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Chapter 33

An Outline of the Social System [1961]
Talcott Parsons

t6l1

Let us now turn to a more detailed discussion of our conception of a social system.
First, the concept of interpenetration implies that, however important logical closure
may be as a theoretical ideal, empirically social systems are conceived as open

systems, engaged in complicated processes of interchange with environing systems.
The environing systems include, in this case, cultural and personality systems, the
behavioral and other subsystems of the organism, and, through the organism, the
physical environment. The same logic applies internally to social systems, conceived
as differentiated and segmented into a plurality of subsystems, each of which must
be treated analytically as an open system interchanging with environing subsystems
of the larger system.

The concept of an open system interchanging with environing systems also
implies boundaries and their maintenance. When a set of interdependent phenom­
ena shows sufficiently definite patterning and stability over time, then we can say
that it has a "structure" and that it is fruitful to treat it as a "system." A bound­
ary means simply that a theoretically and empirically significant difference between
structures and processes internal to the system and those external to it exists and
tends to be maintained. In so far as boundaries in this sense do not exist, it is not
possible to identify a set of interdependent phenomena as a system; it is merged in
some other, more extensive system. It is thus important to distinguish a set of phe­
nomena not meant to constitute a system in the theoretically relevant sense - e.g.,
a certain type of statistical sample of a population - from a true system.

Structural and Functional Modes of Analysis. Besides identifying a system in
terms of its patterns and boundaries, a social system can and should be analyzed in
terms of three logically independent - i.e., cross-cutting - but also interdependent,
bases or axes of variability, or as they may be called, bases of selective abstraction.

The first of these is best defined in relation to the distinction between "struc­

tural" and "functional" references for analysis. However relative these two con­
cepts may be, the distinction between them is highly important. The concept of
structure focuses on those elements of the patterning of the system which may be
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regarded as independent of the lower-amplitude and shorter time-range fluctuations
in the relation of the system to its external situation. It thus designates the features
of the system which can, in certain strategic respects, be treated as constants over
certain ranges of variation in the behavior of other significant elements of the theo­
retical problem.

Thus, in a broad sense, the American Constitution has remained a stable refer­
ence point over a period of more than a century and a half. During this time, of
course, the structure of American society has changed very greatly in certain
respects; there have been changes in legal terms, through legislation, through legal
interpretations, and through more informal processes. But the federal state, the divi­
sion between legislative and executive branches of government, the independent
judiciary, the separation of church and state, the basic rights of personal liberty, of
assembly, and of property, and a variety of other features have for most purposes
remained constant.

The functional reference, on the other hand, diverges from the structural in the
"dynamic" direction. Its primary theoretical significance is integrative; functional
considerations relate to the problem of mediation between two fundamental sets of
exigencies: those imposed by the relative constancy or "givenness" of a structure,
and those imposed by the givenness of the environing situation external to the
system. Since only in a theoretically limiting case can these two be assumed to stand
in a constant relation to each other, there will necessarily exist a system of dynamic
processes and mechanisms.

Concepts like "structure" and "function" can be considered as either concrete
or analytical. Our present concern is with their analytical meaning; we wish to state
in a preliminary way a fundamental proposition about the structure of social systems
that will be enlarged upon later - namely, that their structure as treated within the
frame of reference of action consists in institutionalized patterns of normative
culture. It consists in components of the organisms or personalities of the partici­
pating individuals only so far as these "interpenetrate" with the social and cultural
systems, i.e., are "internalized" in the personality and organism of the individual. I
shall presently discuss the problem of classifying the elements of normative culture
that enter into the structure of social systems.

The functional categories of social systems concern, then, those features in terms
of which systematically ordered modes of adjustment operate in the changing rela­
tions between a given set of patterns of institutionally established structure in the
system and a given set of properties of the relevant environing systems. Historically,
the most common model on which this relationship has been based is that of the
behaving organism, as used in psychological thinking. Form this point of view, the
functional problem is that of analyzing the mechanisms which make orderly
response to environmental conditions possible. When using this model in analyzing
social systems, however, we treat not only the environment but the structure of the
system as problematical and subject to change, in a sense which goes farther than
the traditional behavior psychologist has been accustomed to go.

