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I V , S c i e n c e and T h e o r e t i c a l Systems 1 9 3 8 ° 5 0 

A 0 I n t r o d u c t i o n to C h a p t e r s I V and V, 

The s u b j e c t m a t t e r o f t h i s and the f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r 

i s the s e r i e s o f e s s a y s , r e v i e w s and m i s c e l l a n e a p u b l i s h e d 

by P a r s o n s between 1938 and 1 9 5 0 « T h e s e a r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

a wide range o f t o p i c s but i n broad terms t h e y a r e c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by an attempt to t h e o r e t i c a l l y d e f i n e s o c i o l o g y a s a s c i e n c e 

o f s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and to f o r g e l i n k s between s o c i o l o g y 

and psychology,, I n m a t t e r s o f methodology t h e s e t h e o r e t i c a l 

c o n c e r n s a r e p a r a l l e l e d by P a r s o n s ' a d o p t i o n and r e f i n e m e n t 

o f a ' s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l ' a pproach to the s t u d y o f s o c i a l 

s y s t e m s . As such t h e s e e s s a y s and p r e o c c u p a t i o n s r e p r e s e n t 

a c o n s i d e r a b l e s h i f t i n P a r s o n s ' work as compared to The S t r u c t u r e 

o f S o c i a l A c t i o n and i t s p r e d e c e s s o r s . T h i s i s r e c o g n i z e d 

by P a r s o n s h i m s e l f i n h i s two o v e r v i e w s o f t h i s p e r i o d 

( ( 1 9 4 9 a ) [ l 9 ^ 9 b j ) . He r e f e r s to the m a t e r i a l c o l l e c t e d i n the 

f i r s t e d i t i o n o f E s s a y s i n S o c i o l o g i c a l T h e o r y as 8 » » » a m a j o r 

r e o r i e n t a t i o n o f p e r s p e c t i v e a s compared w i t h The S t r u c t u r e o f 

S o c i a l A c t i o n * ( 1 9 ^ 9 a s v i i i ) . However i n t h e s e two o v e r a l l 

s u r v e y s P a r s o n s ' own emphasis i s on an a c c u m u l a t i v e e v o l u t i o n 

o f h i s work from the f o u n d a t i o n s l a i d i n h i s f i r s t m ajor work, 

Some i n t e r p r e t e r s o f P a r s o n s have d i s a g r e e d w i t h t h i s s e l f -

u n d e r s t a n d i n g , s e e i n g a major change i n the f o u n d a t i o n s o f 

P a r s o n s ' t h e o r y o c c u r r i n g i n the p e r i o d c o v e r e d h e r e . I n d e e d 

i t i s to some e x t e n t now a commonplace to r e f e r to the p r e - w a r 
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and p o s t - w a r P a r s o n s a s r e p r e s e n t i n g d i f f e r e n t t y p e s o f 9 o r 

approaches t o , s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y . I n s i m p l e terms, the above 

mentioned i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s t e n d to work i n terms o f dichotomous 

c o n t r a s t s s u c h a s between v o l u n t a r i s m and b e h a v i o u r i s m , ( S c o t t s 

1 9 6 9 ) 9 s o c i a l a c t i o n i s m and f u n c t i o n a l i m p e r a t i v i s m , ( W a l l a c e s 

1 9 6 9 ) 9 s o c i a l b e h a v i o u r i s m and m a c r o - f u n c t i o n a l i s m ( M a r t i n d a l e s 

1 9 6 3)0 I w i l l p r e s e n t a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t a pproach w h i c h w i l l 

e s s e n t i a l l y attempt to w e l d t h e s e v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t i a t e d a s p e c t s 

o f P a r s o n s 8 t h i n k i n g i n t o a c o h e r e n t whole. I t w i l l be c l a i m e d 

t h a t , i n i m p o r t a n t r e s p e c t s , P a r s o n s ' work i n the 19^0's c a n be 

see n a s a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the u n d e r l y i n g themes o f a s c i e n c e 

o f action,, 

I n what f o l l o w s P a r s o n s ' major t h e o r e t i c a l c o n c e r n s , the 

c o n c e p t s o f i n s t i t u t i o n and m o t i v a t i o n , w i l l be d i s c u s s e d w i t h 

r e f e r e n c e to the problems o f s u b j e c t i v i t y , n o r m a t i v e d e t e r m i n i s m 

and v a l u e . F u r t h e r , i t w i l l be argued t h a t t h e s e problems a r e 

i n t e r w o v e n w i t h t h e f o r m a l method o f s t r u c t u r a l ~ f u n c t i o n a l 

a n a l y s i s and t h a t q u i t e what t h a t method amounts to c a n be 

i l l u m i n a t e d by l i n k i n g i t to t h e s e problems; problems w i t h 

w h i c h P a r s o n s h a s l o n g been c o n c e r n e d . I n o t h e r words P a r s o n s ' 

e x p l i c i t methodology o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m and h i s m a j o r 

t h e o r e t i c a l p r e o c c u p a t i o n s w i l l be i n t e r p r e t e d i n the l i g h t o f 

p e r e n n i a l problems i n a t t e m p t s to c o n s t r u c t a s c i e n c e o f 

a c t i o n . But w h i l s t t h e problems may be p e r e n n i a l t h e i r mode 

o f f o r m u l a t i o n i s v a r i a b l e . J u s t what t h e ' s u b j e c t i v i t y ' o f 

a c t i o n , t h e ' d e t e r m i n a t i o n ' o f a c t i o n by n o r m a t i v e s t r u c t u r e s 

and t h e problem o f ' v a l u e ' mean to P a r s o n s must be c a r e f u l l y 



- 3 -

i n v e s t i g a t e d , , C h a p t e r I I I h a s shown how P a r s o n s d e f i n e s 

t h e s e problems w i t h i n the p e r s p e c t i v e s s e t by a n a l y t i c a l 

s c i e n c e and voluntarism„ T h i s theme w i l l be f o l l o w e d t h r o u g h 

h e r e 0 A g a i n the d i s c u s s i o n w i l l p r o c e e d i n two stages,, 

C h a p t e r I V a t t e m p t s to o u t l i n e t h e ma j o r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

o f s c i e n t i f i c knowledge a s P a r s o n s u n d e r s t a n d s i t e I n t h i s 

p e r i o d P a r s o n s a t t e n t i o n i s f o c u s e d on t h e problems o f c o n s t r u c ­

t i n g a system o f theory,, I t i s a s a s o l u t i o n to t h i s q u e s t i o n 

t h a t P a r s o n s adopts s t r u c t u r a l ~ f u n c t i o n a l i s m 0 C h a p t e r V f o c u s e s 

on the s p e c i f i c m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems o f a s c i e n c e o f action,, 

T h i s c n a P t e r w i l l i n v e s t i g a t e the u s e o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m 

i n a s o c i o l o g y f o c u s i n g on s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and i n c o r p o r a t i n g 

m o t i v a t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s from p s y c h o l o g y 0 I t w i l l a ttempt to 

show the c o n t i n u a t i o n o f P a r s o n s " v o l u n t a r i s t i c / a n a l y t i c 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s u b j e c t i v i t y , n o r m a t i v e d e t e r m i n i s m and the 

problem o f v a l u e . T h a t i s , t h i s c h a p t e r w i l l put f o r w a r d t h e 

c a s e t h a t t h e ' s o l u t i o n s ' to t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems o f a 

s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n e s t a b l i s h e d by P a r s o n s i n The S t r u c t u r e o f 

S o c i a l A c t i o n c o n t i n u e to guide h i s work i n the 19^0 's„ 

Bo The i m p o r t a n c e o f 9 g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y 1 i n s c i e n c e . 

Throughout t h e work b e i n g c o n s i d e r e d h e r e P a r s o n s 

c o n t i n u e s to emphasise t h e im p o r t a n c e o f ' t h e o r y ' i n science„ 

T h i s comes a c r o s s i n a v a r i e t y o f contexts,, I n a r e v i e w ( l ) 

o f s o c i o l o g y i n the wartime p e r i o d P a r s o n s c o n c l u d e s w i t h the 

o p i n i o n t h a t s o c i o l o g y i s a f i e l d "pregnant w i t h new p o s s i b i l i t i e s ' , 



- k -

a f i e l d i n w h i c h 8 „ „ „ i f g r e a t a c h i e v e m e n t s a r e to be made, 

much a d d i t i o n a l work o f the h i g h e s t o r d e r w i l l be needed' 

(19^8§256)o I n t h i s s i t u a t i o n 8 t h r e e g r e a t p r o b l e m a t i c a r e a s 

seem most i m p o r t a n t 8 ( 1 9 ^ 8 s 2 5 6 ) s c l a r i f y i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between s o c i o l o g y and n e i g h b o u r i n g d i s c i p l i n e s , d e v e l o p i n g 

r e s e a r c h t e c h n i q u e s and t h i r d l y , 'the problem o f t h e o r e t i c a l 

s y n t h e s i s ' c With r e s p e c t to t h e l a t t e r , P a r s o n s w r i t e s 

t h a t 'much p r o g r e s s h a s been made e 0 . But we cannot c l a i m even 

to have approached the g o a l = the main t a s k l i e s ahead'. (19^8S 

257) To p u r s u e t h i s t a s k P a r s o n s p l e a d s f o r s u p p o r t , f i n a n c i a l 

and e v a l u a t i v e , f o r r e s e a r c h i n 'fundamental t h e o r y 8 ( 1 9 ^ 7 a s 2 k k ) 

a r g u i n g t h a t t h e ' p r a c t i c a l u s e f u l n e s s 8 o f s o c i o l o g y w i l l d e v e l o p 

o n l y i n p r o p o r t i o n to i t s a t t a i n m e n t o f ' O o o s t a t u r e a s a s c i e n c e , 

w i t h a h i g h l y g e n e r a l i z e d and i n t e g r a t e d body o f fundamental 

knowledge 8 £l 950as 368] . I n d e e d P a r s o n s c l a i m s i ' I t i s s c a r c e l y 

too much to s a y t h a t t h e most i m p o r t a n t s i n g l e i n d e x o f the s t a t e 

o f m a t u r i t y o f a s c i e n c e i s the s t a t e o f i t s s y s t e m a t i c t h e o r y 8 

[l9^5as2133° T h i s judgement i s s u p p o r t e d by the r o l e o f t h e o r y 

i n the h i s t o r y o f s c i e n c e s 

'The h i s t o r y o f s c i e n c e t e s t i f i e s e l o q u e n t l y 

to t h e fundamental i m p o r t a n c e o f t he s t a t e 

o f i t s t h e o r y to any s c i e n t i f i c f i e l d . 

T h e o r y i s o n l y one o f s e v e r a l i n g r e d i e n t s 

w h i c h must go i n t o the t o t a l brew, but f o r 

p r o g r e s s beyond c e r t a i n l e v e l s i t i s an 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e one 8 ( l 9 5 0 a s 3 ^ 8 ] . 



- 5 -

T h i s t o p i c w i l l be r e t u r n e d to i n a l a t e r s e c t i o n , f o r the 

moment mention c a n be made o f P a r s o n s ' e v a l u a t i o n o f t h e p l a c e 

o f t h e o r y i n Weber's i n t e l l e c t u a l a c h i e v e m e n t s s ' T h i s 

i n t e l l e c t u a l achievement i n no s m a l l measure owes i t s 

p o s s i b i l i t y to the f a c t t h a t i t s a u t h o r , i n a c e r t a i n s e n s e 

a g a i n s t h i s own w i l l , d e v o t e d h i m s e l f to the problems o f 

s y s t e m a t i c t h e o r y i n h i s f i e l d ' [l94las85j„ 

B a s i c a l l y , however, P a r s o n s s t r e s s e s t h e o r y i n s c i e n c e 

b e c a u s e i t i s i n e v i t a b l y p r e s e n t , a l l s c i e n c e i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by an e x p l i c i t o r i m p l i c i t t h e o r e t i c a l scheme„ 

' E v e r y i m p o r t a n t t r a d i t i o n o f s c i e n t i f i c 

thought i n v o l v e s a broad framework o f 

t h e o r e t i c a l p r o p o s i t i o n s a t any g i v e n 

s t a g e o f i t s d e v e l o p m e n t 0 G e n e r a l l y 

s p e a k i n g , d i f f e r e n c e s w i l l be found o n l y 

i n the degree to w h i c h t h i s framework 

i s l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d and to w h i c h i t 

i s e x p l i c i t l y and s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y 

acknowledged and a n a l y z e d ' [l 9*^81 97l • 

The l a s t words o f the p a s s a g e quoted a r e r e l e v a n t h e r e . F o r 

i t i s when t h e o r y i s i m p l i c i t and unacknowledged t h a t fundamental 

m i s t a k e s a r e made and d a n g e r s a p p e a r . T h i s i s t h e r e a s o n f o r 

e x p l i c i t t h e o r y b e i n g i m p o r t a n t g i v e n t h e i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f t h e o r y . 

The m i s t a k e and the danger to P a r s o n s i s e m p i r i c i s m ( s e e below) 

and i t i s i n h i s p o l e m i c s a g a i n s t t h i s p o s i t i o n t h a t t h e 

i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e o r y stemming from i t s i n e v i t a b i l i t y i s most 

s t r o n g l y a s s e r t e d . 
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" I f t h i s be t r u e , the a l t e r n a t i v e f o r the 

s c i e n t i s t i n the s o c i a l o r any o t h e r f i e l d 

i s not between t h e o r i z i n g and not t h e o r i z i n g , 

b u t a s between t h e o r i z i n g e x p l i c i t l y w i t h a 

c l e a r c o n s c i e n c e o f what he i s d o i n g w i t h t h e 

g r e a t e r o p p o r t u n i t y t h a t g i v e s o f a v o i d i n g the 

many s u b t l e p i t f a l l s o f f a l l a c y , and f o l l o w i n g 

the p o l i c y o f the o s t r i c h , p r e t e n d i n g not to 

t h e o r i z e and t h u s l e a v i n g one's t h e o r y i m p l i c i t 

and u n c r i t i c i s e d , t h u s a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y f u l l o f 

e r r o r s ' (l938as15)„ 

The p e r v a s i v e e m p i r i c i s m o f contemporary s o c i a l s c i e n c e h a s , 

however, a b r i g h t e r s i d e to P a r s o n s , F o r once the i m p l i c i t 

t h e o r y o f e m p i r i c i s t s c i e n c e i s made e x p l i c i t , d e v e l o p e d and 

r e f i n e d , he f e e l s t h a t the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s have much more o f 

a body o f t h e o r y t h a n i s g e n e r a l l y a p p r e c i a t e d . 

" F i n a l l y , i t may be a s k e d , have the s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e s o u t s i d e o f economics any a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y a t a l l t o u s e ? Must we r e m a i n 

e m p i r i c i s t s t h rough s h e e r l a c k o f a n y t h i n g 

e l s e to t u r n t o ? I do not t h i n k s o , I 

b e l i e v e t h e r e i s f a r more a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y 

i n u s e t h a n many o f us r e a l i z e . We have 

been, l i k e M o l i e r e ' s h e r o , s p e a k i n g p r o s e a l l 

our l i v e s w i t h o u t knowing i t " (l938as20)„ 
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Here c a r e must be t a k e n to s t a t e j u s t what P a r s o n s means by 

'theory 9„ So f a r the term h a s been u s e d i n an u n d e f i n e d way. 

Y e t i t must be borne i n mind t h a t s '°Theory" i s a term w h i c h 

c o v e r s a wide v a r i e t y o f d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s w h i c h have i n 

common o n l y the element o f g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n ' £l9^5as 

212] . At s e v e r a l p o i n t s P a r s o n s i n d i c a t e s the b r e a d t h o f the 

term t h e o r y i n t h i s u n s p e c i f i c s e n s e o f g e n e r a l c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n , 

He d i s t i n g u i s h e s t h r e e c l a s s e s o f ' „ 0 o c o n c e p t u a l e l e m e n t s w h i c h 

e i t h e r go t o make up, o r have become a s s o c i a t e d w i t h , what a r e 

g e n e r a l l y c a l l e d t h e o r e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s i n s c i e n c e , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e ' ( l 9 3 8 a s l 6 ) 0 T h e s e a r e p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

u n d e r p i n n i n g s , 'broad e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s ' and g e n e r a l i z e d 

a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y (1937as16-20)„ I n a n o t h e r e s s a y he 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s ' f i v e p r i n c i p a l t y p e s o r f i e l d s o f t h e o r e t i c a l 

development' [ l 9 5 0 a s 3 5 t ) s g e n e r a l t h e o r y , the t h e o r y o f m o t i v a t i o n , 

c o m p a r a t i v e t h e o r y , m i d d l e - r a n g e t h e o r y ( 2 ) and methodology, 

From t h i s v a r i e t y i t i s c l e a r t h a t P a r s o n s e m p h a s i s e s ' g e n e r a l ' , 

' g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l ' o r ' s y s t e m a t i c ' t h e o r y and i t i s t h i s w h i c h 

i s 'of fundamental i m p o r t a n c e to any s c i e n c e ' (l9^8bs157)° 

W h i l s t P a r s o n s does not deny the r o l e o f o t h e r a s p e c t s o f t h e o r y 

( 3 ) he does warn a t one p o i n t s 'The t r o u b l e w i t h s o c i o l o g y h a s 

not been t h a t i t h a s had too much t h e o r y but t h a t i t h a s been 

p l a g u e d w i t h the wrong k i n d s and what i t h a s had o f t h e r i g h t h a s 

been i n s u f f i c i e n t l y d e v e l o p e d and u s e d to meet the need' [19^5as 22k] 0 

I n i n t r o d u c i n g one o f h i s most s i g n i f i c a n t e s s a y s o f t h i s p e r i o d 

[ l 9 ^ 5 a ] P a r s o n s s a y s s 
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•The t h e o r y o f c o n c e r n to the p r e s e n t p a p e r 

i n t h e f i r s t p l a c e c o n s t i t u t e s a " s y s t e m " 

and t h e r e b y d i f f e r s from d i s c r e t e " t h e o r i e s " , 

t h a t i s , p a r t i c u l a r g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s about 

p a r t i c u l a r phenomena o r c l a s s e s o f them D 

A t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m i n t h e p r e s e n t s e n s e 

i s a body o f l o g i c a l l y i n t e r d e p e n d e n t 

g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t s o f e m p i r i c a l r e f e r e n c e ' 

The type o f t h e o r y t h a t P a r s o n s s t r e s s e s t h e n i s a system o f 

g e n e r a l c o n c e p t s o f e m p i r i c a l r e f e r e n c e , t h a t i s , the same 

d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e o r y as i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n . 

T h i s d e f i n i t i o n r e o c c u r s a t s e v e r a l p o i n t s ( ( l 9 3 8 a s l 8 ) , 

[ l 9 ^ 0 a s 7 l ] , [l 942as710] ) o I n d i s c u s s i n g t h e o r y i n The 

S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n I p r o c e e d e d by e x a m i n i n g e a c h o f 

th e components o f the d e f i n i t i o n . T h i s w i l l n o t be done h e r e , 

i t would be r e p e t i t i v e and P a r s o n s s a y s n e x t to n o t h i n g on the 

n o t i o n o f ' g e n e r a l c o n c e p t ' w h i c h was c e n t r a l to t he e a r l i e r 

d i s c u s s i o n . R a t h e r t h i s d i s c u s s i o n w i l l p r o c e e d by s u g g e s t i n g 

some o f t h e r e a s o n s why P a r s o n s s t r e s s e s g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y w h i c h w i l l l e a d i n t o what to him i s the c r u c i a l 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems t h e n a t u r e o f a t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m . 
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C o Why g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s important» 

T h r e e r e a s o n s can be o f f e r e d f o r why P a r s o n s p l a c e s s u c h 

s t r e s s on g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y ? 1. The p l a c e o f t h a t 

form o f t h e o r y i n the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s and the u n i t y o f s c i e n c e . 

2. P a r s o n s ' t h e o r y o f the development o f s c i e n c e and the p l a c e 

o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i n t h a t p r o c e s s , 3» P a r s o n s ' 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems f a c i n g s c i e n c e and 

t h e r a t i o n a l e t h o s e problems p r o v i d e f o r g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y . T h e s e r e a s o n s w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n turn„ 

1o The p l a c e o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i n the p h y s i c a l 

s c i e n c e s o 

At one p o i n t P a r s o n s e x p r e s s e s the o p i n i o n t h a t g e n e r a l i z e d 

a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s 'the most i m p o r t a n t k i n d o f c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n 

i n the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s ' ( l 9 3 8 a i l 8 ) s G i v e n t h i s and two 

f u r t h e r p r o p o s i t i o n s , the s u c c e s s o f the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s and 

the u n i t y o f s c i e n c e , the i m p o r t a n c e o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y 

i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e f o l l o w s . T h e s e two f u r t h e r p r o p o s i t i o n s a r e 

c l e a r l y h e l d by P a r s o n s , I n d e e d g e n e r a l i z e d dynamic a n a l y s i s 

i s d e s c r i b e d as 'the g r e a t achievement o f the s y s tems c i t e d 

from the h i s t o r y o f the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s ' ( I 9 ^ 2 a s 7 1 0 ) , the 

s y s t e m s b e i n g c l a s s i c a l m e c h anics and W i l l a r d G i b b s ' p h y s i c o -

c h e m i c a l s ystem. 
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P a r s o n s ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the u n i t y o f s c i e n c e i s r a t h e r 

a complex p o s i t i o n . He s t r o n g l y a s s e r t s s u c h u n i t y on a 

f o u r f o l d b a s i s . S c i e n c e i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a u n i t y o f methods 

' . . o t h e r e a r e no r i g i d l y drawn b o u n d a r i e s 

to the scope o f s c i e n c e . I t s h o u l d and 

must be extended w h e r e v e r i t s methods a r e 

i n t r i n s i c a l l y a p p l i c a b l e . T h a t t h i s 

i n c l u d e s man's s o c i a l l i f e and b e h a v i o u r t h e r e 

c a n be no shadow o f doubt d e s p i t e the many 

d i f f i c u l t i e s and d i f f e r e n c e s among the v a r i e d 

f i e l d s o f s c i e n t i f i c endeavour. I n the l a s t 

a n a l y s i s s c i e n c e i s i n h e r e n t l y a u n i f i e d whole' 

( I 9 4 6 a s 6 6 3 ) . 

S e c o n d l y , s c i e n c e i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a u n i t y o f o u t l o o k and 

m o t i v a t i o n w h i c h grows out o f i t s r o o t s i n the r a t i o n a l i s m o f 

w e s t e r n c u l t u r e . 

'Our c i v i l i s a t i o n a s a whole i s d e e p l y 

committed to the g r e a t a d v e n t u r e o f 

r a t i o n a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f man and 

s o c i e t y , a s w e l l a s t h e p h y s i c a l and 

b i o l o g i c a l w o r l d . S c i e n c e a s a body 

o f t e c h n i c a l knowledge and p r o c e d u r e s 

i s the most h i g h l y d e v e l o p e d e x p r e s s i o n 

o f t h i s fundamental system o f a t t i t u d e s and 

v a l u e s o f our c i v i l i s a t i o n ' ( l 9 4 7 a s 2 4 2 ) „ 
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T h i r d l y , i t i s i m p o s s i b l e to s p l i t up s c i e n c e on a c r u d e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f d i f f e r e n t s u b j e c t m a t t e r s , s a y , p h y s i c a l , 

b i o l o g i c a l and s o c i a l o b j e c t s . As P a r s o n s reminds t h e r e a d e r 

( l 9 ^ 7 a s 2 4 3 ) the s u b j e c t m a t t e r , human b e h a v i o u r , i s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

p h y s i c a l , b i o l o g i c a l and s o c i a l 5 the p o s i t i o n argued so s t r o n g l y 

i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l Action., So; 

* o o . t h i s fundamental u n i t y o f v a l u e and 

a t t i t u d e toward r a t i o n a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

our w o r l d i s e x p r e s s e d on the a c t u a l l e v e l 

o f s c i e n t i f i c endeavour. I n f a c t , a l l 

s c i e n c e i s a fundamental u n i t y . I t s i m p l y 

i s n ot p o s s i b l e to draw s h a r p c l e a r - c u t l i n e s 

between the n a t u r a l and the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s . 

The u n i t y i s not o n l y a u n i t y o f fundamental 

method and o u t l o o k , i t i s a u n i t y o f a c t u a l 

s h a d i n g o f f o f knowledge and i t s a p p l i c a t i o n , 

o f problems and t h e i r s o l u t i o n s ' ( l 9 ^ 7 a s 2 4 2 ) . 

F i n a l l y , P a r s o n s s t r e s s e s the need ( r a t h e r t h a n the a c t u a l i t y ) f o r 

the u n i t y o f s c i e n c e i n i t s a p p l i c a t i o n ( l 9 ^ 7 a s 2 4 3 ) . I n t h e 

u s e o f t e c h n o l o g y f o r example i t i s d e s i r a b l e to have a 

s c i e n t i f i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i t s s o c i a l i m p l i c a t i o n s a s w e l l a s 

i t s p h y s i c a l p r o p e r t i e s and c o n s e q u e n c e s . F o r examples 

'Where h e a l t h i s d e f i n e d to i n c l u d e m e n t a l h e a l t h , o r g a n i c 

m e d i c i n e , p s y c h i a t r y and the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s a r e i n c r e a s i n g l y 

bound up t o g e t h e r ' ( l 9 ^ 6 a s 6 6 l ) „ However, d e s p i t e t h e wide-

r a n g i n g c h a r a c t e r o f P a r s o n s ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t he u n i t y o f 

s c i e n c e i t i s a v e r y g e n e r a l p o s i t i o n w h i c h , to P a r s o n s , i s not 



- 12 -

i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the s i m u l t a n e o u s emphasis on the autonomy 

o f the v a r i o u s s c i e n c e s . I n d e e d P a r s o n s e x t e n d s t h e n o t i o n 

o f u n i t y to a l l the ' r a t i o n a l d i s c i p l i n e s ' ( l 9 ^ 7 a s 2 1 3 ) i n c l u d i n g 

e t h i c s % 

' T h i s , however, i s by no means to s a y t h a t 

s c i e n c e and e t h i c s s h o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d a s 

independent i n the s e n s e t h a t t h e y have 

n o t h i n g t o do w i t h e a c h o t h e r . They a r e 

not s e g r e g a t e d , u n r e l a t e d d i s c i p l i n e s , but 

a r e i n t e r d e p e n d e n t p a r t s o f the same 

fundamental system o f r a t i o n a l o r i e n t a t i o n 

to the w o r l d ' ( 1 9^7b 8 21 3 ) <> 

So, i n a r g u i n g f o r the i m p o r t a n c e o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y 

on the b a s i s o f the u n i t y o f s c i e n c e P a r s o n s i s not a d v o c a t i n g 

the s i m p l e e m u l a t i o n o f the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s . T h i s c a n be 

s e e n i n h i s c o n t i n u e d w a r n i n g s a g a i n s t the s p e c t r e o f p o s i t i v i s m 

and h i s c r i t i q u e o f Dodd's D i m e n s i o n s o f S o c i e t y ( l 9 ^ 2 a ) . With 

r e s p e c t to the former, i n the c o n t e x t o f the argument f o r the 

u n i t y o f s c i e n c e o u t l i n e d above, P a r s o n s s a y s s 

'There have been i n the h i s t o r y o f s c i e n t i f i c 

thought and i t s p h i l o s o p h i c a l b o r d e r l i n e s 

many a t t e m p t s to e x t e n d the s p e c i f i c thought 

p a t t e r n s and c o n c l u s i o n s o f p h y s i c a l and 

b i o l o g i c a l s c i e n c e to the s o c i a l f i e l d . 

T h e s e a t t e m p t s have f o r the most p a r t f a i l e d . 

I t i s a l w a y s dangerous to r e a c h c o n c l u s i o n s 

w i t h o u t c a r e f u l s p e c i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f the 



- 13 -

f a c t s o f the p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d i n q u e s t i o n ' 

(1947a?242-3) • 

The u n i t y o f s c i e n c e t h e n does not mean t h a t 'the s p e c i f i c 

thought p a t t e r n s and c o n c l u s i o n s o f p h y s i c a l and b i o l o g i c a l 

s c i e n c e 8 c a n be a u t o m a t i c a l l y t r a n s f e r r e d t o the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s 

a s t h e p o s i t i v i s t s o f The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n t r i e d to 

do. But t h i s i s a m a t t e r o f s u b s t a n t i v e c o n c e p t s and propo­

s i t i o n s , what o f methodology? I n p h y s i c s , m a t h e m a t i c s is> 

t h e o r y ( ( l 9 3 8 a s l 8 ) , [ l 945a; 224] ) . Y e t P a r s o n s i s hag h l y 

c r i t i c a l o f Dodds attempt to mathematise s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y . 

P a r s o n s ' c r i t i c i s m s w i l l be o u t l i n e d l a t e r . To P a r s o n s what 

i s r e q u i r e d i s not the s i m p l e minded i m i t a t i o n o f the p h y s i c a l 

s c i e n c e s but a s c i e n c e '... w i t h the n e a r e s t p o s s i b l e approach 

to an e q u i v a l e n t o f t h e r o l e o f m a t h e m a t i c a l a n a l y s i s i n p h y s i c s 

[l9k^a.%22k] . The form o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i n s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e must s e r v e t h e same f u n c t i o n s a s i n p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e but 

must be adapted to t h e ' c a r e f u l s p e c i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f the 

f a c t s o f the p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d i n q u e s t i o n ' . Q u i t e what t h a t 

i n j u n c t i o n amounts to w i l l occupy a prominant p l a c e i n the r e s t 

o f t h i s c h a p t e r . 

2. The p l a c e o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i n the development 

o f s c i e n c e . 

P a r s o n s ' t h e o r y o f how and why s c i e n c e d e v e l o p s i s f a r 

more f r a g m e n t a r y i n t h e s e e s s a y s t h a n t h a t p u t f o r w a r d i n The 

S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n . F u r t h e r , by c o m p a r i s o n w i t h the 
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l a t t e r two s h i f t s i n emphasis can be detected. I n The S t r u c t u r e 

of S o c i a l A c t i o n the focus was on the c o n t r i b u t i o n of e m p i r i c a l 

r e s e a r c h to t h e o r e t i c a l development, i n these essays weight i s 

given to the importance of theory to e m p i r i c a l research,, (See 

f o r example, (1937a) and [l950as352~7J). Secondly Parsons 8 

concern has s h i f t e d from the problem of change from one (o r 

more) t h e o r e t i c a l scheme(s) to another to change i n the sense 

of development w i t h i n a given t h e o r e t i c a l scheme. So i n an 

essay which has as one of i t s main problems 9 the kind of process 

by which major t h e o r e t i c a l developments i n the f i e l d of s o c i a l 

theory can be expected to take p l a c e ' [^9kki^9^] Parsons s t r e s s 

i s on the 'refinement and r e v i s i o n ' o f the s o c i o l o g i c a l theory 

of r e l i g i o n r a t h e r than i t s ' r a d i c a l s t r u c t u r a l change' £~\9khi 

2 1 0 j o But these are changes i n emphasis which do not mark a 

departure from Parsons' e a r l i e r theory of s c i e n t i f i c develop^ 

ment nor the i m p l i c a t i o n of that theory f o r the importance of 

theory i n s c i e n c e , 

A point continuously repeated by Parsons i s that s c i e n c e 

i s i n h e r e n t l y dynamic ( [ l 9 4 4 s 2 1 o ] , ( l 9 ^ 6 a s 6 6 3 ) , (1 9^6b§ 31 5] ) . 

At the same time however s c i e n c e i s i n t i m a t e l y r e l a t e d with other 

aspects of s o c i e t y . Parsons remarks at one point that i t i s 

'manifestly impossible' f o r s c i e n c e to be ' h e r m e t i c a l l y 

i n s u l a t e d from the r e s t of s o c i a l l i f e ' fl 9^6b;315J . I t can 

thus be i n f e r r e d that change i n s c i e n c e i s a f u n c t i o n of causes 

both i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l to s c i e n c e i t s e l f . But when Parsons 
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speaks of progress or development i n s c i e n c e h i s r e f e r e n c e i s 

to f a c t o r s i n t e r n a l or immanent to s c i e n c e , s p e c i f i c a l l y the 

interdependence of t h e o r e t i c a l schemes and e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h 0 

T h i s p r o p o s i t i o n Parsons employs on a range of l e v e l s . I t can 

be found when he r e f e r s to l a r g e s c a l e movements of thoughts 

'For the evidence seems very strong that only 

when g e n e r a l i z e d t h i n k i n g and e m p i r i c a l 

observation of the d e t a i l e d f a c t go hand 

i n hand can e i t h e r d i r e c t i o n of the advance­

ment of knowledge be best served,, I t i s , 

perhaps, no accident that the time of 

appearance of the great p h i l o s o p h i c a l systems 

of Descartes, Spinoza, Hobbes and L e i b n i t z , 

who l a i d the foundations of modern philosophy, 

was a l s o the time of a great development of 

e m p i r i c a l s c i e n c e , Even though the two 

t a s k s were not always c a r r i e d out by the same 

men, they were p a r t of one great c u l t u r a l 

movement' ( 1 9 3 7 c s 3 6 8 ) e 

S i m i l a r l y , i n i n t r o d u c i n g h i s own volume of essays, the same 

interdependence i s emphasised% 

'On the one hand they are concerned with 

the f u r t h e r development and refinement of the 

b a s i c conceptual scheme i t s e l f and v a r i o u s 

aspects of i t 0 On the other hand they 

involve attempts to approach p a r t i c u l a r 
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ranges of e m p i r i c a l problems with, the help 

of the r e l e v a n t p a r t s of the conceptual scheme 0 

I n some p a r t i c u l a r essays the f i r s t goal i s 

paramount, i n others the second,, but o f t e n 

i t i s d i f f i c u l t to separate the two 0 T h i s 

twofold o r i e n t a t i o n i s inherent i n the best 

type of s c i e n t i f i c development and should 

always be kept i n mind i n i n t e r p r e t i n g t h i s 

m a t e r i a l ' ( 1 9 ^ 9 a ; v i i - v i i i ) 0 

F i n a l l y when Parsons reviews Kluckhohn's Nava.jo Wi t c h c r a f t i t 

i s i t s s e n s i t i v e employment of general theory i n the context 

of e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h which l e a d s Parsons to comments 

'Kluckhohn's monograph i s thus an example 

of the type of e m p i r i c a l study from which 

we must hope f o r the sound t h e o r e t i c a l 

progress of b a s i c s o c i a l s c i e n c e ' (19^6cs568)„ 

I n each of these statements Parsons speaks of 'advance', 

'development', 'progress' i n s c i e n t i f i c knowledge and the 

importance of the interdependence of theory and e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h 

to thatc Here the concern i s with the i m p l i c a t i o n of t h i s f o r 

the importance of general a n a l y t i c a l theory i n science„ T h i s 

question can be pursued by asking what c o n s t i t u t e s progress i n 

s c i e n c e and how progress comes about? 
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I n h i s b r i e f a s i d e s on the question of how change i n 

science i s to be ajudged as progress Parsons s t r e s s e s what he 

sometimes r e f e r s to as the "pragmatic 8 c r i t e r i o n . ( l 9 3 8 b s 6 5 6 ) 0 

Concluding h i s d i s c u s s i o n of conceptual innovations i n the 

sociology of r e l i g i o n he sayss 

8 A l l of these d i s t i n c t i o n s by v i r t u e of which 

the c o g n i t i v e p a t t e r n s of r e l i g i o n are t r e a t e d 

s e p a r a t e l y from those of s c i e n c e have p o s i t i v e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r e m p i r i c a l understanding of 

r e l i g i o u s phenomena,, L i k e any such s c i e n t i f i c 

c a t e g o r i e s , they are to the s c i e n t i s t sanctioned 

by the f a c t that they can be shown to work. 

F a i l u r e to make these d i s t i n c t i o n s does not i n 

the present s t a t e of knowledge and i n terms of 

the r e l e v a n t frame of r e f e r e n c e help us to 

understand c e r t a i n c r i t i c a l l y important f a c t s 

of human l i f e ' ( I 9 ^ s 2 1 l j „ 

The passage continues i n a footnote to say 

8 S c i e n t i f i c a l l y the s o l e s a n c t i o n of such a 

conceptual scheme i s i t s " u t i l i t y " f the 

degree to which i t "works" i n f a c i l i t a t i n g 

the attainment of the goals of s c i e n t i f i c 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n 1 r i 9 ^ s 2 1 l ] „ 

Now t h i s suggests that e m p i r i c a l understanding i s the c r i t e r i o n 

of progress i n s c i e n c e and that theory i s a u s e f u l means i n 
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a t t a i n i n g that goal,, (4) T h i s i s the case but i s not the f u l l 

s t o r y , f o r theory i s a c o n s t i t u e n t of the goal i t s e l f , , Parsons 

w r i t e s s 

•Ideas would be an e s s e n t i a l v a r i a b l e i n 

a system o f theory which can be demonstrated 

to "work", to make i n t e l l i g i b l e a complex 

body of phenomena8 (1938b % 653). 

'There i s no inherent reason why the Marxian 

choice of v a r i a b l e s should be u l t i m a t e . 

The only s c i e n t i f i c t e s t as between i t and 

another, such as that under d i s c u s s i o n here, 

i s the pragmatic one, which i s the more 

i l l u m i n a t i n g i n the understanding of c e r t a i n 

e m p i r i c a l problems. 1 (1938b1656)0 

The goal of scie n c e i s not j u s t e m p i r i c a l knowledge but 

' i n t e l l i g i b l e ' , 'understandable', e m p i r i c a l knowledge,, 

R e f e r r i n g to the u t i l i t a r i a n t h e o r e t i c a l scheme, which 'worked 

r e l a t i v e l y w e l l ' Parsons sayss 'But i t was simple and i n 

c e r t a i n r e s p e c t s c l e a r and could give a c e r t a i n coherence and 

u n i t y and i n t e g r a t i o n to analyses of s o c i a l phenomena' (1949CS 

47)s T h i s g i v e s a clue to Parsons notion of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y 

although t h i s remark d i r e c t e d to Dodd should not be overlooked'. 
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'But some of us have been brought up to 

b e l i e v e that u s e f u l n e s s i n s o l v i n g s i g n i f i c a n t 

problems, not conformity with a formal system 

of notation, was the p r i n c i p a l c r i t e r i o n of 

the s c i e n t i f i c standing of a conceptual scheme' 

( I 9 ^ 2 a i 7 1 ^ ) . 

