Directorate of Distance Education
UNIVERSITY OF JAMMU
JAMMU

REFERENCE / STUDY MATERIAL
FOR
M.A. SOCIOLOGY
SEMESTER—II

Title : SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
COURSE NO. SOC-C-202

Lesson No.1-12

Course Co-ordinator

Teacher Incharge

Prof. Abha Chauhan

Dr. Neha Vij

HOD, Deptt. of Sociology
University of Jammu

Directorate of Distance Education,
University of Jammu

http: / www.distanceeducationju.in
Printed and Published on behalf of the Directorate of Distance Education,
University of Jammu, Jammu by the Director, DDE, University of Jammu, Jammu.

1

EXPERTS INVOLVED IN SCRIPT WRITING
Prof. J.R. Panda
Prof. B.K. Nagla
Prof. J.K. Pundir
Prof. Abha Chauhan
Prof. Madhu Nagla
Prof. Ashish Saxena
Prof. Vishav Raksha
Dr. Neharica Subash
Dr. Nisha Sharma
Dr. Neha Vij

Content Editing :
Dr. Neha Vij

c Directorate of Distance Education, University of Jammu, Jammu, 2018

•

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced in any form, by
mimeograph or any other means, without permission in writing from the DDE,
University of Jammu.

•

The script writer shall be responsible for the lesson/script submitted to the DDE and
any plagiarism shall be his/her entire responsibility.

Kanti Offset / 900 Nos. /Oct.2019

2

Syllabus of Sociology M.A. 2nd Semester for the Examination to be held in the
Year May 2019, 2020, 2021
(NON-CBCS)
Course No. SOC-C-202

Title : Sociological Theory

Credits : 6
Duration of Examination: 2½ hrs

Maximum Marks : 100
a) Semester examination : 80 (External)
b) Session assessment : 20 (Internal)

Syllabus for examination to be held in May 2019, 2020, 2021 (NON-CBCS)
Objective : This course is intended to introduce the students to the substantive theoretical
and methodological issues which have shaped the sociological thinking in the latter half of
the 20th century and which continue to concern the practioners of Sociology today. The
main focus of this course will be on structural, functional and conflict action and interaction
theories.
Unit-I

Functionalism. Social System and Functional Analysis
B. Malinowski : Culture Functionalism. Talcott Parsons : General Theory of
Action and Social System. R.K. Merton : Critique and reformulation of functional
Analysis.

Unit-II

Structural-Functionalism and Structuralism
A.R. Radcliffe-Brown -- The idea of social structure. S.F. Nadel- Social
Structure & the problem of Role Analysis : Levi-Strauss - Structural Analysis.

Unit-III Conflict Theory
R. Dahrendorf - Critique of Marxian Theory of Conflict: L. Coser-Functional
Analysis of Conflict : R. Collins-Conflict and Social Change.
Unit-IV Symbolic Interactionism and Dramaturgical Approach
Symbolic Interactionism: G.H. Mead & H. Blumer, Dramaturgical Approach :
Erving Goffman.
Note for Paper Setting
The question paper will consist of three sections A, B, and C.
Section A will consist of eight long answer type all question, two from each unit
with internal choice. Each question carries 12 marks. The candidate is required to answer
any four questions Selecting one from each
3 unit. Total weightage will be 12 x 4 = 48
marks.

Section B will consist of eight short answer type questions, two from each unit with
internal choice. Each question carries 6 marks. The candidate is required to answerany
four questions selecting one from each unit. Total weightage will be of 6 x 4 = 24 marks.
Section C will consist of eight objective type questions-one mark each. The candidate
is required to answer the entire 8 questions. Total weightage will be of 1 x 8 = 8 marks.
Prescribed Readings :
1.

Levi strauss. Claude (1953) Social Structure in A.L. Krocher’s edited Anthropology
today, Chicago University Press.

2.

Majumdar. D.N. & T.N. Madan. An Introduction to Social Anthropology. New
York.

3.

Radcliffe-Brown. A.R., (1952), Structure & Function in Primitive Societies (edited
by E.E. Evans-Pritchard): The English Language Book Society & Cohen & West
Ltd. London

4.

Ritzer. G (1998). Sociological Theory. N.Y. Macgraw Hill.

5.

Turner, J.H. The Structure of Sociological Theory. Homewood. Dorsey Press.

6.

Abraham and Morgan, Sociological Thought : Macmillan India Limited.

7.

Abraham. Francis. Modern Sociological theory: Oxford University Press.

8.

Upadhyay & Pandey. History of Anthropological Through. Concept Publishing
Company, New Delhi.

9.

Makhan Jha. An Introduction to Anthropology.

10. B. Malinowski A Scientific Theory of Culture, Crapel Hill, University of North
California Press.
11.

Parsons. (1951) The Social System, glenoce. III The Free Press.

12. Max Black-Social Theories of Talcott Parsons.
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1.0

Introduction

Robert Nisbet, the sociologist, once commented that “functionalism is, without
any doubt, the single most significant body of theory in the social sciences in the 20th
century. Indeed, the intellectual giants of 19th and 20th century – Comte, Spencer,
Malinowski, Radcliffe Brown, Parsons and Merton, to name but a few – have engaged
in the functional analysis of the social world.
6

Functional analysis examines social phenomena in terms of their consequences
for the broader society. For example, what does the kinship system do for the society?
or What does a religious ritual do for the society? or What are the functions of a
government, of classes, or of any social phenomenon ?
1.1

OBJECTIVES

The main objective of this lesson is to : acquaint you with the concept of
function in the historical roots of the functional tradition, brief note on the contribution
of major functionalists.
1.2

Concept
In common sense use, the term function has different connotations:
1.

As an activity, the term function refers to social gatherings, public
ceremonies, meetings etc.

2.

In mathematical sense, function is a variable whose value is determined by
those of two or more variables.

3.

As an occupational role, the term function may refer to a specialized activity,
duties, work or a set of official roles to a public servant.

But in sociological sense, the term function may mean an appropriate and
sustaining activity i.e. the part played by a unit within the context of a larger whole.
Martindale called it “system—determined and system sustaining activity. For him, the
term function refers to positive and negative consequences of social institutions and
processes.
1.3

Historical Roots

The notion of function was as old as recorded history. The social philosophers
had recognized the relationships between cultural institutions and used these in their
explanation of society. They asserted the necessary relations between social institutions,
but did not, however construct a theory about functions. Even August Comte, the
founding founder of sociology, while using function as a major methodological tool,
was more intent on creating a new science in the image of positivism and left function
itself largely unexplained.
7

It was Herbert Spencer and Emile Durkheim who gave importance to the
concept of function in sociology. In the writing of Durkheim, the concept of function
attained greater methodological significance and he is widely regarded as functionalist
by sociologists and anthropologists alike.
1.4

Herbert Spencer

Though Herbert Spencer is credited with organic analogizing and ‘social
Darwinism, he however brought to functionalism some of the Key elements from his
organic anologies in relation to society. The most important of them are :
1.

Society is a system. It is coherent whole of connected parts.

2.

This system can only be understood in terms of the operation of specific
structures, each of which has a function for maintaining the social whole.

3.

Systems have needs that must be met if they are to survive. Therefore, the
function of a structure must be determined by the discovery of the needs
that it meets.

While Spencer is given credit for explicitly formulating the tenets of modern
functionalism, he however, became highly controversial with regard to his ideas
over functional needs.
1.5

Emile Durkheim

Durkheim borrowed, selectively from Spencer and in doing so, he forged
functionalism into a coherent and acceptable doctrine. In his first book, ‘The Division
of Labour in society’ (which you have studied in the first semester) Durkheim asked :
what is the function of the division of labour in society ? The division of labour, for
example, for Durkheim, provides a new basis of solidarity in rapidly differentiating
societies. Further, he states that “if this need for solidarity is not met by division of
labour, pathological states like “anomie” are likely to occur. In his (Durkheim) last
major work in 1912 (The Elementary forms of the Religious Life), he sought to uncover
the causes and functions of religion. Durkheim maintained that religion had been
throughout human history one of the great regulating functions of society. He further
noted that all religions serve the same needs i.e. provides a basis for the integration of
society. It unites people into a common system of ideas which then regulates the affairs.
8

1.6

Malinowski

As such, it is Malinowski who made a clear cut use of functional approach in
the analysis of culture in anthropology. In his first book, “A scientific theory of culture
and other essays” (1944) and then in another book entitled, “Dynamics of Culture
Change” (1945). Malinowski was preoccupied with the study of culture as a whole or
totality. He, thus introduced a new principle, now called as functionalism. He felt that
the need of the time was to examine, explain and analyse as to why and how culture
functions, how different aspects of cultures are related into entire culture pattern ?
The answer to these questions, for Malinowski, can be given on the basis of
functionalism. For him, functionalism attempts to explain the parts institutions play
within the interrelated whole of a culture. Thus according to functionalism, institutions
of a culture operate to satisfy the needs of the individuals and that of society as a
whole. For him, every aspects of culture has a function and they all are interdependent
and interrelated. A functional unity among them can be seen in maintaining the existence
of human beings on the earth. Thus, culture fulfils the needs of man through cultural
institutions.
Malinowski’s chief argument behind functionalism is that every aspect of culture
has a function i.e. satisfaction of need. He distinguished three levels of needs (1)
Primary (2) institutional (3) Integrative. Primary needs are mostly biological needs
such as sex and feeding. The instrumental needs are those institutions such as economic,
legal and educational, which help to achieve primary needs. By integrative needs, he
means those that help the society to cohere such as religion, magic and play.
Malinowski’s functionalism is often termed as individualistic functionalism
because of its treatment of social and cultural systems as a collective responses to the
fundamental biological needs of individuals.
1.7

Radcliffe-Brown

Radcliffe Brown rejected Malinowski’s individualistic functionalism and
emphasized structured social relationships. Anthropologist, Radcliffe Brown, though
is known to have contributed to structural school, was basically a functionalist. He
was of view that function as a principle of explanation that itself was not explained. To
him, function was more than a recognition of reality.
9

Radcliffe Brown has taken the concept of function from biology. He has
compared social life with biological life. Structure of an organism consists of many
cells and parts. Which are interdependent and interrelated and perform various activities
to maintain the body alive. These activities are functions. The same can be applied to
society. The structure of society also comprises network of status and roles which
reveal status and functions of individuals. In order to maintain the continuity of the
entire social structure, the activities of different social elements or institutions, reveal
their social functions. Defining function, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) was of view that
function is the contribution, which a partial activity makes to the total activity of which
it is a part.
From the discussion of the above thinkers, we can have a look at the salient
features of functionalism as follows:
1.

Culture is a means for the satisfaction of human needs.

2.

Each aspect of culture performs certain functions.

3.

It is the social institutions out of the different traits of culture which are the
means for the satisfaction of needs.

4.

The different traits or aspects of culture, though perform different functions,
but they are interdependent and interrelated in culture as a totality.

5.

Function is the contribution of partial activity to total activity of which it is
a part.

Now let us have a look into some of the best-known contemporary theorists,
notably Talcott Parsons and Robert K. Merton who are widely regarded as leading
representatives of the functionalist tradition.
1.8

Talcott Parsons

The major sociological contribution to functionalist theory may be found in the
writings of Tacott Parsons and Robert K. Merton. Parsons has developed a perspective
on society, know as functional imperatives which is often referred to as the equilibrium
model. For Parsons, a function is “a complex of activities directed towards meeting a
need or needs of the system.” Using this definition, Parsons believes that there are
10

four functional imperatives that are necessary for all systems. In order to survive, a
system must perform the following four functions like (1) adaptation (2) goal attainment
(3) integration and (4) latency or pattern maintenance (see box 2 for details)
Box-2
“The biological organism is the action system that handles the adaptation
function by adjusting to and transforming the external world. The personality
system performs the goal attainment function by defining system goal and
mobilizing resources to attain them. The social system copes with the
integration function by controlling the component parts. Finally, the cultural
system performs the latency function by providing actors with the norms
and values that motivate them for action.” (Ritzer : 242)
Basic premises and propositions:
1.

To the functionalists, a system is more than the sum of its parts, it is also the
relationship among the parts; their primary interest is in the contribution of the
elements to the maintenance to the system (or its disintegration).

2.

The elements of the system are functionally inter-related. Society, like an
organism, is perceived as a system of functionally interrelated components
each of which, like an organ, performs a function essential for the survival of
the system.

3.

Every element of the system has a function which contributes positively to the
continued operation of that system or, negatively, toward its disintegration and
change. Thus religion is supposed to relieve the tension in a social group,
incest taboo is supposed to regulate sexual access and avoid jealousy and
confusion of status; and the prison system is to enforce social control

4.

Every system is a well integrated configuration of elements that constitute an
organic whole. In the word of Parsons, ‘functionally specialized or
differentiated sectors of living system stand in some kind of an order of
cybernetically hierarchical control relative to each other.

5.

Every society is a relatively persistent structure of elements with built-in
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mechanisms for self-regulation. Using the principle of homeostasis, Parsons
and his associates view society as a self-regulating system, attempting by more
or less automatic adjustments to redress the balance of its equilibrium when it
is upset by internal or external forces.
6.

The functioning of a social system depends on consensus of its members on
common goals and values related to the basic needs of the society. Parsons
views the entire social system as resting heavily upon shared values, indeed,
the consensual requirements of social system are central to Parsonian
functionalism.

According to Parsons, the functional requirements of a social system are
adaptation to external situation, instrumental goal-attainment, integration among units
of the system and pattern maintenance and tension-management.
He classifies the minimum conditions for the stability of a system into three
categories: (1) Functional pre-requisites with respect to the individuals must be
motivated to participate in socially valued and rewarding activities. (2) Functional
pre-requisites with respect to society. There must be a minimum of control over
potentially disruptive behaviour and adequate mechanism of social control. (3)
Functional pre-requisites with respect to culture. There must be sufficient cultural
resources to internalize a level of personality adequate for a social system; minimum
conditions necessary for the production, maintenance and development of cultural
system in general and of particular types of cultural systems including language, symbols
and communication, must be met.
1.9

Robert K. Merton

More than any other sociologist Merton has contributed to the codification
and systematization of functional analysis. He reviewed the essential postulates in
functional analysis and critiqued and modified them as follows.
1.

Postulate of the functional unity of society.
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Anthropologists like Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown assumed that standard
social institutions or commonly shared beliefs and practices are functional for every
member of the society. Merton questions the assumption and contends that cultural
items do not function uniformly for the society and for all of its members.
Anthropologists have exaggerated the social solidarity, homogeneity and integration
of primitive societies. Even if such a conception has merits as a working hypothesis
for anthropologists doing field work in fairly static and ‘homogeneous’ little communities,
its application to modern complex societies characterized by functional specialization,
structural differentiation and rational bureaucracy, is of doubtful value. Moreover,
social integration, or even society for that matter, is no longer given, but a problem to
be investigated. Therefore, functional analysis must bring out both positive and negative
consequences and specify which elements contribute to what and how.
2.

Postulate of universal functionalism.

This postulate assumes that ‘all standardized social or cultural forms have
positive functions.’ Nineteenth century anthropologists, for instance, assumed that every
continuing social pattern or custom must have positive functions contributing to the
maintenance of the system and dubbed as ‘survivals’ any patterns whose functions
could not be readily identified. Typical is Malinowski’s contention that ‘in every type
of civilization, every custom, material object, idea and beliefs fulfils some vital function.’
This assertion is certainly open to debate. What is good for the individual is not
necessarily good for the society. A social custom that has positive consequences for
the elite may have negative consequences for the masses. Even social institutions which
are deliberately created for the betterment of society as a whole may have disastrous
consequences at times and under certain circumstances for segment of the society.
3.

Postulate of indispensability.

The assumption is that if a social pattern is well established, it must be meeting
some basic needs of the system, and hence it must be indispensable. It is a doublebarreled assumption-certain functions are indispensable for the survival of the social
system; and certain social or cultural forms are indispensable for fulfilling these functions.
Merton rejects the postulate as formulated and suggests that the same cultural item
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may perform multiple functions and alternative items may fulfill the same function. The
need for government may be met by a ruthless dictator, a liberal democrat or a traditional
monarch. If social integration is the function of religion, this function could be served
by a strong, centralized government. If salvation is the function served by religion, a
simple system of faith would do , and the complexity of numerous religious form is
hard to explain. Therefore Merton introduces such complementary concepts as
‘functional alternatives’, functional equivalents’ or functional substitutes’.
Two of the Merton’s most significant contributions to functional analysis are
subsumed under his discussion of the distinction between manifest and latent functions
and between function and dysfunction. Manifest functions are those consequences
that are intended are recognized by the participants in the system of action concerned,
and latent functions are those consequences neither intended nor recognized by
participants. Function (or eufunction is the word of Levy) is any activity or usage that
contributes to the adaptation or adjustment of the unit to unit’s setting and dysfuntion
is any activity that lessens the adaptation or adjustment of the unit to its setting. These
distinctions and Merton’s clarification of them have made functional analysis of cultural
patterns and social institution both meaningful and scientific.
1.10

Critical evaluation :

One of the major criticism that functionalism faces is that it is teleological.
Function is often equated with purpose and the existence of any social form or cultural
usage is readily attributed to its function.
Functionalism is criticized for equating function with purpose or cause which
leads to other misleading assumptions as well. If children in India are polite and
submissive to elders, it is certainly a function of child-rearing and socialization. But
can we then say that child rearing and socialization were created to make children
polite and submissive? This line of reasoning is no different from the argument that
prisons were created to keep people out of prisons.
Another major difficulty associated with functional analysis is the vagueness of
the concepts like function, consensus and integration which are used inconsistently
and often without clear definition. Although Merton has done much to clarify the most
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important concepts, the terminological confusion still persists.
Finally, functionalism also faces the criticism that it has consistently underplayed
conflict and structural strain. They overstress integration and consensus, overlooking
conflict, especially contradictions inherent in social structure.
1.11
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.12

Suggested Readings
Turner, Jonathan H., Functionalism, The Benjamin/Cummings Publishing
Company, California.
Abraham, Francis M., Modern Sociological Theory : An introduction,
Oxford University Press, Kolkata (2001).
Turner, Jobathan H., The Structure of Sociological Theory, Rawat
Publications Jaipur (1995).
Haralambos, M and Heald R.M., Sociology; Themes and Perspectives,
Oxford University Press, New Delhi (2000).
Check Your Progress :

1. Define functionalism and give its meaning.
2. What has been the contribution of Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown to the
development of functionalism ?
3. Trace the historical roots of functionalism.
4. Briefly recall and describe the basic premises and propositions of functionalism.
5. Explain Robert Merton’s concepts of ‘latent and manifest functions’ and
‘function and dysfunction’.
6. What are the main criticisms faced by functionalism.
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UNIT - I

Lesson No. 1
Culture Functionalism : B. Malinowski
COURSE NO. SOC-C-202

STRUCTURE :
1.0

Introduction

1.1

Objectives

1.2

Meaning Of Function

1.3

Theory Of Culture

1.4

Cultural Functionalism

1.5

Summary Up

1.6

Criticism

1.7

Reading and References

1.8

Check your progress

1.0

INTRODUCTION
Bronislaw Kaspar Malinowski (1884-1942), with his Ph. D degree of physics
and mathematics, was attracted to anthropology through the reading of James Frazer’s
“The Golden Bough”. Later he became a post-graduate student at the London School
of Economics from which he obtained his D.Sc degree in 1916.
An erudite and well read scholar, Malinowski was aware of the writings of
Emile Durkheim, but the chose to ally his understanding of function to field work
research. In his thoughts about this matter, function was a specific way of understanding
institutions and customs of primitive life. In his famous essay, “ Magic, Science and Religion
(1925) he explained these institutions having the function of largely fulfilling psychological needs.
He stated that “Magic was the standardization of optimism, serving to provide man with
16

necessary confidence to carry out his important tasks.
Contributions :
1. Agronauts of the Western Pacific (1972)
2. Crime and Custom in Savage Society (1926)
3. Sex and Repression in Savage Society (1927)
4. The Sexual Life of the Savages (1929)
5. Coral Gardens and their Magic (1935)
6. Magic Science and Religion (1948)
Recognition of the concept of function as a theoretical tool and hence
functionalism as a school of thought very generally has been regarded as a British
attribute. Malinowski was of opinion that a cultural trait, which is functionless, would
not survive and hence no cultural survival. One trait of culture is integrated with another
and, thus, if one trait is disturbed, it paralyses the other.
1.1

OBJECTIVES
This lesson deals with the concept of function, culture as has been propounded
in Anthropological tradition. Malinowski’s contributed to culture functionalism
has been discussed in detail.

1.2

Meaning of function :

The basic meaning of function is activity or operation. For instance, the proper
function of a room is to sleep or to accommodate a particular set of things, individuals
etc. Malinowski was thus of opinion that every thing has a function While interpreting
culture he pointed out that culture components have function to perform.
In the previous lesson, you were told, in brief, about Malinowski’s view on
functionalism . In this lesson Malinowskis contribution is discussed in detail. To understand
functionalism you are supposed to know the theory and functional analysis of culture and also
theory of needs of Malinowski who made a clear cut use of functional approach in the
analysis of culture. In his book, “A scientific theory of culture and other essays (1944) and
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then in another book entitled, “Dynamics of cultural change” (1945), Malinowski was
preoccupied with the study of culture as a whole or totality. He felt that it is necessary to
examine, explain and analyze as to why and how culture functions, how different aspects
of cultures are related into entire cultural pattern?. For him, functionalism attempts to
explain the part the institutions play within the interrelated whole of a culture.
1.3

Functional analysis of culture

One of the basic contributions of Malinowski was his concept of culture. He
defined culture (1931) as comprising inherited artifacts, goods, technical processes,
ideas, habits and values.” For him social organization is also a part of culture.
Malinowski’s use of the term culture has a number of propositions.
1. He treated the concept of culture as the tribal microcosm, the functioning whole.
2. With the above assumptions, he emphasized on the need to study the use or
function of the customs, institutions and beliefs, which firmed part of each culture.
3. Malinowski was preoccupied with the difference between Man’s biological and
sociological heritage and he identified the latter with the terms culture
Malinowski had the firm belief that a cultural trait or characteristic, which is
functionless would not survive . So a cultural trait should not be studied in isolation.
Since one trait is related to another trait in a society, it requires to be studied in an
integrated manner. This is Malinowski’s integrational theory. However, he emphasized
on the study of specific culture as an integrated whole. By intergrated whole he meant
that the various aspects of a culture are related to each other and integrated just like
a machine. Malinowski explained it through the example of a motor car in which
various parts of a car are related and failure of one part would paralyze the whole car.
Similarly, different parts or traits of culture are integrated in such a manner that the
failure of one would lead to change in the whole culture. This type of integration, he
meant as the interdependence of parts.
While studying culture, Malinowski was more interested in people’s own
conception of their history than their actual history. The anthropological significance of
the tribal people’s myths and legends in maintaining their system of clan structure, their
18

land tenure, and their magic are of functional importance. The significance of a people’s
own view of their past, the genealogies they invent, to account for their political institutions,
or migration tales which act as charters e.g. the aims of purpose of the society. The first aim
of every society, according to Malinowski, its survival. This functional concept of cultural
history was akin to Malinowski’s analysis of function of a culture. This he did while teaching
to his students on functioning of primitive myth.
In his book, scientific theory of culture, Malinowski defined culture as the
integral whole consisting of implements and consumer’s good, of Constitutional Charters
for the various social groupings, of human ideas and craft, beliefs and customs but it
simple primitive culture or the complex (civilized) culture, we are confronted by a vast
apparatus, partly material, partly human and partly spiritual, by which man is able to
cope with the concrete specific problem that face him. These problems arise out of
the fact that man has a body subject to various organic needs and he lives in an
environment which is his best friend. This environment provides the raw material of
man’s handi- work and also his dangerous enemy.
From the above definition of culture, you must have noticed that man has
organic needs which are to be satisfied for his survival. Thus it appears that the
satisfaction of organic or basic needs of man and of the race is a minimum set of
conditions imposed on each culture. The problem set by man’s nutritive, reproductive,
and hygienic needs must be solved. They are solved by the construction of a new,
secondary or artificial environment. This environment is to be permanently reproduced,
maintained and managed. This creates a new standard of living which depends upon
the cultural level of the community, on the environment and on the efficiency of the
group. A cultural standard of living means appearance of new needs, and new
imperatives or determinants. Thus cultural traditions are to transmitted from each
generation to the next. This may include:Methods and mechanism of education
Maintenance of law and order for co-operation,
Arrangement for sanctioning of customs, ethics, and law
Also further the material substratum of culture has to be renewed and
19

maintained through some forms of economic organization. For your convenience, the
above discussion may be presented in the following simplified manner.
1. Man has first and foremost his organic or basic needs to be satisfied for survival;
and for this.
2. Man has to create arrangements and carrying out activities for feeding, housing,
clothing etc to protect himself from external enemies and dangers physical, animal
or human.
3. These primary problems of man are solved by artifacts, organization into cooperative groups and also by the development of knowledge, or sense of value
and ethics.
Thus, a theory can be established in which the basic needs and their cultural
satisfaction can be linked up with derivation of new cultural needs which impose
upon man and society a secondary type of determinism (imperatives). Two type of
such imperatives has been discussed by Malinowski.
1. Instrumental imperatives arising out of such types of activities as economic,
normative, educational and political and
2. Integrative imperatives arising out of knowledge, religion and magic. For your
understanding we may go to little further detail:Culture for Malinowski has biological survival value. Its adaptive character is
in part due to the fact that provide primary needs are shared with other animals.
However, the conditions of man’s life as a social animal also impose a “secondary
determinism”. This Malinowski has defined in terms of “derived needs or imperatives
These relate to the requirements of maintenance of cultural apparatus, regulation of
human behaviour, socialization and exercise of authority etc. For Malinowski the
responses to them comprise those of economic, social control, education, political
organization etc.
Malinowski was of opinion that in social life it is essentially the habit
that becomes transmuted into custom, parental care into deliberate training of
the rising generation and impulses into values. He calls it “integrative
20

imperatives”. Thus the biological determinants of culture activities are
emphasized at all levels by needs (primary, derived and integrative needs)
Having observed the aspects of culture, they must now be subjected to functional
analysis. This Malinowski viewed in terms of their utility towards fulfilling the needs of the
members of the society. His conceptual perspective was built around the assumption that
cultural items exists to fulfill the basic human needs. The functional view of culture insist,
therefore, upon the principle that in every type of civilization, every custom, material
objectives, idea and belief fulfils some vital functions i.e. has some task to accomplish and
represents an indispensable part within the working whole. For further explanation, you
can read the contribution made by Malinowski through his fieldwork among primitive
societies. See the examples cited in Box ‘A’ to substantiate the point.
Box-A
In Malinowski’s thought, function was a specific way of understanding
institutions and customs of primitive life. In his famous book, “Magic science and
Religion (1929) he saw function as largely fulfilling the psychological need. Magic
was the standardization of optimism serving to provide man with necessary
confidence to carry out his important task to maintain his poise, and his mental
integrity in fits of anger, in throes of late, of unrequire love, of despair and anxiety.
Religion also opened up escapes from emotional stress. Religion also makes
social contributions because it assists in maintenance of moral law and order and
works towards the identification of whole tribe as a social unit. Optimism and
confidence enabled Trobrianders (a primitive tribe) to become better food providers
and magic thus contributed to physical survival. This notion of function as serving
biological needs become the core of Malinowski’s functional theory. In his book,
“A scientific theory of culture (1944)”, he reiterated his conviction that the functional method
of investigation is best suited to give and accurate picture of the realities of culture.
1.4

Cultural functionalism

In functional approach Malinowski believed, it is the job of researcher to discover
the specific functions of the element of culture with in the integrated scheme. Functional
analysis of culture reveals that it is the handiwork of man and as the medium through which he
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achieves his end i.e. a medium which allows him to live, to establish standard of safety,
comfort and prosperity, a medium which gives him power and allows him to create
goods and values beyond his animal, organic endowment. This culture, in all this and
through all this, must be understood as a means to end i.e. instrumentally or functionally.
In order to fulfill his various needs, man has established certain general type of
organization, found in every culture all over the universe. The universal institutional
types as principles of integration may be depicted as follows.
Principles of Integration

Types of Institutions
- Family (domestic group)

1. Reproduction (Bonds of blood defined by legal contract of marriage,
principles of descent.)

- Courtship organization (marriage)
- Groups of kindred
- The clan – matrilinial or patrilinial

2. Territorial (community of interests due
to prompinquity, contiguity and possibility of cooperation)

The neighbo urho od group of
municipalities

3. Physiological (Distinction due to sex,
age, and so on)

- Primitive sex totemic groups

4. Voluntary Associations

- Primitive secret societies

- city, district, province, tribe

- Age groups and Age grades

- At higher levels, clubs mututal aid and
benefit societies.
- Primitive - magicians, sorcerers,
shamas, Priests.

