparities/ inequalities must be compared.
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Social distance is a persistent theme in the history of the human sciences1—especially in 
the field of sociological research—whose theorization was started by Simmel (1903; 1908) 
in Europe, and by Park (1923) and Bogardus (1925a, 1926, 1928, 1933, 1967) in North 
America.

On this subject, Simmel formulated a sophisticated theory according to which the con-
cept of social distance is both spatial (or physical) and metaphorical (or symbolic). Specifi-
cally, the former can be defined as physical segregation (residential, occupational, and so 
forth) and the latter as the degree to which individuals or groups share cultural and social 
similarities.

Nevertheless, in this essay it is Bogardus’ proposal that sparks interest because of its 
operational implications. In fact, the famous Chicago scholar2 was the inventor of the Social 
Distance Scale that bears his name and which is—as well as the Likert scale (1932)—one of 
the best known and most widely used in the world.

Actually, the Social Distance Scale has been used globally to study ethnic relationships 
(Fedor 2021; Koc and Anderson 2018; Weaver 2008; Sakuragi 2006; Parillo and Dono-
ghue 2005; Randall and Delbridge 2005; McAllister and Moore 1991; Zaidi 1967) but also 
(to mention the main ones) attitudes toward sexual behaviour, gender and homosexual-
ity (Benitez et al. 2017; Górska et al. 2017; Dufwenberg and Muren 2006; Hinrichs and 
Rosenberg 2002; Gentry 1987; Staats 1978), religious differences (Brockett et al. 2009; 
Brinkerhoff and Mackie 1986; Cavan 1971; Nataraj 1965; Hunt 1956), deviance and social 
conflict (Arteaga and Lara 2004; Haney and Fein 1968), educational fields (Kovačević and 
Radovanovic 2020; Maurer and Keim 2018), racism and discriminations (Yang 2015; Mor-
gan 2006; Cover 1995; Sell 1990; Kinloch 1973; Morsbach and Morsbach 1967), physical 
and mental disabilities (Fujii et al. 2018; Adewuya and Makanjuola 2005; Stevenson 1991; 
Eisenman 1986; Bagley 1972; Benton et al. 1968), social classes and poverty (Sacks and 
Lindholm 2002; Nix and BlairLoy 2000; Dickson and MacLachlan 1990), tourism (Thyne 
et al. 2022; Çelik 2019; Woosnam and Lee 2011), professional positions (Leong and Tang 
2016; Prandy and Jones 2001; Bourgeois and Friedkin 2001; Prandy 1990; Laumann and 
Senter 1976; Laumann and Guttman 1966; Singh 1965), innovation (Rostova and Urgalkin 
2019), human-robot relationships (Banks and Edwards 2019; Kim and Mutlu 2014), and 
the like.

In addition, the scale has often been modified to accommodate different spatiotemporal 
contingencies and research fields (Coventry and Case 2020; Mather, Jones and Moats 2017; 
Parrillo and Donoghue 2005; Lee, Sapp and Ray 1996; Byrnes and Kiger 1988; Smith 1970; 
Ames and Arline 1969—to mention a few).

As known, at the time when Bogardus was a doctoral student and a young professor, the 
United States experienced the so-called “second wave” of immigration during which, unlike 
the first, many non-Protestant people came to North America from Europe, Asia (especially 
from Japan) and Central America. Some cities saw an impetuous growth in population. For 
example, Chicago—where Bogardus was a student—between 1880 and 1890 doubled its 
population (to 1 million), and over the next 20 years doubled it again (to 2 millions).

1 The concept of social distance (with which this essay is concerned) should not be confused with the concept 
of social distancing which, as well known, is a practice for containing Covid-19 contagion.

2 He received a Ph.D. from the University of Chicago in 1911 and then joined the University of Southern 
California as a Professor of Sociology.
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Immigrants brought with them different languages, customs, religions, causing concerns, 
fear and prejudices. Consequently, in order to control foreign-born individuals and contain 
new arrivals, many racial laws have been enacted by both the federal government and sev-
eral states3.