In interpreting this position, one should remember that the immediately envi­
roning systems of a social system are not those of the physical environment. They
are, rather, the other primary subsystems of the general system of action - i.e., the
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personalities of its individual members, the behaviorally organized aspects of the
organisms underlying those personalities, and the relevant cultural systems in so far
as they are not fully institutionalized in the social system but involve components
other than "normative patterns of culture" that are institutionalized.

"Dynamic" Modes of Analysis. The importance of the second basis or axis of
empirical variability, and hence of theoretical problem formulation, follows directly.
A fundamental distinction must be made between two orders of "dynamic" prob­
lems relative to a given system. The first of these concerns the processes which go
on under the assumption that the structural patterns of institutionalized culture are
given, i.e., are assumed to remain constant. This is the area of problems of equi­
librium as that concept has been used by Pareto, Henderson, and others, and of
homeostasis as used by Cannon. The significance of such problems is directly con­
nected with both the concept of system and the ways in which we have defined the
relation between structure and function.

The concept of equilibrium is a fundamental reference point for analyzing the
processes by which a system either comes to terms with the exigencies imposed by
a changing environment, without essential change in its own structure, or fails to
come to terms and undergoes other processes, such as structural change, dissolu­
tion as a boundary-maintaining system (analogous to biological death for the organ­
ism), or the consolidation of some impairment leading to the establishment of
secondary structures of a "pathological" character. Theoretically, the concept of
equilibrium has a normative reference in only one sense. Since the structure of social
systems consists in institutionalized normative culture, the "maintenance" of these
normative patterns is a basic reference point for analyzing the equilibrium of the
system. However, whether this maintenance actually occurs or not, and in what
measure, is entirely an empirical question. Furthermore, "disequilibrium" may
lead to structural change which, from a higher-order normative point of view, is
desirable.

The second set of dynamic problems concerns processes involving change in the
structure of the system itself. This involves, above all, problems of interchange with
the cultural system, however much these may in turn depend upon the internal state
of the social system and its relations to other environing systems. Leaving distinc­
tions within the category of internal adjustive processes aside for the moment, one
can say that, with respect to its external interchanges, problems of equilibrium for
the social system involve primarily its relations to its individual members as per­
sonalities and organisms, and, through these, to the physical environment. Prob­
lems of structural change, on the other hand, primarily involve its relations to the
cultural systems affecting its patterns of institutionalized normative culture.

However fundamental the distinction between dynamic problems which do and
do not involve structural change may be, the great importance of an intermediate
or mixed case should be emphasized. This is the problem of change involving the
structure of subsystems of the social system, but not the over-all structural pattern.
The most important case in this category is that of processes of structural differen­
tiation. Structural differentiation involves genuine reorganization of the system and,
therefore, fundamental structural change of various subsystems and their relations
to each other. Its analysis therefore presents problems of structural change for the
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relevant subsystems, but not in the same sense for the system as a whole. The prob­
lems involved concern the organization of the structural components of social
systems, particularly the hierarchical order in which they are placed. Further dis­
cussion will have to await clarification of these problems.

The Hierarchy of Relations of Control. The third of the three essential axes of
theoretical analysis may be defined as concerning a hierarchy of relations of control.
The development of theory in the past generation in both the biological and the
behavioral sciences has revealed the primary source of the difficulty underlying the
prominent reductionism of so much earlier thought. This was the reductionist ten­
dency to ignore the importance of the ways in which the organization of living
systems involved structures and mechanisms that operated as agencies of control ­
in the cybernetic sense of control - of their metabolic and behavioral processes. The
concept of the "behavioral organism" put forward above is that of a cybernetic
system located mainly in the central nervous system, which operates through several
intermediary mechanisms to control the metabolic processes of the organism and
the behavioral use of its physical facilities, such as the motions of limbs.

The basic subsystems of the general system of action constitute a hierarchical
series of such agencies of control of the behavior of individuals or organisms. The
behavioral organism is the point of articulation of the system of action with the
anatomical-physiological features of the physical organism and is its point of
contact with the physical environment. The personality system is, in turn, a system
of control over the behavioral organism; the social system, over the personalities of
its participating members; and the cultural system, a system of control relative to
social systems.

