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THE SOCIAL SYSTEM

In the history of sociological theory, Talcott Parsons holds a very special place. His The Structure of Social Action (1937), was a pioneer work that has influenced many social scientists. The present work, The Social System, presents a major scientific and intellectual advance towards the theory of action first outlined in his earlier work.

‘Social science is concerned with human beings interacting with one another in terms of mutually accepted standards of conduct. Their interaction takes place in an environment of what one might call “brute fact”, which comprises, among other things, climate, material resources, the population structure and the physical possibilities of communication. To study this vast complex of material some scheme of concepts is required, by means of which we can pick out what is significant, and so pave the way for discovering “what goes with what”. It is such a scheme that Professor Talcott Parsons has worked out, in his latest book. It is an important book.’
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Preface

THE present volume is an attempt to bring together, in systematic and generalized form, the main outlines of a conceptual scheme for the analysis of the structure and processes of social systems. In the nature of the case, within the frame of reference of action, such a conceptual scheme must focus on the delineation of the system of institutionalized roles and the motivational processes organized about them. Because of this focus and the very elementary treatment of processes of economic exchange and of the organization of political power, the book should be regarded as a statement of general sociological theory, since this is here interpreted to be that part of the theory of the social system which is centered on the phenomena of the institutionalization of patterns of value-orientation in roles.

The title, The Social System, goes back, more than to any other source, to the insistence of the late Professor L.J. Henderson on the extreme importance of the concept of system in scientific theory, and his clear realization that the attempt to delineate the social system as a system was the most important contribution of Pareto's great work.1 This book therefore is an attempt to carry out Pareto's intention, using an approach, the “structural-functional” level of analysis, which is quite different from that of Pareto, and, of course, taking advantage of the very considerable advances in our knowledge at many points, which have accumulated in the generation since Pareto wrote.

For the reader's orientation it is important to relate the present book both to the author's previously published work and to his nearly simultaneously appearing contribution to the volume Toward a General Theory of Action by members of the Harvard University Department of Social Relations and their collaborators.

The author's Structure of Social Action was not a study in sociological theory in a strict sense, but an analysis, in relation to the work of a group of authors, of the nature and implications of the action frame of reference. Since its publication in 1937 there has been gradually taking shape a formulation of a systematic approach to the narrower tasks of sociological theory as such, stimulated by empirical work in a variety of fields and by the writings of other authors, particularly Merton.2 Various steps in this development are documented in the papers published in the collection Essays in Sociological Theory.

For some years I have intended, when opportunity offered and the time seemed ripe, to attempt to pull these strands of thought together in a general book. In the fall of 1947 I held at Harvard a seminar on the Theory of Social Systems. The clarification of thought achieved there was documented in exceedingly condensed form in the paper The Position of Sociological Theory (Essays, Chapter I). Then an invitation to deliver the University Lectures in Sociology at the University of London in January–February 1949 provided an occasion for further systematic consideration of the problem. In a rather rough sense those lectures, which were not published as such, constituted the outline of the present book. Then in connection with a collaborative attempt to clarify some of the theoretical fundamentals of the whole field involved in sociology, social anthropology and social psychology, I was given leave of absence from Harvard teaching for the fall term of 1949–50. Starting in the summer of 1949, and continuing in the fall while group discussions were proceeding, I made it my principal contribution to the early phase of this project to work on the first draft of the long projected book.

The work of this broader project, particularly since it proceeded in such a stimulating atmosphere of group discussion, entailed reappraisal of many of the fundamentals of the action frame of reference as they underlay, not only sociological theory, but the other disciplines of the social relations field. Late in November of 1949 this rethinking of the underlying frame of reference reached a culmination out of which the volume to be published as the most direct result of the broader theoretical project mentioned above took shape. My principal personal contribution to that, the monograph written together with Edward Shils under the title Values, Motives and Systems of Action constitutes essentially a new and extended statement of the theoretical subject matter of the Structure of Social Action. Indeed, if that title had not already been preempted it might have been the most appropriate for the monograph.

The work which has resulted in the writing of the general monograph on systems of action thus bears a critically important relation to the present volume. In the first place it has necessitated far more extensive revision of the first draft of the present book (more than three fourths of what had been projected stood in first draft) than would ordinarily have been the case. As a result this is a greatly different and I think a far better book than it would have been. The monograph also provides, in readily accessible form, a careful and systematic analysis of many of the methodological problems, and general problems of the theory of action and of its personality and cultural phases, which underlie or are intimately related to the subject of this book at many points. It thus relieves this volume of a serious burden and frees it for concentration on its central problems. In a sense this book should, therefore, be treated as a second volume of a systematic treatise on the theory of action of which the monograph would serve as the first.

The body of the monograph consists of four long chapters. The first outlines the fundamentals of the general conceptual scheme of action, the other three spelling it out for each of the three modes of systematization of action, Personality, Cultural Systems with special reference to systems of Value-orientation, and Social Systems. Thus in a sense the present volume is to be regarded as an expansion of the chapter on the Social System in the monograph, though it also impinges on other important parts of the latter.

When an author is involved in two such closely related and nearly simultaneous publications, each of which is designed to be read independently, it would seem that a certain amount of overlapping is inevitable. An attempt, however, has been made to minimize this. The first chapter of the present book contains a condensed statement of the essentials of the structure of action and of action systems, and of the basic interrelations of personality, culture and social systems. The reader who finds this statement overly condensed will find the problems much more extensively discussed in the monograph. Obviously, further, much of the content of the chapter in the monograph on the Social System finds its place in this volume also, but this time in greatly expanded form, and with much more illustrative material. Finally, a special attempt has been made in this volume to deal systematically with the interrelations of the social system both with personality and with culture. Here the main difference from the monograph lies in the consistent maintenance of the perspective of relevance to the structure and functioning of social systems wherever personality and culture are discussed. A complete treatment of the theory of basic social science as here conceived would require two further volumes parallel to the present one.

Another difference between the two publications lies in the fact that most of the material of the present book was, in its final form, written somewhat later than the text of the monograph. The development of theoretical ideas has been proceeding so rapidly that a difference of a few months or even weeks in time may lead to important changes, so there are some differences in the positions taken in the two publications. Indeed this process of development is such that it inevitably affects even the internal consistency of the present book. It is not possible to work intensively on one part without implications of the changes introduced arising for other points; the process of revision thus never fully catches up with itself. In general the reader may expect to find some of this less than perfect consistency. I have thought it better to run this risk and get the book published, rather than to work it over and over for too long. It can then get the benefit of critical discussion, and then, within a relatively short time, a revision may be attempted. It is fully expected that such a revision in, say, about five years, will lead to substantial changes. The field is in a process of such rapid development as to make this inevitable.

A volume produced under the circumstances just outlined owes more than the usual debt to others. My heaviest direct obligation is to Edward Shils, co-author of the monograph on Values, Motives and Systems of Action. It is quite impossible to disentangle our individual contributions to the monograph and much of this joint thinking has spilled over into the present volume. Also very important is the debt to Edward Tolman in the many long discussions we had during the collaborative project, and to Richard Sheldon who participated in many of them.

In the background of course lies the immense influence of the great founders of modern social science, of whom the three major figures of my previous studies, Pareto, Durkheim and Max Weber, stand out, and in addition to them especially Freud. Over the years there has been an outstandingly important influence of association with colleagues, especially with Clyde and Florence Kluckhohn, in the problems of culture and its relation to society and of Henry A. Murray and Gordon W. Allport in relation to personality and social psychology. In the more centrally sociological field many discussions with Samuel A. Stouffer, Robert K. Merton, Florence Kluckhohn, and Robert Freed Bales and Francis X. Sutton in particular have been most fruitful.

Not least important have been many discussions with a succession of able students—these are too numerous for more than a few to be mentioned, but a sub-committee of a seminar on Social Structure which included François Bourricaud, René Fox, Miriam Massey, Rev. John V. Martin, Robert N. Wilson and Dr. Lyman Wynne may be especially singled out, since as a group we canvassed together many of the problems of motivational process in the social system.

A considerable part of the work of this volume was done as part of the general project on the theoretical foundations of the field of Social Relations in connection with which Professors Tolman and Shils were brought to Harvard. It therefore shared the benefits of the financial support given to that project by the Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Harvard Laboratory of Social Relations. This help is hereby gratefully acknowledged.

