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1

What is Social
Structure?

‘Social structure’ has always been one of the central concepts in
sociological theory and analysis. Indeed, it has now become some-
thing of a commonplace to see the major disputes of contemporary
sociology as organized around the dualism of ‘structure’ and
‘action’. While there have been many discussions of the nature and
meaning of social action, there have been very few definitional
works on social structure. Indeed, social structure is usually treated
as a taken-for-granted concept that is not in need of any explicit
definition or discussion. Actual uses of the concept, however, are
strikingly nebulous and diverse. As a result, there is little consensus
over what the word means, and it is all too easy for sociologists to
be talking at cross purposes because they rely on different, and
generally implicit, conceptions of social structure,

This peculiar situation — that one of the discipline’s central con-
cepts is so misunderstood — is clear from the definitions of social
structure that are given in the leading dictionaries of sociology. One
of the most important of these defines social structure as ‘A term
loosely applied to any recurring pattern of social behaviour; or,
more specifically, to the ordered interrelationships between the
different elements of a social system or society’ (Concise Oxford
Dictionary of Sociology 1994: 517). Having given this very general
characterization, the dictionary disarmingly adds, ‘However, there
is no generally agreed meaning, and attempts at providing succinct
definitions have proved singularly unsuccessful’ In a stnkmgly
similar way, another dictionary holds that social structure is ‘Any
- relatively enduring pattern or interrelationship of social elements

. The more or less enduring patterns of social arrangements
wuhm a particular society’ (Collins’ Dictionary of Sociology 1991:




2 Social Structure

597). This dictionary entry, too, goes on to say that ‘No single
concept of social structure exists in sociology, despite its wide-
spread usage.’

These dictionary definitions have undoubtedly highlighted the
central idea behind the use of the word ‘structure: it is a pattern or
arrangement of elements. They further show that a specifically
social structure is a pattern or arrangement of the elements of a
society. But this does not get us very far, as it tells us neither what
the elements are, nor how the patterns are sustained. What does it
mean to talk about a ‘pattern’ of social behaviour, and exactly
where do we find the pattern as opposed to the behaviour itself?

Our aim in this book is to draw out the concepts of social struc-
ture that have actually been employed in sociological discussions.
We want to make both clear and explicit a concept that has come
to be not only vague and implicit, but also highly contested. We
think that this task can be facilitated by drawing on the analysis or
‘history of concepts’ developed by Bachelard (1937), Canguilhem
(1968, 1977) and Foucault (1971). Although these authors engaged
in different substantive areas (Bachelard in physics and mathemat-
ics, Canguilhem in the life sciences and Foucault in the human sci-
ences), and developed distinctive methodologies, they nonetheless
shared some core assumptions concerning the analysis of scientific
concepts.

In the first place, the meaning of a concept cannot be determined
with reference to everyday language; its meaning has to be under-
stood in the context of the conceptual or discursive networks in
which it is embedded and used, Consequently, we will not simply
pick on each and every use of the rerm ‘social structure’. The term
has sometimes, for example, been used to refer to statistical pat-
terns and distributions such as those reported in demographic and
economic investigations (Marsh 1961). This use, however, trades on
the scientific value of the idea of ‘structure’ without developing any
conceptual understanding of it. In contrast, we seek to explore the
various conceptual frameworks within which ideas of social struc-
ture have been formulated, showing how the assumptions made in
these frameworks have shaped the ways in which social structure is
understood,

Second, a concept is not a theory. A concept in itself is not an
explanation. Instead, a good concept demarcates a phenomenon of
interest so that theoretical explanatory strategies can be developed.
Thus although concepts are integrated in theories, their meanings
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What is Social Structure? 3

cannot be merely derived from knowledge of, or the logical archi-
tecture of, a theory. In fact, it is possible to have a number of com-
peting theories using the same concept (Gutting 1989: 34), as it is
also possible to have concepts that are not properly integrated with
other concepts in a theory. Thus concepts have a relative autonomy
from the logical structure of the theories in which they are embed-
ded. We believe that the analytical importance of this is that a
history of a concept, as well as its associated meanings, need not be
understood merely in terms of a history of theoretical traditions —
though, as we will show, they often do cluster around them.

As we see it, ‘social structure’ and its associated terms have most
typically been used as ways of describing the organization of social
life, just as structural thinking in other disciplines has been moti-
vated by attempts to theorize the specific forms of organization that
define their subject matters. Thus, there can be structural analyses
of physical phenomena, chemical phenomena, mental phenomena,
and, of course, social phenomena. Our focus is on concepts of social
structure, and we seek to elucidate the various concepts that have
been employed - in whatever terminology - to grasp the structural
aspects of social life. If ‘structure’ is to be understood, for the
moment, to mean pattern or arrangement — as opposed to that
which is ‘random’ or ‘chaotic’ — then our aim is to see in exactly
what ways the pattern or arrangement of social life has been under-
stood. '

We will show that the history of sociology shows the long-term
coexistence of two different conceptions of social structure. On the
one hand, there is that which we identify as the idea of institutional
structure. Here, social structure is seen as comprising those cultural
or normative patterns that define the expectations that agents hold
about each other’s behaviour and that organize their enduring
relations with each other. On the other hand, there is the idea of
what we call relational structure. Here, social structure is seen as
comprising the social relations themselves, understood as patterns
of causal interconnection and interdependence among agents and
their actions, as well as the positions that they occupy.

Debates in theoretical and empirical sociology have, in large part,
been shaped by the rivalry between advocates of these two differ-
ent concepts of social structure. Advocates of institutional structure
and of relational structure have sometimes seen their preferred idea
as being the only valid concept of social structure to employ. More
typically, however, there has been simply a difference of emphasis.
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Those who have emphasized institutional structure have tended to
see relational structure as being of secondary and, perhaps, deriva-
tive importance, while those who have emphasized relational struc-
ture have seen institutional structure as the secondary factor.

We do not think it is useful or sensible to propound either of
these claims at such a general level. As we highlighted above, con-
cepts are not rigorously defined by theoretical strategies. In fact the
meaning of a concept is never entirely closed, as post-structuralists
have rightly argued.! As a result, in trying to uncover the meaning
of the concept of social structure, we will show that the concept has
more depth and that its meanings are more diverse than is often
revealed in discussions of it. The concept of social structure points
to a complex articulation of the institutional and relational
elements of social life. The relative importance of the two aspects
of social structure is something that will vary from one situation to
another and about which it is impossible to generalize. What is
quite clearly implied by this view, however, is the belief that analy-
ses of institutional structure and relational structure offer comple-
mentary, not alternative, frameworks of sociological analysis.
Sociology will prosper only if it recognizes this.

Recently, however, new understandings of social structure have
come to challenge these established views. Inspired by develop-
ments in theoretical linguistics, anthropology and, more recently,
evolutionary psychology, a new conceptual framework has made
itself felt in sociological debates. Those working within this intellec-
tual context have argued that social structure must be seen as anal-
ogous to the grammatical structures of speech and texts. According
to this point of view, patterns of institutions and relations result from
the actions of individuals who are endowed with the capacities or
competencies that enable them to produce them by acting in organ-
ized ways. These capacities are behavioural dispositions, and so
social structure has to be seen as an embodied structure. Embodied
structures are found in the habits and skills that are inscribed in
human bodies and minds and that allow them to produce, reproduce,
and transform institutional structures and relational structures.

Proponents of the idea of embodied structure have tended to see
it as being the most fundamental aspect of social structure. Indeed,
many have denied that there is any other kind of social structure at
all. For those who work within post-structuralism and post-modern-
ism, for example, grand narratives of social structure — along with
those other grand narratives of society and social system — must be
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abandoned (Lemert 1998). They hold that there is no whole or
totality separate from the structuring activities and practlces that
are engaged in by individual actors.

Our view is, again, that this is too extreme, Institutional structures
and relational structures do depend, as we will show, on embodied
structures, but this does not make them any the less real. Social
structure, in our view, is a concept that points to three interdepen-
dent aspects of the organization of social life: the institutional, the
relational, and the embodied. The power of sociological analysis lies
in the recognition of this. Those approaches that have emphasized
one aspect to the exclusion of all others tend to lose their intellec-
tual power and vitality. The complementarity of the three aspects of
social structure, and the need to work with them all, must be kept
firmly at the centre of sociological attention.

This view should not be taken as implying any priority for *struc-
ture’ over ‘action’. The supposed incompatibility of these two ideas
is overstated, and the suggestion that sociological researchers must
choose between them is misguided. Social structures, as we will
show, depend on the existence of human beings that act and exer-
cise agency. However, they cannot be reduced to these actions, and
so they cannot be eliminated from sociological analysis. At the
same time, of course, actions are always and necessarily structured
by the social contexts in which they occur. There can be no action
without structure (Archer 1995).

The duality of action and structure in sociological debate is, at
most, a reflection of an intellectual division of labour, a methodo-
logical ‘bracketing’ of one set of concerns in order to concentrate
on another. In this book, we bracket off questions of action and
agency in order to concentrate on those of social structure. But this
must be recognized for the methodological convenience that it is.
No ultimate priority of structure over action is implied.

We have organized our discussion of social structure around the
three aspects that we have identified. Chapter 3 looks at institutional
structure, Chapter 4 at relational structure, and Chapter 6 at embod-
ied structure. In Chapter 5 we examine those views of social struc-
ture that have been concerned with attempting to represent its
ontological depth or levels of social complexity. These views are clus-
tered around three conceptual frameworks: base/superstructure,
system/subsystem and social fields. We will show that an under-
standing of the possibilities contained in this facet of social structure
is another crucial element in the development of concepts that are
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capable of capturing the complex organization that constitutes social
life. :

In Chapter 2 we trace the emergence and establishment of struc-
tural thinking in a range of scientific disciplines, tracing the
sequences of uses through which the meaning of ‘structure’ was
gradually refined and then applied within the emerging discipline
of sociology in the nineteenth century. We look, in particular, at the
ways in which these ideas were explored in the works of Spencer
and Durkheim, whose discussions of social structure set the scene
for all that followed.

A developmental approach informs our discussions in each of the
other chapters, though we have deliberately avoided presenting the
work of the writers that we discuss as a sequence of schools of
thought. We attempt to present a history of the concept of struc-
ture, which is not the same as a history of social thought. We also
do not provide a sociology of sociology, in which modes of thought
are constantly related to the social and historical contexts that give
birth to them. In sum, we do not try to relate concepts of social
structure exclusively to particular traditions of social thought, to
the works of particular geniuses, or to particular historical periods.
We aim to show how the concepts have arisen in diverse schools
and in the works of a wide range of authors. On the other hand, we
do not want to imply that the emergence and development of socio-
logical ideas can be seen simply as the cumulative outcome of a sub-
jectless process. Both the history of social thought and the sociology
of sociology are important approaches to knowledge, but our aim
in this book is different. It is a contribution to debates over social
structure that derives much support from these concerns, but
which, ultimately, aims to present intellectually coherent accounts
of the various concepts of social structure and to demonstrate their
contemporary relevance to the sociological debates of today.




2
Conceptualizing
Social Structure

We have argued that debates over the concept of social structure
can be more fruitfully pursued by making explicit the conceptual
networks from which the different uses of the concept obtain their
meaning. In doing so, however, it is important to realize that the
concept of ‘structure’ had its own history before it was used to con-
ceptualize social organization. Having reviewed this history, we will
go on to show how these networks of concepts were used by nine-
teenth-century writers to gradually build a picture of what they
variously called the ‘social organism’ or the ‘social mind’. We will
look, in particular, at the works of the two leading writers to pres-
ent systematic accounts of social structure: Herbert Spencer and
Emile Durkheim. This will not only clarify their use of the concept
of social structure or organization. It will also show how the con-
ceptual networks from which they drew their concepts allowed
them to make important theoretical innovations while at the same
time constraining what they could say.

‘Structure’ before ‘social structure’

The English word ‘structure’ derives from the Latin word struere, to
build, The — ure ending is used in English to form nouns that denote
an action or a process, or that refer to the result or outcome of a
process. Hence, ‘structure’ can mean ‘building’ in both of its princi-
pal senses. It can mean the act of building something, and it can
mean the end product of a building process. Its core meaning,
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therefore, is related to that of other words such as ‘constructing’
and ‘forming’. The word was widely used in this sense in the fif-
teenth century to refer to an actual physical building or edifice
(such as a house or a cathedral) and also to the principles behind its
construction. This latter usage pointed to the balance of forces that
gave the building its particular shape or form. The term “structure’,
therefore, specifically implied the inner arrangement, composition
or organization of the constituent elements of a building. A struc-
ture was a building or edifice that owed its distinctive characteristics
to the fact that its parts were organized in some specific way.

‘Structure’ retained this range of meaning through much of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, its main usage being in
practical architecture and the science of geometry that explored the
abstract mathematical properties of different kinds of structure.
The massive growth of the physical sciences, however, involved an
extension of the concept into new scientific areas. Hooke, for
example, looked at the forces of tension and compression that
result from the changes in shape that a structure undergoes when
subjected to a load. He distinguished ‘elastic’ structures, that
recover their shape when a load is removed, from ‘plastic’ struc-
tures that do not. In the nineteenth century, Cauchy made the first
significant advance on Hooke’s work when he introduced the con-
cepts of ‘stress’ and ‘strain’ to investigate the elasticity and plastic-
ity of structures. These novel ideas were responsible for the massive
strides that were made in engineering during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, as the mechanics of tension structures and
compression structures were applied to the construction of such
things as bridges, ships, aircraft, and ‘skyscraper’ blocks.

The extension of structural ideas from architecture to engineer-
ing encouraged their use in other scientific disciplines. During the
nineteenth century, the word ‘structure’ came to be used in biology
to refer to a combination of connected and interdependent parts
that make up an organism. The wing of a bird and the leg of a
mammal, for example, were seen as particular, specialized struc-
tures. Whole organized bodies — organisms — were seen as complex
organized combinations of organs and other elements, and they
could themselves be seen as biological structures.

At around this same time, ‘structure’ was also beginning to be
used in geology to describe the patterns of rock formation that make
up the earth’s crust and surface layers, and in chemistry to describe
the arrangement of atoms into molecules. The word ‘structure’,
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then, was coming to be seen as a technical, scientific term that could
be used in a whole variety of fields to describe the arrangement of
the parts of any complex, organized whole into a specific pattern or
form.

Much of this structural thought, however, was purely static, treat-
ing structures as timeless Platonic forms. There was little idea of the
development or transformation of structures. This was true even in
biology. Richard Owen was, by the 1840s, the leading exponent of
the idea that different forms of life could be grouped according to
similarities in their anatomy and physiology and that the various
groups could each be related to one of a small number of arche-
typal structures. The members of each group could, furthermore,
be arranged in a sequence from lower to higher levels of organiz-
ation relative to their archetype. What he and those influenced by
him would not accept was the idea that these were sequences of
evolution in which one structure could develop or transform itself
into another. If cathedrals did not transform themselves into
bridges, why should it be believed that one species could evolve
into another?

Darwin, of course, was to supply precisely the reason why this
should be believed, firmly linking the idea of structure to that of
development. Support for developmental ideas had been growing
in geology and biology through the nineteenth century, from
Eamarck through Lyell to Spencer, but no one had yet provided a
clear picture of the mechanism that could make the transmutation
of structure possible. Although Darwin felt that he had discovered
a solution to this problem by the 1830s, he kept this knowledge
secret until he felt that it could be published without being rejected
out of hand by the religious orthodoxy. Publication of The Origin
of Species in 1859 finally showed that structural development was
possible not only within the lifetime of a particular individual, but
also across sequences of species. Structural analysis could, then, be
dynamic as well as static (Thompson 1917).

It was in this conceptual and theoretical context that the pioneer
sociologists began to grapple with the idea of social structure. The
notion that societies could be regarded as organized wholes can, of
course, be traced back at least as far as Plate and Aristotle, but it
was not until the rapid development of the natural sciences in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that this became a common
way of approaching the social world. The physical, chemical and bio-
logical sciences were seen as having made great strides by focusing
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on their characteristic subject matters and adopting a structural
approach to their study. Many began to feel that a science of society
could be achieved through the same means. Comte, for example,
saw each of these sciences as showing a progressively higher level of
organization in its subject matter. There was a hierarchy of sciences,
with sociology being the last to develop because of the particularly
complex nature of the organization of its subject matter.

Early sociology borrowed many ideas from the more advanced
natural sciences, and these sciences, in turn, not infrequently bor-
rowed them back. Thus, Condorcet sought to explore the mathe-
matical aspects of social structure, while Claude Bernard, and
others, explored physiology on the analogy of ‘society’. These
shared ideas were not necessarily seen as ‘borrowing’ or ‘imitating’
at all, as structural ideas of organization and complexity had come
to be seen as common features of the scientific worldview, in both
the natural and the social sciences (Vergata 1994).

The attempt to theorize a distinctively social form of organiz-
ation through the concept of social structure threw up a problem
that has remained a contentious point of debate in the human sci-
ences until the present. This is the question of whether a social
structure has an existence independent of the individual human
beings that are its ultimate elements. This arose because social and
mental structures seemed to have a slightly different character from
those of architecture, physics and biology. In all the areas in which
the word ‘structure’ had been used until the middle of the nine-
teenth century, structures were either visible or, in principle,
observable. They could actually be seen, with or without the aid of
instruments of observation. This was not the case in the newly
expanding sciences of psychology and sociology: neither mental
processes nor social institutions were observable independently of
the individuals who held them or produced them. Spencer, for
example, held that structures of interdependence in social life, no
matter how real, were not material entities and so could not be
directly observed. They could be studied only through inference
and through the observation of their consequences.

The non-observability of social structures meant that, initially,
sociologists were very vague about precisely what social structure
was thought to be. It seemed possible to talk about social struc-
ture as the arrangement or pattern among the parts of a society,
without specifying what these parts were (other than individual
human beings) and how the patterns were formed. Attempts to
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conceptualize social structure drew on two metaphors in an effort
to grasp this complexity. On the one hand, a social structure was
seen as akin to a biological organism and as forming a social body
or social organism. On the other hand, it was seen as akin to a per-
sonality or soul and as forming a social mind. For those who pre-
ferred to talk of the social organism, it was natural to focus on the
material interdependence, division of labour and exchange among
individuals and the ways in which the ‘anatomy’ of social life could
be explored. Those who used the metaphor of the social mind, on
the other hand, focused on the communication of ideas among
individuals and the ways in which the ‘spirit’ of a society shaped
its constituent members.

The most influential of those who talked of the social organism
was Schiffle, whose Structure and Life of Social Bodies (1875-80)
saw social systems as organized around differentiated functional
structures that operated in analogous ways to the brain, the heart,
and the stomach in living organisms. The central organ in any social
organism, he held, is the system of national! economy, the economic
system. This is a ‘social process of digestion’, a ‘digestive apparatus’
that produces means of subsistence and excretes material waste.

The idea of the social mind, on the other hand, was forwarded
most systematically by Hegel. Mind, or spirit, he held, was the
element of ‘ideality’ that distinguished the human from the merely
external world of nature or matter, and Hegel distinguished the
‘subjective mind’ studied by psychology from the ‘objective mind’
studied by the socio-historical sciences of ethics and law. Norms,
rules and customs are the elements of this objective mind and are
expressed in the institutions of family, civil society, and state. The
state itself he saw as ‘an organized whole’ that operates as ‘a living
mind’ (Hegel 1807: 265). ' '

These were the conceptual and theoretical networks that con-
strained and made possible Spencer and Durkheim’s explicit and
systematic formulations of structural ideas in sociology. Notwith-
standing the many inadequacies of their formulations, they articu-
lated a basic view of social structure that remains with us today.

Spencer and the social orgahism

Though he was not in any direct sense a follower of Comte, it was
Herbert Spencer who first set out an explicit discussion of social
structure along Comtean lines, It was his delineation of the sphere
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of the social that proved highly influential among those who were
to establish the foundations of classical sociology. While continuing
to base his arguments on the Hobbesian image of the individual
that he shared with Mill and the classical political economists,
Spencer also set out a model of the ‘social organism’. This he under-
stood as resulting from the rational, calculative interactions of indi-
viduals, but as having definite properties and characteristics of its
own.

The social organism and the biological organism have, according
to Spencer, many common characteristics. In particular, they both
have a permanency in the arrangement of their parts: they show a
constancy or fixity of structure. Both social structures and biological
structures, furthermore, are to be seen as the outcome of processes
of growth or development (Spencer 1876: 436). In the case of the
social organism, structural development results from the interplay
of the actions of the constitueat individuals. This is not to say, of
course, that it has to be seen as a conscious and deliberate creation
of these individuals. Spencer shared with Adam Smith and the
other writers of the Scottish Enlightenment the view that social
conditions had to be understood as the unintended and unplanned
outcome of individual actions.

It is the fact that the elements of a social organism are sentient
individuals that gives it the characteristics that distinguish it from
any biological organism. While the cells from which biological
organisms are built are physically connected to each other, ‘the men
who make up a society, are physically separate and even scattered’
(Spencer 1864: 394). Direct physical connection is rare in social life.
Only in relations of sex and violence is there any direct flow of
energy or vital fluids or any direct physical influence among indi-
viduals. Human individuals are, rather, connected through lan-
guage — and even sex and violence must be seen as linguistically
organized behaviours. It is the linguistic communication of signs
from one person to another that allows them to transfer emotion
and information. In living bodies, impulses are conveyed from unit
to unit by ‘molecular waves’. In societies, causal influence occurs
through ‘the signs of feelings and thoughts, conveyed from person
to person’ (Spencer 1876: 448). Language, Spencer argued, is the
‘inter-nuncial’, or message carrying, channel of the social organism.
It is a container and conveyor of information and emotion, and it
is what makes social structure possible. It is this recognition that
helped Spencer’s concept of the social organism to incorporate

At o 3,
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many of those features that others saw in the social mind. The social
organism has to be seen as a mental phenomenon as much as a
material one.

How, then, did Spencer see social structures? He said first of all
that they are not to be seen as material entities. A social organism
does not form a ‘continuous mass’ in any material sense. He also
held that ‘societies have no specific external forms’, no skeletons,
shells, or fleshy substances of their own. They are discontinuous,
discrete, and dispersed, manifest only in myriad individuals and the
material objects that they use in their actions. For this reason, social
structures are not directly visible or available for direct inspection
in the same way as a physically existent biological organism
(Spencer 1873: 73).

It was in Chapter 4 of his Principles of Sociology that Spencer
gave his most extended discussion of social structure. While whole
societies are to be considered as complex social structures, he gave
particular attention to the internal organization of societies into
more specialized social structures. Such social structures, he
argued, are sub-aggregates of individuals within a social organism.
They are ‘clustered citizens’ (Spencer 1876: 466) that differ in some
socially significant way from the other members of their society.
These social structures are analogous to the organs of a living body
in so far as they tend to be more or less specialized in particular
tasks or activities. These tasks are the ‘functions’ that they under-
take. A whole society, then, is a set of connected structures, a
‘system of organs’.

Spencer went on to describe the various social structures that he
thought were the elements of whole societies. These he termed the
sustaining, distributing, and regulating structures of the social
organism. However, he said nothing more about the defining
characteristics of social structures as general phenomena in social
life. His analysis of linguistically mediated communication as the
means through which social structures are produced was sugges-
tive, but undeveloped. His ideas had to be thoroughly reworked
before they could yield a viable account of social structure. This
reworking was undertaken by Durkheim.

Durkheim: relationships and representations

Durkheim used the word ‘social structure’ relatively rarely in his
work. When he did so, it was to refer to the overall pattern of social
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life in societies studied as wholes. He saw tribal and modern
societies, for example, as distinct social types or ‘social species’,
characterized, respectively, by ‘mechanical solidarity’ and ‘organic
solidarity’ (Durkheim 1893). In describing these various forms of
social structure, however, Durkheim gave little detail about their
precise constitution. In his exploration of the general character of
what he called ‘social facts’, however, he defined ‘collective
relationships’ and ‘collective representations’ as the elements from
which social structures are built. Together with the ‘morphological’
features of social life in which they are grounded, he argued, these
are the ‘social facts’ with which sociologists must be concerned.!

Social facts, Durkheim held, are those ways of acting, thinking,
and feeling that are general throughout a particular society and that
are able to exercise an ‘external constraint’ over its members
(Durkheim 1895). Individuals are born into a world of social facts
that pre-exist them and that, in many cases, will persist for long
after they have died. A pattern of kinship relations {(mother, father,
son, daughter, etc.), the grammar and vocabulary of a language, a
system of money and prices, and a network of roads and railways
all have these characteristics. They are general, external and endur-
ing. External social facts constrain individuals in many different
ways. They may limit their abilities to act in certain ways, open up
new opportunities, or evoke a sense of obligation and commitment
among those who have been fully socialized into the ways of their
society. A language, for example, limits and channels the ways in
which people can speak, while a network of roads limits and chan-
nels the ways in which they move about in their cars. Similarly,
moral commitments to kinship roles create a sense of obligation
that predisposes people to care for family members, while trust in
a monetary system obliges them to accept pieces of metal and paper
in exchange for goods and services.

Durkheim began his analysis of social facts with an exploration
of what he called the ‘morphological facts’ in which they are visible.
Morphological facts result from ‘the mass of individuals who
constitute society, the manner in which they have settled upon
the earth, the nature and configuration of those things of all
kinds which affect collective relationships’ (Durkheim 1895: 57).
Morphological facts include the size and density of a population in
its territory; its distribution across urban and rural areas; forms of
building and architecture; patterns of transport, boundaries, and
frontiers; the distribution of natural resources; and the technologies
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that are produced by using those resources. These facts are all to
be considered as aspects of the material ecology and natural
environment within which individuals find themselves and that they
transform through their social activities. Morphological facts are
the specialized concern of geography and demography, which
Durkheim saw, in this respect, as disciplines ancillary to sociology.

Morphological facts do not themselves constitute social struc-
tures, Durkheim argued. They are, rather, a ‘substructure’, a foun-
dation upon which the social structure proper is built. They are,
however, the only external and tangible forms in which other social
facts appear and have their effects. As Spencer recognized, the
social bond that connects individuals is not a material bond, though
it can be inferred only indirectly from its external, material forms.
From this delineation of social morphology, Durkheim went on to
discuss the characteristics of social structure proper.