It may help if we illustrate the nature of this type of hierarchical relationship by
discussing the sense in which the social system "controls" the personality. There are
two main empirical points at which this control operates, though the principles
involved are the same in both cases. First, the situation in which any given indi­
vidual acts is, far more than any other set of factors, composed of other individu­
als, not discretely but in ordered sets of relationship to the individual in point.
Hence, as the source of his principal facilities of action and of his principal rewards
and deprivations, the concrete social system exercises a powerful control over the
action of any concrete, adult individual. However, the patterning of the motiva­
tional system in terms of which he faces this situation also depends upon the social
system, because his own personality structure has been shaped through the inter­
nalization of systems of social objects and of the patterns of institutionalized culture.
This point, it should be made clear, is independent of the sense in which individ­
uals are concretely autonomous or creative rather than "passive" or "conforming,"
for individuality and creativity are, to a considerable extent, phenomena of the insti­
tutionalization of expectations. The social system which controls the personality is
here conceived analytically, not concretely.

Control Relations within the Social System. The same basic principle of cyber­
netic hierarchy that applies to the relations between general subsystems of action
applies again within each of them, notably to social systems, which is of primary
concern here. The principle of the order of cybernetic priority, combined with
primacy of relevance to the different boundary-interchange exigencies of the system,
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will be used as the fundamental basis for classifying the components of social
systems. The relevance of this hierarchy applies, of course, to all the components
distinguished according to the first of our three ranges of variation, to structures,
functions, mechanisms, and categories of input and output.

The most strategic starting point for explaining this basic set of classifications is
the category of functions, the link between the structural and the dynamic aspects
of the system. I have suggested that it is possible to reduce the essential functional
imperatives of any system of action, and hence of any social system, to four, which
I have called pattern-maintenance, integration, goal-attainment, and adaptation.
These are listed in order of significance from the point of view of cybernetic control
of action processes in the system type under consideration.

The Function of Pattern-maintenance. The function of pattern-maintenance
refers to the imperative of maintaining the stability of the patterns of institutional­
ized culture defining the structure of the system. There are two distinct aspects of
this functional imperative. The first concerns the character of the normative pattern
itself; the second concerns its state of "institutionalization." From the point of view
of the individual participant in a social system, this may be called his motivational
commitment to act in accordance with certain normative patterns; this, as we shall
see, involves their "internalization" in the structure of his personality.

Accordingly, the focus of pattern-maintenance lies in the structural category of
values, which will be discussed presently. In this connection, the essential function
is maintenance, at the cultural level, of the stability of institutionalized values
through the processes which articulate values with the belief system, namely, reli­
gious beliefs, ideology, and the like. Values, of course, are subject to change, but
whether the empirical tendency be toward stability or not, the potentialities of dis­
ruption from this source are very great, and it is essential to look for mechanisms
that tend to protect such order - even if it is orderliness in the process of change.

The second aspect of this control function concerns the motivational commit­
ment of the individual - elsewhere called "tension-management." A very central
problem is that of the mechanisms of socialization of the individual, i.e., of the
processes by which the values of the society are internalized in his personality. But
even when values have become internalized, the commitments involved are subject
to different kinds of strain. Much insight has recently been gained about the ways
in which such mechanisms as ritual, various types of expressive symbolism, the arts,
and indeed recreation, operate in this connection. Durkheim's analysis of the func­
tions of religious ritual may be said to constitute the main point of departure here.

Pattern-maintenance in this sense plays a part in the theory of social systems, as
of other systems of action, comparable to that of the concept of inertia in mechan­
ics. It serves as the most fundamental reference point to which the analysis of other,
more variable factors can be related. Properly conceived and used, it does not imply
the empirical predominance of stability over change. However, when we say that,
because of this set of functional exigencies, social systems show a tendency to main­
tain their structural patterns, we say essentially two things. First, we provide a ref­
erence point for the orderly analysis of a whole range of problems of variation which
can be treated as arising from sources other than processes of structural change in
the system, including, in the latter concept, its dissolution. Second, we make it clear
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that when we do analyze structural change we are dealing with a different kind of
theoretical problem than that involved in equilibration. Hence, there is a direct rela­
tion between the function of pattern-maintenance - as distinguished from the other
three functional imperatives - and the distinction between problems of equilibrium
analysis, on the one hand, and the analysis of structural change on the other. The
distinction between these two types of problems comes to focus at this point in the
paradigm.

