NETAJI SUBHAS OPEN UNIVERSITY
Choice Based Credit System

(CBCS)

SELF LEARNING MATERIAL |
.,
SOCIOLOGY

CC-S0-03 ‘

Under Graduate Degree Programme



PREFACE

In a bid to standardize higher education in the country, the University Grants Commission
(UGC) has introduced Choice Based Credit System (CBCS) based on five types of courses
viz. core, discipline specific, generic elective, ability and skill enhancement for graduate
students of all programmes at Honours level. This brings in the semester pattern, which
finds efficacy in sync with credit system, credit transfer, comprehensive continuous
assessments and a graded pattern of evaluation. The objective is to offer learners ample
flexibility to choose from a wide gamut of courses, as also to provide them lateral mobility
between various educational institutions in the country where they can carry their acquired
credits. I am happy to note that the university has been recently accredited by National
Assessment and Accreditation Council of India (NAAC) with grade *“A’’.

UGC (Open and Distance Learning Programmes and Online Programmes)
Regulations, 2020 have mandated compliance with CBCS for UG programmes for all the
HEIs in this mode. Welcoming this paradigm shift in higher education, Netaji Subhas
Open University (NSOU) has resolved to adopt CBCS from the academic session 2021-22
at the Under Graduate Degree Programme level. The present syllabus, framed in the spirit
of syllabi recommended by UGC, lays due stress on all aspects envisaged in the curricular
framework of the apex body on higher education. It will be imparted to learners over the
six semesters of the Programme.

Self Learning Materials (SLMs) are the mainstay of Student Support Services (SSS) of
an Open University. From a logistic point of view, NSOU has embarked upon CBCS presently
with SLMs in English / Bengali. Eventually, the English version SLMs will be translated
into Bengali too, for the benefit of learners. As always, all of our teaching faculties contributed
in this process. In addition to this we have also requisitioned the services of best academics
in each domain in preparation of the new SLMs. I am sure they will be of commendable
academic support. We look forward to proactive feedback from all stakeholders who will
participate in the teaching-learning based on these study materials. It has been a very
challenging task well executed, and I congratulate all concerned in the preparation of these
SLMs.

I wish the venture a grand success.

Professor (Dr.) Subha Sankar Sarkar

Vice-Chancellor
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1.1 Objectives

After going through this unit, you can understand

e the meaning of sociological perspective and why there is plurality of perspectives in
sociology.

e the meaning, features and basic elements of sociological theory and various scholarly
debates relating to the development of such theories.

e different types of and different schools of sociological theory.

1.2 Introduction

Sociology, defined as the scientific understanding of society (i.e. the web of human
interrelationships arising out of human interactions), strives to analyze, explain and
understand social phenomena- ranging from the occurrence of unit interaction to the vast
array of social change- in a systematic way that allows for every single social occurrence
to be understood with all-round satisfaction in its light. Sociologists are also interested in
developing a systematic way or schema of approaching social phenomena through the
process of thought that inculcates variety of information in a rigorous and objective way
so as to create a synthesized view of society. This synthesized view of society, developed
by a particular way or schema of approaching social phenomenon, is called sociological
perspective. Since the emergence of the discipline it has been the centre of concern,
ambiguity and dispute. However, the eternal spring of challenge, creativity, and innovation
on the other hand is still there. The sociological perspective may be defined as an approach
to understand human behaviour by placing it within its broader social context.

1.3 Why is there a plurality in sociological perspective?

The history of the emergence of sociology as an academic discipline entails that the discipline
was born as an answer or solution to the resultant necessity aroused at the confluence of
two dialectical intellectual forces that had been swaying the intellectual sphere in Europe,
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namely the Enlightenment Philosophy of the late 18™ Century and the Counter-
Enlightenment Philosophy (Romantic Conservative Philosophy) of the early 19" Century.
The 18" century philosophy of Enlightenment offered reason and empiricism (importance
of fact, proof, evidence) to be the twin pillars of knowledge; advocated strong arguments
in favour of individual freedom and liberty; emphasized on human capability in controlling
the world around them and strived for seeking true knowledge in every sphere by mastering
the skill and methods of natural sciences. As was promised by the French Revolution, in
the post-revolution scenario man was to develop a secular society based on the principles
of equality, liberty and fraternity. In reality it was evident that men through their struggle
had indeed succeeded in dishevelling the older form of society that had been fettered by
monarchy and religious orthodoxy; but the emerging society not only appeared non-
conforming to the design they had dreamed of, but proved also to be out of their control.

According to Gouldner (1977:13-17), the new society appeared to be a world of
contradictions: a world created by man, but not the creator’s world, i.e. man could no more
control the emerging shapes, forms, features and processes that the society continued to
display. Hence, the concepts of society and culture, which form the foundation of the
emerging academic social science called ‘sociology’, developed as ambiguous conceptions,
as being creations of man and as having lives and histories of their own- life independent
of the men who create, embody and enact them. In sociological analyses the concepts of
culture and society were continued to be expressed as autonomous things-independent
and existing for themselves (sui generis meaning ‘in and of itself’). They came to be
viewed as any other ‘natural’ phenomena having laws of their own, and the discipline that
studied them came to be viewed as ‘natural” science. Man accepted defeat in his effort to
control the social world and this defeat was expressed in the duality of ambivalence that
featured into the ‘objectivity’ of the emerging academic social science, nay, sociology: 1)
man’s effort to accommodate to alienation, and ii) expression of his muted resentment
towards this alienation. While the assumption of the autonomy and uncontrollability of
society and culture as normal and natural condition generated the core of the repressive
component of sociology, the feature of suppressed resentment allowed for the liberating
potential of the discipline. Sociology thus develops a total conception of man that promoted
the distinctiveness of the discipline, featuring a unique contradiction which constituted
the core of the concept: man as the controlled product of society and culture (the dominant
focal view), and man as the maker of society and culture (the subsidiary but promising
view).
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The ambivalence or contradictions inherent in the domain assumptions- Man, Society and
Culture- led to the development of different perspectives and different schools of Sociology;
and shaped the basic charter of Sociology as an academic discipline.

1.4 Sociological Theory: Definition and Features

Development of theory lies at the core of any study of science. For a scientific study of
society sociology should develop theories like other scientific disciplines. Now, what is a
theory? According to Turner (1974), “theory is a mental activity. It is a process of developing
ideas that can allow us to explain how and why events occur.” A theory is a set of propositions
that provide an explanation by means of a deductive or inductive system and its major
functions are description, explanation and prediction based on hardcore empirical facts. In
the case of Sociology, a theory is a set of interrelated concepts used to describe, explain,
and predict how society and its parts are related to each other. Theories are sets of interrelated
concepts and ideas that have been scientifically tested and combined to clarify, and expand
our understanding of people, their behaviours, and their societies.

The basic characteristics of a scientific theory are: i) it aspires to transcend the time and
space limit, and hence generic, timeless and universal in character; i1) it is stated in neutral,
objective, and unambiguous terms so that the theory means the same thing to all who
examine it; and, iii) it is designed to be repeatedly and systematically tested with replicable
methods against the facts of particular empirical settings.

Sociological theory is a set of assumptions, assertions, and propositions, organized in the
form of an explanation or interpretation, of the nature, form, or content of social action.
Sociological theory is defined as a set of interrelated ideas that allow for the systematization
of knowledge of the social world. This knowledge is then used to explain the social world
and make predictions about the future of the social world.

Therefore, the important characteristics of sociological theory are as follows
i.  Sociological theories are abstract generalizations.

ii.  Sociological theories are logical propositions.

1. Sociological theories are conceptualizations regarding social phenomena.
iv.  Sociological theories are empirical generalizations.

v.  Sociological theories are factual.
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vi. Sociological theories are provisional in nature.
vii. Sociological theories are verifiable.

1.5 Building Blocks of Sociological Theory

As we have already discussed, the history of its very emergence led to different and varying
perspectives or approaches in understanding social organization, development of theory in
sociology also led to various arguments and debates among the sociologists relating to its
nature, scope and levels of analysis. Nevertheless, all the theories have been following
four common elements which are considered the building blocks of sociological theories:
concepts, variables, statements and formats.

Concepts: Generally, concepts denote phenomena. A concept describes the aspects of the
social world that are considered essential for a particular purpose. Concepts are constructed
from definitions. A definition is a statement or system of terms used to express the meaning
of a word or word group or a sign or symbol; a statement expressing the essential nature of
something that allows visualizing the phenomenon that is denoted by the concept. It enables
all investigators universally and instantaneously to point at the same thing and to understand
what it is that is being studied. Thus, concepts that are basic elements for building theory
must strive to communicate an uniform meaning to all those who use them. However,
since concepts, especially used in social sciences, are frequently articulated with the words
of everyday language, it is difficult to avoid words that may suggest varied meanings—
and hence point to different phenomena for varying groups of people. It is for this reason
that many concepts in natural sciences are expressed in technical or more neutral languages,
such as the symbols of mathematics. In sociology, expression of concepts in such special
languages is sometimes not only impossible but also undesirable. Hence the symbols (words/
terms) used to develop a concept must be chosen and defined as precisely as possible so
that they point to the same phenomenon unambiguously and universally. It is hard to reach
a perfect consensus in defining a concept with conventional language, a body of theory
rests on the assertion that researchers will ultimately define concepts unambiguously.

The concepts of theory are of two types: concrete and abstract. Some concepts relate to
concrete phenomena at specific times and places. Other, more abstract, concepts depict
phenomena that are not related to concrete times or places. For example, in the context of
small-group research, concrete concepts would refer to the persistent interactions of
particular individuals (e.g. 2™ semester undergraduate students of a particular department
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of a particular college under the University of Calcutta in the year 2019), whereas an
abstract conceptualization of such phenomena would refer to those general properties of
face-to-face groups that are not tied to particular individuals interacting at a specified time
and location. Whereas abstract concepts are not tied to a specific context, time and space,
concrete concepts are.

Although it is important that some of the concepts of theory go beyond specific times and
places, it is equally critical that there be procedures for making these abstract concepts
pertinent to observable situations and occurrences. The utility of an abstract concept can
be demonstrated only when the concept is brought to analyze some specific empirical
problem encountered by researchers. As a formal procedure for attaching abstract concepts
to observable events, some argue that the abstract concepts should be accompanied by a
series of statements known as operational definitions, which are sets of procedural
instructions telling researchers how to go about discerning phenomena in the real world
that are denoted by an abstract concept. Others argue, however, that the nature of our
concepts in sociology precludes such formalistic training. At best, concepts can be only
devices that must change with the changes in society, and so we can only intuitively and
conditionally apply abstract concepts to the actual analysis.

Variables: While building theory, two general types of concepts are used: (1) those that
simply label phenomena (e.g. social group, social class etc.) and never reveal the ways in
which the concepts may differ in terms of properties like size, volume, weight, age etc in
reality; and (2) those that refer to phenomena with their variable properties so as to attribute
them with certain ability to respond to the wide differences found in social world. Concepts
that denote properties as size, weight, density, velocity etc. refer to differences in degree
among phenomena. This second type of concepts is called variables, which aims at
describing varying states of particular events denoted by concepts. According to Turner
(1974), if Sociology is to follow the path of other natural sciences, concepts are to be
translated into variables so that they can help visualize how variation in one phenomenon
is related to variation in another phenomenon. However, Sociologists, who are hardly
interested to view the discipline on the same boat with natural sciences, are more interested
in making the concepts more sensitizing, more alert and concerned towards grasping the
dynamic nature of important social processes than in converting each and every concept
into variable, i.e. into some measurable metrics.
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Statements and Formats: The concepts of theory must be connected to one another and
these connections among concepts constitute theoretical statements. These statements not
only identify the way in which events denoted by concepts are interrelated, they also provide
an understanding of how and why events should be connected. When these theoretical
statements are grouped together, they constitute a theoretical format (Turner 1974). As
there are ample disputes among sociologists regarding the scientific status, degree of
subjectivity and objectivity in sociology, there are dramatic debates relating to the structure
of theoretical statements and their organization into formats. There are five basic approaches
in sociological theory for generating theoretical statements and formats: (1) meta-theoretical
schemes, (2) analytical schemes, (3) discursive schemes, (4) propositional schemes, and
(5) modelling schemes. Concepts are constructed from definitions; theoretical statements
link concepts together; and statements are organized into five basic types of formats.
However, these five formats can be executed in a variety of ways. So, in reality, there are
more than just five strategies for developing theoretical statements and formats. Moreover,
these various strategies are not always mutually exclusive; rather in executing one of them,
we are often led to another as a kind of next step in building theory. Yet—and this point is
crucial—these various approaches are often viewed as antagonistic. Moreover, even within
a particular type of format, there is constant battle over the best way to develop theory.
This rancour represents a great misfortune because in a mature science —which, sad to
say, sociology is not—these approaches are viewed as highly compatible. Before pursuing
this point further, we need to discuss in more detail each of these approaches.

1.5.1 Issues and approaches in Sociological Theory

1) Meta-theoretical schemes deal with the basic issues that a theory must address. In
many sociological circles, meta-theory is considered a crucial precondition to adequate
theory building. Some of the basic questions that the meta-theoretical scheme seeks
answer to are:

1. Whatis the basic nature of human activity about which a theory must be developed?
i1.  Whatis the appropriate way to develop theory and what kind of theory is possible?
iii.  What is the critical problem that the theory in Sociology must concentrate on?

The philosophical debates like idealism versus materialism, induction versus deduction,
causation versus association, subjectivism versus objectivism, and so on are re-evoked
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and analyzed with respect to social reality. A great deal of theories studied in sociology is,
in fact, meta-theoretical activity.

Fig.1.1 Elements of theory in sociology

2)

3)

Meta-theoretical
Scheme

Analytical
Scheme

Propositional
Scheme

r

Definition Concept Statement Format

Discursive Scheme

Modelling Scheme

Analytical Scheme is a classification scheme that denotes the key properties, and
interrelations among these properties, in the social universe. There are many different
varieties of analytical schemes, but they all share an emphasis on typologizing, i.e.
classifying basic properties of the social world. Explanation of an empirical event
comes whenever a place in the classificatory scheme can be found for that empirical
event. There are two basic types of analytical schemes: (1) naturalistic schemes,
which try to develop a tightly knitted system of categories that is supposed to capture
the way in which the invariant properties of the universe are ordered and (2) sensitizing
schemes, which are more loosely assembled categories of concepts intended only to
sensitize and orient researchers and theorists to certain critical processes.

Discursive Schemes are typically easier to understand than those that are more formal,
but the weakness is that the variables and forces highlighted and the dynamic relations
among them are vague and imprecise. Even with certain vagueness in language, it is
still possible to recognize the basic theoretical argument and convert it into a more
formal format like an analytical model or propositional scheme.
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4)

b)

Propositional Scheme is a theoretical statement that specifies the connection between
two or more variables. It tells us how variation in one concept is caused by or related
to variation in another. Propositional Schemes vary perhaps the most of all theoretical
approaches. They vary primarily along two dimensions: (1) the level of abstraction
and (2) the way propositions are organized into formats. Some are highly abstract and
contain concepts that do not denote any particular case but all cases of a type. By
using these two above mentioned dimensions, several different types of propositional
schemes can be isolated: (a) axiomatic formats, (b) formal formats, and (c) empirical
formats. We shall examine each of these schemes below:

Axiomatic Formats: An axiomatic organization of theoretical statements includes a
set of concepts some of which are highly abstract in nature; others, more concrete.
Second, there is always a set of existence statements that describe those types and
classes of situations in which the concepts and the propositions that incorporate them
apply. Third, propositional statements are stated in a hierarchical order. At the top of
the hierarchy are axioms, or highly abstract statements, from which all other theoretical
statements are logically derived. The axioms should be consistent with one another,
although they do not have to be logically interrelated. The axioms should be highly
abstract; they should state relationships among abstract concepts. These relationships
should be law-like in that the more concrete theorems derived from them have not
been disproved by empirical investigation.

Formal Formats: Formal theories are loose versions of axiomatic schemes. The idea
is to develop highly abstract propositions that are used to explain some empirical
event. Some highly abstract propositions are seen as higher-order laws, and the goal
of explanation is to visualize empirical events as instances of this covering law.
Deductions from the laws are made, but they are much looser, rarely conforming to
the strict rules of axiomatic theory. Moreover, there is recognition that extraneous
variables cannot always be excluded, and so the propositions have a condition that if

other forces do not interfere, then the relationship among concepts in the proposition
should hold true.

Empirical Formats: They consist of generalizations from specific events, in particular
empirical contexts. They are too tied to empirical contexts, times, and places. In fact,
they are generalizations that require a theory to explain them. There are other kinds of
empirical generalizations also, which are often termed as middle-range theories,
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because 1) they are more abstract than a research finding, and i1) their empirical content
pertains to variables that are also found in other domains of social reality.

S) Analytical Modelling Scheme is a diagrammatic representation of social events.
The diagrammatic elements of any model include: (1) concepts that denote and
highlight certain features of the universe; (2) the arrangement of these concepts in
visual space so as to reflect the ordering of events in the universe; and (3) symbols
that mark the connections among concepts, such as lines, arrows, vectors etc. The
elements of a model may be weighted in some way, or they may be sequentially
organized to express events over time, or they may represent complex patterns of
relations and other potential ways in which properties of the universe affect one another.

In sociology, most diagrammatic models are constructed to emphasize the causal connections
among properties of the universe. That is, they are designed to show how changes in the
values of one set of variables are related to changes in the values of other variables.
Sociologists generally construct two different types of models, which are known as analytical
models and causal models. Analytical models are more abstract and tend to highlight more
generic properties of the universe, and they portray a complex set of connections among
variables. In contrast, causal models are more empirically grounded and provide for a

more detailed interpretation of an empirical generalization.

