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BLOCK-I 

UNIT-1 

STRUCTURAL- FUNCTIONLISM 

SSTRUCTURE 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Learning Objectives 

1.3 Structural- Functionalism 

Self- Check Exercise-1 

1.4 Structural Functional Approach of Radcliffe Brown 

Self- Check Exercise-2 

1.5 Criticism of Structural- Functionalism 

Self- Check Exercise-3 

1.6 Functionalism of Malinowski 

Self- Check Exercsie-4 

1.7 Further development of the Functionalism and Structural Functional Method 

Self- Check Exercise-5 

1.8 Criticism of Functionalism 

Self- Check Exercsie-6 

1.9 Summary 

1.10 Glossary 

1.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 
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1.12 Suggested Readings 

1.13 Terminal Questions 

1.1 Introduction 

Classical economic theories have long influenced sociological thought and broader 

social theory. From this economic standpoint, humans are often viewed as rational 

beings who strive to maximize benefits while minimizing losses. Social life is frequently 

likened to a marketplace, where individuals exchange their skills and attributes to gain 

psychological or material advantages. Within this framework, social interactions 

resemble a strategic competition, where individuals pursue their interests, and social 

order emerges as a consequence of these interactions. 

This perspective aligns with utilitarianism, which assumes that people act rationally and 

are driven by the pursuit of rewards and personal gains. Adam Smith is widely 

recognized for his contributions to this viewpoint, as he systematically examined how 

competitive markets function. His idea of the "invisible hand" suggests that economic 

order and efficiency develop naturally through competition in free markets. While 

utilitarian principles remain relevant today, their impact was even more significant in the 

past century. 

However, sociology has historically challenged the limitations of this reductionist view of 

human behavior. Just as contemporary sociology seeks to move beyond narrow 

economic determinism, early sociological theories emerged in direct response to 

utilitarian thought. In particular, functionalism—often regarded as sociology’s first major 

theoretical framework—developed as a critique of utilitarianism. Rather than viewing 

society as a mere aggregation of individual choices, functionalism proposed an 

alternative perspective rooted in organicism. This approach emphasized the 

interdependence of social institutions and the ways in which they contribute to overall 

societal stability and cohesion. 

By questioning the assumptions of utilitarianism, sociology sought to develop a more 

nuanced understanding of human behavior and social organization—one that accounts 
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for collective structures, cultural influences, and the complexities of social life beyond 

individual self-interest. 

1.2 Learning Objectives 

Subsequently completing this unit, you will have the ability to: 

 Understand the structural functionalism. 

 Discuss the Radcliffe Brown structural functional approach. 

 Know about the further development of functional and structural functional 

approach. 

 

1.3 Structural Functionalism 

Structural Functionalism is a sociological theory that seeks to explain the functioning of 

society by examining the interconnections between various social institutions, such as 

government, law, education, and religion. This framework views society as a system 

composed of interdependent structures, each fulfilling essential roles that contribute to 

societal stability and continuity. The fundamental premise of Structural Functionalism is 

that social institutions exist to meet the collective needs of society, ensuring its survival 

and progression. 

For a society to function effectively, specific activities must be carried out to address its 

essential requirements. Individuals participate in these processes by engaging in roles 

that align with societal norms and institutional expectations. Consequently, this 

perspective emphasizes that societies consist of cohesive groups or institutions that 

share mutual values and norms, creating a structured and stable social order. 

Gender Inequality Through the Lens of Structural Functionalism 

An illustration of Structural Functionalist thought can be seen in gender stratification. 

According to this perspective, the hierarchical arrangement of gender roles—where 

women are subordinate to men—is seen as a mechanism that contributes to societal 
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stability. By maintaining clearly defined roles within the social system, individuals are 

thought to better understand their positions, reducing uncertainty and potential 

disruption. This implies that structural functionalism inherently supports the status quo, 

as it views existing social structures as necessary for maintaining order. Consequently, 

from this viewpoint, efforts to alter these hierarchies may be perceived as unnecessary 

or even detrimental to social equilibrium. 

The Evolution of Structural Functionalism in Anthropology 

The concept of Structural Functionalism gained prominence in anthropology through the 

works of scholars such as Bronisław Malinowski and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown. Their 

approach, known as synchronic functional analysis, focused on studying cultural 

institutions as they exist in the present rather than examining their historical evolution. 

The goal of this comparative analysis was to understand how contemporary socio-

cultural structures fulfill societal functions. 

Radcliffe-Brown, who initially introduced the concept of "function," differed from 

Malinowski in his interpretation. While Malinowski emphasized the role of culture in 

fulfilling human needs, Radcliffe-Brown argued that the primary concern should be the 

contribution of institutions to the maintenance of the overall social structure. This 

intellectual divergence led to the establishment of the Structural-Functional School of 

Anthropology, which focused on analyzing how social structures and institutions sustain 

societal cohesion. 

Structural Functionalism Across Different Regions 

Structural Functionalism gained widespread recognition beyond Britain, influencing 

sociologists and anthropologists in the United States and France. In America, scholars 

adopted and modified the theory to suit their own sociological inquiries. Meanwhile, in 

France, thinkers such as Emile Durkheim and Claude Lévi-Strauss further developed 

Structural Functionalist ideas, integrating them into broader discussions on social 

cohesion and cultural structures. 
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The Structural Functionalist tradition can thus be separated into three major 

schools of thought: 

1. British School of Structural Functionalism – Rooted in the works of Radcliffe-

Brown and Malinowski, emphasizing institutional roles in social stability. 

2. American School of Structural Functionalism – Adapted the theory to analyze 

social phenomena in industrialized societies. 

3. French School of Structuralism – Expanded the framework by incorporating 

semiotics and deep cultural structures, as seen in the works of Durkheim and 

Lévi-Strauss. 

Structural Functionalism provides a framework for understanding how societies maintain 

stability through interconnected institutions. While its emphasis on equilibrium and 

cohesion has been influential, it has also faced censure for its tendency to justify 

existing social hierarchies and resist change. Nevertheless, its contributions to both 

sociology and anthropology remain significant, shaping discussions on social structure, 

institutional roles, and cultural continuity. 

Structural Functional School of Anthropology 

British School of Structural 

Functionalism 

American School 

Structural 

Functionalism 

French School of 

Structuralism 

A.R. Radcliffe Brown, S.F. 

Nadel, E.R. Leach, R. Firth, 

Mayer Fortes, E. Evans 

Pritchard 

Talcott Parsons, 

Merton, R.H. Lowie, 

M. Kluckhohn, G.P. 

Murdock all 

anthropologist 

Emile Durkheim and 

Levi Strauss 

 

The concept of structure and function in society was initially articulated by Herbert 

Spencer in ‘’Principles of Sociology’’ (1885, Vol.1). Spencer drew a parallel between 
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society and an organism, emphasizing that just as an organism consists of 

interdependent parts that contribute to its overall functioning, society is composed of 

interconnected units that collectively maintain social order. His perspective positioned 

him as a foundational thinker in structural functionalism, highlighting the role of different 

societal components in sustaining stability. 

This notion was further explored by Emile Durkheim, particularly in The Division of 

Labour in Society (1893) and The Rules of Sociological Method (1895). Durkheim 

asserted that various social structures—such as family, politics, religion, kinship, and 

economic systems—perform essential functions that uphold societal equilibrium. His 

work reinforced the idea that societal structures do not operate in isolation but are 

interdependent, each fulfilling a necessary role in maintaining cohesion. 

The term ‘’social structure’’ has been defined in diverse ways by sociologists and 

anthropologists. Talcott Parsons, for instance, described social structure as the 

organized arrangement of institutions, agencies, and patterned relationships, including 

the statuses and roles individuals occupy within a group (1951:89). Similarly, Radcliffe-

Brown, a leading figure in British structural functionalism, viewed social structure as an 

institutionalized arrangement of individuals in predefined relationships (1950:82). 

From an analytical standpoint, structural functionalism underscores the 

interdependence of social institutions in ensuring stability and continuity. It delivers a 

framework for understanding how societal elements contribute to order, yet it has also 

been critiqued for its tendency to overlook social change and conflict. While the 

perspective effectively explains social cohesion, contemporary sociologists often 

incorporate alternative theories to account for power dynamics, inequalities, and 

transformative forces within societies. 

Self- Check Exercise-1 

Q1. ------is a sociological concept that efforts to clarify the connection between 

numerous social organizations that makes up society. 

Q2. Who advanced the concept the synchronous functional study of culture? 
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Q3. Who had used the term purpose past than Malinowski? 

Q4. Who gave the notion of construction and function first time? 

1.4 Structural Functional Approach of Radcliffe-Brown 

Radcliffe Brown Analysis 

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown (1922, 1940) aimed to establish social anthropology as a scientific 

discipline rooted in positivist principles. He believed that the core of society lay in 

structured social relationships, with culture serving to provide content and reinforcement 

for these relationships. Following a positivist approach, he based his work on several 

key premises. First, he viewed society as a closed system made up of interconnected 

parts. Second, he prioritized the study of existing social structures over speculative 

historical analyses, critiquing the methodologies used by early evolutionists. Third, he 

supported the comparative method, arguing that examining similarities and differences 

across cultures could reveal universal principles governing human societies. His 

ultimate ambition was to develop a comparative science of society, similar to 

comparative biology. 

Radcliffe-Brown applied an organic analogy, comparing society to a living organism 

composed of interdependent components that collectively contributed to its overall 

functioning. A key element of his work was the concept of social structure, which he 

defined as the recurring patterns of social interactions observed in the field. He 

differentiated between incidental interactions and structured, repeated relationships, 

emphasizing that the latter formed the foundation of social structure. However, later 

scholars found his terminology ambiguous, as many perceived his concept of social 

structure as empirical data, whereas his idea of structural form was often mistaken for 

social structure itself. 

A defining characteristic of structural form, according to Radcliffe-Brown, was its 

systemic nature, with different components influencing each other in mutually 

reinforcing ways. For example, marriage rules would align with legal regulations, which, 

in turn, would correspond with economic and religious institutions. This 
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interconnectedness illustrated the systemic nature of social structure, where each 

element functioned to maintain societal equilibrium. 

This idea was more reinforced by the organic analogy, which equated social institutions 

such as the family, economy, legal, and political systems to the organs of a biological 

organism. Just as bodily systems work in harmony to maintain physical health, social 

institutions operate collectively to sustain social stability. A key methodological 

implication of this approach was its synchronic perspective, focusing exclusively on 

present conditions rather than historical evolution. This resulted in ethnographic studies 

that appeared frozen in time, such as E.E. Evans-Pritchard’s "The Nuer," Radcliffe-

Brown’s "Andaman Islanders," and Fürer-Haimendorf’s "The Naked Nagas." The static 

nature of these accounts later drew criticism for their ahistorical perspective. 

Following his positivist approach, Radcliffe-Brown conducted comparative studies of 

kinship and religion to identify universal social laws. His analysis of the Andaman 

Islanders (1922) closely followed Émile Durkheim’s work, interpreting rituals, such as 

initiation ceremonies, as mechanisms for fostering social cohesion. He argued that 

taboos on certain foods played an essential role in socializing young individuals into 

responsible community members, ensuring sustainable resource management in a 

subsistence-based economy. From his perspective, objects and actions of great social 

importance gained symbolic significance, often manifesting in ritual practices. Borrowing 

the concept of taboo from Polynesian cultures, he examined prohibitions imposed on 

expectant fathers, interpreting them as mechanisms to instill paternal responsibility and 

reinforce social expectations. 

A critical aspect of Radcliffe-Brown’s analysis was his abstraction of individuals into 

social roles. When referring to people, he was actually discussing social categories, 

such as "husband" or "wife," as idealized constructs distilled from real-life interactions. 

His explanations prioritized social structure and systemic needs over personal 

experiences and emotions. Even when addressing sentiments, he treated them in an 

abstract, generalized manner, aligning with his commitment to objectivity and social 

solidarity. While his approach contributed significantly to the development of structural-
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functionalism, its lack of courtesy to historical change and individual agency later 

became points of contention in anthropological discourse. 

Radcliffe-Brown's (1950) contribution to kinship theory, as outlined in his ‘’introduction to 

African Systems of Kinship and Marriage’’, highlights three fundamental rules of kinship. 

He proposed these rules as broadly applicable across various societies, emphasizing 

the structural principles that govern kin relationships. His work remains influential in the 

study of social organization and kinship systems. 

1. The Unity of the Familial Collection 

2. The Opposition of Together peers 

3. Merging of alternative groups 

Radcliffe-Brown’s analysis of descent-based kinship systems provides insights into the 

principles, norms, and etiquettes that govern social relationships. He examined kinship 

terms as reflections of these principles, demonstrating how linguistic structures align 

with social organization. For instance, in regions such as Bengal, reciprocal kinship 

terms like dadubhai (where dadu means grandfather and bhai means brother) signify 

the integration of alternate generations. This linguistic feature underscores the unity of 

sibling groups, where substitutability among siblings—especially younger ones—plays a 

crucial role. This idea manifests in marriage customs like sororate and levirate, which 

not only maintain lineage continuity but also reinforce social cohesion. 

Radcliffe-Brown also explored mechanisms that regulate potentially tense social 

interactions, particularly evasion rules and joking relationships. Despite their contrasting 

nature, both serve a common function: preserving social harmony by mitigating 

interpersonal tensions. Avoidance rules, for instance, structure relationships where 

interaction could lead to conflict or social strain. A prime example in Indian society is the 

prescribed avoidance between a father-in-law and daughter-in-law or a son-in-law and 

mother-in-law. Given the tradition of early marriage, a father-in-law or elder brother-in-

law may still be comparatively young when a bride enters the household. To 

preemptively address any possibility of sexual attraction within a close-knit family 
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setting, strict prohibitions on interaction—including veiling (purdah)—are enforced. A 

similar dynamic exists between a son-in-law and mother-in-law, where adherence to 

avoidance norms ensures that any potential tensions are neutralized, safeguarding the 

integrity of familial relations. 

Conversely, joking relationships diffuse tensions through informal and playful 

interactions. In India, the well-documented teasing dynamic among a woman and her 

husband’s younger brother or among a man and his wife’s younger sister exemplifies 

this concept. These relationships are marriageable under customary marriage rules, but 

rather than leading to actual unions, they function as controlled spaces for dissipating 

latent tensions. By allowing humor and playfulness, these relationships prevent the 

buildup of sexual or social pressure, thereby reinforcing stability within kinship 

structures. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s theoretical framework remains highly relevant today, as kinship 

behavior in various societies continues to reflect these principles. His analysis helps 

explain not only the persistence of these performs but also their functional role in 

maintaining social equilibrium. By examining kinship through structural principles rather 

than mere tradition, his work enables a deeper understanding of how societies regulate 

interpersonal relationships, ensuring their continuity across generations. 

Self- Check Exercsie-2 

Q1. Who began the positivist? 

Q2. Radcliffe Brown illustrated upon the----------or he likened society to a living 

organism. 

Q3. Radcliffe Brown made a relative study of some societies and their institutions 

to bring out a major works on------------ 

Q4. Who advocate the concept of avoidance rule and joking relationship? 

1.5 Criticisms of Structural-Functionalism 
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Structural-functionalism, besides being historical and synchronic, adopts a holistic 

perspective on society. This theoretical approach emphasizes that different aspects of 

society are not independent but rather interconnected, much like the organs of a living 

organism. Viewing society as a system implies that, similar to a system, society 

functions as a bounded unit. Any occurrence within a society is influenced by its internal 

components rather than external factors. For instance, religious and economic 

dimensions within a society influence one another but remain unaffected by outside 

forces. 

As a result, structural-functionalism, in addition to emphasizing historicity and 

boundedness, incorporates an element of isolation. During the height of this theory's 

popularity, British social anthropology was closely tied to the British colonial 

administration. As the British Empire expanded its rule over various regions, these 

societies became subjects of anthropological study. Anthropologists of that time 

assumed that societies, such as the Andaman Islanders, existed in isolation, despite the 

significant impact of colonial rule. Later scholars, like Eric Wolf, critiqued this 

assumption, arguing that societies had been engaged in global trade and travel for 

centuries before the colonial period, challenging the notion that they were historically 

static or isolated. 

Structural-functionalism draws from Durkheim (1938), who asserted that social facts 

should be explained in relation to other social facts. As a result, explanations within this 

framework focus on social variables internal to a society, often disregarding 

psychological and historical factors. However, structural-functionalism does 

acknowledge environmental influences, which indigenous societies often integrate into 

their belief systems. For example, among the Andaman Islanders, natural elements 

such as wind and rain are deified and incorporated into their religious cosmology. 

The next section will explore Malinowski’s functional theory, which, while sharing core 

principles with Radcliffe-Brown’s approach, differs significantly in its methodological 

framework. 
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Self- Check Exercsie-3 

Q1. ----------have criticized the supposition of historicity of societies that were portion of 

a worldwide system of skill and travel. 

Q2. Structural function follows ------who said community fact can be clarified only by 

additional social circumstance. 

1.6 Functionalism of Malinowski 

One of the most important distinctions between the theoretical approaches of A.R. 

Radcliffe-Brown and Bronisław Malinowski lies in their conceptualization of 

functionalism. While Radcliffe-Brown viewed society as an abstract system where 

institutions function to maintain social structure, Malinowski grounded his analysis in the 

individual. However, he did not see the individual as isolated; rather, he examined 

individuals as integral members of society, whose needs and behaviors shape and are 

shaped by the cultural context in which they exist. 

Malinowski's functionalism can be understood as an individual-centered approach, 

differentiating it from earlier grand theories such as evolutionism and diffusionism, which 

sought to explain cultural development through broad, universal processes. Instead of 

focusing on overarching societal structures, he examined how individuals interact with 

their environment through culture. To him, social relationships were secondary to the 

emotional and cooperative bonds that individuals form within their cultural setting. In 

contrast to Radcliffe-Brown, who began his analysis with social structures, Malinowski 

prioritized culture as the foundation from which social relationships emerge. 

Methodologically, Malinowski was deeply committed to empirical research. He 

emphasized the importance of collecting linguistic data, statements, and personal 

narratives alongside direct observations of behavior and material culture. Language, in 

his view, was fundamental to understanding culture, as it serves as the primary medium 

through which people communicate and transmit cultural knowledge. He also regarded 

symbolism as central to human life, facilitating abstract thought and imagination, which 

are essential aspects of culture. 
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Malinowski conceptualized the individual as a fusion of biological and cultural aspects. 

He identified three levels of human needs. First, primary or basic needs include 

fundamental biological requirements such as food, oxygen, sexual fulfillment, protection 

from environmental threats, rest, and recreation. Unlike animals, humans do not satisfy 

these needs through direct assignation with nature but through cultural mediation. This 

process leads to the emergence of instrumental needs—structures and practices that 

develop to facilitate the fulfillment of primary needs, such as economic systems, 

education, and social institutions. Finally, symbolic or integrative needs arise from 

human capacity for abstract thought, imagination, and collective meaning-making, 

reinforcing the role of culture in shaping human existence. 

Malinowski’s framework highlights how culture is not merely a backdrop for human life 

but an active mediator of individual needs and social existence. His emphasis on the 

individual within cultural systems offers a nuanced alternative to Radcliffe-Brown’s 

structural-functionalism, demonstrating how human agency and cultural practices are 

interwoven in the conservation of social life. 

Human needs, even at their most fundamental level, are not simply biological impulses 

but are deeply shaped and regulated by cultural frameworks. Unlike other species, 

humans do not eat indiscriminately or at random times; rather, food consumption is 

governed by structured norms that define what is considered edible, when meals should 

be taken, and the appropriate manner in which to eat. These cultural prescriptions vary 

widely across societies. For instance, meal times differ among cultures—some eat twice 

a day, while others have four meals. Furthermore, colonial influences have led to the 

widespread adoption of certain meal traditions, such as the British practice of afternoon 

tea or the formalized notion of breakfast. These variations highlight how human eating 

habits are not dictated purely by biological hunger but are mediated by cultural traditions 

and expectations. 

Similarly, human reproduction and the fulfillment of sexual desires operate under 

stringent cultural constraints. The universal prohibition of incest exemplifies how 

societies impose restrictions on fundamental biological drives. No known human 

society, past or present, has permitted incest without strong social sanctions, although 
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the exact definition of incest and the extent of these prohibitions vary across cultures. 

This demonstrates that even basic human urges are channeled through cultural rules, 

which dictate acceptable behavior and relationships. 

Beyond basic sustenance and reproduction, other primary human needs, such as 

shelter and recreation, are also influenced by cultural norms. Anthropologist Bronisław 

Malinowski emphasized the psychological dimensions of these needs, suggesting that 

humans are motivated by innate drives but fulfill them through culturally established 

means. For example, sexual desires are regulated by legal, moral, and social 

structures, leading to the institution of marriage. While marriage may serve the primary 

function of legitimizing sexual relations, it also fulfills numerous secondary functions, 

including economic cooperation, social status, and kinship organization. In some 

cultures, marriage is viewed as a sacred union with religious significance, as seen in 

Hinduism and Catholicism, whereas in others, such as Islam, it is primarily a social 

contract. These differing perspectives highlight how marriage extends far beyond its 

biological basis to become a complex cultural institution shaped by historical and social 

contexts. 

The institution of the family further illustrates the intricate interplay between biological 

needs and cultural structures. Families are not merely biological units but serve as 

foundational institutions responsible for socializing new members into the cultural 

framework. Unlike animals that rely on instinct, human infants require prolonged care 

and education to become functional members of society. The family thus plays a crucial 

role in transmitting cultural knowledge, ethical values, and social norms. Moreover, the 

family operates as an economic and social unit, consuming resources and sometimes 

participating in production. It exists within a broader societal framework that provides 

legal and institutional guidelines, ensuring that it not only nurtures its members but also 

contributes to the continuity of cultural values and traditions. 

The fulfillment of even the most basic human needs, therefore, necessitates an 

extensive network of institutions. Food, for example, is rarely obtained in its raw form 

but requires a structured economic system for production and distribution. This, in turn, 

necessitates industries, markets, and regulatory bodies, demonstrating how even a 
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fundamental necessity becomes enmeshed in complex socio-economic structures. As 

Malinowski argued, the process of fulfilling basic needs generates additional needs, 

leading to the formation of increasingly intricate cultural institutions. These institutions 

are structured through roles, responsibilities, norms, and governing principles specific to 

each society. 

Human culture is not merely a superficial overlay on biological existence but a 

fundamental framework that shapes all aspects of human life. Basic needs are never 

met in a purely instinctual manner; rather, they are mediated through institutions and 

social norms that evolve over time. This continuous interplay between biological 

imperatives and cultural structures explains the increasing complexity of human 

societies and the intricate web of institutions that sustain them. As a result, every aspect 

of human existence, from food consumption to family life, is deeply embedded within a 

culturally constructed system that dictates how needs are identified, fulfilled, and 

transmitted across generations. 

Human needs extend beyond basic physiological requirements, often surpassing them 

in significance. For instance, individuals may forgo fundamental desires, such as sexual 

gratification, in pursuit of spiritual enlightenment. Many embrace asceticism, adopting 

the lifestyle of monks and nuns to attain a deeper connection with divinity and inner 

peace. As members of society, people cultivate self-control, delay gratification, and 

regulate instinctual desires through cultural conditioning. These higher-order needs 

encompass aesthetic aspirations, such as the appreciation of art, literature, and music. 

Evidence from early human evolution, such as cave paintings and primitive carvings, 

suggests that humans have always sought expressive and creative fulfillment alongside 

basic survival. 

Bronisław Malinowski introduced the concept of values in relation to symbolization, 

arguing that humans attribute meaning to actions and objects beyond their practical 

functions. Certain practices, like fasting, hold symbolic significance despite not 

satisfying immediate physical needs. This demonstrates that human existence is 

shaped by multiple layers of necessity, incorporating both tangible and abstract 

dimensions of fulfillment. 
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Similar to Radcliffe-Brown, Malinowski examined rituals within cultural contexts, 

emphasizing their functional role in society. However, while Radcliffe-Brown focused on 

the organic analogy and social structures, Malinowski placed the individual’s 

psychological engagement with the group at the forefront. He viewed rituals as essential 

in mitigating uncertainty, fear, and potential failure, particularly in activities involving risk. 

A key example of Malinowski’s perspective is his study of the Trobriand Islanders, 

particularly their maritime practices. He noted that although these seafarers were highly 

skilled navigators, they performed elaborate rituals before embarking on long voyages. 

This suggests that rituals were not replacements for technical expertise but rather 

served to instill psychological confidence, reduce anxiety, and create a positive 

mindset—factors that, in turn, contributed to successful outcomes. This remains 

relevant even in modern contexts, where advanced science and technology coexist with 

persistent uncertainties. 

Malinowski also explored rituals in the horticultural practices of the Trobriand Islanders, 

particularly in coral garden cultivation. He identified the central role of the towosi 

(garden magician), whose ritualistic instructions were followed with great reverence. 

Rituals were performed at every stage of agricultural work, reinforcing a structured 

approach that integrated psychological well-being with practical endeavors. Within 

Malinowski’s broader framework of functionalism, rituals served as mechanisms for 

reinforcing cultural cohesion by addressing individual psychological needs, thereby 

ensuring social stability.Overall, Malinowski’s insights into human needs, values, and 

rituals highlight the intricate interplay between individual psychology and cultural 

practices. His work underscores how societies integrate symbolic expressions into daily 

life, demonstrating that human existence is not merely about survival but about 

meaning, continuity, and cohesion. 

Self- Check Exrrcsie-4 

Q1. The difference between Radcliffe Brown and Malinowski method is that his 

functionalism is the----------and not in the inattentive group of society. 
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Q2. According to -------relationship are appearance of moods and intellect of 

cooperation and duty. 

Q3. Malinowski was forceful about the rank of-----as it is the prime media of 

sympathetic a culture. 

Q4. According to Malinowski------is secondary essential like that is related to the 

primary need of sexual satisfaction. 

1.7 Further Developments of the Functional and Structural Functional Method 

British social anthropology advanced beyond Radcliffe-Brown’s structural-functionalism 

through the contributions of scholars such as Edmund Leach, Raymond Firth, E.E. 

Evans-Pritchard, and Meyer Fortes. These thinkers sought to introduce a more dynamic 

perspective into the otherwise static framework of structural-functional analysis. 

Leach (1970) redefined social structure as a model rather than a rigid framework. In his 

research on the Kachin people of highland Burma, he identified three distinct social 

models: the hierarchical Shan kingdom, the decentralized and egalitarian Gumlao 

system, and the intermediary Gumsa system. While many viewed the Gumsa system as 

the stable reality, Leach argued that Kachin society was in a constant state of flux, 

oscillating between the centralized Shan structure and the more democratic Gumlao 

model. His work demonstrated that social structures are not static but continuously 

evolving through a process of transformation. 

Raymond Firth also critiqued the rigidity of structural-functionalism, particularly in his 

restudy of Tikopia (1960). He distinguished between two types of social change: 

organizational and structural (1961). Organizational change refers to alterations that 

occur within an existing system without fundamentally transforming it, such as shifts in 

leadership within a democratic framework. Structural change, by contrast, involves a 

fundamental transformation of the system itself, such as the transition from democracy 

to autocracy. Firth’s concept of sequential equilibria retained the functionalist notion of 

stability while acknowledging that societies transition from one state of balance to 

another over time. 
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Both Leach and Firth contributed to refining structural-functionalism by emphasizing the 

fluidity of social change. Leach’s concept of oscillating equilibrium and Firth’s model of 

sequential stability helped develop a more flexible understanding of social structures, 

paving the way for further theoretical advancements in anthropology. 

E.E. Evans-Pritchard (1940) conducted an influential study of the Nuer people in Sudan, 

employing a functionalist approach while introducing an innovative perspective on the 

relationship between social organization and the environment. He was among the first 

anthropologists to incorporate the concept of "ecology" into his analysis. His research 

illustrated how the Nuer continually adapt to environmental variations, portraying their 

social structure as a cyclical process shaped by seasonal shifts. By emphasizing this 

ongoing interaction between society and ecology, Evans-Pritchard moved beyond the 

static representations of social structures. 

Similarly, Meyer Fortes (1949) challenged fixed interpretations of kinship by introducing 

the concept of structural time. He argued that any description of kinship and social 

organization must account for continuous change, as societies evolve based on life 

cycle transitions, residence patterns, and generational shifts. In Time and Social 

Structure (1970), Fortes expanded on this idea, asserting that social structures should 

be analyzed in relation to time to provide a more accurate and dynamic understanding. 

His perspective underscored the idea that social structures are not fixed entities but 

adaptable frameworks shaped by temporal changes and the shifting roles of individuals. 

Both scholars contributed to a more nuanced understanding of social organization by 

moving beyond static models. Evans-Pritchard’s ecological perspective demonstrated 

how environmental factors shape social adaptation, while Fortes’ concept of structural 

time underscored the temporal dimension of kinship and social systems. Together, their 

insights laid the groundwork for more dynamic and process-oriented approaches in 

social anthropology. 

Self- Check Exercsie-5 

Q1. Who shadowed up the effort of Radcliffe Brown? 
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Q2. ----------went on to the comprehend social structure at a level of idea, where it 

can be careful as a perfect. 

Q3. Who found that the idea of social construction was too stationary and could 

not classify any change? 

Q4. Who made the study of the Nuer of Sudan? 

1.8 Criticism of Functionalism 

Functionalism faced significant criticism for its disregard of historical realities, both past 

and present. Many classical ethnographies were conducted during the height of 

colonialism, in regions such as Africa and Australia, where societies had previously 

been deeply affected by colonial rule (Asad, 1973). For instance, Radcliffe-Brown’s 

portrayal of the Andaman Islanders as a stable and harmonious society overlooked the 

devastating effects of colonial depopulation. His accounts were largely based on the 

reconstructed memories of the few remaining informants rather than firsthand 

observations. 

A key flaw in functionalist anthropology was its emphasis on social equilibrium and 

solidarity, which often led to the neglect of internal conflicts and dissent within societies. 

Additionally, the claim of objectivity in ethnographic analysis came under scrutiny, as 

subsequent studies revealed biases in the work of even the most esteemed 

anthropologists, such as Malinowski. By the late twentieth century, methodological shifts 

in anthropology prioritized reflexivity over objectivity. Ethnographies became more 

focused on the narratives of informants and the intersubjective nature of fieldwork 

(Clifford & Marcus, 1986). 

The functionalist idea of societies as closed systems also became untenable with the 

increasing interconnectedness brought about by globalization. However, as Wolf (1982) 

demonstrated, non-Western societies were never truly isolated; they had long been 

betrothed in trade and migration. The Eurocentric assumption that history began only 

with European contact ignored the preexisting complexities of these societies. 



20 
 

Criticism of functionalism extended beyond its historical blind spots. It was also 

challenged for its Eurocentric and male-dominated perspectives. The subjectivity of 

early anthropologists often reflected a white, male-centric viewpoint, which was later 

contested by feminist and non-Western scholars. Furthermore, functionalist 

explanations were often deemed tautological, as they tended to frame effects as 

inherent causes, undermining their explanatory power. In sum, functionalism’s 

limitations lay in its neglect of historical dynamics, its Eurocentric biases, and its 

methodological shortcomings, which ultimately led to its decline as a dominant 

theoretical paradigm. 

Self- Check Exercise-6 

Q1. The main disparagement of functionalism was it the --------not only of the 

previous but also of the current. 

Q2. Overall, the disparagement of--------was fixed towards the Eurocentric biases. 

1.9 Summary 

Functionalism emerged as a reaction against the speculative and often judgmental 

approach of evolutionary theory, which classified societies on a hierarchical scale of 

development. Evolutionism tended to categorize certain groups as "primitive," 

suggesting they were remnants of an earlier stage of human development rather than 

contemporary societies with their own valid cultural expressions. This perspective not 

only distorted the understanding of diverse societies but also carried political 

implications, particularly in justifying colonialism. By placing European civilization at the 

pinnacle of progress, evolutionist thought provided a moral rationale for colonial 

domination, portraying the subjugation of non-European societies as a mission to 

"civilize" them. 

In contrast, functionalism, developed through direct ethnographic engagement with 

societies, challenged the ethnocentric biases of evolutionism. It familiarized the concept 

of ‘cultural relativism,’ arguing that no culture is inherently superior to another. Instead, 

all societies function as integrated systems in which every institution, belief, and 
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practice plays a crucial role within its specific context. While acknowledging variations in 

complexity between cultures, functionalism rejected the notion that such differences 

implied superiority or inferiority. This perspective led to a more egalitarian view of 

human societies, emphasizing that cultural elements should be understood in relation to 

the broader social structure rather than judged against an external standard. 

Methodologically, functionalism marked a shift in anthropological inquiry by focusing on 

the present rather than speculative historical reconstructions. Unlike evolutionists, who 

examined institutions such as religion, politics, and economy as separate and compared 

them across cultures, functionalists viewed these aspects as interconnected within a 

society. Their comparative analysis focused on entire cultural systems rather than 

isolated traits, leading to a more holistic understanding of societies. This approach 

reinforced the idea that each society operates within its own internal logic, challenging 

hierarchical classifications and promoting a more nuanced appreciation of cultural 

diversity. 

1.10 Glossary 

 Globalization- a term used to describe how trade and technology have 

made the world into a more connected and interdependent. 

 Ethnocentricism- the belief that your own cultural or ethnic group is 

superior to other culture or ethnic groups. 

 Democracy- a system in which the government of a country is elected by 

the people. 

 Autocracy- a system of government in which absolute power is held by the 

ruler. 

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group, who have 

shared customs and laws. 

 Culture- the customs, ideas, beliefs, etc. of a particular society, country etc. 
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 Group- a number of people or things that are together in the same place or 

that are connected in some way. 

1.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1 

Ans1. Structural functionalism 

Ans2. Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown 

Ans3. Radcliffe Brown 

Ans4. Herbert Spencer 

Self- Check Exercise-2 

Ans1. Radcliffe Brown 

Ans2. Organic analogy 

Ans3. Kinship and religion 

Ans4. Radcliffe Brown 

Self- Check Exrrcsie-3 

Ans1. Eric Wolf 

Ans2.Durkheim 

Self- Check Exercise-4 

Ans1. Individual 

Ans2. Malinowski 

Ans3. Languages 

Ans4. Marriage 
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Self- Check Exercsie-5 

Ans1. British social anthropologist 

Ans2. Leach 

Ans3.Firth 

Ans4. E. E. Evans Pritchard 

Self- Check Exercsie-6 

Ans1. Historical realities 

Ans2. Functionalism 
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1.13Terminal Questions 

Q1. Explain structural functionalism. 
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Q2. Discuss the Radcliffe Brown approach structural functional approach. 

Q3. Describe further development of the functional and structural functional 

method. 
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2.12 Terminal Questions  

2.1 Introduction  

Anthropological perspectives on societies and cultures in the late 19th century 

were heavily influenced by the concept of evolution, which sought to explain how 

civilizations developed over time. Early anthropologists proposed that societies 

followed a linear progression from simple to complex forms, drawing parallels with 

biological evolution. However, by the early 20th century, this evolutionary 

framework gave way to diffusionist or culture-historical approaches. These new 

perspectives emphasized that culture was shaped by historical processes, 

interactions, and the transmission of ideas rather than a fixed evolutionary 

trajectory. 

The idea of function in society was not entirely novel. Philosophers from ancient 

Greece, such as Herodotus, Plato, and Aristotle, had recognized interconnections 

between social institutions. Later thinkers, including Augustine, Hobbes, and 

Locke, also engaged with such ideas. However, despite their insights, none 

developed a comprehensive theory of function. Even Henri de Saint-Simon and 

Auguste Comte, who utilized functional analysis in their discussions, were primarily 

focused on advancing positivism rather than systematically explaining the role of 

function in society. 

Herbert Spencer made a significant contribution to the study of structure and 

function in his work Principles of Sociology (1885, vol.1). He drew an analogy 

between society and an organism, arguing that just as an organism consists of 

interdependent parts, so too does society. Each component within a social system 

plays a crucial role in maintaining the whole, similar to how different organs sustain 

biological life. Spencer's organic analogy laid the groundwork for later functionalist 

theories, which explored how social structures contribute to stability and continuity 

within societies. His ideas partial later sociologists, including Émile Durkheim, who 

further developed the concept of functionalism in explaining social order and 

cohesion. 
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This shift from evolutionary to functionalist and diffusionist perspectives highlights 

the evolving nature of anthropological and sociological thought. Rather than 

viewing cultures as following a single, predetermined path, scholars increasingly 

recognized the complexity of cultural development, shaped by historical 

contingencies, social structures, and functional interdependencies. 

Émile Durkheim, a prominent French sociologist, extensively employed the 

concepts of structure and function in his works The Division of Labour in Society 

(1893) and ‘’The Rules of Sociological Method’’ (1895). However, rather than using 

these exact terms, he preferred "monopoly" in the previous and "physiology" in the 

latter. Durkheim contributed the concept of function significant methodological 

importance, drawing an analogy between society and a living organism. Just as an 

organism depends on the proper functioning of its organs to sustain life, society 

must fulfill essential needs for its existence and survival. The mechanisms through 

which these requirements are met are referred to as functions. He defined function 

as the contribution that a particular part makes to the whole, ensuring its 

maintenance and well-being. 

In the early twentieth century, two British scholars, Bronisław Malinowski and A.R. 

Radcliffe-Brown, advanced what became known as the Functional and Structural-

Functional approaches in cultural analysis. Malinowski is primarily associated with 

functionalism, while Radcliffe-Brown pioneered the structural-functional 

perspective. Both scholars challenged the evolutionary and diffusionist approaches 

to cultural studies, arguing that they were not grounded in historical facts but rather 

in speculative reconstructions. Evolutionists and diffusionists often assumed that 

similar cultural traits indicated historical connections, an approach that Malinowski 

and Radcliffe-Brown considered flawed. 

Instead, they proposed that the study of societies should focus on analyzing socio-

cultural institutions in terms of their structure and function. This analysis could be 

conducted synchronically (focusing on societies at a particular point in time without 

considering historical changes) or diachronically (examining changes over time). 

Synchronic studies emphasize the "here-and-now" aspects of social life, as 
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advocated by Radcliffe-Brown, while diachronic studies trace the transformations 

of social structures over different periods. Their rejection of the evolutionist 

approach also extended to the "comparative method," which sought to reconstruct 

the past by extrapolating from contemporary primitive societies. They claimed that 

such methods were unreliable, advocating instead for synchronic functional 

analysis that prioritized the study of present-day societies as they exist, rather than 

engaging in speculative historical reconstructions. 

Through their critiques and methodologies, Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown 

significantly shaped modern anthropology, shifting its focus toward analyzing 

cultures in terms of their structural and functional aspects rather than speculative 

historical connections. Their work laid the foundation for more rigorous and 

empirically based studies of social institutions, influencing subsequent 

developments in sociology and anthropology. 

2.2 Learning Objectives  

After going over this we will be able to  

 Understand the Malinowski field work method.  

 Discuss the Malinowski’s functionalism.  

 Know about the precursors of Malinowski.  

2.3 Malinowski’s Brief Life History 

Bronislaw Kaspar Malinowski (1884–1942), a pioneering figure in anthropology, 

was born in Cracow, Poland. Initially trained in the sciences, he earned a Ph.D. in 

Physics and Mathematics from the University of Cracow in 1908. However, his 

academic trajectory took a decisive turn when, during a period of illness, he 

encountered James Frazer’s seminal work, The Golden Bough. Inspired by its 

exploration of human cultures and rituals, Malinowski resolved to pursue 

anthropology. 
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In 1910, he relocated to England and sought mentorship from C.G. Seligman, a 

prominent anthropologist. Under Seligman’s guidance, he enrolled as a 

postgraduate student at the London School of Economics (LSE), marking the 

formal beginning of his anthropological career. His research interests led him to 

fieldwork in the Pacific, supported by the Robert Mond Travelling Studentship. 

Between 1914 and 1918, he conducted extensive ethnographic studies, first 

among the Mailu people of New Guinea (1914–15) and later among the Trobriand 

Islanders (1915–16, 1917–18). His rigorous fieldwork methodology, emphasizing 

participant observation, set a new standard in ethnographic research. By 1916, he 

had earned a Doctor of Science (D.Sc.) degree, based on his investigations into 

Australian Aboriginal societies and the Mailu people. 

Malinowski’s academic career flourished at the London School of Economics, 

where he lectured on topics such as primitive religion, social differentiation, and 

social psychology. His reputation as a leading anthropologist was solidified when 

he was appointed Reader in Anthropology at the University of London in 1924. 

Three years later, he became the first chair of Anthropology at the same institution, 

reflecting his growing influence in the field. His contributions were further 

recognized in 1936 when Harvard University awarded him an honorary D.Sc. 

In 1940, Malinowski moved to the United States, assuming the role of Bishop 

Museum Visiting Professor at Yale University. He continued to shape the discipline 

until his passing in 1942. His legacy endures through his methodological 

innovations and theoretical contributions, particularly in functionalism, which 

emphasized the role of cultural practices in fulfilling societal needs. His 

groundbreaking work remains a cornerstone of modern anthropology, influencing 

both theoretical perspectives and ethnographic practice. 

Self- Check Exrercsie-1  

Q1. Malinowski was born in--------------------- 

Q2. In which year Malinowski was born?  
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Q3. Who wrote the book Golden Bough?  

2.4 Malinowski’s Criticism of Evolutionists and Diffusionists 

He strongly criticized both early evolutionists and diffusionists for their approach to 

studying culture. Evolutionists focused on cultural forms and institutions without 

adequately explaining their functions, relying on the notion of ‘survivals’—a 

concept he rejected by asserting that every custom or institution serves a purpose 

within its cultural context. Similarly, he found fault with diffusionists for isolating 

cultural elements rather than considering how they function within an 

interconnected system. His primary argument emphasized the need to analyze 

cultures holistically, examining how various cultural aspects contribute to the 

overall system rather than merely tracing their origins or distribution. His 

perspective shifted the focus from historical speculation to functional analysis, 

highlighting the dynamic relationships between cultural elements. 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. Who emphasis the study of methods of ethos or cultural organizations by put 

explanation their functions?  

Q2. Whose main argument was to inspects beliefs explain and analyse as to why 

and how culture functions?  

2.5 Malinowski’s Fieldwork Method 

Bronisław Malinowski revolutionized anthropological fieldwork through his method 

of "participant observation," which has since become a cornerstone of 

ethnographic research. Unlike earlier anthropologists who relied on secondhand 

reports or brief visits, Malinowski immersed himself in the daily lives of his 

subjects. He lived among the Trobriand Islanders, learned their language, and 

actively took part in their customs and rituals. This approach allowed him to 

establish a deep rapport with the community, gaining insights that would have 

been inaccessible to an outsider relying solely on interpreters. 
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A key aspect of Malinowski’s methodology was his insistence on collecting data 

directly in the native language and maintaining a daily ethnographic diary. Rather 

than conducting structured interviews mediated by translators, he focused on 

"statistical documentation by concrete evidence." This meant observing and 

recording the intricacies of social interactions, economic activities, and ritual 

practices firsthand. His seminal work, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), 

exemplifies this method. In his study of the Kula system—a complex ceremonial 

exchange network—he detailed the social norms governing the exchange of 

valuables, the principles of partnership, and the underlying ideological and ritual 

frameworks. He documented every stage of the Kula expedition, from canoe 

construction to the ceremonial procedures at each stop, weaving together 

descriptions of social organization, labor distribution, and magical practices. 

Beyond mere description, Malinowski’s work sought to uncover the deeper social 

mechanisms that structured Trobriand life. His analysis linked economic 

transactions with kinship, political authority, and legal norms, demonstrating how 

reciprocity functioned as a foundational principle. He did not merely catalog 

cultural practices but analyzed their interconnections, moving between the 

technological, structural, and ideological dimensions of society. His ethnographic 

accounts captured not just formal ceremonies but also the "imponderabilia of 

actual life"—the mundane yet significant aspects of daily living, from work routines 

to personal expressions of emotion. 

Malinowski’s approach transformed informants from mere data sources into 

individuals with complex personalities, ambitions, and social roles. By presenting 

his findings in narrative form, he allowed readers to grasp the native perspective, 

emphasizing how individuals experienced and interpreted their world. His work laid 

the foundation for modern ethnographic practice, setting rigorous standards for 

immersive fieldwork and holistic cultural analysis. Through his insistence on 

understanding societies from within, he redefined anthropology’s methodological 

and theoretical approaches, demonstrating that to truly comprehend a culture, one 
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must engage with it on its own term.

 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Malinowski method for doing information-gathering is known as---------------- 

Q2. Malinowski line to learn the languages of the populaces and assembling data 

and also writing ---------doing every day during field work.  

Q3. Who wrote the book “Argonauts of Western Pacific”?  

2.6 Malinowski’s Functionalism 

Bronisław Malinowski's contributions to anthropology, particularly in A Scientific 

Theory of Culture and Other Essays (1944) and Dynamics of Culture Change 

(1945), provided a comprehensive framework for the functionalist approach to 

cultural analysis. He viewed culture as an interconnected system in which every 

institution plays a vital role in maintaining the whole. Functionalism, as he defined 

it, explains how customs, beliefs, and institutions serve essential purposes, 

ensuring both individual and societal stability. 

Malinowski emphasized that human beings have various needs—biological, social, 

economic, and religious—which drive the development of cultural institutions. 

These institutions emerge to facilitate the fulfillment of human needs, forming a 

structured and interdependent cultural system. Language, technology, art, and 

literature, for instance, arise not merely as expressions of creativity but as 

functional responses to human survival and social organization. A significant 

aspect of his theory is the assertion that any change in one cultural element 

influences the system as a whole. 

In Magic, Science and Religion (1929), Malinowski explored how function operates 

in different domains of life. He argued that magic plays a psychological role by 

fostering optimism and confidence, allowing individuals to navigate uncertainty. 

Religion similarly serves emotional and moral purposes, helping to maintain social 
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cohesion and ethical order. He linked these psychological and social functions to 

biological imperatives, demonstrating how beliefs and practices contribute to 

physical survival. 

Malinowski categorized human needs into three levels: basic, derived, and 

integrative. Basic needs, such as nutrition, reproduction, and health, are 

fundamental to human survival, though the mechanisms for satisfying them vary 

across cultures. Since individuals do not fulfill these needs in isolation, they form 

cooperative groups that establish institutions to regulate and sustain need-fulfilling 

activities. These institutions, in turn, generate derived needs, such as economic 

production, legal regulations, and education, ensuring stability and continuity. 

Lastly, integrative needs address social cohesion and emotional commitment to 

cultural norms. Elements like religion, magic, and recreation foster collective 

identity and reinforce adherence to societal values. 

Malinowski’s functionalist approach highlights that culture is not merely an 

accumulation of arbitrary traditions but a dynamic and purposeful system that 

enables human survival and societal development. The researcher’s role, 

according to this perspective, is to analyze how specific cultural components 

contribute to the overall system. Ultimately, culture is an instrumental force that 

allows humans to achieve security, progress, and meaning in life. 

According to Malinowski, the core principles of functionalism emphasize 

a) Culture is fundamentally a tool that enables humans to effectively address 

the specific challenges they encounter in their environment while striving to 

fulfill their needs.. 

b)  It is a structure composed of objects, actions, and mindsets, where each 

component serves a specific purpose or contributes to achieving a goal. 

c) It is a unified system where different components rely on each other for 

functionality. 
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d) Such activities, perspectives, and objects are structured around essential 

and significant tasks, forming institutions like the family, clan, local 

community, tribe, and organized groups engaged in economic cooperation, 

as well as political, legal, and educational functions. 

e)  From a dynamic perspective, which focuses on the nature of activity, 

culture can be examined through various aspects, including education, 

social regulation, economic structures, systems of knowledge, beliefs, and 

moral values, as well as forms of artistic and creative expression. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. In which books Malinowski gave the idea of functional method in the 

investigation of ethos?  

Q2. The functional view of philosophy lays down the belief that every type of-------  

Q3. Who gave the theory of neeed?  

Q4. According to Malinowski ---------is a way of understanding institutions and 

customs of primitive life.   

Q5. In which book Malinowski saw function as mainly satisfying the emotional 

need.  

2.7 Precursors of Malinowski 

Leach (1957: 137) remarked that Malinowski was deeply influenced by his 

intellectual predecessors, even as he sought to distance himself from them. This 

paradox is common among thinkers who contribute significantly to the 

advancement of knowledge. Malinowski's work can be improved understood by 

examining the broader intellectual context that preceded him. 

During the eighteenth century, scholars such as David Hume, Adam Smith, and 

Adam Ferguson in Britain, along with Montesquieu and Condorcet in France, were 

concerned with uncovering the origins of human institutions. They believed that by 
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analyzing so-called primitive societies, they could gain insights into the foundations 

of their own social structures. However, their theories were largely speculative, as 

they lacked empirical data and were often shaped by the cultural and intellectual 

assumptions of their time. 

Despite this limitation, these early thinkers played a crucial role in establishing the 

study of human societies as a legitimate field of inquiry. Much like the natural 

sciences, they assumed that universal principles governing human social 

institutions could be identified through systematic study. This perspective laid the 

groundwork for later intellectual developments and is why they are often 

considered precursors to twentieth-century sociology. 

The nineteenth-century evolutionists, who followed in their footsteps, continued to 

explore the progression of human societies and cultural development. Their 

emphasis on social evolution and cultural advancement further shaped the 

intellectual landscape that Malinowski inherited and, in many ways, sought to 

redefine. 

Interest in the Origin of Human Societies 

During the eighteenth century, European intellectuals sought to 

understand the origins and development of human society. Among 

the most prominent were the Scottish moral philosophers David Hume 

(1711-1776) and Adam Smith (1723-1790). Their approach 

emphasized the intrinsic qualities of human nature as the foundation 

of social structures, diverging from the social contract theory 

proposed by Thomas Hobbes. Rather than viewing societies as 

artificial constructs, they explored concepts such as natural religion, 

law, and morality, believing that fundamental human tendencies 

shaped societal evolution. 

Hume and Smith adopted a developmental perspective, categorizing 

societies into progressive stages based on their level of 
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advancement. This method allowed them to reconstruct the historical 

trajectory of human civilization. Adam Ferguson, another key figure in 

this intellectual movement, contributed to this discourse with his 1767 

work, An Essay on the History of Civil Society. His analysis extended 

to subsistence patterns, population dynamics, and social divisions, all 

of which he viewed as interconnected elements shaping human 

development. The emphasis on broad societal principles made these 

scholars influential, even when their original texts are not widely read 

today. 

In France, similar inquiries into social organization were undertaken 

by thinkers such as Montesquieu (1689-1755) and Condorcet (1743-

1794). Montesquieu, a lawyer and political philosopher, examined the 

intricate interdependencies among different societal elements in his 

1748 work, The Spirit of the Laws. He argued that legal systems—

constitutional, criminal, and civil—should not be studied in isolation 

but rather in relation to economic structures, cultural beliefs, and 

societal customs. His functionalist approach highlighted the 

systematic nature of social institutions. 

Condorcet, another significant French intellectual, sought to uncover 

the fundamental principles underlying the evolution of human 

societies. His work emphasized historical progress and the role of 

reason in societal advancement. By situating these scholars within a 

broader intellectual tradition, it becomes evident that their efforts were 

geared toward uncovering universal principles governing human 

social life, offering enduring insights into the nature of civilization. 

. 

 

2.7.1 Evolutionists 

 The idea that societies progress through specific stages of development 

gained traction among evolutionists, who argued that some societies were 
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more "advanced" than others. This perspective was influenced by Charles 

Darwin’s theories on the evolution of species, which reinforced the belief 

that human history could also be examined as an evolutionary process. 

