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non-literate socteties show a high degree of integration, but it is illegitimate to assume this
would pertain to all societies. Moreover, it is possible that what is functional for society,
considered as a whole, does not prove functional for all individuals of for some subgroups
within the society. Conversely, what is functional for an individual or group may nat be
functional for the wider society, Merton suggested that alongside the concept of function,
it was necessary to propound a concept of dysfunction

,where the objective consequences of
an item are negative

for some individuals or groups. For example, inequality may have the
function of motivating individuals to perform at their different job tasks, but high degrees
of inequality may give rise to the alienation ot some individuals and groups.

The second postulate of universat functionalism refers to what was a ratherold debate in
anthropology concerning ‘survivals’; that is, practices that have no present role but are
understood in terms of the past history of a group. This was used by some anthropologists
to construct highly speculative evolutionary histories. Merton argues thatif weaccept that
there are degrees of integration, then practices can ‘survive if they are functional for some
individuals or groups, most typically for those groups who are dominant in the social sys-
tem. This identifies power and coercion as important issues. Merton writes: ‘far more useful
as a directive for research would seem the provisional assumption that persisting cultural
forms have a net balance of functional consequences either for society considered as a unit ot
for subgroups suificiently to retain these
ect persuasion,’ (Merton 19491 86).

forms intact, by means of direct coercion or indir-

Merton’s final postulate of indispensability was directed as a criticism of Malinowski’s
view that every item fulfils a vital function and represents an indispensable part within a
working whole, Merton comments that such an assumption makes unclear whether it is
the function that is indispensable or the particular item held to be fultilling the funciion.
Merton argued that once this is clarified, it is evident that it is necessary to distinguish
between functional prerequisites—preconditions functionally necessary for a society—and
the particular social forms that fulfil those prerequisites. In Merton's view, while the pre-
requisites are for the most part indispensable, the particular forms oritems that meet those
functions are not indispensable. There are always alternative ways of meeting any particular
function. Thus Merton points out that ‘just as the same item may have multiple functions,
so may the same function be diversely fulfilled by alternative items' (Merton 19490: 87-8).

Each of Merton’s qualifications of anthropological functionalism is designed to transform
the postulates into *variables that can be the objects of empirical resea rch. Furthermore, by
identifving the possibility of dysfunction and by suggesting that practices can have differ-
ent consequences for individuals and groups, depending on how they are placed within a
social structure, Merton explicitly made power and conflict central issues for research
within a functionalist paradigm. This is in line with another of Merton’s ideas about how
sociological theory should be built. He reiterated that theory and research belong together

and that topics should be carefully chosen for lying in what he called a *‘middle range’
between minor working hypotheses of routine research and all-inclusive *'grand theory”
(Merton 1949¢).

One problem with Merton's essay, however, was its terminology. Merton's reference to
both ‘latent functions’ and ‘manifest functions’ was unfortunate since his actual concern
was to distinguish only between latent functions and manifest motives. His terminology
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As a first step in setting

. out how objectiv
single scheme, Pa jective and subjective el
. rsons dev i ements ca v N
developed what he called a *'voluntaristi u:_wr combined in 2
istic theory of
Y actiony!,

mﬂ:brmmwm_:m the *‘acti me O
action fra f refl e
. . N ”ﬁ , f referenice’. Within this theoretical frame K, he
fer toany ret _n«w Mn_w he unit act and 1ts component clements. The C_‘. a ?OHH o
refe any concretely existing phenomena ortothe m_.:U._n._ni acts O.::a, s :m: AA e
1 ala s speciti indivi
) id-

ual person Rather, Pa S 501

- Ra , Parsons s0 & C a

e ! O m:? by a process of _Sm_m: C 3 fy

e of 2 seider sche al abstraction, to identity the most

) . me. Any 1 ifasks
once that wider scheme had been E:(m_uﬂus:?r:_o: of action could onty be addressed
conecrete entities, even v elaborated. Its categories wi y be addresse
y thou i R s were nottore et
application. For Parsons ::fm”f ultimately, the scheme must be capable ﬁ%lma:?:v to
’ L unit acts are not able irect empiric
they are . concrete empiri pirical
v are in methodological-individualist approaches 1pirical components of a theory, as

Parsons defi 1
ines action as i iond
intentional behaviour oriented to the reali
e realization of an ¢
end.

Action occurs in ¢
conditional circ
| circumstances that must be calculated and utili
utilized by actors

£ .

A - -
n pursuit o eir ends. Actors must accommodate and calcuiate upo; WLof 1enr
th I d d a n conditions if thei

actions are to be successful. Ends and cor s C nreans) are here analytically
ondl
(including mes
) c yti
b E d d .

distinct cat i
egories. In additi i
. ion, ac! inv f
n, action involves effortoragency to transfo i
3 M circumstance
s s

in conformity to *norms, which governe dsar ¢ selectior their means of realiz,
O
tvto* h dth C i
ation.

inally, actio 3 be rational, must be a te term the knowledye necessary tor
[ f kS
ust b Qmﬁ_ ate in terms of the kno
to b t y Lo

the realizati
ion of ends
. Thus Parsons refers to the ‘intrinsic rational f
ality of the *means-end

relation’ and to the nece
e necessary role of ‘valid knowledge as a guide t
e toaction’ {1937: 600

Social systems and the ‘problem of order’

Parsons stat
es that the co .
arder, not to subjec ncept of the unit act ‘serves onlytoa
. ject them to the analysis y to arrange the data in a certai
. Explanation’ requires a further step | ysis necessary for their explanation’ :_.ww reain
systems of acti - rstep in the analysis, ft 7: 48).
ion. This step ‘consists i ysis, from unitacts to their locati i
but the functi nsists in generalising the ¢ cation within
ctional relations i g the conceptual sche i
ns in the facts already descriptively arran QME 50 as to bring
. y arranged’ (1937: 49). I
. 49). In