1.6. Elements in Sociological Theory

In view of the century long enormous debate and discussion among scholars regarding
how theory should be developed in sociology to grasp the dynamics of social world
comprehensively, Tom Bottomore suggests examining sociological theory as it has
developed up to the present time, under three headings: A) Types of generalization, B)
Basic Concepts and schemes of Classification, and C) Explanatory Theories.

1.6.1 Types of Generalization:
Following M. Ginsberg, Bottomore suggests six types of generalizations in social science:

i.  Empirical relationship between concrete phenomena (e.g. urban life and rate of
divorce).

ii. Generalizations formulating the conditions under which institutions or other social
formations arise (e.g. various accounts of the origin of capitalism).

iii. Generalizations asserting that changes in a given institution are regularly associated
with changes in other institution (e.g. Marx’s theory of changes in class structure and
changes in different institutions)
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iv. Generalizations asserting phase-sequence of various kinds (e.g. attempts to distinguish
the ‘stages’ of economic development by Bucher, Schmoller and others).

v.  Generalizations describing the main trends in the evolution of humanity as a whole
(e.g. Comte’s law of the three stages, Marxist theory of development from primitive
society to communist society etc.).

vi. Laws stating the implications of assumptions regarding human behaviour ( e.g. some
laws in economic theory).

These types of generalizations are diverse in range and level and there are disputes regarding
the extent to which they can be regarded as validated. However, sociological theorizing
should, from the empirical correlations which have been established, be increasingly
committed to the construction of broader generalizations, which then can be open to test
by further research. Thus the discipline may reach nearer to cumulative theory construction
like other sciences. The sociologists will get a device to curb the harmful propensity for
fresh departures and choosing specific facts while curbing out others in order to favour a
particular generalization or theory.

1.6.2 Basic Concepts and schemes of Classification:

Concepts serve two purposes: 1) they distinguish and help denoting phenomena which had
not until then been considered as forming separate classes; and ii) they serve as shortened
description of phenomena and as instruments for further analyses and study. Construction
of a strong conceptual framework was emphasized by the founding fathers of sociology,
like Durkheim (social fact) and Max Weber (ideal types), who introduced and defined
concepts, while writing their explanatory theories.

In the field of classification we find the following schemes in sociological theorizing:

1) Various attempts to classify societies (e.g. Karl Marx’s attempt on the basis of economic
criteria, attempt of Comte and Hobhouse against the criteria of the level of intellectual
development etc.)

i1) Classification of social groups on the basis of their size, structure, pattern of interaction,
duration, recruitment of members and so on.

iii) Classification of social relationships ( e.g. Hobhouse’s distinction between three broad
‘types of social union’ based respectively upon kinship, authority and citizenship,
Durkheim’s distinction between two types of social solidarity: mechanical and organic,
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distinction between community and society made by Tonnies, Von Wise’s distinction
of social relationships on the basis of their tendency towards association , or
dissociation, towards their diminishing or increasing the social distance between
individuals.etc.)

iv) Classification in terms of social action originated by Max Weber

v) Thereis anew trend of classifying phenomena with the character of industrial societies
and with the changes in the economically underdeveloped societies.

1.6.3 Explanatory Theories:

Generally speaking, explanatory theories are meant to answer the question “why?” This
may take two forms: i) causal explanations which is of the kind “because of........ ”, and ii)
teleological explanations which are of the kind “in order that.......”. The later kind may be
further differentiated into: explanation in terms of purpose and explanations in terms of
end-states. According to many of the classical sociologists, as a generalizing science
sociology should aim at establishing causal connections and causal laws. But explanations
of human individual behaviour at first appearance fall in the category of teleological, in
terms of purposes. Hence, there is a significant dispute between scholars regarding whether
the discipline should take shape as an ‘interpretative science’ or continue as a ‘natural
science of society’. However, the effort of classical sociologists and their followers to
develop grand all-encompassing theories of society has been failed as the grand schemes
(Functionalism of Durkheim and Radcliff Brown, Conflict theory of Karl Marx) faced
rigorous criticism for serious reasons, from scholars advocating for ‘interpretative science’,
the trend of building all-embracing explanatory theory has lost its pace. It is a hopeful sign
that attention is being paid to theories that keep close to the empirical data, and thus to
verification. But sociological theory still suffers from an excessive specialization which
has separated theory and research, and from some misinterpretation about the nature of
scientific theory.

1.7 Types of Sociological Theory

1.7.1 Speculative Theories vs. Grounded Theories

Speculative theories are abstract, impressionistic and rooted in a philosophical system.
The founding fathers of sociology, Comte and Spencer, have synthesized the findings of a
variety of disciplines to derive a formidable collection of theoretical statements to explain
social processes and organizations. These are essentially theories generated by logical
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deduction from a priori assumptions. They are based on certain methodological and
philosophical assumptions and generate theoretical entities and conceptual schemes.

Grounded theories, on the other hand, are based on the findings of empirical research and
they are appropriate to their specific uses. They produce specific sociological laws, principles
and empirical generalizations. Grounded theory is partly a theoretical framework and partly
research methodology. It combines theory and research and serves as a guide for many
social science researchers in their projects. Grounded theory is an attempt to develop theories
from an analysis of the patterns, themes, and common categories discovered in empirical
research. It emphasizes research procedures when developing theories.

1.7.2 Grand Theory vs. Miniature Theory

A grand theory is a broad conceptual scheme with systems of interrelated propositions that
provide a general frame of reference for the study of social processes and institutions.
However, it is different from speculative theory. The grand theory is rooted in the empirical
world - however loosely, whereas speculative theories are based on philosophical systems.
The grand theory is a comprehensive formulation. It provides a master scheme of general
sociological orientations. Grand theories are full of jargon and intuitive statements. The
system theory of Talcott Parsons and Sorokin’s theory of socio-cultural dynamics are
examples of grand theories.

Miniature theories are what Merton called as Middle range theories, i.e., theories
intermediate to the minor working hypotheses evolved during the day-to-day routines of
research, and the all inclusive speculations comprising a master speculative scheme from
which it is supposed to derive a very large number of empirically observable uniformities
of social behaviour. The miniature theories are partial, more specific and their frame of
reference is considerably limited. They are less pretentious than the grand theories. Merton’s
theory of reference groups is an example of such a theory.

1.7.3 Macro Theories vs. Micro Theories

Macro theories are broader in scope and encompass an array of laws while micro theories
have a narrower frame of reference. Macro theories are concerned with total societal patterns.
Theories of society, culture and institutions constitute the tradition of macro sociology.
Micro sociology 1s concerned with interactions among the units of society. Small group
theories represent the micro tradition in contemporary sociology. The distinction between
the two types of theories is based on the size of the unit of analysis rather than the level of
analysis. Macro theories deal with society as a whole. Micro theories deal with the
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subsystems that constitute the whole. System theory of Talcott Parsons is macro whereas
Homan’s exchange theory is an example of micro-level theory. Macro theories belong to
the grand theory category; Micro theories come under miniature theories.

1.8 Major schools of sociological thought and their basic assumptions

1.8.1 Functionalism

Functionalism is a sociological theory that attempts to explain social institutions as collective
means to meet social needs. The basic concern of functionalism is to explain the apparent
stability and internal cohesion of societies necessary to ensure their continued survival
over time. Many functionalists argue that social institutions are mutually interdependent
and interconnected to form a stable and coherent system and that a change in one institution
will inculcate change in other institutions. Societies are seen as coherent, bounded and
essentially relational constructs that function like organisms, with their various parts or
social institutions working together to maintain and reproduce them. The various parts of
society are assumed to work for the overall social equilibrium. All social and cultural
phenomena are therefore seen as being functional in the sense of working together to
achieve this stable unified state. These components are then primarily analysed in terms of
the functions they play. A function is the contribution made by a phenomenon to a larger
system of which the phenomenon is a part, in order to maintain the unity of the system.

Functionalism addresses society as a whole in terms of the function of its constituent
elements- norms, customs, traditions, institutions and so on. The founding fathers of
Sociology, like Auguste Comte, Emile Durkheim, and Herbert Spencer etc. were the great
advocates of Functionalist theory of society. Later Functionalist trend of theorizing was
developed by social anthropologists like Bronislaw Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown; and
eminent sociologists like Talcott Parsons, and Robert K. Merton were other two important
figures in the functionalist school of Sociology. A common analogy, popularized by Herbert
Spencer, presents these parts of society as “organs” that work toward the proper functioning
of the “body” of society as a whole.

1.8.2 Structuralism

Another important theoretical approach to the concept of social structure is structuralism
(sometimes called French structuralism), which studies the underlying, unconscious
regularities of human expression—that is, the unobservable structures that have observable
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effects on behaviour, society, and culture. French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss derived
this theory from structural linguistics, developed by the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure. According to Saussure, any language is structured in the sense that its elements
are interrelated in non-arbitrary, regular, rule-bound ways; a competent speaker of the
language largely follows these rules without being aware of doing so. The task of the
theorist is to detect this underlying structure, including the rules of transformation that
connect the structure to the various observed expressions. In structuralism all elements of
human culture, including literature, are thought to be parts of a system of signs. The major
propositions of Structuralism are listed below:

1. The underlying elements of the structure remain constant, and it is the varying
relationships between them that produce different languages, systems of ideas, and
types of society.

ii. There is the proposition that what appears to us as solid, normal, or natural, is in fact
the end result of a process of production from some form of underlying structure.

iii. Structuralism transforms our commonsense notions of individuals. Individuals are
seen as the product of relationships, rather than as the makers of social reality.

iv.  Structuralism holds the view that history is discontinuous and marked by radical
changes.

1.8.3 Conflict Theory

Whereas the functionalist perspective views society as composed of different parts working
together to maintain social solidarity and stability, the conflict perspective views society
as composed of different groups with varying interests competing for power and resources.
Conflict Theory claims that society is in a state of perpetual conflict and competition for
limited resources. Marx and Weber were the major proponents of conflict theory. Conflict
Theory assumes that those who have wealth and/power perpetually try to increase their
resources at the expense and suffering of others (majority) in a society. It is a power struggle
which is most often won by wealthy elites and lost by the common people of common
means. Power attributes its owner the ability to get what s/he wants irrespective of and
insensitive to the will of others. When power is legitimized either by tradition or by
charismatic qualities of certain individuals or by rational legal institutions it is transformed
into authority. The origins of the conflict perspective can be traced to the classic works of
Karl Marx. Ralph Dahrendrof, Lewis Coser etc. are other proponents of conflict perspective
in sociological theory. The following are three principal assumptions of conflict theory:
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i.  Competition over scarce resources is at the heart of all social relationships. Competition
rather than consensus is characteristic of human relationships.

ii. Inequalities in power and reward are built into all social structures. Individuals and
groups that benefit from any particular structure strive to see it maintained.

iii. Change occurs as a result of conflict between competing interests rather than through
adaptation. Change is often abrupt and revolutionary rather than evolutionary.

1.8.4 Interactionism

Interactionism — or Symbolic Interactionism- is a broad sociological perspective. It is a
micro action theory and is interpretative rather than objective in nature. Associated with
George Herbert Mead and Max Weber, it is a perspective that views society as the product
of human interactions, and the meanings that individuals attach on those interactions.
Instead of trying to explain human behaviour in the context of large social structures or
fundamental conflicts in society, they look on a smaller level, suggesting that human beings
have agency and are not always swayed by the forces outside their control; and they can
create their own meanings. Weber recognized that both the small-scale interactions and
social structures influenced human behaviour. It is a theoretical perspective that derives
social processes (such as conflict, cooperation, identity formation etc.) from human
interactions. It is the study of how individuals act within society. This perspective in
sociology has grown in the latter half of the twentieth century and has become one of the
dominant sociological perspectives in the world today. Interactionism was first linked to
the work of James Parker. George Herbert Mead, as an advocate of pragmatism and the
subjectivity of social reality is considered a leader in the development of interactionism.
Herbert Blumer expanded on Mead’s work and coined the term “Symbolic Interactionism”.

Symbolic Interactionism is a theoretical approach to understand the relationship between
humans and society. The basic notion of Symbolic Interactionism is that human action and
interaction are understandable only through the exchange of meaningful communication
or symbols. In this approach, humans are portrayed as acting as opposed to being acted
upon. The main principles of Symbolic Interactionism are:

1. Human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that things have for
them

ii. These meanings arise from social interaction

iii. Social action results from a fitting together of individual lines of action
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The focus of Symbolic Interactionism lies on the concrete details of what goes on among
individuals in everyday life. It studies how individuals in society use and interpret symbols
not only to communicate with each other, but also to create and maintain impressions of
themselves, to create a sense of self, and to create and sustain what they experience as the
reality of a particular social situation. From this perspective, social life consists largely of
a complex network of countless interactions through which life takes on shape and meaning.

1.9 Conclusion

In this module, you have learned about how different theoretical paradigms are used in
sociology to understand the social world. A paradigm is a broad viewpoint, perspective, or
lens that permit social scientists to have a wide range of tools to describe society, and then
to build hypotheses and theories. Paradigms are also considered as guiding principles or
belief systems. In the sociological texts, the word ‘paradigm’ is used interchangeably with
perspective, theory, or approach.

We have already discussed here three main perspectives that we find in sociology: the
functionalist perspective, the conflict perspective, and the Symbolic Interactionist
perspective. However, we do not suggest that they are all inclusive; there are others and
more specific topic-based variations of each of the aforementioned three theories.

In order to provide you with a better understanding of the pluralistic nature of sociological
understanding, in this concluding part of the module, I am presenting a very common
every day event in our life- food consumption- as viewed from different sociological
perspectives.

Eating, i.e. food consumption is a very common daily occurrence in human life all over
the world. We eat for meeting physical need; we also eat to celebrate important moments
in our lives. Eating may be individual action; may involve sharing; it may be group activity.
Eating habits, i.e., the items we eat, the way we eat, the manner we process our food may
be source of similarity and difference among human beings. If viewed from a larger context,
i.e., the context of society, the condition of food system in our country is at the core of
numerous social movements and policies, political issues, and economic debates. Now, let
us explore the event of food consumption as analyzed from the three main sociological
perspectives mentioned above:

From the perspective of structural-functionalism, a researcher may find interest in the
role of agriculture (basis of food production) in the national economy and its evolution
through ages from the most primitive era of manual farming to contemporary mechanized
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production. Another study may focus on the interconnectedness and interdependence
between various functions (for example, farming, harvesting, packaging, marketing and
mass consumerism) that take place in food production. This may further lead to the
examination of how the entire process of production, distribution and consumption of
food in a particular society is functioning to maintain social solidarity and equilibrium
through the elaborate system of division of labour and mutual interdependence among
different groups of people in modern society.

Conflict perspective may invoke interest of scholars in studying variation in the pattern
of food consumption between different social classes, in order to reflect the severe presence
of inequality within society that reveals the difference of nutrition among different classes
due to differential access to nutritious food in capitalist society, and therefore, differential
access to basic life chances predominating in modern capitalist society. Another study may
reveal interest in how power differential in contemporary society plays its role in the
regulation of food, and how people’s right to information comes into conflict with
corporation’s thrust for profit, and government’s role in mediating the two opposing
1nterests.

Symbolic Interactionism inspires micro-level studies. Hence a sociologist may study
how particular food items carry symbolic meaning in religious rituals; or how homogeneity
in food consumption forms an important part of identity for a particular group, while
evoking hostility to another group as the latter consumes a particular kind of food which
the former considers to be a taboo; or, role of food in the interaction of people in social
gatherings (wedding ceremony, family dinner, picnic etc.).

Hence the numerous events in the laboratory of sociologists, i.e., our society, await the
sociological minds to explore and understand them from multiple angles, varied perspectives
and pluralistic viewpoints; and thus to enhance knowledge and widen their understanding
in order to develop a critical, inclusive and sympathetic science of human society.

1.10 Summary

We have introduced our learners to our approach to sociology. The diversity in such
perspectives have been explained. We tried understanding the primary block of sociological
theory as well as its types. Major schools have been discussed along with their
assumptions.
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1.11 Questions

A.

i.

il.

1il.

1v.
V.

V1.

Vii.

Vviii.

il.

1il.

1v.

Vi.

il.

1il.

Answer briefly (6 marks)

What do you understand by sociological perspective?

Why are there different perspectives in Sociology?

What is sociological theory? What are its main features?

How are variables important in sociological theorizing?

Write a short note on conceptualization and classification in sociological theory.

Write the differences between: (a) speculative theory and grounded theory ( b) grand
theory and miniature theory (c) macro theory and micro theory in Sociology.

What do you understand by Symbolic Interactionism?

What are the basic assumptions of conflict perspective in sociology?
Answer in detail (12 marks)

Discuss the basic building blocks of sociological theory.

Following Bottomore, analyse the development of sociological theory.
Discuss in detail different schools of sociological thought.

Following Gouldner, discuss the ambivalence or contradictions inherent in the
domain assumptions in Sociology.

How statements are organized into formats in sociological theory?
Define sociological theory. Discuss its features and types.

Essay Type Question (20 marks)

How did different perspectives develop in Sociology?

Write an essay on the development of theory in Sociology.

Discuss critically how different perspectives in Sociology attempt to understand
social reality.
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1.14 Glossary

Sociology The scientific understanding of society, i.e., the web of human
interrelationships arising out of human interactions

Sociological

perspective A broad viewpoint, or lens that permits social scientists to have a wide
range of tools to describe society, and then to build hypotheses and theories.
There are different perspectives in sociology to understand social
phenomena. These are also considered as guiding principles or belief
systems. In the sociological texts, the word 'perspective' is used
interchangeably with paradigm, theory, or approach.