 Several scholars contributed to this line of thought, including Bachofen in 

Europe, Maine and McLennan in Britain, and Morgan in America. They 

proposed various stages of social evolution, each representing a step in 

the advancement of human societies. Between 1861 and 1871, a number 

of significant publications emerged, many of which are now considered 

foundational theoretical works in the field. Among the most notable of these 

are: 

 Maine’s Ancient Law (1861) and Village-Communities in the East and West 

(1871) 

 Bachofen’s Das Mutterrecht (The Mother-Right) (1861) 

 MacLennan’s Primitive Marriage (1865) 

 Tylor’s Researches into the Early History of Mankind (1865) and Primitive 

Culture (1871) 

The study of human societies in the 19th century was marked by an interest in 

tracing the origins and evolution of social institutions. While scholars like Sir Henry 

Maine and Johann Jakob Bachofen focused on legal and historical aspects of 

ancient societies, others, such as John Ferguson McLennan, Edward Tylor, and 

Lewis Henry Morgan, concentrated on primitive cultures. These scholars sought to 

systematize information about early human societies, moving away from 

speculative theories that lacked empirical grounding. Unlike their predecessors in 

the 18th century, who relied on introspection and philosophical reasoning about 

their own societies, 19th-century thinkers attempted to analyze the interrelations of 

social structures through a comparative method. 
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One key approach of these scholars was to identify patterns of social development 

through correlative variations rather than isolating single variables. They aimed to 

establish broad laws governing the transformation of institutions such as family, 

marriage, industry, and religion. For instance, Maine proposed that the earliest 

form of social organization was the patriarchal family, where authority was vested 

in a male head. In contrast, Bachofen argued that human societies initially 

practiced promiscuity, later transitioning through matrilineal and matriarchal stages 

before evolving into patrilineal and patriarchal systems. Similarly, McLennan 

suggested that early societies were characterized by promiscuity, followed by 

totemic matrilineal groups and polyandry, eventually leading to patrilineal kinship 

structures. 

 

Morgan, taking a more detailed approach, identified fifteen stages in the 

development of marriage and family, reinforcing the idea that social structures 

evolved over time. Meanwhile, Tylor focused on the evolution of religious beliefs, 

attributing them to early humans’ interpretations of dreams, visions, disease, and 

death. He argued that these experiences led to the formation of animistic beliefs, 

which later gave rise to organized religion. 

 

Although these scholars played a crucial role in laying the foundations for 

anthropology and sociology, their philosophies have since been challenged. The 

idea that human societies pass over fixed evolutionary stages is now regarded 

with skepticism, as contemporary research has demonstrated the diversity and 

complexity of social development. Many of their conclusions were based on 

conjecture rather than direct observation, leading to criticisms that their work 

lacked empirical validation. The case of Sir James Frazer illustrates this limitation; 

despite writing extensively about "primitive" societies in works like The Golden 

Bough, he reportedly never interacted with the communities he described, 

reinforcing the stereotype of the 19th-century "armchair anthropologist." 
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Ultimately, while the early evolutionists contributed significantly to the study of 

human institutions, their interpretations were shaped by an ethnocentric belief in 

the superiority of Western civilization. Their work reflects the prevailing 19th-

century obsession with progress, which often led them to view their own societies 

as the pinnacle of human development. However, with the advent of fieldwork-

based anthropology and a deeper understanding of cultural relativism, the rigid 

evolutionary frameworks proposed by these scholars have mainly been replaced 

by more nuanced and empirically grounded approaches to studying human 

societies. 

The Golden Bough by J.G.Frazer 

Bronisław Malinowski, as noted by Kuper (1975:23), turned to the 

English classic The Golden Bough by Sir James George Frazer 

(1854–1940) after being informed that health issues would avert him 

from continuing his scientific career. Originally published in 1890, The 

Golden Bough was later expanded into twelve volumes between 1907 

and 1915, with an abridged edition appearing in 1922. This seminal 

work examines ancient rituals, mythology, and folklore, drawing 

extensively from anthropological research. 

Frazer’s central argument revolves around the progression of human 

thought through three stages: Magic, Religion, and Science. He 

proposed that early societies relied on magic, believing in imaginary 

laws governing nature. Over time, as individuals recognized the 

limitations of magic, they transitioned to religious beliefs, attributing 

control over nature to spiritual forces. Eventually, this too was 

deemed insufficient, leading to the final stage—science—which relies 

on empirical reasoning and observation (Frazer 1922:55). 

Although Frazer’s rigid categorization of human thought has been 
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widely debated, his attempt to identify patterns across different 

societies was an impressive intellectual endeavor. His extensive 

scholarship and comparative approach left a lasting impact on 

anthropological thought. Malinowski, influenced by Frazer’s ideas, 

dedicated much of his own work to exploring the interconnections 

between magic, science, and religion, further developing the 

discussion in a more nuanced and context-specific manner. 

 

 

 

By the late nineteenth century, scholars started to challenge the evolutionist 

perspective, which sought to explain human societies through a linear progression 

from primitive to advanced stages. Thinkers such as Steinmetz (1894), Nieboer 

(1900), Westermarck (1906), and Hobhouse (1906) were among the last 

proponents of this framework, which attempted to refine and reinterpret the idea of 

unilinear societal development. 

Although evolutionism faced increasing criticism, the quest to understand the 

origins of human institutions remained central to sociological inquiry. Even 

Bronisław Malinowski, one of its most vocal critics, retained an underlying belief in 

evolutionary thought despite his opposition. The primary issue with evolutionist 

theories was not just their core premise but their speculative and often subjective 

conclusions. In this regard, nineteenth-century evolutionists bore similarities to 

eighteenth-century moral philosophers, who constructed grand theories with little 

concern for empirical validation. However, unlike their predecessors, evolutionists 

sought to substantiate their claims with evidence, leading to the accumulation of 

extensive but unstructured ethnographic data from explorers, missionaries, 

colonial administrators, and traders. The reliability of such unsystematically 

collected material was called into question by early twentieth-century scholars, 

prompting a shift in methodological approaches. 
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The critique of evolutionism emerged from two distinct schools of thought: 

diffusionism and functionalism. Both schools recognized the value of studying so-

called "primitive" cultures as a means of understanding broader human 

development. They also shared concerns about the haphazard collection of 

ethnographic data and emphasized the need for systematic and scientific methods 

of inquiry. Despite these commonalities, diffusionists and functionalists diverged 

significantly in their approaches to data collection and theoretical interpretations. 

Diffusionists focused on the transmission of cultural traits across societies, 

proposing that cultural similarities were the result of borrowing and spread rather 

than independent evolution. They sought to trace the historical paths through 

which ideas, practices, and technologies traveled from one society to another. 

Their methodology emphasized comparative analysis of cultural artifacts, linguistic 

patterns, and historical records. 

In contrast, functionalists shifted the focus away from historical reconstruction and 

instead examined how cultural institutions operated within a given society. 

Rejecting speculative histories, they emphasized the study of social structures and 

the roles institutions played in maintaining societal stability. Functionalist 

methodology prioritized direct observation, participant engagement, and detailed 

ethnographic research to understand how societies functioned in the present. 

While both diffusionism and functionalism marked significant departures from 

evolutionism, their impact varied. Diffusionism provided an alternative to unilinear 

theories by emphasizing cross-cultural influences but often lacked explanatory 

depth regarding internal societal dynamics. Functionalism, on the other hand, 

introduced rigorous fieldwork methodologies and underwritten to the development 

of modern anthropology and sociology by prioritizing empirical observation over 

conjectural history. 

Ultimately, the rejection of evolutionism was not merely a methodological shift but 

a broader reorientation of social science. The debate between diffusionists and 

functionalists highlighted key tensions in sociological research—between historical 



42 
 

reconstruction and contemporary analysis, between external influences and 

internal structures, and between speculative theorizing and empirical rigor. These 

discussions laid the groundwork for the development of more nuanced and 

interdisciplinary approaches to understanding human societies. 

2.7.2 Diffusionists 

Diffusionism emerged as a theory that sought to explain the transmission of 

cultural elements from one human group to another. Scholars who supported this 

perspective examined similarities in customs, beliefs, art, and technology across 

societies, questioning whether these resemblances resulted from cultural 

exchange. In their efforts, diffusionists traced historical links between civilizations, 

often reconstructing patterns of cultural dissemination. 

Some diffusionists, particularly the more extreme proponents, attempted to identify 

the precise origins of cultural traits. For example, Father Wilhelm Schmidt 

emphasized the importance of recognizing remnants of early human cultural 

stages among so-called "primitive" societies. Meanwhile, British scholars G.E. 

Smith and W.J. Perry proposed a radical hypothesis that linked all major 

civilizations to a single source—ancient Egypt. This view, mentioned to as 

"Egyptocentric diffusionism," suggested that Egyptian civilization served as the 

centre from which culture spread globally. While this theory gained attention in the 

1920s, it was met with skepticism, particularly from scholars like Bronislaw 

Malinowski, who criticized its oversimplified approach. 

Most diffusionists took a geographical approach, analyzing how cultural traits 

traveled across regions and shaped societies over time. They focused on 

comparative studies, tracing connections between different cultural groups. This 

approach aligned with ethnology, a discipline concerned with the classification of 

human populations, their origins, distributions, and cultural characteristics. 

Ethnologists, in turn, contributed to the development of cultural anthropology, 

particularly in the United States under the effect of Franz Boas. 
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Ethnology is often contrasted with ethnography, though both fields are interrelated. 

While ethnography provides detailed descriptions of individual societies, ethnology 

involves comparative analysis across multiple cultures. Ethnologists rely on 

ethnographic studies as foundational data sources to understand broader cultural 

patterns. By examining cultural diffusion within a larger historical and geographical 

context, ethnologists have played a crucial role in shaping our understanding of 

human civilization's development. 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Q1. Who concluded by saying that Malinowski was in bondage to his 

predecessors? 

Q2. The eighteenth-century scholars in --------were concerned with the origin of 

human society.  

Q3. Who wrote the books Spirit of Laws?  

Q4. Who identified fifteen stages of development of marriage and family?  

2.8 Summary  

Bronislaw Malinowski, a pioneering anthropologist, is celebrated for integrating 

ethnographic fieldwork with theoretical analysis, thereby challenging the prevailing 

theories of his era. He emphasized that ethnographic data lack significance 

without theoretical interpretation, advocating for a comprehensive approach to 

cultural study. Over approximately fifteen years, Malinowski developed a 

theoretical framework grounded in empirical observations, which his followers 

extensively adopted. Despite criticisms that his concept of function remained 

underdeveloped and that his ambitious vision of culture was overly complex, his 

contributions have left an enduring impact on anthropology. 

2.9 Glossary  
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 Civilization- any complex society characterized by the development of the 

state, social stratification, urbanization and symbolic systems of 

communication beyond.  

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group, who have 

shred customs and laws.  

 Culture- all the ways of life including arts, beliefs and institutions of a 

population that are passed down from generation to generation.  

 Development- the process in which someone or something grows or 

changes and becomes more advanced.  

 Family- a group of people who are related to each other.  

2.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Cracow, Poland 

Ans2. 1884 

Ans3. Frazer’s 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Evolutionists and diffusionists  

Ans2. Malinowski  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Participant observations 

Ans2. Ethnographic  

Ans3. Malinowski  
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Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Theory of cultures and other essays and dynamics of culture change 

Ans2. Civilization, customs, idea, belief, material objects 

Ans3. Malinowski  

Ans4. Function  

Ans5. Magic, science and religion  

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Leach  

Ans2. Europe  

Ans3. Montesquieu  

Ans4. L.H. Morgan   

2.11 Suggested Readings  

 Kuper, Adam, 1975, Anthropologists and Anthropology: The British School 

1922-72. Penguin Books: London. 

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1958. Method in Social Anthropology, Selected 

Essays by Radcliffe-Brown. (edited) M.N. Srinivas, Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

 Wolf, Eric. 1982. Europe and the People Without History. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 

 Asad, Talal. (ed.) 1973. Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter. Atlantic 

Highlands: Humanities Press.  

 Axel, Brian Keith. 2002. From the Margins: Historical Anthropology and its 

Futures. Durham: Duke University Press.  
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 Barnard, Alan. 2000. History and Theory in Anthropology. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press  

 Clifford, James and George E Marcus. (eds.) 1986. Writing Cultures: The 

Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. Berkeley: University of CaliforniaPress. 

2.12 Terminal Questions 

Q1. Explain Malinowski brief life history.  

Q2. Describe Malinowski’s field work method.  

Q3. Describe Malinowski’s precursors.  
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UNIT -3 

CULTURAL FUNCTIONALISM AND THEORY OF NEED 

STRUCTURE  

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Learning Objectives  

3.3 Birth of Social Anthropology  

3.3.1 Concern with Data Collection  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

3.4 Culture as a Functioning and Integrated Whole  

3.4.1 Malinowski’s and Tylor Definition of Culture  

3.4.2 Techniques for Studying Culture  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

3.5 Theory of Needs  

3.5.1 Types of Needs  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

3.6 Summary  

3.7 Glossary  

3.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

3.9 Suggested Readings 

3.10 Terminal Questions  
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3.1 Introduction 

As sociology evolved from its classical foundations, the early twentieth century 

marked a significant transition toward contemporary developments. This period 

saw the emergence of functionalism, a theoretical perspective that sought to 

understand society by analyzing the interconnectedness of various social 

institutions. Thinkers like Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer had already 

recognized the functional relationships among political, economic, religious, and 

moral spheres, emphasizing that a shift in one area would inevitably impact others. 

Their work reinforced the idea that sociology's central aim was to explore these 

interdependencies. 

Émile Durkheim expanded on this perspective by investigating the origins and 

functions of social institutions, a focus that became increasingly prominent with the 

contributions of Victorian anthropologists in nineteenth-century Britain. However, it 

was in the 1920s and 1930s that functionalism became a dominant framework in 

modern sociology, largely due to the growing influence of British social 

anthropology. One of the leading scholars in this transformation was Bronislaw 

Malinowski, a Polish-born anthropologist who played a crucial role in shaping the 

functionalist approach in Britain. His work emphasized the importance of empirical 

observation and systematic data collection in studying society and its institutions, 

setting a new standard for sociological research. 

Malinowski's functionalist approach emerged within an academic environment that 

increasingly recognized the importance of research and firsthand data collection. 

His viewpoint on culture, needs, and institutions played a central role in shaping 

his theoretical framework. He argued that every social institution serves a function 

in fulfilling the fundamental needs of individuals and ensuring the stability of 

society. His field research in New Guinea exemplified how empirical evidence 

could be systematically integrated into sociological theory, reinforcing the 

impression that social phenomena should be examined in terms of their practical 

functions. 
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By adopting a scientific and observational approach, Malinowski’s functionalism 

provided a structured way to interpret social life, moving beyond speculative 

theories of earlier sociologists. His work not only solidified functionalism as a 

dominant school of thought but also demonstrated the value of direct engagement 

with social realities. This methodological shift laid the groundwork for future 

sociological inquiries, emphasizing that the study of society must be rooted in 

observable evidence rather than abstract speculation. 

3.2 Learning Objectives  

By the conclusion of this discussion, we will be able to: 

 Comprehend the roots of social anthropology. 

 Analyze culture as a cohesive and functional system. 

 Gain insights into the theory of human needs. 

3.3 Birth of Social Anthropology 

In the early 20th century, ethnographers increasingly engaged in detailed studies 

of specific societies, resulting in the publication of numerous ethnographic 

monographs. These works were instrumental in shaping Social Anthropology as a 

distinct academic discipline in Britain. Although closely linked to sociology, social 

anthropology primarily examined non-Western societies while offering insights 

applicable to broader social structures. 

The discipline's growth during the 1920s and 1930s had a notable impact on 

sociological thought. Under the guidance of Bronislaw Malinowski, social 

anthropology emphasized the importance of firsthand observation as the 

foundation for studying societies. This approach represented a significant shift in 

sociological theory, as anthropologists promoted immersive fieldwork lasting a 

year or more. They also insisted that societies should be analyzed as independent 

entities rather than merely tools for reconstructing human history. This 
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methodological transformation underscored the value of direct engagement and 

objective analysis in understanding social systems. 

Ethnographic Monographs: A Critical Overview 

Ethnographic monographs emerged in the early 20th century as a key 

means of documenting and analyzing social structures within various 

societies. These works aimed to provide in-depth, scientific 

explanations of cultural phenomena by focusing on firsthand 

observations and field studies. One of the earliest examples is H. 

Junod’s ‘’The Life of a South African Tribe’’ (1912–1913), which laid 

the groundwork for later ethnographic research. However, it was 

Bronisław Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922) that 

became a defining work in the field. Malinowski’s study of the 

Trobriand Islanders introduced participant observation as a 

fundamental research method and providing a detailed study of the 

kula exchange system—a complex network of ceremonial gift 

exchanges that reinforced social ties and hierarchies. 

The systematic study of African societies gained momentum with the 

research of Charles and Brenda Seligman in the Anglo-Egyptian 

Sudan (1909–1910). Following their work, several anthropologists 

conducted extensive field studies among various tribal communities. 

Notable examples include I. A. Schapera’s research on the 

Bechuana, Meyer Fortes’ work on the Tallensi of the Gold Coast, S. 

F. Nadel’s study of the Nupe in Nigeria, Hilda Kuper’s study of the 

Swazi, and E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s seminal work on the Nuer of 

Southern Sudan. These scholars focused on small-scale, stateless 

societies, providing detailed ethnographies that examined kinship, 

political organization, and ritual practices. 

A standard approach among these researchers was to conduct 

immersive fieldwork over a period of approximately eighteen months, 
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often separated into two separate visits. This methodology allowed for 

sustained engagement with the community while also providing time 

for reflection and analysis between research phases. However, the 

publication process was slow, often taking five to ten years before 

findings were formally presented in monograph form. 

From an analytical perspective, these ethnographic studies played a 

crucial role in shaping modern anthropology. They offered deep 

insights into non-Western societies, challenging earlier assumptions 

about so-called "primitive" cultures. However, their focus on isolated 

communities and the structural-functionalist approach often led to 

static representations of societies that, in reality, were dynamic and 

interconnected with broader historical and economic forces. 

Contemporary critiques of early ethnographic monographs highlight 

these limitations, emphasizing the essential for a more reflexive and 

historically contextualized approach in anthropological research.  

 

 

In the initial 20th century, ethnographers following Malinowski's approach focused 

on firsthand research of indigenous societies. Malinowski opposed both 

evolutionist and diffusionist theories, instead advocating for social anthropology as 

a distinct method for studying human societies. 

3.3.1 Concern with Data Collection 

During the early twentieth century, many scholars studying human cultures 

criticized both evolutionists and diffusionists for reconstructing the human past with 

insufficient evidence. Interestingly, until the late nineteenth century, fieldwork and 

firsthand data collection were largely absent in anthropological and sociological 

studies, with L.H. Morgan (1818–1881) being a rare exception. According to 

Evans-Pritchard (1954: 72), this was largely due to the backgrounds of nineteenth-

century scholars, who were not trained in scientific methodologies. He further 

noted that early twentieth-century researchers, in contrast, often came from natural 
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science disciplines and were accustomed to testing their theories through direct 

observation. This scientific training led them to emphasize empirical research and 

firsthand data collection, significantly advancing the study of human societies by 

grounding their conclusions in observed socio-cultural realities rather than 

speculative reconstructions. 

Twentieth-Century Natural Scientists' Interest in the Study of Society 

Evans-Pritchard (1954: 72) observed that many early scholars who explored social 

institutions came from non-scientific backgrounds. Notably, Maine, McLennan, and 

Bachofen were trained in law, while Spencer pursued philosophy, Tylor worked as 

a foreign languages clerk, and Frazer specialized in classical studies. However, 

the early twentieth century saw an increasing number of researchers from natural 

science disciplines turning their attention to society. For instance, Franz Boas, 

originally trained in physics and geography, and A.C. Haddon, who had a 

background in marine zoology, transitioned into social research. Similarly, scholars 

such as W.H.R. Rivers (a physiologist), C.G. Seligman (a pathologist), and Grafton 

Elliot Smith (an anatomist) applied their scientific expertise to studying human 

societies. Bronisław Malinowski, with training in physics, and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, 

educated in experimental psychology, also reflected this trend. Due to their 

scientific backgrounds, these scholars emphasized empirical research and direct 

observation, incorporating methodologies from the natural sciences into the study 

of social behavior. 

As the discipline developed, researchers recognized that systematically collecting 

information about human cultures had broader implications beyond simply 

theorizing about early societies. Beattie (1964: 91) pointed out that practical 

considerations also fueled interest in understanding cultural practices, especially in 

societies labeled as "primitive." For example, colonial administrators and 

missionaries sought ethnographic data to aid in governance and religious 

conversion efforts. These early records, compiled by administrators and 

missionaries, laid the foundation for a more structured and professional approach 

to studying human societies. Over time, scholarly focus shifted from reconstructing 
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past social structures to engaging in direct field studies of contemporary 

communities. 

The first organized ethnographic research expeditions took place in North 

America. In 1851, Lewis Henry Morgan conducted research among the Iroquois, 

even becoming an honorary member of the tribe. Later, in 1883-84, Franz Boas 

undertook fieldwork among the Inuit (Eskimos) before expanding his research to 

Indigenous communities along the North-West Coast of British Columbia. Boas 

emphasized the necessity of learning local languages to gain deeper insights into 

cultural practices. 

In Britain, A.C. Haddon of Cambridge University played a crucial role in advancing 

field-based anthropology. His 1878-79 expedition to the Torres Straits marked a 

pivotal moment in professional anthropological training, as he led a 

multidisciplinary team of specialists. The group spent weeks in the Western islands 

and several months in the Eastern islands, relying on pidgin-English or interpreters 

to communicate with local communities. Their findings reflected their diverse 

academic interests—W.H.R. Rivers analyzed kinship systems, C.G. Seligman 

investigated customs associated with life-cycle events, while Haddon examined 

aspects such as trade, warfare, magic, and social organization. This expedition 

reinforced the importance of fieldwork, not only in documenting indigenous 

practices but also in refining research methodologies. 

The experience gained from this expedition influenced further anthropological 

studies. Rivers later conducted research among the Toda of the Nilgiri region in 

India, producing a detailed account of their beliefs and customs in The Todas 

(1906). Seligman continued his research in Melanesia, Sri Lanka (studying the 

Vedda people), and Sudan, where he provided a broad ethnographic and linguistic 

analysis. Their work contributed to the establishment of fieldwork as an essential 

methodological approach in anthropology. 
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The Torres Straits expedition of 1898-99 marked a significant turning point in the 

study of anthropology. It was during this period that anthropology transitioned into 

a dedicated professional discipline, requiring scholars to immerse themselves in 

fieldwork as an essential component of their training. Another milestone in the 

ethnographic study of societies was A.R. Radcliffe-Brown’s fieldwork in the 

Andaman Islands between 1906 and 1908, with his findings later published in 

1922. 

One of the greatest influential figures in the custom of immersive fieldwork was 

Bronisław Malinowski, whose methodological contributions reshaped 

anthropological research. Malinowski, under the guidance of his mentor C.G. 

Seligman, embarked on his first field experience in New Guinea. During his initial 

visit from September 1914 to March 1915, he lived amid the Mailu of Toulon 

Island, a West Papuo-Melanesian community. His subsequent fieldwork took him 

to the Trobriand Islands, where he conducted extensive ethnographic research. He 

first arrived in June 1915 and stayed until May 1916, followed by a return visit from 

October 1917, during which he spent another year among the Trobrianders. 

Malinowski’s approach to ethnographic research was revolutionary. Initially 

communicating with the Trobrianders in pidgin-English, he quickly learned their 

native language within three months, enabling a deeper and more authentic 

engagement with their culture. He also adopted an immersive methodology, living 

among the indigenous people rather than isolating himself in European quarters. 

This close closeness allowed him to observe and participate in daily life, ensuring 

a more accurate and holistic empathetic of the social structures and cultural 

practices of the Trobrianders. His personal accounts of fieldwork struggles are 

considered about of the most candid and reflective ethnographic writings (Kaberry 

1957: 77). 

Beyond mere observation, Malinowski applied a rigorous methodological 

framework to his studies. He systematically collected data using innovative 

techniques, positioning himself as the first professionally trained anthropologist to 

conduct fieldwork in a non-Western community. He emphasized the necessity of 
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theoretical training in cultural studies to effectively interpret and analyze 

ethnographic data. His research culminated in several ethnographic monographs, 

which were not merely descriptive accounts of Trobriander life but analytical 

studies demonstrating the structural organization of their society and the 

interconnectedness of its institutions. 

Malinowski’s fieldwork contributed significantly to anthropological theory, 

particularly through his concept of culture, which laid the foundation for his 

functionalist approach. Functionalism provided a methodological framework for 

analyzing cultural institutions as interdependent components serving specific 

functions within society. His emphasis on firsthand ethnographic research and 

theoretical application became the standard for future anthropologists, solidifying 

fieldwork as an indispensable part of anthropological inquiry. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. The development of social anthropology in the 1920s and 1930s donated to 

important advances in------------- 

Q2. Social anthropology’s emphasis under the leadership of --------- 

Q3. Malinowski Argonauts of Western Pacific published in ------------ 

Q4. Amongst the Trobrianders Malinowski analysis the--------of exchange of gifts. 

3.4 Culture as a Functioning and Integrated Whole 

Malinowski (1944) conceptualized culture as a comprehensive system that 

includes tools, goods, social structures, customs, and beliefs. He regarded culture 

as a vast framework—material, human, and spiritual—that enables individuals to 

navigate various challenges. According to his perspective, culture consists of three 

main components: (i) material aspects, (ii) human activities, and (iii) social 

structures and beliefs. 
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The first component, material culture, consists of implements and consumer 

goods, which are physical objects or artifacts created by human actions. These 

objects serve as essential tools in fulfilling human needs. 

The second component involves human activities, particularly those that form part 

of customs and traditions. These customs play a significant role in shaping social 

organization and guiding interpersonal interactions. 

The third component pertains to the structural and ideological foundations of 

society, encompassing cultural artifacts as well as fundamental aspects of social 

organization. This includes the principles and belief systems that govern social 

groups and influence their way of life. 

 Bronisław Malinowski viewed culture as an all-encompassing aspect of human 

life, distinguishing it from biological or physiological systems. According to him, 

culture was not an innate aspect of the human organism but rather a learned and 

shared set of behaviors, ideas, and practices spread from one generation to 

another. This perspective included both intangible elements—such as customs, 

beliefs, and social structures—and tangible aspects like material culture, which 

consisted of tools, implements, and consumer goods. 

Malinowski made a clear distinction between material objects and the social 

patterns associated with them. While material culture served practical functions as 

tools and resources, customs and beliefs were seen as the intellectual and social 

properties of individuals engaged in cultural life. His approach effectively equated 

culture with society or the social system, emphasizing the functional relationship 

between cultural elements and human needs. 

When comparing Malinowski’s definition to that of Edward B. Tylor, we see key 

differences in their perspectives. Tylor, in his 19th-century definition, described 

culture as a complex whole, encompassing belief, knowledge, law, art, morals, 

customs, and any other capabilities acquired by humans as members of society. 

His approach was broader and more inclusive, presenting culture as an 

accumulation of learned behaviors and ideas. 
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Malinowski, however, took a more functionalist approach, emphasizing the ways in 

which culture served human needs and contributed to social stability. His view was 

more pragmatic, focusing on the direct relationship between cultural elements and 

their role in human survival and social cohesion. While Tylor’s definition 

highlighted the descriptive and holistic nature of culture, Malinowski’s interpretation 

framed it as a dynamic and functional system integral to human existence. 

3.4.1 Malinowski’s and Tylor’s Definitions of Culture 

 

Malinowski Culture 

Bronisław Malinowski's definition of culture, as presented in the ‘’Encyclopedia of 

the Social Sciences’’ (1931), emphasizes its encompassing nature, describing it as 

comprising inherited artifacts, technical processes, habits, goods, technical 

processes, ideas, habits, and values. His conceptualization aligns with Edward B. 

Tylor’s earlier definition (1881), which characterized ethos as a "complex whole" 

that includes knowledge, beliefs, art, law, morals, customs, and all other abilities 

and habits acquired by individuals as members of society. A comparative analysis 

of these definitions reveals that while Tylor highlighted the complexity of culture, 

Malinowski focused on its integrative nature as a cohesive system. 

Malinowski introduced a functionalist perspective, viewing culture as a structured 

and interdependent system where customs, beliefs, and institutions serve specific 

functions to maintain cultural stability. Unlike the dominant evolutionary and 

diffusionist theories of his time, which either positioned cultures along a linear 

progression or traced their spread geographically, Malinowski emphasized the 

importance of analyzing cultures as self-contained entities. His methodological 

approach to fieldwork sought to understand cultural practices through direct 

observation, leading to the establishment of what became known as the 

functionalist school of anthropology. 

His ethnographic research, particularly as detailed in Argonauts of ‘’the Western 

Pacific’’ (1922), exemplified this approach. He demonstrated that duties and 
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institutions should be analyzed in terms of their contribution to maintaining the 

social system as a whole. Malinowski’s firmness on studying culture as an 

interconnected and self-sustaining entity marked a departure from previous 

anthropological perspectives, advocating for a deeper, field-based investigation 

into cultural functions. His contribution to anthropology not only redefined 

methodological approaches but also reinforced the idea that cultural elements 

must be examined in relative to their role within the larger societal structure. 

3.4.2 Techniques for Examining Culture 

Bronisław Malinowski played a pivotal role in transforming anthropological 

research by emphasizing the importance of fieldwork and direct observation. His 

methodological approach to studying culture as united whole significantly 

influenced the discipline. Malinowski’s persistence on immersive field methods led 

to a fundamental shift in how anthropologists gathered and interpreted data, 

reshaping the conceptual frameworks of his time. To systematically analyze 

culture, Malinowski identified three primary categories of material that required 

specialized data collection techniques. First, he emphasized the importance of 

documenting the material aspects of culture, including tools, artifacts, and physical 

structures, which provide insights into the technological and economic foundations 

of a society. Second, he stressed the need to observe social structures and 

institutions, such as kinship systems, political organizations, and religious 

practices, to understand how they function within the cultural framework. Finally, 

he advocated for capturing the subjective experiences and worldviews of 

individuals within a society, including myths, beliefs, and emotions, which shape 

cultural identity and cohesion. By integrating these three dimensions—material 

culture, social organization, and individual perspectives—Malinowski developed a 

holistic approach to cultural analysis. His ethnographic methods, particularly 

participant observation and detailed field notes, set a new standard for 

anthropological research, ensuring a deeper and more nuanced understanding of 

human societies. 
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Bronisław Malinowski sought to explore the complexities of discrepancies between 

what individuals claim to do, their actual behaviors, and their internal thought 

processes. As an ethnographer, he emphasized the importance of deeply 

engaging with the community under study, advocating for a method where 

researchers personally identify with the persons they observe. 

Malinowski conceptualized function in terms of use, arguing that cultures operate 

as cohesive, functional systems. According to him, every element of culture holds 

significance for its members, serving as a means to fulfill their needs. This 

perspective positioned culture as an adaptive mechanism that facilitates social 

cohesion. His method to cultural analysis extended into the realm of psychology, 

as he believed that human needs played a fundamental role in shaping cultural 

practices. By linking cultural elements to their practical and psychological 

functions, Malinowski provided a framework for understanding how societies 

maintain stability and coherence. 

Adam Kuper critiques Malinowski's ethnographic approach by disagreeing 

that, despite his emphasis on the interconnections between different cultural 

elements, Malinowski ultimately failed to provide a comprehensive and 

systematic representation of Trobriand culture. According to Kuper, this 

failure stemmed from Malinowski’s lack of a structural framework—he could 

identify relationships between cultural components but could not synthesize 

them into a coherent whole. 

This critique can be understood through an analogy: describing individual 

parts of the body and noting their physical connections—such as arms linking 

to shoulders and shoulders to the neck—does not equate to a full 

understanding of human anatomy. Similarly, Malinowski’s method involved 

detailed descriptions of cultural aspects and their interrelations, yet he fell 

short of grasping the underlying principles that unified Trobriand society. This 

limitation suggests that his work, while rich in empirical data, did not reach 

the level of theoretical vision necessary to explain the deeper structures of 
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culture. His ethnography, therefore, remains a valuable yet incomplete 

portrayal of the Trobriand way of life. 

 

 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. Malinowski’s idea of ethos included---------------------- 

Q2. Malinowski wrote culture comprises inherited------------------- 

3.5 Theory of Needs 

Malinowski’s exploration of concepts for understanding primitive cultures led him to 

develop a unique approach for explaining social facts, which he called the ‘theory 

of needs.’ Introduced in A Scientific Theory of Culture, this framework 

distinguishes between two main types of needs: those of the individual and those 

of society. 

According to Malinowski (1944: 90), a "need" refers to a system of conditions that 

involves the human organism, its cultural environment, and the interaction with the 

natural world. He argues that these conditions are both necessary and sufficient 

for the survival of both individuals and social groups. In this context, needs serve 

as fundamental limitations that shape human behaviors, learned customs, and 

social structures, ensuring that essential requirements are fulfilled. 

A crucial aspect of this meaning is its stress on the physiological imperatives that 

drive human behavior. Malinowski highlights that biological impulses form the 

basis of these needs, requiring fulfillment for the continuity of both individuals and 

society. His perspective implies that cultural practices and institutions develop 

primarily as mechanisms to address these fundamental human necessities, 

suggesting a functionalist approach to social organization. By viewing needs as 

determinants of cultural forms, Malinowski presents a model in which common 
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institutions are not arbitrary but evolve in direct response to human survival 

imperatives. 

Biological Impulses  

Malinowski identified a set of "permanent vital sequences" that are fundamental to 

all cultures. These orders represent the ways in which individuals fulfill their basic 

impulses and needs. According to Malinowski, every society structures these 

sequences to ensure the well-being and continuity of its members. These are 

A) Impulse, leading to   B) Act, leading      C) Satisfaction 

1) drive to breathe intake of Oxygen Elimination of carbondioxide in tissues. 

2) hunger                     ingestion of food            satiation  

3) thirst               absorption of liquid                quenching  

4) sex appetite          conjugation                 detumescence (subsidence of swelling)  

5) fatigue                     rest                              restoration of muscular and nervous 

energy  

6) restlessness          activity                                satisfaction of fatigue (sleepiness)  

7) somnolence           sleep awakening               with restored energy  

8) bladder pressure         micturition (urination)               removal of tension  

 9) colon pressure              defecation                                    abdominal relaxation  

10) fright                              escape form danger                    relaxation  

11) pain                                avoidance by   effective act        returns to normal 

state  

This table solely pertains to fulfilling an individual's impulses. In both this and the 

subsequent list, Malinowski incorporated uncommon terms, with their definitions 

included in digressions.  
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3.5.1 Types of Needs 

Malinowski (1944: 91) further elaborated on the idea of individual impulse by 

integrating the concepts of both individual and group survival. He proposed a 

framework that classified human needs into three categories: basic needs, derived 

needs, and integrative needs. 

Basic Needs 

The basic needs focus on the conditions vital to both individual and group survival. 

The table of basic needs is as follows:  

Basic Needs                           Cultural Responses  

Metabolism                     Commissariat (food supplies)  

Reproduction                           Kinship  

Bodily comforts                         Shelter 

 Safety                                          Protection 

 Movement                                  Activities 

 Growth                                       Training  

Health                                          Hygiene 

Culture, in terms of the table of ‘basic needs’, has the value of biological existence. 

This may be defined as ‘primary determinism’. 

Derived Needs 

The life of a human as a social being gives rise to what can be termed "secondary 

determinism." In other words, while fulfilling fundamental needs, culture generates 

its own additional requirements. As Malinowski (1944: 125) explains, these are 

"derived needs or imperatives" that emerge in response to the structures and 

institutions necessary for sustaining basic human functions. 
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Need                                                                                          Response 

 a) requirements of maintenance of cultural apparatus                   economics  

b) regulation of human behavioul                                                   social control 

 c) socialisation                                                                              education  

d) exercise of authority                                                          political organisation 

While many animals, including apes, can learn and follow certain behavioral rules, 

the ability to consciously transmit these rules across generations is uniquely 

human. While young animals can be taught these behaviors, they lack the 

capability to reflect on or enforce them beyond direct teaching. For instance, a 

chimpanzee mother may guide her offspring’s behavior, but she would not critique 

another mother and child for not following the same rules. This distinction arises 

when behaviors transition from mere habits to established customs, a process that 

is uniquely characteristic of human societies. 

Integrative Needs 

Bronisław Malinowski's concept of integrative needs highlights the essential role of 

cultural imperatives in shaping human social life. He argued that integrative 

imperatives transform habitual actions into customs, child-rearing into structured 

education, and innate instincts into societal values. Elements such as tradition, 

norms, religion, art, language, and symbolism fall within this framework, 

demonstrating how human culture is fundamentally rooted in shared meanings and 

values. 

Malinowski’s theory of wants provides a framework for understanding cultural 

activities through their biological foundations while also allowing for cross-cultural 

comparisons. He viewed social structures as mechanisms that fulfill primary, 

derived, and consolidative needs. This perspective enabled him to develop a 

methodological approach that produced detailed and systematic ethnographic 

records. His works, such as ‘’The Sexual Life of Savages in North-Western 
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Melanesia’’ (1929), and the research of his student, Audrey Richards, in ‘’Hunger 

and Work in a Savage Tribe’’ (1932), illustrate how cultures not only meet 

biological necessities but also regulate and structure these needs through cultural 

norms. 

Ralph Piddington (1957) acknowledged the potential of Malinowski’s theory in 

fostering interdisciplinary collaboration between psychology and anthropology. 

Malinowski sought to balance theoretical generality with empirical applicability, 

avoiding excessive speculation while ensuring meaningful cross-cultural analysis. 

Initially, he viewed societies as cohesive cultural wholes, but his focus later shifted 

towards institutions as distinct yet interrelated components of culture. He 

examined the interconnections between political, religious, economic, and 

technological institutions, arguing that they serve different functions while 

collectively shaping social organization. 

By emphasizing the role of institutions in cultural analysis, Malinowski laid the 

groundwork for a functionalist perspective that remains influential in 

anthropological studies. His approach underscores the dynamic relationship 

between biological imperatives and cultural expression, demonstrating that human 

societies develop unique yet structured ways of addressing fundamental needs. 

This perspective continues to inform contemporary discussions on the interplay 

between human nature and cultural adaptation. 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Q1. Giving to Malinowski were two –fold, namely the need of the --------and the 

need of the ------------- 

Q2. What are the types of need?  

3.6 Summary  

Three renowned anthropologists—Bronisław Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, 

and Claude Lévi-Strauss—have significantly shaped our understanding of 

‘function’ and ‘structure’ in anthropology. Malinowski is best known for his 
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functionalist approach, which emphasizes the role of culture in fulfilling human 

needs. He proposed that cultural institutions arise to satisfy both basic and 

complex human necessities, ensuring societal stability. 

Radcliffe-Brown, in contrast, developed the structural-functional approach, viewing 

society as a network of relationships. He defined social structure as the 

arrangement of these relationships and function as the role each part plays in 

maintaining the whole system. Like Malinowski, he focused on a synchronic 

analysis of societies, aiming to identify universal sociological principles through 

comparative studies. 

Lévi-Strauss, a French structuralist, shared Radcliffe-Brown’s emphasis on 

structure but diverged in his focus. Rather than examining inter-personal 

relationships to understand social functions, he was more interested in the 

underlying structures of human thought. Drawing inspiration from structural 

linguistics, he argued that societies should be understood through models, as 

‘social structure’ exists not as an empirical reality but as a conceptual framework 

that helps explain human cognition. 

Thus, while Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown explored function in relation to social 

systems, Lévi-Strauss shifted the focus to the mental structures shaping cultural 

expressions, offering a distinct perspective on how societies are organized and 

understood.  

3.7 Glossary  

 Institution- a large, important organization that has a particular purpose, 

such as bank, university etc.  

 Principles- a basic idea or rule that explains or controls how something 

happens or works.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  
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 Custom- a way of behaving which a particular group or society has had for 

a long time.  

 Socialisation- the process of learning to behave in a way that is acceptable 

to society.  

 Organisation- a collection of people who form a business, club, etc. 

together in command to achieve a particular aim.  

 

3.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Sociological thought   

Ans2. Malinowski  

Ans3. 1922  

Ans4. Kula system  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Material, real categories of human activity and constitutional characters for 

social group.  

Ans2. Artifacts, technical processes, goods, technical processes, ideas, habitus 

and values. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Individual, society  

Ans2. Basic, derived and integrative  

Ans3. Social life 

3.9 Suggested Readings  
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 Harris, Marvin. 1968. The Rise of Anthropological Theory. New York: Thomas Y. 

Crowell. 

 Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1939. "The Group and Individual in Functional Analysis." 

American Journal of Sociology, 44, pp. 938–964. 

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1935. "The Concept of Function in Social Science." 

American Anthropologist, 37, pp. 394–402. 

 Upadhyay, V.S., and Gaya Pandey. 1993. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company. 

3.10 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Discuss the birth of social anthropology.  

Q2. Discuss culture as a functioning and integrated whole.  

Q3. Describe the Malinowski and Tylor theory if culture.  

Q4. Define need theory.  

Q5. What are the types of need according to Malinowski?  
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UNIT-4 

A.R. RADCLIFFE BROWN 

STRUCTURE  

4.1 Introduction  

4.2 Learning Objectives  

4.3 Biography  

4.3.1 Influences 

Self- Check Exercise-1   

4.4. Views on Religion  

4.4.1 Criticism  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

4.5 Eunomia and Dysnomia 

4.5.1 The Historical Method and the Functional Method  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

4.6 Some Examples of Radcliffe Brown Structural Functionalism  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

4.7 Ceremonial Weeping in the Andaman Islands  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

4.8 The Study of Totemism  

Self- Check Exercise -6   

4.9 Kinship in Primitive societies  
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Self- Check Exercise-7  

4.10 The Mother’s Brother  

Self- Check Exercise-8  

4.11 Summary  

4.12 Glossary  

4.13 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

4.14 Suggested Readings  

4.15 Terminal Questions 

4.1 Introduction 

‘Structure and function are deeply interconnected, as the study of one is 

meaningful only in relation to the other. Structure provides the framework within 

which function operates, while function is expressed through structure. This 

interdependence forms the base of the structural-functional approach in 

sociological analysis. Malinowski applied the notion of function to examine society, 

laying the groundwork for further development. However, Radcliffe-Brown 

advanced this idea by explicitly involving function with social structure, making a 

significant theoretical contribution that Malinowski did not fully realize. 

4.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit, we will develop the ability to..." 

 Discuss the Radcliffe Brown biography.  

 Know about Eunomia and Dysnomia.  

 Understand the relationship in primitive societies.  
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4.3 Biography 

Born in Sparkbrook, Birmingham, Alfred Reginald Brown later adopted the 

surname Radcliffe-Brown, incorporating his mother’s maiden name. His early 

education took place at King Edward’s School in Birmingham before he 

progressed to Trinity College, Cambridge, where he earned a first-class degree in 

moral sciences (B.A., 1905; M.A., 1909). At Trinity, he was awarded the Anthony 

Wilkin studentship in 1906 and 1909. During his university years, he became 

deeply influenced by anarcho-communist thought, particularly the work of Peter 

Kropotkin, whose scientific approach to social reform left a lasting impact on him. 

Radcliffe-Brown's interest in anthropology was shaped by the guidance of W.H.R. 

Rivers and A.C. Haddon. Their mentorship inspired him to carry out field research 

in the Andaman Islands (1906–1908) and Western Australia (1910–1912), 

experiences that laid the groundwork for his later works, ‘’The Andaman Islanders’’ 

(1922) and ‘’The Social Organization of Australian Tribes’’ (1930). However, his 

time in Australia was not without controversy. At a 1914 meeting of the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science, Daisy Bates accused him of using 

her unpublished work without proper acknowledgment. 

In 1910, before passing for Australia, he married Winifred Marie Lyon, with whom 

he had a daughter, Mary Cynthia Lyon Radcliffe. Their marriage became strained, 

and by 1926 they were estranged. Some sources indicate they divorced in 1938, 

though this remains uncertain. 

Radcliffe-Brown's academic journey took him to various parts of the globe. In 

1916, he took on the role of director of education in Tonga before moving to the 

University of Cape Town in 1921, where he founded the School of African Life. His 

career later led him to professorships at the University of Sydney (1925–1931) and 

the University of Chicago (1931–1937). Among his students at Chicago were Sol 

Tax and Fred Eggan. During his time in Sydney, he also participated in literary 

discussions, notably supporting the controversial theory that Edward de Vere, the 

17th Earl of Oxford, was the true author of Shakespeare's works. 
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Amid financial concerns during the Great Depression, Radcliffe-Brown left Sydney 

for Chicago in 1931. In 1937, he returned to England to become the first professor 

of social anthropology at Oxford University, a position he held until his retirement 

in 1946. Despite founding the Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology at 

Oxford, his absence during World War II limited his influence on its development, 

as noted by anthropologist Rodney Needham. 

Radcliffe-Brown passed away in London in 1955 at the age of 74, leaving behind a 

legacy as a key figure in the establishment of social anthropology as a scientific 

discipline. 

4.3.1 Influences 

Radcliffe-Brown's academic path was shaped significantly by his mentor, W.W. 

Rouse Ball, who encouraged him to explore moral sciences—such as psychology, 

philosophy, and economics—over natural sciences, which had been his initial 

interest. During his time at Cambridge, professors like Haddon and Rivers further 

guided him towards anthropology. Haddon specifically introduced Radcliffe-Brown 

to the comparative method in anthropology, the importance of classification and 

morphology, and inductive generalization, while also fostering an appreciation for 

Durkheim's work. Rivers, on the other hand, inspired Radcliffe-Brown to approach 

anthropology with a multi-faceted mindset, incorporating psychological elements. 

Radcliffe-Brown is often regarded as a key figure who helped bridge French 

sociology, particularly the work of Emile Durkheim, with British anthropology. He is 

credited with developing a systematic framework for ethnography and introducing 

a series of concepts to better analyze social structures. One of his key ambitions 

was to establish anthropology as a rigorous, scientific discipline grounded in 

natural science principles. This vision was fully articulated in his 1957 work, A 

Natural Science of Society. 

In 1906, Radcliffe-Brown focused on studying the kinship and social structures of 

the Andaman Islanders, uncovering unique social systems that illustrated the 

importance of adaptation and integration in maintaining societal function. His work 
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laid the foundation for the development of Structural Functionalism, which views 

society as a complex system of interrelated and mutually dependent elements, all 

working together to sustain the whole. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. Who wrote the book The Social Group of Australian Tribes?  

Q2. In ---------Brown developed a manager of education in Tonga.  

Q3. Radcliffe Brown was partial by his tutor………. 

4.4 Browns View on Religion 

Radcliffe-Brown argued that religion reinforces emotions like fear and 

dependence, which help maintain social cohesion. In The Andaman Islanders 

(1963), he emphasized that religion plays a crucial role in affirming and 

strengthening the sentiments necessary for societal continuity. 

4.4.1 Criticisms 

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown has faced criticism for overlooking the impact of historical 

transformations within the societies he considered, particularly those influenced by 

colonialism. Despite this, he remains widely recognized, alongside Bronislaw 

Malinowski, as a foundational figure in modern social anthropology. 

A major critique of Radcliffe-Brown’s structural-functionalism is its reliance on 

abstract models that may not fully capture the complexities of social reality. Critics 

contend that his theoretical approach assumes that an observer's 

conceptualization of a social structure accurately mirrors actual societal dynamics 

in every aspect. This reliance on abstraction, they contend, leads to analyses that 

are largely shaped by theoretical constructs rather than empirical realities. As a 

result, his framework risks oversimplifying social phenomena and neglecting the 

fluid, historically contingent nature of human societies. 
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Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. According to Brown, the purpose of religion is a sense of need on---------and 

other -------on the human body.  

Q2. The impression of religion was advanced by Radcliffe Brown in his books-------

---- 

4.5 ‘Eunomia’ and ‘Dysnomia’ 

Pathology as a scientific discipline focuses on understanding organic dysfunction, 

or disease, which occurs when a part of an organism fails to function properly. If 

left unchecked, disease can ultimately result in death. In biological systems, 

objective criteria allow us to distinguish between health and illness. For example, 

an elevated body temperature beyond 98°F indicates fever, while excessive 

stomach acid production may suggest ulcers. Such diagnoses are based on 

established medical standards. 

The idea of applying health and disease concepts to society dates back to ancient 

Greece, where thinkers categorized social conditions into ‘eunomia’ (good order 

and stability) and ‘dysnomia’ (disorder and dysfunction). In the 19th century, 

Durkheim further explored social pathology through the concept of ‘anomie,’ 

referring to a state of normlessness or breakdown in societal regulation. Radcliffe-

Brown later adopted the terms ‘eunomia’ and ‘dysnomia,’ acknowledging that while 

societies do not experience disease and death in the same way living organisms 

do, they can still undergo dysfunction. However, he noted that there are no fixed, 

objective measures to assess a society’s health, as the study of human societies is 

not yet advanced enough for such precision. 

For Radcliffe-Brown, a society in a state of eunomia functions harmoniously, with 

its various components working together in unity. Dysnomia, in contrast, indicates 

a lack of coherence or functional disintegration. While societies experiencing 

dysnomia do not simply cease to exist, they tend to struggle toward a new 

equilibrium, potentially undergoing structural transformations in the process. This 
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perspective is particularly relevant in anthropology, where researchers often study 

communities that have faced disruptions due to external influences, such as 

colonialism. Radcliffe-Brown emphasizes the functionalist approach in 

understanding societal structures, particularly in the context of traditional or 

indigenous communities, where external pressures may significantly impact their 

social order. 

 

4.5.1 The Historical Method and the Functional Method of Brown  

A.R. Radcliffe-Brown identifies two primary approaches for interpreting cultural 

materials: the historical and functional methods. The historical method focuses on 

the evolution of a culture over time, analyzing how it has developed into its present 

form. However, this approach is only effective when historical records are 

available. In the case of societies lacking written history, relying on this method 

can lead to speculative or conjectural narratives, which may not offer concrete or 

verifiable insights. 

 

In contrast, the functional method views culture as an interconnected system in 

which each component serves a specific role in maintaining social stability. This 

approach assumes that universal laws govern social functions across all societies 

and aims to identify and validate these laws through systematic and scientific 

inquiry. While Radcliffe-Brown acknowledges the usefulness of the historical 

method, he highlights its limitations in studying societies without recorded 

histories. Instead of discarding it entirely, he advocates for a complementary use 

of both methods in sociological analysis. 

 

Radcliffe-Brown conceptualizes social functions as the contributions made by 

different elements of social structure to the overall stability and cohesion of 

society. His notions of ‘functional unity,’ ‘eunomia’ (social harmony), and 
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‘dysnomia’ (social disorder) provide a framework for understanding the role of 

cultural practices in maintaining societal equilibrium. 

 

One of the key areas where Radcliffe-Brown applies the functional method is in the 

study of ‘ceremonial weeping’ among the Andaman Islanders. He interprets this 

practice as more than an emotional expression; it functions as a ritual that 

reinforces social bonds and reaffirms relationships. Similarly, his analysis of 

totemism in various societies explores how symbolic affiliations with animals or 

objects serve to structure social organization and collective identity. 

Kinship structures in primitive societies also illustrate the functional perspective. 

Radcliffe-Brown examines the relationship between a mother’s brother and his 

sister’s son in certain societies, where the maternal uncle often assumes 

significant social and economic responsibilities for his nephew. This dynamic, 

rather than being arbitrary, fulfills important social functions in terms of inheritance, 

authority, and familial cohesion. 