Unless f a c t u a l knowledge can be s i t u a t e d i n a system of general 

a n a l y t i c a l concepts Parsons holds that i t i s u n i n t e l l i g i b l e i n 

s c i e n t i f i c terms, Both the underlined words r e q u i r e e x p l i c a t i o n 

although we w i l l delay f o r a while d i s c u s s i n g ' s c i e n t i f i c ' G 

To be i n t e l l i g i b l e we must be able to a s s e s s the general 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of an item of f a c t u a l knowledge whether t h i s be 

U r i G e l l e r ' s manipulation of n a t u r a l o b j e c t s or the report of a 

f a c t u a l study such as Lockwood and Goldthorpe's ' a f f l u e n t 

wo rker» s t u d i e s (1969) 

'The b a s i c reason why general theory i s so 

important i s that the cumulative development 

of knowledge i n a s c i e n t i f i c f i e l d i s a 

f u n c t i o n of the degree of g e n e r a l i t y of 

i m p l i c a t i o n s by which i t i s p o s s i b l e to 

r e l a t e f i n d i n g s , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , and hypo­

theses on d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s and i n d i f f e r e n t 

s p e c i f i c e m p i r i c a l f i e l d s to each other' 

[1950a; 352] o 
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Do G e l l e r ' s a c t i v i t i e s have general i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r n a t u r a l 

s c i e n c e ? On what grounds can we a s s e s s the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

the a f f l u e n t worker s t u d i e s f o r such general p r o p o s i t i o n s as 

the 8 convergence t h e s i s 8 or the c l a s s s t r u c t u r e of B r i t a i n , 

c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t i e s , i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t i e s as opposed to the 

a t t i t u d e s and behaviour of some workers i n some f a c t o r i e s i n 

Luton at a p a r t i c u l a r point i n time? Lockwood and Goldthorpe 

attempt to answer t h i s point by c o n s t r u c t i n g t h e i r study as a 

c r u c i a l experiment,, Manual workers i n Luton were ' a f f l u e n t 8 , 

there was l i t t l e e s t a b l i s h e d working c l a s s t r a d i t i o n , r a t h e r 

high r a t e s of geographical m o b i l i t y , employers who adopted 
8 e n l i g h t e n e d 8 labour p o l i c i e s e t c The argument then was 

that i f embourgeoisement did not occur here, i n c o n d i t i o n s most 

favourable to i t , i t was u n l i k e l y to occur anywhere. Thus the 

r e s u l t s could have some general significance„ The s c e p t i c 

might r e p l y that the c o n d i t i o n s c o n t r i b u t i n g to the c r u c i a l 

experiment s t a t u s of the study were ad hoc and presupposed 

knowledge of what the r e l e v a n t c a u s a l f a c t o r s were. T h i s 

c r i t i c a l p o s i t i o n we can p l a u s i b l y a t t r i b u t e to Parsons,, To 

him the only means of s o l v i n g the problem of the general 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of p a r t i c u l a r f a c t s i s v i a a general system of 

a n a l y t i c a l concepts,, Yet q u i t e how t h i s s o l u t i o n s o l v e s the 

problem and makes f a c t u a l knowledge i n t e l l i g i b l e i s something 

of a mystery e For what we f i n d i s that Parsons adopts a 

r a t h e r unenlightening metaphor of 8 the sea of f a c t 8 and the 

p r o g r e s s i v e development of ' i s l a n d s of t h e o r e t i c a l conceptual!-

e a r l y stages of science 8
e o o these " i s l a n d s " of t h e o r e t i c a l 

s a t i o n 8 i n t o a " c o n t i n e n t a l landmass 8 [l950as353 ~ M I n the 
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i m p l i c a t i o n may be s c a t t e r e d f a r apart on the sea of f a c t and 

so vaguely and g e n e r a l l y seen that only r e l a t i v e l y broad 

e m p i r i c a l statements are d i r e c t l y r e l e v a n t to them 9 [i950as353J° 

The s c i e n t i s t operates i n 'the uncharted waters of unanalysed 

f a c t ' fl950as35^1 i n which hypotheses come out of the 'blue' 

and i t i s impossible to i n f e r what the general s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

a f a c t u a l discovery is„ As a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme i s developed and 

e m p i r i c a l evidence i s r e l a t e d to i t the 'degree of empiricism' 

[/1950a;35^-1 d e c l i n e s , the i s l a n d s get c l o s e r and c l o s e r together 

u n t i l , i n the i d e a l s t a t e , they form a c o n t i n e n t a l land mass 

where most hypotheses are deduced from the theory and the 

i m p l i c a t i o n of f a c t u a l knowledge can be ass e s s e d . To be 

i n t e l l i g i b l e s c i e n t i f i c a l l y e m p i r i c a l knowledge must be c a s t i n 

terms of a general system of concepts,, Theory i n Parsons sense 

i s n ecessary i f we are to be able to say whether a piece of 

s c i e n t i f i c work c o n s t i t u t e s a development of s c i e n c e , 

Mention was made above of Parsons view that progress i n 

scienc e comes about through the immanent interdependence of theory 

and e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h , We can proceed by asking what the 

r e s p e c t i v e r o l e s of theory and r e s e a r c h are? To begin with 

the r o l e of e m p i r i c a l fact,, When commenting on the inadequacies 

of ' f a c t o r ' t h e o r i e s i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e (see below) Parsons 

notes: 



= 22 -

'There would be no o b j e c t i o n to t h i s i f the 

r e s u l t i n g t h e o r e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s had proved 

to be adequa te f o r the s o l u t i o n of the 

p r e s s i n g range of e m p i r i c a l problems which 

have dominated s o c i a l s c i e n c e . At point 

a f t e r point, however, t h i s e m p i r i c a l 

inadequacy has come to be exposed and has 

n e c e s s i t a t e d t h e o r e t i c a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

A common s t r a t e g y has been the r e t r e a t from 

one l o s t f a c t o r theory to another = thus from 

a r a t i o n a l u t i l i t a r i a n type to a b i o - p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

i n s t i n c t theory or one of n a t u r a l selection,, 

None of these has, however, provided more than 

temporary r e l i e f from the r e l e n t l e s s pressure 

of e m p i r i c a l c r i t i c i s m .and developing e m p i r i c a l 

knowledge' [1 9^5aj222=3] . 

The o v e r a l l impression of t h i s passage i s that the r o l e of 

e m p i r i c a l f a c t i s to support or r e f u t e a theory. Yet even 

here, i n the context of a d i s c u s s i o n not only of t h e o r i e s which 

Parsons f e e l s inadequate but a l s o of a type of t h e o r i z i n g which 

he f e e l s misguided, the matter i s not quite t h a t . For e m p i r i c a l 

inadequacy does not imply the abandonment of a theory but i t s 

' r e c o n s t r u c t i o n ' . T h i s , r a t h e r than the r e t r e a t from one theory 

to another, i s f a r more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of Parsons p o s i t i o n . 
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Parsons concludes h i s own o u t l i n e of a theory of the motivation 

of economic a c t i v i t i e s by sayings 

•There i s no doubt that i n a great many 

r e s p e c t s i t s formulation w i l l have to be 

a l t e r e d as w e l l as r e f i n e d as our knowledge 

of the phenomena accumulates, as i s the f a t e 

of a l l s c i e n t i f i c conceptual schemes' ( l 9 ^ 0 b ; 

67-8J . 

Here the f a t e of a l l s c i e n t i f i c conceptual schemes i s not to 

be proved wrong but to be a l t e r e d and refinedo T h i s c o n t r a s t 

i s made e x p l i c i t by Parsons; 

•The r e s u l t of such r e s e a r c h w i l l , as always, 

be to modify the formulations of the problems, 

and of theorems which appear to be v e r i f i e d , 

from forms which seemed acceptable when the 

r e s e a r c h process began. But such m o d i f i c a t i o n 

i s not " r e f u t a t i o n " of a theory; i t i s the 

normal course of s c i e n t i f i c progress to which 

the superseded theory i t s e l f makes an e s s e n t i a l 

c o n t r i b u t i o n ' ( I 9 3 8 a s 6 6 4 ) . 

The r o l e o f e m p i r i c a l f a c t i s to l e a d to 'modification' i n theory 0 

That term w i l l be examined i n a moment. To make the r o l e of 

f a c t the r e f u t a t i o n or v e r i f i c a t i o n of theory would pl a c e too 
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much emphasis on e m p i r i c a l f a c t , making theory a dependent 

v a r i a b l e i n the progress of s c i e n c e . 

'When we look back, the schemes of T y l o r 

and Spencer seem h o p e l e s s l y naive and 

inadequate to the modern s o c i o l o g i s t , 

anthropologist, or psychologist,, I t i s , 

however, notable that the development 

sketched d i d not take p l a c e by r e p u d i a t i n g 

t h e i r work and attempting to appeal d i r e c t l y 

to the f a c t s without b e n e f i t of theory. The 

process was quite d i f f e r e n t . I t c o n s i s t e d 

i n r a i s i n g problems which were inherent i n 

the e a r l i e r scheme and modifying the scheme 

as a r e s u l t of the e m p i r i c a l observation 

suggested by these problems' £l 9 ^ s 2 1 o J „ 

The r o l e of e m p i r i c a l f a c t then i s to throw up problems which 

demand the m o d i f i c a t i o n of theory. 

T h i s process i s r e c i p r o c a l . R e o r i e n t a t i o n i n theory can 

open up new f i e l d s and 'concealed f a c t o r s ' i n e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h ; 

' I n order to make c l e a r what I mean, I 

would f i r s t l i k e to note that there i s a 

v a r i e t y of ways i n which what I am c a l l i n g 

general theory can f r u i t f u l l y i n f l u e n c e 

r e s e a r c h i n the d i r e c t i o n of making i t s 

r e s u l t s more cumulative. The f i r s t i s 

what may be c a l l e d a set of general c a t e ­

g o r i e s of o r i e n t a t i o n to observation and 
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problem choice i n the f i e l d which def i n e s i t s 

major problem areas and the d i r e c t i o n s i n 

which to look f o r concealed f a c t o r s and 

v a r i a b l e s i n explanation' f l 950a: 353] « 

The examples Parsons g i v e s are the ' c u l t u r a l point of view' i n 

modern anthropology, the s h i f t from u t i l i t a r i a n i s m to an i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

approach by Durkheim and Weber and Freud i n the f i e l d of motiva­

t i o n . Such changes i n t h e o r e t i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e are one way i n 

which theory c o n t r i b u t e s to progress i n s c i e n c e . But as w e l l as 

t h i s , i n t e r n a l i s s u e s w i t h i n theory can provoke such development. 

Parsons g i v e s the example of u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ; 

'The very b a s i s on which the u t i l i t a r i a n 

framework was seen to be t h e o r e t i c a l l y 

as w e l l as e m p i r i c a l l y inadequate, 

re q u i r e d a c l a r i f i c a t i o n of the s t r u c t u r e 

of systems of s o c i a l a c t i o n which went 

f a r t h e r than j u s t i n d i c a t i n g a new d i r e c t i o n 

of i n t e r e s t or significance * 1̂ 950a: 353] • 

Here then progress r e s u l t s from the i n t e r n a l i n s p e c t i o n of 

theory, d e t e c t i o n of t h e o r e t i c a l inadequacies and subsequent 

m o d i f i c a t i o n of the theory. Once again however the keyword i s 

m o d i f i c a t i o n . Even when d i s c u s s i n g r a t i o n a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m 

Parsons says ' t h i s schema has proved to be the f r u i t f u l 

s t a r t i n g - p o i n t f o r the development of the sociology of 

r e l i g i o n » f l 9 ^ s 1 9 9 ] . 
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"The f r u i t f u l path has r a t h e r been the 

i n t r o d u c t i o n of s p e c i f i c refinements and 

d i s t i n c t i o n s w i t h i n the b a s i c s t r u c t u r a l 

scheme with which " r a t i o n a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m " 

s t a r t e d , The body of t h i s paper w i l l be 

concerned with a review of s e v e r a l of the 

most important of these steps i n a n a l y t i c a l 

refinement, showing how, taken together, they 

have l e d up to a f a r more comprehensive 

a n a l y t i c a l scheme* //1944s200] 0 

So when p r o g r e s s i v e development i n s c i e n c e i s looked at from the 

s i d e s of both theory and f a c t the m o d i f i c a t i o n of theory seems to 

be c r u c i a l o The question i s now what i s involved i n that process? 

The passage immediately above g i v e s the c l u e i n r e f e r r i n g to the 

' a n a l y t i c a l refinement' of theory to produce a ' f a r more 

comprehensive a n a l y t i c a l scheme'. Included i n a n a l y t i c a l r e f i n e ­

ment are two t a s k s e F i r s t of a l l , the o p e r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n of 

conceptsc I n o u t l i n i n g the 'general guiding l i n e s f o r the 

more t e c h n i c a l task of b u i l d i n g a systematic treatment of s o c i o ­

l o g i c a l theory' (1948bs157) Parsons says that a t h e o r e t i c a l 

system must be framed i n terms of 'genuinely o p e r a t i o n a l concepts' 

f l 9^8b s 158] o 'The i d e a l i s to have t h e o r e t i c a l c a t e g o r i e s of 

such a c h a r a c t e r that the e m p i r i c a l v a l u e s of the v a r i a b l e s concerned 

are the immediate products of our o b s e r v a t i o n a l procedures' ( l 9 4 8 b s 

158)0 Again when r e f e r r i n g to the 'process of refinement' of 

the b a s i c t h e o r e t i c a l o u t l i n e of The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l A c t i o n 
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Parsons notes that only at a few points was the theory of 

a c t i o n ' o p e r a t i o n a l l y s p e c i f i c ' , Hence; 'A c e n t r a l problem, 

the r e f o r e , has been and i s , how to b r i n g theory of t h i s s o r t 

c l o s e r to the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of guiding of and t e s t i n g and 

refinement by e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h , . , 1 [ 1 9 ^ 9 b g x v i i i j „ But f a r 

more r e l e v a n t here i s the second task of a n a l y t i c a l refinement, 

the t r a n s l a t i o n of r e s i d u a l c a t e g o r i e s i n t o p o s i t i v e l y defined 

t h e o r e t i c a l concepts (to use the terminology of The Structure 

of S o c i a l Action) <, Parsons' metaphor of i s l a n d s of theory i n 

a sea of f a c t has been mentioned above„ I n an important sense 

t h i s i s most misleading f o r i t i m p l i e s that the sea of f a c t i s 

n o n - t h e o r e t i c a l , i t c o n t a i n s no t h e o r e t i c a l concepts, Yet i t 

has already been noted that f o r Parsons theory i s i n e v i t a b l y 

involved i n science i n e i t h e r an overt or covert form. The 

sea of f a c t i s not n o n - t h e o r e t i c a l , r a t h e r i t s t h e o r e t i c a l 

framework i s covert, the 'uncharted waters of unanalyzed f a c t ' 

(my emphasis)« The task of a n a l y t i c a l refinement i n v o l v e s the 

i n s p e c t i o n of knowledge with a view to making e x p l i c i t the 

hidden t h e o r e t i c a l framework which i s i n e v i t a b l y employed„ 

But the task i n v o l v e s more than t h i s , f o r i n t h i s process theory 

not only becomes overt, i t i s changed. The nature of t h i s change 

cannot be deciphered from the l i t e r a t u r e being d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s 

paper, there i s simply not adequate m a t e r i a l available„ However, 

by r e f e r e n c e to two examples, i t can be suggested that Parsons 

continues to think along the l i n e s o u t l i n e d i n h i s e a r l i e r work. 
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A n a l y t i c a l refinement i n v o l v e s not only the movement from 

covert to overt but the t r a n s l a t i o n of metaphysical and 

i d e o l o g i c a l assumptions i n t o the p o s i t i v e l y defined t h e o r e t i c a l 

concepts of s c i e n c e . 

The f i r s t example i s 'the r e o r i e n t a t i o n of t h i n k i n g about 

the f i e l d of the motivation of economic a c t i v i t y ' [l950a;355j •> 

The h e r i t a g e of c l a s s i c a l economics and the u t i l i t a r i a n frame 

of r e f e r e n c e was the assumption that the r a t i o n a l p u r s u i t of 

s e l f i n t e r e s t was inherent i n human nature and that ' t h i s formul 

c o n s t i t u t e d a s u f f i c i e n t key to a g e n e r a l i z e d theory of the 

motivation of human behaviour, at l e a s t i n the economic and 

occupational sphere' (/I9^0bs5l] ° When t h i s assumption i s 

made e x p l i c i t i t proves inadequate and the theory changes. I t 

i s the c h a r a c t e r of t h i s change which i s r e l e v a n t here. 

Parsons w r i t e s ! 

• I t i s important to note that t h i s formula 

and the v a r i o u s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s that were 

put upon i t was not the r e s u l t of i n t e n s i v e 

economic observation and a n a l y s i s i n the 

sense i n which the theory of value and of 

d i s t r i b u t i o n have been, but of f i n d i n g a 

p l a u s i b l e formula f o r f i l l i n g a l o g i c a l 

gap i n the c l o s u r e of a system 9 /j9^0bs 

5 l l 
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The theory of the r a t i o n a l p u r s u i t of s e l f - i n t e r e s t i s a 

' p l a u s i b l e formula' which l i e s on 'the p e r i p h e r i e s of what 

has been the c e n t r a l f i e l d of i n t e r e s t of the s c i e n c e ' [l940bs 

50] and as such tends to be h i g h l y ' s p e c u l a t i v e ' £l940bs5lj . 

The formula worked p a r t l y because i t had some e m p i r i c a l 

success £l9^0bs52}, t h i s however i s due to p e c u l i a r e m p i r i c a l 

circumstances which only d i s g u i s e the problem of the adequacy of 

the formula on a general l e v e l . The assumption was accepted 

and worked a l s o because i t was supported by 'such current 

d o c t r i n e s ... as p s y c h o l o g i c a l hedonism' [^19^0bs52] and because 

i t was 'integrated with the c e n t r a l ideology of our s o c i e t y ' 

£l950as35I>J o The refinement of the theory of economic 

motivation ' e l i m i n a t e s the a l l e g e d absoluteness of the o r i e n t a t i o n 

to " s e l f - i n t e r e s t " h e l d to be inherent i n "human nature"' ( l 9 5 0 a s 

355]» Such development then, not only makes theory e x p l i c i t , the 

process of a n a l y t i c a l refinement i n v o l v e s the d e t e c t i o n of 

u n s c i e n t i f i c a l l e g a t i o n s , d o c t r i n e s and i d e o l o g i c a l components 

and t h e i r t r a n s l a t i o n i n t o t h e o r e t i c a l concepts. 

The second example of t h i s process i s i n the development 

of the sociology of r e l i g i o n . As has been mentioned Parsons 

regards r a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s m as a f r u i t f u l s t a r t i n g point from 

which considerable progress has been made. He remarks ' I n 

order f o r t h i s development to take place i t was e s s e n t i a l that 

c e r t a i n elements of p h i l o s o p h i c a l dogmatism i n the ol d e r 

p o s i t i v i s m should be overcome' [l9kk%2~\oJ 0 The r a t i o n a l 



- 30 -

p o s i t i v i s t i c p o s i t i o n was t h e n s u p p o r t e d by a ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

dogmatism', t h e assumption, i n t h e words o f The S t r u c t u r e o f 

S o c i a l Action,, ' t h a t p o s i t i v e s cience c o n s t i t u t e s man's s o l e 

p o s s i b l e s i g n i f i c a n t c o g n i t i v e r e l a t i o n t o e x t e r n a l (nonego) 

r e a l i t y * (/1937as6l] „ The development o f t h e s o c i o l o g y o f 

r e l i g i o n as d e s c r i b e d by Parsons c o n s i s t s i n t h e q u e s t i o n i n g 

o f t h i s assumption and the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f d i s t i n c t i o n s between 

s c i e n t i f i c , u n s c i e n t i f i c and n o n - s c i e n t i f i c n o r m a t i v e p a t t e r n s 

[1944 s 211] . What i s p e r t i n e n t here i s t h a t t h e making o f 

these d i s t i n c t i o n s i s i d e n t i f i e d by Parsons as a movement away 

from p h i l o s o p h i c a l dogmatism t o s c i e n t i f i c c a t e g o r i s a t i o n , t o 

t h e o r y i n Parsons' sense, 

' A l l o f these d i s t i n c t i o n s by v i r t u e o f 

which the c o g n i t i v e p a t t e r n s o f r e l i g i o n are 

t r e a t e d s e p a r a t e l y from those o f science have 

p o s i t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r e m p i r i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f r e l i g i o u s phenomena, L i k e any such 

s c i e n t i f i c c a t e g o r i e s , t h e y are t o be 

s c i e n t i s t s a n c t i o n e d by the f a c t t h a t t h e y can be 

shown t o work' [19445211],, 

The second process whereby m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e o r y c o n t r i b u t e s 

t o t h e p r o g r e s s o f s c i e n c e i s the i n c r e a s i n g comprehensiveness 

o f a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme,, T h i s has a l r e a d y been covered i n the 

d i s c u s s i o n o f the i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y o f e m p i r i c a l f a c t s , t h a t i s , 

th e g e n e r a l i t y o f t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s , , To assess t h i s a 
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s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s r e q u i r e d . To 'narrow t he 

range o f t h e o r e t i c a l a r b i t r a r i n e s s ' [I950as353] some means 

o f l i n k i n g t h e i s l a n d s o f t h e o r y t o g e t h e r must be employed 0 

T h i s i s the c r u c i a l r o l e o f a system o f g e n e r a l concepts w h i c h 

w i l l s i m p l y be noted here and t a k e n up i n d e t a i l as t h i s 

s e c t i o n proceeds. 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e development o f sci e n c e i s p a r t i a l 

and i n i t s e l f unconvincing„ I t has been i n c l u d e d because, 

a l t h o u g h i n c o n c l u s i v e 9 i t does c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e ongoing arguments 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s c r u c i a l t o science because o f i t s 

r o l e i n the p r o g r e s s i v e development o f s c i e n c e , A system o f 

g e n e r a l concepts i s necessary f i r s t o f a l l t o assess p r o g r e s s , 

s e c o n d l y as p l a y i n g a c e n t r a l p a r t i n b r i n g i n g p r o g r e s s about«, 

W i t h r e s p e c t t o the l a t t e r , Parsons emphasis i s on t h e i n t e r ­

dependence o f t h e o r y and f a c t o T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p c e n t r e s on the 

m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e o r y t h r o u g h o p e r a t i o n a l i s i n g c o n cepts, r i d d i n g 

s c i e n c e o f n o n = s c i e n t i f i c elements, r e p l a c i n g them by p o s i t i v e l y 

d e f i n e d t h e o r e t i c a l concepts and f o r m u l a t i n g such concepts i n t o 

a comprehensive, s y s t e m a t i c a l l y o r g a n i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l scheme„ 

3« M e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems p r o v i d i n g t he r a t i o n a l e f o r 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l theory,, 

General a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s j u s t i f i e d and promoted by 

Parsons as a s o l u t i o n t o what he f e e l s are p r e s s i n g m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

problems i n s c i e n c e . By way o f i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h i s , a t t e n t i o n 
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can be drawn t o Parsons" r e v i e w o f S 9C 0 Dodd's Dimensions o f 

S o c i e t y ( l 9 ^ 2 a ) „ Dodd»s c l a i m i s t h a t h i s 8 m a t h e m a t i c a l 8 (5) 

S~theorycan be employed t o b u i l d a system o f s c i e n t i f i c s o c i o ­

l o g i c a l t h e o r y (19^2a;709~710) 0 Parsons s t r o n g l y d i s p u t e s 

t h i s l e v e l l i n g a number o f c r i t i c i s m s a t Dodd„ What i s 

r e l e v a n t here i s t h a t these c r i t i c i s m s are p r e c u r s o r s o f many 

si n c e d i r e c t e d a t Parsons 0 I n summary t h e y are t h e f o l l o \ i r i n g o 

To Parsons, Dodd does n o t develop a t h e o r e t i c a l system i n the 

c l a s s i c a l sense a t a l l b u t o n l y a 'language' which c o m p l e t e l y 

f a i l s t o p r o v i d e g e n e r a l i z e d e x p l a n a t i o n o f complex phenomena 

(I9^2as710) ( 6 ) 0 As a language S=theory f a i l s t o s p e c i f y a 

c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l systems t o w h i c h i t i s a p p l i c a b l e and th u s 

i s g r o s s l y o v e r g e n e r a l i z e d ( l 9 ^ 2 a s 7 1 l ) ( 7 ) . F u r t h e r , i n 

terms o f t h e language o f S=-theory almost a n y t h i n g can be s a i d 

b u t what i s s a i d i s i m p r e c i s e and imposed by t h e language r a t h e r 

t h a n d e r i v e d from e m p i r i c a l d a t a (H9^2as712) ( 8 ) 0 Dodd c l a i m s 

t o s t r e s s t he e m p i r i c a l c h a r a c t e r o f h i s approach b u t t o Parsons 

i t i s f o r m a l i s t i c and tends t o i n t r o d u c e e m p i r i c a l m a t e r i a l o n l y 

i n terms o f t h e i r a m e n a b i l i t y t o t h e t h e o r y (l9^2as713) ( 9 ) o 

Dodd i s p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h e l a b o r a t i n g d e f i n i t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n 

e s t a b l i s h i n g g e n e r a l e m p i r i c a l p r o p o s i t i o n s (l9^+2as713) (10)S> 

and f i n a l l y he i g n o r e s c u r r e n t s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y (l9^2a?71^) 

( 1 1 ) . 

The v a l i d i t y o f these c r i t i c i s m s i s n o t a t i s s u e h e r e , 

r a t h e r what i s r e l e v a n t i s the p a r a l l e l between these p o i n t s 

w h i c h Parsons makes and what Schwanenberg (1971s 570) c a l l s t h e 
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l o g i c o - e m p i r i c i s t c r i t i c i s m o f Parsons. The f a c t t h a t 

Parsons p u t s f o r w a r d t h i s c r i t i q u e can be t a k e n t o suggest 

t h a t he i s not unaware o f these i s s u e s (12)„ However t h e 

f a c t t h a t Parsons l e a v e s h i m s e l f open t o the same k i n d o f a t t a c k 

m i g h t a l s o suggest t h a t t o Parsons the major problems l i e 

elsewhere., T h i s i s t h e approach which w i l l be f o l l o w e d h e r e . 

To d i s c o v e r where t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems o f s c i e n c e l i e 

f o r Parsons two t o p i c s w i l l be d i s c u s s e d , h i s comments on what 

he r e g a r d s as u n s a t i s f a c t o r y forms o f t h e o r y and h i s e x p l i c i t 

w r i t i n g s on m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems. 

i ) U n s a t i s f a c t o r y forms o f t h e o r y s (13) 

Parsons' commentary on forms o f t h e o r y which he f i n d s 

l a c k i n g w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n o r d e r t o d i s c o v e r q u i t e what i t 

i s w h i c h makes them u n s a t i s f a c t o r y t o him„ I t w i l l be presumed 

t h a t Parsons 9 own form o f t h e o r y w i l l s t r i v e t o overcome these 

f a i l u r e s . I n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n Parsons' 

c r i t i c i s m s were d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t v a r i o u s t y p e s o f p o s i t i v i s t i c 

and i d e a l i s t i c t h e o r i e s . The a t t a c k on i d e a l i s m i s v i r t u a l l y 

d i s c o n t i n u e d i n the m a t e r i a l b e i n g d i s c u s s e d h e r e 9 b e i n g 

r e s t r i c t e d t o a s i d e s on t h e c o n c e p t i o n o f a c t i o n as an emanation 

o f c u l t u r e ((1938b s 652) , [ l 9 ^ 1 a s 6 j ) and t h e d e n i a l o f g e n e r a l 

concepts £l9^1 as 8=1 i j . Parsons' c r i t i q u e o f p o s i t i v i s m however 

c o n t i n u e s i n t o t he 19^0's and i t i s w i t h t h i s t h a t t h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

w i l l b e g i n . 
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Parsons r e f e r s t o p o s i t i v i s m as a ' g r e a t stream o f t h o u g h t 0 

[ l 944 s 198] , a t r a d i t i o n w h i c h 'has p l a y e d such an i m p o r t a n t r o l e 

i n t h e l a s t two c e n t u r i e s ' (1947bs213) „ As such p o s i t i v i s m i s 

p a r t o f t h e ' g e n e r a l c u l t u r a l movement' [1942bs13l] o f r a t i o n a l i z a ­

t i o n p r o v i d i n g , f o r example, diagnoses o f t h e problems o f s o c i e t y 

and a p p r o p r i a t e remedies [l942bs132] , But Parsons i s c h i e f l y 

concerned w i t h p o s i t i v i s m i n a more l i m i t e d sense, as a 8 scheme 

o f t h o u g h t ' [l944s 198] o r 'system o f t h i n k i n g ' (1949CJ47) 

about the phenomenon o f s o c i a l a c t i o n . At t h e core o f t h i s i s 

the m e t a p h y s i c a l p o s i t i o n t h a t s cience i s 'the p r o t o t y p e o f a l l 

sound c o g n i t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n 9 (1942bs133]s 

'The g r e a t system o f p o s i t i v i s t i c t h o u g h t 

w h i c h has p l a y e d such an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n 

the l a s t two G e n t u r i e s a t t e m p t e d t o m a i n t a i n 

the p o s i t i o n t h a t s cience c o u l d be s e l f -

s u b s i s t e n t as t h e s o l e r a t i o n a l d i s c i p l i n e 

i n man's c o g n i t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n t o h i s w o r l d ' 

( 1 947bs213=4). 

T h i s b a s i c p r e c o n c e p t i o n can be i n t e r p r e t e d i n two ways w h i c h 

g i v e s Parsons h i s s u b - c a t e g o r i e s o f r a t i o n a l i s t i c and a n t i -

i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m [1944:1991 • I n r a t i o n a l i s t i c 

p o s i t i v i s m t h e v i e w t h a t s c i e n c e exhausts c o g n i t i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

i s a p p l i e d t o t h e model o f t h e a c t o r employed i n t h e o r i e s o f 

a c t i o n 8 Parsons example i s t h e s o c i o l o g y o f r e l i g i o n developed 

by Spencer, T y l o r and F r a z e r [l944]„ ( l 4 ) s Here t h e tendency 
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i s ' t o t r e a t t h e a c t o r as i f he were a r a t i o n a l s s c i e n t i f i c 

i n v e s t i g a t o r 9 a c t i n g " r e a s o n a b l y " i n the l i g h t o f the knowledge 

a v a i l a b l e t o him' Cl 9̂ +4g 199H o To take t h e example o f r e l i g i o u s 

b e l i e f s and r i t u a l c o n c e r n i n g d e a t h o r dreams 0 W i t h i n r a t i o n a l 

p o s i t i v i s m the l a t t e r are u n d e r s t o o d as e m p i r i c a l problems 

(/I 9^**-1202] , the r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l a s s o c i a t e d w i t h them as p r a c t i c a l 

s o l u t i o n s t o these problems. R a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s m assumes t h a t 

r e l i g i o u s ideas w h i c h p r o v i d e t he r a t i o n a l e f o r these s o l u t i o n s 

are p r o t o = s c i e n t i f i c and must be assessed i n s c i e n t i f i c terms, 

t h a t i s , i n terms o f e m p i r i c a l v a l i d i t y . So r i t u a l p r a c t i c e s 

i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h dreams make sense i n terms o f the b e l i e f t h a t 

t h e s o u l can l e a v e t h e body d u r i n g s l e e p . R a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s m 

t r e a t s such b e l i e f s and p r a c t i c e s from t he p o i n t o f view o f 

science J i s t h e b e l i e f e m p i r i c a l l y v a l i d and i s t h e r i t u a l 

t e c h n i c a l l y adequate t o s o l v e the e m p i r i c a l problem? R e f e r r i n g 

t o 'a c e r t a i n p o s i t i v i s t i c b i a s which i s v e r y w i d e l y p r e v a l e n t , 

and must be guarded a g a i n s t ' (1938b5656) Parsons w r i t e s s 

• I t i s t h e v i e w , i m p l i c i t o r e x p l i c i t , t h a t 

d i v e r g e n c e from t h e s t a n d a r d o f e m p i r i c a l 

v e r i f i a b i l i t y i s always and n e c e s s a r i l y a 

m a t t e r o f e m p i r i c a l shortcomings i n t h e sense 

t h a t the i d e a s i n q u e s t i o n are n o t o n l y , 

n e g a t i v e l y , n o t v e r i f i a b l e , b u t t h a t t h e y can 

be shown t o be p o s i t i v e l y wrong, t h a t i s , t h a t 
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the b a s i s o f t h e i r u n v e r i f l a b i l i t y i s ign o r a n c e 

o r e r r o r , o r b o t h . T h i s judgement c l e a r l y 

i m p l i e s t h a t t h e r e i s a v a i l a b l e an adequate 

p o s i t i v e s c i e n t i f i c s t a n d a r d by w h i c h t o judge 

them' (1938bs656). 

The second branch o f p o s i t i v i s m i s l a b e l l e d a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l by 

Parsons, so c a l l e d because i t s p e c i f i c a l l y p l a y s down the i n t e l ­

l e c t u a l c a p a c i t i e s o f t h e a c t o r , d e v e l o p i n g a c o n c e p t i o n o f human 

a c t i o n modelled on t h e b e h a v i o u r o f n a t u r a l phenomena. 05)° So 

here t h e b a s i c p o s i t i v i s t i c i n j u n c t i o n s t r e s s i n g t h e p r i o r i t y and 

e x c l u s i v e n e s s o f science i s a p p l i e d t o the s t u d e n t o f human 

behaviours t he o n l y way o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g human b e h a v i o u r i s 

t h r o u g h s c i e n c e , w h i c h i s t a k e n t o mean t h e n a t u r a l s c i e n c e s . 

The a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l p o s i t i v i s t t h e n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y apes 

the n a t u r a l s ciences i n b o t h d e s c r i p t i o n and e x p l a n a t i o n . I n 

the t a s k o f d e s c r i p t i o n t h e emphasis i s on ' t a n g i b l e 8 f a c t s . 

'But a l r e a d y i n the d i r e c t i o n o f emphasis i n 

cho o s i n g problems f o r i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t h e 

c o n c r e t e f a c t s , a d e f i n i t e t h e o r e t i c a l b i a s 

i s e v i d e n t . I t i s the p o s i t i v i s t i c b i a s o f 

emphasis on " s c i e n t i f i c " method i n t h e narrow 

sense o f d e a l i n g o n l y o r m a i n l y w i t h " t a n g i b l e " 

f a c t s w h i c h are s u s c e p t i b l e o f q u a n t i t a t i v e 

t r e a t m e n t . Hence the emphasis on s t a t i s t i c a l 
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m a t e r i a l and method which combines e m p i r i c a l 

c o n c r e t e n e s s w i t h q u a n t i f i c a t i o n 8 ( 1 9 4 0 C ; 6 4 3 ) o 

I n e x p l a n a t i o n the approach i s c o n t i n u e d i n t h e s o r t o f c a u s a l 

f a c t o r s s t r e s s e d by a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l p o s i t i v i s m , , 

8 But t h e mere c o l l e c t i o n and t e c h n i c a l a n a l y s i s 

o f s t a t i s t i c a l d a t a i s n o t enough •= the f a c t s 

must be explained,, Here the g e n e r a l p o s i t i -

v i s t i c b i a s o f our t h o u g h t has o p e r a t e d t o 

throw t h e main emphasis on t h e f a c t o r s o f 

b i o l o g i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e t e r m i n a t i o n , 

o r o f t e c h n o l o g y 1 ( l 9 4 0 c ; 6 4 3 ) e 

Technology i s mentioned here b u t Parsons' a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c 

p o s i t i v i s t t y p i c a l l y e x p l a i n s human b e h a v i o u r i n terms o f 

b i o l o g i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l c a t e g o r i e s B By p s y c h o l o g y here 

i s meant a r a d i c a l l y n a t u r a l i s t i c approach l a y i n g 8 the p r i n c i p a l 

emphasis on u n i v e r s a l t r a i t s o r t e n d e n c i e s o f "human n a t u r e " 

l i k e i n s t i n c t s ' fl94las26]„ Veblen i s g i v e n as one example 

( l 9 4 0 c ; 6 4 4 ) 9 I n t h e f i e l d o f r e l i g i o n s '.„„ r e l i g i o u s 

phenomena c o u l d be t r e a t e d as the m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f u n d e r l y i n g 

b i o l o g i c a l o r p s y c h o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s beyond t h e r e a c h o f 

r a t i o n a l c o n t r o l , o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n terms o f s u b j e c t i v e 

c a t e g o r i e s . Most g e n e r a l l y t h i s p a t t e r n l e d t o some v e r s i o n 

o f t h e i n s t i n c t t h e o r y , . „ 1 ( 1 9 4 4 ; 199] . I n o t h e r words t h e r e 

i s l i t t l e i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e between b i o l o g i c a l and 
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p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n t i ~ i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m (1949CS51) •> 

B i o l o g i c a l r e d u c t i o n i s p a r t i c u l a r l y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h i s 

approach. R e f e r r i n g t o t h e problems o f u t i l i t a r i a n p o s i t i v i s m 

i n 19th Century s o c i a l t h o u g h t Parsons sayss 

'The f i r s t m ajor r e a c t i o n t o t h e a c c u m u l a t i n g 

d i f f i c u l t i e s i n t h i s f i e l d we may mention i s 

the tendency w h i c h becomes conspicuous i n the 

l a t e r n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y ; t o a t t e m p t t o 

a s s i m i l a t e t h e phenomena o f human a c t i o n t o 

b i o l o g i c a l models o r t h e o r i e s ' (1949CS50), 

I n j u s t i f y i n g h i s own use o f t h e f u n c t i o n a l approach Parsons 

notes t h a t i t has been p r e d o m i n a n t l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h b i o l o g y 0 

He i s q u i c k t o i n s i s t however t h a t h i s own use o f t h i s approach 

does n o t i m p l y a r e d u c t i o n o f e x p l a n a t i o n t o b i o l o g i c a l t e r m s , 

'The " f u n c t i o n a l " approach has, i n t h e h i s t o r y 

o f t h o u g h t , been p r e d o m i n a n t l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

b i o l o g y . I t s use i n o t h e r f i e l d s has hence 

n o t u n n a t u r a l l y been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a tendency 

t o a t t e m p t t o reduce the s u b j e c t m a t t e r o f those 

f i e l d s t o b i o l o g i c a l t e r m s , s e . A s o c i a l system 

i s t r e a t e d as a p l u r a l i t y o f b i o l o g i c a l organisms 

and f u n c t i o n a l problems are f o r m u l a t e d i n terms o f 

t h e i r f u n c t i o n a l needs and s u r v i v a l as organisms. 

