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Approaching Sociology 
A Critical Introduction 

There is no agreed viewpoint among sociologists and schools of 
sociology as to the subject matter of the study. Nor is there 
any one unified approach. This book provides a clear discussion 
of some of the major differences, and introduces the reader to 
central issues of sociological analysis. It is also concerned to 
show how the study of sociology is relevant to the society in 
which we live. The subject is considered under five main 
headings: sociology as a critical discipline; the individual and 
society; social structure ; social change ; and social 
consciousness. 

'Manages to combine a Marxist approach with a ge~uine 
attempt to show that all sociology teachers have their own 
values and biases, even those who pretend otherwise, so t_hat 
students must be constantly on their guard ar:d learn_ to think 
for themselves. The authors' definition of sociology 1s 
characteristically clear : sociologists try to understand p~enomena 
or problems, they explain, "by seeking causes for t~em in the 
!acts of people's membership of social groups and in the ways 
in which these groups are related to each other". In a_ shelf-full 
of ponderous tomes you will not find it put more sensibly 
than that.'-The Times Literary Supplement 
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General Editor's introduction 

Today Sociology is going through a phase of great expan­
sion. Not only is there a widespread general interest in 
the subject, but there is a rapid growth in the numbers of 
new courses at Universities, Colleges of Further Educa­
tion, and elsewhere. As a result there is an increasing 
number of potential readers of introductory textbooks. 
Some will be motivated by general interest; some will want 
to find out enough about the subject to see whether they 
would like to pursue a formal course in it; and others will 
already be following courses into which an element of 
Sociology has been fused. One approach to these readers 
is by means of the comprehensive introductory volume 
giving a general coverage of the field of Sociology; another 
is by means of a series of monographs each providing an 
introduction to a selected topic. Both these approaches 
have their advantages and disadvantages. The Library of 
Sociology adopts the second approach. It will cover a 
more extensive range of topics than could be dealt with 
in a single volume; while at the same time each volume 
will provide a thorough introductory treatment of any one 
topic. The reader who has little or no knowledge in the 
field will find within any particular book a foundation 
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GENERAL EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION 

upon which to build, and to extend by means of the sug­
gestions for further reading. 

Anyone who has taught introductory Sociology courses 
will know that two major problems present themselves. 
The first is to explain what is after all a very complicated 
subject in a way which is comprehensible to the begin­
ning student. The second is to maintain the student's 
interest. Many people approach the study of Sociology for 
the first time because they have an interest in the current 
problems of society and they believe that such a study 
will provide them with a relevant basis for the under­
standing of thuse problems. Of course all sociologists do 
believe that the study of their subject is relevant to such 
an understanding. It nevertheless is regrettably true that 
many introductions to the subject and in particular many 
introductory textbooks present their arguments in ways 
which must leave the reader to ask how all this is relevant 
to the social milieu in which he finds himself. 

The present volume meets both these points. It 
approaches the subject matter in simple and direct 
language while at the same time the reader becomes 
acquainted with important-and controversial-issues 
central to sociological analysis. The authors themselves are 
concerned to make clear that 'this book is not itself 
intended on its own as a textbook of sociology but is 
rather meant to be used in conjunction with other intro­
ductory material to provide the basis of a critique' . The 
reader of the volume will not find an eclectic approach. 
The authors are committed to a dialectical analysis of 
society. Their approach may be compared and contrasted 
with other approaches to the subject. 

At the present time, the available techniques and models 
of analysis within sociology are being subjected to much 
re-examination and searching criticism. The criteria by 
which they can be evaluated are unclear. It is therefore 
all the more important to demonstrate to the interested 
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GENERAL EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION 

inquirer that the choice is not to be made in terms of 
personal predilection but in terms of the effectiveness 
with which these techniques and models can provide an 
understanding of societies. The reader should be stimulated 
by the clear and incisive statement in this book to 
investigate for himself the important issues raised in it. 

A. R. EMERSON 
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1 
Sociology as a critical discipline 

The diversity of views in sociolo9y 

All over the world, people starting to learn about physics, 
or any other of the natural sciences, will be learning 
very much the same sorts of things. The same sets of basic 
propositions will be learnt in Japan and Russia, China and 
Peru. But this is not true in sociology. The student in 
Russia will not start off with the same propositions about 
societies and men's relation to them as the student in the 
U.S.A. The British student and the Yugoslav student will 
not be learning the same sorts of propositions to start off 
their studies (Aron, 1968, p. 7f.). More than this, even 
within a country, to a considerable extent the approach 
which a student finds he is being taught varies according 
to the particular views of his teacher or his department. 
In Canada, for example, two distinct traditions of socio­
logy exist side by side : French Canadian, drawing from 
European and especially French sociology, and English 
Canadian, which follows one or other of the American 
schools (Bottomore, 1967, p. 112-113). In some places the 
diversity of views on the subject will be emphasized, in 
others it will be ignored, or underplayed. No doubt there 
will be some elements in common in most of the courses 
students will be taking across the world, but these will, in 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

fact, be very largely restricted to the study of such things as 
technical means of carrying out surveys of opinion and 
attitude, around which a certain amount of technology 
has developed. Among sociologists there are different reac­
tions to the problem of the diversity of approaches and 
orientations. It will tell us something of what sociology 
is about if we examine them. 

For some sociologists, the problem is relatively simple. 
Since their approach is right, and those of other schools 
wrong, the latter can safely be ignored. It is very easy to 
see this if we compare basic textbooks of sociology from 
different countries-the kind of contents that they list, 
the kind of authors they consider important, the kind of 
orientations that they adopt. Here are some examples. 
There are large numbers of American textbooks, well­
produced, very lengthy (in no country are there so many 
students of sociology as there are in the United States). 
Almost all of them orient their approach to sociology 
around the concept of culture, which we shall discuss 
later. But if we look at European textbooks, we find them 
giving much less emphasis to the idea of culture, and 
emphasizing much more the idea of structure. Similarly, 
in most American, and in a number of British textbooks, 
the idea of social change is given a very subordinate place 
-sometimes a chapter is 'tacked on' to a book-whereas 
all East European textbooks give a central place to the 
concept of change. George Gurvitch, one of the great 
French sociologists (although we do not agree with his 
sociological approach in general), calls Marx the 'Prince 
of Sociologists', and Marx's work is basic to the approach 
of large numbers of East European sociologists; yet he 
is not even given the dignity of a section in Barnes' 
moo-page Introduction to the History of Sociology, and 
hardly, if at all, mentioned in most of the American intro­
ductory texts (Barnes, 1961). While most of the latter 
depend almost entirely on the functionalist orientation 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

to sociology, in Bottomore's textbook, which is one of 
the most widely used (and, in our view, best) textbooks 
in Britain, this orientation is dismissed in a few lines 
(Bottomore, 1963). Yet, if one's reading were confined to 
the approach of one of the particular schools mentioned, 
one would hardly even know that other approaches 
existed, and were widely held elsewhere. We think it is 
unfortunate that this applies to very many students of 
the subject, whose orientation is implicitly selected for 
them before they begin. 

A comparison of an American and a Yugoslav textbook 
of sociology 

Leonard Broom & Philip Ante Fiamengo Elements of 
Selznick Sociology, 3rd. General Sociology 5th. 
edition, 1963 edition, 1967 

Part I Elements of Socio- Introduction 
logical Analysis 

Ch. 1 Introduction 
Ch. 2 Social Organization 
Ch. 3 Culture 
Ch. 4 Socialization 
Ch. 5 Primary Groups 
Ch. 6 Social Stratification 
Ch. 7 Associations 
Ch. 8 Collective Behaviour 
Ch. 9 Population and Eco-

logy 

Part 2 Analysis of Special 
Areas 

Ch. rn The Family 

Ch. 1 Historical Develop­
ment of Sociological 
Thought-the Sources of 
Sociology 

Ch. 2 The Origin of Socio­
logy as a Separate Science 

Ch. 3 The Object and 
Method of Sociology 

Ch. 4 The Basic Ideas of 
Sociology 

Ch. 5 The Structure and 
Dialectics of Forces and 
Relations of Production 

Ch. 6 Society as a Totality 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

Ch. r r Religion 
Ch. 12 Education 
Ch. 13 Minorities 
Ch. 14 Crime and Delin-

quency 

Part 3 Master Trends 
Ch. 15 Urban Man 
Ch. 16 Industrial Man 
Ch. 17 Political Man 

and the Question of Base 
and Superstructure 

Ch. 7 Social Groups 
Ch. 8 Group and Individual 

Interaction 
Ch. 9 The Structure and 

Development of Social 
Consciousness 

Ch. ro The Structure and 
Development of Particu­
lar Socio-Economic Forms 

Ch. r r The Motive Forces 
and Lawfulness of Social 
Development 

Quite a difference! Notice that even from the chapter 
headings you can see that Broom and Selznick's emphasis 
is static, while Fiamengo's is dynamic; Fiamengo's struc­
turalist, while B. & S. emphasize culture and socializa­
tion. We should say that a comparison of the total con­
tents of the two books bear out the differences in the 
contents' lists. 

Another justification of the limitations which authors 
impose on the knowledge they presume to allow the 
student of sociology is that the 'theoretical' problems are 
too difficult for a beginning student to grasp; he needs a 
firm base before he can tackle these more difficult ques­
tions. This would be acceptable, perhaps, if there was 
indeed a 'firm base' , which had been solidly established, 
examples have already been given to indicate that this is 
not the case. The argument is therefore spurious. 

An alternative approach, again popular in American 
textbooks, is to argue that sociology is a science, just 
like the natural sciences, but at a much less developed 
level; therefore evaluations and controversy should be 
avoided in the introductory stages. If, however, we 

4 



SOCIOLOGY A S A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

examine these books in a comparative way, we find that, 
although sociology clearly is undeveloped when com­
pared with the natural sciences in terms of the amount 
of effort, resources, and time given to research, what has 
been done has not led to a body of agreement which we 
can be sure that everybody accepts. While sociologists will 
not dispute that x per cent of people have a particular 
opinion on some subject at a particular time when asked 
a certain question, what this means in terms of their 
behaviour, in terms of theories about the explanation of 
behaviour in society, will be in dispute (see Chapter 6). 
In addition to this, the proponents of such a view are 
unable to match up to the scientific criteria they set 
themselves. For example, in Horton and Hunt's Sociology 
(1964), the first chapter tells us about the scientific nature 
of sociology, that it abjures value judgments, unverifiable 
and unsubstantiated statements, etc., yet the authors find 
themselves able later on to describe the Soviet Union as 
an 'unparalleled tyranny' . Inkeles, in What is Sociology? 
(1964), after similar obeisance to the god of Science, con­
cludes his book with a section which reads: 'The United 
States is viewed by most peoples of the world as dynamic 
and progressive to a degree which they hardly can 
imagine, and certainly do not expect to realize, for their 
own countries,' (p. rr2). Over and above this, the scientific 
methods used, despite their apparent sophistication, are 
often inappropriate to the problems. 

The argument so far leads up to the proposition that we 
should regard with considerable distrust anyone who tries 
to tell us that there is an approach to sociology which we 
should learn alone, that there is really a considerable 
amount of agreement about most things, so that we needn't 
bother about the argument. The effect is to lull the critical 
faculties of the student-who often finds it difficult enough 
to cope with the amount of new knowledge anyway 
-and to make it easier for the teacher to put across 
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SOCIOLOGY .\ S A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

his approach, or that of his school of sociology, without 
challenge. It can be confidently asserted that the inter­
pretation of almost any piece of social evidence is con­
troversial as between different sociological schools. No 
approach to the study of sociology which does not 
emphasize this fact should be acceptable. A second 
important line of argument follows from the first. Since 
there is no agreed base, from the beginning the sociol_ogy 
student has to make judgments about, and interpretat101'.s 
of, the various propositions that he is introduced to. It 1s 
imp~ss~ble to make such judgments on an ad hoc b~sis, 
and 1t 1s essential to have some kind of broader theoretical 
pe:sp~ctive which integrates material, and provides 
cnt~na by which to evaluate problems. In our view, the 
chmce of such a perspective is not something arbitrary 
-tweedledum or tweedledee-but develops as a student 
:elat~s. different approaches to different problems and 
imphatly compares them. Nor should a perspective or 
~ppdroal~h be. held in an absolute manner-or we should 

e ea mg with a theol y y introducto ogy, not a social science. et man 
student of~h textbooks . ignore the need to inform the 
from. Instead ~~e::pec_t1ves avail_able for him to choose 
various areas h e give~ sel~ct1ons from a range of the 
sociology, indu ~ _a~ so~rnlog1sts have studied-urban 
delinquency, so~i~l~ sociology, ~ociology of crime and 
o_n; selections which g;eof education, socialization, and so 
t1ves of the autho made on the basis of the perspec­
opportunity to ju~ who nowhere gives the student the 
laying them out in ~e these perspectives themselves by 
Again the big Amer· ontraSt to those of other sociologists. 
sc b ican textbo ks • ore, ut some of the B . . 0 are most guilty on this 
bad (e:g· C?tgrove, 196 ntis~ 0_nes are almost equally 
leII:s m his first chap~:' who _indicates some of the prol>-
the1r fundam 1 . er, Without .. 
as to the enta importance) W apparently reahzmg 

• most appropriate • e have our own views 
6 sort of perspective for socio-
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logists, and put it forward in this book, because we think 
that an introductory book ought to do this. We also try 
to introduce some other perspectives critically, and give 
references so that students may, by additional reading, 
make judgments as to their relative helpfulness. 

Sociologists as People 

There are therefore very big disagreements among socio­
logists about orientations to the subject, and about the 
attitude that should be taken to the disagreements them­
selves. Why is this? Obviously it is in part due to dif­
ferences of assessment of certain theories and actual 
studies, and it is with argument about these that the 
later parts of the book are concerned, but the problem 
is itself also a sociological one. Sociologists, and, to a 
greater or lesser degree, other social scientists, face two 
important kinds of problems in their work. Firstly, the 
propositions that they make are about people-how they 
are affected by belonging to certain kinds of groups, 
indeed, more than this, that people are inconceivable 
without groups. Mannheim, a famous sociologist, put it 
thus: 

We belong to a group not only because we are born 
into it, not merely because we confess to belong to it, 
nor finally because we give it our loyalty and allegiance, 
but primarily because we see the world and certain 
things in the world the way it does (Mannheim, 1960, 
p. 19). 

But sociologists are also people, are therefore also mem­
bers of groups, and, in as far as the above statement is 
true, will also tend to see the world in the way the 
groups they belong to do. Therefore we should expect 
to learn something about what sociologists say as socio-
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

logists by studying the nature of the different kinds of · 
groups they belong to. (We are using the word group in 
a very general sense here, and not simply thinking of 
people meeting together face to face.) 

There has been some objection to this kind of approach 
on the grounds that it lands one in what is called an 
infinite regression-the person making the analysis of 
the effect on sociologists of being in groups himself belongs 
to groups; thus his analysis could itself be analysed in 
the same terms, and so on ad infinitum. Philosophically, 
the point is true, but, in practice, the possibility of an 
infinite regression does not allow us to ignore the prob­
lem. Some studies in social psychology have shown that, 
even under apparently very careful designs, the attitudes 
and expectations of the investigators have marked effects 
on the results (Rosenthal, 1966). Why then should the 
problem be ignored in sociology, or indeed in real life, 
where such rigour of experiment can, for various reasons, 
never hold? 

The second problem for sociologists is that their sub­
ject matter is inextricably bound up with the kinds of 
problems the solution of which concerns every human 
being in one way or another; over which vast, continent­
wide disagreements exist; for which many have died­
such problems as war and peace, socialism, poverty, 
unemployment, the relations between men and women , 
and so on. To investigate them involves sociologists in 
great historical arguments, and makes it very difficult 
for them to divorce their own views as citizens from 
their work as sociologists. Some sociologists have tried 
to_ evade this problem by resolutely refusing to study any­
thmg that might conceivably have social significance (c.f. 
Mo?i:e, 1963). But this is really no escape, since even the 
de~s1on as to what to study or what not to study is a 
soc~al decision and can be judged in moral terms : 'By 
their work, all students of man and society assume and 
8 
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imply moral and political decisions.' (Mills, 1959, p. 76.) 
Thus, to a greater or lesser degree, in various ways, the 
sociologist cannot avoid the problem of social values in 
his work. We do not think that the first and second 
problems are totally separable, since one of our basic 
propositions is that values and ideas are not independent 
of the groups, and relations between groups in which 
people find themselves, although this doesn't mean that 
they are considered to be totally determined by them. 
The problem is analysed further in Chapter 5. 

On the basis of these two related problems for socio­
logists, let us therefore return to the fact that there is 
no basic agreement among sociologists in different societies 
with different social structures, and even within societies, 
and that they so often try to hide or play down or 'leave 
until later' this uncomfortable fact. We can pose it this 
way: what are some of the characteristics of the 
sorts of groups that sociologists belong to? ( c.f. Horowitz, 
1968.) Since this is a general sociological question, it 
applies to more groups than sociologists alone, and in our 
discussion we shall, in fact, be raising propositions which 
can help us to understand how sociology should approach 
the study of other social problems. Because our discus­
sion is not intended as a systematic analysis of the 'socio­
logy of sociologists', it is phrased in very general terms, 
and will not enable us to predict the behaviour of 
individual sociologists (see below p . 15). 

Let us start off at a very general level, that of whole 
societies. Those groups who have effective control of a 
society may propose that only certain forms of approach 
or theory are proper, and may be prepared to enforce 
the~r vi~w with vi~lence ~r threats to the security of the 
soc1~log1st. Thus, 1I: f~sc1st Germany, sociologists were 
req:11red to work w1thm a framework of racialist myths 
so mtolerable that most of them felt obliged to leave 
(Neumann, 1966). Antonio Gramsci, perhaps the leading 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

Italian thinker, spent ten years of his life in the jail where 
he eventually died (Merrington, 1968). For many years, 
sociology was not an acceptable discipline in the Soviet 
Union, and at the time of writing the works of one of 
the greatest Soviet social analysts, Leon Trotsky, are not 
available to students there. 

Or there may be more subtle means of control. In the 
United States, an enquiry in 1955 by Lazarsfeld and 
Thielens, conducted on a sample of nearly 2,500 social 
science teachers, found that very nearly one quarter 
censored their own teaching so as to avoid difficulties, 
and 40 per cent were concerned less 'warped' versions 
of what they said were passed on by students. More than 
two thirds of those in the bigger institutions of high 
academic repute knew of at least one incident involving 
attacks on colleagues for their views or associations 
(Lazarsfeld and Thielens, 1958). Thus, strong pressures 
may be exerted by those controlling societies, in some 
cases more directly, in some cases in a more roundabout 
way, for sociology to be taught in a certain way, for 
some approaches to be emphasized at the expense of 
others (Birnbaum, 1958). If we continue to consider the 
United States, and we wish to do so, since the influence 
of its sociology is a dominant one in Britain, the develop­
ment of teaching in sociology since the Second World 
War cannot be divorced from the confrontation between 
that country (and its allies), and the Soviet Union (and 
its allies). While it would be a crude over simplification 
to say that the general prevalence of theories emphasizing 
order, stability, and the maintenance of the status quo 
(functionalism), was a result of a demand for an ideology 
to provide a weapon in the struggle against Soviet 
'socialism', it would be even more crudely mistaken to 
believe that this type of theory developed entirely as a 
result of independent reflection (Aron, 1968, introduction, 
Cohn-Bendit, 1969). 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A CRITICAL DISCIPLINE 

Coercion and pressure are, then, more or less important 
to sociologists in different societies at different historical 
periods. But what of the students of a teacher who 
practises self-censorship in one form or another? What 
was deliberate distortion on his part will appear a natural 
approach to them, and they, when they begin to influence 
others, will not be censoring themselves in expressing 
censored views-they don't know that biases are incor­
porated in their approach. It may be objected that the 
teaching of sociology is not a simple matter of passing 
on information (or lack of it) from one generation to 
the next, that there are other influences. This is true, but 
let us suppose that most of these other influences tend 
to work in the same way; in that case the biases presented 
by the original teacher would be reinforced. Thus, if we 
call all the factors together going to make the new socio­
logist, his socialization, and if all those factors reinforce 
a similar bias, then that bias comes to be seen not as a 
bias, but as the obvious, sensible, reasonable, scientific 
approach. This is one way in which schools of sociology, 
and social ideologies in general, are developed. 

Let us consider therefore some of the other factors. 
There is a famous study by Bettleheim of the behaviour of 
the inmates of a Nazi concentration camp (Bettleheim, 
1943). So adaptable are human beings that many prisoners, 
under the extreme pressure of the life in the camp, came 
to believe that they really were the despicable scum of 
the earth that the guards thought they were. In socio­
logical jargon, they internalized the standards of the 
guards about themselves. A sociologist is not subject to 
such extreme J?ressures;. but _nei_ther is what may be 
demanded of him so serious m its implications for his 
self-esteem. Thus for every sociologist who censored him­
self in the U.S. enquiry referred to, we can be sure that 
there w~re others, many others, who did not need self­
censorsh1p, because nothing that they said would be likely 
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to disturb anyone-they had come to define sociology in 
terms which would not cause trouble. If we generalize 
this point to other situations, and indeed to whole 
societies, as Marcuse has quite legitimately done, it 
creates immense problems in defining what people's real 
beliefs are, problems discussed in Chapter 5 (Marcuse, 
1964) . 
. We h~ve talked about pressures on sociologists to teach 
m certain ways, emphasize certain approaches to the 
exclusion of others, and about how these are transmitted 
-either by coercion, internalization, or adoption over 
generations (of sociologists). It is also important ~hat 
?1"oup~ of people in different types of occupations di~er 
m their attitudes, and in their standard and mode of life 
f~om those in other types. The explanation of these 
differences is a crucial question for sociology-all t?o 
often they are just described. In our class societies, socro­
logists are very definitely middle class. Let us consider the 
British situation. The established teaching sociologist in 
University or College moves in a restricted and comf~rt­
able world. His employment is secure and well paid, with 
ste~dy rises in income--apart from certain minor anxiety 
penods at job changes-until retirement, or near it. He has 
rather comfortable working conditions, long holidays, and 
a more comfortable house in the suburbs of a fairly large 
urban centre. Of course, not only sociologists, but all 
coll_e?e and university teachers are in more or less t?is 
posit10n, and their social attitudes reflect it. Those with 
a CO!).Science tend to wish everyone could live like them, 
and the others worry about groups which might conc~iv­
ably be a threat to them in some way or another (hke 
students in the present period). Such a background, the 
atmosphere and associations deriving from it, would tend 
to make certain kinds of social theory seem more appro­
priate than others, while certain standards of politesse 
develop-norms of appropriate behaviour in the jargon-
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which lead to some types of argument being disparaged 
because of the 'rough' language in which they are 
expressed, their polemical style, or because of their 
author's 'dubious' connections, rather than because of 
their content (e.g. Lipset and Smelser, 1961, footnote 12). 
In the United States, where job security is less certain 
until the higher reaches of the academic world, pressure 
to conform to certain norms is reinforced by the local 
power wielded by those in a position to confirm or deny 
appointments, a situation which has been ably studied 
by Caplow and McGhee in their book The Academic 
Marketplace (1961) . If there are pressures on sociologists 
not to countenance theories or behaviour that might lead 
to deviation from norms of academic propriety deriving 
from the social position and relationships of academics, 
pressures also develop among the sociologists themselves. 
For sociologists, in this country at least, have only recently 
and tentatively ·arrived at positions of academic respect­
ability in the eyes of their longer established colleagues, 
and thus they are often like nouveaux riches, trying to 
establish the power of their departments, their status in 
academic institutions. This situation leads to an emphasis 
on the 'real' unity of the discipline, the consensus (amount 
of agreement as to norms) of the discipline, the profes­
sional qualities of sociologists, and their ability to make 
'positive' contributions to the administration of things as 
they are. It leads away from an emphasis on disagreement, 
and the sort of theory which argues that problems derive 
from the fact that things are as they are, i.e. , that the 
social organization itself needs changing if the problems 
are to be solved. Over and above this, there is a tendency 
for sociologists to become so absorbed in establishing 
themselves in the eyes of other sociologists whom they 
esteem (their reference groups), that the relationship 
between what they do and social reality can become very 
tenuous indeed. Some of the arguments about sociological 
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arguments seem to the authors to have a very great 
resemblance to the medieval disputations as to the num­
ber of angels that could be accommodated on the head of 
a pin. Compare, for instance, Hoselitz (1966), Sosensky 
(1964), Zollschan and Perucci (1964) with the devastating 
critique by Frank (r967b). 