‘Collective relationships’ — social relations — constitute the first
aspect of social structure that he identified. They depend upon par-
ticular morphological conditions, and they may be visible through
them, but they remain separate and quite distinct from them. They
are what Durkheim termed the ‘internal social milieu’ of a society,
as opposed to its external, morphological milieu, and define forms
of attachment among individuals. Kinship relations, for example,
depend upon the existence of physical individuals with particular
reproductive capacities and patterns of ageing, and they are made
visible or more tangible in a distribution of housing types and
households, and in the concentration and dispersal of a population.
Nevertheless, the kinship relations themselves are irreducible to
these demographic conditions and they must be studied directly
and independently by sociologists.

Social relations cluster into distinct patterns, and these can be
considered as the ‘parts’ of a society. Such structural parts as the
systems of morality, economy, kinship and the state were, for
Durkheim as for Spencer, analogous to the organs of the body.
They are differentiated and specialized sets of social relations that
have a particular ‘function’ within the whole society, just as differ-
entiated physiological organs have their particular functions within
the body. Societies, then, are social bodies with an ‘anatomy’ of
social relations and a ‘physiology’ of functional connections.

‘Collective representations’ constitute a second aspect of social
structure. Collective representations are mental phenomena, and
Durkheim held that all mental phenomena, to the extent that they
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are not the direct and unique products of individual biology, are to
be seen as social facts.2 They are the beliefs, ideas, values, symbols,
and expectations that exist only in the minds of individuals, but that
can be communicated from one individual to another and that regu-
late their behaviour. It is through this process of communication
that representations come to be shared and, therefore, to be held
more or less generally throughout a society. The ‘social conscious-
ness’, then, is the total stock of collective representations that is
created through the processes of socialization and imitation that
make up the larger process of social communication.

Like collective relationships, collective rtepresentations can
become visible or tangible in some external, material form. Ideas
can be written down or published in letters, books, and newspapers;
laws can be printed in official documents; and musical ideas can be
recorded on to tapes and disks. These documentary embodiments
of the collective representations, however, are not to be confused
with the representations themselves. They are merely material indi-
cators of the collective representations. It is only when a written
idea is read, and enters the minds of the readers, that it has the
power to constrain their actions, thoughts, and feelings by provid-
ing them with a mental pattern or a sense of obligation. Collective
representations, therefore, are distinct and separate from their
material expressions. They form an autonomous sphere of mental
objects. If collective relationships can be said to form a social body,
collective representations can be said to form a social mind or
mentality. At its strongest, Durkheim saw this as forming a ‘col-
lective conscience’, a core of representations that are ‘common
to the average members’ of a society (Durkheim 1893: 38-9, 64).
Durkheim sometimes suggested that collective representations
form a completely separate level, a superstructure that arises above
the structure of social relations.

The social structure of a society, then, consists of the particular
complex of collective relationships and collective representations,
forms of attachment and regulation, that give the society its specific
characteristics. For example, a simple and undifferentiated tribal
society forms a structure of mechanical solidarity in so far as there
is a high level of consensus, and the collective conscience, as a
result, exercises a strong compelling power over the actions,
thoughts, and feelings of its members. The individual is completely
absorbed or engulfed by the social mind. Each member is similar
to all the others - they have no individual identity — and their social
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relations can be completely governed by their shared represen-
tations. In these circumstances, social action is characterized by
conformity, altruism, and fatalism.

In modern societies, on the other hand, individuals are far more
differentiated from one another. Each follows a specialized pattern
of activity. The collective conscience is less relevant in relation to
these specialized activities and shrinks to a relatively small core.
There is much greater diversity in the collective representations
that make up the current social stock of ideas, and there is, in con-
- sequence, a much greater scope for individual choice of action.
Each person draws on collective representations that are shared
with those performing the same task, but that are not shared with
all other members of their society. Social action, in these circum-
stances, is characterized by a high level of institutionalized indi-
vidualism. Social life can no longer be regulated by a monolithic
collective conscience, and more specifically relational mechanisms
are required. In such a situation, Durkheim argued, individuals are
integrated through bonds of organic solidarity, in which it is the
interdependence of each upon all others that ties them together. In
these circumstances, there is the ever-present danger that this
normal individualism will degenerate into one of the ‘pathological’
states of egoism and anomie, where individuality is unconstrained
and unregulated by collective relationships.

Durkheim’s work has inspired, directly or indirectly, most of the
leading approaches to structural sociology. In the rest of this book,
we will first explore Durkheim’s two aspects of social structure: col-
lective relationships and collective representations. We will show,
however, that they have inspired quite different traditions of
thought, and only rarely have they been brought together in a single
theory. Relational ideas had their greatest impact through Rad-
cliffe-Brown and the British social anthropologists, and through
ideas derived from Simmel and Tonnies. For these writers, socio-
logical analysis was to be concerned with the networks of social
relations that tied people together into groups and larger social
systems. In the work of Parsons and the structural functionalists, on
the other hand, relational ideas were all but reduced to a residual
status. These writers focused on the structures of collective rep-
resentations, which they termed social institutions. In a different
form, this orientation lay behind American cultural anthropology,
which combined it with a Hegelian awareness of the ‘patterns of
culture’ that define forms of social organization. The concern of
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these writers was with the ways in which social relations are nor-
matively patterned. Both relational structure and institutional struc-
ture, then, have their origins in the sociology of Durkheim, but they
have been developed largely independently of one another.

However, as we highlighted above, Durkheim understood social
structure proper as a complex articulation of both institutional
and relational structures. Consequently his influence can also be
detected in the predominantly French tradition (including Mauss,
Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, and Bourdieu) that has been concerned
with linking these two facets of social structure. This conceptual
and theoretical legacy is best exemplified in the work of Bourdieu
and Foucault. Finally, Durkheim’s concern with morphological
facts, and the different modalities of the distribution of individuals
in social space, can also be detected in Foucault’s conception of
social structure which links embodied structure to the organization
of the social body.
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Institutional

Structure

In Chapter 2, we showed that Durkheim’s work combined two
distinct concepts of social structure. These were the collective
relationships that form relational structures and the collective rep-
resentations that give rise to institutional structures. In this chapter
we look at institutional structure, and we turn to relational struc-
ture in Chapter 4.

An appreciation of the importance of institutional structure can
be found in many traditions of sociological analysis, but its clearest
and most systematic expression was in the social thought of Talcott
Parsons and other structural functionalist theorists. Their work on
social structure, allied with the concept of ‘function’, produced an
intellectual synthesis that, from the 1940s to the 1960s, formed the
mainstream of sociological analysis. The core ideas on institutional
structure that they set out, however, can be separated from the
wider framework of ‘functionalism’, and they were widely accepted
by sociologists who were otherwise very critical of structural func-
tionalism.

Parsons constructed his institutionalist account of social structure
in a series of essays written in the 1940s, and he also transmitted
these ideas to others through his teaching at Harvard. From 1931
until his retirement, Parsons taught a course on comparative social
institutions that latterly went under the title of ‘Institutional Struc-
ture’ (Parsons 1971a: 279). His leading students — Robert Merton,
Bernard Barber, Kingsley Davis, and Marion Levy - diffused these
ideas more widely as they pursued their careers in postwar sociology.

Parsons and his students have often been described as normative
functionalists because they saw institutional structure as formed
from shared ‘norms’. These norms, in turn, were seen as based in a
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value consensus. It is undoubtedly true that they overemphasized
normative and value consensus, and minimized the part that is
played by conflict and contention over social values (Wrong 1961).
This criticism does not, however, require an abandonment of the
concept of institutional structure itself. So-called conflict theorists,
for example, sought to detach the concept from the consensus
assumption - and from its wider ‘functionalist’ framework - and to
recognize the part played by power in sustaining norms and social
institutions. Ralf Dahrendorf’s (1957) analysis of social institutions,
for example, owed as much to Weber and Marx as it did to Parsons
and Durkheim. Robert Merton, Edward Shils, and Shmuel Eisen-
stadt ploughed increasingly independent furrows that owed a great
deal to both normative functionalism and conflict theory, and they
made a number of important contributions to the analysis of insti-
tutional structure. Thus it is possible to identify a set of conceptual
networks and theoretical strategies through which Parsons, and his
critics represented social organization in terms of institutional
structure.

Theoretical challenges to structural functionalism broadened out
during the 1960s and 1970s into increasingly vociferous rejections of
the idea of social structure itself. For many sociologists, ‘action’
and/or ‘practice’ had to be placed at the centre of intellectual atten-
tion. We will look at the implications of this view in Chapter 6. For
the present, however, it is necessary to point out the renewed atten-
tion that has been given to institutional structure since the 1980s.
Recent work by ‘neofunctionalists’ such as Jefferey Alexander,
Niklas Luhmann, and Richard Miinch, supported by the later work
of Neil Smelser, has restated the importance of attempts to theorize
institutional structure. Similarly, the so-called new institutionalism
that has taken root in economics, political science, and organiz-
ational studies has helped to renew a focus on institutional structure.
The area of institutional structure has traditionally been concerned
with examining institutions at the national, and sometimes sub-
national, level. However, recent scholarship has emphasized the
importance of considering also the transnational dimension of insti-
tutional structure. Although these approaches have in some sense
not formed part of mainstream sociology (cultural and post-colonial
theorists, for example, have often positioned themselves in opposi-
tion to the so-called modernist sociology of Parsons), they nonethe-
less highlight the importance of thinking about and conceptualizing
cultural patterns of behaviour. In this chapter, we draw on these
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theoretical approaches and their conceptual universes to argue that
any structural account of societies must incorporate an understand-
ing of the operation of institutional structures.

The cultural background

Social institutions have their basis in the culture that people share
as members of a community or society. They are, at heart, cultural
phenomena. The particular concept of culture adopted by Parsons
and his school was developed in the early years of the twentieth
century by Franz Boas and those who sought to establish models of
‘culture and personality’. The key figures were Edward Sapir, Ruth
Benedict (1934), Alfred Kroeber, and Ralph Linton (1945), as well
as Boas himself. A related influence on this emerging idea was
Malinowski’s functionalist view of culture (Parsons 1957; Richards
1957). These writers shared a view of culture as a ‘superorganic’
phenomenon (Kroeber 1917), a symbolic realm that went beyond
the merely organic.

Culture is what makes human beings distinctively human. It con-
sists of the beliefs, ideas, sentiments, and symbols - in short, the col-
lective representations — that people share. It is a patterned system
of symbols that mediate and regulate communication (Parsons
1951: 327).! Culture includes the whole body of knowledge that
people hold in common and the various ideas and values that
provide them with general principles for action, rules of behaviour,
and legitimating beliefs. It is transmitted from person to person
through communication, and it is acquired by new members of
society {infants and children) through socialization. Individual per-
sonalities are formed through the ‘internalization’ of cultural ideas,
and this internalization ensures a degree of uniformity in the per-
sonality or ‘character’ of those who live in particular societies
(Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952).

1t is within individual minds, then, that culture exists. The culture
of a society is an abstraction that is identified by the sociologist or
anthropologist from the contents of individual minds and the arte-
facts that people produce (Linton 1945: 28-9). In Kluckhohn’s
words, a culture is ‘the network of abstracted patterns generalized
by the anthropologist to represent the regularities distinctive of the
group in question’ (Kluckhohn 1954: 924). As such, it has no sub-
stantial existence outside individual minds and the mental pro-
cesses that inform their actions. Nevertheless, culture is not a
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purely subjective reality. As collective representations, cultural
entities also have an objective reality. This is not the reality of a
social or group mind, but the reality of a system of shared values
and ideas.? As Durkheim recognized, collective representations are
regular, general, and enduring within a society and, therefore, can
be studied as if they exist externally to individuals. Indeed, they can
be seen as ‘external’ precisely because individuals themselves per-
ceive them as objective and external facts.

Margaret Archer has recently cast this in more abstract terms:
a cultural system is a ‘corpus of existing intelligibilia’, a collection
of ‘things capable of being grasped, deciphered, understood, or
known’ (Archer 1988: 104. See also Jarvie 1972). The relations
among the elements that make up a culture are not relations of ‘real
interconnection’, of causal or functional connection. The coherence
of a culture is a matter of the ‘internal relations between meaning
components’ (Habermas 1981b: 226). These internal relations are
those of logic, rationality, and stylistic resemblance.? A particular
scientific discipline, for example, comprises a network of concepts,
propositions, models, and laws that stand in meaningful and often
logical relations to one another. Similarly, a language is a system of
sounds or graphic marks that is connected to a system of meanings
through grammatical and semantic rules.4

Whether the coherence of a culture is understood in terms of
logic, rules, rationality, or thematic and stylistic unity, the under-
lying idea is that there is a conceptual or meaningful ‘pattern con-
sistency’ in cultural objects that is quite different from any
subjective consistency that they may have in individual minds. The
sociological task is to explore what Benedict has called the ‘patterns
of culture’ (Benedict 1934. See also Parsons 1945a: 229, 1951: 15),
and to show how these can become integrated with the interests and
motives of individuals.

Social institutions are cultural phenomena, and this preamble on
culture has been necessary to bring out the fact that the institutional
patterns that comprise a social structure have the same virtual exist-
ence as all other cultural phenomena. To explore this further, we
can now turn to the idea of the social institution itself.

The virtual order of social institutions

Parsons saw ‘structure’, in its most general sense, as referring to ‘a
set of relatively stable patterned relationships of units’, and he
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concluded that a specifically ‘social structure’ is ‘a patterned
system of social relationships of actors’ (Parsons 1945a: 230, 1975.
103). These patterns of social relations are to be understood, he
argued, as normative patterns - as social institutions.

A major influence on Parsons’s work was the early ‘institution-

alist’ writings in economic sociology undertaken by Veblen (1899,
1904) and Commons (1899-1900; 1924). Commons defined social
institutions as the ‘definite and accepted modes of mutual dealing’
that prevail in a society (Commons 1899-1900: 3). They are
expressed in common usages, customs, and laws that shape indi-
vidual desires and actions. The forms of action studied by econom-
ists and political scientists — actions in the market place and in
electoral competition — are grounded in specifically economic and
political institutions, and these, in turn, are grounded in the more
general social institutions studied by sociology. Commons’s argu-
ment on this point unwittingly echoed Durkheim’s (1893) recog-
nition of the ‘non-contractual element in contract’, the normative
framework of trust and obligation that is presupposed by any con-
tractual relationship. Parsons felt that the institutional economists
tended to overstate the extent to which institutions were grounded
in ‘instincts’, and he drew on Durkheim to build a specifically socio-
logical approach to the formation of social institutions, as well as
the ideas of the Boas school of cultural analysis.
" Social institutions, for Parsons, constitute the framework or
skeleton of a society. Examples include such large-scale structures
as marriage, monogamy, endogamy, patriarchy, property, contract,
collective bargaining, commodity exchange, bureaucracy, profes-
sionalism, sovereignty, representative government, monotheism,
denominationalism, and selective education. There are, in ad-
dition, the micro-institutions of day-to-day existence, such as
those concerned with queuing, turn taking in conversations, dinner
party entertaining, and gift giving. These institutions, large-scale
and micro, cluster together into overarching institutional struc-
tures such as feudalism, patrimonialism, industrialism, and capi-
talism. ' '

These social institutions and institutional clusters must not be
reified by the investigator. As cultural phenomena, they have a
virtual and not a material existence: ' S

Institutional patterns are the ‘backbone’ of the social system. But

they are by no means absolutely rigid entities and certainly have no

mysteriously ‘substantial’ nature. They are only relatively stable



24 Social Structure

uniform resultants of the processes of behaviour of the members of
the society.

(Parsons 1945b: 239)

Institutional patterns, therefore, are carried in the minds of indi-
viduals, but they have a virtual objectivity that puts them beyond
particular individuals. Linton held that while the patterns ‘are car-
ried in the minds of individuals and can find overt expression only
through the medium of individuals, the fact that they are shared by
many members of a society gives them a super-individual character’
(Linton 1936: 102). The institutional patterns persist while particu-
lar individuals come and go. An awareness of the subjective charac-
teristics of social institutions must be tempered by an equal
awareness of their objective reality.

Parsons himself has concentrated on the objective and external
characteristics of social institutions, but a complementary account
of the subjective origin of institutions was set out in the phenom-
enological work of Berger and Luckmann (1966; see also Holzner
1968). Social institutions, they argue, are built from the reciprocal
expectations that people build up in their interactions. As someone
observes another’s actions, they infer meanings and motives and
they begin to formulate these observations into enduring assump-
tions about what others will typically do in a variety of situations.
These ‘typifications’ are, in Berger and Luckmann’s words,
‘inwardly appropriated’ as normative expectations: actors infer that
someone will typically act in such and such a way, and so they come
to expect that they ought to act in that way. These expectations
become objective and coercive social institutions when they are
shared by participants and so come to be seen as self-evident,
obvious, and taken-for-granted features of how the world really is.
They become social facts that confront individuals and cannot be
wished away (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 77). In many cases, of
course, people are born into their social institutions. Rather than
building them from scratch, they take them over ready formed, or
they modify them only slightly. Individuals are socialized into their
institutions as they are socialized into their culture.

Social institutions, then, have a dual reality, being both subjective
and objective. As subjective realities, they are the ‘maps’ that people
- construct to guide themselves through their social interactions.
Because individuals act on their knowledge, and because this know-
ledge is shared, social institutions become ‘objectified’. They seem
to the participants to have an objective reality outside themselves.

0 ST e
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It is the interlocking of knowledge and actions among a plurality of
individuals that gives social institutions their mind-independent
characteristics. They are stable and rigid, and they cannot be altered
by a simple individual refusal of them or a change of belief. They
resist efforts to change them, and they constrain possibilities for
action: ‘If an insufficient number of people cease to believe in the
reality of class, or racialism, or capitalism, then those few who start
acting as though they did not exist will soon suffer a rude awaken-
ing’ (Jarvie 1972: 150).

A structure of social institutions is not simply a construction in
the individual mind; it is not reducible to the actual mental states
of individuals. It is an objective, but non-substantial reality (Jarvie
1972: 152):

On the one hand, social entities are, like mental states, intangible; like
friendliness and goodwill they may come out of nothing and fade into
nothing. On the other hand, they are like physical states, they react
strongly to our probes: when, as an exercise, one acts as though a brick
wall is not there, one may suffer severe consequences, and the same is
true of many social institutions, from table manners to taxes.

(Jarvie 1972: 159)

Social structure, then, is a conceptual reality whose elements are
the culturally patterned expectations that are called social insti-
tutions. Social institutions are the ‘normative patterns which define
what are felt to be, in the given society, proper, legitimate or
expected modes of action or of social relationship’ (Parsons 1940b:
53, emphasis removed, 1960: 7-8). It is through institutions that
practices become culturally standardized and actions are guided,
regulated and channelled. They form ‘predefined patterns of
conduct, which channel it in one direction as against the many other
directions that would theoretically be possible’ (Berger and Luck-
mann 1966: 72). One of the clearest formulations of this point of
view was that of Merton, who saw what he called the ‘cultural struc-
ture’ as ‘that organized set of normative values governing behavior
which is common to members of a designated society or group’
(Merton 1957a: 162). The ‘normative pattern’ of a society com-
prises the regular and general ways of acting, thinking, and feeling
that form people into social systems.

The idea of the ‘normative pattern’ shows that institutions are
seen as built from ‘norms’. A norm is seen, in its most general sense,
as a rule of conduct that is shared by a particular set of people.
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Norms do not set ‘utopian’ ideals for action, but are the actual,
operative expectations that govern day-to-day behaviour. They
define those things that people feel they have a right to expect of
one another in specific circumstances. The basis of social order in
everyday life is the sharing and interlocking of these behavioural
expectations. As Davis has argued, ‘“The essence of any social situ-
ation lies in the mutual expectations of the participants’ (Davis
1948: 83).5 Any ongoing social situation involves a mutual recog-
nition and sharing of behavioural expectations by the participants.
Regularities in observed behaviour are brought about, to a greater
or lesser extent, by the recognition of shared norms.

Many norms are acquired during socialization, through a process
of internalization, and so there are great variations in the extent to
which they are conscious and verbalized as clearly formulated prin-
ciples of action. In some cases, people may be able to state them in
some detail, while in others they will resort to vague generalities.
They are very often taken-for-granted features of social life, and
knowledge of them may be almost completely unconscious (Linton
1936: 259-60).

The explicit and written codifications of norms that are found in
statutory law, handbooks of manners and etiquette, religious texts,
and so on are not always the norms that people typically follow in
their actual behaviour (Davis 1948: 70). People do not typically
look in books in order to find out what they should do in everyday
situations. Most of the time, people know what they must do
without having to reflect on this for very long at all. People tend to
become consciously aware of their norms when they are disre-
garded or challenged by others, or where they face novel and
unfamiliar situations. In these situations, codified norms may be of
particular significance. Codified rules of behaviour are also likely
to be important as conscious principles for action whenever written
legal norms are established by a conscious and deliberate act of
authority. Legal norms are central to modern private property
rights, citizenship rights, and to the control of certain forms of inter-
personal violence, and many social institutions involve a mixture of
legal and non-legal regulation. Norms can exist, therefore, both as
internalized expectations and external codifications. Radcliffe-
Brown rightly said that ‘Rules . . . only exist in their recognition by
the members of the society; either in their verbal recognition, when
they are stated as rules, or in their observance in behaviour’ (Rad-
cliffe-Brown 1940: 198).
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No matter how clear their knowledge of the particular norms
regulating their own behaviour and that of those with whom they
" interact, few individuals will have any comprehensive and detailed
knowledge of the overall structure of the social institutions of their
society. They will have very little knowledge of the norms that are
relevant to those who are distant from them or of how their own
social positions are connected with all others into an extensive
social division of labour. There is, then, a social distribution of
knowledge: ‘The patterns which comprise the system are trans-
mitted to the individual as so many discrete units, and the know-
ledge and exercise of these patterns at any given point in the
society’s history is divided up among the society’s members’
(Linton 1936: 261). The knowledge that underpins the institutional
structure is dispersed among the minds of the individuals who,
through acting on their partial knowledge, reproduce — and trans-
form — the objective and shared institutional structure that defines
their various social positions and social expectations.

Institutions rediscovered

As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, structural func-
tionalism faced many strident and persistent challenges during the
1960s and 1970s. This led many to abandon ideas of social insti-
tutions and institutional structure in favour of an emphasis on the
irreducibility of individual action and face-to-face interaction
found in ‘micro-sociology’ (see Chapter 6). All these approaches
stressed the subjective reality of cultural phenomena - their loca-
tion in individual minds — at the expense of their objective insti-
tutional reality. These concerns had a wider impact in the social
sciences beyond sociology. Economics and political science had
never been so deeply concerned with cultural issues, and in these
disciplines an emphasis on individual action found its expression in
particularly vociferous formulations of rational choice theory.
During the 1980s, however, concern was growing over the limi-
tations of these alternative perspectives and about what was being
lost in a failure to take social institutions seriously. It was at this
point that forms of ‘neofunctionalism’ began to appear in sociology,
and variants of ‘new institutionalism’ were advocated in other
social sciences.

Among economists, the new institutionalism involved a self-
conscious rediscovery of the old institutionalism of Veblen and
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Commons. It involved a recognition that rational economic actions,
such as market transactions, are embedded in institutional frame-
works that give them meaning and direction. New institutional
economists see social institutions as providing the ‘rules of the
game’, the procedures that give a sense of stability and orderliness
to economic life and so reduce the uncertainty that people face in
their day-to-day market transactions. These institutions provide the
context within which economic transactions among enterprises and
between enterprises and their customers take place.® They define
and limit the range of choices that are open to people and so influ-
ence the outcome of market processes (North 1990: 3—4). The insti-
tutional framework of property rights, for example, forms a part of
the structures of corporate governance that regulate the business
behaviour of directors, executives, and managers. Writers such as
Williamson (1981, 1985) saw institutions as the results of rational
individual action and purposive design, while others saw them as
the unintentional results of an evolutionary process of variation
and selective retention (Nelson and Winter 1982). However they
came about, they were recognized as a central aspect of any econ-
omic process (Granovetter 1986).

A similar perspective has been taken in political science about
how social institutions regulate voting, decision making, and the
formation of coalitions and alliances to exert pressure on govern-
ments. Much of this work has concentrated on formal administra-
tive institutions, such as democracy, citizenship, and corporatism,
and on such institutions as committee deliberation, budgeting, and
judicial review, These institutions establish rules and procedures
that regulate the distribution of authority, the generation and
circulation of information, the allocation of time, the rights of
opposition, and so on (March and Olsen 1989; 22). In a particularly
famous example of this style of work, Bachrach and Baratz (1962)
drew on the work of Schattschneider (1960) to show how the con-
struction of political agendas and the establishment of procedures
of decision making allows some groups to mobilize the insti-
tutional ‘bias” and so exclude some people from power while
advantaging others. _

There has been a parallel development of new institutionalist
writings in the interdisciplinary field of organization studies (Powell
and DiMaggio 1991). This was pioneered by attempts to incorpo-
rate a more systematic awareness of the influence of culture on
organizational forms, and this is the work that shows the greatest
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continuity with the work of the normative functionalists (Meyer
and Rowan 1977; Meyer and Scott 1983; W, R. Scott 1995: 33).

Old institutionalism, normative functionalism, neofunctionalism,
new institutionalism, and many other strands of thought have, then,
jointly developed a concept of institutional structure as a cultural
phenomenon that regulates social action. But how do they see this
regulation as taking place, and what are its limits? The key mechan-
ism of institutional regulation has been developed through the con-
cepts of social positions and role expectations, and it is to these that
we now turn.

Social positions and roles

Social institutions regulate actions by defining the social positions
that people can occupy and the behaviour that is associated with
these positions (Linton 1936). A social position is a definite ‘social
location’ or ‘social place’ in a social system (Warner 1952: 46; Popitz
1967).7 As a part of culture, knowledge about social positions is
held in individual minds, but this knowledge is shared by those who
interact together. Davis has remarked that '

An individual carries his social position around in his head, so to

- speak, and puts it into action when the appropriate occasion arises.

Not only does he carry it in his head but others also carry it in theirs,

because social positions are matters of reciprocal expectation and
must be publicly and commmonly perceived by everyone in the group.