In those days, there were also significant internal migratory flows of black people mov-
ing from southern to northern states in search of better working conditions and greater civil 
rights. The segregation in which they lived (even in the northern states) led them to protest. 
Especially during the summer of 1919 many riots broke out all over the United States. One 
of the most frightening took place in Chicago where almost 40 people were killed, more 
than 500 were injured and more than 1,000 houses were destroyed. This caused the re-emer-
gence of racial groups such as the KKK which, just to mention one event, attracted as many 
as 25,000 members and sympathizers at a rally held in Chicago in 1922 (Spinney 2000).

This incendiary situation contributed to increased interest in racial and immigration 
issues among scholars (McKee 1993). Thomas, Znaniecki, Park and Burgess were among 
the first to take up this topic, and the Chicago School inaugurated a branch of research that 
became one of its flagships. Bogardus was exposed to this socio-political and intellectual 
climate and began to develop an interest in immigration and race attitudes (1928).

Robert Park (inspired by Simmel4) defined social distance as “an attempt to reduce to 
something like measurable terms the grades and degrees of understanding and intimacy 
which characterize personal and social relations generally” (Park 1923, p. 39), and prejudice 
as “the more or less instinctive and spontaneous disposition to maintain social distances” 
from other groups or people (Park 1923, p. 343).

This concept was employed in his famous 1924 Pacific Coast Race Relations Survey 
in which Bogardus worked as regional director (Bogardus 1959). On that occasion he was 
urged by Park to design a “quantitative indicator of social distance” (Harvey 1987, p. 80) 
and thus designed the Social Distance Scale: a pioneering and enduring tool in the field of 
empirical research on race and ethnic relations (Faris 1967, p. 108); a simple (perhaps sim-
plistic) but functional empirical tool.

In his 1925 paper Measuring Social Distances (1925a) Bogardus presented the first ver-
sion of the Scale. In practice, as well known, respondents were asked to say the closest 
relationship they were willing to accept with a member of each of the ethnic/racial groups 
indicated (Mexican, Chinese, Italian, German, …) thinking of each group as a whole: “to 
close kinship by marriage, to my club as personal chums, to my street as neighbours, to 
employment in my occupation, to citizenship in my country, as visitors only to my country, 
would exclude from my country” (Bogardus 1925a, Document I).

One year later, in 1926, “with the help of faculty members from 25 universities and 
colleges, Bogardus administered the Social Distance Scale Survey with race as the focus 
of interest, and he subsequently used it every 10 years through 1966, with the exception of 
1936 when he was travelling abroad5 (Bogardus 1967, p. 3)” (Wark and Galliher 2007, p. 
391).

3 It should be noted that the state of California, where Bogardus had his first professorship, was indeed brutal 
toward the second wave of migration, especially of Japanese origin (Roesch 2015).

4 It is well known that Park was a student under Simmel.
5 Beginning in 1977, after Bogardus’ death, the survey was administered again by Carolyn Owen, Howard 
Eisner and Thomas McFaul (1977).
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In 1933 Bogardus proposed some slight modifications to the scale: would marry, would 
have as regular friends, would work beside in an office, would have several families in my 
neighbourhood, would have merely as speaking acquaintances, would have live outside my 
neighbourhood, would have live outside my country. Unlike in the past, this time he bor-
rowed Thurstone’s idea of using 100 judges to select items (Thurstone and Chave 1929).

The Scale represents the operational definition of the concept of social distance as defined 
by its author: “the degrees and grades of understanding and feeling that persons experience 
regarding each other. It explains the nature of a great deal of their interaction. It charts the 
character of social relations. The measurement of social distances is to be viewed simply as 
a means for securing adequate interpretations of the varying degrees and grades of under-
standing and feeling that exist in social situations” (Bogardus 1925a, p. 216). In particular, 
social distance is “the degree of sympathetic understanding that exists between two persons 
or between a person and a group” (1933, p. 270).