I n so d o i n g a p o s s i b i l i t y o f fundamental importance 



- 39 -

i s o v e r l o o k e d - namely, t h a t the f u n c t i o n a l 

approach c o u l d be used i n terms o f a d i f f e r e n t 

frame o f r e f e r e n c e , namely t h a t o f " a c t i o n " -

o r a c t o r - s i t u a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n organism-

environments I f t h i s i s done b i o l o g i c a l 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s become p r i m a r i l y c o n d i t i o n a l 

t o t h e main, e x p l i c i t l y c o n s i d e r e d f a c t o r s ' 

[1 9^1 a; 19] o 

Parsons makes s p e c i f i c c r i t i c i s m s o f p o s i t i v i s t i c t h e o r y , f o r 

example, o f e x p l a n a t i o n s i n terms o f i n s t i n c t s . He n o t e s t h a t 

t h i s has s u f f e r e d ',.. some v e r y s e r i o u s s c i e n t i f i c handicaps i n 

t h a t i t has never proved p o s s i b l e t o r e l a t e t h e d e t a i l e d v a r i a t i o n s 

i n t he b e h a v i o u r a l phenomena t o any c o r r e s p o n d i n g v a r i a t i o n s i n the 

s t r u c t u r e o f i n s t i n c t u a l d r i v e s ' [l9kkt199] ° However t h i s does 

no t i m p l y a t o t a l r e j e c t i o n o f p o s i t i v i s t i c t h e o r y . Parsons' 

comments on t h e f r u i t f u l n e s s o f r a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s m i n t h e 

s o c i o l o g y o f r e l i g i o n have a l r e a d y been n o t e d . S i m i l a r l y t h e 

b i o l o g i c a l i n f l u e n c e s on human b e h a v i o u r are a p p r e c i a t e d by him 

( f l 9^1 a: 1 9] (1 9^7as 2k3) ) . Rather, t h e main burden o f Parsons' 

c r i t i c i s m l i e s on t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p l a n e f the e m p i r i c i s t 

f a l l a c y o f m i s p l a c e d concreteness whereby t h e p o s i t i v i s t i d e n t i f i e s 

h i s t h e o r e t i c a l framework w i t h some c o n c r e t e area o f r e a l i t y . 

W i t h r e f e r e n c e t o u t i l i t a r i a n p o s i t i v i s m Parsons sayss 
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" A t t e n t i o n has been c o n c e n t r a t e d on one 

s e c t o r o f t h e t o t a l s t r u c t u r e o f a s o c i a l 

system = t h a t o f c o n t r a c t , exchange, monetary 

t r a n s a c t i o n s and o t h e r s such as f a m i l y l i f e 

have been n e g l e c t e d . But even w i t h i n t h e 

area o f focused a t t e n t i o n t h e " f a l l a c y o f 

mi s p l a c e d c o n c r e t e n e s s " has, u n d e r s t a n d a b l y 

enough, p l a y e d a prominant r o l e . The p r e ­

dominant p a t t e r n s o f t h o u g h t have, t h a t i s , 

been i n a d e q u a t e l y p l a c e d i n p e r s p e c t i v e and 

i n t e g r a t e d w i t h o t h e r elements o f a t o t a l 

s o c i a l system" (/I 9^2bi 132] „ 

I n t h e case o f a n t i = i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t p o s i t i v i s m Parsons n o t e s 

t h a t t h e w o r l d o f n a t u r e i s f i r s t o f a l l 8 t r e a t e d n o t o n l y 

That i s , a l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d t h e o r e t i c a l system such as 

c l a s s i c a l mechanics i s i n t e r p r e t e d as a d e q u a t e l y and e x h a u s t i v e l y 

d e s c r i b i n g a c l o s e d area o f c o n c r e t e r e a l i t y , n a t u r e . Then, 

secondly, • ( t ) h e tendency o f "Western" p o s i t i v i s t i c t h o u g h t 

was t o i d e n t i f y t h i s " o r d e r o f n a t u r e " w i t h o n t o l o g i c a l r e a l i t y 

as a whole' [1 tykl as 8j „ So, as human b e h a v i o u r i s p a r t o f t h e 

o r d e r o f n a t u r e i t can be a d e q u a t e l y and e x h a u s t i v e l y d e s c r i b e d 

by n a t u r a l s c i e n c e . T h i s s o r t o f r e a s o n i n g i s summarised when 

Parsons w r i t e s s 

l o g i c a l l y , b u t a l s o e m p i r i c a l l y as a c l o s e d system /"19̂ 1 as 8J 0 
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1 o o o b i o l o g y seemed t o be adequate up t o a 

f a i r l y advanced p o i n t s i m p l y because o f 

t h i s v e r y s i m p l e , obvious thoughts Human 

be i n g s are organisms, aren't they? And 

b i o l o g y i s the sci e n c e t h a t t e l l s us how 

organisms f u n c t i o n and how t h e y t i c k , , And 

b i o l o g y , o f course, a p p l i e s t o human 

b e h a v i o u r as w e l l as t o the b e h a v i o u r o f 

l o w e r organisms 8 (1 949c s 50=1 ) •> 

The c o n c l u s i o n drawn by t h e e m p i r i c i s t - p o s i t i v i s t i s t h a t as 

b i o l o g y i s r e l e v a n t t o human b e h a v i o u r i t i n i t s e l f can d e s c r i b e 

and e x p l a i n human b e h a v i o u r . 

The c o n c l u s i o n s Parsons draws from h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f p o s i t i v i s m 

are t w o f o l d 0 They can be i n t r o d u c e d by d r a w i n g a t t e n t i o n t o h i s 

remarks on 'the impasse from w h i c h Weber t o o k h i s d e p a r t u r e 8 

( l 9 4 l a s 1 0 j on m a t t e r s o f methodologys 

"One tendency o f t h e th o u g h t o f h i s t i m e was 

to a t t e m p t t o a s s i m i l a t e t he sci e n c e s o f 

human b e h a v i o u r as c l o s e l y as p o s s i b l e t o 

the n a t u r a l sciences„ I n t e r p r e t i n g t h e 

l a t t e r o v e r w h e l m i n g l y i n an " e m p i r i c i s t " 

manner, the r e s u l t was t o squeeze out a l l 

t h a t was most d i s t i n c t i v e i n the t r a d i t i o n a l 
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and common-sense t r e a t m e n t o f human problems, 

n o t a b l y t h e use o f s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s . 

I f , on t h e o t h e r hand, the a t t e m p t was 

made t o use these modes o f approach i t was 

t h o u g h t t h a t i t had t o be i n a s e t o f terms 

w h i c h excluded t he p r i n c i p a l l o g i c a l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e n a t u r a l s c i e n c e s , 

n o t a b l y t he use o f g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l 

c a t e g o r i e s and t h e i r i n t e g r a t i o n i n l o g i c a l l y 

a r t i c u l a t e d t h e o r e t i c a l systems' £l94las1oj 0 

To Parsons what Weber began t o do and which he a t t e m p t s t o f o l l o w 

t h r o u g h , i s a t w o f o l d t a s k . F i r s t o f a l l , t h e e m p i r i c i s t method 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f b o t h s i d e s o f t h e impasse must be abandoned. 

The a s s i m i l a t i o n o f t h e sci e n c e s o f human b e h a v i o u r t o t h e 

n a t u r a l s c i e n c e s does n o t meant t h a t s u b s t a n t i v e l y t h e n a t u r a l 

s c i e n c e s are adequate and e x h a u s t i v e as t h e o r i e s o f human 

b e h a v i o u r . The a s s i m i l a t i o n i s on t h e methodologL cal l e v e l . 

That i s , the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s a r e , l i k e t h e n a t u r a l , c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by t h e i r use o f g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l concepts and t h e i r 

a r t i c u l a t i o n i n l o g i c a l l y a r t i c u l a t e d t h e o r e t i c a l systems. 

But Parsons i n s i s t s t h a t such t h e o r e t i c a l systems are a b s t r a c t ; 

/~1 9^1 agio] 

"This r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t economic t h e o r y 

had o n l y r e l a t i v e adequacy e x i s t e d even b e f o r e 

the modern development o f t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f 
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t h e n a t u r e and importance o f a n a l y t i c a l 

a b s t r a c t i o n , , Most o f t h e e a r l y economists 

f e l t t h a t t h e y were l i t e r a l l y d e s c r i b i n g a 

c o n c r e t e w o r l d = j u s t as the e a r l i e r 

p h y s i c i s t s f e l t t h a t t h e Newtonian mechanics 

was t h e l i t e r a l t r u t h about t h e p h y s i c a l 

w o r l d and t h a t i s a l l t h e r e i s t o i t 0 

Only w i t h i n t h e l a s t g e n e r a t i o n o r so has t h e 

k i n d o f view about t he a b s t r a c t n e s s o f 

s c i e n t i f i c c oncepts, r e p r e s e n t e d b y s f o r 

i n s t a n c e , M o r r i s Cohen o r A 0N 0 Whitehead, 

become a t a l l common i n s c i e n t i f i c c i r c l e s " 

Once t h i s s t e p i s t a k e n , t h e second f o l l o w s , s u b s t a n t i v e l y t h e 

s o c i a l s ciences must beware o f squeezing o u t what i s d i s t i n c t i v e 

about t h e i r s u b j e c t m a t t e r , i n p a r t i c u l a r be c a u t i o u s o f d e v e l o p i n g 

t h e o r y by d r a w i n g on analogy w i t h and e x t e n s i o n o f n a t u r a l s c i e n c e 0 

T h i s has a l r e a d y been mentioned above i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h Parsons" 

employment o f a f u n c t i o n a l approach^, I n opening h i s essay on 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n Parsons warnss 

h 950as 50] 

' W h i l s t o f p a r t i c u l a r concern a t p r e s e n t i n 

r e l a t i o n t o s t r a t i f i c a t i o n , i t may be p o i n t e d 

out t h a t these c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a p p l y a t t h e same 

time t o any u n c r i t i c a l use o f such concepts as 
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" s o c i a l space" and " s o c i a l d i s t a n c e " . The 

burden o f p r o o f i n cases o f t h e i r use s h o u l d 

always be p l a c e d on t h e i r r e l e v a n c e t o s o c i a l 

f a c t s and a n a l y t i c a l schemes v e r i f i e d i n t h e 

s o c i a l f i e l d , n o t on the l o g i c o f d e d u c t i o n s 

from a n a l o g i e s t o p h y s i c a l space and d i s t a n c e ' 

[l9^0as69] . 

G e n e r a l l y t h e n ; 

'There have been i n t h e h i s t o r y o f s c i e n t i f i c 

t h o u g h t and i t s p h i l o s o p h i c a l b o r d e r l i n e s 

many a t t e m p t s t o e x t e n d t h e s p e c i f i c t h o u g h t 

p a t t e r n s and c o n c l u s i o n s o f p h y s i c a l and 

b i o l o g i c a l s c i e n c e t o t h e s o c i a l f i e l d . 

These a t t e m p t s have f o r t h e most p a r t f a i l e d . 

I t i s always dangerous t o r e a c h c o n c l u s i o n s 

w i t h o u t c a r e f u l s p e c i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e 

f a c t s o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d i n q u e s t i o n ' 

( 1 9 ^ 6 J 2 4 2 - 3 ) . 

I n these l a s t two passages i t i s r e l e v a n t t o n o t e t h a t Parsons 

i n s i s t s t h a t a t h e o r e t i c a l system must be ' a p p r o p r i a t e ' t o the 

e m p i r i c a l f i e l d i t d e s c r i b e s and e x p l a i n s . T h i s , and t h e n a t u r e 

o f a b s t r a c t i o n i n s c i e n c e , are t h e n the c r u c i a l m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

problems which emerge from Parsons' encounter w i t h p o s i t i v i s m . 

These w i l l be r e t u r n e d t o l a t e r . 
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I n t h e above d i s c u s s i o n ' e m p i r i c i s m ' has been r e f e r r e d t o . 

When Parsons d i s c u s s e s t h i s i n r e l a t i o n t o p o s i t i v i s m the term 

connotes t h e sense employed i n t h e 1930°s, t h a t i s , e m p i r i c i s m 

i s an e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n r e l a t i n g t o t h e s t a t u s o f knowledge, 

c r u c i a l l y , t h e s t a t u s o f t h e o r y . B u t , i n the main, Parsons i n 

the '\9k0t s uses t h e term i n a d i f f e r e n t sense, t o d e s c r i b e an 

a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n . Sos 

' C e r t a i n o f the e m p i r i c a l l y minded are n o t 

m e r e l y n o t i n t e r e s t e d i n a t t e m p t s t o c o n t r i b u t e 

t o t h e o r y themselves, t h e y are a c t i v e l y a n t i -

t h e o r e t i c a l . They c o n s i d e r any work i n 

t h e o r e t i c a l f i e l d s as p o s i t i v e l y p e r n i c i o u s 

and c o n t r a r y t o t h e canons o f s c i e n c e . I t 

i s s p e c u l a t i o n , s t e r i l e d i a l e c t i c , metaphysics 

o r even m y s t i c i s m ' ( l 9 3 8 a s l 4 ) 

A g a i n he r e f e r s t o 'a school o f e m p i r i c i s m which was b l i n d t o t h e 

f u n c t i o n s o f t h e o r y i n s c i e n c e ' f l 9^5as 21 °J » 'a k i n d o f " e m p i r i c i s m " 

w h i c h has b l i n d l y r e j e c t e d the h e l p o f t h e o r e t i c a l t o o l s i n 

g e n e r a l ' (l945as22 ( )J r e g a r d i n g ' " t h e o r y " as an unnecessary 

impediment' fl945as22*tl . Parsons spends l i t t l e t i m e c o u n t e r i n g 

t h i s p o s i t i o n f o r a number o f reasons. For one t h i n g ' t h i s 

wave o f a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l e m p i r i c i s m has, I t h i n k f o r t u n a t e l y , 

g r e a t subsided' ^19f>Oa!35l] <> Secondly, as has a l r e a d y been n o t e d 

Parsons i s committed t o the i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f t h e o r y i n s c i e n c e . 

F i n a l l y , Parsons has sympathy w i t h t h i s p o s i t i o n as a j u s t i f i a b l e 

and u n d e r s t a n d a b l e r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t u n s a t i s f a c t o r y forms o f t h e o r y 
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i n t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s , T h i s i s o f t e n s t a t e d b y h i m ( ( l 9 3 8 a s 

14, 17, 1 8 ) , ( I 9 ^ 8 a s 2 4 6 ) , [ l 9 5 0 a s 3 5 l ] ) and means t h a t h i s 

c r i t i c a l r e a c t i o n i s n o t d i r e c t e d t o w a r d a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l 

e m p i r i c i s m b u t t o w a r d t h e s e u n s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r m s o f t h e o r y , , So 

he sayss 

' I s h o u l d l i k e t o d i s t i n g u i s h t h r e e c l a s s e s o f 

c o n c e p t u a l e l e m e n t s w h i c h e i t h e r go t o make u p , 

o r h a v e become a s s o c i a t e d w i t h , w h a t a r e g e n e r a l l y 

c a l l e d t h e o r e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s i n s c i e n c e and p u t 

f o r w a r d t h e t h e s i s t h a t much o f t h e d i f f i c u l t y i s 

due t o modes o f c o n c e p t i o n o f and undue e m p h a s i s 

on two o f them, r e s u l t i n g i n d i s t o r t i o n o f t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e and r o l e o f t h e t h i r d * £ l 9 3 8 a s l 6 j a 

These u n s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r m s o f t h e o r y a r e n o t so much i n a d e q u a t e 

c o n c e p t u a l schemes s u c h as p o s i t i v i s m b u t i n a d e q u a t e modes o r 

f o r m s o f t h e o r i s i n g . As s u c h I w i l l l a b e l them c o m p e t i t o r s t o 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y as ways o f t h e o r i z i n g i n s c i e n c e . 

The f i r s t c o n c e i v e s t h e o r y i n t h e r o l e o f a t o t a l p h i l o s o p h y 

o r a l i n k b e t w e e n s c i e n c e and a c o m p r e h e n s i v e p h i l o s o p h i c a l u n d e r ­

p i n n i n g , a l i n k w h i c h i s d i r e c t and c a n n o t be b r o k e n ( 1 9 3 8 a s 1 6=1 7 ) 

P a r s o n s g i v e s as an example t h e v i e w t h a t c l a s s i c a l e c o n o m i c s i s 

i n t r i n s i c a l l y and n e c e s s a r i l y b o u n d up w i t h " e x t r e m e r a t i o n a l i s m , 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l h e d o n i s m , u t i l i t a r i a n e t h i c s and t h e r e s t ' ( l 9 3 8 a s l 6 
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The s e c o n d c o m p e t i t o r i s t h e o r y c o n c e i v e d as " b r o a d 

e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n " ( ( 1 938a; 17-1 8, ) £l 9V>a; 21 9 - 2 ^ , t h e 

v i e w t h a t a t h e o r y embodies 'a g e n e r a l i z e d j u d g e m e n t a b o u t t h e 

b e h a v i o u r o f , o r c a u s e s i n , a h u g e l y c o m p l i c a t e d c l a s s o f 

e m p i r i c a l phenomena" ( l 9 3 8 a s 1 7 ) » P a r s o n s i n c l u d e s two su b ­

c l a s s e s h e r e 0 T h e o r y c a n be c a s t i n t h e r o l e o f a p h i l o s o p h y 

o f h i s t o r y , " t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a h i g h l y g e n e r a l i z e d p a t t e r n 

i n t h e p r o c e s s e s o f change o f human s o c i e t i e s as a w h o l e , w h e t h e r 

i t be l i n e a r e v o l u t i o n i s m , c y c l i c a l o r d i a l e c t i c p r o c e s s , e t c ' ["\9^5as 

21 °J o The s e c o n d s u b c l a s s i s wh a t P a r s o n s c a l l s ' t h e f a c t o r 

t y p e o f t h e o r i z i n g " [ l 9^5as223] 0 

'A s e c o n d m a j o r s t r a n d o f " t h e o r e t i c a l " 

t h i n k i n g i n s o c i o l o g y h a s b e e n t h a t w h i c h 

h a s a t t e m p t e d t o a s s e s s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 

v a r i o u s " f a c t o r s " i n t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f 

s o c i a l phenomena. U s u a l l y i t h a s t a k e n 

t h e f o r m o f a t t e m p t i n g t o p r o v e t h e e x c l u s i v e 

o r p r e d o m i n e n t i m p o r t a n c e o f one su c h f a c t o r 

=> g e o g r a p h i c , b i o l o g i c a l , e c o n o m i c o r w h a t 

n o t ' £ l 9 4 5 a s 2 2 0 ] . 

P a r s o n s p u t s f o r w a r d a number o f c r i t i c i s m s o f t h e s e u n s a t i s = 

f a c t o r y f o r m s o f t h e o r i z i n g w h i c h w i l l be r e v i e w e d w i t h t h e 

aim o f t h r o w i n g l i g h t o n w h a t , f o r P a r s o n s , i s a s a t i s f a c t o r y 
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f o r m o f t h e o r y , , The most p e r v a s i v e c r i t i c i s m i s t h e 

a c c u s a t i o n t h a t t h e s e c o m p e t i t o r s a r e 8 s p e c u l a t i v e 5 . 

"The e r a o f what I have above c a l l e d 

" p r o t o s o c i o l o g y " was, as I h a v e n o t e d , 

c o n s p i c u o u s f o r t h e p r o m i n e n c e o f s p e c u l a t i v e 

s y s t e m s , o f w h i c h t h a t o f S p e n c e r i s an 

a d e q u a t e example" £ l 9 5 0 a * 3 5 l ] » 

'Hence so f a r as t h e o r y i n g e n e r a l i s i d e n t i ­

f i e d w i t h t h i s k i n d o f t h i n g , f t h e c o m p e t i t o r s j 

i t i s h e l d t o be " s p e c u l a t i v e " 9 o n l y f o r p e o p l e 

who h a ve n o t a b s o r b e d t h e d i s c i p l i n e o f 

s c i e n t i f i c c a u t i o n , o f a s s e r t i n g o n l y w h a t 

t h e y c a n d e m o n s t r a t e " (19 3 8 a s17=18 ) „ 

As t h e l a t t e r i n d i c a t e s t h i s means f i r s t o f a l l t h a t s u c h t h e o r i e s 

a r e n o n = v e r i f i a b l e , t h e y a r e "a m a t t e r o f s p e c u l a t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n 

w h i c h l e a d s away f r o m r e s p e c t f o r f a c t s ' [ l 9 ^ 5 as 2 2 ^ „ I n them 

t h e r e i s a ' p u r e l y i l l u s t r a t i v e r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e o r y and 

e m p i r i c a l f a c t " jj\ 9 5 0 a ° 3^9j ° A s s u c h t h e s e t h e o r i e s become 

' „ o o m a r r e d b y s c i e n t i f i c a l l y i r r e l e v a n t o r u n t e n a b l e e l e m e n t s ' 

f l 9 ^ 2 b g 1 2 4 ] . 

"Whatever was sound i n t h e s e o l d e r a t t e m p t s , 

as o f a Comte, a Spencer o r a Ma r x , t e n d e d t o 

be so i n t i m a t e l y b o u n d up w i t h s c i e n t i f i c a l l y 

d u b i o u s e l e m e n t s o f g r a n d i o s e s p e c u l a t i v e 

c o n s t r u c t i o n and m e t h o d o l o g i c a l a s s u m p t i o n 



and dogma t h a t t h e w h o l e genus o f a n a l y s i s 

has t e n d e d t o become d i s c r e d i t e d as a r e s u l t 

o f t h e g e n e r a l r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t s p e c u l a t i v e 

t h e o r i e s ' [ l9^2b?124] „ 

P a r s o n s example i s u t i l i t a r i a n p o s i t i v i s m £l 9^2bs 1 32-3J • He 

w r i t e s ; "Such a t r a d i t i o n o f t h o u g h t i s i n e v i t a b l y compounded o f 

v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t e l e m e n t s w h i c h t o d a y we f i n d i t c o n v e n i e n t t o 

d i s t i n g u i s h ' ( l 9^2b; 132=33 ° He d i s t i n g u i s h e d ' c e r t a i n e l e m e n t s 

o f g e n u i n e s c i e n t i f i c i n s i g h t ' |^19^2bs132| , ( l a r g e l y t h e b a s i c 

c o n c e p t s o f economic a n a l y s i s ) , f r o m e l e m e n t s w h i c h a r e 

s c i e n t i f i c a l l y i r r e l e v a n t , n a m e l y u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ' s e m p i r i c i s m , 

i t ' s i d e o l o g i c a l programme and i t ' s m e t a p h y s i c a l f a i t h i n science,, 

These come u n d e r t h e h e a d i n g o f b e i n g e m p i r i c a l l y n o n - v e r i f i a b l e b u t 

a l s o i n d i c a t e a se c o n d sense o f s p e c u l a t i o n T h e y a r e s p e c u l a t i v e 

i n t h e i r ' a n a l y t i c a l u n d e r p i n n i n g ' , 'Such s y s t e m s h a v e a n o t o r i o u s 

t e n d e n c y t o o v e r r e a c h t h e f a c t s and t h e i r own a n a l y t i c a l u n d e r ­

p i n n i n g a nd b y and l a r g e h a ve n o t , i n t h e m e a n i n g s o r i g i n a l l y meant 

b y t h e i r a u t h o r s , s t o o d t h e t e s t o f c o m p e t a n t c r i t i c i s m ' ^19^5&s 

22(S\ o By a n a l y t i c a l u n d e r p i n n i n g h e r e P a r s o n s i s p a r t l y r e f e r ­

r i n g t o t h e f a l l a c y o f m i s p l a c e d c o n c r e t e n e s s b u t a l s o t o 

t h e i n a d e q u a t e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f wha t a ' s y s t e m ' o f t h e o r y means 

i n s c i e n c e 0 

'The e s s e n t i a l d i f f i c u l t y w i t h t h e s p e c u l a t i v e 

s y s t e m s h as b e e n t h e i r p r e m a t u r e c l o s u r e w i t h o u t 

t h e r e q u e s i t e t h e o r e t i c a l c l a r i f i c a t i o n and i n t e ­

g r a t i o n , o p e r a t i o n a l t e c h n i q u e s o r e m p i r i c a l 
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e v i d e n c e , T h i s f o r c e d them t o use e m p i r i c a l 

m a t e r i a l s i n a p u r e l y i l l u s t r a t i v e way w i t h o u t 

s y s t e m a t i c v e r i f i c a t i o n o f g e n e r a l 

p r o p o s i t i o n s o r t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f e m p i r i c a l 

e v i d e n c e l e a d i n g t o m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e t h e o r y , , 

P u t a l i t t l e d i f f e r e n t l y , t h e y p r e s u m e d t o s e t 

up a t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m i n s t e a d o f a s y s t e m a t i c 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme' [l 950a;3523 » 

T h i s w i l l p r e o c c u p y much o f t h e l a t e r d i s c u s s i o n i n t h i s c h a p t e r . 

F o r t h e moment i t i s s u f f i c i e n t t o say t h a t t h e c o n c e p t o f s y s t e m 

i s t h e means b y w h i c h t h e o r y i s l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d o r a r t i c u l a t e d . 

P a r s o n s c a s t i g a t e s t h e s e c o m p e t i t o r s f o r u s i n g ' s p e c u l a t i v e ' r a t h e r 

t h a n ' s c i e n t i f i c ' s y s t e m s . An example o c c u r s i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

o f K l u c k h o l n wiio i s p r a i s e d f o r a v o i d i n g t h e s p e c u l a t i v e use o f 

t h e o r y ( 1 7 ) ° R e f e r r i n g t o ' t h e o l d c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d ' ( 1 9 ^ 6CS 

566) b y w h i c h c r o s s - c u l t u r a l r e g u l a r i t i e s w e r e i n t e g r a t e d o r 

a r t i c u l a t e d , P a r s o n s g.ves e x a m p l e s o f s u c h s p e c u l a t i v e s y s t e m s . 

The f i r s t i s t o r e l a t e s u c h r e g u l a r i t i e s t o 'ad hoc h y p o t h e s e s ' 

a b o u t human n a t u r e . S e c o n d l y s 

' S i n c e s u c h ad hoc h y p o t h e s e s l e d n o w h e r e , 

r e s o r t h as o f t e n b e e n h a d t o a n o t h e r l e v e l 

o f t h e o r i z i n g , t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f e v o l u ­

t i o n a r y schemas. T h e s e , a l s o , h a ve b e e n 

ad hoc c o n s t r u c t i o n s , and t h e i r i n h e r e n t 
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v u l n e r a b i l i t y h a s be e n l a r g e l y r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r t h e s c e p t i c a l r e a c t i o n w h i c h h a s gone 

u n d e r t h e name o f " d i f f u s i o n i s m " ' ( 1 9 ^ 6CS 5 6 6 ) o 

These d i s t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n s p e c u l a t i v e and s c i e n t i f i c s y s t e m s , 

t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s and s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l schemes w i l l n o t 

be t a k e n up a t t h i s p o i n t , i t i s s i m p l y o f n o t e h e r e t h a t a 

c e n t r a l m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m t o P a r s o n s w h i c h o c c u r s h e r e and 

if i l l r e o c c u r i n much o f what f o l l o w s , i s t h e n a t u r e o f a s y s t e m 

o f t h e o r y {Ha) „ 

I n t h e above m e n t i o n h a s b e e n made o f P a r s o n s r e g a r d i n g 

m a t t e r s o f m e t h o d o l o g y and m e t a p h y s i c s as s c i e n t i f i c a l l y i r r e l e v a n t , , 

T h i s t a k e s t h e d i s c u s s i o n t o h i s s p e c i f i c c r i t i c i s m o f t h e v i e w 

o f t h e o r y as i m m u t a b l y l i n k i n g s c i e n c e and t o t a l p h i l o s o p h i e s 0 

T h i s a p p r a a c h P a r s o n s sees as l e a d i n g t o a d i c h o t o m y . On t h e 

one s i d e i s t h e p o s i t i o n t h a t s c i e n c e and p h i l o s o p h y 8 m u s t 

n e c e s s a r i l y be bo u n d r i g i d l y t o g e t h e r i n a s i n g l e c o m p l e t e l y 

d e t e r m i n a t e s y s t e m " ( l 9 3 8 a s 1 0 ) . T h i s i m p l i e s t h a t t o a c c e p t 

a f a i r l y s i m p l e s c i e n t i f i c p r o p o s i t i o n i m p l i e s a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e 

w h o l e p h i l o s o p h i c a l u n d e r p i n n i n g and c o n v e r s e l y t h a t t h e c o m p l e x 

p r o b l e m s o f a t o t a l p h i l o s o p h y must be s o l v e d as a c o n d i t i o n o f 

s o l v i n g e l e m e n t a r y e m p i r i c a l p r o b l e m s 0 On t h e o t h e r s i d e i s t h e 

a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l e m p i r i c i s t r e a c t i o n d i v o r c i n g s c i e n c e f r o m 

p h i l o s o p h y , i n c l u d i n g t h e o r y i n science„ P a r s o n s r e g a r d s t h i s 

as a f a l s e d i l e m m a i n t h a t i t m i s c o n c e i v e s t h e r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n 

s c i e n c e and p h i l o s o p h y , , The two a r e n e i t h e r r i g i d l y b o u n d 
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t o g e t h e r n o r r a d i c a l l y d i v o r c e d . R a t h e r t h e y a r e i n t e r ­

d e p e n d e n t w h i c h i m p l i e s d e g r e e s o f i n d e p e n d e n c e on e i t h e r s i d e 

( I 9 3 8 a s 1 7 ) ° T h i s o f c o u r s e i s a s t a n d a r d f o r m u l a on P a r s o n s ' 

p a r t w h i c h c a n o b s c u r e r a t h e r t h a n i l l u m i n a t e 0 However h e r e 

i t c a n be n o t e d t h a t P a r s o n s goes on t o say; 

'Above a l l i t i s p e r f e c t l y p o s s i b l e f o r a 

s c i e n t i s t , e ven a t h e o r i s t , t o g e t ahead 

w i t h h i s w o r k w i t h o u t w o r r y i n g a b o u t a 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l s y s t e m i n g e n e r a l , b u t o n l y 

c o n s i d e r i n g p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s one 

b y one when and as t h e y d i r e c t l y i m p i n g e 

on h i s own s c i e n t i f i c p r o b l e m s ' ( l 9 3 8 a s 

1 7 ) . 

I n one sense P a r s o n s g e t s on w i t h h i s w o r k w i t h o u t w o r r y i n g a b o u t 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s b u t t h e p a s s a g e goes on t o say t h a t 

t h e s c i e n t i s t s h o u l d 5 o n l y c o n s i d e r p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s one 

b y one when and as t h e y d i r e c t l y i m p i n g e on h i s own s c i e n t i f i c 

p r o b l e m s ' . I t can be s u g g e s t e d t h a t w h a t t h i s means i s t h a t 

P a r s o n s t e n d s n o t t o r e d u c e s c i e n c e t o p h i l o s o p h y b u t r a t h e r t h e 

o p p o s i t e f o r s c i e n t i f i c p u r p o s e s ; t o t r a n s l a t e p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

p r o b l e m s i n t o t e r m s amenable t o s c i e n c e as he c o n c e i v e s i t 0 

T h i s i s t h e s t r a t e g y I have i d e n t i f i e d i n c h a p t e r I I I and i t w i l l 

be r e t u r n e d t o i n c h a p t e r V b u t f o r t h e moment P a r s o n s ' a p p r o a c h 

t o ' t h e r o l e o f i d e a s i n s o c i a l a c t i o n ' w i l l i l l u s t r a t e t h e p o i n t o 
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I n o p e n i n g h i s e s s a y P a r s o n s sayss '„.. t h e d i s c u s s i o n h a s , 

f o r t h e t a s t e o f t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r , b e e n a l t o g e t h e r t o o 

c l o s e l y l i n k e d t o p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o b l e m s and h a s s e l d o m b e e n 

b r o u g h t f a i r l y i n t o t h e f o r u m o f f a c t u a l o b s e r v a t i o n and t h e o r e -

t i c a l a n a l y s i s on t h e e m p i r i c a l l e v e l ' ( l 9 3 8 b s 6 5 2 ) . T h i s seems 

t o s u g g e s t t h a t P a r s o n s i s e s c h e w i n g t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o b l e m s 

g e n e r a l l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h a s c i e n c e o f i d e a s , s u c h as t h e i n d e p e n d e n t 

r e a l i t y o f i d e a s o r t h e c a u s a l r o l e o f ideas„ B u t P a r s o n s goes 

on t o says 

8 1 am f a r f r o m b e l i e v i n g t h a t s o c i a l o r any 

o t h e r s c i e n c e c a n l i v e i n a k i n d o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

vacuum, c o m p l e t e l y i g n o r i n g a l l p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

p r o b l e m s , b u t e v e n t h o u g h , as I have s t a t e d 

e l s e w h e r e , ( F o o t n o t e t o [ l937a]J s c i e n t i f i c 

and p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o b l e m s a r e c l o s e l y i n t e r ­

d e p e n d e n t , t h e y a r e n e v e r t h e l e s s a t t h e same 

t i m e i n d e p e n d e n t and c a n be t r e a t e d i n r e l a t i v e 

a b s t r a c t i o n f r o m e a c h o t h e r ' (1938bs652)<, 

C l e a r l y P a r s o n s i s aware o f t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o b l e m s , he makes 

r e f e r e n c e h e r e , i n a c a r i c a t u r e d f o r m , t o an i d e a l i s t i c m e t a -

p h y s i c . B u t h i s a p p r o a c h i s n o t t o r e g a r d s u c h p r o b l e m s i n 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l t e r m s b u t r a t h e r t o d e f i n e i d e a s i n s u c h a way ' t h a t 

i t c a n s e r v e as t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f a v a r i a b l e i n a s y s t e m o f 
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i n t e r d e p e n d e n t v a r i a b l e s ' ( l 9 3 8 b s 6 5 2 ) „ F u r t h e r , ' s i n c e t h e 

p r e s e n t c o n c e r n i s \ \ r h o l l y s c i e n t i f i c ' (1938b s 653) t h e s o l e 

i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s a r e w h e t h e r i d e a s c a n be e s t a b l i s h e d as a 

c a u s a l v a r i a b l e w i t h some d e g r e e o f i n d e p e n d e n c e f r o m o t h e r c a u s a l 

v a r i a b l e s . So P a r s o n s t a k e s o v e r a p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o b l e m and 

t r a n s f o r m s i t i n t o a m a t t e r o f t h e f o r m u l a t i o n o f ' v a r i a b l e s ' , 

a manoeuvre w h i c h o b s c u r e s t h e manner i n w h i c h ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l ' 

p r o b l e m s a r e o p e r a t i v e i n h i s w o r k . 

The n e x t t h r e e c r i t i c a l p o i n t s r e l a t e s p e c i f i c a l l y t o t h e 

n o t i o n o f t h e o r y as ' b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ' , 

'The t h e o r y o f a n a l y t i c a l m e c h a n i c s , o r o f 

g e n e r a l p h y s i o l o g y , on t h e o t h e r h a n d , does 

n o t as s u c h c o n t a i n any e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i -

z a t i o n s a t a l l . I t i s a s e t o f t o o l s b y 

w h i c h , w o r k i n g on a d e q u a t e d a t a , b o t h s p e c i f i c 

e m p i r i c a l s o l u t i o n s and e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a ­

t i o n s c a n be a r r i v e d a t , To make e m p i r i c a l 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n t h e c e n t r a l f o c u s o f t h e o r y 

i n a s c i e n c e i s t o p u t t h e c a r t b e f o r e t h e 

h o r s e ' [ l 9^5as 21 9] , 

I n r e j e c t i n g b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s as t h e b a s i s o f 

t h e o r y P a r s o n s t e n d s t o r e j e c t t h e v i e w t h a t t h e o r y i s composed 

o f g e n e r a l p r o p o s i t i o n s o r l a w s . To P a r s o n s t h e s e a r e s e c o n d a r y 

t o t h e e l e m e n t s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f w h i c h i s s t a t e d i n a l a w . 

file:////rholly
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' I n d e e d i t c a n be s a i d t h a t a n y s y s t e m o f 

sound e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s i m p l i e s a 

g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m ' [ l 9^+5as 22oJ , 

The p r i m a r y t a s k , t h e n , i s t o i d e n t i f y c a u s a l e l e m e n t s and l o g i c a l l y , 

r a t h e r t h a n l a w f u l l y , o r d e r them. As w i l l be shown l a t e r t h i s 

i s c o n n e c t e d w i t h P a r s o n s ' d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e a n a l y t i c a l 

and s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l a p p r o a c h e s t o t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s . Once 

a g a i n P a r s o n s ' d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h c o m p e t i n g modes o f t h e o r i z i n g 

l e a d s h i m t o t h e p r o b l e m o f s y s t e m . 

The n a t u r e o f t h e c o n c e p t u a l c o m p onents o f a t h e o r y i s 

P a r s o n s ' s e c o n d s p e c i f i c o b j e c t i o n t o t h e b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a ­

l i z a t i o n a p p r o a c h , F a c t o r t h e o r i e s t e n d t o t a k e c o n c r e t e u n i t s 

n o t a b s t r a c t e l e m e n t s as t h e i r f a c t o r s . T h i s i s r e f e r r e d t o , 

i n c i d e n t a l l y , a t many p o i n t s ? 

' O 0 o M a r x i a n t h e o r y r e s t s on an a n a l y t i c a l 

b a s i s e s s e n t i a l l y d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t w h i c h 

i s t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t o f t h e p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n . 

F o r i t , t h e t o t a l c o n c r e t e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e 

i n d u s t r i a l e n t e r p r i s e i s a " f a c t o r " , tech<= 

n o l o g y , s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n and a l l . The 

p r e s e n t a t t e m p t i s t o b r e a k down e n t i t i e s l i k e 

t h i s i n t o s i m p l e r e l e m e n t s . , , , 1 ( I 9 3 8 b s 6 5 6 ) . 