What we have done is to set out some of the pressures 
that we can expect to be exerted upon sociologists as 
teachers because of the fact that they are members of 
certain groups, and how these pressures may be rein­
forced through time. Let us summarize them. By belong­
ing to a society with a certain type of social str_ucture 
(e.g. capitalist, communist), they may be coerced m cer­
tain ways. More subtle pressures may lead them _ t? adapt 
themselves by adopting as their own internal!zmg the 
demands made upon them . Succeeding generations 1:1ay 
be so s?cialized that they will be less aware t~at choices 
ar~ available. Within the society, because of their member­
ship of certain occupational groups, sociologists are con­
stantly pressured to approach their studies from t~e 
perspe~tive of these groups; by adopting current norms giv­
ing high values to personal social advancement, ~or 
e~ample, they are pressured not to behave in ways which 
might offe_nd those in positions above them, in ~rder to 
secure their own advancement. Finally, by belonging to a 
lo~al academic group of sociologists, they are pressured ~o 
adJU5t themselves to that which will gain them estee_m_ m 
the eyes of the majority of that group-or the opinion 
formers, the influentials, within it. 

This, then, is a general sociological approach by whi~h 
we_ can begin to explain why whole schools of socio­
logists systematically misinform their students as t~ t~e 
extent o~ the diversity of approaches that exis~ wit~m 
the_ rubnc of the term sociology. We think it 1s ~oCio­
logical, because it tries to relate behaviour and attitudes 
to the kinds of social groups that sociologists belong to. 
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The same kind of analysis, we think, is a basis for the 
sociological study of all behaviour and attitudes, i.e., it 
tells us how a sociologist should se t about approaching 
problems. If he wants to understand w hy you behave and 
think as you do, this is the way the sociologist should 
begin to set about it. You will find this type of analysis 
in all the examples that we give. But two further points 
should be mentioned. 

Firstly, this kind of approach does not tell us that every 
sociologist subject to similar influences will behave in 
the same w ay-such a crude determinism has been very 
frequent in social theories, and leads to endless struggling 
as the theorists seek to escape self-made problems, when 
people don't behave as they 'ought to'. It does seek to 
help us to understand types of behaviour generally exist­
ing among groups of people who call themselves socio­
logists, no more. The other point is related to the first. 
Since no n arrow determinism is involved, a sociologist 
who becomes aware that these pressures are affecting 
his approach, can, if he wishes, alter the situation some­
what-either by changing the group affiliations that he 
has , or by trying to compensate for his group affiliations. 
In the opinion of the authors, neither of these methods is 
likely to be more effective than relentless criticism from 
knowledgeable students-but how to stimulate this? The 
point in general does not only apply to the example given, 
but can be generalized. We think that the purpose of 
sociology is not to build a closed system of determinate 
laws, but by scientific study, to enable people to become 
aware of some of the social reasons for the social prob­
lems that they experience, to be able to direct their atten­
tion to appropriate sorts of remedies for them. It can also 
help them to understand themselves better. 

Our criticisms in this chapter of the way sociologists 
often teach are not meant to be attacks on the value of 
studying the subject of sociology , but are one half of an 
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argument as to why even the first year student needs a 
critical approach to what he is taught. 

If we would teach students how science is made, really 
made rather than as publicly reported, we cannot fail 
to expose them to the whole scientist by whom it is 
made, with all his gifts and blindnesses, with all his 
methods as well. To do otherwise is to usher in an 
era of spiritless technicians who will be no less lacking 
in understanding than they are in passion, and who 
will be useful only because they can be used (Gouldner, 
1963). 

The second half of this argument comes in Chapters 3, 4 
and 5. 

Society 

One of the 'groups' that we talked of in discussing the 
problem of sociologists and their subject was society. It 
is worth having a further look at this term, and terms 
related to it, because they have been, and are, the source 
of endless confusion among sociologists and others. Socio­
logists are always talking about society, but very few of 
them bother to define it satisfactorily. In some of the 
huge 'scientific' American textbooks of the subject, there 
is no definition at all. 

In common usage, 'society' can refer to a small group 
formed for some purpose-a learned society, a student 
political society, and so on-but sociologists don't use it 
in this meaning. The term is also sometimes used in a 
very vague and general sense to denote a huge region with 
some common cultural or organizational feature-e.g., 
Western society. But usually we mean a nation state 
when we talk of a society. If we talk about Indian society, 
or Zulu society, or British society, we are referring to 
the whole collection of things, people and goings-on within 
the boundaries of India, Zululand or Britain. It is very 
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easy to go on from this to make a very serious kind of 
mistake. It is one thing to explain the behaviour of some­
one in terms of the pressures caused by being a member 
of a society organized in a certain way, but it is quite 
another to say that the society caused the behaviour. It 
is very tempting to do this, as a sort of shorthand, but 
the result is an impression that there is an odd sort of 
thing-society, over and above the individuals and things, 
and their organization, in a nation. This seems silly 
enough when presented in this way, and is called the 
error of agelicism or reification, treating as an object 
something which is not an object (Berger and Pullberg, 
1966, Blackburn, 1969, p. 206f.). Nevertheless, it is very 
common, and some famous sociologists, (notably Emile 
Durkheim, who some seventy years ago had constantly to 
Wage a battle against people who said that the way people 
behaved wasn't related at all to the way the societies 
they belonged to were organized) often give the impres­
sion that some mystical entity, society itself, was a cause 
of people's behaviour (Benoit-Smullyan, 1961). Here are 
some examples from sociology books to show how this 
'shorthand' can confuse things : 

Often society becomes the initiator rather than the 
location of some activity or pattern of organization: 

Every society controls to some extent who may mate 
with whom (Goode, 1964). 

The more the idea is developed, the more confusing it 
becomes. For example, Berger (1963, p. 112) compares the 
relationship between individual and society to that 
between actor and playwright: 

We car.i say that society provides the script for all the 
dramat1s personae. The individual actors, therefore, 
need but slip into the roles already assigned to them 
before the curtain goes up. As long as they play their 
roles as provided for in the script the social play can 
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easy to go on from this to make a very serious kind of 
mistake. It is one thing to explain the behaviour of some­
one in terms of the pressures caused by being a member 
of a society organized in a certain way, but it is quite 
another to say that the society caused the behaviour. It 
is very tempting to do this, as a sort of shorthand, but 
the result is an impression that there is an odd sort of 
thing-society, over and above the individuals and things, 
and their organization, in a nation. This seems silly 
enough when presented in this way, and is called the 
error of agelicism or reification, treating as an object 
something which is not an object (Berger and Pullberg, 
1966, Blackburn, 1969, p. 206f.). Nevertheless, it is very 
common, and some famous sociologists, (notably Emile 
Durkheim, who some seventy years ago had constantly to 
wage a battle against people who said that the way people 
behaved wasn't related at all to the way the societies 
they belonged to were organized) often give the impres­
sion that some mystical entity, society itself, was a cause 
of people's behaviour (Benoit-Smullyan, 1961). Here are 
some examples from sociology books to show how this 
'shorthand' can confuse things : . 

Often society becomes the initiator rather than the 
location of some activity or pattern of organization: 

Every society controls to some extent who may mate 
with whom (Goode, 1964). 

The more the idea is developed, the more confusing it 
becomes. For example, Berger (1963, p. 112) compares the 
relationship between individual and society to that 
between actor and playwright: 

We cai:i say that society provides the script for all the 
dramat1s personae. The individual actors, therefore, 
need but slip into the roles already assigned to them 
before the curtain goes up. As long as they play their 
roles as provided for in the script the social play can 
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proceed as planned. 

So 'society' 'plans', 'writes' and 'assigns' the par ts we 
play! The metaphor may be introduced to emphasize the 
importance of social influences on our behaviour, but 
this personification of society prevents us from developing 
any understanding of the actual sources of these influences 
or of their interplay; everything is masked by what 
'society' does or says. This criticism is developed further 
on page 38. 

Inkeles (1964, p. 35) describes the main concern of one 
of the influential schools of sociologists, the structural 
functionalists , as being an attempt: 

to delineate the conditions and demands of social life, 
and to trace the process whereby a given society 
arranges to meet its needs. To choose an . o~vious 
example, if a society is to continue, it must penodrcally 
find new members. In all known societies the need is 
met by some form of family system. The family is the 
institution which 'acts' for society to ensure fulfillment 
of the functions of sexual reproduction, of early care 
of the dependent infant, and of his initial training in 
the ways of the society in which he will live. 

Perhaps this rather bizarre picture of 'society' periodically 
noticing that it needs some new recruits and setting up 
families to produce and mould these to the appropriate 
specifications, is near enough to caricature to require 
no further comment; we shall discuss this sort of socio­
logy more fully in Chapter 3. You will be able to find 
many more examples like these in sociological literature 
and in common usage. 

Often the use in this way of a word denoting a collec­
~ion of people or things can become a substitute for hav­
m~ to think out the real nature of the problem, as it is 
with the word society for a lot of sociologists, and socio­
logy students, too. Vulgar Marxists are often very guilty 
18 
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of this. The 'Ruling Class', or the 'Bureaucracy' are often 
held responsible for all social ills, but the actual nature 
of these groups in specific social situations isn't defined. 
The approach is very attractive because it enables some­
one to explain the problems of any society in a simple 
formula without having to bother to examine the society 
itself. This kind of 'analysis' once made Marx himself say 
in exasperation, 'I am not a Marxist', and the presence of 
such crudity is the best indication that the analysis is 
not, in fact, a Marxist one. But it is not only vulgar 
Marxists who make this sort of mistake. In our societies, 
politicians constantly justify their actions in terms of 
the 'National Interest'-to have an incomes policy is in 
the National Interest, to make atomic weapons is in the 
National Interest, and so on. If we think about it for a 
moment, the difficulty of defining what really is a 
'national interest' is immense. Almost every policy deci­
sion affects some groups in a nation more adversely 
than others. Thus, to say that a decision is in the national 
interest usually means to identify the interests of one 
group of the population with the national interest, while 
conveniently forgetting the interests of those members of 
the nation who are not benefited by the decision. By 
the appeal to nationalism, sectional decisions may appear 
more palatable to those they don't benefit. Finally, there 
is the constant reference to anyone in control, anyone who 
does things, as 'they'. 'They' are mendi~g the road, 'they' 
are building a block of flats, a~?' m'?re_ Importantly, 'they' 
as opposed to 'us', control decisions m industry, in politics, 
and in every relationship that P:0 ple have with official­
dom. These latter forms of expression have been considered 
to be characteristic of the way working class people look 
at the world (Gouldthorpe and Lo~kwood, 1963). If the 
incorrect use of terms such as society, the bureaucracy, 
and the national intere~t can serve to ~onfuse people as 
to the real nature of mtereSt groups involved in deci-
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sions, so can this dichotomous agelicism into 'us' and 
'them' indicate that people feel apart, alien from the 
sources of decisions, and is, or should be, a matter of 
concern for people in any form of society which is sup­
posed to be democratic (Riddell, 1968, p. 65). 

In this chapter we have not tried to explain directly 
w?~t sociology is. Rather, we have tried to present a 
c~itique and explanation in sociological terms of the one­
sided, partial nature of the explanations that students 
very often receive as to what sociology is. Bec~use _we 
have treated all this in what we consider a socwlogical 
way, we have been able to introduce some of the jargon 
con:imo~ly found among, and endlessly accumulated by, 
s?ciologists, and some of the problems which the explana­
~on of behaviour in terms of groups raises; especially the 
tgers ~f treating societies, or equivalent terms for con­

g omerations of people and things as if they repres~nt 
~eal ~ntities. It has emerged that o~r idea of what soc!o­
_ogy Is, what distinguishes it from other disciplines, hes 
in the w l t" on of pheno ay sociologists approach the exp ana I . . the 
f mena or problems by seeking causes for them m 
acts ~f people's memb~rship of social groups and in the 

ways in wh· h h other Th· . IC these groups are related to eac • 
it ~s ~s a simple idea but there are various reasons why 1sn t ver ' eople in Y easy to explain-we have found-to P 
ske~U::, own society. In the next chapter we shall try to 
of t~e i:me of these reasons, and explore more aspects 

Portance of group membership. 
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2 
The individual and society 

Resistances to sociological explanation 

Having introduced sociology to students for some six 
years, and remembering back to our own days as students 
starting a sociology course, there is no doubt in our minds 
that many students find it difficult to get hold of the 
manner of approach to the study of human behaviour that, 
in our view, is characteristic of sociology, namely that in 
terms of group membership, and group organiz a tion . 
Apart from vague feelings of rootlessness because of the 
seemiiig amorphousness of the subject, dissatisfaction is 
usually expressed in terms of two specific arguments. 
Firstly, that since every individual is different, explana­
tion of individuals in terms of groups is impossible. This 
argument contains a logical fallacy, as we shall try to 
demonstrate below. The second argument is that this 
kind of explanation is contrary to the doctrine of free 
will; with this we have some sympathy, although not in 
the religious terms in which it is usually formulated. 
Before considering these arguments themselves, it is worth 
asking whether there are any features of the socialization 
of students who take sociology themselves which might 
lead them towards these views, which often seem to us 
to be ideologies, partial self-justifications, rather than 
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rational argum 
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school has indicated (Jack.son and Marsden, 1962). The 
prevalence of individualism means that some of the things 
that sociologists talk about seem to be a challenge to the 
whole way of thinking that many students have developed 
through the period of their previous secondary education, 
and are resisted much more strongly than would otherwise 
be the case. The idea is often expressed in tutorial groups 
that people are 'naturally' competitive, or 'naturally' 
selfish, although it is very easy to show by the use of 
examples from anthropology that the degree of selfish­
ness or competitiveness that people exhibit depends on 
the organization of the society from which they come. 
The frequency with which this sort of argument is linked 
with denunciations of communism, or assertions to the 
effect that a 'classless' society is impossible, indicates 
that students very often feel that some justification of 
'their' society, of 'their' way of life, is involved in such 
arguments, as, in a certain sense, it may very well be. 

'Every individual is different', or, 'Every individual is 
unique, therefore he can't be explained sociologically'. 
Let us examine this very common argument against 
sociological types of explanation. We can look at it in two 
ways. If it were followed to its logical conclusion it would 
mean that we could never make any predictions about 
how anyone would behave. For example, when we go 
into a cafe, we are pretty sure that there will be someone 
to cook the food, and someone to serve it (barring self­
service cafes). If people, in spite of being individuals, did 
not behave as others expected them to, at least sometimes, 
the whole of life would be impossible. The statements 
that sociologists make are no different in type from the 
above, except that often the groups are more general, 
and the links between the groups and the behaviour more 
obscure. We expect that people will behave in such a way 
in a cafe so that food is provided for us, and we don't 
need to think about it. We don't necessarily expect that 
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male, protestant divorcees will be more likely to commit 
suicide than others-as Durkheim showed-and it needs 
a considerable amount of explanation to indicate why this 
should be so. The main point is that the therefore in the 
a:~ment above is a logical error. There is no incompati­
bih_ty_ between a thing being unique and sharing charac­
tenstics ':"ith others. Compare two objects. Object ~ ~as 
characteristics p, q, and r. Object B has charactenstlcs 
P, q, and s. They are alike in that they share charac­
teristics P and q. But they differ from each oth<=:r in that 
they _do not share characteristics r ors. Human beings have 
an almost unlimited number of characteristics, and we 
are able to analyse them sociologically because every~ne 
~hares s?me characteristics with others, as well as havi_ng 
some drfferent ones, which they probably share :with 
omeone else. It is the total combination which is umque, 

not every • d' • · • al terms 
h . in IV1dual characteristic. Thus, m ratwn . ' 
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ce~~- Ood of behaviour occurring in certain groups under 
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of h' tt to turn up, and that this might be an exercise 15 

ree Will. It is true, however, that any social 
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scientist will search for the causes of any behaviour in a 
person's social experience (in as far as the behaviour isn't 
innate). But, as we have tried to point out in the first 
chapter, once we are aware of forces pressuring us to 
behave in certain ways, then a choice as to whether to 
continue to so behave or not becomes meaningful. If we 
are not aware of the reasons for our behaviour, such a 
choice is not really a choice at all. 

On the other hand, it is justifiable to express irritation 
at the mechanistic way some sociologists, and some 
schools of sociology approach the study of man, so that 
instead of an interaction between man and society-a 
dialectical relationship-there is a one-way adaptation 
of man to society, an adaptation buttressed by the use of 
jargon-such as role, norm and deviant-which we shall 
discuss further below (Peculjic, 1965, Wrong, 1964). Some 
sociologists have been led towards this one way approach 
by the study of undeveloped societies, in which every 
individual seemed to fit in, and very little behaviour was 
unexpected, or could not be explained in terms of the 
groups in the society to which the individual belonged and 
the way they were related and organized. For others there 
lies somewhere at the back of the theories an attempt to 
justify the 'system', to explain it in terms that will dis­
suade people who suffer in it in various ways from aris­
ing in justified wrath to overthrow it. These arguments 
are part of our constant attack on that approach to 
sociology which can be labelled functionalist, and which, 
in its pervasive varieties and influence, we are seeking to 
combat throughout this book. Such approaches need 
criticism, but although to do so in terms of an argument 
about free will is an understandable mistake, it lets the 
culprit off the hook too easily. 
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Public issues and personal troubles 

So !ar, v:e have tried to show that the usual objections to 
soc10logical types of explanation are not well founded, 
bu_t that there are sociological reasons, deriving from the 
pnor socialization of the students, why many students 
hold rather strongly to these objections. We have also 
taken _the opportunity to attack the mechanistic approach 
to soc10logy which explains human behaviour in terms of 
a_ one way adaptation of man to society. However, it is 
y1tal to recognize the pervasiveness of the social, and !he 
importance of sociological explanation in understandmg 
?uman behaviour and social problems. In our view this 
involves cultivating a way of looking at social pr~blems, 
and . ~f. trying to explain behaviour, a specific kmd of 
sensit1y1ty. C. Wright Mills, with whose general approach 
to sociology we are in considerable agreement, has called 
this_ th: 'sociological imagination', while Peter ~erger in 
lnv1tat10n to Sociology, expresses the same idea m cruder 
~orm (Mills, 1959a, Berger, 1963, ch. 2). Mills argues that 
in the complex modern world of great states and con­
stant change, it is above all this 'imagination' that helps 
us to ask the right sort of questions so that we can begin 
~o explain the social problems that face us. If one man 
1s unemployed, he says, that is a personal problem for that 
man, a trouble. As long as there are jobs avail~ble, we 
look to his character or training for an explanation. But 
when a large proportion (how larg~?) of a natio?'s la~our 
force is unemployed, it is impossible to explam this in 
terms of individuals-we must look to the grou~s they 
belong to and their organization, the w~y society is 
organized, for an explanation. It becomes an issue. Another 
example Mills gives is of marriage-if one marriage 
breaks down, this is a personal problem. When, as in 
contemporary America, one quarter of all marriages end 
in divorce (50 per cent in the Los Angeles area), then, 
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although it appears as a personal problem to each couple, 
we are justified in seeking an explanation outside the 
individual couple, in terms of their group memberships and 
their organization-in the way society is organized. 
Stokely Carmichael makes the same point in another way, 
substituting the terms individual and institutionalized for 
troubles and issues: 

When unidentified white terrorists bomb a black church 
and kill five black children, that is an act of individual 
racism, widely deplored by most segments of the world. 
But when in that same city, Birmingham, Alabama, five 
hundred black babies die each year because of lack of 
proper food, shelter and medical facilities , and thousands 
more are destroyed or maimed physically, emotionally 
and intellectually because of conditions of poverty and 
discrimination in the black community, that is a func­
tion of institutionalised racism (Carmichael, 1968). 

If troubles are defined as being largely personal in origin, 
and issues as largely social in origin, Mills argues that, 
because we experience all events in a personal way, we 
tend to underestimate the explanation in terms of issues. 
It is necessary therefore to establish the importance and 
widespread relevance of the sociological type of explana­
tion, and we shall try to do this by considering two 
areas of study, one of which is often considered to depend 
largely upon biology, and the other, one of the most 
personal, individual kinds of problem, in order to show 
how important it is to be aware of sociological explana­
tions. 