{Davis 1948: 87)

Social positions are elements in larger networks of positions.
They are the units of the conceptual maps that people use to organ-
ize their social actions. Within these maps, they derive their specific
meanings from their relations to other positions (Parsons 1942b:
143). Just as a particular word within a language derives its meaning
from its relations to all other words (Saussure 1916), so social pos-
itions are defined relative to all the other social positions that com-
prise the social system in question. What it means to be a ‘father’,
for example, depends upon how the culture defines what it is to be
a ‘child’, a ‘man’, a ‘husband’, and so on. In their turn, each of these
positions depends on what it is to be a father. Parsons concluded,
therefore, that a social structure can be seen as ‘a system of pat-
terned relationships of actors in their capacity as playing roles rela-
tive to one another® (Parsons 1945a: 230).
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The number of social positions that are identified in any particu-
lar culture is likely to be immense. Social institutions vary from one
culture to another, and the social positions that they define will
reflect this variability. Societies may distinguish, for example, such
diverse positions as those of husband, wife, father, mother, neigh-
bour, friend, headman, priest, doctor, citizen, dentist, plumber,
church member, opera buff, and football fan. Even where a SOCi-
ologist recognizes two cultures as each defining a social position of
‘father’, the way in which this position is seen and the name given
to it may be quite different.

Each social position defines a role in social life for its occupants
(Gross et al. 1958). Roles are definitions of those things that people
are expected to do in the various situations that they encounter in
their lives. They are blueprints or templates for action: ‘bundles of
expectations directed at the incumbents of positions in a given
society’ (Dahrendorf 1958: 36). They specify the rights and obli-
gations that are entailed in social positions, and they tell us what is
expected of us and what we should expect others to do (Parsons
1940b: 54). In this sense, roles specify the attitudes and behaviour
that comprise the actual behaviour that occupants are expected to
perform by providing people with a ready-made definition of the
situation (Parsons 1942b: 145; Williams 1960: 35 ff.).8 :

Central to role expectations are ideas about what people should
do and how they should do it. Merton has highlighted these two
aspects of role expectations in his claim that the institutional struc-
ture of any society sets both the ‘legitimate objectives’ for social ,
action and the ‘regulatory norms’ through which these objectives
can legitimately be pursued (Merton 1949 132). The objectives that
are defined by a culture as being legitimate for particular indi-
viduals and groups to pursue are the goals, purposes, and interests
that form the ‘frame of aspiration’ through which they live their
lives. These objectives are held out to them as things to which they
should aspire in their various social positions. The regulatory
norms, on the other hand, define the acceptable means or avenues
through which these objectives should be pursued. They proscribe
certain forms of behaviour, they prescribe others, and they permit
choice within specified limits,

Merton has argued that each socjal position is, in fact, associated
with a whole array of forms of behaviour that comprise what he
called a ‘role set’. The audiences with whom a person interacts in
his or her roles are, for the most part, the occupants of different
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positions, and so will have varying interests, sentiments, and
values. A medical student, for example, must act as a student not
only in relation to other students, but also in relation to clinical
teachers, doctors, nurses, social workers, patients, medical tech-
nicians, and others. In each of these relations, the student is likely
to encounter different behavioural expectations (Merton 1957b:
112). Clinical teachers may expect diligent study, supervising
doctors may expect long hours of technically competent work,
fellow students may expect sociability, and so on. Certain expec-
tations may be shared by all role partners, though emphasized dif-
ferently, while other expectations might differ quite markedly.
Individuals must juggle the various expectations that make up
their role set, as these may often conflict with one another. Satis-
fying the expectations of one participant may involve acting
counter to the expectations of another. This has led to the recog-
nition of varying degrees of ‘role conflict’, both within and between
social roles. '

Position and role always go together, and the distinction is,
perhaps, a little artificial.? Nevertheless, the distinction between the
location that a person occupies and the expectations that are
attached to it is very important. This leads to the conclusion, in
Parsons’s words, that

The institutional structure of a social system, then, is the totality of
morally sanctioned statuses and roles which regulate the relations of
persons to one another through ‘locating’ them in the structure and

defining legitimate expectations of their attitude and behaviour.
(Parsons 1942b: 143. He refers to the more general discussion in
Parsons 1937: Chapters X and XV)

Conformity, power and contradictions

A major issue in institutional analysis is the question of why indi-
viduals conform to the normative expectations of their culture, For
normative functionalists, conformity is seen as an inevitable conse-
quence of a person’s socialization into a cultural consensus. Fully
socialized individuals internalize these cultural values during their
early childhood and so the values become deeply embedded in the
personality as ‘moral sentiments’. People come to see conformity
with institutionalized expectations as a moral duty, any violations of
them being met with guilt or shame on the part of the violator and
‘moral indignation’ in their role partners. Guilt and indignation,
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then, are the ‘corrective forces’ that steer human behaviour (Par-
sons 1940b: 50; Williams 1960: 30, 31). The moral indignation of
others can, of course, be expressed in many ways, varying from mild
disapproval to the use of actual force.

Normative functionalists see the application of sanctions -
rewards and punishments - as a supplementary source of social
control. Where individuals have not been fully socialized, and so
are more likely to deviate from the norms of their society, they may
still conform in order to avoid the punishments or to obtain the
rewards that this brings. These mechanisms of social control may
even become organized into specialized social institutions: Parsons,
for example, saw authority and status stratification as the most
important institutional means through which sanctions are organ-
ized in a society (Parsons 1940a, 1940b).19 Social institutions may,
then, become associated with the ‘vested interests’ that individuals
and groups acquire in them. Other things being equal, people are
likely to seck to maintain the various benefits and advantages that
they get from the way that the institutionalized patterns operate
(Parsons 1942c: 139; 1945b: 241-2).

Despite this recognition that both moral sentiments and vested
interests play a part in ensuring conformity to normative expec-
tations, normative functionalists have justly been criticized for
overemphasizing value consensus and for adopting an ‘oversocial-
ized’ view of the individual (Wrong 1961). These critics have
pointed out that the degree of consensus in a society may be quite
low. In fact, normative functionalists have, themselves, always been
unclear about how strongly the consensus assumption is to be
taken. What seems to be clear is that the concept of institutional
structure does not depend upon the strong assumption of complete
consensus. While a particular society may rest on a common recog-
nition of certain significant values and their associated norms, there
need be no complete agreement over what particular value judge-
ments and normative commitments are to be made. Fully socialized
individuals may, for example, recognize the existence of property
rights, but they need not subscribe to the moral legitimacy of these
rights, and there may be all sorts of disputes about who enjoys par-
ticular rights in relation to specific objects,11

The existence of an institutional structure, then, does not
require a complete moral consensus. This was actually recognized
by Parsons, who said that ‘when dynamic problems of directions
and processes of change are at issue, it is essential to give specific
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attention to the elements of malintegration, tension and strain in
the social structure’ (Parsons 1942a: 117). That is to say, there can
be incompatible or contradictory normative patterns within a
culture, and particular individuals may experience all sorts of con-
flicting pressures upon them. In his discussion of German fascism,
for example, Parsons showed that the institutional patterns of
modern societies involve both ‘traditional’ and ‘rationalized’
elements and that these may generate conflicting demands or
expectations (Parsons 1942c: 135). Merton quite explicitly said
that the intensity of commitment to cultural objectives and norms
is likely to vary from one group to another and that the same
strong moral sentiments may not be shared by all members of a
society (Merton 1957a: 170-2; Merton and Barber 1963).

This point was most explicitly recognized in the work of the con-
flict theorists, who argued that role expectations have to be seen
in relation to the distribution of power (Dahrendorf 1958). A
powerful social group may be able to impose its preferences on the
less powerful by using its power to sanction nonconformity. In
these circumstances, the institutions of a society will express the
values of the powerful — who may not even form a majority. Any
consensus that may exist will simply reflect the successful estab-
lishment of a dominant ideology (Rex 1961: 124-6). Shils (1961: 6)
has also recognized that social institutions invariably involve a
degree of imposition and that the actual or potential use of sanc-
tions has to be seen as a normal feature of institutionalization. The
central values that underpin the leading social institutions of a
society, he argued, reflect the concerns of its dominant group, and
tend to override the values and interests of more peripheral
groups. Even Parsons recognized this possibility, holding that
social institutions may simply comprise the ‘dominant structural
outline’ of a society (Parsons 1945b: 239).12 Subordinate groups
may have their own, quite distinct, norms and values, forming
oppositional, ‘anti-system’ groups that pursue counter-institutions
and become the agents of institutional change (Eisenstadt 1965:
41).

Power, then, may lead people to see conformity with normative
expectations as necessary, even when they are not morally com-
mitted to them. Institutions can be accepted fatalistically or prag-
matically, much as the weather is simply accepted because it is
beyond our powers to change it (Mann 1970). The constraining
force of social institutions, then, results from a combination of
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value commitments and power and does not depend upon the exist-
ence of a moral consensus or even majority agreement (Dahren-
dorf 1958: 48). Thus, social structure is finally defined by Parsons as
‘a system of patterned expectations defining the proper behaviour
of persons playing certain roles, enforced both by the incumbents’
own positive motives for conformity and by the sancﬁons of others’
(Parsons 1945a: 231).

A broadly similar understanding of the relationship between
institutional structure, power and conformity has been developed
by a number of theorists working in the Marxist tradition. As we
will show in Chapter 5, Marx did not reject the analysis of culture
and institutional structures, but he did not devote much attention
to delineating its relationship to the economic processes that he saw
as more fundamental. Institutional structure has, however, been
examined by later Marxist writers. The early members of the
Frankfurt school such as Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse
looked at the role played by culture in the legitimation of capital-
ism. Their most influential works examined how the mass produc-
tion of culture - the ‘culture industry’ — secured consent by turning
individuals into passive consumers of a ‘debased’ culture that
undermined their autonomy and stifled revolutionary protest.

A more powerful, and less pessimistic, account of institutional
structure was provided by Gramsci. He argued that national
societies and other social totalities should be seen as ‘ensembles of
- ideas and social relations’ (Gramsci 1929-35: 366, 377), these social
relations being constituted by the crystallization of class forces and
the unequal distribution of economic resources. Gramsci main-
tained that classes could not rule by coercion alone, but also
required a cultural power - or ‘hegemony’ - through which the
active consent of the dominated could be secured. Cultural insti-
tutions formed a worldview, or ‘common-sense’ world, that organ-
ized and aligned the behaviour of individuals. Gramsci believed
that this institutional common sense was reproduced in the every-
day activities of schools, churches, trade unions, and other organiz-
ations. This idea of institutional structure was developed by
Althusser (1971) in his concept of the ‘ideological state apparatus’
(see also Williams 1977 and Dworkin 1997).

It is clear, then, that a recognition of the importance of patterns
of normative behaviour and the institutional structures that
underpin them is not incompatible with a recognition of the
importance of power and conflict. There can be no simplistic
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equating of institutional analysis with a theory of consensus. Many
institutional analysts have also made the point that there may be
imbalances and inconsistencies between cultural elements, even
where a high level of consensus does exist. Merton produced the
most powerful example of this idea in his influential analysis of
anomie.

Merton began from a recognition that the institutionalized objec-
tives and regulatory norms that are attached to social positions do
not always stand in a constant relation to one another. It is possible
for the objectives and the means to be emphasized differently: ‘The
cultural emphasis placed upon certain goals varies independently
of the degree of emphasis upon institutionalised means’ (Merton
1949: 133). That is to say, in some societies the objectives are highly
stressed, while the legitimacy of the means for attaining them is
seen as being of less importance; in other societies exactly the oppo-
site may hold, and the means may be stressed at the expense of the
objectives. On this basis, Merton identified two extreme cases of
social order, which he called the anomic and the ritualistic or fatal-
istic.13 The anomic case is that where the objectives of actions are
strongly emphasized and far less attention is given to the regulat-
ing norms. The opposite, fatalistic, case occurs where there is a
strong emphasis on close adherence to prescribed ways of behav-
ing, regardless of their actual results (Merton 1949). In his analysis,
Merton concluded that US society was closer to the anomic form.
Importantly this also led him to emphasize that the uneven access
to legitimate means produced different forms of adaptation (con-
formist, innovative, ritualistic, retreatist and rebellious responses
(Merton 1949: 139 ff.; Parsons 1951: 256-60)).14

Merton’s argument highlights the fact that social structures
should not be regarded as seamless and fully integrated. Ambiva-
lence and incompatibility in institutional patterns is inherent in
social structure. Lockwood (1964) has usefully described the
incompatibilities between social institutions and their elements as
aspects of ‘system integration’, with significant incompatibilities
creating ‘system contradictions’. In Lockwood’s terms, system con-
tradictions exist when there are incompatibilities between the pat-
terns or principles around which particular institutions or clusters
of institutions are organized. In the words of Mouzelis:

The concept of system contradiction means that principles of organis-
ation dominant in a certain institutional sphere are more or less
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incompatible with the organising principles operating in other insti-
tutional spheres of the same social system,
(Mouzelis 1991: 60)

A celebrated — perhaps notorious — example of such a system
contradiction is Parsons’s claim that there is an incompatibility
between the norms around which the extended family is organized
(particularism and emotional attachement) and the central norms
of an industrial economy (universalism and value neutrality).
Another example might be the Marxian argument that system con-
tradictions between technological institutions (forces of produc-
tion) and property institutions (relations of production) are the
driving force in social change.

The use of institutional analysis can be illustrated from two
examples. Our point in giving these examples is not to claim that
these particular uses of institutional concepts give correct descrip-
tions of the world - though they both have a degree of empirical
support. Rather, our aim is to show how the concepts can be used
in concrete sociological work. The first case that we will look at is
the analysis of medical practice. The second is the exploration of
kinship, marriage, and patriarchy.

The case of medical practice

The centrepiece of Parsons’s book The Social System (Parsons
1951) is, in many ways, his analysis of doctor—patient relations as a
role system defined by the social institutions of health care and pro-
fessionalism. He saw the position of the doctor as that of a trained
medical expert, a position in the modern occupational division of
labour. The ill person, however, also takes on a social position, and
Parsons described this as the ‘sick role’. When the ill person is
under professional medical treatment, the sick role becomes the
role of the patient. From this point of view, then, illness is not
simply a biological condition, it is an institutionalized social role
and a ‘career’.

Social institutions of professional health care are specific to the
modern world, where they are underpinned by the cultural tra-
dition of modern science that gives them meaning. Modern science
defines the importance of bodily health and of the technically
appropriate therapies that are aimed at maintaining or restoring
health (Parsons 1951: 432). Care for the sick remains an element in
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certain domestic roles (most particularly those of the mother and
of other female kin), but it has increasingly been differentiated into
specialized occupations, such as that of the doctor. These occu-
pations are organized, in part, through the social institution of
scientific, clinical medicine. The autonomy of the expert prac-
titioners within specialized agencies, such as clinics and hospitals,
are geared to health care and, as Foucault (1963) argued, they are
organized around particular cultural forms of discourse that define
conceptions of normality and deviance.

Doctors are expected to have a high level of technical compe-
tence and skill, based on their expert knowledge, and they are
recruited from among those who have undergone a lengthy and
intense period of training. Their occupation is regulated by norms
of professionalism that provide them with a code of practice that
limits their pursuit of economic self-interest and sets them apart
from those occupations that are regulated mainly by business and
commercial institutions. Parsons held that the institution of profes-
sionalism involves the normative patterns of universalism, neutral-
ity, performance, and specificity that characterize all the technical
occupational roles of modern society. These occupational roles
make up the institutional division of labour in a society. However,
professionalism combines these with normative orientations that
limit the expression of self-interested motivations and allow the
adoption of a disinterested, ‘service’ orientation towards those who
are designated as sick. '

A service orientation means that the doctor is expected to put
the well-being of the patient above his or her own personal inter-
ests. Where medicine is organized along the lines of private pro-
vision, rather than state provision, considerations of income and
profit are held to be secondary to the commitment to improving the
health of the patient, and the medical profession is organized
around the use of sanctions to maintain this (Parsons 1951: 435-6).
The doctor cannot advertise — except with a modest brass plate and
an entry in a telephone directory — and he or she can adjust charges
according to the perceived ‘need’ or income of the patient. The
service professional cannot offer discounts or special deals for
medical treatment. Conversely, the patient is expected to place
trust in the expertise of the doctor and not to shop around for better
- or different - treatment.

The person who feels ill, and is known to feel ill, also faces a def-
inite set of expectations that define a ‘sick role’ for them to play.
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When properly accredited as an incumbent of the sick role - for
example, when recognized as ‘ilI” by those with the expertise and
authority to do so — the sick person is permitted to withdraw from
many of the normal obligations attached to his or her other social
positions. The sick role gives dispensation from some normal obli-
gations. The sick person also, however, acquires new obligations:
most notably, the obligation to ‘get well’ again by cooperating with
the medical treatment that is offered by the doctor (Parsons 1951:
436-8). The doctor-patient relationship is supposed to be one of
cooperation and trust, and this is the basis of the doctor’s authority:
the patient is supposed to accept ‘doctor’s orders’ as valid and
legitimate. Getting better means abandoning the sick role and
gradually taking on again all the obligations that are attached to a
person’s normal social positions.

Foucault has shown that all forms of discursive knowledge
involve relations of power to sustain them and make them effec-
tive. The exercise of medical control over the body is, he argued,
an ‘anatomo politics’ that not only regulates but disciplines
(Foucault 1976). Individuals are culturally formed as self-disciplin-
ing bodies, and whole populations establish regimes of fertility and
vitality. Foucault’s recognition of power relations, however, high-
lights the partial and one-sided character of a purely institutional
account of medicine. The essential insights of institutional analysis
must be complemented by a focus on the relational structures with
which they are involved.

The case of kinship and marriage

Murdock’s influential statement (1949) saw kinship and marriage as
the social institutions that regulate the consanguinity and affinity of
individuals. Consanguinity is a term that refers to the culturally
assumed blood relationships of descent and parentage. Kinship
institutions are those that are specifically concerned with defining
and regulating the relations of descent that result from whatever
blood relations are recognized by the members of a society. By con-
trast with biological or ecological approaches to descent, sociology
and anthropology are concerned only with those relations that are
culturally recognized as blood relations. The biological reality of
these relations is of secondary importance, as Radcliffe-Brown
recognized: ‘Kinship ... results from the recognition of a social
relationship between parents and children, which is not the same
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thing as the physical relation, and may not coincide with it’ (Rad-
cliffe-Brown 1950: 4). Kinship is likely to be associated with other
more specialized social institutions that modify its effects. The insti-
tution of adoption, through which those without an assumed bio-

logical relationship are treated as if they were blood relatives, for
examnle allows those who are not consanguines to be incornorated
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into a kinship group.

Affinity is a general term for the combination of people into
social and domestic units. Marriage, whether legal or customary, is
the social institution that defines the legitimate forms of affinity for
a society, regulating sexual cohabitation (through the establish-
ment of compulsory heterosexuality and through restrictions on
incest and homosexual pairing) and economic cooperation.
Because it defines the legitimate conditions of human reproduc-
tion, it also tends to specify patterns of care and socialization.
Related institutions of divorce and domestic service help to define
further the specific character of marriage in a society.

Jointly, these social institutions can define large numbers of
kinship positions, each being defined relative to the other kinship
positions that make up a kinship system. The result is sets of ‘rela-
tives’; ‘Every kinship system provides each person in a society with
a set of dyadic (person to person) relationships, so that he stands,
as it were, at the centre of a narrower or wider circle of relatives’
(Radcliffe-Brown 1950: 39).

Cultures vary in the particular positions that they identify and in
the terminology that they adopt to describe them. Although it may
be impossible to translate the categories of one culture directly into
those of another, the positions most typically found in systems of
kinship and marriage include those of parent and child, grand-
parent and grandchild, aunt/uncle and nephew/niece, husband and
wife, siblings, and cousins. Distinctions may be made between
maternal and paternal relatives, hence identifying those who are
‘in-laws’. The application of kinship, marriage, adoption, and other
institutions and norms allows an even larger and more complex set
of relatives to be identified.

Kinship and marriage define the expectations of behaviour that
are thought to be appropriate to those in each position that has
been institutionalized. These may establish obligations of affection,
care, and cooperation, rights to authority within a domestic unit,
preferential marital patterns, and so on. Such definitions are also
closely associated with culturally recognized differences of gender,
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the main kinship positions being gender-specific and associated
with prevailing norms of masculinity and femininity. Norms of resj.
dence, legitimacy, inheritance of property, names, and titles, and
succession to authority may also be involved, and these can coexist
in various ways. Murdock has suggested that while matrilineal
descent, matrilineal inheritance, and matrilocal residence are fre-
quently found together, it is possible for them to occur indepen-
dently of each other: matrilineal descent may, for example, be
combined with patrilocal residence and patrilineal inheritance
(Murdock 1949; 37-8).

Weber (1914) saw the domestic institution of patriarchalism as
existing when kinship and marriage norms establish the authority
of the father over a whole household. This is a form of ‘traditional
authority’ in which the legitimacy of the father’s power is traced
back through the male line to the original formation of the house-
hold or to time immemorial. The institutional structure of patri-
archalism gives the father absolute personal power over the life
fates of those in his household (Barrett 1980, Hamilton 1984; Sydie
1987. See also Engels 1884).

Weber saw patriarchalism as one of the key institutional
elements in the larger institutional structures of patrimonialism and
feudalism, but feminist writers have generalized the idea even more
widely in the form of ‘patriarchy’. The institution of patriarchy is
most typically seen as defining differences of power and advantage
between men and women, and it is seen as a universal — or near-
universal - feature of human society. It is the institutional definition
of male dominance over women, which has its roots in the insti-
tutions of marriage and kinship (Delphy 1977). As such, it is not
simply a domestic or familial institution, but a general normative
pattern that organizes social life in a whole range of social settings.
Patriarchy defines generalized male dominance: men as a category
dominate women as a category (Millet 1970; Hartsock 1984:
Murray 1995). '

Transnational and post-colonial challenges

Recently an important strand of sociological theory has questioned
the equation of the ideas of ‘society’ and the nation state that much
institutional analysis has assumed. It has been argued that societies
existed before the development of the nation state, and that, even
in nation states, social structures need not be seen as operating




Institutional Structure 41

exclusively within its confines. Mann (1986: 377), for example, has
shown that Christendom provided a regulative ‘ideological net-
work’, or institutional structure, that integrated the otherwise
divided political units of medieval Europe. Similarly, Robertson
has shown that international trade and commerce presupposed the
existence of transnationally valid cultural norms (see also Woodi-
wiss 1998).

It is certainly the case that the institutional analyses discussed in
this chapter have tended to see institutional structures within the
contexts of national cultures and societies. Nevertheless, it is also
true that Parsons, most notably in his evolutionary work, framed
his analysis of the development of cultural systems at the level of
the world system (Parsons 1971b). In principle, then, the concept
of institutional structure is compatible with a transnational per-
spective. Indeed, in the next chapter we will show that it has been
combined with the concept of relational structure to describe social
relations at the subnational level of the city and the transnational
level of the world system.

A related, but different, challenge to institutional analysis has
come from post-colonial and cultural studies, where the ‘Eurocen-
trism’ of much western theorizing has been questioned. Ideas about
western historical development and the representation of the
‘other’, it has been argued, must take account of the power of exclu-
sion and the pathologization of other cultures that this presupposes
(Said 1978. See also Grossberg er al. 1992; During 1993; Tiffin and
Lawson 1994; McClintock et al. 1997). The claim that institutional
structures must be seen in the context of the distribution of power,
however, is a point that we have already stressed and that we will
continue to develop in later chapters. Indeed, many of these criti-
cal texts imply that the concept of institutional structure should be
further developed, and not abandoned, precisely in order to engage
with these pressing questions.!3

A further challenge from cultural and post-colonial studies has
been strengthened by the post-modern critique of social theory.
This is the challenge to the assumption of cultural homogeneity that
models of institutional structure seem to presuppose. It is argued
that institutional analysis cannot handle cultural and institutional
heterogeneity or the ways in which differently positioned groups
resist the imposition of hegemonic, cultural categories and struggle
to articulate oppositional identities. In exploring the development
of the concept of institutional structure we have argued that,
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though not entirely absent, diversity and struggle for cultural recog-
nition have, indeed, not received sufficient attention. In Chapters 5
and 6 we return to these questions by looking at ways in which ideas
of heterogeneity can be reconciled with conceptions of both insti-
tutional and relational structures. Nonetheless, it is worth empha-
sizing that, despite the existence of cultural diversity, it is
nevertheless the case that much of social life is characterized by the
kind of cultural homogeneity that makes the idea of institutional
structure viable.

In this chapter, we have concentrated on the key ideas of insti-
tutional analysis, exploring the cultural definition of the positions
and roles that are the basis of the normative regulation of individual
and collective action. However, there is more to social action than
normative regulation. Social structure, we argued in Chapter 2,
comprises both institutional structure and relational structure, and
neither of these can be simply derived from the other. This is clear
from our illustrative discussion of patriarchy. In much feminist
writing it is stressed that patterns of patriarchy are not purely insti-
tutional in character. Individual behaviour, as we have seen, is not
the result of perfect socialization into cultural norms, and clusters
of social institutions involve many inconsistencies and incompati-
bilities. A full consideration of the social structure of patriarchy -
as of any social structure — requires an analysis of relational struc-
ture as well as institutional structure. It is to a consideration of rela-
tional structure that we will turn to in the next chapter.
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Structure

In Chapter 3 we looked at the ways in which the normative aspects
of social structure have been explored, and we have shown that
many approaches to institutional analysis have treated relational
structure as being of secondary or derivative importance. There has
been a tendency to assume the perfect institutionalization of social
relations through consensus and socialization, leaving no apparent
need to engage in any separate analysis of social relations.

Our discussion of the institutional approach to kinship, marriage
and patriarchy highlighted the inadequacy of this assumption.
While feminist writers have pointed to the institutional underpin-
ning of patriarchy through customary and traditional norms of mar-
riage, inheritance, and femininity, many have also stressed that
patriarchal power goes beyond the normative structuring of action
to set distinct relational constraints on the actions of men and
women. Thus, Barrett (1988) concluded that it is useful to employ
the idea of patriarchy to grasp the non-institutional, as well as the
institutional, aspects of women’s oppression by men. This argument
has been developed in a particularly powerful and important way
by Walby (1990), who recognized relational structures of patriarchy
as being fundamental to the organization of male/female social
relations in a range of social situations: domestic divisions of
labour, occupational segregation in labour markets, female exclu-
sion and marginalization in the state, and relations of male violence
against women. These are not normatively sanctioned and legiti-
mated social institutions. The ‘glass ceiling’ that blocks women
from entering the top levels of the state, for example, is not a legit-
imizsed feature of institutional role expectations, though it does
depend upon the existence of institutionalized gender roles.
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The case for a relational understanding of social organization
was also a crucial plank in Marx’s critique of German idealism. The
crisp summary in the Theses on Feuerbach (Marx 1845) held that
social life had to be understood as an ‘ensemble’ of social relations.
Combined with his emphasis on productive practices, this point
of view allowed Marx to develop an account of social organization
as based, ultimately, on the unequal distribution of economic
resources. Thus, the possession of the means of production by a
capitalist class presupposes the existence of a proletariat class that
is forced to sell its labour in order to survive. This understanding of
social relations as constituted, in part, through access to, and
control over, different types of resources is a recurrent theme in
approaches to relational structure.