Finally, the secretary of the Department of Social Relations, Miss Weymouth Yelle, competently supervised the clerical work involved in processing of the manuscript, the actual processing being done by Mr. Seymour Katz and Mrs. Norman F. Geer. The index was prepared by Mr. Stuart Cleveland. The author's gratitude for effective performance of these indispensable services is hereby recorded.

TALCOTT PARSONS.

Cambndge, Mass.

February, 1951



	1 Cf. L.J. Henderson, Pareto's General Sociology.

	2 See esp. Social Theory and Social Structure.







Preface to the New Edition


INTRODUCTION: INTERPRETATIVE DIFFICULTIES

THE general problem of The Social System is that it is both one of the most influential and systematic textbooks of modern sociology, and one of the most ferociously criticized books. Naturally its author has had a rather similar career. Parsons' first major publication— The Structure of Social Action (1937a)—has proved in the long run to have been one of the most coherent and profound attacks on utilitarian theories of social action in the social sciences, thereby establishing Parsons as, among other intellectual roles, a leading contributor to the analytical problems of economic theory. His next major book The Social System (1951a), along with Toward General Theory of Action (Parsons and Shils 1951b), established Parsons as the central figure in so-called structural-functionalism, which, as a style of theoretical work, has been generally condemned as hyper-abstract, logically faulted, and conservative. One paradox in the life of Parsons is, therefore, that here we find an author of two major contributions to modern sociology which are held to be mutually exclusive positions. This contradiction also partly explains why, despite Parsons' very obvious stature as a modern thinker, “the conventional attitude towards his theory is one of critical aloofness” (Munch 1981: 710).

The purpose of this introductory commentary on Parsons' The Social System is to see whether this contradiction or tension in fact exists and whether it can be resolved in any way. Because Parsons' prose (especially in his later work) is notoriously dense and cumber-some, my aim here is also to facilitate the reader's access to the text. One of Parsons' severest critics once wrote that Parsons' work is “full of sham scientific slang devoid of clear meaning, precision and elementary elegance” (Sorokin 1966: 56). While I do not share that view of Parsons' work, it would be misleading to pretend The Social System is an exciting piece of prose or an elementary introduction to sociology. Part of the task of this essay is, therefore, to answer the question: why read Parsons?

Those who are already familiar with Parsons' work will note the irony of this question. Parsons' The Structure of Social Action starts with the notorious question, adopted from Crane Brinton's English Political Thought in the Nineteenth Century: “who now reads Herbert Spencer?” The answer was of course, nobody, but, since Parsons' subsequent work had at least some resemblance to Spencer's functionalism (Peel 1971), Parsons' own question was ironically prescient. Fortunately, the answer to the question “who now reads Parsons?” is very definitely not nobody. As we will see shortly, there has been, since Parsons' death in Munich in 1979, a major revival of interest in Parsons' work, not only in his own culture (Alexander 1984; 1987), but also in Germany (Habermas 1987; Luhmann 1982; Munch 1987), in England (Hamilton 1983; Savage 1981), and in many other societies (Bourricaud 1981; Buxton 1985; Holton and Turner 1986; Robertson and Turner 1989). Indeed, for some commentators on the current sociological theory scene, the reevaluation of Parsons is part of a broader revitalization of sociology, which has been dubbed either “neofunctionalism” (Alexander 1985) or “the new theoretical movement” (Alexander 1988).

However, my question is not whether Parsons is still the focus of attention, but “why read Parsons?” Partly anticipating a fuller answer to this question in this essay, there are broadly speaking three components to my defence of Parsons' work in general and The Social System in particular. First, it is literally impossible to understand the mainstream debates of modern sociology without some comprehension of Parsonian sociology, because Parsons' treatment of the notions of social action, social structure, function, culture, and social system shaped, directly or indirectly, many subsequent developments in sociology, both in America and Europe. Of course, it was often in opposition to Parsons that these developments took place. For example, Anthony Giddens' “structuration theory” (Giddens 1968; 1976) was typically developed against Parsons' views of power, system, and action. Second, Parsons' approach to theory provides us with a powerful model of systemic social theory, which is addressed to the fundamental problems of the social sciences as such. While many sociologists work in splendid isolation from other social sciences, Parsons' sociology is overtly intended to engage with analytical issues in “adjacent” social sciences such as the cultural anthropology of Clyde Kluckhohn, the “institutional economics” which was developed in opposition to much conventional economics, and the psychoanalytic tradition of Freud (Parsons 1953b; 1961d). Although Parsons was highly sympathetic towards interdisciplinarity (partly because of his involvement in the Harvard Department of Social Relations), The Social System also provides a powerful and interesting defence of sociology as an autonomous discipline. Third, sociology, like other social sciences, often occupies an unstable and uncertain location between small-scale descriptive and empirical research which has little general significance, and large-scale theoretical research, which has little obvious implications for applied investigations, but enjoys general relevance. Parsons' sociology, I want to argue, goes a long way to bridging this gap between theoretical and empirical sociology.



TALCOTT PARSONS: HIS LIFE AND TIMES

Parsons' life (1902–79), which was frankly uneventful in historically significant terms, has been sketched often enough (Parsons 1970g), although we do not as yet possess a full intellectual biography, comparable to, for example, Reinhard Bendix's intellectual biography of Weber (1969). I shall not attempt to present a biography of Parsons at this stage. The intention here is to comment on aspects of Parsons' intellectual development in order to throw some light on the issues that engaged Parsons in writing The Social System, which can only be understood in the context of Parsons' entire œuvre. Three broad intellectual forces influenced Parsons' sociological approach from his early student days at Amherst College until his death in Munich over half a century later.

The first of these was the reformist Protestantism of the Parsons' household to which we can trace his abiding concern for the problem of human values in western society. This interest in values was not simply an historical interest, because Parsons wanted to argue that the problem of value-orientation was actually fundamental to the very structure of social action (hence the title of his masterpiece on the problems of utilitarian social thought). Parsons remained committed to the idea that human values were essential for sociological analysis (Parsons 1935b). From Protestantism, Parsons took the basic idea that human action could not be understood scientifically without recourse to value analysis. In this respect, it is interesting to compare Parsons and Weber, since Weber was also fundamentally influenced in his world-view by Protestantism, especially the reformist philosophy of W.E. Channing (Mayer 1944: 24ff). Weber's idea of personality as a general plan for one's life was derived directly from his liberal Protestant background, and continued to shape his attitude towards human action as value-directed (Holton and Turner 1989).

Locating Parsons within a broader tradition of classical sociology, we should note that Parsons, like Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, was particularly exercised by two questions. The first was “what has been the contribution of Christianity, by comparison with Greek, Roman and, to a lesser extent, Islamic culture to the evolution of European civilization?” The second question was “to what extent has the influence of Christian values diminished with the growing dominance of capitalist institutions since the end of the sixteenth century?” For Parsons, Christianity had fundamentally shaped western capitalist civilization through its emphasis on individual responsibility, asceticism, rationalism, and its separation of politics and spirituality. In that regard, Parsons definitely followed the lead provided by Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism which Parsons had translated. However, Parsons differed from Weber in arguing that Christianity and capitalism were not necessary incompatible. Parsons, for example, regarded many aspects of secular America (such as cultural pluralism) as the fulfilment of Christian values (such as tolerance) (Robertson 1982). Weber's sociology was dominated by themes of fatalism and pessimism (Turner 1981); Parsons' sociology, and for this he was severely criticized by left-wing opponents, was shot through with what we might call American triumphalism. By comparison, Weber's overt nationalism with regard to Germany has passed with little comment.

Second, Parsons' biography and his sociological views were strongly influenced by his admiration for professional medicine as a secular calling. Parsons' intention had been to study biology and philosophy, and to follow medicine as a career. Although Parsons became “diverted” by sociology, the interest in medical issues remained an enduring aspect of his sociological ideas. For example, the medical profession and the so-called “sick role” are key issues in The Social System where medical values represent a central illustration of social action which is not dominated by utilitarian values of self-interest. A professional person is expected to be altruistic, oriented towards community service and regulated by professional ethics, not short-term market considerations. Parsons also became increasingly influenced by psychoanalytic theory, especially by the theories and therapeutic techniques of Freud. Parsons used Freudian ideas about transference to explain the social relationships between doctor and patient; he also used Freud's ideas about the Oedipus complex to explain the social functions of the incest taboo in the organization of the modern family (Parsons 1954d).

However, while Parsons' conception of social action was influenced by the notion of regulation by professional ethics, he also adopted medical, and more specifically, biological ideas in developing his views on the social system. There is a tension here between his interest in medical practice as a model of how values shape social action, and his interest in the biology of organic systems as a model of how social system parts (institutions) function to improve the adaptive capacities of the social system in relation to its environment.