Examples of the pervasiveness of social influences 

I Men and women 
Who asks whom to dance? Who usually takes most part in 
bringing up the children in a marriage? Who does more 
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of the cooking? of the housework? Who is more likely 
to stop work on marriage? and even more likely to stop 
on having children? Who generally makes sexual 
advances? Who spends more time on personal adorn­
ment? Who is evaluated by others at least as much in 
terms of their personal attractiveness as in terms of the 
work they do or other qualities? Almost everyone will 
have no difficulty in answering these questions, and a 
ma~ority, though by no means all, will also be descri~ing 
their own behaviour in giving the answer they consider 
appropriate. What is the reason for the different ways 
?f behaving that most people expect of men and_ wo1:1en 
m our society today? Because there are physrolo~rc~l 
and biological differences between men and women, rt 15 

v~ry often assumed that physiology and biology_ are 
directly responsible for these different ways of behavwur. 
For_ men and women to behave as they usually do is not _a 
~0 : 1al, but a natural thing, runs the argument. FroT? this 
It is easy to characterize people who don't behave m the 
~xpected ways as somehow unnatural. Margaret M~a~, 
1~ a famous book, Sex and Temperament in Three Primi­
tive Societies, set out to show, by using examples from 
her studies in New Guinea, that many of the differenc~s 
between the sexes often attributed to biology are, m 
fact, social in origin (Mead, 1935). One of the advantages 
of New Guinea as an area of investigation is that, although 
t~ere are many different societies there, there has been 
his~orically relatively little mixing among them for l?ng 
periods, so that, within a relatively small geographical 
area, many different ways of doing things can b7 foun_d. 
~he Arapesh tribe, Mead points out, made very httle d1~ 
tinction between the ways of behaving of the different 
sex~s. Assertiveness or aggressiveness, which, in our 
so~rety, are usually attributed to men, are not charac­
tenstic of the behaviour of either sex among the Arapesh, 
among whom there is an uniform lack of ambition. Even 
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the biological fact that women have to have the children 
is socially minimized. Men lie down with their wives 
immediately after childbirth, and, by some process of 
self-suggestion that seems to work for both man and 
woman, men 'take over' much of the fatigue, lessening 
the suffering of the woman. We find, however, that in as 
far as heavy carrying work is done in this primitive 
society, it is performed by the women, who are supposed 
to be equipped 'naturally' with specially strong foreheads 
for the purpose. Mead explains the lack of aggressiveness 
by reference to the practice of late weaning of children, 
and the fact that any child will be fed by any mother who 
can give milk. She compares the Arapesh to the Mundu­
gamor, a tribe of recently 'pacified' head hunters living 
some distance away. Here aggressiveness was a charac­
teristic of both men and women in equal measure. She 
describes love-making as a battle between the partners, 
from which each returns bruised and torn. It is explained 
that children are reared with extreme disregard, many 
first born being drowned, with adults showing little affec­
tion for children. More basically, however, we would 
propose that both the characteristics, and the childrearing 
practices of the Arapesh and the Mundugamor derived 
from the ways they had of procuring their food, which, 
since they were at subsistence level, was a constant pre­
occupation. The Arapesh obtained it by cultivating the 
land; the Mundugamor, historically, to a considerable 
extent by killing people from other neighbouring societies. 
Aggressiveness is not connected with the former, but 
very relevant to the latter. In a third tribe, the Tchambuli, 
some of the attributes often ascribed to men and women 
in our society seemed actually to be reversed. Men adorned 
themselves, and gossiped, and were selected by the 
women, who made sexual advances, did all the trade upon 
which the society depended, although the men made many 
of the traded items. Women were dominant and aggres-
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siv~, and female homosexuality was common. Mead 
P~m~s to !he fact that girls were brought up smoothly 
withm a circle of women, but that boys were thrown out 
at an early age, and for a period seemed spurned by all, 
thus becoming insecure, and constantly seeking affection. 
But, ~ore ~asically, it appears that this society used_ to be 
one m which head hunting went on, but that this, for 
some unspecified reason, became less important, perhaps 
because of the high value that other groups placed upon 
the mosquito nets that the Tchambuli learned how to 
produce. Since the men had been specialized as head 
hunters, the division of labour in the society had changed, 
~eaving the men with no clear position. It is also interest-
mg to notice that in Tchambuli, the natural and ~reated 
resources were sufficient to enable attention to be diverted 
from food gathering so that art could develop. . 

Here, therefore, we have three societies in which the 
expectations about how men and women should behave 
differed widely from those often found in Britain tod~y, 
and from each other. But how can we tell which 
behaviour is more natural? No doubt, members of each of 
the societies would describe their behaviour as natural. 
By _comparing each with the other, and all with our own 
~ociety, we are driven to the conclusion that the problem 
Is not_ biological, but social, and that the sources of the 
behaviour and attitudes of men and women are to be 
sou~ht not in their physiological make up, but in the ways 
their societies are arranged. Margaret Mead compar~s 
~everal societies. She uses the comparative method. This 
Is very helpful for the sort of problem which proposes 
that certain forms of behaviour are universal, or natural. 
By ~h~ investigation of the variety of behaviour in different 
societies we can test whether such statements are true or 
not_. _History can be used in the same way, to test the 
vahdity of propositions about the universality or natural­
ness of patterns of behaviour. Perhaps in our own society 
30 



THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY 

in previous times, things were done differently, in which 
case we can ascribe a social derivation to the particular 
phenomenon under study. 

Another important thing can be noticed about the 
description of the three societies we have given above. 
Mead gives particular emphasis to patterns of bringing up 
children in accounting for the differences in the societies. 
The explanation is in terms of socialization. But we have 
tried to suggest that the method in which a society's 
wealth (in these cases, food) is produced, and, with the 
Tchambuli, the change in the basis of production, lie 
behind both the behaviour, and the socialization. From 
the evidence given, such an explanation seems eminently 
reasonable. But it does illustrate how the things that 
different sociologists consider important can affect not 
only their explanation of what they observe, but also what 
they consider is worth emphasizing in what they observe, 
which brings us back to the problems of sociologists we 
talked of in the first chapter. 

We have tried to show that something commonly 
assumed to be biological in origin is, in fact, social, in 
order to illustrate the pervasiveness of the social, the 
importance of sociological explanation, which is the main 
theme of this section. We can also notice that sociological 
investigation is relevant to the problems about the rela­
tionships of women to homes and childbearing, problems 
which are frequently written about as 'women's prob­
lems' in the 'quality' press, since more middle class 
women have begun to demand the right to work, and 
there has been more economic pressure for them to work. 
It is often argued that it is unnatural and wrong for a 
woman to work while she has young children, and many 
women have considerable conflicts over the cross pres­
sures they feel themselves subject to. Of course, working 
class women historically have never had the opportunity 
of such a choice. By and large, where work has been 
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available for them, they have had to take it, out of 
economic necessity. As working class people have 
struggled to improve their standards of living, the same 
kind of choice, and dilemma, begins to become meaningful 
for some of them. But a glance at today's world shows us 
that expectations about women's relationships to family 
and work are not the same everywhere, but vary from 
society to society, and are also changing within the same 
societies. These 'women's problems' derive from the struc­
ture of the society, rather than from the women them­
selves. An interesting United Nations study illustrates 
this. This study compared psychiatrists' reports of the 
causes of neurosis in married women with families, in 
different countries (World Health Organization, 1966). A 
psychiatrist from Czechoslovakia reported that problems 
were very frequent among that group of women who 
were not working, but spent their time at home with 
their children. Those who combined work with the 
upbringing of children were less likely to suffer neuroses. 
On the other hand, a psychiatrist from Spain, reporting 
on problems of middle class and wealthier Spanish women , 
reported the opposite. It was those who did combine work 
and child upbringing who had mental strain. How can we 
reconcile these contradictory reports? The problem is 
solved once we know that in Czechoslovakia, it is normal 
for women with young children to do a job, and that in 
Spain it is not normal for middle class and wealthier 
women with young children to do a job. It becomes clear 
that the causes of the problems of the women are social 
in nature-the problem is that their behaviour is in con­
flict with the expectations of most of the people with 
whom they associate, and this gives rise to tensions which 
are expressed as neuroses. We might also point out that 
arguments about women's 'biological' specialization as 
child upbringer, etc., have been utilized to preserve the 
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social, economic and sexual subordination of women 
(Mitchell, 1966). 

2 Suicide 
In our demonstration of the pervasiveness of the social, 
we have taken an example of relationships widely thought 
to be biological or 'natural' in origin, and shown that they 
can only be explained when we know something of the 
social context in which they occur. Let us take another 
kind of example to strengthen the point. For most people, 
the act of suicide will seem the most individual of acts, 
a decision taken by an individual at the utmost extremity 
of personal despair or depression. And yet it was this 
problem which was made the subject of one of the most 
famous of the sociological studies at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Suicide, by Emile Durkheim (1952). 
One of the reasons why Durkheim himself undertook this 
study was to try to show that the study of behaviour 
was not reducible totally to the study of individuals . He 
wrote in his preface to the book: 

It is not realized that there can be no sociology unless 
societies exist, and that societies cannot exist if there 
are only individuals (p. 38). 

It was this attack against reducing sociology to psy­
chology that sometimes led Durkheim to overstress his 
point and give the impression of agelicism which we have 
discussed in the first chapter. Durkheim made no attempt 
at all to approach individuals who had attempted suicide, 
to ask for their reasons. Nor did he seek the co-operation 
of relatives of known suicides. What he did was to 
collect together the statistics on the number of suicides 
for various European countries during the nineteenth 
century, and to analyse them. A most striking fact 
emerged. If suicide was an act of individual despair, into 
which no social components entered, it would be reason-
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able to expect fairly wide variations in suicide rates in 
any society from year to year. Yet, in spite of the small 
number of cases compared to the total populations, the 
suicide rates from year to year were remarkably steady, 
steadier, in fact, than the birth and death rates for parti­
cular societies. Durkheim considered carefully all the 
explanations for suicides that had been put forward up 
to that time, based on such factors as climate, race, mental 
illness, heredity, and contagion (the idea that one suicide 
sparks off others). In a section of his book that is an 
absolute tour de force of sociology, he showed that all 
these explanations were untenable, either because they 
were logically flawed, or because propositions which they 
entailed could be shown to be untrue when compared 
with the available statistics. It did become clear, how­
ever, that the incidence of suicide was more frequent at 
some times of the day than others, and at some seasons 
of the year than others, namely, that it was more frequent 
in summer than in winter, and more frequent in mid­
morning and afternoon than at any other time. Durkheim 
also found numerous other correlations. We should not 
think that he discovered them by chance, and then built a 
theory to account for them, although this is the impres­
sion given• by the lay out of the book; nor that Durkheim 
had a ready made theory which enabled him to look for 
all the 'right' facts. We can assume that his general orienta­
tion to sociology, in combination with the material of 
previous research, in combination with the results of the 
researches he carried out, all these, in what we might call 
a dialectical interaction, led him to the propositions which 
he finally presented in his book as if they were a logical 
progression from the particular to the general. It is 
important to point this out, because the fallacy that 
theories and models are derived from the accumulation 
of _small pieces of evidence is still quite common in 
soc10logy, as is an alternative view that one has to build 
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a whole theory first, and then test it afterwards (see 
Chapter 6). Durkheim discovered that the likelihood of 
suicide was related to the religion that a person belonged 
to. Protestants were more likely to commit suicide than 
Catholics, and Jews were least prone of all. Suicide was 
also related to the type of family life people led. Married 
people with children were less likely to commit suicide 
than unmarried people or widows and widowers. For 
women who were, or had been married, those who did 
not have children committed suicide more frequently. He 
also noticed that suicide rates were reduced at times when 
important political events which involved people were 
occurring, such as crucial elections, popular wars, etc., 
Durkheim was able to see a common link in all these 
relationships. It was the degree of integration of the 
individual into the society. Protestant religious beliefs, 
with their emphasis on the direct relationship between 
an individual and God (or their conscience), do not pro­
vide such a complete framework of integration as the 
Catholic, while Jewish religious beliefs and institutions 
are the most integrative of all. The unmarried, widowed, 
are not as well integrated into a family unit, while the 
fact that suicide is reduced when there is greater political 
activity of a popular nature suggests that political inte­
gration is also related to suicide. Durkheim put forward 
three propositions. The likelihood of suicide will vary, he 
said, inversely with the degree of religious, family and 
political integration. The more an individual is integrated 
into one or all of these spheres, the less the likelihood of 
suicide. From this he proposed a type of suicide which 
he calls egoistic, caused by lack of social integration. The 
explanation of why suicide occurs more frequently in the 
summer and in late morning and afternoon also follows 
logically from this propositio_n, because it is at these 
seasons and times that there 1s most interaction among 
people in European societies, so a person who is not 
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integrated feels it most at these times. 
Durkheim also noticed two other, general features. 

Firstly, suicide was much more common in towns, and 
secondly, suicide rates had tended to increase over the 
century. Durkheim argued that life in towns was more 
impersonal, 'anomic' than life in the country, and that the 
process of industrialization in the nineteenth century was 
increasing the importance of the towns. It appeared that 
to some extent, the framework for integration was itself 
breaking down, so that it was becoming less easy for 
in?ividU:als to be integrated. Durkheim was very concerned 
with this trend, which he considered indicated a degree 
of social illness, social pathology, and he suggested that 
t?ere _was a second type of suicide, anomic, deriving from 
situations where the individual had no stable framework 
int~ which to integrate. 

Fmally, Durkheim noticed that people also killed them­
sel:es in situations where there was a very high degr~e 
of mtegration of the individual into the social group, as m 
primitive or traditional societies, and in the officer co~s 
lil the armed services. He concluded from this that, m 
:

0 me social situations, the individual could be so highly 
mtegrated into society that he valued his own life ~ess 
than the acceptance of the social demands made on him, 
so that either for honour or for shame at some transgres­
sion of these social dem,ands he would sacrifice his life 
so that demands could be m~intained or reinforced. This 
led Durkheim to posit a third category of suicide, which 
he named altruistic. 

Subsequent research has modified but not invalidated 
Durk?eim's statistical findings, but the particular detail 
of. this or that proposition is not what concerns us he:e 
(Giddens, 1965, 1966). What Durkheim has succeeded m 
demonstrating is that the individual act of suicide, isolated 
and infrequent though it is, cannot be explained without 
the consideration of the social relationships which all 
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individuals in various ways depend upon. It should be 
noted that this kind of approach does not enable us to 
predict which individual will commit suicide, but only 
to predict those social groups from which suicides will 
most frequently come, and why. It is also not possible to 
accept Durkheim's proposition that there was a sort of 
social pathology involved in increasing suicide rates, 
since, even if suicide is regarded as a social evil, other 
social goods might be increasing at the same time, thus 
cancelling out the bad effect overall. Furthermore, dif­
ferent social groups, in different positions in social struc­
tures, have different ideas as to what is socially desirable 
or undesirable, as do the same groups in different his­
torical circumstances, so that an agreed social pathology is 
unlikely-aspects of this argument will be developed 
further in the next chapter. We have used Durkheim's 
work to illustrate one simple, but very important, indeed 
crucial argument; the pervasiveness of the social. The two 
examples we have chosen from very diverse fields are 
meant to drive this point home. 

Roles 

At the beginning of the chapter, when attacking the argu­
ment against sociology in terms of free will, we indicated 
our dissatisfaction with the sort of sociology that relates 
societies and people in terms of the adjustment of the 
latter to the former. These approaches to sociology all 
derive from functionalism, which will be criticized later. 
If there is any one idea which is responsible for the 
grosser crudities of the 'one-way adjustment' approach, 
it is that of role, and, since a lot of sociology students are 
sure to be told that the idea of role is the key to the 
understanding of the relationship between societY: and 
person, it is certainly worth while giving some consrdera-
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tion to it here, so as not to let such sociologists have it 
all their own way. 

One general difficulty is the vague way in which the 
term is so often used in sociological work. The first thing, 
when you find 'role' being extensively used, is to notice 
how it is defined by the particular writer, or whether, as 
is often the case, the reader is left to attach to the term 
whatever meaning he wishes. One can ask: does role 
denote a social position-shop steward, surgeon, student? 
Does it describe how a person in such a position actually 
behaves, 'performs his part'? Does it describe how other 
people expect a surgeon or shop steward to behave? If 
the latter, which people's expectations prescribe the role? 
In the case of a shop steward, will it be the expectations of 
the management, or of his fellow workers, or of trade 
union officials? Why one rather than another? Does role 
:efer to a position in a particular situation-the surgeon 
~n the operating theatre-or does the 'role' follow the 
incumbent of the position around? Does society have 
'needs' which men fulfil by playing roles? Arising out of 
all this, what view of man and society are implicit in role 
theory? 

The term role comes from acting, of course. An actor 
playing a role in the theatre is performing for others a 
part whose outline has been drawn, not by himself, but 
by the author of the play. The actor is deliberately not 
himself, but someone else. Because society, the social, is 
so pervasive, as we have tried to show, sociologists have 
often been tempted to argue that all of us are in fact 
playing parts, not laid down by an author, but by 'society' 
-an idea we have already criticized. The appeal of this 
analogy may partly lie in the fact that sociologists are 
members of groups (middle class, upwardly mobile, 
academic) among whom the playing of parts, more or less 
deliberately, forms a considerable amount of social life, and 
the success with which one plays these parts, the impres-
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sions one creates, are ways of gaining status and recogni­
tion from one's fellows (c.f. the popularity of Stephen 
Potter's works on 'lifemanship', 'oneupmanship', etc.). 
Since the idea gets a boost from the sociologist's social 
background, it is tempting for him to go on and develop it. 
The whole of social life may be interpreted as role play­
ing; everyone is acting all the time. And some sociologists 
hold this position. Professor Banton, in his book, Roles 
(1965), which is, in effect, an introduction to sociology, 
argues that almost all human behaviour and almost all 
the ideas of sociology can be interpreted in terms of 'role 
theory' . 

The fundamental difficulty with such a view is that it 
assumes that there is, or ought to be, agreement about how 
people in particular positions should behave : 

For the time being it is necessary to assume in the 
examination of particular roles that there is agreement 
among all the parties affected as to the definition of 
the role in question (Banton, 1965, p. 36). 
People expect appropriate_ behaviour from the holder of 
a particular position . The sum of these expectations is 
the role (Frankenberg, 1966, p. 16-17). 

The reader is referred also to the example from Berger 
(1963) discussed on p. 17. It is important to ask whether 
it is valid to start with such assumptions, and whether 
we can add together the expectations of different people 
and thus find what a particular role is. Let us do so by 
taking an example--the social position of the school­
teacher. 

Teachers exist in many societies, and have existed over 
many centuries; within this country at the present time 
they may be employed by local authorities or by private 
bodies; they may be women or men; their pupils may be 
five year olds or eighteen year olds, and come from any 
social background; they may teach in a large city or a 
remote rural area. Before we could talk about the 'teacher's 
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role' in general we should have to establish that there were 
common elements everywhere and at all times which 
go beyond the general definition of teacher. However, 
even if we decide on the exact structural location of the 
teacher in a particular type of school, we must also take 
into account all the different groups of people who have 
some interest in what she does. These would include the 
other teachers in the school, the pupils, the headteacher, 
the parents, the H.M.l.s, the local authority advisers, and 
administrators, education college tutors, and so on. How 
do these people think the teacher should behave? How 
far can we assume that they will agree? Studies by Gross 
(1~5~) in the U.S., and by Musgrove and Taylor (1969) in 
Bntam, indicate that, while such different groups may 
have particular expectations of school superintendants or 
school teachers, there may not be agreement between t~e 
groups as to what is expected. In an attempt to av?id 
the undercutting of the whole concept of role which 
these disa_greements imply, the idea of role conflict is 
generally mtroduced to describe situations where there are 
con_fl!cting expectations of the holder of a particular 
position. Merton (1957) has played down the significance 
?f these conflicts, because some of the groups of people 
mvolved are not very powerful, or do not actually s_ee 
what the teacher does. Power relationships are not static, 
however, and expectations of those who cannot dir,ectly 
observe the teacher may nonetheless be important. 

Although these, and endless other elaborations of 'role 
theory' ~ave to acknowledge the existence of conflicting 
expectations, the assumption that consensus somehow 
ought to exist is not discarded; if it were, the whole basis 
of role theory would collapse. Thus, while we see that 
people's notions of how those in particular social positions 
(teach~r, waitress, students, etc.) should behave vary 
accordmg to their own group membership, and while we 
have already discussed the way in which individuals may 
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be influenced by the expectations which others have of 
them, we are suggesting that, because of its faulty assump­
tions, 'role theory' is unable to further our understanding 
of these expectations, their influence and effect. 

If, instead of talking about roles, we talk about the 
expectations held by specified groups as to the behaviour 
of people in certain positions, it makes it much easier to 
check the correctness and consequences of these expecta­
tions, and leads us away from the sort of mechanical idea 
of sociology that society 'creates', via social organization, 
sets of roles to which a person 'has to' conform, an idea 
which underlies the thinking of many sociologists. Defini­
tion in terms of expectations gives us a much more flexible, 
dynamic model, in which a person's behaviour in a posi­
tion depends on an interaction between his own learned 
expectations and the pressures put upon him by others 
with possibly different expectations, and which also 
depends on the power they have over him, an interaction 
which will be in constant change as the power relation­
ships change-in other words, a dialectical relationship. 
Reverting to the example of the school teacher, the 
approach used by Webb in his article, The Sociology of a 
School, in which he examines the varying types of pres­
sures which will face a teacher in a slum secondary 
modern school, offers a potentially more adaptable and 
dynamic perspective than can be found in most writing 
on the 'teacher's role' in the sociology of education texts 
(Webb, 1962). 

In general, the theorizing about roles appears to us to 
be one of the most arid areas of sociological endeavour; 
starting from inadequate ideas and building up mountains 
of qualifications and sub-qualifications, it is an occupa­
tion which can keep an agile brain busy for years and 
even secure career advancement, but which tells us 
virtually nothing at all about the world we live in (e.g. 
Biddle and Thomas, 1966). The danger of confusing the 
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analogy with what it is supposed to illuminate (a danger 
which we shall examine further in the next chapter) can 
be illustrated here, too . When Goffman views social life 
as a play, with men as role-takers, actors, performers (only 
one of the analogies he develops), he tends to slip into 
the sort of mistakes we have outlined above (agelicism), 
even though his sensitive and acute observations of human 
behaviour are directed in the main towards a dialectical 
exploration of the interactions of individuals with the 
situations in which they find themselves, whether as 
patients in mental hospitals, surgeons in the operating 
theatre, or islanders in the Shetlands (Goffman, 1959, 1968, 
1969). 



3 
Social structure 

Understanding social structure 

Up to now, apart from the development of the idea of the 
pervasiveness of the social, our approach has tended to be 
negative-a series of warnings against uncritical accept­
ance of what is taught as sociology-in the course of which 
some sociological ideas and ways of analysing problems 
have been introduced. What positive alternative are we 
putting up to the approaches we have criticized, at this 
time the prevailing orthodoxy in the United States, and 
to some extent in Britain? A considerable number of 
sociologists pay lip service to the idea of social structure. 
In our view, providing it is linked with the ideas of 
social conflict and social change, the idea of social struc­
ture is the lead off point, and the anchorage idea of 
sociology. It isn't, however, a completely easy idea to 
grasp operationally, that is, in use, nor is there agreement 
among sociologists as to how it should be used or indeed 
whether it is the central idea at all. In developing your 
own views on the subject it will be necessary to com­
pare our arguments with those of others. 

The idea of social structure is as difficult to define in 
a few words as is sociology itself (but see Bottomore, 
1963, ch. 7). We think of it as a guide which tells us 
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where to look in trying to explain any social phenomenon 
sociologically, that is, that the explanation of the social 
phenomenon, or part, or individual in a society should 
be sought first in the way that society is organized as a 
whole, in its principles of organization. If you like, social 
structure is a signpost to the right questions to ask. 