Enlightenment An intellectual movement in 18th century Europe. The Enlightenment
Philosophers offered reason and empiricism (importance of fact, proof,
evidence) to be the twin pillars of knowledge; advocated strong arguments
in favour of individual freedom and liberty; emphasized on human
capability in controlling the world around them and strived for seeking
true knowledge in every sphere by mastering the skill and methods of
natural sciences.
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Theory

Concept

Definition

Variables

Statement

Format

Speculative
Theories

A theory is a set of interrelated concepts used to describe, explain, and
predict how society and its parts are related to each other. Sociological
theories are sets of interrelated concepts and ideas that have been
scientifically tested and combined to clarify, and expand our understanding
of people, their behaviours, and their societies.

Concepts denote phenomena. A concept describes the aspects of the social
world that are considered essential for a particular purpose. Concepts are
constructed from definitions. It enables all investigators universally and
instantaneously to point at the same thing and to understand what it is that
is being studied. The concepts of theory are of two types: concrete and
abstract.

A statement or system of terms used to express the meaning of a word or
word group or a sign or symbol; a statement expressing the essential nature
of something that allows visualizing the phenomenon that is denoted by a
concept.

Concepts that denote properties as size, weight, density, velocity etc. refer
to differences in degree among phenomena. This type of concepts is called
variable, which aims at describing varying states of particular events
denoted by concepts.

The concepts of theory must be connected to one another and these
connections among concepts constitute theoretical statements. These
statements not only identify the way in which events denoted by concepts
are interrelated, they also provide an understanding of how and why events
should be connected.

When these theoretical statements are grouped together, they constitute a
theoretical format. . There are five basic approaches in sociological theory
for generating theoretical statements and formats: (1) meta-theoretical
schemes, (2) analytical schemes, (3) discursive schemes, (4) propositional
schemes, and (5) modelling schemes.

Speculative theories are abstract, impressionistic and rooted in a
philosophical system. These are essentially theories generated by logical
deduction from a priori assumptions. They are based on certain
methodological and philosophical assumptions and generate theoretical
entities and conceptual schemes
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Grounded
Theories

Grand
Theory

Miniature
Theory

Macro
Theories

Micro
Theories

Function

Functionalism

Grounded theories, on the other hand, are based on the findings of empirical
research and they are appropriate to their specific uses. They produce
specific sociological laws, principles and empirical generalizations.
Grounded theory is partly a theoretical framework and partly research
methodology.

A grand theory is a broad conceptual scheme with systems of interrelated
propositions that provide a general frame of reference for the study of
social processes and institutions. The grand theory is rooted in the empirical
world and provides a master scheme of general sociological orientations.

Miniature theories are what Merton called as Middle range theories, i.e.,
theories intermediate to the minor working hypotheses evolved during the
day-to-day routines of research, and the all inclusive speculations
comprising a master speculative scheme from which it is supposed to derive
a very large number of empirically observable uniformities of social
behaviour.

Macro theories are broader in scope and encompass an array of laws while
micro theories have a narrower frame of reference. Macro theories are
concerned with total societal patterns. Theories of society, culture and
institutions constitute the tradition of macro sociology.

Micro sociology is concerned with interactions among the units of society.
Small group theories represent the micro tradition in contemporary
sociology

A function is the contribution made by a phenomenon to a larger system
of which the phenomenon is a part, in order to maintain the unity of the
system.

Functionalism is a sociological theory that attempts to explain social
institutions as collective means to meet social needs. The basic concern
of functionalism is to explain the apparent stability and internal cohesion
of societies necessary to ensure their continued survival over time.
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Structuralism

Conlflict theory

Symbolic
Interactionism

Societies are seen as coherent, bounded and essentially relational
constructs that function like organisms, with their various parts or social
institutions working together to maintain and reproduce them. The various
parts of society are assumed to work for the overall social equilibrium

An important theoretical approach to the concept of social structure is
structuralism, which studies the underlying, unconscious regularities of
human expression-that is, the unobservable structures that have
observable effects on behaviour, society, and culture.

The conflict perspective views society as composed of different groups
with varying interests competing for power and resources. Conflict Theory
claims that society is in a state of perpetual conflict and competition for
limited resources. Change occurs as a result of conflict between
competing interests and it is often abrupt and revolutionary rather than
evolutionary

It is a micro action theory and is interpretative rather than objective in
nature. It is a perspective that views society as the product of human
interactions, and the meanings that individuals attach on those
interactions. Instead of trying to explain human behaviour in the context
of large social structures or fundamental conflicts in society, they look
on a smaller level, suggesting that human beings have agency and are
not always swayed by the forces outside their control; and they can create
their own meanings.



Unit - 2 o General Arguments of Functionalism

Structure

2.1 Objectives

2.2 Introduction

2.3 Structural Functionalism
2.4 Functionalism Defined
2.5 General Arguments
2.6 Conclusions

2.7 Summary

2.8 Questions

2.9 References

2.10 Glossary

2.1 Objectives

Helping students to understand:

° The meaning and importance of the concept ‘function’ in sociological theory
° Background and Development of functionalism as a theory

° Basic assumptions and features of Functional theory

° Development of Structural Functionalism- its basic features

° How functional theory views society

° Importance of Functional theory in sociology

2.2 Introduction:

Theories in sociology offer different perspectives which allow the readers to view our
social world and human behaviour in it from different aspects. A perspective is simply a
way of looking at the world. A theory is a set of interrelated propositions or principles
designed to answer a question or explain a particular phenomenon; and it comes out
with a perspective. Sociological theories help us to explain and predict the social world
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in which we live. Functionalism or Functional perspective is the oldest and till date, one
of the most dominant perspectives in sociology, as other perspectives in the discipline
emerged either as a challenge to or in support of it. Abandoning the numerous partial
explanations and deterministic theories (e.g. of classical economic theory: man as economic
being- rational and utilitarian pursuing his self-interest and social order emerging out
from open competition in free markets), when social science was looking for a more
comprehensive theoretical and methodological tool for the analysis of various social
phenomena and their interrelatedness, functionalism emerged in the tradition of great
sociological theories deliberating its own orientation to that great convention while
continually developing them (Eisenstadt 1976:181). It offers sociology a new and powerful
paradigm to explain a wider variety of social events; and the nature of its investigation
involves: 1) examining the role that any social phenomenon (institution, activity, event,
behaviour and so on) plays in society and the way it is related to other social phenomena;
and ii) explaining it in essentially social terms (Davis 1959:757772). The functionalist
perspective sees society as a complex system whose parts work together to
promote solidarity and stability. This approach looks at society through a macro-level
orientation and broadly focuses on the social structures that shape society as a whole.
The functionalist perspective is based largely on the works of Herbert Spencer, Emile
Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and Robert Merton.

Functionalism views society as a system of interconnected parts that work together in
harmony to maintain a state of balance and social equilibrium for the whole. According
to this approach, each of the social institutions contributes important functions for society.
As for example, family provides a context for reproducing, nurturing, and socializing
children; education offers a way to pass on a society’s skills, knowledge, and culture to
its younger generation; politics offers a means of governing members of society; economics
contributes in the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services; and
religion stands to provide moral guidance and an outlet for worship of a higher power,
thus promoting solidarity.

The quest for social order (or how society remains relatively stable) led the classical
sociologists (who were also the early functionalists) like Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer,
Emile Durkheim etc. to borrow heavily from the Biological Sciences, especially the
extension of the many analogies between society and organism (Spencer’s organismic
analogy and social evolutionism, Durkheim’s concept of organic solidarity etc.), and
offer the view that: i) society is more than the summation of its parts (primarily institutions);
ii) it is independent and existing of itself (suigeneris meaning ‘in and of itself”); iii)
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each of the constituent parts of society is organized to meet different needs and each has
particular consequences for the form and shape of society; and iv) it is the parts, which
being mutually interdependent and interconnected to each other, contribute to the
maintenance of the social whole which they belong to. Thus functionalism is simply a
view of society as a self- regulating system of interrelated elements with structured
social relationships and observed regularities. Functionalism is often named as a consensus
theory as it is characterized by the idea that society requires shared norms and values in
order to function properly. Institutions in society (such as the family, education, the
media, etc.) have clear social functions, which ensure there is a broad consensus about
the norms and values of society and which enable organic and orderly social change.
Functionalists often use the human body or organic analogy to explain how the different
aspects of society are all interconnected and interdependent and problems in one area of
society might be symptoms of dysfunction elsewhere.

2.3 Structural Functionalism

This perspective is often called “structural functionalism”, as it focuses, firstly, on the
functional requisites, or “needs”, of a social system that must be satisfied for the survival
of the system as a whole; and secondly, on the relating structures that meet these requisites.
Functionalism perceives the task of sociological analysis as to look for and study the
social structures that perform the tasks that are necessary requisites for the sustenance
of the social system. Over the years, functionalism manifests itself in a great variety of
approaches so as to influence and in return being flourished by the field of social
anthropology as well (e.g. B. Malinowski’s individualistic functionalism which treats
social and cultural systems as collective responses to fundamental biological needs of
individuals modified by cultural values; and R. Brown’s emphasis on structured social
relationships which focuses on the function of each element in the maintenance and
development of a total structure); and two major theorists of this perspective, namely
Robert K. Merton and Talcott Parsons have often been referred to as structural Functionalists.

The uniqueness of the structural functional model also lies in the fact that its origin and
development can be traced from a variety of authors and their intellectual theoretical
writings. In 1945, Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore published a famous paper, which
was a short summary of their theses on social stratification; and that is considered as
one of the important contributions in the realm of structural functionalism. Robert Merton
is another well known social anthropologist, who provided some important structural
functional theoretical statements. Including Talcott Parsons and Robert K, Merton, all
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of these theorists pursued their academic career mostly in the United States; and hence,
this approach is often associated with sociology in the United States.

Wallace and Wolf (2006) have mapped out the path of development of structural
functionalism from the writings of classical sociologists like, Auguste Comte, Herbert
Spencer, and Durkheim, who were of European origin. Later, the functional approach
was developed from the 1930s through the 1960s in the United States. Parsons studied
Durkheim and Weber, and translated some of their writings into English. Parsons thus
became a major interpreter of these European theorists in America, and his interpretation
may be considered to have developed the influence of these writers in a particular way.
Although a liberal within the American context, Parsons used concepts and models
from Weber and Durkheim to establish a sociological approach which countered the
Marxian view.

It was the sociological approach that dominated entire American sociology from the
1940s through to the early 1970s so strongly that without a few exceptions, Marxian
concepts and approaches were almost entirely absent from sociology textbooks. While
this approach was not conservative in the sense that it never called for return to an
earlier society, it also did not advocate for or offer support to any radical change. Politically,
it was harmonized with the cold war liberal and pluralist political approach that became
dominant in American universities during this period. Part of this was also aimed at
countering any influence of communism, socialism, or Marxism.

In the 1960s, the structural functional approach started encountering multiple attacks
from theoretical and political stances and ultimately was discredited. It was unable to
explain a number of features of American society, such as poverty, social change, dissent,
and the continuing influence and political and economic power of the wealthy. As
sociologists began to read more of Weber and Durkheim, it became clear that the structural
functional interpretation missed much of the subtlety of these writers. Marxist analysis
of social structure and social change also attracted scholars of social science. Further,
feminist approaches debated continuously against functionalism, arguing that the structural
functionalists provided a rationalization for male privilege and ignored the past and
potential contributions of women.

Functionalism was not as influential among Canadian sociologists as in case of the
sociologists of the United States. Sociology in Canada was influenced by some of the
British and European approaches. The structural functional model also did not seem to
have the same applicability here as in the U.S. partly because equality of opportunity
and individualism were not as highly developed here. The different ethnic groups and
their history have also been considerably different in Canada than in the United States.
When Canadian sociology did develop, some of the political economic approaches were
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incorporated into Canadian sociology to create a somewhat different discipline than in
the U.S.

As a consequence of challenges and disputes in the 1970s, structural functionalism
became unpopular in the realm of sociology. However, it is still an important model in
the study of sociology. First, outside sociology itself, structural functional approach
received growing acceptance. In addition, some of the structural functional arguments
are used by those in power to justify inequalities and explain the value of their contribution
to society. This is a consensus model, one which can be used to support the social order.

Second, it may be regarded as the sociological equivalent of many economic models of
inequality. In particular, it fits well with the human capital model of education and the
economy and complements some models of liberalism in the political sphere. For example,
the notion of equality of opportunity should be a crucial part of this model.

Third, even though it may provide an inadequate model of explanation, it may be useful
as a model for description. Much of the quantitative information concerning the structure
of society has been developed by sociologists working in the functionalist perspective.
While the exact connection of these quantitative studies to the structural functional
approach may not be clear, much quantitative analysis makes many of the same assumptions
as do functionalists. Some of these have provided very useful data for understanding
society and investigating the nature of social inequality.

2.4 Functionalism Defined

What is functionalism? A Modern Dictionary of Sociology defines functionalism as,

“The analysis of social and cultural phenomena in terms of the functions they perform
in sociocultural system. In functionalism, society is conceived of as a system of interrelated
parts in which no part can be understood in the isolation from the whole. A change in
any part is seen as leading to a certain degree of imbalance, which in turn results in
changes in other parts of the system and to some extent to a reorganization of the system
as a whole.” (Theodorson and Theodorson 1969:167)

The functionalist perspective highlights the interconnectedness of society by focusing
on how each part influences and in return, is influenced by other parts. For example, the
increase in single-parent and dual-earner families has resulted in less availability of
parental care to children’s homework and study, which in turn contributed to the number
of children who are failing in school. As a result of changes in technology, colleges are
offering more vocational training programs, and many adults are returning to these
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educational institutions to learn new skills that are required in the workplace. The increasing
number of women in the workforce has led to the formulation of policies against sexual
harassment and job discrimination.

Functionalism is concerned with the overall features of social structure and the general
nature of social institutions; hence it falls under the category of macro-sociological
theory. In functionalist theory, the different parts of society are primarily composed of
social institutions, each considered to fulfil different needs. Family, government, economy,
media, education, and religion- all institutions are important to the understanding of
this theory. According to functionalism, an institution only exists because it serves a
fundamental role in the functioning of society. If it no longer serves a role, an institution
will die away. When new needs evolve or emerge, new institutions will be created to
meet them. Functionalists use the terms functional and dysfunctional to describe the
effects of social elements on society. Elements of society are functional if they contribute
to social stability and dysfunctional if they disrupt social stability. Some aspects of
society can be both functional and dysfunctional. For example, crime is dysfunctional
in that it is associated with physical violence, loss of property, and fear. But according
to Durkheim and other functionalists, crime is also functional for society because it
leads to heightened awareness of shared moral bonds and increased social cohesion.
Following the above stated definition, we can define function as any act or event or
process that is contributing for the maintenance of the whole. Accordingly, the act or
event which is not contributing to the maintenance of the whole, and/or which is interrupting
or contrary to the maintenance of the stability of the whole is referred to as dysfunction;
and these ultimately leads to reorganization of the parts in order to bring back social
stability. Thus, while focusing primarily on social order, stability and equilibrium,
functionalism recognizes and provides answer to social change as well. Functionalism
emphasizes the harmony and order that exist in society, focusing on social stability and
shared community values. From this perspective, disorganization in the system, such
as deviant behaviour, leads to change because social components must adjust to attain
stability. When one part of the system is dysfunctional, it affects all other parts and
creates social problems, prompting social change.

2.5 General Arguments

Sociologists have further identified two types of functions: manifest and latent (Merton
1968). Manifest functions are consequences that are intended and commonly recognized.
Latent functions are consequences that are unintended and often hidden. For example,
the manifest function of education is to spread knowledge and skills to society’s young
generation. But pre-primary schools also serve as babysitters for parents engaged in
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different works, and colleges offer a place for young adults to grow political orientations.

The baby-sitting and political functions are not the intended or commonly recognized

functions of education; hence they are latent functions. (Mooney, Knox, and Schacht,

2007)

The basic assumptions of functionalism are as follows:

1. The parts of a social system are mutually interrelated and interdependent.

ii.  Asocial system tends to retain a ‘normal’ state of affairs, or state of equilibrium,
comparable to the normal or healthy organism.

iii.  There is a way by which all parts of a system tend to reorganize in order to maintain
the state of equilibrium. That means, if all goes well, the parts of society produce
order, stability, and productivity. If all does not go well, the parts of society then
must adapt to recapture a new order, stability, and productivity.

iv.  Social consensus, order and integration are key beliefs of functionalism as this
allows society to continue and progress because there are shared norms and values
that mean all individuals have a common goal and have a vested interest in conforming
and thus conflict is minimal.

v Some basic features of structural functionalism that became popular from the 1930s
as the dominant theoretical approach in American Sociology are as follows:

1. The theorists coined pivotal concepts, such as ‘role’, ‘norms’, and ‘social systems’
that came to form the basic building blocks of contemporary sociology. Moreover,
a few concepts used by the theorists, such as ‘role model’ and ‘self —fulfilling
prophecy’, have entered our colloquial vocabulary as well.

ii.  Itis most well known not for the specific concepts that it introduced but rather for
the meta-theoretical framework on which it is based.

1. It envisions society as a system of interrelated parts, and it emphasizes how the
different parts work together for the good of the system. The classic structural
functionalist image of society is as an organism such as body, with different parts
working together in an interdependent way.

iv.  In addition, structural functionalism emphasizes ‘systems within system’. For
instance, while a College can be considered its own self contained ‘system’ or
unit, it is also a component of the University to which it is affiliated; the University
is the component of the Higher Education system of a state; again the Higher
Educational system is one component of the whole Education system of the state;
as well as the Administrative system, Legal system, Judicial system, Economic
system etc. are components of a larger social system as a whole, the State.

v. It typically emphasizes how the various systems and sub systems work together.
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2.6 Conclusion

We have tried introducing you to the concept of function in sociological theory. We
have traced the emergence and development of functionalism as a theory. We tried outlining
the general arguments of functional theory. We also trained the development of structural
functionalism as well as briefed you about its features. Therefore, functionalism is a
theory that attempts to explain the apparent stability and internal integeration of society
as well as to create and restore equilibrium.

