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Talk Abstract: 
Robert Nisbet was one of the most prominent sociologists and public commentators of 
the twentieth century, making significant contributions to the study of the history of 
sociology, higher education, and political theory. He famously critiqued the notion that 
statism and individualism were opposing forces. Nisbet saw them working in tandem, the 
state asserting the rights of the individual against a variety of social groups. As a 
corrective to the state/individual paradigm, he argued for pluralism and a "laissez-faire of 
groups." Nisbet's thesis has played out in the Supreme Court's treatment of the freedom 
of association where the Court has collapsed the right of association into the right to free 
speech. His idea of the laissez-faire of groups may provide a philosophical grounding for 
the constitutional right of association, one that broadens the right into a meaningful 
protection for voluntary associations.  
	