In this chapter, we look at the ideas of those who have attempted
to understand relational structure without reducing it to insti-
tutional structure. We will look, in particular, at the arguments of
British social anthropologists influenced by Radcliffe-Brown and
the German formal sociologists who sought to develop a systematic
analysis of social relations. These two strands of thought led to
powerful conceptions of relational structure, especially in the hands
of the so-called conflict theorists. We will show how they also gener-
ated the central ideas of social network analysis, which has rapidly
advanced as a way of furthering these conceptual claims.

Relational structure in anthropology

Radcliffe-Brown and his fellow social anthropologists, as we showed
in Chapter 3, contributed a great deal to the understanding of insti-
tutional structure, seeing actual social relations as shaped by the
norms into which people are socialized. Many of those that they
influenced took a very one-sided view of this, They looked only at
those fully institutionalized relationships where social relations cor-
- respond exactly to the norms that generate them in a one-to-one
way. This tendency to focus on the limiting case of the perfectly insti-
tutionalized social relation, the social relation that corresponds
exactly to the normative pattern, became a prominent theme in the
sociology of the postwar period (see Fletcher 1965; Wells 1970).
Even the most committed normative functionalist, however, recog-
nized that socialization and moral commitment are never perfect
and that actual social relations do tend to. depart from the norma-
tively preferred pattern. While Parsons and his school gave relatively
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little attention to social relations as phenomena in their own right,
Radcliffe-Brown did provide a way forward for those who wished it.
His ideas have had a lasting influence on the work of those who have
sought to understand relational structure.

Radcliffe-Brown’s account of the Andaman islanders (Rad-
cliffe-Brown 1922) was thoroughly Durkheimian in character, and
to its structural ideas he added a keen insight into human psy-
chology that he had derived from Rivers (1906, 1924) and
McDougall (McDougall 1908), his teachers and colleagues at Cam-
bridge. His central contention was that the social relations of a
society depend on the existence and maintenance of a system of
sentiments or emotional tendencies. These sentiments - what
Durkheim called the conscience collective — exist in the minds of
the individual members of the society and are transmitted from
generation to generation through religious ceremonies and rituals
(Durkheim 1912). Both social relations and shared sentiments had
to be studied through scientific methods, Radcliffe-Brown held,
and he set out these methods in a set of lectures at Chicago Uni-
versity, later published as A Natural Science of Society (Radcliffe-
Brown 1937).

A natural science, Radcliffe-Brown argued, strives to explain the
observed relations between particular events (1937: 6). It typically
does so through causal laws that describe the interconnections in
space and time through which things are formed into ‘systems’. A
system is an organized whole, a set of interconnected elements, that
exists within a surrounding environment from which it is, never-
theless, distinct (ibid. 14-15, 19). It is the pattern of interconnec-
tions among the elements that gives it a definite structure. As
examples of natural systems, Radcliffe-Brown cited physical
objects, biological organisms, human minds and, of course,
societies. Each of these systems is the object of a separate science.
Where chemistry investigates the molecular structures of sub-
stances and anatomy investigates the biological structures of organ-
isms, sociology investigates the social structures of human societies.

Like Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown saw the science of society —
sociology — as distinct from the science of individual mental states.
Psychology is the science of mind, and mind is the particular system
that is formed when the acts of an individual are interconnected
through subjective mental relations. ‘Society’, on the other hand, is
the system that is formed when the acts of different individuals are
connected through social relations (ibid.: 43—4). A social system is
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a system of individual human beings who are involved in social
relations with each other (ibid.: 43).

Human action, Radcliffe-Brown held, is purposive and inter-
ested, and a social relation exists among two or more individuals
when there is a mutual adaptation, or ‘coaptation’, of their inter-
ests. Coaptation involves a modification of behaviour in relation to
the assumed intentions of others, and so any social relation must
involve some kind of communication or ‘exchange of ideas’ (ibid.:
47) between the minds of the participants. As more and more social
relations are built, so the separate individuals become ‘connected
by a complex network of social relations’. It is this ‘network of actu-
ally existing relations’ that Radcliffe-Brown called the ‘social struc-
ture’ of a society. Social structure, then, is ‘the sum total of all the
social relationships of all individuals at a given moment in time’
(Radcliffe-Brown 1940: 190, 55).

Radcliffe-Brown makes it clear, however, that a social structure
is not simply the concrete pattern of interconnections that can be
immediately observed. Just as the structure of a building is some-
thing other than the actual physical arrangement of its bricks, one
on top of another, 50 a social structure is something other than the
flux of interconnections that can be found through casual obser-
vation. The particular and unique connections that exist among
specific people at any given moment in time are simply the raw
materjals from which it may be possible to infer the existence of
social refations proper. Observation of behaviour in domestic set-
tings, for example, may suggest certain similarities in the acts of
men towards particular children and of children towards particular
men. From these observations, the existence of a specific social
relation — that of father to child — may be inferred. Radcliffe-Brown
held that “The actual relations of Tom, Dick and Harry or the
behaviour of Jack and Jill’ (Radcliffe-Brown 1940 192) are the con-
tingent raw materials from which we infer the general and endur-
ing relations of father to child, husband to wife, brother to sister,
and so on. This inference is guided by the knowledge of the socio-
logical observer, and it is what allows us to move from concrete
observations to the investigation of social structures.

Social relations are general and recurrent within a society. It is
this generality that gives a common ‘structural form’ (Radcliffe-
Brown 1937: 55) to a social relation wherever it appears in the
society. The structural form of a social relation is the ‘general or
normal form’ that lies behind ‘the variations of particular instances’
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(Radcliffe-Brown 1940: 192).! A generalized structural form of ‘the
family’, for example, lies behind the specific instances of the Lépez,
Scott, or Radcliffe-Brown families. It is this generality that makes
the structural form a social fact.

Radcliffe-Brown’s position was enlarged upon by Nadel (1951),
who explicitly distinguished the study of relational ‘groupings’ from
the study of normative ‘institutions’.? A grouping or association is
‘a collection of individuals who stand in regular and relatively per-
manent relationships, that is, who act towards and in respect of each
other, or towards and in respect of individuals outside the group,
regularly in a specific, predictable, and expected fashion’ (Nadel
1951: 146). Through this idea of the relational grouping, Nadel
moved towards the analysis of larger configurations of relations
than those instanced by Radcliffe-Brown. People are likely to be
conscious of their membership in these groupings and so will tend
to build up bonds of obligation and responsibility that may become
institutionalized norms of behaviour. Nadel’s key point, however,
was that groupings could not be reduced to institutions, and vice
versa: relational structure and institutional structure were separate
and interdependent aspects of structural explanation.

While the distinction between relations and norms is not, to be
sure, an absolute one, it is nevertheless fundamental. Social
relations exist only by virtue of the norms or rules that people apply
in their actions, but the relations cannot simply be read-off from the
rules. There is no necessary one-to-one relationship between the
two. A failure to work through the implications of this fundamental
point has been responsible for a persistent confusion between
soctal relations and social institutions. In the work of Malinowski
and many later writers, the distinction between these two was not
always retained, and they have often been conflated as they were
in the works of the normative functionalists. As a result, the
importance of the actual social relations has tended to be mini-
mized, and social structure has been seen simply as a system of insti-
tutions. Even Radcliffe-Brown sometimes slipped into seeing social
structure as ‘any arrangement of persons in institutionalized
relationships’ (Radcliffe-Brown 1950: 43). Nevertheless, he saw a
principal task for structural analysis as being the description of the
actual social relations in which people are involved and the struc-
tural forms that these exhibit. Once this task has been carried out,
he held, it is possible to investigate the normative patterns that
might be responsible for the relational patterns. Each task can be
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properly undertaken only if their distinctiveness is kept clearly in
mind. _

The ideas of Radcliffe-Brown and Nadel encouraged many soci-
ologists and anthropologists to investigate relational structures
more directly, and it was through this work that the idea of the rela-
tional structure as a ‘social network’ began to develop. A major
inspiration behind this idea of the social network, however, was the
parallel work of sociologists in Germany who developed what has
come to be called formal sociology.

Social structure as relational forms

The figure most closely associated with the idea of a formal, rela-
tional sociology is Simmel, whose ideas had a major impact on the
attempts by Tonnies and Weber to construct foundational concepts
for historical and comparative studies and were the major inspira-
tion behind the more explicitly conceptual works of Vierkandt
(1923) and von Wiese. This relational approach dominated
German sociology from the 1890s through to the Nazi rise to power
in the 1930s. Simmel’s sociology also had a direct impact on soci-
ology in the United States through Albion Small’s many transla-
tions from his work. Together with the adaptation and enlargement
of von Wiese’s work in the hands of Howard P. Becker
(Wiese-Becker 1932) and the ideas learned by the many American
sociologists who undertook doctoral studies in Germany, relational
sociology became a major influence on the developing work of the
Chicago sociologists. At about the same time, Karl Mannheim, an
emigré from Nazi Germany, was lecturing on systematic sociology,
presenting very similar ideas to a British audience (Mannheim
1934-5). The final expression of this approach in classical German
sociology itself, published on the eve of the Second World War, was
the work of Mannheim’s assistant, Norbert Elias (1939), but his
work was virtually ignored until the 1960s and was not at all well
known outside Germany until he drew out its more systematic
aspects (Elias 1969).

Simmel’s early work on stratification (1890), money (1900), and
religion (1906) led him to move towards the more strictly relational
sociology that he developed in a series of essays written in the 1890s
and early 1900s. These ¢ssays were brought together as a system-
atic treatise in his Sociology (Simmel 1908).3 Simmel rejected any
approach to social life that seemed to accord a substantial existence
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to society itself. He held that society is not a substance in itself, but
is manifested in the dynamic relations that exist among individuals.
Society is not a thing, but a process. From this point of view, the
shared ideas and collective representations that exist in individual
minds and that comprise the content of social life and the moti-
vations for actions must be seen as expressed externally in objec-
tive forms of social relationship. Actions with economic or
educational goals, for example, may be equally ‘competitive’, and
the nature or form of the competition can be analysed quite inde-
pendently of the particular contexts in which it occurs.

Simmel sought to identify what he called the ‘forms of sociation’
(Vergesellschaftung) or solidarity that occur in a wide variety of cul-
tural contexts and that can, therefore, be analysed independently
of the specific ‘content’ that they have in these contexts. The
method of sociology involves abstracting the pure forms of social
life from their various historical contents, much as the method of
geometry involves abstracting the form of the circle from particu-
lar round objects and the form of the triangle from particular three-
sided objects. Simmel recognized, however, that no absolute
separation of form from content was possible. Many of the actual
concepts that he set out in his formal sociology do not describe
simply the abstract ‘geometrical’ forms of social life, but are defined
also by specific kinds of content, such as the particular purposes,
interests, or desires that motivate them.

This methodological analogy with mathematics and the natural
sciences was also explored by Tonnies, whose Community and
Association (1889) was followed by the ventures into systematic,
relational sociology that he undertook during the 1920s and 1930s.
Scientific concepts, he argued, are not concrete realities; they are
abstract constructions of thought. Science deals with such abstrac-
tions as the extensionless point, the straight line, the vacuum, and
so on. Sociology has to proceed in the same way by constructing
what Tonnies called ‘normal concepts’. These never, or very rarely,
appear in their pure form in any of their concrete occurrences.
Social forms are always mixed and entangled with each other, as
they are with physical and mental phenomena.

There was also a continuity between Simmel’s and Weber’s
methodological work. Weber's essay (1904) on the ideal type can
be read as an expansion of Simmel’s idea of the pure form, though
Weber initially narrowed this down to the particular, historically
circumscribed phenomena that he called ‘historical individuals’. In
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other works, however, he recognized a variety of types of social
action in much the same way as Simmel had done (Weber 1920),
Simmel himself increasingly wrote of the ‘type’ (Typus or Art)
rather than the ‘form’ (Form) - indeed, he sometimes described this
as the ‘form type’ (Formtypus), just as Weber had described his
concept as the ideal type (Idealtypus).

Simmel’s forms of sociation, then, aimed to describe patterns of
action in a pure and abstract way, separately from their concrete
historical realizations. Any social action is likely to combine
together a number of different forms of relation, which may not be
completely compatible with each other. The relation between a
buyer and a seller of a commodity, for example, can involve both
competition and coercion, as well as persuasion, secrecy, and
inequality. ‘A multitude of forms are present in every social situ-
ation as a historical phenomenon, and each limits the realization of
the other. Consequently, only “distorted™ forms can be discovered
in reality’ (Tenbruck 1959: 79). The forms are identified only by
taking these distorted versions and exaggerating certain of their
characteristics until they can be identified in a purely one-sided
manner. In this way, the sociologist is ‘selecting and exaggerating
features of . . . reality in order to bring out the inherent, structural
order of the elements involved' (Tenbruck 1959: 79).

How, then, are these social forms understood by Simmel? They
are not to be understood, he said, as ideas or representations in
people’s minds. They are, rather, actual relations among individuals
that show a reciprocal effect, interdependence, or interweaving
(Wechselswirkung) of actions. In much the same way, Weber (1920)
saw a social relation as existing wherever there is a ‘mutual adjust-
ment’ in the behaviour of two or more individuals, who thereby
converge on a persistent and regular pattern of joint behaviour.
Relations are defined by the likelihood that the people involved
will act in certain predictable ways, whatever the basis (or content)
on which this occurs. Only if there is an actual likelihood of defi-
nite patterns of meaningful social action occurring, can it be said
that a social relation exists or endures. The social process comprises
the interweaving of actions into more or less complex patterns. The
individual, therefore, is merely ‘the point at which the social
threads entwine themselves’ (Simmel 1908: 2)4

‘Interweaving’ was one of Simmel’s key ideas. Metaphors of tex-
tiles and threads abounded in classical German sociology as a way
of exploring social relations. Von Wiese used an analogy with the
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carpet. A carpet is woven from numerous multicoloured threads
and, despite the diversity of these threads, the carpet shows a def-
inite pattern. In the same way, the historical process can be seen as
the outcome of innumerable individual actions, forming patterns
that are situated and develop outside any one individual. These
forms of relation, then, are both general and external. They com-
prise an ‘external network’ that has regularities of its own. Echoing
Simmel’s textile metaphors, Elias later argued that the ‘social web’
is to be seen as a substratum within which individuals spin and
weave their actions. People are interdependent elements within
‘figurations’ of interweaving actions or networks of interdepen-
dencies (Elias 1969: 21, 12).

What are often called social structures, Simmel argued, are
simply ‘crystallizations’ of simpler social relations. Simmel vari-
ously refers to these crystallizations as constellations, configur-
ations, and concatenations, but only rarely as ‘structures’.5 They
include states, economies, classes, divisions of labour, and many
other large-scale social structures, but they also include the minor
face-to-face interactions from which these major formations are
built. These ‘trifling threads’ sustain the larger structures and
prevent societies from fragmenting into a ‘multitude of discontinu-
ous systems’ (Simmel 1908: 15).

Simmel’s structural sociology (1908) used size and space as
fundamental organizing principles for discussing relations of power
and conflict. He showed, for example, that speculations about the
differences between the political and the religious characteristics of
small and large groups could be substantially refined by using more
precise measures of ‘small’ and ‘large’. To this end, he constructed
a conceptual framework that began from the isolated individual
and moved through the dyad and the triad to larger groups,
showing how the opportunities for participants vary in each case.
The individual actor, for example, exists as an individual because
of his or her isolation from others. Simmel saw this, however, not
as the absence of society but as a rejection of or exclusion from it.
Isolation is, therefore, a social relation, and its effects can be
studied through investigating strangers, pariahs, and other out-
siders in otherwise cohesive communities or social gatherings.

When a dyad® exists, new forms of relation become possible for
the participants: the members of a dyad can, for example, achieve
varying degrees of intimacy and can share secrets that tie them
together and give them a common fate. Each participant in a dyad
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feels that he or she is confronted by a specific other, even though
the two are seen as a unit by outsiders. The addition of a third
member to such a group creates the possibility for coalitions of two
actors against the third, for jealousy, and for new forms of power.
One of the three participants, for example, may be able to act as an
intermediary between the other two and so gain numerous advan-
tages from a prominence in the control of information and
resources. As groups increase in size, Simmel argued, so the possi-
bility of a stable and secure ‘super-personal’ sphere of life becomes
possible. Complex configurations of relations such as states and
churches acquire a solidity and reality that it is not possible for
smaller groups to achieve.

Simmel was not a systematic writer, preferring to use the essay
form to develop his ideas on specific topics. Despite bringing many
of his essays together into a single volume, he was himself dissatis-
fied by the inconsistencies that he saw in his work. Levine (1991)
has suggested that a more systematic reconstruction of what
Simmel was doing would have required an extended discussion of
such issues as inequality, antagonism, and assimilation alongside
the discussion of size, and this was, in fact, attempted by Mannheim
(1934-5). Despite this lack of systematization - or, paradoxically, it
may have been because of it — Simmel had a substantial impact on
the development of relational ideas. Weber (1920), for example,
looked at conflict, competition, and social selection and at the ways
in which these vary in open or closed, communal or rational
relations. Weber used these general features of social relations to
build concepts of household, market, estate, class, church, and
state. What he called social formations (soziale Gebilde) are seen
as resulting from the connections created among particular indi-
viduals in their social relations. Similarly, Ténnies looked at dyadic
social relations and at how they can concatenate into extended
social circles, clusters, or cliques of social relations that may, in turn,
be formed into various kinds of ‘configurations’ or ‘entities’. The
most important of these are what Ténnies called ‘collectivities’ and
‘corporations’. These are relatively unified forms of social action
that are capable of acting in concert. Collectivities include such
things as teams, classes, and nations, while corporations include
business enterprises, churches, and states. In a corporation, there
is a more or less clear constitution and an awareness on the part
of the participants that they are ‘members’ of this larger body
(Tonnies 1931: 143 ff.). Ténnies constructed an array of concepts to
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describe particular types of social relations, collectivities, and cor-
porations: these included domination, fellowship, union, associ-
ation, league, class, estate, party, family, nation, guild, church, state,
and more abstract relational entities such as systems of religion.
These relational formations (Bezugsgebilde) are not understood as
involving institutionalized role relationships, though many of them
will, of course, do so. They are, rather, relations of causal inter-
dependence in social actions that result from particular types of
motivation.

The most systematic follower of Simmel’s approach to social
relations was von Wiese, whose work was developed in conjunction
with Becker (Wiese-Becker 1932) and was very influential in the
United States. These writers sought to take the geometrical
approach to social life as far as they could, seeing social relations
in terms of such variables as ‘direction’, ‘intensity’, and ‘distance’.

The two directions that social relations could take Wiese and
Becker called ‘association’ and ‘dissociation’. Positive relations of
association involve reciprocity, approach, or harmony, while nega-
tive relations of dissociation involve hostility, avoidance, or conflict.
Each type of relation varies not only in its intensity, but also in
terms of the distance between the participants. Thus, people may
be moving towards or away from each other over greater or lesser
social distances, though social distances are ‘sometimes but not
always spatially evident’ (Wiese-Becker 1932: 154). Social life is a
mesh of interpersonal connecting lines, and the task of sociology is
to trace the ‘web’ or ‘network’ that is woven by relations of associ-
ation and dissociation (pp. 52, 68). This has great similarities with
the concept of social space that was being developed by Sorokin
(1927) and in the ‘sociometry’ of Moreno (1934). From this point
of view, the location of a person is defined by his or her relations to
other people, and the totality of these relations provides a system
of coordinates for defining and locating any person in a social space
or social structure. The basic sociological frame of reference, then,
describes movements of convergence and divergence among
human beings in social space.

Von Wiese and Becker’s sociometry required a comprehensive
classification of social relations, and they developed this at great
length, producing a scheme of some hundreds of types of social
relations. Relations of association, they argued, take a great variety
of concrete forms, which they classified into the ten categories of
advance, adjustment, accordance, amalgamation, uniformation,
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super- and subordination, socialization, institutionalization, profes-
sionalization, and liberation. Similarly, they classified relations
of dissociation into the thirteen categories of competition, con-
ravention, conflict, domination, gradation, selection, separation,
exploitation, favouritism, formalization, commercialization, radi-
calization, and perversion (Wiese-Becker 1932: 717 ££.).7 In explor-
ing how these relations connect together, they examined such social
forms as hostility towards strangers or outsiders, advocacy, col-
leagueship, deference, betrayal, rivalry, leadership, wealth accumu-
lation, schism, and so on.

Large webs of social relations constitute the social entities that
Wiese and Becker called ‘plurality patterns’ or ‘sociative structures’
(p- 79). These are crystallizations or configurations of the more
basic social relations. Although they appear simply as people in
contiguity with one another, they are not merely spatial pluralities
or distributions. Structures of relations cannot be reduced to aggre-
gates of individuals. Relational structures have definite properties
and states that allow us to recognize them as more or less endur-
ing, though they are in constant flux and must not be treated as
substantial entities that exist separately from the sociation of indi-
viduals (p. 87). Thus, Mannheim (1934-5), for example, saw
‘democratization’ as a long-term historical process in which societal
relations of power differentiation between classes are progressively
reduced.

Von Wiese and Becker explored the formation of large collec-
tivities or corporations in terms of a continuum that runs from
crowds and groups to abstract collectivities. This classification is
defined by two dimensions that they called the duration and the
abstractness of a social relation. Relational structures are of shorter
or longer duration, and they vary from collections of concrete indi-
viduals to abstract entities with a collective consciousness and a dis-
tinct identity. A crowd is a relational structure that is both concrete
and short-lived, a group is concrete but longer lasting, while an
abstract collectivity such as a class is both abstract and enduring.

Each type of collectivity can be further analysed along other
dimensions. A classification by size they argued, is the most appro-
priate to use for crowds and groups. These can, for example, be
seen in terms of the numbers of people involved, leading to a
classification into dyads, triads, medium-sized structures, and larger
structures. As Simmel showed in his own discussion, the size of a
structure gives it particular and distinct characteristics. Dyadic
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groups were further classified according to whether they are based
on sexuality, friendship, superiority, and so on, while triads were
analysed in terms of the significance of the rertius gaudens, the third
party who gains from divisions among the other participants (see
Burt 1992).

Abstract collectivities cannot be so usefully distinguished by the
numbers of members that they have. Wiese and Becker held that it
was more useful to distinguish between ‘primary collectivities’ such
as families, states, churches (both sects and denominations), estates
" and classes, and the ‘secondary collectivities' that are subsidiary to
them. Examples of secondary collectivities are armies, parties,
schools, and such diffuse structures as technology, industrial
sectors, and the cultural sphere (Wiese-Becker 1932: 443). The
larger abstract collectivities include many sets of people who act in
- common only through the formation of more concrete groups and
crowds. The proletariat, for example, is an abstract collectivity
whose members may participate in mass action and may form any
number of political parties with committees to act in their name.

The work of von Wiese and Becker on the various types of

crowd, group, and collectivity has been extended by many other
writers. Geiger (1949), for example, was to develop some of these
ideas in his formalization of the concept of the ‘mass’. It was,
however, through the work of the Chicago sociologists that many
of these ideas were employed and developed even further. Robert
Park, for example, developed a typology of crowds that traced poss-
ible directions of movement from ‘mobs’ through ‘gangs’ to ‘secret
societies’, providing the basis for such work as that of Thrasher
- (1927) on the gang as a sociological phenomenon. _
The whole complex of relational ideas that were developed in
. German sociology and in the work of the Chicago school also had
a much wider impact in sociology. They were more typically devel-
oped in substantive contexts, rather than systematic theories, and
led to such important ideas as the ecological model of the city (Park
and Burgess 1925), opportunity structure (Cloward and Ohlin
1960), occupational structure (Blau and Duncan 1967), deviance
amplification (Young 1971), and electoral competition (Downs
1957), to cite just a few chosen at random.

Relational thinking was particularly strongly developed, how-
~ ever, in the various ‘conflict’ theories that arose in opposition to the
dominance of Parsonian institutional analysis. Dahrendorf (1957)
and Rex (1961), for example, looked at the formation of social




56 Social Structure

groups around distributions of power and resources, showing how
they enter into competition and conflict with each other over the
ways in which these distributions are organized. These arguments
owed much to the insights of Marx (see, for example, Marx and
Engels 1848) as well as Weber on the structural implications of
material resources. Coser’s (1956) conflict theory drew rather more
on Simmel, looking at how conflict relations among groups can, if
multiple and cross-cutting, be bases of solidarity rather than div-
ision. Such analyses play down the part played by the cultural, insti-
tutional aspects of social structure, emphasizing the need to study
such relational phenomena as the division of labour, interdepen-
dence, competition, monopolization, oppression, exploitation, and
the conflicts and struggles to which these can lead. Lockwood’s
(1956) influential contribution to this was to show that an analysis
of the actual distribution of resources and their relational impact
was an essential complement to the normative, institutional analy-
ses of Parsons and his associates.

A recent attempt to explore relational structure in analytical
separation from institutional analysis is the work of Peter Blau, who
has returned to the classic tradition and has also made important
connections with the work of the social network analysts who will
be discussed in the following section. Blau (1976, 1977) explicitly
aligned himself with Radcliffe-Brown’s approach to relational
structure and structural form, holding that any concrete social
structure can be analysed into a range of different structures
according to the ‘parameters’ that are used to define them. These
parameters are the organizing principles that lie behind particular
types of social relations, and Blau instances age, sex, and ethnicity
as widely applicable relational parameters.