5. Occupational and Professional

- Civilization - professional workers
guilds
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- Schools, colleges, police, defence
courts, universities.
6. Rank and status

- Estates, and order of nobility clergy,
burghers, peasants, serfs, slaves, the
caste system.

7. Comprehensive (integration by community of culture or by political power)

- Tribe as a unit.
- nationality
- cultural sub groups (minorities, the
ghetto, gypsies
- political unit

Malinowski illustrated his functional scheme with a charter of an institution.
He defined charter of an institution as a system of values for the pursuit of
which human beings get organized. All institutions, he felt have certain universal
properties or elements that can be listed and then used as dimensions for comparing
different institutions.
1.

Personel : He defined personnel of an institution as the group political, legal
and educational activity.

(E)

As regard the type of activity, culture can be analyzed into a number of aspects
such as education, social control, economic system of knowledge, belief and
morality and also modes of creative and artistic expression.

1.5

Criticism :

1.

The major criticism launched at functional theory was its synchronic or
a historical orientation and its alleged failure to explain change.

2.

Teleological reasoning: the view that the cultural item emerges to
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meet the end it fulfils is teleological. It is also teleological when it is
maintained that any culture item exists to meet a need of the cultural
whole, while t he cult ural whole exist s t o meet biological and
psychological needs.
3.

Malinowski’s functionalism is individualistic in nature. Later thinkers
developed inter-personal and other varieties of it.

4.

He viewed culture as a totally integrated way of life-an organic whole,
homogenous and harmonious and tried to show the interrelatedness of
various cultural structures. It reduces it to the almost useless proposition
that everything is related to everything else.

1.6 Suggested Readings & References
1. Makhan Jha, (1999) An Introduction to Anthropological Thought, Vikas
Publishing House Pvt. Ltd.
2. Upadhaya and Pandey (1997) History of Anthropological Thought, Concept
Publishing Company, New Delhi.
3. J.H.Turner : (2002) The Structure of Sociological Theory, Rawat Publications,
Jaipur.
4. J.Turner & Maryanskhi; Functionalism; Benjamin / Cummings.
1.7

Check Your Progress

1.

Discuss in brief meaning of function ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Explain in detail Theory of Culture ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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3.

What is meant by the Team Cultural Functionalism ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

------0------
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COURSE NO. SOC-C-202
General Theory of Action and Social System - Talcott Parsons
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Introduction

In the previous block you came across with the concept of function and also
functionalism. As such we discussed, B.Malinowski’s individualistic functionalism which
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was based upon the theory of needs and scientific theory of culture. In this unit, you
will learn about sociological functionalism for which we will discuss the contribution of
Talcott Parsons, an American sociologist, who has powerful influence on sociology
after the second world war. His major works, which contributed to sociological
theorizing, among others are:1. The Social System (1951)
2. The Structure of Social Action (1951)
3. Essays in sociological theory (1954)
4. Economy and Society (1957)
5. The System of Modern Societies (1971)
He was, above all, critical of the Chicago school which was preoccupied with
only empirical research, in American sociology. According to him, empirical research
tends to be barren unless guided by general theoretical frame. We will in this lesson,
concentrate on the functional analysis which has been contributed by his most important
work- The social system (1951). His theory, therefore, is known as systematic analysis
theory where he argues that:
a.

System is a unified whole made up of interdependent parts called sub-system.
Each sub-system can also be treated as a system by itself.

b.

The units or sub-systems must be organized in a relative stable manner so that
a definite pattern of relationship come to exist between sub-systems.

c.

Each system has a boundary.

d.

The variation or change occurs in a system in a definite manner-not by choice.

e.

For the maintenance of the system certain elementary needs of the system
Universal and derived needs must be met.

2.1

Life sketch

Parsons was born in the year 1902 and graduated from London school of
Economics in 1924 and his doctorate from Hiedelberg University in 1927. He was a
keen student of Max Weber and drew also inspiration from Pareto’s theory of residue
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and non-logical actions ( which you have studied in Classical Sociology Tradition in
the first semester). As such, Parsons’ “ Structure of Social Action” is a theory reflecting
both Durkheim’s ideas of collective consciousness in the function of social system
and Weber’s analysis of social action. The ‘action frame of reference’ of Parsons
comprises a unified conceptual scheme for theory and research in social sciences to
analyse human behaviour or human action. It is a point of reference of the action of an
actor or group of actions, a situation, and the orientation of the actor to the situation.
The major works of Talcott Parsons are the following which one should consult to
understand his theory of Social Action.
·

Economy and Society (1957)

·

Essays in Sociological Theory (1954)

·

The Structure of Social Action (1951)

·

The Social System (1951)

·

The System of Modern Societies (1971)

Parsons was born in the year 1902 and graduated from London school of
Economics in the year 1924. In 1927 he got his Ph.D from Heidelberg University.
Parsons was a keen student of German social thinkers, which is proved from the fact
that he translated MaxWeber’s work, “ Protestant Ethics and the spirit of Capitalism”.
He also drew inspirations from Pareto’s theory of residue and non logical actions.
Parsons started his teaching carrer as a teacher in Emerist college and
subsequently joined Harvard university and in 1944 he was appointed as Professor of
sociology.
2.2

OBJECTIVES

Though we have discussed functionalism in the previous blocks, it is Talcott
Parsons who has taken functionalism to its logical conclusion as a theoretical legacy.
Secondly, Parsons in all his analysis has merged other intellectual traditions from
economics, psychology, anthropology and sociology. He sought to cut across
disciplines. He has visualized functional analysis as the most fruitful perspective. Thus
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you will learn in this block:
•

The concept of system, social system and systemic types.

•

The contrast to anthropological- Individualist functionalism of Malinowski-you
will learn here sociological functionalism.
After reading this lesson you will learn:
(a) Parson’s theory of social action as distinct from Max Weber’s theory which
you has studied in the Ist semester programme.
(b) The pattern variable approach which explains the dilemmas of value orientation.

2.3.

Concept of society and social system

For Parsons society embraced the entire social field of man. “A society may be
defined as the total complex of relationships in so far as they grow out of actions in
terms of means-end relationship, intrinsic and symbolic”. The society is also effected
by environments, heredity, and cultures on the one hand and religions, metaphysical
and political system on the other. He, thus, characterized society as a sum total of all
human relationship.
Talcott Parson’s one of the most important works is on social system. A social
system, he defined, is a mode of organization of action elements relative to the
persistence or ordered processes of change of the interactive pattern of a plurality of
individual actors.
Thus; you may consider the following to understand a social system.
1. It consists of plurality of individuals.
2. Its elementary unit is act, in so far as it is connected with the process of interaction.
It involves a process of interaction between two or more actors.
3. As a system of interaction, it involves participation of an actor in the process of
interactive relationship.
4. The system consists of inter-dependence of parts.
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The participation of actors of involves two aspects:
a)

The positional aspect indicates the location of an actor in a social system. You
know about the concept of status through the lessons you read in the first
semester. Status, thus, represents the position of an actor in a social system.
Thus an actor has a high or low status in the system.

b)

The processual aspect represents the functional significance of an actor in
relation to the social system. He was to perform certain functions and a definite
role to play.

In other words, the positional aspect is called ‘status’ and processual aspect
is called his role. Therefore, when the behaviour of an actor is associates with a
particular status, then that is called his role.
The distinction between status and role with reciprocal perspectives are inherent
in the process of interaction. The actor is an object of orientation for others as well as
the actor is oriented to other actors. Therefore, when the actor is not an object but he
is acting, then you may say that he is playing his role. Status and role, in this sense, are
not attributes of an actor but one primary ingredients of a social system you may see
Box ‘A’ to know about status and role and its significance in a social system.
Box ‘A’
Statuses: Every social system has prescribed certain status for its members. It is
either acquired by a hereditary manner or as a result of actions of a society. There
are certain facilities, power and prestige attached with the status. The arrangement
of the status provides strength and stability to the social system.
Role : Like status, the society has prescribed different role to different individuals.
Every status is attached with a role. Thus role is the external expression of the status.
While playing his role every individual keeps in mind his status. Which helps in social
integration, organization and unity in the social system.
A social system is thus a system of differentiated roles. Roles are assigned to
actors. This process of distribution of roles, Parsons calls as allocation. A social system
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is, therefore, confronted with the problem of allocation. In the functioning of the system,
the allocation of roles must be proper. The criteria adopted for this initial allocation is
of ascriptive nature - may be on the bases of age, sex and birth. The other subsequent
methods of role allocation is through appointment and competition. The appointment
depends on the explicit decision of other persons while competition is a selective
process.
The allocation of role and status also involves the problem of allocation of
facilities. For Parsons, “Facilities are possessions which are significant as means to
further goals in complexes of instrumental orientation. Allocation of facilities are to be
done because their supply is limited in comparison to demand. Possession of facilities
means to have power-economic and political. The two types of power are integral to
the social system.
Then there is problem of reward. By reward we mean those transferable entities or
possession which are desired as objects to immediate gratification by actors. The difference
between facility and reward is that any possession towards an actors is oriented is facility, but
it may be regarded as reward if actors orientation is expressive.
2.4

Types of social system
Parsons presents a classification of form major types :

1.

The Particularistic-Ascriptive: This type of system is organized around
kinship and sociality. The normative pattern of such a system are traditional
and dominated by the elements of ascription.

2.

Particularistic-Achievement: In this type, the continuation of the old religions
ethic is inherent but at the same time emergence of a new mode of social
integration in which performance becomes more important than qualities.
Parsons cite Chinese social structure as an example.

3.

The Universalistic Achievement Type: When traditional order is challenged
and emergence of new norms are derived from the existing relations of social
member. The norms become universalistic. Besides, they are related with
empirical or non-empirical goals, therefore they are achievement oriented. The
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most modern society is the example.
Universalistic-Ascription Type: Under this social type, elements of value
orientation are dominated by the elements of ascription. Therefore, emphasis
is placed on the status of the actor rather than his performance. Such a system
becomes politicized and aggressive. An authoritarian state is the example.

4.

The systems theory, analytically, may be summarized as follows:
1.

The social system is made up of the interaction of human individuals.

2.

Each member is both actor and object of orientation for both other actors
and himself.

3.

The actor is seeking a goal or set of goals.

4.

The actor is confronted with a variety of situational conditions as societal
environment and ecological constraints.

5.

The actor’s orientation to situation is both motivational and valueorientational.

Before we proceed further, you may note that Parsons in his book the Structure
of Social Action, focused on unit act, but in the other book, The Social System, the
emphasis shifted from unit act to institutional orders. Thus, the later view emphasized
the system as a primary unit of analysis.
The concept of institutionalization, for Parsons, is crucial to the understanding of
the system. He considers institutionalization as the fundamental integrative mechanism of
social systems. It builds up and maintains social structure.
2.5

Functional Analysis

Parsons functionalism moves through two distinct phases. (a) the mechanismequilibrium and (b) the functional requisite phase. However, the mechanism equilibrium gets
incorporated in the requisite phase. Let us therefore discuss the functional requisites. Parsons
has outlined four fundamental function which any system must perform.
1.

Adaptation: This is adaptation to the environment involving production
and allocation of disposable resources.
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2.

Goal attainment function: To maximize the capacity of the society to
attain collective goals.

3.

Integration: This is about the ordering of the systems by bringing together
the motivational and cultural elements.

4.

Latency or pattern maintenance and tension management: This fourth
function is to maintain adequate motivation to conform with the cultural
values. This is function of social control as it is to reward conformity and
to check disruptive behaviour. These four functional problems or requisites,
or imperatives are abbreviated as A,G,I,L.

For a quick summary of the four functional problems which every social
system is confronted with in maintaining a society are:
The pattern maintenance function is to deal with the problem of
maintaining and reinforcing the basic values of the social systems. It also
resolves the tensions. While the integration function of the system refers to
the allocation of rights and obligations, rewards and facilities. This will ensure
a harmonic relation between the members of the social system. Goal attainment
involves the necessity of mobilizing actors and resources for the attainment of
specific goals and adaptation refers to the production of resources to facilitate
the attainment of specific goals. Let us see the functioning of a social system
through an example you can read Box ‘B’ for it.
Box-‘B’
Considering a factory as a social system, Parsons’ scheme may be seen as
under :
1.

Adaptive functions: Proper lighting, air conditioning, suitable machinery,
food services and other working condition.

2.

Goal attainment functions: Processing, manufacturing, marketing, research
activities.

3.

Integrative function: Management labour councils, clubs, publications and
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public relations, recreational and social events, insurance, and labour welfare
programmes.
4.

Pattern maintenance and tension management functions: Training,
orientation sessions, allocation of rank, salary structure, promotion, increment
and bonuses, disciplinary control, mechanism for the redress of grievances.
(Reproduced from Abraham : PP. 56-57)

2.5.1 Functional Imperatives and system, sub-systems relations
In collaboration with Bales and Shils and afterwards with Neil-J- Smelser, the
conception of functional imperatives came to dominate in Parsons’ writing. Considering
the question of survival of the social system, Parsons, thus, conceptualized the four
requisites (read requirements) of adaptation, goal attainment, integration and latency.
As you already know that all these requisites were viewed under the general problem
of integration. In Parsons’ discussion of integration within and between action systems,
problem of securing facilities (adaptation), allocation and goal seeking (goal attainment),
socialization and social control (latency) were conscious. Parsons, however, did not
confine to the general social system. He also viewed a system has different action
sub-systems and sub-sub systems. This what Turner has called “functional
sectorization”.
“As Parsons’ conceptual scheme became increasingly oriented to function,
social systems are divided into sectors, each corresponding to a functional requisite
that is, A,G,I, or L. In turn, any sub-system can be divided into these four functional
sectors. And then, each of these sub-systems can be divided into four functional sectors,
and so on. (Turner: 70)
The system that has been discussed above, the most important development
involved four system requisites that all action systems whether cultural, social, personality
or organismic – must meet if they are to survive.
2.5.2 Equilibrium Phase
Parsons, analytically, separates four action systems – (1) the cultural (2) social (3)
personality and (4) organismic. The “cultural” is the system of symbols that is created and
used by humans. The “social” is the system of relationship created out of interaction among
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individuals. The “personality” is the system of traits such as needs, dispositions, cognitive
states and interpersonal skills that actors possess and draw upon as they interact with each
other. The other element of unit acts – biological and physical parameters are the “organismic”
system. According to Parsons, all relations between the social system and the physical
environment are mediator through behavioural organism. Plasticity and sensitivity are the two
properties in it. Parsons then goes on to discuss the integration of the personality system into
social system. He identified two mechanisms for this (1) the mechanisms of socialization
which involve the processes wherein the cultural symbols gets internalized by the personality
and also motives and skills are acquired for role playing. The other mechanism is of social
control. These mechanisms include (a) institutionalization of norms (b) informal interpersonal
sanctions to reduce deviance (c) ritual performances to release tensions (d) safety value
organizations (e) reintegration structures for rehabilitation of the deviants (f) the concentration
of power for the restoration of order through coercion.
The above two mechanisms thus resolve the problem of assuring that actors
are committed and able to play roles in the social system and that they will continue to
conform to the normative expectations. If these mechanisms are ineffective, the social
equilibrium will be disrupted. This prompted Parsons to include the cultural patterns –
values, beliefs and other symbols with the social system analysis. He further introduced
the next action sub-system – the personality system. His concern was to analyse as to
how some degree of integration is possible among these systems.
2.6

Interaction between the sub-systems

The interpenetration between the four action sub-systems (social, cultural,
personality and biological) can be seen with following manner. The social system being
the integrative sub-system of action, the other three principal sub systems (culture,
personality and organisimic) constitute the environments of the social system. The four
functional imperatives (primary sub-systems of society) – adaptive, goal-attainment,
integrative, and latency – are functionally specialized around their inter-relations with
the three other sub-systems (culture, personality, organism) of action, each relating most
directly to one of these environments (action sub-systems). Each of these four societal
sub-systems may also be considered a distinct environment of the sub-system which is
the society’s integrative core.
35

Sub-systems of Action

Social system

Cultural system

Personality

Biological

system

system

Integrative sub-

Latency sub-

Goal attainment

Adaptive sub-

system

system

sub-system

system

Collectivity

Cultural value

Polity

Economy

2.7

Criticism:

Criticism of Parsonian functionalism started in the late 1960’s and by the early
1970’s critiques had dislodged Parsonian theory from its once dominant place.
1.

A number of critics questioned whether Parson’s emerging concepts
correspond to the events in the real world. Dahrendorf compares Parsonian
social system with utopia.

2.

Buckley argues that Parson’s social system does not advocate change.
According to him, it is a vaguely conceptualized amalgam of mechanistic
and organismic models, spacing excessive emphasis on integration,
consensus and stability and devaluates change, conflict and strife.

3.

It is teleological : Parsons always considered action to be goal directed.
Thus Parson’s conceptualization of goal attainment as a basis system
requisite would make inevitable teleological propositions.

4.

It is tautological: Parsons’ conceptualization of four system requisites
(AGIL) is based on the assumption that if they are not met, the systems
survival is threatened. Turner says that “unless there is some way to
determine what constitutes survival and non-survival of a system. The
propositions documenting the contribution of items for meeting survival
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requisites become tautologies i.e. the items meet survival needs of the
system because it exists and, therefore, must be surviving.
2.8

Theory of Social Action :

Talcott Parson’s primary concern throughout his life was the problem of order
in society. Some themes, such as social action and systems ran through all of Parson’s
writings till his death. Parson’s view of social action changed throughout his scholarly
life from ‘social behaviourism to macro functionalism. Around the time of World War
II however, he extended his action framework through his publication of the Structure
of Social Action (1937).
Social action wrote Parsons is :
1.
Voltaristic, or a matter of making choices. This is known as Parson’s
choice-based theory. Social action involved actor, with goals, choosing
between alternatives.
2.
Subjective action which is based on internal orientations and responses.
3.
Thirdly social action is at least partially governed or limited by norms and
values of one’s culture.
For Parsons, “action is behaviour oriented to the attainment of ends in situations by
means of normatively regulated expenditure of energy”. The modes of orientation or
motivation for individual actions include the cognitive, cathectic and evaluative or in
simple words they be stated as –thinking, feeling and valuing or willing.
In short, the behaviour of an individual or society in a social context is called social
action. In his book the structure of Social Action he attempted to construct a functional
theory of social organization by explaining voluntary action. The elements of this action
are the following:1.
2.
3.
4.

Actors are individual persons or even collectivity.
Actor has goals.
Actor has alternative means to achieve goals.
Actor gets confronted with a variety of situations that influence the selection
of goals and means.
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5.

Actors’ subjective orientation.

Thus the essentials of social action are :
1.
Actor 2.
Situation
3.
Orientation
Actor :As has been said earlier action may be of an individual or a collectivity.
Situation :
Refers to the external world which is significant to the action which
involves either (i) social objects and (ii) non social objects.
(I)

Social objects refer to actors as persons as well as collectivities. Interaction
takes place between social objects i.e. actors as persons.
(II)
Non social objects refer to those in which interaction donot takes place.
They are two types : (a) Physical objects which are located in space and
times. (b) Cultural objects which are elements of tradition- i.e. laws, ideas,
recipes. However, every object is significant to the action. Therefore the
property of an object which makes it significant to the action is called a
modality. Thus there is social modality and non-social modality.
Orientation :
is conceived as a process which involves different analytic
elements. These elements represent different aspects of the process of orientation.
They are of two types.
(i)

Motivational elements and (ii) elements of value orientation

(i)

Motivational orientation are related to actual or potential gratification or
deprivation of actions need dispositions. Three modes of orientations in
terms of motivation are :

(ii)

(a)

Cognitive : The knowledge through which the actor sees an object
in relation to his system of need dispositions.

(b)

Cathectic : refers to those processes by which an effective
significance is invested to an object.

(c)

Evaluation : refers to the various processes by which the allocation
of energy between different objects is made by an action. This helps
in optimizing the gratification.

Value orientation : refers to those aspects which commit the actors to the
observance of certain norms, standards of selection whenever the actor is
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in a situation which requires him to make a choice. It is a set of guidance. It
consists of three modes :

2.9

(a)

Cognitive : involves various commitments to standards by which
appropriate of cognitive judgement is established.

(b)

Appreciative : involves commitments to standards by which
appropriateness of consistency of the class of objects is assessed.

(c)

Moral : involves commitments to standards by which the
consequences of particular actions are assessed.

Pattern Variables (Dielemmas of Orientation )

In delineating the structure of action Parsons initially followed the lead from Toennies
Gesellschaft. However, son he became conceived that a given structure might clearly exhibit
attributes suggestive of both the polar types. The professional status-role of the physician
is a case in point. In terms of the application of the general principles of medical science,
the physician’s relation to his patient is Gesellschaft – like but by virtue of the canon that
the “welfare of the patient” should come ahead of the self-interest of the doctor, this was
clearly one of the Gemeinschaft.
It is otherwise known as pattern variables or pattern dielemma . In a given situation,
according to Parsons, the actor is confronted by a series of major dielemmas of orientation.
He has to make choice of means for the attainment of goals. The object of a situation don
not interact with the cognizing and cathective organism in such a fashion as to determine
meaning of situation. Therefore in order to have a determinate meaning, the actor must
make a series of choices. These choices are dichotomous. In the words of Parsons, “ a
pattern variables is a dichotomy, one side of which must be choosen by an actor before the
meanings of a situation is determinate for him and thus he can act with respect of that
situation”. The following five pattern variables or dielemmas of orientations has been
identified by Parsons :
1.
2.
3.

Ascriptive Orientation
Particularism Orientation
Affectivity Orientation

Vs
Vs
Vs

Achievement Orientation
Universalism Orientation
Affective Neutrality Orientation

4.

Diffuseness Orientation

Vs

Specificity Orientation
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5.

Self Orientation

Vs

Collectivity Orientation

These pattern variables enter in personality system, social system and cultural system.
In personality system they describe predispositions. In the social system, they describe role
expectations. In cultural system, they define patterns of value orientations.
The following scheme of pattern variables can be discussed in detail :
1.

The dielemma of object modalities :

In a situation the actor faces the problem of how to treat an object. The
resolution is either giving primacy to the qualities of social objects or their performance.
The dichotomy of Ascriptive Vs Achievement orientations is used here. Originally
designed as Ascription Vs. Achievement; it is the choice between ‘modalities’ of the
social object. This is the dilemma of according primary treatment to an object on the
basis of what it is in itself, an inborn quality, or what it does, and the quality of its
performance. The former involves defining people on the basis of certain attributes
such as age, sex, colour, nationality, etc.; the latter defines people on basis of their
abilities. Compulsory retirement, racial discrimination and the notion of ‘caste
superiority’ are based on considerations of quality. Recruitment of personal in a modern
bureaucracy based on technical qualifications and standard tests involves consideration
of performance.
2.

The dielemma of transcendence Vs immanence:

In a situation, the actor faces the problem whether to treat the objects in accordance
with general norms or in accordance with general norms or in accordance to their
relationship. Thus the primacy is given either to universalistic norms or value systems or to
value standards integral to the particular relations or particularism. This is the dichotomy
of particularistic orientation Vs universalistic orientation i.e. The choice between types of
value-orientation standard. The former refers to standards determined by an actors particular
relations with a particular object, the latter refers to value standards that are highly
generalized. A teacher is supposed to give grades to all students ‘impartially’, that is, in
accordance with the same abstract, general, universal principles. But if he favours his son
or a friend who happens be in the same class, he is behaving particularistically, for he is
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treating people differently on the basis of their particular relationship to him. To give another
example: a woman on the trial jury has to be univerralistic, otherwise she will be dishonest;
but as a wife she has to be particularistic, otherwise she will be unfaithful.
3.

The dilemma of gratifications of impulse Vs discipline:

In a given situation when particular impulses press for gratification then the
problem arises to the actor regarding the release of impulses. Thus primacy is given
either, to evaluative considerations at the cost of immediate gratifications or to immediate
gratification at the cost of evaluative consideration(Affectivity Vs Affective neutrality).
The pattern is affective when an organized action system emphasizes gratification,
that is when an actor tries to avoid pain and to maximize pleasure; the pattern is
affectively neutral when it imposes discipline, and renouncement or deferment of some
gratifications in favour of other interests. For example, soldiers are expected to ignore
immediate gratification and be afflictively neutral in their line of duty even if that involves
risking their impulse gratifications are negatively evaluated by cultural patterns.
4. The dilemma of the scope of significance of the object:
When confronted with an object, the actor has to choose the possible ranges
with which he will respond to the object. The dilemma is resolved either by accepting
no prior limitation to the range or by accepting limited (specific) range of the object.
Here no prior limitation is diffuseness and specific range of object is specificity
orientations. This Dichotomy is known as Diffuseness Vs specificity which defines the
scope of interest in the object. This is the dilemma of defining the relation borne by
object. This is the dilemma of defining the relation borne by object to actor as indefinitely
wide in scope, infinitely broad in involvement, morally obligating, and significant in
pluralistic situations (diffuseness); or specifically limited in scope and involvement
(specificity). The relationship between the employer and the employees in a modern
factory is specific since no obligation is assumed to exist beyond what is specified in
the ‘contract’. However, certain systems of land tensure such as the semi-feudal and
zamindari sypes are supposed to involve the tenants in an infinite variety of obligations
to their ‘masters’. Similarly, patterns of friendship and husband – wife relationships
are supposed to involve a ‘limitless’ number of obligtions.
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5. Dilemma of private Vs Collective interest:
In a situation, when there is harmony of interest, the actor is confronted with the
problem whether he should choose actions for private interest(self) or collective interest.
This is the dielemma of self Vs collectivity orientation (selfless). This dichotomy depends on
social norms or shared expectations which define as legitimate the pursuit of the actor’s
private interests or obligate him to act in the interests of the group. Salesmen and shopkeepers
are expected to glorify their products and give ‘sales talk’ in accordance with self-orientation
but the doctor is expected to tell the patient what is best for him, even if he can make extra
money from an expensive operation. This dichotomy has nothing to do with ‘selfish’ or
‘altruistic’ motives which are individual character traits but with shared expectations commonly
held by a collectivity.
Looking at individual choices from a macro-cultural perspective, parsons noted
that different cultures guide individuals toward one or the other of a set of dichotomas
choices. Further Parsons noted that one set of choices is dominant in the mechanical
solidary or traditional society. While the other usually occurred in the organically solidary
or bureaucratic (modern) society.
2.10

Social Action: A Comparative View :

The concept of social action is used both by social psychologists and sociologists.
Action is social when the actor behaves in such a manner that his action is intended to
influence the actions of one or more other persons. Max Weber was the first to use
social action as a basis for theory. Later on Parsons extended and modified it. Max
Weber gives an ethical conception of social action and divides action into three analytical
categories – Ration, emotive, traditional. Parsons, as such, provided a rational-cuminstrumental definition of action and sees a continuity in the action frame of reference.
Seber whiel defiens social action in terms of motivation (which is a subjective category),
Parsons defines social action as a logical category in which both subjectivity and
objectivity, intention and normative order, and individual and social situation are combined.
According to Parsons all actions are rational from an actor’s perspective and orientation
and society is basically a system of evolutionary process in which the meaning, ideology
and essence of action change. This thesis is basically a modification of the Weberian
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conception of social action in which it is assumed that particular human society is regulated
by single social action system which can be controlled with other forms of action prevalent
in other societies and situations. Nevertheless, there is an array of similarities between
Weber and Parsons.
2.11

Criticism :

Parsons’ has not focused on change as a relevant field of study. He over
emphasized on the normative order by making people puppets to account for the
problem of social change. This the overemphasis on the normative order and problem
of social change are the chief limitations of Parsonian theory of action.
2.12

Conclusion :

While Weber is concerned with nature, causes, and results of social action, it
is Parsons who was concerned with functional analysis of social action. He characterised
society as sum total of all human relationship.
2.13
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2.14

Check Your Progress

1.