2.7 Summary

We spoke here about functionalism in general and as well as structuralism. We explained
their in general arguments and characteristics

2.8 Questions

A. Answer briefly (6 marks)

1. What do you understand by functionalist perspective in sociology?

ii.  Write a short note on importance of the concept of function in sociology.

iii.  What do you understand by structural functionalism? What are its main features?
B. Answer in detail. (12 marks)

1. How is Functionalism related to Biology? -Explain in detail.

ii.  Discuss the path of development and importance of Structural Functionalism in
Sociology.

iii.  Discuss the nature of investigation offered by functional perspective in Sociology.
C. Essay Type Question. (20marks)
1. Explain in detail how functionalism as a theory and methodology views society.

ii.  Critically evaluate the importance of functional perspective in Sociology.
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2.10 Glossary

Sociology The scientific understanding of society, i.e., the web of human
interrelationships arising out of human interactions

Sociological

perspective A broad viewpoint, or lens that permits social scientists to have a
wide range of tools to describe society, and then to build hypotheses
and theories. There are different perspectives in sociology to understand
social phenomena. These are also considered as guiding principles or
belief systems. In the sociological texts, the word ‘perspective’ is
used interchangeably with paradigm, theory, or approach.

Enlightenment An intellectual movement in 18" century Europe. The Enlightenment
Philosophers offered reason and empiricism (importance of fact, proof,
evidence) to be the twin pillars of knowledge; advocated strong
arguments in favour of individual freedom and liberty; emphasized
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Theory

Concept

Definition

Variables

Statement

Format

on human capability in controlling the world around them and strived
for seeking true knowledge in every sphere by mastering the skill
and methods of natural sciences.

A theory is a set of interrelated concepts used to describe, explain,
and predict how society and its parts are related to each other.
Sociological theories are sets of interrelated concepts and ideas that
have been scientifically tested and combined to clarify, and expand
our understanding of people, their behaviours, and their societies.

Concepts denote phenomena. A concept describes the aspects of
the social world that are considered essential for a particular purpose.
Concepts are constructed from definitions. It enables all investigators
universally and instantaneously to point at the same thing and to
understand what it is that is being studied. The concepts of theory
are of two types: concrete and abstract.

A statement or system of terms used to express the meaning of a
word or word group or a sign or symbol; a statement expressing the
essential nature of something that allows visualizing the phenomenon
that is denoted by a concept.

Concepts that denote properties as size, weight, density, velocity
etc. refer to differences in degree among phenomena. This type of
concepts is called variable, which aims at describing varying states
of particular events denoted by concepts.

The concepts of theory must be connected to one another and these
connections among concepts constitute theoretical statements. These
statements not only identify the way in which events denoted by
concepts are interrelated, they also provide an understanding of how
and why events should be connected.

When these theoretical statements are grouped together, they constitute
a theoretical format. . There are five basic approaches in sociological
theory for generating theoretical statements and formats: (1) meta-
theoretical schemes, (2) analytical schemes, (3) discursive schemes,
(4) propositional schemes, and (5) modelling schemes.
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Speculative
Theories

Grounded
Theories

Grand
Theory

Miniature
Theory

Macro
Theories

Micro
Theories

Function

Speculative theories are abstract, impressionistic and rooted in a
philosophical system. These are essentially theories generated by
logical deduction from a priori assumptions. They are based on certain
methodological and philosophical assumptions and generate theoretical
entities and conceptual schemes

Grounded theories, on the other hand, are based on the findings of
empirical research and they are appropriate to their specific uses.
They produce specific sociological laws, principles and empirical
generalizations. Grounded theory is partly a theoretical framework
and partly research methodology.

A grand theory is a broad conceptual scheme with systems of
interrelated propositions that provide a general frame of reference
for the study of social processes and institutions. The grand theory
is rooted in the empirical world and provides a master scheme of
general sociological orientations.

Miniature theories are what Merton called as Middle range theories,

i.e., theories intermediate to the minor working hypotheses evolved
during the day-to-day routines of research, and the all inclusive
speculations comprising a master speculative scheme from which it
is supposed to derive a very large number of empirically observable
uniformities of social behaviour.

Macro theories are broader in scope and encompass an array of
laws while micro theories have a narrower frame of reference. Macro
theories are concerned with total societal patterns. Theories of society,
culture and institutions constitute the tradition of macro sociology.

Micro sociology is concerned with interactions among the units of
society. Small group theories represent the micro tradition in
contemporary sociology

A function is the contribution made by a phenomenon to a larger
system of which the phenomenon is a part, in order to maintain the
unity of the system.
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Functionalism
Functionalism

Conlflict theory

Symbolic
Interactionism

is a sociological theory that attempts to explain social institutions
as collective means to meet social needs. The basic concern of
functionalism is to explain the apparent stability and internal cohesion
of societies necessary to ensure their continued survival over time.
Societies are seen as coherent, bounded and essentially relational
constructs that function like organisms, with their various parts or
social institutions working together to maintain and reproduce them.
The various parts of society are assumed to work for the overall
social equilibrium. An important theoretical approach to the concept
of social structure is structuralism, which studies the underlying,
unconscious regularities of human expression—that is, the
unobservable structures that have observable effects on behaviour,
society, and culture.

The conflict perspective views society as composed of different
groups with varying interests competing for power and resources.
Conflict Theory claims that society is in a state of perpetual conflict
and competition for limited resources. Change occurs as a result of
conflict between competing interests and it is often abrupt and
revolutionary rather than evolutionary

Itis a micro action theory and is interpretative rather than objective
in nature. It is a perspective that views society as the product of
human interactions, and the meanings that individuals attach on those
interactions. Instead of trying to explain human behaviour in the
context of large social structures or fundamental conflicts in society,
they look on a smaller level, suggesting that human beings have
agency and are not always swayed by the forces outside their control;
and they can create their own meanings.
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3.1 Objectives

Helping students to understand:
o The life and works of Talcott Parsons and R.K. Merton
e Influence and inspiration behind the theoretical contributions of Parsons and Merton

e Concept of social action, system and sub-systems of society, integration between
social action and social system and the problem of functional integration in the
system model as depicted by Parsons

e The importance and influence of the Functional theory developed by Parsons in the
realm of social science

e Robert King Merton’s propagation of middle range theory as an alternative to grand
theories of society as given by Parsons and his predecessors

e Merton’s paradigm for analysing society while criticizing his predecessors’ emphasis
on the unity, universality and indispensability of functional items

e Some new concepts introduced by Merton in the realm of functionalism and importance
of Merton’s work in development of functional perspective

3.2 Introduction

Talcott Parsons (1902-1979), an American sociologist, born and brought up in a Colorado
Spring liberal household, in which morality, modern industrial system, economic
individualism and exploitation of labour were topics of concern, received his formal
education in the natural sciences, particularly biology, as well as philosophy and social
sciences. He graduated from London School of Economics in the year 1924. In 1927 he
was awarded a doctoral degree from Hiedelberg University. He began his teaching at
Harvard University in 1927 and taught there until his retirement as a professor emeritus
in 1973. His important works include:

a.  The Structure of social action (1937)

b.  Theory of social and economic organizations (1947) with AM Henderson; translation
of the original work by Max Weber.

c.  Essays in sociological theory (1949)

d.  Family : Socialization and Interaction Process (1955)
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e. Politics and Social Structure (1969)
f. The System of Modern Societies (1970)
g. The Evolution of Societies (1977)

3.3 Theory of Functionalism by Talcott Parsons

Parson’s sociology was highly influenced by the works of classical European sociologists
like Durkheim and Weber. Concepts such as order, solidarity and integration, which
dominate his theoretical writings, are clear indication of Durkheimian tradition. The
contribution of Weber in Parsons is also apparent in several ways:

First, Weber was concerned with (i) analysis of social structures as a whole; and (ii)
social action. Parsons refers to his own theory as action theory and his theoretical approach
as a general theory of action system. He argues that social phenomena must be understood
in terms of individual meaning, but also must be examined at the “level of collective
action among groupings of actors.” (Turner 1974: 47). Like Weber, Parsons is concerned
with the question, “how do the subjective states of actors influence emergent patterns
of social organization, and vice versa?” (Turner 1974: 47).

Second, Parsons develops many concepts and elaborates conceptual schemes that resemble
the Weberian scheme of ideal types. These concepts are built to emphasize important
features of social systems, and of the type that Parsons considers to be important for
purposes of his analysis of social integration; and serve in different contexts as important
means of comparing concrete situations, to see the extent to which the concrete data
conform or deviate from these ideal types. (Turner 1974: 47-8).

Parson’s contribution in functionalism can be discussed under four broad headings: A)
Theory of action, B) Theory of social system, C) The pattern variables, D) The functional
system problems- AGIL.

3.3.1 Theory of Action

In his The Structure of Social Action (1937), Parsons states that action must not be
viewed in isolation. Society, which is affected by environments, heredity and culture on
the one hand and religious, metaphysical and political systems on the other, embraces
the entire social field of man; it covers and touches all relationship, and thereby all
interactions of man with man. According to Parsons, actions are not empirically discrete
but occur in constellations that we call systems. He defined social action as a process in
the actor situation system which has motivational significance to the individual actor or
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in the case of collectivity, its component individuals. Social actions are concerned with
organism (actor/s), actor’s relations with other persons, and social institutions. Parsons
used the term “unit act” to refer to a process involving: i) a hypothetical actor, motivated
to spend energy for reaching ii) a desirable goal as defined by the cultural system s/he
belongs to, in iii) a hypothetical situation including means (facilities, tools or resources
available) and conditions (obstacles that may arise in the path) and iv) the normative
standards of the social system (the most important element in Parson’s theory of action)
, which regulates all the three aforementioned elements. Instead of constructing action
in terms of something concrete Parsons conceptualized action systems as a means for
analyzing social phenomena.

Parsons (1937) and later, Parsons and Shils in Towards a General Theory of Action
(1951) further maintain that actions are organized into three modes or realms: social
systems, personality systems and cultural systems. These systems are analytically rather
than empirically distinct; and these systems are not physically separate entities but rather
a simplified model of society that Parsons and Shils (ibid) use to explain the organization
of action. However, for Parsons, the three systems: social systems, personality systems
and cultural systems are intertwined to encompass all actions of the behavioural organisms
and thereby all social life.

Fig. 2.1 Theory of Action
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Fig. 2.1 Theory of Action
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3.3.2 Theory of social system

The concept of social system lies at the core of any discussion of Parsonian theory. In
The Social System he shifts his emphasis from ‘unit acts’ to institutional orders and the
system becomes the primary unit of analysis. For Parsons, there are many systems or
action systems. A system is something that has a boundary, so that there is an inside and
an outside to the environment comprising the system. Examples of systems are the
social, cultural, and personality systems (Wallace and Wolf 2006: 28). Systems have
interdependent parts, order or equilibrium, and a tendency to maintain the boundaries
and relations of the parts to the whole. These could be the society as a whole, structures
or institutions within society (economy, legal system, religious institutions), or smaller
subsystems (family or individual) that form part of society. These are action systems in
the sense that they involve social action, and each system has certain needs or conditions
that are necessary for the survival and continued operation of the system. Systems also
have goals that may be created as a result of needs and desires of members of these
systems.

However, Parson’s concept of ‘social system’ is an analytical conceptual framework;
not an empirical referent. As stated earlier, the general theory of action, in which Parsons
offers the overall picture of how societies are structured and fit together, includes four
levels of system: the cultural system, the social system, the personality system and the
behavioural organism as a system.

The cultural system: the basic unit of analysis at this level is ‘meaning’ or ‘symbolic
system’ (e.g. language, national flag, national values etc.). At this level, Parsons focuses
on the shared values. According to him, cultural traditions are made up of shared symbolic
systems. A key concept here is socialization, the process by which societal values are
internalized by the members of a society; and they grasp the values as their own. For
Parsons, socialization is the powerful integrative force for maintaining social control
and holding a society together (Wallace and Wolf 2006:26)

The social system: In his scheme, Parsons has elaborated this level the most. Here the
basic unit is ‘role interaction’. According to Parsons, “a social system consists in a
plurality of social actors interacting with each other in a situation which has at least a
physical or environmental aspect, actors who are motivated in terms of tendency to the
‘optimization of gratification’ and whose relations to the situations, including each other,
is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured and shared symbols.”
(Parsons 1951:5). Thus a social system can be made up of two people interacting with
each other to the relationship within a nation, where the actors are members of a nation.
The relationship between the cultural and social systems is apparent from the reference
to “culturally structured and shared symbols” that defines the way actors interact.
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The personality system: Here the basic unit is individual actor, the human person. At
this level Parsons focuses on individual needs, motives, and attitudes, which are referred
to as the “tendency to the ‘optimization of gratification’” in his definition of social
action.

The behavioural organism: in this fourth system level the basic unit is the human being
in its biological sense, i.e., the physical aspect o the human person, including the organic
and physical environment in which the human being lives. Parsons here referred explicitly
to the organism’s central nervous system and motor activity. (Parsons 1971:5)

Parson’s view of socialization helps illustrating the interrelatedness of these four systems.
At birth a human being is simply a behavioural organism; as s/he develops among other
actors (human beings) s/he gains any personal identity. Through the process of socialization
s/he internalizes the values of the society, i.e., s’/he makes the social values of the cultural
system her/his own by learning from other actors in the social system what is expected
from her/him. Thus s/he learns role expectations and becomes full participant in the
society. Therefore, we find that the values come from the cultural system; the normative
or role expectations are learned from the social system; the individual identity comes
from the personality system; and the biological equipment comes from the behavioural
organism.

3.3.3 The Pattern Variables

In Toward a General Theory of Action (1951), Parsons and Shils develop a set of concepts
called the pattern variables. The pattern variables are a dichotomous set of five-fold
choices that categorizes expectations and structure of relationships; and is applicable
not only to the individual level but to the collective level as well. They refer at once to
the variant normative priorities of social system, the dominant modes of orientation in
personality systems, and the patterns of values in cultural systems.

Parsons defines a pattern variable as a dichotomy, one side of which must be chosen by
an actor before the meaning of a situation is determinate for him, and thus before he can
act with respect to the situation. It describes alternatives of action between which each
person (and group) has to choose in every situation. The actions are shaped by the three
systems: personality, cultural, and social. Following are the five-fold pattern variables
described by Parsons:

1. Affectivity/ Affective-Neutrality: It concerns the amount of emotion or affect that
is appropriate in a given interaction situation. For example, a mother is expected
to express a great deal of emotion in her interaction with her baby; but a teacher
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examining answer sheets of students, or an employee in a bureaucratic organization
is expected to be emotionally “neutral”.

Self-orientation/Collectivity-orientation: It denotes the extent to which action is
to be oriented to self-interest and individual goals or to group interest or goals.
For example, a person buys from a market objects of his/her own need, interest
and choice (Self-orientation); whereas, a person donates a good sum or offers a
good deal of own labour for the preparation of community festival (Collectivity-
orientation).

Universalism/Particularism: It points to the problem of whether evaluation and
judgment of others in an interaction situation is to be applied to all actors or should
all actors be assessed in terms of the same standards. For example, the rights,
duties and obligation of a doctor to his/her patients are same irrespective of the
caste, creed, race, nationality, gender and religion of the doctor and the patient
and it is the illustration of Universalism; whereas, a person offering special support
and care to his/her ailing friend is an instance of Particularism.

Ascription/Achievement: It deals with the issue of how to assess an actor, whether
in terms of his/her performance or on the basis of his/her qualities attributed to
him/her at birth (e.g. age, sex, race, caste, family status etc.). For example, being
eligible for casting vote depends on attaining a specified age (Ascription); whereas,
being eligible for a job position or receiving an academic degree depends on a
person’s performances (Achievement).

Specificity/Diffuseness: it denotes the problem of how far reaching obligations in
an interaction situation are to be. Should the obligations be narrow and specific,
or should they be extensive and diffuse? For example, clerk/customer role-relations
and Teacher/student role-relations which have narrowly and clearly defined criteria
for interaction (specificity); whereas, a group of students becoming friends with a
teacher go beyond the clear boundaries of teacher/student relation (Diffuseness).

Parsons’ conceptualization of pattern variables was inspired by a renowned dichotomy
first formulated by the German theorist Ferdinand Tonnies, who distinguished between
Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (purposive association). Emile Durkheim’s
conceptualization of “mechanical” versus “organic solidarity” also had a profound influence
on Parsons. According to these classic dichotomies, modern societies are based on
individualistic “purposiveness” and functional interdependence, whereas traditional
societies are rooted in collectivistic “sameness” (or community) and an intense feeling
of community. Though, both the choices in each set of pattern variables are perceptible
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in contemporary society at all three levels (social, cultural and personality), the dichotomy
lies in the fact that while one choice of each set matches more to the values of pre-
modern societies (e.g. affectivity, ascription, specificity etc.) the other (e.g. affective-
neutrality, achievement, diffuseness etc.) suits more with the values of contemporary
modern society.

In The Social System, Parsons illustrates pattern variables as value orientations that
encompass the norms of the social system and the decisions of the personality system.
Thus, the structure of the personality and the social system is considered by Parsons, as
a reflection of the dominant pattern of value orientation in culture. Parsons, in his later
works, explicitly emphasizes on the impact of cultural patterns on regulating and controlling
other systems of action.