The first step in any structural analysis, Blau held, is to break
down a concrete structure into its analytical elements: ‘The
complex configuration of elements that compose the social struc-
ture cannot be understood . . . unless analytical dissection precedes
attempts at synthesis’ (Blau 1976: 222). In this way, a particular
social structure can be analytically divided, and it is likely that these
lines of division will also be possible lines of concrete structural dif-
ferentiation. A relational structure, then, is a ‘multidimensional
space of different social positions among which a population is dis-
tributed’ (Blau 1977: 4), and the identification of structural par-
ameters allows us to explore this space and the movement of
individuals among its different structural locations.
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Blau recognized two types of relational parameter and, there-
fore, two different forms of structural differentiation. ‘Nominal’
parameters are those that distinguish locations and subgroups
among which there is no inherent rank order: sex, religion, occu-
pation, and neighbourhood, for example. These nominal par-
ameters involve a ‘horizontal’ distribution of individuals and are
the bases of what Blau terms the ‘heterogeneity’ of a population.
‘Graduated’ parameters, on the other hand, are those that distin-
guish locations and subgroups in terms of a rank order or continu-
ous variable: age, education, income, and power, for example.
These graduated parameters define a ‘vertical’ distribution of indi-
viduals and are the bases of what Blau terms the ‘inequality’ of a
population. At the most general level, then, relational structures
can be understood as structures of heterogeneity and inequality,
and a key task in comparative investigation is to identify lines of
heterogeneity and inequality and to examine the connections
between them. '

Forms of heterogeneity and inequality are particularly import-
ant, Blau argued, whenever they constrain people to associate with
one another in particular ways by limiting the opportunities for
action that are available to them. These associations — patterns of
‘sociable intercourse’ — ‘establish the networks of interpersonal
relations that integrate individuals into cohesive social units’,
whether small-scale face-to-face units or larger scale social group-
ings (1976: 229). In complex societies with numerous lines of social
differentiation, Blau follows Simmel and Coser in anticipating the
existence of multiple cross-cutting ties that link people into their
societies without restricting them to narrow arenas of intense social
attachment (Granovetter 1973; Blau 1976: 234-5). This cross-
cutting of relatively weak ties is central to what Durkheim called
the structure of organic solidarity in modern societies.

Social structures as social networks

Formal, relational sociology borrows heavily from the ideas and
models of geometry, and metaphors of space, distance and mobility
have all been employed. It is important to consider a related strand
of thought that has used actual mathematics to model social pro-
~ cesses. Radcliffe-Brown (1937) was one of the earliest to recognize
that the description of social structures would, ultimately, have to
take a mathematical form. The science of society, he held, was in
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need of a ‘relational mathematics’, a non-quantitative calculus of
relations, that could grasp the structural features of social life.
However, Radcliffe-Brown gave little indication of what kind of
mathematics this might be, or of how it might be used. His one
example pointed simply to the differential calculus, which looks at
the covariation of variables on two or more axes, as in the supply
and demand curves of economics. The real pioneers in the use of
mathematics to model relational structures were a cluster of small
group researchers in the 1940s and 1950s who took up Radcliffe-
Brown’s challenge and developed an explicitly mathematical
approach to the study of networks of social relations.

Cartwright and Harary (Cartwright and Zander 1953; Harary
and Norman 1953) were the leading figures in the attempt to use
graph theory to construct models of social relations. This work used
the terminology of ‘points’ (agents) and ‘lines’ (relations) to devise
maps of group structure, social cohesion, and social pressure.
Echoing some earlier sociometric insights of Moreno (1934), they
advocated the construction of sociograms to represent social
relations and urged the employment of formal mathematical pro-
cedures to analyse these sociograms. George Homans (1950) began
to build on these insights and to integrate them with the results of
anthropological work in an attempt to produce a counter-sociology
to the then dominant framework of Parsonian normative function-
alism.? His work centred on the claim that social relations varied in
terms of their frequency, duration, and direction, and that the task
of sociological analysis was to chart and then to explain networks
of social interaction built in terms of these parameters. At about
the same time, a group of British social anthropologists began to
build a more systematic and formal framework of analysis from
Radcliffe-Brown’s idea of social structure as ‘the network of actu-
ally existing relations’. Barnes (1954) and Bott (1955, 1956) mod-
elled kinship and community structures as social networks, pointing
to the need to study the degree of ‘connectedness’ found in net-
works of points and lines.

These strands were forged together in the work of White (1963)
in the United States and Mitchell (1969) in Britain. Mitchell saw
social network analysis as a distinct sociological approach that took
the structure of social relations as its specific object of concern.
Drawing on the mathematical ideas of graph theory, he saw con-
crete ‘multiplex’ social relations as requiring decomposition into
their constituent forms of social relation. They could then be
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analysed in terms of their reciprocity, intensity, and durability, and
in terms of the overall ‘density’ or cohesion of the social network.
White, meanwhile, had begun to use algebraic methods to express
structures of relations, and he brought together a group of mathe-
matically orientated structural analysts who made the crucial
advances that led to the emergence of formal social network analy-
sis as a distinct research paradigm (Mullins 1973; Wellman 1988).
Under White's influence, Granovetter (1974) and others employed
increasingly sophisticated mathematics to explore structures of
social relations.1?

The basic presumption of social network analysis is that
sociograms of points and lines can be used to represent agents and
their social relations. The pattern of connections among the lines
in a sociogram represents the relational structure of a society or
social group, and the mathematical analysis of the sociogram yields
information about this structure of social relations. Two points that
are connected by a line are said to be ‘adjacent’ to one another, and
the total set of points to which any particular point is adjacent is
called its ‘neighbourhood’. The number of other points that lie
within the neighbourhood of a point comprise its ‘degree’ - its
degree of connection — and this is one of the most important
measures in social network analysis. In small group research, for
example, the degree of an individual has often been taken as an
indicator of his or her popularity or power. Points may, of course,
be connected indirectly by a sequence of lines, rather than being
directly connected by a single line. The ‘length’ of this sequence of
lines — the number of distinct links that it contains - is, then, a
measure of the ‘distance’ between two points. A friend of a friend
of a friend, for example, is a more distant contact than a direct per-
sonal friend.

From these basic concepts — modified to take account of the
strength and direction of a social relation - social network analysts
have built more complex structural concepts. The ‘density’ of a
network, for example, is the proportion of all possible relations that
have actually been established by the actors. Four individuals can
- in principle — be connected by a total of six social relations, and
a network in which four of these relations exist is denser than one
in which only one or two are found. Density is a particularly import-
ant measure of the overall cohesion or solidarity of a social group,
but social network analysts have also developed concepts for
exploring the fragmentation of a network. A network may, for
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example, comprise a number of distinct ‘components’ or overlap-
ping ‘cliques’. A component is a section of a network that is intern-
ally connected but that has no external connections. Components
are mutually exclusive, and individuals can be members of only
one, or of no components of their network. Cliques, on the other
hand, are parts of a network that have a high level of internal con-
nection but that may also be connected, less strongly, to other parts
of the network. Thus, cliques may overlap in their membership, and
clique analysis is a principal way in which overlapping group
memberships and cross-cutting solidarities — a central concern for
Simmel — can be explored.

Nadel’s early work (1957) pointed the way to some extensions of
these ideas by using algebraic methods to disclose the ‘ordered
arrangement’ of social relations into structural ‘roles’ and pos-
itions.!! Social structures are ‘networks’ of such relations and can
be studied in terms of their ‘coherence’ or ‘interlocking’ into
systems (Nadel 1957: 12, 20).12 These ideas have been taken up by
a number of White’s students who have examined the ‘substi-
tutability’ or ‘structural equivalence’ of those who are embedded in
similar sets of social relations (Lorrain and White 1971). Those who
are connected in the same kinds of ways to the same kinds of others
- even though these may be different others — are, in a structural
sense, interchangeable with one another. Two men with similar
relations to children, for example, may be structurally equivalent
as ‘fathers’: they will face similar constraints, have similar experi-
ences, and will be likely to respond in similar ways. This is most
clearly the case when the position of ‘father’ is culturally recognized
and institutionalized as a social role, the normative expectations of
others reinforcing the relational constraints that people experience.
Work in social network analysis, however, has explicitly attempted
to distinguish the institutional and relational aspects of this process,
holding that structurally equivalent sets of social relations may be
identifiable even when they do not correspond to institutionalized
social roles. The structural analysis of a sociogram, then, can
involve the identification of the system of structurally equivalent
positions that constitute its social structure. This is, in Radcliffe-
Brown’s words, the discovery of its structural form (Boorman and
White 1976; White et al. 1976; Burt 1982).

Social network analysis, then, has systematically developed the
relational focus of the German social theorists and the British social
anthropologists, seeing structures of social relations as defining a
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multidimensional social space within which agents can be located
and their actions explained (Laumann 1966; Freeman 1983). It has
‘been possible here to sketch only the basic features of this
approach, ignoring its subtleties and refinements (Berkowitz 1982;
Scott 2000). It has, however, increasingly been recognized as offer-
ing a comprehensive framework for the analysis of relational struc-
ture that complements the institutional approach to social structure
and other approaches to sociological understanding (Emirbayer
and Goodwin 1994; Emirbayer 1997; Somers 1998). Social network
analysis is not, in itself, a specific theory or set of theories. It is a
general orientation to the analysis of social structure combined with
a series of mathematical concepts and the technical methods
required to use them in sociological analysis. Like formal sociology
and structural functionalism, it sensitizes researchers to particular
features of social structure and it informs the construction of
specific theories. We will conclude this chapter with an illustration
of the ways in which such relational ideas have been used to high-
light the non-institutional aspects of social structure.

The case of urban conflicts and class conflicts

We have traced ideas of relational structure, showing how its analy-
sis differs from that of institutional structure. These ideas can be
illustrated by considering some important analyses of urban pro-
cesses and class conflicts in terms of their spatial arrangement and
the distribution of resources. We will look at the use of relational
structure in the work of the Chicago school of urban sociology and
its extension to other urban and regional situations.

Park’s most important role was in placing the relational ideas of
Simmel in the context of a larger relational view of urban processes
in contemporary societies, building a powerful and sophisticated
set of concepts for the analysis of urban conflict and change.
Writing with Burgess, Park argued that the city had to be under-
stood as more than simply a physical space. It is a cultural, insti-
tutional reality — ‘a state of mind, a body of customs and traditions’
(Park and Burgess 1925: 2) - but it is also a relational reality pro-
duced by those who live in it. A city is, for example, an ecological
and economic unit that is shaped by its size and by the resources
contained within it (its morphology) and by the actions of associ-
ation and dissociation of the individuals and groups that use these
resources to organize their lives within that space.
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The relational structure of the city as a social system comprises
a pattern of neighbourhoods and segregated areas that are built
through competitive struggles and that each have their own dis-
tinctive social characteristics. There will be, for example, prosper-
ous and poor districts, business districts, neighbourhoods in which
particular ethnic minorities or occupations are concentrated, and so
on. This kind of structure was depicted in the famous concentric
zone model for large cities such as Chicago (Park and Burgess 1925:
51). In this model, an inner business district is surrounded by a zone
of transition, a zone of working family homes, a zone of affluent
residents, and, on its fringes, a suburban commuter zone. The
struggles of groups for resources and opportunities as the city
expands produces, and then reproduces, this social structure. Such
a social system is, Park and Burgess argued, ‘a kind of psy-
chophysical mechanism’ that is ‘analogous to the anabolic and kata-
bolic processes of metabolism in the body’ (p. 53). This reiteration
of the metaphor of the social body was to emphasize the non-
normative character of the processes identified. While not going as
far as Schiffle in his view of the social body, Park and Burgess
sought to emphasize the distinctive circuits, flows, and interdepen-
dencies in social relations that defined the shape of a city and that
underpinned the subcultures and specialized social institutions that
grew up in its various zones.

This relational view of urban processes has provided a sophisti-
cated key for understanding the relational structure of contempor-
ary societies. Whatever doubts there may be about the evidential
base for the specific model in relation to particular cities, the
formal, relational methodology that it embodies has had a wide
application. In addition to leading studies of Chicago itself (Zor-
baugh 1929; Cavan 1928; Drake and Cayton 1945), it was used in a
study of Birmingham by Rex and Moore (1969).

John Rex (1961) used similar ideas in a larger ‘conflict’ model of
society. He argued that it was necessary to complement insti-
tutional analysis with an investigation of the ways in which inter-
class relations are built into a variety of systems of domination
through the actions of the conflict groups that struggle with each
other at the societal level. In a ‘ruling class situation’, for example,
one class dominates the whole society, determines the shape of its
social institutions, and perpetuates its power over one or more sub-
ordinate classes. In the ‘truce situation’, on the other hand, there is
a balance of power between two more or less equally matched
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social classes, and a whole series of negotiated compromises are
established. Finally, the ‘revolutionary situation’ is one where sub-
ordinate classes have mobilized to resist the power of a dominant
class and initiate a transformation in the social order.

The power of this kind of conflict model for exploring social
relations is apparent from the interesting application of it by
Hechter (1975) to regional and intranational conflicts. Hechter
used a model of core-periphery relations drawn from the work of
Frank (1969), to understand British national development. The
core of a society, he argued, comprises the territory of its political
centre and is the basis of its dominant cultural and economic
groups. The power of the core extends to the subordinate areas that
comprise the peripheral territories. Economic transactions
between core and periphery, Hechter argued, establish the econ-
omic dependence of the periphery on the core, through unequal
exchange and exploitation, and are the basis of continued economic
backwardness and political subordination. In Britain, he traced the
formation of ‘English’ core territories and subordinate ‘Celtic’
peripheries, seeing a conflict between them as rooted in their
relations of dependence, inequality, and exploitation.

The case of world systems

World system analysis has developed, largely though not exclu-
sively, from the work of Wallerstein (1974), as an explicitly rela-
tional approach to the global structure of social relations in the
modern period. Wallerstein held that the modern world system of
intersocietal relations was not defined by overarching political or
cultural institutions, as had been the case with earlier ‘world
empires’, but through the complex interdependencies of an econ-
omic division of labour. Political, cultural, and other social insti-
tutions played their part in the organization of the world system,
but its most important characteristics were the non-institutional
relations of exploitation and hegemony that result from the net-
work of economic transactions that bind individuals, business
enterprises, and nation states together.

Wallerstein’s model identifies three zones within the modern
world system: the core, the periphery, and the semi-periphery. The
core areas are those parts of Europe, North America, and East Asia
where capitalism and then industrialism transformed pre-capitalist
economies and allowed these societies to expand through their
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dominance in international trade and production. Those areas of
Central and South America, Africa, and Asia into which these
economies expanded became the peripheral zones of the world
system, providing commodities and resources to the core economies
in forced and unequal exchange relations. Semi-peripheral zones are
intermediate between core and periphery, exploiting those in the
periphery but being exploited by those in the core (Emmanuel 1972,
Chase-Dunn 1989). World system analysts have traced the changing
balance of power within the core as the hegemonic position passed
from Britain to the United States, and they have looked at the im-
plications of this for the degree of exploitation that exists between
core and periphery. The rapid economic development of the Tiger
economies of East Asia from periphery to semi-periphery, for
example, has been seen as reflecting their sponsorship by the United
States after the Second World War and the subsequent rise of Japan
to a core position and the construction of a strong ‘Pacific Rim’
economy (So and Chiu 1995; Applebaum and Henderson 1992).

Investigations of trading networks have disclosed such things as
the changing patterns of centrality of particular national economies
and global regions and the formation of distinct trading blocs and
spheres of influence. Nation states are increasingly drawn into the
major trading blocs, each of which has its own internal structure of
relations between core and peripheral participants (Su 1999).
Within each economy there are characteristic structures of corpor-
ate control and trading that evolve in response to the changing
global structure (Scott 1997).

It has also been shown how political relations of dominance and
hegemony are associated with these economic relations in a
complex global political economy. Moves towards political union,
as in parts of Europe, and patterns of military conflict refiect chang-
ing patterns of global hegemony in economic and political relations
and the competition among nation states. Drawing on such work,
some analysts have sought to predict the likelihood of warfare
between core states in the twenty-first century (Chase-Dunn and
Podobnik 1999).

One growing area of research, however, has concerned the extent
to which these global relations are able to be institutionalized in
new cultural and political institutions. Meyer and others, for
example, show how insights from new institutionalism can comple-
ment an analysis of relational structure in the world system (see
Meyer et al. 1997).
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In summary, through both of our substantive examples we have
tried to show that it is possible to identify a facet of social organ-
ization, relational structure, that is distinct from institutional
structure. This is irreducible to institutional structure but, like insti-
tutional structure, it has no substantial existence separate from the
actions of the individuals and groups that reproduce it. In the words
of Godelier:

Social relations are not things. They do not exist without human inter-
vention and action producing and reproducing them each day - which
does not mean that they are always reproduced in a form identical to
that of yesterday or the day before yesterday. All relations are reali-
ties in flux and motion, and in this movement they are daily deformed,
altered or eroded to a greater or lesser degree, vanishing or metamor-
phosing.

(Godelier 1984: 18)

While distinct from institutional structures, relational structures
are not unconnected with them. The question of how best these two
facets of social structure can be put together has introduced a vast
realm of conceptual difficulties. The lack of appreciation of these
difficulties is in part responsible for the focus on either one or the
other in many discussions on social structure. In the next chapter
we will examine this issue as we try to come to grips with the prob-
lems of representing and linking together distinct different levels of
structure.
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Levels of

Structure

In the last two chapters we discussed the principal ways in which
social structure has been understood: relational structure and insti-
tutional structure. We have argued that these ideas are comple-
mentary, though this is not to say that they can easily be combined
into a single theory. In fact, attempts to do this have led to many
misunderstandings. Sometimes, one aspect of social structure has
been seen as causally determining the other, making one funda-
mental and the other merely epiphenomenal. Other attempts to
bring the two ideas together have seen them as expressions of some
common structuring principle, making them completely isomorphic
(Archer 1988). ‘ :

This problem of how to connect relational structure with insti-
tutional structure is, in fact, one aspect of a much larger issue in
structural analysis. This is the question of what can be called onto-
logical depth: the layering, nesting, or embedding of aspects of
social structure one in relation to another. How are the surface fea-
tures of social structure — those that are most easily and directly
observable - related to the wider and deeper features of social
structure that are less easily observable? The roles of husband and
wife and their interactions with each other, to take a simple
example, are embedded in the larger structure of the family. Family
structures may, in turn, be elements in an extended kinship system
that is, in its turn, part of a tribal structure of communal relations
and institutions.

The terminology that we have used to make this point highlights
the difficulties that sociologists have had in conceptualizing the
ontological depth of social organization. We have used such terms
as ‘surface’ and ‘deeper’, ‘embedded’ and ‘nested’, ‘larger’ and
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‘wider’, and so on. These words point to different ways of grasping
the levels of social structure that give ontological depth to social
life. The most influential way of formulating the question of onto-
logical depth has been the distinction between ‘surface structure’
and ‘deep structure’, and this terminology has been used by adher-
ents to a large variety of theoretical positions.

This way of posing the problem originated in Lévi-Strauss’s
(1968) critique of Radcliffe-Brown’s view of social structure as
actual patterns of social relations among people and the ‘structural
forms’ that these take. Lévi-Strauss adopted a geological metaphor,
arguing that this kind of analysis limited its attention to the surface
of social life and failed to investigate the more important things that
were happening under the surface. Sociological analysis, Lévi-
Strauss held, must relate the surface structure of social life to its
underlying, deep structure. This argument has, in recent years,
been explored in critical realist philosophy of science, where Roy
Bhaskar (1975, 1979, 1989) has argued the need for a more complex
understanding of the relations among d:fferent levels of reality and
to see it as ‘stratified’.!

In this chapter, we will explore the metaphors that have been
used to explore the relationship between surface structures and
deep structures. The one that comes closest to implementing Lévi-
Strauss’s geological imagery is that which divides social structure
into ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ levels. This metaphor was most
clearly developed in the Marxist tradition and, of course, predates
Lévi-Strauss’s own work - it was, in fact, one of his main sources of
inspiration. We will look at the insights achieved and the problems
faced by those who have used this metaphor. The second metaphor
that we will discuss is that which divides social structure into
‘system’ and ‘subsystem’ levels. This metaphor breaks with the
physical, geological imagery of the base/superstructure idea and is
able to highlight certain features of social structure that it fails to
see. However, it, too, has conceptual problems that limit its useful-
ness. We will look finally at how structural analysis has begun to go
beyond these two metaphors, using the new metaphor of the dif-
ferentiated fields of a social space.

Base and superstructure

The base/superstructure model is one in which two pnncxpal levels
of social structure are identified and a causal relationship is seen as
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holding between them. One level (the base) determines or con-
ditions the other (the superstructure). At its crudest, this may
involve a simple determinism in which the features of the super-
structure are seen as mere effects of the base. In most variants,
however, some autonomy is recognized for the superstructure and
there is an attempt to theorize the limits to this autonomy. Most
formulations of this model have seen the relational structure of a
society as forming its base and have ascribed primary causal signifi-
cance to this. A leading example is provided by the work of
Durkheim, who saw collective representations as determined by
collective relationships.

In his work, Durkheim used a two-level model of social structure
in which collective relationships were a ‘substratum’, while collec-
tive representations formed a ‘superstructure’ erected on top of it.
Durkheim’s discussion of this model highlights the difficulties and
ambiguities that have been apparent in all subsequent discussions.
At times, it seems that Durkheim was suggesting that there is a tem-
poral relationship of causality between the two aspects of social
structure. In The Division of Labour in Society, for example, he
argued that changes in the relational structure of interdependen-
cies, defining the shift from mechanical to organic solidarity,
precede a corresponding shift from a repressive to a restitutive col-
lective conscience (Durkheim 1893). However, this was not con-
sistently seen as a simple one-way causal relationship between
substratum and superstructure. Durkheim held, for example, that
collective representations formed a partially autonomous realm
that was, to a degree, able to follow its own principles. Collective
representations

have the power to attract and repel each other and to form amongst
themselves various syntheses, which are determined by their natural
affinities, and not by the condition of their matrix {of collective
relationships]. As a consequence, the new representations born of
these syntheses have the same nature; they are immediately caused by
other collective representations and not by this or that characteristic
of the social structure.

(Durkheim 1898: 31)

Unfortunately, Durkheim never managed to demonstrate convinc-
ingly how this causation and relative autonomy was to be under-
stood. Nor did he formulate the principles that might govern the
autonomous dynamics of collective representations.
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It was in Marx’s work that the metaphor of base and superstruc-
ture received its classic statement. Although he explored neither
social relations nor social institutions and representations with the
same rigour as had Durkheim, he did produce a powerful con-
ceptualization of the relationship between them that he used in a
number of his own studies.

From Hegelian philosophy, Marx took over the idea that social
structure was to be seen as an organized whole, a ‘totality’ that
develops over time (Jay 1984: 62-3). Hegel's understanding of the
social totality as a social mind - a national or communal folk spirit
— was not unimportant for Marx, who saw such forms of social con-
sciousness as forming the ideology or ruling ideas of an epoch.
However, Marx’s treatment of these ideas and representations
depended upon his view that the historical totality had to be under-
stood also, and more fundamentally, as a material totality. The two
aspects are combined together in the structural whole or totality
that is social life.

Social life has its roots in the material process through which
human labour is organized, and this is a structure of social relations.
Marx added the complication that these social relations are to be
conceptualized as specifically economic relations that are, in tumn, to
be seen as relations of production. Although Marx developed his
analysis in terms of these economic relations of production, this par-
ticular aspect of his argument is not essential to the questions that
we are considering here. What is crucial is his method, which sees a
social structure as divided into a ‘material’ base of social relations
and a superstructure of social representations and institutions, and
his suggestion that social relations can be hierarchically differenti-
ated (see Figure 5. 1). Marx’s distinct contribution to the analysis of
social structure was to use the base/superstructure metaphor to weld
together elements of the idealism of Hegel and the materialism of
the British political economists into a coherent theoretical frame-
work. This metaphor allowed Marx not only to distinguish between
different aspects of social structure, but also to see them as distinct
‘levels’ whose interconnections could be established.

The clearest formulation of his base/superstructure model is to
be found in the 1859 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy. There he wrote that:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations
that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of

T R T TS, B T ALk T K e M KT M € BN T

ead



20 Social Structure

Superstructure

Surface

Base/Foundation

Figure 5.1 Ontological depth: base and superstructure

production which correspond to a definite state of development of
their material forces. The sum total of these relations of production
constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundations on
which rises the legal and political superstructure and to which corre-
spond definite forms of social consciousness.

(Marx 1859: 159-60)

Material production, he argued, always occurs in specific types of
social relations, which he called relations of production. The
relations of production in a society comprise its economic structure.
The economic structure combines these social relations, which
shape the productive activities of individuals, with the material
resources that make that productive activity possible. These
material resources Marx called the ‘forces of production’. They are
the land, machinery, factories, raw materials, labour power, and
technical knowledge whose social distribution comprises what
Durkheim was later to call a social morphology.2 The economic
structure, then, combines relations and resources.

The social relations of production are essentially relations of
ownership and control of the means of production, and they estab-
lish class relations between categories of individuals who stand in
differing relations to the means of production. The existence of a
class of capitalists, as owners or controllers of the means of material
production, for example, implies the simultaneous existence of a




Levels of Structure 21

class of labourers who have no such possession and are forced to
work for the property owners in order to meet their own subsist-
ence needs.

The economic structure, Marx went on to say, formed the base
or ‘real foundation’ of social organization. There was also, how-
ever, the other, more idealistic, aspect of social structure that he
divided into the ‘legal and political superstructure’ and the forms
of social consciousness to which these ‘correspond’. The social insti-
tutions of the legal and political superstructure, and the cultural
forms of consciousness that inform them, are intricately connected
to one another, but these social institutions were not seen by Marx
in exclusively cultural terms. The legal and constitutional norms
that define the state apparatus, for example, must also be seen as
involving relations of coercion and repression. At its most general,
then, the legal and political superstructure comprises all those
elements of control and repression through which a dominant class
of owners maintains and preserves its powers and interests. The
laws of private property, for example, are seen as the legal codifi-
cation or ‘expression’ of the relations of production that constitute
patterns of ownership and control, and government is seen as the
means through which the interests of a dominant class are given
voice.