Merton’

: n's terms, this

. represents a movy R

latent functions. amove from consideration of manifest functi

, ons to that of
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emergent

sation of the scheme 15 linked to what Parsons sees as
wse are properties thatansein e coordination of actions
rms of unit acts alone. Here Parsons espouses d key
explicit attachment 1o methodological *holisn,

1his turther generall
properties of systems of action. th
and are not reducibie to analysis in te

methodological position which marks his
af individualism. He writes that ‘action systeims have propert-

rather thanto methodologic
ies that are emergent onjyona certain fevel of complexity in the relations of unit aces to
gle unit act considered apart

cach other. These properties cannot be identitied inany sing
from its relation to sthers in the same systent. They cannot be de
peneralisation of the properties of the unit act’ (1937: 239y, The concept of emergent prop-
selemenits of structure ofa m..m:cE:J,o; system of action’ (1937:
further anatysed in terms of their functional

rived by a process of direct

erties serves to identify the

7183, and these elements of structure are tobe
helogical relations establishedin the theoretical system. This
is what underties parsans's use of the analogy of an prganism ‘the very definition of an

le is one within which the relations deterpune the propertivs of its parts. The
antof the latter' (1937 323, [t can beseen here
idea of systems of action in his early

relations; thatts,1n termsoft

organic who
properties of thewholeare not simply a result,
that Parsons was very much ?moﬁ.n:ﬂ,_aa with the

work, no fess than in his lates work in which he comes to use the sord 'system’ more and

more frequently

fhe idea of emergent properties of syste
‘problem of order’. Parsons here refers to the thought ©
her Thomas *Hobbes, authorof Lev jathan (16514, written
| war of the 16405-1650s. Hobbes had sought to answet
nterested individuals does not end

s of socialactionis at the heart of what Parsons

refers to as the { the seventeenth-

century English potitical philosop
in the context of the English Civi
the question of how it is possible that a saciety of self-i
up inastate of “war of all againstall’, which Hobbes also described as the *'state of nature’.
Hobbes's answer was to postulate an external authority—the sovereign—to whom the
powerto cnforce agreementis voluntarily given. For parsons, this answerwas too bleak and
too directly focused on coercive power. Hobbes's mechanistic idea of the human animal
neglected the *pormative regutation of social relationships through aspects of culturat
communication. Parsons did not intend to make the opposite kind of mistake by neglecting
power. He acknowledged that sometimes social relationships do indeed descend into a
war of alt against atl, Just as the English Civil War impressed itself on Hobbes, so Parsons
{ fascism in Europe and its terrible consequences (19424,

was concerned with the tise O
of disorder, he wanted first to set out a few basic

19420). Butin his approach to such cases
sociotogical principles within an all-embracing theory that could account adequately
for the everyday routine phenomenon of social order, through whathe called ‘normative

integration’, ot through what is more commonly known as feivil’, ‘mormal’, face :ptable’

social behaviour.

Farsons's way of solving this probtem
securing the coordination of action. Action occurs in systems and these systems have an
orderly character. There are Lo aspects of order, identified by parsons. These are what we
can term personal order and interpersonal order. Personal order involves a recognition that
abunch of otherchosen and possibleactions with

was to point to various mechanisms capable of

any givenact is, for theactor, one among
s and different requirements for their reatization. interpersonal

a variety of different end
at include, as Parsoas put it,

[ involves a recognition that actions occur in contexts th

orde
‘a plurality of actors' (1937:51)
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Yhere means are scarcer etoen ANV INGIVT actorw e COMES By
15 a1e S e Ieia T 1 i t
\ ) elative 1w ds,any1 dualacte Wl maximize outcomes b
e most efficient selection of meansand b il& S¢ ere , t . af, 1
¥ t d by ple hi i
o , , , 150r s i a perse 1al ¥
; p g al et v
i e m; m,. e ,rp sofactors are determined by their prefer cesand values, but T
: ; ; ¢ wutactors
cognitive reflection on the means to eir ends is also gover ed by what Parsons term
normative standard, namety a mof efticiency 3 S regard \_v the mostsig m;‘,
lard ¢ s € Hie O i}
; tt M . SES1Y s
A I
I is ‘economic rationality’ (1937 288 ft). As
.
ty is thus an emergent property of action w tich can be

mq:” emergent properties of personal orde
Parsons put it, ‘economic ration

observed only when a plurality
system’ (1937: 40). ‘

Fundamental issues of soci
involving multiple actors

ofunitactsi *ate
nit acts is treated together as constituting an integrated

at theory arise fi :
soan ! ory arise for Parsons when systems of social action
1¢ focus. These are i : ,
eoting muiple a_mrnﬁ_, :, r_“;._ _P:Cr are the issues of interpersonal order. It s here
,directly the Hobbesian problem of soci :
o y social order. Interpersonalorde
lination of systems of action where these systems ,:.F,::_M th .,, ‘ai
) o the activitie

a ) . :
s number of actors. The actions of any given actor £ Cond 5 S
ons ¢ Yy gy actor to 0 tions d mwed
)

other actors ¢ osystem st oas there n interdependence of a within the
S S 5
t tt ] N 5 pend e oS 1

neans-end chainsofana r'ssys ersonal order, so there is an interdependence ot
€ Cto 3 M C 0 e ey
neec

acts and means-end chains i
end chains among the interactions of a plurality of actors

