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Some Remarks on "The Social
System"

DAVID LOCKWOOD

I N the "staten1ent of general sociological theory" which is The Social
S"y'stent,[I] Professor Parsons has attempted to sift and summarize in
systematic form the significant lessons of past thinking in sociology and set

out a programme for the future. This enterprise is the product of a steady
and consistent growth reaching back some twenty years to his initial study
of eminent sociological theorists in The Structure of Social Action. The inten­
tion of the present essay, however, is not to give an exposition of the Parsonian
system of sociology,[2] but to develop in some detail specific criticisms \vhich
might be levelled against his conceptualization of the dynamics of social
systems, and, more particularly, of societies. To treat of such a large subject
\vithin so small a space is no doubt unwise in one sense; in another it is an
incentive to delineate ITIOre sharply what is at issue. In particular, emphasis
\vill be placed on the non-normative elements of social action which seem to
constitute a set of variables which Parsons has ignored by concentrating on
the normative elements of social structure and process. This omission may be
interpreted as an accomplishment since it is the means of giving sociology a more
definite status as a special social science; but whether it is a position that can
be maintained in practice without inconsistency is open to severe doubt, or so
it seems to the writer. This much of the vein of criticism may be anticipated.

I

In this section are to be considered those propositions put forward in
The Social System and elsewhere [3J which illustrate Parsons' analysis of social
dynamics. It is impossible to do justice in so short a space to the elaborate
development and application of the conceptual scheme, of which the following
outline is a mere skeleton. Thus most of what is subsequently said is not in
criticism of \\That has been substantively accomplished within a given frame­
work, but rather questions the appropriateness of the framework that is given.
In so far as misunderstanding has not occurred, the criticism concerns what has
not, rather than what has been done.
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DAVID LOCKWOOD 135

For Parsons, the social system is a system of action. It is made up of
the interactions of individuals. Of special concern to sociology is the fact
that such interactions are not randonl but mediated by common standards of
evaluation. Most important among these are moral standards, which may be
called norms. [4] Such norms" structure" action. Because individuals share
the same" definition of the situation" in terms of such norms, their behaviour
can be intermeshed to produce a "social structure". The regularity, or
patterning, of interaction is inade possible through the existence of norms
which control the behaviour of actors. Indeed, a stabilized social systeIll is
one in which behaviour is regulated in this way, and, as such, is a major point
of reference for the sociological analysis of the dynamics of social systems.[sJ
It is necessary in sociology, as in biology, to single ou~ relatively stable points
of reference, or " structural" aspects of the system under consideration, and
then to study the processes whereby such structures are maintained. l'his is
the meaning of the" structural-functional" approach to social system analysis.
Since the social system is a system of action, and its structural aspects are the
relatively stable interactions of individuals around common norms, the dynamic
processes with which the sociologist is concerned are those which function to
maintain social structures, or, in other words, those processes whereby indivi­
duals come to be motivated to act in conforlnity with normative standards.

The equilibrium of social systems is maintained by a variety of processes and
mechanisms, and their failure precipitates varying degrees of disequilibrium (or
disintegration). The t\VO main classes of mechanisms by which motivation is kept
at the level and in the direction necessary for the continuing operation of the social
system are the mechanisms of socialization and social control.[6]

The mechanism of socialization is the process by which individuals come to
incorporate the normative standards of the society into their personalities;
the process of social control is concerned with the regulation of the behaviour
of adults who have undergone socialization and are yet motivated to
nonconformity.