In doing so, Bogardus combined geo-spatial and psycho-social factors; namely, he 
intended to evaluate Ego’s willingness to accept Alter as a result of the physical distance that 
Ego himself claimed to want to maintain. In other words, he postulated a close connection 
between spatial distance and symbolic distance but, according to some critics (Ethington 
1997), underestimating the multidimensionality of the concept and avoiding problematizing 
the link between the two6.

It is true that Bogardus did not spend so much time analysing the concept of social dis-
tance because he thought that its meaning was very simple and obvious. Instead, he tried 
to analyse some dimensions related to the concept such as the origin of social distance, the 
difference between vertical and horizontal distance, the relationship with the status of indi-
viduals and the like (1925b).

Although his work inevitably reflects a Geistzeit and a certain methodological “loose-
ness” that has characterized the Chicago School on several occasions, in my opinion Bogar-
dus has at least one great merit: to have constructed an empirical (and not only theoretical) 
tool to investigate the concept of social distance, and to have made it available to the scien-
tific community7. As mentioned in the introduction, generations of scholars have grappled 
with this tool: using it in their investigations, criticizing or modifying it to suit it to their 
scientific needs. This seems sufficient to demonstrate its heuristic richness.

At the same time, I agree that employing only a physical point of view to address social 
distance is too reductive for the social sciences because it is evident that cultural distance 
also plays an important role in the dynamics of ethnic interaction and integration. For 
instance, if we think about the mere physical distance that separates Africa from Europe, it 
is clear that they are spatially closer than Europe and South America. But, for a number of 
reasons that cannot be discussed here, thinking in terms of cultural distance leads us to the 

6 “The concept of «social distance» began in the mind of Georg Simmel as a complex interpretation of soci-
ality as forms of «distance» in both a geometric (i.e. Euclidian) and a metaphoric sense. In the hands of 
Simmel?s American student Robert Park and his «Chicago School» of Sociology—most notably the work 
of Emory Bogardus—however, the concept was impoverished by stripping away Simmel’s geometric sense 
of distance” (Ethington 1997).

7 In general, I very much appreciate the hard work required to build what Elster calls “nuts and bolts” (1989; 
2007), namely the basic disciplinary tools. Undoubtedly, operational definitions of sociological concepts are 
part of them because, in my opinion, Sociology is just that: an empirical science that as such needs theory 
as much as empirical tools for data collection.



A temporal perspective to empirically investigate the concept of social… 4425

1 3

opposite conclusion: in fact, in a hypothetical geo-temporal map, South America would be 
closer to Europe than Africa due to of their greater cultural proximity.

Following this line of thought, my intention here is to present an empirical way of inves-
tigating the concept of social distance from a temporal point of view able to broaden the 
perspective. It is a fact that the concept of social distance (even in the modified versions of 
the scale) has nearly always been presented in terms of spatial distance. On the contrary, 
my attempt is precisely to employ a temporal dimension to assess social distance and study 
ethnic relations.

This is not a proposal to replace one approach with the other, but to integrate the two 
wherever possible. Bogardus attempted to quantify the social distance by scoring each item, 
calculating three different indices—SCR (social contact range); SCD (social contact dis-
tance); SCQ (social contact quality)—and consequently constructing a social distance rank-
ing of the ethnic groups proposed to the respondents (1925a). With the same intention, I will 
try to use indicators and data to evaluate (quantify) the socio-temporal distance between 
different ethnic groups in order to reconstruct an overview of their relationships.

Moreover, before entering in media res, it seems useful to note that spatial distance is a 
synchronic concept, while temporal distance is diachronic. Consequently, the latter allows 
us to imagine sociological landscapes that are impossible to see if we only look at the 
“world in the present”. In other words, I will try to show how the “here and now” could be 
integrated with other dimensions that are very rich in information about social distance, dif-
ference, diversity, otherness (Tusini 2014; 2020).

1 Standard time, social time. When phenomenology is not enough

It is necessary to begin by saying something about the concept of time8 and in particular 
about the analytical distinction between social (or qualitative) time and standard (quantita-
tive or historical) time which is well known in the sociological field.