This point was clarified in Althusser’s discussion of the state
apparatus, which introduced a distinction between the ‘repressive’
and the ‘ideological’ aspects of the state (Althusser 1971: 1-60).
The repressive aspect of the state consists of relations of direct and
naked coercion that are organized through the police, the military,
the prisons, and so on. The ideological aspect, on the other hand,
is based on the internalization of those worldviews, understandings,
and conceptual systems that legitimate these social relations. This
socialization occurs through such social institutions as schooling,
religion, trade unionism, political association, the mass media, and
the law, ‘

The other component of the superstructure that Marx referred to
was the ‘forms of social consciousness’, or the ‘idealistic’ super-
structure. By this he meant a ‘superstructure of distinct and pecu-
liarly formed sentiments, illusions, modes of thought and views of
life’ (Marx 1852: 117; see also Marx and Engels 1846: 64). There is
a widespread tendency to see this superstructure of ideas as an ‘ideo-
logical’ superstructure, though Larrain (1979: 50) has pointed out
that Marx never used the expression ‘ideclogical superstructure’.
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When Marx used the word ‘ideology’ he referred always to particu-
lar ‘distortions’ and ‘inversions’, and these need not apply to an
entire idealistic superstructure (Mannheim 1929). What is more, he
went on to argue that not all cognitive errors should be understood
as ideological in origin. An error can, for example, be a simple
factual or logical mistake.

~ The base/superstructure model has often been read as a form of
economic determinism. In such a model, the legal and political
structure would merely crystallize the interests of the economically
dominant class, while the so-called ‘ideological superstructure’
would ‘reflect’, ‘echo’ or produce ‘illusions’, ‘inverted images’ and
‘fantasies’. This leads to the belief that the particular configurations
of the legal and political superstructure, along with forms of con-
sciousness, can be deduced from the material forms of economic
organization: social institutions and representations are simply
derived from the social (economic) relations. Raymond Williams
(1977: 95-100) has highlighted the difficulties that the base/super-
structure model has in handling cultural phenomena when it tends
to see the superstructure as a ‘reflection’ of the underlying base.
This leads the cultural aspects of economic production to be all but
ignored, and the material or relational aspects of politics and ideol-
ogy to be minimized.

Although Marx explicitly states that forms of consciousness and
the institutions that they inform are historically specific and socially
constituted, he is not so clear about how this social conditioning
works. While it is true that Marx equated social relations with econ-
omic relations, he did not reduce the superstructure to a causal
effect of the economic base. He was, in fact, very concerned to the-
orize the autonomy of the superstructure, though his comments are
suggestive rather than definitive. He stressed, for example, how
closely interwoven are the social relations and their represen-
tations. They were seen as intricately interwoven into the material
practices of individuals and as arising directly from the lived experi-
ences of the members of the various classes.

This point was developed in Marx’s analysis of what he called
‘commodity fetishism’. This describes the belief that commodities
exist as independent ‘things’ with powers of their own. It occurs
when individuals fail to realize that the relations between these
things ~ for example, price relations among goods in the market -
are merely the superficial forms of appearance of the actual social
relations of production in which they are involved.? This fetishism
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does not involve a simple error of perception or a failure of under-
standing. It is an inevitable consequence of the material relations
within which people live. This ideological way of seeing commodi-
ties is an integral feature of the relations of production of a capi-
talist society. It is a necessary, systemic feature of the social
organization of production.

This points to the difficulty that Marx had in sustaining the idea
of separate spheres (base and superstructure) between which there
were causal relations. If consciousness is an integral part of the
lived experience of social relations, it cannot be separated off as a
discrete, and secondary, chunk of reality. Nevertheless, Marx often
tends to imply exactly this kind of separation. In The German Ideol-
ogy, for example, Marx and Engels wrote that

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e., the
class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time
its ruling intellectual force. The class which has the material means of
material production at its disposal, has control at the same time over
the means of mental production ... generally speaking, the ideas of
those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it.
(Marx and Engels 1846: 64)

This implies that the entire ‘idealistic superstructure’ is a mere
reflection of the interests of the ruling class, and is brought into
alignment with these interests through their deliberate and inten-
tional actions. Ideas and forms of consciousness, along with the
social institutions that they inform, involve what orthodox Marxism
called ‘false consciousness’. Ideology is false in so far as it is
imposed on people from without, through a process of socialization
and indoctrination that undermines the validity of their own views
and favours those of the holders of power. Institutional structure,
then, would reflect a dominant ideology, an argument that parallels
that of those normative functionalists and conflict theorists who saw
the possibility that social norms could be imposed by a minority
over a majority (Abercrombie et al. 1979). This view also implies
that there are no independent rational principles governing insti-
tutional change. In his ‘Preface’ (1859), for example, Marx con-
trasted changes in the economic base, ‘which can be determined
with the precision of natural science’, with those in ‘the legal, politi-
cal, religious, aesthetic or philosophic’ spheres that showed no such
logic. These are seen as irrational and arbitrary changes that can be
understood only as ‘reflections’ of an economic logic.
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Both Marx and Engels were profoundly dissatisfied with this
deterministic model, no matter how often they kept coming back
to its relatively simple formulations. They constantly sought to
recognize the ‘autonomy’ of the superstructure and its freedom
from complete determination by its economic base. In the ‘Preface’,
for example, Marx immediately qualified his strongly determinist
statement by saying that the mode of production ‘conditions the
social, political and intellectual life process in general’ and not in
all its particulars (Marx 1859: 160). Engels argued vigorously
against the mechanical determination thesis, with which he and
Marx had come to be identified. He argued quite convincingly that
neither he nor Marx saw the functioning of the economic structure
as a simple mono-causal process of determination. In his famous
letter to Bloch, Engels wrote that

. - . the determining element in history is ultimately the production and
reproduction in real life. More than this neither Marx nor I have ever
asserted. If therefore somebody twists this into the statement that the
economic element is the only determining one, he transforms it into a
meaningless, abstract and absurd phrase,

(Engels 1890: 475)

Engels suggested that there is a reciprocal interaction between
elements in the base and elements in the superstructure. He likened
the complexity of this interaction to that of ‘innumerable inter-
secting forces, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces which
give rise to one resultant - the historical event’ (Engels 1890: 476).
Social structure itself is the ‘resultant’ of these forces. He main-
tained, however, that, within this complex interplay of causal
forces, the ‘economic movement’ remains the strongest and the
most decisive, even if elements from the superstructure might, in
some cases, be predominant in shaping specific historical events.
The causal influence of economic relations prevails ‘in the last
instance’, though not necessarily in every specific event. What
remains unclear in these remarks is the nature of the mechanisms
that can align the economic structure with the superstructure ‘in the
last instance’, If the superstructure is not just a mere ‘reflex’ or
‘expression’ of the economic structure, then what social mechan-
isms or processes allow them to be simultaneously both aligned and
relatively independent?4

Marx has provided the clearest and most influential formulation
of the base/superstructure model that was glimpsed in Durkheim
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' ahd that has been applied in a wide range of studies. Write.rs
~ differ on the question of whether the base is to be unflerstoc.x.l in
purely economic terms, in political terms, as a composite pohfxcal
economy, or in terms of wider social relations, and they also differ
on whether this base is to be seen in exclusively relational terms or
a5 combining relational and institutional elements. Nevertheless,
the influence of a broad conception of a causally linked base and
superstructure, with the base firmly grounded in social morphology,
is clear.

There are, however, major difficulties with the model. The twists
and turns in the attempts of Marx and Engels to clarify the nature
of the causal relations involved have not yielded a satisfactory and
coherent account of the relationship between the various levels of
social structure. The roots of these problems lie in the analogy with
physical structure that is at the heart of the model. The concept of
structure, as we showed in Chapter 2, originated in physical and
- architectural ideas, and it was gradually generalized to other con-
texts where physical correlates of ‘buildings’ were not always
~ apparent. Use of the physical analogy implies that the base exists
somehow separately from, and ‘below’, the superstructure that it
- supports. The base provides the sub-surface ‘foundations’ on which
the visible superstructure is constructed. The superstructure stands
on the surface and rises above it, being supported, and prevented
from collapse, by its base. Spelling out these implications highlights
. the limitations of the metaphor of base and superstructure for the

- social sciences. There is no ‘outside’ or ‘below’ in the social world.

The ontological depth of the social world is not a physical depth,
but a virtual depth that can be uncovered by a progressive refine-
ment in intellectual focus but that cannot, ultimately, be grasped in
physical language. '

Systéms and subsystems

Marx’s conception of the connection between deep structure and
surface structure, in terms of a base/superstructure model, gave pri-
macy to social relations, and within them to economic relations.
The other influential view of the connection has given primacy to
social institutions and has seen these in terms of a system/subsystem
model. This view is most particularly associated with Parsons, and
it has inspired a whole school of ‘functionalist’ systems theories.
. Most recently, these same ideas have been developed in the form of
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the ‘neofunctionalism’ of Alexander and Luhmann. These writers
moved from their initial structural functional approaches to
broader systems theories. They took their inspiration from the
development of general systems theories in a number of sciences
from the 1950s, though systems ideas go back as far as the biological
analogies used by Spencer and Schiffle.

Beginning with ideas in information science and the building of
computer systems, general systems theory suggested new ways of
understanding organization and structure in biological and then
human systems (von Bertalanffy 1973). Central to these theories
was the idea that living entities had a form of organization that
could be understood in terms of processes of control that main-
tained a distinction between the system and its environment and
that allowed the system to be differentiated into autonomous
subsystems. The analytical movement from environment to system
and to subsystem involved a shift to levels of greater ontological
depth and seemed, to many people, to offer more scope than
the base/superstructure model. Greater analytical sophistication
seemed to be offered by two key features of general systems
theories. First, the physical imagery of ‘above’ and ‘below’ was
abandoned in favour of a more conceptual imagery of the nesting
and embedding of systems within one another. Second, this
imagery pointed to the possibility of exploring greater ontological
depths through the identification of sub-subsystems, sub-sub-
subsystems, and so on, each with its own distinct level of organized
complexity.

Parsons saw the driving forces in the articulation of systems and
subsystems as the strains and tensions that they experienced as they
adapted to those other systems that make up their environments.
Adaptation was not seen as a teleological goal to which systems are
somehow orientated, but as an unintended consequence of behav-
ioural responses. Parsons held that coexisting systems must
accommodate themselves to their mutual effects on each other. The
adaptations that they make determine the structure of the over-
arching, encompassing system, and this structure will involve
varying degrees of compatibility and autonomy among its con-
stituent elements. :

Parsons began from an initial differentiation of systems and sub-
systems in relation to what he called the action system, and he
showed how the intellectual division of labour between the various
human sciences can be understood in terms of their concerns for
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different subsystems of action. An action system, Parsons argued,
is any system through which cultu.ral representa?xons and sy{anls
are formed into meaningful intentions and are given expression in
concrete situations. A major concern for biology is to explox:e this
from the standpoint of organisms — organic systems — lookmg’at
genetic structure and its influence on the a_natomlca.l and physio-
logical mechanisms that underpin all meaningful action by organ-
isms. Psychology, on the other hand, looks at the learning process
through which such organisms are able to form the mental struc-
tures that constitute ‘personality systems’. Organic systems and
personality systems, therefore, are contained within the action
system as two of its subsystems. Parsons recognized a specific object
for the social sciences as the ‘social system’, and he saw this as yet
a further subsystem of action. A social system comprises structures
of specifically social action, understood as processes of interaction
in which the involvement of two or more individuals creates a
‘problem of order’ or integration separate from the integration of
each individual’s personality. The final subsystem of action that
Parsons identified is culture, the system of shared symbols and ideas
that underpin mental and social structures.

A system of action, then, consists of organic, personality, social,
and cultural subsystems. Parsons saw each of these subsystems as
concerned with particular ‘functional’ aspects of the encompassing
action system. The specifically functionalist aspect of Parsons’s
work need not concern us here, as we are concerned with the
method that he used to distinguish types of structure. This method
involves a recognition that subsystems are embedded or nested
within surrounding systems, and Parsons represented this in his
famous diagram of ‘boxes’ (see Figure 5. 2). Each square box rep-
resents a system, and boxes that are wholly contained within a
larger box are subsystems of it. Parsons’s argument could just as
easily have been represented as concentric circles. What is import-
ant is that he used a non-physical metaphor to understand onto-
logical depth. Deep structures do not exist ‘below’ surface
structures; they are laterally embedded within them. A subsystem
of action, therefore, is ‘an analytical aspect abstractable from the
total action processes’ (Parsons 1966: 8, emphasis removed) but not
existing in any concrete sense separately from it.

For Parsons, a social system is a subsystem of action in which
structured interactions are formed. These social structures, as we
showed in Chapter 3, are cultural in character, as they involve the
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Figure 5.2 Ontological depth: system and subsystem

symbolic organization of action. Parsons went on to look at the
ways in which distinct subsystems can be seen as embedded within
social systems, each of these involving a specific type of social struc-
ture. The core subsystem of any social system is what Parsons called
- in the case of a whole society — its ‘societal community’. This is a
normative ordering of social positions and their associated roles,
organized through legal and customary norms. It is a systematic
combination of these norms into an institutional framework that
comprises a ‘complex network of interpenetrating collectivities and
collective loyalties’ (Parsons 1971b: 13). It is expressed particularly
in forms of social stratification, but also in specialized institutions
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that sustain and support other social subsystems. These other sub-
systems include, most importantly, the ‘polity” which comprises
social structures that are concerned with the organization of co-
ordinated action for the attainment of collectively significant goals;
and the ‘economy’ which comprises social institutions that regulate
technological processes and the processes of production, distri-
bution, and consumption.

Having got to this point, he then showed how it is possible to dig
deeper into the levels of social structure to identify further subsys-
tems. The societal community, for example, he saw as divisible into
subsystems of collective representations, norms, collectivities, and
roles. Similarly, he looked at subsystems of economies and polities,
such as their organizational, investment, administrative, and legis-
lative systems. Each of these, he argued, could be analysed
systemically as subsystems, and they too can, in their turn, be
deconstructed into their own subsystems.

Many of these particular claims are specific to Parsons’s formu-
lation of systems theory, and his arguments show clearly his empha-
sis on institutional structure and the marginalization of relational
structure. The general methodology of structural analysis that he
sets out, however, has been adapted by other writers who have tried
to investigate levels of structure in a way that avoids the over-
simplifications of the base/superstructure model.

Luhmann, for example, has developed this in an ingenious way.
He saw the crucial step in the development of systems theory as
being the replacement of an earlier terminology of ‘parts’ and
‘wholes’ by that of ‘systems’ and ‘environments’, which allowed a
much clearer formulation of the idea of system differentiation. A
differentiated system is not simply composed of parts — the parts
are themselves systems (subsystems) and they collectively form the
internal environment of the whole system (Luhmann 1975: 7, 18.
See also Buckley 1967).

Systems, Luhmann emphasizes, are things that establish bound-
aries and, therefore, differentiate themselves from their environ-
ments. System differentiation is this same process of boundary
maintenance occurring within systems. This results in a ‘hierar-
chization’ of systems: ‘subsystems can differentiate into further
subsystems and . . . a transitive relation of containment within con-
tainment emerges’ (Luhmann 1975: 19). That is, systems are nested,
embedded or contained within environing systems, producing a
hierarchy of levels of social structure.
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Habermas: a partial synthesis?

We have, so far, looked separately at the two principal views on
levels of social structure, and it is worth pausing to look at the work
of someone who has attempted to combine them into a single
model. The work of Habermas is a sophisticated attempt to do this,
and his influential work has suggested a possible direction forward
for structural analysis in sociology.

Habermas attempts to recast the Marxist model of base
and superstructure by incorporating arguments from Parsons,
Luhmann, and other systems theorists.’ His most sustained effort
at this synthesis is his two-volume work, The Theory of Communi-
cative Action (Habermas 1981a and b). At the heart of his theory is
a distinction between the aspect of social structure which is gener-
ated by communicative action and that which is generated by
purposive action. Communicative action, he holds, is primarily
orientated towards the attainment of mutual understanding
between the participants in a system of action. Actors relate to each
other in terms of their shared normative expectations and, for their
actions to proceed, they must agree upon a common definition of
the situation. Purposive action, on the other hand, is orientated
towards the attainment of goals in the most rational and effective
way. Actors relate to each other in strategic and calculative ways.
Concrete actions, of course, combine both of these orientations to
varying degrees. Nevertheless, Habermas holds that they may be
usefully distinguished as ideal types. He sees each type of action as
generating distinct forms of social structure, and he holds that it is
useful to distinguish these, despite the fact that any concrete social
structure will combine them together. Indeed, a central tenet of
Habermas’s argument is that actual societies show varying degrees
of differentiation between the aspects of social structure.

Habermas sees the aspect of social structure that is generated by
communicative actions as an ‘institutional framework’, and he
argues that this forms a sociocultural ‘lifeworld’ that organizes day-
to-day experiences. It comprises ‘the legitimate orders through
which participants regulate their memberships in social groups and
thereby secure solidarity’ (Habermas 1981b: 138). He sees Parsons
and the neofunctionalists as having made major contributions to
the analysis of this aspect of social structure, and he would see the
ideas that we have discussed in Chapter 3 as being fundamental to
an account of institutional structure. He aims to show, however,
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that a full understanding of norms and symbolic communication
requires, in addition, ideas taken from phenomenological and sym-
bolic interactionist theories.

Purposive actions generate structures of instrumental social
relations that, in so far as they can be understood in non-normative
terms, can be seen as purely relational structures. Habermas takes
far less account of the particular approaches to relational structure
that we discussed in Chapter 4, except for those that have been
directly taken up in the Marxist tradition (see also Horkheimer et
al. 1956). He specifically follows the Marxian view of the base in
stressing the primacy of economic and, increasingly, of political
relations. This relational base is a political economy that Habermas
calls, rather loosely and misleadingly, the *system’. Purposive social
actions, he holds, are not aligned through social norms but through
the use of money and power, and the base system is coordinated
through the flow of these ‘steering media’.

The extent to which the relational structure of the base system is
actually separated from the institutional superstructure of the life-
world is, Habermas argues, quite variable from one society to
another, and the relationship between them can change consider-
ably over time. He argues, for example, that in capitalist societies
the causal influence of relational structures in the totality of social
life has become progressively stronger as more and more areas of
social life have been removed from normative regulation. At first,
this involved, as Marx recognized, a predominantly economic effect
that operated through the emergence and consolidation of a sphere
of commodified market relations. As these capitalist societies have
developed, however, political regulation has become a progres-
sively greater feature of these market relations, and it is a politi-
cized economy that now plays the crucial part in shaping the overall
social totality, leading to the commodification and juridification of
all human relations. Individuals are increasingly connected to one
another through “delinguistified media’ such as money and power.
While operating as increasingly autonomous relational structures,
these media are, nevertheless, ‘anchored’ in the life world through
the ‘institutional complexes' of the legal and administrative
systems. These institutional complexes, Habermas argues, are not
a ‘material base’, as Marx held, but are, indeed, the ‘basic insti-
tutions’ or ‘core institutions’ of capitalist society. The articulation
of ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ has been reconstructed and can no
longer be grasped in the old language.
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It is not necessary to follow Habermas in all the particulars of his
account of the development of late capitalism. What is important is
the model of social structure that he uses in this account. He has
attempted, with much success, to combine the insights of the
base/superstructure model and the system/subsystem model. He
has not, however, resolved the problems inherent in these two
metaphors, taking them on largely as he found them.

Fields and the organization of space

A major problem with Habermas’s model is one that — unsurpris-
ingly — is common to many forms of Marxism and systems theory.
This is the tendency to see the historical development of social
totalities as realizing a goal that is somehow given in the social
structure itself. Althusser (1968: 96-7) has criticized this as histori-
cism or teleology. Historicist theories, Althusser holds, conceptual-
ize social structures as ‘expressive totalities’, as manifesting specific
principles that suffuse them and give them their shapes. All levels
of a particular social structure express this essential principle, and
this manifests itself ever more clearly as the structure develops. For
example, Marx tended to see the contradiction between capital and
labour in capitalist social structures as conditioning all other aspects
of the social structure. The entire social structure expresses this
same contradiction.

Althusser sought to replace the idea of an expressive totality with
that of social structure as a ‘complexly articulated whole’ in which
each level has its ‘relative autonomy’. The various levels are con-
nected with and influence one another; they are ‘overdetermined’,
but they do not follow a single developmental logic. The contra-
dictions that exist within systems of economic relations and insti-
tutions, for example, are unlikely to be the same as those that are
found in cultural or political systems. The various contradictions
will not, therefore, reinforce one another and there will be no con-
sistent drive in any one direction of social change. Althusser argued
that it is only when contradictions at different structural levels do
happen to align themselves, reinforcing each other’s effects, that
there will be a ‘fusion’ or ‘condensation’ of social forces that will
create a tendency towards wholesale structural transformation. If,
on the other hand, the contradictions do not align themselves then
there will be a ‘displacement’ of contradictions (Althusser 1963:
210-13).
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Althusser struggled to find a language that would adequately
grasp this view of social structure. He saw it as involving what he
called ‘structural causality’, a mechanism through which ‘the
whole existence of the structure consists of its effects’ (Althusser
and Balibar 1968: 189). A social structure, he said, is a ‘decentred
structure in dominance’. Each level of social structure follows its
own eccentric course, subject only to the need to adapt to all
others, and, within this articulation of structures, one particular
level has the greatest effect (Althusser 1962: 254-5). Following
Marx, Althusser saw economic relations as having the greatest
influence on the overall direction of social development. He
argued that this is very different from the fundamental or essen-
tial role of a determining economic base. A social structure as a
whole is an effect of the simultaneous, and complex, articulation of
different relations and institutions. The metaphor that Althusser
most consistently relied on is that of the electric or magnetic field.
It is the combination of different forces in a field that gives objects
their properties. Objects are not entities that exist prior to or sep-
arate from the existence of forces in social fields; they are consti-
tuted through these forces.®

This decentring of social structures —and of the subject - removes
the idea of essence from structural analysis, and it has been taken
further in the so-called post-structuralist ideas of Foucault and in
the writings of Bourdieu. While rejecting the idea of ‘structure’ that
is found in much structuralist writing, Foucault does not completely
reject the possibility of a concept of structure or social organization.
He certainly tends to avoid the word, because of some of the conno-
tations that it inherits from earlier traditions of social thought, but
his work does embody an attempt to elaborate on the differenti-
ated, fragmented and eccentric characteristics of social structures
to which Althusser pointed.

Foucault (1971) saw knowledge and ideas (discourse) as both
constitutive of and produced by social development. This process
of social development is not continuous, linear and progressive, but
is organized around significant discontinuities and ruptures.” A
form of social organization, like the bodies of knowledge that are
integral to it, is to be understood as a ‘system of dispersion’
(Foucault: 38) that must be understood as a network or ‘archipel-
ago’ of autonomous elements.

As Major-Poetzl (1983) has convincingly argued, Foucault con-
ceives of social space along the lines of post-Newtonian field
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physics, and he systematically employs spatio-temporal categories.?
In field physics, objects are not primary or simply given; they are
the relational and contingent results of the organization of space as
a field. Moreover, they are rarely the results of a single, homo-
geneous effect, but tend to arise from distinct localized ‘surfaces of
emergence’, such as hospitals, asylums, and prisons. Social struc-
ture is conceptualized as the effect of dynamic and dispersed con-
figurations of institutional and relational structures in a fractured
and heterogeneous social space.

This recognition of contingency, rupture and discontinuity does
not itself mean the abandonment of the attempt to conceptualize
complexly articulated levels of social structure. This is clear from
the way that Bourdieu has built on these ideas. Bourdieu insists that
sociology must rid itself of all ‘substantialist concepts’ that suggest
the existence of things independently of the relations that consti-
tute them.

The concept of space is a crucial starting point for producing
theoretical representations of society, because “. .. social space is
indeed the first and last reality’ (Bourdieu 1994: 13). The idea of
space impels us towards a relational understanding of the world:

It affirms that every ‘reality’ it designates resides in the mutual exteri-
ority of its composite elements. Apparent, directly visible beings,
whether individuals or groups, exist and subsist in and through differ-
ence; that is, they occupy relative positions in a space of relations
which, although invisible and always difficult to show empirically, is
the most real reality . . . and the real principle of the behaviour of indi-
viduals and groups.

(Bourdieu 1994: 31)

Social space is not merely an aggregate of individuals. It is, as we
will show in Chapter 6, a distribution of resources and embodied
practices or dispositions into different social positions. The pos-
itions themselves exist only in their opposition and difference to
other positions. These may be institutional or relational positions
as we have described them in Chapters 3 and 4. Thus, the position
of man is opposed to that of woman, of good taste to bad taste, of
high art to popular art, of educated to uneducated, and so on. Social
space as a whole is organized into a number of different fields of
activity, and positions in one field may be related to positions in
other fields through similarity or homology. Thus, a homology or
equivalence may exist between positions in relation to education
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and the socially positioned practices of good taste and knowledge
of high art (Bourdieu 1984: 175).

Bourdieu has pointed to a variety of different fields that exist in
societies, and he has himself undertaken studies of the fields of taste
(Bourdieu 1986), academic and intellectual production (Bourdieu
1988), artistic creation (Bourdieu 1984: 139-48; 1993b), education
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1970), language (Bourdieu 1991) and the
bureaucratic state (Bourdieu 1989). A society - as a social space —
consists of a multiplicity of fields in complex articulations with one
another. They are not simply ‘nested’ one inside another, as are the
Parsonian systems and subsystems, but may overlap and intersect,
interfering with or reinforcing each other’s effects.

While the range and character of social fields is immense, Bour-
dieu holds that it is possible to identify certain general features in
them (1984: 72). Fields are ‘arenas of struggle’ over the possession
and reproduction of the resources that are specific to them. These
resources — Bourdieu calls them forms of ‘capital’ - are modalities
of social power. They are distributed unevenly among the various
positions in a field, and they are the bases for relations of domi-
nation and subordination and for struggles over dominance within
a field (Bourdieu 1994: 31). Those who occupy social positions that
give them advantaged access to resources are able to dominate the
field, and reap the rewards that it has to offer. At the most general
level, Bourdieu makes a distinction between four different types of
resource, which he calls economic, cultural, social, and, at a slightly
different level, symbolic. The economic field, for example, involves
the distribution of and struggle over such resources as income, land,
and financial assets as means to the securing of profit.

Bourdieu has undertaken some explorations into the relation-
ship between economic and other types of resources. For example,
he has looked at how economic capital can be converted into cul-
tural or educational capital (Bourdieu 1994: 19-30). He has not,
however, been interested in examining the economic field itself.
This task, he has said, is one that he leaves to others, as his own
interests concern cultural and social capital (Bourdieu 1984: 32).
Economic resources, as Marx showed, become economic capital
when they can be accumulated and invested for the further accumu-
lation of profit.