Through these studies, Radcliffe-Brown demonstrates how cultural elements are 

not random but serve crucial roles in sustaining the social order. His functionalist 

approach allows for a deeper understanding of how societies operate and adapt, 

providing a scientific basis for the study of cultural phenomena. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Who gave the idea of Eunomia and Dysnomia?  

Q2. What is the term Eunomia define? 

Q3. The term Dysnomia means?  

Q4. What are the two methods that was mention by Radcliffe Brown for the 

interpretations of cultural materials?  
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4.6 Examples of Radcliffe-Brown’s Structural Functionalism 

Radcliffe-Brown’s theoretical framework goes beyond simple functionalism, 

positioning him more clearly as a structural functionalist. His analysis does not 

merely focus on how customs and institutions address specific societal needs or 

conditions, but rather on the complex web of social relationships that underlie 

these practices. His structural-functional approach becomes more apparent when 

we explore specific examples, as he consistently integrates the ideas of social 

structure and function in his explanations. 

A key example of his work is ‘’The Andaman Islanders’’ (1933), where he 

emphasizes that “each custom and belief serves a specific role in the social life of 

the community, much like every organ in a living organism contributes to the 

overall functioning of the body.” This analogy highlights his view that societal 

practices are interdependent components within a larger social system, just as the 

organs of a living body are essential for the organism’s survival. 

A striking example of his method is his explanation of ceremonial weeping amid 

the Andaman Islanders. Rather than viewing it merely as an emotional expression, 

Radcliffe-Brown interprets it as a crucial social mechanism that reinforces 

relationships and maintains social cohesion. Through such analyses, he 

demonstrates that customs are not isolated phenomena but are embedded within 

a larger structural framework that sustains the integrity of the society. 

To gain a deeper understanding of Radcliffe-Brown’s insights on the Andaman 

Islanders, consider engaging with additional resources, such as the audio program 

dedicated to his work. This will provide further context on how his structural-

functional approach elucidates the intricate relationships between customs, beliefs, 

and social structures. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. Radcliffe Brown is known as------------------ 

Q2. In his effort, the ------------- Radcliffe-Brown (1933: 230) writes: “Every tradition 

and trust plays some definitive part in the social life of the community. 
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4.7 The Andaman Islands Ceremonial Weeping  

Among the Andamanese, ceremonial weeping is a significant part of various social 

occasions, including reunions after long separations, marriages, initiation rituals, 

funerals, and peacemaking ceremonies. This practice serves an essential social 

function by expressing and reinforcing shared emotions, which in turn helps 

maintain social harmony. 

Radcliffe-Brown argues that all rituals serve the fundamental purpose of conveying 

and reinforcing collective sentiments, ensuring that individual behavior aligns with 

societal expectations. To understand the deeper meaning behind such customs, 

he suggests examining how members of a society interpret them and analyzing 

the different contexts in which they occur. 

Through this approach, Radcliffe-Brown identifies a common thread in ceremonial 

weeping: it marks the resumption of disrupted or altered social relationships. For 

instance, when old friends meet after a long time, weeping symbolizes the end of 

separation and the renewal of their bond. Similarly, at funerals, weeping 

acknowledges the final departure of the deceased, signifying that life must 

continue and social relationships will be restructured accordingly. In this sense, 

ceremonial weeping serves a functional role in restoring social equilibrium. 

Beyond rituals like weeping, Radcliffe-Brown also examines totemism as a means 

of structuring social relationships. He views totemic practices not simply as 

religious or symbolic expressions but as a way of organizing and reinforcing the 

interconnectedness of individuals within a community. Through totemism, social 

bonds are established and maintained, reflecting broader patterns of relationships 

within the society. 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Q1. Andamanese ceremonies are by-------------- 

Q2. Radcliffe Brown holds that the purpose underlying all ceremonial is the ---------

and transmission of---------- 
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4.8 The Study of Totemism 

Totemism involves a specific group within a society adopting a ritualistic 

relationship with a natural species or object. Émile Durkheim viewed totemism as a 

means through which collective sentiments are symbolized and ritualized, 

reinforcing social cohesion. However, he does not address a key question: why 

are natural objects chosen as totems? 

This is precisely the aspect that Radcliffe-Brown investigates. In his fieldwork 

among Australian tribes, he observes that certain groups in New South Wales are 

divided into two exogamous moieties, each named after a bird—such as the 

eaglehawk and the crow. Marriage occurs between members of these opposing 

moieties. Similar dual divisions exist across Australia, often named after paired 

animals or birds that are depicted in myths as adversaries. Despite their 

opposition, these paired animals share underlying similarities; for instance, both 

the eaglehawk and the crow are meat-eating birds. This dual nature of opposition 

and resemblance mirrors the relationship between the moieties themselves, which 

involves both alliance and rivalry. 

Radcliffe-Brown expands the understanding of totemism beyond its role in 

maintaining social unity. He argues that it also serves as a structural 

representation of social divisions and relationships. His insights laid the 

groundwork for structuralist approaches, which emphasize oppositional pairings in 

social analysis. In this regard, the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss further develops 

these ideas, using structural opposition to interpret cultural and social practices. 

Self- Check Exrcsie-6  

Q1. In totemism a exact collection inside society adopts ritual attitudes towards a 

natural ---------- 

Q2. Brown observed in his field studies about some tribes in New South Wales are 

divided into two------------ 
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4.9 Kinship in Primitive Societies 

Radcliffe-Brown made significant contributions to the study of kinship, 

distinguishing his work from earlier speculative approaches that relied on 

conjectural history, such as theories of 'primitive promiscuity.' Rather than 

theorizing about the historical origins of kinship systems, he examined their 

contemporary significance and functional role within societies. His approach 

brought a structural perspective to kinship, emphasizing its organizational role in 

primitive communities, where kinship often served as the primary framework for 

social structure. 

One of Radcliffe-Brown’s key areas of focus was kinship terminology, particularly 

classificatory systems, in which kin beyond the immediate family are categorized 

similarly to family members. For instance, in certain patrilineal societies, a 

mother’s sister is also referred to as ‘mother.’ He identified three foundational 

principles underlying classificatory kinship terminology: 

1. The Unity of the Sibling Group – Siblings are treated as a collective unit, 

reinforcing a sense of solidarity. This principle extends to kin terminology, where 

a mother’s sister is addressed as ‘mother’ and a mother’s brother may be 

regarded as a ‘male mother.’ 

2. The Unity of the Lineage Group – Lineage members, who trace descent 

through a common ancestor (either male or female), exhibit strong bonds and are 

perceived as a single entity by outsiders. This unity helps maintain social 

cohesion within the group. 

3. The Generation Principle – A structured distinction exists between successive 

generations, often leading to discipline and authority in the parent-child 

relationship. Conversely, alternating generations (e.g., grandparents and 

grandchildren) tend to share relaxed and affectionate bonds. In some societies, a 

grandchild is seen as replacing the grandparent in the social structure, which is 

also reflected in kinship terminology, such as in the Hawaiian system. 



80 
 

Beyond terminology, Radcliffe-Brown was deeply interested in the nature of social 

relationships within kinship networks. He analyzed how solidarity and opposition 

shaped these relationships, a concept illustrated by ‘joking relationships.’ These 

relationships involve the exchange of humorous remarks, often with sexual 

undertones, between certain kin. Junod (1912-13) documented such interactions 

among the Thonga of Mozambique, particularly between a man and his maternal 

grandfather. However, Radcliffe-Brown challenged Junod’s speculative 

interpretation and instead examined the joking relationship between a mother’s 

brother and his sister’s son. 

Radcliffe-Brown contextualized joking relationships as mechanisms for managing 

tensions within kinship structures. They serve to mitigate potential conflicts 

between socially distinct yet interdependent groups, such as members of different 

lineages who form alliances through marriage. In contrast, extreme respect or 

avoidance may serve a similar function in other kinship interactions. For example, 

in some societies, a man avoids his mother-in-law out of deep respect, 

acknowledging her role in giving him his wife. Radcliffe-Brown interpreted this 

mutual respect as a means of preventing conflicts arising from competing 

interests. 

Overall, Radcliffe-Brown’s approach revolutionized kinship studies by shifting the 

focus from speculative historical narratives to the structural and functional 

dimensions of kinship relationships. By analyzing how kinship networks regulate 

social tensions and contribute to societal integration, he laid the foundation for 

structural-functionalism in social anthropology. His in-depth examination of the 

mother’s brother-sister’s son relationship exemplifies his broader aim: to 

understand kinship as a dynamic system of interrelated social roles rather than 

merely a collection of terminologies and customs. 

Self- Check Exercsie-7  

Q1. Radcliffe Brown identifies -------- basic values of the classificatory scheme of 

kinship vocabulary.  
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Q2. Brown concentrates on ----------system of kinship vocabulary.  

4.10 The Mother’s Brother 

Radcliffe-Brown's structural functional approach provides a valuable perspective 

on the role of the mother’s brother (often called ‘mama’ in many Indian languages) 

in certain traditional societies. In various communities, such as the Bathonga of 

Eastern Africa, the Nama Hottentots of South Africa, and the Friendly Islanders of 

Tonga, the relationship between a maternal uncle and his nephew is characterized 

by warmth and close emotional bonds. The nephew is granted certain privileges in 

his interactions with his uncle, who, in turn, assumes responsibilities for his well-

being, including making sacrifices for him during illness and sometimes even 

passing down a portion of his property or, in some cases, one of his wives. 

Radcliffe-Brown (1971) argues that social institutions cannot be understood in 

isolation, as they are interdependent. He identifies a parallel affectionate 

relationship that complements the one between a maternal uncle and his nephew. 

In many such societies, while the nephew enjoys freedoms with his maternal 

uncle, he is expected to demonstrate deep respect and obedience toward his 

father’s sister, whose authority is unquestionable. This dynamic reflects broader 

patterns in kinship structures, where behavioral expectations are standardized to 

maintain social stability. 

Kinship, according to Radcliffe-Brown, plays a crucial role in regulating social 

interactions in traditional societies. Given the complexity of familial connections, 

these societies simplify relationships by grouping relatives into specific categories. 

A key principle in this classification is the "equivalence of brothers," where a 

person’s relationship with an individual extends to that individual's siblings. For 

example, a father’s brother is treated similarly to a father, and his children are 

regarded as siblings. Likewise, a mother’s sister assumes the role of an additional 

mother, and her children are considered siblings as well. 

In patriarchal societies, the father is often viewed with a sense of authority and 

discipline, whereas the mother is associated with care and affection. This pattern 
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extends to the father’s sister and the mother’s brother. The father’s sister 

commands respect, much like the father, while the mother’s brother is treated with 

the affection typically reserved for the mother. Radcliffe-Brown explains this 

through the concept of the ‘extension of sentiments,’ wherein emotions directed 

toward a parent extend to their siblings in a similar fashion. 

He further elaborates that traditional societies emphasize collective identity over 

individual distinctions. As a result, social behavior that originates in a specific 

relationship is extended to all members of the relevant kin group. This principle of 

generalized behavior helps maintain structure and cohesion within the community. 

Ultimately, Radcliffe-Brown’s analysis of the maternal uncle’s role exemplifies his 

functionalist methodology, which seeks to understand social institutions through 

their interrelated functions within a structured system. His work highlights how 

kinship patterns are not random but serve a purpose in maintaining the stability of 

social relationships. 

 

Self- Check Exercise-8  

Q1. Radcliffe Brown points out that most primitive societies kinship controls the ----

--------of individuals.  

Q2. Radcliffe Brown studies the role of---------in primitive societies.  

4.11 Summary  

The connection between ‘structure’ and ‘function,’ along with Radcliffe-Brown’s 

concept of the ‘functional unity of society,’ was examined in depth. The discussion 

also introduced the twin ideas of ‘eunomia’ (order) and ‘dysnomia’ (disorder) and 

their relevance to societal organization. A comparison was made between 

historical and functional approaches to analysis, particularly in the context of 

primitive societies. 
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The idea of function and the functionalist method was further explored through 

various examples. Radcliffe-Brown’s explanation of ‘ceremonial weeping’ among 

the Andaman Islanders illustrated how customs serve a structural purpose within 

society. His analysis of totemism demonstrated how symbolic practices reflect 

social relationships. Additionally, his emphasis on kinship studies highlighted the 

structured interactions within family systems, such as the institutionalized bond 

between a maternal uncle and nephew in certain indigenous communities. 

Through these perspectives, Radcliffe-Brown underscored the interdependence of 

societal elements and the role of function in maintaining social cohesion. 

4.12 Glossary  

 Kinship- a sensation of being close to somebody because you have similar 

attitudes or characteristics. 

 Community- a social group of sizable whose members reside in a specific 

locality; share government and they have a common cultural and historical 

heritage.  

 Religion- the belief in and /or worship of a superhuman controlling power, 

especially a personal god or gods.  

 Group- a amount of people or things that are together in the similar place or 

that are connected in some way.  

 Lineage- a group of individuals tracing descent from a common ancestor.  

 Imagination- the production of sensations, feelings and thoughts informing 

oneself.  

 

4.13 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Radcliff Brown  
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Ans2. 1916  

Ans3. W.W. Rouse Ball  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Fear, emotional strain 

Ans2. The Andaman Islanders  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

Ans1. Radcliffe Brown  

Ans2. Good order, social health  

Ans3. Disorder, social illusion  

Ans4. Historical and functional  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Structural functionalist  

Ans2. Andaman Islanders  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Ans1. Formal weeping  

Ans2. Expression, sentiments  

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Ans1. Species and object  

Ans2. Exogamous moieties  

Self- Check Exercsie-7  

Ans1. Three  



85 
 

Ans2. Classificatory  

Self- Check Exercsie-8  

Ans1. Social relationship  

Ans2. Maternal uncle   

4.14 Suggested Readings  

 Harris, Marvin. 1968. The Rise of Anthropological Theory. New York: Thomas Y. 

Crowell. 

 Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1939. “The Group and the Individual in Functional 

Analysis.” American Journal of Sociology, 44: 938-964. 

 Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1960. A Scientific Theory of Culture and Other Essays. 

New York: Oxford University Press. 

  Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1935. “The Concept of Function in Social Science.” 

American Anthropologist, 37: 394-402. 

 Upadhyay, V.S., and Gaya Pandey. 1993. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company. 

4.15 Suggested Readings  

Q1. Describe Radcliffe Brown biography.  

Q2. Describe views on religion.  

Q3.  Describe kinship in primitive societies?  

Q4. Explain the ceremonial weeping in the Andaman Island.  
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UNIT-5 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION 

STRUCTURE 

5.1 Introduction    

5.2 Learning objectives  

5.3 Impact of Field- Work Tradition on Radcliffe Brown Work  

5.3.1 The Durkheimian Tradition: Radcliffe Brown ‘Conversion’ 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

5.4 The Concept of Function  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

5.5. The Concept of Social Structure  

5.5.1 Structure and Function  

5.5.2 Functional Unity  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

5.6 Social Structure and Institutions  

5.6.1 Structural Continuity and Structural Form  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

5.7 The Structural System in Western Australia  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

5.8 Alfred Reginald Radcliffe Brown Concept of Social Structure  

5.8.1 Types of Social Structure  
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Self- Check Exercise-6  

5.9 Criticism of Radcliffe Brown Functionalism  

Self- Check Exerciswe-7  

5.10 Summary  

5.11 Glossary  

5.12 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

5.13 Suggested Readings  

5.14 Terminal Questions  

 

5.1 Introduction 

The concept of 'social structure' was first introduced by Radcliffe-Brown in a lecture 

delivered in Birmingham in 1914. However, he provided a comprehensive explanation 

only in 1940 during his Presidential address at the Royal Anthropological Institute of 

Great Britain. During this address, he classified anthropologists into two groups: those 

studying 'society' and those focusing on 'culture'. According to Radcliffe-Brown, social 

anthropologists primarily investigate the structural aspects of society. 

In his influential work ‘’Structure and Function in Primitive Society’’ (1952), Radcliffe-

Brown elaborated on his concept of social structure, defining it as a network of actual 

social relationships. He argued that social structures consist of human beings 

positioned in institutionally defined relationships. Furthermore, he defined 'function' as 

the contribution that a specific element makes to the overall social system. According to 

him, a functional social system maintains internal consistency and operates 

harmoniously to sustain social order. 

5.2 Learning Objectives 

After completing this unit, learners will be able to: 
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 Comprehend Radcliffe-Brown’s concept of social structure. 

 Gain insight into the structural system of Western Australia. 

 Analyze the relationship between structure and function in social systems. 

5.3 Influence of Fieldwork Tradition on Radcliffe-Brown’s Work 

Radcliffe-Brown pursued his studies at Cambridge University, England, during a period 

of intellectual vibrancy, where scholars actively engaged in academic debates and 

discussions. He became the first student of anthropology under W.H.R. Rivers in 1904. 

Rivers, along with Alfred Cort Haddon, had participated in the renowned Torres Straits 

expedition, which had a lasting impact on British anthropology. 

Guided by Rivers and Haddon, Radcliffe-Brown was introduced to the fieldwork 

methodology, which played a crucial role in shaping his approach. His early 

ethnographic research (1906-08) focused on the Andaman Islanders, marking his entry 

into empirical British anthropology. This rigorous training influenced his methodological 

approach and laid the foundation for his structural-functionalist perspective. 

Radcliffe-Brown was also profoundly influenced by Emile Durkheim, particularly his 

seminal work The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1912). Durkheim’s ideas on 

collective conscience, social facts, and the scientific study of society deeply resonated 

with Radcliffe-Brown, further shaping his intellectual trajectory. 

5.3.1 The Durkheimian Influence on Radcliffe-Brown 

Adam Kuper (1975) describes the Durkheimian tradition as one that emphasized 

scientific rigor, the systematic study of social life, and the importance of objectivity. 

Durkheim posited that societies function based on moral order and advocated studying 

social facts without subjective bias. He believed in 'organic solidarity'—a system where 

individuals coexist within a well-organized social framework. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s engagement with Durkheimian sociology led him to transition from an 

ethnographer documenting cultural practices to a sociologist analyzing social structures. 

Instead of merely collecting ethnographic data, he sought to interpret social phenomena 
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using theoretical frameworks. His methodological shift marked an evolution in 

anthropological thought, positioning him as a key proponent of structural-functionalism. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Where did Radcliffe-Brown pursue his studies? 

2. Under whose mentorship did Radcliffe-Brown become the first student of 

anthropology? 

3. What was the focus of Radcliffe-Brown’s first field studies? 

4. What approach did Durkheim advocate for the study of social phenomena? 

5.4 The Concept of Function 

The concept of function is fundamental in both biological and social sciences. In biology, 

different parts of an organism play specific roles in maintaining life and ensuring 

survival. Durkheim applied this principle to social institutions, suggesting that societal 

structures serve essential functions in maintaining social equilibrium. 

While Durkheim spoke of function in terms of fulfilling social needs, Radcliffe-Brown 

refined this idea by introducing the concept of 'necessary conditions of existence'. He 

argued that societies, like living organisms, must perform specific functions to sustain 

themselves. Just as biological organisms require processes like respiration and 

reproduction, societies must engage in activities that ensure their stability and 

continuity. According to Radcliffe-Brown, these fundamental conditions can be 

systematically analyzed through scientific inquiry. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Who applied the concept of function systematically in the study of social 

institutions? 

2. Radcliffe-Brown replaced the concept of 'needs' with what term? 
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By integrating Durkheimian thought with empirical fieldwork, Radcliffe-Brown made 

significant contributions to the structural-functionalist tradition. His emphasis on 

understanding social structures as interconnected systems continues to influence 

sociological and anthropological studies today. 

5.5 The Concept of Social Structure 

Following World War II, the concept of social structure gained significant traction in 

social anthropology. However, its origins date back much earlier, with scholars using the 

term in various contexts. 

i. Initially, the term "structure" referred to architectural constructions. Marxist thought 

adopted this notion, describing economic relations as a "structure" of production. 

Influenced by the evolutionist Lewis Henry Morgan, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 

engaged with the idea of social structure, particularly in Morgan’s 1871 work Systems of 

Consanguinity and Affinity, considered an early anthropological exploration of social 

structures. 

ii. By the 16th century, the term "structure" also found relevance in anatomy. Herbert 

Spencer, influenced by biological metaphors, introduced the concepts of "structure" and 

"function" into sociology. This analogy extended to Emile Durkheim, who inspired 

scholars like A.R. Radcliffe-Brown. British anthropologists such as E.E. Evans-

Pritchard, Meyer Fortes, and Daryll Forde further refined the study of political and 

kinship structures within societies. 

iii. Another interpretation of structure emerged through the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss, 

who applied structuralist principles from linguistics. His approach treated social structure 

as an abstract model used for analyzing patterns and regularities in human societies. 

5.5.1 Structure and Function 

In biological organisms, structure and function are interdependent. The body remains 

intact through the continuous operation of its various organs. Radcliffe-Brown (1971) 

explains that the life process sustains structural continuity. If essential functions cease, 

the structure collapses. 
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The same principle applies to social structures. The continuity of social life is maintained 

through human interactions and institutional processes. Marriage, for example, ensures 

social reproduction by legitimizing sexual relations and facilitating the birth of new 

members. Thus, social institutions contribute to maintaining stability and cohesion within 

society. Radcliffe-Brown (1971) asserts that social structure comprises a set of 

relationships whose continuity is preserved by ongoing interactions. 

Unlike in biology, where structure can be studied independently of function, in society, 

they are inseparable. Social structures, such as father-son relationships, economic 

exchanges, and governance, become visible only through the activities that sustain 

them. Radcliffe-Brown terms this interdependence "social morphology" (the 

classification of social structures) and "social physiology" (the study of their functions). 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. In which decade did the concept of social structure become prominent in social 

anthropology? 

2. Who were influenced by the evolutionist Morgan? 

3. The life process involves the activities and interactions of various _____ and 

_____ that make up an organism. 

5.5.2 Functional Unity 

Social systems function cohesively when their various components work together in 

harmony. Radcliffe-Brown defines this state as "functional unity," where social 

institutions complement each other to maintain stability. In pre-colonial India, for 

example, village organization, caste hierarchy, and joint families operated as 

interconnected systems, contributing to social continuity. So far, the discussion has 

focused on the positive functions of social institutions in upholding the social order. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. The social system exhibits a certain kind of unity, which Radcliffe-Brown terms as 

________. 



92 
 

2. In functional unity, all parts of the social system work together in a ________ 

manner. 

5.6 Social Structure and Institutions 

Social relationships serve as the foundation of social structures, with institutions 

regulating behavior through norms and expectations. Institutions, such as the family, 

prescribe acceptable behavior—for example, children are expected to respect their 

parents, while parents are responsible for nurturing their offspring. According to 

Radcliffe-Brown (1958), institutions establish behavioral expectations and define social 

relationships. While individuals may deviate from these norms, society enforces 

sanctions to regulate behavior and maintain order. Social structure is thus described in 

terms of the institutions that govern relationships within a community. 

5.6.1 Structural Continuity and Structural Form 

Although individuals within a society change over time, the underlying structure persists. 

Social groups—such as classes, castes, and political institutions—experience 

membership turnover, yet their organizational framework remains intact. For example, 

while individual members of the Lok Sabha may change, the parliamentary institution 

itself endures. Similarly, the role of a tribal chief continues, even as individuals 

occupying the position change. 

Radcliffe-Brown distinguishes between "social structure" and "structural form." While 

social structures are dynamic, structural forms remain relatively stable, as they are 

rooted in widely observed social practices. The stability of these forms depends on the 

effectiveness of institutions in fulfilling their functions—families rear children, 

educational systems provide training, and political structures govern society. Radcliffe-

Brown's distinction, however, is not always precise, with "structural form" sometimes 

overlapping with "social organization." 

In summary, social structure, as conceptualized by Radcliffe-Brown, refers to 

observable relationships within a society. It encompasses institutions that regulate 

interpersonal behavior and is characterized by both fluidity and continuity. While 
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individuals change, the structural framework persists through established norms and 

practices. Radcliffe-Brown’s studies, including his research on Australian tribal 

societies, illustrate how structured social relationships sustain broader social systems. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

1. An institution refers to an established, socially recognized system of ______ and 

______ patterns related to social life. 

2. According to Radcliffe-Brown, social structure should be described in terms of 

________. 

5.7 The Structural System in Western Australia 

Radcliffe-Brown systematically outlined the foundational aspects of the social structure 

of Western Australian tribal societies. 

Territorial Organization 

The fundamental structure of these tribes was rooted in territorial divisions. Each male 

was associated with a specific territory from birth until death, and this territorial identity 

was inherited by his male descendants. The men linked to a particular territory formed a 

"clan," which played a vital role in the social framework. Women initially belonged to 

their fathers’ clans but transitioned into their husbands’ clans upon marriage due to the 

strict rule of clan exogamy. 

A "horde" was composed of men from a particular clan, along with their wives and 

children. Each horde occupied a distinct territory and functioned as an economically 

self-sufficient and politically autonomous entity. Authority within the horde was vested in 

its elders, and its total population rarely exceeded 50 individuals. 

Within the horde, nuclear families formed sub-units, each possessing its own dwelling, 

hearth, and food supply, with the male as the dominant figure. The dissolution of the 

family occurred upon his death. Despite the transient nature of families, clans remained 

enduring social structures, while hordes experienced constant change as women 

married in and out of them. 
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Tribal Organization 

Several clans sharing a common language and customs collectively formed a linguistic 

community or tribe. Unlike some other regions, these tribes did not exhibit political unity 

or engage in collective action. Instead, kinship structures served as an essential binding 

force among different clans and tribes. According to Radcliffe-Brown, kinship 

relationships were structured as a network of dyadic, person-to-person connections. 

Men maintained strong ties to their mothers' clans and could visit and reside in their 

mothers' territories, though they could not claim clan membership. Similarly, they 

sustained relationships with their grandmothers’ clans, wives’ clans, and the clans their 

sisters had married into. This extensive kinship system fostered inter-clan interactions 

and social cohesion. 

Moiety System 

Western Australian tribal societies were organized into two broad divisions known as 

moieties. Each clan belonged to one of these two moieties, which can be labeled as I 

and II. Additionally, the society was divided into two alternating generational groups, 

denoted as ‘x’ and ‘y.’ A person whose father belonged to generation ‘x’ was part of 

generation ‘y,’ and their children would belong to ‘x,’ creating a cyclical generational 

pattern. 

Consequently, society was segmented into four sections: Ix, Iy, IIx, and IIy. Marriage 

rules mandated that individuals find spouses within the opposite moiety but within the 

same generational group. For example, in the Kareira tribe, men from the Banaka 

section could only marry women from the Burong section. 

Totemic System 

Each clan identified with a specific totemic entity, which was considered the common 

ancestor of its members. Totems played a crucial role in maintaining social cohesion, as 
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each clan had sacred totemic centers, myths, rituals, and ceremonies. These totemic 

practices reinforced social bonds and continuity over generations. 

Radcliffe-Brown highlighted that certain totemic ceremonies, such as initiation rites for 

boys, facilitated cooperation among multiple clans. These inter-clan gatherings 

reinforced both religious and social unity, fostering mutual trust and collaboration. While 

political unification among clans was not a defining feature of tribal life, shared religious 

practices helped to cultivate a sense of collective identity. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s structural analysis of Western Australian tribes emphasizes the 

importance of examining not only social groups, such as families, clans, and hordes, but 

also the intricate web of kinship relationships that define social interactions. His 

conceptualization of social structure, though sometimes criticized for being overly 

abstract, serves as a significant counterpoint to Malinowski’s more personal and 

immersive ethnographic descriptions. Despite their differences, the work of these two 

anthropologists is ultimately complementary. As Adam Kuper (1973: 51) aptly noted, 

"some saw Radcliffe-Brown as the classic to Malinowski’s romantic." 

Self-Check Exercise-6 

1. The men of a clan, along with their wives and children, formed a ___________. 

2. The horde was subdivided into ___________ of the nuclear type. 

3. A number of clans sharing common customs and language formed a linguistic 

___________. 

4. ___________ are the two broad divisions into which society is structured. 

5.8 Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown’s Concept of Social Structure 

Radcliffe-Brown elaborated on the concept of social structure and its functional aspects 

in his book Structure and Function in Primitive Society (1952). He defined social 

structure as an arrangement of various components that are interrelated, forming a 

larger whole. To explain this, he drew an analogy with the structure of a house, which is 

composed of walls, roofs, rooms, passages, and windows. Similarly, in social structures, 

individuals are organized in specific relationships with one another. For example, in a 
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village, people are structured into families, which are further defined by relationships 

such as mother, brother, sister, uncle, and aunt. 

Structural Aspects of Social Life 

Radcliffe-Brown identified key structural characteristics of social life, which include: 

1. Presence of Social Groups – Social structures consist of various groups such 

as families, clans, moieties, social classes, caste groups, kinship networks, and 

totemic groups. The interactions among these groups form the foundation of 

social structures. 

2. Internal Structure of Groups – Each social group has its own internal 

arrangement. For instance, a family is structured around relationships between 

parents and children. 

3. Categorization into Social Classes – Societies categorize groups into social 

classes or castes. In Western societies, economic classes play a defining role, 

whereas in India, caste distinctions shape social organization. 

4. Social Distinctions – There are various distinctions within societies based on 

factors such as gender, economic status, power, and caste. For example, in 

India, there exists a hierarchical distinction between Brahmins and Shudras. 

5. Dyadic Relationships – Social structures also involve direct relationships 

between two individuals, such as employer-employee or teacher-student 

relationships. 

6. Interactions Among Individuals and Groups – Social interactions take place at 

both individual and collective levels. These interactions manifest in forms such as 

cooperation, conflict, and accommodation. Additionally, interactions between 

larger groups can be observed in events like wars between nations. 

5.8.1 Types of Social Structure 

According to Radcliffe-Brown, social structures are shaped and regulated by social 

institutions. He identified two primary models for studying social structure: 
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1. Actual Social Structure – This refers to the dynamic and ever-changing 

relationships among individuals and groups. People enter the social system 

through birth or migration and exit through death or relocation. Furthermore, 

marriages and divorces constantly alter the composition of groups, making the 

actual social structure fluid and subject to continuous change. 

2. General Social Structure – In contrast, the general structure of society remains 

relatively stable over long periods. Even if specific individuals within a village 

change over time due to factors like aging or demographic shifts, the overall 

framework of relationships remains largely intact. Radcliffe-Brown argued that 

although social structures may evolve gradually or undergo sudden 

transformations, their fundamental continuity is preserved. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s Concept of Structural Functional Law 

Radcliffe-Brown emphasized that laws are essential for the continued existence of 

societies. He categorized generalizations about social phenomena into two types: 

 Common Opinion-Based Generalizations – These are broadly accepted ideas 

that may not be systematically tested. 

 Scientific Generalizations – These are conclusions resulting from rigorous, 

systematic observation and evidence-based analysis. This type of generalization 

is also referred to as a scientific law. 

Self-Check Exercise-7 

1. Who is the author of Structure and Function in Primitive Society? 

2. According to Radcliffe-Brown, structure refers to an ______ of interconnected 

components. 

3. What are the two primary models for analyzing social structure? 

 

 

5.9 Criticism of Radcliffe-Brown’s Structural Functionalism 
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Radcliffe-Brown’s structural functionalist approach has faced significant criticism from 

scholars. Some critiques offer constructive insights, while others are less substantial. 

The key criticisms are summarized below: 

1. Comparison with a Living Organism: Critics argue that likening society to a 

living organism is problematic since biological structures remain relatively fixed, 

whereas societies undergo constant transformation. 

2. Oversimplified Representation: The approach assumes that theoretical 

abstractions fully capture social reality, leading to potential distortions in 

understanding complex social dynamics. 

3. Lack of Empirical Basis: Functionalist analysis often relies on hypothetical 

constructs rather than concrete case studies, making some conclusions 

speculative rather than evidence-based. 

4. Teleological Explanations: The approach explains social functions in terms of 

their purpose, sometimes leading to circular reasoning rather than causal 

analysis. 

5. Static Nature: Structural functionalism prioritizes stability over change, limiting 

its ability to account for social transformations and historical shifts. 

6. Bias Toward the Status Quo: This approach tends to support existing power 

structures, often reinforcing capitalism and dominant social classes, which may 

contribute to social inequalities. 

7. Confusion Between Cause and Function: The framework blurs the distinction 

between the origins of a social phenomenon and its functional outcomes, making 

causal relationships difficult to establish. 

8. Neglect of Social Imbalances: Structural functionalism assumes an integrated 

and harmonious social order, overlooking periods of societal disruption, 

disequilibrium, and conflict. 
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9. Value-Laden Perspective: The approach is often criticized for promoting a 

normative view of social order, suggesting that existing structures are inherently 

purposeful and justified. 

Despite these criticisms, Radcliffe-Brown’s structural functionalist approach has 

contributed valuable perspectives to sociological thought. Some of its significant 

contributions include: 

1. Foundation for Social Regulation: It provides theoretical underpinnings for 

understanding how social behavior is structured and regulated. 

2. Conceptual Framework for Analysis: The approach offers a systematic way to 

observe and explain social phenomena scientifically. 

3. Development of Sociological Theories: Structural functionalism has generated 

theories and principles that help interpret social facts within a structured 

framework. 

Self-Check Exercise-8 

Q1. _________ creates suspicion between cause and function. 

Q2. Structural functionalism emphasizes _________ over dynamics. 

5.10 Summary 

This unit explored the concept of social structure as theorized by A.R. Radcliffe-Brown. 

We began by examining the intellectual influences shaping his distinctive approach, 

particularly the impact of Durkheimian sociology and ethnographic fieldwork. 

We then defined social structure and distinguished it from social organization. The 

discussion also highlighted social institutions as key components of structural analysis. 

While acknowledging the fluidity of social structures, we emphasized their continuity 

over time, introducing the concept of structural form. 
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To illustrate these ideas, we examined Radcliffe-Brown’s structural analysis of Western 

Australian tribes, identifying key elements such as territorial divisions, tribal affiliations, 

moiety systems, and totemic associations. 

5.11 Glossary 

 Harmony: A state of agreement or peaceful coexistence. 

 Tradition: A long-established custom, belief, or practice passed down through 

generations. 

 Solidarity: Mutual support and unity among members of a group. 

 Consanguinity: The condition of sharing a common ancestor. 

 Institutions: Large, significant organizations with a specific societal purpose, 

such as universities or banks. 

 

 

5.12 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Cambridge University, England 

Abs2. W. H. R. Rivers  

Ans3. Andaman Islanders  

Ans4. Social Fact 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Durkheim  

Ans2. Need   
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Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. World War-II 

Ans2. Marx and Engels  

Ans3. Cells and Organs  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Functional unity  

Ans2. Harmonious, consistent and fashion  

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Norms and behaviour 

Ans2. Institutions  

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Ans1. Horde  

Ans2. Families  

Ans3. Community or tribes  

Ans4. Moieties  

 

Self- Check Exercsie-7  

Ans1. Radcliffe Brown  

Ans2. Arrangements  

Ans3. Actual and general social structure  

Self- Check Exercsie-8  
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Ans1. Structural functionalism  

Ans2. Static  

5.13 Suggested Readings  

 Harris, Marvin. 1968. The Rise of Anthropological Theory. New York: 

Thomas Y. Crowell.  

 Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1939. ‘The Group and individual in Functional 

Analysis’. American Journal of Sociology, 44:938-64.  c Theory of Culture 

and Other Essays. Agalaxy Book, 

 Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1960. A Scientific New York : Oxford University 

Press 

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1935. ‘Concept of Function in Social Science’. 

American Anthropologist. 37:394-402 Upadhyay,  

 V.S and Gaya Pandey. 1993. History of Anthropological Thought. New 

Delhi: Concept Publishing Company. 

5.14 Terminal Questions 

Q1. Explain the impact of field work tradition on Radcliffe Brown work.  

Q2. Describe the structure and function.  

Q3. Define the structural system in Western Australia.  

Q4. What is the Radcliffe Brown concept of social structure?  
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BLOCK-II 

UNIT -6 

STRUCTURALISM 

STRUCTURE  

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Learning Objectives  

1.3 Origin and Growth of Structuralism  

1.3.1 The Base for Structuralism  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

1.4 Structuralism  

1.4.1 Structural Linguistics  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

1.5 Structuralism of Valdimir Propp  

Self- Check Exercise -3  

1.6 Structuralism in Marxist Analysis  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

1.7 Structuralism in Literary Criticism and Semiotic  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

1.8 The Poststructuralist Critique  

Self- Check Exercise-6  

1.9 Summary  

1.10 Glossary  

1.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  
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1.12 Suggested Readings   

1.13 Terminal Questions  

6.1 Introduction  

Structuralism has played a pivotal role in shaping the study of culture and folklore. 

Initially rooted in linguistics, this theoretical approach expanded its influence into fields 

such as literary criticism, sociology of literature, aesthetics, and the social sciences. 

Instead of examining individual elements in isolation, structuralism focuses on the 

relationships among components within a broader system. It emphasizes that meaning 

is derived from these interconnections rather than from any single element on its own. 

Gaining prominence in French intellectual circles during the 1960s, structuralist thought 

sought to bring greater analytical rigor to the human sciences by applying linguistic 

frameworks. Structuralists examined cultural phenomena holistically, interpreting them 

as interdependent parts of a structured whole. These structures, often shaped by 

unconscious rules, governed various aspects of human experience—whether in 

language, where meaning is constructed through binary oppositions, or in myths, which 

encode societal norms related to food, sexuality, and behavior. 

6.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Discuss the origin and growth of structuralism.  

 Know about the structuralism in Marxist analysis.  

 Understand the structural linguistic.  

6.3 Origin and Development of Structuralism 

 Structuralism is a significant intellectual movement that emerged in France 

during the 1950s. 

 By the early 1960s, some scholars believed it provided a unified framework for 

understanding various aspects of human life, encompassing multiple disciplines. 

 During the 1970s, structuralism expanded its influence to Britain and the United 

States, gaining widespread recognition, particularly throughout the 1980s. 

 The concept of structuralism in social sciences was first introduced by Claude 

Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009), a French anthropologist. His ideas shaped the 
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structuralist movement in France and influenced scholars such as Louis 

Althusser, psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, and structural Marxist thinker Nicos 

Poulantzas. Additionally, Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida explored its 

application in literary studies. 

 The foundation of structuralism can be traced to the works of Ferdinand de 

Saussure (1857–1913), a Swiss linguist, who played a crucial role in shaping 

modern linguistic studies. 

 In the 19th century, linguistic scholars primarily focused on the historical 

development of languages, examining their evolution and interconnections while 

also speculating on their origins. 

 This historical approach, known as the diachronic study of language, contrasted 

with Saussure’s perspective. In his book A Course in General Linguistics (1916), 

he advocated for a scientific study of language based on its patterns and 

functions as observed in the present, referred to as the synchronic approach. 

 Four key figures associated with structuralism include Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, 

Barthes, and Michel Foucault, often referred to as the "Gang of Four." 

 Ferdinand de Saussure is regarded as the "Father of Modern Linguistics," a title 

also attributed to Noam Chomsky. 

 

6.3.1 Foundations of Structuralism 

Two major factors contributed to the development of structuralism: 

1. Linguistics 

2. Mythology 

Mythology: 

 Structuralists believe that mythology should be analyzed scientifically. 

 According to Terence Hawkes, ancient civilizations created myths, and today, 

these myths shape human thought and behavior. 

 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Structuralism originated in France during the __________. 

2. Structuralism spread to __________ and __________ in the 1970s. 
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3. The term "structuralism" was first introduced in the works of __________. 

4. __________ was instrumental in developing modern linguistic approaches. 

5. What are the two key factors that contributed to the growth of structuralism? 

 

6.4 Structuralism 

Structuralism refers to the conceptual frameworks that shape human perception and the 

organization of experiences, rather than pre-existing external realities. In sociology, 

anthropology, and linguistics, structuralism is an approach that analyzes cultural 

elements by examining their relationship to a broader system. This perspective seeks to 

uncover underlying structures governing human thought, behavior, and communication. 

Philosopher Simon Blackburn encapsulates structuralism as the notion that human 

phenomena can only be understood through their interrelations, forming a structured 

system governed by consistent abstract principles. 

6.4.1 Structural Linguistics 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1858-1916), a Swiss linguist, is regarded as the pioneer of the 

structuralist method in linguistics. His influential work, Course in General Linguistics 

(1916), lays the foundation for modern linguistic structuralism through several key ideas: 

1. Language as a Structured System: Saussure conceptualized language as a 

coherent and systematic social construct governed by syntax and semantics. 

These linguistic rules shape individual expression by providing a framework of 

codes and conventions. 

2. Arbitrariness of Signs: He emphasized that the relationship between the signifier 

(word) and the signified (meaning) is arbitrary, meaning that linguistic signs are 

based on social conventions rather than inherent connections. 

3. Langue and Parole: Saussure distinguished between langue (the structured 

system of language shared by a community) and parole (individual speech acts). 

This distinction highlights how language functions both collectively and 

individually. 

4. Synchronic vs. Diachronic Analysis: He advocated for a synchronic approach, 

which studies language at a specific moment in time, rather than a diachronic 

approach, which examines historical evolution and changes in language. 
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Additionally, Saussure introduced the concepts of syntagmatic and paradigmatic 

relationships in language. The syntagmatic aspect refers to the linear arrangement of 

words in a sentence (e.g., "The batsman hit the ball to the boundary"), emphasizing 

their sequential connections. Meanwhile, the paradigmatic aspect pertains to 

associations between words that could be substituted in a given context (e.g., "bat," 

"gloves," and "bowler" in relation to cricket). 

Following Saussure, the Prague and Copenhagen schools, with scholars like Roman 

Jakobson, Trubetzkoy, and Louis Hjelmslev, further advanced structural linguistics. 

More recently, Noam Chomsky introduced a significant distinction between surface 

structures and deep structures in language. Surface structures represent the actual 

spoken or written sentences, while deep structures contain the underlying grammatical 

framework that determines meaning. For instance, the sentences "John is easy to 

please" and "John is eager to please" may appear similar at the surface level but differ 

in meaning due to their deep structures. 

Chomsky also differentiated between competence and performance in language. 

Competence refers to a person's internalized knowledge of linguistic rules, whereas 

performance involves actual spoken or written expressions in real-world situations. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Who is considered the founding father of the structuralist method? 

2. Saussure views structures as entirely independent of _____________. 

3. Who introduced the distinction between surface structures and deep structures? 

6.5 Structuralism of Vladimir Propp 

Although structuralism gained significant prominence during the 1960s, its origins in 

folklore studies can be traced back to the late 1920s, particularly with the work of 

Russian formalist Vladimir J. Propp (1895-1970). His influential book, Morfologija Skazki 

(Morphology of the Folk Tale), was initially published in 1928 but gained widespread 

recognition only after its English translation in 1958. Propp, who was a professor of 

Russian and Comparative Folklore at Leningrad University, played a key role in 

introducing Russian formalist thought through his teachings. The initial neglect of his 

work in Russia was primarily due to the dominance of diachronic (historical) 

perspectives in folklore studies, which contrasted with the synchronic approach Propp 
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employed. However, after the book’s translation, it challenged prevailing atomistic and 

historical methodologies in oral narrative studies. The Prague Linguistic Circle was 

instrumental in promoting Propp's ideas, and Roman Jakobson played a significant role 

in integrating his structuralist approach into American academia by the 1940s. 

Propp's Syntagmatic Approach 

Propp’s method of analyzing folktales aligns with linguistic structuralism, focusing on 

formal elements rather than semantic meanings. He argued that before attempting to 

trace the origins of a folkloric phenomenon, one must first systematically describe its 

structure. His research demonstrated that numerous Russian folktales share a common 

underlying framework. In Morphology of the Folk Tale, he revealed that despite 

variations in details, these stories follow a similar fundamental structure. 

 

A critical question arises: how can different tales be considered structurally identical 

when their characters, events, and consequences vary? To address this, Propp 

developed an analytical model he termed 'morphological' analysis. This method involves 

identifying the core elements of fairy tales that remain constant (functions) and 

distinguishing them from those that vary (characters, objects, and settings). Prior to 

Propp’s approach, folklore analysis focused primarily on these variable elements. He 

proposed that it is not the characters themselves but their functions within the narrative 

that constitute the fundamental building blocks of folk tales. However, only those actions 

that contribute to the progression of the plot qualify as functions. 

Propp demonstrated this by analyzing a selection of Russian fairy tales from 

Afanas’ev’s well-known collection. He found that specific actions—such as a character 

giving an object to a hero—remain constant, even though the details (e.g., the giver or 

the object) may change. For example: 

 

a) A tsar gives a hero an eagle, which transports him to another kingdom. 

b) An old man gives Sucenko a horse, which carries him to another kingdom. 

c) A sorcerer gives Ivan a small boat, which takes him to another kingdom. 

d) A princess gives Ivan a ring, and magical beings from the ring transport him to 

another kingdom. 
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In each of these cases, while the giver and the object change, the function of giving 

remains the same. Propp concluded that tales could be systematically analyzed based 

on the functions of their characters rather than their identities. 

 

Through his study, Propp identified 31 distinct functions that account for the structure of 

fairy tales. He arranged these functions in a fixed, chronological sequence, forming 

what is sometimes referred to as a syntagmatic or linear analytic schema. This 

approach allowed him to establish a systematic method for analyzing folk narratives. 

 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

Q1. The structuralist approach became highly influential in the __________. 

Q2. __________ was a professor of Russian and Comparative Folklore at Leningrad 

University. 

 

6.6 Structuralism in Marxist Analysis 

Structural Marxism focuses on the idea that social structures, though not directly visible, 

shape reality and determine observable social phenomena. Cultures, like biological 

organisms, function as structured systems capable of reproducing themselves. 

However, unlike traditional structuralism, structural Marxism asserts that when 

contradictions arise within or between structures, they do not simply reproduce 

themselves but rather evolve or transform. 

The roots of structural analysis in Marxist thought can be traced to the work of French 

Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser. He argued that Marx developed a 'new science' 

that moved beyond human-centered explanations of society. Instead of focusing on 

individuals, Marxist theory, as interpreted by Althusser, examines broader structures 

such as economic, political, and ideological systems that shape social reality. Marxist 

analysis does not rely on historical or humanist perspectives but seeks to uncover the 

deep structures that underpin social systems, including modes of production and social 

formations. 
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Maurice Godelier, critiquing empiricism and functionalism in anthropology, emphasized 

that for both Lévi-Strauss and Marx, structures are not directly observable but exist 

beneath visible social relations. This perspective influenced Marxist political economy, 

where Marx’s analysis of commodities in Capital serves as a key example of structural 

analysis in economic theory. 

 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

Q1. According to __________, Marx removed the human subject from social theory and 

introduced a new science focusing on economic, political, ideological, and scientific 

levels of human practice.  

Q2. __________ emphasizes Marx's concern with structures that are not directly visible 

but shape reality and account for observable social facts. 

6.7 Structuralism in Literary Criticism and Semiotics 

Structuralism in literature broadly examines 'language' in its most expansive form, 

encompassing not only spoken and written language but also various signs and 

systems of signification. Structuralist thought extends to all codes and conventions of 

communication, including visual and symbolic indicators such as gestures, clothing, 

status symbols, and artifacts. The theory posits that meaning is derived from the 

relationships between elements within a sign system, emphasizing that codes are 

arbitrary and necessary for perceiving reality. 

One of the fundamental structuralist perspectives is presented in Roman Jakobson's 

Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances (1956), where he 

introduces a framework based on binary oppositions in language structure. His theory 

revolves around two linguistic axes: 

1. Syntagmatic – A horizontal axis where words are connected by contiguity. 

2. Paradigmatic – A vertical axis where meanings are interchangeable. 

Through his study of aphasia (a language disorder resulting from memory loss), 

Jakobson illustrates that different forms of language impairment affect these axes 

differently. Those with a 'continuity disorder' tend to rely more on substitution 

(metaphor), whereas those with a 'similarity disorder' lean toward association 

(metonymy). Jakobson asserts that Romantic and Modernist poetry primarily utilizes 
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metaphor, while Realist novels depend more on metonymy. Additionally, genres like 

Magic Realism and Postmodernism disrupt the metonymic axis that is central to 

traditional narratives. 

Jonathan Culler, instrumental in popularizing structuralist thought in the United States, 

further explores structuralist poetics in Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, 

and the Study of Literature (1975). He emphasizes that the focus of poetics should be 

on intelligibility rather than the literary work itself. Culler argues that understanding 

literature involves recognizing the implicit conventions that enable readers to interpret 

texts. He maintains that while it is possible to determine the interpretive structures 

guiding readers, defining rules for textual composition remains elusive. Thus, the 

structure exists within the reader’s interpretative framework rather than solely within the 

text. 

Roland Barthes, a prominent French semiotician, extends structuralist ideas beyond 

literature to cultural practices, examining food and clothing as sign systems that function 

analogously to language. He conceptualizes a ‘garment system’ similar to linguistic 

structures, where general clothing systems correspond to ‘langue’ (language structure) 

and specific outfits align with ‘parole’ (speech). The same model applies to food, where 

foodstuffs constitute the system, and a meal represents a ‘sentence.’ 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

1. Who claims that metaphor is alien to similarity disorder and metonymy to 

continuity disorder? 

2. Which French semiotician (1915-80) interprets cultural practices involving food 

and clothing as sign systems? 

6.8 The Poststructuralist Critique 

Despite its significant contributions, structuralism has faced criticism, particularly from 

poststructuralist and postmodernist theorists. Structuralism, like other modernist 

frameworks, upholds ideas such as objectivity, truth, universal structures, and 

coherence. It assumes that human cognition has an underlying universal essence, an 

idea that structuralist thinkers like Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and 

Noam Chomsky have supported. Structuralist approaches aim for scientific rigor, 

distancing themselves from subjective interpretations. 
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However, poststructuralists challenge these assumptions, arguing that meaning is not 

fixed or universally structured but rather fluid and contingent on historical and cultural 

contexts. French philosopher Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes critique the 

supposed objectivity of structuralist methods, rejecting the notion of a permanent 

structure underlying language and social relations. They argue that since structuralism 

inadvertently upholds an essentialist view of human nature, it remains entangled in the 

humanist tradition it seeks to move beyond. Unlike structuralism, which prioritizes 

abstraction and theoretical models, poststructuralism emphasizes the study of everyday 

life, history, and politics. 

While poststructuralism and postmodernism emerged as critiques of structuralism, they 

fundamentally build upon the foundations laid by structuralist thought. Yet, in recent 

times, these perspectives have also been scrutinized for their extreme relativism and 

perceived obscurantism. 

Self-Check Exercise-6 

1. Which philosophical perspective believes in premises like foundation, certitude, 

truth, essence, objectivity, and universality? 

2. Louis Althusser, the noted French Marxist, advocated for a theoretical 

___________, eliminating human practice and subjectivity from his Marxist 

framework. 

6.9 Summary 

Structuralism interprets various cultural and linguistic phenomena as sign systems 

governed by underlying rules and structures. The theory extends beyond literature to 

areas such as social customs, economic exchanges, and kinship patterns. Claude Lévi-

Strauss, for instance, compares totemism to classification systems that help societies 

structure social relations. He further extends this concept to explain caste systems, 

arguing that totemism reflects how societies understand their relationship with nature. 

Lévi-Strauss' analysis suggests that similarities and differences between natural species 

mirror the way human societies perceive distinctions among people. Through his work, 

he establishes that totemism is not merely a religious belief but a cognitive framework 

used to categorize social and natural worlds. Scholar Poole reinforces this by asserting 

that Lévi-Strauss’ work has effectively resolved the debate on totemism. However, as 
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structuralism evolved, it encountered critical challenges from poststructuralists, who 

argued that meaning and social structures are far less stable than structuralist theories 

suggest. 