Standard time is marked by clocks and calendars. Despite being artificially created, it 
has long since become the indispensable “rhythm” (Zerubavel 1981) by which almost all 
social activities move (Simmel 1903). Its pervasiveness is such that we all believe that our 
(Western) way of thinking and counting time is natural, necessary and universal. This is not 
so, for at least two reasons.

First: numerous anthropological studies have long shown that our way of thinking and 
counting time is only one of the existing types. To mention just a few examples: the Balinese 
studied by Geertz (1973) used no less than two crossed calendars to measure the passing of 
time, and Muslim countries count years and months starting from the Hegira (i.e. Muham-
mad’s escape from Mecca) and not from Jesus’ birth. The former calendar, in fact, marks the 
year 1442 while the latter 2021.

Second: as is well known, there are very different perspectives and perceptions of time 
even within the same socio-cultural system. They are often linked to socio-demographic 
factors such as age, professional position, cultural level, health status, living conditions and 
the like. So, such perspectives and perceptions of time are social constructions (just to cite 

8 This very complex and important topic would certainly deserve greater consideration. Nonetheless, it will 
be covered briefly here. This might raise some criticism, but this article has its own focus and there is no 
room for a broader discussion.
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the pioneers of this research fields: Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and Zeisel 1933; Sorokin and Merton 
1937; Coser and Coser 1963).

In spite of the fact that our current mental habits lead us to believe otherwise, alongside 
standard time there is another time which was predominant in the “monde de l’«à-peu-
près»” (Koyré 1961), older and more linked to natural cycles than the standard one and that 
cannot be ignored even in our age characterised by an ever-increasing need for precision: 
the social time. It may seem strange, but until recently each village had its own way of mea-
suring time and punctuality was neither appreciated nor necessary as it is today9 (Zerubavel 
1981; 1982).

Social time has a qualitative nature: it is a lived time used by society and individuals to 
express meanings, values and needs. It is useful for defining attitudes, expectations and life 
paths. Consequently, it could hardly be described by clocks or calendars (Adam 1995; 2004) 
because of his connection with our perceptions, interpretations and cultures.

It does not move uniformly as standard time does. It flows at its own pace: it slows down, 
speeds up, stops, regardless of the constant motion of the clock. Each of us can testify the 
relativity of individual perceptions of duration: an hour seems very long if we are bored, and 
it flies if we are having fun. Consequently, this implies that different social and individual 
representations of time coexist together.

For the purposes of this essay, it means that the socio-temporal condition of a group (or 
an individual) is a social construction (Elias 1984) composed of many “ingredients” that 
make up different life trajectories. These factors construct unequal life paths and define het-
erogeneous social groups experiencing (social) worlds that differ in conditions, constraints 
and possibilities.

A reflection on the use of time as a tool for social research was started a few years ago by 
some scholars belonging to interpretative and critical anthropology (Geertz 1973; Clifford 
and Marcus 1986, to cite the most famous). Some of them denounced how traditional eth-
nography used its scientific tools to place otherness on an evolutionary ladder of civilization 
in order to support Western colonial enterprise.

At this end, spatial distance and temporal distance were systematically overlapped. 
Namely, people who lived physically elsewhere (in another region of the Earth) were also 
considered to be living in a temporal elsewhere, even though they shared the same historical 
period with the observer.

In particular, Fabian (1983) has thoroughly studied the use of temporal distance as a 
control tool and the main concepts that revolve around it such as civilization, evolution, 
development, acculturation, modernization, industrialization, urbanization, primitive, sav-
age, tribal, traditional, Third World, which might seem neutral but are temporally (and 
politically) connoted.