All this is very abstract; in order to clarify it, and to 
develop the idea, we are going to use a simple anal~gy, 
and later give some examples from anthropological 
studies. One analogy, which a large number of sociologists 
have used in the past in order to try to indicate the way 
~hey think that social phenomena ought to be expla_irn~d, 
is called the 'organic analogy ', and it compares soc1et1es 
to_ human bodies, organisms (Spenser, 1893, p~rt 2, Rad­
chffe-Brown, 1963, ch. 9). We do not like this analogy, 
bec~use it is easy to become so involved in it that one 
be~ns to forget that it is an analogy at all, and to come to 
?eheve that societies really are like organisms. We use 
Instead the analogy of a watch, both positively, to sug­
gest why ~tructure is important, and negative!.>:, to show 
ho~ plausible are some of the mistakes we consider noted 
sociologists to have made. 

The Watch analogy 

The most important point to start with is: a watch is 
more than the sum of its parts. If you have a watch handy 
as you read this, take it to pieces. Collect all the parts 
together and put them in your hand . You do not have a 
;atch, but a heap of parts. Therefore, a watch is not just 
he sum of its parts, but the sum of its parts plus the 

way they are put together, related to each other, organized. 
In the ~an:ie way, society is more than the sum of the 
people In It. It is not only the people, but also the way th

ey are related to each other, organized-the social st
ructure. If this is correct, what goes on in society can't 
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be explained solely in terms of individuals, but only by 
understanding the way they are related to each other. 

The analogy may be developed. A watch can be sub­
divided into groups of parts-for instance, those con­
nected with the power supply; with regulation; with 
information; with protection. Within larger groups of parts 
are smaller groups, till one gets back to the individual 
part. Some sociologists, using the organic analogy, have 
tried to say that societies have regulative systems, diges­
tive systems, etc., in the same way as a body has. This 
use of the analogy is completely misleading. We are not 
trying to say that any particular group of parts in a watch, 
those connected with information, say (hands, dial, etc.), 
has an equivalent in society. We are arguing that, as the 
action of each part is explained by the organization of 
its group of parts, and the action of its group by the 
organization of the whole, the structure, so, in society, 
we can partly explain the action of each individual by 
the organization of the groups to which he belongs, and 
the action of the groups partly by the organization of 
the whole society, the social structure. Notice the modi­
fications to the analogy here. Firstly, to claim a total 
explanation in terms of structure would be an extreme 
example of the crude determinism which we have 
attacked earlier, as well as sociological imperialism-deny­
ing to other social sciences, especially psychology, the 
right to a bit of explanation. Secondly, the same individual, 
unlike a watch part, belongs to various different groups, 
so things cannot be so neat as in a watch. But if we think 
simply of the relation between the parts of a watch and 
the whole, and suggest that it can be subdivided in terms 
of subsidiary groups of parts, so we can think of the rela­
tion between an individual and social structure, and sub­
divide it in terms of subsidiary concepts, such as those 
of institutions and groups. A very simplified little diagram 
shows what we mean. 
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Initial staae in explainina individual behaviour socioloaically: 

Overall social organization (social structure) 

Organ;zation of social institut ions (political, economic, etc.) 

Organization of groups (family, friends, job, etc.) 

t 
Individual 

Explore the relationships suggested by the arrows, but 
please note that the diagram is at this stage static and 
one-way and thus requires considerable modification. 

Let's play with the analogy with a watch a little further. 
The parts and groups of parts in a watch have a closely 
defined action in the structure of a watch. The watch is 
designed for a specific purpose-to tell the time. There 
can be very little variation in the action of the parts of 
our Watch, since, if they don't do exactly what they are 
:ade to do, they are faulty, and we say that the watch 

':f0 ng. Perhaps the part is faulty-badly made. Alter­
?atively, the design of the watch may be faulty, so that 
It _Puts excessive strain on one group of parts. At this 
point we think the watch analogy becomes very mislead­ing. 

U?like a Watch, there is no external creator of society, 
nor 1s there f · S · · any externally defined purpose or 1t. oc1et1es 
arf cr~ated by the parts (people) of the structure them­
se ves interacting. Since there is no external creator, and 
no external purpose, it is quite possible that the views of 
groupds of people within the structure may conflict with 
regar to what · h h ld h • h purposes the society as, or s ou ave, 
Wlt out . our being able to say that there is something 
wrong either With the people or with the 'design'. Also, 
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although it is theoretically as possible to design societies 
as it is watches, and several people have put forward 
blueprints as to how they think society ought to be 
designed (Auguste Comte, who gave sociology its name, 
was a dab hand at this-see Mill, 1866), generally speak­
ing, no-one designed the societies that man has lived in 
up to now. Like Topsy, they just growed. We have to find 
out how, and why. 

Unlike watch parts, therefore, designed for a purpose, 
persons, groups and institutions may not 'fit in'. Unlike in 
a watch, conflicts of interest between persons and groups 
may be part of a social structure in a way they never 
could be in a watch. Indeed, as we shall argue in the 
next chapter, one of the main ways of understanding how 
societies change may be by examining the conflicts of 
interests between different groups, deriving from their 
different positions in a social structure, and the differential 
benefits they receive from these positions. 

Varieties of functionalism 

We have argued that societies, unlike watches, have no 
external purpose. But a large number of sociologists dis­
agree with this. They attempt to explain society teleologi­
cally (by attributing a purpose to it). Particularly those 
sociologists who studied primitive societies observed that 
in many cases, things there really did seem to be a little 
analogous to a watch-people and groups seemed to fit 
together rather like the parts of a watch. In order to make 
sense of what they saw, they developed the following sorts 
of explanation, which also underlie the way many sociolo­
gists today look at societies. Some argued that the purpose 
of society was the maintenance of social order, and social 
stability, and that the function of the parts of a society and 
the way they were organized, the social structure, was to 
maintain this order and stability. Radcliffe-Brown, a fam-
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ous British anthropologist, expounded this view. (Radcliffe­
Brown, 1963). It is still very influential, and we can call it 
structural functionalism. Another argument was that the 
purpose of society is the satisfaction of certain biological 
needs of human beings (Malinowski, 1944, p. 145f.). This 
can be characterized as biological functionalism, and it is 
not so popular, or so widely used in contemporary socio­
logy as the former (Gluckman, 1944). A third view is a 
~ore sophisticated development of the first, based on the 
idea that the maintenance of order, or equilibrium (another 
analogy, borrowed from mechanics), is largely achieved by 
the existence of common values, or norms, shared by the 
vast majority of the people in the society. The emphasis on 
~orms, rather than on structure, leads this view, popular 
~n th~ United States and among a number of sociologists 
m Bntain, to be called normative functionalism. Its central th

eorist is Talcott Parsons (Parsons, 1964, Black, 196r, Gid­
dens, 1968, Lessnoff, 1968, Foss, 1963-the last four :e­
ferences are critiques). If the central purpose, the mam­
tenance of order, is accepted, then it is possible to carry the 
watch analogy further, for instance, to suggest that some 
parts of a society may be ill, or pathological, which sounds 
better, because they don't fit in. An example of this idea 
ha_s _already been given in Durkheim's contention that the 
suicide rate increase in nineteenth-century Europe repre­
sen~ed pathological development in the societies in the 
rno~. Another famous example is that of Elton Mayo, an 

mencan management sociologist who argued that shop 
stewards in industry who were see~ as non-co-operative by 
ra~age_ment were in some way ill (Mayo, 1957). The basic 
au _tbwith all these views is that it is a complete mistake to 

attn ute any · h" h h sort of purpose at all to society, w ic , as 
• ;e ~ve argued above, is not a thing like a watch at all, 

ut si~ply a collective term for a nation of people, their 
hossesswns, organization and behaviour. Only people can 

ave purposes, and groups of people in common situations 
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may have common purposes. What these may be, and how 
they are related to the organization of the society is a 
matter for investigation, and cannot be decided in advance 
on theoretical grounds. In spite of this basic mistake, func­
tionalism has been very popular, for two main sorts of 
reasons. Firstly, it does provide a way of giving order to 
the tremendous complexity of the whole that is a society, 
and of by-passing what people say are the reasons for their 
actions, by establishing an alternative basis of explanation 
for them-we shall see the advantages of this in the ex­
amples which follow. Secondly, it is very attractive to 
those groups in a social structure in whose interests it is 
to maintain things as they are, as it provides a sophisticated 
ideology which justifies the status quo. Hence, there has 
always been a conservative element in functionalist socio­
logy (c.f. Nisbet, 1967). In case it is thought that this kind 
of view is simply confined to the sphere of sociology, it 
might be pointed out that the same sort of approach under­
lies the statements of people who say, for instance, that 
beatniks are indicators of social decline, or that strikers 
are 'harming the national interest'. Unlike a watch, har­
mony among the parts of a society is not an essential part 
of the structure, so that it is almost impossible to get total 
agreement as to what the 'national interest' is. As we 
showed in the first chapter, what one group of people may 
consider to be in the 'national interest' may not be accepted 
as such by another group. 

Those sociologists, among whom we count ourselves, 
who reject functionalism in all its forms as a means of 
understanding society, argue that because society is not 
like a watch, or a body, in the crucial ways examined 
above, it is necessary to analyse the interests and purposes 
of groups of people in a society, and see how they are 
interrelated-in other words, to study the social structure 
without attributing to societies the characteristics of a 
person. Because almost all such studies show that actual 
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social structures have developed in such a way that the 
structure benefits some groups at the expense of others, a 
potential conflict exists between groups in the social struc­
ture, deriving from the structure itself. Sociologists who 
adopt this method of analysis of societies, which derives 
from Marx, are often called structural conflict theorists, 
although we would prefer the terms historical or dynamic 
structuralism (Lefebvre, r968). 

The watch analogy has enabled us to make several points 
about the importance of structure as a means of explana­
tion in sociology, about explaining the part in terms of the 
organization of the whole. and to differentiate between 
tho~e sociologists who attribute some purpose to the whole, 
which provides a function for each of the parts, and those 
who do not. This basic difference in orientation leads to 
several other differences in emphasis, one of which has 
already been introduced in the discussion of role, and 
0thers of which will be discussed later. A further point, 
of particular importance, must be introduced here. I! ~ur 
reference point for analysis of societies is some exis~mg 
purpose, which is always there, the history of how things 
came to be that way is separate from the explanation of th

em, and ceases to be of central interest. To talk about th
e_ social structure is to describe how the organization of 

society 'maintains' order. On the other hand, if there is 
no external reference point, the only way we can under­
~tand the relationships of groups is by examining how they 
!nteract over time-in their historical practice. By examin­
~ng this-how s·ome groups benefit and others react, for 
ins~ance-we can ascertain the principles by which the 
society is organized, its social structure, and from this, the 
p~essure~ for change and the resistances to it. In function­
~hst sociology, therefore, the study of history and change 
is at a discount-as can be seen from the contents' list of 
Broom and Selznick's book given in the first chapter. In structural conflict sociology, it is essential-see the con-
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tents list of Fiamengo's book. Discussion of this point is 
continued in Chapters 4 and 6. 

Culture 

A large number of American sociologists assign the concept 
of structure a subordinate place to that of culture in their 
approach (e.g., Benedict, 1952, Linton, 1961). The argu­
ment may be expressed in its simplest form like this. Most 
psychologists and sociologists are now agreed that instinct 
is of little significance in the explanation of human be­
haviour, which overwhelmingly derives from what we 
learn. What we learn derives from our culture-the sets 
of established ways of doing things developed in a society. 
Each individual as he grows up is socialized (trained) to 
internalize (accept as his own) this culture. Therefore, the 
central concept in explaining behaviour is culture: 

Culture➔Social Learning➔ Individual 
Most of these sociologists are heavily influenced by 

Freudian psychology, arguing that the really important 
learning period is in early childhood. Returning to our 
analogy for a moment, humans are, in this view, a bit like 
watch parts-once they are made (in early childhood), 
they don't change. Once again, these views seem plausible 
when we study some primitive societies-examples have 
been given of Margaret Mead's studies of sex and tempera­
ment, where she explains different behaviour and attitudes 
in men and women in terms of different child upbringing 
in the different societies. But this approach gives no ex­
planation-other than historical accident-of why cultures 
differ, both between societies, and-most importantly 
when studying our own societies-among different groups 
of people within societies (Worsley, 1957a). We would 
argue that the key to this problem lies in an understand­
ing of how the way a society is organized has developed, 
placing structure before culture: 
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Social Structure➔ Culture➔ Social Learning➔ individual. 
This is why, in our use of Mead's work in the second chap­
ter, we have reinterpreted her explanations . Furthermore, 
while acknowledging the importance of the early years of 
life in explaining behaviour, we would want to emphasize 
that, in any complex society, many differing and often 
potentially conflicting ideas are learned by the young, and 
that we need an approach which acknowledges the import­
ance of later socialization in explaining behaviour ( c.f. 
Orlansky, 1949, Lindesmith and Strauss, 1950). 

Analytic and descriptive uses 

We have attempted to introduce the idea of structure 
analytically, i.e., as a means of understanding the principles 
un~erlying the inter-relationship of social groups in a 
society, and how these interrelationships developed and 
are developing. This is the usage adopted by Marx and by 
Levy-Strauss, the famous French anthropologist (Godelier, 
1967). There is another way of using the idea of structure, 
so t~at it is much more descriptive, a sort of catalogue of 
the institutions of a society. This is the approach adopted 
by Nadel, who distinguishes it clearly from Levy-Strauss': 

For Levy-Strauss and Leach, structure is an explanatory 
construct meant to provide the key to the observed 
facts of social existence ... I consider social structure, 
• • • to be st_ill the social reality itself, or an aspect of i~, 
not the logic behind it· and I consider structural analysis 
to be no more than' a descriptive method, however so h. • 

P isticated, not a piece of explanation (Nadel, 1965). 

There is obviously no harm in describing the institutions 
0

~ a society, but unless one has some explanatory prin­
ciples, it is impossible to know what to single out as 
worthy of description, and this is why such descriptive 
uses generally smuggle in implicit explanatory principles. 
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The same distinction is often made when we use the term 
structure in everyday language. For instance, if we say that 
a building is a structure, this directs our attention to a 
description of its features, the number and position of its 
windows, its type of roofing, its shape, etc. If we say that 
it has a structure, this directs our attention to the means 
that the designer has adopted to ensure that it doesn't 
collapse. (But remember that no one designs societies, and 
that social structure does not exist to ensure that they don't 
collapse.) Of course, just as analysis involves description, 
so the analytic use of the idea of structure in sociology in­
volves the descriptive use, but the former is more impor­
tant, because it is our purpose to find a means of explaining 
things. 

Structure and behaviour 

It may help in trying to understand things sociologically 
if we give a very simple analytic schema of the way 
structure can affect behaviour, remembering also the 
simple diagram we have introduced above, and that the 
relationships are not simply one way. The way a society is 
organized might be thought of as affecting an individual's 
behaviour directly, by compelling a person to do some­
thing, or making it impossible for him to do something, or 
it might affect his behaviour indirectly, so that, while it is 
not impossible for him to choose an alternative course of 
action. he is more or less strongly pressured, either towards 
or away from a source of action. An example will illustrate 
each condition. In a primitive society with a very restricted 
division of labour, there is only one path that a person 
can take in life. In Arapesh society, a man will till the 
tribe's gardens. In this very simple society, in which the 
structure lies in the people's mode of production, there is 
a direct positive influence on a person's behaviour. In our 
society, action is directly limited by the structure in many 
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respects. For instance, in the area of job choice, investi­
gators have noted that more people wish to get printing 
apprenticeships than there are jobs available (Pallister, 
1938, Veness, 1962). Some must therefore be disappointed. 
On a more general scale, in a society like ours, where the 
prestige of occupations, as indicated by the various kinds 
of material rewards given, is of a roughly pyramidal 
nature-Le., the better a job, the fewer there are of them 
-the idea that anybody with sufficient talent can get to 
the top, though commonly expressed in this country and 
even more in the United States, is an absolute impossi­
bility, since, however capable the general population is, 
only a tiny proportion can fill the small number of jobs at 
the top. 

In our complex societies, very diverse patterns of be­
haviour are theoretically open to every individual. _Ther~­
for~, ~he understanding of indirect pressures, working vi,a 
soc:a!1zation and culture, varying according to ~ person s 
position in the social structure, becomes very important 
for the explanation of why individuals behave in o~e ~ay 
rat?er than another. We have already discussed t~is k~nd 
of influence in the first chapter, in relation to soc10logists 
themselves. To take another, simple example. How ma~y 
you~g people in our society have read the Commumst 
Mani~esto? An enquiry in the basic Sociology clas~ of a 
Scottish university over three years gives a proport10n of 
rather under 3% for this social group. However, almost 
100'.¾ have read the Bible (at least, parts of it). Without 
having done any investigation, it is fairly reasonable to 
suppose that the figures would •be roughly reversed in the 
~oviet Union. Now, it is not prohibited to read the Bible 
In the Soviet Union, nor the Communist Manifesto in this 
country. We do not accept that the differences are the 
result of chance. It is not adequate to say that they just 
:eflect the differing cultures in the two countries, because, 
In fact, this is only saying that it is due to chance in a more 
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sophisticated way. Although it comes nearer to an ex­
planation, it is not adequate to say that these books serve 
in some way to maintain the social order, social stability 
or equilibrium in the different societies, because it assumes 
that societies have some such order-maintaining purposes 
built in-the functionalist line of argument which we have 
already attacked. In order to understand the different im­
portance of the two books in the different societies, we 
have to analyse the means which dominant groups in the 
societies, in their historical struggle to achieve and main­
tain their dominance, have used to try to Je9itimize the 
social structure that results-a complex problem in the 
sociology of social consciousness, the general subject of 
Chapter 5. This approach does not necessarily mean that 
some smaller or larger group of people sat down and 
decided this or that. Sometimes groups of people do make 
such decisions, affecting social events and behaviour, but 
very often things develop as by-products of decisions or 
lack of them in other areas of social life, or, most impor­
tantly, as a result of processes of interaction between 
,groups in a social structure. 

International structures and interactions between 
structures 

We have so far examined the idea of social structure with 
respect to individual societies. No society remains totally 
without contact with other societies. To some extent, 
therefore, its social structure is affected by others. In some 
primitive societies, this contact does not seem of great 
importance. But in others the whole social organization is 
based on it (Malinowski, 1922). Throughout human history, 
great empires have been a feature of civilization, so that, 
for instance, to examine the structure of Jewish society at 
the time of Christ, without examining the dialectic of its 
relations with the Roman empire and its organization 
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would clearly lead to a very incomplete and faulty under­
standing. 

Today, we are ceaselessly being told about how small 
the world is becoming, how nations are interdependent, 
etc., yet a very small proportion of sociologists consider 
international structural relations in examining social 
phenomena. Not only do we have to put up with a history­
less sociology, but with an insular sociology as well. One 
of the most glaring examples of this is in the study of the 
poor countries of the world-the so-called 'Third World' 
-where sociologists from the 'developed' countries usually 
t?tally ignore the historical development of structural rela­
~ons between the poor and the rich nations (for excep­
tions to this see Barratt-Brown, 1963, Frank, 1966, 1967a, 
and Jalee,_ 1968, among others). The varieties of_ possible 
rela?onsh1ps between nations are large, and their effects 
on different groups within national social structures may 
be very different. (See especially Frank, 1967a for ex­
am~les .) We cannot go further here than to say that any 
sociology which does not give international relationships 
adequate weight is a pseudo-science, a statement which 
becomes more self-evidently true with every day that 
passes, for never have interactions between nations de­
veloped at such a pace. 

Examples f . rom social anthropology 

We introduced the idea of social structure with the help of 
a~ analogy; perhaps some examples will help to clarify 
~h: 7eth~d of structural analysis, and differentiate it from 
Zulu unctionalist approach. When Gluckman studied the 

people of S.E. Africa he found that each year there 
,vas a cerem ' h ony to celebrate the goddess Nomkubulwana, 
wD ~ wash_the goddess of crop fertility (Gluckman, 1955). 
~~t~~ . beh . remony, the women took over the Jobs, the 

aviour and even the clothes of the men, who remained 
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in the huts, and were liable to be attacked if they went 
near the women. What is the explanation for this reversal 
of normally expected behaviour? If we were to ask a mem­
ber of the society, we should be told that, by pleasing the 
goddess, it ensured good harvests. Since to us there would 
appear to be no good reason why the practice should 
actually lead to greater fertility, we are led to reject this 
explanation and to seek another. Following Merton, we 
could call this explanation, given by the participants them­
selves, the manifest one (Merton, 1964, ch. r). We are 
searching for another kind of explanation, however, 
which may not be recognized by the participants 
themselves-this is the latent explanation. (Since Mer­
ton is a functionalist, he talks of the manifest and 
latent functions of actions. We prefer to think of the 
manifest and latent explanations of actions.) An ordinary 
traveller observing the ritual sees it simply as bizarre, 
perhaps evidence of the 'backwardness of the natives'; 
a cultural anthropologist sees it as evidence of the rich 
diversity of human behaviour. A structural functiona­
list gets much further. His constant question is, 'How does 
what goes on function to maintain the social order?' This 
question gives him a way into the problem. On further 
study, it becomes clear that the women have a pretty hard 
time of it in several ways in Zulu society. The practice 
can then be seen to be a ritual 'let out' for the frustrations 
of the women, a kind of safety valve, so that for one day 
they can take over, the psychological release obtained mak­
ing the other 364 days bearable. In this way, the functiona­
list argues, social order is maintained, and the ritual has 
a function. We may interpret this example in an alternative 
way, avoiding the metaphysics involved in attributing to 
society the purpose of maintaining order, by asking the 
question, 'In whose interests is the society organiz:ed; which 
social group benefits at the expense of others?' By analys­
ing social practice in the society over time, it becomes clear 
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that the men benefit at the expense of the women, and we 
are led to the conclusion that the ritual has developed as 
a way by which the subordination of the women to the 
men in the society is reinforced, a safety valve, by means 
of which the tensions arising from the constant potential 
conflict created by the structural dominance of the men 
over the women are deflected from possible attempts by 
the women to change the structure to their advantage, into 
a yearly ritual. Rituals of a similar character to this (in 
which a dominant group becomes subordinate for a day, 
and a subordinate group dominant) are not infrequent. 
Roman officers served their men once a year, and it is often 
reputed that in British public schools, fags were served by 
their superiors on one day. This is one way in which sub­
ordinate groups can be induced to accept their subordina­
tion, thus making the annual ritual a worthwhile insur­
ance premium for the dominant groups. Once again, there 
is no suggestion that a group of Zulu men sat down and 
decided that the women were getting troublesome, so it 
was necessary to devise a new ritual to keep them quiet. 
The ritual developed as the structure did, and people in 
the society more or less genuinely believe that it is a 
fertility ritual. Only an analysis of the structure gives us a 
means of 'demystifying' the practice. 