Power, values, and norms

[ all his works, I,
S0 > 1y 3 > {
e 7 m,:? stresses the role of a common culture, both as the source of (1
E s governing interacti S . , st o
R _:ﬂ:::.F:c: and as internalized within the personality as thel y
e andas inie ality ¢ basis of
e s ::rmm::m tine, he is far from drguing that the stability of systems ol
B i ’ ' 3 Y 2 (6]
SR i on the functioning of common value clements, as many of his criti
f aintain—especially the ‘conflic i ' . e
came o ma m. " Ht?r_:v the ‘conflict theorists’. Parsons’s conception of normat
ubtle than is often granted, ¢ e s
ed, and he most ¢ .
prdee s more . - 8 : ost certainty intended it to include ¢
e J,E»Mi power. Several considerations can be noted in this connecti e
¢ first consideration conce i i ol con
) s Parsons's weighting of fi
o , et ‘ S ghting of the significance of courcic
orce) n 1 nto k_wr::c::n rationality and to common values. He writes that wl __5
; of particular actors is at sti ‘C i : e con.
stake, ‘coercionisa nti
peavious o pari , a potential means to the desired co
‘ stike, n-
dtmﬁ o included in the economic concept as such. It also has a similar doubl
r Dc,/.ﬁnﬁ_mo‘,‘ " - . < 145 & ar doubie
o 14&3 o M.M_ coercive power as a means and its acquisition asan immediate en 1’
37: 239-40). In other w COCFCIV i
L . her words, coercive power does not define the social system in t
eg ‘hic i - .
e mﬁ ground on which the system is based, Rather, coercive poweris a relat .
» system. T : o the o1
i e yst 1 _::; Parsons writes that coercion ‘cannot be a property of th . :N
2 ystemn involv s of i i i "
S ing a plurality of individuals; it can only apply to some individual .
P apur N . } 3 fidua
A _:n um,m,ﬂ: relative to others. Coercion is an exercise of power over others’ _Fwwoq
- Wha rson ce g 15 1 o .
R :M s 7%355:3 to establish here is that the coercive aspects of po 1
essential features, Poweris e
: . s not simply somethi
vt of anoher 1t : ! . 3 ething that one person has at the
o . 1; it s also something that is generated within social relat in ;
nal benefit or ‘facility’, as he terms it o onhip
The final er : ( :
merge erty e tots i
g jy 5%:%2: of the total action system is thus to the requirement that *
ere may be Faction i et
orierhat there ¥ n_u stable system of action involving a plurality of individuals M_ d
hative regulation of the pow i : i this
; ower aspect of individ dithi
N, n ot ; ividuals within the system; in this
e a distributive order' (1937: 740). In other words, the Hﬁ:?.: on of
. 3 (.
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time, each syster e S s
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which are necessary to its constitution and operation. Parsons describes these in the
following four-part scheme, which he terms the AGIL scheme:

« The first prerequisite is adaptation {A). This refers to the relationship of 3 system to its

external environments and the utilization of resources in pursuit of goals.

» The second prerequisite is goal attuinmn
toward collective goals.

nt (G, This refers 1o the ditectedness of systemis

o The third prerequisite is integ)

ration (1), This refers to the maintenance of coordinated

relationships among the parts of the system.

» The fourth prerequisite ks pattern maintenance ot lateney (L), This reters to a society’s
symbulic order as a generalized series of mutually reintorcing meanings and ty pifications.

Once again, Parsons does not argue here that actual, empirically existing social systers
manifest integration and interdependence in the way described in the analytical theory.
The functional imperatives only identify general tendencies generated by concrete sys-
tems, namely tendencies tov

rd integration and interdependence—although these ten-
dencies are never fully realized in actual empirical systems. The functional imperative

supply the axes of the two-by-two tables that proliferate throughout Parsons's later writ-
ings. Figure 4.1, taken from Parsons’s late text titled Social Systerns and the Evolution of Action
Theory (19774), presents his idea of the subdivisions of the social system, defined by prior-

ities accorded to one or other of the functional prerequisites in its organization.

Structural differentiation

A final key element in Parsons's functionalist theory is his conception of ‘structural differenti-

ation’, which is entailed by the fourfold AGIL scheme of functions. 1 this conception,

A RESOURCE > G
ADAPTIVE SUBSYSTEM """ raopizaTiON N GOAL-ATTAINMENT
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onalspecialization around functions:

aceording tothe extentolinstitutl
d from econonie institu-

1t to which politival {nstitutions are separate
institutions are separated from the household; or the
ans of sociatization. Societies can be

societies are classified
for example, the ext
) which cconomic
extent towhich the household specializes around functh
characterized secording o different patterns and degrees ol structural differentiation.

In his books Socichies: Fyolutionany aind Comparative Per prclives (1966) and The Systest
of Mudernt Sacictics (19713, Parsons sets out @ developmental aecount of the emergence of

muodern socicties.

tions; or the extent 1

[hese are conceived in terms of evolutionary stages derived from the

application of the four-tunction paradigm. One problem with this, however, was that his
al inperatives wis supposed 10 apply
[ollowed from this that societies with lesser deg
<of specialization. Theonty way

scheme of function to aff socicties 1M the synchronic
rees of specializa-

dinnension. lrought 1o have
adequate’ than those with greaterdegred
ater structural differentiation would
effective performance.

tion could benoless ¢

in which there couidbean ‘dnternal P,L:.:c_:m:t for gre

11 of an overarching system goal of more
feotogical implications. The idea of the supert
al complexity carried the implication that
1 forms. The way in which
ach with its characteristic

have been on the assumptio

This would have carried some problematic *te

ority of high

petter-adapted forms are

structural differentiation ocd!