According to his studies “the effect of such strategies [is] a «denial of coevalness» and 
the resulting discourse [is] «allochronic»” (Fabian 1983, p. 173). Allochronism is an attitude 

9 For instance, “by mid-19th century practically hundreds of standards of time were in use throughout the 
[United States]. To take just the Midwest, for example, there were 38 standards of time in Wisconsin, 27 
in Michigan, 27 in Illinois, and 23 in Indiana”. Consequently, the railway situation was quite chaotic and 
involved serious practical difficulties in using it effectively: “At the train station in Buffalo, for example, 
there were three different clocks indicating three different times. While one of these showed Buffalo time, 
the second was set on New York time and was relevant only to passengers using the New York Central 
trains, whereas the third was set on Columbus time and was relevant only to passengers using the Lake 
Shore and Michigan Southern trains” (Zerubavel 1982, p. 9).
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of distancing through time rather than space. As already mentioned, it is the refusal to con-
sider members of other cultures as fully belonging to the observer’s present, placing them 
in another, backward and primitive temporality. As matter of fact, this research practice 
replaced contemporary with allochronism.

Fabian suggested overcoming allochronism and epistemic injustice (Fricker 2009) by 
adopting the concept of universal coevalness and claiming that all humans live coevally. 
This is a very universalistic and politically correct solution, and at first glance it is tempting 
to adhere to it completely. Unfortunately, on further thought, it sounds too ideological for 
science. In fact, in my opinion, the concept of universal coevalness, advocated by Fabian, 
risks hiding real and significant gaps characterizing different social groups (Bevernage 
2016).

Let me explain my point of view by comparing, for example, Italians and Ivorians. It 
should not be difficult to realize that they have very different living conditions because of 
their spaces of experiences and horizons of expectations10 (Koselleck 1979). They have 
(very) unlike material needs, health status, beliefs, priorities, life expectancy, attitudes, pos-
sibilities, consumptions, and so on. This is a fact, a crude truth; not an intellectual construct.

Following Fabian, we could claim the contemporaneity of the two populations. In terms 
of standard time it is correct: all in all, they are living simultaneously. But, analysing them 
in terms of social time, their social distance becomes evident. Can we affirm that their living 
conditions represent the same social framework? Certainly not. In order to account for these 
differences, we have to accept the fact that although the two populations are historically 
contemporary, they actually live in different socio-temporal worlds.

It should be added that comparing people from such different cultures and living in coun-
tries with such marked socio-economic differences is quite easy (so to speak). It is more 
difficult to bring to light the underlying socio-temporal cleavages by investigating appar-
ently similar social groups living within the same country/culture. Therefore, it is necessary 
to determine how to operationally define the concept of socio-temporal distance in order to 
use it in domestic empirical research.

2 Operationally defining the concept of social distance by a temporal 
perspective

To show how to empirically use the concept of socio-temporal distance, I will illustrate a 
research I conducted in Italy comparing Italians and migrants.

At the end of this section I am going to conclude that in Italy migrants live in a temporal 
apartheid condition because they are allochronic with respect to the natives; that is, the two 
social groups do not “exist” in the same social time. But the conclusion is not that relevant 

10 Koselleck (1979) claimed that the intertwining between Erfahrungsraum (experience, i.e. the past) and 
Erwartungshorizont (expectation, i.e. the future) is historically variable and shapes different types of histori-
cal time. According to him, different weights were given to the past, present, and future in different periods, 
thus constructing distinct “temporal landscapes”: in the European Middle Ages the past dominated the pres-
ent and the future; the future was emphasized in the period of the Enlightenment (characterized by the idea of 
a necessary and ineluctable progress); now we are living in the “eternal present” era, pointed out by several 
scholars as the prevailing existential condition in the contemporary world (Beck 1992).This is true for socio-
cultural systems, but also for individuals who have past experiences behind them and cultivate expectations 
and hopes for the future. Individuals belong to specific social groups according to their temporal position and, 
through the intersection of these coordinates, generate polysemic conceptions of time.
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here. Far more significant is understanding the way by which that conclusion was reached. 
I’m going to illustrate it below, starting with the main concepts.

The concept of allochronism conceived by Fabian is not only temporal but also rela-
tional, and therefore does not make sense without comparison. Consequently, to assess the 
temporal distance between (at least two) different social categories (in my case: migrants 
and natives) it was necessary to find adequate empirical indicators.