 

6.10 Glossary  

 Kinship- a feeling of being close to somebody because you have similar 

attitudes or characteristics.  

 Religion- the belief in and/or worship of superhuman controlling power, 

especially a personal god or gods.  

 Caste- a fixed social group into which an individual is born within a 

particular system of social stratification.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Movement- an act of moving or being moved from one place to another.  

 

6.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. 1950’s  

Ans2. Britain, USA  

Ans3. Claude Levi Strauss  

Ans4. Saussure  

Ans5. Linguistic and Mythology  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Ferdinand de Saussure  

Ans2. History  

Ans3. Noam Chomsky  
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Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. 1960’s  

Ans2. Propp  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Althusser  

Ans2. Structural Marxism  

Self- Check Exercsie-5 

Ans1. Jakobson  

Ans2. Roland Barthes  

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Ans1. Structuralism  

Ans2. Anti- humanism 

6.12Suggested Readings  

 Best, S. & Kellner, D. (1991). Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations. The 

Guilford Press, New York. 

 Bottomore, T. (1983/2000). A Dictionary of Marxist Thought. Maya Blackwell, 

New Delhi. 

 Bertens, H. (2001). Literary Theory: The Basics. Routledge, London. 

 Cuddon, J. A. (1977/1992). The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and 

Literary Theory. Penguin, Harmondsworth. 

 Culler, J. (1975). Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of 

Literature. Routledge & Kegan Paul, London. 

 Dundes, A. (1968). Introduction to Morphology of the Folktale (2nd ed.). 

University of Texas Press, Austin. 
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 Godelier, M. (1973/1977). Perspectives in Marxist Anthropology. Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge. 

 Levinson, D. & Ember, M. (1996). Encyclopedia of Cultural Anthropology (Vol. 

IV). Henry Holt & Co., New York. 

 Lane, M. (Ed.). (1970). Introduction to Structuralism. Basic Books, New York. 

 Leach, E. (1970). Lévi-Strauss. Fontana, London. 

 Lodge, D. (Ed.). (1988/1992). Modern Criticism and Theory. Longman, London. 

 Lévi-Strauss, C. (1963/1993). Structural Anthropology (Vol. I). Penguin Books, 

Harmondsworth. 

6.13Terminal Questions  

Q1. Discuss the origin and growth of structuralism.  

Q2. What do you mean by structuralism?  

Q3. Explain the structuralism in Marxist analysis.  
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UNIT-7 

LEVI-STRAUSS 

STRUCTURE  

7.1 Introduction  

7.2 Learning Objectives  

7.3 Definition and Problems of Methods  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

7.4 Social Morphology or Group Structure  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

7.5 Social Static or Communication Structures  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

7.6 Exchange Theory  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

7.7 Summary  

7.8 Glossary  

7.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

7.10 Suggested Readings  

7.11 Terminal Questions  

 

7.1 Introduction 

Claude Lévi-Strauss, a renowned French anthropologist, made significant contributions 

to the field of anthropology through the development of Structural Anthropology. His 
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intellectual foundation was influenced by Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, while his 

approach to structural linguistics drew from Ferdinand de Saussure and Roman 

Jakobson. Although he wrote extensively about the lives of indigenous and tribal 

communities, he did so without direct immersion in their daily existence. 

According to Edmund Leach, Lévi-Strauss sought to uncover fundamental truths about 

human psychology by analyzing cultural patterns on a global scale. His objective was 

not merely to study societal organizations but to identify universal cognitive structures 

underlying human thought. Leach metaphorically described Lévi-Strauss’s work as a 

"three-pointed star" radiating from his autobiographical ethnographic travelogue, Tristes 

Tropiques. The three key components of his structural analysis included: (1) kinship 

theory, (2) the logic of myths, and (3) primitive classification systems. Additionally, his 

background in law and philosophy deeply influenced his analytical methods, which 

attracted both mentalistic and reductionist sociologists. 

7.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explore the definition and methodological challenges in structural analysis. 

 Examine the concept of social morphology and group structures. 

 Deliberate the principles of social statics. 

7.3 Definition and Problems of Method 

Social structure, as conceptualized by Lévi-Strauss, does not pertain to empirical reality 

but rather to theoretical models derived from it. This distinction is crucial to 

understanding the difference between social structure and social relations. While social 

relations represent the raw materials of societal interactions, social structure consists of 

abstract models constructed from these interactions. Therefore, social structure is not a 

distinct domain within social sciences but a methodological approach applicable across 

disciplines, similar to structural analysis in other fields. 
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A key question in structural analysis is: What qualifies as a legitimate model? According 

to Lévi-Strauss, a model must meet specific criteria: 

1. Systematic Interconnectedness – The model consists of multiple elements, 

each of which influences the others. Any change in one component leads to 

changes in the entire system. 

2. Transformability – The model should allow for systematic transformations, 

creating multiple versions of the same underlying structure. 

3. Predictability – The model must enable predictions about its response to 

modifications in its elements. 

4. Intelligibility – The structure should provide an immediate understanding of the 

observed phenomena. 

These criteria establish structural models as analytical tools rather than mere 

descriptions of social interactions. The implications of this approach extend beyond 

definition and into the methodology of social analysis, raising important questions about 

observation, consciousness, and measurement. 

(A) Observation and Experimentation 

A critical methodological distinction exists between observation and experimentation. 

Observation entails the systematic documentation of social phenomena without 

imposing theoretical assumptions. Experimentation, however, involves manipulating 

models to assess how they respond to change and comparing models across different 

societies. The tension between the empirical specificity of ethnographic data and the 

abstraction of structural analysis is reconciled when one recognizes that these are 

different stages of the same analytical process. At the observational level, all facts must 

be carefully recorded and examined in relation to both their immediate context and the 

broader social system. 
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(B) Conscious and Unconscious Structures 

Another important distinction in structural analysis is between conscious and 

unconscious models of social organization. Anthropologist Franz Boas emphasized that 

cultural patterns are often structured unconsciously. When a society has not explicitly 

formulated a model to interpret its customs, those customs are more amenable to 

structural analysis. 

Conscious models, often referred to as "norms," tend to perpetuate rather than explain 

cultural patterns. Therefore, structural analysis must move beyond these explicit 

representations to uncover the deeper, often implicit, cognitive frameworks underlying 

social behavior. Anthropologists frequently find that societies develop highly insightful 

models of their own marriage rules, kinship structures, or classification systems—

sometimes even more sophisticated than those formulated by researchers. However, 

even when indigenous models prove flawed or biased, their very biases provide 

valuable insights into the culture’s worldview. The challenge for structural analysts is to 

critically engage with both explicit cultural narratives and implicit structural patterns to 

construct more accurate models. 

(C) Structure and Measurement 

Structural anthropology is sometimes mistakenly assumed to facilitate quantitative 

measurement in social sciences. While structural analysis occasionally incorporates 

mathematical frameworks, as seen in Kroeber’s studies on fashion cycles, its primary 

function is to reveal underlying patterns rather than to quantify social phenomena. The 

use of numerical values in structural anthropology is not an end in itself but a means to 

detect invariant patterns across cultural contexts. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. The term ____________ does not pertain to empirical reality but rather to 

theoretical models constructed from it. 

2. From the perspective of conscious and unconscious models, the ____________ 

encounters two distinct analytical scenarios. 
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By synthesizing Lévi-Strauss’s theoretical contributions, we gain a deeper 

understanding of how social structures function beyond mere interactions, allowing for 

comparative insights across human societies. 

7.4 Social Morphology or Group Structure 

In this context, "group" does not refer to a social group in the traditional sense but rather 

the way in which the studied phenomena are categorized. The study of social structure 

aims to analyze social relations through models, which must be framed within spatial 

and temporal dimensions. However, these are not mere physical constructs but social 

constructs shaped by societal phenomena. 

C. Lévi-Strauss suggests that the time continuum can be reversible or structured based 

on the research focus. Time can be viewed as independent and limitless or dependent 

on the observer's perspective. Similarly, space is not fixed; Durkheim and Mauss 

emphasized its variability and its role in understanding primitive societies, drawing 

inspiration from Cushing’s work. 

Social studies recognize distinctions between macro- and micro-time and space. These 

differences link social structures with fields like prehistory, archaeology, and 

psychology. Some studies have noted relationships between settlement layouts and 

social structures, such as the camp formations of Plains Indians or the circular hut 

arrangements in Ge villages of Brazil. 

Furthermore, social phenomena can be examined mathematically by analyzing 

numerical properties of groups, an area traditionally explored in demography. Recent 

interdisciplinary approaches in sociology and anthropology now focus on qualitative 

demography, identifying significant behavioral discontinuities within groups. The size of 

a population influences its social structure, and formal properties related to population 

size should be assessed first in any social interpretation. 

Self-Check Exercise 2: 

1. The objective of social structure studies is to understand ______ with the aid of 

models. 

2. _______ states that the time continuum may be reversible or structured based on 

research objectives. 
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7.5 Social Statics or Communication Structures 

Society consists of individuals and groups that communicate. Communication is never 

absolute but varies in intensity across societal borders, which function as thresholds 

where interaction declines but does not disappear completely. Communication operates 

on three levels: kinship (exchange of women in marriage), economics (exchange of 

goods and services), and linguistics (exchange of messages). Kinship also regulates 

genetic communication through marriage rules, which can be analyzed diachronically 

with archaeological insights. 

While social structures do not always directly reflect spatial configurations, in some 

cases, spatial arrangements project social organization. For instance, Lévi-Strauss 

analyzed the Bororo people and argued that their spatial setup represents an idealized, 

rather than actual, social model. Similar studies examine durable spatial structures and 

temporary arrangements, such as those formed in cultural practices. 

Economics plays a crucial role in social structure but has often been overlooked in 

anthropology due to its abstraction. However, economic models have evolved to focus 

on concrete group interactions, bridging anthropology and economics. Von Neumann 

and Morgenstern’s work introduced mechanical models that align with kinship studies 

and social anthropology. 

Unlike entertainment-based games, which maximize individual gains through statistical 

variations, marriage rules aim to establish statistical regularities despite individual and 

generational differences, making them a distinct form of structured interaction. 

Self-Check Exercise 3: 

1. A society consists of ______ that communicate with one another. 

2. In any society, communication operates on _____ different levels. 

 

7.6 Exchange Theory: An Analytical Overview of Claude Levi-Strauss' 

Contribution 

Exchange theory is a significant theoretical framework in both sociology and 

anthropology, originating from a blend of ideas rooted in behaviorist psychology and 

utilitarian economics. The intellectual evolution of exchange theory is notably varied, 

with influences from scholars such as Sir James Frazer, B. Malinowski, Marcel Mauss, 
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Karl Marx, Georg Simmel, and several others. However, Claude Levi-Strauss's 

exchange theory offers a distinct approach, which focuses on structural and social 

functions rather than individual psychological or economic motives. 

Levi-Strauss’s exchange theory, primarily discussed in his work ‘’The Elementary 

Structures of Kinship’’(1949), emerges as a critique of earlier interpretations of social 

exchange. He particularly challenged Frazer's utilitarian view of exchange in cross-

cousin marriage practices. Frazer had argued that exchange, especially in marriage, 

was an economic transaction driven by the need to secure a wife, often framed in 

material terms. Levi-Strauss rejected this, positing that the focus should not be on the 

material goods exchanged but on the exchange itself and its function within the broader 

social structure. This structural-exchange perspective emphasized that exchanges have 

societal functions that go beyond individual needs or economic considerations. 

One of the core arguments Levi-Strauss made was that social structures cannot be 

reduced to individual motivations or psychological needs, as suggested by behaviorist 

perspectives. For him, human action, especially regarding social exchanges, is 

fundamentally distinct from animal behavior. Unlike animals, humans are guided by 

cultural norms and values that shape their social interactions. This cultural dimension of 

exchange is what makes human societies distinctive, as humans carry learned 

behaviors and norms into their exchanges, ensuring these transactions align with 

societal expectations. 

Levi-Strauss also critiqued the psychological reductionism of behaviorism, which often 

treats human behavior as an extension of animal instincts. In disparity, Levi-Strauss 

argued that human exchanges are ruled by societal norms, rules, and values, which 

regulate the delivery of resources—whether material goods like wives or symbolic 

resources like prestige. He stressed that these norms ensure that exchange is not 

merely a matter of individual choice but is structured by larger societal imperatives. 

According to Levi-Strauss, exchanges are regulated by three key principles: 

1. Cost and Societal Regulation: All exchanges involve costs, but unlike 

economic or psychological explanations, these costs are not borne by the 

individual alone. Rather, they are imposed by societal norms and values. 
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Individuals participate in exchanges because social norms require it, not solely 

for personal gain. 

2. Scarcity and Value: The distribution of valued resources, both material and 

symbolic, is regulated by societal norms when those resources become scarce or 

highly valued. When something becomes essential or rare, society’s rules and 

values dictate how it should be distributed. 

3. Reciprocity: Exchanges are governed by reciprocity, wherein those who receive 

something of value are obligated to reciprocate in some way. This reciprocity is 

not always direct or mutual; in some cases, it involves indirect exchanges 

mediated by third parties, which Levi-Strauss termed "univocal" exchanges. 

These can be organized into complex networks that reflect broader social 

structures. 

These principles offer a more inclusive framework for understanding social exchanges, 

particularly in kinship systems like cross-cousin marriage. Levi-Strauss’s view of 

exchange as a structural function extended beyond individual interactions, suggesting 

that marriage and kinship exchanges serve larger societal functions and reinforce social 

solidarity. 

Levi-Strauss’s work marks a significant shift from earlier interpretations of exchange, 

such as Frazer’s economic utilitarianism and Mauss’s focus on social structures. Levi-

Strauss’s approach integrates these earlier insights but moves them forward by 

conceptualizing exchange not only as a direct transaction but also as a network of 

indirect exchanges that function to maintain social cohesion. 

The two major contributions of Levi-Strauss’s theory to modern sociological 

perspectives are: 

1. Social Structure Over Individual Motives: Levi-Strauss emphasized that the 

critical variables in analyzing exchange relations are not individual psychological 

motives but the underlying social structures. These structures shape and 

regulate exchanges, ensuring that they are aligned with broader societal needs. 

2. Complex Networks of Indirect Exchange: Exchange processes in social 

systems often extend beyond direct interactions and into complex networks 
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involving third parties. These networks not only result from social integration but 

also contribute to reinforcing and creating new forms of social organization. 

 

7.7 Summary 

In summary, Levi-Strauss’s exchange theory represents a culmination of a shift away 

from economic utilitarianism and psychological reductionism in the study of social 

exchanges. His work synthesizes and advances the aids of earlier anthropologists like 

Frazer, Malinowski, and Mauss, offering a more nuanced understanding of how 

exchange practices contribute to societal integration and cohesion. Through his 

conceptualization of exchange, Levi-Strauss laid the foundation for a structural analysis 

of human behavior that has deeply influenced contemporary sociological thought, 

demonstrating the profound relationship among social structure and the complex 

systems of secondary exchange that maintain it. 

 

7.8 Glossary  

 Group- a number of people or things that are together in the same place or 

that are connected in some way.  

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group who have 

shared customs and laws.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Behaviorism- a branch of psychology that focuses on how people absorb 

through their connections with the environment.  

 Principles- a rule for good behaviour, based on what a person believe is 

right.  

 Organization- a cluster of people who form a business, club, etc. together 

in order to achieve a particular aim.  

7.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. Social structure  

Ans2. Anthropologist  
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Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Social relation  

Ans2. Levi Strauss  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Individual, groups  

Ans2. Three  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Behaviorist 

Ans2. The structure of social theory   

Ans3. Psychological  

7.10 Suggested Readings  
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University of California Press. 
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Highlands: Humanities Press.  
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7.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Describe Levi Strauss definition and problems of methods.  

Q2. Describe the social morphology and group structure.  
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Q3. Explain the exchange theory.  

Q4. Define social statics and communication structure.  
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UNIT -8 

LEVI STRAUSS: STRUTURAL PERSPECTIVES 

STRUCTURE  

8.1 Introduction  

8.2 Learning Objectives  

8.3 Levi Strauss: Life and Times  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

8.4 Levi Strauss and Structuralism  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

8.5 Influences on Levi Strauss’s Structuralism 

Self- Check Exercise-3  

8.6 Structure as a Model  

8.6.1 Types of Model 

8.6.2 Structure as Model: A Brief Critique  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

8.7 Summary  

8.8 Glossary  

8.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

8.10 Suggested Readings  

8.11 Terminal Questions  

8.1 Introduction 

Anthropologists and sociologists also look for the underlying structures of human 

life. Claude Levi-Strauss was one of the most famous structural anthropologists. 

(1908 – 2009) He is unquestionably the founding and most important figure in 

anthropological structuralism. He was born in Brussels in 1908. and obtained a law 

degree from the University of Paris. He became a professor of sociology at the 

University of Sao Paulo in Brazil in 1934. It was at this time that he began to think 

about human thought cross-culturally when he was exposed to various cultures in 

Brazil. His first publication in anthropology appeared in 1936 and covered the 

social organization of the Bororo (Bohannan and Glazer 1988:423). After World 
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War II, he taught at the ‘’New School for Social Research’’ in New York. There he 

met Roman Jakobson, from whom he took the structural linguistics model and 

applied its framework to culture (Bohannan and Glazer 1988:423). Lévi-Strauss 

has been noted as singly associated with the elaboration of the structuralist 

paradigm in anthropology (Winthrop 1991) argued that certain rituals, habits, and 

behaviors were based upon the familial roles and interactions of a culture. These 

underlying structures of family and kinship inform how the people interact locally 

and how they interrelate with other tribes, nations, etc. Consider how marriage 

rules, incest taboos, and name changes structure the way men and women 

interact. 

The basic idea behind structuralism is that individual and collective behaviors 

emerge from some underlying structure. With Saussure and the linguists, the 

structure is an abstract system of interrelated concepts. With the Marxists and 

anthropologists, the structures are daily, physical interactions and rules and codes, 

respectively. 

 

8.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Know about Levi- Strauss life.  

 Discuss structure as a model.  

 Understand the types of models.  

8.3 Levi-Strauss: Life and Times 

Claude Levi Strauss was born in Brussels, Belgium in the year 1908. He studied in 

France, like many of the Belgians of his time. He studied law and philosophy at the 

Sorbonne in Paris. But was drawn to anthropology and when he travelled to Sao 

Paulo University in Brazil, as a visiting professor, he then traveled to the Amazon 

forest and studied the indigenous tribes of the area, which drew him further into 

anthropological field. His wife, Dina, as a professor of ethnology at the university 

and perhaps contributed to his growing fascination with the anthropology. This was 

when he became a part of a mission to Brazil, where he began his research of the 

primitive tribes, inspired by Lowie’s work Primitive Society (1920). He remained 
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very keen on studying Indians, who were considered as ‘primitives’ at that time. 

During his four years in Brazil, however, he started by studying the Guaycuru and 

Bororo tribes, while staying among them for several days. It was this method of 

conducting research, which gradually, paved a way for his ideas on ‘structure as a 

model’. During World War II he was conscripted to the army and served France, 

after he fulfilled his commitment and was free, he moved to New York where he 

taught at the New School of Research and at the Ecole Libre des Hautes Etudes 

which he cofounded with other French emigrates in New York. In early 1940s, 

when Levi Strauss moved to New York, he got heavily influenced by the works of 

linguistics like Roman Jakobson and Nikolai Trubetsky. Their concept of 

phonological oppositions had a huge impact on his ideas on structuralism. For 

instance: in Jakobson’s linguistic analysis, he argued for breaking down the 

complex units of speech into ‘morphemes’, which according to him were the 

ultimate constituent of the speech and the most meaningful part of it too. In this 

way, he built a case for how morphemes could be differentiated from each other 

and could lay at the root of understanding complex linguistic compositions. Much 

in the same way, Levi-Strauss gave the idea of models, which according to him 

could be the identifying feature of the social structures. While in US he was 

influenced by the American Anthropologist Franz Boas, who believed that societies 

cannot be differentiated on the basis of the progression like evolutionary theorist 

did. Boas believed that all societies have histories and in order to treat illiterate 

and literate societies the same way one must focus on things other than texts. One 

can see that Levi-Strauss examines myths, among other things across cultures to 

understand the underlying structures or mental categories. 

 He returned to Paris to receive his doctorate. Professor Levi-Strauss rose to 

prominence the next year when he published, ‘The Elementary Structures of 

Kinship’. This work turned out to be his magnum opus and was revered in the 

circles of Anthropology. 

He was born in the era when James George Frazer, who is considered as the 

founder of social anthropology in Great Britain, was working on discourses about 

primitive nations. On one hand, his method of research did not include anything 
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like meeting or staying with his subjects, personally. On the other hand, Strauss’s 

approach was totally different and became a big milestone for social anthropology. 

According to his approach, society must be considered as a collection of given 

facts which must be observed in detail and by ethnologist himself. 

 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. Claude Levi Strauss was born in ------------in the year-------- 

Q2. Strauss studies law philosophy at the Sorbonne in--------------- 

Q3. Who wrote the book The Elementary Structure of Kinship?  

8.4 Levi-Strauss’s Structuralism  

Structuralism is a theoretical approach in sociology used to analyze culture, which 

encompasses the learned ideas and behaviors shaping a society. The concept was 

significantly developed by Claude Lévi-Strauss, who argued that human culture is 

fundamentally a reflection of the underlying structures of the human mind. According to 

Lévi-Strauss, human actions are not solely influenced by external social or 

environmental factors but are shaped by the innate cognitive structures shared by all 

individuals. 

A key aspect of his theory is the assertion that the cognitive framework of so-called 

"primitive" societies is no different from that of "civilized" societies. Structuralism, as 

defined by scholars, seeks to uncover the fundamental patterns of thought that guide 

human activities (Angela, 2009). Lévi-Strauss illustrated this concept through the 

example of food preferences. He observed that across cultures, people tend to prefer 

cooked meat over raw meat. This preference, he suggested, does not stem from 

cultural conditioning but rather from an inherent mental structure that perceives cooked 

meat as more desirable. 

Moreover, Lévi-Strauss proposed that human thought operates through binary 

oppositions. People understand concepts by contrasting them with their opposites—for 

instance, comprehending heat requires an understanding of cold, and recognizing light 

necessitates experiencing darkness. These dualistic patterns of thought, according to 

structuralism, are fundamental to human cognition and shape cultural expressions 

universally. 
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When Levi Structure as a Model -Strauss refers to structure, it is not in the way of the 

overt structures which are observable on the surface in a society, rather to the deeper 

abstract and unconscious logical structures that lie under the overt structures. These 

structures, as discussed above, remain abstract and conceptual. As a result of which, 

they remain inaccessible to the understanding of the people practicing them and can 

only be accessed by the analyst himself. For Levi-Strauss society is a system of logical 

structures.  

So basically, Levi-Strauss saw culture only as a means of communication. In other 

words, from his perspective, culture becomes a system of transmission of meanings. 

Such meanings function towards holding the society together as a system of exchange. 

These vehicles of transmission of meaning in any given social structure included all the 

myths, folklore, stories and even ritual practices and beliefs which together constituted 

the essential core of what he understood as a culture. 

However, the most significant contribution of Claude Levi-Strauss to the learning of 

social structure remains his cross-cultural analysis of myths and kinship systems. Based 

on which, in his acclaimed essay, ‘Social Structure’ (1953), he keen out that social 

structure refers to the models that emerge from the empirical realities. He writes: “The 

term ‘social structure’ has nothing to do with empirical realism, but with models that are 

made up after it.” (1953: 279). Understood like this, all the components of a social 

structure, including myths, rituals, folklores, language and cultural beliefs become a part 

of the models, on which a social structure is built. According to him, these models act as 

methods to study the social relations, that make up for a given social structure. By 

studying the models, one may understand the social relations in a given social structure.  

 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. Within sociology, structuralism is basically one of the methods to study----------

------ 

Q2. What is culture?  

Q3. Levi Strauss saw culture as only a -------------- 

Q4. Claude Levi-Strauss to the study of social structure remains his cross-cultural 

analysis of ------------- and -------------systems. 
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8.5 Influences on Levi-Strauss’s Structuralism 

Claude Levi-Strauss was strongly influenced by Ferdinand de Saussure and his concept 

of ‘Linguistic Structuralism’. It was Saussure who coined the ‘structuralism’ through his 

publications in the early twentieth century. In his concept of linguistic structuralism, 

Saussure argued that language is constructed on the basis of certain invisible rules. 

Those who speak the language know these rules but remain unable to articulate them. 

All the native speakers of the language, thus, speak it fluently and without investing any 

thought into the rules of that language. They may even have the understanding to 

correct if someone speaks their language incorrectly, yet they may not be aware about 

the grammatical rules of the language, just as efficiently as an expert linguist. This 

indicates to the fact, according to Saussure, that those speaking the language 

internalise it to the level of their unconscious without any clear or direct knowledge of its 

underlying rules. Levi-Strauss implements this same understanding to the case of 

culture. He argues that in the case of culture too, the practitioners are aware of the rules 

and resultant cultural practices, but they do not know the reasons that remain behind 

the surface of the rules. So, he underlines that an anthropologist must look deeper and 

unravel the reasons that guide certain rules on which a given culture operates. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Levi Strauss strongly influenced by---------------- 

Q2. Saussure gave the concept of --------------------- 

8.6 Structure as a Model 

Levi-Strauss believed that there is a systematic relationship between the observable 

and structural realities. And, it is on the basis of the former that models emerge. While 

explaining the logic behind this, he asserts that “the model should be constructed so as 

to make intelligible all the observed facts.” (1953: 280). Let us try to understand this: 

According to Levi-Strauss, there is a difference between social structure and social 

relations. Social relations are the relationships between people, which are empirical, i.e. 

directly observable. It is through these observations of the social relations that models 

of social structure are developed. So, he understands social relations as basically the 
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raw material out of which the models making up the social structure are built. This tells 

us what a model is not. Firstly, models are not the observable social relations. 

Secondly, models are the obvious ethnographic reality that an anthropologist observes 

in the field. Thirdly, models are also not the lived reality as explained by the 

respondents of the anthropologist, whom he interviews in the field. Then, Levi-Strauss 

also goes on to tell us what exactly are the models. According to him, models are the 

hidden and the unconscious reality, which according to him are the actual social 

structure of the society. To construct a model, Levi-Strauss guides that an 

anthropologist needs to conceptually articulate it through a process of abstraction. A 

model, even though reached through a process of abstraction, reflects the actual 

structure of any given society. Just like Saussure’s insistence on reaching the actual 

reasons guiding the grammatical rules of a language (Refer to Box 1). However, Levi-

Strauss further cautions that even though a model is a ‘true description ’of a society, it 

does not represent the entire society, but just its structure. In simpler terms, a model is 

an expression of how a society works and what determines the underlying principles of 

it operation. In his vision the basic aim of anthropology is to construct such models. 

Example of a Model: Munda Kinship Structure 

Each Munda village is separated into two social groups, known as paharkhut and 

mundakhut, respectively. While the religious chief of the village comes from the first, the 

secular chief came from the second. While the first is older and superior, the other khut 

is the contrary - younger and inferior. Yet, both belong to the same clan, known as kili. 

Both the khuts use the same totem, but they cannot inter-marry. Marriages are only 

allowed between khuts belonging to different clans and villages. However, certain rules 

are further prescribed for such marriages - firstly, if a marriage takes place between two 

khut of two different villages, other marriages of the same type are sanctioned within the 

limits of the same generation. But, a prohibition ensues for the following generations for 

such marriages, which lasts as long as the first couples live, and even as long as both 

khut preserve the social relations derived from the intermarriage. Secondly on the 

contrary, if a marriage has taken place between paharkhut of one village and 

mundakhut of another, this type of marriage is prohibited in the following generation, 

while that between two paharkhutand that between two mundakhut, are allowed.  
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Now, according to this model Levi-Strauss is trying to elucidate how the Munda society 

works. In this, the khuts are actually the lineages. While there may be more lineages 

within a village, the two discussed figure out to be the most dominant of all among the 

Mundas. Such a tendency of the villages to associate with just one dominant clan 

and/or lineage has led to the preference for village exogamy, making these clans strictly 

exogamous. This model is identified with patrilineal cross-cousin marriage. The model 

highlights a rule of ‘delay’ in ensuing generations. In this model of patrilineal alliance it is 

the reciprocity that is delayed, the return of the woman who is to replace that one taken 

in the previous generation. There is no question of the complete prohibition on the 

realliance in the following generation, which is the key feature of the actual Munda 

system, according to Levi-Strauss. His example of a structure as a model can also very 

well be employed to understand the basic features of a model, in Levi Straussian 

understanding: 

 A model describes structures that make a society. Not society as a whole, 

rather just to explain how a society works.  

 A model aims at making intelligible the complex social interactions in a 

given structure. 

  The structure exhibits the characteristics of a system. It is made up of 

several elements, none of which can undergo a change without effecting 

changes in all the other elements.  

According to Levi-Strauss, there is more than one possible model to describe the given 

situation. Nevertheless, we must use the model that is the simplest and that meets two 

criteria: first, it is based on the empirical facts; second, it can explain all the situations in 

a satisfactory manner. He furthermore calls such a model as ‘real’ or ‘true’ model. After 

the identification of this model, the research must continue towards the second phase 

i.e., of experimentation, when the model is subjected to experiments and its behaviour 

is observed in order to elucidate the properties of a structure. These two phases of 

research - the observation phase and the experimentation phase, constitute the 

structural analysis of the models. Lévi-Strauss describes experimentation as the 
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systematic comparison of various models, whether similar or different, to determine 

which one most accurately explains the observed phenomena. 

8.6.1 Types of Models 

Levi-Strauss provides two different ways of distinctive between different types of 

models: 

Conscious vs. Unconscious Models 

 The models through which a society views itself are known as ‘conscious models’. 

These are the models that remain on the surface and are readily observable. These are 

also known as homemade models, norms or what Levi Strauss calls as ‘insider’s 

models. But under the conscious models, lie the ‘deeper structures’, with which a 

society is not directly or consciously aware of. These, he called as ‘unconscious model’. 

An anthropologist’s engagement with these deeper structures, lead to the construction 

of models in Levi-Straussian sense. Levi Strauss strongly believed that observing 

conscious models is something that leads one to perpetuate the phenomena and not 

just to explain it. However, he cautions further that conscious models are not redundant 

in this process, as they are immediately observable and leads one to deeper structure 

that lie underneath. 

Levi-Strauss argued that the objective characteristics of a social fact, by which a society 

is governed forms the subjective consciousness of those inhabiting that society. He 

further guides that to explore these is a subject matter of the history discipline, while the 

anthropology must study what he called as the ‘unconscious foundation’ of these social 

facts. In this argument of Levi-Strauss, a clear influence of Boas can be observed, in 

which he argued that unless the knowledge of scientific grammar, the structure of a 

language, its phonetics, the very sound of each unit remains unknown to the 

consciousness of the speakers. A purposeful analysis is required to make them aware 

of all these elements of a language’s structure. Boas argues that is because language 

and its usage comes so naturally to a native speaker that seldom does he consciously 

feel the need to explore its deeper structures. Such structures or processes emerge at 

the level of ‘unconscious mental processes’ of a speaker. Similarly, Levi Strauss asserts 

that all types of social phenomena (language, beliefs, social prescriptions and 
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prohibitions, and customs) have this in common, that their elaboration in the mind is at 

the level of unconscious thought. 

1. Thus, the elements of subjective consciousness of a society like religion, 

customs, tradition, beliefs and practices, among others are all conscious 

models, which are constructed by the society itself. They do not explain 

their structure or meaning; thus, they could mislead an anthropologist. Yet 

this does not undermine their significance as a part of social life. This is 

what leads Levi-Strauss to believe that they may lead to the deeper 

structures that exist underneath them. He calls them as ‘norms’. On the 

other hand, there are unconscious models. These are the models that are 

composed by the anthropologist himself to account for the unconscious 

structure that form the reason for the observable elements of the social 

structure. 

Hence, Levi-Strauss goes on to the level of calling conscious models as a nuisance, 

because they stand in-between the anthropologist and the actual structures of his 

concern. He even said that more the number of conscious models, lesser would be the 

possibility of achieving the accurate unconscious models. Since informants, according 

to him, have no understanding of the unconscious models, it remains the responsibility 

of the anthropologist to construct these for himself, by studying carefully the 

unconscious structures of the informant’s mind.  

Levi-Strauss’ distinction between the conscious and unconscious models has been both 

- accepted as well as critiqued - by his succeeding anthropologists and his 

contemporaries. So, for instance: Anthropologist David Goddard accepts Levi-

Straussian distinction between these models. In which, he says conscious models are 

required as they direct individuals how to behave with each other in a given society. 

Thus, they impose what he called as ‘conceptual order’ on the affairs of man, on their 

dealings with one another and with nature. On the other hand, Hugo G. Nutini roughly 

critiqued this distinction. According to him, conscious models should not be called as 

models at all as they do not help anthropologist in revealing the underlying structures, 

he is looking to study. The conscious models do not even reveal why societies try to 
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cover what Levi-Strauss saw as unconscious models. Thus, they lack any functional 

utility and thus, should become redundant to anthropologist’s observations. 

Mechanical vs. Statistical Models  

Levi-Strauss defined mechanical models as those models, which exist on the ‘same 

scale ’as the phenomenon itself. And, when the models and the phenomenon lie of a 

‘different scale’, they are called statistical model. Even though, he does not anywhere 

explicitly mention as to what he meant by ‘scale’, something to make this distinction 

clearer can be observed through the subsequent examples that he gives in the further 

discussion. He gives an example of rules of marriage. When marriage rules align 

completely with social groupings, placing them on the same scale, the resulting model is 

mechanical. However, when multiple factors influence marriage patterns, compelling 

individuals to deviate from established norms, the resulting model becomes statistical.  

So, one can accomplish that by scale - same or distinct - he meant when people do just 

as they say, it is a same scale; and on the contrary, when they do not do what they say, 

it is a different scale. In other words, the connection between the scale of the model and 

the scale of the phenomena regulates whether a model is mechanical or statistical. 

According to Levi-Strauss, this differentiation remains significant for two reasons. First, 

it allows for the identification of similarities and differences across disciplines, leading to 

a deeper understanding of various issues. Second, differentiating between mechanical 

and statistical models helps clarify the function of the comparative method in structural 

studies. With a knowledge of differences in scales, one is equipped to bring out a better 

comparative examination of the social structure.  

A few underlying features of this distinction have been further highlighted by Levi-

Strauss:  

When analyzing the same data from different perspectives, it can lead to the development of 

both statistical and mechanical models. To illustrate this concept, an example of suicide is 

provided, demonstrating how the phenomenon can be examined at two distinct levels. A 

mechanical model can be created by analyzing individual cases, considering factors such as the 

victim’s personality, life history, and the nature of the primary and secondary groups they were 

part of. On the other hand, a statistical model can be developed by calculating suicide rates 

over a specific period across different societies and groups. 
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Additionally, it is suggested that these two types of models can be converted into one 

another. To elaborate on this idea, the example of elementary and complex kinship 

structures is presented. In elementary structures, prospective spouses must be chosen 

from specific groups or categories. However, when these rules are followed only to a 

limited extent, both statistical and mechanical models become necessary to accurately 

explain the system 

The classification of models among mechanical and statistical is considered as a one of 

the significant contributions of Levi-Strauss to the study of social structures. Providing 

this observation, Nutini (1965) points out that while mechanical models can be 

understood as ‘ideal form ’of human behaviour, statistical models show ‘the actual 

’behaviour. He also agrees with Levi-Strauss that both the models are complementary 

to each other, as there can be no society which would always behave ideally without 

any aberrance, nor there can be a society which would not have any conception of ideal 

behaviour. 

8.6.2 Structure as Model: A Brief Critique 

Many have critiqued Levi Strauss' idea of constructing models to explain social structure 

for a very elementary reason that they are constructed by the anthropologist himself, 

purely founded on his own sympathetic of the structure. According to them, in such a 

situation the primary concern remains that how well does such model represent the 

actual facts. Many including Edmund Leach have questioned the authenticity of the 

models hence constructed, as they believed such models could be fictional or trivial 

based on elementary logic. They also question Levi-Strauss’s total neglect of the 

empirical facts in illustrating his idea of model construction. As critiqued by Jerzy 

Topolski, “model is not subject to test by empirical data”. Similarly, according to 

Kaufman, the Straussian idea of structure as model remains unreliable. He further 

points out that reducing a model to anthropologist’s own construction is actually 

removing the structure from from to human dimension to some other.  

Another strong critic of Levi-Strauss’s models is Lewis Maybury. According to him, the 

analysis based on model is not relevant because the model does not represent the 

social interactions sufficiently. He contends that social relationships cannot be 

represented by symbols in the same manner as mathematical relationships. As a result, 
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sociological models cannot be manipulated in the same way that mathematical 

equations can.s 

Conclusions drawn from such models without a simultaneous consideration of the data 

from which the models were constructed run a serious risk of error.” Thus, according to 

him, different models are not comparable to each other. 

 

Self- Check Exercise-4 

Q1. Levi- Strauss believed that there is a systematic relationship between --------

and---------------- 

Q2. According to Levi- Strauss what do you mean by models?  

Q3. What are the types of models?  

Q4. Which model exists the similar scale as the phenomena itself?   

8.7 Summary  

According to Levi Strauss, human culture is just an expression of the underlying 

structures of the human mind. Humans act as we do, not because of where we live or 

other social factors, but because of the real structure of the human mind. He pointed out 

that such structures are actually the models that emerge from the empirical realities. 

The model should be constructed so as to make intelligible all the observed facts. 

Models refer to an unconscious and hidden reality which he believed to be the actual 

social structure of the society. To construct a model, Levi-Strauss guides that an 

anthropologist needs to conceptually articulate it through a process of abstraction. A 

model, even though reached through a process of abstraction, reflects the actual 

structure of any given society. However, Levi-Strauss further cautions that even though 

a model is a ‘true description ’of a society, it does not represent the entire society, but 

just its structure. In simpler terms, a model is an expression of how a society works and 

what determines the underlying principles of it operation.  

Claude Lévi-Strauss categorizes models into two primary types: conscious and 

unconscious models, as well as mechanical and statistical models. Conscious models 

represent the way a society perceives and understands itself, essentially acting as 

insider perspectives. Beneath these, there exist deeper, underlying structures known as 

unconscious models, which influence society without being directly recognized. 
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8.8 Glossary  

 Culture- the customs, ideas, beliefs, etc. of a particular society, country etc.  

 Folklore- the body of expressive culture shared by a particular group of 

people, culture or subculture.  

 Ritual- an action, ceremony or process which is always done the same 

way.  

 Myths- a story from past times, especially one about gods and men of 

courage.  

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought f as a group, who have 

shared customs and laws.  

 

 

 

 

8.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Brussels, 1908  

Ans2. Paris  

Ans3. Claude Levi- Strauss  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Culture  

Ans2. Learned ideas and behaviour 

Ans3. Myths, Kinship system  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Ferdinand Saussure  
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Ans2. Linguistic structuralism  

Self- Check Exervcsie-4  

Ans1. Observable, structural realities  

Ans2. Hidden and unconscious realities  

Ans3. Conscious vs. unconscious, mechanical vs. statistical  

Ans4. Mechanical models  

s 

 Doland, Angela (4 November 2009). "Anthropology Giant Claude Levi-

Strauss dead at 100". Seattle Times. Associated Press.  

 Goddard, David.(1965). Conceptions of structure in Lévi – Strauss and in 

British anthropology. Social Research, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp. 408 - 427  

 Kaufman, Eleanor.(2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  

 Leach, E. R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia 

of Social Sciences (Vol. 14, pp. 482-489). McMillan Co. & Free 

Press. 

 Lévi-Strauss, C. (1953). Social Structure. In A. L. Kroeber (Ed.), 

Anthropology Today. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 Lévi-Strauss, C. (1963). The Elementary Structures of Kinship. 

Boston: Beacon Press. 

 Lévi-Strauss, C. (1966). The Savage Mind. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

8.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the life of Levi Strauss.  
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Q2. Discuss the structure as a model.  

Q3. What are the types of models? 

Q4. Define structure as model a brief critique. 
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9.1Introduction 

The concept of 'structure' (derived from the Latin term structura, meaning to construct) 

has been applied to human societies since the 19th century. Prior to this, the term was 

more commonly used in disciplines such as construction and biology. According to the 

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (1999), structure has three main interpretations: 

(i) the manner in which something is organized or assembled (e.g., the human body's 

structure); (ii) a specific system, pattern, or institution (e.g., class structure, salary 

structure); and (iii) an entity composed of interconnected components (e.g., a single-

storey structure). 

In social anthropology, the study of structure encompasses all three meanings, 

emphasizing the interconnectivity of parts within a society. The concept of social 

structure suggests that societal components are not isolated but interrelated through 

various relationships. Herbert Spencer introduced the organic analogy, suggesting that 

society functions similarly to a living organism. He argued that just as organisms consist 

of interdependent parts, societies are composed of interlinked institutions and 

relationships (Barnes, 1948; Harris, 1968). The organic analogy is preferred over 

others, such as the solar system or atomic models, due to its tangible and 

comprehensible nature, making it more effective for understanding social structure. 

For those who consider structure an essential analytical concept, society is perceived 

as an organized entity where interconnected elements form a unified whole. Thus, 

social structure can be understood as the configuration of relationships among different 

elements, forming an integrated system that can be analyzed by examining its 

individual components. 

9.2LearningObjectives 

After studying this section, one should be able to: 

 Comprehend the theory of social structure. 

 Analyze social behavior. 

 Understand the concept of social roles. 
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9.3S.F.Nadel:LifeandContributions 

Siegfried Frederick Nadel, born in Vienna in 1903, pursued his academic career 

primarily in England, where he was influenced by Malinowski. Though trained in 

psychology and music, his most notable contributions were in Sudanese ethnography. 

His works include A Black Byzantium (1942) and The Nuba (1947). Unlike many of his 

contemporaries in British anthropology, Nadel prioritized theoretical rigor, as 

demonstrated in The Foundations of Social Anthropology (1951) and his posthumous 

work, The Theory of Social Structure (1957). His contributions significantly shaped the 

understanding of social structure. 

Self-Check Exercise 1 

1. Where was Nadel born? 

2. In which fields was Nadel initially trained? 

3. Who formulated the theory of social structure? 

9.4 Theory of Social Structure 

Nadel, a close associate of Radcliffe-Brown, further developed the theory of social 

structure in his 1957 work, The Theory of Social Structure. He proposed that society 

can be analyzed from two perspectives: (i) actions, such as kinship and economic 

exchanges, and (ii) group formations, such as families and clans. He also noted the 

presence of social and cultural factors that exist independently of established social 

structures. 

Nadel acknowledged that the concept of social structure remains under scrutiny due to 

its broad and sometimes ambiguous usage. He suggested two possible approaches: 

either eliminating the term from anthropological discourse due to its lack of precision or 

refining it with a narrowly defined meaning. 

9.4.1 Definition of Social Structure 

Nadel defined social structure as a distinguishable framework, an organized 

arrangement of components within society. He emphasized that social structure 

pertains to the external aspects of society rather than its functional dynamics. 
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According to him, it represents a network of social relationships formed through human 

interactions, governed by their societal status and cultural patterns. He proposed that 

social structure comprises three fundamental elements: 

1. A group of individuals. 

2. Institutionalized norms that regulate interactions among members. 

3. Standardized patterns of interaction reflecting societal organization. 

These institutionalized rules and patterns contribute to societal stability by dictating 

individual statuses and roles. The hierarchical arrangement of these elements ensures 

order and continuity in social structures. 

Nadel further elaborated that while a basic definition of structure can be agreed upon, 

complications arise when applying it to sociological data. He identified three key 

dichotomies that must be resolved for a clearer understanding of social structure: 

 Structure vs. Function 

 Structure vs. Qualitative Character 

 Structure vs. Process 

Without addressing these distinctions, it becomes challenging to formulate a 

comprehensive theory of social structure. He concluded that social structure is best 

understood by abstracting patterns of relationships from observable behaviors, focusing 

on how individuals interact through defined roles. This approach enables a deeper 

analysis of social behavior and roles within society. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. With whom was Nadel closely associated? 

2. How many perspectives did Nadel propose for analyzing society? 

3. Who defined social structure as an organized arrangement of parts? 
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4. How many fundamental elements of society did Nadel identify 

9.5 Social Behaviour:  

Social behavior refers to the patterned ways in which individuals act within groups, over 

time, and across various social settings. It is institutionalized, meaning it follows specific 

norms and expectations that define consistent relationships in society. However, the 

behavior itself is not adamant but can vary depending on the context and situation. 

What remains constant is the general nature of the relationships, such as friendship, 

respect, or parental bonds, which are often influenced by cultural norms. The essence 

of these relationships is not just in the actions themselves, but in the underlying 

emotional and qualitative elements, such as distinguishing love from friendship or 

loyalty from servility. 

A critical aspect of social behavior is the roles individuals adopt, either consciously or 

unconsciously, within these relationships. According to sociologist Nadel, social 

structure is determined not merely by the relationships themselves but by the order in 

which these relationships exist. This implies that relationships are structured through 

roles, which are the key to understanding social organization. There are two types of 

order: one within a specific relationship, ensuring its consistency, and one between 

various relationships that connect the broader social structure. 

9.5.1 Role Classification: Ascribed and Achieved Roles 

Linton introduced a framework for understanding roles based on whether they are 

ascribed or achieved. Ascribed roles are those individuals are born into or assigned 

without regard to their personal abilities, such as gender, age, or social class. These 

roles are clear from birth and come with certain expectations, making them easier to 

train for and perform. In contrast, achieved roles are those acquired through individual 

effort and merit. People gain these roles through competition or performance, such as 

becoming a doctor or a scholar. 

Further, roles can be classified based on the social domains in which they are enacted. 

Aidan Southall’s five categories—kinship, economic, political, religious, and 
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recreational—highlight the diversity of roles people occupy. Nadel combines Linton’s 

ascribed/achieved distinction with such categories to refine the understanding of social 

roles. However, he suggests that ascribed roles, like kinship or sex-based roles, could 

be grouped under broader categories like "recruitment roles." 

Relational and Non-Relational Roles 

Nadel also differentiates between relational roles and non-relational roles. Relational 

roles are those that exist in pairs or networks of relationships, meaning their 

significance is tied to the role they are paired with. For instance, the role of a doctor is 

inherently tied to that of a patient; similarly, the role of a husband has meaning only in 

relation to the role of a wife. On the other hand, non-relational roles define expected 

behavior independently, such as the roles of a king, poet, or scholar. These roles are 

less about interpersonal relationships and more about societal expectations or 

behaviors. 

One interesting point Nadel discusses is the role of sex, which could be classified 

differently in various contexts. He contends that sex roles belong more in the category 

of non-relational roles, but this perspective might be debatable. Nonetheless, it 

illustrates the challenge of fitting all roles into a single classification. 

Role Differentiation 

Finally, Nadel highlights role differentiation, the degree to which different roles are 

independent of each other. Highly differentiated roles, such as that of a golfer, can exist 

independently across various social categories (age, gender, class). In contrast, roles 

like that of a priest are closely tied to specific criteria (e.g., education, disposition, 

gender) and have a narrower scope of participation in the social structure. 

 

NADEL’S ROLE CLASSIFICATION 

Ascribed Role  Ascribed Role  Relational  

Non- Relation Non-Relational Symmetri Asymmetri
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In examining the role of physicians, sociologists do not focus on the technical expertise 

required to apply medical skills. Instead, they explore the broader implications of 

professional expertise within the medical field. Their analysis extends to the 

organizational structure of healthcare, the relationships between doctors and their 

colleagues, and the interactions between medical professionals and patients. 

Additionally, they investigate how patients relate to hospital staff, their families, and 

even one another. 

Sociologists typically view the specific duties tied to a role as predefined. Their primary 

interest lies not in the tasks themselves, but in understanding how various methods of 

organizing these tasks influence larger systems. For example, if general practitioners 

routinely refer complicated cases to specialists, it could lead to a decrease in their 

involvement with their own practice, potentially diminishing the quality of care they offer. 

Although the optimal allocation of medical skills is a sociological concern, the question 

of how to treat an individual patient is not. 

The difference between sociology and social psychology becomes clear when studying 

role conflict. Social scientists frequently analyze situations where individuals occupy 
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roles with conflicting expectations. One example is a military chaplain, who functions as 

both a religious leader and a commissioned officer. If not carefully managed, troops 

may view the chaplain more as an officer than as a spiritual guide. Social psychologists 

primarily examine the effects of these conflicting expectations on individuals and how 

they resolve such conflicts. In contrast, sociologists analyze the impact of these conflicts 

(or the lack thereof) on societal structures. 

For instance, in Britain, some religious denominations permit women to become 

ministers, while others do not. A sociologist might ask why this is the case and what 

social consequences arise when an individual occupies both the roles of a woman and 

a religious leader. In smaller, traditional societies, certain role combinations are 

restricted, whereas urban societies often allow greater flexibility. However, there has yet 

to be a detailed exploration of the broader implications of such comparisons. As more 

sociological studies examine role dynamics, the perception that role studies belong 

solely to social psychology is expected to diminish. 

9.5.2 Critique 

One challenge in categorizing roles is distinguishing between roles that exist in relation 

to one additional and those that function independently. This distinction leads to the 

classification of roles into two types: relational and non-relational. When roles are 

classified based on their characteristics rather than their content, paired roles do not 

necessarily have to be treated separately. However, the factors used for classification 

may sometimes be unrelated to the primary function of these roles. 

For example, kinship roles are inherently paired—such as the relationship between a 

mother and her son. However, a mother's specific behavior toward her son is not what 

determines her role's classification. Instead, the classification depends on factors such 

as the level of prestige associated with being a mother, the privileges it grants in 

interacting with other mothers, and its relevance in social interactions beyond the 

immediate family. While removing content-based elements can be useful in certain role 

analyses, it also presents limitations in other contexts. 
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Self-Check Exercise 3 

Q1. __________ refers to standardized or relatively predictable patterns of behavior 

within and between groups, contributing to the continuity of social structures. 

Q2. What are the different types of roles, according to Ralph Linton? 

Q3. The role that individuals can attain through competition and personal effort is known 

as __________. 

9.6 A Synthesis of Structural Functionalism: S.F. Nadel’s Contribution 

S.F. Nadel’s theoretical contributions to the concept of social structure are best 

articulated in his posthumously published work, The Theory of Social Structure (1957). 

He sought to bridge the gap between structuralist and functionalist perspectives, 

arguing that a purely structuralist approach was insufficient without incorporating 

functionalism. 

Critique of Existing Theories 

Nadel diverged from Radcliffe-Brown’s assertion that social structure is a directly 

observable entity, instead treating it as an abstraction derived from social interactions. 

Simultaneously, he opposed Lévi-Strauss’s claim that social structure is entirely 

detached from empirical reality. Drawing from Radcliffe-Brown, Nadel acknowledged 

that every individual occupies a specific position within the social structure. However, he 

moved beyond this by conceptualizing individuals as actors performing roles within a 

larger network of social relations. This abstraction, he maintained, remained grounded 

in reality. He emphasized that social structure is not merely an underlying logic but a 

tangible aspect of social reality itself. 

Core Elements of Social Structure 

For Nadel, social structure comprises interconnected roles, and the pattern of these 

relationships forms the foundation of a society. He defined social structure as the 

network of institutionalized relationships among individuals engaged in role-based 

interactions. His perspective suggests that structural analysis requires isolating 
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relational features from observed behaviors, ignoring non-systematic elements, and 

identifying the positions of different components in relation to one another. Importantly, 

these structures remain relatively stable despite variations in the specific individuals or 

groups enacting them. 