subsysten, is suggestive ofan ov srall ‘end’ to the

specitically North Anerican modernity, which Parsons {1966)

Y18 _:c,mim; s the culminating stage of social development. 1t is in this respeet
d for its 5.563.mn::n;:m? as

maodernit
that the Parsonian model of maodernization can be criticize
275).

hapters 1 and 13 of this book (pp- 31-3,2
fnn general, many sociotogists have felt uneasy about the seemingly endless conceptual
elaboration that makes up the bulk of Parsons’s writings. Unlike Weber, whose reflections
concepts derived from a more historical focus on definite empirical prob-
mpirical questions. Thisis not tosay that Parsons took

ently claimed that the ultimate puspose of
was to facilitate wEn:mi sociological research. In addition, he
rically oricated articles in fields suich as the sociology of
| sstratification, and the family. Parsons’s

qer over lower Stages of development
realized out of the deliciencies of Tesse
urs around the four functions, ¢©
process, 10 thyis scheme, modernity-0f maore
called the new Jead’ society of

Aiscussed in €

on sociological
lems, Parsons was lessengaged withe
no interestin empirical matters at all. He frequ
his theoretical scheme
wrote a number of important empi
nee, v.o::f medicing, socia
iy in particular is discussed in Bux 10.

to empirical ESU_Q_:m\u:L the
w:::m::nvl:EE Jis work that itisthe theory that drives the argument,
rather than the findings or the data. Rather than prov iding a means for integrating theory
and research, as he had intended, he seemud to have driven a wedge betweun them.

merican sociologists in the 1960 increasingly found sympathy with the views of
Mitls (1959), 0n¢e of Parsons’s most outspoken Critics. ey increasingly took the
‘erand theory was arid and pointiess, and that the emperor of theory
had no clothes. The presentation of North American modernity as the end-state of social
development also seemed to represent an extreme form of functionatist teleology, reveal-
togical biases inherent in a scheme that Parsons had wished to present as neither
tsimply and innocently asan ‘indispensable logical framework’
ng secrions of this chapter, we consider sorme Koy criticisms and
alism that came 10 be t:%o::aca in Anglo-

professions, deviar
analysis of the [am

put whatever Parsons’s instghts in
is u?.,;,émc:mfi

are undoubtedly

¢ wrght
view that Parsons

ing ideo
partial nor ideological bu
(1937: 730 In the rermaini
her critical extensions of function
e 1960s 1o the 1980s.

some furtl
Amuerican sociology from U

| BOX 10. TALCOTT.PARSONS ON THE NUCLEAR FAMILY:
A FUNCTIONALIST APPROACH .

taf struciursl Tdifts
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: i With the rise of processes fusteializahol i
el o o | e 1C needs were met by

ace outside the famiy househ
; = ! y household Authanty veas .
cal nstitutions where office haiders were uthionty was mediated through polit-

centu = form of the family was changing, becaming much more
ry, tha form ot the tal was g, becoming much mol

5 of father, motfier and thew children—-with fewer obhgatiors t
tht 3 + 10

At .
i When Parsans first turned hs atteation 1o the sociology of the f
gy of the fam

o e s wn the 19405, there was somethung
THiy mencan sotiety Commentators had seized upon a rsing d
78 1sing divorce

rate and a falling birth-rat 5 5

s :@1 a m,S suggest that the family was i cosis derring in part from it Joss of £

10 haps unsurpris: s0ns i e none |
o surprisingly, Parsons concluded that the problems had to do . o
were aot fundamentai The func ‘ 10 crly b o e e |

tions of the £ A er
ot ey v m”nc e famdy were fever c:ZdQ were no less important Dwvorce
5 hay 2 stabilizing, and rates of re 3 i
o . . t emarriage remained b i
i iage contnued to play a mearingful role at the centra of peop . I e et g vt
. t t ie's Iives
i sans developed his arguments about the nuclear farm

s he was
s imternal structure reflact - , he was concerned to demaonstrat
o reflocted (s mare restricted functions. He identified how mate and femal ehow |
M male roies were

o a1 ’ — < 5 < e g rned he
snceatraled respectvely on instrumenital and expressive aspects he male role wias concerne th
e 3 ned with: th

external inkage of the family to the warld of occupations and paid waor e the female role was more
4 . I T war|
C pations and paid work, wh
<, £l role was
f 1 h d of o1

assooated with the rearing of children Although housework was aninstrumenta task, 1ts mar Tarac-
d A 1Al usework i il
9 g sk, 13 menal charac

|

According to Parsons, the fam T adf the kuman personality through child sociahzatio wa
g s, the famuiy produced the kuman personality through i i !
t i on Hwas

< allewated for women through the em s ant
d for women through the emotional sigruficance with which it wasin ested
vh /3% 1N

therefore wr ar ne remaln i T g C sl
@ ymportant that the famuty remained an ervironment on v huch a child
f T b

nowihid

could invest ali of 1ts emotional resaurces. But d wa nportant , jm. <n jg 3.
e 113 emotion S0UICes it was also smportant that the famity did
become 100 1solated The famiy was 'a differentiated st emaota notitself a "Iittle societ .
' t tem of a souety, N
| . o 535 soviety, notnself ittle s -
* or an f,jc 00 closely approactung 711956 19 Fa embers needed other roles o F, ﬁ,\jn
& e mostimporta! e aCCor o Parsons was the father’s occupahon MD 3 .
stimportant o cording t ns was the father’s occupational rol ’
t t. d P 5 h i

Alongside the soaa .
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. R sofar as they aliowed for an el
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Criticisms of functionalism: objections
and alternatives

Parsony’s theory 15 subtle and complex, butitis certainly not without problems. In some

iticisms of his work have rested on simple misunderstandings. In other cases, they

cases, or
‘s critics

have pointed tosome genuine deficiencies. Here we must bear in mind that Parson
aunified posttion. Frequently they criss-crossed between ditferent

did not always represent
and mutually exclusive criticisms as their own positions unfotded. We now fook at four main
bodies of criticism [rom the late 1960s onw ards. These are (1) conflict theory, {2) Marxist
criticisms, (31 rational actor or rational choice mt?osr:mv. and lastly (4} ‘nea-functionalist’
approaches. in Box 12 we also discuss some feminist responses to Parsons's analysis of the

family. We begin with conflict theory.