Here, then, is a critical issue in the interpretation of Talcott Parsons to which I have already alluded by counterposing the relationship between The Structure of Social Action (1937a) and The Social System (1951a). Should we regard Parsons' sociology as primarily a contribution to the analysis of (what Parsons called) a voluntaristic theory of action, or a contribution to the deterministic theory of the structure of social systems? In the first type of theory, the agency of the social actor appears to assume a primary theoretical position, whereas in the second case it is the structure of social relations which has primacy. This dilemma is the (by now) classic set of dichotomies between idealism and determinism, idealism and materialism, and agency and structure. We can adopt two positions with regard to Parsons' version of these contradictions. In the first position, we can argue that Parsons was irredeemably trapped by these theoretical problems, and offered no final solution to these issues (Dawe 1970; Giddens 1984). If we adopt this argument, then we are claiming that ultimately Parsons' general theory as a whole (but not necessarily parts of it) is logically inconsistent and incoherent. Parsons' theory has therefore finally to be rejected. For example, Habermas argues that Parsons' theory cannot ultimately cope with the communicative nature of social interaction, and continued to treat culture as an objective system part. Parsons' early action theory was overwhelmed by his subsequent systems theory (Habermas 1987: 203).

A second position would be to deny that in general terms Parsons' sociology is caught in a cleft stick between agency and structure, and that his theory goes a long way towards reconciling those ancient contradictions. In this respect, we would have to argue that Parsons' theory is strictly speaking neither a theory of action nor a theory of systems; it is in fact an action-systems theory. This second position would not argue in some absolute sense that Parsons had overcome these difficulties, but (i) that his theory is not hopelessly locked into or trapped by these dilemmas, and (ii) that as a result it is possible to develop Parsons' work in ways which remain fruitful for the future development of sociology. Parsons' theory is capable of repair (Holton and Turner 1986). This orientation to Parsons' sociology appears to be the position adopted by what has come to be known as “neofunctionism” (Alexander 1985), which accepts many of the criticisms traditionally made against Parsons, but wants to defend the general aims of Parsonian sociology through repairing the Parsonian legacy. In this particular introduction to Parsons' The Social System, I shall in general terms adopt the theoretical spirit of neofunctionalism for one simple reason. In sociology, we have been so deeply involved in self-criticism that we are in danger of self-destruction. In order to see if the tree is still growing, we constantly take it up by the roots to see if all is well. To continue the analogy, this introduction to Parsons adopts a strategy of theoretical pruning rather than extensive cutting. Before turning to this exercise, we need to examine Parsons' involvement with the biological sciences more closely.

In social theory, employing analogies and metaphors from biological sciences has been a common strategy in the development of theoretical frameworks on social systems. This strategy was basic to the “organic analogy” which was common to social Darwinism and to Spencer's evolutionary sociology. Parsons' views on the systemic qualities of social relations was influenced at Harvard by L J. Henderson's study group on V. Pareto, by Walter B. Cannon's The Wisdom of the Body, and by Claude Bernard. It was from these influences that Parsons came to see social change in terms of an evolutionary adaptation of a social system to its environment, especially in terms of the structural differentiation of the parts of a system. The idea of homeostasis also came to assume an importance in Parsons' work, namely the tendency of “disturbances” of the system to result in a new level of equilibrium. The major assumptions of this type of theory are therefore (i) all social systems are defined in terms of the relations between their “internal” parts, and between the system and its environment; (ii) the notion of functional contribution is essential in understanding the continuity of various parts of a system, and sociology is directed primarily to the analysis of the functional significance of institutions in the survival of social systems; and (iii) it is the social system and not its social parts or institutions which is the referent of functional significance (Haines 1987). In common-sense terms, the task of sociology is to discover how various institutions (such as the family, the school, or the church) function, that is how they contribute to the continuity and survival of society as a whole. In his later work, this concern for continuity and change in social systems was extended and developed by an interest in the new science of cybernetics, that is how social systems are directed and regulated by the storage and transmission of information.

So far we have seen that Parsons' early sociology was significantly influenced by two major issues: religious values, and biological sciences. Against Marxism, Parsons argued that capitalist society could not be understood in exclusively economic (or materialistic) terms. Like Weber and Durkheim, Parsons was acutely interested in the impact of religious values on political and economic issues. We can see this influence in the whole contents of The Social System which is a study of the value-orientations which are fundamental to social interaction, and which provide the normative structuring of social relationships. Second, Parsons' interest in biological sciences involved him in a life-long concern for the scientific interrelationship between the natural and the social sciences. The third major influence on his early development was the nature of economics as a science.

The importance of economic theory for the development of Parsons' sociology has for a long time been seriously neglected (Holton and Turner 1986). Partly because Parsons was criticized for his idealism—namely his persistent interest in the role of values—it has not occurred to his critics to look to economic analysis as a central theme of Parsonian sociology. Where did this interest in economic theory come from? First, Parsons had come under the influence of Walter Hamilton, who taught institutional economics at Amherst, but this intellectual concern was greatly reinforced when Parsons came, after a brief period at the London School of Economics, to spend a scholarship at Heidelberg (1925–6). In Germany, Parsons wrote a dissertation on the concept of capitalism in German social-science literature, from which Parsons published two short articles (Parsons 1928; 1929), but these studies laid the basis for many of his subsequent contributions to economic sociology, not only in his critique of utilitarian economic ideas in The Structure of Social Action, but also in his translations from Weber and in many occasional papers on economic ideas and theorists. However, it has to be borne in mind that this engagement with economic theory and economic history was not merely a passing phase in Parsons' intellectual development. Parsons continued to write on economic sociology with, for example, Neil Smelser (Parsons and Smelser 1956a), but he was also an economics tutor at Harvard in 1931 and was the Marshall lecturer in economics at Cambridge University, England in 1953.

However, even these details disguise the real importance of economics in Parsons' intellectual career. This influence took two forms. The first issue was that Parsons took economics to be the most developed of the action theories within the social sciences and thus a model of how sociology might evolve towards a more mature status with the university curriculum. Parsons came to develop a four sub-system model of the social system around four “tasks” facing a social system in relation to its environment. These four subsystems (the GAIL system) were goal-attainment (the polity), adaptation (the economy), integration (cultural system of general values which is concerned with law and social control), and latency (the normative problem of motivation to fulfil positions in the social system). There are, as we will see, definite problems with this model, but at this stage we can note that Parsons thought that economics was a science of econonomizing action with special reference to questions of adaptation between the environment and the social system; economics was particularly about the allocation of scarce resources. The first continuous influence of economics as a discipline was thus in terms of Parsons' general concern for sociology as a discipline, its relationship to other disciplines and the problem of curriculum reform within the university (Parsons and Platt 1973b).

The second form in which economics influenced Parsons' thought was as a model of social exchange in general. Conventional demand-and-supply economics has been concerned to comprehend the nature of maximizing behaviour in the exchange of commodities between individuals in a market. These exchange relations are typically undertaken, not in terms of a material exchange of commodities, but symbolically in terms of money as a medium of exchange. The capitalist buys labour power, not by providing the worker directly with the means of existence (clothing and food), but in terms of a wage in the form of money. However, money is itself only a symbol of value, because in principle the worker could be paid in terms of precious shells, postage stamps, a cheque, or other tokens. Georg Simmel, whose work significantly influenced Parsons, despite the fact that Simmel did not appear in The Structure of Social Action (Levine 1980), argued in The Philosophy of Money (Simmel 1978) that money as a symbol of the value of exchange was a measure of trust, and hence a measure of the extent of trustworthy social interactions. Parsons took money to be a generalized medium of exchange and by analogy argued that there may be a number of such media in society. In particular, he looked at power, influence, and commitment as circulating media of exchange which permit social actors to achieve desirable objectives. These media of exchange relate back to Parsons' model of the four sub-systems (GAIL). Money is the medium of exchange between the adaptive sub-system and its boundaries; power is the generalized medium of the polity; influence of the integrative sub-system; and commitment of the latency sub-system. As we shall see, Parsons' predilection for argument by analogy, his view of power as a medium of exchange, and his particular approach to money have all been criticized (Ganssman 1988). At this stage, I am not directly concerned with this criticism; my purpose has been simply to establish the influence of economic theorizing on Parsons' intellectual development.