'The p r e v a i l i n g e x p l a n a t i o n s t a l k a b o u t t h e 

" p s y c h o l o g i c a l " , " e c o n o m i c " , o r " p o l i t i c a l " 

a s p e c t s o f b e h a v i o u r . The t e n d e n c y h as b e e n 
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t o t r e a t t h e s e a s p e c t s as t h e b e h a v i o u r 

a p p r o p r i a t e t o f i c t i t i o u s t y p e s o f man l i k e 

" t h e e c o n o m i c man", The f o l l o w i n g m o d e l i s 

i n t e n d e d t o c u t a c r o s s t h e s e s p e c i a l i z e d and 

narro\if a b s t r a c t i o n s ' [ i9^1bs44] „ 

E x p l i c i t d i s c u s s i o n o f c o n c r e t e t y p e s and a n a l y t i c a l e l e m e n t s i s 

o n l y c o n s i d e r e d i n t h i s p e r i o d i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h Weber's i d e a l 

t y p e s ( s e e b e l o w ) , B u t c l e a r l y t h e d i s t i n c t i o n , so p r o m i n a n t i n 

The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , c o n t i n u e s t o be i m p o r t a n t f o r 

P a r s o n s , as h i s s c e p t i c i s m o f b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n 

i n d i c a t e s Q F o r h i m , s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l schemes a r e composed 

o f a n a l y t i c a l e l e m e n t s , n o t c o n c r e t e types,, 

The t h i r d c r i t i c i s m o f t h e b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n 

a p p r o a c h c o n c e n t r a t e s on t h e i n a d e q u a c i e s o f t h e ' f a c t o r ' t y p e 

o f t h e o r y . F o r P a r s o n s f a c t o r t h e o r i e s h a ve t h e e f f e c t o f e v a d i n g 

t h e p r o b l e m s o f a g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r y o f s p e c i f i c a l l y s o c i a l s y s t e m s 0 

T h i s o c c u r s i n i t i a l l y t h r o u g h a t t r i b u t i n g p r i m a r y c a u s a l 

i m p o r t a n c e t o f a c t o r s n o t p e c u l i a r t o s o c i a l s y s t e m s , s u c h as 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l and b i o l o g i c a l factors„ B u t t h e e r r o r s w h i c h o r i g i n a t e 

h e r e s p i l l o v e r i n t o f a c t o r t h e o r i e s w h i c h s t r e s s f a c t o r s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f s o c i a l s y s t e m s and so d i s t o r t t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f s o c i a l s y s t e m s , As su c h P a r s o n s ' c r i t i c i s m o f f a c t o r t h e o r i e s 

£l 9^5as 220=33 i s b a s e d o n h i s c r i t i c i s m o f p o s i t i v i s m a l r e a d y 

c o v e r e d a b ove. They w i l l be b r i e f l y r e p e a t e d h e r e t o r e i n f o r c e 

t h e p o i n t s made ab o v e , i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e p o i n t t h a t p o s i t i v i s t i c 
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t h e o r i e s a r e n o t ' a d e q u a t e ' t o t h e e m p i r i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

o f s o c i a l s y s t e m s . 

P a r s o n s c l a s s i f i e s f a c t o r t h e o r i e s i n t o t h r e e g r o u p s 0 

The f i r s t [ l 9^5as 22lJ s t r e s s e s e n v i r o n m e n t a l and b i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s 

b e i n g e q u i v a l e n t t o ' a n t i = i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m ' 0 H e r e 

t h e ' s o c i o l o g i c a l ' t h e o r y i s s i m p l y a m a t t e r o f g e n e r a l i z i n g , s a y , 

a b i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y t o s o c i a l b e h a v i o u r 0 F o r e x a m p l e , t h e 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e t h e o r y o f n a t u r a l s e l e c t i o n t o s o c i a l d e v e l o p s 

mento P a r s o n s a g r e e s t h a t human b e i n g s a r e b i o l o g i c a l o r g a n i s m s 

b u t t h i s t y p e o f t h e o r y f o r g e t s ' t h e d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f human 

s o c i e t y i n o t h e r r e s p e c t s ' [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 | | t h a n t h e b i o l o g i c a l „ 

' T h i s h a s l e d t o w i d e s p r e a d n e g l e c t o f 

t h e f u n d a m e n t a l c a n o n o f s c i e n c e , t h e n e e d 

t o s t u d y i n t h e v e r y f i r s t i n s t a n c e t h e f a c t s 

o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r phenomena » f l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 l ] . 

The s e c o n d t y p e o f f a c t o r t h e o r y i s e x e m p l i f i e d b y u t i l i t a r i a n 

s o c i a l t h o u g h t £ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 2 j „ Here t h e f a c t o r e m p h a s i s e d i s 

t h e ' r a t i o n a l a d a p t i o n o f means t o g i v e n ends i n t e c h n o l o g i c a l 

o r economic c o n t e x t s ' , t h a t i s , u n l i k e t h e f i r s t g r o u p , a f a c t o r 

' p r e d o m i n e n t l y o b s e r v e d i n human s o c i a l b e h a v i o u r ' . B u t 

em p h a s i s on t h i s f a c t o r 'has i m p l i e d a v e r y s p e c i f i c f o r m o f 

g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m ' , s p e c i f i c i n t h e sense t h a t i t 

t r e a t s t h e above f a c t o r ' i n s u c h a way as t o i g n o r e m a j o r e l e m e n t s 

o f t h e c o n t e x t i n w h i c h t h e f a c t o r o p e r a t e ( s ) i n s o c i a l s y s t e m s ' . 
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The e f f e c t , i n a r a t h e r more s u b t l e way i n t h i s c a s e , i s a g a i n t h e 

d e n i a l o f " t h e e m p i r i c a l r e l e v a n c e o f a d i s t i n c t i v e l y s o c i a l 

s y s t e m ' . T h i s o c c u r s t h r o u g h t h e i m p o s i t i o n o f a c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme d r a w n f r o m n a t u r a l s c i e n c e s 

'The u t i l i t a r i a n t y p e o f f a c t o r a n a l y s i s 

i s a n a l o g o u s t o t h e e n v i r o n m e n t a l and 

b i o l o g i c a l i n t h a t i t s i n g l e s o u t e l e m e n t s 

w h i c h a l s o c a n be t r e a t e d i n c o m p l e t e 

a b s t r a c t i o n f r o m s o c i a l s y s t e m s as s u c h . 

A c t u a l r a t i o n a l b e h a v i o u r i s n o t , o f c o u r s e , 

o b s e r v e d a p a r t f r o m s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s . B u t 

t h e i m p l i c i t c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s s u c h t h a t 

o t h e r e l e m e n t s , o f a " s o c i a l " r a t h e r t h a n a 

b i o l o g i c a l o r e n v i r o n m e n t a l c h a r a c t e r , e n t e r 

o n l y i n t h e r o l e o f c o n d i t i o n s o f t h e s i t u a t i o n 

i n w h i c h p e o p l e a c t . T h e y become, t h a t i s , 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y e q u i v a l e n t t o t h e p h y s i c a l e n v i r o n ­

ment and a r e t h u s d e p r i v e d o f any d i s t i n c t i v e 

t h e o r e t i c a l r o l e i n t h e s o c i a l s y s t e m o f a c t i o n 

i t s e l f [19^5a:222] , 

So a g a i n P a r s o n s ' c o m p l a i n t i s t h a t f a c t o r t h e o r i z i n g o f t h i s 

k i n d i s n o t ' a d e q u a t e f o r t h e s o l u t i o n o f t h e p r e s s i n g r a n g e o f 

e m p i r i c a l p r o b l e m s w h i c h have d o m i n a t e d s o c i a l s c i e n c e ' (l945as 

223] . 
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The t h i r d t y p e o f f a c t o r t h e o r y i s D u r k h e i m ' s e m p h a s i s 

on t h e s o c i a l f a c t o r £i 9^5as 2 2 3 ] . Of t h i s P a r s o n s sayss 

" I f h o w e v e r t h i s a l t e r n a t i v e i s t a k e n as s i m p l y a n o t h e r " f a c t o r " 

t h e o r y i t i n v o l v e s t h e same t h e o r e t i c a l and e m p i r i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s 

w h i c h a l l o t h e r s i m i l a r c o n s t r u c t i o n s do' ^ 1 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 3 j o He does 

n o t s p e c i f y q u i t e w h a t d i f f i c u l t i e s he has i n m i n d , a l t h o u g h t h e 

c r i t i c i s m s o f u t i l i t a r i a n i s m above i s e m p l o y e d a g a i n s t D u r k h e i m ' s 

' s o c i o l o g i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m ' i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n 0 

More p e r t i n a n t i s a s e c o n d c r i t i c i s m w h i c h P a r s o n s d i r e c t s a g a i n s t 

a l l t h r e e c l a s s e s o f f a c t o r t h e o r y , t h e i r e m p i r i c i s t e p i s t e m o l o g y 0 

Once a g i v e n f a c t o r i s e m p h a s i s e d t h e t h e o r y d e v e l o p e d i s assumed 

t o be c a p a b l e o f e x p l a i n i n g a c o n c r e t e f i e l d o f phenomena? 

' U n t i l r e c e n t l y i t h a s b e e n r a r e t o f i n d 

v e r y much i n s i g h t i n t o t h e s e n s e s i n w h i c h 

s c i e n t i f i c t h e o r y on p r a c t i c a l l y a l l l e v e l s 

i s a b s t r a c t o Thus n a t u r a l s e l e c t i o n h a s b e e n 

i n t e r p r e t e d as a g e n e r a l i z e d d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 

p r o c e s s b y w h i c h changes i n o r g a n i c s p e c i e s 

came a b o u t - n o t as t h e f o r m u l a t i o n o f c e r t a i n 

e l e m e n t s i n t h e p r o c e s s w h i c h m i g h t h ave a more 

o r l e s s d o m i n a n t r o l e r e l a t i v e t o o t h e r s i n 

d i f f e r e n t cases<, The e f f e c t o f t h i s t e n d e n c y 

t o " e m p i r i c a l c l o s u r e " o f a s y s t e m i s t o make i t s 

a p p l i c a t i o n t o any g i v e n f i e l d , e s p e c i a l l y a new 

one, a r i g i d l y s i m p l e q u e s t i o n o f w h e t h e r i t 
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" a p p l i e s " o r n o t , A p p l i c a t i o n i s i n t e r p r e t e d 

i n " a l l o r none" t e r m s = i t i s e i t h e r a c a se o r 

n o t , I f i t i s i n any sense a c a s e , t h e n t h e r e 

i s no i n c e n t i v e t o l o o k f u r t h e r and s t u d y t h e 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f t h e f a c t o r s t h u s f o r m u l a t e d 

w i t h o t h e r s w h i c h m i g h t be i n v o l v e d , s i n c e t h e 

l a t t e r a r e assumed n o t t o e x i s t o r t o be 

u n i m p o r t a n t ' £l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 1 = 2 ] . 

T h i s h a s a l r e a d y b e e n d i s c u s s e d a b o v e . I t l e a d s h e r e t o a f u r t h e r 

g e n e r a l c r i t i c i s m o f u n s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r m s o f t h e o r i z i n g ; ' t h e 

d i v i s i o n o f t h e f i e l d i n t o w a r r i n g " s c h o o l s " o f t h o u g h t ' [l9k5&i 

2 2 3 ] . 

T h e r e i s n o t o f c o u r s e , j u s t one t o t a l p h i l o s o p h y , b u t a 

p l u r a l i t y . I f a p a r t i c u l a r t h e o r e t i c a l a p p r o a c h i s i n e v i t a b l y 

l i n k e d t o a p h i l o s o p h y , t h e n t h e p l u r a l i t y o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o s i t i o n s 

s p i l l s o v q r i n t o s c i e n c e . As f o r t h e b r o a d e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n 

a p p r o a c h , P a r s o n s n o t e s s ' I n d e e d i t i s i n t e r m s o f s u c h views; i f 

n o t t h e i r p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o s i t i o n s t h a t s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r i e s 

a r e c l a s s i f i e d . We have e v o l u t i o n a r y v s , c y c l i c a l t h e o r i e s , 

e c o n o m i c , b i o l o g i c a l , r e l i g i o u s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ' ( 1 9 3 8 a : 1 7 ) 0 

Each t h e o r y h a s some e m p i r i c a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n , i n t h a t t o P a r s o n s 

t h e y e a c h p i c k o u t a g e n e r a l a s p e c t o f a l l s o c i a l phenomenon. B u t 

f r o m t h e i r e m p i r i c i s t p o s i t i o n s t h e y m i s t a k e t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r 

a s p e c t f o r t h e c o n c r e t e phenomenon i n i t s e n t i r e t y . So t h e 

v a r i o u s t h e o r i e s become m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e c o m p e t i t o r s . 
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The s i t u a t i o n o f w a r r i n g s c h o o l s P a r s o n s f i n d s ' d e p l o r a b l e ' 

( 1 9 3 8 a ; 1 6 ) s 

' I n d e e d , t h a t t h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g w r o n g w i t h 

c u r r e n t s o c i a l t h e o r y seems t o me t o be c l e a r l y 

i n d i c a t e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t t h e r e i s s u c h d r a s t i c 

l a c k o f ag r e e m e n t and t h a t most p e o p l e who 

w r i t e and t a l k a b o u t i t f e e l i m p e l l e d t o 

d i v i d e t h e o r i s t s up i n t o " s c h o o l s " w h i c h , i t 

goes w i t h o u t s a y i n g , a r e m u t u a l l y i n c o m p a t i b l e 

so t h a t a p e r s o n who a g r e e s w i t h one s c h o o l i n 

a l m o s t any r e s p e c t , must b y d e f i n i t i o n oppose 

a l l o t h e r s c h o o l s i n a l l r e s p e c t s ' ( l 9 3 8 a ; l 6 ) . 

T h i s s o r r y s t a t e o f a f f a i r s means t h a t r a t h e r t h a n s o c i o l o g y 

h a v i n g ' t h a t f u n d a m e n t a l u n i t y o f o u t l o o k and p u r p o s e w h i c h I t h i n k 

a l l o f u s f e e l s h o u l d a c t u a t e t h e w o r k e r s i n a f i e l d o f s c i e n c e ' 

( 1 9 3 8 a ; 1 3 ) i t i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y c o n t r o v e r s y a t i t s v e r y c o r e , 

f o r e x a m p l e , o v e r t h e c o n t e n t o f e l e m e n t a r y c o u r s e s . ( I 9 3 8 a s 1 3 ) . 

To a t t a i n a u n i f i e d p o s i t i o n a l o g i c a l l y e l a b o r a t e d b o d y o f 

t h e o r y i s n e c e s s a r y , b u t t o P a r s o n s , t h i s must be an a l t e r n a t i v e 

f o r m o f t h e o r y t o t h e two c o m p e t i t o r s o u t l i n e d h e r e ; b o t h o f them 

a r e b o u n d up w i t h d i v i s i o n and t h e l a c k o f s y s t e m a t i c i n t e g r a t i o n . 

The p r o b l e m o f s y s t e m t h e n , a g a i n a r i s e s o u t o f P a r s o n s d i s s a t i s ­

f a c t i o n x ^ i t h t h e w a r o f c o m p e t i n g s c h o o l s . 
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So f a r t h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems j u s t i f y i n g 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y has been c o n f i n e d t o l o c a t i n g what t o 

Parsons are t h e areas o f iireakness i n o t h e r forms o f t h e o r y he 

f e e l s t o be l a c k i n g 0 The aim has been t o draw o u t the problems 

Parsons f i n d s i m p o r t a n t and w h i c h he might be expected t o at t e m p t 

t o overcome i n h i s own t h e o r y . I n summary themost i m p o r t a n t 

p o i n t s above are threefold„ F i r s t l y , Parsons' stat e m e n t on t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f science and p h i l o s o p h y m i r r o r s a s t r a t e g y d e t e c t e d 

a l r e a d y i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l problems i n t o t h e framework o f a p r e - e s t a b l i s h e d 

n o t i o n o f science„ Secondly, Parsons' l o n g s t a n d i n g emphasis 

on t h e a n a l y t i c a l n a t u r e o f science comes t h r o u g h here a g a i n , 

science i s concerned w i t h a b s t r a c t aspects o f c o n c r e t e r e a l i t i e s 

w h i c h means t h a t i n m a t t e r s o f methodology t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

t h i s must be a prime concern, F i n a l l y , a theme w h i c h a g a i n 

was p r e s e n t i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n b u t one whi c h , as 

we s h a l l see, now becomes predominant, the n a t u r e o f systems i n 

scie n c e o 

So f a r t h i s s e c t i o n has a t t e m p t e d t o e l u c i d a t e Parsons' 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems by examining h i s remarks 

on forms o f t h e o r y d i f f e r e n t from h i s own„ I w i l l now t u r n 

t o h i s more e x p l i c i t d i s c u s s i o n o f what t o him are t h e p r e s s i n g 

i s s u e s i n t h e methodology o f s c i e n c e , 
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i i o Parsons' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems f a c i n g 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y . 

To Parsons 8 the two most g e n e r a l f u n c t i o n s o f t h e o r y are t h e 

f a c i l i t a t i o n o f d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s ' [l9^5as213] i 

'A g e n e r a l i z e d s o c i a l system i s a c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme, n o t an e m p i r i c a l phenomenon. I t i s 

a l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d system o f g e n e r a l i z e d 

concepts o f e m p i r i c a l r e f e r e n c e i n terms o f 

which an i n d e f i n i t e number o f c o n c r e t e l y 

d i f f e r i n g e m p i r i c a l systems can be d e s c r i b e d 

and a n a l y z e d 1 [ l 9^0as 71] « 

The t a s k o f t h i s s e c t i o n i s t o b r i n g o u t what Parsons understands 

t o b& t h e problems o f d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s and how he sees 

g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y as p r o v i d i n g s o l u t i o n s t o these problems. 

D e s c r i p t i o n w i l l be t a k e n f i r s t . 

For Parsons a d e s c r i p t i o n o f r e a l i t y always i n v o l v e s an 

a b s t r a c t i o n from r e a l i t y . Speaking o f , and e n t i r e l y a g r e e i n g 

w i t h ¥eber he sayss 

'At the same time he found i t necessary 

t o a t t a c k a n o t h e r v e r y common m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

m i s c o n c e p t i o n , t h a t e i t h e r t h e aim o r the 

a c t u a l r e s u l t o f s c i e n t i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
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i n any f i e l d can be t o a t t a i n a complete 

p i c t u r e o f t h e o n t o l o g i c a l r e a l i t y o f t h e 

phenomena, Over a g a i n s t t h i s he s e t t h e 

view t h a t a l l e m p i r i c a l knowledge i s i n t h e 

n a t u r e o f t h e case a b s t r a c t ' £l94la;9j« 

A b s t r a c t i o n means t h a t a d e s c r i p t i o n i n v o l v e s two processes! 

s e l e c t i o n and ordering,, A d e s c r i p t i o n i s n o t t o be confused 

w i t h t h e phenomenon i t d e s c r i b e s , i t i s f i r s t o f a l l a s e l e c t i o n 

from t h e c o n c r e t e phenomenon; ' I f we d i d n o t s e l e c t , i f we d i d 

no t a b s t r a c t , t he w r i t i n g o f h i s t o r y would t a k e as l o n g as 

the making o f h i s t o r y " [l9klhikb~] 0 Parsons r e f e r s t o 'the v a s t 

w e l t e r o f m i s c e l l a n e o u s f a c t s we f a c e ' and t h e problem o f t h e 

' s e l e c t i v e c r i t e r i a as t o w h i c h are i m p o r t a n t and which can s a f e l y 

be n e g l e c t e d ' ( l 9 3 8 a s 2 0 ) o Secondly, a d e s c r i p t i o n i n v o l v e s a 

'coherent o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e f a c t u a l m a t e r i a l t h u s s e l e c t e d 

w i t h o u t which a s t u d y i s u n i n t e l l i g i b l e ' (l938as20)„ I n h i s 

c r i t i c a l r e v i e w o f E.L, T h o r n d i k e ' s Human Nat u r e and t h e S o c i a l 

O r d e r a Parsons n o t e s t h a t s 'Many o f T h o r n d i k e ' s f a c t s and 

o b s e r v a t i o n s are o f g r e a t e m p i r i c a l importance t o many s o c i o l o ­

g i c a l problems' ( 1 9 4 1 C S 2 8 0 ) o But he complains t h a t ' f o r t h e 

p r e s e n t t h e y are s i m p l y " t h i n g s which have t o be t a k e n account o f " , 

and remain r e l a t i v e l y i s o l a t e d e m p i r i c a l t h i n g s ' ( 1 9 4 1 C ; 2 8 1 ) . There 

i s no o r d e r i n T h o r n d i k e ' s e m p i r i c a l o b s e r v a t i o n s which g i v e them 

i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y o 
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I t i s from t h e a b s t r a c t s t a t u s o f d e s c r i p t i o n t h a t 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems a r i s e w h i c h n e c e s s i t a t e g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y o These problems are common t o a l l s c i e n c e [J\9k'\h%kU^ b u t 

Parsons suggests t h e y are m a g n i f i e d i n s o c i a l s cience ((11938as 18) 

[l950as3^8] ) o They w i l l be d i s c u s s e d here under two headi n g s , 

the "adequacy 9 and 'completeness' o f d e s c r i p t i o n s 0 I n each case 

I w i l l a t t e m p t t o i n d i c a t e how g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s 

i n t e n d e d t o cope w i t h t he problems„ 

To t a k e t h e problem o f adequacy f i r s t , a f a c t u a l d e s c r i p t i o n 

always i n v o l v e s s e l e c t i o n and o r d e r i n g 8 i n terms o f a c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme'o On t h e one hand, t h e n , t h e r e i s t h e problem o f e n s u r i n g 

t h a t any p a r t i c u l a r d e s c r i p t i o n i s adequate i n terms o f t h e 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme employed,, But on t h e o t h e r hand, as has a l r e a d y 

been i n f e r r e d i n t h e d i s c u s s i o n above, t h e r e i s t h e converse 

problem; o f e n s u r i n g t he adequacy o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme t o 

e m p i r i c a l phenomena,, I t i s c l e a r l y t h e l a t t e r w h i c h l i e s b e h i n d 

Parsons' c r i t i c i s m s o f p o s i t i v i s t i c and f a c t o r t h e o r i e s , h i s c l a i m 

t h a t t h e y a t t e m p t ' t o exten d t he s p e c i f i c t h o u g h t p a t t e r n s and 

c o n c l u s i o n s o f p h y s i c a l and b i o l o g i c a l s c i e n c e t o t h e s o c i a l 

f i e l d " ( l 9 ^ 7 a ; 2 4 3 ) r a t h e r t h a n b a s i n g t h e i r c o n c e p t u a l frameworks 

on ' c a r e f u l s p e c i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e f a c t s o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r 

f i e l d i n q u e s t i o n ' ( 1 9kjat 2^3) <. From t h i s i t becomes e v i d e n t 

t h a t t h e r e i s an a m b i g u i t y i n t h e problem o f adequacy,, IS. t h e 

c r i t e r i o n o f adequacy t o l i e i n t h e c o n c e p t u a l scheme employed by 
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t h e s c i e n t i s t o r i n the e m p i r i c a l phenomena s t u d i e d by t h e 

s c i e n t i s t o r i n a c o m b i n a t i o n o f both? 

I n s t a n c e s o f each can be found i n Parsons' w r i t i n g s , , W i t h 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h e f i r s t , where a c o n c e p t u a l scheme a c t s as a 

c r i t e r i o n o f an adequate d e s c r i p t i o n Parsons sayss 

' „ o e i t i s t h e essence o f the o r d e r i n g f u n c t i o n 

o f t h e o r y t h a t any o l d f a c t s , however t r u e , w i l l 

n o t do, b u t o n l y those w h i c h " f i t " t h e c a t e ­

g o r i e s o f t h e system,, What f a c t s i t i s 

i m p o r t a n t t o know are r e l a t i v e t o the l o g i c a l 

s t r u c t u r e o f t h e t h e o r y ' (l938ag19)» 

So, f o r example, p a r t o f Parsons' s t r i c t u r e s on Weber's concept 

o f r a t i o n a l a c t i o n I s t h a t i t cannot, w i t h i n t h e frame o f r e f e r e n c e 

o f a c t i o n , w h i c h i s here the c r i t e r i o n o f adequacy, g i v e an adequate 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f a c o n c r e t e a c t o r system o f a c t s [19^1 as 1 6-1 7J » 

Here t h e n t h e adequacy o f f a c t u a l s t atements o r s u b s t a n t i v e 

d e s c r i p t i v e concepts i s e v a l u a t e d i n terms o f t h e s c i e n t i s t ' s 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme„ 

But on t h e o t h e r hand Parsons a l s o says, i n an essay which 

employs, by analogy, t h e d o c t o r - p a t i e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p as a 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme t o s e l e c t i v e l y o r g a n i z e a wide range o f e m p i r i c a l 

phenomena r e l a t i n g t o propaganda and s o c i a l c o n t r o l s 'Very g r e a t 

care must, however, be t a k e n t o a v o i d m i s l e a d i n g a n a l o g i e s , and t o 
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base c o n c l u s i o n s o n l y on t h e a c t u a l n a t u r e o f t h e r e s p e c t i v e 

systems' [ l 9 ^ 2 c g l 6 l ] ° Agains 'Since t h e s c i e n t i s t cannot d e a l 

w i t h events i n a l l t h e i r uniqueness, t h e b e s t he can do i s t o 

c o n s t r u c t a c o n c e p t u a l model which r e f l e c t s x ^ i t h a minimum o f 

d i s t o r t i o n c e r t a i n i m p o r t a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s w h i c h p r e v a i l between 

the phenomena' [lyklbikk] „ Here t h e n concepts employed by analogy 

and c o n c e p t u a l models must ' a b s t r a c t i m m e d i a t e l y from the c o n c r e t e 

b e h a v i o u r o f men i n s o c i a l systems' [19^1t>s44] and t h e i r adequacy 

must be judged by r e f e r e n c e t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena. 

The s e r i o u s n e s s o f the a m b i g u i t y can be i l l u s t r a t e d by 

r e f e r r i n g t o the c o n c l u d i n g s e c t i o n o f Parsons' essay ' C e r t a i n 

P r i m a r y Sources and P a t t e r n s o f A g g r e s s i o n i n t h e S o c i a l S t r u c t u r e 

o f t h e Western World' [ l 9^6b 5 320-2] „ Here Parsons wishes ' t o c a l l 

e x p l i c i t a t t e n t i o n t o some o f the l i m i t a t i o n s o f t h e a n a l y s i s j u s t 

developed' i n o r d e r t o ' f o r e s t a l l m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

I n terms o f the above d i s c u s s i o n t h i s aim i s f a r from s a t i s f i e d , . 

The l i m i t e d and s e l e c t i v e n a t u r e o f the a n a l y s i s i s s t r e s s e d ! 

' I t i s t h u s n o t i n any sense a complete o r 

balanced p i c t u r e o f the dynamic p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

balance o f Western s o c i e t y , even so f a r as 

such a p i c t u r e c o u l d be drawn i n t h e l i g h t 

o f p r e s e n t knowledge and on a comparable 

l e v e l o f g e n e r a l i t y and a b s t r a c t i o n ' 0 

[ l 9^6b s 320] . 
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T h i s n i c e l y expresses t he ambiguity,, I s the adequacy o f 

Parsons" account t o be judged i n terms o f 'present knowledge' 

which seems t o p o i n t i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l phenomena 

as t h e i m p o r t a n t c r i t e r i o n o r i t s ' l e v e l o f g e n e r a l i t y and 

a b s t r a c t i o n ' w h i c h l a y s t he emphasis on the c o n c e p t u a l scheme 

employed? Both seem t o be c o n s i d e r e d r e l e v a n t by P a r s o n s 0 

He n o t e s a number o f e m p i r i c a l r e s t r i c t i o n s t o the g e n e r a l i t y 

o f h i s account o f t h e problem, a d m i t t i n g t h a t i t a p p l i e s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t o American, u r b a n , m i d d l e - c l a s s a d u l t s and would 

have t o be m o d i f i e d t o a p p l y t o non=Araerican ) r u r a l , p r o l e t a r i a n , 

p r e - i n d u s t r i a l and/or a d o l e s c e n t p o p u l a t i o n s 0 T h i s seems t o 

suggest t h a t t h e adequacy o f Parsons' c o n c e p t u a l scheme f o r t h e 

s t u d y o f a g g r e s s i o n i s d e l i m i t e d by s p e c i f i a b l e e m p i r i c a l 

c o n d i t i o n s 0 

Yet on t h e o t h e r hand Parsons says; 

'This a n a l y s i s has been couched i n terms 

o f a v e r y h i g h l e v e l o f " i d e a l - t y p i c a l " 

a b s t r a c t i o n . I t has presumed t o d e a l 

w i t h t h e s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e and p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

dynamics o f the Western w o r l d as a whole, 

i n f u l l consciousness o f the f a c t t h a t 

t h e r e are and have been innumerable ranges 

o f v a r i a t i o n w i t h i n t h i s enormously 

c o m p l i c a t e d s o c i o c u l t u r a l system' 

[1 946b g 320] . 
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So a l t h o u g h a d m i t t i n g t h a t e m p i r i c a l s i t u a t i o n s can v a r y from 

h i s account Parsons c l a i m s t h a t i t i s c a s t on a l e v e l o f 

a b s t r a c t i o n capable o f g r a s p i n g t h e s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l dynamics o f the w e s t e r n w o r l d as a whole« i 0 e 0 

t h a t i t i s a b l e t o i n c o r p o r a t e t he e m p i r i c a l v a r i a t i o n s mentioned 

above,, T h i s seems t o i m p l y a judgement t h a t some f a c t s , v i z , 

t h e e m p i r i c a l f e a t u r e s o f a p o p u l a t i o n o f u r b a n , m i d d l e c l a s s , 

American a d u l t s are more i m p o r t a n t t h a n o t h e r s , v i z , t h e 

e m p i r i c a l f e a t u r e s o f r u r a l , p r o l e t a r i a n , p r e - i n d u s t r i a l and/or 

a d o l e s c e n t p o p u l a t i o n s s T h i s i s s t a t e d by Parsons when he says 

t h a t h i s i d e a l t y p e i s ' o f prime s t r a t e g i c s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r t he 

whole Western w o r l d ' [ I 9 ^ 6 b s 3 2 l j „ So f a c t s w h i c h f a l l o u t s i d e 

Parsons' scope 'are, however e x t r e m e l y d e v i a n t , v a r i a t i o n s on 

the same fundamental themes' [\9k6bt322] a Parsons i s t h e n 

e v a l u a t i n g what i s fundamental and what i s a v a r i a t i o n , o r indeed 

a d e v i a t i o n , , 

' I t i s a q u e s t i o n , n o t o f a r i g h t and a 

wrong a n a l y s i s , b u t o f the a p p r o p r i a t e 

a d a p t i o n o f one which i s i n the n a t u r e 

o f t h e case g e n e r a l and a b s t r a c t , t o the 

c o n c r e t e l y v a r i a b l e c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f 

d i f f e r e n t p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n s . T h i s 

a d a p t i o n i s ac h i e v e d , n o t by s u b s t i t u t i n g 

a new " c o r r e c t " f o r an i n c o r r e c t e x p l a n a t i o n , 

file:///9k6bt322
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b u t by i n t r o d u c i n g an a n a l y s i s o f t h e 

e f f e c t o f s p e c i f i c m o d i f i c a t i o n s o f the 

g e n e r a l i z e d s t r u c t u r e p r e s e n t e d h e r e , and 

by t a l c i n g account o f a d d i t i o n a l f a c t o r s 

w h i c h t h e g e n e r a l i t y o f t h i s a n a l y s i s 

has n o t p e r m i t t e d t o be t r e a t e d ' [~\9k6bz 

322} . 

Once a g a i n Parsons' account c l a i m s t o be g e n e r a l and a b s t r a c t as 

a g a i n s t 11 the c o n c r e t e l y v a r i e d c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f d i f f e r e n t p a r t i c u l a r 

s i t u a t i o n s ' / ' s p e c i f i c m o d i f i c t i o n s ' / ' a d d i t i o n a l f a c t o r s ' . A l l o f 

t h i s i m p l i e s a c r i t e r i o n o f adequacy l y i n g o u t s i d e t h e e m p i r i c a l 

phenomena, l y i n g i n the c o n c e p t u a l scheme employed. 

So, s t r i c t l y i n terms o f Parsons' own c r i t e r i a , i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o i d e n t i f y q u i t e what c r i t e r i o n t o employ t o assess 

the adequacy o f Parsons' d e s c r i p t i o n o f a g g r e s s i o n i n the w e s t e r n 

w o r l d . Both are no doubt r e l e v a n t b u t t h i s does n o t s o l v e t he 

problem o f how t h e y are t o be c o h e r e n t l y r e l a t e d . For t o say 

t h a t a f a c t u a l d e s c r i p t i o n i s inadequate i n terms o f a c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme presupposes t h a t t h a t c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s i t s e l f an 

adequate c r i t e r i o n w h i l s t c o n v e r s e l y t o say t h a t a c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme i s inadequate t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena presupposes some 

knowledge o f t h a t e m p i r i c a l phenomena. 
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To r e s o l v e t h i s a m b i g u i t y i n Parsons' t h i n k i n g we must 

t u r n t o h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e phenomenological s t a t u s o f t h e 

concept o f ' e m p i r i c a l system'„ T h i s can be i n t r o d u c e d by 

commenting on the f o l l o w i n g passages 

'Apart from t h e o r e t i c a l c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n 

t h e r e x«)uld appear t o be no method o f s e l e c t i n g 

among the i n d e f i n i t e number o f v a r y i n g k i n d s 

o f f a c t u a l o b s e r v a t i o n w h i c h can be made 

about a c o n c r e t e phenomenon o r f i e l d so t h a t 

t h e v a r i o u s d e s c r i p t i v e s t atements about i t 

a r t i c u l a t e i n t o a c o h e r e n t whole, whi c h 

c o n s t i t u t e s an "adequate", a " d e t e r m i n a t e " 

d e s c r i p t i o n , , Adequacy i n d e s c r i p t i o n i s 

secured i n so f a r as d e t e r m i n a t e and 

v e r i f i a b l e answers can be g i v e n t o a l l t h e 

s c i e n t i f i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s i n v o l v e d . 

What q u e s t i o n s are i m p o r t a n t i s l a r g e l y 

d e t e r m i n e d by the l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e o f t h e 

g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t u a l scheme whi c h , i m p l i c i t l y 

o r e x p l i c i t l y , i s employed' £ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 1 3 j • 

Three s t e p s are i n v o l v e d h e r e , A t h e o r e t i c a l scheme i s the o n l y 

c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i o n i n d e s c r i p t i o n i n so f a r as t h a t d e s c r i p t i o n 

i s t o be adequates Adequacy i s measured i n terms o f whether 

d e t e r m i n a t e and v e r i f i a b l e answers can be g i v e n t o t h e s c i e n t i f i c a l l y 

i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s and a s c i e n t i f i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n i s 

d e r i v e d from the l o g i c o f t h e c o n c e p t u a l scheme, 
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From t h i s two p o i n t s s h o u l d be noted* F i r s t l y t h e above 

statement r e f e r s t o the q u e s t i o n o f the adequacy o f e m p i r i c a l 

s t a t ements by r e f e r e n c e t o a c o n c e p t u a l scheme, 

',,, t h e f u n c t i o n o f the frame o f r e f e r e n c e 

i s above a l l t o p r o v i d e a t e s t o f t h e 

de t e r m i n a n c y o f t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f a 

system. I t i s a l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n o f 

th e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e c o n c e p t u a l system 

t h a t t h e r e i s a l i m i t e d number o f e s s e n t i a l 

c a t e g o r i e s , s p e c i f i c v a l u e s f o r whi c h must 

be o b t a i n e d b e f o r e the d e s c r i p t i o n can be 

d e t e r m i n a t e " [ l 9 4 5 a s 2 l 4 ] „ 

So t h e o t h e r q u e s t i o n l o c a t e d i n the above d i s c u s s i o n , how t o 

assess the adequacy o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena 

i s n o t covered i n the passage quoted. Secondly, t h i s l a t t e r i s s u e 

becomes c r u c i a l once the c i r c u l a r i t y o f the above statement i s 

n o t e d , Parsons b e g i n s by a s s e r t i n g t h a t t h e o r y i s t h e o n l y 

a c c e p t a b l e c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i o n , A c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s t h e n 

the means by whic h a s e l e c t i v e d e s c r i p t i o n i s a c h i e v e d . But a t 

the same ti m e t h e c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s t h e c r i t e r i o n , n o t o n l y 

i n t h e process o f s e l e c t i o n i t s e l f , b u t o f t h e adequacy o f t h a t 

d e s c r i p t i o n . I t i s c l e a r l y necessary t o be a b l e t o d i s c r i m i n a t e 

between the mechanism, i m p l i c i t o r e x p l i c i t , by w h i c h a d e s c r i p t i o n 

i s c o n s t r u c t e d and t h e s t a n d a r d by whi c h t h e adequacy o f t h a t 

d e s c r i p t i o n i s assessed. I t i s because these two are c o n f l a t e d i n 
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the passage quoted above t h a t i t i s c i r c u l a r , , Now t h i s seems 

t o be a d i f f i c u l t t a s k f o r Parsons g i v e n h i s g e n e r a l maxim t h a t 

a l l d e s c r i p t i o n i s i n terms o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme. How can 

e m p i r i c a l phenomena be known i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f c o n c e p t u a l schemes 

so t h a t t he adequacy o f those c o n c e p t u a l schemes can be judged? 

As Merton p u t i t , e x p r e s s i n g a common response t o Parsons' 

approach, 'Premature c a t e g o r i z a t i o n may be almost as dangerous as 

f a i l u r e t o c a t e g o r i z e a t a l l ' ( 1 9 ^ 8 s 1 6 7 ) 0 C l e a r l y , w i t h i n Parsons' 

b a s i c framework, t h i s i s an i m p o s s i b i l i t y . But what i s n o t 

i m p o s s i b l e i s t o i n t r o d u c e a degree o f s u b t l e t y i n t o t h e p o s i t i o n 

i n t h e f o l l o w i n g way. 

Parsons' s t r a t e g y i s t o make c e r t a i n g e n e r a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s 

about any and a l l e m p i r i c a l phenomena i n s o f a r as t h e y are knowable 

t o s c i e n c e 0 Then t h e adequacy o f any p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e p t u a l scheme 

t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena i s judged i n terms o f those g e n e r a l 

p r o p e r t i e s o These g e n e r a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s are summed up i n t h e 

ter m ' e m p i r i c a l system'« Parsons works on t h e assumption t h a t 

t h e e m p i r i c a l w o r l d f o r sci e n c e i s c o n s t i t u t e d by e m p i r i c a l 

systems, So a c o n c e p t u a l scheme must be adapted t o o r correspond 

t o a p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l system, 

9 C o r r e s p o n d i n g l y t he phenomena t o which 

t h e o r e t i c a l systems a p p l y come t o be 

viewed as e m p i r i c a l systems,,» 1 (1938a; 

18) . 

'The i n t e r r e l a t e d concepts o f a t r u e t h e o r e t i c a l 

system are adapted t o the s y s t e m a t i c 
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d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s o f any one o f a 

c l a s s o f " e m p i r i c a l systems",' ( l 9 4 2 a s 

7 1 0 ) . 