Although sociological analysis focusses on the dynamic processes which
tend to stabilize the social system, " if theory is good theory, there is no reason
whatever to believe that it will not be equally applicable to the problems of
change and to those of process within a stabilized system ".[7J Or again, so
far as the social system is concerned, the "obverse of the analysis of the
mechanisms by which it is maintained is the analysis of the forces which tend
to alter it. It is impossible to study one without the other. . .. In principle,
propositions about the factors making for the maintenance of the system are
at the same time propositions about those making for change."[8] In the
most general terms, then, the two major threats to a given social system are
infants who have not been socialized, and individuals who are motivated to
deviance or nonconformity. Since the first of these requires no special socio­
logical explanation as a source of instability, interest must focus on the nature
of deviance. Here Parsons is not so much concerned with the sources of
deviance [9] as with the modes of deviant reactions in terms of the personality
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136 S 0 MER E MAR K SON (, THE SOC I A L S Y S T EM' ,

mechanisms involved. [10] Pressures making for deviance are regarded as being
a matter for investigation in each empirical situation as it arises. In general,
there are no social processes, corresponding to those stabilizing mechanisms
outlined above, which systematically make for deviance and social change.

II

Although it would be tempting to begin the criticism of such a conceptual
scheme by questioning the validity of some particular assumption, such as the
existence of a common value systenl, or the meaning given to the concept of
social structure, it is more rewarding to begin by asking a rather more general
question. It is true to say that in principle the concepts with which we try
to analyse the dynamics of social systems ought. to be equally applicable to the
problems of stability and instability, continuance and change of social struc­
tures; but this does not necessarily hold true of a particular conceptual scheme
such as the one outlined above. It would not hold unless general concepts
had been developed which would enable us to take any concrete social system
and grasp the balance of forces at work in it. We may ask, therefore, is there
anything about the framework just described which would suggest that a
certain class of variables, vital to an understanding of the general problem­
\vhy do social structures persist and change-has in fact been ignored?

I believe there is. The first point of note in this connection is that Parsons'
array of concepts is heavily weighted by assumptions and categories which
relate to the role of nortnative elements in social action, and especially to the
processes whereby motives are structured norlnatively to ensure social stabilit~y.

On the other hand, what may be called the substratum [IIJ of social action,
especially as it conditions interests which are productive of social conflict and
instability, tends to be ignored as a general determinant of the dynamics of
soc-ial systems. For the moment, the substratum of social action may be
defin~d as the factual disposition of means in the situation of action which
structures differential Lebenschancen and produces interests of a non-normative
kind-that is, interests other than those which actors have in conforming with
the normative definition of the situation.[I2] ...t\lthough) according to Parsons,
such interests TI1USt be integrated \\Tith the normative patterns governing
behaviour in a stabilized social system, it is inherent in the conception of
deviance and social instability that non-normative interests have to be treated
as a discrete and independent category in sociological analysis. [I3J What then
is the status of these non-normative elements in the analysis of social action?
Is it useful to distinguish between norm and substratum as general points of
reference in dynamic analysis? If so, why has Parsons given conceptual
priority to the norrrlative structuring of action?

Let us look at the genesis of Parsons' own concern with the normative
regulation of conduct. It is the famous Hobbesian problem of order.[I4J
II If any two men desire the same thing, ,vhich nevertheless they cannot both
enjoy, they become enemies; and in the way to their end, which is principally
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DAVID LOCKWOOD 137

their own conservation, and sometimes their delectation only, endeavour to
destroy, or subdue one another."[IS] Relationships of power and social conflict
are inherent in the scarcity of means in society. The notions of power and
conflict are mutually implicative: power is involved as men seek their interests
against the opposition of others; and a division of interests is implicit in the
relationships of power that obtain. If conflict is thus endemic in the scarcity
of means and the struggle to acquire them, in the fact that the means which
one man holds give him power over another man to \vhom they are also neces­
sary, how then is social order possible? The answer which emerges from
The Structure of Social Action, the proposition which is at the core of Parsons'
subsequent sociology, is that order is possible through the existence of common
norms which regulate II the war of all against all". The existence of the
normative order, therefore, is in one very important sense inextricably bound
up with potential conflicts of interest over scarce resources. This functional
dependence of norm on conflict, hO\\Tever, does not correspond to an actual
succession from a state of nature to a state of civil society: the relation is
analytical, not historical. In the present context it is fundamental to the
subsequent argument that the presence of a normative order, or common
value system, does not mean that conflict has disappeared, or been resolved
in some way. Instead, the very existence of a nonnative order mirrors
the continual potentiality of conflict. To be sure, the degree of conflict in the
social system is always a matter for ernpirical investigation; but so is the
existence of a common value system.[I6] Indeed, the varying degrees of
acceptance of, or alienation from, the dominant values of the society may be
regarded in large measure as reflecting the divisions of interest resulting from
differential access to scarce resources. Most important of all, it would seem
to follow quite naturally from this situation that when we talk of the stability
or instability of a social system, we mean more than anything else the success
or failure of the normative order in regulating conflicts of interest. Therefore,
in an adequate view of social dynamics it is necessary to conceptualize not only
the normative structuring of motives but also the structuring of interests in the
substratum. In other words, it is necessary to know about the forces generated
by norm and substratum if we wish to understand \vhy patterns of behaviour
persist or change.[I7J