Discuss in brief various types of social system ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Explain in detail the theory of Social Action ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

3.

What do you understand by Functional Analysis ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

4.

Give a brief Introduction of Talcott Parsons ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
***
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Prevailing postulates in functional analysis

3.7
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Suggested Readings

3.10

Check your progress

3.1.

INTRODUCTION :

After the initiation of functional theory by Emile Durkheim, B.Malinowski and
A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, two American sociologists – Talcott Parsons and Robert King
Merton have given a new shape to functional analysis in the middle twentieth century.
R.K. Merton not only provides a critique of the notions and assumptions of functionalism
advocated by Durkheim, Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown but also traces the clear
etimology of the concept of function, reformulates their inherent assumptions and
placed a systematic frame work for functional analysis in sociology. Here, after
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giving a brief biographic note and selected writings, his critique of assumptions of
earlier functionalists is narrated and thereafter his frame work for functional analysis is
presented along with what has been derived as a guide (he calls it protocol) for
researchers following his functional analysis is described.
3.2

OBJECTIVES
The main objectives of the lesson are :

1.

To understand the concept of function.

2.

To know about the various functional postulates.

3.

To understand the Merton’s Paradigm for functional analysis.

3.3.

Biographic Note

Robert King Merton (popularly and mostly known as R.K. Merton) was born on
5 July 1910 in a Jewish immigrant family in a South Philadelphia slum. Here, his father was
a carpenter and a truck driver. He grew up with a passion for learning and after schooling
won a scholarship at Temple University. At Temple University, he received his B.A degree
and became interested in Sociology while taking an introductory sociology course taught
by George E. Simpson. Merton himself said, “It was not so much the substance of what
Simpson said that did it. It was more the joy of discovering that it was possible to examine
human behaviour objectively and without using loaded moral pre-conceptions”. Merton
received a doctorate from Harward University where he was one of the earliest and most
intelligent students of Talcott Parsons. Parsons stated that of the significant relations he
had with students, “The most important single one was with Robert Merton”. For a long
time, Parsons and Merton came to be known as leaders of structural functional theory
among American Sociologists. At Harward, Merton was also influenced by Pitrim Sorokin
who was not sympathetic towards Parsons. After serving for only a small span elsewhere,
Merton joined Columbia State University, New York and came in contact with Paul
F.Lazarsfeld. Both were closely associated and established Bureau of Applied Social
Research. He became active in empirical research under the influence of his colleague
Lazarsfeld since 1941. He worked in Columbia till his last and achieved the rare distinction
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of the title “University Professor Emeritus”. He became president of American Sociological
Society in 1957. Though he began his research with sociology of science but he is a
known theorist of sociology of middle twentieth century.
3.4

Selected Writings

Some of his writings became very famous and he was the most quoted author
not only in social science but also of science in 1960’s. On theory, his writings include,
“Manifest and Latent Functions”, “Theory and Empirical Research – Two Essays”,
‘theory of status and role’, “Reference Group Behaviour” and further “Continuities in
the Theory of Reference Group Behaviour”. All his essays and papers which are
pertinent writings in the area of sociological theory, published in various sources, have
been compiled in one volume ‘Social Theory and Social Structure’ first published in
1949, second edition in 1957 and the third enlarged edition in 1968. This book has
been translated into many languages.
3.5.

The Concept of Function

R.K. Merton has done a unique exercise by tracing various etymological/contextual
meanings of the term function under the heading “Single Term, Diverse Concepts”. At first
function means ‘simple public gathering or festive occasion’, usually conducted with ceremonial
overtones. Secondly, function is ‘equivalent to occupation’, tracing a definition of occupation
from the writings of Max Weber. At the third place, function refers to the ‘activities assigned
to the incumbent of a social status’, more particularly to the occupant of an office or political
position. Fourthly function, as used in mathematics, refers to ‘a variable considered in relation
to one or more variables’ in terms of which it can be expressed on the value of which its own
value depends (y = fx). In the fifth place, as used in biology, function refers to the ‘vital or
organic processes considered in respects in which they contribute to the maintenance of the
organism’. Merton states that it is this usage, with modifications appropriate to the study of
human society, that anthropologists have adopted and clarified the key concept of function.
According to Merton, and that appears to be true, Radcliffe-Brown has been
the most explicit in tracing his working conception of social function to the analogical
model found in biological sciences. Durkhem, in his famous work ‘Division of Labour
in Society’ used the notion of ‘function’ clearly referring to like vital and organic
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processes when he writes, ‘function of a social institution is thus the correspondence
between it and the need of the organism’. But it was Radcliffe-Brown who made the
explicit use of the term function and more clearly defined. He writes, “the function of
a recurrent physiological process is thus a correspondence between it and the needs
(i.e necessary conditions of existence) of the organism”. He replaces the word needs,
as stated by Durkheim, by the terms ‘necessary conditions of existence’ (the conditions
without which the organism will not survive). In the social sphere where individual
human beings, ‘the essential units’, are connected by networks of social relations into
an integrated whole (may be termed as society) Radcliffe-Brown clearly defined
function as, “the function of any recurrent activity”, such as the punishment of a crime,
or a funeral ceremony, “is the part it plays in the social life as a whole and therefore
the contribution it makes to the maintenance of structural continuity”.
Though B. Malinowski defers in some respects from the formulation of
Radcliffe-Brown but he joins Radcliffe-Brown in making the core of functional analysis,
Malinowski states, “the part which (social or cultural items) play in the society”. Further
Malinowski states, “Theory aims at explanation of anthropological facts (social or
cultural items) by their function, (function) by the part they play within the integral
system of culture, by the manner in which they are related to each other within the
system. In later writings the notion ‘part played in social and cultural system’ is used
as synonymous with ‘inter-dependence’ and ‘contribution’, etc. The difference of
notion further blurs between the concept of function as “inter-dependence” and as
“process”.
R.K. Merton has derived the essence of the concept of function formulated
and used by A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and B. Malinowski. Both Malinowski and
Radcliffe-Brown used the concept of function in the understanding of primitive societies.
The essence of their formulations has been examined by Merton in order to use the
concept of function in the understanding of complex societies like the American society
in early and middle twentieth century. The essence of these formulations on the concept
of function has been presented by R.K.Merton in terms of postulates of functionalism.
In his essay “manifest and latent functions” which is reprinted as a chapter in the book
“Social Theory and Social Structure”, he reformulates these postulates in the light of
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the institutions and processes of complex societies so as to make use of these theoretical
capsules in the understanding of the society in which he himself was living. Though,
the clarficiation and elaboration of the concept of function will be discussed in detail in
the ‘paradigm for functional analysis in Sociology’ in the next section but briefly the
meaning of function may be noted here which will be used in the examination and
reformulation of the earlier meanings of function given by Radcliffe-Brown and
Malinowski.
Defining the word function Merton writes, “functions are those observed
consequences which make for the adaptation or adjustment of a given system”. He
considers that there has been a tendency to observe only the positive contributions of a
sociological item to the social or cultural system in which it is implicated. But there are also
some contributions of atleast some social or cultural items which, over a period of time,
become otherwise i.e. it starts becoming as obstacle/hindrance and thus instead of increasing
adaptation or adjustment it decreases/lessens the adjustment or adaptation of a given
system. Considering this, he introduced the notion of dysfunction and states, “dysfunctions
are those observed consequences which lessen the adaptation or adjustment of the system”
There is also the empirical possibility of non-functional consequences which are simply
irrelevant to the system under consideration”. He also elaborates the notion further which
are apparent and those which are hidden by using the terms ‘manifest’ and ‘latent’ functions.
These will be clarified in detail in the paradigm in a later section. Here it should be clearly
understood that Merton has considered the notion of function as a positive contribution of
a social or cultural item as has been considered by earlier functionalists, namely RadcliffeBrown and Malinowski. But he does consider that there are also some consequences of
such items which may contribute to the contrary i.e. do not contribute to the adjustment or
adaptation of a given system that means to integration and continuity of ordered social life.
It is not only a logical possibility or utopia but also that is found to be true in empirical
situations. Merton very well convinced of this reality and verified on the role of some
social institutions, norms and traditions. It is after this realization that he has further added
the concept of ‘dysfunction’ or negative consequences. This serves as a starting point for
examining the concept of function as propogated by early functionalists. He was also
aware of the changes that are occurring in western societies, particularly American society.
The earlier notion of function assumed that there was no stress but in complex societies
stress was an important factor. The stress indicates changes of some or the other variety,
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let alone the changes in functions of a social institution or social and cultural item. With
these considerations, the earlier prominent formulations of ‘function’ are examined in terms
of what Merton has labeled as ‘Prevailing Postulates in FunctionalAnalysis’ (in Sociology).
3.6.

Prevai ling Postulates in Function al Analysis : Merton ’s
Critique

Mertons states that in anthropology, chiefly the functional analysis has commonly
adopted three inter-connected postulates. These postulates, he finds, have proved to be
debatable and to some extent unnecessary to the functional orientation in sociology. These
three postulates substantially hold at first – ‘that standardized social activities or cultural
items are for entire (whole) social or cultural system. Second – that all such social and
cultural items fulfill sociological functions, and the third – that these social or cultural items
are consequently indispensable. He says these three are like ‘articles of faith’ of earlier
anthropologists and ordinarily seen together. He examines these three postulates separately
as he considers that ‘each gives rise to its own distinctive difficulties’. These three postulates
and their examination by Merton in the light of the complex societies are presented here.
1.

Postulate of the Functional Unity of Society

According to Merton, it is Radcliffe-Brown who put this postulate in clear cut terms
when he wrote in his essay ‘On the concept of Function’, “The function of a particular social
usage is the contribution it makes to the total social life as the functioning of the total social
system”. Merton says this view implies that a social system has a certain kind of unity which
we may say as a functional unity. By the social system here Merton means the total social
structure of a society with totality of usages, in which that structure appears and on which it
depends for its continued existence.
The functional unity, Merton defines, as a condition to which all parts of the
social system work together with harmony or internal consistency. That means without
producing any persistent conflicts. He further considers that Radcliffe-Brown describes
this notion of functional unity as a hypothesis.
This view of ‘functional unity’ was first criticized by Malinowski when in his essay
“Anthropology” (1939) he wrote that the sociological school exaggerated the social
solidarity of primitive man. According to Merton, Malinowski does not remove this dubious
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assumption (of all items and total social system) but has added another to it. Merton says,
on the basis of other writings, that there are highly integrated organisms like nervous system
or hormones. The loss of anyone may strongly affect the whole system and will cause
death. But there are so many lower organisms much more loosely correlated, where loss
of a part causes temporary inconvenience till the regeneration of replacement tissues. This
view, he considers, is true when we look at small, highly integrated aboriginal tribes. But
when we look at highly differentiated, complex societies which have large realm, it does
not. Merton examines this assumption of ‘functional unity’ by tracing several illustrations
from numerous sociological and anthropological writings. After reviewing the utility and
difficulty Merton says this unity of the total society cannot be posited in advance of
observation. The theoretic framework of functional analysis requires that there be
specification of the units for which the given social or cultural item is functional. Such a
frame requires that a given item has diverse consequences, some are functional and others
are dysfunctional, for individuals, for sub-groups and for more inclusive social structure
and culture. In scrutinizing the postulate of functional unity, he finds that we cannot assume
full integration of all societies, but we should find a range of degrees of integration. It is
developed by him after examining the role of religion in multi-religious complex societies
that functional analysis calls for specification of the social units subserved by the given
social functions, recognizing that culture has multiple consequences, some are functional
and others, perhaps, dysfunctional.
2.

Postulate of Universal Functionalism

According to Merton this postulate holds that all standardized social or cultural
forms have positive functions. Merton considers that Malinowski advances this view
in its most extreme form, when he writes that ‘the functional view of culture insists that
in every type of civilization, every custom, material object, idea or belief fulfills some
vital function’. Some other anthropologists have also advocated such view with some
variation and they attach functional value for all forms of culture. Someone wrote that
no culture forms survive unless they constitute responses which are adjustive or
adaptive in some sense.
Merton further asserts that this postulate is of course the product of fierce
barren and protracted controversy over survivals. The concept had become important
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for reconstructing ‘stages of development’ for the evolutionary theorists of non-literate
societies. As a matter of criticism of the evolutionary theorists early functionalists
over-reacted on the concept of survival and thus asserted on every custom, belief,
etc. fulfilling some vital function. Survivals are a poor record of history and thus can
be ignored by sociologists of complex societies. Because there are functions and
dysfunctions of cultural or social items therefore what remains or survives is the net
balance of consequences of those items either for the society as a whole considered
as a unit or for sub-groups which are powerful to retain these forms intact.
Thus Merton reviews the second postulate of universal functionalism which
asserts the view that all persisting forms of culture are inevitably functional. This
review for other considerations which he says must be met by a codified approach to
functional analysis. Merton thus suggests that we may not remain limited to discovering
functions (positive consequences) and dysfunctions (negative consequences) of the
cultural forms or items but must develop methods for assessing net balance of
consequences8. If we lack in doing so, perhaps merit of functional analysis will be
limited.
3.

Postulate of Indispensability

This postulate follows from the functional theory of Malinowski. According
to Merton, this third postulate, is most ambiguous of all the three. This has been
manifest in the above cited declaration of Malinowski. He quotes Malinowski who
said, “in every type of civilization, every custom, material object, idea and belief fulfills
some vital function, has some task to accomplish, represents an indispensable part
within a working whole”. Thus following this assertion, e.g. religion is the institution
(cultural item) which is indispensable in a society. It is because religion plays a vital
(unique) and indispensable part in society.
But upon examination Merton says that it is not so much the institution of
religion which is regarded as indispensable but rather the functions which it performs.
For example, it makes the members of a society to adopt ‘certain ultimate values
and ends in common’. These are the ‘values and common ends’ which are necessary
and indispensable for a society rather the institution of religion. These must appear
to the members as a reality. It is the role of religious beliefs and rituals to supply
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and reinforce the appearance of reality. Through the worship of the sacred objects
and the beings they symbolize, and the codes of behaviour, control over human
conduct it is exercised. Thus in the course of this for sustaining itself, religion takes
the institutional structure. In this way, the indispensability of religion may be based
on the assumption that it is through ‘worship’ and ‘supernatural prescriptions’ alone
that necessary minimum ‘control over human conduct’ and ‘integration in terms of
sentiments and beliefs’ is achieved.
This postulate contains two related but separable assumptions. First that certain
functions are indispensable in the sense that unless they are performed (e.g integration)
the society will not persist. This, as Merton says, sets forth a concept of functional
pre-requisites, or pre-conditions necessary for society. Second that certain cultural
or social forms are indispensable for fulfilling each of these functions. This involves
concept of irreplaceable structures. Considering the complex and differentiated
societies the same social item may have multiple functions and the same function may
be diversely fulfilled by alternative items. Merton considers that there is a range of
variation in the structures which fulfill the functional needs which are to be fulfilled.
Thus after reviewing these possibilities in the complex and differentiated
societies, Merton states, in contrast to the assumption of indispensability, that there is
then the concept of functional alternatives, or functional equivalence or functional
substitutes. In this Merton finds, as stated also earlier, two propositions. One asserts
the indispensability of certain functions which gives rise to the concept of functional
necessity or functional pre-requisites. The other asserts the indispensability of social
institutions, cultural forms. This, after examination, gives rise to the concept of functional
alternatives, equivalence or substitutes. It is this analysis where lies Merton’s
contribution.
3.7.

Merton’s Paradigm for Functional Analysis in Sociology

We have seen so far that Merton has started from clarifying the etymological meanings
and uses of the term, and how the term has been borrowed from biological sciences. He
distinguishes among various connotations, how it was used by anthropologists and examined
how far their notions were correct and applicable. Merton puts all vocabularies, postulates,
concepts, ideological imputations, etc. together. In short, he presents a codification of functional
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theory in sociology till his times. He presents a list of eleven points which he calls a ‘paradigm’.
This includes the possibility of further use of functional analysis in understanding contemporary
societies. In this, he provides a ‘codified guide’ for adequate and fruitful functional analysis;
leads us directly to the crucial postulates and assumptions underlying functional analysis; and
he seeks to sensitize the researcher sociologists not only limit to the narrow scientific implications
of various types of functional analysis but also to their political and their ideological implications
i.e. it pre-supposes an implicit outlook, and points at which it has bearing an “social engineering”
(reformulation of society).
1.

Item(s) to which Functions are imputed

The items (social or cultural) to whom functions can be imputed includes an
entire range of data. But the requirement is that the object of analysis represent a
standardized (i.e. patterned and repetitive) item. Such items are institutional patterns,
social roles, processes, cultural patterns, etc. Methodologically. it entails that items
must be described ‘as fully and as accurately’. In this sense, Merton lists a range of
items to which functions can be imputed and suggests method of observation in the
empirical situation.
2.

Subjective dispositions (motives, purposes)

Merton clarifies, as has been the case with earlier writers, that in functional
analysis motivation of individuals in a social system is often and erroneously mixed
with the related but different conception of objective consequences of these attitudes,
belief and behaviour. In functional analysis, it is the objective consequences which is
important rather than the motives, beliefs and psychological dispositions as such.
3.

Objective Consequences (functions, dysfunctions)

Merton writes that earlier anthropologists used to confine their observations
only to positive consequences of social or cultural items. Secondly, they used to mix
up motives with objective category of function. He eliminates this distinction by
clarifying the concept of the positive and the negative consequences. He clarifies that
there are multiple consequences (functions) and a net balance of consequences.
Functions – are those observed consequences which make for the adaptation or
adjustment of a given system;
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Dysfunctions - are those observed consequences which lessen the adaptation or
adjustment of the system.
There is also an empirical possibility of consequences which are irrelevant to
the system. To such, he calls non-functional consequences. At any instance, an item
may have both functions and dysfunctions. This gives rise to a problem of assessing
the net balance of the consequences. There is another problem of items when the
subjective aim-in-view (motives) concedes the objective consequences and the other
in which they are separate. For clarification of this, he has introduced the twin concept
of manifest and latent functions.
Manifest Functions - are those observed consequences contributing to adjustment
or adaptation of the system which are intended and recognized by the participants in
the system.
Latent Functions- are those which are neither intended nor recognized. From these
clear expositions of Merton, a further logical possibility arises. The positive,
consequences (functions) may be manifest and also latent; like wise the negative
consequences (dysfunctions) may be manifest and also latent. Thus it gives a logical
classification one – manifest functions (positive consequences which are intended and
recognized), two – latent functions (which make for the adaptation, but neither intended
nor recognized); third – manifest dysfunctions (negative consequences which are
intended and recognized); and fourth – latent dysfunctions (which are neither intended
or recognized but somewhere from behind lessen the adaptation or adjustment of a
given system).
4.

Unit(s) Subserved by the Function

This refers to, as stated earlier, the difficulties coming by confining analysis to
functions fulfilled for the society. Items may be functional for some sub-groups or
individuals and dysfunctional for others. Therefore, this suggests that we consider a
range of units for which the item has designated consequences, e.g. individuals in
statuses, subgroups or larger social system.
5.

Functional Requirements (needs, pre-requisites)

According to Merton’s analysis, every system – social or cultural – has
certain needs, which are to be fulfilled. He calls these as the requirements of a
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system. If these are not fulfilled, the system may not survive or continue. What
are these requirements or needs this has always been debatable. But all agree on
“the conditions of survival” of a given system like one of the earlier functionalist
Malinowski to include “biological and social needs”. Merton further poses a
problem on the types of these needs (e.g universal vs specific) which may come at
some stage in conflict.
6.

Mechanisms through which Functions are fulfilled

In the light of the above analysis of the concept of function, Merton calls for a
‘concrete and detailed’ account of the mechanisms which operate to perform a designated
function. This refers to social mechanism, e.g. role segmentation, hierarchic ordering of
values, social division of labour, etc. This consideration of mechanisms by Merton
indicates the social structure of a society – namely structural units. By implication it may
be stated that the needs of a society are fulfilled through arrangement of units inherent in
it. Merton indicates that sociologists need to discover methodological problems in
observing the operation of these mechanisms.
7.

Functional Alternatives (equivalents, substitutes)

As Merton condemned the postulate of functional indispensability of social
items, in particular social structures, we immediately need to look at functional
alternatives or substitutes. This he states, focuses attention on the range of possible
variation in the items which can fulfill the functional requirements. It indicates the
search for identify what exists and may be inevitable. This requires rigorous
experimentation.
8.

Structural Context (or structural constraint)

The items in a social structure are not unlimited. That means choice of an
item as a substitute of earlier one is limited to the range of variation in the items
which can fulfill that designated function. The inter-dependence of elements, says
Merton, of a social structure limits the effective change or functional alternatives.
This limitation of choice operates in a structural context. This is said by someone
as “principle of limited possibilities”. Failure to recognize this limitation leads to
utopian thought. This fundamental rule has been recognized by theorists of various
different streams, whether Marxists or Functionalists.
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9.

Dynamics and Change

Functionalists have been alleged that they neglect change as they always
emphasize on stability, maintenance and integration. Merton, by introducing the concept
of dysfunctions and functional alternatives, provides sufficient ground to understand
change within the framework of functional analysis. Thus, he has asserted that only
statics is not inherent in the functional theory. Concept of dysfunction – implies stress,
strain and tension at structural level – provides an analytical approach to the study of
dynamics and change. He poses question about procedures to measure tension, stress
and strain as well as the probable directions of social change.
10.

Problems of Validation of Functional Analysis

Merton points out that attention has been paid to the specific points at which
assumptions, imputations and observations must be validated. He suggest that not
only we observe what we assume, but what we observe on that assumption, (eg.
parts of structure) must be real (validated) and appropriate. This needs appropriate
and rigorous procedures of analysis which nearly approximate the logic of
experimentation. Here he suggests, for validation, possibilities of comparative (crosscultural and cross-group) analysis. It is through these comparisons we may validate
the facts and the analysis.
11.

Problem of the Ideological Implications

Though by arguing on the basis of several evidence, he tried to establish that
functional analysis has no intrinsic commitment to an ideological position. But this is not
the fact that a particular functional analysis may have an identifiable ideological role. It
effects the ideas of the researcher to look at the society and its analysis. His assumptions,
concepts limit the range of inferences drawn from the data. He poses the questions,
how does one detect the ideological tinge of a functional analysis, to extend an ideology
stems from the basic assumptions and is the incidents of these assumptions related to the
status and research role of sociologists. He leaves this still problematic.
The above narration summarizes, systematizes, clarifies the various assumptions
of functionalism as advanced by Merton. He reformulates the concepts, introduces new
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application of functional analysis in the social contexts and enhances the reputation of
functional analysis as the study and explanation of change is also possible in complex and
differentiated societies of twentieth century. He also provides a guide for researchers who
use functional analysis. Basically that follows from his frame work of ‘functions and
dysfunctions’ and ‘manifest and latent functions’. He provides a descriptive protocol for
observation of the social patterns when to analyze by functional perspective. He gives
following set of points for observation which facilitates functional analysis (it may serve as
a guide for observation).
(1)

Researcher sociologist, to find the locations of the participants within
the social structure – that means all participants are not located alike but
they are located differently in the social structure – i.e differential
participation of the participating persons.

(2)

Researcher sociologist to consider alternative modes of behaviour,
excluded by (over) emphasis on the observed pattern that means attention
be given not only to what (apparently seems) occurs but also to what is
neglected by virtue of the existing pattern (we become used to a pattern
which is frequently or repeatedly occurs but forget or neglect what does
not come to forefront clearly).

(3)

Researcher sociologist to observe the emotive (sentimental) and cognitive
(knowledge) meanings attached by the participants to that pattern (the
way the action takes place in open).

(4)

Researcher sociologist to make a distinction between the motivations
for participating in the pattern (how certain person or persons
psychologically agree to participate) and the objective behaviour (what
is apparent and observable by others) involved in the pattern.

(5)

Researcher sociologist to observe the regularities of behaviour not
recognized by participants (themselves) but which are nonetheless
associated with the central pattern of behaviour.
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3.8

CONCLUSION

Thus, R.K. Merton, as critique of the earlier functionalists, reformulates the
functional theory by tracing vocabularies, critically evaluating the assumptions, clarifying
the terms and introducing new ones, codifying and providing a guide for sociologist
who follow functional analysis in sociology. He incorporates change and process.
The most important feature of Merton’s analysis, which sets him apart from traditional
functionalists, is his treatment of integration as problematic and contingent, not as
given. He visualizes differing degrees of normative integration from complete consus
to complete dissensus. Of course, the extreme poles are only analytical possibilities,
rarely occurring in empirical reality.
Despite all these contributions on certain points, he remains limited. He makes
little progress in specifying what “functional pre-requisites” are, that can be served in
variety of ways. Neither he gives a definitive statement on this nor does he provide
any concrete list of his own. For mechanisms to fulfill these requirements there are
arrangements of structure and processes but if these mechanisms are destroyed, then
there is no clear cut statement but he only writes ‘the observer is sensitized to the
need for detecting compensating mechanisms (if any) which fulfill the necessary function.
A full functionalist theory of society would require comparable steps; but though Merton
clarifies these, he does not himself fulfill it. Another criticism comes from an Indian
philosopher who say logically world may be classified in positive and negative or
manifest and latent, what remains, it is an over-simplification of the classification
principle. But despite some of such limitations and criticism his contribution to functional
theory in sociology remains most acknowledged and recognized.
3.9

SUGGESTED READINGS

1.

Most of the background material noted is based on the bibliographic sketch
written by Morton H. Hunt “How Does It Come To Be Profile of Robert K.
Merton”. published in The New Yorker Vol.36 (Jan 28), 1961 pp:39-63. The
present author had a chance to go through this source at American Studies
Research Centre, Hyderabad in 1991 (Aug-Sept). It is also briefed in Wallace
and Wolf (1986).

2.

R.K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, (II ed.1957), pp: 20-22
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3.

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, “On the Concept of Function in Social Science” published
in American Anthropologist vol.37, pp:395-6. This essay has been reprinted
in several other sources, and also in most frequently referred book of RadcliffeBrown, Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952.

4.

B.Malinowski, “Anthropology” in Encyclopedia Britanica (first supplementary
volume) 1926 pp:132-133, later this is published with revision in his book, A
Scientific Theory of Culture.

5.

R.K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, (II ed.1957), p:51

6.

R.K. Merton, ibid. p:25

7.

R.K. Merton, ibid. p:30

8.

R.K. Merton, ibid. p:36

9.

R.K. Merton, ibid. p:50

10. Piotr Sztompka, Robert K. Merton : An Intellectual Profile, New York,
St.Martin’s Press, 1986, pp:126-36
11.

Ruth A. Wallace and Alison Wolf, Contemporary Sociological Theory : Continuing
The Classical Tradition, (1986), New Jersey, Englewood, pp: 64-65.

3.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1.

Write in detail about the three postulates given by R.K. Merton ?
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

2.

Elaborate the concept of function in your words by giving examples ?
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________

3.

Discuss Merton’s Paradigm for functional analysis in Sociology ?
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
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INTRODUCTION :

A.R. Radcliffe- Brown, a great anthropologist of Britain, systematically and most explicitly
introduced the idea of structure in social-anthropology which has been followed in Sociology. His
formulation of Social Structure as a theory and method of analysis in Sociology and social
anthropology emerged as a critique of the over emphasized and till that times prevalent theories of
evolution and diffusion. Here we shall take note of these moorings, shortcomings of which provided
ground for new theory and method, “SocialStructure”, which was explicitlyintroduced byRadcliffeBrown. But prior to that a brief biographic note is given, then the early academic background of
prevalent theory will be presented. Thereafter we shall note in detail the idea of social structureas
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propounded by Radcliffe-Brown. The purpose and related concepts and the heuristic importance
of the social structure will be described later. Every where on every theoretical formulations there
are critiques, commentaries, applications of and by peers and later scholars, that part on
Radcliffe-Brown’s idea of social structure will be noted towards the end.
4.2

Objectives
The main objectives of the lesson are :

1.