Parsons uses the s o l a r system, t he p h y s i c o - c h e m i c a l system o f t h e 

b l o o d and the organism as t r e a t e d by t h e p h y s i o l o g i s t as " c l a s s i c 

examples' (H9^2as710) o f e m p i r i c a l systems b u t the concept i s n o t 

s u b j e c t e d t o e l a b o r a t e d i s c u s s i o n . However the f o l l o w i n g 

p r o p e r t i e s can be s p e c i f i e d , p r o p e r t i e s which are summed up i n 

the f o l l o w i n g passages 

'The b a s i c c a t e g o r y o f a l l s c i e n t i f i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n seems t o be t h a t o f e m p i r i c a l 

system. The e m p i r i c a l r e f e r e n c e s o f 

stat e m e n t s o f f a c t cannot be i s o l a t e d from 

each o t h e r , b u t each d e s c r i b e s one aspect 

o r f e a t u r e o f an i n t e r c o n n e c t e d whole 

which, t a k e n as a whole, has some measures 

o f independent s i g n i f i c a n c e as an e n t i t y ' 

f l 9 ^ 5 a : 2 1 3 ] . 

From t h i s t h r e e p r o p e r t i e s can be d i s t i n g u i s h e d s i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e , 

h o l i s m and independent s i g n i f i c a n c e . The f i r s t i s i n t e r ­

dependence, t h e e m p i r i c a l phenomena f o r m i n g the system m u t u a l l y 

i n f l u e n c e each o t h e r ( ( I 9 3 7 a s l 8 ) , [19^2as210] ) . By i t s e l f t h i s 

i s an almost meaningless statement (18) b u t i t i s q u a l i f i e d by 

the o t h e r two p r o p e r t i e s . I n t e r d e p e n d e n t phenomena form a whole, 
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t h e concept o f e m p i r i c a l system r e f e r s t o 1 phenomena w h i c h are 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n t i n such a way t h a t t h e system "behaves" o r 

" f u n c t i o n s " i n some i m p o r t a n t sense and degree as a whole, as a 

u n i t ' ( 1 9 ^ 2 a s 7 1 0 )o So n o t a l l interdependence i s r e l e v a n t , o n l y 

t h a t w h i c h can be c o n t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e b o u n d a r i e s o f a w o r k i n g 

whole<, The t h i r d p r o p e r t y i s t h a t t h i s i n t e r d e p e n d e n t system 

has 'some measure o f independent s i g n i f i c a n c e as an e n t i t y ' . At 

ti m e s t h i s seems t o be a r a t h e r p r a g m a t i c q u a l i t y ; an e m p i r i c a l 

system 

8 o , „ o i s t h a t which can, f o r s c i e n t i f i c 

purposes, be t r e a t e d a t t h e same t i m e as a 

body o f phenomena s u f f i c i e n t l y e x t e n s i v e , 

complex and d i v e r s i f i e d so t h a t t h e r e s u l t s 

o f t h e i r s t u d y are s i g n i f i c a n t and n o t m e r e l y 

t r u i s t i c , and s u f f i c i e n t l y l i m i t e d and 

s i m p l i f i e d so t h a t t h e problems i n v o l v e d are 

manageable and t h e i n v e s t i g a t o r does n o t g e t 

l o s t i n t h e maze' j/l 9 4 5 a ; 21 3 = 4 ] . 

I n o t h e r words the independence o f any p a r t i c u l a r e m p i r i c a l system 

i s a m a t t e r o f convenience f o r t h e conduct o f s c i e n t i f i c r e s e a r c h . 

But t h i s i s a s u p e r f i c i a l g l o s s . 
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'Phenomena which are s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n t e r ­

r e l a t e d , w h i c h c o n s t i t u t e a system, are 

i n t r i n s i c a l l y i n t e r r e l a t e d on t h e 

s t r u c t u r a l l e v e l ' fl9^5as 21 k\ , 

The independent q u a l i t y o f an e m p i r i c a l system i s n o t o n l y a m a t t e r 

o f i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p i n the sense o f m a n a g e a b i l i t y f o r t h e s c i e n t i s t 

b u t a l s o o f ' i n t r i n s i c ' i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p 0 ¥ha.t Parsons means by 

t h i s r a t h e r p u z z l i n g statement i s the s t r u c t u r a l i r r e d u c a b i l i t y o f 

e m p i r i c a l systems? a p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l systems has 

i t s p e c u l i a r s t r u c t u r e w h i c h cannot be reduced t o the s t r u c t u r a l 

f e a t u r e s o f o t h e r systems, 09)° D i s c u s s i o n o f the concept o f 

s t r u c t u r e wil3. be postponed u n t i l l a t e r b u t an aspect o f Parsons' 

c r i t i c i s m o f Dodd ( I 9 4 2 a s 7 1 l ) can be employed t o make t h e p o i n t 

p e r t i n e n t h e r e , To Parsons, Dodd's t h e o r e t i c a l system i s 'too 

g e n e r a l t o d e s c r i b e a d e t e r m i n a t e c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l systems', 

Dodd uses o n l y t h r e e b a s i c v a r i a b l e s , t h e f i r s t t w o 9 space and 

t i m e , 'are g e n e r a l t o a l l c o n c r e t e e m p i r i c a l phenomena whatsoever' 

and so t h e y do 'not s t r u c t u r a l l y d i s t i n g u i s h human p o p u l a t i o n s 

from any o t h e r , even t h e " p o p u l a t i o n " i n molecules o f a g a s 9 . 

'Then e v e r y t h i n g e3.se, e v e r y t h i n g w h i c h i s 

d i s t i n c t i v e t o the s t r u c t u r e o f human s o c i a l 

systems w h i c h , a f t e r a l l , are the s u b j e c t 

m a t t e r o f Dodd's s t u d i e s , i s th r o w n i n t o 
a s i n g l e r e s i d u a l c a t e g o r y , " c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s " 

( i ) , T h i s i n c l u d e s l i t e r a l l y a n y t h i n g w h i c h 

http://e3.se
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can, i n the l o g i c a l sense, "modify" a 

p e r s o n , the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f persons, 

t h e i r b e h a v i o u r , o r any aggregate o f 

pe r s o n s . Any s p e c i f i c d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n , 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o r s t r u c t u r i n g o f the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f people i s , w i t h a few 

e x c e p t i o n s such as those t o be mentioned 

p r e s e n t l y , l e f t t o t h e ad hoc c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

o f t he p a r t i c u l a r e m p i r i c a l s i t u a t i o n as i t 

i s s t u d i e d . On t h i s b a s i s i t i s c l e a r l y 

i m p o s s i b l e t o b u i l d up a g e n e r a l i z e d 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f a d e t e r m i n a t e c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l 

systems • ( I 9 ^ 2 a s 7 1 l ) 0 

So Parsons' c o m p l a i n t i s t h a t Dodd's c o n c e p t u a l scheme i s 

inadequate t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena i n t h a t i t does not meet the 

t h i r d c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f e m p i r i c a l systems, the independent s i g n i ­

f i c a n c e o f a p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l system, Dodd i s an 

a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s t , a t t e m p t i n g t o employ one 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme t o st u d y a l l e m p i r i c a l systems r a t h e r t h a n 

r e c o g n i z i n g t he autonomy o f t h e s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e s o f d i f f e r e n t 

c l a s s e s o f e m p i r i c a l system. 

The problem o f adequacy i n d e s c r i p t i o n t h e n i s t a c k l e d i n 

two s t a g e s . F i r s t l y a d e s c r i p t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l phenomena must be 
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adequate i n terms o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme„ But, secondly, t h e 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme must be adequate t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena. By 

the l a t t e r i s meant t h a t t he c o n c e p t u a l scheme must be s e n s i t i v e 

t o t h e in t e r d e p e n d e n c e , h o l i s m and s t r u c t u r a l independence o f 

e m p i r i c a l phenomena. 

•One fundamental c o n d i t i o n o f t h e d e t e r m i n a c y 

o f a t h e o r e t i c a l system i s the adequacy w i t h 

w h i c h i t d e f i n e s , and p r o v i d e s a s e t o f 

g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s f o r t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f , 

th e r e l e v a n t c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l systems = t h a t 

i s , c o n t a i n s a " g e n e r a l i z e d system" on t h e 

d e s c r i p t i v e l e v e l 1 ( l 9 4 2 a s 7 " l l ) . 

The concept o f e m p i r i c a l system b r e a k s t h r o u g h t he c i r c u l a r i t y o f 

th e problem o f adequacy,, But why i s the concept o f e m p i r i c a l 

system 'the b a s i c c a t e g o r y o f a l l s c i e n t i f i c d e s c r i p t i o n 8 f l 9 ^ 5 ^ s 

213] such t h a t i t can p l a y t h i s q u i t e c r u c i a l r o l e ? I s Parsons 

c l a i m i n g t h a t t h e systemic p r o p e r t i e s o f e m p i r i c a l phenomena 

can be known i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme? I n f a c t 

t h i s i s n ot Parsons' p o s i t i o n s Rather i n t r i n s i c i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

o f phenomena on t h e s t r u c t u r a l l e v e l Parsons says i s a q u a l i t y which 

• „ o o seems t o be i n h e r e n t i n the most g e n e r a l 

frame o f r e f e r e n c e o f e m p i r i c a l knowledge 

i t s e l f , w h i c h i m p l i e s t h e fundamental 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e concept o f system as t h a t 

i s t a k e n f o r g r a n t e d here 
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The concept o f e m p i r i c a l system t h e n i s a f e a t u r e o f a l l 

s c i e n t i f i c frames o f r e f e r e n c e , Parsons' emphasis i s u s u a l l y 

on the d i s t i n c t i o n s between d i f f e r e n t s c i e n t i f i c frames o f 

r e f e r e n c e e s p e c i a l l y as between the frames o f r e f e r e n c e o f 

a c t i o n and the p h y s i c a l w o r l d . But t h e concept o f e m p i r i c a l 

systems i s a common p r o p e r t y o f b o t h and a l l s c i e n t i f i c frames 

o f r e f e r e n c e 0 F u r t h e r m o r e , frames o f r e f e r e n c e on t h i s l e v e l 

a re 'the most g e n e r a l framework o f c a t e g o r i e s i n terms o f w h i c h 

e m p i r i c a l s c i e n t i f i c work "makes sense"' [/! 9^5as 21 ° They are 

c o n s t i t u t e d by c a t e g o r i e s w h i c h must be g r a n t e d an a p r i o r i s t a t u s 

as p r o p e r t i e s o f the knowing mind (20)„ T h i s t h e n i s t h e s t a t u s 

o f t h e concept o f e m p i r i c a l system w h i c h a l l o w s i t t o a c t as a 

c r i t e r i o n o f adequacy f o r any p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e p t u a l scheme, 

The p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e problem o f adequacy has 

b r o u g h t t o t h e f o r e t h e importance o f the concept o f system i n 

Parsons' t h i n k i n g s , But care must be t a k e n here as the concept 

i s more c o m p l i c a t e d and p r o b l e m a t i c t h a n as y e t d e s c r i b e d . So, 

f o r example 9 Parsons d i s t i n g u i s h e s between e m p i r i c a l and t h e o r e t i c a l 

systems (I9^0a-s7lj w h i l s t i n the above d i s c u s s i o n my remarks have 

been concerned o n l y w i t h the f o r m e r . The n o t i o n o f t h e o r e t i c a l 

system comes i n t o t h e p i c t u r e when we t u r n t o t h e problem o f t h e 

'completeness' o f d e s c r i p t i o n s . 

I n d i s c u s s i n g t h e problem o f adequacy t h e o v e r a l l f o c u s 

o f the argument has been on t h e q u e s t i o n o f how a c o n c e p t u a l scheme 

can be s a i d t o be adequate t o e m p i r i c a l phenomena. To b r i n g o u t 
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t h a t i s s u e t h e converse has been n o t e d | hox^ a f a c t u a l 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l phenomena can be s a i d t o be adequate 

i n terms o f a c o n c e p t u a l scheme 0 I t i s now t i m e t o l o o k a t t h i s 

second i s s u e more c l o s e l y 0 As has been mentioned a l r e a d y Parsons 

o f t e n speaks o f t h e n e c e s s i t y t o o b t a i n t h e ' r i g h t k i n d 5 o f 

f a c t s i n terms o f what i s ' i m p o r t a n t 8 from the ' l o g i c o f a 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme>„ The q u e s t i o n a t i s s u e here i s what k i n d 

o f l o g i c g i v e s us an i n d i c a t i o n o f what i s i m p o r t a n t ? 

Parsons d i s t i n g u i s h e s between two k i n d s o f d e s c r i p t i v e 

concepts? frames o f r e f e r e n c e and s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s [l9k5a% 

214) D About the f i r s t he says almost n o t h i n g i n these w r i t i n g s ? 

w h i l s t t h e r e i s f r e q u e n t m e n t i o n o f t h e frame o f r e f e r e n c e o f 

a c t i o n t h e r e i s l i t t l e on the concept o f a frame o f r e f e r e n c e 

p e r s e 0 I t can be suggested t h a t t h e reasons f o r t h i s n e g l e c t 

are t w o f o l d ; f i r s t l y t h a t Parsons f e e l s he has s a i d a l l t h a t i s 

r e q u i r e d i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , s e c o n d l y t h a t h i s 

a t t e n t i o n i s caught by t h e n o t i o n o f s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s . To 

u n d e r s t a n d why the l a t t e r p r e o c c u p i e s Parsons r e q u i r e s c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

o f what w i l l here be c a l l e d t h e problems o f completeness,, 

Here the i s s u e i s n o t t h a t a d e s c r i p t i o n i n v o l v e s t h e s e l e c t i o n 

and n e g l e c t o f phenomena b u t t h a t w h i c h i s s e l e c t e d can o n l y be 

u n d e r s t o o d i n i t s c o n t e x t 0 Statements o f f a c t are about aspects 

o f i n t e r d e p e n d e n t systems. From t h i s i t f o l l o w s t o Parsons t h a t 

t h e r e i s a need f o r knowledge o f the systemic c o n t e x t from which a 

p a r t i c u l a r d e s c r i p t i o n a b s t r a c t s , , 
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' S p e c i f i c d e s c r i p t i v e p r o p o s i t i o n s o f t e n 

r e f e r t o p a r t i c u l a r aspects o r p r o p e r t i e s 

o f an e m p i r i c a l l y e x i s t e n t set o f pheno= 

mena, Such p r o p o s i t i o n s a r e , however, 

e m p i r i c a l l y meaningless u n l e s s t he 

"xirhat" which t h e y q u a l i f y i s c l e a r l y and 

d e t e r m i n a t e l y conceived and d e f i n e d ' 

[l9^5as213] . 

T h i s i s the problem o f completeness, t he n e c e s s i t y o f h a v i n g 

some o v e r a l l view o f t h e complete e m p i r i c a l system i n o r d e r t o 

p r o p e r l y assess any p a r t i c u l a r d e s c r i p t i v e statement o r s e r i e s 

o f statements,, 

A s u b s t a n t i v e example o f Parsons awareness o f t h i s problem 

i s t h e f o l l o w i n g passage, t a k e n from h i s essay on modern a n t i -

semitisirio 

'A broad g e n e r a l c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f 

modern Western s o c i e t y \irhich would correspond 

t o t h a t j u s t given, o f the Jewish community 

i s a most d i f f i c u l t t h i n g because i t 

i n v o l v e s t he problem o f the s e l e c t i o n and 

s e l e c t i v e o r d e r i n g o f the f a c t s . We 

know so much f a c t u a l d e t a i l f o r t he U n i t e d 

S t a t e s , f o r i n s t a n c e , t h a t i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

file:///irhich
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t o see the wood f o r the t r e e s 0 Never­

t h e l e s s an a t t e m p t w i l l be made he r e , 

f o r w i t h o u t i t , as s a i d a t the o u t s e t o f 

t h i s essay, i t i s p r a c t i c a l l y i m p o s s i b l e 

t o analyze t h e problem a t hand' (19^2ds108) 0 

But t h e ad hoc s k e t c h i n g o f h i s t o r i c a l and s t r u c t u r a l c o n t e x t 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f Parsons" more e m p i r i c a l essays w i l l n o t i n 

i t s e l f do. Though Parsons r e s i s t s the t e m p t a t i o n o f b e i n g 

overwhelmed by t h e interdependence o f the phenomenal w o r l d t h e 

r e a d e r can sometimes sense something a p p r o a c h i n g that„ I n h i s 

essay on r a c i a l and r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t Parsons touches upon a 

h o s t o f f a c t o r s , b i o l o g i c a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l , s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l 

and concludes w i t h the f o l l o w i n g , , 

" I n t h i s r a p i d r e v i e w , i t has been 

p o s s i b l e t o g i v e o n l y a v e r y g e n e r a l 

account o f t h e problem o f t h e c o n t r o l o f 

group t e n s i o n s . I t i s t o be hoped, 

however, t h a t i t i s enough t o g i v e a 

g e n e r a l p i c t u r e o f the n a t u r e o f t h e 

problem. The f i r s t i m p r e s s i o n perhaps 

i s t h a t o f i t s c o m p l e x i t y s The whole 

p o s i t i o n t a k e n h e r e , t h a t i t i s a m a t t e r 

o f t h e interdependence o f many f a c t o r s 

i n a system, m i l i t a t e s s t r o n g l y a g a i n s t 

any b e l i e f i n panaceas and i s i n one sense 

a d o c t r i n e o f d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t o f f a c i l e 

optimism 1 1 ( l 9 ^ 5 b s 1 9 8 ) o 
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To a v o i d t he p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f u n r e l a t e d , perhaps i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c , 

background maps r e q u i r e s what Parsons c a l l s a ' g e n e r a l i z e d system 1 

on the d e s c r i p t i v e l e v e l (19^2as711)° 

To i n t r o d u c e t h i s the f o l l o w i n g passage can be n o t e d . 

' I m p l i c i t l y o r e x p l i c i t l y t h e n , 

s o c i o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s must o p e r a t e w i t h a 

g e n e r a l i z e d system o f i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e 

such t h a t i t s u p p l i e s g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s 

adequate t o the complete [Footnotes Not i n 

d e t a i l , b u t i n terms o f f u n c t i o n a l l y e s s e n t i a l 

aspects] d e s c r i p t i o n o f a f u n c t i o n i n g 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l system' |/I942csl44] „ (21) 

I n view o f Parsons' i n s i s t e n c e on t h e c a r d i n a l q u a l i t y o f 

a b s t r a c t i o n i n d e s c r i p t i o n t he demand f o r a complete d e s c r i p t i o n 

appears a t f i r s t s i g h t anoniolous. Perhaps l o o k i n g a t the problem 

the o t h e r way round c l a r i f i e s the i s s u e 0 I f the incom p l e t e n e s s 

o f d e s c r i p t i o n v i s - a = v i s c o n c r e t e phenomena i s the s t a r t i n g p o i n t 

t h e n some a t t e m p t must be made t o c l a r i f y t h e degree and n a t u r e 

o f i n c o m p l e t e n e s s . 

' „ . o the v a l u e s o f the v a r i a b l e s of such 

a system s t a t e o n l y a v e r y l i m i t e d number 

o f f a c t s about the c o n c r e t e phenomena t o 

w h i c h i t a p p l i e s . I t i s v e r y seldom 

t h a t o t h e r elements are s u f f i c i e n t l y c o n s t a n t 



- Sh -

w i t h i n any v e r y wide range o f v a r i a t i o n o f 

these v a r i a b l e s so t h a t t r u s t w o r t h y i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n and p r e d i c t i o n can be based on 

the laws o f t h i s a n a l y t i c a l system alone„ 

I t needs t o be supplemented by c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 

i n v o l v i n g t he o t h e r s as w e l l , T h i s i s one o f 

the most i m p o r t a n t reasons f o r the u n s a t i s -

f a c t o r i n e s s o f p r o c e e d i n g d i r e c t l y t o b r o a d 

e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n . The case o f some 

o f t he d e d u c t i o n s from economic t h e o r y i s an 

e x t r e m e l y v i v i d one. The f a c t s r e l e v a n t t o 

any system o f a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y are never 

a l l the f a c t s knowable about the phenomenon 

i n q u e s t i o n , ,,,' (I938as19)<> 

Parsons i s t h e n c a s t i n g a s c e p t i c a l eye on the n o t i o n o f c e t e r i s 

p a r i b u s , the interdependence o f e m p i r i c a l systems i m p l i e s t h a t 

o t h e r t h i n g s are r a r e l y e q u a l , 9 One o f the commonest sources o f 

f a l l a c i o u s c o n c l u s i o n s l i e s i n the tendency t o t r e a t c e r t a i n 

a spects o f a s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e w i t h o u t t a k i n g account o f t h e i r 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e ' [ l 9 4 2 c s l 4 4 ] 0 So the b l i n d statement o f t h e 

p r i n c i p l e o f c e t e r i s p a r i b u s i s n o t enough, one must know what the 

o t h e r t h i n g s are and when, i f ever, t h e y are e q u a l , ( 2 2 ) , 

Parsons t h e n i s n o t a s k i n g f o r a complete d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

the c o n t e x t i n a l i t e r a l sense b u t i n a way w h i c h w i l l f a c i l i t a t e 

assessment o f the incompleteness o f a d e s c r i p t i o n and the i m p l i c a -
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t i o n s t h e r e o f . So t o go back t o the passage quoted above [ l 9 ^ 2 c s 

1hk\ i n w h i c h Parsons i n s i s t s on concepts which g i v e a complete 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f a system i t i s t o be n o t e d t h a t the concepts are 

' g e n e r a l i z e d ' and 'essential'« The g e n e r a l i t y o f concepts can 

be u n d e r s t o o d i n r e l a t i o n t o what was s a i d above about the need 

f o r c o n t e x t i n Parsons' essays on s u b s t a n t i v e e m p i r i c a l t o p i c s . 

I f d e s c r i p t i o n s o f d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a g a i n s t Jews and b l a c k s are t o 

be c o m p a t i b l e , i f one wishes t o say something about r a c i a l 

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n p e r se, t h e n t h e c o n t e x t s o f those d e s c r i p t i o n s 

cannot be ad hoc b u t developed i n terms o f a l e v e l o f g e n e r a l i t y 

p e r t i n a n t t o t h e o v e r a l l problem„ But w h i c h l e v e l o f g e n e r a l i t y 

i s p e r t i n a n t and what g e n e r a l f e a t u r e s are r e l e v a n t t o the 

problem? What, i n o t h e r words are t h e ' e s s e n t i a l ' concepts? 

'One o f t h e prime f u n c t i o n s o f system 

on t h i s l e v e l i s t o ensure completeness, 

t o make i t m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y i m p o s s i b l e t o 

o v e r l o o k a n y t h i n g i m p o r t a n t and thus 

e x p l i c i t l y t o d e s c r i b e a l l e s s e n t i a l 

s t r u c t u r a l elements and r e l a t i o n s o f the 

system • f l 945a: 21 8] . 

The concept o f system t h e n p r o v i d e s the key t o what i s e s s e n t i a l , , 

But care must be t a k e n here i n d i s c r i m i n a t i n g t h e a p p r o p r i a t e 

sense o f the term system. I t r e f e r s here t o a system o f 

concepts, a l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d o r a r t i c u l a t e d scheme. I t i s 

th e l o g i c o f t h e scheme which d i c t a t e s what i s e s s e n t i a l s T h i s 
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i s what Parsons i s d r i v i n g a t when he d i s c u s s e s Weber's 

fundamental concepts o f s o c i o l o g y as t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f 'the 

c o n c e p t i o n o f a g e n e r a l i z e d system o f a c t i o n and r e l a t i o n s h i p s on 

the s o c i a l l e v e l ' [ l 9^1 as 22] „ Of t h i s he says; 

'And t h e s y s t e m a t i c o r d e r i n g o f these 

c a t e g o r i e s i s n o t p o s s i b l e w i t h o u t t h e 

" f u n c t i o n a l " p o i n t o f view; i t p r o v i d e s 

the i n t e g r a t i n g p r i n c i p l e s i n terms o f 

which such c a t e g o r i e s c o n s t i t u t e a 

g e n e r a l i z e d system r a t h e r t h a n an ad hoc 

c o l l e c t i o n o f d i s c o n n e c t e d concepts' 

[19^1 as 22] o 

Here then system i m p l i e s t he o r d e r i n g , i n t e g r a t i o n and c o n n e c t i o n 

o f concepts„ But how does t h i s g i v e an answer t o what i s e s s e n t i a l ? 

The d i s c u s s i o n i s back t o i t s s t a r t i n g p o i n t as t o t h e ' l o g i c ' 

o f c o n c e p t u a l schemes from w h i c h what i s i m p o r t a n t can be d e r i v e d s 

Now, however, the problem has been s p e c i f i e d and an answer can 

be o u t l i n e d . 

The g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l systems Parsons i s concerned 

w i t h ' c o n s i s t o f the g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s necessary f o r an 

adequate d e s c r i p t i o n o f s t a t e s o f an e m p i r i c a l S3^stem o e e B I t 

i n c l u d e s a system o f s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s w h i c h must be l o g i c a l l y 

adequate t o g i v e a d e t e r m i n a t e d e s c r i p t i o n o f an e m p i r i c a l l y 

p o s s i b l e , complete e m p i r i c a l system o f the r e l e v a n t c l a s s ' 

£l 218] . Uhat i s e s s e n t i a l t o a complete d e s c r i p t i o n i s a 



- 87 -

a f u n c t i o n o f the c o n c e p t o f e m p i r i c a l systems the i n t e r ­

dependence of phenomena, t h e i r boundedness, t h e i r s t r u c t u r a l 

autonomy, The l a t t e r i n p a r t i c u l a r i s c r u c i a l to t he problem 

a t hand. A p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s o f e m p i r i c a l system h a s s t r u c t u r a l 

f e a t u r e s p e c u l i a r to i t w h i c h cannot be r e d u c e d to t h o s e o f 

o t h e r e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s . The p r o p e r t i e s o f s o c i a l system^ f o r 

example, cannot be r e d u c e d to t h o s e o f p e r s o n a l i t y s y s tems and 

v i c e v e r s a , I t i s t h e s e autonomous f e a t u r e s c o n t a i n e d i n the 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme w h i c h i n p a r t i c u l a r a c t a s the c r i t e r i o n by 

w h i c h to a s s e s s the c o m p l e t e n e s s o f a d e s c r i p t i o n . To use an 

example much employed by P a r s o n s ( [1939] 9 [} 9^0b] ) , to d e s c r i b e 

the m o t i v a t i o n o f the b u s i n e s s m a n s o l e l y i n terms o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

hedonism would be incomplete,, The b u s i n e s s m a n i s , f o r one t h i n g , 

an a c t o r i n a s o c i a l system whose p r o p e r t i e s cannot be r e d u c e d 

to the c o n c e p t u a l framework o f hedonism. A g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e ­

t i c a l s y stem, i n t h i s c a s e , a g e n e r a l i z e d s o c i a l s y s t e m would map 

out the c o n c e p t s n e c e s s a r y f o r a complete d e s c r i p t i o n so t h a t 

the p l a c e o f hedonism c o u l d be p r o p e r l y a s s e s s e d . T h e s e c o n c e p t s 

would s p e c i f y what was l o g i c a l l y r e q u i r e d to d e s c r i b e 'an 

e m p i r i c a l l y p o s s i b l e , complete e m p i r i c a l s ystem o f the r e l e v a n t 

c l a s s *. 

But t h i s o n l y h e l p s to p i n p o i n t the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems 

o f d e s c r i p t i o n f a c i n g g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y , i t does not s o l v e 

them. To s a y t h a t t h e w o r l d i s c o n s t i t u t e d by e m p i r i c a l s y stems 

o n l y makes more f o r m a l the e v i d e n t o r g a n i c i s m o f The S t r u c t u r e o f 

S o c i a l A c t i o n . T h e r e P a r s o n s argued t h a t u n i t c o n c e p t s were 
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a b s t r a c t because t h e y i s o l a t e d a p a r t from a whole. Here 

t h i s i s e l a b o r a t e d somewhat, q u i t e what a whole i s i s i d e n t i f i e d 

by t h e n o t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l system. Hence a system o f concepts 

must cope w i t h t h i s q u a l i t y . But how i s n o t s e l f - e v i d e n t , t he 

problem o f the n a t u r e o f t h e o r e t i c a l systems i s s t i l l open. 

So t o summarize the c o n c l u s i o n s o f t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f what, 

t o Parsons, are the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems i n v o l v e d i n s c i e n t i f i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n . The problem o f the adequacy o f those concepts t o 

e m p i r i c a l phenomena i n t r o d u c e s t h e concept o f e m p i r i c a l system, 

t h e problem o f the completeness o f d e s c r i p t i o n l e a d s from t h i s 

t o t h e need f o r a t h e o r e t i c a l system. These problems t h e n l e a d 

Parsons t o s t r e s s t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y , o r a 

system o f t h e o r e t i c a l concepts. But the n o t i o n o f system i s 

u n c l e a r , t h i s becomes the c e n t r a l problem. T h i s c o n c l u s i o n i s 

r e i n f o r c e d by Parsons' remarks on problems o f dynamic a n a l y s i s 

t o w h i c h t h i s d i s c u s s i o n now t u r n s , 

'The u l t i m a t e g o a l o f s c i e n t i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n 1 

i s Viynarnic a n a l y s i s ' £l9^5as2l4j„ T h i s i s s a i d t o have two 

f ac e t s; 

' , , o f i r s t t h e "c a u s a l e x p l a n a t i o n " o f p a s t 

s p e c i f i c phenomena o r processes and t h e 

p r e d i c t i o n o f f u t u r e e v e n t s ; second, 

t h e a t t a i n m e n t o f g e n e r a l i z e d a n a l y t i c a l 
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knowledge, o f " l a w s " w h i c h can be a p p l i e d 

to an i n d e f i n i t e number o f s p e c i f i c c a s e s 

w i t h the use o f the a p p r o p r i a t e f a c t u a l 

d a t a " //1945a? 21 4=5] • 

On the f a c e o f i t , t h e n , P a r s o n s * u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the aims o f 

s c i e n c e i s most c o n v e n t i o n a l w i t h i n the bounds o f orthodox 

p h i l o s o p h y o f s c i e n c e . But when P a r s o n s ' c o n c e p t i o n o f the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s w h i c h l i e i n the way o f a t t a i n i n g the g o a l a r e 

i n v e s t i g a t e d a r a t h e r l e s s c o n v e n t i o n a l p i c t u r e emerges. F o r 

one t h i n g , t h e r e a d e r o f P a r s o n s ' e s s a y s cannot but be s t r u c k by 

the a b s e nce o f c a u s a l e x p l a n a t i o n v i a the a p p l i c a t i o n o f l a w s 

d e s p i t e the i n t e n t i o n to a p p l y t h e o r y i m p l i e d by the t i t l e o f 

h i s c o l l e c t i o n o f e s s a y s (1949a). Moreover t h e r e i s l i t t l e 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e n o t i o n o f ' s c i e n t i f i c law'„ 

Now t h i s i s n o t b e c a u s e P a r s o n s s e e s no d i f f i c u l t i e s i n the 

a s p i r a t i o n toward and e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f s u c h l a w s . As h a s been 

n o t e d he i s h i g h l y s c e p t i c a l o f t he ' l a w s ' o f the e m p i r i c a l 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n approach to t h e o r y . T h i s i s extended to Weber's 

•type g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ' , on w h i c h P a r s o n s comments; 

'Where i t i s p o s s i b l e on the b a s i s o f 

i d e a l type a n a l y s i s to c o n s t r u c t not 

m e r e l y a s t r u c t u r a l form, b u t , under 

c e r t a i n c o n d i t i o n s , a c o u r s e o f e v e n t s 

w h i c h c a n be p r e d i c t e d i f c e r t a i n 

c o n d i t i o n s a r e g i v e n , i t i s p o s s i b l e 

to f o r m u l a t e s u c h g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s . 
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These g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a r e , however, n o t 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y e q u i v a l e n t t o most o f t h e 

laws o f p h y s i c s , e s p e c i a l l y o f a n a l y t i c a l 

mechanicso The l a t t e r do n o t g e n e r a l l y 

f o r m u l a t e a c o n c r e t e course o f e v e n t s , 

b u t r a t h e r a u n i f o r m r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

th e v a l u e s o f two o r more v a r i a b l e s , 

Weber does n o t even c o n s i d e r t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 

o f f o r m u l a t i n g laws o f t h i s l a t t e r t y p e , , , , 1 

[19^1 as 108] . 

The l a s t sentence suggests an a i r o f s ceptism about t y p e 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s b u t beyond t h i s a t l e a s t t h r e e t y p e s o f 

g e n e r a l i z e d u n i f o r m i t y are d i s c r i m i n a t e d by Parsons? e m p i r i c a l 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s , type g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s and the above mentioned 

laws o f p h y s i c s o Yet Parsons does n o t e l a b o r a t e such 

d i s t i n c t i o n s beyond such b r i e f f o o t n o t e s t o Weber's t e x t . T h i s 

i s because u n l i k e c o n v e n t i o n a l p h i l o s o p h y o f science where t h e 

problem o f e x p l a n a t i o n has l a i n i n the v e r y n o t i o n o f s c i e n t i f i c 

law Parsons focuses h i s a t t e n t i o n i n a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t d i r e c t i o n , , 

I t i s n o t t h e g e n e r a l i t y o f p r o p o s i t i o n s s t a t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

between phenomena b u t t h e g e n e r a l i t y o f c o n c e p t s , t h e elements o f 

such r e l a t i o n s h i p s w h i c h poses the problems f o r dynamic a n a l y s i s 

as Parsons understands them. So i n a b r i e f ' a s s e r t i o n o f the 

i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f t h e o r y i n s c i e n c e ' ( l 9 3 8 a ; 1 5 ) a g a i n s t a n t i -

t h e o r e t i c a l e m p i r i c i s m Parsons w r i t e s s 
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•Now I w i s h t o a s s e r t t h a t such an 

i m p u t a t i o n o f c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p cannot 

be proved w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o g e n e r a l i z e d 

t h e o r e t i c a l c a t e g o r i e s . I f i t i s a s s e r t e d , 

t h e a s s e r t i o n i s l o g i c a l l y dependent on 

these c a t e g o r i e s whether t h e y are e x p l i c i t 

o r i m p l i c i t " ( l 9 3 8 a ; 1 5 ) . 

The emphasis i s on the n e c e s s i t y o f g e n e r a l c o n c e p t s , r a t h e r t h a n 

g e n e r a l l a w s , t o cau s a l e x p l a n a t i o n . 

On t h i s Parsons has been s e v e r e l y c r i t i c i s e d . The most 

v o c i f e r o u s c r i t i c has been Romans who ex c l a i m s t h a t Parsons 'took 

h i s s t a n d as a t h e o r i s t , and i t was as a t h e o r i s t t h a t he vexed me' 

(1 9 6 2 ; ^ 3 ) O To Homans, Parsons r e v e r s e s the p r o p e r o r d e r o f concepts 

and p r o p o s i t i o n s emphasising an i n t e r d e p e n d e n t system o f concepts 

out o f w h i c h p r o p o s i t i o n s as t o t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s between 

c o n c e p t u a l i z e d phenomena somehow grow. I t i s t h i s w h i c h vexes 

Homans who b e l i e v e s t h a t what i s i m p o r t a n t a re d e d u c t i v e l y 

r e l a t e d p r o p o s i t i o n s from w h i c h a p p r o p r i a t e c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n w i l l 

f o l l o w ( 2 3 ) , T h i s s o r t o f o b j e c t i o n i s c a r r i e d f u r t h e r by Mulkay 

(1971S70-2) who c l a i m s t h a t Parsons mis t a k e s the completed s t a t e 

o f a t h e o r e t i c a l system f o r i t s method o f c o n s t r u c t i o n . The 

l o g i c a l i n t e g r a t i o n o f concepts i s n o t t y p i c a l l y t h e way i n which 

s c i e n c e p r o g r e s s e s b u t i t s f i n a l f o r m . Parsons' s t r a t e g y t h e n 

becomes i n s e n s i t i v e t o the i n t e r p l a y o f t h e o r y and c o n t r o l l e d 

o b s e r v a t i o n and open t o c o n c e p t u a l f o r m a l i s m ( 2 4 ) , These c r i t i c i s m s 
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are b a s i c and have wide r a m i f i c a t i o n s f o r Parsons whoJe approach 

t o t h e o r y c o n s t r u c t i o n . But d e s p i t e i m p o r t a n t e x p l o r a t i o n s i n t o 

Parsons' s t r a t e g y such as Mulkay's i t seems t o me t h a t the reasons 

why Parsons pursues t h i s emphasis have n o t been f u l l y u n d e r s t o o d . 

Parsons' r a t i o n a l e f o r t h i s emphasis l i e s i n h i s tinder s t a n d i n g 

o f the s i m p l e s t case o f dynamic a n a l y s i s , 

'On the common sense l e v e l e x p l a n a t i o n 

i s u s u a l l y a m a t t e r o f showing the 

presence o f c e r t a i n c o n d i t i o n s w i t h o u t 

w h i c h t h e phenomenon c o u l d n o t have 

happened. The c o n d i t i o n s are u s u a l l y 

t r e a t e d as " g i v e n " i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f the 

phenomena on which a t t e n t i o n i s c e n t r e d ' 

(19^1 as 23] o 

Rather t h a n a s k i n g , how can a g e n e r a l u n i f o r m i t y , o r c o n s t a n t 

c o n j u n c t i o n , be e s t a b l i s h e d between cause and e f f e c t Parsons 

asks how can t h e necessary p r i o r c o n d i t i o n be t r e a t e d as 'given'? 

I t can be so t r e a t e d by b e i n g subsumed under a g e n e r a l concept, 

'Even the s i m p l e s t r a t i o n a l p r a c t i c a l g l a c t i v i t y 

would be i m p o s s i b l e w i t h o u t the a b i l i t y t o 

e s t a b l i s h a dynamic r e l a t i o n between a 

s i n g l e , simple "necessary c o n d i t i o n " and a 

consequent e f f e c t under t h e assumption t h a t 

i n a r e l e v a n t degree " o t h e r t h i n g s are e q u a l " . 



_ 93 -

T h i s , a p p l i e d i n a p a r t i c u l a r case, 

i m p l i e s some degree o f g e n e r a l i z a t i o n t h a t 

t h i s k i n d o f f a c t o r i s a necessary c o n d i t i o n 

o f the k i n d o f e f f e c t , t h u s , t h a t " b o i l i n g " 

f o r a c e r t a i n l e n g t h o f time - i . e . , a 

g e n e r a l i z e d t y p e o f antecedent process -

i s necessary i f p o t a t o e s are t o be "cooked" 

- i . e . , r e a c h a c e r t a i n k i n d o f o b s e r v a b l e 

s t a t e * fl945as215] . 