The Function of Goal-attainment. For purposes of exposition it seems best to
abandon the order of control set forth above and to concentrate next upon the func­
tion of goal-attainment and its relation to adaptation. In contrast to the constancy
of institutionalized cultural patterns, we have emphasized the variability of a
system's relation to its situation. The functions of goal-attainment and adaptation
concern the structures, mechanisms, and processes involved in this relation.

We have compared pattern-maintenance with inertia as used in the theory of
mechanics. Goal-attainment then becomes a "problem" in so far as there arises some
discrepancy between the inertial tendencies of the system and its "needs" resulting
from interchange with the situation. Such needs necessarily arise because the inter­
nal system and the environing ones cannot be expected to follow immediately the
changing patterns of process. 1 A goal is therefore defined in terms of equilibrium.
It is a directional change that tends to reduce the discrepancy between the needs of
the system, with respect to input-output interchange, and the conditions in the envi­
roning systems that bear upon the "fulfillment" of such needs. Goal-attainment or
goal-orientation is thus, by contrast with pattern-maintenance, essentially tied to a
specific situation.

A social system with only one goal, defined in relation to a generically crucial
situational problem, is conceivable. Most often, however, the situation is complex,
with many goals and problems. In such a case two further considerations must be
taken into account. First, to protect the integrity of the system, the several goals
must be arranged in some scale of relative urgency, a scale sufficiently flexible to
allow for variations in the situation. For any complex system, therefore, it is nec­
essary to speak of a system of goals rather than of a single unitary goal, a system,
however, which must have some balance between integration as a system and flex­
ible adjustment to changing pressures.

For the social system as such, the focus of its goal-orientation lies in its relation
as a system to the personalities of the participating individuals. It concerns, there­
fore, not commitment to the values of the society, but motivation to contribute what
is necessary for the functioning of the system; these "contributions" vary according
to particular exigencies. For example, considering American society, one may
suggest that, given the main system of values, there has been in the Cold-War period
a major problem of motivating large sectors of the population to the level of national
effort required to sustain a position of world leadership in a very unstable and
rapidly changing situation. I would interpret much of the sense of frustration
expressed in isolationism and McCarthyism as manifestations of the strains result­
ing from this problem.2

The Function of Adaptation. The second consequence of plurality of goals,
however, concerns the difference between the functions of goal-attainment and
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adaptation. When there is only one goal, the problem of evaluating the usefulness
of facilities is narrowed down to their relevance to attaining this particular goal.
With a plurality of goals, however, the problem of "cost" arises. That is, the same
scarce facilities will have alternative uses within the system of goals, and hence their
use for one purpose means sacrificing the gains that would have been derived from
their use for another. It is on this basis that an analytical distinction must be made
between the function of effective goal-attainment and that of providing disposable
facilities independent of their relevance to any particular goal. The adaptive func­
tion is defined as the provision of such facilities.

Just as there is a pluralism of lower-order, more concrete goals, there is also a
pluralism of relatively concrete facilities. Hence there is a parallel problem of the
organization of such facilities in a system. The primary criterion is the provision of
flexibility, so far as this is compatible with effectiveness, for the system; this means
a maximum of generalized disposability in the processes of allocation between alter­
native uses. Within the complex type of social system, this disposability of facilities
crystallizes about the institutionalization of money and markets. More generally, at
the macroscopic social-system level, the function of goal-attainment is the focus of
the political organization of societies, while that of adaptation is the focus of eco­
nomic organization.3

The most important kinds of facilities involve control of physical objects, access
to the services of human agents, and certain cultural elements. For their mechanisms
of control to be at all highly generalized, particular units of such resources must be
"alienable," i.e., not bound to specific uses through ascription. The market system
is thus a primary focus of the society's organization for adaptation. Comparable
features operate in less differentiated societies, and in more differentiated subsys­
tems where markets do not penetrate, such as the family.

Within a given system, goal-attainment is a more important control than adap­
tation. Facilities subserve the attainment of goals, not vice versa - though of course
the provision or "production" of facilities may itself be a goal, with a place within
the more general system of goals. There are, however, complications in the impli­
cations of this statement.