Here is another, more detailed example, taken from 
Oberg's study of the Uganda Ankole (Oberg, 1961). It was 
first published in 1940, and referred to the structure of the 
society before the British colonial period. We ought to note 
straight away that the study is an historical reconstruction, 
and that the organization and practices described no longer 
exist. Oberg attempts to add a time dimension to his study, 
in spite of the fact that there is no written history, by 
making cautious use of legends and fireside stories told by 
the Ankole people. Ankole society has certain resemblances 
to the feudal society of mediaeval Europe, which could 
equally have been used as an example to illustrate ideas of 
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structure put forward here. 
The Ankole live in an area between Lake Victoria and 

the Ruwenzori mountain mass, an area which is reasonably 
fertile, capable of providing surplus resources over mini­
mum population needs, even with very simple agricultural 
methods. Historically, if the legends are to be believed, the 
Bairn (serfs), peasant agriculturalists, were invaded by a 
group of pastoralists displaced from the north by wars, 
a group smaller in numbers, but superior in fighting ability. 
They were able to conquer the Bairn and to settle in the 
country. This group was called the Bahima (nobles). The 
stories also tell of another invasion by a still more mili­
tarily capable group, who moved on but left one of their 
number behind to be king over the land. From him all later 
kings are descended. Whatever the details, it appears that 
the Bahima conquered the Bairn, and, over time, a social 
structure developed in which the dominance of the former 
was established. Ankole was surrounded by other societies 
of similar social organization and there were frequent wars 
or raids between them. A remarkable succession ritual 
existed in Ankole. 

When a king seemed to be becoming infirm, he was given 
poison by court magicians, and a new king selected in the 
following way. A powerful Muhima (kingmaker, singular 
form of Bahima) took the sacred drum (the church)-the 
symbol of supreme religious and secular auth01ity, the 
perfect king-and hid it. Then all the king's sons-there 
were usually many, as the king had the right to any virgin 
in the kingdom as his wife-with the exception of the 
favourite son, took what followers they could from the 
court, and fought battles till all but one had been killed 
or driven into exile. Only the powerful Bahima in the 
border regions did not take part in thes~ battles. Then the 
winner fought it out with the favourite son and his follow­
ers, the eventual winner of this fight being awarded the 
drum and the kingship by the kingmaker. The whole pro-
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cess might take six or eight months. During this time, a 
state of partial anarchy reigned in the kingdom, with 
people taking the opportunity of settling old scores by 
blood revenge. Meanwhile, at the court, the Bairu servants 
elected a mock 'king' who 'reigned' over the court Bairn 
until the struggle for the real kingship was over. He was 
then ceremonially beheaded by the incoming king. With­
out a theory of social structure, all this appears as bizarre 
-a grotesque example of primitivism-and was reported 
as such by early travellers from Europe visiting the region, 
such as Burton and Speke. A functionalist can do much 
better. By reference to the universal principle of the main­
tenance of order which societies 'have', he can show that 
the practices of the Ankole succession help to keep the 
existing order going. Although this is much better than 
nothing, as we have argued, it is based on a false premise­
the reification of society into a being that can have pur­
poses. In our view, the key to the explanation of the Ankole 
practices is via an understanding of the social structure, 
and the key to this is given by the history, sketchy as it is, 
which indicates that the social structure favours the 
Bahima as a social group, in terms of wealth and power. 
Oberg analysed the relations between the Bahima and the 
Bairu in detail. The Bairu had to give tribute to the Bahima 
in grain and labour. They were not allowed to own produc­
tive cows, the Bahima's 'status symbol'. No Mwiru (singu­
lar form of Baim) could marry a Muhima, nor could a 
Mwiru become a Muhima in any other way-his position 
was ascribed (fixed by birth). A Muhima could take blood 
revenge against a Mwiru who he considered to have 
wronged him, but a Mwiru had no right of blood revenge 
against a Muhima. Furthermore, although there were fre­
quent wars, all the fighting was done by the Bahima, 
because no Mwiru was allowed to possess weapons. Thus 
the Bairu as a group were in every way subordinate to the 
Bahima. A potential conflict between the groups is built 
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into the structure, and out of the striving by the Bahima, 
the dominant group, to stop the potential conflict from 
becoming real, explanations for the events emerge. Thus, 
the refusal to allow the Bairu to have arms, which, al­
though it weakened the military potential of the Ankole, 
was necessary for the Bahima, in case the more numerous 
Bairu turned them against the Bahima. Now we can begin 
to understand the part of the succession ritual concerning 
the mock Mwiru 'king' . In this ritual, we see the social 
recognition of the potential aspirations of the Bairn to a 
different social position, and, in the beheading of the 'king', 
a dramatization of the consequences of such an attempt. 
This is another way in which the Bairu were kept from 
trying to change their position, derived from the symbolic 
aspects of the kingship and the Sacred Drum (served by 
priests). These were supposed to provide justice, so that 
any Mwiru could appeal to them if wronged by a Muhima, 
and could not say that there was not a final human, and 
even supernatural arbiter of his case. However, Oberg's 
analysis of the prac,tice of justice by king and Drum re­
veals that the structural subordination of the Bairu is re­
flected in it. The saying goes that, 'The Bahima are the 
cattle of Bagyendanwa (drum) and the Bairu are his goats.' 
Cattle were superior to goats in Ankole. Furthermore, it 
was necessary for both parties in a dispute to give king or 
drum gifts to get justice, and the Bahima had more wealth 
than the Bairu. By the use of such practices, with their 
surrounding magic and ceremony, the individual Mwiru 
might come to internalize the ideas about the correctness 
of his subordinate position held by the Bahima; to believe 
that his subordination was ordained by tradition and 
divine law; that he really was inferior, and that the Bahima 
were born to rule. He might pass on such notions to his 
children as they grew up. In such a way, the ideology of 
the dominant group might become widespread even among 
the dominated, a process which Marcuse tried to show 
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was happening in the America of the 'fifties, and which we 
shall discuss further in Chapter 5 (Marcuse, r964). Another 
source of potential conflict to the Bahima, a threat to their 
position derived from the external relations with other 
societies-was the international structure. If conquered, a 
Muhima, while retaining his privileges with regard to Bairu 
equivalents in surrounding societies, was nevertheless tem­
porarily impoverished, and subject to arbitrary tribute by 
the conquerors. The threat of invasion was real enough to 
the Bairu, too, since if they were captured, they had their 
ears cut off and became slaves, the ultimate degradation. 
This tended to link them to the Bahima, who, because 
they were the only ones to possess weapons, were the only 
ones who could protect them from such a fate. In fact, the 
continual warfare can be seen to reduce the risk of in­
ternal conflict for all the societies in the area, as the threat 
of slavery for all in the position of a Mwiru led them to 
depend on those who could provide protection against this 
risk. Nevertheless, the succession ritual of Ankole becomes 
more intelligible if seen in terms of this second source of 
potential conflict. Although important concessions to 
favouritism are made in terms of the privileged position 
of the favourite son, it ensured that the Bahima would be 
led by a military leader who had proved his worth in 
battle, and his ability to marshal forces by obtaining the 
support of sufficient Bahima allies in the internal wars to 
a~hieve success. The new king had no rivals to challenge 
his position. The succession ritual as a whole can be under­
stood as the attempt over the centuries of the Bahima to 
safeguard themselves against the external threat of invasion 
or raids, a threat deriving from the international organiza­
tion of that area of Africa. The provision of great power 
to the king involves a further potential conflict; since the 
supplies required to maintain the king and his entourage 
were partly derived from the Bahima, they might need 
protection from that same power themselves. If a greater 
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physical torce were set above the king, the latter would be 
superfluous. The only way of attempting to control the 
controller was therefore in the realm of ideas. As in mediae­
val Europe the king's power was not absolute but derived 
from God, so in Ankole the king's power was derived from 
the symbol of perfect kingship, the sacred drum, whose 
mystique, which all were aware of, involved the king in 
custom and ceremonial. The fact that the drum, insignia of 
kingship, was awarded by a powerful Muhima symbolized 
the derivation of the king's authority from this group, 
and the link between the religious symbol and the social 
basis of the society. 

Problems of using the structural conflict approach in 
advanced societies 

Ankole structure as described by Oberg was not too com­
plex; its historical development, in as far as it could be 
ascertained, gave a clear guide to the structural relation­
ships which enable us to understand the practices that had 
developed over the years in Ankole. Once again, we should 
emphasize that this method of analysis does not assume 
thait Ankole practices were deliberately and consciously 
thought out by the Bahima in order to safeguard their 
position, although it is not impossible that some of the 
practices might have been. What are the problems of 
applying such a method of analysis to societies such as our 
own? The first of them is the complexity of modern literate 
societies, as compared to societies like the Ankole. It is not 
a question of having too little material-inadequate written 
records-but too much, containing so many diverse 
opinions. The task of singling out the key groups, and the 
basis, extent and development of dominance-that is, 
subordination relationships between them-is not an easy 
one . Where reality itself is really complex, the difficulty 
of the problem is often increased by the fact that some 
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sociologists seem to try to evade the necessity of studying 
the complexity of reality by developing complexity of 
terminology instead. Their language itself becomes con­
voluted and tangled, as if in an attempt to parallel the 
problems of the real world without ever meeting them: 

The conditions of manipulative complementarity and 
transactional co-operation illustrate an alternative to 
evoking or establishing consonance that is open for the 
goal originator. This alternative, of course, consists of 
wittingly or unwittingly 'paying off' others for becom­
ing involved in the institutionalized pattern subserving 
the originating goal. For the others who become 
implicated in the interpersonal pattern under these con­
ditions, the activity presents a round about route 
toward their own extraneous, presumably valent, speci­
fied and subjectively legitimate goals. But even assum­
ing that these extraneous goals are unproblematic for 
the persons holding them, there must exist, (with cer­
tc1in exceptions) at least a minimal degree of consonance 
with respect to the originating goal, for them to become 
involved in the pattern directed toward it (Zollschan 
and Perucci, 1964). 

In the last century, Engels once observed of the Hegelian 
school: 

It ... was limited to ... a compilation of words and 
turns of speech which had no other purpose than to be 
at hand at the right time where thought and positive 
knowledge were lacking. Thus . . . these Hegelians 
understood nothing about anything, but could write 
about everything ... These gentlemen were, in spite 
of their sufficiency, so conscious of their weakness that 
they gave big problems the widest berth possible 
(Engels, 1958). 

Many of the sociologists we are criticizing have hardly 
heard of Hegel, but otherwise the comment fits perfectly. 

64 



SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

A second problem arises from the sociologist's member­
ship of the society he is analysing. It is difficult for some­
one who is part of something to stand apart from it, and 
analyse it as a whole (Elias, 1956). All of us are bound 
up in the beliefs and ways of thinking we have absorbed 
since our childhood, and this pressures us towards looking 
at problems in certain ways, and tending to disregard 
others. It means that our personal relations, even our jobs, 
are involved in the kind of thinking we do-problems that 
were examined in the first chapter. It would be the greatest 
of mistakes, however, to believe that only one unified way 
of thinking prevails in our society, as it tends to in 
undeveloped societies such as the Arapesh. There are many 
traditions and sources to choose from, even if, among 
different groups at different times, some are more popular 
than others. 

The third, and perhaps the major problem about the 
application of sociological analysis, that is, dynamic struc­
tural conflict analysis, to our societies, is that such analy­
sis involves us in the great political and social issues of the 
day. It involves us in the attempt to analyse, as scientifi­
cally as we can, problems about which there may be 
systematic or non-systematic distortions in terms of avail­
able information; problems the investigation of which may 
be felt by some powerful groups to threaten their interests. 
It is not difficult for us to examine the situation in Ankole 
dispassionately, since we are not directly involved in that 
society, and its forms of organization are rapidly becoming 
a part of history. But imagine the effect of the publication 
of such an analysis in Ankole itself, in the local language, 
in the heyday of the social structure described. Doubt­
less, large sections of the Bahima would see the very publi­
cation of the analysis, the very asking of those questions, 
as a threat to their positions. Suppose the Bairu were to 
get hold of it-might the explicit recognition of their 
position of subordination in the society not encourage 
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them to wish to change it? The publication of a structural 
analysis of Ankole society in such circumstances becomes 
a political act, one which might very well lead to the 
removal of the head of the author. There is no doubt also 
that, in analysing our own societies, there are social pres­
sures to keep off the analysis of 'difficult' matter, to confine 
one's attention to subordinate problems-although our 
argument has been that a scientific analysis of subordinate 
problems in sociological terms depends on the use of the 
best available conception of the overall structure of the 
society-or to express oneself in terms so abstract that no 
specific existing society is examined at all. 

It has been frequently argued that for some or all of 
these reasons, the structural conflict analysis is 'unscien­
tific', and that concern should be directed to more easily 
manageable, small scale problems. We have tried to show 
on the other hand, that it is not only the best method of 
approaching sociological analysis, but the indispensable 
method. 

In an historical structural analysis of our own societies, 
some facts emerge as crucial-for instance, the ownership 
and distribution of the wealth on which the society's 
existence is based. Such analyses would certainly be central 
to a sociological examination of our own society; but, for 
all the material there is, it has not been a central research 
focus for our sociologists (Miliband, 1969, Riddell, 1969). 
We are not trying to say that this kind of research alone, 
but this at least is necessary to the understanding of our 
society. It is not our job here to attempt to carry out a 
structural analysis of British or any other society-it would 
take a much larger volume-but to explain the necessity 
for, and some of the principles of such analyses, and indi­
cate some of the reasons why they are not carried out as 
they should be. Perhaps one of the reasons for the appeal 
of functionalism and its derivatives becomes clearer. By 
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having an ex-tra-historical, extra-social principle of analysis 
-the maintenance of order-functionalists are enabled to 
avoid the knotty problem of involvement, in the name of a 
spurious objectivity. 
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avoid the knotty problem of involvement, in the name of a 
spurious objectivity. 



4 
Social change 

The inadequacy of order and change as principles of 
analysis 

If we reject some extra-social principle by which to explain 
social phenomena-for instance, the idea that there is some 
principle of order, by which all social events can be under­
stood-we are forced instead to examine social groups in 
their positions in social structures. This examination in­
volves considering the groups in interaction over time, so 
that all sociological analysis must be, to an extent, histori­
cal and dynamic. Of course, for reasons we have already 
outlined, in a sociology which is dominated by functionalist 
types of approach, we can expect many studies that ignore 
this dynamic element, and indeed we do find them. But 
they all in fact smuggle in assumptions about the past of 
the events they try to account for, and since these assump­
tions are not examined, all such studies are fundamentally 
unscientific, no matter what grand pretensions to rigorous 
methodology they may have. 

A group of writers have been critical of functionalism 
and its variants because, they argue, it has ignored the 
obvious fact, obvious if one considers the societies of the 
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world as a whole over the past two thousand years or so, 
that social change, both of the subordinate parts of social 
structures, and of the forms of whole social structures, has 
been continuous and universal. Perhaps the main advocate 
of this view has been a German sociologist, Ralf Dahren­
dorf, who sets out his criticisms in a most stimulating 
article, Out of Utopia (1964). These writers are quite 
correct as far as they go, but because they fail to challenge 
the logical fallacies of attributing some kind of supra­
social motives to society, such as the maintenance of order, 
they tend to fall into the same fallacies in an opposite way, 
by asserting that there is some mysterious thing about 
society which makes it change all the time, unless some­
thing stops it. So Dahrendorf says: 

A Galilean change of thought is required which makes 
us realize that all units of social organization are con­
tinuously changing, unless some force intervenes to 
arrest this change. 

As you can see, this assertion is as baseless as its oppo­
site, but it has led many writers to suggest that there is a 
choice in sociology, one which depends to a considerable 
extent on the temperament of the student-if you are an 
easy-going sort of chap, you will probably like an approach 
based on order, while dynamic, bustling fellows are going 
to prefer change. Cohen, a British writer, prefers order 
for four completely spurious and unexamined reasons 
(Cohen, 1968, p. 18, paragraph r-try to see why they 
are spurious); Chinoy considers a little of both to be neces­
sary (Chinoy, 1967, Ch. 5, 'Modes of Sociological Analysis' 
---:a chapter full of all the mistakes we have been describing 
with regard to the use of the word society); while Inkeles, 
recognizing that di fferent approaches alter the resul,ts, 
nevertheless refuses to evaluate them (Inkeles, 1964, Ch. 4, 
p. 34-39). 

The whole point is that any statement about order or 



SOCIAL CHANGE 

change in a society depends on an analysis of the i1:1ter­
actions of groups in the social structure of that society. 
In other words, a structural-historical analysis will enable 
us to explain both order and its absence and change and its 
absence. There are many examples of research which came 
to grief because of false ideas as to how to set about the 
task, and a lack of structural historical approach. In one 
famous case, Elton Mayo and his researchers, working on 
the Hawthorne studies in an American factory, heard in 
twenty-thousand interviews in which numerous grievances 
were expressed, no criticism of the management of the 
firm, yet the research ended in an atmosphere of bitterness 
as many workers at the plant were declared redundant 
(Horowitz, 1963, Blumberg, 1968, ch. 2, 3). In a more 
recent case, a team of British sociologists who ought to 
have known better, spent a great deal of time and effort 
concocting theories as to why the workers at the Vauxhal! 
car factory were so orderly, barely a month after the 
publication of which the plant was subject to some of the 
most violent strikes of recent times in the British motor 
industry (Blackburn, 1967, p. 48-50). American sociologists 
have been rightly criticized for failing to predict or under­
stand the so-called 'race-riots' (socio-economic uprisings?) 
in the Black ghettoes of American cities, (Baran and 
Sweezy, 1968, Ch. 9, Silberman, 1964) while endless 
volumes written to explain the stability of 'advanced', 
'democratic' societies have been deflated by the events in 
France in May, 1968 (c.f., Mandel, 1968). Endless studies 
in so-called political sociology are devoted to trying to 
show that we can learn significant things about politics in 
a society on the basis of the expressed preferences of voters 
on day X of month Y of year Z (c.f. Samuel, 1960). Inci­
dentally, in the first Russian revolution of 1905, Leon 
Trotsky, its main leader, saw the circulation of his news­
paper rise from 500 to 300,000 in a month (Trotsky, 1960, 
p. 177). In 1917, when the previously banned Pravda, Bol-
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shevik newspaper, reappeared, its second issue sold roo,ooo 
copies (Carr, 1966, p. 84). A sociology which enables us 
to explain and predict such changes is a science of society; 
much of what passes for sociology is pseudo-science, in 
spite of its pretensions, because its basic approach is 
fallacious. 

It follows that sociologists do not need just to pay a 
little more attention to change, or even a lot more, nor do 
they need to make change, as opposed to order, their basis 
of analysis. Rather they need to make groups of people in 
interaction over time in social structures their basis of 
analysis. Unfortunately, many of the ideas that are com­
mon in much British and American sociology derive from 
static types of analysis, and are therefore themselves inade­
quate (as are many of the current methods-for instance, 
opinion and attitude sampling by means of sample surveys 
may seem rigorous in its design, but, since it is essentially 
an a-historical method, it has very limited application in 
scientific sociology [Cicourel, 1964]). This is one of the 
reasons why we have suggested that a lot of sociological 
analysis parallels the complexity of social reality by the 
complexity of its language, rather than explaining it. If 
we are concerned with the interrelations over time of 
groups of people in social structures, then we are trying 
to understand processes from interactions in structures. 
This is a dialectical analysis; our argument is that by a 
theory of the structured dialectics of social situations, 
based on historical investigation, we shall best be able to 
explain such processes and predict how they will develop. 
The necessity to analyse social phenomena in this way 
makes it considerably more difficult to use exact mathe­
matical techniques in large areas of sociology, but the use 
of such techniques is often spurious anyway, the scientific 
form being substituted for the scientific reality. This is 
not to attack the u,;;e of mathematics in sociology-but to 
argue that the problem and appropriate method must 
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determine what mathematical techniques can be used­
not the other way round. 

The title of this chapter is social change; so far, we have 
criticized the incorrect approaches which have led, in 
much sociology, to underemphasis of explanation of social 
change. We have argued that it is a mistake to separate 
change and order in such a way that one can choose to 
base sociological explanation on either the former or the 
latter. It is equally mistaken to select sometimes one type 
of explanation, sometimes another type, depending on 
whether the immediate concern is to understand why 
something persists or why it does not. Our argument is 
that a sociological perspective based on historical struc­
tural analysis is necessary so that we can explain persis­
tence and change and the relations between them. This 
approach must be dynamic, not static. Further, just as we 
argued previously that the behaviour of individuals or 
groups can only be understood within the context of social 
structures, so, when studyi~g socia_l changes, the explana­
tion of small scale changes m a society cannot be divorced 
from their relationship to the total organization of the 
society, in its historical development. 

We also want to argue that the kinds of interactions 
which provide the major b~sis fo~ t~e sociological explana­
tion of structural change m soc1et1es are those in which 
different groups, in different positions in the structure 
come into conflict. To use jargon, conflict, realized 

0
; 

potentia~, ~s integral_ to the dia~ectics of social change, al­
though 1t 1s not their only baSIS. Let us imagine a highl 
simplified society, in which there are two major grou "{ 
x and y. p' 
. In hs?ciawl shtructure A, xf ahnd y are not in a conflict rela-

tions 1p. at sources o c ange are there? 

r. By pressure from representatives of an outside · . f l . society. 
(This sourc o. C 1angc- or ex ternal pressure to resist 
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internal change-is absolutely crucial in the approach 
to the sub-discipline of sociology which goes by the 
name of the sociology of development.) 

2. By necessity as a result of natural events which cannot 
be controlled by the groups. 

3. By mutual agreement of the groups. (This does not mean 
that the resulting change will benefit both groups 
equally-one group might misjudge the implications of 
a change, and lose out to the other group as a result.) 

Let us now suppose that a structural change has occurred 
as a result of either 1, 2 , or 3, which puts group x in a 
superior structural position as defined by some objectively 
verifiable criterion to group y. We now have social struc­
ture B. 

In social structure B, x and y are in a potential conflict 
relationship as a result of x's structural superiority. What 
sources of social change are there? 1, 2, 3 still exist, but 
there are two new ones : 

4. The use by group x of its superior structural position 
to impose change on group y (this might be by coercion 
or persuasion as we shall discuss in the next chapter). 

5. The reaction by group y to its inferior position in rela-
tion to group x. 

Since an examination of most of the world's societies 
shows that they approximate more to social structure type 
B than to type A (though their structures are usually 
much more complex than in this simple example), and 
since changes 1, 2, 3 more often than not lead away from 
type A structures towards type B structures, we are there­
fore justified in concluding that conflict, which is implied 
by 4 and 5, and usually by I as well, is integral to social 
change, as we asserted above. Notice that the way that the 
model is laid out seems to suggest conscious decisions by 
the members of the groups involved. If we examine socie-
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ties historically, however, this is not by any means always 
the case. As has been pointed out earlier, some decisions 
are taken consciously; some seem to the participants to 
'happen', since they derive from structural pressures which 
the participants themselves don't understand, or are mysti­
fied about; some are a mixture of both; other decisions may 
have consequences different from those intended. Writers 
who argue that type 4 sources of change are conscious 
decisions have been scathingly labelled 'conspiracy theor­
~sts' by some sociologists. Whether a change from source 4 
Is wholly or partly due to a conspiracy among members 
of group x can only be determined by the actual study of 
the circumstances involved, which is often very difficult, 
since groups who do not wish it to be known what they 
are deciding are hardly likely to be frank with sociologists 
or to leave easily available records (Mills, 1959b, part 1). 