Conflict theory

For C. Wright Nills (1936), james *Lockwoond (1956), Rali “Dahrendorf (1958}, John *Rex
(1961), and Randall Collins (1973), the problem with Parsons's theory was straightfonward: it
was too one-sided. Parsons's language of systems gave far too much weight to interdepend-
ence and integration, neglecting independence and contradiction. it also scemed Lo give
ater emphiasis to vatues and norms than to power. Thest conflict theorists', as they came
to be calted, drew _:/Ul_E::: from Marx and Weber, to whom Parsons had indeed failed to
give proper attention in The Structure of Social Action, especially Marx. [twastrue that Parsons
had not merely excluded Marx from the founding sociological generation of 1890-1920 tor
reasons of chronology. More especially, he 11ad believed that Marx’s writings were tied to 2
ad been superseded and that the German thinker's ideas had

gre

moment in capitalism that h
been too influenced by the ideological formations of carty capitalism to be relevant to the
mid-twentieth century (Parsons 19494y, Conflict theorists did not greatly disagree with
Parsons’s judgement on Marx and the superiority of Weber in this regaed. Dahrendori, Rex,
and Wright Millscertainly tended to draw more inspiration from Weber than from Marx. But
they felt that Weber owed more to Marx than Parsons had allowed for and that Farsons's
atternpt to synthesize Durkheim and Weber had meant that the more conflict-oriented
aspects of Weber's writings had been lost. It was Durkheim’s approach, with his emphasison
order and social ssolidarity, that dominated Parsons 'sinterpretation of the classics.

In his essay ‘Out of Utopia’ (1958), Dahrendorf disagreed with Merton’s implied judgement
that the probtem with Parsons’s scheme was that it was too generalized. The problem was
rather that Parsons was insufficiently explicitabout the values that informed his approach.
for Daprendorf, the onsensus’ model with its emphasis on synchronic analysis and on
processes tending toward integration was part of along-standing conservative tradition in
social thought reaching pack to “Plato. It was utopian in the sense that it rested ona modet

of society in which change and conflict are wholly absent. As Dahrendorf suggested, ‘it
may well be that society, ina philosophical sense, has two taces of equal reality: onc of sta-
bility, harmony, and consensus, and one of change, conflict and constraint. Steictly speak-
[ whether we select for investigation problems that can be understood

ing, it does not matte

onlyintermsofthe equilibrium modef or problems for which the conflict modetis required.
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There is no intrinsic criterion tor preferring one to the other’ {1938: 127). The problem
then, was that Parsons had placed consensus above conflict for no good reason A ﬁ_::_.L
argument was put forward by Rex, whoargued that while ‘perfect cooperation’ E.um ,,#im,,.
conflict’ are ho_h,q theoretical cases, ‘all actual cases lie somewhere atong the nc:.ﬂzccmg
Detween perfect cooperation and perfect conflict’ (1961 54). Like Dahrendorf, Rex argued
Euﬂ .UEEE:: and Parsons have unduly restricted the scope of sociology to w:cwm _w ;C,
orms of perfect co-operation’ {1961: 54). Dahrendorf, Rex, and Mills all Ecr:::m_imﬁg m_ wﬁ
sociological attention should be redirected toward conflict. "
The criticisms of the conflict theorists struck a chord, Yet their own position was unsta-
ble for a number of reasons. Parsons had in fact sought to ac .

un e :
vn:,Em in his model. Therefore it was difficult to argue that the »M(NMH.MM%_MM”UU:_”‘M ”,M_Un
,n::?,_% apart and used separately for difterent mcaoﬁnv. In Parsons’s actual :::Zm s :” g
;v.:ﬁ of conflict and cooperation, and power and legitimation, were very miuch w_: .e
W:A_:ni‘ This was Parsons’s argument when he setout to synthesize coJ,:A:‘:m._ and ideali o
in The Structure of Social Action. He repeated this in his ‘-méc:,c to :F, nc:w,:ﬁ :AMM\:_A_V_M;
:cm:: 385) and especially in his opposition to C. Wright Mills’s book The Power mm%
Ag_,QUMQV‘.1,4_~_n- he saw as resting on an inadequate ‘zero-sum’ view of ss?mr where a gain :”
OWE c g i v 3 t
W”a:r_“,%n”h%wvwmw_w_”_w wrongly automatically equated with a loss in power for another
On the whole it can be said that the conflict theorists were more successful in pointing
out the empirical significance of conflict wit/in systems—in terms of the power Mm c_uu_m:or
{Dahrendorf 1958} or the power of elites (Mills 1956)—than they were at finding a way cw
expressing this in the general language of analytical theory. In w:x 11 we nc::gvc.: E‘ re
subtle extension of conflict theory in the work of David *Lockwood. o