To understand Radcliffe Brown Concept of Social Structure

2.

To understand the theory and method used by him in his theory.

3.

To examine the various components of social structure.

4.3

A Brief Biographic Note and His Contributions :

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown was born in 1881 in England. As a grownup young man, he
started his career as a student of famous anthropologist of that times, W.H.R. Rivers who
was known for his diffusionist approach or theory to the study of social –cultural phenomena.
Radcliffe-Brown became River’s first student in social anthropology in 1904, at a time when
the teacher was always interested in the history of societies, particularly of the primitive
societies to conform to history. Radcliffe Brown, therefore, was sent by his teacher, Rivers,
to study the history of the Andaman Islands of India in 1906. It was British Rule in India and
therefore, it was easier for a young scholar from Britain to come and undertake his study. He
was assigned the task of reconstructing cultural history of the Andaman Islanders who were
a non-literate society. In the absence of any written records, it become impossible for Radcliffe
Brown to make such a history. As a young enthusiastic field worker, he was averse to making
hypothetical or conjectural reconstructions. He honestly and dutifully observed and noted
Andamanese myths, ceremonies and customs he had chance to observe. Probably it is due
to this deviation the publication of his findings was delayed till 1922. By that time he became
acquainted with the writings and theories of Durkheim and Mauss and arrived at a firm
conclusion of his own that it was more important to study meanings and functions. Therefore,
his book on Andaman Islanders, published in 1922, reflected the new insights he developed
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from the writings of these two authors. Myths and customs of Andamanes were also
interepreted in this light, “discovering not of origins but of meanings.” Radcliffe taught social
anthropology at Chicago University (USA) from 1931 – 1937 and there after he continued
at Oxford University, London from 1937 to 1946. Then he remained there as Professor
Emeritus for some years.
Radcliffe Brown and Malinowski, the two British anthropologists, had grown as a challenge
to the evolutionists and diffusionists which had been established by the end of nineteenth century.
They preferred to undertke intensive field studies of aboriginal tribes and intensive analysis of the
data from these studies were organized around synchronic functional relations. Both have come to
be known as functionalists and their functionalism has been at a variance from each other particularly
at the later stages. But Radcliffe-Brown became the well known structural functionalist to whom
the idea ofsocialstructure was inherent and intrinsic for understanding synchronic functionalrelations.
His some of the important writings include (i) Review of Malinowski’s book “The family among
the Australian Aborigines” (1914), (ii) “TheAndaman Islanders” (1922), (iii) “On the concept of
Function in Social Science” (1935), (iv) “A Natural science of Society” (1948), (iv) “An
Introduction to African System of Marriage and Kinship” (ed. 1950), (v) “Structure and Function
in Primitive Society” (a collection of his published essays, 1952), (vi) “ Methods in Social
Anthropology” (a collection of essays edited by his student M.N.Srinivas, 1958) and many more
are here and there published in Journals and addresses.
4.4

The Early Moorings of Theories

By the end of nineteenth century and the beginning of twentieth century evolutionists have
established that societies following the path of progress and changing from simple to complex in
stages. This, theyclaimed, was an evolutionaryprogress as has been followed in biologicalevolution.
The west European societies, after industrialization, were the model of complex societyin order to
explore at what a society it could be at the first stage. Thereby some anthropologists were writing
about aboriginal, isolated tribes, writing particularly their conjectural histories and conforming to
the continuity and survival of their cultural forms. By this they were establishing the fact that the
societies have progressed from that simple stage to the most complex stage i.e. the industrial
society of mid nineteenth century Europe. The beliefs of evolution and its methods were very well
established by the anthropologists around the turn of the twentieth century. Acritique and challenge
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to this arose from some of the anthropologists of England. There were diffusionists like Smith,
Perry and Rivers and others who were spurning ‘evolutionists and diffusionists’ and trying to lay
the foundations of another approach. Rejecting the two another group was emerging under the
leadership of Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski. It is at this stage in early part of twentieth century
that Radcliffe Brown laid down the foundation of structural functional approach. He argued that
the evolutionists were relying on conjectural histories and have established theory of evolution on
the basis of these psuedo histories. They lacked not at historical analysis but the ‘conjuctural
history’ which was ‘psuedo historical in nature’. Radcliffe-Brown rejected the historical (psuedo
historical) and comparative methods of the evolutionists and diffusionists. Malinowskiand RadcliffeBrown developed a ‘synchronic functional analysis’ of culture, concerned with the present and
now. Malinowski diverged from Radcliffe-Brown who emphasized and established social structure
and its functioning where as structure was not and crucial in Malinowski is functionalism. RadcliffeBrown asserted on the study of society having a social structure whereas Malinowski
emphasized on individual needs to constitute the integral whole of culture.
4.5

The Idea of Social Structure : Concept, Theory, Method and Reality

Though the idea of social structure has also found place in the analysis and
understanding of social phenomena in the writings of some other earlier social anthropologists
and sociologists but it is with Radcliffe-Brown that a systematic and clear exposition of
‘social structure’ is known and acclaimed. It is generally known that and explicitly noted
by Bottomore that Spencer was the first to use the term ‘social structure’ in social
anthropology/ sociology but he was too fascinated by biological analogies to make it clear.
In clarifying its idea, the same has been true with Durkheim who used social institutions as
parts of structure which he called social organism but according to Bottomore he also left
the term vague.1
Social Anthropology and The Idea of Social Structure:
In his most quoted essay “On Social Structure” Radcliffe-Brown outlined a very digested
and clear version of the idea of social structure.2 At first he begins by clearly stating about
‘social anthropology as the theoretical natural science of society’ i.e. the investigation of social
phenomena by methods essentially similar to those used in physical and biological sciences.’ He
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also prefers to call socialAnthropology as ‘comparative sociology’. This has a bearing on how
he formulates the ‘idea of social structure’. He further distinguishes it as ‘study of human
society’, ‘not study of culture’ otherwise that would lead to a different kind of problem. By
social phenomena he means ‘relations of association between individual organisms..3 In social
anthropology (comparative sociology) ‘we are concerned with human beings what we have to
investigate are forms of association to be found amongst human beings’. He considers the
concrete observable facts as we find a ‘number of individual human beings in a certain natural
environment’. According to him, we can observe the acts of behaviour of individuals, Their
acts of speech and the material products of their (past) actions. The direct observation reveals
to us that these ‘human beings are connected by a complex network of social relations’. RadcliffeBrown calls this “network of actually existing relations” as social structure. Thus to begin with
according to Radcliffe-Brown, “Social structure primarily consists of ‘a network of actually
existing relations’ among individual human beings by which they are connected to each other”.
Accordingly, this ‘network of actually existing relations’is the subject matter of study for social
anthropologist (comparative sociologist). He advocates thus social anthropology a branch of
natural science which discovers ‘the general characteristics of those social structures of which
component units are human beings.’4
‘Social phenomena are all, in one way or the another, connected with the existence
of social structures’, ‘which are as real as are individual organisms’. He considers, like the
biological phenomena, ‘social phenomena which we observe in any human society are not
the immediate result of the nature of individual human beings, but are the result of the social
structure by which they are united,’ social structure is not the same as social relations. A
particular social relation between two persons exists only as a part of a wider network of
social network involving many other persons. Thus, he refers to this ‘wider network of relations’
as social structure which is the subject matter of our study. He speaks of ‘persistence of
social groups’ as an exceedingly important aspect of structure but social structure includes a
good deal more than this.
Components of Social Structure:
At first place, Radcliffe-Brown includes as a part of social structure ‘all social
relations of person to person’ e.g. all dyadic relations in Kinship like between father and
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son, mother’s brother. In a tribe, social structure is based on network of such person to
person relations established through genealogical connections.
At second place, he includes under social structure ‘the differentiation of individuals
and of classes by their roles’. That means differential social positions of men and women, as
chiefs or commoners, employers or employees, as belonging to different clans or nations.
In the study of social structure, he says, we are concerned with the concrete
reality which is a set of ‘actually existing relations’, at a given moment of time, which link
together certain human beings. We need to describe not as a unique event but with a
general form or a normal form of these relations. He clearly states three characteristics –
one : structure as actually existing concrete reality, two: it is to be directly observed, and
three : it has a structural form. Above all, there is a continuity of the social structure
through time, which is dynamic not static like that of the organic structure of a living body.
The structure of the living organism throughout life is constantly renewed, similarly the
social life constantly renews the social structure. New members join the community by
birth or immigration others go out of it by death or by emigration, marriages and divorces.
Thus, the actual relations of persons and groups of persons change from time to time.
While the particular relation changes this way but the general structural form remains
relatively constant over a longer period of time.
Sometimes, the structural form may also change suddenly as in revolutions and
wars. But even in the most revolutionary changes some continuity of network of social
relations spreads over the whole world without any solution of continuity any where. But if
we can take a convenient locality of a suitable size, we can study structural system as it
appears, i.e. ‘network of relations connecting the inhabitants among themselves and the
people of other regions. We can thus observe, describe and compare the systems of social
structure of many localities.
Social Personality, Individual and Person :
He calls ‘social personality’ as the position occupied by human being in the social
structure. The complex formed by all his relations are closely connected with social
structure. Every human being living in a society is two things at a time: he is an individual
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and also a person. As an individual, he is a biological organism, structure of molecules in
which occurs physiological and psychological actions and reactions, processes and changes.
As individuals human beings are objects of study for physiologists and psychologists.
‘Human as a person is a complex of relations – a citizen of a country, husband, father, son,
voter, member of trade union and so on. Each of these descriptions refers to a social
relationship or to a place in social structure. Social personality also changes during the
course of life of a person. As a person the human being is the subject of study in social
anthropology (sociology).
In this way, Radcliffe-Brown asserts that neither we can study persons except in terms
of a social structure and nor can we study social structure except in terms of a persons who are
the units of which it is composed. He further asserts that study of structure of single society may
provide material for comparison with other societies, it may provide hypotheses, but cannot
give demonstrated results. Therefore, we need to know about varieties, diversities, of structural
systems. By this we can have comparative morphology of societies and built classification of
structural types.
How do structural systems persist ? what are the mechanisms which maintain a
network of social relations, and how do they work ? By analogy between society and organism
he clarifies this in biological terms: morphology and physiology. Asocial physiology is concerned
not only with social structure but every kind of social phenomenon-moral, law, religion,
education , government etc. which are all parts of the complex mechanisms by which a social
structure persists. We study all these things be their relation to social structure, direct or
indirect. That refers to the way in which they depend upon, or effect, the social relations
between persons and groups of persons.
Nature of Social Relations :
“Social relations are only observed, and can only be described, by reference to the
reciprocal behaviour of persons related”. The form of social structure has, therefore, to be
described by the patterns of behaviour to which individuals and groups conform in their dealings
with one another. These patterns are partially formulated in rules e.g. rules of etiquette, of
morals, of law. Rules exist only as they are being recognized by members of the society in verbal
forms or as stated rules. They are part of the mechanisms by which certain set of social
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relations is maintained in its existence. Thus a system of morals or law is a part of machinery by
which a certain social structure is maintained. Therefore system of morals or law of a society
can be fully understood in relation to social structure. Thus it requires a study of social institutions.
A social relation, thus according to Radcliffe Brown, exists between two or more
individual organisms when there is some adjustment of their respective interests. Interest
refers to all behaviour that is regarded as purposive. The interests or purposes are thus
determinants of social relations. When two or more persons have a common interest in an
object, that object is said to have social value for persons thus associated. If all the persons
have an interest in observance of laws then law has a social value. Study of values in this
sense is therefore a part of the study of social structure. Thus law, values, rites, rituals,
myths, magic, religion etc. are all related to and thus a part of social structure.
Institutions in the sense of standardized modes of behaviour, constitute the
machinery by which a social structure, as a network of social relations, maintains the
existence and its continuity.
Continuity and Change :
In this manner, according to Radcliffe Brown,’network of person to person relations’
exists for an interest, may be for avoidance of conflict, patterned, standardized mode of behaviour,
constitution having a social value and relation with and a part of social structure. These relations
have a ‘purpose’ or ‘use’ or meaning which he hesitates to call it a function. But in clear terms,
it may be stated as a function – what he refers to as ‘physiology’ of the social organism – in
relation to social structure. This social physiology of social structure includes processes by
which social structures change or new forms of social structure come into existence, this also
includes modification of social life. For example, a new form of ‘composite structure’ may
come with invasions, possessions of a territory by other groups from outside by force or by
peaceful means, this is what has happened in many societies like South Africa and other African
states. This interaction of individuals and groups within an established social structure is itselfa
process of change.
Radcliffe Brown considers even to ‘evolution’ Refers to a process of emergence of new
forms of social structure’. In the course of evolution – (i) a smaller number of kinds of organisms
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have given rise to a very much larger number of kinds; and (ii) more complex forms of organic
structure have come into existence by development out of simpler forms. He also considers social
evolution a reality. The social systems may be classified according to degrees of complexity in their
social structures. There is a correlation according to him, between the complexityof social structural
system and the extent of field of social relations.
By narrating the above select statements narrations from the writings of RadcliffeBrown we may now summarise the salient features of his idea of social structure.
1.

Social structure means ‘a network of actually existing relations’. He emphasise on
‘relations from person to person’ in a dyadic relationship. The relations are not
imaginary but real, ‘actually existing’.

2.

The social structure refers to ‘an arrangement of parts or components related to
one another in some sort of larger unity’ like the structure of human body having
different organs, bones, tissues and cells etc. his notion of social structure is based
on an anology between the society (as a social organism) and the biological
organism.

3.

The ultimate components in social structure are individual human beings ‘as persons’ e.g.
individual, in family, kinship and so on, the social groups of all kinds. Socialstructure is not
the same as social relations. But a social relation exists as a part of a wider network of
social relations as social structure of which a relation between two persons is a part of it.
Thus all person to person relations are parts of it.

4.

We can neither study persons except in terms of social structure nor can we study
social structure except in terms of persons who are units of study of social structure.

5.

These relations are patterned into institutionalized manner. The person to person relations
are maintained due to some adjustment of their interests i.e. purposive. Thus, the
interests are determinants of social relations. These are observed in the sense of law
which has a value. Thus all patterns (institutions) become parts of social structure so far
as they govern, or direct the person to person relations.
The units of social structure (the individuals ) may change over a period of time but
its form remains. Thus there is a continuity of the structural form despite changes.

6.
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Structural features of social life:
From the above, we find that according to Radcliffe Brown, there are structural
features of social life which are as follows:
1.

Existence of Social Groups of all kinds : social groups like family, kinship,
horde, tribe, totemic groups, classes are found and observable in all societies.
Inter relations among them constitute the core of social structure.

2.

Internal structure of groups : All groups have a specific internal structure of
their own e.g. in family.

3.

Arrangement into social classes: All these are arranged into social classes
and categories like economic classes in western societies and castes in Indian
society. There, one founds a system of social distinction between different
classes which is based like on sex, age, authority, economic ownership, caste
etc. we may also find a distance among these classes, e.g. rich-poor, or high
caste – lower castes.

4.

Arrangement of Persons in Dyadic Relationship: Person to person (one
to one) relation is a dyadic relationship as those found between owner and
worker, officer and clerk, Jajman and Kamin in Indian society.

5.

Interactions between Groups and Persons : Interactions is the most important
feature of social life between persons and between groups. Interaction between
persons can be seen in social processes like cooperation, conflict in day to day
affairs; between groups it can be seen on some occasions e.g. a danger to the
whole community e.g. war with a nation.

Further, he has used the terms social morphology, social physiology, social evolution
to reveal the function of social structure.
4.6

A Critique :

The idea of social structure as given by Radcliffe Brown has been used by later
sociologists/anthropologists but it has also been subjected to criticism. Some criticisms
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may be noted here.
1.

It is wrong to consider society as a living organism, because the structure of
living organism does not change but society changes.

2.

What he says that social structure is a reality, the very error arises when we
assume that this reality is an abstraction of social situation.

3.

His perspective does not consider change. In this way it supports status quo
of societies, domination of those who are dominating over others.

4.

Social structure treats social order as an integral whole. All the time it is
not true. A society can be seen in disequilibrium and state of imbalance for
a long time then at that time the idea of ‘integral whole’ is questioned.

4.7

Suggested Readings
1.

T.B.Bottomore 1971 (II ed. Indian reprint) Sociology: A Guide to Problems
and Literature, New Delhi, Blackie and son, p:113.

2.

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, Structure and Function in Primitive Society,
London, Cohen and West, Chapter X, pp:188-204.

3.

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown ibid. p.189.

4.

,,

,,

p: 190.

5.

,,

,,

p: 193.

4.8

Check your progress

1.

Give a detail account of A.R Radcliffe Brown Idea of Social Structure?
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
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2.

Write in brief about the various components of social structure ?
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________

3.

Discuss in brief about Personality, Individual and person ?
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________

***
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5.1

INTRODUCTION

Nadel was born in 1903 in Vienna but spent most of his academic career in
England, where he studied with Malinowski. He was trained in psychology and music,
but made his contributions in Sudanese ethnography. His works in this field include A
Black Byzantium (1942) and The Nuba (1947). He also brought an uncharacteristic
concern for theoretical rigour to the resolutely empiricist tradition of British
anthropology, particularly in his two last books, The Foundations of Social
Anthropology (1951), and the Posthumous Theory of Social Structure (1957).
Here, we would like to discuss his important contribution on the theory of social
structure.
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5.2

Objectives
The main objective of this lesson is :

1.

To understand about the concept of Role Analysis.

2.

To know about Role behaviour.

3.

To examine Nadel’s role classification

5.3

Theory of Social Structure :
Nadel was a close associate of Professor Radcliffe-Brown. He developed
the theory of social structure in his book entitled, Theory of Social Structure (1957).
In this book, Nadel pointed out that the concept of society may be viewed from two
angles: (i) action such as kinship and economics, and (ii) groupings such as family,
clans. He also says that there are some social and cultural facts which fall outside the
social and cultural scheme. These refers to an action autonomous.
Nadel helds view that the concept of social structure is still in a sense on trial.
The variety of definitions lead us to fear that it is a concept the width of whose usages
renders it analytically fruitless. Thus, there are two choices open to us. We may remove
the concept of structure from the vocabulary of anthropology on account of its lack of
precision or we can attempt to narrowly define it by giving a specific and limited
connotation.
5.4

Definition of Social Structure :

Nadel has tried to explain in his definition that structure refers to a definable
articulation, an ordered arrangement of parts. It is related to outer aspect of society and is
totally unconcerned with the functional aspect of society. He has emphasized that social
structure refers to the network of social relationship which is created among the
human beings when they interact with each other, according to their status in
accordance with the patterns of society. Nadel, therefore, says that structure indicates
an transportable being relatively invariants, while the parts themselves are variable.
According to him, there are three elements of society: (i) a group of people, (ii)
institutionalized rules according to which members of the group interact, and (iii) an
institutionalized pattern or expression of these interactions. The institutionalized rules or
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patterns do not change easily and this creates an orderliness in society. These rules determine
the status and rules of the individuals. There is an order among these rules and status also
which provide an ordered arrangement of human beings.
Nadel opines that we are all surely agreed and there is no great difficulty involved
in arriving at a general acceptable minimal definition of structure. Structure is the formal
relation of parts such that a set of data may be said to exhibit structure in as much as they
exhibit a definable articulation, an ordered arrangements of parts. The difficulties begin
when we attempt to extrapolate this minimal definition from its purely formal sense to its
supposed applications to sociological data. It is not difficult to see that technical problems
which confront especially Radcliffe-Brown and Levi-Strauss, occur at this point in
their analysis. The jump from definition to application, in other words, is crucial one.
According to Nadel, there are three dichotomies to resolve which are aspects
of structure :
(i)
Structure as opposed to function,
(ii)
Structure as opposed to qualitative character, and
(iii)
Structure as opposed to process.
Unless we resolve these dichotomies, we are unable to give a satisfactory
account of social structure.
Thus, according to Nadel, “we arrive at the structure of society through
abstracting from the concrete population and its behaviour that pattern or network (or
system) of relationships obtaining between actors in their capacity of playing roles
relative to one another. In this context, we analyse two important aspects of social
structure, Namely, social Behaviour and Role.
5.5

Social Behaviour :
Social behaviour, by definition, involves stereo-typed or relatively determinate
ways of action within groups, between groups, and over periods of time, hence the
continuity of group. Social behaviour, in other words, is institutionalized. The
institutionalized behaviour is characterized by the consistency of the relationships of
which it is composed. But it must be made clear that what is constant is not concrete
behaviour itself. It caries in detail according to occasion and circumstances, but its
general character which allows it to be subsumed in an identical category of relationship,

75

for example friendship, respect relationship, joking relationship etc. or within specific
cultures or sub-cultures, for example the child-parent relationship or avuncular
relationships, which are clearly bound by the convention of particular society. We
may note that all these cases contain an element of abstraction; they are all categories
which we infer from a number of observed sequences of action. Thus, we can not
ignore the qualitative aspects of such relationship or their content in favour of their
formal aspects. This is in fact, we cannot do, for distinguishing for example friendship
from love or loyalty, or respect from servility. It is precisely this effective element,
which is the criteria, by which we distinguish between the categories, even when we
express these criteria in behavioural terms.
Therefore, the problem is to find a way of expressing the relationship between
individuals acting as individuals and as their acting as part of a social network. The
key to this is clearly that in most social contexts the actors behave in conscious or
unconscious accord with some set of rules, beliefs, or expectations about the situations
or conventions. We speak, that is to say, of individuals enacting roles. According to
Nadel, it is through relationships in virtue of roles that society is arranged and ordered.
Therefore, social structure lies not in mere presence and collection of relationships,
but in the order in which they appear. According to him, there are two levels of order
– one , within a particular relationship and which accounts for the constancy and
identity of that relationship, and the other between all these various relationships.
5.6

Role Analysis :

Linton put forward a simple two-fold classification dividing roles into those
which are ascribed (assigned to individuals without reference to their innate differences
or abilities) and those which are achieved (left open to be filled through competition
and individual effort). The criteria for ascribed roles must be evident at birth, making
it possible to begin training immediately and eliminating all uncertainty. Such criteria
are those of sex, age, kinship relations, and birth into a particular class or caste.
Achieved roles, however are given to the people whose individual performance qualifies
them as the most meritorious. This classification is based on the mode of allocation of
roles.
Another procedure is to classify roles according to the principal social domains
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in which they are exercised. An example is Aidan Southall’s five fold division: kinship
and ethnic, economic, political, ritual or religious, and recreational. Nadel tries to
marry Linton’s distinction with this sort of scheme. For various reasons he prefers to
treat ascribed roles as part of more general category of ‘recruitment roles’, but it is
not necessary to recapitulate this argument. In table-1 a reproduce modified version
of this classification, substituting in certain places more familiar terminology. One
difficulty, Nadel recognizes, is that some roles are paired together while others can be
played by themselves. The role of a doctor is a paired or ‘relational’ role because it
is invariably associated with that of creditor and apart from this interrelation neither
role has nay general significance. The role of husband similarly has meaning almost
exclusively in connection with that of wife, the role of friend with friend etc. Yet some
roles, like king, poet, Christian, scholar, can be opposed only to so large a public that
they define a pattern of expected behaviour rather than a social relationship. These
are non-relational roles. It will be noticed that according to Nadel sex roles belong in
the latter category, which is perhaps arguable, but at least a consideration of the
difficulties created by such differences will show how hard it is to include all kinds of
role w ithin any one scheme.
Nadel’s classification of roles is, as he says, ‘based mainly on their content, i.e. on
the particular conduct they are meant to imply’. This has hitherto been the usual approach to
the problem. By role differentiation is meant the extent to which incumbency of one role is
independent of incumbency of other roles. For example, the role of golfer is highly differentiated
from the rest of the social structure; anyone can play golf, men and women, young and old,
of whatever religion, race, class or occupation. By comparison, the role of priest is tried into
the social structure very closely; only men of a certain disposition and education are acceptable,
and once ordained their role restricts their social participation. This is a contrast in the extent
to which different roles are differentiated from other roles in the sense that they can be
organized independently.
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5.6

NADEL’S ROLE CLASSIFICATION

TABLE - 1

Ascribed roles

Ascribed roles

Relational

NonRelational
relational

Non-relational

Symmetrical Asymmetrical

Age, sex,
race and
descent

Kinship

Proprietary

Expressive

Service

Smith,
diviner, sage,
and other
roles
characterised
by the
prossession
of skills,
resources, or
learning

Demonstrator, artist,
orator, and
similar roles
i n di c a t i n g
belief, creativeness, or
communication

Teacher,
salesman,
labourer,
and other
occupational roles

Colleague,
partner,
rival

Manager,
leader,
patron, etc.;
hierachical
roles and
those paired
with them.

In studying the role of physician, the sociologists is not concerned with the
application of medical skills as a matter of technical expertise, but with the
implications of professional skills for the organization of medicine; with the relations
of the doctor to his colleagues, his collaborators (nurses, technicians, etc.), and his
patients; with the relations of patients to hospital staff, to one another, to their families
etc. The content of role is often among the data that the sociologists has to take as
given; he considers the implications of different ways of organizing tasks rather than
the tasks themselves. For example, if general practitioners refer all their more unusual
cases for specialist attention in hospitals this may reduce their interest in their own
practice and lead to lower standards of care. The question of how medical skills
are best deployed is sociological but the problem of how a particular patient is best
treated is not. How the sociologist’s approach diverges from the social psychologist’s
can be illustrated by reference to studies of role conflict. Social scientists have
considered numerous cases in which an individual has to occupy two practically
conflicting roles. Social scientists have considered numerous cases in which an
individual has to occupy two partially conflicting roles. For example, a military
chaplain is both a pastor and someone with the privileges of a commissioned officer;
if he is not careful the troops may regard him as more an officer than a pastor. The
social psychological studies deal principally with the implications for individuals of
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conflicting role expectations and with the modes in which conflicts are resolved. A
sociological analysis might be expected to consider the implications of conflict (or
the absence of conflict) for the social structure. Why is it that, in Britain, women
can be ministers of religion in sone denominations and not in others? What would
be the social consequences of allowing an individual to occupy both the female role
and the priestly role? Role combinations of a kind that are voted in the smaller
societies are often permitted in urban communities, but as yet there has been no
explicit treatment of the issues raised by this kind of comparison. The tendency in
some quarters to regard role studies as the property of social psychologists will
fade as these sociological perspectives are explored.
5.8

Critic :

One problem in the classification of roles is the difference between roles that
are paired and those that stand virtually by themselves. This leads to place them in
separate categories as relational and non-relational, and some such procedure seems
inevitable so long as the classification is based upon content. A classification of roles
according to their differentiation does not have to treat paired roles separately, through
the elements by which it classifies them are often incidental to the main focus of these
roles. Kinship roles are always paired. E.g. mother-son, but a mother’s behaviour
towards her son belongs to the content of the role and is of no significance in locating
her role on the scale. Its placement is decided by the extent to which being a mother
of a male child confers prestige, gives a woman the privilege of associating with other
mothers, and is relevant to relations with people other than her sons and daughters.
While the elimination of content has advantages for certain kinds of role analysis, its
disadvantages in other connections will be obvious.
5.9

Suggested Readings :

1.

Banton, Michael (1965), Roles: An Introduction to the Study of Social
Relations, London: Tavistock Publications.

2

Nadel, S.F. (1957). The Theory of Social Structure, London: Cohenand
West Ltd.
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5.10

Check your progress

1.

Define Social Structure ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Write a brief note on Role Analysis ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

3.