The step from Hobbes to Marx in this matter is a short one. The introduc­
tion of the division of labour transforms the war of all against all into the war
of one class against another. Marx agrees with Hobbes that conflict is endemic
in social interaction (except in communist society), and goes one step further
and asserts that interests of a non-normative kind are not random in the social
system, but systematically generated through the social relations of the pro­
ductive process. This, as Parsons himself has acknowledged, is Marx's funda­
mental insight into the dynamics of social systems.[I8] In a given society,
so runs the recommendation, if we wish to understand the balance of forces
working for stability or change we must look not only to the norlnative order,
but also and principally to the factual organization of production, and the

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight

Owner
Highlight



138 SOME REl\1ARKS ON cc THE SOCIAL SYSTEM"

po\vers, interests, conflicts and groupings consequent on it. Here are t,vo
notions of " social structure ", both characterized by" exteriority " and 'c con­
straint ", the one de jll-re, the other de facto. l\farx's ovvn analysis tended to
focus on the latter meaning. And what emerges from his thinking is a view
of the social system and its operation startlingly different from the framework
provided by the Parsonian theory. To pursue this theme a little further, it
is not accidental for instance that the process of exploitation in the Marxian
theory represents a radical.conceptual antithesis to the social process which
has a central place in Parsons' analysis: that of soc£alization. I t is not
accidental again that a societal typology is based in the first case on the forms
of ownership and control of productive lneans, in the second on the dominant
value patterns of the societY.[Ig] Social stratification for l\Iarx is the differenti­
ation of competing economic interest groups in the society on the basis of
productive relations; for Parsons it is the differentiation of individuals in
terms of social superiority and inferiority on the basis of the dominant value
system of the society.[zo] It is unnecessary to multiply instances, for in the
almost polar opposition of the two sociological systems \ve witness the logical
outcome of fundamentally different abstractions from the nature of social
action. One centres on the phenomenon of social conflict and the constraint
of the factual social order; the other on that of social solidarity and the
constraint of the normative social order.[zI] Both theories, moreover, claim
generality, both purport to be concerned with social dynamics. Such a con­
ceptual dichotomy can only be reconciled with these claims if it is recognized
that a general theory of social systems which conceptualizes one aspect of social
structure and process is of necessity a particular theory. Parsons' claim that
to study the forces making for stability is at the same time to grasp those
making for instability and change, does not hold in his own analysis because of
a selective emphasis on the normative elements of social action. The only other
explanation is that the alternative system of generalized concepts is intellectu­
ally dispensable. The question here is not whether Marx was wrong or right
in his· ~pecific empirical predictions (in most of them he appears nowadays to
have been falsified), but whether the categories with which he approached social
reality as a sociologist are generally relevant to our understanding of social
process. [22J Is it possible to understand the nature of twentieth-century
American society in terms of its " universalistic-achievement 11 value pattern
without mentioning the changes which its capitalist institutions [23J are under­
going? And if the frustrated dependency needs of the middle-class male
caught up in a competitive world produce" one of the focal points of strain
in American society ",[24J are the relations between unions and business
corporations which Professor Lindblom has recently analysed [25J of no account
in the dynamics of that fateful social system?