Nadel translated this theoretical framework into a sociological context, highlighting three 

key elements essential for understanding society: 

1. A collective of individuals forming a social group. 

2. Institutionalized norms that regulate interactions among members. 

3. An established pattern of relationships emerging from these interactions. 

The endurance of these institutionalized norms fosters societal order, dictating the roles 

and statuses of individuals within a structured framework. 

Resolving Key Dichotomies 

Nadel addressed three conceptual dichotomies critical to the understanding of social 

structure: 

1. Structure vs. Function: While structure defines the framework, function pertains 

to the roles and purposes of its components. A holistic analysis requires 

integrating both aspects. 

2. Structure vs. Qualitative Character: Structural patterns persist despite 

changes in individual actors or variations in concrete expressions. 

3. Structure vs. Process: Social structures remain stable over time, even as 

individual behaviors within them adapt to varying circumstances. 

Institutionalized social behaviors, characterized by their consistency and adherence to 

established conventions, may not always be concretely observable in every instance. 

Instead, they serve as abstract categories inferred from recurring social actions. This 

abstraction allows for the examination of how individuals operate both as autonomous 

agents and as participants within broader social frameworks. 
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9.7 Summary  

The concept of social structure has long been a subject of fascination and debate 

among anthropologists and sociologists, with many scholars contributing to the 

discussion in various ways. A.L. Kroeber (1948) described this concept as a “pleasant 

puzzle,” one that has inspired diverse viewpoints on the components and nature of 

society. Two main questions have emerged from this ongoing debate: (i) among which 

segments of society do structural relationships exist? and (ii) is social structure a 

tangible reality, or simply a theoretical model constructed by researchers? 

One major perspective comes from Claude Lévi-Strauss, who connects social 

structure to his structuralist approach. For him, social structure is a model designed to 

analyze social behavior, focusing on universal mental processes rooted in human 

biochemistry. In contrast, A.R. Radcliffe-Brown views social structure as an empirical 

reality, an actual entity that forms the core subject matter of social anthropology and 

sociology. While Radcliffe-Brown’s approach emphasizes the study of social systems 

as they exist, scholars like George Murdock were more skeptical of a purely 

functionalist, synchronic approach to social structure. 

S.F. Nadel proposed a synthesis of these contrasting views, arguing that social 

structure represents a defined arrangement of parts within a network of social relations 

created through human interactions. According to Nadel, these interactions follow 

societal patterns that shape individuals' roles based on their status. Meanwhile, E.R. 

Leach, who criticized Radcliffe-Brown's synchronic functionalism, explored social 

structure in relation to change, employing structuralism to understand local or regional 

structures. His approach is often referred to as “neo-structuralism” (Kuper 1996), 

marking a departure from fixed functionalist views. 

Raymond Firth also critiqued the static nature of synchronic functionalism and leaned 

toward a dynamic or diachronic understanding of social structures. He emphasized the 

need to observe real behavioral variations to uncover the processes of social change. 

Similarly, Meyer Fortes considered social structure not merely as a component of 
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culture but as the framework through which an entire culture of a people could be 

understood. 

E.E. Evans-Pritchard, inspired by his work with the Nuer, introduced a distinctive 

perspective. Rather than beginning with the individual, as Radcliffe-Brown did, Evans-

Pritchard focused on groups to explore social structure. For him, social structure 

represented the relationships between groups, echoing Radcliffe-Brown’s concept of 

“structural form.” 

Émile Durkheim drew an analogy between society and organic life, arguing that just as 

the functioning of an organism’s biological structure supports its life, so too does social 

structure underpin the functioning of social life. Finally, Rodney Needham, initially 

drawn to structuralism and influenced by linguistics, sought to explain the diversity of 

human cultures through a small set of universal brain structures, aiming to uncover the 

fundamental patterns underlying cultural variation. 

In summary, the concept of social structure has evolved through numerous theoretical 

approaches, from structuralism to functionalism, diachronic and synchronic methods, 

with each theorist offering unique contributions to our understanding of how society is 

organized and how it functions. 

 

9.8 Glossary  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something. 

 Family- a group of two or more persons related by birth, marriage, or 

adoption who live together. 

 Clan- a group of people united by actual or perceived kinship and descent. 

 Status- the legal position of a person, group or country.  

 Role- the position or function of somebody in a particular situation.  

  

9.9 Answers to Self-Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  
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Ans1. 1903  

Ans2. Psychology, music  

Ans3. S.F. Nadel  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

Ans1. Radcliffe Brown  

Ans2. Two  

Ans3. S.F. Nadel  

Ans4. Three 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Social behaviour 

Ans2. Ascribed and achieved  

Ans3. Achieved role  

 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. The Theory of Social Structure  

Ans2. Radcliffe Brown  

Ans3. Levi- Strauss  

9.10 Suggested Readings  
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 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. (1952). Structure and Function in Primitive Society. 

London: Cohen & West. 
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9.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Describe social structure.  

Q2. Define social structure.  

Q3. Discuss social behaviour. 

Q4. Define role analysis. 
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10.8 Action as a Sociological Topic  

Self- Check Exercise-6  

10.9 Impacts of Pareto’s Ideas on Contemporary Sociology  

Self- Check Exercise-7  

10.10 Summary  

10.11 Glossary  

10.12 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

10.13 Suggested Readings  

10.14 Terminal Questions  

10.1 Introduction  

In the 1830s, Auguste Comte coined the term "sociology" to describe a new scientific 

discipline separate from Adolphe Quételet's "social physics." For Comte, sociology's 

primary focus had to be society itself. Later, in the 1890s, Emile Durkheim introduced 

the concept of "fait social," which serves as the central topic of sociology. While his 

definition of "fait social" is not entirely precise, it can be understood as "social facts" or 

"social phenomena." In this way, sociology is concerned with the origins, structure, and 

impact of these social facts or phenomena. 

Max Weber took a further step by acknowledging sociology as a discipline focused on 

social facts. However, he emphasized that understanding and explaining social facts 

requires considering individual actions. At first glance, this approach may appear to 

contradict Durkheim's structuralism or collectivism. Yet, within Durkheim's own theories 

and interpretations, there are numerous instances of individualistic assumptions. 

Weber's focus on individual action stands as a key topic in sociological inquiry. 
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10.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Understand the Vilfred Pareto biography.  

 Discuss the central ideas of Vilfred Pareto.  

 Know about the action as a sociological topic.  

 

10.3 Biography 

Pareto was born of an exiled noble Genoese family on 15 July 1848 in Paris, the centre 

of the popular revolutions of that year. His father, Raffaele Pareto (1812–1882), was an 

Italian civil engineer and Ligurian marquis who had left Italy much as Giuseppe 

Mazzini and other Italian nationalists had. His mother, Marie Metenier, was a French 

woman. Enthusiastic about the revolution of 1848 in the German states, his parents 

named him Wilfried Fritz, which became Vilfredo Federico upon his family's move back 

to Italy in 1858. In his childhood, Pareto lived in a middle-class environment, receiving a 

high standard of education, attending the newly created IstitutoTecnico Leardi where 

Ferdinando Pio Rosellini  was his mathematics professor.In 1869, he earned a 

doctorate in engineering from what is now the polytechnic University of Turin (then the 

Technical School for Engineers), with a dissertation entitled "The Fundamental 

Principles of Equilibrium in Solid Bodies". His later interest in equilibrium analysis 

in economics and sociology can be traced back to this dissertation. Pareto was among 

the contributors to the Rome-based magazine La Ronda between 1919 and 1922. 

 

 10.3.1 From Civil Engineer to Classical Liberal Economist 

For some years after graduation, he worked as a civil engineer, first for the state-owned 

Italian Railway Company and later in private industry. He was manager of the Iron 

Works of San Giovanni Valdarno and later general manager of Italian Iron Works. 

He did not start serious work in economics until his mid-forties. He started his career as 

a fiery advocate of classical liberalism, besetting the most ardent British liberals with his 

attacks on any form of government intervention in the free market. In 1886, he became 
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a lecturer on economics and management at the University of Florence. His stay in 

Florence was marked by political activity, much of it fueled by his own frustrations with 

government regulators. In 1889, after the death of his parents, Pareto changed his 

lifestyle, quitting his job and marrying a Russian woman, Alessandrina Bakunina. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. Pareto was born on---------- 

Q2. Vilfredo Fedrico upon his family’s move back to Italy in ------------ 

Q3. After graduation, Pareto worked as a --------------- 

Q4. In---------------he became a lecturer on economics and management at the 

University of Florence. 

10.4 Economics and Sociology 

In 1893, he succeeded Leon Walras to the chair of Political Economy at the University 

of Lausanne in Switzerland where he remained for the rest of his life. He published 

there in 1896-1897 a textbook containing the Pareto distribution of how wealth is 

distributed, which he believed was a constant "through any human society, in any age, 

or country". In 1906, he made the famous observation that twenty per cent of the 

population owned eighty per cent of the property in Italy, later generalised by Joseph 

.M. Juran into the Pareto Principle. 

Pareto maintained cordial personal relationships with individual socialists, but he always 

thought their economic ideas were severely flawed. He later became suspicious of their 

motives and denounced socialist leaders as an 'aristocracy of brigands' who threatened 

to despoil the country and criticized the government of the Italian statesman Giovanni 

Giolitti for not taking a tougher stance against worker strikes. Growing unrest among 

labour in the Kingdom of Italy led him to the anti-socialist and anti-democratic camp. His 

attitude towards Italian fascism in his last years is a matter of controversy. 
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Pareto's relationship with scientific sociology in the age of the foundation is grafted in a 

paradigmatic way at the moment in which he, starting from the political economy, 

criticizes positivism as a totalizing and metaphysical system devoid of a rigorous logical-

experimental method. In this sense we can read the fate of the Paretian production 

within a history of the social sciences that continues to show its peculiarity and interest 

for its contributions in the 21st century. The story of Pareto is also part of the 

multidisciplinary research of a scientific model that privileges sociology as a critique of 

cumulative models of knowledge as well as a discipline tending to the affirmation of 

relational models of science. 

10.4.1 Personal life 

In 1889, Pareto married Alessandrina Bakunina, a Russian woman. She left him in 1902 

for a young servant. Twenty years later in 1923, he married Jeanne Regis, a French 

woman, just before his death in Geneva, Switzerland on 19 August 1923. 

10.4.2 Sociology 

Pareto's later years were spent in collecting the material for his best-known 

work, Trattato di sociologiagenerale (1916) (The Mind and Society, published in 1935). 

His final work was Compendio di sociologiagenerale (1920). 

In his Trattato di SociologiaGenerale (1916, rev. French trans. 1917), published in 

English by Harcourt, Brace in a four-volume edition edited by Arthur Livingston under 

the title The Mind and Society (1935), Pareto developed the notion of the circulation of 

elites, the first social cycle theory in sociology. He is famous for saying "history is a 

graveyard of aristocracies". 

Pareto seems to have turned to sociology for an understanding of why his abstract 

mathematical economic theories did not work out in practice, in the belief that 

unforeseen or uncontrollable social factors intervened. His sociology holds that much 

social action is non-logical and that much personal action is designed to give spurious 

logicality to non-rational actions. We are driven, he taught, by certain "residues" and by 

"derivations" from these residues. The more important of these have to do with 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bakunin_family
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geneva
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Switzerland
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conservatism and risk-taking, and human history is the story of the alternate dominance 

of these sentiments in the ruling elite, which comes into power strong in conservatism 

but gradually changes over to the philosophy of the "foxes" or speculators. A 

catastrophe results, with a return to conservatism; the "lion" mentality follows. This cycle 

might be broken by the use of force, says Pareto, but the elite becomes weak and 

humanitarian and shrinks from violence. 

Among those who introduced Pareto's sociology to the United States were George 

Homans  and Lawrence J. Henderson at Harvard, and Paretian ideas gained 

considerable influence, especially on Harvard sociologist Talcott Parsons, who 

developed a systems approach to society and economics that argues the status quo is 

usually functional. The American historian Bernard DeVoto played an important role in 

introducing Pareto's ideas to these Cambridge intellectuals and other Americans in the 

1930s. Wallace Stenger, in his biography of DeVoto, recounts these developments and 

says this about the often misunderstood distinction between "residues" and 

"derivations": "Basic to Pareto's method is the analysis of society through its non-

rational 'residues,' which are persistent and unquestioned social habits, beliefs, and 

assumptions, and its 'derivations,' which are the explanations, justifications, and 

rationalizations we make of them. One of the commonest errors of social thinkers is to 

assume rationality and logic in social attitudes and structures; another is to confuse 

residues and derivations." 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. Pareto is also part of the ------------- of a scientific model that privileges 

sociology as a critique of cumulative models of knowledge as well as a discipline 

tending to the affirmation of relational models of science. 

Q2. In 1889, Pareto married with------------------------- 

Q3. Who wrote the book The Mind and Society? 

 



163 
 

10.5 Socio-Historical Background 

Vilfredo Pareto, born Marquis Vilfredo Frederico Damaso Pareto, lived during a 

transformative period in European history, particularly in Italy, where significant socio-

political changes were unfolding. Initially influenced by the liberal democratic ideals of 

his father and their circle, he gradually distanced himself from these views. The values 

of humanitarianism, republicanism, and democracy—deeply associated with figures like 

Mazzini, who played a crucial role in Italy’s unification—eventually lost their appeal for 

Pareto. As sociologist Lewis Coser noted, Pareto became disillusioned with the Italian 

political system of the mid-nineteenth century, particularly because his suggestions 

were disregarded by the government. 

This disenchantment shaped Pareto’s critical stance on democracy, which he 

elaborated in Treatise on General Sociology. His skepticism of democratic ideals even 

caught the attention of Mussolini, who offered him a position in the Italian Senate—an 

offer Pareto declined. His intellectual journey led him to argue that concepts such as 

“equality,” “progress,” and “liberty” are often used as rhetorical devices rather than as 

objective truths. He believed that social analysts should expose the underlying motives 

behind these seemingly noble ideals, as they often serve as justifications for actions 

rather than genuine guiding principles. 

With this socio-historical context in mind, it is essential to explore Pareto’s core ideas, 

particularly his perspectives on elitism, social cycles, and the role of non-logical actions 

in shaping societies. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Pareto rejects the values of ----------of the kind found in France and Italy.  

Q2. In which book, Pareto criticized the democracy?  

10.6 Central Ideas  

Vilfredo Pareto emphasized the need for sociology to adopt a logico-experimental 

method to ensure its scientific validity. By "experimental," he referred to the necessity of 



164 
 

empirical observation—studying social reality as it exists in everyday life and then 

drawing logical inferences. His approach sought to apply scientific methodologies, 

similar to those used in physics, chemistry, and astronomy, to the study of society. In 

his seminal work, The Treatise on General Sociology, Pareto underscored his 

commitment to grounding sociological analysis in observable phenomena and logical 

reasoning. 

Drawing from the principles of natural sciences, Pareto conceptualized society as a 

system in equilibrium. He argued that any disruption in one part of this system triggers 

adaptive changes in other interconnected components. Just as molecules in physical 

matter interact based on their intrinsic properties, individuals in a social system are 

driven by interests, instincts, and sentiments. From this perspective, a social system 

comprises interdependent variables that collectively influence human behavior. 

However, Pareto's focus was not on all types of variables. His prior studies in 

economics led him to realize that traditional economic models primarily address rational 

aspects of human behavior, leaving a significant portion unexplored. He identified that 

much of human conduct is governed by non-rational and non-logical factors—emotions, 

traditions, and subconscious influences—which shape societal dynamics in profound 

ways. This insight led him to explore the interplay between rational and non-rational 

actions, offering a more comprehensive understanding of human behavior within social 

structures. 

 

10.6.1 Fascism and power distribution 

Renato Cirillo wrote that Vilfredo Pareto had frequently been considered a predecessor 

of facism as a result of his support for the movement when it began. However, Cirillo 

disagreed with this clarification, suggesting that Pareto was critical of fascism in his 

private letters. 

Pareto argued that democracy was an illusion and that a ruling class always emerged 

and enriched itself. For him, the key question was how actively the rulers ruled. For this 

reason, he called for a drastic reduction of the state and welcomed Benito Mussolini’s 

rule as a transition to this minimal state so as to liberate the "pure" economic forces. 
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When he was still a young student, the future leader of Italian fascism Benito 

Mussolini attended some of Pareto's lectures at the University of Lausanne  in 1904. It 

has been argued that Mussolini's move away from socialism towards a form of “elitism” 

may be attributed to Pareto's ideas.Franz Borkenau, a biographer, argued that 

Mussolini followed Pareto's policy ideas during the beginning of his tenure as prime 

minister. 

Karl Popper dubbed Pareto the "theoretician of totalitarianism",but, according to Renato 

Cirillo, there is no evidence in Popper's published work that he read Pareto in any detail 

before repeating what was then a common but dubious judgement in anti-fascist circles. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. By experimental, what Pareto actually meant? 

Q2. Vilfredo Pareto emphasized the importance of studying social reality by 

utilizing methods similar to those employed in natural sciences such as physics, 

chemistry, and astronomy. 

Q3. To ensure sociology remains a scientific discipline, Vilfredo Pareto asserted 

that it should adopt a systematic and empirical approach. 

 

10.7 Economic concepts 

Pareto Theory of Maximum Economics 

Pareto turned his interest to economic matters, and he became an advocate of free 

trade, finding himself in conflict with the Italian government. His writings reflected the 

ideas of Leon Walras that economics is essentially a mathematical science. Pareto was 

a leader of the “Lausanne School” and represents the second generation of the 

Neoclassical Revolution. His "tastes-and-obstacles" approach to general equilibrium 

theory was resurrected during the great "Paretian Revival" of the 1930s and has 

influenced theoretical economics since. 
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In his Manual of ‘’Political Economy’’ (1906) the focus is on equilibrium in terms of 

solutions to individual problems of "objectives and constraints". He used the indifference 

curve of Edgeworth (1881) extensively, for the theory of the consumer and another 

great novelty in his theory of the producer. He gave the first presentation of the trade-off 

box now known as the "Edgeworth-Bowley" box. 

Pareto was the primary to realize that cardinal utility could be dispensed with, and 

economic equilibrium thought of in terms of ordinal utility – that is, it was not necessary 

to know how much a person valued this or that, only that he preferred X of this to Y of 

that. Utility was a preference-ordering. With this, Pareto not only inaugurated modern 

microeconomics, but he also demolished the alliance of economics and utilitarian 

philosophy (which calls for the greatest good for the greatest number; Pareto said 

"good" cannot be measured). He replaced it with the notion of Pareto- optimality, the 

ideas that a system is enjoying maximum economic satisfaction when no one can be 

made well off without making someone else worse off. Pareto optimality is widely used 

in welfare economics and game theory. A standard theorem is that a perfectly 

competitive market creates distributions of wealth that are Pareto optimal. 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Q1. Pareto turned his interest to-------------- 

Q2. In which book, Pareto focus on equilibrium?  

10.8 Action as Sociological Topic 

Max Weber placed human action at the center of sociological inquiry. In the 1920s, he 

defined sociology as a discipline aimed at both understanding and interpreting social 

action while also analyzing its causes and effects. His approach emphasized 

categorizing human behavior into three fundamental types: behavior ("Verhalten"), 

action ("Handeln"), and social action ("soziales Handeln"). 

According to Weber, all human activity is behavior, but it qualifies as action only when it 

carries subjective meaning or a specific goal. Social action goes a step further, as it 



167 
 

considers the presence and influence of others. For instance, while eating an apple is 

an action, purchasing a train ticket or engaging in a discussion exemplifies social action 

due to its interaction with others. This distinction highlights the necessity of 

understanding an individual's motives and intentions to classify their behavior 

accurately. 

Weber's concept of "Verstehen" (interpretive understanding) underscores the 

fundamental difference between social and natural sciences. He argued that social 

researchers must engage with the meanings individuals assign to their actions. The 

same observable act can be interpreted differently based on context—falling in a 

meadow, for example, could be involuntary behavior, goal-driven action, or social action 

intended to entertain. 

Beyond defining action types, Weber identified four primary orientations of action: 

traditional action, guided by habit or customs; affective action, driven by emotions; 

value-rational action, shaped by internalized principles; and instrumentally rational 

action, focused on achieving specific objectives efficiently. A single action, such as 

purchasing a beverage, may stem from different motivations—habit, impulse, ethical 

considerations, or strategic reasoning. 

Weber cautioned against reducing human action to psychological motives alone, 

advocating for a balanced analysis that considers both individual intentions and broader 

social structures. His perspective, known as methodological individualism, stresses 

the interconnectedness of personal agency and societal influences in shaping human 

behavior. 

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Q1. ---------explicit focuses sociological enquiry on human action.  

Q2. For Weber, what is action?  

10.9 Influence of Pareto’s Theories on Modern Sociology 
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Vilfredo Pareto’s sociological contributions remain highly relevant today. He was among 

the earliest scholars to clearly define the concept of a social system, emphasizing the 

interconnections and mutual dependencies among its various elements. His studies on 

elite dynamics, particularly his theory on elite formation and circulation, continue to 

shape discussions in both sociology and political science. Even now, researchers 

analyze the functioning of both ruling and non-ruling elites through the lens of Pareto’s 

theories. 

Similar to Émile Durkheim, Pareto recognized the importance of studying society as a 

system with specific requirements, rejecting utilitarian and individualistic perspectives. 

However, while Durkheim focused on the objective nature of social facts, Pareto placed 

greater emphasis on human desires, emotions, and tendencies. His work reflects the 

intellectual influence of thinkers like Max Weber, Durkheim, Gaetano Mosca, and 

others. 

Pareto’s impact extends beyond sociology and can be observed in the works of political 

theorists such as Harold Lasswell, one of the earliest American scholars influenced by 

his ideas on elite formation and circulation. Other notable social scientists, including C. 

Wright Mills, T.B. Bottomore, Suzanne Keller, and Raymond Aron, have also drawn 

inspiration from Pareto’s theories in their research. 

Self-Check Exercise-7 

Q1. Who was the first social scientist to provide a clear definition of a social system? 

Q2. A social system can be understood by examining the interconnections and mutual 

dependencies among its components. 

10.10 Summary  

Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923), an influential Italian sociologist, was born in Paris. His 

approach to sociology stood out from his contemporaries due to his emphasis on 

making the discipline scientific and empirical. In his seminal work The Treatise on 

General Sociology (1915), later translated as Mind and Society (1936), Pareto critiqued 

sociologists like Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer. He argued that they overlooked 
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the empirical aspects of social reality, instead promoting a grand secular vision centered 

on progress, humanity, and democracy. 

10.11 Glossary  

 State- a country considered as an organized political community controlled 

by one government.  

 Liberalism- is a political and moral philosophy based on the rights of the 

individual, liberty.  

 Wealth- an accumulation of valuable economic resources that can be 

measured in terms of either real goods or money value.  

 Principle- a rule for good behaviour, based on what a person believes is 

right.  

 Power- the ability to control people or things or to do something.  

 

10.12 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Ans1. 15 July 1848  

Ans2. 1858 

Ans3. Civil Engineer  

Ans4. 1886  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Alessandrina Bakunina 

Ans2. Pareto  

Self- Check Exrcsie-3  

Ans1. Humanitarianism, republicanism, democracy  

Ans2. Treatise on General Sociology  
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Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Empirically observed  

Ans2. Pareto  

Ans3. Logico- experimental method  

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Economic matters  

Ans2. Manual of political economy  

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Ans1. Weber  

Ans2. Subjective meaning of behaviour 

Self- Check Exercsie-7  

Ans1. Pareto  

Ans2.   

10.13 Suggested Readings  

 Kuper, Adam. 1973. Anthropologists and Anthropology: The Modern British 

School. London: Routledge. Reprint 1996.  

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1952. Structure and Function in Primitive Society. 

London: Cohen & West. 

 Upadhyay, V.S. & Gaya Pandey.1990. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing House. (pp 233- 298). 

 Kaufman, Eleanor.(2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  
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 Leach, Edmund R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia of 

Social Sciences, Volume 14. McMillan Co. and Free Press (pp. 482-489) 

10.14 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain Vilfred Pareto biography.  

Q2. Discuss the Pareto socio- historical background.  

Q3. Explain action as a sociological topic.  

Q4. Describe impact of Pareto’s ideas on contemporary sociology.  
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LOGICAL AND NON- LOGICAL ACTION 
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11.3.1 Characteristics of Logical- Experimental Method  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

11.4 Certain Steps to Formulate Scientific Analysis  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

11.5 Logical and Non- Logical Action  

11.5.1 Characteristics of Logical Action  

11.5.2 Characteristics of Non- Logical Action  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

11.6 Non- Logical Action in terms of Residues and Derivations  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

11.7 Summary  

11.8 Glossary  

11.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

11.10 Suggested Readings  

11.11 Terminal Questions  
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11.1 Introduction 

Vilfredo Pareto was a distinguished sociologist and economist who sought to establish 

sociology as a scientific discipline. Initially recognized for his contributions to 

economics, his academic journey led him to the University of Lausanne, where he faced 

considerable resistance in his attempts to reform and enhance the social studies 

curriculum. His efforts to strengthen sociology were met with opposition, and his 

dissatisfaction with teaching, particularly to beginners, was well known. 

Pareto conceptualized sociology as a "logico-experimental science," emphasizing 

empirical observation and experimentation over abstract theorization. A key element of 

his work was the distinction between logical and non-logical actions. He observed that 

human behavior is largely influenced by emotions and sentiments, and individuals often 

rationalize their actions post hoc through constructed theories. This insight led to his 

formulation of the theory of residues and derivations, where "residues" represent deep-

seated psychological motives, and "derivations" are the justifications people create to 

validate their actions. 

One of Pareto's most significant contributions to social and political theory is his theory 

of elites. He argued that societies are governed by a minority elite rather than a 

democratic majority. According to him, elites are not static; instead, they undergo a 

continuous process of renewal through what he termed the "circulation of elites." This 

theory posits that power shifts between different elite groups over time, with a ruling 

elite eventually being replaced by a new one as it loses vitality and effectiveness. 

Pareto's analytical approach to sociology offers a compelling framework for 

understanding social dynamics and political transformations. His insights into human 

behavior, rationalization, and elite circulation remain relevant in contemporary analyses 

of governance, power structures, and societal change. By integrating economic and 

sociological perspectives, Pareto laid the groundwork for a more empirical and 

systematic study of social phenomena. 
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11.2 Learning Objective  

After going finished this we will be able to  

 Discuss the logico experimental method.  

 Know about the logical and non- logical action.  

 Understand the characteristics of logical action. 

 

11.3 Logico- Experimental Method 

Pareto was trained as an engineer. He studied thermodynamics for many years. 

The impact of the engineering and natural sciences on his work is evident. For 

Pareto, a scientific sociology should use the same methods for testing theory as 

the engineering and natural sciences do. His logico-experimental method of inquiry 

is nothing but deductive- nonological explanation. 

According to Pareto, the sociologist tries to develop laws about the world that 

describe observable uniformities and regularities in human behaviour. Pareto 

recognized that such laws would always be provisional. Because they are built up 

from empirical generalizations and established inductively. 

Science selects particular truths by direct observation, co-ordinates them and from 

those that present a common character, formulates partial theorems from which it 

deduces other more general theorems ; thus gradually progressing towards the 

general principles which underlie the universality of things.” Pareto was an 

extreme empiricist. He insists that the first principles of any scientific theory (the 

initial assumptions) must be based on factual observation. 

According to Pareto, “Science always begins with simplifications. It observes 

certain aspects of certain phenomena; it designates what aspects of phenomena 

are to be retained by rigorous concepts; it establishes relations between the 

phenomena covered by the concepts and it endeavors to combine simplified 

approaches gradually in order to recreate the complex reality.” 
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This is what Pareto wanted to do in sociology. As he said, “natural sciences were 

never built up by studying and classifying the terms of ordinary language, but by 

studying and classifying facts. Let us try to do the same for sociology.” Thus 

Pareto wanted to establish scientific sociology- sociology dealing with religion, 

humanity, democracy etc. he calls “Pseudo-scientism.” 

In the words of Sorokin, Pareto believed that scientific sociology meant logico-

experimental science which was based exclusively on observations and 

experimentation of facts. In that there should be no speculation, or anything which 

went beyond facts. 

The logico-experimental method is nothing but logical study of non-logical 

behaviour. According to Pareto, “Logic implies that in terms of definitions laid down 

or relations observed, it is legitimate to deduce conclusions which result from the 

premises.” 

The term experimental covers both observation and experimentation. According to 

his methodology, the study of sociology should have two important factors. 

1. Logical reasoning 

2. Observation of facts. 

Pareto evolved new methodology which was based on three elements.  

They are: 

 

i. Logic 

ii. Facts, 

iii.  Observation. 
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11.3.1 Characteristics of Logico-experimental method: 

Logico-experimental method has following characteristics: 

1. A Scientific method based on observation, experiment and logic: 

Logico-experimental method is exclusively based on observation, 

experiment and logic. In this no facts are to be taken care of unless these 

are based on observation and experimentation. All facts should be tested 

on the basis of observation, experimentation and logic. 

2.  Analysis of all facts:According to Pareto all the facts should be subjected 

to analysis. 

3. Objective approach:There is no place for subjective factors such as 

sentiments or dictates of the inner voice. There should be simple and pure 

objectivity. Pareto wanted to have a completely objective and scientific 

methodology free from subjective element. 

4. Uniformity and inter-relationship of the facts:Facts should be uniform 

and inter-related. Efforts should be made to find out uniformities in various 

social events and phenomenon. 

5.  Inter-dependence:Pareto laid stress on interdependence of facts. 

6. Theory of probability: All social facts are changeable. And as such there 

is no absolute truth. Probability should be accepted till complete scientific 

methods have been evolved. 

7. Quantitative analysis: Pareto was more particular about quantitative rather 

than qualitative analysis. But he made it clear that mere indefinite social 

phenomenon should not be subjected to analysis. 

8. Precise and simplified explanation of phenomenon: All complex facts 

should be simplified in a manner that these are very clearly followed and 

understood by each and every person. Pareto wanted that all the social facts 

howsoever complicated they may be precisely explained and put forward. 

9. Pareto wanted sociology as synthetic science, aiming at studying human 

society in general. Sociology can progress only when it is joined with other 

branches of knowledge. 
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According to Pareto, the aim of Sociology is to discover experimental uniformities. It 

aims at finding out regular relations between social phenomena. Pareto’s logico-

experimental method was drawn from the methodology of John Stuart Mill. MacIver 

says that, “No sociologist has prided himself more on his complete objectivity and his 

exclusive reliance on logico-experimental analysis than Vilfredo Pareto.” 

Pareto conceptualized society as a system of equilibrium; composed of individuals who 

are exposed to numerous forces that determine the condition of social system. The two 

most important forces are sentiments and residues. Society—he explained, is a system 

in which all components are inter-dependent, forming a whole. The aim of logico- 

experimental science is to discover experimental uniformities. It means regular relations 

between the phenomena. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. For Pareto, --------should use the same method as the natural sciences do. 

Q2. According to Pareto, science always begins with-------------- 

Q3. What is logical- experimental method?  

Q4. What are the two important factors to study of sociology according to Pareto? 

11.4 Certain Steps to Formulate Scientific Analysis: 

 

1. Science starts with simplification. 

2. It observes certain aspects of different phenomenon. 

3.  Retention of certain elements. 

4.  Rejection of other elements. 

5.  Retention on the basis of rigorous analysis. 
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6. It establishes relations between the phenomena covered by the concepts. 

7. Gradually, we find the combination of simplified phenomena to form a 

complex reality. 

Pareto has already cautioned: 

a) Science by nature is partial. 

b)  It is incomplete. 

c) (c) It can never account for total reality. 

(d) Science is only a group of propositions or facts or of causality that 

correspond to some segment of reality. 

(e) It can never be normative. 

Here Pareto differs from both Auguste Comte and Durkheim who say that 

sociology can establish a scientific foundation of morality. He wanted to analyze 

phenomena such as ideas, opinions, beliefs, sentiments etc. in a scientific manner. 

So he considered his main task to be the transformation of these phenomena into 

empirical data into observable facts of the world of reality. His logico-experimental 

method is based on observation of logical inferences. 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. What is the first step to formulate scientific analysis?  

Q2. Pareto views is differed from--------- 

11.5 Logical and Non-Logical Action: 

Vilfredo Pareto distinguished between logical and non-logical actions in human 

behavior. He defined logical actions as those where the intended goal is objectively 

achievable, the chosen means are rationally linked to the end based on available 
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knowledge, and the individual understands this connection. In contrast, non-logical 

actions encompass all behaviors that do not meet these criteria, making them a broad 

residual category. Pareto believed that truly logical actions are rare, as human behavior 

is often influenced by sentiments rather than pure reasoning. 

While legal frameworks may theoretically represent logical actions, Pareto argued that 

even judicial decisions frequently involve non-logical elements. He suggested that court 

rulings are shaped by societal interests, emotions, and circumstantial factors rather than 

solely by objective application of legal codes. He asserted that judges often justify 

decisions after the fact by referring to written laws, rather than deriving them strictly 

from legal principles. According to Pareto, judicial outcomes are influenced more by 

prevailing social sentiments and the subjective inclinations of judges than by rigid legal 

interpretations. 

In a broader sense, logical actions arise from rational deliberation, whereas non-logical 

actions involve, to some degree, emotional motivations. Given that scientific methods 

can only address a limited aspect of reality, Pareto suggested that logical behavior 

constitutes only a small fraction of human actions. He emphasized that people often 

attempt to rationalize their behavior, making it appear logical even when driven by non-

logical motivations. This tendency to "logicalize" actions is a fundamental aspect of 

human nature. 

Pareto's framework for analyzing non-logical actions highlights the reciprocal 

relationship between expressions, beliefs, and behaviors. He proposed that beliefs 

influence theories by reinforcing conviction, and that theories, in turn, justify actions. In 

some cases, beliefs manifest as creeds that both sustain and express theoretical 

justifications for actions. He concluded that these interrelations stem from underlying 

sentiments, which, though not directly observable, play a crucial role in shaping human 

behavior. 

11.5.1 Characteristics of Logical Action 

a) If the actions are based on logic and experiment and if the mean and ends 

are connected with each other, those actions are known as logical action. 
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For an action to be logical, the logical connection among the means and 

ends must exist together in the mind of the actor who makes the act and in 

objective reality. 

b) All the actions personal or social that have a proper adjustment between 

means and the ends. 

c)  The actions which are based on experiment and logic.  

d) Actions must be objective.  

e) Actions must be real.  

f) Actions must be accepted by the actor and must be defined objectively 

g) These actions have no place in imagination or prejudices. 

h) Both the ends and the means must be scientific and justified. 

i)  Social sanctions must be there behind such justification. 

j)  There must be logical connection between means employed and ends 

attained. 

k)  Logical actions must be rational in nature.  

l) Logical actions are motivated by reasoning. 

11.5.2 Characteristics of Non-logical Actions: 

Non logical actions mean just all human actions not dwindling within the scope of 

the logical actions. 

a) Non-logical actions are determined by subjective factors. 

b) It cannot be proved by objective observation and experimentation. 

c) These actions are not resolute by reality. 

d) These actions are totally guided by impulses but not reasoning. 

e) These actions include to some degree a motivation by sentiment. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Which action are equally subjectively and objectively?  
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Q2. Logical action is those motivated by--------- 

Q3. Non- logical action is those that contain to some degree a motivation by---------

-------- 

11.6 Non-Logical Action in Terms of Residues and Derivations: 

Non-logical actions, according to Pareto, are closely connected to residues and 

derivations, both of which stem from sentiments—basic yet indefinite biopsychic states. 

While Pareto acknowledges that these sentiments are not directly observable, he 

suggests that their presence can be inferred through their expressions in human 

behavior, residues, and derivations. At times, he uses the terms "sentiments" and 

"residues" interchangeably, but he maintains a clear distinction between them. 

Residues emerge as direct manifestations of sentiments, acting as driving forces behind 

behavior. They exist closer to the surface of human consciousness and can be 

identified by analyzing speech and actions. Pareto treats residues as a core sociological 

concept, whereas sentiments fall within the domain of psychology. 

He argues that both sentiments and residues originate from human instincts and 

inherent tendencies, such as the “instinct of combinations.” However, he also 

acknowledges that residues are influenced by changing social conditions, human 

actions, and the persistence of groups. This perspective implies that residues are not 

entirely innate or fixed but are shaped by learned behavior. Given that behavioral 

psychology was still evolving in Pareto’s time, his terminology at times appears 

ambiguous. 

According to Pareto, certain sentiments drive individuals to rationalize their actions by 

constructing seemingly logical but ultimately non-logical theories. These rationalizations, 

termed derivations, differ from residues in that residues represent deep, stable forces 

influencing behavior, whereas derivations are superficial and inconsistent explanations. 

By examining various statements on the same subject, one can identify residues as the 

underlying constants, providing deeper insight into human actions. Although ideology 
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may influence behavior, Pareto considers it far less significant than the fundamental role 

of sentiments and residues. 

A key aspect of Pareto’s theory is his challenge to rationalist explanations of human 

action. While rationalist perspectives assume that people first formulate ideas and then 

act accordingly, Pareto contends that action precedes rationalization. In his view, 

human behavior is not directly caused by theoretical reasoning; rather, both actions and 

justifications arise from deeper sentiments. The theories people use to justify their 

actions are often shaped by chance rather than serving as the actual drivers of 

behavior. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. Non-logical action is connected to residues and derivations. 

2. Residues function as motivating forces derived directly from sentiments. 

3. Pareto highlights the contrast between his perspective and rationalist 

explanations. 

11.7 Summary  

Vilfredo Pareto summarized his aim in writing his major sociological work, “The 

treatise on General Sociology.” His ambition was to construct a system of 

sociology analogous in its essential features of the generalized physicochemical 

system. The treatise attempts to study only non-rational aspects of action. 

He suggested that the field of economics had limited itself to the single aspect of 

human action: rational and logical action in pursuit of the acquisition of scarce 

resources. Pareto turned to sociology when he became convinced that human 

affairs were largely guided by non-logical, non-rational actions which were 

excluded from consideration by the economists. 

It is this analytical distinction between rational and non-rational elements of actions 

and not a classification of concrete behaviour that Pareto aimed, “It is not actions, 
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as we find them in the concrete that we are called upon to classify, but the 

elements constituting them”. 

11.8 Glossary  

 Ideology- a set of ideas which form the basis for a political or economic 

system.  

 Variables-a quantity that may be changed according to the matheatical 

problems.  

 Derivations- the creation of a new word from an existing one by adding 

affixes to the root.  

 Sentimental- producing and connected with emotions such as pity, 

sadness etc. which may be too strong or not appropriate.  

 Manifestation- the public display of emotion or feeling, or something 

theoretical made real.  

 Phenomena- a fact or an event in nature or society, especially one that is 

not fully understood.  

11.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1   

Ans1. Scientific sociology  

Ans2. Simplification  

‘Ans3. Logical study of non- logical behaviour 

Ans4. Logical reasoning and observation of facts  
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Self- Check Exercvsie-2  

Ans1. Start with simplification  

Ans2. Auguste Comte, Durkheim  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Logical  

Ans2. Reasoning  

Ans3. Sentiments  

Self- Check Exercise- 4  

Ans1. Residues, derivation  

Ans2. Sentiments  

Ans3. Human action, rationalistic  

11.10 Suggested Readings  

 Kuper, Adam. 1973. Anthropologists and Anthropology: The Modern British 

School. London: Routledge. Reprint 1996.  

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1952. Structure and Function in Primitive Society. 

London: Cohen & West. 

 Upadhyay, V.S. & Gaya Pandey.1990. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing House. (pp 233- 298). 

 Kaufman, Eleanor. (2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  
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 Leach, Edmund R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia of 

Social Sciences, Volume 14. McMillan Co. and Free Press (pp. 482-489) 

11.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain logico experimental method.  

Q2. Define characteristics of logico experimental method.  

Q3. What do you mean by logical and non- logical action?  

Q4. Describe non- logical action in terms of residues and derivation.  
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UNIT-12  

RESIDUES AND DERRIVATIVES 

STRUCTURE 

12.1 Introduction 

12.2 Learning Objectives  

12.3 Residues and Derivatives 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

12.4 Residues of Pareto  

12.4.1 Characteristics of Residues  

12.4.2 Classification of Residues  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

12.5 Derivation  

12.5.1 Characteristics of Derivation  

12.5.2 Types of Derivation  

Self- Check Exercise -3  

12.6 Summary  

12.7 Glossary  

12.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

12.9 Suggested Readings  

12.10 Terminal Questions     
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12.1 Introduction 

Language serves as a means by which people attempt to justify and rationalize their 

behaviors and beliefs, often to make them appear more reasonable and socially 

acceptable. It precedes more structured forms of logic and reason, such as scientific 

and experimental methods, by organizing thoughts into symbolic systems. These 

systems, which we can think of as the "symbolic universes," allow us to express and 

understand complex human experiences, embedding societal norms and shared 

knowledge into discourse. 

The notion of "residues"—as conceptualized in the text—refers to elements of everyday 

knowledge and common sense that, although pre-constructed, are essential to how we 

form social relationships and navigate the world. These residues are not random; rather, 

they serve as foundational components that shape how we understand and classify 

experiences. While their origins may be linked to evolutionary or cultural factors, 

residues often manifest in the forms of emotions, subconscious states, or broad societal 

representations. They represent the pre-conscious and pre-logical structures that 

influence human behavior, and they vary in intensity and form over time, adapting to 

historical shifts in societal norms and conditions. 

These residues can be seen as implicit premises that guide human interaction. Though 

they may be unknowingly employed by individuals, they provide an underlying 

framework for how people interpret the world around them. They inform not only 

personal and social identities but also guide the actions that individuals take, including 

the processes of classification, standardization, and persuasion. In this sense, residues 

transcend individual experience and are not bound by the confines of formal scientific 

logic. They form a vital part of natural language, which, in its flexibility, is far more 

adaptable than rigid scientific or logical structures. 

On the other hand, derivations—concepts that emerge through structured reasoning 

and argumentation—play a different role. They are products of specific experiences and 

represent a more logical form of reasoning that seeks to justify actions or beliefs 

through evidence and rational discourse. Derivations are often used to validate and 



188 
 

explain how we act, providing a foundation for value judgments related to the goals and 

means of those actions. They systematize knowledge and fill gaps in our understanding, 

offering a coherent structure for beliefs, values, and convictions. 

While residues influence and shape our emotions and social perceptions in a more 

implicit manner, derivations provide a logical grounding for actions and values, often 

reinforcing the pre-existing beliefs formed through the residues. Together, residues and 

derivations interact to guide social behavior—residues form the emotional and 

subconscious foundation, while derivations offer a rational basis for belief and action, 

making our values and actions appear more consistent and coherent in the eyes of 

others. 

12.2 Learning Objectives  

In this chapter we will be able to  

 Understand the residues of Pareto.  

 Discuss the derivations.  

 Know about the types of residues and derivations.  

 

12.3 Residues and Derivatives  

Vilfredo Pareto's theory of residues and derivatives is closely tied to non-logical actions. 

According to Pareto, both residues and derivatives stem from human instincts or innate 

tendencies. The study of these elements can help uncover the foundations of non-

scientific theories and belief systems. 

Derivatives refer to the changing aspects or variables that influence these theories, 

while residues represent the more stable, enduring components. To illustrate this, 

consider the presence of religion in different societies. Throughout history, various 

forms of religion have existed, including polytheistic (worship of multiple gods), 

monotheistic (belief in a single god), and atheistic traditions such as Jainism and 

Buddhism. Despite their differences in form, all religious doctrines share underlying 

elements that remain constant over time. In this context, the evolving religious 

expressions are derivatives, whereas the fundamental, unchanging aspects of religion 

are residues. 
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Pareto identified six categories of residues that have persisted throughout Western 

history. Among them, two are particularly significant in relation to his theory of elites and 

the circulation of elites: 

1. Instinct for combination – the tendency to create and innovate. 

2. Group persistencies (Persistence of Aggregates) – the inclination to maintain 

established structures. 

Pareto's theory of residues provides insights into various ideologies and belief systems. 

Moreover, it serves as a valuable framework for understanding social change, 

movements, and historical transformations 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. Which action is related to theory of residues and derivation?  

Q2. Residues as a contrast are the relatively ---------- 

Q3. How many classes has described by Pareto? 

12.4 Residues of Pareto  

Pareto says, Residues no doubt, are the manifestation of sentiments and instincts 

but the manifestations is not constant. Residues are intermediary between 

sentiments and concomitant behavior. These are related to human instincts but not 

synonymous with them. Residues are those permanent elements in man’s 

rationalization of behavior are intermediary between sentiments. In his work 

“Treatise on General Sociology”, Pareto explained about residues by saying that 

residues as conceived as manifestation of sentiments or at least corresponding to 

them and not as equivalent of sentiments. 

 

Characteristics of Residues 

 Residues have certain characteristics  

a) Residues are not instincts and sentiments.  

b)  They are the manifestation of sentiments and instincts.  

c) Residues are related to individual instincts but these residues do not cover 

all of them.  

d) Residues are intermediary between the sentiments we cannot know directly 

and the belief system and acts that can be known and analyzed.  
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e) Residues are non-logical.  

f)  Residues are not based on any reason.  

g)  Residues are more or less permanent motivators of human behavior. They 

guide human behavior.  

h) Residues represent the general elements of human actions and behavior. 

i)  Residues cannot be explained with the help of logic and experimentation. 

j) Residues are responsible for maintaining social equilibrium.  

12.4.2Classification of Residues  

Pareto classified residues into six groupings which corresponding more or less to 

certain instincts or emotional propensities of mankind. These six types are 

1. Residues of combination  

2. Residues of Persistence of Aggregates  

3. Residues of Manifestation of Sentiments through External Activities  

4. Residues of Sociability 

5. Residues of the Integrity of Personality 

6. Residues Regarding Sex  

Residues of Combination 

Pareto told about innate tendency. This residue runs the person in the way of 

change. It works as the evolution, the basic of civilization, the development of 

reason of the person. As outcome of these people made many theories, 

propositions, regulations etc. Example  

Devotion to God leads to salvation. Likewise butterfly in dream indicates future 

happiness. There is no logic behind the working of such residues but they 

effectively control our social behavior. Class-I residues are found in inventors, 

speculators and politicians. 

Residues of Persistence of Aggregates  

This is the opposite of first type of residues. These residues are responsible for 

giving stability to the social relations and the relations between individual members 
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of a particular social life. This is class-2 residues. It explains the inertia associated 

with group membership. It explains the persistence of kin groups, ethnic groups 

and socio-economic classes. Example 

Traditions and customs are good examples of these residues. 

There is a natural tension, or anti-thesis between class-2 and class-1 residues.  

Class-2 residues are found in churchmen, family men and “good subordinates.” 

Residues of Manifestation of Sentiments through External Activities  

This residue is similar to innate tendency. Residues of this class are connected 

with external activities. These activities deal with the unexpressed desires of the 

individual. These feelings express themselves in form of religious feelings and 

worship etc. These class 3 residues are manifested in ceremonies, religious 

ecstasies and festivals. Political movements in order to achieve political freedom 

and such other social and economic movements those are intended at getting 

economic and social emancipation are parts of these residues. 

 Residues of Sociability  

Because of this residue man becomes a social animal and tries to modify his 

behavior according to social norms and values. These residues make for 

communal living. These residues are also connected with life in society. These 

Class 4 residues explain the persistence of fashion, feelings of pity and cruelty and 

acts of self-sacrifice. Co-operation, sympathy, fears, kindness are the results of 

these residues. This kind of residues is very important for social organization. 

Residues of the Integrity of Personality 

These residues of class 5 involve “the defense of integrity and development of 

personality.” This class is manifested in “sentiments” to alterations in the social 

equilibrium. The sentiments to which class 5 residues correspond are “sentiments 

of interest.” They refer to individual acts based on self-interest. These residues are 
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for maintaining the integrity and balance of personality. These are also helpful in 

making people moral in maintaining high moral standards. 

Residues Regarding Sex  

The sex residues, i.e. the class 6 residues are responsible for “mental states” 

having to do with sexual activities. All those residues that are responsible for 

establishing, maintaining and strengthening the sex relations come under this 

residue. These residues are also concerned with sexual urges. These residues 

influence our outlook, attitude and thinking. According to Pareto, debauchery that 

is carried out in the name of welfare of women is based on these very residues. 

Since there are many sex taboos, therefore sexual residues are very complex and 

complicated. 

Self- Check Exercsie-2 

Q1. Residues are not based on any-------- 

Q2. -------are intermediatory between sentiments and concomitant.  

12.5 Derivations 

Generally, it means the explanation making logical the residues. Derivations make 

action appear to be logical. They do not permit such individuals to understand the 

real purpose of their action. According to Pareto, those factors which help in 

presenting logical explanations to the activities on the basis of needs, nature, 

circumstances and norms are known as Derivations. Man tries to explain the logic 

behind the action. These actions may not always be correct. Basically, they do 

many illogical actions. Then they want to present some logics behind them. This is 

derivation. 

Derivations are those “non logico experimental theories” that people use to clarify 

what they think they are doing when they are engaged in non-logical uniformities 

of behaviour that are explicable in terms of residues. Derivations are appeals and 

assertions that permit individuals to move towards the preferred goal states that 
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are because of residues. Although derivations make action appear to be logical, 

they do not permit such individuals to understand the real purpose of their action. 

Therefore, Derivations have much in common with Marx’s “ideology” and with 

Freud’s “rationalization.” 

Derivations only arise when there is reasoning, argument and ideological 

justification. According to Pareto, those factors which help in presenting logical 

explanations to the activities on the basis of needs, nature, circumstances and 

norms are known as Derivations. Man tries to explain the logic behind the action. 

These actions may not always be correct. This is what Martindale has said, “The 

Derivations consist in the ways in which men disseminate and explain their 

actions.” P.A. Sorokin has called these derivations as “Speech reactions.” 

Characteristics of Derivations  

a) Derivations are linked with residues. These try to explain actions performed 

under the influence of residues.  

b) Derivations are non-logical actions and facts. These are accepted on the 

basis of emotions and feelings.  

c)  Through derivations we try to provide justification to our ideologies and the 

actions on the basis of morality, logic and ideologies. 

d)  As compared to residues, derivations are more flexible and changeable. 

e) These are an attempt to hide realities. 

12.5.2 Types of Derivations 

 Pareto, on the basis of his analysis has tried to classify derivations under the 

following four heads. 

1. Derivations of Assertion  

a. Non-logical Assertions 

 It is including affirmations of facts and sentiments. These sentiments are not 

subjected to experimentation. These are usually accepted as true and it is not 

possible to oppose them. This class of derivation is used with class-I residues. For 



194 
 

instance, a scientists might see himself as working long hours because he has “a 

thirst for knowledge.”  

He might describe himself as a thoroughly logical person who is dedicated to 

“truth.” Pareto however would have claimed -that such a person is embodying the 

non-logical “instincts for combinations.” Affirmations which are partially based on 

facts and partially on sentiments are called “Mixed Affirmations.” If these 

affirmations are repeated, they are generally accepted. 

2. Derivations of Authority  

a. Giving Wrong Logics for Instigating People 

 If the affirmations are based on reason and stated with definiteness they become 

an authority. Those derivations that are the sanction of some force or power 

behind it are called “Authority”. Authoritative relations in this class are in concord 

with sentiments. This class of Derivation is used with Class-2 residues.  