The Function of Integration. The last of four functional imperatives of a system
of action - in our case, a social system - is that of integration. In the control
hierarchy, this stands between the functions of pattern-maintenance and goal­
attainment. Our recognition of the significance of integration implies that all
systems, except for a limiting case, are differentiated and segmented into relatively
independent units, i.e., must be treated as boundary-maintaining systems within an
environment of other systems, which in this case are other subsystems of the same,
more inclusive system. The functional problem of integration concerns the mutual
adjustment of these "units" or subsystems from the point of view of their "contri­
butions" to the effective functioning of the system as a whole. This, in turn, con­
cerns their relation to the pattern-maintenance problem, as well as to the external
situation through processes of goal-attainment and adaptation.

In a highly differentiated society, the primary focus of the integrative function is
found in its system of legal norms and the agencies associated with its management,
notably the courts and the legal profession. Legal norms at this level, rather than
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that of a supreme constitution, govern the allocation of rights and obligations, of
facilities and rewards, between different units of the complex system; such norms
facilitate internal adjustments compatible with the stability of the value system or
its orderly change, as well as with adaptation to the shifting demands of the exter­
nal situation. The institutionalization of money and power are primarily integrative
phenomena, like other mechanisms of social control in the narrower sense. These
problems will be further discussed in later sections of this essay.

For any given type of system - here, the social - the integrative function is the
focus of its most distinctive properties and processes. We contend, therefore, that
the problems focusing about the integrative functions of social systems constitute
the central core of the concerns of sociological theory ....

Categories of Social Structure

Historically, the theoretical preoccupations of sociological theory have emerged
from two main points of reference. One concerns the relations of social systems and
culture and focuses on the problem of values and norms in the social system. The
second concerns the individual as organism and personality and focuses on the indi­
viduals' participation in social interaction. Generally, neither of these reference
points may be considered more important than the other. However, since the fore­
going discussion of functional imperatives has started with pattern-maintenance,
which chiefly concerns the institutionalization of normative culture, it may help to
balance the picture if we begin our detailed discussion of structure at the other end,
with the problem of the interaction of individuals.

Social interaction and roles

For sociology, the essential concept here is that of role. I should like to treat this
concept as the "bottom" term of a series of structural categories, of which the other
terms, in ascending order, are collectivity, norm, and value. (It is interesting, and I
think significant, that systematic introduction of the concept of role has been,
perhaps, the most distinctively American contribution to the structural aspects of
sociological theory.)

The essential starting point is the conception of two (or more) individuals inter­
acting in such a way as to constitute an interdependent system. As personalities,
each individual may be considered a system with its own values, goals, ete., facing
the others as part of an "environment" that provides certain opportunities for
goal-attainment as well as certain limitations and sources of frustration. Though
interdependence can be taken into account at this level, this is not equivalent to
treating the process of interaction as a social system. True, the action of Alter is an
essential part of the conditions bearing on the attainment of Ego's goals, but
the vital sociological question concerns the nature and degree of the integration of
the system of interaction as a social system. Here the question arises of the condi­
tions under which the interaction process can be treated as stable - in the sense, at
least, that it does not prove to be so mutually frustrating that dissolution of the
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system (i.e., for the individual, "leaving the field") seems more likely than its
continuation.

The problem of stability introduces considerations of temporal continuity, which
immediately brings us to the relevance of normative orientation. It can be shown
that, within the action frame of reference, stable interaction implies that acts acquire
"meanings" which are interpreted with reference to a common set of normative con­
ceptions. The particularity of specific acts is transcended in terms of the general­
ization of the normative common culture as well as in the normative component of
the expectations that get built into the guiding mechanisms of the process. This
means that the response to Alter to an act of Ego may be interpreted as a sanction
expressing an evaluation of the past act and serving as a guide to desirable future
behavior.

The essentials of the interaction situation can be illustrated by any two-player
game, such as chess. Each player is presumed to have some motivation to partici­
pate in the game, including a "desire to win." Hence, he has a goal, and, relative
to this, some conception of effective "strategies." He may plan an opening gambit
but he cannot carry advance planning too far, because the situation is not stable: it
is contingent on the moves made both by himself and by his opponent as the game
proceeds. The basic facilities at his command consist of his knowledge of the oppor­
tunities implicit in the changing situation; his command of these opportunities
means performance of the adaptive function. Hence, at the goal-attainment and
adaptive levels, goals are defined and facilities are provided, but specific acts are not

prescribed. The facilities are generalized, and their allocation between the players
depends upon each player's capacities to take advantage of opportunities.