FROM STRUCTURE TO SYSTEM

Secondary commentary on the major texts of sociology should never be substituted for reading the texts themselves. However, in this introductory essay to Parsons' The Social System, there is a strong warrant for offering a sympathetic reading of Parsons' major works, in the context of the hostile reception of his systems theory in the 1960s and 1970s. Furthermore, since Parsons is often accused of inconsistency, perhaps there is also some justification for reading Parsons' work sequentially. It is certainly the case that it is difficult to understand The Social System without some grasp of The Structure of Social Action.

In The Structure of Social Action, Parsons developed three interconnected arguments. The first was that classical social theory was unable to provide an account of action, in terms of a rationalistic and positivistic epistemology, and an explanation of social order without contradicting its own premises. For example, classical economics assumes that economic actors are rational and egoistic. They satisfy their needs by egoistically attempting, through exchange, to maximize their competitive advantage. Parsons argued that such theories cannot then explain social order, because it is perfectly rational for economic actors to use force and fraud to achieve their individual goals. The society implied by economic theory is atomistic, unstable and possibly violent. Parsons argued, following Hobbes' famous description of such a society as “nasty, brutish and short”, that an atomistic society of this character would involve a war of all against all.

Classical economic theory in fact “solved” this problem by importing certain residual assumptions about common sentiment, human co-operation and “the hidden hand” of history to explain how society was possible at all, but these supporting assumptions are not compatible with or deduceable from rational, utilitarian assumptions. Parsons invented the idea of the “residual category” to criticize these illicit theoretical strategies. But, one might object, does not social contract theory in Hobbes, Locke and Spinoza solve the issue of order and preserve the notion of egoistic rationality? If actors form contractual agreements to keep the peace, then social order can be obtained by rational actors, who continue to behave competitively. Parsons' argument against these assumptions, following Durkheim's notion of the “noncontractual element of contract”, is that the enforcement of contracts depends upon shared agreements (values) about the importance of contracts which make these agreements morally enforceable. In short, most rationalistic accounts of action and order are either incoherent or they are compelled to introduce some notion of coercive force to achieve a stable social order.

The second feature of Parsons' argument was that, through an examination of four major social theorists (Marshall, Pareto, Weber, and Durkheim), we can detect a theoretical convergence towards what Parsons called a voluntaristic theory of action. This convergence took place precisely because their rationalistic and positivistic theories could not simultaneously explain social order and rational action without recourse to residual categories. One special difficulty with these theories is that, because they defined rational as that which is compatible with experimental natural science, they could not arrive at a satisfactory theory of values, culture and meaning. From a positivistic perspective, all religious beliefs and practices appear to be irrational. Against these reductionist views, Parsons argued that religious symbols, for example, were neither rational nor irrational; they were simply nonrational. Religious symbols stand for experiences of ultimate reality, about which natural science has little or nothing to say. Without an adequate theory of the nonrational aspects of action, sociology would never develop a satisfactory understanding of the meanings which actors attach to social action.

The third major theme of The Structure of Social Action was that the development of a sociology of values is an essential task of sociology as a social science, if we are to grasp how the meaning of social action for the individual and the integrative functions of common values for the social system are necessarily linked. Social order is possible if social actors share a culture of common values, which unites them together to share and perform co-operative activities. It is these general values which determined the ultimate goals of action and which structure the norms by which the means of action are selected. These general values, or what Parsons was to call the cultural system, store up, as it were, the collective meaning of action and society for the whole collectivity. Action is meaningful because rational actors have available to them common values which define action, and social order is possible because these general values bind social actors together into social systems in such a way as to permit (without guaranteeing) a peaceful resolution of social conflicts.

Thus, the idea of a realm of relatively autonomous social values which cannot be reduced to material interests or environment was an essential feature of The Structure of Social Action. In this respect, The Social System can also be seen as an attempt to develop a general sociology of values. The aim of Parsons' book is, therefore, to derive the principal components of a social system from the structure of social action. His argument as a result focuses principally on the idea of what he calls “value-orientations” and cultural patterns of action, and their relationship to the motivational aspects of social processes.

In The Social System, Parsons adopted a mode of theoretical activity based on a quest for symmetry and pattern, which characteristically involved either three-fold or four-fold diagrams or boxes. Thus, a system of social action can be divided into three principal components: the cultural, social and personality systems.

The modes of motivational orientation of action are cognitive, cathetic, and evaluative; similarly there are cognitive, appreciative and moral value-orientations of a social actor towards the action situation; cultural patterns and institutions are also organized around belief systems (which give some emphasis to knowledge and cognition), expressive-symbolic systems (which correspond to the cathetic principal), and finally there are systems of value-orientation (which embody moral obligations, corresponding to evaluative activities).

For many critics of Parsons, this use of parallels, analogies and symmetrical relations, often in a rigid 2×2 box, become the most unattractive and implausible aspect of Parsons' version of social system theory. For example, it was argued that Parsons' model of cognitive, cathetic and evaluative orientations was no more than a common-sense claim that, when acting, human beings are either knowing, feeling or judging things. In defence of Parsons, it could be pointed out that many philosophical accounts of ethics, for example Aristotle and Kant, are based on such a tripartite system of action. Furthermore, Parsons came to use the idea of expressive symbols very creatively when he saw aspects of modern social movements as an “expressive revolution”. These theoretical models should be treated as heuristic devices to develop sociological theory, rather than as rigid, permanent features of Parsonian sociology (Adriaansens 1989).

Another feature of Parsons' development of sociological theory was the introduction of the pattern variables. These patterns refer to the structure of role-definitions which are claimed to confront action as a system of conflicting choices. To take one example which is central to Parsons, a doctor, while following a professional-ethical code in the examination of a child, treats the child in a universalistic, neutral, and specific fashion. The doctor is, in principle, indifferent to the child's particular social characteristics (lower class, white, Catholic), because the doctor is guided by a professional interest in the child's symptoms. The child's mother, by contrast, is characterized by her particularistic, emotional and diffuse relation to the child. Parsons wants therefore to indicate in terms of values and actions the very significant differences between the family and the professional situation. They exhibit very different pattern variables, which in fact are related to the famous distinction between gemein-schaft and gesellschaft, which were first systematically described by Tönnies (1912). The pattern variables are claimed to be universal and inescapable: they are affectivity v. affective neutrality; self v. collective orientation; universalism v. particularism; achievement v. ascription; specificity v. diffuseness.

These apparently formalistic accounts of value-orientations, cultural institutions and pattern variables are in fact directly related to Parsons' early analyses of voluntaristic action and social order in two ways. First, Parsons wanted to show that the interchange between personality and cultural systems had important implications for the stability of the social system. Where social actors have “internalized” values through socialization in the family, then in terms of personality they receive gratification in conforming to the dominant pattern of values in the social system. There is a double contingency between actor and culture. The cultural system is reinforced by actions which conform to the dominant culture; the social actor receives gratifications to personality as a consequence of carrying out actions which are compatible with dominant values. Social order is maintained because social actors are rewarded for their support. It is for this reason that much of The Social System is given over to the discussion of deviance.

The second relation is that in his account of the pattern variables Parsons is once more addressing the question of the Hobbesian problem of order. Social relations work in the sense that they are not random but structured by fundamental value patterns which morally coerce action. Furthermore, in his description of the universalistic, affectively neutral, collective, specific and achievement-oriented action, Parsons was giving an account of social action which is contrasted strongly with market-oriented (capitalistic) actions. We can see Parsons' vision of society as thus a clear alternative to a society dominated by “possessive individualism” (Macpherson 1962). It is thus crucial to see that the pattern variables are at the heart, not only of Parsons' view of modern professional behavior, but of sociology itself. In fact, Parsons, towards the conclusion of his study, actually argues that sociological theory is “that aspect of the theory of social systems which is concerned with the phenomena of the institutionalization of patterns of value-orientation in the social system” (Parsons 1951a: 552).

This issue is particularly marked in Parsons' analysis of the professions, which is an issue closely associated in The Social System with the analysis of the sick role, but its influence is far more widespread in Parsons' work as a whole. In fact, this issue is sufficiently important for me to want to claim that the key to The Social System is to be found in the pages (428ff) where Parsons discusses how the pattern variables shape the relationship between doctor and patient. For Parsons, being sick is a social condition, because it involves entry into a social role. There are important expectations surrounding being sick, namely being sick involves normative expectations on the part of doctor and patient whose social relationships constitute a social system. In particular, Parsons emphasized the importance of universalistic, neutral and collective orientations on the part of the professional doctor.