For instance, the residents of ethnic Ghettoes might claim that they prefer to stay 

in their neighborhood so that they can be with their own people and attend their 

own churches. They might point out that this is “logical” because, by living in the 

same neighborhood they do not have to cross town to get what they want.  

Pareto however, would have insisted that their desire to place themselves under 

the authority of their own communal mores was a derivation from the residue of 

group persistence. 

3.  Derivations accord with Sentiments  

a. Here Works the Interest of People’s Common Traditions and Ideas 

 This class of derivations is based upon agreements with emotions and the 

invocation of meta-physical entities. These include sentiments, collective interests, 

legal entities such as law and justice, meta-physical entities such as solidarity, 

progress, humanity etc. Such derivations are to be found when we link our 

sentiments with national interest, spiritual welfare etc. 
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4. Derivations of Verbal Proofs 

 a. These Are Found In Form of Metaphors and Analogies 

 Metaphors are figure of speech by which a thing is spoken of as being that which 

is only resembles. Analogies are agreement in certain respects between things 

otherwise different. Verbal proofs are not based on realities, but are used only to 

prove justification.  

Most political speeches belong to the categories of verbal proof. Verbal proofs are 

non- logical in character. It is more concerned with the psychological procedure by 

which men influence one another. Raymond Aron says, “Pareto’s theory of 

derivations is a contribution to the psychology of interpersonal and intergroup 

relations, especially in the field of politics.”  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Derivation make action appears to be----------- 

Q2. Derivation has much in common with Marx’s --------and with Freud’s ---------- 

Q3. What Sorokin called derivation? 

Q4. How many types have derivation?  

12.6 Summary  

Vilfredo Pareto, an Italian engineer, sociologist, economist, political scientist, and 

philosopher, sought to develop a sociological framework that mirrored the structure of 

generalized physicochemical systems. His major work, The Treatise on General 

Sociology, reflects this ambition, aiming to apply scientific rigor to social analysis. 

Pareto’s contributions to economics and sociology were significant, particularly in 

understanding income distribution and decision-making processes. He introduced the 

concept of Pareto efficiency, which remains foundational in economic theory, and 

played a key role in shaping microeconomics. One of his most notable findings was the 

Pareto distribution, which demonstrated that wealth and income often follow a 
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predictable power-law pattern. His empirical observation that 80% of Italy’s land was 

controlled by just 20% of the population led to the formulation of the Pareto Principle (or 

the 80/20 rule), a concept widely applied in economics, business, and social sciences. 

Beyond economics, Pareto’s work on social stratification and power structures had a 

lasting impact. He was instrumental in popularizing the concept of the elite, arguing that 

society is always governed by a minority that holds power and influence. His theory of 

elite circulation proposed that ruling groups are not static; rather, they are periodically 

replaced by new elites who emerge from different social and economic backgrounds. 

This perspective remains relevant in analyzing political and organizational leadership 

dynamics. 

Overall, Pareto’s interdisciplinary approach bridged sociology and economics, offering 

insights that continue to shape modern theories on wealth distribution, governance, and 

decision-making. His legacy extends beyond mathematical models, influencing how 

social structures and inequalities are understood today. 

12.7 Glossary  

 Values-the beliefs people have, especially about what is right and wrong 

and what is most important in life, that control their behaviour. 

 Religion- one of the systems of beliefs that is based on a belief god or 

gods. 

 Movement-an act of moving or being moved from one place to another. 

 Class-a number of persons or things rewarded as forming a group by 

reason of common attributes, characteristics, qualities or traits. 

 Civilization- an advanced state of human society containing highly 

developed forms of government, culture, industry, and common social 

norms. 

 Group-a number of people or things that are together in the same place or 

that are connected in some way.  
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12.8 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Non logical action  

Ans2. Permanent elements  

Ans3. Six 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Reason  

Ans2. Residues  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Logical  

Ans2. Ideology, rationalization  

Ans3. Speech reactions 

Ans4. Four  

12.9 Suggested Readings  

 Kuper, Adam. 1973. Anthropologists and Anthropology: The Modern British 

School. London: Routledge. Reprint 1996.  

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1952. Structure and Function in Primitive Society. 

London: Cohen & West. 

 Upadhyay, V.S. & Gaya Pandey.1990. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing House. (pp 233- 298). 

 Kaufman, Eleanor.(2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  
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 Leach, Edmund R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia of 

Social Sciences, Volume 14. McMillan Co. and Free Press (pp. 482-489) 

 

12.10 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Define residues of Pareto.  

Q2. What are the types and characteristics of residues? 

Q3. Describe derivation.  

Q4. What are the types and characteristics of derivations.  
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UNIT-13 
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STRUCTURE  

13.1 Introduction  

13.2 Learning Objectives  
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13.1 Introduction  

Elite theory, a concept in philosophy, political science, and sociology, examines power 

dynamics within society. It argues that a small, influential minority—comprising 

economic elites and policy-making networks—wields significant power, often 

independent of democratic electoral processes. These elites shape corporate and 

governmental decisions through their positions in major institutions, financial influence, 

and engagement in think tanks and policy groups. 

A fundamental premise of elite theory is that power is highly concentrated among a 

cohesive elite, while the broader population remains fragmented and relatively 

powerless. The shared backgrounds, interests, and institutional positions of elites 

reinforce their dominance. In contrast, pluralist theory suggests that multiple social 

groups influence governance, leading to policies that reflect diverse societal interests. 

Elite theory challenges this view, emphasizing the decisive role of elite cohesion in 

shaping political outcomes. 

Even marginalized groups, historically excluded from mainstream power structures due 

to factors such as class, race, or religion, can develop their own "counter-elites." These 

counter-elites negotiate with established elites, sometimes gaining influence but also 

risking co-optation, which can dilute their transformative potential. 

Democratic systems operate on the assumption that voter preferences shape policy. 

However, research has indicated a strong correlation between income and policy 

influence. A 2014 study found that lower-income groups had little to no impact on policy 

outcomes, while wealthier groups' preferences were significantly more likely to be 

reflected in government decisions. Although causation remains under study, the findings 

highlight disparities in political representation and the influence of economic power on 

democracy. 

13.2 Learning Objectives  

After going through this we will be able to  

 Understand the history of circulation of elite.  
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 Know about the circulation of elite.  

 Discuss the characteristics of elite. 

Self-Check Exercise-1 

1. Elite theory was originally referred to as ____________ by Polybius. 

2. According to Polybius, aristocracy, when corrupted, turns into ____________. 

 

3.3  History 

Elite Theory and the Concept of Governance 

Polybius (circa 150 B.C.) discussed governance and power structures, referring to what 

is now recognized as elite theory as "autocracy." He proposed that political authority 

originates from three primary sources: a single ruler (monarchy/executive), a small 

group (aristocracy), and the majority (democracy). However, he warned that each of 

these governing structures would inevitably degenerate if not balanced within a mixed 

system of governance. According to him, monarchy risks becoming tyranny, democracy 

can devolve into mob rule, and aristocracy may deteriorate into oligarchy. Polybius 

attributed these corruptions to the absence of adequate checks and balances among 

the different sources of power and within governing institutions. 

13.4.The Italian School of Elitism 

The Italian School of Elitism, spearheaded by Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923), Gaetano 

Mosca (1858–1941), and Robert Michels (1876–1936), played a pivotal role in shaping 

modern elite theory in Western political thought. Their analysis of power and 

governance rested on two key principles: 

1. Power is concentrated in individuals who hold authoritative positions within 

critical economic and political institutions. 
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2. Elites distinguish themselves through superior personal attributes such as 

intelligence and strategic skills, which equip them to govern effectively. In 

contrast, the general populace is perceived as lacking the competence to govern. 

The elite, having the most at stake, are motivated to ensure the stability of the 

state. 

Gaetano Mosca’s Perspective 

Mosca focused on the sociological and psychological characteristics of elites. He 

argued that elites form an organized minority, whereas the masses remain an 

unstructured majority. He classified society into two groups: 

1. The Political Class 

2. The Non-Political Class 

According to Mosca, the ruling class consists of elites and sub-elites, who possess 

intellectual, moral, and material advantages that enable them to influence governance. 

Robert Michels and the Iron Law of Oligarchy 

Sociologist Robert Michels introduced the Iron Law of Oligarchy, positing that all 

political and social organizations ultimately fall under the control of a select few 

individuals. He asserted that elite dominance is inevitable due to structural and 

organizational necessities. His theory is based on three fundamental principles: 

1. The necessity for leadership, specialized personnel, and institutional structures. 

2. The control and utilization of organizational resources by leaders. 

3. The psychological traits of leaders that reinforce their authority. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

1. Who were the co-founders of the Italian School of Elitism? 

2. The Italian School of Elitism is based on ____________ fundamental ideas. 
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3. Mosca viewed social elites as an organized ____________. 

By synthesizing these perspectives, it becomes clear that elite theory presents a 

structured analysis of governance, emphasizing the inevitability of elite dominance in 

any political system. The Italian school further refined this understanding, asserting that 

elites not only possess superior abilities but also actively work to maintain their control 

through organizational mechanisms. 

13.5 Contemporary Elite Theorists 

Elmer Eric Schattschneider 

Elmer Eric Schattschneider critically examined the American political theory of 

pluralism, challenging the notion that a multitude of interest groups fairly represents the 

diverse concerns of citizens. Contrary to the belief that pluralism fosters democracy 

through broad participation, Schattschneider contended that the "pressure system" is 

inherently biased toward individuals from higher socioeconomic backgrounds—those 

with greater educational attainment and financial resources. He highlighted that the 

disparity between those actively engaged in interest group politics and those who 

remain uninvolved is significantly wider than the difference between voters and 

nonvoters. 

In his seminal work The Semi-Sovereign People, Schattschneider argued that the scope 

of interest group politics is limited, with organized advocacy groups representing only a 

narrow segment of society. He emphasized that this system is neither universal nor 

inclusive but instead exhibits a pronounced upper-class and business-oriented bias. He 

dispelled the myth that the pressure system is an accurate reflection of public interests, 

asserting that it is fundamentally skewed in favor of a small, elite fraction of society. 

C. Wright Mills and the Power Elite 

C. Wright Mills, in his influential book The Power Elite (1956), presented a critical 

analysis of power structures in the United States. He identified a dominant triad of 

power—comprising political, economic, and military elites—that collectively shape 

national policies and governance. Mills argued that, rather than operating through 



204 
 

democratic mechanisms, these groups exert significant control over society, sidelining 

broader public participation. He linked this phenomenon to a broader process of 

rationalization, where power becomes increasingly centralized, limiting democratic 

discourse and reducing politics to a superficial exercise. Drawing from Franz Leopold 

Neumann’s study of Nazi Germany, Mills warned that such power consolidation in 

capitalist democracies could erode democratic principles and weaken political 

accountability. 

Floyd Hunter’s Community Power Analysis 

Floyd Hunter applied elite theory on a local level in his 1953 study of power dynamics 

within a city he termed "Regional City." He sought to identify the real power holders—

not merely those in official positions but individuals and groups with substantial 

influence over decision-making. By mapping hierarchical relationships among business 

leaders, politicians, and other societal elites, Hunter demonstrated that urban politics 

was far from democratic. His work laid the foundation for subsequent research into 

corporate elites and power structures, including studies by M. Schwartz on corporate 

dominance in the U.S. economy. 

G. William Domhoff’s Perspective 

G. William Domhoff expanded on elite theory in his book Who Rules America? (1967), 

where he analyzed decision-making networks at both local and national levels. He 

argued that political and economic power is concentrated in the hands of an elite class 

composed of individuals who control major income-generating institutions such as 

banks and corporations. Similar to Hunter, Domhoff asserted that this elite class exerts 

disproportionate influence over policy decisions, further entrenching economic and 

political inequalities. 

James Burnham’s Managerial Revolution 

James Burnham’s The Managerial Revolution introduced the concept that real power in 

modern societies is shifting away from traditional business owners and political figures 

to professional managers. According to Burnham, as industrial and corporate structures 
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become more complex, those who possess managerial expertise wield greater control, 

reducing the influence of both elected officials and business proprietors. 

Robert D. Putnam on Technocratic Influence 

Robert D. Putnam examined how increasing specialization and technical expertise 

among administrators and policy advisors diminish democratic engagement. He argued 

that knowledge-intensive fields such as economics, engineering, and mathematics have 

empowered specialists, making policy decisions less accessible to the general public. 

As a result, decision-making authority is often concentrated in the hands of technocrats, 

further distancing political processes from democratic accountability. 

Ralf Dahrendorf’s Critique of Political Parties 

In Reflections on the Revolution in Europe, Ralf Dahrendorf critiqued the evolution of 

political parties, arguing that they function more like service providers than genuine 

representatives of public interests. He observed that modern political parties, rather 

than fostering ideological debate, primarily compete for the role of state administrators. 

According to Dahrendorf, this dynamic suggests that political parties should be 

transparently recognized as service-oriented organizations, with the electorate acting as 

consumers selecting the most competent "state management company" through 

elections. 

Conclusion 

The works of Schattschneider, Mills, Hunter, Domhoff, Burnham, Putnam, and 

Dahrendorf collectively challenge the idealistic view of democracy as an inclusive and 

participatory system. Their analyses reveal a recurring pattern of elite dominance, 

whether through economic power, managerial expertise, or bureaucratic control. These 

critiques emphasize the need for greater transparency and structural reforms to ensure 

that democratic institutions genuinely represent broader societal interests rather than 

serving the privileged few. 
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13.6 Circulation of Elite  

Vilfredo Pareto’s theory of the circulation of elites is a significant contribution to 

sociology. He asserts that society is inherently heterogeneous due to variations in 

mental, moral, physical, and cultural attributes, which maintain social equilibrium. 

According to Pareto, individuals differ in abilities, and those excelling in various fields 

form the elite class. 

Classification of Elites 

Pareto categorizes elites into two groups: 

1. Governing Elite – Individuals who directly or indirectly participate in governance 

and administration, wielding substantial influence. 

2. Non-Governing Elite – Those who are not part of the administration but still 

impact governance and society. 

The remaining individuals who do not belong to either category are considered non-

elite. The elite class is universal and maintains dominance by controlling political and 

social structures while resisting non-elite influence. However, non-elites recognize and 

respect elites who are liberal and inclusive. 

Circulation of Elites 

Pareto emphasizes that elite groups are in a constant state of transformation, 

characterized by upward and downward mobility. Circulation occurs in two ways: 

 Gradual Infiltration – Some non-elites, through merit, rise to elite status. 

 Revolutionary Change – An entire elite class may be overthrown and replaced 

by non-elites. 

This circulation is influenced by psychological traits. Pareto classifies elites into two 

types based on their governing style: 
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1. Foxes (Innovators) – Flexible, pragmatic, and skilled in manipulation; they 

prefer diplomacy over force. 

2. Lions (Conservatives) – Traditional, loyal, and reliant on force to maintain 

power. 

History, according to Pareto, alternates between the dominance of these two elite types. 

Societies with unrestricted elite circulation remain dynamic, but most societies 

experience impediments to this process. During significant upheavals such as wars and 

revolutions, elite replacements occur on a large scale. 

Decline of Aristocracies 

Pareto famously stated, “History is the graveyard of aristocracy.” He argues that elites 

decline due to: 

1. Wars and conflicts that weaken ruling classes. 

2. Heredity without competence, where successors lack the skills of their 

predecessors, leading to decline. 

Thus, aristocracies emerge, dominate, decline, and are ultimately replaced by more 

competent elites, ensuring social progress. Pareto concludes that elite circulation is 

essential for societal stability and transformation. 

Self-Check Exercise 

1. Who proposed the theory of circulation of elites? 

2. According to Pareto, how is society structured? 

3. What are the types of elite classes? 

4. Who stated, “History is the graveyard of aristocracy”? 
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13.6.2 Criticisms: 

Pareto does not provide a clear method for measuring or distinguishing the supposedly 

superior qualities of the elite. Instead, he assumes that the elite possess qualities 

superior to those of the general population. His classification of "lions and foxes" is 

based purely on his interpretation of elite rule styles rather than an objective criterion. 

Furthermore, Pareto does not offer a systematic way to measure the process of elite 

decline. He suggests that if an elite group remains closed to new members from lower 

social ranks, it will quickly lose its strength and vitality, leading to a shorter lifespan. 

Talcott Parsons critiqued Pareto for failing to define the conditions that determine 

changes in the proportion of residues. He also pointed out that Pareto did not consider 

biological or genetic factors that might influence these changes. Similarly, Mitchell 

criticized Pareto's theory for having a strong metaphysical aspect but lacking empirical 

support. Additionally, Pareto's concept of residues and their role in social change 

remains somewhat vague. 

Despite these criticisms, the idea of the circulation of elites remains a significant 

contribution to sociological studies. 

Self-Check Exercise-5 

Q1. Distinguishing between __________ is merely his own interpretation of the style of 

eliterule. 

Q2. __________ criticized Pareto for failing to define the conditions governing changes 

in the proportions of residues. 

13.7 Summary 

Pareto's theory of the circulation of elites is widely referenced and is often regarded as 

one of the most intriguing aspects of his sociology. He argued that individuals are born 

with varying levels of ability and develop different skills and aptitudes. According to 

Pareto, society is naturally stratified, with some individuals being physically, 

intellectually, and morally superior to others. Those who are the most competent within 

a specific domain form the elite, which is generally understood as a distinct social 

group. 

Pareto classified elites based on what he called the first and second classes of 

residues. In his view, elites are typically those who achieve the greatest success in their 
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professions. He firmly believed that human beings are inherently unequal in terms of 

physical, intellectual, and moral capacities. Every social group contains individuals who 

are significantly more talented and capable than others, and these individuals rise to 

elite status within their respective fields. 

Pareto defined the elite as "a class of individuals who have the highest scores in their 

respective areas of activity." He further emphasized that not only intelligence and 

capability but also the first-class residues influence society. An ideal ruling elite, 

according to Pareto, should possess a balanced combination of first-class and second-

class residues (the latter representing persistence and stability). These residues 

correspond to two distinct types of individuals—"lions" and "foxes"—a distinction that 

Pareto borrowed from Machiavelli. Thus, his concept of the circulation of elites is closely 

linked to his classification of human types. 

 

13.8 Glossary  

 Class-a number of persons or things regarded as forming a group by 

reason of common attributes, characteristics, qualities or traits, kind, sort. 

 Heterogeneity- the quality or state of being diverse in character or content.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Society- the people in a country or area, thought of as a group, who have 

shared customs and laws.  

 Artists- a person engaged in an activity to creating art, practicing the arts, 

or demonstrating an art.  

13.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1 

Ans1. Autocracy  
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Ans2. Oligarchy  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Pareto, Mosca, Michels  

Ans2. Two 

Ans3. Minority  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. C.W. Mills  

Ans2. Pluralism 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Pareto  

Ans2. Heterogeneous  

Ans3. Governing and non- governing  

Ans4. Pareto 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Lion and foxes  

Ans2. Talcott Parsons    

13.10 Suggested Readings 

 Best, S. & Kellner, D. 1991. Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations. The 

Guilford Press: New York. 1991. 
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 Bottomore, T. A Dictionary of Marxist Thought. Maya Blackwell: New Delhi. 

1983 (2000).  

 Bretens, H. Literary Theory: The Basics. Routledge: London. 2001. 

 Cuddon, J. A. The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary 

Theory. Penguin: Harmondsworth. 1977 (1992).  

 Culler, J. Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of 

Literature. Routledge and Kegan Paul: London. 1975.  

 Dundes, A. 'Introduction' to Morphology of the Folktale. 2nd Edition,: 

University of Texas Press: Austin. 1968.  

 Godelier, M. Perspectives in Marxist Anthropology. Cambridge University 

Press: Cambridge. 1973 (1977). Levinson, D. & Ember, M. Encyclopedia of 

Cultural Anthropology. Vol. IV. Henry Holt & Co.: New York. 1996.  

 Lane, M. (ed.). 'Introduction' to Structuralism. Basic Books: New York. 1970.  

 Leach, E. Lévi-Strauss. Fontana: London. 1970. Lodge, D. (ed.) Modern 

Criticism and Theory. Longman: London. 1988 (1992).  

 Lévi-Strauss, C. Structural Anthropology. Vol. I. Penguin Books: 

Harmondsworth. 1963 (1993). 

13.11 Terminal Questions  

Q1. Explain the history of elite.  

Q2. Describe the contemporary elite theorists.  

Q3. What are the features of elites?  

Q4. Define circulation of elite.  
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14.1 Introduction  

Max Weber was a German sociologist, philosopher, and political economist whose work 

significantly shaped social theory, research, and the field of sociology. Often regarded 

as one of the founding figures of sociology alongside Émile Durkheim and Karl Marx, 

Weber emphasized a methodological approach that opposed positivism. He advocated 

for the study of social action through interpretative methods, focusing on understanding 

the motives and meanings individuals attribute to their behaviors. Weber's central 

concern was to explore the processes of rationalization, secularization, and 

disenchantment, linking them to the growth of capitalism and the development of 

modernity. 

14.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Comprehend the biographical sketch of Max Weber.  

 Know about the objectivity and values in social sciences. 

 Debate the dominant ideas of Max Weber.  

 

14.3.1Biographical Sketch of Max Weber 

 

Max Weber, born on April 21, 1864, in Erfurt, Germany, was raised in a wealthy 

Protestant family. His father, a prominent politician, enjoyed a life of affluence, while his 

mother, Helene, was deeply religious, with values that often clashed with her husband's. 

This discordant marital relationship significantly impacted their children, including Max, 

who struggled with divided loyalties and emotional distress throughout his life. 

In his early years, Weber's health was frail, having contracted meningitis at the age of 

four. However, his intellectual curiosity flourished early on. He was particularly drawn to 

books over physical activities and quickly developed an interest in various intellectual 

fields. Raised in an environment rich in academic discourse, Weber encountered 

notable scholars such as historians Trietschke, Sybel, and Dilthey. His personal reading 

included influential thinkers like Goethe, Spinoza, and Kant. Despite his intellectual 



214 
 

prowess, Weber was shy and rebellious in school, often facing criticism from teachers 

for his disobedience. 

In 1882, at the age of eighteen, Weber enrolled at the University of Heidelberg. His 

social transformation was immediate; the formerly introverted student began engaging 

more actively in university life and gained popularity among his peers. However, 

Weber's academic journey was interrupted when he left the university after three 

semesters to serve in the military in Strasbourg. Following his military service, Weber 

returned to his parents' home in 1884 and continued his studies at the University of 

Berlin, where he deepened his knowledge in law and economics. 

Weber's academic brilliance was evident early on. His PhD thesis, "The History of 

Commercial Societies in the Middle Ages," marked the beginning of his scholarly career. 

He further pursued a post-doctoral study on Roman Agrarian History. His intellectual 

rigor earned him a professorship at the University of Heidelberg in his early thirties. 

Notable among his academic achievements was the 1895 Freiburg address on the 

National State and Economic Policy, which cemented his reputation as a leading 

scholar. 

However, Weber's personal life was marked by significant turmoil, especially following 

the death of his father, with whom he had a troubled relationship. He blamed himself for 

his father's death after a heated argument, a source of intense guilt and psychological 

distress. This emotional crisis led to several mental breakdowns, during which Weber 

took a hiatus from teaching. His academic work, however, continued during this period 

of personal upheaval. 

Weber's intellectual contributions continued to flourish despite these challenges. In 

1904, he published a series of influential essays, including the seminal Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905). His visit to America that same year was pivotal, 

deepening his interest in capitalist economies and political structures, which would later 

shape much of his scholarly work. In the years that followed, Weber’s focus expanded 

to include studies of global religions. His major works on Confucianism, Taoism, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and ancient Judaism demonstrated his broad academic scope 

and his ability to integrate diverse religious and cultural systems into his sociological 

framework. 
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In addition to his religious studies, Weber's work in the early 20th century focused on 

understanding the relationship between economic systems, politics, law, and social 

change. His theories on "rationalization" and the role of bureaucracy in modern society 

became central to his intellectual legacy. 

One of Weber’s most significant contributions was his exploration of the sociology of 

religion, which examined how religious beliefs influenced economic and social 

structures. His work also highlighted the intricate relationship between religious, 

economic, political, and legal systems, reflecting his overarching aim to understand the 

complexity of modern societies. 

Weber’s final years were marked by political and intellectual engagement, particularly 

during Germany’s political instability in the aftermath of World War I. His 1919 lectures, 

"Science as a Vocation" and "Politics as a Vocation," articulated his views on the role of 

intellectuals in political life. He also worked on Economy and Society, a comprehensive 

treatise on sociology, which was published posthumously after his death from 

pneumonia in 1920 at the age of 56. 

Weber’s work remains foundational in the field of sociology, with his contributions 

extending to various domains, including economic history, rural sociology, cultural 

studies, and the methodology of social sciences. His approach to the study of religion, 

in particular, has had a lasting impact, providing insights into the ways religious ideas 

shape economic and social behavior. Even today, Weber's ideas on rationalization, 

authority, and the state continue to influence modern sociological thought. 

14.3.1 Socio-Historical Background 

Max Weber was born on April 21, 1864, in the town of Erfurt, located in Thuringia, 

Germany. He was raised in a wealthy Protestant household. His father, an active 

politician, was deeply embedded in the political formation of the time and led a luxurious 

life. In contrast, his mother, Helene, was a devoutly religious woman whose values often 

clashed with those of her husband. The strained relationship between his parents 

worsened over the years, affecting their children, including young Max. This familial 

tension contributed to his psychological struggles in later years. 
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Early Life and Education 

Weber was a frail child who agonized from meningitis at the age of four. Unlike his 

peers, he found solace in books rather than sports. During his early adolescence, he 

developed a deep interest in intellectual pursuits and read extensively. Raised in an 

intellectually stimulating environment, he had the opportunity to interact with renowned 

historians such as Treitschke, Sybel, and Dilthey. Additionally, he engaged with the 

works of Goethe, Spinoza, and Kant. His secondary education provided him with a 

strong foundation in languages, history, and classical studies. However, Weber was 

introverted and withdrawn, and his school teachers frequently criticized him for 

indiscipline and a lack of respect for authority. 

At the age of eighteen, in 1882, Weber enrolled at the University of Heidelberg. During 

this period, he underwent a transformation from a reserved young man to a socially 

active student, gaining popularity among his peers. However, after three terms, he 

temporarily left his studies to fulfill his military service in Strasbourg. After serving for 

two years, he returned home in 1884 and resumed his studies at the University of 

Berlin, later spending some time at the University of Göttingen. 

Academic Career and Personal Struggles 

Max Weber was a highly accomplished scholar who began his academic journey at the 

University of Heidelberg. He later pursued a specialization in economic and legal history 

at the University of Berlin, where he also became a professor of jurisprudence. His 

doctoral thesis examined the history of commercial societies during the Middle Ages, 

while his post-doctoral research delved into Roman agrarian history. In his personal life, 

he married Marianne Schnitger, a distant relative. By his early thirties, Weber had 

secured a professorship in the German university system. His intellectual abilities were 

reflected in his influential lectures and writings, including his widely recognized 1895 

public lecture, ‘’The National State and Economic Policy’’. 

Despite his academic success, Weber faced personal turmoil. A conflict with his father 

culminated in a heated argument, after which his father passed away suddenly. This 

event left Weber with immense guilt, leading to prolonged emotional distress and mental 
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breakdowns. As a result, he resigned from his professorship at the University of 

Heidelberg. It was not until 1903 that he resumed his scholarly work, though he 

refrained from teaching for several years. Despite these personal setbacks, he 

continued to produce groundbreaking research on various subjects, including the 

interplay between religious beliefs and socio-economic change, the rise of rationality as 

a hallmark of modern society, and the structures of power and authority within the state. 

In 1904, Weber published critical essays addressing social and economic issues, the 

nature of objectivity in social sciences, and the first section of his seminal work, The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, which was fully published in 1905. That 

same year, he visited the United States, a trip that significantly influenced his 

perspectives on capitalism and political organization. Many of his later theoretical 

insights were shaped by this experience. His later works include studies on Chinese 

religions, particularly Confucianism and Taoism (published in 1915), as well as 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and ancient Judaism (published between 1916 and 1917). In 

1919, he delivered the influential lectures Science as a Vocation and Politics as a 

Vocation at the University of Berlin, articulating his views on politics and academia 

during a period of political upheaval in Germany. 

Weber's major works can be broadly categorized as follows, according to Poggi (2006): 

 Studies in economic history; 

 Empirical research on rural labor, industrial work conditions, and the German 

stock market; 

 Methodological writings on cultural sciences; 

 Studies on the sociology of religion, examining Calvinism, Confucianism, Taoism, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism; 

 General sociological analyses, focusing on the interconnections between 

economic, religious, legal, and political systems. 
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Weber passed away in 1920 at the age of 56 due to an illness later diagnosed as 

pneumonia. 

Socio-Historical Context and Political Engagement 

Beyond academia, Weber was actively involved in political discourse. As a 

nationalist, he volunteered for military service when World War I began, despite being 

fifty years old. However, he was highly critical of Germany’s war policies and 

leadership, advocating for political reform. His calls for a fundamental restructuring of 

the German government—favoring a parliamentary system with limited power for the 

Kaiser and the Chancellor—made him unpopular with the ruling elites. At one point, 

there were even discussions about prosecuting him for his outspoken political views. 

Despite these challenges, Weber remained committed to his vision of a more liberal 

political system in Germany. 

Between 1918 and 1920, Weber became actively engaged in politics. He co-founded 

the German Democratic Party (Deutsche Demokratische Partei), contributed to 

drafting the new German constitution, and served as an advisor to the German 

delegation at the Versailles Peace Conference in 1919. Additionally, he addressed 

academic and student groups to advocate for democratic governance. His political 

ideas, however, faced opposition from both the ruling elites and the leftist factions. 

Intellectual Legacy 

Weber engaged with nearly all the significant contemporary debates of his time, 

capturing the profound transformations occurring in society and history. His work 

presents an intriguing contrast to that of Karl Marx. While Marx emphasized 

economic determinism in historical development, Weber underscored the crucial role 

of values, ideas, and belief systems in shaping material realities. By doing so, he 

provided a valuable counterpoint to the Marxian model, emphasizing the 

multidimensional nature of societal change. His contributions continue to shape the 

fields of sociology, economics, and political science to this day. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  
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Q1. Max Weber born on-------------- 

Q2. Weber father was a ------------ 

Q3. In --------Weber published his essay affecting to social and economic issues.  

Q4. Who wrote the book ‘’The Protestant Ethics’’ and ‘’Spirit of Capitalism’’.  

14.4 Intellectual Influences 

Max Weber’s work is best understood within the intellectual climate of his era, 

particularly in the context of the debates surrounding the natural and social sciences, as 

well as the nature and scope of sociology. 

Debate Between Natural and Social Sciences and the Scope of Sociology 

By the late 19th century, Germany had earned a reputation for its exceptional higher 

education system and rigorous research standards across diverse fields, including the 

natural sciences (such as physics, chemistry, and physiology), as well as disciplines like 

philosophy, law, theology, and history. In this intellectual environment, a distinction was 

made between the natural sciences, or Naturwissenschaften, which sought to make 

precise predictions and derive generalizations based on empirical observation, and the 

fields concerned with human culture and behavior, known as Geisteswissenschaften or 

Kulturwissenschaften, which focused on the study of human history and culture. 

While the natural sciences aimed to uncover universal laws through exact 

methodologies, many scholars, particularly in Germany, rejected the notion that social 

and cultural phenomena should be studied in the same way as the natural world. In 

countries like England and France, positivists argued for the application of the methods 

of natural science to social studies. However, in contrast, German scholars contended 

that social phenomena are deeply rooted in historical and contextual specifics, varying 

significantly across time, place, and circumstance. 

For example, British and Austrian economists often developed an abstract model of the 

"rational economic man," using deductive reasoning to explain economic behavior 

without regard to historical or cultural context. Meanwhile, the German "historical 
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school" of economics took an inductive approach, analyzing data while considering the 

social, political, and cultural factors that shaped human behavior, as well as the 

meanings individuals attached to their actions within specific contexts. 

These differing viewpoints led to intense debates within German scholarship over the 

appropriate methods for studying society, particularly regarding the influence of 

scholars' personal values on their research. Weber was a central figure in these 

discussions. He opposed the positivist idea that the goals of the natural and social 

sciences were identical, yet he also contested the extreme historicist position that 

claimed it was impossible to generalize about human behavior due to its non-

mechanistic nature. Instead, Weber argued that scientific inquiry always involves some 

degree of abstraction and generalization. However, he stressed that understanding 

human behavior required consideration of individuals' motivations, which cannot be 

directly observed like external actions. 

Weber's contributions are particularly notable in his development of a methodological 

framework that balanced the subjective experiences of individuals with larger societal 

processes. His emphasis on the role of value judgments in sociological research 

remains a key philosophical and methodological contribution to the field. 

Weber’s Engagement with Science, History, and Sociological Methodology 

Weber's intellectual engagement extended to the relationship between science and 

history, as he sought to establish sociology as a discipline that balanced the uniqueness 

of individual experiences with broader generalizations about society. His thinking was 

shaped by the German idealist tradition, particularly the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, 

who differentiated between the physical or biological aspects of human life and the 

realm of ideas and spiritual experiences. This distinction influenced Weber's approach 

to studying social action. 

As human beings who possess the ability to think and act purposefully, Weber argued, 

the methods used to study the natural world could not simply be applied to the study of 

human societies. Understanding social phenomena required an empathetic approach 
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that took into account the subjective reasons individuals had for their actions, while also 

acknowledging the larger cultural patterns in which those actions occurred. 

Weber’s work was shaped by the intellectual contributions of German philosophers such 

as Wilhelm Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, and Wilhelm Dilthey. Windelband 

differentiated between the goals of the natural and cultural sciences, classifying the 

former as nomothetic (concerned with general laws) and the latter as idiographic 

(focused on particular, unique phenomena). Dilthey further emphasized that human 

society and culture should not be analyzed as external phenomena but should be 

understood from within, through the lived experiences of individuals. He argued that 

social scientists needed to immerse themselves in the perspectives of the people they 

studied in order to achieve empathetic understanding, a concept Weber referred to as 

Verstehen. 

Although Weber was influenced by Dilthey’s ideas, he believed that empathetic 

understanding was only the first step in sociological analysis. Beyond simply interpreting 

individuals' subjective experiences, Weber argued that social phenomena required 

causal explanations that adhered to empirical methodologies, more akin to those found 

in the natural sciences. This combination of interpretive understanding and empirical 

analysis became one of the defining features of Weber’s sociological approach. 

14.4.1 Causality and Probability 

A common misconception about Weber’s stance on causality arises from his 

association with the German idealist tradition. Some believe that Weber rejected 

causality entirely, but this view is incorrect. Weber accepted the concept of both 

historical and sociological causality. However, he acknowledged that the social world’s 

complexity makes establishing clear causal relationships a difficult task. Instead, Weber 

utilized the concept of ‘probability,’ suggesting that, within a given social context, 

individuals are more likely to behave in particular ways based on societal norms. 

However, this is not a certainty, as specific circumstances may lead to different actions. 

Weber distinguishes between historical causality and sociological probability. Historical 

causality refers to the particular causes behind a singular event, while sociological 
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probability involves the relationship between different phenomena. To explore causality, 

Weber proposed the use of ‘mental experiments.’ For instance, in examining the Sepoy 

Mutiny of 1857, one might question whether the revolt would have occurred without the 

controversy surrounding the animal fat cartridges. If one determines that the mutiny 

would have likely occurred regardless of this issue, due to broader social dissatisfaction 

and oppression, then the cartridges can be excluded as a causal factor. 

In sociological analysis, Weber applied probabilistic models. For example, in exploring 

the rise of capitalism, Weber suggested that a particular type of personality, influenced 

by Protestant ethics, was crucial for its emergence. This hypothesis is supported 

through mental experiments and cross-cultural comparisons, which suggest that 

capitalism would likely not have developed without these specific personality traits. 

While the Protestant ethic may have contributed to the rise of capitalism, it was not the 

sole factor. 

Weber’s work represents an effort to reconcile subjective and interpretive approaches to 

social and historical phenomena with scientific methods rooted in causal analysis. As he 

asserts in Economy and Society, sociology is "a science which aims to understand 

clearly social behavior and thus give a causal explanation of its course and results" 

(Bogardus, 1960: 477). According to Weber, sociology must be empirical, though its 

methods differ from those of the natural sciences. Sociological research should analyze 

social actions within their specific context of interaction, emphasizing interpretive 

approaches instead of viewing individuals as mere objects subject to external forces. 

To understand human behavior or social actions, social scientists must engage with the 

values and beliefs motivating individuals. At the same time, the researcher’s own beliefs 

and biases can influence their interpretation of social reality. Weber saw this not as a 

limitation but as an opportunity to gain deeper insights into the values and motivations 

that shape social behavior. 

14.4.2 Objectivity and Values in Social Sciences 

Max Weber challenged the idea of an entirely ‘objective’ social science, a belief upheld 

by many earlier sociologists. As noted earlier, one of his major concerns was the 
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connection between science and human action. While recognizing the importance of 

values in understanding social behavior, Weber firmly stated that a sociologist’s 

personal beliefs and opinions should not interfere with the study of society and its 

processes. 

Weber introduced the concepts of ‘value relevance’ and ‘value neutrality.’ He argued 

that while a researcher may choose a research topic based on personal values or 

interests, the investigation itself must adhere strictly to scientific principles, free from 

bias. The findings must not be manipulated to reflect the researcher’s personal 

ideologies or beliefs. According to Weber, empirical science does not tell people what 

they should do, but helps them understand what they are capable of or inclined to do. 

He maintained that scientists should avoid acting as moral or spiritual guides and 

instead focus on uncovering facts and their interrelations. 

In the social sciences, the role of values remains contentious. Science is often seen as 

an impartial and objective search for truth, free from personal bias and external 

influence. Durkheim, for instance, argued for an objective approach to social facts and 

suggested that sociologists should eliminate personal biases. But is it truly possible to 

achieve a completely ‘value-free’ science, whether in the natural or social sciences? 

Weber acknowledged that values play a significant role in selecting research topics. For 

example, a student might choose to study sociology based on personal interest, 

perceived ease, or lack of preference for other subjects. Similarly, a researcher studying 

atomic behavior or rural Indian customs is likely to be influenced by personal value 

orientations. 

Despite this, Weber made a clear distinction between value orientations and value 

judgments. While personal values may guide a researcher in choosing a subject of 

study, they should not lead to moral judgments. A researcher’s duty is to maintain 

ethical neutrality, meaning they must examine social phenomena without labeling them 

as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ 

Weber believed that sociologists should strive for an interpretive understanding of 

human actions. Their ability to empathize with human experiences can enhance their 
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study of society and culture, allowing them to analyze events from an insider’s 

perspective. By using ideal types and conducting historical comparisons, they can offer 

causal explanations. However, throughout this process, ethical neutrality must be 

preserved. 

 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

Q1. What key debate was Weber concerned with? 

Q2. Who distinguished between the biological and physical dimensions of human 

existence? 

Q3. Which thinkers influenced Weber? 

Q4. Who introduced the concept of causality and probability? 

14.5 Central Ideas of Max Weber  

Max Weber's contributions to sociology encompass several critical concepts that have 

shaped the understanding of modern society. His theories provide insights into the 

methodology of social research, the role of rationality in societal development, and the 

connection between religion and economic behavior. Below are some of the 

fundamental ideas that Weber elaborated upon in his works. 

Ideal Types 

Weber stressed the necessity for researchers to maintain an objective stance by 

separating personal value judgments from factual analysis. This rigorous approach to 

studying social phenomena led him to introduce the concept of the 'ideal type.' The ideal 

type serves as a methodological tool where researchers construct a theoretical model 

by distilling the most defining characteristics of a given phenomenon. It acts as a 

benchmark to analyze the similarities and deviations between real-world occurrences 

and their theoretical construct. 

For example, in examining parliamentary democracy, a researcher can create an ideal 

type that encapsulates its essential characteristics—such as representation, separation 
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of powers, and electoral processes. By comparing empirical instances of parliamentary 

democracy with this conceptual model, scholars can gain deeper insights into the 

historical context, structural differences, and operational nuances in different societies. 

The ideal type does not claim to represent reality but provides a framework to analyze 

patterns and variations. 

Rationality and Rationalization 

Weber emphasized rationality as a defining feature of modern societies. Rationality, in 

his view, refers to logical, systematic, and coherent decision-making processes that 

guide human behavior. The process of rationalization involves the increasing application 

of reason, efficiency, and calculability across different spheres of life. 

Weber argued that modern Western society is characterized by a shift towards rational 

calculation and methodical organization. This transformation reduces reliance on 

traditional beliefs, mystical forces, and supernatural explanations. He illustrated this 

through various domains, such as religion, law, and bureaucracy. For instance, whereas 

a farmer in traditional society might rely on religious rituals to ensure a good harvest, a 

modern farmer would depend on scientific techniques, irrigation systems, and 

technological advancements. 

Weber linked rationalization with secularization and the growing dominance of 

bureaucratic structures. Bureaucracies, while highly efficient, create rigid systems 

governed by formal rules and hierarchical organization. This leads to the phenomenon 

Weber termed the "iron cage"—a condition in which individuals are constrained by the 

bureaucratic structures that were initially meant to serve them. As society becomes 

increasingly regulated and predictable, human spontaneity, creativity, and personal 

freedom may be stifled. This concern remains relevant in contemporary debates about 

the influence of bureaucracy, automation, and standardized institutions on individual 

autonomy. 

Religion and Economic Development 
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One of Weber's most influential arguments is the relationship between religious beliefs 

and economic behavior. Unlike Karl Marx, who emphasized material conditions and 

economic structures as primary drivers of societal change, Weber highlighted the role of 

cultural and ideological factors in shaping economic systems. In his seminal work, The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, he examined how religious values 

influenced the rise of modern capitalism in the West. 

Weber proposed that Protestant ethics—particularly those found in Calvinism—

encouraged disciplined work habits, frugality, and the reinvestment of profits. Calvinists 

believed in the concept of predestination, where salvation was predetermined by God. 

However, they sought signs of divine favor through hard work, economic success, and 

an austere lifestyle. Rather than indulging in luxuries, they reinvested their earnings into 

productive ventures, thus fueling capitalist growth. 

This perspective challenges economic determinism by illustrating how non-economic 

factors, such as religious ideology, can play a crucial role in economic transformations. 

While capitalism emerged due to various historical and technological developments, 

Weber’s analysis highlights the importance of cultural attitudes and ethical orientations 

in shaping economic behavior. 

Self-Check Questions-3 

1. What is the methodological tool that constructs a theoretical model by identifying 

key characteristics of a phenomenon? 

2. How does Weber define rationality? 

3. What term refers to established standards of thought and behavior that influence 

societal conduct? 
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14.6 Summary  

Max Weber, alongside Emile Durkheim and Karl Marx, is considered one of the 

foundational figures in sociology. Initially, during World War I, Weber supported 

Germany's war efforts but later shifted his stance, becoming critical of the conflict and 

advocating for democratization. One of his key intellectual focuses was understanding 

the processes of rationalization, secularization, and disenchantment. Weber examined 

how modern societies increasingly emphasized efficiency, order, and control, leading to 

a rationalization of social, political, and economic structures. He also explored how the 

rise of secular values displaced traditional religious beliefs, contributing to a sense of 

disenchantment with the world. 

14.7 Glossary  

 Hypothesis- an idea that is suggested as the possible explanation for 

something but has not yet been found to be true or correct.  

 Tradition- a custom, belief or way of doing something that has continued from 

the past to the present.  

 Generalization- a statement that is based on only a few facts or examples.  

14.8. Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. 21st April 1864 

Ans2. Politician  

Ans3. 1904  

Ans4. Weber  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Science, history  

Ans2. Immanuel Kant  



228 
 

Ans3. Wideband, Rickert, Dilthey  

Ans4. Weber  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Idea types  

Ans2. Logical and coherent ideas  

Ans3. Ethics 

14.9 Suggested Readings  

 Bogardus, E. S. (1960). Evolution of Social Thought. New York: Longman Green 

& Co. 

 Coser, L. (1977). Key Figures in Sociological Thought: Ideas in Historical and 

Social Context. New York: Harcourt College Publishers. 

 Freund, J. (1972). Max Weber’s Sociological Perspective. Middlesex: Penguin 

Books. 

 Heran, F. (1985). Rationality and Liberty in Sociological Theory. Boston: Allen & 

Unwin. 

 Indira Gandhi National Open University (2005). Sociological Thought (ESO 13). 

New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, G. (2006). An Introduction to Weber’s Sociology. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

14.10 Terminal Questions  

1. Briefly, explain the biographical sketch of Weber.  

2. Describe the central ideas of Weber.  

 

 

 



229 
 

UNIT-15  

SOCIAL ACTION- MEANING, CHARACTERISTICS  

STRUCTURE   

15.1 Introduction 

15.2 Learning Objectives  

15.3 The protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism  

                15.3.1 The Spirit of Capitalism 

                15.3.2 Features of the Protestant Ethics  

               15.3.3 Influencing the Development of Capitalism  

               15.3.4 Features of Calvinism  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

15.4 Role of Values and Beliefs  

                 15.4.1 Social Action 

                 15.4.2 Meaning of Social Action  

                 15.4.3 Meaning and Social Action  

                 15.4.4 Range of Social Action  

                 15.4.5 Characteristics of Social Action  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

15.5 Summary 

15.6 Glossary  

15.7 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  
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15.8 Suggested Readings  

15.9 Terminal Questions   

15.1 Introduction 

Max Weber conceptualized sociology as a comprehensive science of social action, 

placing a strong emphasis on understanding the subjective meanings individuals attach 

to their actions. Unlike Karl Marx and Émile Durkheim, who primarily focused on 

structural determinants of human behavior, Weber argued that values, ideas, and 

cultural factors played an essential role in shaping human actions. While Durkheim 

highlighted the role of external social facts that exert constraints on individuals and Marx 

prioritized the material conditions of economic structures, Weber maintained that ideas 

and belief systems were significant motivational factors influencing human conduct. 

One of Weber’s key contributions was his exploration of the relationship between 

Protestant ethics and the development of capitalism. He posited that Western capitalism 

emerged not merely as a result of economic transactions but was deeply influenced by 

the moral and ethical framework provided by Protestantism. Specifically, he argued that 

the Protestant ethic promoted a disciplined and rational approach to work, wealth 

accumulation, and frugality, which, in turn, facilitated the spirit of capitalism. To 

elucidate this connection, Weber developed the ideal types of both the Protestant ethic 

and the capitalist spirit. He observed that the rise of Protestantism in Western Europe 

coincided with intensified commercial activity, characterized by wealth accumulation 

without personal indulgence. Thus, Weber underscored that capitalism was not solely 

about profit-making but also about a distinctive ethical stance towards life, which 

emphasized hard work, efficiency, and self-restraint. 

The concept of social action, a cornerstone of Weber’s sociology, was further refined by 

scholars such as Mitchell, who defined it as behavior that is oriented toward influencing 

the actions of others. Unlike structuralist perspectives, Weber’s approach foregrounded 

individual agency within historical and cultural contexts, making his work foundational to 

interpretive sociology. 
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15.2 Learning Objectives 

This unit aims to: 

 Explain the connection between Protestant ethics and the spirit of capitalism. 

 Define the concept of social action. 

 Identify key characteristics of social action within Weberian sociology. 

 

15.3 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

Weber’s seminal work, ‘’The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’’, written 

between 1903 and 1904, remains one of the most debated sociological analyses of 

economic behavior. He argued that the disciplined economic conduct characteristic of 

early capitalists was religiously inspired, shaped by Protestant values of hard work, 

asceticism, and rational economic activity. This thesis sparked intense debate, 

particularly from historians and theologians who questioned the causality between 

Protestantism and capitalist development. Despite critiques, Weber’s analysis continues 

to offer valuable insights into the intersections of religion, economics, and social 

transformation. 

Weber’s argument was grounded in the observation that Protestant-majority societies in 

Western Europe exhibited distinct economic behaviors compared to Catholic-majority 

regions. He attributed this difference to the Protestant work ethic, which emphasized 

diligence, thrift, and deferred gratification. Unlike traditional economic pursuits driven by 

immediate consumption and luxury, Protestant-influenced capitalism encouraged 

systematic reinvestment and accumulation of wealth without indulgence. This ethical 

framework, Weber contended, laid the foundation for modern capitalism’s expansion 

and endurance. 

15.3.1 The Spirit of Capitalism 
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The pursuit of wealth has been a longstanding feature of human societies. However, 

Weber distinguished between traditional capitalism and rational capitalism. Traditional 

capitalism, which thrived in pre-industrial societies, was characterized by speculative 

trade, luxury consumption, and a lack of systematic economic planning. In contrast, 

rational capitalism, emerging with industrialization, was based on methodical 

production, efficiency, and reinvestment. 

Weber highlighted that rational capitalism was not merely about profit generation but 

also about a disciplined, systematic approach to economic activity. Unlike traditional 

traders who sought wealth for personal gratification, modern capitalists viewed money-

making as an end in itself, embodying an ethos of continuous economic rationalization. 

This shift in attitude was facilitated by the Protestant ethic, which instilled values of self-

discipline, frugality, and industriousness, creating an environment conducive to 

sustained economic growth. Moreover, Weber contrasted the capitalist work ethic with 

traditionalism, which favored limited work, relaxation, and adherence to established 

ways. He argued that traditionalism impeded economic progress, while capitalism  

15.3.2 Features of the Protestant Ethic Influencing Capitalism 

Protestantism emerged as a reformist movement in 16th-century Europe, challenging 

the perceived excesses and corruption of the Catholic Church. Reformers such as 

Martin Luther and John Calvin emphasized simplicity, piety, and hard work as essential 

virtues. Calvinism, in particular, played a crucial role in shaping the economic behaviors 

Weber associated with capitalist development. 

Weber observed that Protestant communities, particularly Calvinists, exhibited higher 

educational attainment, professional success, and entrepreneurial engagement. He 

linked these outcomes to core Protestant values such as: 

1. Asceticism – Encouragement of self-discipline and avoidance of material 

excess. 

2. Work Ethic – Valuing labor as a moral duty and a means of spiritual fulfillment. 
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3. Rationalization – Applying systematic and calculated methods to economic 

pursuits. 

4. Predestination Belief – A theological conviction that worldly success was a sign 

of divine favor, motivating adherents to pursue economic achievements diligently. 

By analyzing these characteristics, Weber demonstrated how religious ideology could 

shape economic structures and behaviors, illustrating the broader interplay between 

culture and economic systems. His insights remain influential in contemporary 

sociological and economic studies, offering a nuanced perspective on the cultural 

foundations of capitalism. 

Features of Calvinism 

Calvin’s Perception of God 

According to Calvin, God is omnipotent and transcendent. His divine will remains 

beyond human comprehension, and attempting to understand it would be futile. God's 

will is supreme and cannot be analyzed through human reasoning. 

Doctrine of Predestination 

A key belief in Calvinism is predestination, which asserts that God has already selected 

certain individuals, known as the "elect," who will attain salvation. The rest are destined 

for eternal damnation. This divine selection is predetermined and cannot be altered by 

human actions, including prayers or offerings. Since God's will is unknowable, 

individuals have no power to change their fate. Instead, they are encouraged to engage 

in hard work and pursue material success, as prosperity is seen as a sign of divine 

favor. Their efforts are meant to glorify God. 