Give a detail account of social behaviour ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

***
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6.1

INTRODUCTION

Claude-Levi-Strauss born in 1908 is the father of structuralism. Structuralism,
other than linguistic structuralism, is associated with Levi-Strauss. He is credited to have
made an original attempt at theoretical synthesis in the 20th century anthropology. His
work in elementary and complex structures in kinship is unparalleled. Strauss was greatly
influenced by B. Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown. His variety of structuralism is based
on how the mind works. He is expounder of the concept of binary opposition. The mind
of man works in such a way that he thinks about binary oppositions. Strauss argues that
there are abstract models of thought or formats in the mind of man. He has broadened the
concept of structuralism by including all forms of communication. According to him ,
“structuralism includes a wide range of social phenomena as systems of communication,
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kinship system and exchange of spouses”. He further says that the real structure is the
model, or perhaps the mind.
6.2

Objectives
The main objectives of this lesson are :

1.

To understand the concept of Structural Analysis.

2.

To know about the concept of Social Structure.

3.

To understand the Methodology of Levi-Strauss Theory.

6.3

Definition of Social Structure :

Strauss’ definition of structure is simple. He argues that a social structure is not a
reality, which can directly be seen. But it is reality that exists beyond the visibility. The
function of the structure constitutes the underlying logic of the system, which can be explained
by the apparent reality.
Strauss has developed binary opposition out of the data, which has gathered from
the field. He asserts that the “man organizes the world in contrasting pairs and develops
coherent systems of relationships from such a starting point”. The central element in LeviStrauss’s perspective is the idea that “ all kinship systems are elaborations on four fundamental
kin relationships: brother-sister, husband-wife, father-son and mother’s brother-sister’s son”.
He regards this as the elementary social structure.
6.4

Concept of Structuralism :

The most important work in structuralism as far as sociology is concerned, has been
done in anthropology of Claude Levi-Strauss. Over the years, he has produced an enormous
body of complex work that has dramatically altered the field of anthropology- and other
fields as well. Structutalists in sociology have been influenced strongly by Levi-Strauss’s
work. One of the reasons for the complexity of Levi-Strauss’s work is that various types of
structures are to be found in it. The first type, the large-scale structures and institutions of the
social world, is the kind that he took pains to deny are structures. Although these are structural
realities to most anthropologists and sociologists, to Levi-Strauss they serve to conceal the
real underlying structures of society. This leads to the second, and more important, type of
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structure in Levi-Strauss’s work, the model that the social scientists constructs to get at the
underlying structure of society. But there is a third, and most important, type of structure of
Live-Strauss, and that is the structure of the human mind (Leach:1974). The models of the
social world that social scientists construct take similar forms in diverse societies because
human products around the world have the same basic source, the human mind. It is the
structure of the mind that is the ultimate structure in Levi-Strauss’s work.
At one level, Levi-Strauss can be seen as simply extending Sausure’s work on
language to anthropological issues- for example, to myths in primitive societies. However,
Levi-Strauss went further and applied structuralism more broadly to all forms of
communication. His major innovation was to reconceptualize a wide array of social
phenomena) for instance, kinship systems as systems of communication and thereby make
them amenable to structural analysis (Burris:1979). The exchange of spouses, for example,
can be analyzed in the same way as the exchange of words. Both are social exchanges
that can be studies through the use of structural anthropology.
Levi-Strauss’s (1967) thinking can be illustrated with the examples of the similarities
between linguistic systems and kinship systems. First, terms used to describe kinship, like
phonemes in language, are basic units of analysis to the structuralist. Second neither the kinship
terms nor phonemes have meaning in themselves. Instead, both acquire meaning only when
they are integral parts of a larger system. The overall structure of the system gives each of the
component parts meaning. Third, Levi-Strauss, admitted that there is empirical variation from
setting to setting in both phonemic and kinship systems, but even these variations can be traced
to the operation of general, although implicit, laws. Finally, and ultimately in terms of LiveStrauss’s sense of structure, both phonemic systems and kinship systems are the products of
the structures of the mind. However, they are not the products of a conscious process. Instead,
they are the products of the unconscious, logical structure of the mind. These systems, as well
as the logical structure of the mind from which they are derived, operate on the basis of general
laws.
6.5

Structural analysis :

Levi-Strauss subjected anthropological data to structural analysis is much the same
way that Saussure analyzed linguistic data. In contrast, most anthropologists and
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sociologists, for that matter, are likely to accept the subjective reports of respondents. To
Levi-Strauss, such reports are simply the basic sources out of which to construct the
underlying structures. In his analysis of primitive societies, Levi-Strauss was interested in
uncovering the underlying structure of myths and kinship systems, indeed of the entire
society.
Although Levi-Strauss devoted his attention to primitive societies, he believed that
all societies, including modern ones, have a similar underlying structures. He focused on
primitive societies because there is less distortion and it is easier to discover the structure.
In modern societies, a series of conscious models, or normative systems, have been
developed to conceal the structural reality. Levi-Strauss did not totally denigrate the
importance of such models. These normative systems, including their biases and distortions,
are important products of people in a society. However, these systems are not of primary
importance products of people in a society. However, these systems are not of primary
importance, because ‘cultural norms are not of themselves structures’ (Levi-Strauss:1967).
Most anthropologists study what people say and do, but Levi-Strauss was more
concerned with their human products (Rossi:1974). He was concerned with the objective
structure of these products, not their subjective meanings or their origins in subjective
processes. In looking at various human products- myths, kinship systems, and othersLevi-Strauss was interested in their interrelationships. The charting of such interrelationships
is the structure or at least a structure. Because a structure is created by the observer,
different observers can construct different structures. Two important points need to be
understood here. First, structures are the creations of observers. Second, the structures
that are created do not exist in the real world. As Levi-Strauss put it, ‘The term social
structure has nothing to do with empirical realities but with models which are built up after
it (Levi-Strauss:1967)’.
Levi-Strauss was not interested in simply charting the structure of a simple primitive
society. Rather, his concern was in comparing a wide array of available data on a number of
such societies. He hoped that such comparative analyses would yield an underlying structure
common to all societies. Although he searched for such structure, Levi-Strauss did not adopt
the dogmatic point of view that structures are the same for all laces and for all times. Contrary
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to the view of most observers, he saw flexibility in his system.
6.6

Methodology :

Levi-Strauss rejected the traditional orientation of anthropologists. For example,
he rejected the idea that myths can be explained either by their narrative content or by their
functions for society. Instead, the meaning of myths must be sought at the unconscious
structural level. Levi-Strauss’s methodology for analysis of myths can be broken down
into a series of steps. First, he would examine a number of variants of a particular myth.
Second, he would isolate in these variants the basic thematic elements. Third, he would
chart the complex patterns in which thematic elements within each variant are interwoven.
Fourth, he would construct “a table of possible permutations between these terms (LeviStrauss:1963). Fifth, the table itself would become the structure, “the general object of
analysis which, at this level, only can yield necessary connections, the empirical phenomenon
considered at the beginning being only one possible combination among others (LeviStrauss:1963). Finally, such a table, or structure, would allow the analyst not only to
understand the myth within a particular society.
On the surface, it would appear that Levi-Strauss’s structures are the same as
Durkheim’s social facts; both seem to have a life of their own that is external to, and
coercive of, the actor. However, Levi-Strauss did not operate at the societal level, at the
level of social facts. Levi-Strauss was influenced by Durkheim’s later work on primitive
classification rather than his earlier work on social facts. Levi-Strauss’s actors are
constrained, but not by social facts. People, in his view, are constrained by the structures
of mind.
Perhaps, then, it was Sigmund Freud, not Durkheim, who was closest to LeviStrauss in orientation and a major influence on his work. It would appear that LeviStrauss accepted the view of Freudian psychiatry that actors are determined by unconscious
forces. Although Levi-Strauss was interested in the unconscious, there is a crucial difference
between Levi-Strauss and Freud on this issue (Rossi:1974). Freud conceived of the
unconscious largely in terms of hidden emotional content; actors are seen as impelled by
emotions that are unknown to them at a conscious level. However, Levi-Strauss was
clearly not interested in the emotional aspects of the unconscious; his focus in the
unconscious was “the permanent and logical structures of the mind” (Rossi:1974). Levi85

Strauss’s actors are constrained not by unconscious emotions, but by the unconscious,
logical structures of their minds.
Levi-Strauss’s view, of course, led to a problem common in the social sciences:
that the mind is not accessible to immediate observation (Scheffler:1970). This caused
Levi-Strauss to focus on the human products and their interrelationships. Here his interest
was not in those products in themselves, but in what they can tell us about the logical
structure of the mind. Thus his studies of the structure of the primitive world in general and
kinship and mythical systems in particular are not ends in themselves but rather means to
help him understand basic mental structures.
6.7

Structuralism and Phenomenology :

In his search for the basic structures of the mind, it would seem that Levi-Strauss
undertook a project resembling those of at least some phenomenologists. However, LeviStrauss, like most structuralist, had a deep distaste for phenomenology. In his view,
phenomenologists seek to place human, subjective consciousness at the centre of the social
sciences. To structuralists, consciousness is not amenable to scientific analysis. Whereas
phenomenologists (and other associated with this approach, such as ethnomethodologists
and existentialists ) are seen as engaged in an effort to humanize the social sciences, structuralists
almost self-consciously seek to dehumanize those fields. They want to remove people from
the centre of the social sciences and substitute various structures, such as the logical structure
of the mind, language, various components of society, or society in general. In view of most
structuralists, a focus on their subjective process retards, if not prevents, the development of
social science. To engage in a science, the focus must shift from people to some sort of
objective structure.
Levi-Strauss’s orientation and interest in mental structures would suggest that he
was engaged in an enterprise similar to that undertaken by the philosopher Immanuel
Kant. Although there are some similarities, there is also a crucial difference between them.
As a philosopher, Kant sought to uncover the basic mental categories through introspection
or philosophizing or both. As a social scientist, Levi-Strauss rejected such methods and
sought instead to examine empirically the structures of the social world, in order to shed
light on mental structures.

86

Thus, although it seems that Levi-Strauss was doing work resembling that of a
number of other thinkers, a closer examination indicates important differences between
Levi-Strauss and all of them. Indeed, this is a measure of Levi-Strauss’s distinctive and
important contribution to the social science.
Somewhat harshly, Kurzweil concludes, “structuralism as originally conceived by LeviStrauss is dead. The universal mental structures have not emerged, albeit no one any longer
searches for them Kursweil:1980). Nevertheless, she recognizes that Levi-Strauss laid the
groundwork for other types of structuralism as well as poststructuralism.
Pierre Bourdieu argued about the neglected aspect of structuralism. He says that
there is something more to social life than the subjective consciousness of the actors who
move within it and produce it. Levi-Strauss explains structuralism only in terms of the
format of mind. Bourdieu contests it. He was motivated to move depend this by a realization
that the behaviour, the practice of the people about whom structuralist models were
constructed, was at variance with the rules of conduct which those models formulated.
His strong argument is that “structuralism had little or no explanatory or predictive power”.
Thus, the criticism is that structuralism cannot predict the future course of social reality.
6.8

Criticism of structuralism :

The post-modern theorists such as Lacan, Derrida and Foucault have criticized
the structuralism of Levi-Strauss. They have developed the concept of post-modern
structuralism. This is different from general structuralism and is, interestingly, rejects general
structuralism though it draws heavily from it. Commenting on the nature of post-modern
structuralism George Ritzer observes: ‘Post-structuralism tends to be more abstract, more
philosophical and less political than post-modernism. Derrida’s post-structuralism is a
good example of post-structuralist thinking, even though he seems to be post-modernist
sometimes.
Theory of Levi-Strauss has certain positive contributions. It is this theory which
provides a valuable distinction between the empirical surplus and the underlying structure.
It helps us solve some of the social science problems of explanation in a world which is
changing, complex and particular. At a time when prevailing intellectual fashion tends to go
in the direction of relativism and idealism, structuralism provides a midway point.
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6.10

Check your progress

1.

Write a brief note on Structural Analysis ?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
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2.

Discuss the concept of Structuralism ?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

3.

Define Social Structure ?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

***

89

COURSE NO. SOC-C-202

UNIT - III
Conflict Theory
Lesson No. - 7
Critique of Marixan Theory of Conflict : R. Dahrendorf
STRUCTURE :
7.1

Introduction

7.2

Objectives

7.3

Ralf Dahrendorf on class & class conflict in Industrial Society

7.4

Dahrendorf’s image of the social order

7.5

Problems in Causal Analysis

7.6

Suggested Readings

7.7

Check your progress

7.1

INTRODUCTION

While studying Emile Durkheim on the Division of Labour in semester Ist you have
noted that Durkheim considered division of labour as a social fact which contributed to
social differentiation. He also stated that the differentiated society and its pathologies could
be maintained through organic solidarity. Marx, however has something different to say in
relation to the role of division of labour. For him , society has been divided into classes
because of its absolute dependence on the division of labour which precipitated dominance
among the ruling class and subordination among the subjegated class.” (Abraham and
Morgan : 35). On the question of class and class antagonism, let us look at the most
classical statement of Marx :
“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freemen
and slave, patrician and plebian, lord and serf, guild master and journeymen in a word,
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oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried in an
unintrrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended either in a
revolutionary reconstitution of society at large or in common ruin of the contending classes.”
The above statement we have quoted from the “The Communist Manifesto” (Marx
and Engels) and the manifesto is a “propaganda pamphlet in which Marx and Engels
presented some of their scientific ideas in collective form” (R. Aron : 116). Its central
theme is class struggle to explain the above classical statement in some detail :
1.

Human history is characterized by the struggle of human groups which will
be called social classes.

2.

The society is characterized by an antagonism between oppressors and
oppressed and there is a tendency towards a polarization into two blocks.

3.

Among the two polarized classes (bourgeoisie and proletariat) the bourgeoisie
is incapable of maintaining its ascendancy without revolutionizing the
instrument of production.

4.

The basis of antagonism is the contradiction between the forces and the
relationship of production.

5.

By revolutionizing the instrument of production the capitalist system is able to
produce more and inspite of this increase in wealth poverty remains the lot of
the majority.

6.

This contradiction will eventually produce a revolutionary crisis.

7.

The proletariat being the vast majority of the population will become a class
i.e. a social entity aspiring to the seizure of power and the transformation of
social relations.

8.

The proletarian revolution will mark the end of classes and of the antagonistic
character of capitalist society.

9.

According to Marx (in the Communist Manifesto), in place of the old
bourgeoisie society with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an
association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all.
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With the above it has been corraborated by Raymond Aron (P118) that the aim of
Marx’s science is to provide a strict demonstration of the antagonistic character of capitalist
society, the inveitable self destruction of an antagonistic society and the revolutionary
explosion that will put an end to the antagonistic character of modern society.
Conflict Theory :
In developing this emancipatory project, Marx produced a formal theory of conflict
and change, which he might disavow as a positivistic theory but which has been use nonetheless
in developing contermporty conflict theory. In elaborating his model of revolutionary class
conflict and social change, Marx delineated an image of social organization that still influences
a major portion of contemporary sociological theory. Marx began with a simple-and; Economic
organization, especially the ownership of property, determines the organization of the rest of
a society. The class structure and institutional arrangements, as well as cultural values, beliefs,
religious dogmas, and other idea systems are ultimately a reflection of the economic base of
a society. He then added to another assumption: Inherent in the economic organization of any
society except communistic society-are forces inevitably generating revolutionary class conflict.
Such revolutionary class conflict is seen as dialectical and conceptualized as occurring in
epochs, with successive bases of economic organization sowing the seeds of their own
destruction through the polarization of classes and subsequent overthrow of the dominant by
the subjugated class. Hence, a third assumption: conflict is bipolar, with exploited classes
under conditions created by the economy becoming aware of their true interests and eventually
forming a revolutionary political organization that stands against the dominant, propertyholding class.
The specifics of Marx’s economic determinism, the theorists see a set of assumptions
that directly challenge those imputed to functionalism and that can serve as an intellectual
springboard for a conflict alternative in sociological theorizing.
1.

While social relationships display systemic features, these relationships
are rife with conflicting interests.

2.

This fact reveals that social systems systematically generate conflict.

3.

Conflict is therefore an inevitable and pervasive feature of social systems.

4.

Such conflict tends to be manifested in the opposition of interests.
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5.

Conflict most frequently occurs over the distribution of scare resources,
most notable power and material wealth.

6.

Conflict is the major source of change in social syst+ems.

In addition to these assumptions, I think that the form and substance of Marx’s
analysis has been equally influential in the development of modern conflict theory. This
analysis takes the general form of assuming that conflict is an inevitable and inexorable
force in social systems and is activated under certain specified conditions. Some of these
conditions are viewed as allowing for the transformation of latent class interests (lying in a
state of “false consciousness”) into manifest class interests (“class consciousness”), which,
under additional conditions, lead to the polarization of society into classes joined in conflict.
Thus, for Marx, there is a series of conditions that are cast into the role of intervening
variables that accelerate or retard the inevitable transformation of class interest into
revolutionary class conflict.
Turner has summarized Marx’s abstract propositions in the following manner.
I.

The more unequal is the distribution of scare resources in a system, the
greater is the conflict of interest between dominant and subordinate
segments in a system.

II.

The more subordinate segments become aware of their true collective
interests, the more likely are they to question the legitimacy of the existing
pattern of distribution of scare resources

A.

The more social changes brought by dominant segments disrupt existing
relations among subordinates, the more likely are the latter to become
aware of their true interests.

B.

The more practices of dominant segments create alienative dispositions
among subordinates, the more likely they are to become aware of their
true collective interests

C.

The more members of subordinate segments can communicate their
grievances to each other, the more likely they are to become aware of
their true collective interests.
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1.

The more ecological concentration of members of subordinate groups,
the more likely communication of grievances.

2.

The more educational opportunities of subordinate group members, the
more diverse the means of their communicate, and the more likely they
are to communicate their grievances.

D.

The more subordinate segments can develop unifying ideologies, the more
likely they are to become aware of their true collective interests.

1.

The greater the capacity to recruit or generate ideological spokespeople.
The more likely ideological unification.

2.

The less the ability of dominant groups to regulate the socialization processes
and communication networks in a system, the more likely ideological
unification.

III.

The more subordinate segments of a system are aware of their
collective interests and the greater is their questioning of the legitimacy
of the distribution of scarce, resources, the more likely are they to
join overt conflict against dominant segments of a system.

1.

The less the ability of dominant groups to make manifest their collective
interest, the more likely subordinate groups are to join in conflict.

2.

The more the deprivations of subordinates move from an absolute to relative
basis, the more likely they are to join in conflict.

3.

The greater the ability of subordinate groups to develop a political leadership
structure, the more likely they are to join in conflict.

IV.

The greater is the ideological unification of members of subordinate of a
system and the more developed is their political leadership structure, the
more likely are dominant and subjugated segments of a system to become
polarized.

V.

The more polarized are the dominant and subjugated, the more violent is
their conflict.

VI.

The more violent is the conflict, the greater is the structural change of the
94

system was no longer necessary and would wither away -predicted Marx.
Comment and Criticism :
Although many of Marx’s predictions have not come true, but his historical structural
analysis of society has remained to be very useful for the social scientists today even the
worst critics agree that Marxian theory provides as excellent framework for the analysis of
conflict and change in growing and Marxist Sociology has already become an established
branch of the discipline.
However, so far the prediction of Marx for a classless society/ communism and
withering away of the state is concerned, today’s Marxists blame imperialism for the failure.
They argue that advanced industrial nations have been able to fortify their capitalist economy
by exploitation the rest of the world through neo-colonialist network.
Contemporary Marxian Sociology has accumulated a considerable amount of
evidence to substantiate the Marxian postulates that economic position is the major
determination of one’s life style, attitudes, and behavior (Abraham and Morgan)
However, some of the criticisms of Marx need to be mentioned in relation to class
and class conflict.

7.2

1.

Marx has been criticized on his class division. Today capitalism has created
conditions where the working class can no longer be regarded as totally
alienated. Man’s condition has improved due to the expansion of social
services and security of employment.

2.

The growth of new middle class contradicts the polarization model of
Marx.

Objectives
The main objectives of this lesson are :

1.

To understand the Ralph Dahrendorf Theory of Class Conflict.

2.

To know about the various problems of causal analysis.

3.

To understand Dahrendorf image of the Social Order.

95

7.3

Ralf Dahrendorf on Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society :

In the late 1950’s, Ralf Dahrendorf persistently argued that the Parsonian
scheme and functionalism in general presents an overlay consensual, integrated, and
static vision of society. In Dahrendorf’s view, society has two faces-one of consensus,
the other of conflict. And it is time to begin analysis of society’s ugly face and abandon
the utopian image created by functionalism.
7.4

Dahrendorf’s Image of the Social Order :

For Dahrendorf, the process of institutionalization involves the creation of
“imperatively coordinated associations” (hereafter referred to as ICAs) that, represent
a distinguishable organization of roles. This organization is characterized by power
relationships, with some clusters of roles having power to extract conformity from
others. Furthermore, although power denotes the coercion of some by others, these
power relations in ICAs tend to become legitimated and can therefore be viewed as
authority relations in which some positions have the “accepted” or “normative right”
to dominate others. Dahrendorf thus conceives the social order as maintained by
processes creating authority relations in the various types of ICAs existing throughout
all layers of social systems.
At the same time, however, power and authority are the scare resources over
which subgroups within a designated ICA compete and fight. They are thus the major
sources of conflict and change in these institutionalization patterns. This conflict is
ultimately a reflection of where clusters of roles in an ICA stand in relation to authority,
since the “objective interests” inherent in any role in a direct function of where that
role possesses authority and power over other roles. However, even though roles in
ICAs possess varying degrees of authority, any particular ICA can be typified in terms
of just two basic types of roles, ruling and ruled. The ruling cluster of roles has an
interest in preserving the status quo, and the ruled cluster has an interest in redistributing
power, or authority. Under certain specified conditions, awareness of these
contradictory interests increases, with the result that ICAs polarize into two conflict
groups, each now aware of its objective interests, which then engage in a contest over
authority. The resolution of this contest or conflict involves the redistribution of the
authority in the ICA, thus making conflict the source of change in social systems. In
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turn, the redistribution of authority represents the institutionalization of a new cluster
of ruling and ruled roles that, under certain conditions, polarize into two interest groups
that initiate another contest for authority. Social reality is thus typified in terms of this
unending cycle of conflict over authority within the various types of ICAs in a society
overlap, leading to major conflicts cutting across large segments of the society, while,
at other times and under different conditions, these conflicts are confined to a particular
ICA.
This image of social organization represents a revision of Marx’s portrayal of
social reality :
1.

Social systems are seen by both Dahrendorf and Marx as in a continual state
of conflict.

2.

Such conflict is presumed by both authors to be generated by the opposed
interests that inevitably inhere in the social structure of society.

3.

Opposed interests are viewed by both Marx and Dahrendorf as reflections of
differences in the distribution of power among dominant and subjugated groups.

4. Interests are seen by both as tending to polarize into tow conflict groups.
5. For both, conflict is dialectical, with resolution of one conflict creating a new
set of opposed interests that, under certain conditions, will generate further
conflict.
6. Social changes is thus seen by both as ubiquitous feature of social systems
and the result of inevitable conflict dialectics within various types of
institutionalized patterns.
Much like, Marx, this image of institutionalization as a cyclical or dialectic
process has led Dahrendorf into the analysis of only certain key casual relations: (1)
conflict is assumed to be an inexorable process arising out of opposing forces within
social-structural arrangements; (2) such conflict is accelerated or retarded by a series
of intervening structural conditions or variables; (3) conflict resolution at one point in
time creates a structural situation that, under specifiable conditions, inevitably leads to
further conflict among opposed forces.
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While borrowing much of Marx’s about power and coercion in social systems.
Dahrendorf actually ends up position a much different source of conflict: the
institutionalized authority relations of ICAs, such a position is much different from that
of Marx, who viewed such authority relations as simply a superstructure erected by
the dominant classes, which, in the long run, would be destroyed by the conflict
dynamics occurring below institutional arrangement. While Dahrendorf acknowledges
that authority relations are imposed by the dominant groups in ICAs and frequently
makes reference to “factual substrates,” the source of conflict becomes, the legitimated
authority role relations of ICAs. I think that this drift away from Marx’s emphasis on
the institutional substructure forces Dahrendorf to seek the source of conflict in those
very relations that integrate, an ICA.
Although emphasizing different sources of conflict, Dahrendorf and Marx’s
models reveal similar causal chains of events leading to conflict and the reorganization
of social structure. Relations of dominant and subjugation create an “objective”
opposition of interests; awareness or consciousness by the subjugated of this inherent
opposition of interests occurs under certain specifiable conditions; under other
conditions, this newfound awareness leads to the political organization and then
polarization of subjugated groups, who tend to join in conflict with the dominant group;
the outcome of the conflict will usher in a new pattern of social organization; this new
pattern of social organization will have within it relations of domination and subjugation
that set off another sequence of events leading to conflict and then change in patterns
of social organization.
The intervening conditions affecting these processes are outlined by both Marx’s
and Dahrendorf only with respect to formation of awareness of opposed interests by
the subjugated, the politicization and polarization of the subjugated into a conflict
group, and the outcome of the conflict. The intervening conditions under which
institutionalized patterns generate dominant and subjugated groups and the conditions
under which these can be typified as having opposed interests remain unspecifiedapparently because they are in the nature of institutionalization, or ICAs and do not
have to be explained.
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7.5

Problems in the Causal Analysis :

It is argued that in deviating from Marx’s conception of the “substructure of
opposed interest” existing below the cultural and institutional edifices of the ruling
classes, Dahrendorf forfeits a genuine causal analysis of conflict and, therefore, and
explanation of how patterns of social organization are changed. This criticism asks
questions reminiscent of Dahrendorf’s portrayal of Parsonian functionalism : How is
it that conflict emerges from legitimated authority relations among roles in an ICA?
How is it that the same structure that generates integration also generates conflict?
Although for the Marxian scheme there are, analytical and empirical problems, the
causal analysis is clear, since the source of conflict-the opposition of economic interestsis clearly distinguished from the institutional and cultural arrangements maintaining a
temporary order-the social superstructure. Dahrendorf, however, has failed to make
explicit this distinction and thus falls into the very analytical trap he has imputed to
functional theory: change including conflict must mysteriously arise from the legitimated
relations of the social system.
Despite the vagueness of Dahrendorf’s causal analysis, the great strength of
his approach resides in the formulation of explicit propositions. These state the
intervening empirical conditions that cause quasi groups to become conflict groups.
More formally, Dahrendorf outlines three types of intervening empirical conditions:
(1) conditions of organization that affect the transformation of latent quasi groups into
manifest conflict groups; (2) conditions of conflict that determine the form and intensity
of conflict and (3) conditions of structural change that influence the kind, speed, and
the depth of the changes in social structure.
Thus, the variables in the theoretical scheme are the (1) degree of conflictgroup formation; (2) the degree of intensity of the conflict; (3) the degree of violence
of the conflict; (4) the degree of change of social structue; and (5) the rate of such
change.
7.6

Suggested Readings
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Burrris, Val (1979), “Introduction”, In “The Structuralist Influence in Marxist Theory
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6.10

Check your progress

1.

Discuss Conflict Theory given by Ralph Dahrendorf ?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

2.

Write in detail about various problems in Causal Analysis ?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
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UNIT - III

COURSE NO. SOC-C-202

Lesson No. - 8

Functional Analysis of Conflict : Lewis A Coser
STRUCTURE :
8.1

Introduction

8.2

Objectives

8.3

J.H. Turners following Prepositions

8.4

Image of Social Organisation

8.5

Prepositions on Conflict Processes
i) The Causes of Conflict : Coser’s Preposition on the Causes of Conflict.
ii) The Violence of Conflict : Coser Preposition on Violence of Conflict.
iii) Duration of Conflict : Preposition on Duration of Conflict
iv) Functions of Social Conflict : Coser’s Preposition on Functions of
Conflict for Respective Parties.

8.6

Coser’s Functional Approach : An Assessment.