Parsons was, however, also concerned to set the sick role within the broader context of general social values. Given the achievement and activistic values of individualistic American culture, being sick was, in an important sense, being deviant. Sickness typically involves withdrawal from work and passivity. Sickness involving a temporary, passive withdrawal from work is potentially a threat to the values of the whole system. Hence, the doctor emerges in Parsonian sociology as very much the guardian of the established order, as the gate-keeper of deviance, and as the embodiment of the “sacred” order of normality. The pattern variables in this context (especially affective-neutrality) permit the doctor to function as the disinterested guardian of the society as a whole.

The Social System is a diverse and complex text, but I hope I have already suggested certain ways of reading Parsons which show the relevance of his approach to contemporary concerns. For example, Parsons' views on the symbolic importance of medical power is particularly important in the context of social responses to AIDS, IVF programmes, to chronic illness and ageing, and to the human dangers of the medical-industrial complex. Although Parsons' medical sociology has often been criticized, it is one aspect of his work where the charge of empirical irrelevance cannot be sustained. Furthermore, Parsons' awareness of the cultural and symbolic significance of medical authority anticipated many contemporary, radical paradigms which take medical power and medical knowledge as their starting point (Turner 1987).



PARSONS AND AMERICAN SOCIOLOGY

Critics of the influence of Parsons' structural-functional often overlook the fact that his personal influence in American professional sociology was both limited and short term. For example, J. Goudsblom's suggestion (1988) that, by comparison with the lack of institutional power on the part of Norbert Elias, the success of Parsonian sociology is partly explained by Parsons' dominance of organized sociology in America is wide of the mark. Parsons' early work on European theory was slow to gain recognition (Camic 1989). In retrospect, we can now see how important Parsons was in introducing classical European sociology (especially Weber and Durkheim) to American academic life, but at the time Parsons was somewhat remote from mainstream American sociology, which continued to be dominated by American academics such as Robert Park, Charles Cooley, Franklin Giddings, Albion Small, William Sumner, William Thomas and Lester Ward. Parsons' theoretical interests appeared peripheral to the local, applied, and empirical orientation of the Chicago School.

It was not until the 1950s that Parsons' influence began to have some general impact, partly through his postgraduate students, who included Bernard Barber, Kingsley Davis, Robert Merton, Wilbert Moore and Robin Williams. Parsons had also been elected president of the American Sociological Association in 1949. Parsons was also literally pouring out an apparently endless and effortless number of volumes and articles on a wide diversity of topics. However, while Parsons' sociology was becoming influential, his approach to sociology was also coming under sustained and often antagonistic criticism.

There were, so to speak, three waves of critical opposition to Parsonian sociology, or more specifically what had become known as “structural-functionalism” (Alexander 1987). There was the ethnomethodological critique of the followers of Harold Garfinkel, who argued that social order was grounded in the taken-for-granted practical rules over everyday life which was sustained by the ongoing practices of knowledgeable members. Second, symbolic interactionists, following the work of Erving Goffman, also argued against what they took to be Parsons' functionalist account of social order. For symbolic interactionists, order was an emergent property of micro-social interaction, which could only be sustained by cooperative negotiation between social actors. The point was that social stability was inherently precarious.

It was, however, the criticisms of what can be broadly called conflict theory which proved in the long term to be the most troublesome and thorough-going critique of Parsons. He was held to be a conservative thinker, whose social theory could not explain social change or social conflict, partly because he denied or neglected material interests, which in turn were linked to fundamental cleavages in the social structure (such as social class). These criticisms were presented in a wealth of critical volumes which were in direct opposition to Parsons' approach to the explanation of social order. These influential critical works included: R. Dahrendorf “Out of Utopia” (1958); A. Giddens “‘Power' in the recent writings of Talcott Parsons” (1968)’ Alvin Gouldner The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (1971); D. Lockwood “Some remarks on the social system” (1956); C. Wright Mills The Sociological Imagination (1959); J. Rex Key Problems in Sociological Theory (1961).

The Social System in particular came under sharp attack. The emphasis on values and norms was held to preclude any proper understanding of the role of material forces, technology and social class in shaping the social structure. Hence, Parsons had difficulty explaining violent social change (for example, revolutions), and could only conceptualize change in evolutionary terms as the internal differentiation of social systems as an adaptive adjustment to the environment. It was further held that, because of this difficulty, Parsons could only explain opposition in society in terms of deviation from a set of central norms. As such, Parsons' sociology depended on a version of the dominant ideology thesis (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner 1980), because it could not conceptualize a situation where a social system might have several competing systems of values.

Conflict theorists also argued that there were also a number of technical problems in Parsons' analytical scheme which compounded these problems. We can mention three of these issues. First, there was the conventional problem that Parsons found it difficult to reconcile an action perspective (as in The Structure of Social Action) and a system perspective (as in The Social System) (Scott 1963). Second, it is in fact difficult to identify a “social system”, and to define a “social system” in relation to a “society”. Parsons treated the social relations between two social actors (a doctor and a patient) as a social system, but clearly Great Britain is also a social system, which is composed of several societies (England, Scotland and Wales). Is the nation-state (France for instance) a society or several societies? Because the legitimate existence of the nation-state is typically contested (for example, the status of Lithuania in the Soviet Union), there can be no naïve equation of nation-state, society or social system. Third, Parsons' theory of the social system (and more generally structural-functionalism) has difficulty in identifying the sources of social change, and this objection is really to ask a question about the relationship between sociological and historical explanations. Parsons often referred to “social strains” (1963b) as explanations of social change (as in his well-known writings on McCarthyism), or in his essays on Fascism he saw the legacy of the German class system in relation to the military bureaucracy as an explanation for the rise of national socialism (Parsons 1942e; 1942f). However, it is not clear how these events and circumstances can be reconciled with the very general nature of his sociology of the social system. In part, this problem was an aspect of Norbert Elias's critique (1978) of Parsons' lack of any sense of historical contingency.

These objections clearly represent a formidable critical reception of Parsons' sociology. I shall return to a modest defence of Parsons shortly. However, I want to suggest that behind these critical comments there are two more basic, but often unstated, attacks on Parsons. The first is that his work almost entirely neglected the contributions of Karl Marx to social science. The second is that his work represents, often overtly, a defence of American civilization as the cutting edge of modern progress. These two issues are clearly interrelated.

From the vantage point of having lived through the revolutions of 1989, it is now increasingly difficult to understand, or empathize with the dominance of structuralist Marxism in sociology in the 1960s and early 1970s. The events of 1968 were associated with a period of remarkable Marxist theoretical developments, especially in Germany around critical theory, and in France around structuralist Marxism. While these intellectual movements had little impact on American social theory, there were strong radical student movements in the USA, which were, at least for a time, influenced by critical theory through the work of Herbert Marcuse. Parsons had rather little sympathy for such student movements on campus (Parsons and Platt, 1973b). While Marx was enjoying a major revival in university lecture halls around the world, Parsons' general theory was almost entirely closed to the influence of Marxist theory. Marx was very briefly considered in The Structure of Social Action, where he was dismissed as merely a variant of utilitarian economic theory. Parsons sustained this view of Marx as a utilitarian for the remainder of his intellectual career (Gould 1989). Parsons also wrote almost nothing specifically about Marx or Marxism. This neglect of Marxist social theory during the radical decades of the post-war period further reinforced the view that Parsons' sociology was ideologically conservative.

Parsons' refusal to engage with contemporary Marxist theory was related to Parsons' view of the role of America in post-war reconstruction. Parsons took the view that the defeat of German and Italian fascism was a triumph of liberal, pluralist politics and for capitalism as an economic system. America was the illustration of successful and “progressive” social evolution which, despite the problems of racism, urban violence, organized crime and class inequalities, offered the most promising alternative to Stalinism and international communism. Parsons acknowledged many of the social achievements of Russian society, but remained sceptical about its adaptive capacities (Parsons 1965a). Parsons did not therefore accept the radical criticisms of American society which were common in the 1960s (Lidz 1989). Parsons felt that the critical positions adopted in The Lonely Crowd (Riesman 1950), The Power Elite (Mills 1956), The Sane Society (Fromm 1956), America as a Civilization (Lerner 1957) and The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 1950) were superficial and, behind the smoke screen of academic neutrality, merely vented old ideological slogans. Parsons' intention was to write a general study of American society as a reply to these critics, which was to be called The American Societal Community, but very little of this work was finally completed. What remains is a collection of (largely unpublished) manuscripts (Parsons 1989). The critical objection to Parsons was, therefore, not only that his sociology was flawed by a range of technical problems, but that, in addition to his critique of Marxism, his analysis of values was by intention a defence of American civilization against right-wing social movements (such as McCarthyism) and against power blocs in the world-system of politics (such as Russian communism), which threatened the future of cultural pluralism.