The Concept of “This-Worldly Asceticism” 

Asceticism refers to self-discipline and the suppression of desires. Within Protestantism, 

especially Calvinism, sociologist Max Weber identified a distinct form of asceticism that 

focused on self-restraint while engaging with the material world. Calvinists emphasized 

rigorous discipline and a simple, frugal lifestyle while denouncing indulgence in 
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entertainment such as dance, music, film, and theater, as these were viewed as 

distractions from serving God. Hard work was valued not only among Calvinists but also 

across various Protestant sects. The belief that "honesty is the best policy" played a 

crucial role in shaping early capitalism. Wealth accumulated through labor was not to be 

spent on personal luxuries but rather reinvested, thereby generating more wealth. 

Calvinists adhered to principles such as "work is worship" and "time is money." 

The Concept of “Calling” 

In Calvinist ethics, work is regarded as sacred. It is not merely an occupation but a 

divine mission that should be carried out with dedication and sincerity. 

Max Weber’s Summary of Calvinist Ethics 

Weber outlined five fundamental aspects of Calvinist beliefs: 

1. God is an all-powerful, transcendent being who created and governs the world, 

yet He remains beyond human understanding. 

2. Every individual is predestined for either salvation or damnation, and no human 

action can alter this divine decree, which was established before birth. 

3. The purpose of creation is to glorify God. 

4. Regardless of one's predetermined fate, every person is required to work for 

God's glory and contribute to the establishment of His kingdom on Earth. 

5. Earthly existence, human desires, and physical pleasures are associated with sin 

and death. Salvation is attainable solely through divine grace. 

These principles fostered a disciplined and devoted workforce, which played a crucial 

role in the rise of capitalism. The values of hard work, saving, reinvestment, and the 

drive for financial success align closely with the "spirit of capitalism." Although working 

tirelessly without indulging in personal luxuries might seem irrational, it becomes logical 

when viewed through the lens of predestination and the necessity of demonstrating 

one's divine election through prosperity. 
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Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. ‘’The Protestant Ethics and Spirit of Capitalism’’ were writing in between---------

--and---------- 

Q2. Weber situated a positive relationship between ----------and ------------- 

Q3. According to Weber, ---------is not only the production of exchange but an 

ascetic attitude towards life.  

Q4. ---------is viewed as a symbol of power, property and prestige.  

Q5. What is Protestantism? 

Q6. In----------them exist an complete transcendent God who create the world and 

rule it.  

15.4 Role of Values and Beliefs 

Max Weber (1964: 128-129) defines sociology as a discipline that seeks to interpret and 

understand social action to establish a causal explanation of its origins and 

consequences. The key aspects of social action include: 

i) It encompasses all forms of human behavior. 

ii) It is associated with subjective meaning. 

iii) It considers the actions of others. 

iv) It follows a particular course of orientation. 

15.4.1 Social Action 

Weber’s concept of social action is an extension of his methodological inquiries in the 

social sciences. He developed this theory in Economy and Society between 1911 and 

1920, aiming to create a framework that explains human actions within a societal 

context. He proposed that sociology is a field dedicated to understanding human social 

actions and their implications. 
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Between 1903 and 1907, Weber wrote extensively on methodological concerns, 

debating the distinctions between natural and social sciences. While these essays 

initially critiqued the ongoing discourse on scientific methods, they later became 

foundational in his theory of meaningful social action. He argued that natural sciences 

fail to address the internal understanding of human behavior, whereas social sciences 

focus on the inner states of actors and their interpretations of external events. 

Weber believed that society is shaped by human actions, which are influenced by 

values and goals. Every societal creation—such as history, language, art, and religion—

is embedded with values. Unlike natural sciences, which study objects without regard to 

values, social sciences require an understanding of actors' values to fully comprehend 

their actions. 

15.4.2 Meaning of Social Action 

Weber emphasized that analyzing human action solely based on external 

characteristics is inadequate, as it fails to capture the interpretative nature of human 

behavior. Individuals act only after interpreting the actions of others. Social action is 

characterized by three key elements: 

 Meaningfulness to the actor – Actions stem from experiences, values, and 

interests. 

 Consideration of others – Social actors take into account others’ behaviors, 

whether positively, negatively, or neutrally. 

 Orientation – Actions are directed toward a specific purpose. 

15.4.3 Meaning and Orientation 

Social actions may stem from various motivations, including goals pursued by the actor, 

values upheld for their own sake (ethical, spiritual, or emotional), affective or emotional 

interests, and habitual practices shaped by socialization. Some actions, such as 

spiritual contemplation, may hold personal meaning but do not necessarily qualify as 

social actions due to their lack of interaction with others. 
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Weber distinguished between actual meaning in a specific case and the general 

meaning attributed to a group of actors. Individual actions are socially significant when 

they involve an awareness of others and a purposeful response to them. 

15.4.4 Range of Social Action 

Weber categorized social actions based on their meaningfulness and intent. He also 

identified behaviors that do not qualify as social actions, such as: 

 Reactive behavior – Actions without subjective meaning or conscious intent. 

 Traditional behavior – Routine actions that may lack deliberate intent. 

 Psychological processes – Actions that are difficult to interpret socially. 

 Mystical experiences – Personal actions without social orientation. 

 Physical and physiological states – Actions like fatigue or euphoria. 

 Non-social interactions – Actions involving inanimate objects. 

 Crowd behavior – Collective reactions that may be habitual or impulsive. 

 Imitation – Depending on intent, imitation may or may not be meaningful. 

 Purely affectual behavior – Emotional responses that may lack conscious 

deliberation. 

Weber noted that distinguishing social action requires careful empirical analysis and an 

understanding of actors' subjective experiences. He also highlighted meaningful actions 

that involve deliberate orientation, such as: 

 Actions directed toward ultimate values or goals. 

 Actions influenced by past, present, or expected future interactions. 

 Actions involving interactions with unknown individuals. 
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 Economic activities, such as monetary transactions, which consider future 

implications and involve mutual understanding. 

By distinguishing between meaningful social actions and other types of behavior, Weber 

provided a framework for analyzing how human actions shape and are shaped by 

society. 

15.4.5 Characteristics of Social Action  

Key Characteristics of Weber’s Concept of Social Action 

 Social action can be shaped by events from the past, present, or future. 

 It assumes the presence of other individuals and their influence on one’s actions. 

 The necessity of subjective meaning is a fundamental aspect. 

 It is purposefully oriented in its course. 

Weber emphasized the reciprocal orientation of social actors and the importance of 

understanding their motives, which distinguishes his approach. Social action is 

influenced by previous, current, or anticipated actions, making it a response or 

modification to others' behavior. 

For social action to occur, the presence of another individual is essential, as human 

interactions shape behavior. Social action cannot exist in isolation—it emerges when 

one person's actions prompt a reaction or response from another. 

A crucial aspect of social action is subjective meaning. Simply copying behavior without 

understanding its significance does not qualify as social action. Weber focused on how 

individuals assign meaning to their actions within specific social and historical contexts. 

Behavior lacking such meaning falls outside sociology’s scope. 

Weber asserted that action is considered social when an individual assigns meaning to 

their conduct in relation to others' behavior. For an action to be classified as social, it 

must involve an awareness of its purpose and connection to others. This implies that 

mere behavior becomes meaningful action when it is directed towards and influenced 
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by other people. The key requirement is that the individual understands their actions, 

which can be analyzed based on their intentions, motives, and emotions. 

Self- Check Exrrcsie-2  

Q1. Sociology is a science which efforts the--------of social action.  

Q2. Weber established a theory of social action in--------- 

Q3. What are the three aspects of social action?  

Q4. Who define range of social action? 

Q5. Social action may be prejudiced by-------------- 

15.5 Summary  

Max Weber's theory of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism posits that the 

development of capitalism in the West is closely linked to the values fostered by 

Protestantism. He argued that the Protestant Ethic, particularly its emphasis on hard 

work, discipline, and asceticism, contributed to the rise of a capitalist mindset, which he 

referred to as the "spirit of capitalism." Weber's study extended beyond Protestantism; 

he explored other world religions to examine the role religious ethics played in shaping 

economic behaviors. According to Weber, capitalism did not emerge in other parts of 

the world in the same way because those societies lacked a comparable religious ethic 

that encouraged the same rational, profit-driven behavior. 

Weber also introduced the concept of "ideal types," which are theoretical constructs 

used to analyze and explain social phenomena. These ideal types serve as a 

framework for understanding complex social realities. Furthermore, Weber's concept of 

social action emphasizes how individual actions are influenced by social contexts and 

how these actions are connected to broader social patterns and outcomes. Through 

this, Weber sought to explain the cause-and-effect relationships in human behavior 

within the social sphere. 

15.6 Glossary  
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 Religion- the trust in a god and gods and the activities connected with this. 

 Crowd- a large number of persons gathered closely together. 

 Ethic- a set of moral principles, especially ones relating to or affirming a 

specified group, field or form of conduct.  

 Society- a people in a country or area, thought of as a group, who have 

shared customs and laws.  

 Salvation- the act of saving or protecting from harm, risk, loss, destruction etc.  

 Culture- the mode of life including arts, beliefs and institutes of a population 

that are passed down from age group to group.  

  

15.7 Answers to Self-Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. 1903, 1905  

Ans2. Protestant ethics, spirit of capitalism  

Ans3. Capitalism  

Ans4. Wealth  

Ans5. Religion of the protest  

Ans6. Calvinism  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Interpretative understanding  

Ans2. Economy and Society  

Ans3. Meaningful to the actor, consider other, oriented  

Ans4. Weber  

Ans5. Past, present and future  
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 Bogardus, E. S. (1960). Evolution of Social Thought. New York: Longman Green 

& Co. 
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 Freund, J. (1972). Max Weber’s Sociological Perspective. Middlesex: Penguin 

Books. 

 Heran, F. (1985). Rationality and Liberty in Sociological Theory. Boston: Allen & 

Unwin. 

 Indira Gandhi National Open University (2005). Sociological Thought (ESO 13). 

New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, G. (2006). An Introduction to Weber’s Sociology. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

 

15.9 Terminal Questions  

1. What are the features of the protestant ethics? 

2.  Define social action.  

3. Discuss the meaning and orientation of social action.  

4. What are the characteristics of social action? 

5. Briefly, explain the protestant ethics and spirit of capitalism. 
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UNIT-16 

TYPES OF SOCIAL ACTION 

STRUCTURE  

16.1 Introduction 

16.2 Learning Objectives  

16.3 Weber’s Comparative Studies on Religion  

                 16.3.1 The Religion of China: Confucianism  

                 16.3.2 The Religion of India: Hinduism  

                 16.3.3 Ancient Judaism 

 Self- Check Exercise-1  

16.4 Bureaucracy  

                 16.4.1 Major Features of Bureaucracy  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

16.5 Construction of Ideal Types  

          16.5.1 Characteristics of Ideal Types  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

16.6 Types of Social Action  

                 16.6.1 Stages of Social Action  

Self- Check Exercise-4 

16.7 Critique of Weber Social Action Theory  

Self- Check Exercise-5 
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16.8 Summary  

16.9 Glossary  

16.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

16.11 Suggested Readings  

16.12 Terminal Questions  

16.1 Introduction 

Max Weber, recognized as one of the three key founders of sociology, made a 

significant impact by integrating economic and religious sociology in his theoretical 

framework. One of his most notable contributions was his emphasis on interpretive 

sociology, which challenged the positivist approach dominant in social sciences at the 

time. Unlike positivists who focused solely on observable phenomena and empirical 

data, Weber argued that understanding human behavior required interpreting the 

subjective meanings individuals assign to their actions. He believed that the values and 

motivations behind social actions were just as crucial as the external, measurable 

factors influencing them. 

Beyond his sociological work, Weber played a role in early German politics. As a 

founding member of the German Democratic Party, he sought political influence but was 

unable to secure a parliamentary seat. Nevertheless, his expertise was recognized, and 

he contributed as an advisor in drafting the Weimar Constitution. His involvement in 

shaping Germany’s democratic framework reflects his broader intellectual engagement 

with questions of governance, authority, and rationalization—key themes that permeate 

his sociological writings. Weber’s work continues to influence contemporary social 

theory, particularly in understanding the interplay between individual agency, social 

structures, and historical processes. 

16.2 Learning Objectives 

In this unit, we will explore key sociological concepts, including: 
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 Analyzing Max Weber’s comparative approach to religion and its influence on 

society. 

 Gaining insight into different types of social action and their significance in 

shaping human behavior. 

 Examining the various stages involved in social action and their role in social 

change. 

16.3 Weber’s Comparative Studies on Religion 

Max Weber sought to establish a connection between religious ethics and economic 

behavior. After analyzing the role of the Protestant ethic in the rise of Western 

capitalism, he explored whether similar forms of worldly asceticism existed beyond 

Western civilization. His study revealed that modern capitalism, with its distinct 

characteristics, emerged exclusively in Western Europe. Weber attributed this to the 

absence of a specific religious ethic in non-Western societies. To understand this 

phenomenon, he conducted a comparative analysis of world religions, identifying 

elements that were missing in many of them—elements that had facilitated the rise of 

capitalism in the West. 

16.3.1 The Religion of China: Confucianism 

Max Weber identified several developments in traditional China that could have 

contributed to the emergence of capitalism and a rationalized economy. These included 

urbanization, the establishment of guilds, the formation of monetary systems, the 

development of law, and the political unification under a patrimonial state. However, he 

argued that certain social, religious, and structural factors ultimately hindered the rise of 

rational capitalism in China. 

One of the primary constraints was the influence of kinship structures, particularly the 

dominance of the sib, or extended family unit. While private property existed, it 

remained under the influence of these kinship networks rather than being fully 
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individualized, as seen in the West. The power of the sib was reinforced by ancestral 

worship, where ancestral spirits acted as intermediaries between the living and the 

divine. This traditional framework was more influential than the bureaucratic state, 

limiting the autonomy of individuals. Social status was often based on age and lineage 

rather than knowledge or bureaucratic expertise, and the legal system remained 

patriarchal rather than formally rational. These factors collectively maintained strong 

kinship ties and restricted the independent economic development of individuals. 

Religious and ethical traditions also played a significant role in shaping China’s 

economic structure. Confucianism emphasized social harmony and order as eternal and 

inevitable, valuing self-cultivation and moral integrity over individual ambition. The ideal 

Confucian person was expected to maintain emotional control and inner balance, 

avoiding any disruption of harmony. Unlike Protestantism, which emphasized sin, 

salvation, and ascetic discipline, Confucian ethics did not foster a drive for methodical 

work or economic expansion. 

Additionally, Confucianism did not reject magical beliefs but rather integrated and 

rationalized them into everyday life. Magic and animistic traditions held significant 

influence, even within the bureaucratic system, which saw them as useful tools for 

maintaining social order. As a result, empirical sciences that could have led to 

technological advancements were often intertwined with supernatural explanations. 

Weber described this as an "enchanted" world where rational capitalism could not 

naturally emerge. 

Despite having conditions that might have supported capitalism—such as trade, urban 

centers, and bureaucratic governance—the absence of an ethical framework similar to 

Protestantism prevented its spontaneous development in China. For Weber, the 

rational, disciplined ethos of Protestantism, particularly its emphasis on hard work and 

individual responsibility, was a crucial factor in the rise of capitalism in the West—an 

element that Confucianism did not provide. 
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16.3.2 The religion of India: Hinduism 

Hinduism stands apart from other world religions due to its eclectic and tolerant nature. 

One of its defining features is the caste system, which organizes society into 

hierarchical occupational categories. Despite the diversity of beliefs within Hinduism, 

certain core doctrines are widely accepted, including the concepts of karma and the 

transmigration of souls. The philosophy of karma suggests that an individual's actions in 

this life directly influence their status in the next. This belief is closely intertwined with 

the caste system, as it reinforces the idea that social mobility is determined by one's 

adherence to their prescribed duties rather than personal ambition or occupational 

choice. 

Max Weber, in his analysis of Hinduism, argued that its religious and social structure 

was not conducive to the emergence of modern capitalism. While India possessed the 

social and cultural conditions necessary for capitalist development, the rigid caste 

system acted as a barrier by stabilizing occupational roles and preventing economic 

rationalization. The Brahmin caste, occupying the highest status in the hierarchy, 

maintained dominance over society through religious authority, using concepts like 

purity and pollution to reinforce their position. This system discouraged individuals from 

seeking alternative economic opportunities and upheld the prevailing social order. 

Weber extended his analysis to other Asiatic societies, including China, Ceylon (Sri 

Lanka), and Korea. He observed that although these societies had economic structures 

that could have facilitated capitalist growth, they remained influenced by a magical 

worldview. In contrast, Western civilization had undergone a process of rationalization 

and disenchantment, which allowed for the emergence of modern capitalism. According 

to Weber, the persistence of mystical and religious traditions in the East hindered not 

only economic progress but also the broader rationalization of culture. 

16.3.3 Ancient Judaism 

Judaism is the religion of the Jewish people, who originally inhabited the region of 

Palestine in West Asia. As the oldest monotheistic faith, Judaism emphasizes the belief 

in one supreme and all-powerful deity, often referred to as Yahweh. Central to Jewish 
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religious thought is the idea that Jews are a chosen people, entrusted with the mission 

of upholding divine principles and contributing to the establishment of God's order on 

Earth. Unlike traditions such as Confucianism and Hinduism, which emphasize harmony 

with nature, Judaism promotes an ethic of mastery over the environment. 

Max Weber, a prominent sociologist, suggested that Judaism had the potential to foster 

the "spirit of capitalism," a mindset characterized by rational economic activity and the 

pursuit of wealth for its own sake. However, historical circumstances prevented this 

outcome. The forced displacement of Jewish communities due to persecution—

commonly referred to as the Jewish diaspora—resulted in their dispersion across 

different regions. This significantly restricted their participation in diverse economic 

activities, confining many to roles such as money-lending, where they often excelled. 

This historical case demonstrates that economic conditions alone—such as the 

presence of finance, trade, and technological advancements—are not sufficient to give 

rise to capitalism. Societies like India and China possessed these material resources, 

yet capitalism did not emerge in the same way as it did in the West. This suggests that 

cultural values and belief systems play a crucial role in shaping economic behavior. In 

societies where wealth accumulation and the rational organization of work were not 

aligned with dominant ethical ideals, capitalist development remained limited. Therefore, 

the interplay between economic conditions and cultural ethos must be considered when 

analyzing the emergence of capitalism in different societies. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. In traditional China, specific key developments, as identified by Weber, played a 

crucial role in fostering progress and creating a foundation for societal transformation----

------- 

Q2. Who wrote the book The Religion of India?  

Q3. Weber contended that --------------- lacked an ethic conducive for the development of 

capitalism. 

Q4. What is ancient Judaism?  
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16.4 Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy functions as the operational framework that enforces rational-legal 

authority. Max Weber conducted an in-depth analysis of bureaucracy and formulated an 

ideal type that encapsulates its most defining characteristics. His model outlines a 

structured and hierarchical system designed to enhance efficiency, predictability, and 

impartiality in governance and administration. By emphasizing formal rules, specialized 

roles, and a clear chain of command, Weber's ideal bureaucracy seeks to eliminate 

personal biases and ensure consistency in decision-making. However, while this 

structured approach enhances efficiency, it can also lead to rigidity, inefficiency, and 

excessive red tape in practice. Thus, Weber's conceptualization serves both as a 

benchmark for effective administration and a point of critique for its potential 

shortcomings. 

16.4.1 Major Features of Bureaucracy 

A well-functioning bureaucracy operates based on a structured framework of rules and 

regulations. The responsibilities within a bureaucratic system are systematically 

assigned to officials, ensuring that tasks are carried out effectively. Authority within this 

system is established through a stable and legal structure, where each official's power is 

clearly defined by laws. Additionally, standardized procedures are in place to guarantee 

that duties are performed efficiently and consistently. These characteristics collectively 

form the foundation of bureaucratic authority, a feature commonly observed in modern 

and developed societies. 

Another defining aspect of bureaucracy is its hierarchical structure, which establishes 

clear levels of authority. This structured chain of command ensures that lower-ranking 

officials are supervised by their superiors and are accountable for their actions. One 

advantage of this system is that it allows individuals to seek redress when dissatisfied 

with the actions of lower-level officials by appealing to higher authorities. For instance, if 

a clerk or a section officer fails to meet expectations, the matter can be escalated to a 

senior official for resolution. 
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The operation of bureaucratic offices relies on meticulous documentation, with written 

records and files being systematically maintained by designated clerks. This ensures 

proper organization and retrieval of information when needed. Moreover, bureaucratic 

roles are highly specialized, requiring officials to undergo specific training to perform 

their duties efficiently. In a fully developed bureaucratic setup, officials are often 

expected to dedicate their full working capacity to their roles, sometimes necessitating 

overtime work to meet administrative demands. 

Understanding the structural and functional aspects of bureaucracy provides insight into 

the role of officials who are integral to its operation. These officials are responsible for 

ensuring that the system runs smoothly, adhering to established rules, maintaining 

records, and upholding the principles of accountability and efficiency. 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Q1. What are the different structural and functional aspects of bureaucracy? 

Q2. The administration of a bureaucratic office is conducted through written 

documentation. 

Q3. A well-established office setup requires the complete efficiency of its staff. 

16.5 Construction of Ideal Types 

Ideal types are conceptual constructs formed by abstracting and combining various 

elements that exist in reality, though they rarely appear in a pure form. Sociologists 

create these ideal types by selecting key traits from a complex and ambiguous reality, 

thereby constructing a coherent analytical tool. 

For instance, in studying Democracy in India, one might identify fundamental 

characteristics such as a multi-party system, universal adult franchise, government 

formation through elected representatives, public participation in decision-making, legal 

equality, and adherence to majority rule. This formulation of an ideal type of Democracy 

serves as a guiding framework for analysis, helping to assess how real-world instances 

conform to or diverge from the model. 
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It is important to note that ideal types, although derived from actual facts, do not fully 

represent reality. Instead, they function as logically constructed models to facilitate 

understanding. As Max Weber emphasized, an ideal type is a conceptual construct that, 

in its purest form, does not empirically exist in reality. 

16.5.1 Characteristics of Ideal Types 

Ideal types, as conceptualized by Max Weber, serve as methodological tools that aid in 

understanding social reality. They do not represent actual occurrences but function as 

analytical constructs that help in comparative analysis. The fundamental characteristics 

of ideal types are as follows: 

1. Mental Constructs with a Logical Extremity 

Ideal types exist primarily as cognitive frameworks, shaped by human 

comprehension and imagination. They are not tangible realities but logical 

extremes designed to highlight essential characteristics. For instance, concepts 

such as perfect democracy, a flawless legal system, or an ideal bureaucracy do 

not exist in reality but serve as benchmarks to analyze actual phenomena. 

2. Divergence from Reality 

While ideal types are derived from real-world observations, they do not precisely 

correspond to actual situations. They are purposefully distanced from reality to 

facilitate analytical comparisons. Real-world examples may exhibit similarities to 

ideal types but rarely conform completely. For example, no bureaucratic 

organization perfectly embodies Weber’s model of bureaucracy, yet his 

conceptual framework enables a structured understanding of various 

bureaucratic structures. 

3. Theoretical Tools for Analysis 

Despite being abstract, ideal types function as theoretical instruments for 

examining social phenomena. Their purpose is to compare and contrast 

empirical reality, identifying similarities and deviations to enhance conceptual 

clarity. By applying ideal types, sociologists can systematically study patterns 

and causal relationships within social structures. 
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4. Not Statistical Averages 

Ideal types do not represent the most common or average characteristics of a 

phenomenon. Instead, they illustrate a purified, exaggerated form to facilitate 

theoretical investigation. For example, Weber’s concept of the Protestant Ethic 

does not reflect the general behavior of all Protestants but rather a distilled 

essence that helps in analyzing its relationship with capitalism. Similarly, honesty 

as an ideal type does not signify the average moral behavior of individuals but 

rather an abstract standard for comparative analysis. 

5. Value-Neutral and Morally Neutral Constructs 

Ideal types are not designed to advocate for any moral, ethical, or normative 

superiority. Weber explicitly stated that they do not imply perfection or 

desirability, except in a logical sense. As methodological tools, they apply equally 

to different phenomena, whether democracy or totalitarianism, religion or crime. 

The objective is to construct a framework for analysis rather than to pass value 

judgments. 

6. Not Hypotheses or Universal Laws 

Ideal types are not hypotheses that require empirical validation or refutation. 

Instead, they function as heuristic devices that help in exploring social 

phenomena. For example, Weber’s study of the relationship between religious 

ethics and economic development was not an attempt to establish a universal 

law but rather to assess how Protestant ethics aligned with industrial capitalism 

in Western Europe. 

7. Selective and One-Sided Models 

Ideal types emphasize specific aspects of a phenomenon, deliberately focusing 

on elements deemed analytically significant. They do not provide a complete 

depiction of reality but rather a selective abstraction designed for theoretical 

scrutiny. This selective nature makes them valuable for experimental and 

comparative studies. 
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8. Multiple Ideal Types for the Same Phenomenon 

A single social phenomenon can be analyzed through multiple ideal types, each 

emphasizing different attributes. For example, different models of governance—

such as direct democracy, parliamentary democracy, and autocracy—can all be 

studied using distinct ideal types that highlight unique dimensions of political 

structures. 

9. Dynamic and Evolving Constructs 

Ideal types are not static; they evolve in response to changing social contexts. 

Since they are rooted in human perception and intellectual interpretation, they 

are subject to revision and refinement. The transformation of societal values, 

norms, and structures necessitates continuous reassessment of ideal types to 

ensure their analytical relevance. 

Ideal types, as developed by Weber, provide a methodological framework for analyzing 

social phenomena. They serve as intellectual constructs that do not claim absolute 

accuracy but offer a structured approach to understanding variations in real-world 

situations. By focusing on specific characteristics, they enhance sociological inquiry and 

facilitate a comparative study of different social structures and institutions. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. According to Weber, in pursuit of conceptual purity, this ideal mental construct 

cannot be empirically found anywhere in reality. 

Q2. Ideal types are neither tangible nor concrete entities. 

16.6 Types of Social Action 

Max Weber identifies four key types of social action, each representing an analytically 

distinct and conceptually pure form of behavior. These ideal types serve as frameworks 

for understanding human actions in a sociological context. 
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Traditional Social Action 

Traditional social action is deeply rooted in customs, habits, and long-established 

practices. Individuals engage in this type of action almost automatically, following social 

norms without conscious deliberation. For instance, greeting elders with folded hands in 

India is a habitual practice that does not require rational consideration. According to 

Weber, much of daily life consists of such traditional actions, where individuals rely on 

ingrained behaviors rather than goal-oriented decision-making. Traditional action is 

characterized by a lack of explicit rationality, as people adhere to established ways of 

life without evaluating their actions in relation to specific objectives. A religious leader, 

for example, may follow rituals or customs purely out of tradition, without consciously 

attributing a particular meaning to them. 

Affectual (Emotional) Action 

Affectual action is driven by emotions and spontaneous feelings rather than calculated 

decisions. In this type of behavior, individuals act based on their emotional state, 

responding to situations impulsively rather than through rational deliberation. Examples 

include seeking revenge, expressing devotion, or reacting with sudden joy or anger. 

Similar to traditional action, affectual action lacks a clear goal or means-ends 

calculation. It is often impulsive and unstructured, existing on the borderline of 

meaningful social action due to its absence of rational orientation. 

Value-Rational Action (Wertrational) 

Value-rational action is guided by deeply held beliefs and principles, where individuals 

act based on a commitment to values rather than personal gain or material success. 

This type of action is purposeful, but the focus is on fulfilling moral, ethical, or 

ideological obligations rather than achieving a specific outcome. A soldier sacrificing 

their life for their country exemplifies value-rational action, as their motivation is driven 

by patriotism and honor rather than personal benefits. The means used in value-rational 

action are secondary to the fulfillment of a principle, and individuals engage in such 

actions regardless of potential consequences. For instance, the Dalai Lama’s promotion 
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of global peace stems from his dedication to humanitarian values rather than a desire 

for personal advantage. 

Instrumental-Rational Action (Zweckrational) 

Instrumental-rational action is goal-oriented and based on strategic calculations to 

maximize efficiency and success. Unlike value-rational action, which prioritizes 

principles, instrumental action focuses on selecting the most effective means to achieve 

a desired end. This type of action involves weighing different options, anticipating 

potential obstacles, and adapting strategies accordingly. For example, an engineer 

constructing a bridge carefully selects materials and follows systematic procedures to 

ensure structural integrity. In instrumental action, individuals may prioritize success over 

moral or ethical considerations, as the primary goal is to achieve the most 

advantageous outcome through logical planning and rational decision-making. 

Weber’s four types of social action illustrate different ways individuals interact with the 

world—through habitual traditions, emotional impulses, value-driven commitments, or 

calculated strategies. While some actions lack explicit rationality, others are guided by 

deliberate decision-making processes that consider either ethical values or practical 

goals. 

15.6.1 Stages of Social Action:  

Max Weber categorized social action into four distinct stages, each defined by the 

underlying motivations that drive human behavior. These stages help in understanding 

how individuals and societies shape their actions based on reason, values, emotions, 

and traditions. 

1. Rational-Purposeful Stage 

This stage is marked by goal-oriented actions driven by logic and reason. Individuals 

engage in decision-making based on a calculated assessment of the most effective 

means to achieve a specific objective. Such actions are instrumental, as they prioritize 

efficiency and utility. The emphasis here is on a conscious and strategic evaluation of 
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ends and means, ensuring that choices align with rational deliberation rather than 

impulse or tradition. 

2. Valuational Stage 

Actions in this stage are guided by deeply held moral, ethical, or religious principles 

rather than purely rational calculations. Decisions are made based on what is perceived 

as inherently right or just, even if they are not necessarily the most efficient or 

advantageous in practical terms. This stage reflects commitment to ideals such as 

justice, faith, and duty, often leading individuals to act in ways that may not align with 

self-interest but are instead shaped by intrinsic values. 

3. Emotional Stage 

At this level, social actions are driven by feelings and spontaneous emotional responses 

rather than calculated reasoning or adherence to values. Reactions such as love, anger, 

compassion, and resentment dictate behavior, often resulting in impulsive actions. 

Unlike rational or value-driven actions, emotional responses are less predictable and 

more influenced by personal experiences and immediate circumstances. This stage 

highlights the role of human sentiment in shaping social interactions. 

4. Traditional Stage 

This stage is rooted in long-established customs, norms, and social practices that 

individuals follow out of habit rather than conscious decision-making. Actions within this 

framework are dictated by cultural heritage and historical continuity, making them 

resistant to change. Unlike rational or value-driven behavior, individuals in this stage act 

because "things have always been done this way," reflecting the power of tradition in 

maintaining social order. 

Analytical Perspective 

Weber’s classification provides a nuanced understanding of human action by 

acknowledging the diverse motivations behind behavior. While rational-purposeful 

action dominates in bureaucratic and industrial societies, valuational actions remain 
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influential in ethical and religious contexts. Emotional responses, though often 

dismissed as irrational, play a significant role in shaping interpersonal relationships and 

societal movements. Meanwhile, traditional actions serve as a stabilizing force but can 

also hinder progress if they resist necessary change. The interplay of these stages 

suggests that no single factor exclusively governs human behavior; rather, actions 

emerge from a complex interaction of rationality, values, emotions, and traditions. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. What are the sorts of social action? 

Q2. How numerous periods of social action are defined by Weber?  

16.7 Critique of Weber’s Social Action Theory 

Weber's perspective on social action imposes certain limitations on the field of 

sociology. He defines social action as behavior imbued with meaning by individuals, 

which must also be directed toward others. As a result, individual acts without social 

orientation, such as solitary prayer, fall outside the realm of sociology. Additionally, 

Weber’s theory assumes that human beings are rational actors who consciously 

interpret the world. Consequently, he excludes impulsive actions and emotions like 

jealousy, pride, or anger from sociological study, viewing them as irrational. 

Another limitation of Weber’s action theory is its focus on individual behavior rather than 

collective or group dynamics. His framework does not extensively consider social 

conflicts, disagreements, or misunderstandings. Moreover, Weber's causal approach 

emphasizes analyzing individual actions to determine their consequences. However, 

this approach does not fully account for unintended outcomes, as the results of social 

actions are not always predictable based solely on their intended meanings. C. Wright 

Mills critiques Weber for placing significant emphasis on mental processes while 

dedicating minimal attention to their actual exploration. 
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Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Q1. As per Weber, the actions of individuals should be examined to understand their 

underlying meaning and purpose. 

Q2. It has been suggested that while Weber placed significant emphasis on mental 

processes, he did not devote much time to their exploration. 

16.8 Summary  

The theory of social action suggests that human behavior is influenced by social 

contexts and the anticipated reactions of others. When an expected response is 

undesirable, individuals adjust their actions accordingly. Max Weber viewed sociology 

as the study of society and human behavior, emphasizing the importance of social 

interactions. Since real-life actions are often a blend of different types, Weber proposed 

analyzing them using ideal types. These analytical models help distinguish patterns in 

behavior, allowing researchers to measure deviations and interpret specific actions 

based on how closely they align with one of the four ideal types. 

16.9 Glossary  

 Group- a amount of people or belongings that are together in the similar 

place or that are connected in some way.  

 Custom- a way of behaving which a particular group or society has had for a 

long time.  

 Values- individual beliefs that motivate people to act one way or another.  

 Trade- a fundamental economic concept involving the purchase and sale of 

goods and services.  

 Rationalization- an attempt to find reasons for behaviour, decision etc.  

 Environment- the surroundings in which life exists on earth.  
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16.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Capitalism, rationalized economy 

Ans2. Hinduism  

Ans3. Religion of Jews 

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Rules and regulations, hierarchy of officials  

Ans3. Document on files  

Ans4. Bureaucratic  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1.Ideal types  

Ans2. Rigid, fixed  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Traditional, affectual, value rational and instrumental  

Ans2. Four 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Consequence  

Ans2. Four  

16.11 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. (1967). Main Currents of Sociological Thought: Volume 2. 

London: Penguin Books. 
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 Freund, J. (1968). The Sociology of Max Weber. New York: Random 

House. 

  Haralambos, M. (1980). Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. 

London: Oxford University Press. 

 Heran, F. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

 Indira Gandhi National Open University. (2005). Sociological Thought 

(ESO 13). New Delhi: IGNOU. 

  Poggi, G. (2006). Weber: A Short Introduction. Cambridge: Polity 

Press. 

16.11 Terminal Questions 

Q1. Describe Weber’s comparative studies on religion.  

Q2. Discuss ancient Judaism.  

Q3. Define social action.  

Q4. What are the stages of social action? 
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BLOCK-IV 

UNIT-17  

EXCHANGE THEORY 

STRUCTURE  

17.1 Introduction 

17.2 Learning Objectives  

17.3 Exchange  

17.3.1 History of Exchange  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

17.4 Changing Dimensions of Exchange  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

17.5 Modern Forms of Economic Exchange  

17.5.1 Medium of Exchange  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

17.6 Gift  

17.6.1 Dimensions of Gift Giving  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

17.7 Sociological Approach  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

17.8 Summary  

17.9 Glossary  
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17.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

17.11 Suggested Readings  

17.12 Terminal Questions  

17.1 Introduction  

Social Exchange Theory is a sociological and psychological framework that examines 

social behavior in interactions between individuals, where a cost-benefit analysis 

determines risks and rewards. This theory also extends to economic relationships, 

wherein each party possesses goods or resources valued by the other. The theory 

suggests that such calculations are present in various relationships, including romantic 

partnerships, friendships, professional connections, and even brief interactions such as 

conversations at a store checkout. If the costs of maintaining a relationship outweigh its 

benefits—such as when significant effort or resources are not reciprocated—the 

relationship is likely to be abandoned. 

The most comprehensive social exchange theories were developed by American social 

psychologists John W. Thibaut (1917–1986) and Harold H. Kelley (1921–2003), along 

with sociologists George C. Homans (1910–1989), Peter M. Blau (1918–2002), Richard 

Marc Emerson (d. 1982), and Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009). Homans defined social 

exchange as a transaction involving tangible or intangible activities that are either 

rewarding or costly between at least two individuals. While Homans laid the foundation 

of the theory, Peter M. Blau and Richard M. Emerson expanded on it significantly, 

shaping the exchange perspective within sociology. Homans focused on individual 

behavior in dyadic interactions, while Thibaut and Kelley emphasized psychological 

aspects, including dyads and small groups. Lévi-Strauss contributed to the broader 

understanding of exchange systems, particularly within anthropology, exploring 

generalized exchange frameworks such as kinship and gift exchange. 

17.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, learners will be able to: 
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 Comprehend the concept of exchange. 

 Understand modern forms of exchange. 

 Analyze the sociological perspectives on exchange. 

17.3 Understanding Exchange 

Exchange refers to the process of giving and receiving, characterized by 

interdependence between parties. This process can be classified into two key aspects: 

cooperation and competition. The cooperative nature of exchange stems from mutual 

benefits, ensuring that both parties gain from the interaction. In contrast, competitive 

exchange involves inherent conflict within the exchange process (Blau, 1964). The 

balance between these two aspects is influenced by both objective circumstances and 

subjective perceptions of the participants. 

Two primary forms of exchange—reciprocal and negotiated—are influenced by these 

broader aspects of cooperation and competition. In negotiated exchange, both parties 

agree to predetermined conditions, ensuring fair rewards for all involved, thereby 

fostering cooperation. Conversely, reciprocal exchange operates without explicit 

agreements, and while benefits are still exchanged, there is no guarantee of 

reciprocation, leading to potential conflicts and competition. In negotiated exchanges, 

conditions are binding, whereas in reciprocal exchanges, individuals give to others 

without expecting immediate or definite returns. 

17.3.1 Historical Evolution of Exchange 

The concept of exchange has existed for centuries, with different societies adopting 

various forms of currency over time. Initially, communities relied on commodity-based 

money, wherein goods were exchanged directly (barter system). However, monetary 

systems evolved to include metallic currency such as gold and silver. Over time, 

societies transitioned to paper money, followed by credit systems such as checks, and 

ultimately, modern digital transactions involving credit cards and electronic money 

(Mishkin & Serletis, 2011). The transformation of money reflects the shifting economic 

needs and technological advancements within human civilization (Chinnammai, 2013). 
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Self-Check Exercise 

1. Define exchange theory. 

2. Mutual dependence in exchange is characterized by which two features? 

3. Which form of exchange binds actors, promoting cooperation? 

17.4 Evolving Forms of Exchange 

Historically, societies relied on commodities—both tangible and intangible—as a 

medium of exchange, with universally accepted goods serving as payment for services 

or other goods. These commodities held inherent value, qualifying them as early forms 

of money. However, a fundamental distinction existed between simple commodity 

exchange and commodity money, as only specific materials met the criteria for being 

used as a medium of trade. Commodity money has persisted across different societal 

stages, including hunting and gathering, pastoral, and agricultural communities, with 

each phase introducing unique forms of exchange. 

Exchange in Hunting and Gathering Societies 

In early hunting and gathering societies, survival depended on hunting, and goods 

derived from this practice, such as animal skins, became a widely accepted medium of 

exchange. These skins were often traded for essential items like clothing, marking one 

of the earliest examples of commodity money. Additionally, people exchanged natural 

resources such as medicinal roots and edible plants, reinforcing the barter system 

within these societies. Even today, similar forms of trade continue in certain regions 

where bartering goods remains a customary practice. 

Exchange in Pastoral Societies 

As societies transitioned to pastoralism, the form of commodity money evolved. Instead 

of skins and furs, domesticated animals—particularly cattle—became a primary medium 

of exchange. Livestock was highly valued due to its durability, mobility, and ability to be 

stored for extended periods, making it more practical than perishable goods. The shift 
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from hunted resources to domesticated livestock marked a significant transformation in 

economic exchange practices. 

Exchange in Agricultural Societies 

With the advent of agriculture, commodity money further evolved to include produce 

from the fields. Staples such as rice, wheat, maize, and vegetables were commonly 

exchanged for goods and services. Additionally, animal products like eggs were used in 

trade. Although currency existed during this period, bartering remained prevalent, 

especially in rural areas. Even today, traces of commodity exchange persist in parts of 

India, though monetary transactions have largely replaced traditional barter systems. 

Over time, commodity money shifted from daily necessities to valuable metals like gold, 

eventually leading to the emergence of paper currency, which coexists with commodity-

based exchange in global trade. 

Self-Check Exercise 2 

1. In the past, societies largely used _______ (both tangible and intangible) as the 

medium of exchange. 

2. One of the most undeveloped societies was the _______ and _______. 

3. In _______ societies, commodity money existed in the form of produce from the 

field. 

17.5 Modern Economic Exchange 

The development of modern banking led to the emergence of paper currency in the 

form of banknotes and cheques. These instruments became widely accepted as 

legitimate forms of payment, facilitating economic transactions within and across 

nations. While paper money did not entirely replace metallic currency, it gained 

credibility due to its legal backing and convertibility into gold during earlier periods. The 

increasing demand for gold and silver caused a rise in their value, leading to the 

eventual inconvertibility of paper money into precious metals. Despite this, banknotes 
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continued to function as legal tender, and cheques emerged as an additional method of 

transaction. 

Although cheques became a portable alternative to cash, they did not supplant 

banknotes entirely. Instead, both forms of currency coexisted, serving different financial 

purposes—banknotes for everyday transactions and cheques for larger exchanges. A 

key distinction between the two was that while banknotes retained their value, cheques 

expired after a transaction was completed. 

In contemporary economies, financial transactions have further evolved. Alongside 

traditional banknotes and cheques, newer methods such as bills, savings certificates, 

and digital payments have emerged. The rise of digital banking has facilitated electronic 

transactions, commonly referred to as e-money. Technological advancements have 

introduced online banking, mobile payment platforms, and digital wallets such as Paytm, 

enabling swift and convenient transactions. However, online payments are often 

restricted by transaction limits, preventing them from fully replacing paper currency in 

large-scale exchanges. 

Another significant advancement in modern economic exchange is the use of plastic 

money, which includes debit and credit cards. These instruments have streamlined 

financial transactions, offering a secure and efficient alternative to cash-based 

exchanges. While digital and plastic money have become integral to modern 

economies, they function alongside traditional monetary systems rather than completely 

replacing them. The evolution of economic exchange continues to be shaped by 

technological innovations, ensuring faster and more efficient financial transactions 

worldwide. 

17.5.1 Medium of Exchange 

One of the primary functions of money is its role as a medium of exchange. Broadly 

speaking, a medium of exchange refers to any instrument used to facilitate transactions 

for goods and services. In this context, money serves as an intermediary in economic 

exchanges, replacing the traditional barter system, which required a direct exchange of 

commodities. Unlike earlier societies where trade was based on commodity exchange—
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often limited by the necessity of mutual needs—modern economies rely on money to 

streamline transactions without such constraints. 

The effectiveness of money as a medium of exchange stems from its intrinsic value and 

widespread acceptance. Transactions typically involve monetary instruments such as 

banknotes, coins, and electronic payments, ensuring a standardized system of 

exchange. The barter system, in contrast, required a "double coincidence of wants," 

meaning both parties had to desire what the other offered, making transactions complex 

and inefficient. The advent of money eliminated this dependency by creating a 

universally accepted medium, facilitating the smooth operation of economies. 

Moreover, money as a medium of exchange is contingent upon two fundamental 

conditions: first, the existence of a party willing to trade goods or services; and second, 

the availability of a counterpart possessing the means to engage in such transactions. 

While the barter system relied entirely on the presence of complementary needs, 

monetary exchange functions efficiently in both traditional and contemporary economic 

structures. The evolution of money has not only simplified trade but also encouraged 

specialization and division of labor, which, in turn, has boosted productivity and 

economic growth. 

Self-Check Exercise-3 

1. These are the modern forms of ___________ and are generally accepted as a 

mode of payment within the process of exchange. 

2. Medium of exchange in general means receiving anything in exchange for 

___________. 

17.6 Gift 

The practice of gift-giving holds deep social, cultural, and economic significance across 

human societies. A gift can be both a tangible or intangible offering, either given 

voluntarily or in response to social expectations. Material gifts typically include money, 

goods, or other physical items, while non-material gifts encompass elements such as 

time, attention, and emotional support. Anthropologists and sociologists have long 
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studied the role of gift exchange in fostering social bonds and reinforcing cultural 

values. 

One of the core aspects of gift exchange is the element of reciprocity. As Edward 

Schieffelin argued in his 1980 article, "Reciprocity and the Construction of Reality," gift-

giving serves as a mechanism of social obligation. This means that, beyond the mere 

exchange of goods, gifts play an integral role in sustaining relationships and reinforcing 

societal norms. However, the nature of reciprocity in gift-giving differs from commercial 

trade, as it often lacks fixed conditions regarding the type, value, or timing of return. 

From an economic perspective, gift-giving may appear inefficient due to disparities in 

perceived value between the giver and receiver. Research indicates that givers tend to 

attach a higher emotional and economic value to the gifts they present, whereas 

recipients often undervalue the received gifts. This discrepancy can sometimes lead to 

discontinuation of the exchange. However, sociologist Cheal, in his 1988 book The Gift 

Economy, argued that despite these inefficiencies, the tradition of gift exchange has 

persisted and even expanded, with new occasions and cultural practices further 

normalizing gift-giving. 

Economic studies, such as those by Garner and Wagner (1991), highlight the structural 

dimensions of gift-giving. Their research, titled Economic Dimensions of Household Gift-

Giving, suggests that the exchange of gifts—whether material or non-material—is 

shaped by pre-existing social relationships. This pre-existing bond often implies an 

unspoken obligation for reciprocation, thereby sustaining the practice over time. In 

essence, gift exchange is not merely a transactional process but a social mechanism 

that reinforces interpersonal and cultural ties, contributing to the broader functioning of 

societies. 

Thus, while gift-giving may not adhere to strict economic rationality, its persistence as a 

universal human practice underscores its cultural and social value. By examining gift 

exchanges through both economic and anthropological lenses, one can better 

appreciate their role in fostering connectivity, obligation, and social cohesion. 

17.6.1 Dimensions of Gift Giving 
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The practice of exchanging gifts has historically been a defining characteristic of tribal 

economies, as explored by Claude Lévi-Strauss in The Elementary Structures of 

Kinship (1969). However, the concept of gift-giving extends beyond economic 

exchanges, encompassing broader social and personal dimensions. There are three 

primary dimensions through which gift-giving can be understood: social, economic, and 

personal. 

Social Dimension 

From a social perspective, gift-giving serves as a means of fostering relationships and 

demonstrating participation in the lives of others. The act of giving often conveys 

sincerity, though it may also carry hidden motives. Through such exchanges, ties 

between the giver and the recipient are reinforced. While at times deceptive intentions 

may be involved, positive motives such as social integration and maintaining 

relationships despite social distance are often present. Marcel Mauss (1990 [1950]) 

highlights the significance of gift-giving in forming bonds and considers it an ideal 

behavior within societies. The nature and value of a gift reflect the closeness of the 

relationship—gifts exchanged within intimate relationships tend to have higher value. 

Even if relationships evolve, the exchange continues, though the type of gift may 

change. Thus, the nature of the relationship directly influences the form of exchange. 

Socially, gift-giving operates within personal and collective interests, where trust plays a 

crucial role. 

Economic Dimension 

Economically, gift-giving carries ideological significance and expresses the value of the 

gift in material terms. A gift often places the recipient in a position of obligation, creating 

an expectation of reciprocity to maintain social equilibrium. Failing to reciprocate can 

harm the receiver's reputation and disrupt the relationship. In this context, the elements 

of a gift, such as its worth, are central to maintaining a balanced exchange. According to 

economic exchange theory, gift-giving resembles a contractual agreement where both 

parties derive benefits, provided the exchange remains equitable. However, 

relationships in economic gift exchange tend to be formal, driven by self-interest rather 
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than trust. Economic dimensions of gift-giving generally involve impersonal transactions 

with little emotional connection. 

Personal Dimension 

On a personal level, gift-giving reflects the giver's experiences and identity. The manner 

in which gifts are presented conveys aspects of the giver’s self-perception, while the 

recipient’s acceptance or rejection can affirm or challenge this identity. Scholars have 

classified gift-giving motives into different categories. Solomon (1992) distinguishes 

between utilitarian motives, which focus on functional benefits, and hedonic motives, 

which are centered on emotional satisfaction. Similarly, Sherry (1983) differentiates 

between altruistic motives, aimed at enhancing the recipient’s pleasure, and agonistic 

motives, which prioritize personal gratification for the giver. Ultimately, gift-giving is 

rarely devoid of self-interest, as even altruistic giving brings satisfaction to the giver. 

Self-Check Exercise-4 

1. A gift can be considered a __________ exchange intrinsic to human societies. 

2. A gift can be __________ or __________, transferred voluntarily or at times 

upon request. 

3. What are the dimensions of gift-giving? 

17.7 Sociological Approach 

Sociologists agree with the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski's view that gift-giving is 

a form of self-expression. They argue that the act of giving gifts goes beyond their 

material worth and carries symbolic meanings that help shape the identities of both the 

giver and the recipient. The intentional selection of gifts and the significance attached to 

them play a crucial role in the exchange, influencing various social functions. These 

include defining relationships, strengthening social bonds, promoting reciprocity, and 

setting boundaries. Therefore, gift-giving serves as a complex social practice that not 

only involves material exchange but also communicates identity and regulates social 

interactions. 
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Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. A gift can be considered as a --------- exchange intrinsic to human societies. 

Q2. A gift can be --------or---------- thing transferred either voluntarily to the other or 

sometimes on the demand of the other. 

Q3. What are the dimensions of gift giving?  

17.8 Summary  

Gift exchange is a multifaceted practice that entails the transfer of both tangible and 

intangible items without any expectation of direct calculation or return. As a symbolic 

activity, it creates a space for individuals to express their feelings towards the recipients, 

contributing to the maintenance and strengthening of relationships. This emotional 

component often motivates the gift-givers to invest greater resources into the gifts, 

sending a clear and strong signal to those receiving them. The nature of the gifts, the 

occasions for exchange, and the underlying motivations can vary considerably. From an 

economic perspective, the motivations behind gift-giving often shift from being driven by 

generosity to being influenced by self-interest. However, there is also a significant social 

aspect involved in gift exchange, as it serves to foster continuity and reinforce 

connections between the individuals involved. 

Three primary approaches to gift-giving provide insight into how the concepts of giving 

and receiving are understood. Central to the exchange of gifts is the principle of 

reciprocity, which encompasses five key elements: value, respect for others, obligation, 

morality, and both altruistic and competitive dimensions. In addition to these factors, 

certain social pressures and norms influence the way reciprocity operates within these 

exchanges. The discussion also highlights the different types of reciprocity and 

examines the distinct characteristics of each form. 

 

17.9 Glossary  
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 Identity- the set of qualities, personality traits, beliefs, appearance, and/or 

expressions that characterize a Persons or a group.  

 Kinship- a feeling of being close to an important person because you have 

similar attitudes or characteristics.  

 Phenomenon- a fact or an event in nature or society, especially one that is 

not fully understood.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something. 

17.10 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. Process of giving and taking 

Ans2. Cooperative and Competitive  

Ans3. Negotiated exchange  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Commodity  

Ans2. Hunting and gathering society  

Ans3. Agricultural 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Monetry economy  

Ans2. Goods or service  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Social, economic and cultural  

Ans2. Material and non- material  

Ans3. Social, economic and personal  
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Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Ans1. Malinowski  

Ans2. Recipient identity    

17.11 Suggested Readings  
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 Garner, T. & Wagner, J. (1991) “Economic Dimensions of Household Gift-

giving”, Journal of Consumer Research, 18(December), pp. 368-379 
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17.12 Terminal Questions  

Q1 Define exchange.  

Q2. What are the modern forms of economic exchange? 