Cultural resources are various types of symbolic goods, such as
language, manners, taste, knowledge and skills. They can be seen
as related to the building of institutional structures. These cultural
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resources can be described as ‘capital’ when - as is the case with
economic resources — it is possible to use them to make cultural
‘profits’ that can be accumulated and converted into other forms of
capital. In a field of cultural consumption, for example, the posses-
sion of ‘good taste’ - as defined by the normative standards that
define high status — allows those who possess it to distinguish them-
selves from those who have ‘bad taste’. They can discriminate
between artistic and kitsch pictures, fashionable and unfashionable
clothes, a good film and a Hollywood blockbuster, artistic and
popular music, etc., and they can invest this ability to advantage
themselves in organizations, such as schools, that reward the exer-
cise of cultural capital. Holders of cultural capital, then, can accrue
the profit inherent in social distinction (Bourdieu 1979). In the field
of education, for example, students with the specifically linguistic
form of cultural capital have the capacity to express themselves
according to the highly valued, socially acceptable standards of
their teachers. They will, therefore, profit by being thought of as
articulate, bright, and cultured, and will tend to receive the numer-
ous benefits that follow from this (Bourdieu and Passeron 1970. See
also Bernstein 1965 and 1971).

‘Social capital’ is the term that Bourdieu uses to refer to member-
ship in social groups that can enhance a person’s opportunities for
recruitment, promotion, and mobility into highly valued positions.
The relational structures that establish marriage and kinship
relations, school and university cliques, attendance at particular
colleges, and membership of select clubs can all be employed in this
way — in the manner of an ‘old boy network’ — and they can be con-
verted into cultural or economic capital. Not surprisingly the
domestic field of wealthy and powerful families is one of the main
bases for the accumulation of social capital (Bourdieu 1994: 71).
The fourth type of capital, symbolic capital, is best dealt with in our
discussion of embodied structures in the next chapter.

Bourdieu argues that societies like the United States, Japan, and
France are fundamentally organized around the distribution of
economic and cultural capital. Forms of social capital play a second-
ary but still important role. Those individuals or groups that are
positioned in such a way that they have advantaged access to econ-
omic and/or cultural capital are in positions of dominance not only
over other individuals or groups in the particular field but in the

larger society. Bourdieu refers to this as the overall volume of
capital.
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A fundamental consequence of the uneven distribution of capital
within any field is that there is always an organization of ‘interests’
and ‘stakes’, and the conflict of interests is the driving dynamic
behind the development of a field. The specific features of the con-
flict of interests, Bourdieu argues, differ from one field to another,
giving each field its specific dynamic - Bourdieu terms it the specific
‘logic’ of the field. The specific logic of a field is the basis for its
autonomy within the overall social space; and the structure of the
social space is a result of the interplay of these autonomous logics.

This is not to say that a social space is merely a fragmented aggre-
gate of separate fields. Each field must accommodate to the pres-
sures and strains of coexisting with other fields, and fields are
involved in complex interchanges involving the conversion, and
reconversion, of one form of capital into another.

Bourdieu maintains that it is also possible to understand the
relationships of autonomy and dependence among fields, in terms
of their formation into a definite hierarchy. In other words, it is
always possible to identify fields that are dominant in particular
social formations (Bourdieu 1994: 34). In contemporary France, he
holds, cultural capital is dominated by economic capital, but there
is no necessary reason why economic capital should always domi-
nate in this way. In the GDR and other Communist societies, for
example, the dominant position was taken by the contacts and con-
nections that make up political capital (Bourdieu 1984: 19-30).

As with our discussion of Marx and Parsons, our concern is not
with the substantive ideas that Foucault and Bourdieu have set out.
We are interested in the underlying method that they use to con-
ceptualize social structures and their levels. Marx’s base/super-
structure model saw social structures as layered into levels that lie
above and below one another, much as the floors of a building rise
to various levels above its foundations. The model of systems and
subsystems set out by Parsons and other functionalists saw social
structures as nested within one another, like the rings of an onion
or a Russian Babushka doll. Where Marx’s physical imagery
stressed the ‘vertical’ depth of the social, Parsons’s imagery moved
sociological analysis towards an awareness of its ‘lateral’ depth. The
concept of the field follows Parsons’s move away from the mis-
leading physical imagery of the base/superstructure model, but it
breaks also with any idea of a simple one-dimensional nesting of
subsystems (see Figure 5.3). , | ‘

A whole society, from this point of view, is a social space within
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Figure 5.3 Ontological depth: fields and space

which a number of overlapping and interpenetrating fields of action
coexist and follow their own specific developmental dynamics. The
way in which each field develops, however, is affected by the other
ficlds within the surrounding social space that impinge on its oper-
ations, and the operations of each field, therefore, may be rein-
forced by the operations of the others. Within this dispersed space
of autonomous and interpenetrating fields, social structures are
formed that are, themselves, dispersed, discrete, and interpene-
trating. The social structures of a society form, in Foucault’s words,
an archipelago, a cluster of connected areas of stability and order
that, through their continually shifting relations of interdepen-
dence, transform themselves and the overall shape of the archipel-
ago.

We are not, of course, claiming that Foucault and Bourdieu have
solved the problem of representing social depth or of relating rela-
tional to institutional structure; many problems remain. Nonethe-
less, their work does point to some interesting solutions. The idea
of “social space’, contained in the concept of ‘social fields’, however,
points to yet another dimension of social structure which is central
to the work of both Foucault and Bourdieu. This is the idea of
embodied structure, which has also been developed, in various

ways, by others. In the next chapter, we will examine some of these
conceptions.




6
Embodied
Structure

We have argued that social structures must be seen as having insti-
tutional and relational elements. While each aspect of social struc-
ture has tended to be explored within different theoretical
traditions, neither can properly be understood without the other.
However, even a combined account of both the institutional and
the relational aspects does not exhaust all that is implied in the con-
cept of social structure. This can be glimpsed in the frequently cited
claim that Parsons’s concept of institutional structure fails to give
an adequate account of how norms come to be enacted. Although
he makes great use of a Freudian theory of socialization, his view of
social structure tends to assume that norms are consciously under-
stood and unproblematically applied in everyday situations. It is
assumed that individuals know which norms are relevant in any
particular situation and that they are able simply to implement
them in conforming actions.

But things are not this simple. The institutional structure of a
society is a virtual order, knowledge of which is distributed among
the minds of its individual members. This distribution of knowledge,
however, is partial and incomplete. Although individuals may be
able to formulate some of the norms that comprise their social insti-
tutions, these do not form the actual motives for their actions. Indi-
viduals do not typically follow, as a script, the explicit and codified
norms that they use to describe their social institutions when they
are asked to account for the social practices of their society.

It was considerations such as this that led the symbolic interac-
tionist Herbert Blumer (1962) to argue that sociological analysis
would be best served if it abandoned institutional analysis and the
functionalism that went with it. Sociology should concentrate
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instead, he argued, on how individuals negotiate and create the
meanings that orientate them in their interactions. In a more radical
vein, the ethnomethodologist Aaron Cicourel (1972) argued that
sociological analysis had to be concerned with the ‘interpretative
procedures’ that individuals use to make sense of specific inter-
actional situations and without which communication would be
impossible.

While some of the more radical critics saw a focus on negotiated
meanings and interpretative procedures as an alternative to con-
ventional sociology, their arguments can also be read as pointing to
an additional factor that is necessary if models of institutional and
relational structure are to be used. This additional factor has been
best understood in the more recent works of Giddens, Foucault,
and Bourdieu, all of whom focus, in different ways, on what we
have called ‘embodied structures’. They have shown that relational
and institutional structures are grounded in the situated responses
that people make on the basis of the knowledge available to them.
This knowledge does not consist of discrete sets of ‘facts’ and
‘ideas’, but is a practical competence or ability that is structured
into bodily dispositions of action and that generates normatively
regulated social actions.

There is another dimension, then, to the ontological depth of
social structure, and this dimension is inscribed into human bodies
and their ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving as a result of their
location in social space. From this point of view, the body and
bodily presence become central to the production, reproduction,
and transformation of social structures. The virtual orders of insti-
tutions and relations are ‘embodied’ in the human organisms whose
actions allow us to infer their existence.

Sociology and the body

Durkheim, it will be recalled, saw the collective consciousness as a
shared set of ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, and the point
that we are making is that the collective conscience and other
aspects of institutional and relational structure can be fully under-
stood only if combined with an understanding of embodied struc-
tures. While there have been many allusions to the importance of
the body — from Marx’s emphasis on ‘sensual activity’ to Parsons’s
concept of the ‘behavioural organism’, few of these have provided
useful accounts (see, however, Mauss 1935).
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For instance, in an analytical review of the development of work
on the sociology of the body, Frank has posed an intriguing ques-
tion. Noting that Mead’s well-known statement of symbolic inter-
actionism had been entitled Mind, Self, and Society, he asked, ‘How
would the course of sociology have run differently if Mead’s ...
classic work had been titled “Body, Self, and Society”?’ (Frank
1991: 36). In his discussion of the ways in which children become
socialized as members of social communities (1927: 151-64), Mead,
after all, used the concepts of ‘play’ and ‘game’, with all the conno-
tations of bodily involvement that this presupposes, and his account
of communication focused on the role of the ‘gesture’, but he did
not directly explore the role of the body in interaction. The sug-
gestiveness of Frank’s question is further highlighted by the fact
that Mead understood the development of human society, and con-
scious human communication, as ‘an end of the process of organic
evolution’ (Mead 1927: 252). He saw social interaction as rooted in
the ‘socio-physiological’ conditions that permitted individuals to be
aware of themselves through the mediation of others, and to adjust
their behaviour accordingly (Mead 1927: 253).

Mead was particularly concerned with the processes through
which a self develops on the basis of an awareness of social roles.
As a result, he understood social interaction primarily in terms of
conscious, subjective communication. When Mead wrote about the
‘organism’, it was usually in terms of the ‘physiological system of
the human individual’s central nervous system’ which he rightly saw
as integral to communication (p. 255). Thus, Mead held that “The
body is not a self, as such; it becomes a self only when it has devel-
oped a mind in the context of social experience’ (p. 50). Notwith-
standing Mead’s hinting at the importance of the body for social
communication and organization, then, he ultimately subordinated
it to conscious symbolic communication. Face-to-face interaction is
seen as mind-to-mind interaction. :

Mead’s treatment of the body is in some sense paradigmatic of
sociology’s treatment of the body until quite recently. Thus, to a
certain extent, the body has had a ‘secret history’ (Turner 1991: 12),
or has been an ‘absent presence’ (Shilling 1993: 19) in sociological
discourse. We will not be concerned here with the wider debates
concerned with the development of a sociology of the body (see
Turner 1996, Featherstone et al. 1991; Shilling 1993); however it is
worth highlighting that the current emphasis on the need fora soci-
ology of the body, and for theories of embodiment, is largely due
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to the compelling arguments of second-wave feminism, which has
sought to bring issues regarding reproductive control, abortion
rights and men’s control over women ’s sexuality through violence
and pornography into the conceptualization of patriarchy.

Perhaps the most well known, and most problematic, statement
of this nosition is to be found in Shulaminth Firestone’s The Dialec-
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tic of Sex, where she argues that patriarchy is rooted in the bio-
logical difference between women and men. That is to say, women
reproduce and men do not (Firestone 1971). Firestone's position,
however, has been criticized for its inherent biological reduction-
ism. Thus Walby (1990) has argued that control over female repro-
duction and sexuality is but one of the components in the
articulation of a multidimensional understanding of patriarchy that
must incorporate a relational and institutional understanding of
social structure.

Similarly, Sawicki, drawing on the work of Foucault, has main-
tained that embodiment and gender identity have to be understood
as the result of the location of social practices in fields of social
relations (Sawicki 1991: 41-2). Thus, ‘the materiality of the body is
significant only insofar as it is invested in historically specific ways’
(Sawicki 1991: 62). Different types of bodily behaviour, such as ges-
tures, postures, and movements, as well as such activities as dieting,
dressing and ‘good skin-care habits’ (Bartky 1997) are patriarchal
forms of embodiment that arise at the intersection of institutional
and relational structures. The body, then, is not just a site for the
inscription of cultural codes, but also a site of gendered social
control (Bordo 1997: 90-1; see also Connell 1987; Butler 1990;
Shilling 1993 and Conboy et al. 1997).

These lines of argument are generally consistent with the
approach to social structure that we have been developing. Instead
of seeing institutional, relational and now embodied structure as
mutually exclusive conceptions of social structure, we have argued
for the possibility of integrating them in order to obtain a more
robust conceptualization of the basis of social order. Consequently,
in this chapter, we will continue exploring different attempts at
theoretically representing the relational and institutional features
of social structure in embodied practices.!

In the next section we will explore this issue by examining how
Giddens draws on both ethnomethodology and Goffman’s interac-
tionist model in order to theorize embodied structures. Following
this we will turn to two theorists, Foucault and Bourdieu, whose
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work has decisively put the question of embodied structure on the
sociological agenda.

Rules, procedures and structures

In the work of ethnomethodologists such as Garfinkel (1967),
Cicourel (1972), and Sacks (1965-72) is found a concern to use the
idea of rules to understand social organization. Drawing on
Schutz’s (1932) phenomenology of action, they have developed a
model of social interaction that sees meaning and social life as the
achievement of rule-using agents. Cicourel, for example, argued
that an explanation of social order in terms of social norms invokes
only the ‘surface rules’ of social life (Cicourel 1970: 27). It is neces-
sary, he argues, to invoke the deeper structure of rules that make
such accounts possible.

This argument rests on an analogy with Chomsky’s (1957, 1965)
method in structural linguistics. This distinguished between the ‘lin-
guistic performance’ of speech and the deep structure that consti-
tutes ‘linguistic competence’. The ability of agents to produce
well-formed speech acts depends upon their possessing an inbuilt
grammatical competence. Chomsky saw linguistic competence as
structures of phonological, semantic and syntactical rules.
Although individuals use these rules in their communication with
each other, they are generally unaware of them. We speak gram-
matically, but only professional linguists have any real ability to
spell out even the most common of rules that are involved in the
production of speech. '

Cicourel believed that Chomsky’s understanding of language
could provide a model for understanding the ‘grammar’ of social
interaction. On this basis, he distinguished the surface structure of
norms and social institutions from the deep structure of ‘interpre-
tative procedures’ that actors draw upon to make sense of each
other’s actions. Where Chomsky saw grammatical competence as
an innate human capacity — an assumption that has been widely
questioned — Cicourel stressed that this deep ‘sense of social struc-
ture’ is acquired through social learning. Socialization, however, is
not understood in Parsonian terms. It does not involve the acqui-
sition of norms that remain conscious and are consciously applied
by actors. It involves, rather, the acquisition of cognitive schemes
of which individuals are only partly and imperfectly aware. They
learn dispositions to act in patterned ways without consciously



04 Social Structure

having to formulate projects to act in these ways. These procedural
rules are the programmes - the mental order — that allow people to
act appropriately in the eyes of others and so allow these actions to
be reconstructed as being in accordance with institutional norms.
They ‘activate short and long-term stored information (social dis-
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normative rules with immediate interaction scenes’ (Cicourel 1968:
40). In so far as social structure exists at all, Cicourel argued, it
exists only in the unconscious rules and procedures that individuals
deploy in order to make sense of social situations and to produce
coordinated actions.

Cicourel’s account, like Mead’s, concentrated on the develop-
ment of a sociology of the mind, and he has not pushed this into a
broader understanding of the embodiment of social structures,
Over a number of years, however, Anthony Giddens has drawn on
a similar corpus of ideas and has outlined a more comprehensive
sociology of ‘embodiment’. One of the difficulties identified in
Giddens’s discussion of social structure is that he has used the term
in a way that is quite at odds with how it has conventionally been
used in sociology. For Giddens, social structures are not simply con-
figurations of relations or institutional clusterings, though he
accepts that there is some value in continuing to describe them as
structures. He stresses, rather, the systems of rules and resources
that actors employ in producing these relational and institutional
patterns.

Using the linguistic ideas of Saussure, Giddens distinguishes
between speech (parole) and tongue (langue) as a basis for distin-
guishing between social action and social structure. He argues that
action and interaction, like speech, form a socially and temporally
situated flow of activity. Social structure on the other hand, like a
tongue, does not exist in space or time (Giddens 1976: 125-6). As
we have emphasized in earlier chapters, structures have only a
‘virtual’ existence. Social structure for Giddens consists of the rules,
or systems of rules, that give rise to discernible patterns of inter-
action. They exist only to the extent that they are ‘instantiated’ or
deployed by individuals in their interactions, but they are not
reducible to these interactions.

In this sense, Giddens is clearly attempting to overcome the
problematic formulation of this issue as it was developed in the
work of Erving Goffman. Goffman argued that it was an error to
reduce ‘all macrosociological features of society . . . to interactional
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effects’ (Goffman 1983: 8), suggesting that we should focus on the
‘loose coupling . . . between interactional practices and social struc-
tures’ (p. 11). Immediately after saying this, however, he argues
that the recognition that interactional activity relies on ‘matters
outside of interaction ... doesn’t in itself imply dependency on

social structures’ (p. 12). Thus, although he posits the existence of
an ‘institutional order’ that shapes the relational, interactional
order, he reveals little about how one might conceptualize its func-
tioning, or how one might go about analysing it.2

In Giddens’s formulation, structures of rules, like the deep struc-
tures of languages, are generative: a grammar provides us with
different types of rules for speaking and for generating sentences
with meaning, but the grammar is not the speech itself.3 Giddens
sees the practices of individual and collective actors as the means
through which they both reproduce and transform the conditions
under which they act. These practices are shaped by the insti-
tutional and relational structures that both enable and constrain
them, but they also invoke the very rules whose use generates these
structures. This duality found in structures of rules is the means
through which Giddens seeks to overcome the long-standing ana-
lytical opposition between a stress on voluntaristic agency and one
on deterministic systems (1984). Thus, societies and individuals are
mutually interdependent in the social structures that organize prac-
tices: . . . social structure is both constituted by human agency and
yet is at the same time the very medium of this constitution’
(Giddens 1976: 128-9).

Methodologically, Giddens believes that it is possible to analyti-
cally ‘bracket’ one or other of these two facets of structured prac-
tices. Thus, it is possible to examine interaction processes as forms
of more or less ‘strategic action’ and as involving varying degrees
of ‘social integration’, but this can be done only if the specifically
systemic features studied in ‘institutional analysis® are temporarily
left to one side. Similarly, these systemic features can be studied
only if there is a shift of attention away from the analysis of stra-
tegic conduct. Such methodological bracketing is essential for
sociological analysis. Notwithstanding the potential for transform-
ation that is inherent in the reproduction of social structure,
Giddens argues that institutional analyses tend to show that social
systems remain relatively patterned and orderly. Social institutions
— and configurations of relations — are relatively sedimented prac-

tices that persist across time and space.
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Giddens distinguishes between three aspects of social inter-
action, to which specific systemic properties correspond. These are
communication, power and morality (Giddens 1976: 129-30). Com-
munication, or the mutual understanding of actors through which
meanings are constructed and negotiated, is associated with
‘symbolic orders’ and is structured by the common interpretative
schemes that Giddens calls ‘structures of signification’ or ‘semantic
codes’. In the same way, the making of moral judgements in inter-
action is associated with customs and laws that are structured by
moral or legitimation rules. Finally, power is the means through
which interacting individuals are able to affect the conduct of
others and is associated with economic and political institutions
that are structured through authoritative and allocative rules of
resource distribution (Giddens 1981).

Actors are generally only partially aware of the rules that are
involved in their actions. Indeed, the language of ‘rules’ is a little
misleading, as it would be more accurate to say that actions are
undertaken in terms of ‘procedures’ that are coded into individual
memories. They exist as the acquired, embodied skills that organ-
ize their actions. Procedural skills are normally exercised in rou-
tinized, almost automatic ways. People know kow to do those
things that they have learned, even if they cannot recall this know-
ledge to consciousness or codify it in formal language.

One of the features of Giddens’s understanding of social struc-
ture and its embodiment which allows him to escape the more cog-
nitive and mentalisitic connotations to be found in the work of
ethnomethodology is his emphasis on the bodily dimension of
action and interaction, which he also takes from Goffman’s writ-
ings. Despite the fact that Goffman’s work does not really help us
to understand institutional and relational structures, his account of
the ‘interactional order’ does contain an explicit awareness of the
role of bodily dispositions in producing them (Turner 1991: 11).
Goffman’s actors are not disembodied minds; they are corporeal
beings that interact in determinate, and often bounded, physical
spaces;

The physical background has certain properties consequent on con-
vention and practice. Walls, ceiling and floor tend to establish outside
limits to a surround, the assumption being that these barriers are stout
enough to keep out potential matters for alarm. They establish an
‘inside’ and an ‘outside’,

(Goffman 1963a: 285)
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Goffman’s (1959) account of self-presentation explored physi-
cality by seeing social interaction in terms of a ‘front’ and ‘back’
region and corresponding public and private spaces. Moreover, cor-
poreal agents are also canvasses on which all manner of social
markings are projected. They are ‘embodied indicators of status
and character’ (Goffman 1983: 8) that can be ‘read’ by other actors.
These indicators can signify normality (Goffman 1963a: 238-333),
but through the categorization of individuals in terms of supposed
‘physical deformities’, ‘defective characters’, or differences of race,
nationality or religion, they can also signify ‘stigma’ and deviance
(Goffman 1963b).

The social legitimacy of the performance of ‘roles’, ‘parts’ and
‘routines’ is in part dependent on the performer’s bodily bearing
and demeanour. Actors do not merely manage the verbal contents
of their communications, they demonstrate their social competence
by also managing the ‘impressions’ that they seek to present to their
audiences. Thus, for Goffman, °. . . it is social situations that provide
the natural theatre in which all bodily displays are enacted and in
which all bodily displays are read’ (Goffman 1983: 4).

Giddens’s development of the concept of practice in terms of the
instantiation of rules is meant to incorporate this facet of Goffman’s
interaction order while linking it to wider features of systemic
organization. Thus if Giddens’s theory of the embodiment of social
structure is to be successful in overcoming the limitation inherent
in Goffman’s formulation, structuration theory must provide a
defensible account of the systemic features of social organization.

However, many commentators (for instance Scott 1995: 214) have
commented that Giddens’s analysis of the systemic moment of the
duality of structure remains underdeveloped. In principle Giddens’s
theory of structuration should be capable of dealing not only with
order in interaction but also the principles of order in systems of
relations and institutions, Craib (1992: 157-65) has suggested that
we can find four ways in which Giddens could account for the struc-
tured nature of institutions while still maintaining that the social
system itself is not a separate and autonomous structure. One is by
seeing institutions as the aggregate effect of structured practices;
another is through the routinization of practices, that is to say, the
more or less constant repetition of practices in time and space. A
third possibility is through the reflexive monitoring of unintended
consequences such that individuals adjust their practices so as to
preserve a sense of order. Finally, there is the structuring effect of



98 Social Structure

practices on time and space. Craib argues that none of these four
possibilities is satisfactory. Moreover, the closer that Giddens gets
to providing a more or less convincing answer to the question of the
basis of social organization at the level of the social system, the less
work his structuration theory seems to do. For instance, agency and
individuals virtually disappear from Giddens’s historical account of
the development of modernity (Giddens 1990).4

Bodies, powers and structures

We have shown that Goffman and Giddens have, from different
starting points, tried to develop an understanding of the part played
by learned bodily dispositions in the reproduction and transform-
ation of social structures. In Giddens, in particular, a concept of
embodied structure — of embodied systems of rules or procedures -
was set out as a solution to the misleading dualism of agency and
system. This idea, however, remains poorly developed, and its
specifically bodily dimensions are only weakly formulated. A more
comprehensive account of the social structuring of human bodies
has been set out by Foucault, and the extensions to this made by
Bourdieu connect his work with both Giddens and the earlier
writers on institutional and relational structure. For both Foucault
and Bourdieu, bodies are seen as the carriers of relational and insti-
tutional structures.’

Turner (1996: 161) has correctly pointed out that there are two
predominant themes running through Foucault’s work. On the one
hand, there is a concern with the ways that individual bodies
become invested with social relations and social institutions. On the
other hand, there is a concern with the ways that the control of
‘social bodies’ — human populations — becomes the major organiz-
ational principle of ‘modern’ societies.® Foucault (1961), most
famously, sketched the ways in which modern conceptions of
madness emerged and how this also involved a parallel concern for
the ‘health’ of social bodies. This concern for the social body gave
birth to new regimes and strategies of separation and containment
as well as the experts (psychiatrists) and organizations (asylums)
able to bring this about. This same concern led to the development
of modern medicine (Foucault 1963), educational organizations,
armies, factories, and prisons (Foucault 1975), to the disciplining of
sexuality (Foucault 1976), and to the establishment of new forms of
government (Foucault 1978: 102).7
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Foucault’s treatment of the body and the forms of discipline with
which it is invested is an integral part of his account of the organiz-
ation and distribution of human populations. Individuals are con-
stituted through their location in the organization and distribution
of human populations. They gain a sense of themselves, and of
appropriate behaviour, because their very bodily activities are
regulated by processes of social distribution. Thus the timetable,
the temporal elaboration of the act, the correlation of the body and
gesture, the relationship between the body and surrounding
objects, and the exhaustive use of the body become crucial activi-
ties in the spatio-temporal sites where both a body and a sense of
self are developed (Foucault 1975: 149-57).

In a school, for example, a child is subjected to a daily and weekly
timetable and an annual cycle of events. Together with the specific
place in class assigned to her or him, this determines the correct
posture and demeanour to adopt in relation to teachers and other
pupils within the school. It specifies a need to control writing instru-
ments, play musical instruments, and participate in school games.
Movements in and around the school are regulated by clock time,
the timetable, the hierarchy of classes, and, perhaps, by gender and
ethnicity. Such movements may be physically regulated through the
use of bells and whistles, as well as through systems of reward and
punishment. The successful disciplining of children’s bodies in
schools — and their differentiation by class, gender, and ethnicity -
allows them to play the parts designated for them in other social
structures outside the school. They acquire habits of action that fit
them for the places that they occupy, and that they will occupy, in
their society.