Integration among systems and action:

Parsons now returns to the vital question which has guided all his subsequent theoretical
formulation: How do social systems survive? Why do institutionalized patterns of interaction
persist? More specifically, how do systems resolve the problem of integration? Parsons
emphasizes on the equilibrating tendencies of social systems, which leads to severe
criticisms against him by scholars of different sociological perspectives. However, at
the most abstract level Parsons conceptualizes two mechanisms that integrate personality
into social system: i) mechanisms of socialization, and ii) mechanisms of social control.
Mechanisms of socialization, are viewed by Parsons as the means through which cultural
patterns- values, beliefs, languages, and other symbols- are internalized into the personality
system, thereby circumscribing its need structure (Turner 1974:67). They also provide
stable and secure interpersonal ties which help in reducing much of the strain, anxiety,
and tensions associated with acquiring proper motives and skills.

Mechanisms of social control involve the ways in which status roles are organized in
social systems to reduce strain and deviance. The numerous control mechanisms of the
social system are: a) institutionalization that makes role expectations clear and unambiguous
(e.g. bureaucracies, tradition etc.), b) interpersonal sanctions and gestures, c) ritual activities,
d) safety-valve structures (e.g. Policing, administrative system, legal institutions etc.)
e) re-integration structures (e.g. correctional institutions) f) institutionalization in some
sectors the capability to use power and coercion (e.g. Policing, Judiciary etc.).
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Fig. 2.2 Conception of Integration of systems of action (Turner 1974:67)

3.3.4 The Functional System Problem- AGIL

W. B. Canon’s idea of homeostatic stabilization of physiological processes and his own
exposure to Biology at Amherst inspired Parson’s interest in equilibrium model of society;
and consequently, led him to develop a functionalist model of society as interdependent
and self-equilibrating system. Parson argues that, in case of society, certain institutions
and structures maintain equilibrium by fulfilling needs and solving recurring problems.
In his analysis of system problems, Parsons offers his view on what any action system
needs to achieve equilibrium.

According to Parsons, all action systems face four major problems or have four major
needs: adaptation; goal attainment; integration; and pattern maintenance or latency (‘latent
pattern maintenance- tension management’ as he later renamed it). Parsons pictures the
society or social system as a large square which is further divided into four equal square
parts representing the four functional survival requirements/problems, represented by
AGIL (see Fig. 2.3).

° ‘A’ stands for adaptation, which involves the problem to secure from the environment
sufficient facilities/ resources and then to disburse the facilities throughout the
system.

° ‘G’ stands for goal attainment that refers to the problem of establishing priorities

among system goals and mobilizing system resources for their attainment.
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° ‘" stands for Integration, which points to the problem of coordinating and maintaining
viable interrelationships among system units.
° ‘L’ stands for latency, which embraces two related problems: pattern maintenance

and tension management.

Fig. 2.3 Parsons’ Functional Imperativist View of Social Systems (Turner 1974:71)
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Introduction of AGIL, however, made a shift in the focus of analysis from structure to
function. Structures are now viewed explicitly in terms of their functional consequences
for meeting the four requisites. Now, in Parsons’ conceptual scheme, social systems are
divided into sectors, each corresponding to a functional requisite- thatis, A, G, I, L. Any
sub-system can be divided into these four functional sectors; and then each of these
sub-systems can be divided into four functional sectors; and so on. This process of
functional sectorization, as Turner (1974:79) named it, is illustrated for the adaptive
requisite in Fig. 2.3.

3.4 Criticism of Parsons’ Functionalism:

Despite his original thinking and significant contribution on the premise of early
functionalism, theory of Parsons faces severe criticisms from scholars. Some of the
criticisms are briefly listed below:

1. Scholars of conflict perspective like Ralph Dahrendorf criticize his portrayal of
society for revealing no developmental history, overemphasizing on integration
of components and focusing only on mechanisms that preserve status quo, especially
through the conceptualization of four functional requisites. For these critics, such
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an image of society is utopian as this never reveals the possibility of conflict,
deviance and change, presence of which is ubiquitous in social reality.

2. Much like the early functionalists like Spencer and Durkheim, Parsons also stresses
on equilibrating tendency of social systems; hence the conceptualization of social
change in his theory only speaks of evolutionary change, as opposed to revolution
and other forms of violent disruptions to social systems.

3. Like the early functionalists, Parsons also carries in his theory the legacy of a
logical error called teleology, which means circular kind of reasoning. For Parsons,
social actions, whether individual or collective, are always goal oriented. This
conceptualization of goal attainment as a basic system requisite leads inevitably
to teleological propositions: social action can only be understood in terms of the
ends in terms of the end it is desired to serve.

4. The conceptualization of four functional requisites in the work of Parsons is based
on the assumption that if these requisites are not met, the system’s survival is
threatened. But Parsons never mentions any way to determine what constitutes
the survival and non-survival of a system, and the level to which the needs must
be met for the survival of the system. Hence, the propositions documenting the
contribution of items for meeting survival requisites reveal tautology (another
logical error and also the legacy of early functionalism): the items meet survival
needs of the system because it exists and, therefore, must be surviving. (Turner
1974:84)

3.5 Contribution of Talcott Parsons: an overview:

Talcott Parsons was one of the most dominant theorists of his time. His functionalist
theory not only surged waves of criticism in the arena of social science, it profoundly
influenced future theory building in sociology also.

Parsons in his theory of social action reveals enormous amount of continuity in developing
and expanding concepts- starting with unit act and expanding it into hierarchy of control
among the system of action; which fulfils the major requirement of consistency in
construction of theory in Sociology. Despite enormous criticisms against his functionalist
view of society and logical problems in theory building, its influence in sociology has
been so widespread that many other theoretical perspectives in sociology start with
criticizing against and then proceeding with desirable alternatives to Parsonian
functionalism. According to Turner (1974:86), no theory in sociology is considered
adequate unless it has performed at least some portions of ritual rejection of analytical
functionalism offered by Parsons.
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3.6 Functionalism of Robert King Merton: A General Introduction

Robert King Merton (1910-2003), born in a Jewish immigrant family in a slum of South
Philadelphia, with his passion for learning and profound interest in social science, managed
to join Harvard University as a student and became one of the earliest and most important
graduate students of Talcott Parsons. Merton’s interest in sociology grew with “the joy
of discovering that it was possible to examine human behaviour objectively and without
using loaded moral preconceptions” (Hunt 1961). He was educated with prominent socialists
like Sorokin, Harold Garfinkel and others in the Harvard University under the tutelage
of Talcott Persons. Beside Parsons, the works of early sociologists like Emile Durkheim
and George Simmel, and researches and thoughts of his contemporary scholars like P.
Sorokin and Paul K. Lazarsfeld also cast influence on Robert K. Merton’s theory. Though
he is renowned in sociology for introducing the “middle range theory” in the discipline,
his theory of deviance, clarification and refocusing of functional analysis, development
of concepts like self fulfilling prophesy, role model, deviant behavior and focus groups
etc. are also important with enormous influence in future sociological research. Some
of R.K. Merton’s important works include:

i Social Theory and Social Structure (1949)

ii. Mass Persuasion (1946)

iii. ~ On the Shoulders of Giants (1965)

iv.  On Theoretical Sociology (1967)

V. Social Theory and Functional Analysis (1969)
vi.  The Sociology of Science (1973)

vii. Social Ambivalence and Other Essays (1976)

3.7 Contribution of Merton in Functionalism

Robert K. Merton’s contribution in functionalism can be analysed briefly under following
broad headings:

Advocating the theories of middle range as an alternative to grand theoretical schemes

As a functionalist, Merton started with a critique of Talcott Parsons’ functional strategy
for building a grand sociological theory by developing an all-encompassing system of
concepts. For Merton, a grand theoretical scheme is hardly scientifically defensible
without the necessary theoretical and empirical groundwork, which the discipline is
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still waiting for. He was equally sceptic about the promise of building inventories of
low level empirical propositions. Hence, as an alternative, he suggested the need for the
‘theories of middle range’ in sociology. Such theories are couched at a lower level of
abstraction than the analytical functionalism offered by Parsons; and they are connected
to the empirical world by constructing clearly defined and operationalized concepts that
can be incorporated into statements of relationship for a limited range of phenomena.
According to Merton, such theorizing strategy will encourage the interplay between
theory and empirical research; thus, making the latter more systematic and meaningful
for expanding a body of sociological knowledge.

Merton’s Paradigm for Functional Analysis

Merton’s contribution to the codification and systematization of functional analysis begins
with the review and critique of what he thinks the three essential postulates of functionalism:
1) the functional unity of social systems, ii) the functional universality of social items,
and 1ii) the indispensability of functional items for social systems.

i)  The functional unity of social systems: Based on biological analogy this postulate
views society as a well integrated, consistent system containing mutually
interdependent elements which contribute to the maintenance of the whole. According
to Merton, to begin analysis with the postulate of functional unity or integration
of social whole diverts attention away from the vital empirical questions about
the levels of integration existing for different systems, the processes leading to
the different levels, forms and kinds of integration in different spheres of social
system etc. Further, this postulate ignores the variety of consequences of a given
social or cultural item for diverse social groups and various individual members
of these groups. For Merton, functional unity of a social system cannot be assumed;
at most it is an empirical question to be determined by social research. Further, it
is possible for some social or cultural items to have functions for some groups
within a social system and not for others. Instead, Merton offers a “provisional
assumption” that widespread and persisting socio-cultural forms have a “net balance”
of positive over negative consequences (Elwell 2013).Merton begins to suggest
that functional analysis should divert its focus from total system as a whole, and
emphasize on how different patterns of social organization with more inclusive
social systems are created, maintained, and changed not only by the requisites/
needs of the total system but also by interactions among the socio-cultural items
within the systematic wholes.

ii)  The functional universality of social items: This postulate assumes that if a social
item exists in an ongoing system, it must, therefore, contribute positively or have
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some positive consequences for the maintenance of the integration of the total
social system; and such assumption leads to tautological (the repetitive use of
phrases or words that have similar meanings) statements: a system exists; an element
is a part of that system; therefore, the item is positively functional for maintenance
of the system. Merton suggests that socio-cultural systems may well have functional
needs or prerequisites, but these needs may be met by a diversity of forms. Calling
it a “major theorem of functional analysis,” Merton asserts, “just as the same item
may have multiple functions, so may the same function be diversely fulfilled by
alternative items” (Merton 1948/1968: 87-88).

3.7.1 Concept of Dysfunction and Manifest vs. Latent Function:

According to Merton, if an investigation of empirical systems is undertaken, a wider
range of empirical possibilities will be revealed. Firstly, items may be not only positively
functioning for a system or any part of a system, but also dysfunctional for either other
particular item/s of the system or the system as a whole. In order to compensate for the
excessive focus on stability of traditional functionalism, Merton introduces the concept
of “dysfunction”. Whereas functions contribute to the adjustment of the system, dysfunctions
are those consequences that lead to instability and ultimately change. Merton asserts
that the task of an analyst is to recognize that institutional structures and cultural elements
are interrelated and mutually supporting, and that the dominant orientation of socio-
cultural systems is towards stability. “As we survey the course of history, it seems reasonably
clear that all major social structures have in due course been cumulatively modified or
abruptly terminated. In either event, they have not been eternally fixed and unyielding
to change” (Merton, 1948/1968: 95). Merton insists that social structures can only be
analyzed in terms of both statics (stability) and dynamics (change). The concept of
dysfunction, which allows functional theory to focus on change, is based on tension,
strain, or contradictions within component elements of socio-cultural systems. Dysfunctional
elements create pressures for change within the system (Merton, 1948/1968: 176). Social
mechanisms within the system, including the interrelation of predominantly mutually
supporting elements of the system, operate to keep these strains in check, in an attempt
to limit or minimize change of the social structure. However, such mechanisms are not
always effective, and the amassing of stress and resulting conflict often bring change in
a system. One of the primary goals of functional analysis is to identify these dysfunctions
and examine how they are contained or reduced in the socio-cultural system as well as
how they sometimes cause systemic or fundamental change. (Merton, 1948/1968: 107)
According to Merton, “Functions are those observed consequences which make for the
adaptation or adjustment of a given system; and dysfunctions, those observed consequences
which lessen adaptation or adjustment of the system.” Motive, on the other hand, is the
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subjective orientation of the actor engaged in the behavior (Merton 1948/1968: 105).
The failure to distinguish between functions and motives is one of the principal sources
of confusion for students of functionalism.

Secondly, Merton offers two new concepts: manifest function and latent function; the
distinction between which is regarded as one of his major contributions in functionalism.
Some consequences of the items in a system, whether functional or dysfunctional, are
expected or intended or recognized by the members of the society; and hence are manifest.
The other consequences may not be recognized or expected or intended by the members
of the system; and therefore they are latent. The latent functions can take place only as
a consequence of the manifest functions for which the members are not prepared. Merton
argued that it is the job of the sociologist to uncover the latent functions of social activities
and institution.

Merton argues that the analysis of diverse consequences or functions of socio- cultural
items-whether positive or negative, manifest or latent- “for individuals, for subgroups,
and for the more inclusive social structure and culture” (Merton, 1968:84) is necessary
for building a meaningful theory of society. He visualizes contemporary functional thought
as compensating for the ambitious over-emphasis of earlier theorists on the crucial types
of consequences of socio-cultural items for each other and if the facts dictate, for the
social whole.

iti. The indispensability of functional items for social systems: This postulate is
based on the assumption that if a social pattern is well established, it must be
meeting some essential needs for the system; and hence, the pattern is indispensable
for the survival of the system. The basic assumption is itself double barrelled as it
considers some functions to be indispensable for the survival of the system; and
again, certain social or cultural forms to be indispensable for fulfilling those functions.
Merton proposes that functional analysis should concern with various types of
“functional alternatives,” or functional equivalents,” and “functional substitutes”
with in social systems. In this way, functional analysis can avoid the trap of assuming
an item in the social system as indispensable for the continued existence of a
system. Rather, functional analysis must specify (1) Social patterns, whether a
systematic whole or some subparts, under consideration; (2) the various types of
consequences of these patterns for empirically established survival requisites; and
(3) the processes whereby some patterns rather than others come to exist and have
the various consequences for each other and for systemic wholes.
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3.7.2 Functional Alternatives

Merton devises alternative concepts known as the ‘functional substitutes’, ‘functional
alternatives’, or ‘functional equivalents’ which can analyze the sort of functions advocated
by Talcott Parsons in the form of functional pre requisites. Merton argued that use of
religion as a therapeutic device could be substituted effectively by the alternative healing
and restorative devices like counselling and reasoning which can help members understand
the values of normal life in society. Further, Secular education, vocational training can
liberate their minds from religious superstitions, and guide them to become work-oriented,
independent and self-reliant; which in turn, may help them recover from stress and
depression, despair and obsession, aggravation and frustration; thus assuring their
conformity to the values of the social system. Merton argued that functionalist approach
should be aware of the fact that any part of society may be functional or dysfunctional
for other parts or for the whole system; and may remain non functional for the system as
well.

3.8 A Protocol for Executing Functional Analysis

To explain the causes and consequences of particular structures and processes, Merton
insists that functional analysis begins with “sheer description” of individual and group
activities. In describing the patterns of interaction and activity among units under
investigation, it will be possible to distinguish clearly the social items to be subjected to
functional analysis. Such descriptions can also provide a major clue to the functions
performed by such patterned activity.

The first of these steps is for investigators to indicate the principal alternatives that are
excluded by the dominance of a particular pattern. The second analytical step beyond
sheer description involves an assessment of the meaning, or mental and emotional
significance, of the activity for group members. This can shed some tentative light on
the manifest functions of an activity. The third step involves discerning some array of
motives (other than the objective description or subsequent assessment of function served
by the pattern) for conformity or for deviation among participants. The configuration of
motives for conformity and deviation, in turn, indicates the psychological needs served
or not served by a pattern; and thus offers clue to the various additional functions of the
pattern. For understanding the latent consequences of an activity, Merton suggests his
final analytical step that involves the description of how the patterns under investigation
reveal regularities not recognized by participants but appear to have consequences for
both the individuals involved and other central patterns or regularities in the system.
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3.9 Illustrating Merton’s Functional Strategy

Merton’s paradigm and protocol for constructing functional theories of the middle range
are remarkably free of statement about individual and system needs or requisites. Merton
approaches the questions of the needs and requisites fulfilled by a particular item only
after description of (1) the item in question, (2) the structural context in which the item
survives, and (3) its meaning for the individuals involved. With this information in
hand, he argues that it is possible to establish both the manifest and latent functions of
an item, as well as the net balance of functions and dysfunctions of the item for varied
segments of a social system.

3.10 Conclusion

R. K. Merton’s contribution in functionalism is not beyond criticism. Following are
some of the criticisms put forward against Merton’s theory:

1. Like the early functionalist theories, Merton’s theory also falls into the trap of
tautology. Merton’s assumption that “ordinarily” persistent structures serve positive
functions for meeting the needs of some population segment, leads to the indication
that if in an existing system an item persists, then it is functional, perhaps latently
for some groups. This assumption that an item exists means that it must serve a
function, either latent or manifest, for either the whole or for some part of the
whole; is obviously an example of tautological error.

2. Merton’s functional theory is not free from the trap of teleology too. Like his
predecessors in functionalist tradition, his analysis often fails to separate causes
from consequences. For example, he analyses the emergence and persistence of
political mechanism as a response to needs, without the necessary precision in
documenting the causal chains through which needs cause the emergence and
persistence of an event.

However, R.K.Merton’ s original thought and concern for constructing a meaningful
body of theory in sociology; his introduction of the theories of middle range, which
boosts up the interplay between theory and empirical research, and helps defending
sociological theory with appropriate empirical groundwork; his conceptualization and
clear operationalization techniques along with introduction of new concepts like
dysfunction, latent and manifest function, functional alternative etc., which later transforms
into the colloquial terms in the writings of future sociologists, especially of the functionalist
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school; all together leads to a revival of functionalist analysis in Sociology, attributing
Merton an immortal place in the history of sociology.

3.11 Summary

We introduced our learners to the major functionalists such as Talcott Parsons and R. K.
Merton. We have discussed their contributions to the making of the functionalist theory.
We concluded with a brief overview on each of the thinkers.