Let us now take an actual example of a study of social 
change, as a basis for further discussion. Again, we are 
using an example from social anthropology, for the same 
reasons as before, namely, that it is less complex in some 
ways than the study of our own society, and also because 
:"e are less involved in it. Kathleen Gough studied changes 
in family relationships among the Nayars of the Malabar 
coast of India (Gough, 1952). The basis of her study is not 
merely interviews with villagers from the area, but a care­
ful . examination of written records about this society, 
dating as far back as the sixteenth century. 

The Nayars live on the south-west Indian coast, part of 
the population of the area known as the Malabar coast. 
They_were a caste grouping in the kingdoms of Calicut and 
~ochin, that is, a group of the population recruited by 
birth, whose distinctiveness was based on the general type 
~f . occupations they held, and sanctioned by religious 

el~efs and practices which had grown up over a long 
penod. (For additional discussion of caste, see Cox, 1959, 
part 1.) The organization of the Nayar family was based on 
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a family group, centred round the mother; that is, property 
and inheritance came through the mother and not through 
the father, whose property, etc., went to his sister's child­
ren. This kind of family system anthropologists call a matri­
lineal kinship system, and it has the effect of weakening 
relationships between the family created by marriage, and 
strengthening those on the mother's side of the family a 
person is born into. Also, the Nayars were both poly­
androus and polygynous. That is, a woman normally had 
several husbands, and a man several wives. If a man were 
staying with one of his wives for the night, he would 
leave his weapons outside her door, to indicate to her 
other husbands, of whom there might be seven or eight, 
that he was within. Husbands had very few obligations 
to their wives, who were supported by their maternal 
family group. The paternity of children was usually un­
certain, and divorce was a mere formality . In addition 
to these tenuous husbands, a woman was ritually married 
to one of an appropriate group of Nayar men when she was 
very young, although this ritual marriage gave the husband 
neither obligations to her, nor rights over her. It simply 
established a woman's eligibility for other husbands. The 
problem for sociologists is to explain the reasons for this 
interesting family system, and for its subsequent changes. 
Gough searches for explanation in the development of the 
structural organization of the Kingdoms where the Nayars 
lived, and their relations with surrounding societies. Over 
a period of time, as a caste system of society develops, a 
group of the population becomes specialized in a type of 
occupation which becomes hereditary, so that a person 
cannot marry someone from another caste-a fisherman 
could marry a fisherm an's daughter, for example, but never 
a pot maker's daughter. The system is also heirarchical, so 
that some jobs are, in belief and religion, better than others, 
and worthy of more social reward. The dangers of protest 
and revolt by those who suffer under this system at the 
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expense of those at the top are minimized by the theology, 
which teaches that a good, obedient member of a low caste 
may be reborn into a higher caste, but that someone who 
protests may find himself reborn as an animal or insect. 
Since people in all castes were taught to believe this impli­
citly from childhood, it provided a very effective means 
of resisting change, especially since the caste trained in the 
use of weapons was near the top of the hierarchy. The 
Nayars were such a military group. But in a caste system, 
to have a hereditarily based military group creates certain 
problems, for, if warriors become too attached to their 
wives and children, they may not be so keen to fight-on 
the other hand, they are the only source of new warriors, 
since no woman from the military caste may have inter­
course with someone from outside the caste. It is very 
likely indeed that the Nayar family system developed as a 
solution to this problem. Through the maternal family 
group, mothers could be provided for and children brought 
up, while older men and women, as well as tenant serfs, 
could cultivate lands collectively belonging to the group. 
The multiple husband-wife marriage system meant that a 
man could create children, satisfy sexual desires, without 
having any strong obligations either to his wife or to his 
children which might have made him reluctant to fight. 
This view is strengthened by the fact that in adjacent 
northern kingdoms where Nayars fought only intermit­
tently for different chiefs and owned their land, polyandry 
was unknown. 

At the end of the eighteenth century, British controlled 
forces with superior organization and weaponry conquered 
the Rajah's armies, and imposed British rule over the area. 
Thus, in terms of our previous model, a source one change 
took place. The Rajah's armies were disbanded, the Nayar 
soldiers returned to their family groups, and almost im­
mediately the polyandrous system of Nayar marriages died 
out, indicating its close link with the Nayars' structural 
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position. It would be a mistake to explain this change in 
purely military terms, however. The British acted neither 
from a desire to show their military might, nor from a 
wish to 'civilize the natives', but because political control 
made the export of India's wealth to Britain easier. In 
the fifty years between 1750 and 1800, between £mo and 
£150 million of India's wealth at least was transferred to 
Britain, wealth which was an important help in providing 
the capital necessary for Britain's industrial revolution in 
the nineteenth century (Mandel, 1968a, p. 443). 

As the young Nayar men returned home and began to 
cultivate their fields themselves, to pay more attention to 
wives and children, they were subjected to conflicting 
loyalties to their own children and to their sisters'; to their 
own wives, and to the demands of their maternal relatives. 
Since the matrilineal system was now no longer related 
to the Nayars' position in the social structure, the conflict 
was between the new position of the Nayar males, and old 
traditions and customs, which slowly began to decline. As 
the century went on, the British introduced roads and rail­
ways, so that British goods, now being produced in huge 
quantities in the North of England could be easily sold, 
incidentally destroying the local handicraft production of 
India, and thus determining India's development into a 
backward country (Barratt-Brown, 1963, p. 4If., 174f.). 
At the same time, plantations for tea, coffee, and rubber 
were opened up by Europeans so that the natural wealth 
of the land might also be exported. Labour for these jobs 
was not recruited on a closed caste basis, and cash wages, 
small as they were, meant that a money economy increased 
in importance. Since the Nayars' matrilineal family system 
was linked to the caste system, as the latter was eroded, so 
the decay of the former was speeded up, and through the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the nuclear 
family (father, mother, children) was developing at the 
expense of the matrilineal family group. 
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This example illustrates several important points. First of 
all, the key to understanding the changes that took place 
within the Nayar family lies in the effects on the local 
social structure of a source one change, the British inter­
vention . Secondly, the changes in the Nayar family system 
were not intended or planned by the British-they were 
an indirect result of the British satisfying their economic 
interests at India's expense (although not all Indians 
suffered equally-as is often, indeed usually the case, those 
in subordinate positions in the social stucture suffered 
most). Thirdly, the major explanation of the changes can­
not be found in the influence of European ideas-about 
monogamy, or the inheritance of property from father to 
son, for example; as Gough is careful to point out, other 
European ideas, Christianity, for example, had almost no 
impact on the Nayars. Thus, in this case, an idealist ex­
planation of the changes is not upheld (in sociology, ideal­
ism is used to mean a theory which explains things as 
being caused by ideas). 

Approaches to the study of social change 

We are now perhaps in a better position to examine some 
of the approaches to the explanation of social change which 
are current in sociology, using, where appropriate, exam­
ples and models we have already introduced into the text 
(Gerth & Mills, 1954, Ch. 13 is useful for reference here). 
As we pointed out right at the beginning of the book, the 
extent to which this subject is studied at all, especially 
at introductory level, varies from country to country and 
school to school of sociology, but since it is our contention 
that there is no separate study of social change, no separate 
subject at all, the discussion ought to be part of basic 
sociology. If you agree, but it isn't on your course, find 
the reason why. 

In explaining the reasons for the disappearance of poly-



SOCIAL CHANGE 

androus marriage among the Nayars, Gough gives weight 
to one factor-the disbanding of the Rajah's armies by the 
imposition of British control. Explanations of social change 
which stress one factor are often called monistic, while 
theories of social change which say that all social change 
is due to one factor are called monistic theories. Suppose 
Gough had tried to list every possible factor in accounting 
for the disappearance of polyandry. Probably the list 
would have been very long. An attempt to explain social 
change in terms of all the possible factors is called plural­
istic, and theories of social change which stress large 
numbers of factors are called pluralistic. This distinction is 
worth examining in more detail, because there have been 
a lot of arguments about whether explanations in terms of 
one factor are of any value. As is often the case, the easiest 
way to sort out the problem is to take a hypothetical 
example. 

We are trying to explain social change X. Let us sup­
pose that 100 represents a perfect explanation, and that a 
perfect explanation involves five factors, a, b, c, d, e. Out 
of the 100 making a perfect explanation, a accounts for 
80, b, c, d, e, for five each. In a perfect explanation of 
social change Y, on the other hand, a accounts for 50, b 
for 30, c and d for 8 each, and e for only 4. In a perfect 
explanation of social change Z, each of the five factors, 
a, b, c, d, e accounts for 20. 

For social change X, if we were to ignore factors b, c, d, 
e, we should still have a good explanation, though not a 
perfect one. For social change Y, if we were to ignore 
b, c, d, e, we should have a reasonable explanation, and 
have picked out the most important factor, a. If we single 
out a and b, we shall have a good explanation, and the two 
main factors. For social change Z, we should have to have 
at least a, b, c, to get a reasonable explanation, and even 
if we had a, b, c, d, we should be ignoring one main factor, 
e. 
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Obviously, considering the difficulties of sociological re­
search, for social change X, a monistic explanation would 
be very satisfactory for most purposes. For Y, it would be 
satisfactory, and a two factor explanation very satisfac­
tory. For Z, only a pluralistic explanation would do. It is 
therefore nonsense for sociologists to assert that only plura­
listic explanations of social change will do, unless most 
social changes in the real world are similar to type Z; in 
fact it is much more correct in terms of all the research 
that has been done, to say that most explanations of social 
change resemble those of X and Y. It is therefore wrong 
to assert that pluralism is necessary for reasonable 
explanation of prediction of most social changes. 

So far, our hypothetical example has been presented in 
statistical terms, that is, statically, and as if all the explain­
ing factors were separate. It is more difficult, but a better 
approximation to reality, to present the example dialecti­
cally, that is, with the factors in interaction over time. Let 
us take social change Y. In the previous example, factor a 
was 50, b-30, c and d-8, and e-4, in terms of their 
contribution to the total explanation of the change. But 
now a must be expressed as the composite factor a, the 
total of (a influenced by b, a by c, a by d, a by e), compo­
site factor b, the total of (b influenced by a, b by c, b by d, 
b by e), and so on. A similar pattern will apply for social 
change Z. In other words, the 'true' isolated factors disap­
pear, and what we have are factors 'contaminated' by other 
factors. In reality, the 'true' factors never occur, and so all 
factors are really 'contaminated' ones. But there is still 
an important difference between social changes Y and Z. 
For, in the case of Z, all the interactions will be of equal 
explanatory importance, while in the case of Y, the influ­
ence of factor a on factor c will be greater than that of c 
on a, and so on. In the latter case, we have a hierarchy of 
interactions. We can therefore say that, if the process of 
interactions leading to Z is a dialectic, the process of inter-
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actions leading to Y is a structured dialectic, and we can 
substitute these terms for pluralism and monism respec­
tively, in the static model. 

We argued that there was no separate theory for social 
change and for social order. If, instead of our factors a, b, 
c, d, e, being considered as positive reasons for change, we 
consider some of them as reasons for lack of it, then the 
result of the interactions will tell us whether X Y or Z is 
a structural change or not. For instance, if we combine the 
examples and consider X as the disappearance of poly­
andry among the Nayars, then factor a becomes the British 
control of the society in dominance over factor b, the 
Rajah's control. But, if factor b had been stronger than 
factor a, i.e., if the Rajah had defeated the British, poly­
andry would probably have continued to exist. The dialec­
tical approach can therefore be seen to be not merely 
appropriate for the explanation of social change, but the 
method for all structural sociological explanation. 

It is now possible to continue our examination of ap­
proaches to social change. We will take a hypothetical 
example, relating it to reality. Suppose we had mo cases of 
type X or Y social changes. If in all of them, or a large 
proportion of them, the main factor was similar, we should 
begin to think that we had discovered a very important aid 
to our studies, for, in spite of the differences between the 
problems, we should have a line of approach that would be 
very helpful. Many social theorists have argued that no 
such aid exists, that every case has to be studied entirely 
afresh, that there are no 'laws of history' (Popper, 1957). 
Of course, if we say that a 'law' means that something 
must always invariably happen, this is probably true, but 
if we talk rather of trends, of guides to approach, it is 
much less plausible to deny them (Bottomore, 1963, Ch. 2, 

Taylor, 1958, Novack, 1968). In fact, many sociologists 
have posited such aids, and their propositions fall into three 
great categories. 
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Into the category of idealism fall those theories which 
put forward the view that the source of social changes lies 
most importantly in men's minds, in the sorts of ideas that 
they have. Auguste Comte took this view, as does David 
McClelland today (Mill, 1866, McClelland, 1961). It is not 
plausible, for if it were true, ideas would occur at random, 
independent of place and circumstance, and social change 
follow from them. As we shall see in the next chapter, and 
have already discussed to some extent in Chapter 2, human 
beings are dependent on social training for the very lang­
uage they use, so the absolute independence of ideas is not 
upheld (MacIntyre, 1966, Ch. r , Gerth & Mills, 1954, Ch. 
IO, Frank, 1967b). 

Those theories which attribute the major source of 
change to material changes, usually of technology, we can 
call mechanical materialist. Ludwig Feuerbach took this 
view, and Hart and Leslie Whyte are modem representa­
tives (Engels, 1958, Whyte, 1949, Hart, 1959). It is true 
that the material world existed before man came on the 
scene, but once he is there, the decision to introduce any 
technology is a human one, though it may have unforseen 
consequences. The technology alone cannot be considered 
the key explanatory factor (c.f., Gerth & Mills, 1954, 
Ch. 13). 

Theories of dialectical materialism argue that it is in the 
relations that men enter into in order to produce and 
appropriate the wealth of a society that the major key 
to the explanation of structural social change may be 
found. Marx developed this kind of approach. Some mod­
ern exponents are Baran and Sweezy (1968), Frank (1967a), 
and Mandel (1968a). This kind of theory is structural and 
sociological, but, if misapplied can end up as a sort of 
do~matics, providing a mechanical formula by which every 
social ~hange is explained, without the need to study at 
all . This kind of distortion has often been called economic 
determinism, or 'vulgar marxism', and has been practised 
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on a large scale by so-called Marxists, most notably those 
connected with the bureaucratically based elites of the 
Soviet Union (Marcuse, 1968b). In the context of the cold 
war, and with the implications which Marx's theories 
predict for the destinies of those groups now controlling 
our societies, the view that dialectical materialism means 
simple economic determinism has been widely propagated 
and believed. It is not correct. The reader is invited to 
read two articles by Marx, The Civil War in France, and 
The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, to see how he 
applied dialectical materialism (Marx, 1958). Engels, 
Marx's close collaborator, wrote: 

The economic situation is the basis, but the various 
elements of the superstructure-the political forms of 
the class struggle and its results: to wit constitutions 
established by the victorious classes after a successful 
battle, etc., juridical forms, and then even the reflexes 
of all these actual struggles in the brains of the parti­
cipants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, reli­
gious views, and their further development into systems 
of dogmas-also exercise their influence upon the 
course of the historical struggles, and in many cases 
predonderate in determining their form (Engels, Letter 
to Bloch in Marx-Engels, 1958). 

A very important and careful formulation of dialectical 
materialism has been made by Althusser (1967). Although 
his language is difficult, in our view it repays study be­
cause, instead of just paralleling the complexity of the real 
world, it does help us to understand it. To emphasize that 
dialectical materialism is not simple economic determinism, 
Althusser introduces the idea of overdetermination. This 
combines two propositions: that no factors of explanation 
can be isolated from their social structural context; and 
that, although the examination of relationships of produc­
tion and appropriation of wealth is crucial, it is unlikely 
by itself to be adequate to a proper explanation of social 
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change. He considers how such factors both determine and 
are determined, 'in one and the same movement by the 
various levels and instances of the social formation'; 'The 
economy is determinant (of social change) but only in the 
last instance'; however, 'The lonely hour of the "last 
instance" never comes.' 

His argument-for detailed study of the whole situation 
in historical perspective in order to determine the major 
factors in their interrelation-means, in the terms we have 
used above, that most social changes are of type Y, rather 
than of type X or z. Althusser illustrates his approach by 
a brief but masterly analysis of the Russian revolution, 
indicating the overdetermining factors on which it depen­
ded. 

These three approaches are, in our view, the most signi­
ficant attempts to provide a way in to the study of social 
change, by singling out a crucial key factor of the most 
general kind. It is clear from the text that we think such 
an attempt is valuable, and which approach we favour. But 
it is very important to understand that the merits of such 
approaches cannot be decided a priori; they derive from, 
a?d must be judged by the examination of social reality. 
Smee these approaches are expressed in such broad terms, 
they cannot be refuted in any simple way, and, because 
of the complexity of most social phenomena, it is often 
possible for an investigator to single out those factors which 
seem to lend weight to the approach which he consciously, 
0 : subconsciously holds. As the political implications of 
different approaches are intertwined with all this, it be­
comes easy to understand why there is disagreement 
?mong sociologists. In the end, every student has to make 
)Udgments for himself. In our view, the best way of reach­
mg such judgments is by comparison of studies of the 
~ame social problem by the different approaches, examin­
mg their logical construction, and their use of data . 

Among other methods of trying to study social change, 
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two should be mentioned in this cursory examination, since 
in various forms they have considerable influence. Theories 
which maintain that the basis for sociological analysis is 
the maintenance of order are logically debarred from ex­
plaining social change (Rex, 1963). In trying to square 
this particular circle, functionalists have come up with 
the concept of 'structural differentiation', of which Neil 
Smelser is the main proponent (Smelser, 1960). This shows 
that the functions which one institution performs come, 
over time, to be spread among other institutions, differen­
tiated. Thus, one form of social equilibrium is replaced by 
another, more complex one, with possibly a period of 
tension, disturbance in between. This approach is a prime 
example of a fau lt commonly found in studies of social 
change-it does not really explain what is happening, but 
merely describes it in a different way, so that a sleight 
of hand is involved. The method is also static, moving 
from one 'equilibrium' to another. When one asks for 
the reasons for the initial situation, and the reasons for 
the changes-why? questions-the whole fa<;:ade collapses. 
Smelser's main example is change in the cotton industry 
in the British industrial revolution. The reader is invited 
to compare it with a dialectical materialist interpretation 
by E. P. Thompson, remembering that the latter writer is 
an historian, not a sociologist, and thus tends not to lay 
out clearly his principles of analysis, which remain 
implicit (Thompson, 1963). 

There is a vast amount of literature on the sociology 
of 'development'-the study of underdevelopment, which 
contains a large amount of the poorest writing in sociology, 
and a little of the best. A common theme in this, in one 
form or another, is that of 'modernization' in which a 
writer from an 'advanced' society, usually American, tries 
to explain why an underdeveloped society is not like his 
own, or how it might become more like his own (e.g., 
Lerner, 1964). Such approaches involve a basic sociological 
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fault called ethnocentrism, that is, they judge another 
society or group by standards and practices current in 
their own. That the underdeveloped society has a histori­
cally dynamic structure of its own, and that this struc­
ture has been affected, often for centuries, by inter­
actions of an international nature, is thus ignored. In no 
area of sociology is ideological commitment so power­
ful a determinant of scholarship as this, and Frank has 
examined the field in a brilliant and devastating article, 
The Sociology of Development and the Underdevelopment 
of Sociology, unfortunately printed in a rather obscure 
journal (Frank, 1967b, see also Rhodes, 1968). 

In this chapter, we have put forward the view that 
the study of social change is not an appendage, tagged 
on to the 'main study', nor yet that it is the principle 
by which societies should be examined, but rather that, 
since historical structural analysis provides the sociological 
approach which explains change and order, our material 
develops logically out of the previous chapter. We argu~d 
for the necessity of a dynamic, rather than a static 
approach, and an appropriate language. We tried to show 
the close relationship of structural conflict to structural 
social change, attacked pluralism as a principle, while 
defending a structured dialectic approach, and in terms 
of the discussion of key factors, supported dialectical 
materialism. The key area remaining is the relationship 
between structure and human action and it is under the 
headi~g of 'social consciousness' that we propose to 
examme this. 
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Social consciousness 

Social consciousness and social structure 

The following incident is recounted in Tom Johnston's 
wonderful History of the Working Classes in Scotland: 

At Ballindalloch, on the Spey, a poor man had been 
sentenced to death, and the gallows not being ready 
he was put in the baron's pit while the scaffold was 
being erected. At length everything was in order, and 
the baron's men called upon the prisoner to come up; but 
instead of coming up the doomed man drew a sword 
and threatened to slay the first individual who came 
down for him. Persuasion and threat were equally 
unavailing, until at last, the victim's wife appeared 
and cried: 'Come up quietly and be hangit, Donal', and 
dinna anger the laird' (Johnston, 1929, p . 47). 

For Donal's wife, clearly the peace of mind of the laird 
meant more than her relationship to Donal'. At the 
opposite pole, the fighters of the National Liberation 
Front of the southern part of the poor peasant country 
of Vietnam have for several years kept at bay, and are 
coming close to defeating, the forces of the world's most 
powerful nation, the United States, forces comprising 
42 per cent of its entire land forces, 58 per cent of its 
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marines, 32 per cent of all its fighter planes, 60 per cent 
of its aircraft carriers, dropping 64,000 tons of bombs a 
month, involving an expenditure of some 97,000 million 
dollars in the last four years. Although some have argued 
that these successes are due to terrorism, it is our con­
sidered opinion that, in fact, they are the result of a 
degree of determination and conviction which can rarely 
have been matched in world history; this struggle has 
had considerable repercussions in the West (Therbom, 
1968). In either example, the way in which structural 
conflicts are worked out is heavily dependent on the 
consciousness of the participants, and we may assume 
that this is generally the case. 

Many structuralist sociologists, particularly of the func­
tional type, have tended to under emphasize or even ignore 
the importance of the social consciousness of the parti­
cipants in determining actual courses of events. Even Marx 
himself never gave sufficient attention to the problem, 
although he always made clear in his approach that the 
consciousness of the members of a social class of belong­
ing to that class was a prerequisite for joint action by the 
c~ass to change a social structure, and scattered ideas in 
his writings provide the basis from which a structuralist 
theory of social consciousness might be constructed 
(Ossowski, 1963). 

~t the time of writing, there is a reaction among some 
soc10logists against the neglect of social consciousness in 
much functionalist theory, and its under emphasis in much 
Marxist-oriented theory, a reaction which has led to a 
new interest in the work of such social psychologists as 
G. H. Mead and Irving Goffman, who emphasize the import­
~nce o~ i~teractions of people in small groups in develop­
mg their images of themselves, others and society generally 
(Mead, G., 1934, Goffman, 1959). In studies in the peculiarly 
named sub-field called the sociology of deviancy, there 
have been interesting investigations not into the social 
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background of the deviants, but into the ways in which 
interactions with people in other social positions create 
and reinforce the definition of a person as a 'deviant' , even 
to himself (e.g., MacIntosh, 1968, Becker, 1964). 