Marxist criticisms

o alarge degree, the fate of conflict theory was overtaken by more radical approaches. By
.:E late 1960s, the USA was embroiled in the Victnam War w:a opposition to it wa ;..; ,
ing. Along with the anti-war movement, there was an increasingly radical Bc(‘alw:ﬁ,,m
CJ.: rights for biack Americans, while the women's movement and ?:::5. waitedin :Mua
Je._:mm to emerge in the 1970s as a powerful force for change. The growth of universities and
@5:3;? employment opportunities for soctologists were co?::c:m that n:,_,é:Z,Ea
L?m%:::@ transformation (compare Turner and Turner 1990}, A younger mn:mB:%M of
moﬁ.c_c%im influenced by the new social movements promoted 398_ sociologies in op-
position to the functionalism of their seniors. They were on the side of dissentand chan U
not the side of the system and order {compare Becker 1967). 5
While their own sympathies lay with Weber rather than Marx, the contlict theorists had
contributed to a re-evaluation of the relation between Marxism and academic sociology. “p
the changed social and potitical circumstances of the 1960s, many sociologists :&Srmu“
open to a more explicit appropriation of Marxism. By the mE?,. 19705 no::_Q theory
appeared insufficiently radicai and its theoretical arguments less W:_u_:m:wm?a than ﬁroww
& Marx. It was not just that the Durkheim-Parsons axis of theorizing was called .:wE :mv.f
tion but that the whole generation of 1890-1920, including Weber, was seen to r n ,,
‘bourgeois reaction’ to Marxism (Therborn 1976). ’ . spreents



BOX 11. DAVID LOCKWOOD ON 'SOCIAL INTEGRATION  AND
! ‘SYSTEM INTEGRATION’
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In place of professional claims to objectivity, Gouldner proposed that sociology should
organize its activities in ‘new theoretical communities’ connected to the new social
movements that were emerging to challenge weltare capitalism. In this way, he directly
subverted the professional ambitions of Parsons and Merton and set an agenda for radical
sociology. These were the kinds of attitudes that would evolve into postmaod
of general theory in the 1980s.

Asimilarly radical body of criticisms came from the side of feminist sociotogists, who took a
highly sceptical view of Parsons's

ern criticisms

work on the famity. These eriticisms are discussed in Box 12.

BOX 12, FEMINIST CRITICISMS OF PARSONS |

Parsors humsel! suspected that k

15 functionahist anatyses of women, work, and the family were |
oversimphfied for exar

. e was aware that many women yiere In paid emp
correctly observed that the tendenc

mment, afthough he
v was for warmen 1o be found in jobs that mirrored thew fany ly roles
and for competition for jobs between men and women to be resticied

n general,” he observed, ‘the
| woman's job tends to be of a quattatively different type and not of a status w ch senously competes
I that of her husband as the primary stalus-gives of ncome earner’ (1956 14) Nonetheless, he vas

were enyoyed a primar

I the period of the emergence of second-wave feminsmin the 1960s, several ferninist writers beganto

pownt to the changed fertikty conditions that meant that a large part of women's ives vwi

would be spent with-
aut dependent children m the household This would invalve new social problems,

:ding female
paverty on divorce or 0 old age, gven increasing female jongevity (Myrdal and Kian 1956 Parsons had
| written that the fact that “the normal marmed woman 1s debarred from testing or demorstrating her fun-
darmernital equality with her husban

d 0 competitive occupational achevement crestes a demand for a
=functional equivalent’ {19492 193} Parsons had acceptad that housework was a relatvely menial task, |
suggesting that women might instead develop speaialized interests in matlers of taste relating to personal
appearance, furnishing, and the ke—although he acknowledged that these could frequently be ex-
pressed as neuroses. Once again, this was something that fermimsts also came to argue, butin a much more
radical way, notably m the nfluential book by Betty *Fredan The Femmmuine Mystique (1963} Increasingly,
ferninists were to identify such ‘dystunctions’ in a more systematic and ngorous way Much like the conflict
theonsts, they would see funcuonalism as an obstadle rather than a means to a fronful understanding of
the family They ponted out that dependency within the famidy was increasngly a reflection of power
relatonships, and that far from being a place that stabiiized adult personalities, the family was frequently
3 sne of violence and abuse Women were bed to unsatsfactory relationzhips precisely because the gender
segregation of employment and lower pay for wormen meant that they were economically dependent
Some femmists have suggested that Parsons was correctin fus descriphian of the nature of the family-
household and 1ts relabon 1o the occupational sphere {johnson 1983)

However, therg s no doubt that
e lacked a fermmst sensibility and that the weight of bus analysis was 1o emphasize the positive functions

for socety of the nuclear family, rather than tts dysfunctions for women (e Barrett 19801 Vet should he
acknawledged that Parsons was one of the first male socs

gists 1o write of the close intercannections
between age, sex, family, and social *stratificabion. The more usual respanse by male sotologrsts—

even those of a radical persuasian—was 1o concentrate on the class relations

hips of the occupational
sphere and to regard the household and gender as secondary matters. For a more detaed overview of

fermmist interventions 1 social theary, see Chapter 11 of this book




Rational actor approaches

15 its concentration on systenis at the

For other critics, the problem with functionalism v
expense of individual actors. This problem was atso seen as linked to functionatism's concern
with elaborating a general conceptual {ramewaork, rather than specitic testable propositions.
from those who held that the social sciences could be unified only

One major criticismeame
rndividualistic concepts of eConomics of

if saciologists based their research on the testable
psychology. Representatives of this line of argument defended a conception of the individual
ational egoist’, capable of ‘rational choices’. This schoot of approach pro-

as ‘rational actor’ or 't
e theory’, which has been

vided the foundation for what is commonly called *rational choic

prominentin cconomics, Herewelookat the workof twoamong several champions

especially
of rationalactor thinking. These are (George *Homans and fames *Coleman.