8.7

Suggested Readings

8.8

Check your progress

8.1

INTRODUCTION :

The divergence in conflict theory is particularly evident when the conflict
functionalism of Lewis Coser is compared with Ralf Dehrendorf’s dialecticl conflict
perspective. Although Coser consistently critiased Parsonian functionalism for its failure to
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address the issue of conflict, he has also beeen sharply critical of Dahrendorf and other
dialectical theorists for underemphasizing the positive functions of conflict for maintaining
social systems.
In his first major work on conflict. Coser launched what became the standard
polemic against functionalism : conflict is not given sufficient attention, with related
phenomena such as deviance and dissent too easily viewed as “pathological” for the
equilibrium of the social system. Parsons, in his concern for developing a system of
concepts denoting the process of institutionalization, underemphasized conflict in his
formal analytical works, seemingly viewing conflict as a disease that needs to be
treated by the mechanisms of the body social. I think that this rather one-sided portrayal
of Parson’s work allows Coser to posit the need for redressing the sins of Parsonian
functionalism with a one-sided conflict sheme. Apparently such analytical compensation
was to be carried out for well over a decade, since after the 10th anniversary of his
first polemic Coser was moved to reassert his earlier claim that it was “high time to tilt
the scale in the direction of greater attention to social conflict.” Yet, while Coser has
consistently maintained that functional theorizing “has too often neglected the dimensions
of power and interest,” he does not follow either Marx’s or Dahrendorf’s emphasis
on the disruptive consequences of violent conflict. On the contrary, Coser seeks to
correct Dahrendorf’s analytical excesses by emphasizing the integrative and
“adaptability” functions of conflict for social systems. Thus, Coser justifies his efforts
by criticizing functionalism for ignoring conflict and conflict theory for underemphasizing
the functions of conflict.”
8.2

Objectives
The main objectives of this lesson are :

1.

To understand the Lewis Coser Functional Approach.

2.

To examine the image of Social Organisation

3.

To know the various causes of conflict given by Coser.

8.3

J.H.Turner through reworking, has given the following propositions.

Let me Quote it Verbatim
I.

The more members of quasi groups in ICAs can become aware of
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their objective interests and form a conflict group, the more likey is
conflict to occur.
A.

The more the “technical” conditions of organization can be met, the
more likely is the formation of a conflict group.

1.

The more a leadership cadre among quasi groups can be developed,
the more likely are the technical conditions of organization to be met

2.

The more a codified idea system, or charter, can be developed, the
more likely are the technical conditions of organization to be met.

B.

The more the “political” conditions of organization can be met, the
more likely is the formation of a conflict group.

1.

The more dominant groups permit organization of opposed interest,
the more likely are the political conditions of organization to be met.

2.

The more the “social” conditions of organization can be met, the more
likely is the formation of a conflict group.

3.

The more opportunity for members of quasi groups to communicate,
the more likely are the social conditions of organization to be met

4.

The more recruiting is permitted by structural arrangements (such as
propinquity), the more likely are the social conditions to be met.

II.

The less the technical, political, and social conditions of organization
are met, the more intense is the conflict.

III.

The more the distribution of authority and other rewards are associated
with each other (superimposed), the more intense is the conflict.

IV.

The less the mobility between super-and subordinate groups, the more
intense is the conflict.

V.

The less the technical, political and social conditions or organization
are met, the more violent is the conflict.

VI.

The more the deprivations of the subjugated in the distribution of
rewards shifts from an absolute to relative basis, the more violent is
the conflict

VII.

The less the ability of conflict groups to develop regulatory agreements,
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the more violent is the conflict.

8.4

VIII.

The more intense the conflict, the more structural change and
reorganization it will generate.

IX.

The more violent the conflict, the greater is the rate of structural change
and reorganization.

Image of Social Organization :

Emile Durkheim is considered one of the fathers of functionalism but it is
interesting to note that a “conflict functionalist” is critical of Durkheim’s approach. In
particular, Coser views Durkheim as taking a conservative orientation to the study of
society, an orientation that “prevented him for taking due cognizance of a variety of
societal processes, among which social conflict is the most conspicuous.” Furthermore,
this abiding conservatism forced Durkheim to view violence and dissent as deviant
and pathological to the social equilibrium, rather than as opportunities for constructive
social changes. Although Coser appears intent on rejecting the organism of Durkheim’s
sociology, his work is also filled with organismic analogies, for example, in describing
the “functions of violence,” Coser linkens violence to pain in the human body, since
both can serve as a danger signal that allows the body social to readjust itself. To take
another example, in his analysis of the “functions of dissent,” Coser rejects the notion
that dissent is explainable in terms of individual sickness and embraces the assumption
that “dissent may more readily be explained as a reaction to what is perceived as a
sickness in the body social.” This form of analogizing reveals that he has not rejected
organicism. Apparently, Coser has felt compelled to criticize Durkheim’s organicism
because it did not allow the analysis of conflict as a process that could promote the
further adaptation and integration of the body social.
In rejecting the analytical constraints of Durkheim’s analogizing, Coser
embraces Georg Simmel’s (see Chapter 6). Conflict is viewed as a process that,
under certain conditions, functions to maintain the body social or some of its vital
parts. From this vantage point, Coser develops an image of society that stresses:
1.

The social world can be viewed as a system of variously interrelated
parts.
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2.

All social systems reveal imbalances, tensions, and conflicts of interests
among variously interrelated parts.

3.

Processes within and between the system’s constituent parts operate
under different conditions to maintain, change, and increase or decrease
a system’s integration and adaptability.

4.

Many processes, such as violence, dissent, deviance, and conflict,
which are typically viewed as disruptive to the system, can also be
viewed, under specifiable conditions, as strengthening the system’s basis
of integration as well as its adaptability to the environment.

From these assumptions, Coser articulates a rather extensive of propositions
about the functions (and to a limited extent, the dysfunctions) of conflict for social
systems. Coser offers some propositions about the conditions under which conflict
leads to disruption and malintegration of social system. The main thrust of his analysis
is revolving around statements on how conflict maintains or reestablishes system
integration and adaptability to changing conditions. Coser’s analysis thus emphasizies;
(1) imbalances in the integration of system parts leads to (2) the outbreak of varying
types of conflict among these parts, which in turn, causes (3) temporary reintegration
of the system, which causes (4) increased flexibility in the system’s structure, & (5)
increased capability to resolve future imbalances through conflict, and (6) increased
capability to adapt to changing conditions.
8.5

Prepositions on Conflict Processes :
Let us discuss some of his propositions:
1.

In relation to the conflict process the cuause of conlfict (the cause of
conflict ;

2.

the violence of conflict ;

3.

the duration of conflict; and

4.

the functions of conflict under each of these headings.
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i)

THE CAUSES OF CONFLICT

Much like Weber, Coser emphasizes in proposition 1 that the withdrawal of
legitimacy from an existing system of inequality is a critical precondition for conflict. In
contrast, dialectical theorists such as Dahrendorf tend to view the causes of conflict
as residing in “contradiction” or “conflict of interests.” As subordinates become aware
of their interests, they pursue conflict; and hence, the major theoretical task is to
specify the conditions raising levels o0f awareness. But Coser is arguing that conflicts
of interests are likely to be exposed only after the deprived withdraw legitimacy from
the system. Coser emphasizes that the social order is maintained by some degree of
consensus over existing arrangements and that “disorder” through conflict occurs when
conditions decreasing this consensus or legitimacy over existing arrangements are
presents.
Proposition II indicates, however, that the withdrawal of legitimacy, in itself, is
not likely to result in conflict. People must first become emotionally aroused, as opposed
to some other emotional state, such as apathy and resignation. Here, Coser draws
inspiration from Marx’s notion of relative deprivation. Marx observed and as a number
of empirical studies have documented, that absolute deprivation does not always foster
revolt. When people’s expectations for a better future suddenly begin to exceed
perceived avenues for realizing these expectations, only they do they become sufficiently
aroused to pursue conflict. The level of arousal will, in turn, be influenced by their
commitments to the existing system, by the degree to which they have developed
strong internal constrains, and on the nature and amount of social control in a system.
Such propositions, for example, lead to predictions that in systems with absolute
dictators, who ruthlessly repress the masses, revolt by the masses in less likely than in
systems where some freedoms have been granted and where the deprived have been
led to believe that things will be getting better. Under these conditions, the withdrawal
of legitimacy can be accompanied by released passions and emotions.
Coser’s propositions on the causes of conflict
I.

The more subordinate members in a system of inequality question the
legitimacy of the existing distribution of scaree resources, the more
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likely are they to initiate conflict.

ii)

A.

The fewer are the channels for redressing grievances over the
distribution of scare resources by subordinates, the more likely are
they to question legitimacy.

1.

The fewer are the internal organizations segmenting emotional energies
of subordinates, the more likely are they to be without grievance
alternative and, as a result, to question legitimacy.

2.

The greater are the ego deprivations of those without grievance channels,
the more likely are they to question legitimacy

B.

The more membership in privileged groups in sought by subordinates
and the less mobility allowed, the more likely are they to withdraw
legitimacy.

II.

The more deprivations of subordinates are transformed from absolute
to relative, the greater will be their sense of injustice, and hence, the
more likely are they to initiate conflict.

A.

The less is the degree to which socialization experiences of subordinates
generate internal ego constraints, the more likely are they to experience
relative deprivation.

B.

The less are the external constraints applied to subordinates, the more
likely are they to experience relative deprivation.

THE VIOLENCE OF CONFLICT :

Let us discuss Coser’s most important propositions on the level of violence in
conflict. Coser is somewhat vague in his definition of conflict violence, but he appears
to be denoting the degree to which conflict parties seek to injure or eliminate each
other. As most functional theorists are likely to emphasize, Coser’s proposition I is
directed at specifying the conditions under which conflict will be less violent.
Coser’s Propositions on the Violence of Conflict :
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I.

The more group engage in conflict over realistic issues (obtainable
goals), the morel likely are they to seek compromises over the means
to realize their interests, and hence, the less violent is the conflict.

II.

The more groups engage in conflict over nonrealistic issues, the greater
is the level of emotional arousal and involvement in the conflict, and
hence, the more violent is the conflict.

A.

The more conflict occurs over core values, the more likely is it to be
over nonrealistic issues.

B.

The more a realistic conflict endures, the more likely is it to become
increasingly nonrealistic.

III.

The less functionally interdependent and relations among social unit in
a system, the less is the availability of institutional means for absorbing
conflicts and tensions, and hence, the more violent is the conflict.

A.

The greater are the power differentials between super-and subordinates
in a system, the less functionally interdependent are relations.

B.

The greater is the level of isolation of subpopulations in a system, the
less functionally interdependent are relations.

The opposite fact; to specify the conditions under which conflict will be
more violent. Yet, the inverse of Coser’s first proposition can indicate a condition
under which conflict will be violent. The key concept in this proposition is “realistic
issues.” For Coser, realistic conflict involves the pursuit of specific aims against
real sources of hostility, with some estimation of the costs to be incurred in such
pursuit. Coser adds proposition II on conflict over “nonrealistic issues,” such as
ultimate values, beliefs, ideology, and vaguely defined class interests. When
nonrealistic, then the conflict will be violent. Such nonrealism is particularly likely
when conflict is over some values, which emotionally mobilize participants and
make them unwilling to compromise. Moreover, if conflicts endure for a long period
of time, then it becomes increasing by nonrealistic as parties become emotionally
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involved, and ideologies become codified, and as “the enemy” is portrayed in
increasingly negative terms.
Proposition III adds a more structural variable to the analysis of conflict
violence. In systems where there are high degrees of functional interdependence
among actors-that is, where there are mutual exchanges and cooperation-then conflict
is less likely to be violent. However, if there is great inequality in power among units
or isolation of subpopulations, functional interdependence decreases, and hence
when conflict occurs, it will tend to be nonrealistic violence.
iii)

THE DURATION OF CONFLICT :

Coser’s incorporation of the time variable is extremely limited. He views time
in terms of the duration of conflict and as dependent variable, when it can also be an
independent variable He never specified on how the duration of conflict operates as
an independent variable, influencing such variables as conflict intensity, violence, or
functions. Thus, Coser’s analysis is confined to the more limited, yet same important,
questions: like what variables influence the length of conflict relations?
In propositions I and II, Coser underscores the fact that conflicts with a
broad range of goals or with vague ones will be prolonged. When goals are limited
and articulated, it is possible to know when they have been attained. With perception
of attainment, the conflict can be terminated. Conversely, with a wide variety or long
list of goals, a sense of attainment is less likely to occur-thus prolonging the conflict. In
proposition III, Coser emphasized that knowledge of what would symbolically
constitute victory and defeat will influence the length of conflict. Without the ability to
recognize defeat or victory, then conflict is likely to be prolonged to a point where one
party destroys the other. Propositions IV and V deal with the role of leadership in
conflict processes. The more leaders can perceive that complete attainment of goals
is not possible and the greater is their ability convince followers to terminate conflict,
the less prolonged is the conflict.
Coser’s overall image of conflict duration are as follows. Where are goals of
conflict parties are extensive, where there is dissent over goals, where conflict parties
cannot interpret symbolic points of victory and defeat, there leaders cannot assess the
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costs of victory, and where leaders cannot effectively persuade followers, then the
conflict will be of longer duration than when the converse conditions hold true.
Propositions on the Duration of Conflict

iv)

I.

The less limited are the goals of the opposing parties to a conflict, the
more prolonged is the conflict.

II.

The less is the degreed of consensus over the goals of conflict, the
more prolonged is the conflict.

III.

The less the parties in a conflict can interpret their adversary’s symbolic
points of victory and defeat, the more prolonged is the conflict.

IV.

The more leaders of conflicting parties can perceive that complete
attainment of goals is possible at only very high costs, the less prolonged
is the conflict.

A.

The more equal is the power between conflicting groups, the more
likely are leaders to perceive the high costs of complete attainment of
goals.

B.

The more clear-cut are the indexes of defeat or victory in a conflict,
the more likely are leaders to perceive the high costs of complete
attainment of goals.

V.

The greater is the capacity of leaders of each conflict party to persuade
followers to terminate conflict, the less prolonged is the conflict.

A.

The more centralized are the conflict parties, the greater is a leader’s
capacity to persuade followers.

B.

The fewer are internal cleavages within conflict parties, the greater is a
leader’s capacity to persuade followers.

THE FUNCTIONS OF SOCIAL CONFLICT :

If some process or structure has functions for some other feature of a system,
there is often an implicit assumption about what is good and bad for a system. If this
implicit evaluation is not operative, how does one assess when an item is functional or
dysfunctional? Even seemingly neutral concepts, such as survival or adaptability, merely
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mask the implicit evaluation that is taking place. Sociologists are usually not in a position
to determine what is survival and adaptation. To say that an item has more an survival
value or increases adaptation is frequently a way to mask an evaluation of what is
“good.”
In Coser’s propositions on the functions of conflict, he possibly states that
conflict is good when it promotes integration based on solidarity, clear authority, functional
interdependence, and normative control. In Coser’s terms, it is more adaptive. Other
conflict theorists might argue that conflict in such a system is bad because integration
and adaptability in this specific context could be exploitive.
Coser divides his analysis of the functions of conflict along lines similar to
those by Simmel: the functions of conflict for (1) the respective parties to the conflict
and (2) the systemic whole in which the conflict occurs.
Coser’s Propositions on the functions of conflict for the Respective parties :
I.

The more violent or intense is the conflict, the more clear-cut are the
boundaries of each respective conflict party.

II.

The more violent or intense is the conflict and the more internally
differentiated are the conflict parties, the more likely is each conflict
party to centralize its decision-making structure.

III.

The more violent or intense is the conflict and more it is perceived to
affects the welfare or all segments of the conflict parties, the more
conflict promotes structural and ideological solidarity among members
of each conflict party.

IV.

The more violent or intense is the conflict, the more conflict leads to
the suppression of dissent And deviance within each conflict parity as
well as forced conformity to norms and values.

V.

The more conflict between parties leads to forced conformity, the
greater is the accumulation of hostilities, and the more likely is internal
group conflict to surface in the long run.

Coser Propositions on the Functions of conflict for the social whole
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I.

The more differentiated and functionally interdependent are the unit in
a system, the more likely is conflict to be frequent but of low degrees
of intensity and violence.

II.

The more frequent are conflict, the less is their intensity, and the lower
is their level of violence, then the more likely are conflict in a system to
(a) increase the level of innovation and creativity of system, units, (b)
release hostilities before they polarize system units, (c) promote
normative regulation of conflict relations, (d) increase awareness of
realistic issues, and (e) increase the number of associative coalitions
among social units.
The more conflict promotes (a), (b), (c), (d) and (e) above, then the
greater will be the level of internal social integration of the system and
the greater will be its capacity to adapt to its external environment.

III.

8.6

Coser’s Functional Approach: An Assessment :

Coser’s approach has done much to correct for the onesidedness of
Dahrendorf’s analysis, while it has reintroduced Simmel’s ideas into conflict theory.
Yet, Coser’s scheme represents an analytical one-sidedness that, if followed exclusively,
would produce a skewed vision of the social world. Coser begins with statements
about the inevitability of force, coercion, constraint, and conflict, but his analysis quickly
turns to the integrative and adaptive consequences of such processes. This emphasis
could rather easily transform the integrative and adaptive consequences of such
processes. This emphasis could rather easily transform the integrative and adaptive
functions of conflict into functional needs and requisites that necessitate, or even cause,
conflict to occur. Such teleology was inherent in Marx’s work, where revolutionary
conflict was viewed as necessary to meet the need for a communist society. But Coser’s
teleological inspiration appears to have come more from Simmel’s organic model than
Marx’s dialectical scheme. Once he documents how conflict contributes to the systemic
whole, or body social, Coser inadvertently implies that the body social causes conflict
in order to meet its integrative needs. Although conflict is acknowledged by Coser to
cause change in social systems, it is still viewed primarily as a crucial process in
promoting integration and adaptation.
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Coser, like so many conflict theorists, creates a problem when he tries to
correct for past weaknesses in other approaches and in trying to compensate for the
one-sidedness of dialectical theory and functionalism, Coser presents yet one more
skewed approach.
Thus, the major substantive problem in Coser’s scheme is its functionalism.
To correct this problem, there is a little need to redirect his propositions on the causes,
violence, and duration of conflict. These propositions address, to important questions
neutrally and do not attempt to balance or correct for past theoretical one-sidedness
with another kind of one-sidedness. Indeed, they display an awareness of key aspects
of conflict in social systems; and with supplementation and reformulation, they offer
an important theoretical lead. The substantive one-sidedness in the scheme comes
with Coser’s borrowing and then supplemting Simml’s functional propositions. One
corrective strategy, which does not smack of another form of one-sidedness, is to ask
the more neutral theoretical question: under what conditions can what kinds of outcomes
of conflict for what types of systems and subsystems be expected ? Although this is
not a startling theoretical revelation, but it keeps assessments of conflict processes
away from what ultimately must be evaluative questions of functions and dysfunctions.
If the question of outcomes of conflicts is more rigoursly pursued, the resulting
propositions will present a more balanced and substantively accurate view of social
reality. Because of the long and unfortunate organic connotations of words such as
“function,”.
In sum, then, it makes little sense to have new perspectives that correct for
the deficiencies of either dialectical or functional conflict theory. Sociological theory
has far too long engaged in this kind of activity; and it is far more appropriate, to
visualize conflict as one of many important processes in the social universe and to
develop some abstract principles about this process that avoid problems inherent in
all forms of functional analysis.
8.7
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8.8

Check your progress

1.

Explain in brief Coser functional Analysis of Conflict ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Write in detail about the image of Social Organisation given by Coser ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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Conflict and Social Change : R. Collins
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9.8
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9.9

Check your progress

9.1

INTRODUCTION :

Collins’s general argument about the interactive foundations of social structure and
the effects of the macro dimensions of space, time, and size on interaction were anticipated in
earlier works. In Conflict Sociology, Collins proposed the following steps for building social
theory. First, examine typical real-life situations where people encounter each other. Second,
focus on the material arrangements that affect interaction – the physical layout of situations,
the means and modes of communication, the available tools, weapons, and goods. Third,
assess the relative resources that people bring to, use in, or extract from encounters. Fourth,
entertain the general hypotheses that those with resources press their advantage, that those
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without resources seek the best deal they can get under the circumstances, and that stability
and change are to be explained in terms of the lineup and shifts in the distribution of resources.
Fifth, assume that cultural symbols – ideas, beliefs, norms, values, and the like – are used to
represent the interests of those parties who have the resources to make their views prevail.
Sixth, look for the general and generic features of particular cases so that more abstract
propositions can be extracted from the empirical particulars of a situation.
Thus, as with his recent work on interaction rituals, there is a concern with the
encounter, with the distribution of individuals in physical space, with their respective capital
or resources to use in exchanges, and with inequalities in resources. As with his recent
work, the respective resources of individuals are critical: “power” is the capacity to coerce
or to have others do so on one’s behalf; “material resources” are wealth and the control of
money as well as property or the capacity to control the physical setting and people’s
place in it; and “symbolic resources” are the respective levels of linguistic and conversational
resources as well as the capacity to use cultural ideas, such as ideologies, values, and
beliefs, for one’s purposes.
A central consideration in all of Collins’s propositions is “social density,” or the
number of people co-present in a situation where an encounter takes place. Social density
is, of course, part of the macrostructure since it is typically the result of past chains to
interaction. But it can also be a “material resource” that some individuals can use to their
advantage. Thus, the interaction in an encounter will be most affected by the participants’
relative resources and the density or number of individuals co-present. These variables
influence the two underlying micro dynamics in Collins’s scheme, talk, and ritual.
9.2

Objectives
The main objectives of this lesson are :

1

To understand the concept of deference and demeanor

2.

To know the concept of Talk and Ritual

3.

To understand the key prepositions on class culture
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9.3

Talk And Ritual :

For collin’s, talk is the emission of verbal and nonverbal gestures that carry meaning
and that are used to communicate with others and to sustain (or create) a common sense
of reality. Collins classifies conversations among people in terms of the types of talk
employed, including “practical conversations” (used to a accomplish ends or goals),
“ideological conversations” (used to arouse emotions to legitimate certain actions and
situations), “intellectual conversation” (discussions of ideas and issues), “entertainment
talk” (conversation for its own enjoyment), “gossip” (discussions and evaluations of
acquaintances), and “personal talk” (discussion of oneself). Since talk is one of the key
symbolic resources of individual in encounters, much of what transpires among interacting
individual is talk and the use of this cultural capital to develop their respective lines of
conduct. More important sociologically are conversations that are part of a “chain” of
previous encounters, if people felt good about a past conversation, they will usually make
efforts to have another; and if they perceive each others’ resources, especially symbolic or
cultural but also material ones, as desirable, then they will seek to talk again. And if they
have developed ritualized interaction that affirms their common group membership, they
will be likely to enact those rituals again. Conversations among equals who share common
levels of resources will be more personal, flexible, and long-term because people feel
comfortable with such conversations. As a result, the encounter raises their level of emotional
energy and increases their cultural capital. That is, they are anxious to talk again and to
pick up where they felt off. However, the nature of talk in an encounter changes dramatically
then there is inequality in the resources of the participants. Further subordinates will try to
avoid wasting or losing emotional energy and spending their cultural capital by keeping the
interaction brief, formal, and highly ritualized with trite and inexpensive words. Yet, Collins
further argues, even under conditions of inequality and even more when equality exists,
people who interact and talk in repeated encounters will tend, over time, to develop positive
sentiments and will have positive emotional feelings. Moreover, they will also converge in
their definitions of situations and develop common moods, outlooks, beliefs, and ideas.
And finally, they will be likely to develop strong attachments and a sense of group solidarity,
which is sustained though rituals.
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9.4

Deference and Demeanor :

In equality and stratification are structures only in the sense of being temporal
chains of interaction rituals among varying numbers of people with different levels of
resources. Thus, to understand these structures, it is necessary to examine what people
actually do across time and in space. One thing that they do in interaction to exhibit deference
and demeanor. Collins define deference as the process of manipulating gestures to show
respect to others; or if one is in a position to command respect, the process of manipulation
of gestures is to elicit respect from others. The actual manipulation of gestures is termed
demeanor. Deference and demeanor are, therefore, intimately connected to each other.
They are also tied to talk and rituals, since talk involves the use of gestures and since
deference and demeanor tend to become ritualized. Hence, deference and demeanor can
be visualized as one form of talk and ritual activity-a form that is most evident in those
interactions that create and sustain inequalities among people.
Collins visualizes several variables as central to understanding deference and
demeanor:

9.5

1.

Inequality in resources, particularly wealth and power.

2.

Social density variables revolving around the degree to which behaviours
are under the “surveillance of others” in a situation.

3.

Social density variables revolving around the degree to which
communications network are “cosmopolitan” (i.e. unrestricted to others
who are co-present in a situation).

Key Proposition on Deference and Demeanor :
I.

The visibility, explicitness, and predictability of deference and demeanor
rituals and talk among individuals is a positive and additive function of;

A.

A degree of inequality in resources among individuals, especially with
respect to:
1.

Material wealth

2.

power
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B.

The degree of surveillance by others of behaviours emitted by individuals,
with surveillance being a positive function of :

1.

The extent to which others are co-present.

2.

The degree of homogeneity in outlook of others.

C.

T he r e s t r ict ive ne s s o f c o mmunica t io n net w o r k s ( lo w
cosmopolitanism), with restrictiveness being a negative function
of:

1.

The degree of complexity in communications technologies.

2.

The degree of mobility of individuals.

II.

The greater is the degree of inequality among individuals and the lower is
the level of surveillance, the more likely are behaviours to be directed
toward:

A.

Avoidance of contact are emission of deference and demeanor by
individuals.

B.

Perfunctory performance of deference and demeanor by individuals when
avoidance is not possible.

III.

The greater is the degree of inequality among individuals and the lower is
the level of cosmopolitanism among individuals, the more likely are
behaviour to be directed toward simplified but highly visible deference
and demeanor.

IV.

The greater is the degree of inequality among individuals, and the less is
the degree of mobility among groups with varying levels of resources, the
more visible, explicit, and predictable are deference and demeanor rituals
and talk within these groups.

V.

The greater is the equality among individuals, and the greater is the degree
of cosmopolitanism and/ or the less is the level of surveillance, the less
compelling are deference and demeanor talk and rituals.
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9.6

Class Cultures :

These microprocesses of talk, ritual, deference, and demeanor explain what are
often seen as more macroprocesses in societies. One such process in variation in the class
cultures. That is, people in different social classes tend to exhibit diverging behaviours,
outlooks, and interpersonal styles. These differences are accountable in terms of two main
variables :
1.

The degree to which one possesses an uses the capacity to coerce, to
materially bestow, and to symbolically manipulate others so that one can
give orders in an encounter and have these orders followed.

2.

The degree to which communication is confined to others who are physically
co-present in a situation, or conversely, the degree to which communication
is diverse, involving the use of multiple modes of conflict with many others
in different situations.

Utilizing these two general classes of variables, which are part of the macrostructure
that has been up in past chains of interaction as well as several less central ones such as
wealth and physical exertion on the job, Collins describes the class cultures of American
society. More significantly for theory building, he also offers several abstract propositions
that stipulate certain important relationships among power, order giving, communication
networks, and behaviour tendencies among individuals. I have restated these relationships
in somewhat altered form in Table 21-4. with these principles, Collins explains variations
in the behaviours, outlooks and interpersonal styles of individuals in different occupations
and status groups. For example, those occupations that require order-giving, that reveal
high co-presence of other, and that involve little physical exertion will generate behaviour
that are distinctive and that circumscribe other activities, such as whom one marries, where
one lives, what one values, and what activities one pursues in various spheres of life.
Different weights to these variables would cause varying behavioral tendencies in individuals.
Thus, it is from the processes delineated in the propositions of Table 21-4 that understanding
of such variables as class culture, ethnic cultures, lifestyles and other concerns of
investigators of stratification is to be achieved. But such understanding is anchored in the
recognition that these class cultures are built up and sustained by interaction chains where
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deference and demeanor rituals have figured prominently. Thus, a class culture is not mere
internalization of values and beliefs as well as simple socialization (although this is no doubt
involved), but rather, it is the result of repeated encounters among unequlas under varying
conditions imposed by the macrostructure as it has been built up from past chains of
interaction.
9.7

Key Propositions on Class Cultures :

Giving order to others in a situation is a positive and additive function of the capacity
to mobilize and use coercive, material, and symbolic resources.
The behavioral attributes of self-assuredness, the initiation of talk, positive self
feelings, and identification with the goals of a situation are a positive function of the capacity
to give orders to others in that situation.
The behavioral attributes of toughness, courage, and action in a situation are a
positive function of the degree of physical exertion and danger in that situation.
The degree of behavioral conformity exhibited in a situation is a positive function
of the degree to which people can communicate only with others who are physically copresent in that situation and is a negative function of the degree to which people can
communicate with a diversity of others who not physically co-present.
The outlook and behavioral tendencies of an individual are an additive function of
those spheres of the life-work, politics, home, recreation, community-where varying degrees
of giving-receiving orders, physical exertion, danger, and communication occur.
9.8
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9.9

Check your progress

1.