The dangers of this approach, valuable though it is, 
are in the fallacy known as reductionism, and are 
expressed in the popular phrase, 'it's all in the mind', 
i.e., that the examination of all social phenomena can be 
reduced to the examination of the views of the situation 
held by the individual participants. In the same way that 
we tried to establish earlier that a social structure is more 
than the sum of its parts, so we must establish that a 
social structure is more than the sum of the individual 
consciousnesses of its participants-but that it is not a sort 
of collective consciousness. If we know that, say three 
quarters of the people in a society hold a certain view at 
a particular time, this does not necessarily tell us what 
the social structure is. Thus we are arguing against the 
views: 
1. that social structure totally determines social con­

sciousness, and 
2. that social consciousness totally determines social 

structure, and 
3. that social structure and social consciousness are 

unrelated, independent. 
The best way to describe the relationship between the 

two is of the form we described in the last chapter as a 
structured dialectic, i.e., their relationship is a process 
of interactions, of which the structural component is of 
greater weight. In the last chapter we used a hypothetical 
example to indicate the relations between factors in 
explaining a social phenomenon; we found that a static 
model was inadequate-that we had to have a dynamic, 
or dialectical model. The introduction of the idea of 
social consciousness brings a further complication. Social 
consciousness is, in one sense, just one of the factors to 
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be considered in explanation; but it is also more than 
this, for all social phenomena involve the behaviour and 
interaction of people; thus social consciousness is an inter­
vening variable in every social situation. While other 
factors may or may not be present in an explanation, 
social consciousness always is. This chapter attempts to 
explore some of the implications of this particular 
dialectical relationship. 

It is fairly easy to give examples to refute the proposi­
tion made by one leading British social theorist recently 
that social structure exists only 'in the head of the par­
ticipants' (McIntyre, 1969). King Canute showed his 
sycophantic courtiers that all his power and determination 
could not keep back the waves; in a social structure in 
which the organization of an adequate technology has 
not been developed, all men's efforts, say, to fly are 
d?omed to failure; we previously gave an example of the 
difference between the demand for printing apprentice­
ships and the actual number, which is determined by 
factors outside the demand to a large extent-thus, how­
ever much the applicants desire to become printing 
apprentices, believe they can become printing apprentices, 
some of them will be disappointed; however much an 
Am~rican believes that he has a chance of becoming 
President, it is clearly impossible for every American to 
be_come President; even if the aspirant is a white millionaire 
wit~1. a business background and a high position in a 
pol~tic~l party machine, his chances are very low indeed, 
while if his skin happens to be black in colour, they are 
rathe7 less than those of King Canute in keeping back 
the tide! However much a man believes a social struc­
ture to be unjust, or that an usurping social group should 
~~d can be overthrown, it is very unlikely that he on 

is hown can achieve this end-unless social conditions are 
sue . that his views come to seem reasonable to a 
sufficient number of other people. Thus the idea that 
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social structure is independent of, or totally determined 
by social consciousness is clearly shown to be implausible. 
But, to continue with our last example, whatever the 
contradictions inherent in a social structure, there is no 
law that it will automatically be transformed without the 
conscious intervention of organized groups of the popu­
lation, as some vulgar Marxists have inferred, or indeed 
that the social consciousness of underprivileged groups 
will come to express automatically and coherently their 
position in the social structure, an even more common 
fallacy. Nevertheless, the structural influences on posi­
tion are powerful. To revert to the example of collective 
consciousness among working class people mentioned in 
another connection in chapter two, structurally, any 
individual worker is in a very poor position to advance 
his interests on his own. He is much less powerful than 
the individual employer. Only if he acts collectively in 
solidarity with his fellows is he likely to make gains. 
Hence the fear of early employers to accept the organiza­
tion of 'vVorkers into trade unions, a fear still shared by 
many employers today, and the pressures on trade union 
leaders from employers and state not to act in solidarity 
with their members, but as mediators between workers 
and employers (Allen, 1966, ch. 1). The worker's struc­
tural position constantly reinforces this collectivist con­
sciousness, at least in some aspects, but many other 
influences, notably those of the employer controlled mass 
media he uses, are much more individualistic in orienta­
tion, so that each generation of workers has, to some 
extent, to re-learn the experience of former ones, and the 
degree to which collective consciousness exists varies 
markedly from worker to worker and from factory to 
factory. Studies of workers in middle class occupations 
indicate that, whereas their structural position used to 
be such that their individual interests appeared to be best 
served by cultivating individually good relations with 
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superiors, leading away from trade unionism, and to an 
extreme individualism in orientation to life, for some 
groups, especially in large institutions and mechanized 
offices, collectivism has come to seem more realistic, 
with the resulting growth of middle class trade unionism 
(Lockwood, r958). Here, in order to make clearer what we 
are arguing. all these examples are presented as if they 
~an be explained by a single factor. In reality, the explana­
tions have the sort of complexity we described in the laSt 
chapter. 

In . an example also mentioned earlier, Bettleheim 
?escnbed the behaviour and attitudes of guards and 
inmates of a Nazi concentration camp. He found that not 
only did the guards come to regard the prisoners as sub­
~un:ian vermin, to whom the most brutal behaviour was 
JUst1fied, but a proportion of prisoners came to accept, 
~nder the pressure, that they really were what the guards 
bought them to be, and behaved to each other as such. 

Bettleheim found that the prisoners who succumbed firS t 
and most readily to the guards' definition of them were th0

se Who held neither a deeply felt religious ideology, 
nor h d · . a a clearly worked out philosophy of man m 
society; evangelical christians and communists resiS ted 
more strongly than people whose religion was nominal 
or whose 1· • · · b po Itical affiliation nondescript. The mteract10ns 
etween prisoners and guards resulted in the adoption by 

one group f 1 . d 
stand O a se f-1mage proposed by another; to un ~-
st why, however, we must know about the soCial 
mructure of the camp, and about the historical develop-

ent of the .d t first] . WI er social structure, in two respec _s-
f Yh, What in the wider social structure was responsible 
or t e na d 

seco dl nower social structure of the camp, a~ 
th n y, _what features of the wider social structure, via 

fere socialization process, provided the basis for the dif-
ent types of • d . h 

1 att1tu es between the pnsoners t em-
se ves (c.f., Goffman, 1968). 
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These examples have been used to indicate in different 
ways the structured dialectic of social structure and social 
consciousness. We can now go on to consider other 
aspects of this difficult but basic relationship. 

Socialization 

Social consciousness depends on learning, and the term 
we introduced earlier with regard to this was socializa­
tion. Many sociologists, especially those who tend in one 
way or another to fall into the fallacy of reification, 
agelicism, lay great stress on a crude 'one way' concep­
tion of socialization, in which an individual learns to do 
'as society tells him'. In this conception, aspects of which 
have already been criticized, roles, provided by society, 
are learnt by an individual through the medium of his 
family, friends, etc., enabling him to become an adjusted, 
i.e., role-playing, member of society. One school of socio­
logists, commonly known as the culture-personality school, 
heavily influenced by psychoanalytic themies, regard 
early childhood experiences as the paramount influence, 
so that, lacking any conception of social structure, 
they claim to be able to identify characteristics of a 
'national character', which they relate to early socializa­
tion procedures of young children. Thus, in one study, 
the 'Great Russian character' is claimed to be a mixture of 
repression and violent outbursts of aggression, deriving 
from the fact that Russian children are often swaddled 
when young (repression= being swaddled; violent out­
bursts= times when swaddling material is changed!). 
Studies in similar vein have been made of quite a number 
of societies, and readers who have followed our argu­
ments so far will understand why we consider them to 
be thoroughly misconceived (Corer and Richman, 1949, 
Kardiner, 1945). Useful critiques have been made by 
Orlansky (1949) and Lindesmith and Strauss (1950). 
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On the one-way conception of socialization a whole 
jargon can be built up, so that 'anticipatory' socializa­
tion occurs when a child in play 'rehearses' his adult roles, 
and socialization can be typed, according to the generality 
of the roles learned (e.g., British subject, worker, steel 
worker, furnaceman . C.f., Musgrave, 1967, Coulson, et. 
al., 1967). A deviant can then be defined as being for some 
reason inadequately socialized, and such individuals may 
give a means, otherwise denied to this kind of sociologist, 
of explaining social change. In exasperation at the 
mechanistic conception of man that this approach leads to, 
Wrong wrote an article entitled, The Oversocialized Con­
ception of Man in Modern Sociology, in which he shows 
that the formulation of the society-individual relation 
as a one-way adaptation depends on the consensus view 
of society: 'The oversocialized view of man is a counter­
part of the over-integrated view of society.' (Wrong, 1964.) 
These two basic mistakes-and it is important to recognize 
that they depend upon one another-make much of the 
subordinate theorizing of little value. 

What we should be examining in a discussion of the 
development of social consciousness, socialization, is not 
a one-way relationship between society and individual, 
but a structured dialectic of pressures deriving from 
structural situations interacting with the existing con­
sciousness of an individual. While, once again, the 
language of interaction and process is not translatable 
into statistical terms in the same way as the language of 
a static one-way model, it represents reality, and is not 
a gross distortion of it. The way such relationships can be 
conceptualized and studied has been shown in a lifetime 
series of researches about child development by Jean 
Piaget, on the boundaries of psychology and sociology, 
in which the development of some of the most basic com­
ponents of consciousness is examined. Any new experi­
ence, a, he argues, will be assimilated to the existing con-
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sciousness, X, of the individual; it will be accounted 
for within that consciousness-in terms of an outside 
criterion, will be distorted by it to become a 1 . But the 
existing consciousness will also accommodate itself to 
the experience, be affected by it to become X1

. Another 
experience, b, will, by the interaction of b and X1

, 

be interpreted as b1, while X1 becomes X2
, and so on. 

When we realize that experiences can be of different 
importance, so that modification X2 might be bigger than 
X1, for instance, we can imagine how complex this pro­
cess of interaction can become (Piaget, 1953). 

Only with this kind of approach can sociology do 
justice to the complexity, apparent contradictoriness, 
and individuality that human beings display. It is not just 
that sociologists have tried to explain too much by the 
concept of socialization; their principle of explanation 
has been inadequate. This has led to a general under­
estimation of the potentiality of human individuals for 
change in appropriate structural conditions, and provides 
a general ideological background for elitist, manipulative 
and conservative political views. This restrictive concep­
tion of human potentiality is not confined to sociology. 
Leading elites tend to justify their positions by regard­
ing the 'mass' as dull-witted and incapable of initiative, 
so that when people do act in resistance to various injus­
tices, e.g. workers striking, this is interpreted as being 
'engineered' by 'agitators', 'professional revolutionaries', 
etc. As we write, the Times has declared that there are 
special organizers working among Catholics and Protes­
tants in the fighting in the northern part of Ireland, and 
that the Derry citizens' street-fighting techniques have 
been learned from groups of student revolutionaries who 
have come over from France to teach them (Times, 
13/8/69). 

The process of socialization in any complex social 
structure is such that potentialities for action and develop-
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ment in many directions are available to individuals, once 
appropriate structural opportunities are also made avail­
able. An example from a study in Poland may illustrate 
this (Pomianowsky, 1959). It has been observed from many 
countries that the attendance of working class people at 
theatres is very low, of the order of 3 per cent of the 
group. The more 'difficult' a play is, the less the interest. 
In a new steel making town, Nowa Huta, a theatre was 
built. The new company made no concessions to the new 
audience, putting on some of the world's avan t-garde 
plays in the most avant-garde presentation. In a short 
time, a survey revealed 36 per cent of the population of 
:he town as regular theatregoers; a parallel investigation 
in the old city of Cracow, with seven theatres and a great 
cultural tradition, revealed a figure of between 3 per cent 
and 5 per cent of the workers attending the theatre. The 
workers of Nowa Huta, although generally of lower 
educational standard than Cracow workers, generally 
came from rural areas. Because of this they had none of 
the negative notions of the theatre as a place for the 
better off and not one for working people, which had 
?ecome established over generations among the work­
~~g class of Cracow. The point, however, is not so much 

. at Nowa Huta workers went and Cracow workers 
?1dn't, but that Nowa Huta workers found no difficulty 
1
~ appreciating and returning to see works which some­

times baffle audiences of the world's well-to-do intellec­
~uals. A static socialization theory cannot allow for such 
, r~~~t!c realiz~tions of potential, since nothing h~s been 
Pp· 111 by society which would make them possible. 

fi iaget's terminology might have been used in the very 
;J,e study of the development of group consciousness by 
. orsley, The Trumpet Sha/] Sound (1957b). Worsley was 
Interested • h 1 • f th N In t e exp anat1on of the strange phenomena o 
the ew Guinea islands known as the Cargo Cults. In 

ese messianic cults, religious leaders would emerge in 
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various tribes, preaching the end of the existing world 
and the arrival of a great ship or aeroplane, which would 
provide all believers with an abundance of the necessaries 
of life . Believers often ceased work and destroyed their 
existing goods in expectation of the arrival of the Cargo. 
Worsley was able to show that this apparently irrational 
behaviour resulted from the assimilation of new and 
important events to an existing social consciousness. For 
the coming of white men had an immense impact in the 
technologically very undeveloped communities. The local 
inhabitants observed that the white men had tremendous 
power, and grea t wealth; their religion preached the com­
ing end of the world (many fundamentalist Christian mis­
sions were es tablished) . But they never seemed to w ork. 
Since their wealth came in ships, or inland sometimes by 
plane, the secret of their wealth and power must lie in 
the Cargo. He who could procure the mystical secret 
of the Cargo, by which w ealth appeared without h aving 
to be created by work, was the great prophet and leader. 
Thus the people's consciousness was also accommodated 
to the incorporation of new symbols, and the adoption of 
elements of Christian belief. But the situation was not 
stable. Not only did the Cargo never come w hen it 'should' 
have, but, since Cargo cult believers did not work, the 
cults aroused white opposition. Attempts to suppress them 
were interpreted by local inhabitants as attempts to deny 
the secret to blacks. and some of the cults began to 
turn into uprisings . Worsley carefully details the constant 
development of events by which the local people gradually 
began to 'demystify' their consciousness of the situation, 
so that the cult movements in some cases became trans­
formed into non-religious nationalist movements. This 
example indicates how group social consciousness can 
develop under pressure of events, but develops in ways 
which can only be understood by an examination of the 
process of interactions starting from the previous con-
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sc~ou~ness of the participants. But can we go further than 
this; 1s there any way of measuring the social conscious­
ness of the participants, of evaluating it? Worsley 
correctly rejects Weber's propositions that social ac tions 
can be categorized on an abstract basis into different 
type~, but his whole analysis is informed by a struc­
turalist conception of the framework within which events 
took place, which does not depend solely on the social 
consciousness of the participants (Worsley, r957b, 
Appendix). 

False consciousness 

Here then is another very important reason for rejecting 
an approach which requires us to consider only the per­
~eptions of the participants in a situation. It gives us no 
!~dependent criterion by which to examine the percep­
tion~. Anthropological studies, as we have sho_wn_ m 
previous chapters, are impossible without such a cntenon. 
Th~re_ is nothing special about studies of less _complex 
~ocieti~s Which makes the principles for their stu~y 
Inapplicable in studies of our own societies. Merton dis­
cusses rain ceremonials among the Hopi Indians, for 
~xf rnple (Merton, 1964). The participants undoubtedly 
~ ieve that they bring rain. Meteorologists tell us that 

t ~y do not. If we have no way of going beyond the con­
s~i~usness of the participants, the matter ends there; 
s1rmlarly • h k l d o Wit the succession ritual of the An o e, an s on M t . 

• . ~r on used the terms manifest and latent functwn 
to d1sting· • h b · · h uis etween what the Hopi said was t e pur-pose of th • · · 1 
t • eir ram ceremonials and what was their exp ana-
10n in t ' f . erms of the structure, and we replaced the term 

dunct~bon by the term explanation. It is also justifiable to 
escn e th . . . H . f 

th • e manifest explanation g1ven by the op1 o 
e1r cerern • 1 Th" · 0 ma as a form of false consciousness. 1s 1s 

not to say that it is illogical in terms of the belief systems 
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and customs of the Hopi. Anthropologists have shown us 
very clearly the internal logicality of magical beliefs and 
the methods of their reinforcement (e.g. Evans-Pritchard, 
1937). Rather, it is to say that 
(a) it doesn't produce the intended results, and 
(b) that an alternative explanation in terms of structure 
is more satisfactory. 
A brief discussion of the notion of false consciousness is 
contained in Willer and Zollschan's otherwise arid article 
on revolutions in (Zollschan and Hirsch, 1964, p . 132). 
The idea of fal se consciousness presents no theoretical 
problems in a structuralist sociology . The major theore­
tical problem lies in the clear identification of structural 
conditions and conflicts in a complex social structure. 
Only when this has been done are we able to categorize 
the consciousness of a group in relation to the social 
structure. What happens if we try to apply the idea of 
false consciousness to conflict situations between groups? 

Let us revert to a model of a simple social structure in 
which there are only two groups, similar to that intro­
duced on page 72. In social structure B, groups x and y 
are in a potential conflict relationship, as a result of group 
x's structural superiority. In the actual historical experi­
ence of group y , therefore, this will mean that group y's 
structural position will continually induce situations in 
which dissatisfaction is felt. It is in group y's interests 
to change the structure, but not in group x's. Remember­
ing that social consciousness is always an intervening vari­
able in explaining a social situation, anything that deflects 
the consciousness of members of group y from a realiza­
tion of their position of structural inferiority will be 
advantageous to group x , as will anything that justifies 
group x's position to members of that group. Speaking 
metaphorically, we can say that the structural conflict 
is reflected in the social consciousness of groups x and y. 
The following types of false consciousness might develop, 
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singly or in combination. 
I. The ritualization of the problem by a procedure such 

as that described earlier among the Zulu, when women 
took men's clothes, etc., for a day (p. 44), or the 
period of the Bairn mock kingship among the Ankole 
(p. 47). Such a safety valve facilitates the deflection 
of social consciousness from the structural problem. 

2 • Pressures on the participants to believe that the prob­
lem results from another cause than the real struc­
tural one. For example, studies of unemployment in 
the depression revealed that unemployed workers came 
to feel that their own personal inadequacies were 
responsible for their unemployment, rather than t~e 
breakdown of the capitalist economic system, theIY 
structural cause (Bakke, 1940). The acceptance of th!s 
type of substitution we may term alienation. There IS 

one very important variant of this type of false con­
sciousness. If participants can be made to believe that 
a sub group, z, usually part of y, is the real cause of 
the problem, the real structural cause is overlooked. 
Thus, the Jews became blamed for the crises in German 
society after world war one (Neumann, 1966). White 
and black workers are set against each other on grounds 
of colour (U.S.A.) (Cox, 1959); Protestant and Catholic 
w~r~ers are set against each other on grounds of 
religion (N. Ireland) (Gibbon, 1969). . 

3
• :ress~r~s o~ the participants to believe that t,he situ~­

.;?11 1,s 1ne;71table, 'god given', unalterable, a natur~l_, 
ight_, or correct' state. For instance, studies of pohtJ­

~al views in Britain have shown that there are many 
b eference voters'-working class people who vote Tory 
rcause they have come to believe that the Conservative 

e ite has a natural right to rule (McKenzie and Silver, 
1968) s· ·1 h . • 1m1 arly, some women have accepted as natural 
;<:le~r s_ubordinate social and economic position. Viola 

ein, ll1 her study of working women, reports : There 
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is no trace of feminist egalitarianism-militant or 
otherwise-in any of the women's answers to our 
questionnaire, nor is it even implicitly assumed that 
women have a "right to work".' (Klein, 1960, cited in 
Mitchell, 1966 .) This type of false consciousness may be 
termed mystification. 

4. Pressures to believe that the consequences of changes 
will be worse than the existing state-for instance, the 
symbolic execution of the Bairu mock king, or De 
Gaulle's presentation of political alternatives to the 
French electorate in various referenda during the 
1960s, or constant harping on fear of the 'unknown', 
or the presentation of unfortunate experiences of other 
peoples in different structural circumstances as if they 
were the inevitable cOnsequence of any change. 

5. Pressures which induce groups to evaluate their exist­
ing state positively in comparison with either the con­
ditions of other groups, or with their own previous 
experiences, thus deflecting their attention from their 
structurally inferior position . For instance, Runciman 
has carried out a study which examined inequalities 
with regard to wealth, status and power between work­
ing and middle class groups in the period between 1918 
and 1962 (Runciman, 1966). Finding big differences 
persisting, he examined the attitudes of samples of 
different social classes, both from written statements 
and from questionnaires. The responses indicated that 
the groups and individuals to which the respondents 
referred in considering their position in relation to the 
three c1iteria, were those close to them socially. They 
saw their position as being a little better or a little 
worse off than that of their social neighbours, rather 
than considering their position in relation to the whole 
social structure. Runciman's work is spoiled because it 
lacks a concept of social structure, which leads him 
into mistakes in his definitions of class, an inability to 
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explain the persistence of inequality, an inadequate 
framework for the explanation of why people judge 
as they do, and which is partially responsible for a 
totally misconceived attempt to find a non-social means 
of measuring social justice and injustice at the end. 
Nevertheless, it remains one of the most stimulating 
studies carried out in British sociology in recent years. 
We must amplify the model somewhat. Suppose, firstly, 

that group x maintained its superiority over group }'. by 
force-coercion alone; its members may come to be!Ie~e 
any of the different types of explanation for the~r 
superiority, but members of group y will not. ~n ~his 
case, group x's beliefs are a justification or rationahzatwn 
of :heir superior structural position. We may call them 
an ideology (c.f., Mannheim, 1960). 

Suppose, secondly, that a considerable number of 
members of group y come to believe that elements of 
group x's ideology are true. They internalize the norms 
of the dominant group-to use jargon. The id~ol~gy thus 
becomes a dominant one. This will be made easier if group 
x controls the information system. 

Suppose, thirdly, that all, or almost all of the me~bers 
of ~-roup Y accept the ideology of group x, have mter­
~ahzed x's norms. In this case, group x will have an 
1 eological hegemony. 

It follows from this that the more the situation nears 
hegemony, the less coercion will be required to maintain th

e status quo. In the explanation of the continuance of th
e s~ructural dominance of group x over group Y, the 

coercion factor will be decreased in importance as we 
;;ve from the first to the third situation. It is very 

1 
cult for a group to maintain dominance over another 

group for a long period by coercion alone. Rousseau 
?nee expressed the same thought · 'However strong a man 
Is, he is never sufficiently strong. to remain a master for 
ever, unless his power is transformed into Right, Obedi-
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ence and Duty.' The degree of ideology, ideological domin­
ance, ideological hegemony in a social situation has to 
be investigated by the sociologist. For instance, Marcuse 
has tried to argue in his book, One Dimensional Man, 
that the United States remains riven with structural con­
flict, but that a major deprived group, the white work­
ing class, has so internalized the norms of the dominant 
group, the industrial controllers, that their potential as 
agents of change has almost been eliminated, and that 
smaller groups, especially Black American workers, whose 
deprivation is more extreme, and who are excluded by 
definition from the ideological hegemony-since it is racist 
in conception-will act as agents of change, initially at 
any rate. 