3.12 Questions

1. Write a short note on pattern variables.
ii.  What are functional alternatives? Discuss with suitable examples.

1i.  Write the differences between: (a) latent function and manifest function ( b) function
and dysfunction.

iv.  What do you understand by middle range theory?
v.  How did Merton criticize the postulate of functional unity?

B. Answer in detail. (12 marks)
1. Discuss the social action theory by Parsons.
ii.  Following Parsons, analyse the problem of functional systems.
iii.  Discuss in detail the social action theory by Talcott Parsons.
iv.  Analyse Merton’s paradigms for functional analysis.

v.  How did Merton criticize Parsons for his theoretical approach? What was Merton’s
protocol for theory building in sociology?

vi. How did Parsons conceptualize the integration among systems and action?
C. Essay Type Question. (20marks)
1. Critically evaluate the contribution of Talcott Parsons in Functionalism.

ii.  Critically evaluate the importance of empirical functionalism proposed by R.K.
Merton in Sociology.
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3.15 Glossary

Module- I1: Functionalism

Function A function is the contribution made by a phenomenon to a larger system
of which the phenomenon is a part, in order to maintain the unity of
the system.

Functionalism  Functionalism is a sociological theory that attempts to explain social
institutions as collective means to meet social needs. The basic concern
of functionalism is to explain the apparent stability and internal cohesion
of societies necessary to ensure their continued survival over time.
Functionalism views society as a system of interconnected parts that
work together in harmony to maintain a state of balance and social
equilibrium for the whole. According to this approach, each of the
social institutions contributes important functions for society. A change
in any part is seen as leading to a certain degree of imbalance, which
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Structure

Equilibrium

in turn results in changes in other parts of the system and to some
extent to a reorganization of the system as a whole.

The Organismic analogy which is a staple of ancient and medieval thought
was reformulated by Spencer, who recognized the similarities (and
dissimilarities) between society and organism as the first step towards
a general theory of evolution. The same definition of life applies to
both biological and social organism.

As part of his theory of the development of societies in, The Division
of Labour in Society (1893), sociologist Emile Durkheim characterized
two categories of societal solidarity: organic and mechanical. Mechanical
solidarity is the type of social cohesion and integration that comes
from the homogeneity of individuals: people in societies of small-scale
technology feel connected to each other through similar life-ways, i.e.,
similar work, educational and religious training, and lifestyle, which
is often based on the kinship ties of familial networks. Organic solidarity
is social cohesion based upon the dependence individuals have on each
other in more advanced societies. It comes from the interdependence
that arises from specialization of work and the complementarities between
people.

The complex and stable framework of society that influences all
individuals or groups through the relationship between institutions
(e.g., economy, politics, religion) and social practices (e.g., behaviours,
norms, and values). The terms "structure" and "social structure" are
used interchangeably in a sociological context. According to
[functionalism], a society is composed of interrelated parts, each of
which serves a function and (ideally) contributes to the overall stability
of the society. Societies develop social structures, or institutions that
persist because they play a part in helping society survive

Social equilibrium, a theoretical state of balance in a social system
referring both to an internal balance between interrelated social
phenomena and to the external relationship the system maintains with
its environment. In sociology, a system is said to be in social equilibrium
when there is a dynamic working balance among its interdependent
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parts. Each subsystem will adjust to any change in the other subsystems
and will continue to do so until equilibrium is retained. The process of
achieving equilibrium will only work if the changes happen slowly,
but for rapid changes it would throw the social system into chaos,
unless and until a new equilibrium can be reached.

The provisions that all societies are required to make in order to come
into existence, survive and maintain order. Talcott Parsons identified
four fold set of functional pre-requisites in his social system model.

In sociology, social action, also known as Weberian social action, is
an act which takes into account the actions and reactions of individuals.
According to Max Weber, "an Action is 'social' if the acting individual
takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its
course"

In sociology, social system is the patterned network of relationships
constituting a coherent whole that exist between individuals, groups,
and institutions. Parsons organized social systems in terms of action
units, where one action executed by an individual is one unit. He defines
a social system as a network of interactions between actors. According
to Parsons, social systems rely on a system of language, and culture
must exist in a society in order for it to qualify as a social system.

The term personality is derived from the Latin word persona meaning
a mask. Personality is a patterned body of habits, traits, attitudes and
ideas of an individual as these are organized externally into roles and
statuses and as they relate internally to motivation, goals and various
aspects of selfhood.

According to the Action Theory of Talcott Parsons, culture is understood
as an ordered symbolic system, that is, a symbolically mediated pattern
of values or standards of appropriateness that permits the construction
of a set of action-guiding, normative, conventional rules through which
significant cultural objects are generated and used. If a symbolic system
has validity for all of the participating actors, it is able to give order to
action.



NSOU e CC-SO-03 63

Value

Adaptation

Deviance

Latency

Functional
alternatives

Grand theory

Values are a culture's standard for discerning what is good and just in
society; and this standard is shared by the people of that society. Values
are deeply embedded and critical for transmitting and teaching a culture's
beliefs. Functionalists believe that all members of society are socialized
into these norms and values, first through the family and later through
institutions such as education, the media and religion. It is in this
secondary socialization that people learn universalistic values
rather than just those particular values to their own family or
community.

In AGIL model illustrated by Parsons, which represents the four basic
functions that all social systems must perform if they are to persist,
the first function is adaptation. In any system or sub-system, adaptation
stands for the problem of acquiring sufficient resources.

An action or behavior that violates social norms, including a formally
enacted rule (e.g., crime), as well as informal violations of social norms
(e.g., rejecting folkways and mores).

In AGIL model illustrated by Parsons, which represents the four basic
functions that all social systems must perform if they are to persist,
the fourth function is latency. In any system or sub-system, it is the
organization for pattern-maintenance. E.g. values which serve to
legitimate and authorize decision-making rights in system.

Functionalists believe societies must have certain characteristics in
order to survive. Merton shares this view but stresses that at the same
time particular institutions are not the only ones able to fulfill these
functions; a wide range of functional alternatives may be able to perform
the same task. This notion of functional alternative is important because
it alerts sociologists to the similar functions different institutions may
perform and it further reduces the tendency of functionalism to imply
approval of the status quo.

Grand theory is a term coined by C. Wright Mills (1960) to describe
the abstract generalized system building of structural functionalists,
notably in the work of Talcott Parsons. In the social sciences, grand
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theory refers to those efforts devoted to abstract, analytical theory

building.

Middle range

theory Middle-range theory, developed by Robert K. Merton, is an approach
to sociological theorizing aimed at integrating theory and empirical
research.

Tautology A kind of logical error: a compound propositional form all of whose
instances are true, as "A or not A."

Teleology A kind of logical error: circular kind of reasoning.

Manifest

function The anticipated and intended goals of an action or social structure.

Latent function Usnanticipated and unintended consequences of an action or social
structure.
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4.1 Objectives

Helping students to understand:i. The gaps in functional analysis of societyii. The conceptual
and methodological problems- the pitfalls of functionalism iii. The philosophical error/
bias for which functional theory is vehemently criticized iv. Functionalism’s struggle to
combat all the above mentioned criticisms

4.2 Introduction

In social studies, the first hint of functionalist approach is found in the rational-choice
approach. It says that if the choice is successful, the action is deemed to have been
objectively rational; if not, the action is said to have been only subjectively rational. In
either case, the formalism is saved at the outlay of substance or, rather, mechanism,
namely interaction. For this reason, we regard the rational-choice approach as an illustration
of formalist functionalism in social science. Not referring to social mechanisms, the
rational-choice approach fails despondently to explain the very existence of social systems,
from the family to the worldwide corporation. This failure is a necessary outcome of its
explicit implementation of ontological and methodological individualism. (Bunge, 1996:
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Ch. 14) Still, when used in restraint, this approach may have some heuristic value.
Indeed, it suggests looking for the reasons, good or bad, which motivate decisions.
(Boudon, 1999) It also suggests explaining some failed actions as results of miscalculations.
(By contrast, success may be explained either by correct calculation or by favorable
circumstances.) What is known as social functionalism is a version of adaptationist
functionalism. It focuses on social systems and their specific functions or activities. It
also studies both the cohesive or system-preserving (“functional”) and the divisive or
system-interfering (“dysfunctional”) consequences of a system’s activities. Social
functionalism is an alternative to both Marxist economic determinism and the traditional
or culture-historical approach centered on statesmen and battles (Trigger, 1989). Though
fathered by the classical Sociologists like A. Comte, H. Spencer and most prominently
E. Durkheim at the turn of the century, functionalism flourished particularly in the UK
and the US between 1920 and 1960, in the works of B. Malinowski and E. R. Radcliffe-
Brown in Anthropology, G. Childe in Archaeology, and T. Parsons and R. K. Merton in
Sociology. The functionalists in the realm of Sociology postulated that all the social
items (mechanisms, roles, norms, patterns, institutions, etc.) come into being and persist
because they are useful to the social system concerned, or even to society at large. Put
negatively: the social items that have ceased to discharge any useful function eventually
disappear. (Mahner et.al., 2001)

Functionalism in sociology includes the assumption that the social system is homogeneous,
so that what is useful for its cohesion or preservation is good for every member of it.
This presupposition is not even true for primitive societies, all of which retain negative
items such as crippling kinship conventions and counter- productive superstitions. Thus,
it is an instance of the fallacy of division. However, some functionalist questions may
be rewarding. The reason is that many social functions are indeed aptations, or even
adaptations. And the existence of such functions, poses the problem of their origin and
persistence. Now, every such problem can be analyzed non-teleologically as the sequence
of questions: What is the internal activity in question? What is its role? Are the activities
and roles valuable to the group (or the society) as a whole? If in fact they are aptations
(any character currently subject to selection whether its origin can be ascribed to selective
processes (adaptation) or to processes other than selection or selection for a different
function (exaptation)), are they also adaptation? (Mahner et.al. 2001)

4.3 Critique

Functionalism and latter, structural functionalism has recurrently been accused of being
teleological in explanation. Teleology (from Greek felos meaning ‘end’ and logos meaning
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scientific knowledge or ‘reason’) is a philosophical error of explaining something by
referring to its purpose, goal, end or function. Functionalism falls in this trap for its
over emphasis on the concept that social structures have specific goals. It tries to justify
why structures exist without sufficient empirical substantiation (Ritzer & Goodman,
Chapter 7 summary, 2004 ). It attempts to describe social structures through the purposes
they fulfil, but doesn’t explain the cause of their existence. Thus it offers the final cause
of existence of a social structure, but fails in providing explanation of the efficient,
material causes, i.e. the stuff out of which a thing is made (Encyclopaedia Britannica).
In this regard, Durkheim said that “the determination of function is necessary for the
complete explanation of the phenomena” (Coser, 1977) and “when the explanation of a
social phenomenon is undertaken, we must seek separately the efficient cause which
produces it and the function it fulfils” (Coser, 1977). The excerpts denote that the classical
functionalist was aware of the theoretical task of explaining separate cause and effect
for existence of any fact. Since Parsons was highly influenced by the writings of Durkheim
it is likely that he used this notion when creating his theory. Still the theoretical model
often remained trapped into the teleological reasoning of explaining cause of effect.
Merton disregards this as he says that functional analysis doesn’t try to explain cause of
effects so is not teleological. (Encyclopedia, n.d)

Another question raised against the functional approach is that it never determines what
1s functional and what is not, and for whom each of these activities and institutions are
functional. If there is no method to sort functional from non-functional aspects of society,
the functional model can become tautological — without any analytical control in which
any activity is regarded as functional.

Many critiques argue that society cannot have needs in the same way a human does, and
if it has some needs also, there is hardly any necessity to meet those needs. Anthony
Giddens suggests that functionalist explanations could be rewritten as historical accounts
and not as a theory. Giddens offered a perspective of structuration that aims at explaining
society as a dynamic process of continuous interaction between structure and agency
(Human agency). According to Giddens, although all human action is performed within
and influenced by a pre existing social structure, and is often determined by the rules of
that structure; the rules are not permanent, but can change according to human action.
(Giddens, 1986)

Structural functionalism dominated the realm of sociology as the major theoretical credence
throughout most of the 20th century. It has been criticised, however, for accepting existing
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social order without considering how they might take advantage of some groups or
individuals within society. (Newman, 2010)

A critique of structural functionalism is that it assumes regular interaction between a
political system and its environment. This ultimately led the approach to recognize the
likelihood of change and so ignores the potential for political conflict. It indirectly supports
the existence of the status quo. (Kamrava, 1996) Another criticism against the functional
model in the area of politics is that of ethnocentrism. Structural functionalism does not
account for authoritarian or dictatorial political systems. The system- environment
interaction makes it only applicable to western democratic political systems. There are
many places in the earth, where some group of people in society have no input in the
world of politics (mainstream politics/governance of the state). These people, their
interaction with the state etc. are often left out by the description provided by the structural
functional model of analysis. (Kamrava, 1996)

4.4 Limitation for Social Change

Functionalism has been mostly criticized by scholars as being a static perspective because
of its limitation to explain social change. Though Talcott Parsons opposed this view by
explaining his idea of moving equilibrium that does account for change in social order
(Parsons, Theories of Society: foundations of modern sociological theory, 1961), the
fact that the functional model does stress on equilibrium and quick return to social
order, rather than investigating the wide spectrum of social change is a proven fact.
Further, if we keep in mind the time period when 20th century functionalism, especially,
structural functionalism was developing in the U.S. intellectual arena- just aftermath of
the 2nd world war- we can easily grasp the urge of the then intellectuals of social science
for explaining social order rather than social change.

A further criticism is that functionalism doesn’t explain why people choose to conform
to norms or seeks to deviate from them. Functionalism faces severe criticism from the
theorists of conflict perspective, Marxist intellectuals and feminist scholars. Feminists
argue that functionalism fails to address the problem of gender discrimination in society.
Parsons in his theory focuses on positive functions of the family for the society as a
whole and never mentions it as a structure of oppression for women. Conflict theorists
oppose it for excessive reliance on consensus and harmony within society while ignoring
conflict and contradiction, which have obvious presence in society. Further Functionalism
is criticised for disregarding individual freedom and will (Holmwood, 2005). According
to Lockwood, Parsons does not account for organisations that do not work together and
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thus cause conflict. Parsons thwarted this opposition by stating that issues of conflict
and cooperation were included and analysed in his model (Holmwood, 2005). Parsons
created an ideal for society and by doing this he restricted his analysis. R.K. Merton’s
contribution to functional theory addresses the issue of conflict and tension in society
and introducing the idea of tension and conflict into structural functionalism, he offers
a way to the model to counteract these stark criticisms. (Merton, 1957) Some critics,
like Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci, claim that the perspective justifies the status quo
and the process of cultural hegemony that maintains it.

Functionalism does not encourage people to take an active role in changing their social
environment, even when doing so may benefit them. Instead, functionalism sees agitating
for social change as undesirable because the various parts of society will compensate in
a seemingly organic way for any problems that may arise.

Overall, the main assumptions of structural- functional theory are that external social
constraints create confines in individual behaviour; and that social order is based on
shared values. The system of social structure and social order has needs that have to be
met for its survival and stability. This theory allows for social change but assumes the
change to be slow and evolutionary, so as the social structures may adapt to fit the
requirements of system. For functionalists like Parsons, inequality may be seen as functional
for society. The theory is promising in the sense that it explains predictable patterns of
behaviour within social groups, and the influence of culture and society on individuals.
This approach is associated with the positivist thesis and quantitative methods.

4.5 The Negative Consequences for Social Order

We have already mentioned that functionalism has been highly criticized because of its
neglect of the often negative consequences of social order. As for example, the functionalist
perspective of gender inequality was most robustly articulated in the 1940s and 1950s,
and was propagated by Talcott Parsons in his model of the nuclear family. This theory
states that gender inequalities exist as an efficient way to create a division of labour that
serves as a mechanism for maximizing resources and efficiency in the family. A structural-
functionalist view of gender inequality shows predefined gender roles as harmonizing:
women take care of the home while men provide for the family. Thus gender, like other social
institutions, contributes to the stability of family system, and thus solidifies the order of
society as a whole.

In sociological studies, functional prerequisites stand for the basic needs (food, shelter,
clothing etc.) that an individual requires to survive and sustain in the social world.
Functional prerequisites may also refer to the factors that allow a society to maintain
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social order. According to structural functionalists, gender roles serve to maintain social
order by providing and ensuring the stability of such functional prerequisites. Hence,
this view has been accused for reification, rather than reflection of gender roles. While
gender roles, according to the functionalist perspective, have positive contribution for
maintaining stable social relations, Feminist scholars argue that gender roles are
discriminatory and should not be upheld. The feminist movement, which was on the
rise at the same time that functionalism began losing popularity, takes the position that
functionalism neglects the suppression of women within the family structure.

4.6 Conclusion

Overall, the main assumptions of structural- functional theory are that external social
constraints create confines in individual behaviour; and that social order is based on
shared values. The system of social structure and social order has needs that have to be
met for its survival and stability. This theory allows for social change but assumes the
change to be slow and evolutionary, so as the social structures may adapt to fit the
requirements of system. For functionalists like Parsons, inequality may be seen as functional
for society. The theory is promising in the sense that it explains predictable patterns of
behaviour within social groups, and the influence of culture and society on individuals.
This approach is associated with the positivist thesis and quantitative methods.

However vehemently criticized and fiercely debated the propositions of functionalism
might have been, it remains productive throughout the century. The functional perspective
can be applied to nearly all the key topics in sociology, for example Durkheim used
functionalism to explain suicide rates in particular groups and societies. (Gingrich, 1999).
Other themes including family, education, religion and deviance —everything that means
the existence of social relationship can be understood, analysed and explained from the
perspective of functionalism. Many scholars like to view and analyze social reality, and
functionalism remained one of the favourite tools for many scholars to explain the way
we live. Partially in response to the criticisms discussed above, scholars aligned with
the functionalist approach initiated systematic theorizing and empirical research on the
issue of change. Differentiation theory was one of the products of this collective intellectual
effort.