A DEFENCE OF PARSONS

One problem with the criticism of Parsons in the 1960s was that it typically focused on a narrow range of Parsons' own work, specifically The Social System. The revival of interest in Parsons in the 1980s has been characterized by its focus on the work of Parsons as a whole. What emerges from this more complete overview is an appreciation of its theoretical comprehensiveness (Sciulli and Gerstein 1985). In addition, there is a growing appreciation of the applied and empirical virtues of Parsons' framework (Holton and Turner 1986). As a result of these contemporary evaluations of Parsons' complete contribution to sociology, many of the conventional objections to Parsons no longer appear so compelling or convincing. It is also important to point out (as a moral evaluation of Parsons as a person) that Parsons attempted to reply systematically to his critics. For example, Parsons provided replies to the objection that he was operating with an “oversocialized conception of man” (Parsons 1962c), to the criticism that he had no theory of power (Parsons 1963f), to the claim that his work was conservative (Parsons 197If), and to the notion that he had totally misrepresented the sociology of Weber (Parsons 1975g).

A modest defence of Parsons would include the following observations. Against the conventional view of Parsons as a conservative, it is now more than ever clear that Parsons was in fact a New Deal liberal, who attempted to defend progressive political changes, such as full citizenship rights for American blacks (Parsons 1965b). It is not valid, furthermore, to argue that Parsons' sociology neglected questions about broad historical changes; Parsons was specifically concerned, like Weber, with the general pattern off western development out of Christian and Greco-Roman civilizations (Parsons 1971a; 1977a). It is also possible to defend Parsons against the idea that his Grand Theory had little to do with the understanding of empirical problems. For example, Parsons' essays on the German social structure (Parsons 1942e), on intellectuals (Parsons 1959d), or his various articles on the professions are clear illustrations of his ability to write about specific issues and empirical problems. Although Parsons correctly described himself in the dedication of The Social System as “an incurable theorist”, he also retained clear and specific political interests in contemporary issues such as university curriculum development, or race relations, or American foreign policy issues.

Although these comments are reasonable and appropriate, they are hardly original or compelling. Returning to my observations at the beginning of this essay, there are three broad areas of defence which we should address in more detail. The first is that Parsons' sociology established many of the broad parameters of contemporary debate in sociology; these parameters include (i) how is social order to be explained, and how important are shared values in such an explanation? (ii) what is the nature of social action, and how can we best defend the idea of voluntaristic action against various forms of utilitarianism? (iii) what are the essential characteristics of a modern society in terms of its values and social structure, and how much of this “modernity” is the product of capitalistic economic development? and, finally (iv) how can sociology contribute to understanding and fostering progressive social relations, that is relations which exist without recourse to forms of authoritarian compulsion? These questions, which were central to Parsons' sociology, have remained crucial to mainstream sociology and are even central to the sociological alternatives presented by Parsons' critics.

Although Parsons was blind to many current issues—gender, feminist theory, the analysis of symbolic exchange at the micro level, the negative features of American foreign policy, the repression brought about by western imperialism, the devastation of aboriginal cultures by westernization, and the possibilities of “underdevelopment” as a necessary consequence of so-called western development—two features of Parsonian sociology continue to dominate contemporary sociology.

The first is the growing recognition that classical sociology failed to develop an adequate perspective on culture, and that various forms of development of modern capitalism have made cultural issues more rather than less prominent in “post-industrial” society. Given Parsons' preoccupation with cultural anthropology, his tripartite theoretical model of society, culture and personality, and his predilection for value analysis, Parsons' contribution to cultural sociology is a crucial feature of his general sociology. This aspect of work has yet to receive adequate attention (Robertson 1988).

The second thematic issue in Parsons' sociology was its anti-nostalgic stance towards modernity (Holton and Turner 1986). While mainstream sociology, which has followed Marx and Weber, has in practice been a sociology of capitalist society, Parsons has been unambiguously a theorist and protagonist of modernity. Classical sociology retained an often unspoken nostalgia for the conservative values of a stable rural community; the basic unit-ideas of sociology (such as the sacred, community, authority, and status) reflect this undercurrent of commitment to the world represented by pre-industrial agrarian communities (Nisbet 1967). While writing about gesellschaft, sociologists have often embraced a set of values which are more relevant to gemeinschaft (Holton and Turner 1989). Parsons, by contrast, was unambiguously modernist in his acceptance of secularization, differentiation, pluralism of values, bureaucratization of administration, urban cultures and modern forms of citizenship. There is nothing in Parsons' sociology to compare with the constant angst which Weber exhibited towards modernity and towards the problem of discovering a scientific or political calling in post-religious society (Lassman and Velody 1989). Given the current debate about modernity and postmodernity, it is not a risky prediction to assume that Parsons may well be revived as the spokesperson of modernity, and that this revival may (with considerable irony) put Parsons in the same camp as Habermas in wishing to complete the project of rational modernity.

The second major defence of Parsons is that his theoretical endeavours over half a century represented a sustained and systematic attempt to develop a single coherent approach to sociology, replacing the legacy of rationalistic utilitarian social theory with a voluntaristic theory of action. Parsons' critics have recently paid tribute to this serious quest for analytic coherence. Thus Habermas (1987:199) has written that Parsons has left a body of theory which is “without equal in its level of abstraction and differentiation, its social-theoretical scope and systematic quality.” This action theory would (i) take into account the centrality of norms and values in the choice of the ends of action and the regulation of means to ends, and (ii) would maintain a view of the social actor as a rational being who is also motivated by feelings and by evaluations. Parsons' sociology thus attempted to provide a coherent overview of the domain of sociological enquiry which would systematically integrate, following Weber's account of action, social action and social relationship, a voluntaristic theory of action with what we might call a culturalist theory of the social system.

Although many critics of Parsons have argued that there is a hiatus between his action theory and his social systems theory (and therefore that Parsons does not provide us with a systematic general theory of sociology), by calling Parsons' theory of social systems a culturalist theory, we can recognize the strong connection between the importance of values in his action theory and the pattern of cultural orientations in his systems theory. Some aspects of this relation were outlined in a neglected study of Parsonian theory—Chazel La théorie analytique de la societe dans l'oeuvre de Talcott Parsons (1974). As Chazel points out, there is a direct line of theoretical development from the idea of action orientation in the unit act in The Structure of Social Action, the emergence of the pattern variables in The Social System, and the final development of the four-system (GAIL) model of his later systems theory. This development, in fact, was an attempt to spell out the implications of classical sociology—especially Tönnies' distinction between gemeinschaft and gesell-schaft—for the analysis of modern societies.

The pattern variables remained a constant theme in Parsons' sociology and they therefore indicate, against his critics, an important feature of the continuity of his work. While some commentators have suggested that they were abandoned in Parsons' later work, this is not the case. The pattern variables represented for Parsons, not simply a theoretical framework, but a moral code as well. We have seen this implicit moral theory in his treatment of the importance of professional ethics in guiding the doctors' relationship to the (subordinate and often helpless) patient. On a larger canvas, if we treat Parsons' work as whole as the quest for a sociological and historical account of the origins of (what I shall call) “progressive social systems”, then the continuity of the pattern variables becomes obvious. Progressive social systems are characterized by their pluralism, their tolerance of value-diversity, their structural differentiation, their capacity to solve system problems without recourse to totalitarian violence, and thus their institutionalization of universalism, achievement-orientation and altruism. On these grounds, there would be scope for extensive criticism of the failure of America to achieve these universalistic norms. The race relations issue in American society would be one prominent illustration. Parsons was keenly aware of these criticisms, but he thought that the institutionalization of citizenship norms would eventually reduce such forms of discrimination, without necessarily eradicating racism (Parsons and Clark 1966c), and that these changes would permit sufficient social solidarity for the American community to avoid civil war.

As I have noted, this vision of modern society was Parsons' translation of Weber's Protestant ethic thesis into contemporary sociological theory, which Parsons then combined with the idea that, at this particular point in history, American society most successfully embodied the Weberian Protestant ethic (Robertson, 1982). Therefore, America is at the cutting edge of the process of modernization. This thesis first emerges in The Social System and then is fully developed in Societies and The System of Modern Societies; it also underpinned the whole incomplete project of The American Societal Community. These volumes argued that the historical origins of western liberalism lay in the institutionalization of democracy in the Greek polis and in the individualism which was an important feature of Christian doctrine. In these studies, Parsons adopted an optimistic and modernist view of historical change, not as an evolutionary development towards a social paradise, but as a process which allowed human beings some grounds for hope that (to use Weber's pessimistic metaphor) the iron cage was not the only possible outcome of collective endeavour.