We are in no way trying to say that any of the various 
kinds of false consciousness which may manifest them­
selves in different social situations are necessarily con­
sciously thought out attempts to justify or to delude a 
subordinate group by a dominant one. To reiterate a 
constant theme, sometimes they may be, sometimes they 
may partially be, sometimes they may develop out of 
the continuance of a situation, and may transform the 
means by which its continuance is maintained-a situa­
tion based on coercion may be transformed into one of 
acceptance. However, strains and tensions arising from 
the structurally inferior position of a group itself con­
tinue to occur, even if the social consciousness of the 
group is itself deflected so that no attempts to change the 
situation are made. In such cases, frustrations arising 
from structural deprivations may be displaced, to adopt 
a Freudian term, from their real structural cause on to 
other objects or activities. Such displacement may occur 
in coercion situations also, where people who are con­
scious of the basis of their problems can do nothing about 
it. There is, for instance, a tremendously high rate of 
theft from factories in Eastern Europe, where strikes are 
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forbidden, and a considerable amount of industrial 
sabotage in Britain too (e.g., Cliff, 1964, ch. 14). Where 
the problem is not simply powerlessness in the face of 
coercion, but false consciousness, the behaviour may seem 
initially to be irrational, or senselessly violent. This kind 
of situation provides one basis for structural theories of 
delinquency, and to some extent, 'deviancy' in general 
(Taylor and Taylor, 1968). To the extent that this is tn~e, 
the removal of false consciousness in such situations WJII 
affect the displaced behaviour as well . 

In this chapter, we have tried to dispute approaches 
which ignore or pay only lip service to the ways in which 
people see the society in which they live; and also ~o 
challenge approaches which tend to view sociology m 
these terms alone. As an alternative we have argued that 
the general approach for examining relations between 
structure and social consciousness should be that of a 
process of interaction in which structure is dominant­
a structured dialectic. By a critical examinati?n . ~f 
ways sociologists view the process by which an md1~ 1-

dua_l's social consciousness develops-his socialization-m 
which, as usual, we have attacked static, one-way 
approaches, we have been led to a classification of key 
pro~esses by which social consciousness may ·be distorted 
In situations of conflict relations between groups. It may 
be noticed that, while in the last chapter our emphasis 
was on social change, we proposed that our arguments 
were applicable to all situations. In the latter part of this 
chapter, we have emphasized factors by which change is 
retarded, yet, once again, this approach can be applied 
to all social situations, not just those when change does 
not occur. 



6 
Conclusion 

The need for a critical approach 

In this short book we have not tried to give long lists 
of facts about 'the family in Britain'; or the percentage 
of working class children who enter university. Such facts 
are in some degree available if you wish to find them. On 
the contrary, we have been interested in the explanation 
of such things, the 'why' questions, the move from descrip­
tion to understanding, the reasons for finding out one set 
of facts rather than another. As this is an introductory 
book, we are therefore inviting students to ask the same 
questions of their teachers and courses. Why are you 
being taught in this or that way? This problem has two 
kinds of answer. 
I . In the main part of the book, we have attempted to 
provide the basis of an answer by an examination of 
some of the common orientations to sociology, reserv­
ing our strongest criticism for the misconception that there 
is some built-in tendency to order which societies 'have' , 
a misconception which we have challenged on both 
theoretical and practical grounds. It is important to 
attack this misconception because it is so common in 
various forms, especially in British and American socio­
logy. It is a misconception which distorts reality, diverts 

105 



CONCLUSION 

attention from the main problems, devalues history, and 
provides a terminology and approach which dehumanizes 
man in the interests of a crude and fallacious determinism. 

In making these main attacks, we have levelled 
criticisms at some other approaches-the mirror image of 
functionalism which substitutes change for order, and 
views which tend to elevate social consciousness as if it 
were the only permissible focus of attention. We have 
also presented the outlines of an alternative approach, 
which we consider to indicate the way social reality can 
be scientifically studied by sociologists. This approach 
does not come 'out of our heads', but from reading and 
research. If a rough label is required, it may be called 
historical structuralism, or dynamic structuralism, in that 
it makes no assumptions about any forms of inbuilt pur­
poses of societies (a semantic error), but demands that, 
for the explanation of why a society exhibits change. X, 
?rder Y, or its population behaviour Z, and for pre~ic_t­
mg how such phenomena will develop in the future, 1: 1s 
essential to study the process of interactions by which 
the structural factors involved have developed-to use a 
dialectical method. 
2 • As well as trying to demonstrate the fallacies of :he 
approaches criticized, it is necessary also to examme 
why these fallacies have such power; this is a sociological 
problem, and by examining it in the first chapter_ we hope 
to have shown not only something of the basis of the 
problems you as students face, but also in doing so to 
have introduced sociological methods of analysis. 

If part of the explanation of why sociologists do things 
the . "."ay they do lies in an examination of the structural 
pos1t_1on of sociologists, and is thus a necessary part of 
the mvestigation, similarly, part of the explanation of 
why all of us do the things we do lies in an examination of 
our 0 :Vn structural positions; in engaging in self-analysis 
of this type we are undertaking sociological introspec-
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tion. If the reasons for our actions are not clear to us, 
or if they are in fact other than we believe them to be, 
we cannot be said to be able to choose to act, to be 
responsible for our actions. It is our view that sociology 
is potentially a humanistic discipline in that it can increase 
the area of choice men have over their actions. It can 
enable them to locate the sources to which they must go 
if they wish to change things, and the necessary means, 
thus providing man with a potential scientific basis for 
action, increasing him, rather than cramping him into a 
straight jacket of determinism provided by explanations 
in terms of how he 'fits in' to the social order (OsS'owski, 
1962). 

Objectivity and controversy 

Although the subject matter of sociology is real-the 
behaviour of people in societies over time-there are 
insurmountable problems in providing a non-controversial, 
objective science of sociology. A fundamental difference 
exists between the study of natural objects and that of 
man. Stone is in no way affected by a geologist's analysis 
of the geological strata of which it forms a part, but 
human groups may be profoundly affected by a socio­
logical study, since social consciousness, an intervening 
variable, may be changed by it. Thus, publication of a 
sociological analysis, even if objective, may be a political 
act. Publication in Ankole of an objective analysis of the 
structural basis of the inferiority of the Bairu in relation 
to the Bahima would almost certainly have lost the 
author his head. 

Suppose it were objectively the case that a complex 
social structure, like ours, was based on the exploitation 
and manipulation of some groups in the interests of others, 
and that a sociologist published an objectively true 
account of how this developed and persisted, using, we 
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should like to hope, the means we have outlined in the 
book. This publication could affect social consciousness; 
it would tend to decrease false consciousness, possibly 
making subordinate groups more dissatisfied with their 
position, arousing the conscience of some of those in the 
superior groups. Even if it did not actually do this to any 
great extent, it might be felt by some that it would be 
likely to have such an effect. 

Certainly, replies to the objective analysis could be 
expected; written with erudition and intelligence, they 
';

0 uld attempt to show that the analysis was not objec­
tive, but distorted. The writers of such reactions would 
not __ only be wrong, but knaves-distorting science for 
political ends; they might, however, persuade people. 

Other Writers, realizing that their career advance:111ent 
and security could be promoted by not offending dommant 
group:, might put forward arguments that de~ected 
attention from the analysis-that the job of socwlogy 
~houl~ be to study something else, like how social order 
is maintained, perhaps-or that sociology does not have th

e technique to study major problems, and should t_here­
fore confine itself to areas where available techmques 
could be used-studies of opinions about sport, or of how 
people spend their time and so on. Objectivity means 
tech • ' b" . nique, they might say. How can your study be O 1ec-
t1ve • · J • .' since you do not use multiple regression ana ysis, 

' which • Id 
0 1 is really so sophisticated? Such people wou not 

nl~ be Wrong, but cowards. . . 
b our hypothetical example, we see the true sc1ent1st 
• eset by knaves and cowards confusing the issue, distort­
mi the student's mind from the real truth. 
d" _ut in the reality of our own societies, how do we 

h
1st

inguish between the true sociolooist the knave and t e b' ' 
k cow~rd? In the hypothetical case, we presumed to 
h now Which Was the objective analysis. In our own society, 

ow do We know who is objective, who knave and who 
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coward? The very labels depend on our knowing this, 
and we do not. We are left with the controversies w hich 
characterize sociology today; as to how to judge them­
our views on tha t have been the subject of the book. 
One of the reasons, apart from simplicity, that we have 
made use of examples from anthropology is that it does 
not greatly affect us that, for instance, the Bahima 
exploited the Bairu; therefore we could make our point 
about structural conflict in a not too controversial way. 
If the point has been well made, apply it to the analysis of 
our own society, but do not expect your analysis to be 
non-controversial, even if you are convinced that it is the 
most scientific available. 

Valu-es and involvement 

The study of stones does not raise moral problems in 
itself; it is nonsensical to ask-should a stone be carboni­
ferous or calcic? Moral problems derive from the human 
situation-it is meaningful to ask-should a social group 
be in a structurally inferior position to another group? 
Thus the actual subject matter of sociology is the basis 
of moral judgments. 

In our hypothetical case, we have used value laden 
terms-knave and coward-and had to discard them. 
But in the sociologist's real work, he faces moral dilemmas. 
Is his purpose in undertaking a study objective, or is his 
choice subject to social pressures of the kinds we have 
described? This is itself a legitimate sociological prob­
lem. If he studies X (say, fashions in dress), rather than 
y (say, the power structure of a society), when on the 
answers to Y the well-being of humanity might depend, 
may he not be morally guilty, and may his justifications 
of his decision not be r ationalizations? 

Furthermore, he also has been, and is being, socialized 
as a human being, as part of a society. Is he not likely to 
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have ~iew_s and opinions, assumptions and prejudices of a 
non-scientific nature, and are these not likely to intrude, 
_both _in his selection of topics, and in the way he 
investigates them ?-we are again back to chapter I. Many 
sociologists, in spite of heavy and constant attacks from 
writers like Lynd (1939), Myrdal (1962), Gouldner (1963), 
Seeley ( 1963), ignore such problems in the name of trying 
to_ establish a 'science'; as if a study were made more 
sc1~ntific by ignoring problems. If real problems exist, 
wh!ch cannot be examined by a particular technique, then 
to ignore them means that to be more 'scientific' is to be 
less scientific. 

Finally, as a human being, has the sociologist no con­
cern for the world that is to be? Is it to develop towards 
the brutal totalitarian repression of 1984 (Orwell, 1965); 
or the smooth totalitarian manipulation of Brave New 
:1/0 rld (Huxley, 1958); or to stay forever as now (an 
impossibility, really); or to become a place where 'the free 
development of each is a condition of the free develop­
ment of all.' (Marx.) Since the sociologist's research may 
be relevant in influencing what comes to be, has he not a 
moral choice to make, and may he not be judged by others 
on the basis of this choice? We would wish to argue that 
the greatest problem of sociology is the investi?a!ion of 
fo_rms of social organization which do not lu171t, but 
w~den the possibility of meaningful individual chmce, and 
widen th: horizons of people, so that decisions can be made 
not outside them, by forces which control them, but so 
that they are themselves in a position to decide as to 
their actions. Far from a society thus organized being an 
~nchanging, conflictless utopia, only, as Marx argued, 
in 

such a society can human history be said to have begun 
(Bottomore and Rubel, 1963, part 5). 

?ur general point is then that while social reality is ob • ' ' ' . Jective, and the study of it theoretically may be objec-
tive, to claim that a non-controversial, value-free socio-
rro 
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logy can develop in a conflict-based social structure is 
theoretically untenable, practicaUy unrealistic, and 
morally disastrous. 

Methods and problems 

One of the key points of emphasis in the book has been 
the necessity for dialectical analysis, which we have con­
sistently defined as the study of processes of interaction. 
Historical structuralism implies dialectical approaches. 

Many though not all of the mathematical tools which, 
for various reasons, have become popular among socio­
logists, particularly in America, are not suited to analysis 
of processes of interactions. Some are unsuitable for 
holistic analysis; a considerable number are static-that 
is, they depend on 'freezing' social reality at a particular 
moment, and then predicting by assuming that the rela­
tions between factors measured are constant over time. 
The grounds for this assumption are hardly ever spelled 
out, and it is therefore unscientific. In theory, therefore, 
the whole scientific basis of the work disappears . Only 
after an examination of the problem dialectically can we 
make assumptions about the constancy of relations 
examined at a given time. This indicates another reason 
for the popularity of theories that assume social order to 
be society's basic state, since they allow the use of simple 
statistical techniques. 

We do not by any means oppose the use of mathe­
matics in sociology; but we do say that the methodological 
requirements of our subject are prior to the mathematics 
of it-the latter is a tool, and mathematicians must devise 
tools capable of being meaningfully applied to dialectical 
analysis, a very necessary task, as much historically based 
analysis is deficient in terms of techniques. 

In many cases, sociologists, especially those with mathe-
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matical training, have become so mesmerized by the 
apparent quantifiability provided by their methods that 
they have argued that 'scienti fic' sociology only exists 
w hen such techniques are applied, and that only those 
problems should be studied where they do apply. The 
mathematica,l techniques have come to determine the 
subject matter (c.f., Blau and Duncan, 1967, reviewed by 
~iddell , 1968b). Of course, quantification makes a sub­
Ject seem respectable. It sounds good to be able to say ~~at 
90 per cent of people think this or that at a probability 
level of .05-until we remember that unless we under­
stand the dialectic of social structure and social conscious­
ness which led them to express the opinion, we haven't 
really a olue about how they will think or behave 
tomorrow, or the day after. If, to take an example used 
by Barrington Moore, we study the incidence of reported 
male sexual aggressiveness on an American college campus, 
our study will be more amenable to statistical techmque 
than if we study the origins and development of, say, the 
Vietnam war, or the development of the po~er structure 
of the Soviet Union (Moore, 1963). But that 1s no reason 
whate_ver for studying the former rather than the latter, 
and distorts sociology if it leads us to do so. The student 
of sociology should be especially wary of 'scientism' · 

Some sociologists argue that a science ca_n only be 
dev_eloped by amassing small bits of informat10n, out of 
whi_ch theories will emerge-as if we did not have to ma~e 
choices as to which bits of information to amass; while 
others propose that, by developing a theory of society in 
the. abstract first , we shall be able to explain all the sub-
0rdinate parts-as if the correct principles of such a 
general theory were floating in the abstract, to be 
absorbed by the perceptive mind, and only had to be put 
together. C. W. Mills has exposed these fallaci es, which he 
c_alls 'abstracted empiricism' and 'grand theory', respec­
tively, in a masterly way in his book The Sociological 
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Imagination (r959a). What these views have in common 
is that they lead away from the study of social structures 
in historical development, the one by never considering 
the whole, the other by never carrying out any study. The 
relationship between theory and empirical research is of 
a dialectical nature. In the process of testing by empirical 
research ideas derived from common experience or pre­
vious study, theories are developed which are refined, modi­
fied in application, and so on-subject to the sorts of 
distortion we have talked about at the beginning of this 
book. However, if the central focus of sociology is struc­
turalism, and yet few structural studies are carried out, we 
need not be surprised at the number of poor sociological 
theories that are around. 

Abstracted empiricism has been closely connected with 
static mathematical techniques, and grand theory with the 
multipJication of new terms, which we have argued earlier 
often parallel the complexity of reality rather than explain­
ing it. All sociologists and prospective sociologists, then, 
should firmly keep in mind that the equation: 

Scientific Technique+ Jargon= Science 
does not necessarily hold. 

The off shore island 

As we write, the state of sociology in Britain is not such 
that the student will find he is generally confronted by 
intellects of the calibre of Parsons or Mills, Levi-Strauss or 
Althusser, Marcuse or Habermass, Ossowski or Hochfeld, 
Markovic or Supek. As Perry Anderson has observed, it is 
redolent of the quality of British culture that no great 
indigenous schools of sociology have developed (Anderson, 
1968). 

Sociology in Britain has developed rapidly in recent 
years; career advancement has been very easy, and many 
sociologists have quickly found it congenial to become ad-
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ministrators and organizers of departments. The critical 
stud_ent_will find that much of the work is poor in concep­
tualization, abounds in logical errors, substitutes descrip­
tion for explanation, and assumes the answers to problems 
it should examine. Much of the research has been narrowly 
empiricist, based on a 'let's put all the data in the compu­
ter-something significant is bound to come out' approach, 
and, while functionalism has not the overwhelming pre­
dominance it has had in the United States-although we 
have some of the naivest functionalists in the game, espe­
cially in educational sociology (e .g., Musgrave, 1965, Ship­
man, 1968), and it appears to be increasing in importance, 
there is often to be found a mild iconoclasm, part liberal, 
part fabian in heritage, which substitutes for a theoretical 
analysis. Names such as Bottomore, Lockwood and Rex 
indicate exceptions to this, as does much of the work 
associated with the political journal New Left Review; 
some examples are indicated in the next section. 

We hope that reading this book will help to stimulate 
you to evaluate your course sociologically; to investigate 
how the controversies discussed here are presented to you, 
and whether they are adequately met; what principles are 
used in selecting facts for presentation to you; what 
sorts of problems are included in your studies, and why. 
We are sarisfied if you have been provided with some basis 
to challenge your teachers, and encouraged to develop a 
critical attitude to all that you are taught. To refute them 
will, we hope, usually require wider study-some leads 
can be found in the suggestions for further reading and 
in the bibliography. 
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Suggestions for further reading 

A fairly wide selection of references to the work of sociolo­
gists with different approaches has been given in the text 
and they are detailed in the bibliography. These suggestions 
are not meant as a comprehensive book list, but as an indi­
cation of some of the writings from which our perspective 
has developed. They are divided into general and theo­
retical studies, and studies of specific problems. 

General studies and theoretical origins 

In Britain, the major, perhaps the only significant general 
sociologist is Bottomore. His Sociology (1963), though some 
students find it dull, has no rival in the English language, 
and his studies Elites in Society (1967) and Classes in 
Modem Society (1966) are thoughtful introductions. In 
addition, his translations with Rubel of Marx indicate how 
much maligned that great sociologist has been (Karl Marx, 
Selected Writings, 1963). A figure of equivalent stature in 
America, though of quite different personality and style, 
was C. Wright Mills. His attacks on prevailing orthodoxy, 
and advocacy of structuralist sociology are made in The 
Sociological Imagination (1959a) and in his collected essays, 
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Power, Politics and People (edited by I. Horowitz, 1963). 
Both his Images of Man (1967) and The Marxists (1963) 
are major attempts to break down parochialism, while 
Character and Social Structure (Gerth and Mills, 1954) 
remains, in spite of many mistakes, a landmark in attempts 
to integrate sociology and social psychology. His influence 
can also be felt in the important critical selection edited by 
Stein and Vidich, Sociology on Trial (1963). 

In theoretical terms, we have referred to AJthusser as 
a major writer, and would particularly refer to his article, 
Contradiction and Overdetermination (1967). A more de­
tailed examination of the origins of dialectics is provided 
by Marcuse in Reason and Revolution (1968), and a more 
conventional approach to conflict sociology by John Rex, 
another British sociologist of note, in Key Problems of 
Sociological Theory (1963). Finally, two books which we 
consider of great importance in understanding theoretical 
backgrounds, and which are not too difficult, are V. Ven­
able's Human Nature (1966), and E. Mandel's Marxist 
Economic Theory, Vols. r and 2 perhaps the greatest work 
of Marxist scholarship in recent times, and as much 
sociology as economics (1968a). 

Critiques 

It is very useful to be aware of some critiques of commonly 
held viewpoints, so as to assist in their refutation-here is 
a small selection. Several of the works already referred to 
already contain critiques; in addition R. Lynd's old study 
Knowledge for What (1939) is still as relevant as ever. 
I. Horowitz examines one aspect of the involvement of 
government in sociology in The Rise and Fall of Project 
Camelot (1967), as does K. Gough in more general terms in 
Anthropology and Imperialism (1968). A very clear and 
concise criticism of functionalism by M. Peculjic a Yugo­
slav sociologist, will appear in a volume of translations 
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from Yugoslav sociology now in preparation (Function­
alism. Basic Ideas and Critique, 1965). Several critiques of 
Parsonian functionalism have been listed on page 38, and 
articles by Orlansky (1949) and Lindesmith and Strauss 
(1950) deal with the culture-personality school. Finally, 
Cicourel's Method and Measurement in Sociology (1964) 
examines with a critical eye methods in common use. 

Particular studies 

It is only by examination in relation to actual problems 
that any sociological approach can be eva,luated. Here are 
just a few examples from different areas. For highly com­
plex societies, try R. Miliband, The State in Capitalist 
Society (1969), P. Anderson, The Origins of the Present 
Crisis (1964) (Britain); C. W. Mills, The Power Elite (1957), 
P. Baran and M. Sweezy, Monopoly Capital (1968) (Amer­
ica); I. Deutscher, The Unfinished Revolution (1967) (Soviet 
Union). For countries suffering from underdevelopment, 
try two articles and a book by A. G. Frank (1966, 1967a, 
1967b), Pierre Jalee's The Pillage of the Third World (1968) 
and P. Baran's The Political Economy of Growth (1967). 
Two notable specific examples of analysis are P. Anderson, 
Portugal and the End of Ultra Colonialism (1962), R. Black­
bum, Prologue to the Cuban Revolution (1963). 

0 . C. Cox disentangles problems of race in his major 
work, Caste, Class and Race (1959). Examples of notable 
studies of social consciousness are S. Ossowski, Class Struc­
ture in the Social Consciousness (1963), P. Worsley, The 
Trumpet Shall Sound (1957b), and William Hinton's magni­
ficent account of the transformation of a Chinese village, 
Fanshen (1968). Finally, two examples of studies of social 
groups within our society: David Lockwood's examination 
of the changing middle class, Blackcoated Worker (1958), 
and the study of a mining community by Dennis et. al., 
Coal ls Our Life (1956). 
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Journals 

It is important to look through the sociological journals to 
examine what sort of things are being done, what sort of 
trends are making headway. But in terms of historical 
structuralist sociology, the best journal in Britain is un­
doubtedly New Left Review ; in America, Monthly Review 
and Science and Society. Much more appears in European 
journals, but there is a language problem. However, Polish 
Sociological Bulletin appears in English and contains much 
interesting material (or has done-at the time of writing 
many Polish sociologists have been dismissed or imprisoned 
for their work), and there is the international edition of 
Prax is from Yugoslavia. Perhaps more people can cope 
with French; there are many excellent journals, of which 
the new L'Homme et la Societe is of particular note. One 
of the major points we have been trying to make is the need 
to avoid the parochialism which makes it easy for a socio­
logy teacher to put over a particular 'line' without question. 
Such journals, among others, should be in every library, 
with back numbers. Are they in yours? 
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