Write in brief about the Conflict Approach given by Randal Collins?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Write in brief about the key propsitions on deference and Demeanour ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
***
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10.14 Check yourprogress
10.1

Genesis of Symbolic Interactionism :

It is difficult to define what constitutes symbolic interactionsim as a theoretical
perspective in sociology. Mead’s ideas have been expounded by several sociologists
throughout the years and writings of his best known student, H. Blumer. As interpreted
by Blumer(1969:2-6) interactionism consists of three premises: First, , human beings
act towards things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them. Secondly,
these meanings are a product of social interaction in human society. Thirdly, these
meanings are modified and handled through an interpretive process. The historical
underpinnings of these premises are found not only in the works of Mead, but also in
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C.H.Cooley’s theory of Society, J.Dewey’s formulations of the concept of habit,
and W.I.Thomas’s notion of the definition of the situation. In addition to Thomas and
Cooley, the symbolic tradition has also been developed by Robert M.MacIver.
Thus, symbolic interaction is the interaction that takes place among the
various minds, and the meanings that characterizes human societies. Society is
to be understood in terms of individuals making it up, and individuals are to be
understood in terms of the societies of which they are members. In the interactionist
image, human beings are defined as self-reflective beings. Human beings are organisms
with selves, and behaviour in society is often directed by the self. An individual is
influenced by the social environment, which is experienced in the form of social
meanings, and meanings are learned by individuals in social interaction. We shall now
proceed with a more detailed discussion of the works of the early interactionists and
the role that they played in the development of interactionism to its present form. They
are mainly:
William James,
C.H Cooley,
John Dewey,
W.I.Thomas, and
G.H. Mead.
10.2

Objectives
The various objectives of this lesson are :

1.

To understand the concept of symbolic Interactionism

2.

To know the varieties of symbolic interactionism.

3.

To understand the Chicago and Iowa School.

4.

To understand the dramaturgical approach given by Erving Goffman
(I)

10.3

William James (1842-1910) :
James used three concepts especially in the development of symbolic
interactionsim. These were ‘habit’ (later to be popularized through the writings of
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J.Dewey) ‘instinct’ and ‘self’. According to James, any analysis of the concept of
instinct must account for its relationship with ‘habits’. An instinct, James wrote, is
usually defined as the faculty of acting in such a way as to produce certain ends,
without foresight of the ends, and without previous education in the performance.
In turns, habits arise from past experiences and serve to influence the direction of
original instincts in a way that James formulates under a ‘law of annihilation by
habit’(James:1890).
As set forth in 1890, James’ conceptualization of a social self in humans revealed
a great deal of sophistication in understanding the relationships between the individuals
and social groups as being of an interactive nature. For James, the general concept of
self referred to ‘the sum total’ of all that the individual can call his’ (James:1890:292).
James defined the four separate selves of humans, a material self, a social self, a spiritual
self, and pure ego. James defined the social self in following manner: Properly speaking,
a man has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognize him and carry an
image of him in their mind.
There is another aspect of James’ work that is equally important for
understanding the congruity between pragmatism. James referred to the pragmatist’s
definition of human beings as creative, active beings, who could play a conscious role
in the control of their own destinies. James developed his philosophy of pragmatism:
a philosophy where the potentialities of the individual living within the environment
were to be realized by applying which existed between the individual and his
environment. This potential could be actualized only in interaction with others in the
social order. Thus, James manifested in the psychology that pragmatism provided the
basis for an image of human that was congruent with the developing interactionist
perspective.
10.4

Charles Horton Cooley (1864-1929):

Cooley had hoped to develop a new theory of human society with a new
methodology for understanding of human behaviour, which he explained with two
unique properties, namely, organic nature on the one hand and mental nature on the
other.
As social organization, society was seen as existing in the minds of the particular
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individuals constituting the social unit and this makes society ‘real’ to its members. In
actuality, there is no ‘mind of society’ but many different minds that exist through a
sharing of expectations and patterns of behaviour. Therefore, in this discussion on the
conceptualization of the social organization of society, Cooley provided the role of
interaction is that of a mediating bond between social environments and individuals.
The concept of ‘the primary group’ can serve as a convenient organizational element
along with the concept of ‘human nature’ and ‘the looking glass self’, from a triadic
relationship that underlies Cooley’s work on the nature of the relationships between
the individual and society.
In his earlier works, e.g. Human Nature and the Social order, Cooley
spoke of human nature as existing on three different levels, namely, hereditary, symbolic
interactionism and social in nature. This is the human nature that develops within
primary groups, and it is here that a link between the three concepts of primary group,
human nature and looking-glass self. It is here that human nature can be seen in its
principle aspect, that of plasticity, or what Cooley calls teachability.
In discussing the development of the self in the child, J.M.Baldwin emphasized
the relationship between the objective (social) and subjective (individual_ the interaction
between society and mind- and further he formulated three major processes of self
development in the child: the projective, subjective, and ejective stages. The projective
stage referred to the level at which consciousness of others develops (to recognize
others). The subjective stage characterized the level at which self-consciousness
develops (a career of imitation). The ejective process refers to the child ‘ejecting’ of
his/her own feelings and subjective interpretations into others (elementary form of
empathy).
Finally, the self becomes lodged in one’s life experiences through the
development of an individual identity. The identity is obtained when the child becomes
aware of the fact that the picture of who he/she is reflects the imaginations of others
concerning him/her. Thus, the self exists in the minds of the members of society and
for Cooley, constitutes an ‘imaginative fact’ (Cooley:1902). Here there is a chance of
dialectic of personal growth between self and identity when one does not acquire a
imaginative fact. An individual can exploit its full potential for creation in the milieu of
freedom between individual and society. Thus, a vital changing society depends upon
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the full usage of this potential human nature with reference to the dialectic of personal
growth- a process that is defined in terms of change and conflict.
10.5

John Dewey (1859-1952):

Dewey set out to ‘reconstruct’ philosophy with the interaction of proposing
solutions to problems of everyday life. Faith in the power of intelligence to imagine a
future, which is the projection of the desirable in the present, and to invent the
instrumentalities of its realization, in our solutions. Dewey noted that the resultant
position was one which defined human, their environment, and their thought as
interrelated aspects of a larger life.
The concept most basic to Dewey’s thought on the relationship between the
individual and the social group is habit. In Human Nature and Conduct, Dewey
(1922), stated, Habit means special sensitiveness or accessibility to certain classes of
stimuli, standing predilections and aversions, rather than the bare recurrence of specific
facts. The conditions which constitute habit, however, lie not in the individual, but in
the social order. “habits” could be changed by a concerted effort in the direction of
changing the individual, with little reference to the conditions that were present in
social life and social order.
Dewey’s approach to the study of individual and social behaviour imposed
upon humans a perspective, which defined them as social beings. Whatsoever, an
individual has to perform externally in behaviour, are conceived to exist internally in
the mind (Dewey:1922). Activity is to be seen in terms of the integrated nature of
mind, body, and environment.
The social development of the mind could take place only through
communication especially through language. Dewey’s advances in the study of social
problems are best seen in the application of the concept of habit to the theory of
social beahviour. Thus, while social reform is important for the development of a
society based upon pragmatic principles, Dewey clearly reveals his relationship to
Cooley: Society … is many associations, not a single organization. Society means
associations; coming together in joint intercourse and action for better realization of
any form of experience which is augmented and confirmed by being shared
(Dewey:1922).
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10.6

W.I.Thomas (1863-1947) :

The works of W.I.Thomas represent, better than the works of any other early
interactionists, the attempt to find, a theory of motivation and to the definition of the
situation that mediated between the individual and social sources of behaviour. Thomas
later works especially, are characterized by an over-riding interest in the
interrelationships between the personality, the situation, and sympathetic introspection.
Thomas left his own mark on the theory of personality. Thomas formulated the concept
of wishes. The wishes have been defined as forces which impel towards action, but
not as the causes of behaviour (Thomas:1923). This concept of the wish parallels
closely the idea of what Mead labeled an ‘inner condition- a want. The wish also
parallels J.Dewey’s concept of habit, i.e. it takes into account both the individual and
social factor in behaviour.
Thus, as with the concept of habit, the conditions of the phenomena are given
in the social order, and, in combination with the individual, as defined in the pragmatic
perspective, act to produce an adjustment to the situation. For, the concept or the
definition of the situation implies as with Mead’s philosophy of the present; that the
past and the future are often obtained with respect to an emergent present.
We shall now turn our attention to the best known figure in the development of
symbolic interactionsim- G.H.Mead.
10.7

George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) :

Ironically, G.H.Mead, a close friend of Dewey, published no books during his life
time, but has become one of the best known ‘sociologists’. We shall treat Mead’s theory
of the self from Mind, self and Society (1934), as the focal point at which he synthesizes
his work in philosophical and psychological tradition. Thus, as suggested elsewhere
(Petras:1973), the underlying basis of Mead’s theories regarding genesis of the self and
the role of society and the mind in human behaviour, evolves out of his working within a
phylogenetic framework. Mead constructed a functional theory of mind that is similar in all
important respect to the approach of Dewey. The mind is an instrument which finds its
reality in behavioural manifestations. The mind exists not in structure but in conduct. The
mind is a tool which seeks adjustive relationship between the individual and his/her
environment. The origin of the human mind is explained with reference to the interaction
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process and communication that are present- while the mind emerges out of social interaction.
Thus, Mead does not speak of individual minds, but of mind development in human species.
Theories of motivation was also its height at the time of Mead’s influence at Chicago.
Mead elaborated upon the conception of consciousness. The concept of motivation and
consciousness advances the idea of perceptions which paralleled overtly with the ‘act’the fundamental unit of social behaviour. The initiation of the social act commences with
the gesture which outlines the behaviour that is to follow. Mead had been greatly influenced
by those of W.Wundt’s theories which focus on the concept of the gesture, but he took
issue with Wundt’s theory of the origin of society, which was based upon the presupposition
of the existence of individual minds. The teleological or functional nature of the act implies
its division into various stages, logically and temporally related. The basis of the relationship
between the individual and society rests in the idea of mutual dependence that is implicit in
the social act.
As did Dewey, Mead dissociated himself from the earlier sociological views
of language. L.Ward the father of American Sociology, for example had believed that
language is human was the natural result of being born human. Mead on the other
hand wrote that language is anything but an individual experience. Vocal gestures and
the bahaviour that is linked to them in human societies provide the basis of symbolic
interaction vocal gesture in the form for symbolic interaction. Vocal gestures in the
form of symbols are nothing but a stimulus whose response is given in advance. Mead
was rather optimistic regarding the potentialities of society having pragmatistic ideas
for the future development of American society. In conclusion, Mead’s theory of
human behaviour offers more than a theory of self development. The self is comprised
of two components processes, the I and the Me, which represent internalized dual
system of non-determinacy and determinacy. The presence in two systems made men
and women both determined and determiners. Mead developed a theory which he
considered to be congruent with universal phylogenetic processes and the obvious facts
of social life.
(II)
10.8

Varieties of Symbolic Interactionsim :
Contemporary symbolic interactionsim comprehends several diverse schools
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of thought. Meltzer and Petras, for example, two major varieties, the Chicago school
and Iowa schools, on the basis of differences in methodology. Reynolds and Meltzer
distinguish three methodologically three distinct groups of interactionists: an
‘unorthodox’ group (favouring participant observation), a ‘semi- conventional’ group
(favouring positivism), and a ‘conventional’ group (favouring a combination of methods).
Broadly, these are identified by ‘conventional’ and ‘unconventional’ varieties. Other
commentators have broadened the range of variants within symbolic interactionism.
All of these approaches emphasize the meaning element in everyday activities.
Similarly, the recent development in symbolic interaction theory lists as sub or
related orientations’ such approaches as role theory, reference group theory, the social
perception and person perception viewpoint, the dramaturgical school, the interpersonal
theory of psychiatry proposed by H.S.Sullivan, the Sapir, Whorf-Cassirar language
and culture orientation, phenomenological theory, self theory,and others (Kuhn)
L.Warshay identifies the following varieties in his book The Current State of
Sociological Theory :
(1) Blumer school, emphasizing the more subjective aspects; (2) the Iowa School,
stressing self theory and positivistic methodology; (3) am emphasis on
interaction with de-emphasis on language; (4) a role theory view with a
cognitive emphasis within a moderate scientific tradition; (5) the dramaturgical
school, featuring the intricacies of role and self manipulation; (6) a field-theory
version combining Mead, Lewin, and Lundberg; (7) an existential brand; (8)
ethnomethodology, stressing the complexity and fluidity of the web of social
life within a humanist participatory methodology.
Out of the Welter (disorderly mixture) of schools indicated in the forgoing
(preceding) paragraph, Melter, Petras and Reynolds have selected four discussion.
These four- the Chicago school, the Iowa school, the dramaturgical approach, and
ethnomethodology appear to be clearly distinct orientation within symbolic
interactionsim. In summary, we can say that, as varieties of these orientations share
the substantive view that human beings construct their realities in a process of interaction
with other human beings. As a corollary each orientation accepts to some degree, the
methodological necessity of ‘getting inside’ the reality of the actor in an effort to
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of time together lead an enforced formally administered round of life.” Examining the
interaction which takes place from the view point of inmates, Goffman claims that total
institutions are “the forcing houses for the changing persons”.
Many of the admission Procedures and future interactions within total institutions not only tend to change but also to mortify the self. In Goffman’s words , ‘‘the
inmate begins a series of abasements, degradations , humiliations and profanations of
self” . Such experiences tend to breakdown inmates former self concept. The self is
then slowly rebuilt, partly by means of reward and punishments administered by those
in authority. Goffman argues that many of the actions of inmates can only be understand with the reference to the strict supervision and mortification of self that occurs in
many total institutions.
Not all the inmates respond in the same way to the life in total institutions. Goffman
defines five modes of adaptation which an inmate may imply at different stages.
1. Situational withdrawal- The inmate withdraws attention from everthing except
events immediately surrounding his body and minimizes his interaction with others.
2. Intransigent line- The inmate flatly refuses to cooperate with the staff and exhibits sustained hostility towards the institutions.
3. Colonization- The inmate becomes institutionalized , he finds a home and defines
life more desirable in the institution than life on outside
4. Conversion - Here the inmate (individual ) adopts the staff’s definition of the
model inmate and acts out the part.
5. In most total institutions , the majority of inmates adopt a strategy which some of
them call ‘playing it cool’ . In this circumstance, the inmate will have a maximum
chance of eventually getting out physically and Psychologically undamaged.
However, interactionist perspective concentrates on small scale social interaction and ignores the wider society. Goffman also gives the little consideration to the
inmate experience in the outside world before they entered the total institutions
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understand this reality as the actor does.
10.9

The Chicago and Iowa School :

During the major portion of past generation, the two teaching progenitors of the
symbolic interactionist perspective have been H.G.Blumer and M.H.Kuhn. Blumer has
elaborated the best known variety of interactionsim- an approach we call the Chicago
School This approach continues the classical, Median tradition. The Iowa school
developed through the work of Kuhn and his students at the State University of Iowa.
This orientation represents a more eclectic form of interactionsim. The two schools differ
in important substantive and methodological matters, which can be delineated and illustrated
from the writings of the chief progenitor of each school. These matters reflect broader
controversies throughout the behaviour disciplines.
We must look elsewhere for clues to the differentiation of the Chicago and Iowa
schools. It can be argued plausibly that the most fundamental point of divergence between
the Chicago school and Iowa school is that of methodology. We find here as in various
disciplines between ‘humanistic’ and ‘scientific’ viewpoints. Blumer argues the case for
a distinctive methodology in the study of such in all scientific disciplines. Containing the
ninet eent h cent ury dist inct ion between Geistenswissnschaften and
Naturwissenschaften, one position proposes an idographic ( or non-generalizing)
function for behavioural studies, and the other a nomothetic (or generalizing) function.
Thus, while Blumer strives simply ‘to make modern society intelligible’, Kuhn seeks
universal predictions of social conduct. Although both Blumer and Kuhn claim to be
interested in what goes on ‘inside the heads’ of humans, their approaches to this subjectmatter differ significantly.
10.10 The Dramaturgical Approach : Erving Goffman
The major exponent of the dramaturgical approach in symbolic interactinsim has
been E.Goffman. The point of departure for Goffman’s dramaturgical metaphor, derived
partly from influential ideas of the philosopher critic K.Burke, is the premise that when
human beings interact each desires to ‘manage’ the impressions the others receive
of him/her. In effect, each puts on ‘show’ for the others. The preface of Goffman’s
first monograph in the ‘Life of Theater” puts the matter exhibits that of theatrical
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performances; the principle’s derived are dramaturgical ones. We can see such further
impressions of his orientations in Goffman’s numerous books. Interaction Ritual:
Essays in face-to-Face Behaviour furnishes a representative set of ideas. In his
pursuit of the intricacies of impression-management in face to face, Goffman has relied
upon sympathetic introspection at his method of observation of observation and upon a
felicitous style of presentation. Goffman’s predecessors in the symbolic interactionist
perspective (Mead, Dewey, Cooley, Thomas and others) gave no extensive consideration
to impression management, insincerity, hypocrisy, or inauthentic self-presentations. His
analysis advances, in effect, a significant reconstruction of the image of human beings
offered in symbolic interactionsim
The dramaturgical approach ignores the macrocosm within its micro-level
concerns are imbedded. We have seen that dramaturgical analysis has its detractors,
chiefly on the basis of its ideologically unpalatable imagery and, to a lesser extent, its
soft methodology. This variety of interactionsim, however, also has its equally ardent
admirers. Goffman’s other contributions are also equally important to the labeling
perspective ) the dramatization of evil) on deviance, in Stigma: Notes on the
Management of Spoiled Identity, and his scintillating depiction of ‘Total institutions’
in Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and other
Inmates.
Dramaturgical Analysis : Erving Goffman is one of the most influencing twentieth century American Sociologist. His best known statement of dramaturgical theory
, “Presentation of Self in Everyday life”, was Published in 1959. Goffman saw much
in common between theatrical performance and the kind of ‘acts’ we all put in our day
to day actions and interactions. Interaction is seen as very fragile , maintained by
social performance. Poor Performance or distruptions are seen as great threat to
social interaction just as they are the theatrical performances.
Goffman went quite far in his analogy between the stage and social interaction.
In all social interaction there is a ‘front region’ which is the parallel of the stage front is
a theatrical performance. Actors both on the stage and in social life are seen as being
interested in appearances ,wearing costumes and using Props. Furthermore, in both
there is ‘back region,’ a place to which the actors can retire to prepare themselves
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for their performance. Backstage of offstage in theater terms, the actors can shed
their roles and be themselves.
Dramaturgical analysis is clearly consistent with its symbolic interactionist roots.
It has a focus on actors, action and interaction. Working in the same arena as traditional symbolic interactionism, in Goffman found a brilliant metaphor in the theater to
shed new light on small-scale social processes.
Interactionist Perspective: Goffman refers organisations to as ‘total institutions’ which is defined as “a place of residence and work where large number of
like situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period
of time together lead an enforced formally administered round of life.” Examining the
interaction which takes place from the view point of inmates, Goffman claims that total
institutions are “the forcing houses for the changing persons”.
Many of the admission Procedures and future interactions within total institutions not only tend to change but also to mortify the self. In Goffman’s words , ‘‘the
inmate begins a series of abasements, degradations , humiliations and profanations of
self” . Such experiences tend to breakdown inmates former self concept. The self is
then slowly rebuilt, partly by means of reward and punishments administered by those
in authority. Goffman argues that many of the actions of inmates can only be understand with the reference to the strict supervision and mortification of self that occurs in
many total institutions.
Not all the inmates respond in the same way to the life in total institutions. Goffman
defines five modes of adaptation which an inmate may imply at different stages.
1. Situational withdrawal- The inmate withdraws attention from everthing except
events immediately surrounding his body and minimizes his interaction with others.
2. Intransigent line- The inmate flatly refuses to cooperate with the staff and exhibits sustained hostility towards the institutions.
3. Colonization- The inmate becomes institutionalized , he finds a home and defines
life more desirable in the institution than life on outside
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4. Conversion - Here the inmate (individual ) adopts the staff’s definition of the
model inmate and acts out the part.
5. In most total institutions , the majority of inmates adopt a strategy which some of
them call ‘playing it cool’ . In this circumstance, the inmate will have a maximum
chance of eventually getting out physically and Psychologically undamaged.
However, interactionist perspective concentrates on small scale social interaction and ignores the wider society. Goffman also gives the little consideration to the
inmate experience in the outside world before they entered the total institutions.
10.11 Ethnomethodology :
Several writers have discussed the affinities (for example: Denzin, Dreitzel,
Petras and Meltzer; Wallace Warshay) and the differences ( for example: Deutscher,
Douglas, Heap and Roth, Hinkle, Zimmerman and Wieder) between ethnomethodology
and symbolic interactionsim. Agreeing with Wallace who writes: ‘In so far as
ethnomethodology embraces a theoretic ( rather than methodologic) viewpoint, it is
clearly symbolic interactionist’. Hence, we shall examine ethnomethodology as a
variation of the general interactionist perspective.
Any attempt to grasp the nature of ethnomethodology must come to grips with
H.Garfinkel’s (leading progenitor of ethnomethodology). Schutz, one of the Garfinkel’s
mentors at Harvard during his doctoral studies, has also exerted important influence.
Additionally, one must acquire a degree of facility with a large array of esoteric concepts,
such as the following: ‘bracketing’. ‘deep-rules’, ‘documentation’, epoch’, ‘et cetra
clause’, ‘glossing’, ‘idealization’, ‘reduction’, ‘reflectivity’, ‘second order’, conceptions’,
‘typifications’, etc. With this caution in mind, we shall follow the lead of P.Filmer and
present some the many ‘definitions’, or delimitations of ethnomethodology’s scope offered
by Garfinkel (Filmer:1972).
Ethnomethodological studies analyze everyday activities as members’
methods for making those same activities visibly-rational-and-reportablefor-all-practical purposes, i.e. ‘accountable’, as organizations of commonplace
everyday act ivit ies ( Reflexive appro ach). Garkinkel uses t he t er m
‘ethnomethodology’ to refer to the investigation of the rational properties of
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indexical expressions and other practical actions as contingent ongoing
accomplishments or organized artful practices of everyday life.
Filmer(1972) makes it clear that : according to ethnomethodology,
sociology is the study of all aspects of everyday social life, however, trivial
they may seem, just as much as it is the study of extraordinary events; and …
sociology is, in an important sense, itself an everyday activity. We have noted
the debt owed to the earlier work of phenomenologists, especially A.Schutz.
However, ethnomethodology attempts to move beyond the understanding of
human behaviour in terms of meanings constructed by each individual in social
interaction to a systematic search (documentary interpretation) for the ways in
which shared meanings (indexical expressions) come to be granted in human
society(Psathas:1968).
Ethnomethodology has established itself as an important force in the rise
or resurgence, over the past few years of the sociology. In works of Cicourel and
Dougals in general society, we find depictions filmsy nature of social reality in
general society, as well as indications of the ways in which sociologists construct
with each other an equally filmsy social reality. Ethnomethodology are interested
in the methods’ used by the observed and the observer alike for dealing with their
everyday life realities. So, ethnomethodology closely approximates to the Chicago
school in methodological preferences with emphasis upon sympathetic
introspection and participant- observer research. The ethnomethodologists,
however, have shown, in many instances, a greater cognizance of the role of history
in behaviour, as well as such traditional interactionist concerns as time, place and
situation (Warshay:1971).
Much of the criticism leveled against ethnomethodology is directed at it as
both a sociological theory and a methodological approach. Dreitzel (1970) in
Recent Sociology, contends that ethnomethodology tends to cut off all
macrosociological considerations for the time being in order to concentrate on
the basic rules of everyday communication and interaction’ (x our emphasis).
Ethnomethodologists claim, he writes: ‘Until we have understood how we…
understand each other, all further sociological inquiry will be useless’.
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Gouldner puts forward the view in The coming Crisis in western Sociology,
that, Garfinkel’s is a sociology more congenial to the activistic 1960s and particularly
to the more politically rebellious campuses or the present period’. Warshay(1971:25),
too opines that ethnomethodology is a sociology of instigation.
(III)
Criticisms of Symbolic Interactionsim :
Brittan’s (1973)criticisms of general symbolic interaction perspective are summarized
as below :
1. Interactionism places an over-emphasis on self-consciousness.
2. Symbolic intractionsim is guilty of an unwarranted demotion of the
psychological.
3. The interactionist perspective has come to have an obsession as the meaning.
4. Interactionist too often see only the pejorative implications of the fragmentation
of self.
5. Symbolic interactionist’s relativistic analysis of social interaction often results
in an over emphasis on the situation.
6. Interactionism espouses a metaphysic of meaning.
In addition, there are after symbolic intractionists whose critical comments,
while not as systematically stated.
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10.13 Check your progress
1.

Write in brief about the concept of symbolic Interactionism ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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2.

Give a brief account on the varieties of symbolic Interactionsism ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

3.

Give a detail account of dramaturgical approach given by Erving Goffman ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

*****
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11.1

INTRODUCTION :
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Lesson-11

Symbolic interactionism is an American product and for long periods its
organizational focus was the University of Chicago. In lectures delivered at that
university between 1894 and 1931 George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) articulated
the main ideas. Herbert Blumer, a student of Mead at Chicago, in a series of papers
written over many years, sought to show the sociological relevance of Mead’s teaching.
Although, the basic idea of symbolic interactionism date back towards the beginning of the
century, they have remained relevant because they have served to provide a minority
tradition, at odds with the prevailing doctrines of American sociology.
Symbolic interactionism is essentially a social-psychological perspective that is
particularly relevant to sociological enterprise. Instead of dealing with abstract social structures,
concrete forms of individual behaviour or inferred psychic characteristics, Symbolic
interactionism focuses on the nature of interaction, the dynamic patterns of social action and
social relationship. Interaction, the dynamic itself is taken as the unit of analysis: attitudes are
relegated to the background. Both the human beings and the social structure are conceptualized
as more complex, unpredictable and active than in the conventional sociological perspectives.
Societies are composed of interacting individuals who do not only react but perceive, interpret,
act and create. The individual is not a bundle of attitudes but a dynamic and changing actor,
always in the process of becoming and never fully formed. Social milieu is not something
static ‘out there’ always influencing and shaping us but essentially an interaction process. The
individual has not only a mind but also a self which is not a psychological entity but an aspect
of social process that arises in the course of social experience and activity. Above all, the
entire process of interaction is symbolic, with meanings constructed by human ingenuity. The
meanings we share with others, our definition of the social world and our perception of, and
response to, reality emerge in the process of interaction.
Mead and Blumer describe the symbolic aspects of interaction and its structural
contingencies. Both are well known for their development of symbolic interactionism.
11.2
1.
2.
3.