T h i s l e a d s Parsons t o c h a r a c t e r i z e t h e o r y n o t as a system o f 

p r o p o s i t i o n s b e a r i n g a d e d u c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o each o t h e r b u t 

r a t h e r as a system o f g e n e r a l concepts. Such concepts f u n c t i o n 

as 'a s e t o f t o o l s by w h i c h , w o r k i n g on adequate d a t a , b o t h 

s p e c i f i c e m p i r i c a l s o l u t i o n s and e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s can 

be a r r i v e d a t ' [l945a;217j <> The analogy w i t h t o o l s i s a 

f a v o u r i t e one o f Parsons ( e . g . ( l 9 4 2 e ; 6 2 ) , (1946c2567)) b u t from 

t h e above i f the p l a c e o f g e n e r a l concepts i s accepted i t i s s t i l 

n o t c l e a r q u i t e what i s t o te done w i t h the t o o l s . That i s , how 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f cause and e f f e c t i s t o be e s t a b l i s h e d between 

phenomena a f t e r the l a t t e r has been analyzed as cases o f 

g e n e r a l i z e d concepts. 

Parsons' p o s i t i o n here i s e l a b o r a t e d i n h i s o u t l i n e o f the 

l o g i c a l schema o f p r o o f o f c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p he develops from 

Weber ( l 9 4 l a : 1 l j . T h i s i n v o l v e s t h r e e s t e p s , t h e f i r s t two o f 

w h i c h have a l r e a d y been covered. F i r s t l y , t h e phenomena under 



s t u d y m u s t b e d e s c r i b e d i n t e r m s o f a n i n h e r e n t l y a b s t r a c t i n g 

c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e . S u c h d e s c r i p t i o n h o w e v e r s t i l l r e f e r s t o 

t h e c o n c r e t e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s o f t h e s p e c i f i c p h e n o m e n o n u n d e r 

s t u d y . So P a r s o n s d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n ' f a c t o r s ' a s ' c o n c r e t e 

e v e n t s o r s t a t e o f a f f a i r s ' a n d ' g e n e r a l i z e d , a n a l y t i c a l e l e m e n t s 

l i k e " m a s s " o r " i d e a s ' " (1938b5658)0 T h e s e c o n d s t e p i s ' t h e 

s u b s u m p t i o n o f t h e d e t a i l e d s t a t e m e n t s o f f a c t i n v o l v e d u n d e r 

g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l c a t e g o r i e s ' [ l 9 ^ 1 a s 1 l ] „ T h i s i s t h e 

e m p l o y m e n t o f a n a l y t i c a l t o o l s d i s c u s s e d a b o v e , T h e t h i r d s t e p 

b r i n g s i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n f a c t u a l s t a t e s o f a f f a i r s 

s u b s u m e d u n d e r g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t s , , I n t h e m o d e l o f e x p l a n a ­

t i o n g e n e r a l l y k n o w n a s t h e d e d u c t i v e = n o m o l o g i c a l a p p r o a c h t h i s 

i s a c h i e v e d b y t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f a g e n e r a l l a w s t a t i n g a r e l a t i o n 

o f c o n s t a n t c o n j u n c t i o n b e t w e e n c a u s e a n d e f f e c t 0 T o P a r s o n s 

t h i s i s t h e a i m o f t h e e x e r c i s e b u t a s e t o f g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s 

f r o m w h i c h c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s c a n b e d e d u c e d i s a s h o r t h a n d 

o r c o m p l e t e d v e r s i o n o f a m o r e c o m p l e x p r o c e d u r e w h e r e b y s u c h 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a r e e s t a b l i s h e d . T h e p r o b l e m t h e n l i e s i n 

e s t a b l i s h i n g s u c h g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s , i n p a r t i c u l a r , i n a s c e r t a i n i n g 

t h e r e l e v a n t c o n c e p t u a l e l e m e n t s w h i c h m u s t b e i n c l u d e d ( 2 5 ) 0 

T o P a r s o n s t h i s r e q u i r e s r e s o r t t o t h e c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d , 

'The q u e s t i o n h e r e a t i s s u e d o e s n o t t o u c h 

t h e e x p l a n a t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r f a c t s , b u t t h e 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f u n i f o r m i t i e s . T h e o n l y 

p o s s i b l e p r o c e d u r e b y w h i c h t h i s c a n b e 

d o n e i n o u r f i e l d i s c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d w h i c h 

p e r m i t s t h e i s o l a t i o n o f v a r i a b l e s ' f"1938as658j. 
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C o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d i s , t o P a r s o n s , t h e l o g i c a l e q u i v a l e n t o f 

l a b o r a t o r y c o n t r o l l e d e x p e r i m e n t „ ( ( 1 9 3 8 a s 6 5 8 ) , [ l 939 s 4 6 ] ) ( 2 6 ) . 

I t i s b y t h i s p r o c e d u r e t h a t t h e c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n 

s t a t e s o f a f f a i r s d e s c r i b e d a n d a n a l y s e d u n d e r s t e p s o n e a n d 

ti r o i s d e m o n s t r a t e d , o r n o t . T h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f l a w s d e p e n d s u p o n 

t h i s u n d e r l y i n g r ationale„ C o m p a r i s o n t h e n i s t h e t h i r d s t e p i n 

t h e l o g i c o f p r o o f o I t i n v o l v e s ! 

" W i t h r e s p e c t t o t h e p r o b l e m o f i m p u t a t i o n 

o f c a u s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e t o a " f a c t o r " i n t h e 

a n t e c e d e n t s t a t e o f a s y s t e m , i t i s l o g i c a l l y 

n e c e s s a r y t o s h o w , b y a p p l i c a t i o n o f g e n e r a ­

l i z e d k n o w l e d g e t o t h e c o m p a r i s o n o f s t a t e s , 

t h a t i f t h e f a c t s o f t h e a n t e c e d e n t s t a t e h a d 

b e e n d i f f e r e n t , t h e l a t e r s t a t e o f t h e s y s t e m , 

t h e f a c t s t o b e e x p l a i n e d , w o u l d a l s o h a v e b e e n 

d i f f e r e n t i n s p e c i f i c w a y s ' £ l 9 4 l a s 1 l j 

So P a r s o n s f o l l o w s t h e m e t h o d o f d i f f e r e n c e , t h e t a s k o f t h e 

c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d i s t o make ' t h e i s o l a t i o n o f v a r i a b l e s ' 

p o s s i b l e ( [1939 § 4 6 ] , ( 1 9 3 8 a i 6 5 8 ) ) so t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n c e t h a t 

t h e p r e s e n c e o r a b s e n c e ( i n t h e c r u d e s t s e n s e ) o f a v a r i a b l e 

c a n b e a s c e r t a i n e d . 

T o e x e m p l i f y , , I f s i t u a t i o n A i n v o l v e s f a c t o r s x , y , z 

f o l l o w e d b y e v e n t k a n d s i t u a t i o n B i n v o l v e s f a c t o r s w, x , y 

f o l l o w e d b y e v e n t n o n - k t h e n i t c a n b e s a i d t h a t z b e a r s some 

c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e o c c u r a n c e o f k . T h e g r e a t p r o b l e m 
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w i t h t h i s m e t h o d i s t h a t t h e t w o c a s e s may n o t b e c o m p a r a b l e . 

I t i s j u s t b e c a u s e o f t h i s p r o b l e m t h a t P a r s o n s s t r e s s e s t h e 

s e c o n d s t a g e i n t h e p r o o f , t h e s u b s u m p t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r f a c t o r s 

u n d e r g e n e r a l i z e d e l e m e n t s i s t o P a r s o n s w h a t m a k e s c o m p a r i s o n 

a n d s u b s e q u e n t g e n e r a l i z a t i o n p o s s i b l e . C o m p a r i s o n s a r e 

made b e t w e e n s t a t e s o f a f f a i r s ' i n w h i c h t h e d e t a i l e d f a c t s a r e 

d i f f e r e n t b u t t h e g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s t h e same* £l 9̂ -1 as 11] . 

Xn t h e l i g h t o f t h i s t h e a b o v e e x a m p l e o u g h t t o b e e l a b o r a t e d . 

S i t u a t i o n A c o m p r i s e s f a c t o r s x1, y1 a n d z1 a n d k, e a c h o f w h i c h 

i s a c o n c r e t e c a s e o f g e n e r a l e l e m e n t s X s Y, Z a n d K. S i t u a t i o n 

B i s c o n s t i t u t e d b y x"! , y1 a n d z^ a n d n o n = k , e a c h o f w h i c h a g a i n 

c a n b e i d e n t i f i e d a s c a s e s o f X, Y, Z a n d n o n - K . I t i s t h i s 

e m p l o y m e n t o f g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t s t h a t P a r s o n s i s r e f e r r i n g t o 

w h e n h e s p e a k s o f t h e " a p p l i c a t i o n o f g e n e r a l i z e d k n o w l e d g e t o 

t h e c o m p a r i s o n o f s t a t e s " i n t h e p a s s a g e q u o t e d a b o v e . 

T h e r e i s a f u r t h e r r e a s o n w h y P a r s o n s l a y s s u c h s t r e s s 

o n g e n e r a l c o n c e p t s i n d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s . T h i s i s b e s t u n d e r ­

s t o o d b y r e f e r e n c e t o t w o a l t e r n a t i v e m o d e s o f p r o o f w h i c h 

h e r e j e c t s b u t t a k e s c o g n i s a n c e o f . T h e r e a r e t h e h i s t o r i c a l 

a n d f u n c t i o n a l m e t h o d s . T h e f o r m e r a t t e m p t s t o e s t a b l i s h 

c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s p e r t a i n i n g t o t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s o f a 

h i s t o r i c a l i n d i v i d u a l b y r e f e r e n c e o n l y t o i t s p e c u l i a r p a t h o f 

g e n e s i s . ( l 9 3 8 b : 6 5 8 ) . P a r s o n s * e x a m p l e h e r e i s M a r x i s m , 

e s p e c i a l l y t h e p r o p o s i t i o n t h a t c u l t u r a l s y s t e m s a r e e p i p h e n o m e n a l 

r e f l e c t i o n s o f a n e c o n o m i c i n f r a s t r u c t u r e . P a r s o n s c o m m e n t s t h a t 
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so l o n g a s s u c h a p r o p o s i t i o n i s f r a m e d i n g e n e t i c , h i s t o r i c a l 

t e r m s a l o n e t h e n ' a n a l y t i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a s t o t h e r o l e o f 

i d e a s c a n n o t i n p r i n c i p l e b y e i t h e r p r o v e d o r d i s p r o v e d b y 

s u c h a m e t h o d 1 ( 1 9 3 8 b s 6 5 8 ) , T h e h i s t o r i c i s t t h i n k e r g i v e s 

u n i t y t o h i s w o r k b y d r a w i n g o u t t h e t e m p o r a l c o h e r e n c e o f h i s 

s u b j e c t m a t t e r t h e s e c o n d a l t e r n a t i v e m e n t i o n e d b y P a r s o n s 

f o c u s e s o n s p a t i a l c o h e r e n c e 0 I t i s t h e f u n c t i o n a l m e t h o d 

a d v o c a t e d b y t h e E n g l i s h a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , , H e r e a g a i n t h e 

e m p h a s i s i s o n t h e p e c u l i a r i t i e s o f a h i s t o r i c a l i n d i v i d u a l , 

i n t h i s c a s e t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f p l a c i n g a n y i t e m o f f a c t i n t o 

t h e c o n t e x t o f i t s f u n c t i o n f o r a s p e c i f i c , o r g a n i c , s o c i e t y , , 

T h i s a s p e c t o f f u n c t i o n a l a n t h r o p o l o g y a r o s e a s a r e a c t i o n t o t h e 

n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y p e n c h a n t f o r c o m p a r a t i v e method„ T h e p o i n t 

r e l e v a n t h e r e i s t h a t i n P a r s o n s ' b r i e f m e n t i o n o f f u n c t i o n a l i s m 

i n t h i s c o n t e x t i t i s p r e c i s e l y t h i s w h i c h i s a t i s s u e , He 

p r a i s e s K l u c k h o l n ' s N a v a j o W i t c h c r a f t f o r c o n t r i b u t i n g t o 

' t h e p r o c e s s o f t r a n s c e n d i n g t h e o l d d i l e m m a b e t w e e n " c o m p a r a t i v e " 

„ o o a n d " f u n c t i o n a l " m e t h o d s ' (19^6cs566)„ 

•The o l d c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d , b y i s o l a t i n g 

" t r a i t s " f r o m t h e i r c o n t e x t , b o t h i n t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e a n d o n t h e 

l e v e l o f t h e m o t i v a t i o n o f a c t i o n , made i t 

i m p o s s i b l e t o r e l a t e t o a n y s a t i s f a c t o r y 

d y n a m i c e x p l a n a t o r y s c h e m e t h e u n i f o r m i ­

t i e s w h i c h c o m p a r a t i v e s t u d y r e v e a l e d ' 

(19^6CS566)„ 
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U s e o f t h e c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d a l o n e i s f r a u g h t w i t h t h e 

d a n g e r o f i s o l a t i n g t r a i t s f r o m t h e i r context„ P a r s o n s g i v e s 

' t h e r e s o r t t o a d h o c h y p o t h e s e s o n t h e p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l ' 

a n d ' t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f e v o l u t i o n a r y s c h e m a s ' ( 1 9 4 6 c % 566) 

a s e x a m p l e s o f a t t e m p t s t o p r o v i d e a u n i f y i n g f r a m e w o r k t o 

l i n k t o g e t h e r i t e m s a b s t r a c t e d f r o m a t e m p o r a l s e q u e n c e o r 

s p a t i a l c o n t e x t o 

P a r s o n s i s s e n s i t i v e t o t h e h i s t o r i c i s t / f u n c t i o n a l i s t 

c r i t i c i s m o f c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d e v e n i f h e r e j e c t s t h e i r 

s o l u t i o n s o n t h e g r o u n d s t h a t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o e s t a b l i s h c a u s a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s a n d a r r i v e a t g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s o n t h e b a s i s o f 

p a r t i c u l a r c a s e s w h e t h e r c o n c e i v e d t e m p o r a l l y o r s p a t i a l l y . 

T h e p r o b l e m i s h o w t h e t e n d e n c y t o w r e n c h f a c t s f r o m a c o n t e x t 

i s t o b e a v o i d e d w h e n t h e w h o l e p o i n t o f c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d i s 

t o i s o l a t e v a r i a b l e s , n o t l i t e r a l l y b u t a s t h e f u n c t i o n a l 

e q u i v a l e n t o f t h e l a b o r a t o r y c o n t r o l o f c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s 0 

P a r s o n s ' s o l u t i o n i s t h a t a s y s t e m o f t h e o r y p r o v i d e s t h e 

context„ A n y p a r t i c u l a r f a c t o r i s f i r s t o f a l l a c a s e o f a 

g e n e r a l c o n c e p t w h i c h , s e c o n d l y , i s a c o m p o n e n t o f a l o g i c a l l y 

a r t i c u l a t e d s y s t e m o f c o n c e p t s . T h e s y s t e m i c y o f g e n e r a l t h e o r y 

a c t s a s a d e f e n s e a g a i n s t t h e m i s u s e o f c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d . 

R a t h e r t h a n s i t u a t i n g r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s , f o r e x a m p l e , i n a 

h i s t o r i c a l s e q u e n c e o f d e v e l o p m e n t o r a f u n c t i o n i n g s o c i e t y 

t h e y a r e s u b s u m e d u n d e r a g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t ( u l t i m a t e v a l u e s , 

s a y ) w h i c h h a s a p l a c e i n a c o h e r e n t s c h e m e o f c o n c e p t s . So 

r e f e r r i n g t o W e b e r P a r s o n s s a y s s 
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• I n p u r s u i n g h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e s o c i e t y o f h i s 

own t i m e , t o a d e g r e e u n k n o w n b e f o r e , h e made 

u s e o f t h e c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d , i l l u m i n a t i n g 

t h e s u b j e c t o f i n t e r e s t b y c o n t r a s t a s w e l l 

a s b y a g r e e m e n t a n d h i s t o r i c a l a n t e c e d e n t . 

I t i s t h i s , w i t h t h e o r i e n t a t i o n o f h i s 

c o m p a r a t i v e a n a l y s i s t o g e n e r a l i s e d t h e o r y , 

w h i c h d i s t i n g u i s h e s h i s w o r k m o s t s t r i k i n g l y 

f r o m a l l t h e h i s t o r i c a l s c h o o l s o f t h o u g h t „ , , * 

[19^1 a:78] . 

H e r e t h e n P a r s o n s p i c k s o u t 5 t h e o r i e n t a t i o n o f c o m p a r a t i v e 

a n a l y s i s t o g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r y ' . A g a i n i n d i s c u s s i n g t h e r o l e o f 

i d e a s P a r s o n s s a y s t h a t ' t h e t h e o r e m s r e l a t i v e t o t h e r o l e o f 

i d e a s a r e n o t i s o l a t e d , b u t a r e a n i n t e g r a l p a r t o f m o r e com-= 

p r e h e n s i v e b o d i e s o f t h e o r y ' ( 1 9 3 8 b s 6 6 2 ) . T h e r o l e o f i d e a s 

i n s y s t e m s o f a c t i o n c a n o n l y b e e s t a b l i s h e d b y c o m p a r a t i v e m e t h o d 

b u t o n c e a b s t r a c t e d f r o m t h e i r c o n c r e t e s e t t i n g i d e a s y s t e m s a r e 

g r o u n d e d i n a t h e o r e t i c a l s e t t i n g , , 

So f a r t h i s d i s c u s s i o n h a s b e e n c o n f i n e d t o w h a t i s i n v o l v e d 

i n a d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s o f a s i m p l e c a s e o f c a u s a t i o n a n d / o r 

u n i f o r m i t y . T h i s h a s l e d o n c e a g a i n t o t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e 

c o n c e p t o f s y s t e m i n P a r s o n s ' m e t h o d o l o g y . T h i s c o n c l u s i o n i s 

r e i n f o r c e d w h e n a t t e n t i o n i s t u r n e d t o m o r e c o m p l e x c a s e s o f 

a n a l y s i s . As h a s b e e n n o t e d t h e a b o v e m o d e l o f d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s 
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i s g r o u n d e d i n ' t h e s i m p l e s t r a t i o n a l p r a c t i c a l a c t i v i t y ' [_19^5as 

215J . C a u s a l e x p l a n a t i o n a n d t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f u n i f o r m i t i e s 

o n t h i s common s e n s e l e v e l m e r g e s g r a d u a l l y i n t o s c i e n c e a s t h e 

s c o p e o f d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s i n c r e a s e s ; ' . „ <> s c i e n t i f i c a d v a n c e 

c o n s i s t s e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e g r a d u a l w i d e n i n g o f t h e s c o p e o f 

d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s ' £l9^5a;215j » T h e n o t i o n o f s c o p e h e r e h a s 

t w o a s p e c t s o F i r s t l y , i t m e a n s t h e n u m b e r o f c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s 

a n d t h e i r m u t u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s w h i c h c a n b e t r e a t e d t o g e t h e r , 

S c i e n t i f i c k n o w l e d g e i s f u r t h e r e d w h e n a n i n c r e a s i n g n u m b e r o f 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n t v a r i a b l e s c a n b e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y r e l a t e d , , I f 

t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e i r r e l a t i o n s c a n n o t b e g r a s p e d t h e n t h e 

n u m b e r o f v a r i a b l e s m u s t b e r e d u c e d , f o r e x a m p l e , i n e c o n o m i c s , 

a l i m i t e d s e t o f v a r i a b l e s m u s t b e a n a l y s e d i n a b s t r a c t i o n f r o m a 

h o s t o f o t h e r s w h i c h a r e a s s u m e d t o r e m a i n equal„ F r o m t h i s 

f i r s t a s p e c t o f t h e s c o p e o f d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s t h e a i m i s t o 

i n c r e a s e t h e n u m b e r o f v a r i a b l e s d e a l t w i t h o 

On t h e o t h e r h a n d t h e s e c o n d a s p e c t o f t h e s c o p e o f 

a n a l y s i s t e n d s t o b e e n c o u r a g e d b y t h e q u a n t a t i v e p a u c i t y o f 

v a r i a b l e s a n d t h e s i m p l i c i t y o f t h e i r r e l a t i o n s <, T h i s i s t h e 

' b r e a d t h o f a p p l i c a b i l i t y ' t o a v a r i e t y o f s i t u a t i o n s o f a n a l y t i c a l 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s s t a t i n g t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n c a u s a l 

v a r i a b l e s . I f t h e e c o n o m i s t i s c o n c e r n e d o n l y w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p b e t w e e n i n v e s t m e n t , e m p l o y m e n t a n d i n t e r e s t r a t e s t h e n a m o d e l 

e x p l o r i n g t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i l l h a v e a b r o a d scope o f 

a p p l i c a t i o n , t o a l l e c o n o m i e s h a v i n g c a p i t a l a n d l a b o u r m a rkets„ 

B u t a n y o n e o f t h o s e e c o n o m i e s i n v o l v e s o t h e r e c o n o m i c a n d n o n -
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e c o n o m i c v a r i a b l e s . Two c o n s e q u e n c e s f o l l o w f r o m t h i s p o i n t . 

F i r s t l y , t h e m o d e l , a l t h o u g h b r o a d i n a p p l i c a t i o n i s n e c e s s a r i l y 

a b s t r a c t v i s - a - v i s a n y c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n , , ( ( 1 9 3 8 a : 19) [ l 9 ^ 5 a ; 

215^)» S e c o n d l y , t h e o t h e r r e l e v a n t v a r i a b l e s may w e l l b e 

d i f f e r e n t i n t h e v a r i o u s c o n c r e t e c a s e s . T h e m o d e l may b e 

d i f f e r e n t i a l l y i n f l u e n c e d b y t h e e f f e c t o f p o l i t i c a l v a r i a b l e s 

s u c h a s a m i l i t a n t t r a d e u n i o n m o v e m e n t i n o n e c a s e , a p o l i c y o f 

m i l i t a r y a g g r a n d i z e m e n t i n a n o t h e r . So i n c r e a s i n g t h e n u m b e r o f 

v a r i a b l e s may d e c r e a s e t h e b r e a d t h o f a p p l i c a b i l i t y o f s u c h a 

m o d e l i f t h e e x t r a v a r i a b l e s i n c l u d e d a r e p a r t i c u l a r t o a n a r r o w e r 

f i e l d o f c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n s . 

B u t i n b o t h a s p e c t s o f t h e s c o p e o f a n a l y s i s t h e r o o t 

p r o b l e m ' x i / h i c h p r e s e n t s t h e g r e a t e s t t h e o r e t i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s 

t o s c i e n c e ' £l945as215j i s t h e same. I t i s t h e m u t u a l 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s . I n t h e s i m p l e s t c a s e o f 

d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s a b o v e a t t e n t i o n i s d i r e c t e d t o ' t h e e f f e c t o f 

v a r i a t i o n i n o n e a n t e c e d e n t f a c t o r 1 o n o t h e r s b u t t o P a r s o n s t h e 

c r u c i a l d i f f i c u l t y i s t h a t i n i t s e l f ' t h i s i g n o r e s t h e r e c i p r o c a l 

e f f e c t o f t h e s e c h a n g e s o n t h i s f a c t o r ' £l 9^5a: 21 6] f r o m t h e o t h e r s . 

So ' . o . t h e e s s e n t i a l f e a t u r e o f d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s i n t h e f u l l e s t 

s e n s e i s t h e t r e a t m e n t o f a b o d y o f i n t e r d e p e n d e n t p h e n o m e n a 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n t h e m a t h e m a t i c a l s e n s e ' [ l 9 4 5 a : 2 1 5 ] . As i n t h e 

c a s e o f d e s c r i p t i o n t h e i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f p h e n o m e n a c o m e s a c r o s s 

t i m e a n d t i m e a g a i n a s t h e p r i m e d i f f i c u l t y f a c i n g s o c i a l s c i e n c e . 

W h e t h e r P a r s o n s i s d e a l i n g w i t h p r a c t i c a l s o l u t i o n s t o ' t h e G e r m a n 

p r o b l e m s ' [ l 9 4 5 c : 2 7 4 j o r t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s bet\vreen t h e t r e a t m e n t o f 
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c h i l d r e n , a d u l t r e l a t i o n s h i p s a n d w i t c h c r a f t a m o n g s t t h e N a v a j o 

( 1 9 ^ 6 C S 5 6 7 ) t h e p o i n t i s c o n s t a n t l y t o t h e f o r e f r o n t . 

T h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s p r o b l e m f r o m t h e p o i n t o f v i e w o f 

t h e e x t e n s i o n o f s c o p e a r e t w o f o l d . I f t h e s c o p e o f a n a l y s i s 

i n t h e s e n s e o f i n c r e a s i n g t h e n u m b e r o f v a r i a b l e s i s t o b e e x t e n d e d 

t h e n t h e v a r i a b l e s m u s t f o r m a s y s t e m , t h e f a c t o f e m p i r i c a l 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e m u s t b e r e f l e c t e d i n t h e l o g i c a l i n t e g r a t i o n 

o f r e l e v a n t v a r i a b l e s . 

'The e c i e n t i f i c f u n c t i o n o f t h e t h e o r e t i c a l 

s y s t e m i s p r e c i s e l y t o make d y n a m i c a n a l y s i s 

o f t h e b e h a v i o u r o f t h e e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m a s 

a w h o l e p o s s i b l e , t h e r e b y e l i m i n a t i n g c e r t a i n 

o f t h e d a n g e r o u s f o r m s o f a b s t r a c t i o n i n h e r e n t 

i n a " o n e a t a t i m e " a n a l y t i c a l p r o c e d u r e ' 

( I 9 ^ 2 a ; 7 1 0 - 1 1 ) . 

I f t h e c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s a r e n o t somehow m u t u a l l y r e l a t e d t h e n t h e r e 

i s a d a n g e r o f t r e a t i n g r e l a t i o n s b e t \ \ r e e n c l u s t e r s o f v a r i a b l e s 

d i s c r e t e l y ; o f a s k i n g w h a t i s t h e e f f e c t o f a c h a n g e i n x o n y 

a n d z ? W h a t i s t h e e f f e c t o f a c h a n g e i n y o n x a n d z? e t c . , 

w i t h o u t a s k i n g h o w a c h a n g e i n x c h a n g e s y w h i c h r e v e r b e r a t e s 

b a c k o n t o x1 a n d so o n . T h e s e c o n d i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e p r o b l e m 

i s t h a t i n o r d e r t h a t t h i s c o m p l e x o f v a r i a b l e s i s n o t o f s u c h 

n a r r o w s c o p e t h a t i t o n l y a p p l i e s t o o n e c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n 

t h e v a r i a b l e s m u s t b e g e n e r a l i z e d so a s t o i n c o r p o r a t e a w i d e 

v a r i e t y o f p a r t i c u l a r f a c t o r s . 
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• I t may b e s a i d , h o w e v e r , t h a t s c i e n c e 

b e c o m e s t h e o r e t i c a l l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d i n 

so f a r a s i t i s a b l e t o t r e a t a v a r i e t y 

o f i n t e r r e l a t e d p h e n o m e n a s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

i n t e r m s o f t h e i r i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e . T o 

do t h i s w i t h o u t e r r o r i n v o l v e s t h e u s e -

t h e m o r e c o m p l e x t h e s y s t e m t h e m o r e so -

o f a c o m p l e x g e n e r a l i z e d c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e ' 

T h e m a i n t h r e a d r u n n i n g t h r o u g h t h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

p r o b l e m s w i t h w h i c h g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y i s d e s i g n e d t o c o p e 

h a s b e e n t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e c o n c e p t o f t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m . 

B e f o r e m o v i n g o n t o e x a m i n e t h i s t h e p o i n t c a n b e f i n a l l y r e i n f o r c e d 

b y b r i e f l y n o t i n g f o u r f u r t h e r f u n c t i o n s o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y m e n t i o n e d b y P a r s o n s , o t h e r t h a n d e s c r i p t i o n a n d a n a l y s i s . 

F i r s t l y t o r e f e r b a c k t o t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e ' g e n e r a l i t y o f 

i m p l i c a t i o n s ' [ l950as352] o f e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h m e n t i o n e d i n 

t h e a b o v e r e m a r k s o n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f s c i e n c e . 

[19^1 as 23] . 

T h r o u g h t h e m u t u a l l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s 

o f d i f f e r e n t a n a l y t i c a l s y s t e m s f o r e a c h 

o t h e r g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y p r o v i d e s 

a s o u r c e o f c r o s s f e r t i l i z a t i o n o f r e l a t e d 

f i e l d s o f t h e u t m o s t i m p o r t a n c e ' M938 

20] . 
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N o t e t h a t i t i s t h r o u g h t h e s y s t e m i c y o f t h e o r y t h a t s u c h 

c r o s s f e r t i l i z a t i o n i s s a i d t o a r i s e , P a r s o n s c l a i m s t h a t 

t h i s m i g h t w e l l n o t o c c u r i f f i e l d s o f r e s e a r c h ' r e m a i n e d 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y i s o l a t e d " [ I 9 3 8 a s 2 0 ] . Two e x a m p l e s i n x ^ h i c h 

P a r s o n s a t l e a s t w a n t s t o g i v e t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f u s i n g t h e o r y 

t o g e n e r a l i z e a c r o s s c o n c r e t e f i e l d s a r e h i s a p p l i c a t i o n o f 

e c o n o m i c t h e o r y t o t h e g e n e r a l p r o b l e m o f t h e r o l e o f i d e a s i n 

a c t i o n (1938b) a n d h i s u s e o f p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e r a p y a s a g e n e r a l 

m o d e l o f s o c i a l c o n t r o l m e c h a n i s m s [1 9^2c] „ 

T h e s e c o n d f u r t h e r f u n c t i o n o f g e n e r a l a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y 

i s t o r e v e a l ' t h e g a p s i n o u r e x i s t i n g k n o w l e d g e a n d t h e i r 

i m p o r t a n c e ' (l938as20)„ B y f o l l o w i n g t h r o u g h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s 

o f k n o w l e d g e s y s t e m a t i c a l l y t h e s c i e n t i s t can. a r r i v e a t w h a t h e 

r e a l l y o u g h t t o k n o w , F i n a l l y , t h e o r y p r o v i d e s a means o f 

i n t e g r a t i n g k n o w l e d g e s A g a i n t h i s h a s b e e n n o t e d e a r l i e r a n d 

w i l l o n l y b e t o u c h e d o n h e r e . P a r s o n s r e f e r s t o ' t h e o r g a n i z i n g 

p o w e r o f g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r y ' £l950a:35^] •> c a p a c i t y t o 

i n t e r r e l a t e t h e w o r k o f a w i d e v a r i e t y o f r e s e a r c h e r s . So 

w h e n h e w r i t e s o f t h e ' g e n e r a l t h e o r e t i c a l t r a d i t i o n ' o f *a 

w o r k i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l g r o u p ' i t i s i n t e g r a t i o n a n d m u t u a l i m p l i c a ­

t i o n o f r e s e a r c h w h i c h i s e m p h a s i s e d a n d ' t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f 

t h e o r y t o p r o m o t e t h i s p r o c e s s i s h e a v y i n d e e d ' fl950a;35o] » 

On t h e o n e h a n d P a r s o n s c o m p l a i n s t h a t p o t e n t i a l f o r f r u i t f u l 

i n t e g r a t i o n h a s n o t y e t b e e n e x p l o i t e d , ( ( 1 9 ^ 1 c ; 2 7 8 , 2 7 9 ) , [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 

2 1 9J) o n t h e o t h e r h a n d h e d i r e c t s h i s a t t e n t i o n t o 'a s y s t e m o f 
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r e l a t e d a b s t r a c t i o n s — w h i c h c u t s a c r o s s t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s 6 

F o r h i m s i t i s 1 o n l y t h e a v a i l a b i l i t y a n d common 

a c c e p t a n c e a n d e m p l o y m e n t o f a w e l l a r t i c u l a t e d g e n e r a l i z e d 

t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m ' w h i c h c a n g i v e s u c h i n t e g r a t i o n o f k n o w l e d g e 

a n d s c i e n t i f i c a c t i v i t y . P e r h a p s a t t h i s p o i n t t h e f u n c t i o n 

o f t h e o r y a n d i t s s y s t e m i c f o r m b e c o m e s y n o n o m o u s o T h i s i s 

i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e n e x t t a s k t o b e i n v e s t i g a t e d . 

T h i s s e c t i o n h a s d e l i b e r a t e l y a v o i d e d b r o a c h i n g q u i t e 

w h a t i s i n v o l v e d i n t h e c o n c e p t o f a t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m a l t h o u g h 

t h r o u g h o u t i t s c e n t r a l i t y h a s b e e n d r a w n o u t . T h i s p r o c e d u r e 

h a s b e e n f o l l o w e d b e c a u s e t h e n a t u r e o f t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s 

i s i t s e l f p r o b l e m a t i c a l t o P a r s o n s , i n d e e d i t i s t h e c e n t r a l 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m w h i c h h e t a c k l e s i n t h i s p e r i o d l e a d i n g 

t o t h e a d v o c a c y o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l a p p r o a c h . T h e 

d i s c u s s i o n now t u r n s t o t h i s i s s u e o f h o w t o f o r m u l a t e a s y s t e m ? 

D, T h e c e n t r a l p r o b l e m s h o w t o f o r m u l a t e a t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m ? 

1 0 T h e c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e p r o b l e m a n d i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

T h r o u g h o u t t h e l a s t s e c t i o n i t h a s b e e n n o t e d h o w t i m e a n d 

t i m e a g a i n P a r s o n s r e t u r n s t o t h e n o t i o n o f s y s t e m t o o v e r c o m e 

w h a t h e s e e s a s i m p o r t a n t m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m s i n s c i e n c e . Y e t 

a c o m m e n t i n h i s r e v i e w o f D o d d i n t i m a t e s t h a t ' t h e p r o b l e m o f 

f o r m u l a t i n g a s y s t e m ' ( l 9 4 2 a s 7 1 0 ) i s n o t a c l o s e d i s s u e . P a r s o n s 

c o n t e n d s t h a t ' . . 0 n o t o n l y c a n D o d d ' s c l a i m t o h a v e o f f e r e d t h e 
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t h e b e s t a v a i l a b l e s y s t e m n o t b e a d m i t t e d , b u t g e n e r a l a d o p t i o n 

o f S - t h e o r y w o u l d p o s i t i v e l y i m p e d e t h e a c h i e v e m e n t o f t h e 

h i g h e s t l e v e l s o f g e n e r a l i z e d a n a l y s i s a t t a i n a b l e i n t h e p r e s e n t 

s t a t e o f t h e s u b j e c t ' (19k2a.% 710) „ T h e r e a r e c l e a r l y a l t e r n a t i v e 

a p p r o a c h e s t o a s y s t e m o f t h e o r y available„ 

T h e c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e p r o b l e m , o f w h i c h a l t e r n a t i v e t o 

t a k e , c a n b e i n d i c a t e d i n v a r i o u s w a y s . F i r s t l y , a l t h o u g h 

P a r s o n s ' r e m a r k s o n t h i s p o i n t a r e s p a r s e , t h e s y s t e m i c y o f t h e o r y 

seems t o m a r k o f f p r a c t i c a l common s e n s e a n d s c i e n t i f i c k n o w l e d g e . 

A l l h u m a n s o c i e t i e s p o s s e s s a d e g r e e o f e m p i r i c a l l y v a l i d 

k n o w l e d g e w h i c h i s ' n o t t h e o r e t i c a l l y s y s t e m a t i z e d i n t h e s e n s e 

o f m o d e r n s c i e n c e ' ( 1 9 3 8 b 5 6 5 6 ) . What P a r s o n s m e a n s h e r e h a s 

a l r e a d y b e e n t o u c h e d u p o n a b o v e ; t h e u s e o f e x p l i c i t t h e o r e t i c a l 

c o n c e p t s a n d t h e c a p a c i t y f o r c o p i n g w i t h c o m p l e x i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e . 

I t i s t h e l a t t e r w h i c h i s r e l e v a n t h e r e . When P a r s o n s d i s c u s s e s 

t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f c l a s s i c a l e c o n o m i c s , F r e u d i a n p s y c h o l o g y a n d 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s o c i o l o g y a s b r e a k t h r o u g h s i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e i t i s 

t h e i r e m p l o y m e n t o f ' d y n a m i c s y s t e m ( s ) o f i n t e r r e l a t e d v a r i a b l e 

e l e m e n t s ' ( l 9 ^ 9 c : 4 9 ) w h i c h P a r s o n s p a r t i c u l a r l y e m p h a s i s e s a s 

m a r k i n g o f f t h e s e ' a d v a n c e s ' f r o m common s e n s e . 

'The common k e y n o t e o f t h i s d e v e l o p m e n t o f 

m o d e r n d y n a m i c p s y c h o l o g y , o f m o d e r n 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s o c i o l o g y , a n d o f s o c i a l 

a n t h r o p o l o g y i s t h a t t h e y d e a l w i t h t h e 

p h e n o m e n a o f h u m a n b e h a v i o u r p r e c i s e l y a s 

c o m p l e x d y n a m i c s y s t e m s . T h e c a p a c i t y t o 

d o t h a t a n d t o a t t a i n some o r d e r o f b o t h 
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e m p i r i c a l a c c u r a c y a n d g e n e r a l i t y o f a n a l y s i s 

i n t e r m s o f a c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e i s , i n my 

o p i n i o n , t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t s i n g l e s t e p 

f r o m common s e n s e t o s c i e n c e ' ( 1 9 ^ 9C ; 5 2 ) , 

F u r t h e r e v i d e n c e f o r t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e p r o b l e m o f s y s t e m comes 

f r o m P a r s o n s ' own r e p o r t s o n how h e d e v e l o p e d h i s t h e o r y i n t h e 

p o s t S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n p e r i o d , He n o t e s t h e p r o b l e m o f 

r e s t a t i n g t h e c o n c e p t u a l s cheme o f t h a t b o o k i n t e r m s o f ' c u r r e n t 

l e v e l s o f e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h a n d c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e s ' , (l9^'9a; 

v i i i ) . T h e ' m a j o r c l u e s ' i n t h i s p r o c e s s came f r o m H e n d e r s o n ' s 

s t r e s s o n s o c i a l s y s t e m s a n d C a n n o n ' s f o r m u l a t i o n o f s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m s ( 1 9 ^ 9 a s v i i i ) . T h a t s u c h r u m i n a t i o n s c o n t i n u e d 

t o t h e e n d o f t h e p e r i o d c o n s i d e r e d h e r e i s e v i d e n c e d b y P a r s o n s ' 

r e m a r k i n h i s 1950 p a p e r r e g a r d i n g t h e i n a d e q u a c i e s o f s p e c u l a t i v e 

t h e o r y i n s o c i o l o g y . He s a y s ' . „ , t h e y p r e s u m e d t o s e t u p a 

t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m i n s t e a d o f a s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e ' 

/ / I 950a; 352] „ T h i s i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h a t t h r o u g h o u t t h e 1 9^6' s 

P a r s o n s h a d h i m s e l f a d v o c a t e d t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f a t h e o r e t i c a l 

s y s t e m i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e , t h e n h e a p p e a r s t o d i s t i n g u i s h a 

s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l s c h e m e f r o m t h i s a n d d i s s o c i a t e h i m s e l f f r o m 

t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s . T h i s , t h e n , i n d i c a t e s t h a t P a r s o n s i s 

t h r o u g h o u t c o n c e r n e d w i t h j u s t w h a t f o r m h i s t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m 

s h o u l d t a k e . I n t h e s t a t e m e n t f r o m 'The p r o s p e c t s o f s o c i o l o g i c a l 

t h e o r y * a b o v e , b y a t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m P a r s o n s m e a n s w h a t h e c a l l s 

e l s e w h e r e a n a n a l y t i c a l s y s t e m , b y a c o n c e p t u a l s cheme a 
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s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m . T h e s e p l u s W e b e r ' s s y s t e m o f 

i d e a l t y p e s a r e t h e t h r e e a l t e r n a t i v e c o n c e p t i o n s o f s y s t e m 

P a r s o n s c o n s i d e r s , , 

T h i s s e c t i o n w i l l r e v i e w P a r s o n s ' r e m a r k s o n t h i s s u b j e c t , 

n o t i n g h i s r e s e r v a t i o n s a n d o b j e c t i o n s t o a n a l y t i c a l a n d i d e a l 

t y p i c a l s y s t e m s a n d h i s a d v o c a c y o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m . 