Homans maintained that functionalism was unscientific because it deviated from the
s-deductive form of scientific explanation. Functionalists had fashioned

ﬁ:%m:?mc:z:n
may be, it is not the

a conceptual scheme, and however necessary a conceptual scheme
A theory involves testable propositions about the world and, according to

same as a theory
lacking in the functionalism of Parsons. Homans's idea

Homans, these are conspicuously
of theory was avowedly positivist and firmly _:ﬁ::go_:m?u_.:E:E:a_;r
al systemns in terms of roles and their normative

For Homans, functionalists analyse soci
but nowhere explain why and how norms exist. Theanswer he suggested, is
ation of social interaction in terms of the attributes of real
attributes are decived from

expectations
to be found only in direct examin
individuals, theirdispositions, motives, and calculations. These
the studies of psychologists and economists and can be givena general form as the basis of
sociologicat explanation. Homans (1961) proposed that the units from which sociotogical
should be fashioned were the real, concrete acts of individuals, Explanations

explanations
ased on micto-foundations. Where Parsons had argued

of macro-phenomena had to be b
that ‘the very definition of an organic whole isone within which the relations determine
the propetties of its pasts’, Homans argued that the whole' is nothing more than the re-
sultant of the properties of its parts. Homans called his approach ‘social *behaviourism’,
adapting the terminology of behavioural psychology.

Other critics of functionalism, including notably Peter Blau {1964, took inspiration
from the sytlilitarian axioms of cconomics, arguing ina similar fashion to Homans that

theory needed to be built from propositions about actors. Similarly, froma conflict theory
Randalt Collins {1975) accepted Homans’s critique of functionalism and set

tc:%mm:,.ﬁ
a compitation of causal principles that would constitute ‘conflict sociotogy’

out to produce
as an explanatory science.

One of the most ambitious of such enterprises wias undertaken by fames *Coleman,
Coteman had bee
He continues to be influential in social theory. Towards the end of his career, he produced
a major treatise in rational actor theory that sought to develop the explanatory theoty
proposed by Homans and to present itin d mathematicat form (Coleman 1991). Coleman
nt for the individualist approach, Thisis that the data collected
mwof:.:a:.._a:m_Um_::.._o:ruccE594557 and their
. Coleman wrote,

n a student of Merton and was an early critic of Parsons (Coleman 1971).

presented a further argume
by social scientists comprise evidence
al system as g whole cannot be observed. Social theor

r, but empirical research is

opinions, The soci
‘continues o beabout the functioning of social systems ofbehavio
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often concerned wi 2xpla
F_:r::am with explaining individual behavior’ (1991: 1). For this reason, while b
accepted that concrete social sy S i e —
,: % d that concrete social systems are what sociologists want to explain mc_c:_m_: argued
hat it is tational actor thinking ! i with s ot
g that offers the best building blocks with whi
st s with which to co c
an explanatory theory that is d : i e
3 S irectly supported by empirical evi c
3 cal evidence. For exi >, whi
trust may be important 1 intaini : : . e
3 n maintaining stable social relationships, i
: r ¢ : nships, it is vulnerable to ac
defaulting on it. Colemnar { : o et
L 1 therefore argued that rathe i
rer than constructing tica
s o n , 2 t o structing an analytical
o aw:, ~ akes trust a central presupposition of social order, it would be better to examine
ifferent empirical circumstances that servi S s u
S at serve to sustain or undermine k i
e e ! rmine trust, This will be
models describing dilemmas fac
as faced by rational acto avi
i els ¢ ; ) al actors in behaving
s ally when confronted with the possibitity that other actors may ‘free-ride’; that _W
ittolive : ectati ak a . e ‘
| i ﬂ._. up to an expectation or take self-interested advantage of the altruism of others
Ver C Ve 1] 2 3 foE f “t )
" he years, the debate between functionalists and rational choice theory has been
continuo ee f er Turk S S 71;C A
con ous A,vﬁ further Turk and Simpson 1971; Coleman and Fararo 1991), Although there
strong advocate: actor: J th
M,GBW m‘ﬁ ,_.NBQME rational actor approaches, many sociclogists find these approaches
rromised by reductionism and by ccessi i "
y y an excessively behaviouristic f f *objectivi
Rational choice theory t . f ’ e mtermetie
ry tends to lack a sense of the ex i i
¢ ) E 1e expressive, creative, and self-inte iv
character of action. It typicaily lac fici _ : et
. It typically lacks a sufficiently strong or ‘thick’ ¢
thaia \ \ [ hick’ concept of the *reflexiv-
ity of actors w 1 : 3 ; ot mean
_:.E, _n ,:_ who monitor their own preferences. It has difficulties in accounting for mean
ul social norms thatare presupposed inaction, in hi <l
action, in historicatty specific c < i
maisod i P : y specific contexts of ethical
oo R m H_Emﬂjﬁr not merely the products of intended action (Bohman 1991). These are ar:
guments that have been developed in adit , ot
interpretive or *hermeneutical [

s ,‘ ) 1o " 0 ical traditions of social
o :_r:r w:g they have particularly been defended recently by writers such as :E:Mm
aylo 5 *Jo and ‘ ;
; (n_ T C_ %9}, Hans *Joas (1992), Margaret *Archer (Archer and Tritter 2000} and others
or detailed discussi f i i \ :