At the beginning, aware of the limitations of such a choice but supported by Feuerbach’s 
aphorism “Man is what he eats” (1862), I selected a set of socioeconomic indicators11 (such 
as average age, household composition, housing status, possession of durable goods, fertil-
ity rate, employment status, and so on) that could define the living conditions of both social 
groups.

Choosing relevant indicators is very important, of course. In fact, each of them must have 
a strong theoretical basis and not represent just a simple number. For instance, average age 
is not just an important demographic figure, but it can say something on the structure of 
families and society, on the perceptions of the future, on the welfare system’s sustainability, 
on the families’ survival strategy, and the like12.

Therefore, founding a constellation of significant and theoretically supported indicators 
means being able to trace a socio-temporal portrait of the social groups under investigation 
and mark temporal boundaries between them.

Once the indicators were chosen, I looked for data on natives and migrants to compare 
their living conditions “here and now”. This comparison was useful but represented only a 
synchronic analysis like thousands of others already existing in the international literature 
(especially in research on social integration). It was clear that this way did not allow to reach 
the set goal because was not yet adequate to investigate the temporal “position” of migrants.

In fact, in order to carry out a diachronic analysis, it was necessary to take data on 
migrants back in time (so to speak) to the point where they matched those of natives. This 
seemed to me a suitable way to estimate the temporal “position” of migrants in relation to 
natives. Let me explain further how I developed this approach.

Reading a report on family size in Italy, I noticed a high incidence (about 30%) of 
extended families among migrants: it was too high compared to natives and unusual for our 
contemporary urbanized lifestyle.

Extended families were very widespread in pre-industrial Italy (almost 45% in the first 
decades of the last century). In those days, it was a family organization really functional for 
survival and capable to guarantee better living conditions and protection from a social and 
economic point of views (probably the same reasons that today push migrants to cohabita-
tion). Due to modernization (which began in the late 1950 s), the incidence of this type of 
family is gradually decreasing to almost 5% in 2019 (Istat 2011a).

This statistic, although interesting, was not satisfactory to reach the aim because—as 
said—it was collected using a synchronic dimension. In order to make a diachronic com-
parison, it was necessary to consult data capable of answering the following question: how 
long ago were about 30% of Italian families extended?

The general idea—as said above—was based on the conviction that, in order to evaluate 
the socio-temporal distance between natives and migrants, it might be useful to diachronic-

11 All in all, this choice should not be so wrong if material living conditions are one of the main theoretical 
pillars generally used to analyse the social integration level (another is the cultural one, of course).
12 By the way, today migrants in Italy are on average 35 years old, while Italians are almost 46.
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ally compare some significant indicators able to characterize their living conditions. In this 
sense, confronting the numerical composition of native and migrant households was only 
the first step for studying their allochronic relations.

This early analysis showed that the two social groups, while undoubtedly sharing the 
same historical present (they were contemporaries), lived in different social times. On the 
basis of census data, we saw that Italians had about 30% of extended families around 1950. 
Consequently, it was possible, in relation to this indicator, to estimate a socio-temporal 
distance between the two social groups of about 70 years. And, with reference to the aver-
age age mentioned above, Italians were about 35 years old (i.e., the average age of today’s 
migrants) between the 1950 and 1960 s, marking a socio-temporal distance of about 50 
years between the two social groups.

Some other interesting dimensions have been employed, of course. The possession of 
durable goods is considered among the main ones. This is a very significant dimension 
because, as we know, the possession of a certain type of goods marked the transition from a 
traditional lifestyle to the modern consumer society. Put simply, it marks the passage from 
subsistence to prosperity, and for this reason is particularly meaningful in characterizing 
socio-temporal positions.