I t w i l l c o n c l u d e b y a t t e m p t i n g t o s p e c i f y t h e p r o p e r t i e s o f a 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m a n d h o i ^ s u c h a s y s t e m c a n b e s e e n 

a s p r o v i d i n g s o l u t i o n s t o t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m s so f a r 

d i s c u s s e d , T h e c r u c i a l p o i n t i s t h a t t h e s e g e n e r a l p r o b l e m s 

o f a n y a n d a l l s c i e n c e do n o t i n t h e m s e l v e s p r o v i d e a r a t i o n a l e 

f o r t h e a d o p t i o n o f a s t r u c t u r a l — f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m 

a n d t h a t , i n i t s e l f , a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m d o e s n o t s o l v e 

t h e s e p r o b l e m s . I n o t h e r w o r d s , s o m e t h i n g e l s e m u s t b e 

a d d e d . I t w i l l b e t h e m a j o r c l a i m o f t h i s a n d t h e f o l l o x ^ i n g 

c h a p t e r t h a t , a p p e a r a n c e s t o t h e c o n t r a r y , P a r s o n s c o n t i n u e s t o 

b e c o n c e r n e d w i t h m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r o b l e m s p e c u l i a r t o t h e 

s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n . T h e s e p r o b l e m s a r e t h e ' t r a d i t i o n a l * i s s u e s 

o f s u b j e c t i v i t y , n o r m a t i v e d e t e r m i n i s m a n d v a l u e b u t P a r s o n s 

c o n s t r u e s t h e s e i s s u e s i n a r a t h e r i d i o s y n c r a t i c w a y . T h a t i s , 

h e c o n t i n u e s t h e d i s c u s s i o n i n t e r m s o f t h e f r a m e w o r k e s t a b l i s h e d 

i n T h e S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , T h e m e t h o d o l o g y o f s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l i s m i s b o u n d u p w i t h P a r s o n s ' a t t e m p t t o c o n s t r u c t a 

s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n a n d t h e t r a d i t i o n a l p r o b l e m s c o n t a i n e d i n t h a t 

e n t e r p r i s e . F o r P a r s o n s s c i e n c e a n d a c t i o n o r s y s t e m a n d 

a c t i o n a r e n e v e r t w o s e p a r a t e p r o g r a m m e s o r t e m p o r a l l y d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 
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p h a s e s i n h i s w o r k , t h e i r i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s a c e n t r a l 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n . 

2. A n a l y t i c a l t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s . 

T h e f i r s t t y p e o f t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m c o n s i d e r e d b y P a r s o n s 

i s w h a t h e c a l l s a n a n a l y t i c a l s y s t e m . H i s m o d e l h e r e i s a n a l y ­

t i c a l m e c h a n i c s ( [l 9^1 as 23] //I 9^5as 21 6] ) ( 2 7 ) . S u c h a s y s t e m 

( 2 8 ) i s c o m p o s e d o f t w o k i n d s o f c o n c e p t s . F i r s t l y , s t r u c t u r a l 

c o n c e p t s w h o s e f u n c t i o n i s t o d e s c r i b e t h e u n i t s o f e m p i r i c a l 

s y s t e m s £l945as217] 0 m e c h a n i c s a s y s t e m i s c o m p o s e d o f 

p a r t i c l e s as i t s u n i t s 9k5sn k\ , i n b i o l o g y t h e o r g a n i s m i s 

made u p o f ce!3-s, i n s o c i o l o g y t h e u n i t s o f s o c i a l s y s t e m s a r e 

r o l e s . I n a n a n a l y t i c a l s y s t e m s u c h s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s s e r v e o n l y 

t o d e l i m i t t h e s y s t e m f r o m i t s e n v i r o n m e n t f l 9 4 l a ; 2 3 j i n t h e s e n s e 

o f t h a t w h i c h i s i r r e l e v a n t f o r t h e t h e o r y . I n m e c h a n i c s t h e 

t h e o r y o f c l a s s i c a l p h y s i c s i s o n l y ' a b o u t ' p h e n o m e n a a s p h y s i c a l 

b o d i e s . A s s u c h i n t h i s k i n d o f s y s t e m s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s a r e 

e s s e n t i a l l y s e c o n d a r y i n i m p o r t a n c e t o c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s . I n 

a n a n a l y t i c a l s y s t e m e m p i r i c a l p h e n o m e n a m u s t b e c a p a b l e o f 

c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n a s v a r i a b l e s , a v a r i a b l e b e i n g 'a c o m b i n a t i o n 

o f l o g i c a l u n i v e r s a l s t o w h i c h many d i f f e r e n t p a r t i c u l a r s , t h e 

v a l u e s o f t h e v a r i a b l e s , may b e f i t t e d ' ( 1 9 3 8 b ; 6 5 2 - 3 ) . T h e 

i m p o r t a n t p o i n t h e r e i s t h a t a v a r i a b l e i s a g e n e r a l p r o p e r t y 

o f e m p i r i c a l p h e n o m e n a w h o s e v a r i a t i o n h a s i m p o r t a n t c o n s e q u e n c e s 

f o r t h e b e h a v i o u r o f a n e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m , a c o n c e p t m u s t b e 

g e n e r a l a n d s t a n d a s a v a r i a b l e i n t h e l i t e r a l s e n s e . 
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Such concepts form a t h e o r e t i c a l systems t h e y are 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n t w i t h each o t h e r i n two senses. F i r s t l y , 

l o g i c a l i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e , t h e system c o n t a i n s a l l t h e r e l e v a n t 

v a r i a b l e s necessary t o d e s c r i b e any s t a t e o f the e m p i r i c a l 

system and e x p l a i n any b e h a v i o u r o f the e m p i r i c a l system as 

d e l i m i t e d by i t s s t r u c t u r e 0 I t i s thus an i n t e r d e p e n d e n t 

system i n the sense o f being- adequate t o i t s s u b j e c t m a t t e r , 

r e q u i r i n g no u n d e f i n e d r e s i d u a l c a t e g o r i e s o r s p e c i a l p l e a s f o r 

s p e c i a l cases. I t i s because t h e system's v a r i a b l e s are 

l o g i c a l l y adequate i n t h i s sense t h a t s t r u c t u r a l concepts p l a y 

such a l i m i t e d r o l e . Only when t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f a p p l i c a b i J - i t y 

o f v a r i a b l e s i s i n q u e s t i o n does s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s p l a y a 

p a r t s The second sense o f interdependence i s c a u s a l , the 

v a r i a b l e s composing the system s t a n d i n r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f r e c i p r o c a l 

c a u s a t i o n so t h a t a change i n one r e v e r b e r a t e s t h r o u g h o u t the 

system. Such dynamic r e l a t i o n s are i d e a l l y u n d e r s t o o d i n terms 

o f mathematics, A s e r i e s o f mathematic e q u a t i o n s s t a t i n g a l l 

the p o s s i b l e v a r i a t i o n s o f c o m b i n a t i o n o f t h e system's v a r i a b l e s 

would r e p r e s e n t the laws o f the system; ' m a t h e m a t i c s i n 

p h y s i c s i j 5 t h e o r y ' £ l 9 4 5 a s 2 2 4 ] «, 

Parsons f l i r t s w i t h t he p o s s i b i l i t y o f d e v e l o p i n g a n a l y t i c a l 

systems i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e i n h i s essay on the r o l e o f i d e a s ( 1 9 3 8 b ) 

and b e l i e v e s t h a t a s t a r t has been made toward such a system i n 

economics £ l 9 ^ 5 a ! 22k] . But the l a t t e r i s a s p e c i a l case (see 

below) and i n g e n e r a l Parsons c o n t i n u e s t o be s c e p t i c a l about 

the contemporary f e a s i b i l i t y o f t h i s k i n d o f t h e o r e t i c a l system 

( j/1 9 ^ 1 a; 2 3 - 4 ] , (j 9 4 5 a ! 2 1 6 ] ) . As i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n 
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P a r e t o ' s f a i l u r e t o make t h i s e n t e r p r i s e work persuades 

Parsons t h a t i f P a r e t o , w i t h h i s t r a i n i n g i n and u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f mathematicsj, p h y s i c s and economics, c o u l d n o t succeed t h e n 

the chances are t h a t a t the moment no one can f l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 5 ] <, The 

a t t a i n m e n t o f t h e o r e t i c a l systems of t h i s k i n d stands as an i d e a l 

o n l y a c t u a l l y a chieved i n a n a l y t i c a l mechanics [l 9k5&i 2 1 6 j , a 

f a c t which i s n o t as d i s c o u r a g i n g t o Parsons as i t appears a t f i r s t 

s i g h t as a l t e r n a t i v e s are a v a i l a b l e 0 

Parsons o u t l i n e s two c o n d i t i o n s f o r the s u c c e s s f u l 

c o n s t r u c t i o n o f an a n a l y t i c a l system, n e i t h e r o f which are 

p r e s e n t l y f e a s i b l e i n s o c i a l science [ l 9^+5^5 2 1 6 ] . One i s t h a t 

the v a r i a b l e s must be s u s c e p t i b l e t o m a t h e m a t i c a l m a n i p u l a t i o n , 

Parsons seems t o r e g a r d t h i s as a remote p o s s i b i l i t y even i n 

economics, t o him the most advanced s o c i a l s cience £l 9^5&s 2 2 5 ] » 

Secondly, t he v a r i a b l e s must be e m p i r i c a l l y o p e r a t i o n a l i n t h a t 

t h e y 'must v a r y o n l y i n n u m e r i c a l l y q u a n t i t a t i v e v a l u e on a 

continuum" £l 2 2 5 ] • I t i s the f e a s i b i l i t y o f t h i s i n a money 

economy whic h accounts f o r the p a r t i a l success o f a n a l y t i c a l 

systems i n economics ( l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 5 ] ? j u s t as heat can be measured 

i n terms o f te m p e r a t u r e so demand can be measured i n terms o f 

p r i c e and q u a n t i t y r a t i o s . Parsons i n s i s t s though t h a t i t i s 

no t measurement p e r se which m a t t e r s , t h e f i r s t r e q u i r e m e n t i s 

t h a t t he v a r i a b l e s measured are t h e r e l e v a n t ones and r e l e v a n c e 

i s n o t d e t e r m i n e d by m e a s u r a b i l i t y ( ( 1 9 3 8 a s 1 9 = 2 0 ) , [ l 9^+5b ; 2 1 6] ) „ 



- 1 1 2 -

So a n a l y t i c a l systems st a n d as an i d e a l i n science h u t an 

i d e a l Xirhich i s i m p r a c t i c a l i n c u r r e n t s o c i a l s c i e n c e . Note 

t h a t the d i f f i c u l t i e s mentioned by Parsons are t e c h n i c a l ones, 

d i f f i c u l t i e s w h i c h can be overcome i n p r i n c i p l e , , W h i l s t 

Parsons i s c r i t i c a l o f t h o u g h t l e s s a t t e m p t s t o ape p h y s i c s such 

as Dodd's he wishes t o a t t a i n '<,„.> the n e a r e s t p o s s i b l e approach 

t o an e q u i v a l e n t o f the r o l e o f m a t h e m a t i c a l a n a l y s i s i n p h y s i c s ' 

[ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 4 j „ Parsons t h e n does n o t pursue t he b u i l d i n g o f 

a n a l y t i c a l systems b u t i n t h e sense o f a s t a n d a r d and d i r e c t o r 

a n a l y t i c a l systems p l a y a r o l e i n h i s t h i n k i n g , , H i s a l t e r n a t i v e 

i s judged by r e f e r e n c e t o them 0 T h i s i s c e r t a i n l y how Parsons 

h i m s e l f r e g a r d s a n a l y t i c a l systems and no doubt t h i s i d e a l p l a y s 

a p a r t i n h i s a d o p t i o n o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l 

systemso However i t w i l l be argued below t h a t o t h e r p r e o c c u p a t i o n s 

a l s o p l a y t h e i r p a r t i n shaping Parsons* t h i n k i n g on s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l i s n i o Parsons' a l t e r n a t i v e f o r m u l a t i o n o f t h e o r e t i c a l 

systems i s n o t o n l y a f u n c t i o n o f t h e t e c h n i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s 

i n a n a l y t i c a l systems b u t a l s o a response t o m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

problems o f a sci e n c e o f action,, 

3 « I d e a l t y p i c a l t h e o r e t i c a l systems» 

The second approach t o f o r m u l a t i n g a t h e o r e t i c a l system 

Parsons c o n s i d e r s i s t h a t o f Weber i n Economy and S o c i e t y . 

He r e g a r d s t h i s as '„„„ the s y s t e m a t i c development o s o o f a 

comprehensive, l o g i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d scheme o f " i d e a l t y p e s " o f 

s o c i a l a c t i o n and r e l a t i o n s h i p s 1 jj9k"\aik] . Parsons 1 

d i s c u s s i o n o f Weber i s marked by a r a t h e r p a r a d o x i c a l p o s i t i o n , , 
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On t h e one hand he notes t h a t Weber e x p l i c i t l y d e n i e d t he 

p o s s i b i l i t y o r d e s i r a b i l i t y o f a system o f t h e o r y i n the s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e s . On t h e o t h e r hand Parsons argues t h a t Weber i s 

i m p o r t a n t because o f h i s i m p l i c i t c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s y s t e m a t i c 

theory,, I t i s because Weber 'hides h i s l i g h t under a b u s h e l ' 

£ l 9 ^ 1 as 7 j t h a t h i s i d e a l t y p i c a l approach t o s y s t e m a t i c t h e o r y 

i s i n a d e q u a t e . I t i s inadequate because i t i s i n c o m p l e t e b u t 

to complete the system i n v o l v e s g o i n g beyond t h e i d e a l t y p i c a l 

approach [19^+1 as3, 7, 28] . ( 2 9 ) . 

The a d o p t i o n o f t h i s g e n e r a l stance g i v e s Parsons 8 remarks 

on Weber a p e c u l i a r q u a l i t y , , A l t h o u g h w r i t t e n as an i n t r o d u c t i o n 

t o a t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e opening c h a p t e r s o f Economy and S o c i e t y 

t h e y can h a r d l y be r e a d as an essay i n e x e g e s i s . As Parsons 

h i m s e l f says t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n *.,, r e p r e s e n t s the a u t h o r ' s f i r s t 

m ajor a t t e m p t s i n c e The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n t o d i s c u s s 

c r i t i c a l l y t h e b a s i c m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems o f a t h e o r y o f 

s o c i a l systems' , ( 3 0 ) As i n much o f h i s w r i t i n g on major 

t h i n k e r s h i s d i s c u s s i o n i s an e x e r c i s e i n development o f Parsons' 

t h i n k i n g , u s i n g Weber as a f o i l , perhaps a c h a l l e n g e . H i s 

remarks t h e n are h o p e l e s s l y b i a s e d from t h e p o i n t o f view o f an 

ac c u r a t e commentary on Weber, For example, as i n The S t r u c t u r e 

o f S o c i a l A c t i o n he g i v e s no s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o Weber's 

c l a i m t h a t no one system o f t h e o r y i s d e s i r a b l e or p o s s i b l e i n 

s o c i a l s c i e n c e and Weber's c r i t i c i s m o f such an a s p i r a t i o n . 

R ather the c r i t i q u e o f a n t i - t h e o r e t i c a l h i s t o r i c i s m i s n o t e d b u t 

the p a r a l l e l c r i t i q u e o f g e n e r a l t h e o r i e s i s l a r g e l y i g n o r e d , 

b e i n g c o n f i n e d i n t h i s p r e s e n t work t o r a t h e r condescending 
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excuses f o r Weber's s c e p t i c i s m o f ps y c h o l o g y (see below)„ 

From the p o i n t o f view o f the p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n t h e n Parsons' 

remarks on Weber are s i g n i f i c a n t i n i l l u m i n a t i n g h i s own p o s i t i o n 

i n a number o f r e s p e c t s . These w i l l be drawn out l a t e r 

p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o f u n c t i o n a l i s m , p s y c h o l o g y and 

Parsons own u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i d e a l t y pe concepts, 

Weber's approach t o s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y t h e n i s i n terms 

o f a system o f i d e a l t y p e concepts £ l 9 4 l a s 4 , 1 4 , 28] and t y p e 

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s [ l 9 4 5 a s 1 0 8 ] „ I n Parsons' p r e s e n t a t i o n i d e a l 

t y p es have the f o l l o w i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s [ l 9 4 5 a s 1 3 ] < > I d e a l 

t y pes are f i r s t l y a b s t r a c t i o n s and g e n e r a l i t i e s . They d e s c r i b e 

t y p i c a l courses o f a c t i o n w h i c h can i n c o r p o r a t e a range o f 

p a r t i c u l a r i n s t a n c e s . The i d e a l t y p e i s a b s t r a c t v i s - a - v i s 

any one o f those i n s t a n c e s f o r the f o l l o w i n g reasons 

'The i d e a l t y pe as Weber used i t i s b o t h 

a b s t r a c t and g e n e r a l . I t does n o t 

d e s c r i b e a c o n c r e t e course o f a c t i o n , 

b u t a n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l course, assuming 

c e r t a i n ends and modes o f n o r m a t i v e 

o r i e n t a t i o n as " b i n d i n g " on t h e a c t o r s ' 

[ 1 9 4 1 as 13 ] . 

The i d e a l type i s a b s t r a c t because i t f o r m u l a t e s a n o r m a t i v e l y 

i d e a l course o f a c t i o n . T h i s w i l l be r e t u r n e d t o i n a moment. 
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I t i s o f no t e here t h a t w h i l s t t h e r e i s a s u g g e s t i o n o f t h i s 

i n Weber's work t h e r e i s c o n s i d e r a b l e a m b i g u i t y i n h i s p o s i t i o n 

w h i c h i s d i s s o l v e d by Parsons, Only one c o n n o t a t i o n o f Weber's 

approach i s drawn o u t by Parsons, o t h e r s are i g n o r e d . I n t h e 

second c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f i d e a l t y p e s t he P a r s o n i a n r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f Weber i s f a r l e s s s u b t l e . 

Parsons no t e s t h a t f o r Weber an i d e a l t y p e must d e s c r i b e 

an ' o b j e c t i v e l y p o s s i b l e ' course o f a c t i o n , Nox>r i t seems t o 

th e p r e s e n t w i - i t e r t h a t f o r Weber t h i s means s i m p l y t h a t an i d e a l 

type must be l o g i c a l l y i n t e r n a l l y c o n s i s t e n t and i n terms o f 

i n d u c t i v e knowledge, e m p i r i c a l l y p o s s i b l e . Parsons goes a good 

d e a l f u r t h e r t h a n t h i s . E l a b o r a t i n g t h e phrase ' o b j e c t i v e 

p o s s i b i l i t y ' he sayss ' I t [an i d e a l t y p e] c o n t a i n s , w i t h i n t h e 

l o g i c a l r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e r e l e v a n t frame o f r e f e r e n c e , a l l t he 

necessary p r o p e r t i e s o r f e a t u r e s o f a c o n c r e t e a c t o r complex o f 

a c t i o n ' \\ 9 ^ 1 as 1 3 ] . O b j e c t i v e p o s s i b i l i t y t h e n i s assessed 

by r e f e r e n c e t o what must n e c e s s a r i l y be i n c l u d e d i n any c o n c r e t e 

case a c c o r d i n g t o the l o g i c o f a frame o f r e f e r e n c e . T h i s 

i n t r o d u c e s an element o f d e d u c t i v e r e a s o n i n g i n t o t y p e c o n s t r u c t i o n , 

an i d e a l t y pe i s b u i l t up from a l i m i t e d number o f n o n - i d e a l 

t y p i c a l components, i n Parsons' t e r m i n o l o g y , a n a l y t i c a l elements. 

Q u i t e w h i c h a n a l y t i c a l elements are necessary f o r any g i v e n i d e a l 

t y p e i s a f u n c t i o n o f the frame o f r e f e r e n c e employed. The 

importance o f t h i s p o i n t comes out i n t h e t h i r d c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

o f i d e a l t y p e s . 
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'o o , the d i f f e r e n t l o g i c a l l y d i s t i n c t 

elements w h i c h are e s s e n t i a l t o t h e 

f o r m u l a t i o n o f t h i s t y pe may be, indeed 

g e n e r a l l y a r e , i n d e p e n d e n t l y v a r i a b l e . 

The i d e a l t y p e c o n t a i n s no p a r t i c u l a r 

statement o f f a c t . But i t does, l o g i c a l l y , 

i n v o l v e a f i x e d r e l a t i o n between the v a l u e s 

o f the v a r i o u s v a r i a b l e elements i n v o l v e d ' 

[ 1 9 ^ 1 as 1 3 ] . 

The n o n - i d e a l t y p i c a l concepts which, by v i r t u e o f Parsons' second 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , are the components o f i d e a l types s t a n d i n f i x e d 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o each o t h e r when t h e y c o n s t i t u t e i d e a l types„ 

I t can s i m p l y be n o t e d here t h a t t h i s i s n o t h i n g b u t a P a r s o n i a n 

g l o s s on Weber, as f a r as the p r e s e n t w r i t e r knows nowhere i n 

Weber's m e t h o d o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g s i s such a p o s i t i o n even suggested. 

T h i s i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h a t i t i s t h i s P a r s o n i a n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

o f i d e a l t y pes w h i c h Parsons takes o b j e c t i o n t o , H i s c r i t i c i s m 

o f i d e a l t y pe t h e o r y w i l l be d i s c u s s e d p r e s e n t l y . 

B e f o r e c o n s i d e r i n g t h e l a t t e r t h e f i r s t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f 

i d e a l t y p e s , t h e i r n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l s t a t u s , must be r e t u r n e d 

t o , 'The i d e a l t y p e , t h e n , i s n o t m e r e l y an a b s t r a c t i o n , b u t a 

p a r t i c u l a r k i n d o f a b s t r a c t i o n . I t s t a t e s the case where a 

n o r m a t i v e o r i d e a l p a t t e r n i s p e r f e c t l y c o m p l i e d w i t h ' [ l 9^1 a; 123, 

A f o o t n o t e i s added t o t h i s t o the e f f e c t t h a t the p o i n t o f 

r e f e r e n c e o f i d e a l here i s the a c t o r n o t the o b s e r v e r , i t i s n o t 
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t h e o b s e r v e r ' s n o r m a t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n w h i c h i s i d e a l i z e d i n the 

type b u t t h e a c t o r ' s . Parsons' cue here i s Weber's advocacy o f 

r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y pes i n s o c i o l o g y , To Parsons the r a t i o n a l i t y o f 

a c t i o n r e f e r s t o a p e c u l i a r t y pe o f n o r m a t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n , i n 

The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n c a l l e d the norm, o f i n t r i n s i c 

r a t i o n a l i t y . A c t i o n i s r a t i o n a l i n s o f a r as the a c t o r ' s a c t i o n 

can be u n d e r s t o o d i n terms o f v e r i f i a b l e r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f cause 

and e f f e c t where t h e a c t i o n , t h a t i s the employment o f means, i s 

the cause and the end, a f u t u r e s t a t e o f a f f a i r s t o be a t t a i n e d , 

i s t h e e f f e c t . To Parsons such a c t i o n depends upon the a c t o r 

making sense o f t h e w o r l d i n a p a r t i c u l a r k i n d o f ways e s p e c i a l l y 

s e l e c t i n g means i n terms o f whether o r n o t i t i s p o s s i b l e i n 

p r i n c i p l e t o e s t a b l i s h a c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h i s k i n d between 

them and an end and s i f i t i s , s e l e c t i n g t h e means most e f f i c a c i o u s 

t o t h e a t t a i n m e n t o f the end. The r a t i o n a l i t y o f a c t i o n t h e n i s 

no t n a t u r a l o r i n e v i t a b l e b u t a f u n c t i o n o f the a c t o r ' s n o r m a t i v e 

o r i e n t a t i o n . Understood i n t h i s way t h e r e i s no a m b i g u i t y i n t h e 

term r a t i o n a l i t y and c e r t a i n l y t h i s sense o f r a t i o n a l i t y p l a y s an. 

i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n Weber's t h i n k i n g . 

But Weber i s n o t unambiguous on t h i s p o i n t . There i s a 

d i f f e r e n t aspect o f h i s w r i t i n g on and employment o f r a t i o n a l 

i d e a l t y pes which does n o t i n v o l v e the use o f a f i x e d c r i t e r i o n 

o f r a t i o n a l i t y such as t h a t above. Rather t h a n r a t i o n a l i t y b e i n g 

assessed by the e q u i v a l e n c e o f means-end and c a u s e - e f f e c t r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p s Weber sometimes suggests t h a t t h e r a t i o n a l i t y o f a c t i o n s i m p l y 
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means the reasonableness o f a c t i o n t o t h e a c t o r , i t has sense 

and meaning ( 3 1 ) . Then the concept o f r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y pes 

has a d i f f e r e n t c o n n o t a t i o n . An i d e a l t y pe i s r a t i o n a l i n 

t h a t i t a r t i c u l a t e s and c l a r i f i e s t h e a c t o r ' s r a t i o n a l i t y . 

Here t h e n r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y pes do i n v o l v e a b s t r a c t i o n i n t h e 

d i r e c t i o n o f a n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l course o f a c t i o n . I n c o n c r e t e 

a c t i o n meaning i s o f t e n i m p l i c i t , b u r i e d i n a mass o f t a c i t l y 

accepted r u l e s and p r o j e c t s . The ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g ' o f m e a n i n g f u l 

a c t i o n i n v o l v e s t h e e l u c i d a t i o n o f meaning, a t a s k w h i c h i n v o l v e s 

i d e a l i z i n g and t y p i f y i n g a c t o r s ' r u l e s and complexes o f m o t i v e , 

Weber's The P r o t e s t a n t E t h i c and t h e S p i r i t o f C a p i t a l i s m a i n 

which the i d e a l t y p e s o f p r o t e s t a n t and c a p i t a l i s t i c o r i e n t a t i o n 

t o economic a c t i o n serve t b draw out the meaning o f t h a t a c t i o n , 

i s an example o f t h e use o f r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y p e s i n t h i s sense. 

E s s e n t i a l t o t h e r a t i o n a l e f o r an i n t e r p r e t i v e s o c i o l o g y i s t h a t 

on t he one hand i t i s presupposed t h a t human b e h a v i o u r has meaning 

t o i t s agents and on the o t h e r hand t h a t q u i t e what meaning i s 

p r o b l e m a t i c a l , a t a s k f o r i n v e s t i g a t i o n n o t p r e s u p p o s i t i o n on the 

p a r t o f the s o c i o l o g i s t . I n t h i s sense r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y pes can 

be seen as an e s s e n t i a l t o o l i n t h a t process o f i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 

What Parsons does t h e n i s t o j u x t a p o s e t he narrow sense o f 

r a t i o n a l i t y and t h e i n j u n c t i o n t o draw out and i d e a l i z e embodied 

i n t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f a c t i o n . T h i s c o m b i n a t i o n i n v o l v e s t h e 

l o s s o f the p r o b l e m a t i c s t a t u s o f t h e a c t o r ' s r a t i o n a l i t y . I n s t e a d 
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t h e n o t i o n o f a n o r m a t i v e o r i d e a l course i s p l a c e d i n a 

d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t , Parsons' v o l u n t a r i s t i c metaphysic ( 3 9 ) « T h i s 

i s i n d i c a t e d by h i s p h r a s e o l o g y i n the passages a l r e a d y quoted. 

An i d e a l t y p e d e s c r i b e s a course o f a c t i o n where a norm ' i s 

p e r f e c t l y c o m p l i e d w i t h ' , where a n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l course i s 
8 " b i n d i n g " on the a c t o r s * . The reason why such p o i n t s are added 

to t h e n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l c h a r a c t e r o f i d e a l t y p e s i s c l e a r l y s t a t e d . 

'As t h e e d i t o r has shown i n p r e v i o u s works, 

i t i s i n h e r e n t i n t h e frame o f r e f e r e n c e o f 

" a c t i o n " w h i c h i s b a s i c t o Weber's whole 

methodology, t h a t i t i s " n o r m a t i v e l y o r i e n t e d " 0 

The a c t o r i s t r e a t e d n o t m e r e l y as r e s p o n d i n g 

t o s t i m u l i , b u t as making an " e f f o r t " t o conform 

w i t h c e r t a i n " i d e a l " , r a t h e r t h a n a c t u a l , 

p a t t e r n s o f conduct w i t h the p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t 

h i s e f f o r t s w i l l be o n l y p a r t i a l l y s u c c e s s f u l , 

and t h e r e w i l l be elements o f d e v i a t i o n ' (j\9k~\&s 

I n t h e above s k e t c h o f the p l a c e o f r a t i o n a l i d e a l t y pes i n i n t e r ­

p r e t i v e s o c i o l o g y the s o c i o l o g i s t employs such types t o draw out 

the sense and r a t i o n a l e o f a c t i o n from the dense c o m p l e x i t y o f t a k e n 

from t h e i d e a l course because a c t i o n i s a f u n c t i o n o f two opposed 

1 2 ] 

f o r g r a n t e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g s . Parsons' use o f n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l 

t y p e s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . For him a c t u a l a c t i o n always d e p a r t s 

s e t s o f courses, n o r m a t i v e and c o n d i t i o n a l . The former i n f l u e n c e s 
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a c t i o n o n l y i n s o f a r as t h e a c t o r s t r i v e s t o conform t o them. 

I d e a l t y p e s d e s c r i b e a s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h the a c t o r ' s e f f o r t s are 

c o m p l e t e l y s u c c e s s f u l , a s i t u a t i o n e x t r e m e l y r a r e i n the r e a l 

w o r l d o 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e n o r m a t i v e l y i d e a l c h a r a c t e r o f i d e a l 

t y pes i s s i g n i f i c a n t f o r two reasons. The f i r s t i s t h a t t h i s 

aspect o f Parsons' t h i n k i n g l i n k s w i t h a s t r a n d i n h i s work i n the 

1 9 3 0's, t h e n o t i o n t h a t laws i n t h e science o f a c t i o n are e q u i v a l e n t 

t o r u l e s o f a c t i o n . I n t h e 1 9 3 0 ' s t h i s was v e r y much a s t r a w i n 

t h e w i n d , never s e r i o u s l y developed. Indeed i t i s m i s s i n g from 

The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n b u t i t re-emerges h e r e . Secondly, 

i t i s p e r t i n e n t t o n o t e here t h a t a l t h o u g h Parsons r e j e c t s t h e form 

o f system o f t h e o r y he sees Weber as a d v o c a t i n g he does n o t r e j e c t 

i d e a l t y p e concepts p e r se. I t i s the n o t i o n o f a system o f i d e a l 

t y p e s he o b j e c t s t o . So he says t h a t i d e a l t ypes are 'a k i n d o f 

c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n which i s e s s e n t i a l a t some p o i n t i n the d e v e l o p ­

ment o f s y s t e m a t i c s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y * [\9^1 a:1k\ „ Given t h i s , i t 

i s r e l e v a n t t o n o t e the n a t u r e o f these concepts as he u n d e r s t a n d s 

them f o r a l t h o u g h n o t i m p o r t a n t t o Parsons' work i n t h e 1 9 ^ 0's 

i d e a l t y p e s f o r m u l a t e d a l o n g these l i n e s are used by Parsons, 

f o r example, t h e n o t i o n o f p e r f e c t l y i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d l i m i t i n g 

cases i n The S o c i a l System ( l 9 5 1 b s e.g. kZ, k k ) , 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n now t u r n s t o Parsons' c r i t i c i s m o f Weber's 

a l l e g e d approach t o a system o f t h e o r y , A number o f o b j e c t i o n s 

are p u t f o r w a r d t o i d e a l t y p i c a l concepts i n themselves. Because 

an i d e a l t y pe i n v o l v e s a f i x e d r e l a t i o n s h i p between i t s component 
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elements a sense o f the independent v a r i a t i o n o f those elements 

i s m i s s i n g [ l 9 ^ 1 as 1 3 ] » The use o f i d e a l types focuses a t t e n t i o n 

on extreme o r p o l a r cases and encourages 'type atomism' i n whic h 

t h e t y p e s become r e i f i e d £ l 9 4 l a s 1 5 ] . These p o i n t s are i l l u s t r a t e d 

by r e f e r e n c e t o the problem o f r a t i o n a l i t y b u t e s s e n t i a l l y remain 

undeveloped because the main d r i f t o f Parsons' remarks i s toward 

the problem o f c o n s t r u c t i n g a system o f i d e a l t y p e s . 

' I d e a l t y pe t h e o r y i s , however, perhaps 

t h e most d i f f i c u l t l e v e l on which t o develop 

a coherent g e n e r a l i z e d system. Type concepts 

can r e a d i l y be f o r m u l a t e d ad hoc f o r innumerable 

s p e c i f i c purposes and can have a l i m i t e d u s e f u l ­

ness i n t h i s way. T h i s does n o t , however, s u f f i c e 

f o r a g e n e r a l i z e d system. For t h i s purpose 

t h e y must be arranged and c l a s s i f i e d i n a d e f i n i t e 

o r d e r o f r e l a t i o n s h i p ' £ l 9 4 l a ; 2 8 j . 

T h i s i s a v e r y r e a l problem p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o Weber's 

Economy and S o c i e t y . Throughout t h e pages o f t h a t work the r e a d e r 

i s g i v e n l i t t l e i n d i c a t i o n as t o why p a r t i c u l a r c o n c e p t u a l avenues are 

e x p l o r e d and o t h e r s n e g l e c t e d and how t h e p l u r a l i t y o f t y p e concepts 

are t o be r e l a t e d . As Parsons says i f one a s p i r e s t o a g e n e r a l i z e d 

system 'they must be arranged and c l a s s i f i e d i n a d e f i n i t e o r d e r 

o f r e l a t i o n s h i p ' . To do t h i s presupposed t h e o r e t i c a l p r i n c i p l e s 

g o v e r n i n g what i s s e l e c t e d and how i t i s o r d e r e d ; i t presupposes a 

n o n - i d e a l t y p i c a l t h e o r e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e . 
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So f a r Parsons' c r i t i c i s m i s v a l i d , a system o f i d e a l t y pes 

presupposes n o n = i d e a l t y p i c a l p r i n c i p l e s 0 But he c a r r i e s t h i s 

p o i n t c o n s i d e r a b l y f u r t h e r t o s p e c i f y q u i t e what form those p r i -

n c i p l e s must t a k e . To Parsons a system o f i d e a l t y p e s presupposes 

'the a n a l y s i s o f the s t r u c t u r e o f a t o t a l s o c i a l system w h i c h i s 

a l o g i c a l l y necessary p r e r e q u i s i t e ' o f a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f i d e a l 

t y p e s [ 1 9 ^ 1 a; 1 4 = 1 5 ] , (see a l s o | / l 9 ^ 1 as 1 4 , 1 8 , 2 9 ] ) , L o g i c a l l y 

p r i o r t o a system o f i d e a l t y p e s i s a t h e o r e t i c a l system o f a 

d i f f e r e n t k i n d , a system o f s t r u c t u r a l concepts t a k i n g a t o t a l 

s o c i a l system as a p o i n t o f r e f e r e n c e , Parsons does n o t a c t u a l l y 

argue t h i s case. But i t i s a c l a i m w h i c h r e q u i r e s argument as 

a l t e r n a t i v e s o l u t i o n s are q u i t e p l a u s i b l e . The s y s t e m i c y o f a 

s e r i e s o f i d e a l t y pes can a r i s e from concern w i t h an e m p i r i c a l 

problem as i n Weber's e x p l o r a t i o n o f r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n and bureau­

c r a t i z a t i o n \irhich c e r t a i n l y g i v e s Economy and S o c i e t y a r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f coherence t h a n t h a t suggested by Parsons, 

T h i s o v e r l a p s w i t h a second p o s s i b i l i t y , p h i l o s o p h i e s o f man and 

s o c i e t y f u n c t i o n i n g as the g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e s o f complex t h e o r e t i c a l 

s t r u c t u r e s . Oilman, ( 1 9 7 1 ) f o r example, has e x p l o r e d t he corpus 

o f Marx's work i n terms o f the u n i f y i n g theme o f t h e a l i e n a t i o n 

o f man, Tonnies ( 1 9 5 5 ) i s more e x p l i c i t i n c o n s t r u c t i n g a complex 

scheme o f 'normal concepts' g u i d e d and shaped by a d u a l i s t i c 

p h i l o s o p h y o f n a t u r a l and r a t i o n a l w i l l . R ather t h a n a r g u i n g 

h i s case Parsons' s t r a t e g y i s t o c l a i m t h a t Weber d e s p i t e what 

he says, does i n f a c t go beyond i d e a l t y p i c a l concepts i n t h e 

d i r e c t i o n advocated by Parsons £ " l 9 4 l a s l 4 , 2 0 , 2 5 , 2 8 ] , He does 

file:///irhich
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t h i s i m p l i c i t l y however and c o n s e q u e n t l y t h e r e i s no r i g o r o u s 

development o f t h i s n o n - i d e a l t y p i c a l approach f j l t y k l a i l k , 2 0 , 2 1 , 

2 5 ] T h i s i s a c o n t e n t i o u s c l a i m on Parsons' p a r t w h i c h w i l l n o t 

however be examined h e r e , I t i s enough t o n o t e t h a t i t i s Weber's 

f a i l u r e t o develop the approach t o g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r y a c t u a l l y 

u n d e r l y i n g h i s i d e a l t y p e s w h i c h p a r t l y accounts f o r h i s r e j e c t i o n 

o f f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s and p s y c h o l o g y as a necessary complement t o 

s o c i o l o g y . Once the o b s t a c l e o f the v a i n e n t e r p r i s e o f an i d e a l 

t y p i c a l system i s removed Parsons f e e l s t h a t Weber's o b j e c t i o n s t o 

these d i s s o l v e away. These c l a i m s w i l l be examined i n t h e 

a p p r o p r i a t e p l a c e s below. The p o s s i b i l i t y o f an i d e a l t y p i c a l 

t h e o r e t i c a l system t h e n i s d i s c o u n t e d on t h e grounds t h a t i t i s 

secondary t o a d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f system t o whic h t h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

now t u r n s . 

ko S t r u c t u r a l f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l systems. 