Such questions, it is submitted, can only be asked because of the bifurcation
of sociological analysis represented by the conceptual schemata just discussed.
On the one hand, it is suggested that society is unthinkable without some degree
of integration through common norms and that sociological theory should deal
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DAVID LOCKWOOD 139

with the processes whereby this order is maintained. On the other, society is
held to be unthinkable [26] without some degree of conflict arising out of the
allocation of scarce resources in the division of labour, and sociological analysis
is given the task of studying the processes whereby divisions of interest are
structured and expressed. The latter view, which seems to be the general
import of the Marxian sociology, does not necessarily imply that resources refer
only to productive means, or that conflict is necessary and not contingent.
In the expansion of these points it may also be sho,vn that there is no real
rivalry bet\veen the two sociological systems, but that they are on the contrary
complementary in their emphases.

I t is unnecessary to argue that all conflicts, interests, facilities and powers
are (( economic" in the sense of being related to the ownership of productive
means, in order to appreciate that some such generic concepts are indispensable
in analysing the dynamics of social systems. The Marxian system of economic
materialism is a specific case of a more general sociological materialism which
has never been given anything like the careful analysis to which Parsons has
subjected the concept of the normative. The division of labour may be
generalized into a category that stands for the factual disposition and organiza­
tion of socially effective means, and need not be equated simply with the
division of functions, powers and interests associated ,vith productive means.
In this connection it has been pointed out that part of \Veber's work can be
seen as an attempt to (( , round out' Marx's economic materialism by a political
and military materialism". [27] This kind of distinction is a necessary refine­
ment in the sociological understanding of the substratum of social action.
It would be difficult, for instance, to make sense of the type of social system
\vhich Hintze calls Fruhfeudalis1nus and Bloch le premier age feodal, without
reference to the importance of military means and virtuosity for the differentia­
tion of functions, the distribution of social power, and indeed for the acquisition
and holding of productive means. Similarly, the organization of political
power in modern industrial societies cannot realistically be regarded as a mere
reflection of conventionally visualized (( property power" but is seen to be an
increasingly autonomous force. [28J In short, the interdependencies of the
various types of power structures, and the groupings and interests they produce,
call for sociological investigation in each type of social structure and cannot
be reduced to any simple formula.

That conflict is no more inevitable than order should be evident from the
foregoing discussion of norm and substratum as the basic variables in the situa­
tion of action. Every social situation consists of a normative order with which
Parsons is principally concerned, and also of a factual order, or substratum.
Both are (( given" for individuals.; both are part of the exterior and con5train­
ing social world. Sociological theory is concerned, or should be, with the social
and psychological processes whereby social structure in this dual sense con­
ditions human motives and actions. The existence of a normative order in no
way entails that individuals will act in accordance with it; in the same way
the existence of a given factual order in no way means that certain kinds of
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140 S 0 1\:1 ERE 1\11 ARK SON C C THE SOC I A L S Y S T EM' ,

behaviour result. The gap between the elements of C( givenness " in the situa­
tion and individual or group action is one that is to be bridged only by the
sociological appreciation of the way in which motives are structured, norma­
tively and factuallY.[29J

It is evident, then, that the distinction between order and conflict is one
that needs only to be maintained in so far as it illustrates the dimensions of the
present problem. Order and conflict are states of the social system, indices
of its operation, and to talk of the determinants of order should therefore be
to talk of the determinants of conflict. It is only because the problem of order
has become bound up with the functioning of the normative system in Parsons'
work, that it is necessary to press for the analysis of conflict as a separate task,
and especially for the recognition of those aspects of conflict which are non­
normative. Just as the problem of order is not just a function of the existence
of a normative order and the social mechanisnls which procure motivation to
conform with it but also of the existence of a social substratum which structures
interests differentially in the social system, so the problem of conflict is not
reducible to the analysis of the division of labour and the group interests con­
sequent on it. It is rather that both conflict and order are a function of the
interaction of norm and substratum. Certain kinds of normative order are
more conducive to the development of conflict than others. For instance, the
labour-capital conflict in its classical manifestation arose out of the actual
situation of the classes under capitalistic production, but it \vas greatly intensi­
fied and sharpened by the existence of a dominant value system, the cardinal
features of which, C( freedom" and C( opportunity", contrasted radically with
the factual order of events. The generation of conflict, which may be taken
as an index of social instabilitY,[30] is never a simple matter of a conflict of
material interest but also involves the normative definition of the situation.