As is well known, the American sociologist David Riesman during the 1960 s called “stan-
dard package” the necessary package of economic goods families perceived as necessary for 
the American style of life. According to Riesman (1964), objects included in the standard 
package are loaded with symbolic meaning and their possession carries membership in the 
American middle class. Similarly, a few years later, the Italian sociologist Alberoni (1968) 
called them “beni di cittadinanza” (citizenship goods: TV, washing machine, refrigerator, 
and the like), arguing that their possession meant entry into the consumer society for mil-
lions of Italians who were leaving rural areas to move to urban and industrialized ones.

Looking at the data, we see that today only 78% of immigrant families in Italy own their 
own washing machine; Italians reached this rate in 1975. A refrigerator and a television set 
are owned by 86% of immigrant families, the same as Italian families around 1972. Lastly, 
nowadays only 52.4% of migrants own a car, while Italians reached this rate in 1971 (Istat, 
Serie storiche). Thus, the socio-temporal distance between natives and migrants in this case 
is about 50 years.

Moreover, to date 63.5% of foreign families have only one breadwinner, against 45.5% 
of Italian families. By consulting the Bank of Italy data it was possible to go back only to 
1968 when 56% of Italian families had only one breadwinner. Given that this percentage 
has decreased over time (49% in 1972 and 39.5% in 1978), it is possible to assume that to 
find a share of Italian families having only one breadwinner equal to that of today’s foreign 
families it is necessary to step back further in time, perhaps beyond the 1950 s (Banca 
d’Italia 1968).

Since the aim is not to illustrate the research results per se but rather its methodological 
potential, from here on only a few other descriptive elements will be added without dwelling 
on statistical details.

In order to reconstruct the overall picture, some other dimensions were analysed. Among 
others: (a) the progressive ethnicization of some types of jobs, the so-called “3D jobs”: dirty, 
dangerous and degrading (Walzer 1983). In fact, migrants are permanently included in the 
lower segments of the labour market and do jobs that Italians no longer want to do, but that 
they did in the past; (b) the duration of working life, which is longer for migrants than for 
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natives: on average they start earlier and end later, just like the Italians did a few generations 
ago; (c) the poverty conditions: very often migrants’ families experience severe deprivation 
and represent a typical case of working poor13, in which work income is insufficient to sup-
port the family because of the high number of members; this is just like most Italians before 
modernization (Cingano et al. 2013; Banca d’Italia); (d) finally, the housing conditions: on 
average, migrant families experience overcrowding and housing poverty. They generally 
live in older and dilapidated buildings than the natives, and have fewer rooms and fewer 
square meters per capita than Italians. It may seem strange, but these housing conditions are 
very similar to what we Italians had on average not many decades ago (Istat 2019; 2021).

Synthetically concluding, migrants in Italy seem to live according to socio-economic 
parameters typical of a very different period from the contemporary one. This diachronic 
analysis shows how the living conditions of today’s migrants in Italy seem more or less the 
same as those of Italians during the transition to modernization, between the late fifties and 
the mid-seventies (depending on the indicators).

Applying Fabian’s terminology, we can state that migrants live in an allochronic state 
compared to natives, even though they both live in the same historical period, in the same 
city, often in a nearby apartment. Using a sentence cognitively disorienting, we could say 
that “they are here, but not now”. They are here physically, but not socio-temporally.

It is not so easy to imagine people physically coexisting but living at different times. In 
fact, common sense leads us to consider it obvious that two social groups sharing the same 
space are also living in the same time. Unfortunately, it can happen that the use of common 
sense is very limiting to scientific thinking.

In this sense, the methodological reflection carried out by Lazarsfeld (1949) analysing 
the results of The American Soldier provides an instructive example. He examined a list of 
ex ante assumptions made on the basis of common sense (and apparently very reasonable) 
such as:

1. “Better educated men showed more psycho-neurotic symptoms than those with less 
education. (The mental instability of the intellectual as compared to the more impassive 
psychology of the-man-in-the-street has often been commented on).

2. Men from rural backgrounds were usually in better spirits during their Army life than 
soldiers from city backgrounds. (After all, they are more accustomed to hardships).