The final defence of Parsons' sociology would centre around his vision of sociology itself. Throughout the post-war university boom, sociology was regularly the target of public criticism. From the left, it was regarded as a bourgeois defence of capitalism, masquerading as an objective science. From the right, it was regarded as a thinly disguised academic version of Marxism, dressed up in the language of an objective academic discipline. Both sides agreed that sociology had to go. Of course, this situation is not new. Simmel's lectures on sociology at Berlin were regarded as subversive. At other times, sociology has been dismissed by anti-semites as a “Jewish Science”. For those sociologists who, following Weber's idea of a calling in science, are passionately committed to their discipline, Parsons' sociology provides an unrestrained and unrepentent defence of sociology as a vital science of social action, whose special area of focus is the integrative role of common values, especially the maintenance of the pattern variables. Although anthropology and sociology were for Parsons closely connected, anthropology was rapidly becoming a theory of culture. Sociology and anthropology were specifically regarded as an alternative to a utilitarian theory of rational action, because their province lay primarily with phenomena which were nonrational.

There are very good grounds for seeing the task of sociology in a wider context. Parsons' account of the nature of sociology is ambiguous. While allocating sociology to the study of the integrative sub-system, Pasrons also tends to see sociology as a general theory of action, for which political, economic and psychological phenomena are significant. In short, it is not clear whether sociology is a special discipline concerned with the institutionalization of value-patterns or whether it is a general science of the social. In this discussion of sociology as a science, it is important to keep in mind that, at least in the German context, the use of the word “science” (Wissenschaft) has a much wider terrain than in an Anglo-Saxon context, where “science” is reserved for positivistic, experimental, natural sciences. Because Parsons was steeped in German scientific culture, he felt less anxious than most in employing “science” in his description of those disciplines which study action.

Whether or not one agrees with Parsons' version of sociology, I believe we have to respect Parsons as a committed scientist, whose own life was also shaped by the pattern variables he sought to describe in The Social System. Weber is reputed to have said that “much of what is sailing under the name of sociology is a swindle” (Mayer 1944: 87). In the case of Parsons, as with Durkheim, we are confronted by a man for whom sociology is a calling. With Parsons' sociology we are offered not a swindle, but the genuine article.
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I The Action Frame of Reference and the General Theory of Action Systems: Culture, Personality and the Place of Social Systems

DOI: 10.4324/9780203992951-1


THE subject of this volume is the exposition and illustration of a conceptual scheme for the analysis of social systems in terms of the action frame of reference. It is intended as a theoretical work in a strict sense. Its direct concern will be neither with empirical generalization as such nor with methodology, though of course it will contain a considerable amount of both. Naturally the value of the conceptual scheme here put forward is ultimately to be tested in terms of its usefulness in empirical research. But this is not an attempt to set forth a systematic account of our empirical knowledge, as would be necessary in a work on general sociology. The focus is on a theoretical scheme. The systematic treatment of its empirical uses will have to be undertaken separately.

The fundamental starting point is the concept of social systems of action. The interaction of individual actors, that is, takes place under such conditions that it is possible to treat such a process of interaction as a system in the scientific sense and subject it to the same order of theoretical analysis which has been successfully applied to other types of systems in other sciences.

The fundamentals of the action frame of reference have been extensively dealt with elsewhere and need only to be briefly summarized here.1 The frame of reference concerns the “orientation” of one or more actors—in the fundamental individual case biological organisms—to a situation, which includes other actors. The scheme, that is, relative to the units of action and interaction, is a relational scheme. It analyzes the structure and processes of the systems built up by the relations of such units to their situations, including other units. It is not as such concerned with the internal structure of the units except so far as this directly bears on the relational system.

1 Cf. especially Parsons and Shils, Values, Motives and Systems of Action in Toward a General Theory of Action. Also Parsons, Structure of Social Action, and Essays in Sociological Theory, and, of course, Weber, Theory of Social and Economic Organization.
The situation is defined as consisting of objects of orientation, so that the orientation of a given actor is differentiated relative to the different objects and classes of them of which his situation is composed. It is convenient in action terms to classify the object world as composed of the three classes of “social,” “physical,” and “cultural” objects. A social object is an actor, which may in turn be any given other individual actor (alter), the actor who is taken as a point of reference himself (ego), or a collectivity which is treated as a unit for purposes of the analysis of orientation. Physical objects are empirical entities which do not “interact” with or “respond” to ego. They are means and conditions of his action. Cultural objects are symbolic elements of the cultural tradition, ideas or beliefs, expressive symbols or value patterns so far as they are treated as situational objects by ego and are not “internalized” as constitutive elements of the structure of his personality.

“Action” is a process in the actor-situation system which has motivational significance to the individual actor, or, in the case of a collectivity, its component individuals. This means that the orientation of the corresponding action processes has a bearing on the attainment of gratifications or the avoidance of deprivations of the relevant actor, whatever concretely in the light of the relevant personality structures these may be. Only in so far as his relation to the situation is in this sense motivationally relevant will it be treated in this work as action in a technical sense. It is presumed that the ultimate source of the energy or “effort” factor of action processes is derived from the organism, and correspondingly that in some sense all gratification and deprivation have an organic significance. But though it is rooted in them the concrete organization of motivation cannot for purposes of action theory be analyzed in terms of the organic needs of the organism. This organization of action elements is, for purposes of the theory of action, above all a function of the relation of the actor to his situation and the history of that relation, in this sense of “experience.”

It is a fundamental property of action thus defined that it does not consist only of ad hoc “responses” to particular situational “stimuli” but that the actor develops a system of “expectations” relative to the various objects of the situation. These may be structured only relative to his own need-dispositions and the probabilities of gratification or deprivation contingent on the various alternatives of action which he may undertake. But in the case of interaction with social objects a further dimension is added. Part of ego's expectation, in many cases the most crucial part, consists in the probable reaction of alter to ego's possible action, a reaction which comes to be anticipated in advance and thus to affect ego's own choices.

On both levels, however, various elements of the situation come to have special “meanings” for ego as “signs” or “symbols” which become relevant to the organization of his expectation system. Especially where there is social interaction, signs and symbols acquire common meanings and serve as media of communication between actors. When symbolic systems which can mediate communication have emerged we may speak of the beginnings of a “culture” which becomes part of the action systems of the relevant actors.

It is only with systems of interaction which have become differentiated to a cultural level that we are here concerned. Though the term social system may be used in a more elementary sense, for present purposes this possibility can be ignored and attention confined to systems of interaction of a plurality of individual actors oriented to a situation and where the system includes a commonly understood system of cultural symbols.

Reduced to the simplest possible terms, then, a social system consists in a plurality of individual actors interacting with each other in a situation which has at least a physical or environmental aspect, actors who are motivated in terms of a tendency to the “optimization of gratification” and whose relation to their situations, including each other, is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured and shared symbols.

Thus conceived, a social system is only one of three aspects of the structuring of a completely concrete system of social action. The other two are the personality systems of the individual actors and the cultural system which is built into their action. Each of the three must be considered to be an independent focus of the organization of the elements of the action system in the sense that no one of them is theoretically reducible to terms of one or a combination of the other two. Each is indispensable to the other two in the sense that without personalities and culture there would be no social system and so on around the roster of logical possibilities. But this interdependence and interpenetration is a very different matter from reducibility, which would mean that the important properties and processes of one class of system could be theoretically derived from our theoretical knowledge of one or both of the other two. The action frame of reference is common to all three and this fact makes certain “transformations” between them possible. But on the level of theory here attempted they do not constitute a single system, however this might turn out to be on some other theoretical level.

Almost another way of making this point is to say that on the present level of theoretical systematization our dynamic knowledge of action-processes is fragmentary. Because of this we are forced to use these types of empirical system, descriptively presented in terms of a frame of reference, as an indispensable point of reference. In relation to this point of reference we conceive dynamic processes as “mechanisms”2 which influence the “functioning” of the system. The descriptive presentation of the empirical system must be made in terms of a set of “structural” categories, into which the appropriate “motivational” constructs necessary to constitute a usable knowledge of mechanisms are fitted.