To summarize the argument so far. Parsons' claim to have provided a set
of general sociological concepts for the analysis of the dynamics of social
systems [31J has been questioned on the ground that his conceptual scheme is
highly selective in its focus on the role of the normative order in the stabilization
of social systems. In order to demonstrate this selectivity it was shown that
beginning with the same basic C( problem of order" it was possible to derive
an entirely different system of concepts which is oriented to the role of the
factual order, or substratum, in the production of social conflict and social
instability. At the same time, it is fairly obvious that the t,vo conceptual
schemata, though leading to the study of quite different empirical problems, are
not theoretically incompatible but rather complementary, in principle at least,
within a broader sociological approach.

There is one explanation for the analytical precedence which Parsons gives
to the normative structuring of social action which cannot be ignored. That
is the argument that sociology should not concern itself with the dynamics of
the social system as a whole, but only with some aspect thereof. To this view
it is now profitable to turn.
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DAVID LOCKWOOD

III

That sociology should deal ,vith a particular set of problems within the
theory of social systems is the position taken by Parsons in his discussion of the
division of labour between the social sciences. Here sociology is defined as
having to do with the process of institutionalization of normative patterns:
"that aspect of the theory of social systems which is concerned with the
phenomena of institutionalization of patterns of value-orientation in the social
system, and of changes in the patterns, \vith conditions of conformity with
and deviance from a set of such patterns, and with motivational processes in
so far as they are involved in all of these." [32J The sphere of "power",
economic and political, precisely the factual social order, is delivered for safe
keeping to the economist and political scientist.[33J

The definition of sociology which Parsons sets forth is apparently consistent
with his preoccupation with the role of normative factors in social action. It
provides a reasoned basis for the actual selectivity of his theoretical system.
But is there consistency here; does not his very view of the scope of sociology
lead to a recognition of the essential limitations of this preoccupation and
selectivity? It has already been noted that the problem of conformity or
nonconformity of actors with a common value pattern resolves itself into a
consideration of the constraint exercised on the actors b:y the normative and
factual orders and the processes associated with them. It is not only the
continual pressure of normative expectations exerted through the processes
of socialization and social control, but also the range of differential opportunities
created by the division of labour, that form the effective social environment of
action. Therefore, if "changes in the patterns" are to be accounted for
sociologically, how is this possible without making the analysis power and means
an integral part of the explanation? To take an obvious, but massive
example: how is the growth of collectivistic values within the dominant
individualistic ethos of British capitalism, traced in Dicey's great work,[34J
to be explained without including the systematic operation of this set of factors?
Or again, within this wider change of values, the trade union movement appears
at its inception as a " group of deviantly motivated individuals" to use the
terminology of The Social System. Yet is the structuring of this deviant
motivation to be adequately comprehended by a system of sociological explana­
tion so limited as that we find in this book? [35J In the analysis of actual
processes of social change all the difficulties that beset a sociology whose
theoretical core has developed from a concern with the normative basis of
social stability become apparent. [36J Any study of social change, defined even
in terms of change in institutionalized value patterns, must be based on concepts
which can interrelate the realistic and normative Structure of the situation
with the resultant actions of individuals and groups. In any given society,
the potentialities of change are not random but systematically related to the
balance of indulgence and deprivation among different social groups as this
is determined by the types of normative patterns defining expected behaviour,
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and the types of division of labour distributing factual opportunities to realize
ends. If these are elementary and readily acceptable propositions, they only
serve to show that sociological analysis, even if it is formally defined as being
concerned with a seemingly specialized aspect of the theory of social systems,
cannot in fact avoid the role of a synthetizing discipline. In particular,
sociology cannot avoid the systematic analysis of the phenomenon of cc power"
as an integral part of its conceptual scheme.