3. Southern soldiers were better able to stand the climate in the hot South Sea Islands than 
Northern soldiers (of course, Southerners are more accustomed to hot weather).

4. White privates were more eager to become non-coms than Negroes. (The lack of ambi-
tion among Negroes is almost proverbial).

5. Southern Negroes preferred Southern to Northern white officers. (Isn’t it well known 
that Southern whites have a more fatherly attitude toward their «darkies»?).

6. As long as the fighting continued, men were more eager to be returned to the States than 
they were after the German surrender. (You cannot blame people for not wanting to be 
killed)” (Lazarsfeld 1949, p. 380).

Lazarsfeld demonstrated that these hypotheses were completely unfounded if compared 
with conclusions drawn on the basis of scientific evidence: “Every one of these statements is 
the direct opposite of what actually was found. Poorly educated soldiers were more neurotic 

13 Today, 49.1% of foreign families are at risk of poverty, compared to 17.4% of Italian-only families (Istat 
2011b).
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than those with high education; Southerners showed no greater ability than Northerners to 
adjust to a tropical climate; Negroes were more eager for promotion than whites; and so on” 
(Lazarsfeld 1949, p. 380).

Going beyond common sense means opening up to the possibility of “seeing” scenarios 
that are not merely phenomenological or taken for granted.

It is the same when I affirm that migrants in Italy live in a kind of temporal apartheid. 
The empirical data taken together describe migrants as being stuck at a point back in time, 
as if they lived in a world apart according to the parameters of another era. Put it differently, 
it is as if they lived in a sort of time bubble representing a “piece” of modernity inserted in 
a postmodern society.

3 Conclusion

In this essay it was shown that the concept of social distance can be operationally defined 
as physical distance (à la Bogardus) but also as temporal distance. To do so, we compared 
natives and migrants living conditions by operationally defined their temporal distance 
using statistical data collected for other research purposes (no individual perceptions or 
feelings directly requested from respondents were used—nothing wrong with the latter, but 
we preferred otherwise).

Clearly, we are aware that comparing data so distant in time (in this research, up to 70 
years sometimes) certainly poses more of a problem. Furthermore—and this is really cru-
cial—it is necessary to point out that this proposal has absolutely no evolutionary or deter-
ministic intention. Indeed, taking this approach in no way implies thinking that migrants 
will move along the “same line” as natives or similar.

This analysis is instead useful for capturing comparative “freeze frames” and using them 
to construct theoretical hypotheses suitable for interpreting the complexity of an increas-
ingly stratified contemporary world. In fact, exactly quantify the distance of each singular 
indicator is not so important. Much more significant is the overall picture and the conse-
quent theoretical implications drawing from it.

Just to give a few examples: the fact that migrants in Italy have such backward living 
conditions compared to natives can be read in the perspective of a natural adaptation pro-
cess and a progressive improvement starting with the first generation migrants (still in great 
majority in Italy). In this case the leading idea is that, due to the succession of generations, 
the socio-temporal gap will be reduced.

Or, alternatively, you can read it through Merton’s strain theory (1949) concluding that 
a dangerous gap is being built between the goals proposed to migrants as socially desirable 
and the means at their disposal to achieve them. In fact, the goals are formulated in the 
present and (maybe) achievable in the future, while the means (as we have seen above) are 
in the past and as such are inadequate or insufficient to achieve the set goals. In this case, 
the temporal mismatch can easily produce, citing Merton’s typology, potentially non-con-
formist and even rebellious outcomes, especially in the second/third generations (looking 
at some indicators related to the Italian second generations, this seems to be the more likely 
scenario).

In conclusion, it should be added that—like the Bogardus Scale—the applications of 
the temporal approach are multiple: it can be used not only to study ethnic relations but 
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also (to give a few examples) in researches on the social conditions of different minority, 
weak, marginal groups, in gender studies, in intergenerational studies and in all those fields 
where gaps/disparities/inequalities have to be compared. It is my conviction that using the 
temporal dimension along with the physical one will allow to enrich our knowledge about 
social distance.
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