2 A mechanism as the term will here be used is an empirical generalization about motivational processes stated in terms of its relevance to the functional problems of an action system. See below, Chapter VI.
Before going further into some of these broad methodological problems of the analysis of systems of action with special reference to the social system, it is advisable to say something more about the more elementary components of action in general. In the most general sense the “need-disposition” system of the individual actor seems to have two most primary or elementary aspects which may be called the “gratificational” aspect and the “orientational” aspect. The first concerns the “content” of his interchange with the object world, “what” he gets out of his interaction with it, and what its “costs” to him are. The second concerns the “how” of his relation to the object world, the patterns or ways in which his relations to it are organized.

Emphasizing the relational aspect we may refer to the former as “cathectic” orientation which means the significance of ego's relation to the object or objects in question for the gratification-deprivation balance of his personality. The most elementary and fundamental “orientational” category on the other hand, seems to be the “cognitive” which in its most general sense may be treated as the “definition” of the relevant aspects of the situation in their relevance to the actor's “interests.” This is then the cognitive orientation aspect, or cognitive mapping in Tolman's sense.3 Both these aspects must be present in anything which could be considered a unit of an action system, a “unit act.”

3 Cf. E. C. Tolman, Purposive Behavior in Animals and Men.
But acts do not occur singly and discretely, they are organized in systems. The moment even the most elementary system-level is brought under consideration a component of “system integration” must enter in. In terms of the action frame of reference again this integration is a selective ordering among the possibilities of orientation. Gratification needs have alternatively possible objects presented in the situation. Cognitive mapping has alternatives of judgment or interpretation as to what objects are or what they “mean.” There must be ordered selection among such alternatives. The term “evaluation” will be given to this process of ordered selection. There is, therefore, an evaluative aspect of all concrete action orientation. The most elementary components of any action system then may be reduced to the actor and his situation. With regard to the actor our interest is organized about the cognitive, cathectic and evaluative modes of his orientation; with regard to the situation, to its differentiation into objects and classes of them.

The three basic modes of motivational orientation along with the conception of an object system categorize the elements of action on the broadest level. They are all three implicated in the structure of what has been called “expectation.” Besides cathectic interests, cognitive definition of the situation and evaluative selection, an expectation has, as the term suggests, a time aspect in the orientation to future development of the actor-situation system and to the memory of past actions. Orientation to the situation is structured, that is, with reference to its developmental patterns. The actor acquires an “investment” in certain possibilities of that development. It matters to him how it occurs, that some possibilities should be realized rather than others.

This temporal dimension of the actor's concern with the development of the situation may be differentiated along an activity-passivity coordinate. The actor may at one extreme simply “await developments” and not actively attempt to “do anything about it,” or he may actively attempt to control the situation in conformity with his wishes or interests. A future state of the actor-situation system in which the actor takes merely a passive interest, may be called an “anticipation,” while a future state which he attempts actively to bring about (including the prevention of events he does not want to happen) may be called a “goal.” The goal-directedness of action is, as we shall see, particularly when the bases of normative orientation have been discussed, a fundamental property of all action-systems. Analytically, however, it seems to stand on the next level “down” from the concept of expectations because of the logical possibility of passively anticipatory orientation. Both types must be clearly distinguished from “stimulus-response” in that the latter does not make the orientation to the future development of the situation explicit. The stimulus may be conceived that is, as coming completely “out of the blue” without affecting the theoretical analysis.

The fundamental concept of the “instrumental” aspects of action is applicable only to cases where the action is positively goal-oriented. It formulates those considerations about the situation and the actor's relations to it, the alternatives open to him and their probable consequences, which are relevant to the attainment of a goal.4

4 In The Structure of Social Action, the exposition of the action frame of reference was made largely on the level of goal-direction and thus an “end” as it was there called, was made an essential component of the “unit act.” It seems that it is necessary to push the analysis to a still more elementary level especially in order to clarify the place in which many of the problems of motivation as analyzed in terms of modern psychology must be fitted in. However, no fundamental change has been made. The analysis has simply been carried to a more generalized level. The unit act of The Structure of Social Action is a special case of the unit of action as portrayed here and in Values, Motives, and Systems of Action.
A word may be said about the problem of the ultimate structuring of “gratification-needs.” A general theory of action will, of course, eventually have to come to decisions about the unity or the qualitative plurality of the ultimate genetically given needs and their classification and organization. Particularly, however, for a work concerned with the social system level of action theory it is highly advisable scrupulously to observe the rule of parsimony in such controversial areas. It is, however, necessary to assume an ultimate polarity of this need structure which is incorporated in the concept of the gratification-deprivation balance, and has its derivatives in such antitheses as attraction-aversion. Beyond this, however, and certain general statements about the relations of need-gratification and the other aspects of action it does not, for our purposes, seem necessary to go in highly general terms.

The major reason for this is that in their sociologically relevant forms, “motivations” come to us as organized on the personality level. We deal, that is, with more concrete structures which are conceived as products of the interaction of genetically given need-components with social experience. It is the uniformities on this level which are empirically significant for sociological problems. To make use of knowledge of such uniformities it is generally not necessary to unravel the genetic and the experiential components underlying them. The principal exception to this statement arises in connection with problems of the limits of social variability in the structure of social systems which may be imposed by the biological constitution of the relevant population. Of course when such problems arise it is necessary to mobilize all the available evidence to form a judgment about more specific gratification needs.

A related problem is that of the relevance not only of gratification needs, but of capacities or abilities. Every empirical analysis of action presumes biologically given capacities. We know that these are highly differentiated as between individuals. But for the most general theoretical purposes the same rule of parsimony may be applied. The soundness of this procedure is confirmed by the knowledge that individual variations are by and large more important than those between large populations so that it is relatively unlikely that the most important differences of large-scale social systems are primarily determined by biological differences in the capacities of their populations. For most sociological purposes the resultant of the genes and life experience is adequate without attempting to segregate out the factors.

It was pointed out that even the most elementary orientation of action on animal levels involves signs which are at least the beginning of symbolization. This is inherent in the concept of expectation which involves some sort of “generalization” from the particularities of an immediately current stimulus-situation. Without signs the whole “orientational” aspect of action would be meaningless, including the conceptions of “selection” and underlying it, of “alternatives.” On the human level certainly the step is taken from sign-orientation to true symbolization. This is the necessary condition for the emergence of culture.

In the basic scheme of action, symbolization is clearly involved both in cognitive orientation and in the concept of evaluation. Further elaboration of the role and structure of symbol systems in action involves considerations of differentiation in relation to the various aspects of the action system, and the aspect of sharing and its relation to communication and to culture. The latter may be dealt with first.

Whatever the importance of neurological prerequisites may be, it seems probable that true symbolization as distinguished from the use of signs, cannot arise or function without the interaction of actors, and that the individual actor can acquire symbolic systems only through interaction with social objects. It is at least suggestive that this fact may well be connected with the element of “double contingency” involved in the interaction process. In the classical animal learning situations the animal has alternatives between which he makes a selection and develops expectations which can be “triggered” by certain signs or “cues.” But the sign is part of a situation which is stable independently of what the animal does; the only “problem” presented to him is whether he can “interpret” it correctly, e.g., that the black panel means food, the white one no food. But in social interaction alter's possible “reactions” may cover a considerable range, selection within which is contingent on ego's actions. Thus for the interaction process to become structured, the meaning of a sign must be further abstracted from the particularity of the situation. Its meaning, that is, must be stable through a much wider range of “ifs,” which covers the contingent alternatives not only of ego's action, but of alter's and the possible permutations and combinations of the relation between them.

Whatever may be the origins and processes of development of symbol systems it is quite clear that the high elaboration of human action systems is not possible without relatively stable symbolic systems where meaning is not predominantly contingent on highly particularized situations. The most important single implication of this generalization is perhaps the possibility of communication, because the situations of two actors are never identical and without the capacity to abstract meaning from the most particular situations communication would be impossible. But in turn this stability of a symbol system, a stability which must extend between individuals and over time, could probably not be maintained unless it functioned in a communication process in the interaction of a plurality of actors. It is such a shared symbolic system which functions in interaction which will here be called a cultural tradition.

There is a fundamental relation between this aspect and the “normative orientation” of action as it is often called. A symbolic system of meanings is an element of order “imposed” as it were on the realistic situation. Even the most elementary communication is not possible without some degree of conformity to the “conventions” of the symbolic system. Put a little differently, the mutuality of expectations is oriented to the shared order of symbolic meanings.
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