For this reason, the conformity of individuals to social expec-
tations does not simply originate in their conscious knowledge of
norms. It derives from the disciplining power that constitutes indi-
viduals by spatially distributing them and organizing and regi-
menting their activities. The type of power that Foucault associates
with this form of organization centred on the distribution of popu-
lations is ‘bio-power’ (Foucault 1975: 202, 1976: 142-3). It is a
power that orders the deployment of bodies in social and physical
space. As forms of bio-power are connected with forms of know-
ledge that study, classify and make judgements about the indi-
viduals that they discipline, power and knowledge are inextricably
linked (Foucault 1976: 98). Such forms of knowledge are differen-
tiated, specialized and socially distributed, meaning that bio-power,
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too, tends to be dispersed and local in nature. Power relations are
mobile, and fluid; they crystallize at the intersection of strategic
configurations of social forces in the family, the school, the prison,
the workplace, and other social organizations. Foucault does not
deny that it is possible to locate major alignments of social power
that may provide the basis for large-scale acts of collective resist-
ance. Indeed, Foucault became increasingly interested in examin-
ing how ‘different micro-powers are invested, realigned and
integrated into a global strategy of class domination by the state’
(Jessop 1990: 238). For the most part, however, these are ‘transi-
tory points of resistance, producing cleavages in a society that shifts
about, fracturing unities and effecting regroupings, furrowing
across individuals themselves' (Foucault 1976: 96).

Habitus, fields and structures

Foucault’s emphasis on dispersal and fluidity in social relations
need not be understood, as we showed in Chapter 5, as sounding
the death knell for social structure. Quite the opposite, in fact. As
Sawicki quite rightly points out, the highlighting of discontinuities
is Foucault’s starting point and not his ultimate aim (Sawicki 1991:
56-7).The idea of treating institutional and relational structures as
spatio-temporal fields of dynamic forces draws attention to the
importance of examining the structure of bodily dispositions.
Where Foucault has focused attention on the disciplining of bodies,
their structuring by social forces, Bourdieu has enlarged on this and
has also considered the causal consequences of bodily dispositions
for these social forces themselves.

Turner has argued that, whereas the body has been significantly
absent from the work of much classical and contemporary soci-
ology, this has not been the case in anthropology (Turner 1991:
1-6). This is perhaps best seen in the work of Mary Douglas who
has stressed the ways in which social ‘institutions lock into the struc-
ture of an analogy from the body’ (Douglas 1986: 49). As a result
of his own early immersion in anthropology, Bourdieu’s writing has
consistently emphasized the role of the body as a symbolic carrier
of societal norms.

Bourdieu’s model of embodiment links bodily dispositions to the
positions that individuals occupy in social spaces or fields of
activity. As we showed in Chapter §, he sees that resources are dis-
tributed unequally among the various participants in a field, giving
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each position its specific interests in the acquisition and accumu-
lation of these resources. The norms and social relations that indi-
viduals produce, reproduce, and transform in their actions are
established in their struggles over these resources. The structure of
a social field, like that of a game, depends upon the activities of
skilled ‘players’ who can effectively mobilize their skills. This is not
to say that the participants in a field will necessarily have a com-
plete and comprehensive awareness of the conditions under which
they act. All that is required, Bourdieu argues, is that individuals
develop tendencies to act in one way or another in particular situ-
ations. These tendencies can, in fact, be ‘infraconscious’ and
‘infralinguistic’ (Bourdieu 1994: 79). That is to say, they may exist
below the level of conscious awareness. Tendencies of behaviour-
are coded into the brain and other organs in such a way that the
individuals are able to act in routine ways without having to think
consciously about what they ought to be doing.

A simple example can illustrate the general point that Bourdieu
is making. Cyclists can ride bicycles without having to give any real
thought to the particular movements of arms and legs or to the
bodily positions that will maintain their balance. Once they learn
to ride a bicycle, their cycling becomes an automated form of
behaviour. In the same way, the native speaker of a language can
formulate clear and grammatical utterances without having to think
about which norms of declension, tense, and number should be
applied. Their linguistic competence has provided them with auto-
matic mechanisms for processing their speech. Bourdieu sees such
automatic processing as inherent in all routine social activities.
Social action is a skilled accomplishment, and human skills of all
kinds - skills of cookery, trading, voting, praying, parenting, and so
on - are complex, embodied tendencies or dispositions that are
acquired through learning and long practice.

It is through the development of such dispositions that the social
relations and social institutions of a field come to form what Bour-
dieu calls ‘incorporated capital’ (Bourdieu 1980: 56). The objective
relations and institutions are incorporated — taken into the corpse
or body - as subjective dispositions to act. Values, norms, and ideas,
then, come to be fixed in the body as postures, gestures, ways of
standing, walking, thinking, and speaking. They are ‘embodied
social structures’ (Bourdieu 1979; 467). That is, they are internalized
and generalized expressions of the actual social conditions faced by
individuals in their actions. Social conditions are ‘internalized and
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converted into a disposition that generates meaningful practices and
meaning-giving perceptions’ (1979: 170). In this way, ‘morality is
made flesh’ (Bourdieu 1984: 79), along with structures of thinking
and feeling. The whole system of bodily dispositions built up by an
individual forms what Bourdieu calls their constitutional ‘habitus’.

A habitus is a system of ‘durable, transposable dispositions’ (1972;
72, emphasis removed), and these dispositions embody quite specific
‘generative schemes’ (1979: 170). The similarities of action that occur
across various fields and that are apparent in their institutional and
relational structures are the result of the *stylistic affinity’ that results
from the application of such durable schemes to the many novel situ-
ations that people face in their everyday lives. Social life is, there-
fore, organized — and has the appearance of conscious coordination
- without there necessarily being any such strategic intention on the
part of the individuals involved. Actions may look strategic, despite
the fact that they simply follow a ‘practical logic’.

These schemes of the habitus operate below the level of con-
sciousness and language, though individuals may, of course,
become conscious of them and attempt to formulate them in speech
or writing for conscious and deliberate use. Despite this possibility,
they operate most typically and most effectively as inbuilt and auto-
matic techniques of the body. This practical reason, or practical
belief, is not a state of mind, it is a state of body (Bourdieu 1980:
68). The habitus involves a non-discursive form of *practical know-
ledge’ that gives a practical *sense’ of what to do and how to do it.
In this way, the dispositions of the habitus give people a practical
sense of social structure in terms of which they can unreflectively
and routinely orientate themselves to one another.

Bourdieu’s emphasis on the dispositional character of a habitus
neatly avoids the ambiguities that are inherent in Giddens’s use of
the word ‘rules’. The incorporation or embodiment of social struc-
tures by individuals does not involve the learning of a set of rules
that correspond in a direct and transparent way to institutional
norms (Bourdieu 1972: 94-5). A habitus is not a system of coher-
ent rules or deductions from ethical principles. The practical sense
of the habitus involves a ‘knowledge without concepts® based in
generative procedures that regulate without being ‘rules’ (Bour-
dieu 1972: 76, 1979: 470).

This does not mean, however, that individuals simply respond
mechanically by instinct or rigid habit to outside forces. The oper-
ation of a habitus presupposes that individuals make choices, and
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that their actions are deliberately and creatively organized around
the resources of their field of action. Bourdieu’s point is that the
choices that individuals make are shaped by their habitus, and their
habitus is built up from the previous choices that they have made.
A habitus organizes the world and the choices available to agents
so that they do not need to actively think about it: the ‘habitus is
spontaneity without consciousness’ (Bourdieu 1980: 56). It estab-
lishes the unconscious and unacknowledged systems of classifi-
cation that organize the choices that they make. As a result, choices
come to be seen as ‘obvious’ features of a common-sense and
taken-for-granted world.

A habitus develops as children imitate actions and infer patterns
that are incorporated as structures that generate their own future
actions. In the same way that they infer the grammar of their lan-
guage, they also infer the cognitive and evaluative codes of kinship,
cookery, artistic enjoyment, politics, and so on. Over time, and as
they grow older, people modify their habitus - typically without any
deliberate intent — as they learn from its application to novel situ-
ations. The constraints and opportunities that they experience
living in the institutional and relational structures of their society
condition their subjectivity and so shape the development of their
habitus:

The habitus acquired in the family underlies the structuring of school

experiences ..., and the habitus transformed by schooling, itself

diversified, in turn underlies the structuring of all subsequent experi-
ences (e.g., the reception and assimilation of the messages of the cul-

ture industry or work experiences), and so on.
(Bourdieu 1972: 87)

This can be illustrated from Bourdieu’s own anthropological
fieldwork among the Kabyle people of Algeria. In this work, Bour-
dieu showed that the relations between women and men depend
upon the acquisition of a gender-specific habitus. Cultural values
appropriate to each sex make themselves felt, for example, in the
learning of particular forms of comportment. Among the Kabyle,

the specifically feminine virtue, lah’ia, modesty, restraint, reserve, ori-
ents the whole female body downwards towards the gro_und, the
inside, the house whereas male excellence, nif, is asserted in move-

ment upwards, outwards towards other men. i
(Bourdieu: 70)

This difference makes itself felt in a variety of contexts. When a
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man and a woman gather olives together, the man stands upright
and beats the tree while the woman bends down to collect them.
Similarly, people believe that a man ‘should eat with his whole
mouth, wholeheartedly, and not like a woman, just with the lips’
(Bourdieu 1980: 71, 72). In these ways,

The opposition between male and female is realized in posture, in ges-
tures and movements of the body, in the form of the opposition
between the straight and the bent, between firmness, uprightness and
directness (a man faces forward, looking and striking directly at his
adversary).

(Bourdieu 1980: 72)

In a similar way, Mary Douglas has shown that the hierarchical
order of the caste system operates through the organization and pro-
hibition of all manner of bodily contacts and exchanges — sexual
contact, physical contact, food preparation, and so on. Conse-
quently, the body not only provides resources for the articulation of
symbolic ideas of purity and danger, it is also one of the principal
sites where social divisions are reproduced (Douglas 1966: 124-8).

Bourdieu does not make the mistake often attributed to Parsons
of assuming a cultural consensus in which socialization produces
identically socialized automata. Societies consist of differentiated
and often contradictory spheres of activity, and quite distinct clus-
ters of dispositions are associated with each of their various social
positions. Inequalities in the various kinds of resources that are dis-
tributed throughout a system of fields give rise to power differences
that organize social positions into classes, genders, and a whole
array of specialized social groups and agencies. Specific occu-
pations and fields of activity generate distinct systems of disposi-
tions among their participants, and as each person is a participant
in a number of different social fields, the habitus of any one indi-
vidual will tend to be quite different from that of another. Our dis-
cussion of Bourdieu’s Kabyle fieldwork showed that women and
men each tend to have their characteristic habitus, and much of
Bourdieu’s other work has explored the formation and significance
of the differentiation of a dominant class habitus from a subordi-
nate class habitus. A class habitus is ‘the internalized form of class
condition’ (Bourdieu 1979: 101). It is the result of the particular
experiences and opportunities shared by those who occupy a par-
ticular class position. It is because people acquire a class-specific
habitus that there are similar patterns of class action in various
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fields of activity; and it is because of these similar objective patterns
that they acquire the habitus. Politics, leisure, religion, art, and so
on all show similar patterns of class behaviour when they are the
results of — and therefore the conditions for — the application of
class habituses (Bourdieu 1979: 175).

Individuals acquire these systems of classification and social
behaviour without realizing that they are doing so. This hides the
fact that they depend upon distributions of social power and differ-
ent types of capital. This is what Bourdieu tries to grasp in his idea
of symbolic capital. When the socially acquired dispositions and
capital of dominant agents are seen as legitimate, or as having the
highest cultural value, they possess a symbolic capital or ‘profit of
honour’ (Bourdieu 1994: 103) over and above the value of their
economic and cultural capital. Because the acceptance of this ‘dis-
tinction’ by others depends upon hidden power relations, Bourdieu
refers to it as ‘symbolic violence’.® ‘

Contemporary societies, Bourdieu argues, are principally struc-
tured around the distribution of cultural and economic capital. For
this reason, the social positions of a society can be mapped accord-
ing to the total volume of capital associated with them, and the rela-
tive contribution of cultural and economic capital to this total
volume (Bourdieu 1994: 5). Such a mapping of social positions also
shows the habitus associated with each of them. Thus, Bourdieu
argues that the habitus of higher education teachers reflects the fact
that their high volume of capital is weighted towards the cultural,
while the habitus of those in the professions reflects the fact that
their similar overall volume of capital is weighted more evenly.
Primary school teachers, on the other hand, have the same relative
weighting of economic and cultural capital as higher education
teachers, but their overall volume of capital is much smaller and
their habitus is correspondingly different. Thus, Bourdieu locates
embodied structures of class dispositions that correspond to the
relational and institutional structures that define the fields of power
that comprise any society.

The works that we have discussed in this chapter provide power-
ful understandings of the embodiment of social structure, but much
work remains to be done in developing this idea as clearly and sys-
tematically as has happened with the concepts of institutional and
relational structure. No less important is the task of continuing to
build conceptual and theoretical links among the different facets of

social structure that we have examined.
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We have tried to set out, as clearly as possible, the ways in which
these facets of social structure have been explored and articulated
by their most systematic and forceful advocates. This advocacy has
sometimes led theorists to shift from advocacy of the importance of
one facet of social structure to advocacy of its primacy — and often,
then, to advocacy of the idea that social structure consists of
nothing other than this facet. A recognition of the interdependence
of normative institutions and actual social relations in the work of
Parsons, for example, led him to try to theorize the primacy of
social institutions and, in much of his work, to accord social
relations a purely residual character.

We do not deny that there are important questions of primacy to
explore — questions of the relative importance of the various
aspects of social structure. Indeed, we devoted Chapter 5 to the
various attempts that have been made to build the conceptual
machinery necessary to theorize the relationship between various
‘levels’ of social structure. Nevertheless, we have rejected the
assumption that any one facet of social structure must, of necessity,
always have causal priority. Our argument has been that the various
traditions of structural thinking have provided us with the theor-
etical tools for exploring the variable and constantly changing artic-
ulations of the instrumental, relational, and embodied aspects of
social structure.

It is for this reason that we have not tried to set out a new and
fully integrated model of social structure. Such a task would be
premature, and we have highlighted the many difficulties that lie on
the path that leads towards this goal. We regard this book as very
much a summary of the current state of play among those who have
considered the question of social structure and the part that it plays
in social life. We have tried to clear the ground of the confusions
and uncertainties that have beset many discussions of the subject.
We have tried to set out the views of social structure that are
implied in much existing social research and that can help to inform
empirical work in the future. Only by being clear about what is
meant by ‘social structure’ is it possible to undertake defensible
forms of structural analysis in empirical work.

We hope, however, that our discussion of structural ideas in this
book may help in attempts to move beyond existing theorizations
of social structure and to move a little further along the path that
we have signposted. Such attempts will not, however, be limited to
the consideration of ‘structural’ issues alone. Structural thinking
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must be developed alongside a consideration of how action and
agency are to be understood. Structural analysis has sometimes
seemed to be denied by any recognition of the importance of
agency, subjectivity, and the narrative forms through which people
account for their actions and construct their identities. This is not
our view. It has established itself, we hold, because of the failure of
practising sociologists to uncover the concepts of social structure
that are required in their work, and the corresponding assumption
by action theorists that there is, therefore, no such thing as social
structure. The time has come to move beyond the sterile opposi-
tion of ‘structure’ and ‘action’ and the mutual misunderstandings
that lie behind it. Both action and structure have their part to play
in sociological analysis, and some of the most interesting and
important work in sociology today is, at last, beginning the task of
establishing a coherent understanding of their relationship. We
hope that, in some small way, this book might help to clarify the
terms of that debate.



Notes

Chapter 1

1 This does not mean, of course, that the meaning is entirely open and
subject to an infinite deferral (Lopez 1999; Potter 1999).

Chapter 2

1 It will become apparent that we completely reject Porpora’s (1987) mis-
reading of Durkheim’s concept of social structure as any statistical reg-
ularity in social life.

2 Durkheim (1898) attempted to distinguish ‘individual representations’
from collective representations on the grounds that the former were the
direct products of the individual brain and its sensory apparatus. This
attempt was not wholly successful, but this particular problem is not
directly relevant to our concerns here.

Chapter 3

1 During the 1950s, Parsons adopted biologist Alfred Emerson’s sugges-
tion that, as a store of coded information, the cultural symbol is anal-
ogous to the gene. Parsons held that patterns of culture are analogous
to the genetic heritage of an individual. See Emerson (1956) and
Parsons and Smelser (Parsons and Bales 1956: 395-9; Parsons 1970).
This was many years before Dawkins’s (1976) now celebrated sugges-
tion that the cultural ‘meme’ should be seen as an analogue of the gene.

2 Parsons’s visit to the London School of Economics in 1924-5 had
exposed him to the influence of Hobhouse (1924) and his teaching
assistant, Maurice Ginsberg. These two, and Ginsberg in particular,
presented an influential critique of Durkheim’s supposed reliance on a
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theory of the ‘group mind’. Not until the carly 1930s did Parsons shake
off the influence of this reading of Durkheim (Parsoas 1970).

3 Archer, like Popper, emphasizes the logical connections among cultural
elements. Whether stylistic and ethical patterns can be reduced, as she
suggests, to purely logical patterns is a moot point.

4 Language, however, is not only an example of a particular cultural
system. It has also been the basis for ‘semiotic’ studies of cultural
systems in general. Theorists such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roland
Barthes and, more recently, writers in cultural studies have used this
approach to explore a wide range of cultural phenomena. We do not
have the space to deal with these here. However, notwithstanding
important differences between the Parsonian-inspired, and the more
linguistically based understandings of culture, they do converge in
stressing the systematic character of cultural objects that are not
reducible to the individuals who express themselves through them.

5 Parsons and his school tended to see the absence of norms as resulting
in a ‘Hobbesian’ conflict situation where social action is the biologically
driven pursuit of narrow self-interest. In fact, this is not implied by a

recognition of the importance of social norms, and the so-called
Hobbesian model is inadequate.

6 Exactly the same point had been made some years before by the soci-
ologist Eisenstadt (1965: 22). This was, of course, a development of
Durkheim's (1893) remarks on the non-contractual elements in
contract.

7 Many writers in the normative functionalist tradition write about ‘social
status’ rather than social position. This misleading terminology is better
avoided (see Scott 1996: Chapter 4), and we use the word ‘position’
throughout this book.

8 Some have attempted to use the concept of role to describe the actual
behaviour that is associated with a social position (e.g. N ewcomb 1951:
330). However, the logic of the institutionalist argument requires a
focus on expected behaviour rather than actual behaviour. The
relationship between expected and actual behaviour is a feature of the
relationship between institutional and relational structure (Levy 1952:
158-60). .

9 Indeed, Banton (1965: 36) has suggested that the concept of position (or
‘status’, as he terms it) is redundant. It seems important, however.‘ to
retain some way of distinguishing the positional and the performative
aspects of people’s social actions.

10 These substantive claims need not be pursued, as they are not part of
his concept of social structure per se. Briefly, he sees authority as estab-
lishing powers of legitimate command for certain roles and rights of
autonomy for others. Status stratification - ranking in terms of socially
shared values — establishes a ‘scale’ in terms of which r;wards ax}d
resources are allocated. See Scott (1996) for a discussion of this.
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Parsons later saw authority and status stratification as ‘integrative insti-
tutions’, which he distinguished from ‘situational’ and ‘instrumental’
institutions (Parsons 1945a: 232). Again, these particular suggestions
are not essential to our argument.

11 This is discussed more fully in Scott (1996: 96-8). 7

12 This is, of course, related to the position developed by elite theorists
such as Mosca and Pareto. In view of Parsons’s close reading of Pareto,
it is perhaps surprising that he did not make more of this possibility. The
argument suggested here also has parallels with Gramsci's argument on
hegemony and counter-hegemony.

13 Fatalistic is not Merton’s own term, but comes from Durkheim (1897).
Merton gives this social type no specific name, referring simply to ritu-
alism and over-conformity. See also Lockwood (1992: Chapter 3).

14 Merton’s discussion of anomie developed an account of how the
cultural definition of goals and norms was related to a relationatl struc-
ture of opportunity (Merton 1949: 145). Unfortunately, his sophisti-
cated account of this was not pursued by most structural functionalist
writers. On the structure of opportunity see Cloward and Ohlin (1960),
cited in the following chapter.

15 There is of course the wider claim made by post-colonial and cultural
studies writers that sociology itself is implicated in this process of domi-
nation (see During 1993 and Wallerstein 1997). This question is beyond
the scope of this study, but see McLennan (1998) for a defence of soci-
ology’s explanatory role.

Chapter 4

1 The 1940 paper on social structure is the only part of the Chicago
lecture series that Radcliffe-Brown himself revised for publication.

2 Nadel studied philosophy and psychology in Vienna and became a
student of Malinowski in 1932. His major work was a study of the Nupe
of Nigeria (Nadel 1942). In Vienna he had been influenced by the socio-
metric ideas that we discuss in the following section.

3 In 1917, he published Basic Questions of Sociology (Simmel 1917).
Throughout this whole period he continued to work on aesthetics,
ethics and the philosophy of history, as well as his formal sociology. The
bulk of his 1908 book on sociology has been translated as Wolff (1950)
and Wolff and Bendix (1955).

4 Our translation differs from that of Small, which does not bring out
Simmel’s constant use of textile metaphors. Small’s translation is in
Simmel (1909: 311).

5 The German terms that he used are Konstellation, Konfiguration, and
Zusammenketiung.

6 Simmel's term is Zweierbindung, or two-bond, but dyad is the usual
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translation. His term for the triad is the Verbindung zu Dreien or
bonding of three.

7 We have simplified some of the labels that they give to these categories.
Mannheim (1934-5) saw positive and negative relations (association
and dissociation) as based in ‘sympathy’ and ‘antipathy’, which are, in
turn, the bases of solidaristic and hostile social relations.

8 Quinney (1970) and Taylor et al. (1973) developed influential conflict
models of the relational factors underpinning legal institutions.

9 The anthropology that Homans drew on was that undertaken by Lloyd
Warner and his associates in a series of factory and community studies
that employed the ideas of Radcliffe-Brown. See Warner and Lunt
(1941) and Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939).

10 See the summary of this in Scott (2000) and the more advanced dis-
cussion in Wasserman and Faust (1994).

11 As we noted earlier, there is an ambiguity in many discussions of ‘role’.
Nadel tried to develop a purely formal, relational concept of role.

12 When analysed in formal terms, Nadel suggested, such an analysis
comes close to the formal sociologies outlined by Simmel and von
Wiese.

Chapter §

1 Margaret Archer (1995) builds directly on some of Bhaskar’s insights in
her account of social systems. '

2 There has been much debate among Marxists about which of the two
elements of the economic base is the most important. Balibar (1968)
highlights the relations of production, while Cohen (1978) gives
primacy to the forces of production. For a critique of this position see
Roberts (1996: 114-36).

3 This example was often rendered in terms of the contrast between
‘phenomenal form® (surface appearance) and ‘real relations’ (deep
structure) by writers drawing on both the structuralist tradition and a
realist philosophy of science. See Benton (1977: 164), Bhaskar (1979)
and Keat and Urry (1975: 98-100).

4 A variety of Marxist and Marxian-inspired analysts have offered more
substantive and theoretically sophisticated models to deal with these
questions. See Jessop (1990) for an excellent, comprehensive, and
critical overview.

5 The extent to which Habermas is or is not a Marxist thinker is without
doubt a contentious issue but need not detain us here. One indicator of
this is the fact that Perry Anderson (1976) did not include Habermas in
his survey of Western Marxism.

6 See Major-Poetzl (1983) for the development of the metapt&or.of the
field in the work of Canguilhem, Bachelard and Foucault and its impact
on French thought,
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7 In arguing this way, Foucault was explicitly drawing on the ideas of
Bachelard (1937) and Canguilhem (1977). Both authors stressed the
ways in which concepts obtained their meanings by their embedding in
wider conceptual networks in their work on the development of concepts
in the natural sciences. However, although Foucault’s archaeology is
concerned with analysing the ways in which specific concepts obtain their
meanings through their location in wider conceptual fields, its analytical
scope, as we shall see below, is far broader.

8 The concept of the field, taken from field physics, has also had a success-

ful history in the field of psychology and social psychology (see Mey 1972),

Chapter 6

1 We cannot here deal with the tension between the ‘materiality of the
body’ and the ‘social constructionist’ approach to embodiment. For a dis-
cussion of the need to articulate a middle ground between these two pos-
itions see Shilling (1993).

2 It has been argued that symbolic interactionism cannot provide an
account of social structure, though such comments invariably refer to
large-scale macrostructures (Maines 1977; Plummer 1991: xi-xii).

3 One of the fundamental problems with Giddens’s conceptualization of
social structures as systems of ‘virtually’ existing rules is his inclusion of
resources as an aspect of structure. However, it is not clear in what ways
resources have a ‘virtual’ existence (Scott 1995: 208). Nonetheless, he
makes the important point that resources do not exist outside the social
relations and social institutions through which they are constituted as
resources.

4 In more recent work Giddens has dealt with the body in more detail
(Giddens 1991), although he has been more concerned with examining
the relationship between the body and self-identity in high modernity
than with developing a systematic account of the embodiment of social
structure. However, see Frank (1991) for an attempt to develop a con-
ception of agency, based on structuration theory, that takes seriously the
role of the body.

5 Inthis sense, Foucault and Bourdieu’s work exemplifies a distinctive tra-
dition in French social theory that has been concerned with identifying
the social origins of the subjective principles of classification that corre-
spond to different forms of social organization. This emphasis is found in
Durkheim’s (1912) work on the forms of elementary religions, in
Durkheim and Mauss’s (1903) work on primitive classifications, and also
in the work of Lévi-Strauss and Althusser.

6 Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) have suggested that there is an intellectual
break between two periods in Foucault's work. Gutting (1989: 6-7), on
the other hand, suggests that this break is non-existent. Our point here is
not to argue for the methodological continuity of Foucault’s inquiries, as
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much as to show that Foucault’s metaphor for social organization
remained that of field physics throughout his later work. See also Woodi-
wiss (1998: 26).

7 The so-called ‘governmentality’ approach (Burchell ef al. 1991) has
opened up a wide-ranging agenda (Barth 1998: 264-5. See also Rose
1989 and Dean 1999). However, much of this work unfortunately focuses
on the ‘how’ of public and private governance, rather than the ‘why’
(Woodiwiss 1998: 26).

8 This formulation is Bourdieu’s way of understanding a dominant
ideology or cultural hegemony, and he makes explicit parallels with
Althusser’s concept of the ideological state apparatuses.
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