What is fundamentally at issue here is the form of inquiry peculiar to
sociology. This should be made quite clear. There has long existed a diver­
gence between those who favour sociology as a special social science, and those
who believe that sociology should be a synthetic discipline utilizing the data
of the other social sciences to gain a view of the interdependence of elements of
social systems. The latter view has been dominant in Europe on the whole.
The definitions of sociology as (( an attempt to find out what are the basic
phenomena and relationships of society in all its aspects: political, legal,
literary, artistic, economic, etc.; what are the relationships between these
various aspects of social life and in what ways do they interact upon each
other", [37] or as a discipline, which " utilizing the results arrived at by the
specialists is concerned more particularly with their interrelations and seeks to
give an interpretation of social life as a whole" ,[38J do not delve too deeply
into the precise relations between the social sciences, but at the same time point
to a mode of inquiry which is immediately recognizable as characteristically
sociological. The status of sociology in this definition is no doubt embarrassing,
its frontiers indistinct, but its identity unmistakable. The fact that economists
had written on the division of labour and explored its consequences for economic
action, did not preclude its entirely different treatment at the hands of
Durkheim, l'vfarx and Weber. At the present time, this sociological mode of
investigation is recognizable in a concern with the sources of cohesion and
conflict in modern welfare industrialism. Such interests, it is true, are not
easily to be gratified without excursions into the special fields of law, economics
and politics.

This view of sociology as dealing with the interdependence of the various
aspects of social organization seems to be congruent with the more abstract
definition suggested in this paper, that sociology has to do with the interplay
of norm and substratum in relation to the problem of stability and change of
social systems. As I see it, and here I draw on the distinctions made above,
Parsons' concern with the normative and his definition of sociology as a disci­
pline exploring the dynamics of the normative, is in one wayan attempt,
whether intentional or unintentional, to make the status of sociology less
ambiguous by making it a special social science. But this confinement, which
has a definite conceptual expression, seeIllS to break down, both on a theoretical
and an empirical level, when the problems of social stability and change are
tackled.

I have no wish to deny that the sociological mode of inquiry should be
made explicit by the formulation of particular sociological theories. Indeed,
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DAVID LOCKWOOD 143

the process of theoretical development in sociology is one by which different
factors and their interrelationships are identified and evaluated. To this
development, Professor Parsons' contribution has been, and continues to be,
one to which all must be indebted. This is especially true of his insistence on
the necessary integration of psychological and sociological thinking around the
problems of social dynamics. His claim to have provided a (( statement of
general sociological theory" is less acceptable, however, because it seems to
have sought to clarify the status of sociology at the expense of confining it
within a conceptual mould in which it does not happily fit.

NOTES
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norms of modern industrial societies and the norms of " particularislll " and" ascription "
embodied in the kinship system, provides a " major focus of strain in this type of society".
Strain is defined in the follo\ving way: "Let us assume that, froln whatever source, a
disturbance is introduced into the system, of such a character that \vhat alter does leads
to a frustration, in some important respects, of ego's expectation system vis-a-vis alter.
This failure of the fulfillment of ego's expectations places a ' strain' upon him "-The
Social System, p. 252, also pp. 267-83.

10. Ibid., pp. 251-67.
II. The distinction between" norm" and" substratum" is made by !{arl Renner

in his Mensch und Gesellschaft: Grundriss einer Soziologie, 1952, pp. 230-33, and employed
in The Institutions of Private Law and Their Social Functions, 1949. The terms are
employed in a somewhat different sense in the present paper.

12. In an established social relationship, and where socialization has been successful,
the individual has a stake in the favourable attitudinal response of others and also acts
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so as to meet his internalized moral expectations about his own behaviour, and these
external and internal moral sanctions constitute a generalized interest in conformity with
the normative patterns governing the relationship. Thus, (( if any individual can be said
to seek his own ' self-interest' it follows that he can do so only by conforming in some
degree to the institutionalized definition of the situation"-Essays in Sociological Theory,
1949, p. 170. In general, (( the structure of interests in a group is a function both of
the structure of the realistic situations in which people act and of the' definitions' of those
situations which are institutionalized in the society"-Ibid., p. 313.