4.7 Summary

We presented a critique of the functional theory. We concluded with the limitation for
social change. We also discussed the virtues of the theory as well.
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4.8 Questions
A.  Answer briefly (6 marks)

1. What is teleology? How does functionalism fall under its trap?
ii.  How does Giddens criticize the functional perspective of viewing society?
i1i.  How does functionalism explain gender roles in society?

iv.  “Whatis known as social functionalism is a version of adaptationist functionalism.”-
Justify.

v.  Why do functionalism and later structural functionalism seem so obsessed with
explaining social order?

B. Answer in detail (12 marks)

1. How does functionalism explain social change?

ii.  How does functionalism attempt to analyse inequality in society?

iii.  Why do feminist scholars criticize functionalism?

iv.  Why has Functionalism been target of criticism by Marxist scholars?
C. Essay Type Question (20marks)

i Evaluate the importance of functionalist school of thought in the development of
sociology as an academic discipline.
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4.11 Glossary

Function

Functionalism

Organismic
analogy

Organic
solidarity

A function is the contribution made by a phenomenon to a larger system
of which the phenomenon is a part, in order to maintain the unity of
the system.

Functionalism is a sociological theory that attempts to explain social
institutions as collective means to meet social needs. The basic concern
of functionalism is to explain the apparent stability and internal cohesion
of societies necessary to ensure their continued survival over time.
Functionalism views society as a system of interconnected parts that
work together in harmony to maintain a state of balance and social
equilibrium for the whole. According to this approach, each of the
social institutions contributes important functions for society. A change
in any part is seen as leading to a certain degree of imbalance, which
in turn results in changes in other parts of the system and to some
extent to a reorganization of the system as a whole.

The Organismic analogy which is a staple of ancient and medieval thought
was reformulated by Spencer, who recognized the similarities (and
dissimilarities) between society and organism as the first step towards
a general theory of evolution. The same definition of life applies to
both biological and social organism.

As part of his theory of the development of societies in The Division
of Labour in Society (1893), sociologist Emile Durkheim characterized
two categories of societal solidarity: organic and mechanical. Mechanical
solidarity is the type of social cohesion and integration that comes
from the homogeneity of individuals: people in societies of small-scale
technology feel connected to each other through similar life-ways, i.e.,
similar work, educational and religious training, and lifestyle, which
is often based on the kinship ties of familial networks. Organic solidarity
is social cohesion based upon the dependence individuals have on each
other in more advanced societies. It comes from the interdependence
that arises from specialization of work and the complementarities between
people.
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Structure

Equilibrium

Functional pre
requisites

Social action

Social system

The complex and stable framework of society that influences all
individuals or groups through the relationship between institutions
(e.g., economy, politics, religion) and social practices (e.g., behaviours,
norms, and values). The terms "structure" and "social structure" are
used interchangeably in a sociological context. According to
[functionalism], a society is composed of interrelated parts, each of
which serves a function and (ideally) contributes to the overall stability
of the society. Societies develop social structures, or institutions that
persist because they play a part in helping society survive

Social equilibrium, a theoretical state of balance in a social system
referring both to an internal balance between interrelated social
phenomena and to the external relationship the system maintains with
its environment. In sociology, a system is said to be in social equilibrium
when there is a dynamic working balance among its interdependent
parts. Each subsystem will adjust to any change in the other subsystems
and will continue to do so until equilibrium is retained. The process of
achieving equilibrium will only work if the changes happen slowly,
but for rapid changes it would throw the social system into chaos,
unless and until a new equilibrium can be reached.

The provisions that all societies are required to make in order to come
into existence, survive and maintain order. Talcott Parsons identified
four fold set of functional pre-requisites in his social system model.

In sociology, social action, also known as Weberian social action, is
an act which takes into account the actions and reactions of individuals.
According to Max Weber, "an Action is 'social’ if the acting individual
takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its
course”

In sociology, social system is the patterned network of relationships
constituting a coherent whole that exist between individuals, groups,
and institutions. Parsons organized social systems in terms of action
units, where one action executed by an individual is one unit. He defines
a social system as a network of interactions between actors. According
to Parsons, social systems rely on a system of language, and culture
must exist in a society in order for it to qualify as a social system.



NSOU e CC-SO-03 75

Personality
system

Cultural system

Value

Adaptation

Deviance

Latency

Functional
alternatives

The term personality is derived from the Latin word persona meaning
a mask. Personality is a patterned body of habits, traits, attitudes and
ideas of an individual as these are organized externally into roles and
statuses and as they relate internally to motivation, goals and various
aspects of selthood.

According to the Action Theory of Talcott Parsons, culture is understood
as an ordered symbolic system, that is, a symbolically mediated pattern
of values or standards of appropriateness that permits the construction
of a set of action-guiding, normative, conventional rules through which
significant cultural objects are generated and used. If a symbolic system
has validity for all of the participating actors, it is able to give order to
action.

Values are a culture's standard for discerning what is good and just in
society; and this standard is shared by the people of that society. Values
are deeply embedded and critical for transmitting and teaching a culture's
beliefs. Functionalists believe that all members of society are socialized
into these norms and values, first through the family and later through
institutions such as education, the media and religion. It is in this
secondary socialization that people learn universalistic values rather
than just those particular values to their own family or community.

In AGIL model illustrated by Parsons, which represents the four basic
functions that all social systems must perform if they are to persist, the
first function is adaptation. In any system or sub-system, adaptation
stands for the problem of acquiring sufficient resources.

An action or behavior that violates social norms, including a formally
enacted rule (e.g., crime), as well as informal violations of social norms
(e.g., rejecting folkways and mores).

In AGIL model illustrated by Parsons, which represents the four basic
functions that all social systems must perform if they are to persist, the
fourth function is latency. In any system or sub-system, it is the
organization for pattern-maintenance. E.g. values which serve to
legitimate and authorize decision-making rights in system.

Functionalists believe societies must have certain characteristics in
order to survive. Merton shares this view but stresses that at the same
time particular institutions are not the only ones able to fulfill these
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Grand theory

Middle range
theory

Tautology

Teleology

functions; a wide range of functional alternatives may be able to perform
the same task. This notion of functional alternative is important because
it alerts sociologists to the similar functions different institutions may
perform and it further reduces the tendency of functionalism to imply
approval of the status quo.

Grand theory is a term coined by C. Wright Mills (1960) to describe
the abstract generalized system building of structural functionalists,
notably in the work of Talcott Parsons. In the social sciences, grand
theory refers to those efforts devoted to abstract, analytical theory building.

Middle-range theory, developed by Robert K. Merton, is an approach
to sociological theorizing aimed at integrating theory and empirical
research.

A kind of logical error: a compound propositional form all of whose
instances are true, as "A or not A."

A kind of logical error: circular kind of reasoning.

Manifest function  The anticipated and intended goals of an action or social structure.

Latent function

Unanticipated and unintended consequences of an action or social
structure.
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5.1 Objectives

To introduce a specific perspective within sociological knowledge formation, namely,
interpretive sociology to the students.

To present interpretive sociology as an alternative to sociological positivism where-
by the students will be made familiar with the critical discourse regarding
methodological issues in social sciences.

To understand the complexity and criticality involved in studying social sciences
whose primary subject matter involves conscious thinking, acting and interpreting
individuals.

To be able to distinguish sociology from psychology irrespective of the focus on
the subjective intent and motive of actors.
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5.2 Introduction

Interpretive sociology is a specific domain of sociology that lays emphasis on the meaning
and motive of social actions by individual social actors. The focus is on intentions
behind human behaviour. It also considers that social life is a subjective reality and so it
needs to be interpreted. Unit 1 explores how interpretive sociology emerged as an alternative
perspective to positivism and countered the idea of sociology as a science studying
objective social facts. The movement against blind acceptance of methods of natural
sciences in social sciences started as back as 1880 through Neo-Kantianism. Proponents
of Neo-Kantianism made it clear that social sciences study different form of reality and
therefore the knowledge produced is not nomothetic (law giving) , rather social science
involves human judgments, intents, values. Therefore social sciences cannot follow the
same method as natural sciences. The failure of positivism to grasp the nature of social
reality also paved the way for development of hermeneutic school by the end of 19
century. German Philosopher Droysen first used the term Verstehen to denote that the
goal of human sciences is ‘understanding’ (Verstehen) in contrast to explanation which
is the goal of natural sciences.

Dilthey, a prominent figure of the hermeneutic school along with Weber emphasized on
the historical character of social knowledge and discussed on the methods on how to
study such a reality. The following section discusses the basic premises of interpretive
sociology in general in depth. The most fundamental idea behind interpretive sociology
is that human action and behaviour involves meaning; behaviour and meaning are
intrinsically connected and action logically entails intend. However the meaning involved
cannot be explained in terms of universal causal laws. The meaning needs to be interpreted.
Interpretation involves understanding based on empathy. Interpretive sociology is distinct
from psychology. Individual actors is an important unit in interpretive analysis because
unlike animals and lifeless objects, men can introspect, have intentions and motives
and are capable of interpreting intent and motive of other men and thereby orient their
action accordingly. Verstehen is also a central concept to interpretive sociology where
in it can be regarded as a method, as an experiences ad as an explanation. Its significance
lies in the fact that it demands empathy to understand subjective meaning of an action
that is the meaning of the action for the actor himself. Interpretive sociology has influenced
varieties of perspectives such as symbolic interactionism, phenomenology,
ethnomethodology etc.
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5.3 Definition: Interpretive Sociology

Interpretive sociology involves a variety of forms of sociology (approach of Weber,
Symbolic Interactionism, Sociological Phenomenology) united by an emphasis on the
necessity for sociologist to understand and interpret actors’ meanings. (Jary et al 2000:
313). All social reality is taken as pre-interpreted in that it only has form out of social
actors’ meanings. As a method interpretive understanding stresses on the importance of
intentional human actions. What distinguishes the interpretive paradigm with any other
account of interpretation is the recognition that any statement about the social world is
necessarily relative to any other. The guiding principle of interpretive sociology is that
social life is subjective and therefore it is amenable to interpretation.

Sociology, as a science of society was modeled upon natural sciences by positivist thinkers
such as Durkheim in the late 19" and early 20" century. It is established that sociology
is to study the objective ‘social facts’ external to the individual and a reality ‘sui generis’.
This view was criticized by Max Weber. He outlined the basic premises of interpretive
sociology while developing a theory of social action in Economy and Society, between
1911 and 1920. Weber perused the idea that a theory of society had to take a new direction
and stated ‘sociology is a science concerning itself with the interpretive understanding
of human social action” (Weber 1978:248). Social action is social because of the subjective
meaning the acting individual associates with it and social because it takes behaviours
of others into consideration while orienting its course. So interpretive sociology seeks
to understand the society by studying how individuals attach meaning and interpret
their social world, actions and identities.

5.4 Historical and Philosophical Background/Context of Interpretive
Sociology

Interpretive sociology is formed as an alternative and critic to the adherence of methods
of natural sciences in social sciences, in understanding human actions. This methodological
controversy concerning over the supremacy of methods followed in natural sciences
over social sciences dated back to 1880 till 1900, a period marked by dramatic growth
of natural sciences in Europe (Morrison, 2008:330). There was open clash between
natural sciences and social sciences over question of knowledge and historical and
philosophical sciences such as economics, sociology, and political economy were being
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criticized as being non-scientific, intuitive and speculative. In 1890, the movement referred
to as Neo-Kantianism criticized the work of Kant and questioned the validity of scientific
knowledge. Two central thinkers of neo-Kantian movement are Wilhelm Windelband
and Heinrich Rickert. Windelband basically was the man who according to contemporaries
started the war against positivism and scientific methodology. He stated that Kant in
deciphering the steps for natural sciences to gain valid knowledge excluded historical
and ethical dimension of human action from domain of legitimate knowledge. He made
the following points: (a) natural and social science are distinct in terms of the type of
knowledge they aim to investigate, i.e. they simply describe different levels of reality;
(b) in case of natural sciences, there is fact and observable world where laws and can be
found but in case of social sciences there is knowledge of human values, ethics, which
are products of human culture; (c) the methodological approach is different; natural
sciences aim at providing laws (nomothetic or law-giving) and explain events through
observation and deductive methods whereas the aim of social sciences is to focus on
individual events such as development of capitalism, determine the causes and conjure
the whole picture based on inductive method (ideographic); (d) human perception of
the world involves judgment which involves interpretation, therefore human social action
cannot be reduced to mechanistic motives of utility and sense of observation. Heinrich
Rickert, a student of Windelband and a contemporary of Weber, concentrated on subject
matter and method. According to Rickert the act of judgment precedes act of knowing,
and physical reality only has substance through act of judgment, not through mere
observation. He stated that observation is nothing but human judgment operating in the
visible world. And so knowing itself is a kind of valuing and therefore has a basis in the
empirical world. He made the following points: (a) social science explained individual
non-recurring events (ibid:336) as distinct from lawfully recurring nature of the reality
studied by natural sciences. Natural sciences explain empirical world by generalizing
methodology in contrast to individualizing methodology of the social sciences; (b) human
actions are guided by practical values and standards which are products of history. So,
unlike natural sciences which search for facts, social sciences are concerned about
knowledge of values.

Broadly speaking, thinkers in social sciences mostly either advocate positivism following
natural scientific models or a more interpretive, hermeneutic model. Positivism followed
arejection of ontology in favor of epistemology, an empiricist epistemology, and a deductive-
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nomological account of scientific explanation. That is, it focused on arguments about
“what is” toward those about “what can be known”. (Gimbel, 2016:73). Empiricist
epistemology derives knowledge from observation and validity of our knowledge is
directly associated with validity of observations. Validity of the observations that require
conscious interpretation on the part of the researcher remains a suspect. Another basic
belief of positivism is scientific knowledge is objective and value-neutral (ibid: 74).
The difficulty with Positivism is that the objects of social scientific study are themselves
conscious subjects and unlike the objects of natural scientific studies, they have their
own notions of how they should behave. The history of sociological theory is an ongoing
struggle between positivism and hermeneutic positions. The hermeneutic school arose
as a prominent anti-positivist position towards the end of nineteenth century, being
influenced by German idealistic philosophy. German philosopher Droysen was first to
use the terms understanding (verstehen) as the goal of human sciences in contrast to
explanation (goal of natural science). Dilthey, as a proponent of hermeneutic school
sought for a foundational science that would serve the human sciences as mathematics
and mechanics served the natural sciences- as the shared, universal basis that provided
methodological coherence to the disparate sciences of physics, chemistry, and so on.
Dilthey took the task of establishing coherence, legitimacy and independence within
the domain of human sciences. According to him, the human sciences need to complement
the natural sciences but must remain separate from them. Unlike explanation through
causal laws, Dilthey’s hermeneutics sought understanding. This distinction between
explanation and understanding, borrowed in part from Droysen, is Dilthey’s most important
and controversial contributions to the philosophy of science. The historical debate within
the philosophy of science between positivism and Dilthey’s hermeneutics serves as the
frame of reference based on which contemporary discourse within social sciences seek
to understand whether interpretation as a method is valid and whether it can yield objective
science. Both Dilthey and Weber were leading thinkers for whom the historicity of human
existence and the historical character of knowledge was a central problematic.

To put Weber in this context, he attended the disputes in social sciences that threatened
the validity of its methods. The discourse also involved question of subject matter,
whether values will dominateover facts; choice in type of investigating method to be
used in social sciences and the decision about what is the main purpose and aim of
social science. Weber was highly influenced by idealist philosophy and sought to establish
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a middle ground between positivism and idealism. According to Gimbel (2016), Weber
did acknowledge the difference between the sciences of nature and the sciences of man;
the peculiarities of human social behaviour as a subject for science, but believes it
possible to allow for them without compromising scientific method (ibid: 75). So, Weber’s
philosophy of social science manages to incorporate features of both positivist and humanist
visions of science. He maintains a place in the social sciences for causal, explanatory
laws, but also attempted to incorporate the concept of interpretation into his account of
social-scientific explanation. He retains a place for the interpretation of subjective intentions
and the subjective understanding of meanings as well as allowing for the subjective
orientations of the scientist, but stated that the research in the cultural sciences cannot
only have subjective results, being valid for one person and not for others.

5.5 Interpretive Sociology: General Arguments

The following points outline the general arguments of interpretive sociology in depth.

(a) Interpretive analysis means an attempt to understand and explain human action in
terms of the intention it expresses (Hayes 1985:1). The presupposition is, human
action involves meaning and there is intrinsic connection between behaviour and
meaning associated with it. But it cannot be claimed that intent causes action. Intent
and action cannot be regarded as logically independent of each other as it is defined
in case of cause and effect relationship. For example, one cannot logically separate
the action of waving to someone with the intention of waving to someone. It is also
important to note that, to intent to act is not same as to act and to intent to act does
not always entails performance of the act, as in case of some resolution taken but
not performed. In cases where the intention is followed by performance of work,
even then the intent cannot be regarded as cause of the action as the action logically
entails the intent.

Causal analysis and interpretive analysis as two genres within the broad spectrum
of sociological theory are irreconcilable, from the beginning. Causal analysis and
positivism followed by Saint Simon, Comte and Durkheim regarded human activities
as ‘apiece with the rest of the nature’ (ibid: 2) in that it shows same form of regularities
and uniformities that is explainable in terms of invariable and causal laws. Here
the elements are considered to be extrinsically related and therefore same method
of inquiry as in natural sciences can be applied. Therefore the ‘positivists’ try to
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(b)

(c)

explain social phenomena by presupposing the existence of universal causal regularities
or laws. On the other hand, for hermeneutic theorists such as Hegel, Dilthey and
Gadamer, the most important aspect of human activity is how they express ‘meaning’,
a quality of life that cannot be adequately explained in terms of universal causal
laws and therefore the methodological inquiry of human science need to be significantly
different from that of natural sciences. The hermeneutists use interpretive analysis
to understand and explain human action.