OBJECTIVES
The various objectives of this lesson are :
To understand the concept of Mind, Self and Society
To know the various functions of self
To understand the methodology of G.H. Mead
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(I)
11.3

George Herbert Mead (1963-1931) :

Like, Durkheim and a number of other early sociologists, Mead was born to a
religious family. Hew grew up on the campus of Oberlin College, where his father, a Protestant
minister, taught preaching. Mead’s mother returned to teaching after his father’s early death
and later became president of Mount Holyoke College. Mead studied at Harvard with
William James a few years after Du Bois had finished his studies there. Like Du Bois and
W.I.Thomas and (and Many others), Mead also studied in Germany before beginning his
teaching career. In 1891, he taught philosophy at the University of Michigan, where he
encountered Charls Horton Cooley and John Dewey. One year later he joined the philosophy
faculty at the new University of Chicago, whose department of sociology was just being
organized. Mead had little direct control with the sociologists, but the social justice teachings
of his father influenced his association with Jane Addams’s Hull House and with other
progressive activists in the city.
11.4

Mind, Self and Society :

Mead’s best-known book Mind, self and Society, was complied from lecture
notes for the course in social psychology that he taught until his death in 1931. “The Self,
the I, and the Me” is from the portions of that book in which Mead most precisely develops
his version of the social self as a double dialogue- with the social world, externally, and
between the “I” and the “Me” internally. Mead’s theory of the social self was an important
advance over James and Cooley and is considered a classic source for subsequent social
theories of the self, both normal and deviant.
On more than one occasion, John Dewey, the father of American instrumental
pragmatism and of a progressive educational philosophy, observed that Mead was
the most creative philosophical mind of his day. William James, C.H.Cooley, and
James Mark Baldwin all influenced Mead in some manner, but none so much as Dewey
himself. And yet, Mead’s contributions to human understanding resulted from his
own creative capacity to spin out of his thoughts, gleaned from broadly and deeply
developed ideas, a coherent theory of social life. Primarily, this was done by linking
together the emergence of the human mind, the social self, and the structures of society
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as these three elements conspire in the initiation and fostering of social interaction.
This synthesis, which we shall subsequently explore in detail, made two
overriding assumptions, viz.,
(1) that the bio-physiological frailty of the human organism necessitated
cooperation as a deterrent to special extinction,
(2) and that those social mechanisms (verbal, gestural, etc.) which evolved through
cooperation among individuals would endure through time.
i)

Mind :

The three-fold foundation upon which Mead built his theory was Mind, Self, and
Society. Mind is an emergent phenomenon of personal awareness on the part of the infant
individual, of meaningful gestures selected out of a whole range of indiscriminate, experiential
physical motions. Mind develops with the child’s capacity to distinguish his and others’ nonsense motions and significant gestures; the latter mead calls ‘conventional gestures’. A wink,
for example, takes to itself a ‘common meaning’ which the mind discovers and employs
within society. The child experiments with this gesture until he can mimic not only its physical
appearance but can convey to others it’s symbolic meaning. As the child’s mind develops
(Cooley, it will be recalled, would be speaking here of human organizations), there is a
simultaneous increase in social communication skills. Just as his physical dexterity develops
with practice, such as climbing a ladder or riding a bicycle, so also his capacity to interact
meaningfully through symbolic interaction by means of conventional gesturing develops. The
more developed the mind in terms of symbolic interaction skills, the more sophisticated the
level of meaningful communication among individuals. This ability to use and interpret social
gestures greatly facilitates the development of mind, self, and society.
Mind emerges out of this maturing capacity of the child to distinguish and discriminate
the symbols of interaction, by perceiving, conceiving, and interpreting gestures and language.
By so doing, the child develops the capacity to assume the posture or perspective of the one
with whom he is interacting, that is, the child is able to conceptualize another person’s point
of view. Mead calls this the ability to ‘take the role of the other’. As we have seen, for
Mead, the mind evolves when the child is able to (1) understand and use ‘conventional
gestures’, (2) ‘to employ the gestures’to ‘take the role of the other’, and (3) to imaginatively
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rehearse alternative lines of action. This third point, what Mead like to call ‘imaginative
rehearsal’, illustrates his conception of mind as a ‘process’ of intellectual activity, not as a
static structure. In order for an individual to ‘think about’ what he will do before he actually
does it, and to consider alternative forms of action before making a choice of action, he must
‘rehearse’ his decision, i.e., he must imagine his action before he acts. For this, says Mead,
mind must be present. In order that society might exists and persist, mankind must have
developed the capacity to imaginatively rehearse alternative lines of behaviour. Otherwise,
no self could have evolved and no society could have developed. Man is not primarily an
animal with instinctual behaviour of stimulus-response, but is human with a mind for rational
judgment and freedom of decision. In this context, Mead distinguished between ‘stimulus’
and ‘object’- animals respond to stimuli whereas man responds to objects. A stimulus,
explains mead, does not have an intrinsic character that acts upon individuals whereas the
meaning of an object is conferred upon it by the individual. Animals and human beings alike
react to stimuli, but only man acts toward an object. ‘The individual is not surrounded by a
world of pre-existing objects that coerce him; rather, he builds up his environment of objects
according to his ongoing activity’.
ii)

The Self :

Mead argued for a conception of mind as an emergent concomitant of societythat is, mind and society as coincidental phenomena. And if forced into a causal statement
of which came first, Cooley would say that mind produces communication, and Mead
would argue that mind arises within communication. Communication as meaningful
interaction, for Mead, begins in random gesturing-both verbal and non-verbal- which
through as process of selective experimenting, evolves a repertoire of ‘significant gestures’
and spoken sounds converging so as to create mind.
As the father of symbolic interaction, Mead made a distinction between
gesture and symbol. Gesture is a social act that operates as a stimulus for the
response of another organism (animals) engaged in the same act. Symbol is a
‘significant gesture’ which conveys a ‘meaning’ to which only human beings can
respond. Therefore, whereas a gesture may produce a stimulus in an animal, only
man is truly symbol-using, symbol-making animal; i.e., animal symbolicum. When
a gesture, e.g., a wink of an eye, evokes the same meaning from the receiver of
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the gesture, i.e., the wink, as from the sender (of the wink), this gesture is a
‘significant gesture’, or symbol. When vocal gestures (speech) reach this receiversender consensus of meaning, language is the result.
Symbolic interaction as meaningful communication occurs primarily through
the capacity of individuals to take the role of the other, or simply ‘role-taking. Significant
gestures, i.e., symbols, are significant because of their ‘self-conscious’ quality in man
whereas non-significant gestures are non-significant, i.e., non-symbolic, due to their
‘non-self-conscious’ quality in animals. Significant gestures as meaning-conveying
symbols rely upon ‘an arousal in the individual himself of the response which he is
calling out in the individual, a taking of the role of the other, a tendency to act as the
other person acts’ Mead:1977).
‘I’ and “Me’, most notable a contribution of the Mead to the study of human
relationships is comprehension of self-c0onsciousness, its genesis and its sociality. The
symbol arouses in one’s self what it arouses in the other individual. The mature self, arises
when a ‘generalized other’ is internalized so that ‘the community exercise control over the
conduct of its individual members. The self’s essence is its reflective self-awareness, and
with this essential capacity, an individual can be both an object ‘me’ and a subject ‘I’ to
himself. This dual capacity is the essence of being social.
Mead was not a social determinist by which is meant a belief that what the individual
is or becomes is fundamentally determined by his social environment. Mead was more
organic and dynamic in his theory of man in society. The self for mead was not simply a bag
of social attitudes picked up in the environment. He sued such concepts as ‘self-image’,
‘self-concept’, ‘taking the role of the other’, and ‘significant others’ to explain the creative
balance which exists between the individual and society. His suggestion that through
development of a mature self-consciousness, the individual becomes both an object and a
subject to himself is a profound insight. He points out: ‘it is the response of the organism
(individual) to the attitudes of others; the “me” is the organized set of attitudes of others which
one assumes. The attitudes of the others constitute the organized “me” and then one reacts
toward that as an “I”.
Thus, according to Mead, the ‘self’ is made up of the ‘I’ and ‘me’. The ‘I’ represents
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the impulsive tendencies and the spontaneous behaviour of the human infant- that behaviour
which is unconditioned and undisciplined whereas ‘me’ is the social component of self- the
internalized demands of society. Over time, the process of continuous interaction with parents
and significant others give rise to the concept of ‘me’ which enables the individual to restrain
and regulate the behaviour of ‘I’ in accordance with the established norms of the group or
society. Mead suggested that self-consciousness emerges in three evolutionary stages,
viz., (1) the stage of imitative acts, (2) the play stage, and (3) the game stage. The initiative
stage, says Mead, occurs about the second year of life during which time the young child
mimics the mannerism and behavioural patterns of his parents, siblings (brothers and sisters)
and other ‘significant others’, i.e., people in his immediate social environments. The play
stage begins about the third year which is characterized by the child’s growing interest in
assuming various role of his ‘significant others’, for example, playing mother, father, big
sister, etc. The third and final stage of self-consciousness development during which time,
the child had developed the capacity to ‘take the role of the others’, not just of one other
and not just of one role, but he is able to assume the attitudes of several people comprising
his social group all at one time. Whether it be perceiving the various and conflicting attitudes
of his parents and siblings during a moment of family feuding or an ability to really play in a
baseball game or chess, he is able to enter into the human interaction because he can
‘imagine’ the role of others.
The third stage is, of course, very complex and indicates real maturity in
consciousness of the self and others. Rational, adaptive behaviour is an indicator of
mature self-consciousness. This maturity occurs when an individual is able to mentally
perceive, understand, and employ the symbolic meanings of his own gestures and
those of others. During this process, says Mead, the self has the unique quality of
being an object to itself. Mead believed with Cooley that an individual cannot
experience himself except through the eyes of gestures of others. Mead puts it this
way:
“The individual enters his own experience as a
self… not directly or immediately, not by becoming
a subject to himself, but only in so far as he first
becomes an object to himself just as other
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individuals are objects to him or in his experience,
and he becomes an object to himself only by taking
the attitudes of other individuals toward himself
within a social environment or context of experience
and behaviour in which both he and they are
involved” (Mead: 1977).
iii)

The Generalized Other :

The effectiveness of Mead’s rational conception of the balancing duality of self and
society, or self-consciousness and social consciousness, is illustrated in his explanation are
essentially products of social habits which have evolved as effective means of establishing and
fostering social order. Social control, which is necessarily operative in any viable social order,
exists fundamentally as a social expression of individual self-control. Self-control is social
consciousness inevitability when individuals feel inwardly or subjectively obliged to honour the
rights of others within the social group.
But for the emergence of ‘the generalized other’, social institutions, social order,
and social control could not be. Through the growth and development of the self, the
generalized other represents that stage at which the individual is finally able to relate to
himself as object and subject, as ‘I’ and ‘me’_ the attitudes and values of his social
environment. The generalized other is identified with an organized community or social
group which fosters a sense of enduring selfhood, of continuous self-integrity and personal
identity through a continuously expanding number of social circles. The larger community
(from small cohesive groups to giant bureaucracies ) can express an attitude or value,
says Mead, only because it is present in each individual’s mind as the attitude or value of
the generalized other.
In summary, Mead insists that ‘self’ is neither a psychological organism nor a
biological entity but essentially a social process which arises in social experience and
activity. Social interaction, communication and group processes introduce the self
into which the individual organizes all his experiences. Thus, an individual forms the
concept of self in the process of meaningful interaction with significant others. How
does an individual, for instance, come to acquire his self-concept of being “intelligent”?
is intelligent, he is not intelligent because he thinks other think he is intelligent. It is the
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response of others who seek his advice and expertise and his perception of this
experience with them that gave him his self-concept of being intelligent. Thus individuals
come to acquire a variety of self-concepts such as ‘beautiful’, ‘timid’, ‘honest’,
‘outgoing’, etc. from their experience with the significant social group.
Mead has spoken with insightful sensitivity of the relationship of the adaptable
‘self-mage’ to the more stable ‘self-conception’, realizing that though individuals rightly
and necessarily attempt to fit in a social group by ‘defining the situation’ and adapting
to it, they nevertheless have an enduring sense of their continuous selfhood throughout
a variety of different social situations.
11.5

Functions of Self :

i) Communication :
The self serves as an object of communication. Mead declares that ‘the essence
of the self… is cognitive: it lies in the internalized conversation of gestures which
constitutes thinking, or in terms of which thought or reflection proceeds (Charon:
1979). Since human communication is essentially symbolic, without the self man would
not be able to communicate with himself or others, because. As Mead observes: ‘What
is essential to communication is that the symbol should arouse in one’s self what it
arouses in the other individual.
ii) Analysis of the Situation :
The self enables the individual to analyze each situation and to decide what
line of action to take. Since the individual experiences himself not directly but in terms
of the self, the most basic person in the situation, he takes stock of all elements in the
situation in relation to the self. In other words, ‘selfhood allows us to examine situations
and how they affect us and to determine the kind of action we might take by
imaginatively testing proposed action first on its effects on the self, that object we
seem to know the best.
iii) Self Direction and Control:
The importance of the self lies in the recognition that the individual can be the
object of his own actions. He can act toward himself in much the same way he acts
toward others. Just as he might control and manipulate others, he can direct and control
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the self. Indeed, the individual must be able to respond to a self-image before he seeks
to control himself or others. Thus in the symbolic interactionist perspective, the individual
does not passively react to external stimuli; he perceives, interprets, organizes his thoughts,
considers his options and chooses a line of action.
iv) Self-Judgment :
The individual evaluates his self-image in terms of his experience with others.
Like other meanings sentiments toward one-self are formed and reinforced in the
regularized responses of other people. Through role-taking a proud man is able to
visualize himself as an object toward which others have feelings of respect, admiration
or even awe. If others consistently address him with deference, he comes to take it
for granted that he deserves such treatment. On the other hand, if someone is
consistently mistreated or ridiculed, he cannot help but conclude that others despise
him. If a person is always ignored, especially in situations in which others like himself
are given attention, he may become convinced that he is comparatively worthless
object. Once such estimates have crystallized, they become more independent of the
responses of other people. (Shibutani: 1961).
v) Identity :
To furnish our identities is one of the essential functions of the self. In the
process of social interaction and experience, the self receives the labels, names and
other aspects of identity which others have for us and transform them as our own.
The self organizes our knowledge of ‘who we are’ and what we think of ourselves in
terms of our perception of others’ responses. Thus the individual comes to think of
himself as ‘shy’, handsome or ‘timid’ because these are precisely the labels which he
thinks the social world has attributed to him.
vi) Mind and Problem-solving :
The self not activates the mind; indeed. It makes that activity possible at all.
Because of mind, human beings develop an active relationship to their environment;
rather than just responding to stimuli; they evaluate environmental stimuli and consciously
select appropriate response. Mead notes: “Consciousness is involved 2where there is a
problem, where one is deliberately adjusting one’’ self to the world, trying to get out of
difficulty or pain. One is aware of experience and is trying to readjust the situation so
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that conduct can go ahead. There is, therefore, no consciousness in a world that is just
there... (Mead: 1938). When the self interprets an identity as unacceptable (a timid or
boring person) or perceives the attainment of a prized reward (honour or money) as
being blocked, mind treats it as a problem and proceeds to work out a strategy to deal
with the situation.
11.6

Society :

The third dimension in Mead’s perception of the social world is society and self
and mind serves as the interaction ingredients which eventuate in social order. Society
is a human construction. Society is an organized activity which is essentially regulated
by the generalized other and the arena within which individuals out of the complex
interactional adjustments- conflict, compromise, innovation, and cooperation- which
occur in human communications. As mind and self negotiate the parameters and
operational rules of social discourse, society’s order and institutions are sometimes altered,
reconstructed, or disassembled. Social change, consequently, is both likely and
unpredictable- likely due to the dynamics of human interaction and unpredictable- likely
due to the dynamics of human interaction and unpredictable due to the freedom of
spontaneity in mind and self.
The institution of society which represent the organized and patterned interaction
among a variety of individuals, are dependent for both their emergence and persistence
upon mind and self. Through the agency of mind, by means of which the individual takes
roles and imaginatively rehearses optional and alternative actions, coordinated activity
among several individuals is made possible. Through the agency of self, especially the
self’s ability to critically evaluate its own attitudes and behaviour from the point of view of
the generalized other, the social control needed in any meaningful and sustained coordinated
activity would be impossible. For Mead, the fundamental process to be studies and
understood, in addition to the emergent processes of self-consciousness, is the dynamic
relationship, sometimes creative, sometimes destructive, but always organic, which exists
between mind and self out of which society is generated. Mead’s view of this dynamic
relationship led him to believe that society, due to its constituent elements of mind and self
is constantly in a state of flux and rife with potential.
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11.7

Methodology :

Mead argued that in order for the human community to make progress in the
quality of social life, it must apply scientific method to social problem. Mead, like
Dewey, was a thoroughgoing pragmatist and nowhere is this philosophical
predisposition better reflected than in his scientific method.
For Mead, there are two sources of sociological understanding of man’s social
world. First there is behaviouristic psychology, not positivistic behaviourism- which
enables the social scientists to apprehend intelligence in terms of human activity. Without
this capacity of the scientific community to perceive and understand not just behaviour
as activity but human behaviors as social activity, the social scientists would be relegated
to a simplistic analysis of human behaviors in terms of animal stimulus-response. But
man can understand human behaviors by looking at ‘action’ and by apprehending
‘intelligence’. The second source for understanding man’s social world, is the process
of scientific research, a rigorous and non-doctrinal method which is self-revising and
consistently critical of its findings, of its hypotheses, and of its conclusions. Through this
dual emphasis upon behaviouristic psychology (action and intellection) and scientific
method (critical research), the social scientist is able to approach the data of the social
world with both confidence in method and expectation in understanding. As explained
by Collins, Mead methodological pragmatism included three assumptions or stages.
First, as with the whole school of pragmatic philosophy, s hypothesis is considered true
if it works when tested. Second, there was a fundamental belief that within human
conduct there lies a process of knowing. And third, there was a confidence that knowledge
is a process of acquiring the necessary ‘scientific apparatus’ (including ideas, concepts,
units of analysis, theoretical models, paradigms, equations, etc.) to carry out the desirable
task of social reconstruction in a democratic state.
11.8

Criticism :

As with any creative venture in the frontier regions of theory building, Mead’s profound
legacy inAmerican sociology was not without its shortcomings. It is probably more fair to say
that his theory necessitated further clarifications which he himself did not make, either because
he was unable to see them or because of time. Though his insights were often profound in terms
of the evolution of self-consciousness in society, he was not sufficiently clear in his explicationof
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the nature of social organization in society. Also, and as a result of this particular impression, the
points of contact between the individual and society were occasionally unclear. His major
contribution, viz., that mind and self generated society and that society affected mind and self,
needs much work in order that its full implications might be realized. Of course, mead could not
cover all fronts in his sociological work. This field is too broad. However, it is to be regretted
that he did not turn his inquiring mind to the problems of power and social stratification, of class
and social mobility. Nevertheless, though his methodology sometimes defies duplication and is
often too rationalistic and optimistically progressive for our day, his theories of mind, self, and
society and of the social consequences of perso9nal change is still main-line theories without
which modern sociology would be considerably less than it is.
11.9

Suggested Readings:

H. Blumer (1969), Interactionism, Perspective and Method, Englewood Cliffs,
N.J. Prentice-Hall.
Abraham, M. Francis (1982), Modern Sociological Theory: An Introduction,
Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Kinloch, Graham .C (1977), Sociological Theory: Its Development and Major
Paradigms, New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company.
Charles W.Morris (ed.) (1962) Mind, Self, and Society: From the Standpoint
of a Social Behaviorist, Chicago: Chicago University of Chicago Press.
Charon, Joel. M. (1979), Symbolic Interactionism, Englewood Cliffs: PrenticeHall.
Zeitlin, Irving M. (1987) Rethinking Sociology: A Critique of Contemporary
Theory, Jaipur” Rawat Publications.
11.10 Check your progress
1.
Discuss the concept of Mind, Self and Society ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
2.
Write a brief sketch on George Herbert Mead ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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12.1

INTRODUCTION :

Blumer was educated at the University of Missouri, where he obtained his
B.A. and M.A. degrees in 1921 and 1922 respectively. He then moved to the
University of Chicago, where he experienced the strong influence of Mead and
completed his Ph.D. in 1929. He stayed on in Chicago for some years, moving in
the 1950s to Berkeley where he has remained. His intellectual interests focus on
social psychology, collective behaviour, and mass communications. He is responsible
for developing the term symbolic interactionism and has made major contributions
to this particular type of theory in sociology. His works include numerous articles
on race relations, collective behavior, and mass communications. The most
authoritative collection of his work, however, is symbolic interactionism,
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Perspective and Method (1969); it is this work that concerns us in our present
discussion.
It was Herbert Blumer who, in 1937, in an article entitled “Social Psychology”,
coined the term “symbolic interaction” to denote the approach represented by such
thinkers as Charles H.Cooley, W.I.Thomas, Robert E.Park, E.W.Burgess, Florian
Znaniecki, William James, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead. In a later essay,
“Society and Symbolic Interaction”, Blumer argues that Mead, more than any others,
laid out the main premises of this approach, though he did not “develop its
methodological implications for sociological study” (Blumer: 1962).
Symbolic interaction, writes Blumer, “refers… to the peculiar and distinctive
character to interaction as it takes place between human beings.” Actors do not
simply react to each other but interpret and define each other’s actions. An actor’s
response is not immediate and direct but rather based on an assessment of the
meaning of the act. Human interaction is therefore mediated by the use of symbols,
“by interpretation or by ascertaining the meaning of another’s actions” (Blumer:
1962).
Blumer then goes to other premises, which may be summarized as follows:
The human being has a “self”, that is he can make himself the object of his own
actions, or act toward himself as he might act toward others. This enables the
individual to make indications to himself, and these self-indications are what we call
consciousness. Anything the individual is conscious of, ranging from the ticking of a
clock to an abstruse meaning is a self-indication, and the conscious life of human
being is a steady flow of such self-indications. Further, the self and its constitution
mediated by language enables the human being to abstract something from his
surroundings, and to give it meaning- to “make it into an object”. The object is no
more stimulus but is constituted by the individual’s disposition to act. In these
terms, human tend to construct and reconstruct their actions and hence their world.
12.2

OBJECTIVES
The main objectives of this lesson are :

1.

To understand the concept of symbolic Interactionism given by Herbert Blumer
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2.

To know the various assumptions given by Herbert Blumer

12.3

Aims:

Blumer is concerned with developing a symbolic interactionist theory of society,
symbolic interaction referring to “the peculiar and distinctive character of interaction as
it takes place between human beings” (Blumer: 1969). This peculiarity consists of the
reciprocal and symbolic interpretation of each other’s action. Sociology, according to
this perspective, is concerned with “the interpretive process by means of which human
beings, individually and collectively, act in human society” (ibid: 1969). Such a paradigm
conceptualize society as a system of interpretive processes governing behaviour. The
main premises of the symbolic interactionist approach are, therefore, that human society
is made up of individuals who have selves (that is make indications to themselves); that
individual action is a construction and not a release, being built up by the individual
through noting and interpreting features of the situations in which he acts; that group or
collective action consists of the aligning of individual actions, brought about by the
individual’s interpreting or taking into account each other’s actions.
Symbolic interaction, it is important to note, is opposed to positing “factors”
or “forces” and explaining human conduct in those terms. Even when such forces
are lodged in the “social system”, “social structure”, etc., this procedure is opposed
by symbolic interactionists because it treats individuals as “media through which
such factors operate” and denies or ignores that it is individuals who act “by making
indications to themselves” (Blumer: 1962).
Similarly, symbolic interaction opposes psychological factors and forces:
“the self” is not brought into the picture by introducing such items as organic drives,
motives, attitudes, feelings, internalized social factors or psychological components.
Such psychological factors have the same status as the social factors mentioned:
they are regarded as factors which play on the individual to produce his action.
They do not constitute the process of self-indication” (Blumer: 1962).
12.4

Assumptions :

Building on the work of Mead, Blumer makes a number of basic assumptions
concerning social reality, as follows:
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1. “People, individually and collectively, are prepared to act on the basis of the
meanings of the objects that comprise their world” (ibid: 1969:50). Behaviour
is based on social meanings accorded particular objects. These objects are of
three major types: physical (e.g., trees), social (e.g., priests), and abstract (e.g.,
moral principles).
2. Associations represent a “process in which…(people)… are making indications
to one another and interpreting each other’s indications” (ibid:1069:50), i.e.,
human action is interpreted and constructed.
3. “Social acts… are constructed through a process in which the actors note, interpret,
and assess the situations confronting them.” (ibid: 1969:50). The human being is
thus an acting organism with a self which participates in role making. The individual
thus interacts with itself in the interpretive process.
4. Finally, “the complex interlinkages of acts that comprise organizations, institutions,
division of labour, and networks of interdependency are moving and not static
affairs” (ibid: 1969:50). Accordingly, societies or groups, since they exist in
interaction, are dynamic and formative rather than static. As articulated lines of
action, they are neither pre-established nor do they possess an existence separate
from that of their participants in interaction. On the other hand, the previous
actions of these participants provide the background for any instance of joint
action.
To summarize, society consists of living lines of action, formed through the
process of interpretive interaction which is guided by particular objects and defined
by particular group contexts. According top this perspective, society represents a
symbolic, interactive, interpretive process located within the individual; it is not a
static, external system.
12.5

Methodology :
The above assumptions, according to Blumer, require a particular kind of
methodology: the utilization of a more naturalistic type of inquiry (i.e., a method which
goes “directly to the empirical social world” in contrast to predefined models), focusing
on exploration and inspection, and the natural ongoing character of the empirical world
(Ibid: 1969:46). More specifically, Blumer advocates a ‘naturalistic’ approach to research.
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It involves the examination of particular instances of social life as they occur in their
usual settings. They should be studied with some care and in some detail. The researcher
should aim to see the world in the same way as those people he is studying. He should
be prepared to live along with them throughout the course of their daily routines and to
expose himself to those experiences which they typically encounter. He should aim for
a sympathetic and sensitive understanding of their general outlook on the world. He
should aim, too, to see how those processes which we talk about through our sociological
abstractions (birth-rates, social roles, systems of authority, and so on) can be seen as
organized patterns of conduct and social interaction across the span of daily experience.
This approach emphasizes the need to place oneself in the role of the participant, take
the dynamics of interaction seriously, develop “pictures” of social action (i.e., observe
the process by which social action is constructed), and view institutions and groups
dynamically (i.e., as arrangements of people linked in action). Methodology appropriate
to symbolic interactionism is empathetic, dynamic and inductive in contrast to the artificially
imposed, static, and deductive methods typical of traditional, “scientific” sociology. Such
an approach, once again, represent a further elaboration and application of Mead’s
work.
12.6

The Typology :

As in case of social behaviourism typologies implicit in social-psychological
theory are more models of social reality than types of social structure or society. In
this respect Blumer’s theory differs little: his typology of social reality is implicit in
the assumptions (his or her background, self-object, role taking), objects (physical,
social, abstract), and others (their background etc.) all of which represent an ongoing,
dynamic, symbolic, interactive, and interpretive system located within the individuals
concerned.
12.7

Summary and Conclusions :

Blumer’s concept of society differs markedly from those of organic-structurefunctionalists and conflict-radical theorists. Blumer sees society as consisting of
living lines of action, formed through the process of interpretive interaction which is
guided by particular objects and defined by particular group contexts. Society thus
represents a symbolic, interactive, interpretive process located within the individual.
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Such a perspective is bound to raise a number of critical issues:
1. To what extent, for example, is this perspective or conceptual framework rather
than a theory? In terms of an explanatory structure, it is clearly lacking.
2. The extent to which Blumer moves significantly beyond the work of Mead
represents another problem.
3. While rejecting functionalism and imposed definitions of social reality, one
can argue that ultimately symbolic interactionism is systemic form. Thus,
while the context of interaction may vary, its structure or form is relatively
uniform.
4. It can also be argued that naturalistic methods will eventually result in some
kind of imposed analysis of any empirical situation- a problem which cannot
be avoided.
12.8
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12.9

Check your progress

1.

Discuss the concept of mind, Self and Society ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

2.

Write a brief sketch on George Herbert Mead ?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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