13. " Its (the social system) stahility depends on the integration of the interests of
actors with the patterning of the interaction process. If interests in objects other than
the attitudes of actors cannot be integrated with this mutual attitude systenl, such
interests must constitute threats to the stability of the social system "-The Social
System, p. 4 16.

14. The Structure of Social Action, 1937, p. 89 et seq.
15. Tholnas Hobbes, Leviathan, edited with an introduction by M. Oakeshott, p. 8 r.
16. "A social relationship will be referred to as ' conflict' in so far as action withIn

it is oriented intentionally to carrying out the actor's o\\'n \vill against the resistance of
the other party or parties ... the connnunal type of relationship is the most radical
antithesis of conflict ... conflict and communal relationships are relative concepts "­
Max \Vcber, The Theory of Social and ECOnOJJlic Organization, translated by A. R.
Henderson and rralcott Parsons, 1947, pp. 121-6.

17. This seenlS also to be the position implied in the "voluntaristic" theory of
action which treats human social behaviour as a function both of " normative" and of
(( conditional" factors; as opposed to the "positivistic" and H idealistic" theories
which stress one set of factors to the exclusion of the other. The Structure of Social Action,
pp. 77-82. ,Again, Parsons' position is in principle correct. The real question revolves
around his success in conceptualizing both sets of factors and relating them to societal
dynamics. 'fhe uncritical criticism of structural functionalism \vhich asserts that this
standpoint is necessarily" static" does not apply in the present case at all; it is rather
that there is a bias to\vards the conceptualization of one set of factors in the
dynamics of social systems.

18. "Social Classes and Class Conflict in the Light of Recent Sociological Theory",
Essays in Sociological Theory, 1954, chapter XV.

19. The Social Systerrt, pp. 180-200. "Value patterns" and" ownership patterns"
thus have precisely the saIne analytical status in both theories in that they provide the
link bet\veen the general concepts of "order" and U conflict" and the differentiation
of types of social structure. The resulting types illustrate Inost clearly the widely differing
foci of the t\VO theories.

20. "An Analytical j\pproach to the Theory of Social Stratification ", Essays in
Sociological Theory, 1949, chapter VII; "A H.evised i\nalytical Approach to the Theory
of Social Stratification ", Class, Status and Pouler, edited by I{. Bendix and S. 1\;1. Lipset,
1953, pp. 92-128.

2 I. I t is interesting to note that in the ideal-type class society, solidarity is manifested
as class solidarity and is a consequence not of the conlInon value system of the society
but of the divisions and conflicts of interest in the system. "\Ver Klasse sagt, sagt
Scheidung. \Ver von sozialer Solidaritat redet, bejaht die Voraussetzung sozialer Ant­
agonismen. Dass <labei die Begriffe Scheidung und Antagonismus genetisch die prinlaren,
die Begriffe I<Jasse und Solidarihit die sekundaren, abgeL~iteten, sind, ist nach logischen
nnd empirischen Gesetzen gleich sonnenklar "-Robert ~Iichels, Umschichtungen in den
herrschenden J<lassen nach deln J(riege, 1934, p. I.

22. See, for example, the recent critical evaluation by Theodor Geiger, Die Klassenge­
sellschaft iJn ScJl1nelztiegel, 1949.

23. See, for example, Adolf A. BerIe, Jr., The Twentieth Century Capitalist Revolution,
1955·
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24. The Social System, p. 269.
25. Charles E. Lindblom, Unions and Capitalism, 1949.
26. Unthinkable in so far as (( society II involves the notion of (C scarce means"

and therefore the problem of order; but also as a generalization about social history:
(C Few who consider dispassionately the facts of social history will be disposed to deny
that the exploitation of the weak by the powerful, organized for purposes of economic gain,
buttressed by imposing systems of law and screened by decorous draperies of virtuous
sentiment and resounding rhetoric, has been a permanent feature in the life of most
communities that the world has yet seen."-R. H. Tawney, Religion and The Rise of
Capitalisnz, 1944, p. 286.