Q3. What are the dimensions of gift?  
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UNIT-18 

GEORGE.C. HOMANS 

STRUCTURE  

18.1 Introduction 

18.2 Learning Objectives  

18.3 Biography  

18.3.1 Personal Life  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

18.4 Education  

18.4.1 Teaching  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

18.5 The Human Group  

18.5.1 Legacy  

18.5.2 Selected Works  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

18.6 Basic Concept  

18.6.1 Cost and Reward  

18.6.2 Reciprocity Norm  

Self- Check Exercise -4  

18.7 Social Penetration Theory  

18.7.1 Aging  
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Self- Check Exercise-5  

18.8 Exchange Theory  

18.8.1 Social Behavior and Proposition  

Self- Check Exercise- 6  

18.9 Summary  

18.10 Glossary  

18.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

18.12 Suggested Readings 

18.13 Terminal Questions  

18.1 Introduction 

George Caspar Homans (August 11, 1910 – May 29, 1989) was a leading American 

sociologist recognized as one of the pioneers of behavioral sociology. He served as the 

54th president of the American Sociological Association and was instrumental in the 

development of social exchange theory. Homans significantly impacted the study of 

social behavior through his influential works, such as The Human Group and Social 

Behavior: Its Elementary Forms. His research introduced key propositions that sought to 

explain social behavior and shaped the trajectory of the field. Homans also had notable 

familial ties, being the great-great-grandson of John Adams, the second President of the 

United States. 

18.2 Learning Objectives  

In this chapter we will be able to  

 Understand the G.C. Homans biography.  

 Know about the human group.  

 Discuss the G.C. Homan exchange theory.  
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18.3 Biography of George C. Homans 

 

Early Life and Personal Background 

George C. Homans was born on August 11, 1910, in Boston, Massachusetts, and grew 

up in Cambridge. He was the child of Robert and Abigail Adams-Homans and came 

from a distinguished family heritage, with his maternal lineage tracing back to U.S. 

Presidents John Adams and John Quincy Adams. 

 

18.3.1 Personal Life and Career Beginnings 

 

Homans pursued his early education at St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire, 

from 1923 to 1928, before enrolling at Harvard College in 1928. His initial academic 

focus was in English and American literature, aspiring to build a career in poetry and 

writing. He actively contributed original literary works to The Harvard Advocate, where 

he was elected to the editorial board. 

 

Although he initially intended to enter journalism and had secured a position with The 

Emporia Gazette under William Allen White, the economic downturn during the Great 

Depression prevented the job offer from materializing. In 1941, Homans married Nancy 

Parshall Cooper, who remained his steadfast partner throughout his life. 

 

18.3.2 Military Service 

 

Homans had a deep affinity for the sea, which led him to serve in the U.S. Naval 

Reserve in 1941. As an undergraduate, he had collaborated with Samuel Eliot Morison 

in writing Massachusetts on the Sea, earning co-authorship. During World War II, 

Homans actively served for over four years, commanding small naval vessels engaged 

in antisubmarine warfare and convoy escort operations. Although he fulfilled his duty, 

his later writings, particularly in his autobiography Coming to My Senses: The Education 

of a Sociologist (1984), reflect his frustration with naval bureaucracy and hierarchical 

constraints. 
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Seilf-check exerices-1 

Q.1 George. C. Human was born on-------- 

Q.2 Human entered Harvard College in------- 

Q.3 George Publish his original work in the------ 

 

18.4 Academic Journey and Entry into Sociology 

 

Homans' transition into sociology was largely unplanned. He initially aspired to be a 

poet and writer but found himself drawn to sociology through intellectual interactions at 

Harvard. Influential figures in his academic journey included Lawrence Joseph 

Henderson, a biochemist and sociologist advocating for the unification of scientific 

principles. Henderson’s lectures captivated Homans, inspiring his sociological outlook. 

Additionally, the psychological insights of Professor Elton Mayo, alongside readings 

from notable social anthropologists like Bronislaw Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe Brown, 

and Raymond Firth, significantly shaped his intellectual framework. 

 

Homans diverged from traditional anthropological thought, which emphasized cultural 

uniqueness, and instead proposed that human institutions across different societies 

emerged from similar fundamental social interactions. He argued that human nature 

was universal, leading to structural similarities across cultures. 

 

His academic curiosity led him to the Pareto Circle, an intellectual discussion group at 

Harvard guided by Henderson and influenced by economist and sociologist Vilfredo 

Pareto. This engagement culminated in his first book, An Introduction to Pareto, co-

authored with Charles P. Curtis. Between 1934 and 1939, Homans was selected as a 

member of the prestigious Society of Fellows at Harvard, where he explored 

interdisciplinary studies spanning sociology, psychology, and history. His interactions 

with scholars like B.F. Skinner contributed to his later synthesis of behavioral 

reinforcement theories with sociological utility theory. 
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Homans' research into rural England resulted in his seminal work, English Villagers of 

the Thirteenth Century (1941), which he pursued in place of a formal Ph.D. degree. 

Though he never completed a doctorate, he was later integrated into Harvard’s 

graduate program through the efforts of Pitirim Sorokin, founder of Harvard’s sociology 

department. His scholarly focus remained on understanding social interactions and how 

sentiments develop among individuals through interpersonal engagement. Homans also 

obtained a Master’s degree from Cambridge University in 1955. 

 

18.4.1 Teaching and Professional Contributions 

 

Homans commenced his teaching career at Harvard in 1939, where he instructed 

students in sociology and medieval history while maintaining a keen interest in poetry 

and small-group studies. His engagement with industrial sociology and functional 

anthropology influenced his approach to teaching. His academic tenure was briefly 

interrupted when he served in the U.S. Navy from 1941 to 1945. Upon his return, he 

resumed his role as an associate professor in 1946 and was later promoted to full 

professor in 1953. 

 

Throughout his career, Homans remained dedicated to his students, fostering an 

inclusive academic environment. He valued respectful discourse and treated all 

individuals equally, regardless of age, gender, or social standing. His contributions to 

the field earned him membership in prestigious organizations, including the American 

Academy of Arts and Sciences (1956) and the American Philosophical Society (1964). 

In 1964, he served as the 54th president of the American Sociological Association. 

Later, in 1972, he was inducted into the United States National Academy of Sciences. 

He retired from teaching in 1980, leaving behind a legacy of sociological inquiry focused 

on behavioral principles and social structures.   

Self-check exercise-2 

Q.1 Humans described his entrance to sociology as a----- 

Q.2 Who influenced the Homans? 

Q.3 Who wrote the book an Introduction into Pareto? 
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Q.4 In-------Homan becomes a Harvard faculty member. 

 

18.5 The Human Group: An Analysis of George C. Homans' Contributions 

George C. Homans was significantly influenced by Henderson’s conceptual scheme, 

which he viewed as a structured method of classifying variables essential for 

understanding social phenomena. This scheme entails categorizing variables, defining 

the conditions within which these variables interact, and establishing their interrelations. 

Inspired by Pareto’s ideas, Homans emphasized mutual dependence among these 

variables. His application of this conceptual framework played a crucial role in his study 

of small groups, ultimately forming the foundation of his work, The Human Group 

(1950). 

Key Themes in The Human Group 

Homans aimed to transition from analyzing social systems within single groups to 

understanding broader patterns across multiple groups, including their evolution over 

time. A central theme in The Human Group revolves around the development and 

enforcement of group norms, emphasizing how groups maintain cohesion when 

members deviate from established norms. Homans posited that social theories should 

be applicable to individual human beings as members of a species, indicating his focus 

on the fundamental principles of human interaction. 

He further argued that to comprehend social systems, researchers should first analyze 

small, observable groups. By studying close-knit groups where interactions could be 

thoroughly examined, Homans formulated essential generalizations. One of his key 

observations was that frequent and balanced interactions among individuals foster 

greater mutual appreciation and ease in social relationships. Although not his most 

renowned work, The Human Group provided Homans with methodological insights that 

later contributed to his theories on elementary social behavior. 

Homans' Analytical Approach to Social Reality 

Homans categorized social reality into three distinct levels: 

1. Social events – Observable human interactions and behaviors. 

2. Customs – Established social practices that shape behavior over time. 
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3. Analytical hypotheses – Theoretical models explaining how customs emerge, 

persist, or change. 

His hypotheses explored relationships between interaction frequency, shared activities, 

emotional intensity, and adherence to norms. Grounded in sociological and 

anthropological studies, The Human Group made a compelling argument for treating 

groups as social systems. Homans employed a qualitative approach akin to 

mathematical models used to study equilibrium and stability in systems. Furthermore, 

he incorporated emerging ideas such as reinforcement and exchange theory, which 

later became foundational in his work on social behavior. 

His analysis addressed critical sociological themes, including social control, authority, 

reciprocity, and ritual. These concepts later played a fundamental role in his 

development of Exchange Theory, which examined human interactions through the lens 

of rewards and punishments, emphasizing cost-benefit analysis in social relationships. 

18.5.1 Legacy and Influence 

George C. Homans passed away on May 29, 1989, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

leaving behind a lasting impact on sociological theory. He is best remembered for his 

work on Exchange Theory and social behavior. His influence extended to students and 

colleagues, as described by Charles Tilly, who highlighted Homans’ ability to challenge 

theoretical frameworks and stimulate intellectual discourse. Tilly noted that even those 

who disagreed with him found his insights thought-provoking and intellectually 

enriching. 

18.5.2 Notable Publications by George C. Homans 

 English Villagers in the Thirteenth Century (1941) 

 The Human Group (1950) 

 Social Behavior: Its Basic Forms (1961; revised edition, 1974) 

 The Nature of Social Science (1967) 

 Coming to My Senses: An Autobiography of a Sociologist (1984) 

 Certainties and Doubts (1987) 

 Sentiments & Activities: Collected Essays in Social Science (1962) 
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Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Homans was very interested in ---------- conceptual scheme as a way of 

classifying phenomena. 

Q2. Homans also proposes that social reality should be described at ----------- 

levels: social events, customs, and analytical hypotheses. 

Q3. Homans died on-------------------- 

18.6 Basic Concept 

Social exchange theory explains exchange as a social process that can yield both 

economic and social benefits. It is often examined by drawing parallels between human 

interactions and marketplace transactions. Blau, a key contributor to this theory, argued 

that individuals engage in exchanges with the aim of maximizing their gains. He 

suggested that social exchanges occur not only in market transactions but also in 

personal relationships such as friendships. The theory emphasizes that satisfaction 

arises when individuals receive equitable returns for their efforts. 

A key distinction between social and economic exchange lies in the nature of their 

interactions. Neoclassical economic theory treats transactions as interactions between 

an individual and market conditions, such as price fluctuations, rather than between two 

people. In contrast, social exchanges involve diverse elements that cannot be reduced 

to a single numerical value. According to Stafford, social exchanges are characterized 

by personal connections, trust, flexibility, and the absence of formal contracts or legal 

obligations. 

18.6.1 Costs and Rewards 

Social exchange theory posits that relationships are influenced by the costs and 

rewards associated with them. Both participants in a social exchange are mutually 

dependent and responsible for each other. The key components include: 
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 Costs: These are negative aspects of a relationship, such as effort, time, and 

resources invested. 

 Rewards: These represent positive aspects, such as emotional support, 

companionship, and social acceptance. 

The theory suggests that individuals evaluate the worth of a relationship by subtracting 

costs from rewards: Worth = Rewards - Costs 

A positive worth signifies a fulfilling relationship, while a negative worth indicates 

dissatisfaction, potentially leading to the termination of the relationship. Stability is 

maintained when both parties find the exchange mutually beneficial, ensuring continued 

interaction. Homans, drawing from behaviorist principles, argued that individuals seek to 

maximize rewards while minimizing costs. However, perceptions of satisfaction vary 

depending on personal standards and expectations. 

18.6.2 Reciprocity Norm 

Gouldner summarized the reciprocity norm, which suggests that benefits received 

should be returned, and harm should be avoided. This principle serves to maintain 

social stability and counteract selfish behavior by encouraging mutual responsibility in 

relationships. It fosters interdependence and encourages individuals to look beyond 

their own self-interest. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. Social exchange theory views exchange as a social behavior that may result 

both in ------------------ and ---------------- outcomes. 

Q2. Social exchange theory has been generally examined by comparison human 

interactions with the --------------- 

Q3. Simple social exchange models adopt that ---------- and ----------- drive 

relationship verdicts. 
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8.7 Social Penetration Theory 

Developed by Altman and Taylor, social penetration theory examines how relationships 

deepen through progressive exchanges. As individuals invest more in one another, 

interactions move from superficial exchanges to deeper, more meaningful connections. 

This process culminates in self-disclosure, where individuals share their most personal 

thoughts and emotions. 

Equity and Inequity 

In social interactions, individuals evaluate their input-output balance relative to others. 

Equity occurs when personal contributions and rewards are perceived as fair, while 

inequity arises when this balance is disrupted. Inputs may include qualifications, effort, 

and experience, while outcomes might involve salary, benefits, or social recognition. 

When inequity is perceived, individuals may attempt to restore balance through 

negotiation or behavioral adjustments. 

18.7.1 Aging and Social Exchange 

Social exchange theory also explains how relationships evolve over time. The convoy 

model of support describes social networks as concentric circles, with the closest 

relationships providing consistent support. As people age, their relationships change in 

terms of directionality—how support is given and received. Social support is 

categorized into: 

 Intangible support: Emotional and social support such as love, friendship, and 

appreciation. 
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 Tangible support: Physical resources like money, gifts, transportation, and 

assistance with tasks. 

 Instrumental support: Services provided to maintain relationships, such as 

caregiving. 

 Informational support: Knowledge and advice shared to help an individual 

navigate life circumstances. 

 This model illustrates how social interactions and exchanges contribute to 

stability and change throughout life. 

Self- Check Exercsie-5  

Q1. Who introduced the penetration theory? 

Q2. What is social penetration theory?  

Q3. -------------support are physical gifts given to someone such as land, 

transportation, gifts, food, money, food, and completing chores. 

18.8 Exchange Theory 

Exchange Theory suggests that individuals seek to maximize their personal benefits 

through social interactions. This perspective assumes that rewards are derived from 

interactions with others, making social relationships essential for personal gratification. 

George C. Homans, one of the key figures behind this theory, built upon the 

psychological principles established by B.F. Skinner, who studied behavioral patterns in 

animals, particularly pigeons. Homans adapted Skinner’s findings to human 

interactions, emphasizing that unlike pigeons, human relationships involve mutual 

exchange. In his view, while pigeons engage in one-sided exchanges, human 

interactions require at least two individuals influencing each other. This fundamental 

distinction led Homans to formulate various theoretical propositions about human 

behavior in social settings. 

At its core, Homans' Exchange Theory integrates economic and psychological 

principles. He considered these principles psychological because they are often tested 
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by psychologists and focus on individual behavior within society. While acknowledging 

human sociability, Homans argued that social behavior can be sufficiently explained 

through psychological principles, rather than requiring distinct sociological theories. He 

believed that his approach could bridge the gap between sociology and economics, 

suggesting that human behavior is fundamentally driven by rational calculations of cost 

and benefit. As he stated, "An incidental advantage of an exchange theory is that it 

might bring sociology closer to economics" (Homans, 1958:598). In essence, Exchange 

Theory presents individuals as rational agents who seek to maximize their rewards 

while minimizing costs in their social interactions. 

Although he recognized the influence of Emile Durkheim’s sociological perspectives, 

Homans diverged from Durkheim’s notion that society is greater than the sum of its 

individual members. Durkheim asserted that societal structures and collective norms 

exist independently of individuals and exert pressure on them. In contrast, Homans 

contended that social facts emerge from individual interactions and can ultimately be 

explained through psychological principles. He argued that conformity to social norms is 

not automatic but rather a result of individuals perceiving it to be in their best interest. 

As Homans put it, "The norm does not constrain automatically: individuals conform, 

when they do so, because they perceive it is to their net advantage to conform, and it is 

psychology that deals with the effect on behavior of perceived advantage" (Homans, 

1967:60). 

18.8.1 Social Behavior and Propositions 

Homans further developed his ideas in Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms (1961, 

revised in 1974), where he sought to explain fundamental social behaviors using 

principles of behavioral psychology and rational choice theory. His work emphasized the 

significance of elementary economic principles in understanding human social 

interactions. He argued that a solid theoretical framework in the social sciences should 

be based on propositions derived from behavioral psychology. Instead of formulating 

entirely new sociological theories, he believed that existing psychological laws 
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governing individual behavior, such as those identified by Skinner, could sufficiently 

explain social behavior when mutual reinforcement is taken into account. 

To illustrate his propositions, Homans provided relatable examples, including a 

workplace scenario. He described an employee, "Person," who lacks experience and 

seeks assistance from a more competent colleague, "Other." When "Other" provides 

help, "Person" expresses gratitude, thereby reinforcing "Other’s" willingness to help in 

the future. This simple exchange highlights the principle of mutual reinforcement—

individuals are likely to continue behaviors that are positively reinforced. 

The Success Proposition 

Homans formulated several key propositions, one of the most important being the 

Success Proposition: "For all actions taken by persons, the more often a particular 

action of a person is rewarded, the more likely the person is to perform that action" 

(Homans, 1974:16). 

This proposition emphasizes the reinforcing nature of rewards in shaping human 

behavior. In the context of the workplace example, if "Person" consistently receives 

helpful advice from "Other," they will be inclined to seek guidance from "Other" more 

frequently. In turn, "Other" feels validated and may continue offering help. Over time, 

this mutual reinforcement strengthens their professional relationship and encourages 

further collaboration. 

Homans identified three key aspects of the Success Proposition: 

1. Increased frequency of rewards leads to increased frequency of actions – 

The more frequently a person receives positive reinforcement, the more likely 

they are to repeat the behavior. 

2. The timing of rewards influences behavior – The shorter the gap between an 

action and its reward, the stronger the reinforcement effect. 
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3. Intermittent rewards are more effective than consistent rewards – Behavior 

is more likely to persist when rewards are given unpredictably rather than 

regularly. 

Analytical Perspective 

Homans' Exchange Theory offers a pragmatic framework for understanding social 

interactions by integrating behavioral psychology and economic rationality. His 

propositions provide insights into why individuals engage in certain behaviors and how 

social relationships are sustained. However, while the theory effectively explains micro-

level interactions, it has been critiqued for its reductionist approach. Critics argue that 

Homans overlooks larger structural and cultural influences that shape human behavior 

beyond rational self-interest. Additionally, while his reliance on Skinner’s behaviorism 

provides a strong foundation, human interactions are often driven by emotions, values, 

and cultural norms that are not easily quantifiable. 

Despite these limitations, Exchange Theory remains influential in sociology, psychology, 

and economics. It is particularly useful in analyzing workplace dynamics, interpersonal 

relationships, and social networking behaviors. By emphasizing the cost-benefit 

analysis individuals perform in social interactions, the theory provides a valuable lens 

through which to understand human decision-making processes in everyday life. 

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Q1. Homans exchange theory are partly based on -----------behaviourism.  

Q2. The heart of Homan’s exchange theory lies in proposals based on ------and-------

principles. 

Q3. Who wrote the book social behaviorism: its elementary forms?  

18.8 Summary  

Social exchange theory is a key theoretical framework in sociology, emphasizing that 

social behavior is largely driven by the desire for rewards and the avoidance of costs or 
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punishment. According to this theory, individuals engage in interactions to fulfill their 

needs. The core unit of analysis is the relationship between individuals. Consequently, 

exchange theorists focus on understanding social relationships and the structures 

formed by the connections between people. Key research areas within this approach 

include examining how actors are interlinked and the distribution of power within these 

relationships. Power and status dynamics among individuals in various social settings 

are viewed as crucial factors influencing structural change over time. Major theorists in 

this field have consistently highlighted the importance of power, its structural sources, 

and its dynamics in shaping social interactions and developments. 

18.10 Glossary  

 Identity-the unique set of characteristics that can be used to identity a 

person as themselves and no one else.  

 Kinship- the relationship between the members of same family.  

 Phenomenon- a fact or an event in nature or society, especially one that is 

not fully understood.  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Power- the ability to control people or things or to do something.  

18.11 Answers to Self- Check Exercise   

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. August 11, 1910  

Ans2. 1928  

Ans3. Harvard advocate  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  
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Ans1. Mater of chance  

Ans2. Elton Mayo  

Ans3. G.C. Homans  

Ans4. 1939  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Ans1. Henderson’s  

Ans2. Three  

Ans3. May29, 1989  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Economic, social  

Ans2. Marketplace  

Ans3. Rewards, cost  

Self- Check Exercise-5  

Ans1. Atman and D. Tylor  

Ans2. Study nature and quality of social exchange  

Ans3. Tangible  

Self- Check Exercsie-6  

Ans1. B. F. Skinner  

Ans2. Economic, psychological  

Ans3. G. C. Homans  
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18.12 Suggested Readings  

 Aron, R. 1967. Main Currents of Sociological Thought. Volume 2, Penguin 

Books: London.  

 Freund, Julien 1968. The Sociology of Max Weber. Random House: New 

York.  

 Haralambos, M. 1980. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. Oxford 

University Press: London. 

 Heran, Frank. (1985). Reason and Freedom in Sociological Thought. 

Boston: Allen and Unwin. 

  Indira Gandhi National Open University Course Material (2005) 

Sociological Thought (ESO 13), New Delhi: IGNOU. 

 Poggi, Gianfranco. (2006).Weber: A Short Introduction, Cambridge: Polity 

Press. 

18.13 Terminal Questions  

Q1. What are the modern forms of economic exchange?  

Q2. Define gift.  

Q3. What are the dimensions of gift giving?  

Q4. Define sociological approach of exchange theory.  
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UNIT-19 

PTERE.M. BLAU 

STRUCTURE  

19.1 Introduction 

19.2 Learning Objectives  

19.3 Early Life and Family Background  

19.3.1 Later Life  

Self- Check Exercise-1  

  19.4 Theory  

19.4.1 Population Structures  

Self- Check Exercise-2  

19.5 Social Exchange Theory  

19.5.1 Basic Exchange Principles  

Self- Check Exercise-3  

19.6 Blau’s Implicit Exchange Principles  

 19.6.1 Basic Exchange Processes in Social Life  

Self- Check Exercise-4  

19.7 Summary  

19.8 Glossary  
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19.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

19.10 Suggested Readings  

19.11 Terminal Questions  

 

19.1 Introduction  

Peter Michael Blau (born February 7, 1918, in Vienna, Austria; died March 12, 2002) 

was a renowned American sociologist and theorist. Fleeing from Austria in 1939, he 

immigrated to the United States. Blau earned his Ph.D. in sociology at Columbia 

University in 1952 under the mentorship of Robert K. Merton, where his dissertation 

introduced early ideas on the functioning of bureaucracy. Shortly after, he joined the 

University of Chicago in 1953, where he served as a professor until 1970. His academic 

career also included positions as a Pitt Professor at Cambridge University in the UK, a 

senior fellow at King's College, and a Distinguished Honorary Professor at Tianjin 

Academy of Social Sciences, where he played a role in its founding. 

In 1970, Blau returned to Columbia University and became a Professor Emeritus. From 

1988 to 2000, he held the Robert Broughton Distinguished Research Professorship at 

the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he taught in the same department 

as his wife, Judith Blau. He continued to engage with Columbia's graduate students and 

faculty by commuting between North Carolina and New York. 

Blau's work primarily focused on organizational and social structures, and he developed 

theoretical frameworks to explain social phenomena such as upward mobility, 

occupational opportunities, and societal heterogeneity. He was one of the pioneers in 

incorporating advanced statistical methods into sociological research, grounding his 

theories in empirical data from large-scale studies. His research also explored how 

population structures can influence behavior. In 1974, he was honored to serve as the 

65th president of the American Sociological Association. 
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19.2 Learning Objectives  

In this unit we will be able to  

 Understand the Peter. M. Blau early life. 

 Know about the Blau’s exchange theory.  

 Discuss the legacy of Peter. M. Blau.   

19.3 Early Life and Family Background 

Peter Blau was born in 1918 in Vienna, shortly before the collapse of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire. Raised in a Jewish family during the rise of fascism in Europe, he 

faced political persecution at a young age. At seventeen, he was convicted of high 

treason for his writings against government repression in an underground newspaper 

affiliated with the Social Democratic Worker’s Party. As a result, he was sentenced to 

ten years in a federal prison in Vienna but was soon released following a shift in political 

policies under the National Socialists' rule. 

When Nazi Germany annexed Austria in 1938, Blau attempted to escape to 

Czechoslovakia but was captured by Nazi forces and imprisoned for two months, where 

he endured harsh treatment, including starvation. After his release, he successfully fled 

to Prague. As Hitler’s forces occupied Czechoslovakia, Blau made a daring return to 

Vienna to see his parents before escaping again. He eventually made his way to 

France, where he was detained as a prisoner of war due to his German passport. After 

weeks of forced labor, he was freed when policies regarding Jewish refugees changed. 

Through a scholarship from a missionary group, he traveled to the United States and 

arrived in New York on January 1, 1939. He later enrolled at Elmhurst College in Illinois, 

where he earned a sociology degree in 1942. 
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Blau became a U.S. citizen in 1943 and returned to Europe as a U.S. Army interrogator 

due to his fluency in German. For his contributions during the war, he was awarded the 

Bronze Star. It was during this time that he learned of his family’s tragic fate—his 

parents had perished at Auschwitz. 

19.3.1 Later Life 

Following his undergraduate studies, Blau pursued higher education at Columbia 

University, earning his Ph.D. in 1952. His career in sociology was marked by significant 

contributions, particularly in social stratification and exchange theory. In 1967, he 

collaborated with Otis Dudley Duncan and Andrea Tyree on The American Occupational 

Structure, a groundbreaking study on social mobility and class structures in the United 

States. The work received the prestigious Sorokin Award from the American 

Sociological Association in 1968. 

Blau also made important theoretical contributions, particularly in Exchange and Power 

in Social Life (1964), where he examined how social interactions at the micro level 

influence broader social structures. His 1977 book, Inequality and Heterogeneity, further 

developed his structural theory by analyzing how social divisions shape social relations 

through quantitative methods. 

Recognized for his impact on sociology, Blau was elected to the National Academy of 

Sciences, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the American Philosophical 

Society. He also served as president of the American Sociological Association from 

1973 to 1974. Blau passed away on March 12, 2002, at the age of eighty-four due to 

acute respiratory distress syndrome. 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Q1. Peter Blau was born in---------- 

Q2. Blau returned to Europe--------------- 

Q3. Blau received his Ph.D from------------- 
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Q4. --------was an important contribution to contemporary exchange theory. 

 19.4 Theory 

Peter Blau developed sociological theories using a logical deductive approach. He 

initiated theoretical studies with broad statements or fundamental assumptions about 

the social world, which he then tested through logical predictions. Blau emphasized that 

a single empirical test could neither confirm nor disprove a theory; instead, its logical 

implications were more reliable. However, if repeated empirical investigations 

contradicted a theory, it could be revised or replaced with a new one. His reliance on 

logic and deductive reasoning positioned him within the tradition of positivism, aligning 

him with classical sociologists like Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim. Blau's 

theoretical framework spanned both micro- and macro-level sociology, often bridging 

the two in his research. 

19.4.1 Population Structures 

Blau was particularly interested in the relationship between population structures and 

social interactions. He argued that population structures shape human behavior, 

particularly intergroup relations, and formulated various theories to explain how these 

structures influence social connections. Blau viewed social structures as relatively 

stable but identified two key forces that drive structural change: social mobility and 

conflict. He defined social mobility as any movement within a population by an individual 

and considered it crucial for fostering intergroup relations. Additionally, Blau explored 

structural causes of conflict, emphasizing that population distribution—rather than 

individual or political factors—can be a source of social tension. He linked structural 

conflict to disparities in group status, population size, mobility between groups, and the 

likelihood of social interaction. To mitigate conflict within a population, Blau advocated 

for multi-group affiliations and intersecting social networks in complex societies. 

Self-Check Exercise-2 

Q1. According to Blau, sociological theories were developed through ___________. 

Q2. ___________ and its connection to social interactions was a key area of Blau’s 
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research. 

Q3. Blau viewed social mobility, which he defined as “any movement of an individual 

within a population,” as beneficial for ___________ in a population structure. 

19.5 Social Exchange Theory 

Social exchange theory provides insight into human interactions and relationships by 

explaining how individuals engage in exchanges to fulfill their needs. Peter Blau, a key 

proponent of this theory, argued that social interactions are driven by the pursuit of 

socially mediated goals. He posited that people engage in social exchanges similarly to 

economic transactions—seeking something in return. Consequently, individuals aim to 

avoid social debt, as remaining in a favorable position provides both an advantage and 

potential power. While social exchanges can be genuine, they often involve a level of 

self-interest, as individuals expect to receive social rewards for their actions. Blau 

highlighted that these rewards can be intrinsic, such as love or admiration, or extrinsic, 

such as monetary gain. Unlike economic transactions, social exchanges carry an 

emotional component, making them distinct. 

Blau also examined the dynamics of relationships, asserting that successful friendships 

typically form between individuals of similar status, ensuring an equal potential for 

mutual benefit. He explored how romantic relationships develop based on the exchange 

of desirable traits, such as status, attractiveness, and wealth. He argued that 

relationships are most successful when both partners possess attributes that are 

valuable to the other. 

19.5.1 Basic Exchange Principles 

Blau's conceptualization of social exchange differs from that of George Homans. While 

Homans provides a more explicit definition of variables, Blau focuses on exchange as a 

form of association characterized by actions that depend on expected rewards. 

According to Blau, exchange occurs only in relationships where rewards are anticipated 

and received, distinguishing his perspective from Homans’s broader definition, which 

includes all interactions, regardless of whether rewards are expected. 
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Despite these differences, both Blau and Homans acknowledge that social life operates 

similarly to a marketplace, where individuals negotiate for maximum benefit. Blau, 

however, remained skeptical of purely rationalistic models of human behavior, rejecting 

the idea that people always pursue a singular goal. Instead, he recognized the 

complexity of human decision-making, which often involves multiple, overlapping 

objectives rather than a strict economic framework of cost-benefit analysis. This 

perspective aligns with Talcott Parsons’s critique of utilitarian extremes, emphasizing 

that human behavior cannot be reduced solely to rational calculations of profit and loss. 

Self- Check Exercsie-3 

Q1. Blau also studies the social exchange occurs within----------- 

Q2. For Blau, exchange happens only amongst those relationship in which------are 

expected. 

19.6 Blau's Implicit Exchange Principles: An Analytical Perspective 

Peter Blau's implicit exchange principles provide a structured framework for 

understanding the dynamics of social exchange, emphasizing rationality, reciprocity, 

justice, marginal utility, and balance in human interactions. These principles explain how 

individuals engage in social relationships based on expected benefits and how 

deviations from these norms lead to social sanctions and potential conflicts. 

I. The Rationality Principle 

Blau posits that individuals engage in social activities based on their expected gains. 

The likelihood of a specific action being performed increases when the perceived 

rewards are higher. This principle mirrors economic decision-making models where 

individuals calculate potential benefits before committing to an action. However, in 

contrast to purely economic exchanges, social interactions involve subjective rewards 

that lack a fixed market value, making their assessment more complex. 

II. The Reciprocity Principles 

A. Emergence of Reciprocal Obligations As individuals exchange rewards, a system 

of reciprocal obligations naturally develops, reinforcing continued interaction. These 

obligations become the foundation for social cohesion and predictability in relationships. 

B. Consequences of Reciprocity Violations When individuals fail to uphold reciprocal 

obligations, those disadvantaged by the imbalance tend to impose negative sanctions. 
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This enforcement mechanism ensures compliance and discourages exploitative 

behaviors, maintaining equilibrium in social exchanges. 

III. The Justice Principles 

A. Fair Exchange Norms Social exchange relations, once established, are governed 

by implicit norms of fairness. People develop expectations about the balance of costs 

and rewards, and any perceived violation of these norms can disrupt the stability of 

social interactions. 

B. Reactions to Unfairness When individuals perceive an inequitable exchange, they 

are likely to retaliate or withdraw from the interaction. This process reflects Blau’s 

concern with social conflict, where deprived individuals take collective action to redress 

grievances, often leading to structural change within social systems. 

IV. The Marginal Utility Principle 

As individuals repeatedly receive rewards, the subjective value of those rewards 

diminishes. This principle aligns with Homans’ concept of "deprivation-satiation," 

suggesting that individuals seek alternative sources of reward once their needs in one 

domain are met. This dynamic drives diversification in social interactions and the pursuit 

of new relationships to maximize overall benefits. 

V. The Imbalance Principle 

Stable exchange relations in one domain can create instability in others. Since 

individuals participate in multiple exchange relationships, prioritizing stability in one area 

often results in strain in another. Blau extends this principle to explain broader social 

structures, emphasizing the trade-offs individuals make when managing competing 

social commitments. 

The Dialectics of Exchange: Conflict and Change 

Blau’s model not only explains the formation and maintenance of social exchanges but 

also highlights the conditions under which conflict arises. As individuals navigate 

complex social networks, disparities in the distribution of rewards and obligations create 

tension. When fairness norms are violated, deprived individuals mobilize to challenge 

existing structures, leading to systemic change. This dynamic introduces an element of 

dialectical conflict within exchange theory, drawing parallels to Marxist perspectives on 

power and resource distribution. 
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19.6.1 Basic Exchange Processes in Social Life 

Blau identifies attraction as a key motivator for social exchange. Individuals assess 

potential relationships based on the rewards they anticipate receiving. This assessment 

leads to competition, where actors strategically present themselves to maximize the 

benefits they receive from others. 

As exchange relationships develop, power differentials emerge based on the resources 

individuals control. Blau categorizes rewards into four types: 

1. Money: Least valuable in social contexts but central in economic transactions. 

2. Social Approval: Readily available but often insufficient to satisfy deeper social 

needs. 

3. Esteem/Respect: More meaningful than mere approval, reinforcing an 

individual’s social standing. 

4. Compliance: The most valuable, as it grants influence and control over others. 

When individuals gain the ability to demand compliance from others, they attain social 

power. Blau formulates general propositions outlining how power is maintained and 

contested within exchange relationships, emphasizing that power imbalances often lead 

to social conflict and institutional change. 

Blau’s implicit exchange principles provide a nuanced framework for analyzing social 

interactions beyond economic models. By incorporating elements of rational choice, 

normative regulation, and power dynamics, his theory explains both the stability and 

transformation of social structures. His insights remain relevant in contemporary 

discussions on social justice, organizational behavior, and power relations, highlighting 

the continuous negotiation and rebalancing inherent in human interactions. 

 

Self- Check Exercsie-4 

Q1. What are the Blau implicit exchange principle?  

Q2. Blau does not develop ---------principle.   

Q3. Blau's exchange model is vitally afraid with the conditions, under which ---------

--------- and ------------ occur in social systems, 
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19.7 Summary  

Peter M. Blau has been one of the most influential social theorists over the past three 

decades. Early in his career, he focused on informal processes within bureaucracies, 

highlighting how employees often exchanged help with their tasks for intangible rewards 

such as respect, information, or social approval. However, reflecting on this early work, 

Blau recently acknowledged that the concept of social exchange had been explored by 

others long before him, from Aristotle to Mauss. In some ways, his lack of awareness 

about this prior work may have been beneficial. By revisiting the idea of exchange, Blau 

successfully merged elements of exchange theory with functional and dialectical conflict 

theories. While Blau has shifted away from his original exchange-focused approach in 

more recent years, his contributions to the theory remain valuable and deserving of 

further analysis. 

19.8 Glossary  

 Theory- an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Association- a group of people or organization who work together for a 

particular purpose.  

 Principle- a basic idea or rule that explains or controls how something 

happens or works.  

 Power- the ability to control people or things or to do something.  

 Authority- the power or right to give orders and make others obey. 

19.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise 

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

Ans1. 1918 

Ans2. 1942 
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Ans3. Columbia University 

Ans4. Exchange and power in social life  

Ans5. March 12. 2002  

Self- Check Exercsie-2  

Ans1. Logical deduction  

Ans2. Population structure  

Ans3. Intergroup relation  

Self- Check Exercsie-3 

Ans1.  Relationships  

Ans2. Rewards  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Ans1. Rationality, reciprocity, justice, marginal utility and imbalance  

Ans2. Explicit exchange  

Ans3. Conflict, change  

19.10 Suggested Readings  

 Kuper, Adam. 1973. Anthropologists and Anthropology: The Modern British 

School. London: Routledge. Reprint 1996.  

 Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1952. Structure and Function in Primitive Society. 

London: Cohen & West. 

 Upadhyay, V.S. & Gaya Pandey.1990. History of Anthropological Thought. 

New Delhi: Concept Publishing House. (pp 233- 298). 



302 
 

 Kaufman, Eleanor.(2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  

 Leach, Edmund R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia of 

Social Sciences, Volume 14. McMillan Co. and Free Press (pp. 482-489) 

19.11 Terminal Questions 

Q1. Explain the Peter. M. Blau early and later life.  

Q2. Discuss social exchange theory.  

Q3. Describe Blau’s implicit exchange principles.  

Q4. Describe macro structural theoryof social structure. 
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UNIT-20  

RICHARD EMESON- EXCHNAGE THEORY 

STRUCTURE  

20.1 Introduction 

20.2 Learning Objectives    

20.3 Blau’s Conditions for the Differentiation of Power in Social Exchange  

Self- Check Exercsie-1  

20.4 Organization Theory  

20.4.1 Macro Structural Theory of Social Structure  

Self- Check Exercise-2 

20.5 Legacy  

20.5.1 Works  

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

20.6 Emerson Life  

20.6.1 Emerson Theory of Social Exchange  

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

20.7 Summary  

20.8 Glossary  

20.9 Answers to Self- Check Exercise  

20.10 Suggested Readings  

20.11 Terminal Questions  

 

20.1 Introduction 

Over the past fifteen years, a distinct perspective known as social exchange theory has 

emerged in sociology and social psychology. Key contributors to this theory include 

George Homans, John Thibaut, Harold Kelley, and Peter Blau. Homans laid the 

groundwork for this approach in his 1958 work, "Social Behavior as Exchange," and 

further developed it in "Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms" (1961, revised in 1974). 
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Concurrently, Thibaut and Kelley constructed their conceptual framework in "The Social 

Psychology of Groups" (1959), aligning their ideas with Homans' work. Blau solidified 

the exchange theory's prominence with his publication "Exchange and Power in Social 

Life" (1964), ensuring its continued influence in the field. 

While these foundational works share commonalities, their differences significantly 

contributed to the development of exchange theory. Blau emphasized economic 

analysis, whereas Homans focused on the psychological aspects of instrumental 

behavior. However, Homans' psychological approach differed from that of Thibaut and 

Kelley, who built their framework from individual psychological concepts to small group 

dynamics. In contrast, Homans took a reductionist approach, identifying psychological 

reinforcement principles to explain group-level behavior. Blau, on the other hand, 

warned against overemphasizing psychology, arguing that such a focus could obscure 

the emergent properties of social exchange. 

20.2 Learning Objectives 

By the end of this unit, learners will: 

 Understand Blau’s conditions for the differentiation of power in social exchange. 

 Discuss the fundamental aspects of exchange theory. 

 Explore Emerson's contributions to social exchange theory. 

20.3 Blau's Conditions for the Differentiation of Power in Social Exchange 

Blau outlined several conditions that determine power differentiation in social exchange: 

1. Limited supply of valuable services: When few individuals can provide highly 

valued services, they can demand greater compliance from others. 

2. Lack of alternative sources: The fewer alternative providers of a valued 

service, the greater the control exerted by those who supply it. 

3. Inability to use coercion: When recipients of valuable services lack coercive 

means, providers gain more influence. 

4. Dependence on services: The more individuals rely on particular services, the 

greater the power wielded by those offering them. 
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These conditions contribute to social differentiation in terms of power. If group members 

can reciprocate services, seek alternatives, or employ coercion, power dynamics shift 

towards prestige rather than dominance. However, most groups exhibit a mix of power, 

prestige, and approval structures. Blau was particularly interested in how power, 

authority, and opposition emerge and evolve. 

Blau argued that power differentials create two opposing forces: 

1. Integration strains: Differences in power generate conflict potential, yet 

mechanisms exist to transform power into legitimate authority. Compliance is 

maintained through norms of reciprocity and fairness. Leaders who adhere to fair 

exchange norms gain legitimacy, while social norms ensure subordinates enforce 

compliance among peers, fostering group stability. 

2. Opposition strains: Despite integrative forces, social structures inherently 

generate conflict. Blau acknowledged that power dynamics produce tensions, as 

subordinates may feel exploited if expected rewards are not met. This can lead to 

attempts at sanctioning non-compliant leaders or even outright resistance. 

Blau's exchange theory integrates functional and dialectical perspectives. While he 

recognized the importance of normative integration, he also acknowledged the 

inevitability of conflict. Unlike Ralf Dahrendorf, who assumed authority relations as 

given, Blau explored the processes through which such structures emerge. His analysis 

suggests that conflict and integration are interdependent, with power imbalances both 

stabilizing and destabilizing social structures. 

Blau’s approach converges with conflict theory, suggesting that power inequalities lead 

to both compliance and resistance. Exchange relations create systemic imbalances, 

driving cycles of negotiation, opposition, and change. However, Blau provided limited 

specific propositions for predicting when opposition would escalate. Despite this, his 

work remains influential in understanding the interplay between power, authority, and 

conflict in social structures. 

Overall, Blau’s contribution lies in demonstrating that social structures are continuously 

shaped by exchange dynamics, balancing forces of integration and conflict. This 
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nuanced perspective bridges functionalist and conflict approaches, offering a 

comprehensive framework for analyzing power and authority in social life. 

Self- Check Exercise-1  

Q1. Blau’s fails to compete his examination of how differ and type of-------are 

influenced by exchange of diverse classes of rewards.  

Q2. For Blau power differences in group create -------contradictory forces.  

20.4 Organizational Theory 

Peter Blau made significant contributions to organizational sociology, particularly 

through his work on bureaucracy. His book Dynamics of Bureaucracy (1955) challenged 

the traditional Weberian view of organizations as rigid, mechanical systems. Instead, 

Blau emphasized the role of informal interactions, socio-emotional exchanges, and 

emerging status systems in shaping organizational life. Unlike many earlier studies, he 

focused on white-collar workers, highlighting how their relationships influenced 

organizational functioning. His research demonstrated how formal structures, informal 

practices, and bureaucratic pressures interact to drive organizational change. 

Blau's second major contribution involved analyzing the structural components of 

bureaucracies. Studying 53 U.S. Employment Security Agencies and 1,201 local offices, 

he formulated a general theory of differentiation in organizations (1970). His key 

findings were that (1) as organizations grow, they develop more specialized roles, but at 

a decreasing rate, and (2) administrative staff, responsible for coordination rather than 

production, become proportionally smaller in larger organizations. While initially 

influential, this theory lost traction as organizational sociology shifted toward studying 

external environments rather than internal structures. 

20.4.1 Macro Structural Theory of Social Structure 

Blau also made major theoretical advancements in understanding social structure. He 

defined social structure as networks of relationships between social positions rather 

than individuals, distinguishing his approach from others. According to Blau, social 
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differentiation occurs when groups divide based on socially significant traits such as 

class, race, gender, or religion. These divisions shape interaction patterns, leading 

people to associate with those similar to themselves—a concept known as homophily. 

In his 1974 Presidential Address, Parameters of Social Structure, Blau introduced the 

idea of "parameters" as socially relevant categories that influence interaction. He 

identified two types: graduated parameters (continuous variables like income or 

education) and nominal parameters (distinct categories like race or gender). Modern 

societies, he argued, consist of multiple overlapping social positions that sometimes 

create contradictions—where increased interaction in one sphere reduces it in another. 

His work laid the foundation for a structured understanding of how social distinctions 

shape human relationships. 

SSelf- Check Exercise -2  

Q1. Who wrote the book of Dynamics of Bureaucracy?  

Q2. What are the two categories that define by the Blau?  

Q3. Blau's second major contribution to organizational analysis revolved about the 

study of factors of the "bureaucratic components" of organizations. 

20.5 Legacy 

Peter Blau significantly influenced modern sociology and is regarded as one of the most 

important post-war American sociologists. Often considered the last major "grand 

theorist" of 20th-century American sociology, his contributions shaped both theoretical 

and methodological approaches in the field. Although his research on organizational 

differentiation was brief, his methodological approach left a lasting impact. Blau 

demonstrated that sociological research could be both deductive and broadly 

applicable, inspiring future scholars to adopt similar methods. 

In collaboration with Otis Dudley Duncan, Blau also played a key role in introducing 

multiple regression and path analysis to sociology, which have since become essential 

tools in quantitative research. His theories continue to shape the social sciences, 

serving as a foundation for ongoing scholarly development. 
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20.5.1 Major Works 

Blau's extensive body of work includes influential books and journal articles that have 

shaped the study of social structures, organizations, and inequality. Some of his notable 

contributions include: 

 Dynamics of Bureaucracy (1955) 

 Bureaucracy in Modern Society (1956, revised 1971) – co-authored with Marshall 

W. Meyer 

 "A Theory of Social Integration" (American Journal of Sociology, 1960) 

 Formal Organizations: A Comparative Approach (1962) – with Richard Scott 

 Exchange and Power in Social Life (1964) 

 "The Flow of Occupational Supply and Recruitment" (American Sociological 

Review, 1965) 

 The American Occupational Structure (1967) 

 A Formal Theory of Differentiation in Organizations (1970) 

 The Organization of Academic Work (1973) 

 "Presidential Address: Parameters of Social Structure" (American Sociological 

Review, 1974) 

 On the Nature of Organizations (1974) 

 Approaches to the Study of Social Structure (1975, editor) 

 Inequality and Heterogeneity: A Primitive Theory of Social Structure (1977) 

 Crosscutting Social Circles: Testing a Macrostructural Theory of Intergroup 

Relations (1984) – with Joseph E. Schwartz 

 Structural Contexts of Opportunities (1994) 

 A Circuitous Path to Macrostructural Theory (1995) 

Blau's work remains central to sociological theory, influencing the study of social 

integration, power dynamics, and organizational structures. His contributions continue to 

guide contemporary research and theoretical advancements in sociology. 

 

Self- Check Exercsie-3  

Q1. Who played significant role in influential the field of modern sociology?  
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Q2. With the help of ------------------ introduced multiple reversion and path 

investigation to the sociological audience. 

Q3. Dynamics of Bureaucracy was published in which year? 

20.6 Emerson Life  

Bio: (1925-1982) American sociologist. Richard Emerson is best known for studying 

power relations in society and for developing the social exchange theory. Emerson, 

along with Blau and Homans, developed a theoretical approach known as the social 

exchange theory in the 1960s. Emerson sought to challenge the dominant view of 

power in the social sciences, the view that power is possessed by individuals and 

institutions that control the most important resources. He believed that power lies in the 

very relationship between individuals and institutions, therefore, that power is a 

relational phenomenon. The power of one person over another person is commensurate 

with the level to which the other person depends on the resources that the first person 

possesses. To define such a view of power, Emerson introduces the notion of "power-

dependence relations." Such power relations are always manifested within the network 

of human relations. Using the concept of the power-dependence relations, and within 

the theoretical framework of the social exchange theory, Emerson studied the issues of 

coalition building, social cohesion, commitment, trust, and solidarity. 

Why the theory was developed  

To help people understand relationships well; why some relationships work while 

others fail.  To explain why we choose to start and continue only certain relationships.  

To explain communication and interaction, as well as the factors governing interaction 

in humans. 

What does the theory Say  

It says that humans base their behaviours on rational calculations designed to 

maximize individual profit.   

Most people value acceptance, financial support, loyalty, affection and 

companionship and so we might find it satisfying to be in a relationship with a 

person who enhances our social status. This is classified as a reward.   
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On the other hand, costs arise whenever there is a negative value for an individual. For 

instance, relationship that cost us time, money and effort or all the adjustments we 

make to coordinate with another person.   

The net outcome is equal to rewards take away costs. 

Application of the theory in communication 

Social exchange theory enhances interpersonal communication as it develops from 

shallow relations to intimate relationships. Persons are not only aware of what is around 

them but also aware of their awareness.  

 This theory implicates that human beings are conscious of each other’s concerns and 

needs thus this enhances effective communication amongst people. 

Application of the theory in social media   

Social exchange theory would be a valid paradigm for studying and explaining how 

people form networks, express their opinions, and pass information to each other in 

applications such as Wikipedia, Facebook,  YouTube, Second Life, and Twitter.  

The theory also applies to social media from a marketer’s perspective, because it 

breaks down the main human factors involved in forming relationships with a gain to 

both sides. It is certainly valuable to keep these factors in mind when analysing and 

monitoring social media marketing efforts. 

20.6.1 Emerson Theory of Social Exchange  

Richard Emerson built upon the ideas of George Homans and Peter Blau, centering his 

work on interactions and relationships between individuals and groups. His 

interpretation of social exchange theory highlights resource availability, power 

dynamics, and dependence as key factors shaping relationships. Emerson argued that 

relationships are structured in various ways, influenced by the type and quantity of 

resources exchanged. He emphasized that power and dependence are the core 

elements defining social interactions. Unlike some scholars, Emerson did not consider 

exchange as a theory in itself but rather as a conceptual framework through which 

different theories could be analyzed and compared to structural functionalism. His 

perspective closely aligned with Blau’s, as both examined the role of power in the 

exchange process. Emerson described social exchange theory as a sociological 
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approach that applies an economic lens to non-economic social interactions, 

incorporating a quasi-economic analysis into social relationships. 

Self- Check Exercsie-4  

Q1. Richard Emerson’s best known for studying-------- 

Q2. Social exchange theory enhances the --------- 

Q3. Emerson focused he relationship between --------and ------------ 

20.7 Summary  

One of Blau's most important contributions to social theory is his work 

regarding exchange theory, which explains how small-scale social exchange directly 

relates to social structures at a societal level. 

He also was the first to map out the wide variety of social forces, dubbed “Blau space” 

by Miller McPherson. This idea was one of the first to take individuals and distribute 

them along a multidimensional space. Blau-space is still used as a guide by sociologists 

and has been expanded to include areas of sociology never specifically covered by Blau 

himself. 

20.8 Glossary   

 Theory-an idea or set of ideas that tries to explain something.  

 Sociology-scientific study of human society.  

 Power- the ability to control people or things or to do something.  

 Authority- the power and right to give orders and make others obey.  

 Group- a number of people or things that are together in the same place or 

that are connected in some way. 

20.9 Suggested Readings  
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 Doland, Angela (4 November 2009). "Anthropology Giant Claude Levi-

Strauss dead at 100". Seattle Times. Associated Press.  

 Goddard, David. (1965). Conceptions of structure in Lévi – Strauss and in 

British anthropology. Social Research, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp. 408 - 427  

 Kaufman, Eleanor. (2013). In: Rethinking Claude Lévi – Strauss (1908-

2009). United States: Yale University Press  

 Leach, Edmund (ed.). (1967). The Structural Study of Myth and Totemism. 

London and New York: Routledge  

 Leach, Edmund R. (1968). Social Structure. In International Encyclopedia 

of Social Sciences, Volume 14. McMillan Co. and Free Press (pp. 482-489) 

 Lévi-Strauss, Claude. (1953). Social Structure. In A.L. Kroeber (ed.) 

Anthropology Today. Chicago: Chicago University Press 

  Levi-Strauss, Claude. (1963). The Elementary Structures of Kinship. 

Boston: Beacon Press  

 Levi-Strauss, Claude. (1966). The Savage Mind. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

 

 

20.10 Terminal Questions 

Q1. Explain the Blau’s conditions for the differentiation of power in social 

exchange?  

Q2. Describe Emerson life? 

Q3. Discuss the Emerson theory of social exchange.  
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