In turn, the meaningfulness of the goals and the stability of the generalized
pattern of facilities depend on the existence of a well defined set of rules, which
forms the center of the integration of the system. The roles, in this case, are not dif­
ferentiated on a permanent basis; rather, the rules define the consequences of any
given move by one player for the situation in which the other must make his next
choice. Without such rules the interactive process could not be stable, and the system
of adaptive facilities would break down; neither player would know what was
expected of him or what the consequences of a given set of moves would be. Finally,
the differentiated and contingent rules must be grounded in a set of values which
define the nature of a "good game" of this sort, including the value of equality of
opportunity for both contestants and the meaningfulness of the goal of "winning."

A stable system of interaction, therefore, orients its participants in terms of
mutual expectations which have the dual significance of expressing normative
evaluations and stating contingent predictions of overt behavior. This mutuality of
expectations implies that the evaluative meanings of acts are shared by the inter­
acting units in two ways: what a member does can be categorized in terms mean­
ingful to both; also, they share criteria of behavior, so that there are common
standards of evaluation for particular acts.

We can say that even such an elementary two-member system of social interac­
tion has most of the structural essentials of a social system. The essential property
is mutuality of orientation, defined in terms of shared patterns of normative culture.
Such normative patterns are values; the normatively regulated complex of behavior
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of one of the participants is a role; and the system composed by the interaction
of the two participants, so far as it shares a common normative culture and is
distinguishable from others by the participation of these two and not others, is a
collectivity.

One further condition, not present in our chess game example, is necessary in
order to complete the roster of structural components, namely, differentiation
between the roles of the participants. This is to say that, in most social systems,
participants do not do the same things; their performances may be conceived as
complementary contributions to the "functioning" of the interaction system. When
there are two or more structurally distinct units which perform essentially the same
function in the system (e.g., nuclear families in a community) we will speak of seg­
mentation as distinguished from differentiation. When differentiation of roles is
present, it becomes necessary to distinguish between two components of the nor­
mative culture of the system: that of values, which are shared by the members over
and above their particular roles, and that of role-expectations, which are differen­
tiated by role and therefore define rights and obligations applicable to one role but
not to the other. I propose to use the term values for the shared normative compo­
nent, and the term (differentiated) norm for the component that is specific to a given
role or, in more complex systems, to other empirical units of the system, i.e., various
collectivities such as families, churches, business firms, governmental agencies, uni­
versities.

Where roles are differentiated, the sharing of values becomes an essential condi­
tion of integration of the system. Only on this assumption can the reactions of Alter
to Ego's performances have the character of sanctions regulation Ego action in the
interests of the system. However, it should be clear that for Alter to be in a posi­
tion to evaluate Ego's acts, the acts need not be such that Alter is, by virtue of his
role, expected to perform. Thus, in marriage, one of the most important dyadic rela­
tionships in all societies, the roles of the partners are differentiated by sex. The
mutual evaluation of performance is an essential regulatory mechanism, but to be
in a position to evaluate the partner's performance is not to assume his role.

The Concepts of Role and Collectivity. A role may now be defined as the struc­
tured, i.e., normatively regulated, participation of a person in a concrete process of
social interaction with specified, concrete role-partners. The system of such inter­
action of a plurality of role-performers is, so far as it is normatively regulated in
terms of common values and of norms sanctioned by these common values, a col­
lectivity. Performing a role within a collectivity defines the category of membership,
i.e., the assumption of obligations of performance in that concrete interaction
system. Obligations correlatively imply rights.

Since the normal individual participates in many collectivities, it is a common­
place, though a crucial one, that only in a limiting case does a single role constitute
the entire interactive behavior of a concrete individual. The role is rather a sector

in his behavioral system, and hence of his personality. For most purposes, therefore,
it is not the individual, or the person as such, that is a unit of social systems, but
rather his role-participation at the boundary directly affecting his personality. It is
largely when interpreted as this particular boundary-concept that the concept of
role has an important theoretical significance for sociology.