27. j."rom Max lVeber, edited by H. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills, 1946, p. 47. For
Weber's views on historical materialism as an investigative device see The Methodology
of the Social Sciences, translated and edited by E. A. Shils, 1950, chapter II.

28. Franz Neumann, (C Approaches to the Study of Political Po,ver ", Political
Science Quarterly, June, 1950.

29. Although there are many examples, Werner Sombart's remarkable little book,
Warum gibt es in den Vereinigten Staaten keinen Sozialismus?, 1906, is instructive in this
respect. It may be compared with the excellent discussion by Seymour M. Lipset and
Reinhard Bendix, (( Ideological Equalitarianism and Social Mobility in the United
States", Transactions of the Second World Congress of Sociology, 1954, pp. 34-54.

30. This may not seem to hold in situations \vhere conflict is institutionalized, as in
democratically organized politics, or in collective bargaining. I-Iere there is agreement
about how what shall be done is to be done, but not necessarily about what in fact shall
be done. It is therefore hard to maintain 'the distinction bet\\Teen conflict within the
system, and conflict about the system. There may, for example, be agreement about
democratic institutions in the political field,'but disagreement about capitalistic institu­
tions in the economic field. Quite radicaf social change which involves conflicts of
interest about the latter may be gradually effected within the framework of the former.

31. Throughout, " social system II has in the nature of the discussion been equated
with" society ". Much of the weakness of the Parsonian system at the societal level of
explanation seems to spring from his treatment of social dynamics again and again in
terms of the "social system" of ego and alter.

32. The Social System, p. 552.
33. Ibid., pp. 548-55 1, 121-127. It is economists least of all, however, who have

investigated the phenomenon of" economic power" outside the limited sense of" purchas­
ing power II in the market. For a sharp criticism of their unconcern, see Walter Eucken,
The Foundations of Economics, 1950, p. 263 et seq. Nor is it clear, even in the case
of political science, that the orthodox field of study is power in this wider societal
sense and not the narrower field of formal governmental institutions. It is surely
sociologists, or at least economists and political scientists with sociological orientations,
who have contributed most to the study of economic and political power as it constitutes
the substratum of social action. In so far as this is true, the dissociation of sociology from
such problems also, means that they are ignored, at any rate so far as the formal division
of labour in the social sciences is concerned.

34. A. V. Dicey, Lectures on the Relation between Law and Public Opinion in England
During the Nineteenth Century, 1952.

35. Compare, for example, the approach to this type of problem in Robert Michels'
II Psychologie der antikapitalistischen Massenbewegungen ", Grundriss der Sozialokonomik,
vol. IX, 1926, pp. 241-359; or G. A. Briefs, The Proletariat, 1936.

36. This is clear in Parson's brief discussion of the way in which the rise of National
Socialism could be approached from his theoretical standpoint. The Social System,
PP.520-5. When the preconditions of the movement are analysed, beyond such generaliza­
tions as the necessary presence" in the population of sufficiently intense, widely spread
and properly distributed alienative rnotivational elements ", the factors which emerge
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as important are the interests of economic, political and military groupings. It is hard
to see that these variables can be usefully handled beyond a certain point in terms of the
generalized concepts developed in the preceding theoretical discussion of social dynamics.
On the other hand, they are factors which are interpreted in a penetrating way by Franz
Neumann in his almost equally brief account in Behemoth: The Structure and Function
of National Socialism, 1942, p. 17 et seq., an account which obviously owes nluch to the
other generalized approach to social dynamics discussed in this essay.

37. Max Rheinstein, introduction to A/ax Weber on Law in E£onotny and Society,
1954, p. xxvii.

38. Morris Ginsberg, Sociology, 1947, p. 14.
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