, ”r: ed discussion of interpretive social theory, see Chapter § of this book). Here it is

important : s0ns” is i , :
‘_:tE " M_c note that Parsons’s emphasis on the subjective meaning of action was itseif an
attempt to draw on the insights of the inte ivi i ,
rpretive tradition and to develop th 5 f
pempL i Qo P1aht . celop them as part of
“/ 3 AME:# ﬂ_mrc; In this regard at least, it can beargued that Parsons provided the ﬁ__c:::
‘e critique of the utilitarian conce ' acti i 4
pt of action, on which a large part of rati i
it th . a of rational choice
theory is based (see further Scott 1995; Lockwood 1992) N , e
We now R c o Ave [ Jal
e v turn lastly to a revived strain of functionalist thinking prevalent in the 1980s
nown {(somewhat artificially) as ‘neo-functionalism’

‘Neo-functionalism’

Two of the s of icism y
! e strands of criticism directed at Parsons lead back to his starting place. Contlict
heory set out a dualistic approach to soci i , had son
3 b o sociological problems, where I 3
, S arsons had sough
synthesize the dualism, mediati i * . e
3 a , 1ating between positivism i i
S and idealism and betwee v
A e é etween power
e cons nsus. For its part, rational actor theory promoted the utilitarian scheme of action
a5 the mic U e )
- Qp,: F\E_MEQ_ foundation for a scientific sociology, which Parsons had already criti
zed in The Structure of Sucial Acti { s , Par ‘
7 Action. Yet many critics did ne cogni i
i T ) ot recognize this as Parsons”
own starting point. They usually viewed soci i . . L?G:Em :
. } ally viewed sociotogical functionali itivisti
‘ " 3 0 alism as a positivistic syste;
approach i tion
:”m ach :HE neglected action. Anthony *Giddens's criticism is typical: ‘there is no action
arsons’ “action fre freference” i ' .
o n *mr:c: frame of reference"”, only behaviour which is propelied by need disposi
s, or rofe ex ions i ‘ ‘
pons, o & _m_r/ﬁmngzszv ... Men do not appear in [Parsons's writings] as skilled and
geable agents, as at least to some extent masters of their own fate’ (1976: 16, 70)




ken by jurgen *H{abermas, whose work is discussed

A similar view of functionalism was ta
< and 13 of this book (pp- 164-5, 279-83). In his The Theory of

at length in Chapters /
Conpnunicative Actioi, Habermas (19810) argued that social enquiry had been unhelpfully
divided between two conceptuat strategies, one taking the standpoint of ‘systems’, which
‘“ties the social scientific analysis to the external umavmg.:_m of the observer’ the other
taking the standpoint of the wifeworld’, which ‘begins with members’ intaitive Know-
ledge' (19810 151). According to Habermas, ‘the fundamental problem of social theory is
how to connectina satisfactory way the two conceptual strategies indicated by the respect-
jve notions of “systern” and wifeworld” * (19810 131). Habermas offers his own theory as
justsucha generalized integration of categories.

Several contemporary theorists have proposed general theories as atternatives to Parsons,
arguing that their schemes avoid his problems because they incorporate action from
(he start. However, it can be argued that what they propose is Very similar in conceptual
arsons. This can be illustrated briefly with reference to the work
discussed in greater detailin Chapters 10 and 13 of this

structure and intention to |i¢
of Giddens, whose contributionsarc
book (pp. 217-20 287-9). Although Giddens argues vigorously that his own theory of
gt ructuration’ has no Junctionalist overtones at Al and has declared that it would be
helpful to ‘pan’ the term altogether (1981: 16, 19), he proposes certain universal ‘structural
features’ thatare remarkably similar to those of Parsons. Giddens identifies four basic struc-
L with simifar points of reference to parsons’s four functional imperatives.
' t_mm‘_:_:i,o_i authorisation’, and ‘allocation’. He argues
principles can be identitied as follows: ‘one is how far
espect of institutional orders:
), a differentiated “polity”,

tural principles
DEQE:E:,::E:.m,m:_:mm:::
further that two aspects of these
contains distinct spheres of “specialism” in ¥

a society
differentiated forms of symbolic arder (religion, science, et
seconomy” and “legal/repressive apparatus”. The second is how modes of institutional
articulationase organised in terms of overall properties of socictal reproduction: thatistosay
aggructural principles” 1 (1981: 47-8). Thisis very similarto Parsons’s AGIL scheme.

A common pattern in contemposary discussion is that each critic of functionalism is
careful todistance his or her t.‘_ﬂ:c: from that of Parsons, but has little difficultyin accusing
erging with his scheme (sec further Holmwood and Stewart 1991; Holmwouod
g2: 158-9) accuses Habermas of converging with Parsons, while
cism SO,FEEG,‘_E‘:G‘ »alexander {1988) takesthese
theoretical movement’ back to functionalism, which

others of conv
1996). Thus Giddens {19
Archer (1988: 47y offers the same criti
convergencesas indications of a 'new
In the 1980s Alexander set himself the self-conscious task
ect of a four-volume rewriting of Parsons’s
ely to nineteenth-century

he calls ‘neo-functionalism’.
of reviving functionalism through the proj
The Structure of Social Action, each volume devoted respectiv
and Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons (Alexander 19820, 1982h, 1983,
ander, Parsons’s uEEEn: was deficient inits detaif but correct in
at sacial theory is converging on a reinvigorated functionalist
function {Alexander 1985, 1998; Colomy 1990,

?S:.:..?EJ Nar
1984}, According to Alex
its fundamentals. Curre
paradigm that recognizes action alongside
Munch 1987). Alexander argues that Merton's middle-range approach is insufficiently
ambitious. What is required isa revised exercise inunitied general theory.

bly guestion whethier neo-functionalism is anything more than

Yet one may reasona
oach which retains its problems. from Parsons's

a restatement of the standard appr

perspective, if epirical circumstances are less than fully integrated, this implies that there
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