Interpretive sociology is not regarded as being part of psychology. This is so because
in case of instrumentally rational action which has the most understandable meaning
structure, both the actor and the observer the action is subjectively, rationally, rigorously
oriented to means that are unequivocally held adequate to fulfill clearly comprehended
ends. One cannot infer about such action from psychic data. Rather one should
infer from ones subjective expectation related to behaviour of objects and from
expectations formed on the basis of valid experiences. In case of irrational processes
(where objectively correct condition of instrumentally rational action is not considered)
in order to know which aspects of such action is psychologically explicable, it is
necessary to understand how pure ideal-typical rationality would have proceeded.
It is possible then to determine objective and subjective irrational components of
the action. Interpretive sociology is also distinct from dogmatic disciplines such as
logic, jurisprudence and therefore meaning do not refer to objective meaning which
is ‘true’ or ‘valid’ in some metaphysical sense.

Weber defines Interpretive Sociology as a science concerned with interpretive
understanding of social action as well as causal explanation of its course and
consequences. Individual behaviour (overt or covert; omission or acquiensce) is
regarded as action when the actor attaches subjective meaning to it (Weber, 1978:4).
Interpretive sociology focuses on the unique nature of human behavior whereby it
is possible to ‘intelligibly interpret’ (Weber, 1981:151) its relational contexts and
regularities. Understanding the context and verifying it through causal attribution
ensures validity of the ‘intelligible explanation’. Action is identified as significant
for Interpretive Sociology. It consists of behaviour that: (a) in terms of the subjectively
intended meaning of the actor, is related to the behavior of others, (b) is codetermined
in its course through this relatedness, and thus (c) can be intelligibly explained in
terms of this (subjectively) intended meaning. (ibid:152) An action is regarded as
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social when its subjective meaning takes others’ behaviour into account and it is
oriented in its course accordingly (Weber,1978:4). The “others” may be an individual
person, someone known or an indefinite unknown plurality (ibid:22).

Interpretative sociology considers the individual and his action as the basic unit. In
sociology, concepts such as ‘state’, ‘association’, ‘feudalism’ are regarded as certain
categories of human interaction. Hence it is the task of sociology to reduce these
concepts to ‘understandable’ action, of participating individual men (Gerth and
Mills 1946: 55). Max Weber incorporated the problem of understanding in his
sociological approach, which, he emphasized as one type of sociology among other
possibilities. Interpretive sociology, as conceptualised by Weber was largely influenced
by philosophical thoughts associated with Enlightenment, where his point of departure
and most important unit of analysis is the individual person (ibid:55). This way of
thinking was opposed to the existing dominant influence of Hegel and Ranke, according
to which emphasis is given on the interpretation of the union between the
comprehensive totality and its part. The individual, institution, act, all is seen a
document and manifestation of the whole. To Weber, ‘Understanding’ was a unique
approach of the moral or cultural sciences, dealing with man and not with other
animals or with lifeless nature. Man can introspect and understand his own intentions
and at the same time can interpret the motives behind the actions of other men in
terms of their professed or ascribed intentions.

The concept of verstehen is central to interpretive sociology. Introduced by Droysen
and used by Dilthey, verstehen is a concept that differentiates social sciences as
opposed to natural sciences. Usually verstehen is described as something related to
the explanation of human action; it may be an experience, a method or an explanation
(Bourgeois, 1976: 26). Verstehen involves the idea that a social scientist must empathize
with his subjects in order to understand his subjects’ actions as social actions. Though
there is a tendency among proponents of verstehen to make empathy as a quintessential
feature of social sciences, Nagel is a prominent exception to this rule. Nagel puts
forward verstehen as a heuristic tool, “a way of generating suggestive hypotheses
for explaining social action” (ibid:28). According to Natanson, verstehen is interpretive
understanding. Here again one needs to refer to Weber to get a clear idea about
verstehen. Weber maintains that the primary task of the sociologist is to understand
the meaning an act has for the actor himself, not for the observer. The kind of
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understanding involved is precisely that of verstehen (ibid: 29). Verstehen is not
only a skill of the sociologist. According to Schutz, it is the particular experiential
form in which commonsense thinking takes cognizance of the social cultural world
(Parsons 1978:1). The social agent is a “sociological person” or practical sociologist,
as Schutz referred to him, who relies upon the techniques of verstehen in his routine
social relations.

Recent research in interpretive sociology is informed by a variety of perspectives,
among them are sociolinguistics (Hymes), symbolic interactionism (Blumer, Denzin)
ethnomethodology (Goffman) and phenomenology (Schutz). In spite of significant
differences, all these approaches to the study of society have emphasized on two
significant and interrelated insights. First, the everyday social actor does not merely
internalize norms whose implementation are not as automatic as the stimulus response
behavior sequences learned in operant conditioning (as functionalists emphasizing
the importance of functional integration and social consensus often imply); rather,
the actor is a conscious agent continuously mindful of and responsible for the active
application of normative codes in the interpretation of social reality. In this view,
society is not the unfolding of pre-established behavior patterns in (an assumed)
highly stable environment of others and material objects but the creative production
of interacting and interdependent agents who are skillful at interpretively understanding
and communicating the sense of their own social worlds. Second, these approaches
point to the importance of interpretation not only in sociological inquiry, as does
the tradition of interpretive sociology to which they often trace their inspiration,
but in the particular social reality under study (Parsons 1978:111).

Schutz is acknowledged as the pioneer in the new approaches of interpretive sociology
since he accentuated the importance of verstehen in the everyday world in The
Phenomenology of the Social World (ibid: 112). Many recent works in interpretive
sociology by Garfinkel, Goffman, Schutz and Wilson, have drawn extensively from
the phenomenological tradition. An incorporation of phenomenological insights is
a wise strategy for interpretive sociology since if interpretive sociology focuses
only on the methods for the construction and communication of meaning it gets
restricted. Incorporation of phenomenological insights takes into consideration the
substantive senses of the meanings upon which actors/agents rely (ibid: 114).
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Interpretive sociology has also influenced the emergence of symbolic interactionism
and ethnomethodology. Interpretive sociologists often employ ethnography, participant
observation and interviewing in order to empirically situate analyses with the lived
experiences of social actors in their social world. Often set in contrast to more
structural or critical perspectives, interpretive sociology is concerned with how
people go about defining and making sense of their situations, others and themselves.
Such a mandate lends itself to inquiry that is more sensitive to qualitative methodologies
and subjectively based analysis. Rather than establishing specific correlations between
operationalized variables and causation, analytical attention is given to the processual
nature of the human lived experience as it relates to people’s everyday lives. Data
is collected and analyzed through various forms of participant observation,
interviewing, and historical documents.

Symbolic Interactionism as a perspective and methodology was formulated by Herbert
Blumer, his inspiration came from the American pragmatists, including Charles
Pierce, William James, John Dewey and, most notably, George Herbert Mead. These
thinkers developed concepts which emphasized human life as one of shared
understandings between reflective and interpretive members. Blumer proposed that
sociologists should focus on the subjective and interpretive aspects of peoples’
shared meanings. He argued that social structures are ongoing accomplishments of
‘joint action’, and emphasized human agency to shape social contexts that are never
completely external to the individual or obdurate in their influence and impact
(Adorjan et. al., 2017:3). It is not roles and values that guide action, but our perceptions
and interpretations of these that matter. Blumer’s focus on shared meanings emphasized
the examination of language and interaction, leading to his endorsement of the
direct examination of the empirical world through ethnography, participant observation,
as well as life history (i.e. the examination of diaries and letters), and interviews.
Pragmatism and Symbolic Interactionism led to the formulation of grounded theory,
by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. Glaser and Strauss emphasized a comparative
method that avoids mapping empirical data onto pre-existing theory. Unlike natural
science methodology (which, due to its emphasis on validity and reliability require
antecedent operationalization), grounded theory seeks to push researchers to perpetually
revise their ideas regarding social life by going back and forth between the empirical
world and their own concepts and ideas. Grounded theory allows methodology to
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take precedence insofar as it informs theoretical generation through ongoing
comparison.

Harold Garfinkel formulated ethnomethodology based on interpretive sociology
during 1950, which centered on the ‘method’ that people engage in to uphold their
every day sense of identity, action and continuity between individual and society
(ibid:4). Garfinkel asked how, within our daily actions, is society perpetuated; how
are transactions of equilibrium enacted. Similar to symbolic interactionism,
ethnomethodology seeks to capture the real lived experiences of members within
society, favouring the direct observation of people, especially focusing on
microinteractions. Both perspectives emphasize negotiation and interpretation, and
suggest that only through direct participation can researchers explicate the life world
of members. Thus interpretive sociology emerged as an alternative paradigm to
positivism and objectivism practiced within sociology. It established the importance
of understanding subjective meaning and influenced a whole gamut of theoretical

perspectives and methodological dispositions within social science domain.

5.7 Summary

Interpretive sociology involves a variety of forms of sociology (approach of Weber,
Symbolic Interactionism, Sociological Phenomenology) united by an emphasis on the
necessity for sociologist to understand and interpret actors’ meanings. All social reality
is taken as pre-interpreted in that it only has form out of social actors’ meanings. As a
method interpretive understanding stresses on the importance of intentional human actions.
What distinguishes the interpretive paradigm with any other account of interpretation is
the recognition that any statement about the social world is necessarily relative to any
other. The guiding principle of interpretive sociology is that social life is subjective and
therefore it is amenable to interpretation. Interpretive sociology is formed as an alternative
and critic to the adherence of methods of natural sciences in social sciences, in understanding
human actions. Interpretive analysis means an attempt to understand and explain human
action in terms of the intention it expresses. The presupposition is, human action involves
meaning and there is intrinsic connection between behaviour and meaning associated
with it. Weber defines Interpretive Sociology as a science concerned with interpretive
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understanding of social action as well as causal explanation of its course and consequences.
The concept of verstehen is central to interpretive sociology.

5.8 Questions

Answer briefly (6 marks)

i.  Briefly define interpretive sociology.

ii. Briefly state the basic premises of interpretive sociology.

iii. What is the significance of neo-Kantianism in history of social scence?

iv. Briefly explain role of hermeneutic school with reference to Weber.

v. Discuss the relationship between interpretive sociology and psychology.
vi. Define verstehen.

Answer in detail (12 marks)

i.  Describe the historical and philosophical context of interpretive sociology.
ii. Analyze the significance and centrality of verstehen to interpretive sociology.
iii. Discuss the various perspectives influenced by interpretive sociology.
Essay Type Question (20marks)

i.  Discuss the basic arguments of interpretive sociology.
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5.10 Glossary

Enlightenment: The period of intellectual ferment leading up to the French Revolution,
which was distinguished by a fundamental questioning of traditional modes of thought
and social organization, and sought to replace these with an exclusive reliance on
human reason in determining social practices.

Ethnomethodology: The theoretical and specialist approach within sociology initiated
by Harold Garfinkel, that sets out to uncover the methods and social competence
that we, as members of social groups, employ in constructing our sense of social
reality.

Hermeneutics: A theory and method of interpreting human action and artefacts. Dilthey
used the term to refer to ‘cultural sciences’ i.e. the subjects that forge ‘shared
understanding’ between creator and the interpreter.

Interpretive analysis: An attempt to understand and explain human action in terms of
the intention it expresses. The presupposition is, human action involves meaning
and there is intrinsic connection between behaviour and meaning associated with
it.

Neo-Kantianism: In 1890, this movement began through criticism of the work of Kant
and questioned the validity of scientific knowledge. Two central thinkers of neo-
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Kantian movement are Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich Rickert. Windelband
(1848-1915) basically was the man who according to contemporaries started the
war against positivism and scientific methodology. He stated that Kant in deciphering
the steps for natural sciences to gain valid knowledge while excluding historical
and ethical dimension of human action from domain of legitimate knowledge.

Phenomenology: A Philosophical approach particularly associated with Edmund Husserl
in which philosophy is seen to rest fundamentally on the introspective examination
of one’s own intellectual processes in the experiencing of phenomena. Alfred Schutz’s
Social Phenomenology involves a critical appropriation of Husserl’s approach and
an application of this to the study of the assumptions involved in and the constitution
of everyday social knowledge.

Positivism: The doctrine formulated by Comte which asserts that the only true knowledge
is scientific knowledge i.e. knowledge which describes and explains the coexistence
and succession of observable phenomena, including both physical and social
phenomena.

Sociolinguistics: The study of the sociological aspects of language. The discipline concerns
itself with the part language plays in maintaining the social roles in a community.
The basic notion underlying sociolinguistics is quite simple: Language use symbolically
represents fundamental dimensions of social behavior and human interaction

Symbolic Interactionism: A theoretical approach in US sociology which seeks to explain
action and interaction as the outcome of the meanings which the actors attach to
things and to social action, including themselves.

Verstehen: The concept is central to interpretive sociology. Introduced by Droysen and
used by Dilthey, verstehen is a concept that differentiates social sciences as opposed
to natural sciences. Usually verstehen is described as something related to the
explanation of human action; it may be an experience, a method or an explanation.
It involves the idea that a social scientist must empathize with his subjects in order
to understand his subjects’ actions as social actions.



Unit - 6 o Contributions of Weber

Structure
6.1 Learning Objectives
6.2 Introduction
6.3 A Brief Biography of Max Weber
6.4 Interpretive Sociology of Max Weber
6.4.1 Definition
6.4.2 Methodological Foundations of Interpretive Sociology
6.5 Interpretive Sociology: Contribution of Max Weber
6.6 Conclusion
6.7 Summary
6.8 Question
6.9 References

6.10 Glossary

6.1 Objectives

To raise certain questions to the learners which Weber has asked and has tried to
find answers such as :

What is the nature of reality in case of social or human sciences?
How is this reality to be studied?
How to determine the validity of such knowledge?

In short, how to assess the contributions of Weber?

6.2 Introduction

We will focus on the contribution of Max Weber towards interpretive sociology. The

section begins with a brief biography of Weber which enables the reader to understand
how Weber’s scholarship was nurtured by his sociological conditions and family
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background. The following section provides the in-depth discussion on interpretive
sociology of Max Weber. The subject matter and methodology of interpretive (verstehenden)
sociology involves a discussion of how Weber defines the various categories such as
social action, types of social action, social relationship, association, institution and so
on. The last section specifies the unique contribution of Max Weber in delineating the
methodology of sociology. He successfully focused on both human understanding as
well as causal adequacy. He integrated both hermeneutical concern and explanatory
objectives in his methodological deliberations.

6.3 A Brief Biography of Max Weber

Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Thuringia in 1864. His father, Max Weber, Sr., was a
trained jurist and municipal counselor. In 1869 the Weber family moved to Berlin where,
Weber, Sr. became a prosperous active politician. It is important to note that young
Weber, his family residing in west-end suburbs of Berlin, came to know many academic
and political notables who visited their family, such as Dilthey, Mommsen, Julian Schmidt,
Sybel, Treitschke, and Friedrich Kapp. Weber’s mother, Helene Fallenstein also belonged
to a cultured and liberal family background (many were teachers and small officials)
and was of Protestant faith. She was tutored in the several humanist subjects by Gervinus,
the eminent liberal historian and a close friend of her family. Max Weber corresponded
with her in long, intimate, and often learned letters, until she died, in 1919 (Gerth and
Mills 1946:3).

Exploring Weber’s biography helps a reader understand how personal experiences,
relationships, political and cultural contexts and struggles shaped Max Weber as a thinker.
To begin with, observing the differences between his parents and the deceptive processes
within a Victorian patriarchal family, it was clear to young Weber that no words or
actions could be taken on face value (ibid: 5). That, in order to get to truth one need to
access direct, first-hand knowledge. Weber showed religious indifference from an early
age and did go against the authority of his elders and his father. He went to Heidelberg
and enrolled as a student of law. Along with law, he studied history, economics, and
philosophy under eminent scholars, participated in the theological and philosophical
controversies of the day. At the age of 19, Weber moved to Strassburg in order to serve
in the army but he did not give up his intellectual pursuits. The military year was over in
1884 and at the age of 20 Weber resumed his university studies in Berlin and Goettingen,
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where, two years later, he took his first examination in law. During his years at Strassburg,
Weber experienced friendship, profound emotional experience and intellectual discourse
in the company of his familial relations (his mother’s sisters were married to Strassburg
professors and his mother’s side of the family was prone to mystical and religious
experiences). From his experiences with these relationships, Weber came to learn how
to appreciate and sympathize to diverse values. He also took to pragmatic view that it is
not fruitful to stick to one’s introspective awareness but focus the consequences of
various decisions and course of actions (ibid: 9). After finishing studies, Weber took up
service in the law courts of Berlin. His interests rested around the field in which economic
and legal history overlapped. His Ph.D. thesis (1889) was based on the history of trading
companies during the Middle Ages. In 1890 he passed his second examination in law
and established himself as a scholar on commercial, German, and Roman law. His treatise
titled The History of Agrarian Institutions (1891) covered a sociological, economic, and
cultural analysis of ancient society. It is subjects to which Weber remain occupied with,
throughout. In the spring of 1892, a grand niece of Max Weber, Sr., came to Berlin in
order to educate herself for a profession.

Weber married his grand niece Marianne Schnitger in 1893. After marriage Weber lived
a life of active and successful young scholar in Berlin. Filling in for ill teacher of economics,
he spent hours in lecture hall and seminar. He was active consultant and worked for
government agencies. In 1894, he accepted a full professorship in economics at Freib