The approach t o t h e o r e t i c a l systems advocated by Parsons i s 

what he c a l l s a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l system. I n what i s perhaps 

h i s major t h e o r e t i c a l paper o f t h i s p e r i o d Parsons says: ' I t i s 

t h e p r i m a r y t h e s i s o f t h i s paper t h a t t h e s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t y p e 

o f system i s the one whic h i s most l i k e l y and s u i t a b l e t o p l a y a 

dominant r o l e i n s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y ' f l 9 ^ 5 a ; 21 9 j (see a l s o ( l 9 ^ 2 a ; 

T\h) ( 1 9 ^ 8 b s 1 5 8 ) ) , Parsons' use o f a ' f u n c t i o n a l ' way o f t h i n k i n g , 

b r o a d l y the d e s c r i p t i o n and e x p l a n a t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r phenomena i n 

terms o f t h e i r c o n t r i b u t i o n t o an o r g a n i c whole, i s n o t new. I t 

can be found i n Parsons' papers i n the 1 9 3 0 1 s (see, f o r example, 

th e comments on magic i n ( l 9 3 5 a ; 3 0 l ) ) and has been d i s c e r n e d i n t h e 

s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s o f The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n . T h i s 



- 1 2 ^ -

i m p l i c i t f u n c t i o n a l i s m c o n t i n u e s i n h i s papers p u b l i s h e d 

between 1 9 3 7 and 1 9 ^ 0 b e f o r e Parsons e x p l i c i t l y r a i s e s the 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach as the key t o h i s methodology. So 

i n h i s remarks on the p r o f e s s i o n s he s i t u a t e s the p r o f e s s i o n s i n 

terms o f t h e i r f u n c t i o n f o r t h e w o r k i n g o f a s o c i e t y as a whole, 

s a y i n g 5 I f seems e v i d e n t t h a t many o f the most i m p o r t a n t f e a t u r e s 

o f our s o c i e t y are t o a c o n s i d e r a b l e e x t e n t dependent on t h e smooth 

f u n c t i o n i n g o f the p r o f e s s i o n s ' [ l 9 3 9 s 3 ^ ~ j o Such a w o r k i n g s o c i e t y 

i s t h o u g h t o f as h a v i n g c e r t a i n needs which must be s a t i s f i e d . 

I n s t i t u t i o n s w i l l be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d t o achieve t h i s and can be under­

s t o o d i n t h i s way. So speaking o f t h e d i f f e r e n c e between b u s i n e s s 

and t h e p r o f e s s i o n s Parsons says; 'The i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s 

g o v e r n i n g the two f i e l d s o f a c t i o n are r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t i n t h i s 

r e s p e c t . Not o n l y are t h e y d i f f e r e n t ; i t can be shown c o n c l u s i v e l y 

t h a t t h i s d i f f e r e n c e has v e r y i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n a l bases' £ l 9 3 9 s ^ - 6 ] . 

The p r o f e s s i o n s t h e n are a n a l y z e d i n terms o f such needs; f o r 

example, a f t e r n o t i n g t h a t t h e u n i v e r s i t i e s are the ' t r u s t e e s o f 

l e a r n i n g - t h e agencies r e s p o n s i b l e f o r i t s p e r p e t u a t i o n , 

t r a n s m i s s i o n and advancement^Parsons observes ' t h a t the performance 

o f t h i s c r u c i a l f u n c t i o n o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y has been, and i s , 

e n t r u s t e d t o a p r o f e s s i o n a l group, t h e "academic" p r o f e s s i o n ' 

( 1 9 3 7 C S 3 6 6 ) . The need i s f o r t r u s t e e s h i p o f l e a r n i n g , the academic 

p r o f e s s i o n i s u n d e r s t o o d i n terms o f i t s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s a t i s f y i n g 

t h a t need. 
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' F u n c t i o n a l i s m 9 h e r e i s v e r y much o f the t a k e n f o r g r a n t e d 

v a r i e t y so common i n much e v e r y d a y t h i n k i n g about s o c i e t y . But 

i n 19^1 P a r s o n s makes h i s f u n c t i o n a l approach not o n l y e x p l i c i t 

b ut the p r i m a r y a s p e c t o f h i s method. T h i s comes out h a l t i n g l y 

i n h i s r e v i e w o f T h o r n d i k e i n w h i c h he c o m p l a i n s t h a t , though 

"xirell s c h o o l e d i n a " f u n c t i o n a l " mode o f t h i n k i n g ' on the b i o l o g i c a l 

l e v e l T h o r n d i k e f a i l s to ' c a r r y out the same k i n d o f a n a l y s i s 

i n a s y s t e m a t i c manner' i n the s o c i a l c o n t e x t , ' i g n o r i n g , „ , the 

s t r u c t u r e o f a f u n c t i o n a l system • ( 1 9 ^ 1 0 ; 2 7 9 ) . The e s s a y w h i c h 

most c l e a r l y announces P a r s o n s ' f u n c t i o n a l i s m i s h i s ' I n t r o d u c t i o n ' 

to Weber's c h a p t e r s from Economy and S o c i e t y £ l 9 ^ 1 a ] , ( 3 3 ) He 

s a y s o f t h i s p i e c e s ' I t was i n t h i s t h a t a f o r m u l a t i o n o f s u c h a 

body o f t h e o r y i n s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l terms x i r a s f i r s t approached, 

and the r o l e o f the c o n c e p t o f f u n c t i o n f i r s t c l e a r l y worked ou t ' 

( 3 M o The o r i g i n s o f h i s a d o p t i o n o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m 

a r e made q u i t e c l e a r by P a r s o n s , They a r e t h r e e f o l d ; Durkheim 

and the B r i t i s h s c h o o l o f a n t h r o p o l o g y , p s y c h o a n a l y s i s and 

b i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y , p a r t i c u l a r l y the work o f W.B, Cannon, ( ( 1 9 ^ 2 a s 7 1 0 ) , 

/ / I 9 z * 5 a s 2 l 8 - 9 , 2 2 6 - 7 ] , ( I 9 ^ 8 b s 1 5 8 ) , (1 9^9a: v i i i ) ) , Of t h e s e i t can 

be s u g g e s t e d t h a t the l a t t e r i s by f a r the most s i g n i f i c a n t . 

I t i s p e r t i n a n t to n o t e t h a t Durkheim's u s e o f f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s 

i s l a r g e l y i g n o r e d i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , I t i s o n l y 

a f t e r the growth o f P a r s o n s ' i n t e r e s t i n f u n c t i o n a l i s m t h a t t h i s 

a s p e c t o f Durkheim's work becomes prominent f o r him. S i m i l a r l y , 

i n the c a s e o f s o c i a l a n t h r o p o l o g y , a l t h o u g h M a l i n o w s k i ' s work 
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was known and use d by P a r s o n s throughout the 1930's h i s 

f u n c t i o n a l i s m was not s t r e s s e d , I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t 

P a r s o n s c a l l s t h e s e ' a n t e c e d e n t s ' o f t he s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l 

type o f t h e o r e t i c a l system [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 2 6 ] „ I t i s o n l y a f t e r h i s 

a d o p t i o n o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m t h a t he goes back and s e e k s 

out the f u n c t i o n a l i s t a s p e c t s o f Durkheim and the B r i t i s h s c h o o l . 

The second i n f l u e n c e i s the t r e a t m e n t o f the mind a s an 

i n t e g r a t e d s t r u c t u r e , c h a r a c t e r i s e d by dynamic i n t e r r e l a t i o n s o f 

i t s p a r t s , i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , , P a r s o n s n o t e s t h a t the development 

o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l system i s ' l e s s c o m p l e t e ' 

i n p s y c h o l o g y t h a n b i o l o g y £l9 ^ 5 a;2l8] „ Now, w h i l s t i t i s s e l f -

e v i d e n t t h a t F r e u d adopts a h o l i s t i c and dynamic c o n c e p t i o n o f the 

human mind i t i s f a r from s e l f - e v i d e n t t h a t h i s i s a s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l model o f the mind. P a r s o n s " t r e a t m e n t o f i d , ego and 

superego a s complementary, m u t u a l l y s u p p o r t i n g p a r t s o f an i n t e r ­

dependent whole i s s u r e l y one o f h i s more a u d a c i o u s r e - i n t e r p r e t a ­

t i o n s „ Few r e a d e r s o f F r e u d would d i s a g r e e t h a t t h e o v e r a l l t e n o r 

o f p s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s the c o n f l i c t o f the m u t u a l l y opposed components 

o f the sy s t e m . The p o i n t o f t h i s remark i s to s u g g e s t a g a i n t h a t 

P a r s o n s ' s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m does not come d i r e c t l y from 

p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . R a t h e r , as i n the c a s e o f i t s s o c i o l o g i c a l a n t e ­

c e d e n t s , P a r s o n s r e a d s F r e u d i n terms o f s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m . 

I n v a r y i n g d e g r e e s t h e n , Durkheim, s o c i a l a n t h r o p o l o g y , and 

p s y c h o a n a l y s i s s u p p o r t s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m , t h e m a j o r s o u r c e 

o f w h i c h i s b i o l o g y , s p e c i f i c a l l y W „ B 0 Cannon's The Wisdom o f the 

Body„ So P a r s o n s s a y s ; 'On a r e l a t i v e l y complete and e x p l i c i t 
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l e v e l t h i s t y p e o f g e n e r a l i z e d system h a s been most f u l l y 

d e v e l o p e d i n p h y s i o l o g y 8 [ l 9 4 5 a s 2 l 8 ] , to w h i c h i s added a f o o t n o t e 

to Cannon, A g a i n , P a r s o n s s a y s t h a t Cannon, a l o n g w i t h Henderson, 

( 3 5 ) s u p p l i e d the 'major c l u e s ' i n the r e - o r i e n t a t i o n o f h i s 

c o n c e p t u a l scheme ( 1 9 ^ 9 a sviii)„ The i n f l u e n c e o f b i o l o g i c a l 

t h e o r y h a s been p i c k e d out as the m a j o r s o u r c e o f P a r s o n s ' s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l i s m b e c a u s e o f the t e n o r o f h i s o n l y c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f 

o b j e c t i o n s to s u c h an approach, t h o s e put f o r w a r d by Max Weber, 

P a r s o n s ' d i s c u s s i o n o f t h i s h a r d l y t o u c h e s on the l o g i c o f 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s 0 R a t h e r , h i s r e m a r k s a r e g e a r e d 

to t h e r e f u t a t i o n o f any s u g g e s t i o n o f b i o l o g i c a l r e d u c t i o n i s m 

c o n c o m i t a n t on the a d o p t i o n o f an approach t a k e n from b i o l o g i c a l 

theory,, £19^+1 as 18=2cJ „ P a r s o n s ' d e f e n s e t h e n i s t h e c o n v e r s e 

o f h i s own a t t a c k on a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m , , 

So s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m i s an approach w h i c h i s employed 

i n b i o l o g y but i s not p a r t i c u l a r to t he e m p i r i c a l problems" and 

s u b s t a n t i v e t h e o r y o f biology„ I t i s an approach ( a term 

f a v o u r e d by P a r s o n s , f o r example, ( 1 9 4 1 C S 2 7 9 ) , 9 ^ 1 a; 1 9 , 2 l ] ) to 

f o r m u l a t i n g a t h e o r e t i c a l system, t h a t i s a way o f l o g i c a l l y 

a r t i c u l a t i n g a scheme o f c o n c e p t s ( ( 1 9 ^ 1 c; 2 8 2 ] , ( l 9 4 5 a ; 2 2 8 j , 

[ l 9 5 0 a s 352 |J o The r e s t o f t h i s s e c t i o n w i l l be c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

b r i e f l y o u t l i n i n g the m a j o r f e a t u r e s o f t h i s a p p r o a c h . The 

p r i m a r y t a s k w i l l be to i n d i c a t e the i m p o r t a n c e o f the c o n c e p t s 

o f s t r u c t u r e , p r o c e s s and f u n c t i o n and to show i n a g e n e r a l way 
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t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e i n r e l a t i o n to the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems 

o f d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d , , C r u c i a l l y however, 

t h i s p r e s e n t s e c t i o n w i l l r e f r a i n from e n q u i r i n g i n any d e t a i l e d 

way i n t o what t h e s e c o n c e p t s a c t u a l l y mean, T h i s w i l l be the 

m a j o r theme o f c h a p t e r V, the o v e r a l l c l a i m o f w h i c h i s t h a t the 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach c a n be r e l a t e d to and e l u c i d a t e d 

by P a r s o n s ' u n d e r l y i n g c o n c e r n w i t h m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems s p e c i f i c 

to a s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n . The c e n t r a l c o n c e p t s o f s t r u c t u r e , p r o c e s s 

and f u n c t i o n w i l l t h e n be e l a b o r a t e d i n t h a t context„ 

I t h a s a l r e a d y been n o t e d t h a t t h e o r y s e r v e s the d e s c r i p t i o n 

and a n a l y s i s o f e m p i r i c a l phenomena, o r more a c c u r a t e l y , e m p i r i c a l 

s y s t e m s o T h e s e two t a s k s w i l l p r o v i d e the framework f o r t h e s e 

r e m a r k s b e g i n n i n g w i t h d e s c r i p t i o n , , Much o f what was s a i d above 

i n d i s c u s s i n g the problems o f d e s c r i p t i o n i s r e l e v a n t h e r e , n o t a b l y 

t h e c o n c e p t o f e m p i r i c a l system,, The aim o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l 

t h e o r e t i c a l system i s to f a c i l i t a t e the d e s c r i p t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l 

systems,, A s t r u c t u r a l ~ f u n c t i o n a l systems ' o o „ c o n s i s t s o f the 

g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s n e c e s s a r y f o r an adequate d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

s t a t e s o f an e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m 8 [l9k5&% 218} „ The f o l l o w i n g p a r a g r a p h s 

w i l l s e e k to show the c e n t r a l i t y o f a c o n c e p t o f s t r u c t u r e i n t h i s 

and to d e l i m i t the s p e c i f i c a t t r i b u t e s o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l , 

as opposed to any o t h e r , d e s c r i p t i o n o f e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s , 

I t was s u g g e s t e d i n the e a r l i e r d i s c u s s i o n t h a t t h r e e p o i n t s 

c h a r a c t e r i s e e m p i r i c a l systems?, t h e i r i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e , t h e i r h o l i s m 

and t h e i r autonomous irreducibility„ The i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f the 
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phenomena c o n s t i t u t i n g e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s means t h a t such phenomena 

a r e i n t i m a t e l y i n t e r w o v e n with e a c h other„ F u r t h e r , the h o l i s m o f 

e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s i s not a h a p h a z a r d o r random 

s e r i e s o f r e l a t i o n s , i n i t c a n be d i s c e r n e d p a t t e r n o r s t r u c t u r e . 

To d e s c r i b e a system i s to map out t h a t s t r u c t u r e . I t i s i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t t h a t P a r s o n s s a y s s 

' S t r u c t u r e i s the " s t a t i c " a s p e c t o f the 

d e s c r i p t i v e mode o f t r e a t m e n t o f a s y stem. 

From the s t r u c t u r a l p o i n t o f v i e w a system 

i s composed o f " u n i t s " , o f sub=systems 

w h i c h p o t e n t i a l l y e x i s t i n d e p e n d e n t l y , and 

t h e i r s t r u c t u r a l i n t e r r e l a t i o n s ' l^^h^a.%2^h\ 0 

F o r example, to d e s c r i b e the s o l a r s y s t e m i s to i d e n t i f y i t s u n i t s , 

the sun, p l a n e t s and t h e i r moons; to s p e c i f y t h e i r p r o p e r t i e s 

s u c h a s mass and t o i n v e s t i g a t e t h e i r movements, t h e i r o r b i t s 

f o r example, A l l o f t h e s e may be i n a p r o c e s s o f change, i n d e e d 

f o r p u r p o s e s o f a n a l y s i s t h i s i s t a k e n a s g i v e n f l 9 4 5 a s 2 l f ] but to 

cope w i t h change s c i e n c e must be a b l e to s t a t e what i s c h a n g i n g to 

what o I t i s i n t h i s s e n s e t h a t P a r s o n s c a l l s s t r u c t u r e the " s t a t i c " 

a s p e c t o f the d e s c r i p t i o n o f systems„ But t h i s example i s t a k e n 

from an a n a l y t i c a l t y p e o f system, P a r s o n s 1 u s u a l g u i d i n g l i g h t , 

c l a s s i c a l mechanics,, W h i l s t what h a s been s a i d h o l d s f o r s t r u c t u r a l 

f u n c t i o n a l s y s t e m s the p e c u l i a r i t i e s o f t h i s k i n d o f d e s c r i p t i o n must 

be n o t e d . 
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The f o l l o w i n g p a s s a g e i s i n s t r u c t i v e ; 

' E v e r y s o c i a l system i s a f u n c t i o n i n g e n t i t y 0 

T h a t i s , i t i s a system o f i n t e r d e p e n d e n t 

s t r u c t u r e s and p r o c e s s e s s u c h t h a t i t t e n d s 

to m a i n t a i n a r e l a t i v e s t a b i l i t y and 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s o f p a t t e r n and b e h a v i o u r 

a s an e n t i t y by c o n t r a s t w i t h i t s - s o c i a l 

o r o t h e r - environment, and w i t h i t a r e l a t i v e 

independence from e n v i r o n m e n t a l f o r c e s . I t 

"r e s p o n d s " , to be s u r e , to t he e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

s t i m u l i , but i s not c o m p l e t e l y a s s i m i l a t e d 

to i t s environment, m a i n t a i n i n g r a t h e r an 

element o f d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s i n t h e f a c e o f 

v a r i a t i o n s i n e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s . To 

t h i s e x t e n t i t i s analogous to an organism 

[ l 9 ^ 2 c s l 4 3 ] . 

T h r e e p o i n t s c a n be made h e r e . F i r s t l y , t h e p h r a s e 'a r e l a t i v e 

s t a b i l i t y and d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s o f p a t t e r n and b e h a v i o u r a s an e n t i t y ' 

s u g g e s t s t h e meaning o f s t r u c t u r e a l r e a d y n o t e d . But s e c o n d l y , 

s t r u c t u r e i n t h e s i m p l e s e n s e o f p a t t e r n i s c o n s i d e r a b l y e l a b o r a t e d 

b u i l d i n g upon the i n t e r d e p e n d e n t and h o l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f 

e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s . To u n d e r s t a n d t h e movement o f a p l a n e t i t 

may w e l l be n e c e s s a r y to d e s c r i b e i t as a p a r t o f t he s o l a r system 

but i t i s n o t n e c e s s a r y to d i s t i n g u i s h s h a r p l y between t h e s o l a r 
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system and i t s environment and to d e s c r i b e the system i n terms o f 

t h e m a intenance o f t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between system and e n v i r o n ­

ment. The h o l i s m o f a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l d e s c r i p t i o n i m p l i e s 

t h i s c o n t r a s t between system and environment and the s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f the i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f system phenomena 

e m p h a s i s e s the t e l e o l o g i c a l maintenance o f s t r u c t u r e a g a i n s t t h e 

t h r e a t e n i n g f o r c e s o f environment„ T h i s t a k e s t h e s e comments on to 

t h e t h i r d c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f e m p i r i c a l s y s t e m s , t h e i r mutual i r r e d u -

c i b i l i t y . E m p i r i c a l s y s tems have f e a t u r e s w h i c h a r e autonomous 

i n the emergent s e n s e , They a r e p r o p e r t i e s o f phenomena on a g i v e n 

l e v e l o f complex relationship„ I f t h i s l e v e l i s s i m p l i f i e d t h e s e 

p r o p e r t i e s a r e l o s t o A g a i n s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

t h i s q u a l i t y h a s i t s d i s t i n c t p e c u l i a r i t i e s . Here '0o<> the 

b a s i c s t r u c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e , as i n the c a s e o f anatomy, i s t h a t o f 

f u n c t i o n a l d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n ' [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 3 l ] » The autonomous, i r r e d u ­

c i b l e p r o p e r t i e s o f e m p i r i c a l s y s tems a r e c o n c e i v e d a s f u n c t i o n a l 

needs o f systems from the s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l p o i n t o f v i e w , 

'Now on the l e v e l o f the t o t a l s o c i a l s y s t e m s 

a s a Airhole t h e r e a r e c e r t a i n b a s i c a s p e c t s o f 

i t s s t r u c t u r e w h i c h c a n be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d out 

when the system a s a whole i s t r e a t e d from a 

f u n c t i o n a l p o i n t o f v i e w , 0 o o I t would seem 

to be a fundamental f a c t , c r u c i a l to the 

f u n c t i o n a l approach, t h a t the p r i m a r y modes o f 
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d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n the s t r u c t u r e o f a system 

a r e r e l a t e d to i t s f u n c t i o n a l needs i n s u c h a 

way t h a t some d i f f e r e n t i a t e d p a r t s a r e p a r t i ­

c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t and e f f e c t i v e i n 

c o n t r i b u t i n g to one or a r e l a t e d group o f 

f u n c t i o n a l needs' [ l 9 ^ 1 as 21 3 ] „ 

To d e s c r i b e t h e n i n v o l v e s the employment o f s t r u c t u r a l , c o n c e p t s . 

To d e s c r i b e i n s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l terms i n v o l v e s r e f e r e n c e to 

the maintenance o f s t r u c t u r e a s p r o b l e m a t i c and the needs o f the 

s y s t e m . T h i s i s a f a m i l i a r ' f u n c t i o n a l i s t ' a p p r o a c h w h i c h h a s 

been s u b j e c t to many p e r t i n a n t c r i t i c i s m s w h i c h w i l l not be t a k e n 

up h e r e . R a t h e r the f o l l o w i n g p r o c e d u r e w i l l be f o l l o w e d . I n 

t h i s p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n no attempt h a s been made to examine i n any 

d e t a i l j u s t what P a r s o n s means by s t r u c t u r e o r s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s , 

s i m p l y to r e c o r d r a t h e r w e l l known a s p e c t s o f the s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l i s t a p p r o a c h w i t h the i n t e n t i o n o f i n d i c a t i n g the p l a c e 

o f the c o n c e p t o f s t r u c t u r e i n d e s c r i p t i o n . I n C h a p t e r V the 

c o n c e p t w i l l be r e t u r n e d to and i t s meaning e x p l o r e d i n a r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t to t h o s e a d d r e s s e d by the above mentioned c r i t i c i s m s . 

The second t a s k o f t h e o r y i s to f a c i l i t a t e dynamic a n a l y s i s 5 

e x p l a n a t i o n i n terms o f u n i f o r m i t i e s between c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s ( 3 6 ) 

As h a s been n o t e d , the g r e a t problem w i t h t h i s from P a r s o n s ' 

p o i n t o f v i e w i s the i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s . T h i s 

means t h a t 'The most e s s e n t i a l c o n d i t i o n o f s u c c e s s f u l dynamic 

a n a l y s i s i s c o n t i n u a l and s y s t e m a t i c r e f e r e n c e o f e v e r y problem to 

the s t a t e o f the s ystem as a whole* [ 1 9 k 5 a i 2 1 6 ] . By 'the system as 

[ 1 9 ^ 1 as 21 3 j 
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a whole' h e r e i s meant the c a p a c i t y to g r a s p the mutual i n f l u e n c e 

o f changes throughout the system o f c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s . An 

a n a l y t i c a l system i s one way, i n d e e d the i d e a l way, o f c o p i n g 

w i t h t h i s problem but i n the absence o f the c o n d i t i o n s n e c e s s a r y 

f o r t h i s t y p e o f system an i n f e r i o r s u b s t i t u t e i s r e q u i r e d . I n 

i t s a n a l y t i c a l u s e a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l system i s 

proposed a s such an a l t e r n a t i v e . I t i s a d m i t t e d to be ' t e c h n i c a l 

f a r l e s s t h a n p e r f e c t ' [ l 9 ' H as 2'l-J but i s d e s i g n e d to a d d r e s s the 

same problem o f i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e . 

Any t h e o r e t i c a l system t a c k l e s the problem by the s t r a t e g y 

o f s i m p l i f i c a t i o n , t h a t i s , f o r the p u r p o s e s o f s o l v i n g some 

e m p i r i c a l problems some phenomena a r e e x c l u d e d from t h e system by 

b e i n g made c o n s t a n t , t h e a s s u m p t i o n o f c e t e r i s p a r i b u s , 

' L o g i c a l l y , s i m p l i c a t i o n i s p o s s i b l e o n l y 

through the removal o f some g e n e r a l i z e d 

c a t e g o r i e s from t h e r o l e o f v a r i a b l e s 

and t h e i r t r e a t m e n t a s c o n s t a n t s . An 

a n a l y t i c a l s ystem o f the t y p e o f m e c h a n i c s 

does t h i s f o r c e r t a i n e l e m e n t s o u t s i d e 

the system w h i c h a r e c o n d i t i o n a l to i t ' 

[ I 9 ^ 5 a ; 2 l 6 j , 

I t c a n be noted h e r e t h a t by c o n s t a n t P a r s o n s c l e a r l y means 

i r r e l e v a n t to the dynamic problem a t hand. The danger in. 

p u s h i n g the a s s u m p t i o n o f c e t e r i s p a r i b u s too f a r , however, i s 

t h a t t h e scope o f a n a l y s i s i n the s e n s e o f t h e number o f v a r i a b l e 

t r e a t e d t o g e t h e r d e c r e a s e s and the r e s u l t i n g t h e o r e t i c a l model 



becomes more and more a b s t r a c t i n i t s a p p l i c a t i o n to c o n c r e t e 

c a s e s o 

To o b v i a t e t h i s danger P a r s o n s p r o p o s e s a v a r i a t i o n on t h e 

s t r a t e g y o f s i m p l i c a t i o n t h r o u g h the u s e o f c o n s t a n t s . R a t h e r 

t h a n e x c l u d i n g c o n s t a n t s from the t h e o r e t i c a l system P a r s o n s 

c l a i m s t h a t i t i s l o g i c a l l y f e a s i b l e to i n c l u d e c o n s t a n t s i n t he 

system [ 1 9 ^ 5 a s 2 1 6 ] „ So some o f the a n a l y t i c a l e l e m e n t s w h i c h 

c o n s t i t u t e t h e t h e o r e t i c a l system a r e c o n s t a n t r a t h e r t h a n v a r i a b l e 

T h e s e a r e s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s , 

'The s t r u c t u r e o f t h e system, from the p o i n t 

o f v i e w o f the l o g i c o f a n a l y s i s , t r e a t s 

c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s o f the e m p i r i c a l system 

a s c o n s t a n t f o r the p u r p o s e s i n hand. They 

a r e t h u s removed from i n v o l v e m e n t i n the 

dynamic problem, w h i c h i s i n so f a r 

s i m p l i f i e d ' [l 9 ^ 1 a; 2h] , 

T h i s " i n v o l v e m e n t o f t he s t r u c t u r e o f the e m p i r i c a l s ystem a s an 

e s s e n t i a l element i n the s o l u t i o n , o f dynamic problems' P a r s o n s 

c a l l s 'the fundamental l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e ' between a n a l y t i c a l and 

s t r u c t u r a l = f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m s f l 9 ^ 1 as 2 4 ] . I t i s 

'the most e s s e n t i a l p o i n t about a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r y ' 

( l 9 ^ 8 b s 1 5 8 ) . As s u c h i t r e q u i r e s a few words o f comment. 
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F i r s t l y , to f o l l o w t h i s s t r a t e g y i n v o l v e s t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 

between two t y p e s o f c o n c e p t u a l c o n s t i t u e n t s o f t h e o r e t i c a l 

s y s t e m s , T h e s e a r e s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s w h i c h a r e c o n s t a n t and 

p r o c e s s o r dynamic c o n c e p t s w h i c h a r e variable„ So P a r s o n s 

c o n t r a s t s ' " s t a t i c " s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s ' w i t h 'the d y n a m i c a l l y 

v a r i a b l e e l e m e n t s i n t he system' [l 9 ^ 5 a ; 2 1 7] • S e c o n d l y , P a r s o n s 

i s g u i l t y o f a dubious p l a y on words h e r e . I n an. a n a l y t i c a l 

system the u s e of c o n s t a n t s t h r o u g h the a s s u m p t i o n o f c e t e r i s p a r i b u s 

means t h a t t h e c a u s a l e l e m e n t s h e l d c o n s t a n t a r e assumed to be 

i r r e l e v a n t to the problem a t i s s u e , C o n s t a n c y h e r e means 

i r r e l e v a n c e . But P a r s o n s u s e of c o n s t a n c y i n a s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l system i s e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t . The c o n s t a n t e l e m e n t s o f 

the system a r e the s t r u c t u r a l e l e m e n t s w h i c h a r e c o n s t a n t i n the 

se n s e o f b e i n g e m p i r i c a l l y s t a b l e . S t r u c t u r e r e f e r s "to s u f f i c ­

i e n t l y s t a b l e u n i f o r m i t i e s i n t he r e s u l t s o f u n d e r l y i n g p r o c e s s e s 

so t h a t t h e i r c o n s t a n c y w i t h i n c e r t a i n l i m i t s i s a w o r k a b l e 

a s s u m p t i o n ' £l9 ^ 5 a ? 2 1 7 ] o I n a moment f u r t h e r a m b i g u i t i e s i n 

meaning w i l l be noted w h i c h a l o n g w i t h the n o t i o n o f c o n s t a n c y 

w i l l h e r e be t a k e n to i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e c o n c e p t s o f s t r u c t u r e , 

p r o c e s s and f u n c t i o n owe t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e not j u s t to t h i s 

f o r m a l r o l e o f b e i n g s u b s t i t u t e s f o r an a n a l y t i c a l s ystem but to 

o t h e r i n f l u e n c e s w h i c h throw l i g h t on s u c h r a t h e r g l a r i n g b l u n d e r s . 

The t h i r d p o i n t r e l e v a n t h e r e i s t h a t t h e i n c l u s i o n o f 

s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s i n t h i s r o l e as c o n s t a n t s s i m p l i f i e s the 

problem o f c a u s a l i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e w h i l s t a t t h e same time m a i n t a i n i n g 
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the scope o f a n a l y s i s . The l a t t e r i s s u s t a i n e d b e c a u s e 

c o n s t a n t s a r e not e x c l u d e d from the a n a l y s i s . But i n what 

s e n s e does t h i s approach m a i n t a i n t h e i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f the 

el e m e n t s o f the system? P a r s o n s s a y s s 

• T h e i r [ s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s ] f u n c t i o n i s 

to s i m p l i f y the dynamic problems to the 

p o i n t where t h e y a r e manageable w i t h o u t 

the p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e f i n e d m a t h e m a t i c a l 

a n a l y s i s . At the same time the l o s s , 

w h i c h i s v e r y g r e a t , i s p a r t l y compensated 

by r e l a t i n g a l l problems e x p l i c i t l y 

and s y s t e m a t i c a l l y to the t o t a l system' 

[ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 1 7 ] . 

Once a g a i n t h e r e a p p e a r s to be some s l e i g h t o f hand h e r e . When 

P a r s o n s s a y s t h a t the c o n d i t i o n o f dynamic a n a l y s i s i s the c a p a c i t y 

f o r r e f e r e n c e o f any p a r t i c u l a r problem to t he s t a t e o f t h e system 

a s a whole [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 l 6 ] , 'whole' i m p l i e s o n l y the t o t a l q u a n t i t y 

o f m u t u a l l y r e l a t e d c a u s a l e l e m e n t s i n the system. Here r e f e r e n c e 

to t h e t o t a l system i s n e c e s s i t a t e d b e c a u s e o f the i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e 

o f c a u s a l e l e m e n t s . I n the s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l f o r m u l a t i o n 

however a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t p i c t u r e emerges. The whole system 

i s n o t s i m p l y the t o t a l o f c a u s a l e l e m e n t s , r a t h e r i t i s an e n t i t y 

d e s c r i b e d by i t s s t r u c t u r e . 
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' I t i s t h u s the f u n c t i o n a l r e f e r e n c e o f 

a l l p a r t i c u l a r c o n d i t i o n s and p r o c e s s 

to t h e s t a t e o f the t o t a l system as a 

g o i n g c o n c e r n w h i c h p r o v i d e s the l o g i c a l 

e q u i v a l e n t o f s i m u l t a n e o u s e q u a t i o n s i n 

a f u l l y d e v e l o p e d system o f a n a l y t i c a l 

t h e o r y " [ l 9 ^ 5 a : 2 l 8 j . 

Here t h e n r e f e r e n c e to the whole i s n o t r e q u i r e d b e c a u s e o f 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e b ut i n s t e a d o f i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e . The meaning o f 

Airhole" i s not a t o t a l i t y o f e l e m e n t s b ut a s u b s t a n t i v e s t a t e o f 

a f f a i r s , the s t a t e o f t h e system as a g o i n g c o n c e r n , d e s c r i b e d 

by i t s s t r u c t u r e . ( 3 7 ) 

S t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s i n v o l v e s the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between s t r u c t u r a l ( c o n s t a n t ) and p r o c e s s ( v a r i a b l e ) c o n c e p t s . 

R a t h e r than, f o c u s i n g on t h e i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f v a r i a b l e s o r p r o c e s s e s 

(whole as t o t a l i t y ) the a n a l y s i s i n v o l v e s r e l a t i n g v a r i a b l e 

p r o c e s s e s to a c o n s t a n t s t r u c t u r e (whole as e n t i t y ) . The 

q u e s t i o n w h i c h a r i s e s h e r e , f o r m i n g t h e b a s i s f o r the f o u r t h p o i n t 

i n t h i s comment, i s what i s the c h a r a c t e r o f the l i n k between 

v a r i a b l e p r o c e s s and c o n s t a n t s t r u c t u r e ? T h i s i s the r o l e o f the 

co n c e p t o f f u n c t i o n ( 9 ^ 1 as 2k} , (l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 1 7 - 8 ] ) . V a r i a b l e 

p r o c e s s e s a r e a n a l y s e d w i t h r e f e r e n c e to t h e i r f u n c t i o n a l s i g n i ­

f i c a n c e f o r t he maintenance o f t he s t r u c t u r e o f the s y s t e m . T h i s 

c o n f i r m s what was s a i d above about t h e s u b s t a n t i v e c o n c e p t i o n o f 

•whole 1 1 „ 
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•The e s s e n t i a l l i n k i s s u p p l i e d by the 

c o n c e p t o f f u n c t i o n . The p r o c e s s e s 

w h i c h a r e d y n a m i c a l l y a n a l y s e d a r e t h o s e 

w h i c h a r e " f u n c t i o n a l l y " r e l a t e d , i n 

the g i v e n s i t u a t i o n , to the maintenance 

o f a l e v e l o f f u n c t i o n a l performance 

by the system, a s a whole, a s a "going 

c o n c e r n " ' f l 9 4 l a s 2 ^ j . 

S t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s i s c o n c e r n e d not w i t h c a u s a l 

r e l a t i o n s between v a r i a b l e s but w i t h ' f u n c t i o n a l * r e l a t i o n s 

between p a r t and whole. But a f u r t h e r a m b i g u i t y a r i s e s h e r e , 

One meaning o f f u n c t i o n i s the c o n t r i b u t i o n w h i c h a p a r t makes 

to the maintenance o f the s y s t e m ' s ongoing s t r u c t u r e . But P a r s o n s ' 

c l a i m i s t h a t t h i s a c t s a s 'the l o g i c a l e q u i v a l e n t o f s i m u l t a n e o u s 

e q u a t i o n s i n a f u l l y d e v e l o p e d system o f a n a l y t i c a l t h e o r y ' i n t h a t 

through f u n c t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s the 'dynamic i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f 

v a r i a b l e f a c t o r s c a n be e x p l i c i t l y a n a l y z e d ' £ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 l 8 j . Something 

more th a n p a r t - w h o l e r e l a t i o n s h i p s seems to be i m p l i e d h e r e , t h a t 

v i a the whole the. i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f p a r t s c a n be g r a s p e d . The 

whole, t h a t i s , the s t r u c t u r e o f the system a c t s as a m e d i a t o r 

whereby the f i t o r c o r r e s p o n d e n c e o f p a r t s i s e s t a b l i s h e d . 
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'And the s y s t e m a t i c o r d e r i n g o f t h e s e 

c a t e g o r i e s i s n o t p o s s i b l e w i t h o u t the 

f u n c t i o n a l p o i n t o f views i t p r o v i d e s 

the i n t e g r a t i n g p r i n c i p l e s i n terms o f 

w h i c h such c a t e g o r i e s c o n s t i t u t e a 

g e n e r a l i z e d s y s t e m r a t h e r t h a n an ad hoc 

c o l l e c t i o n o f d i s c o n n e c t e d c o n c e p t s ' 

[ 1 9 ^ 1 as 2 2 ] . 

The aim o f the above d i s c u s s i o n has been to e s t a b l i s h the 

p l a c e o f the c o n c e p t s o f s t r u c t u r e , p r o c e s s and f u n c t i o n i n 

a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l s y s t e m . P a r s o n s p r o v i d e s 

an e x p l i c i t r a t i o n a l e f o r t h e s e c o n c e p t s but i t i s hoped t h a t 

the a m b i g u i t i e s i d e n t i f i e d i n the above d i s c u s s i o n s u p p o r t 

the c o n t e n t i o n a l r e a d y announced t h a t t h e r e i s more to 

P a r s o n s ' p o s i t i o n t h a n t h i s e x p l i c i t r a t i o n a l e , , My c l a i m 

i s t h a t i m p l i c i t l y the c r u c i a l c o n c e p t s o f s t r u c t u r a l ^ 

f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l s y s tems a r e i n f u s e d w i t h an u n d e r l y i n g 

c o n c e r n w i t h problems o f a s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n . As s u c h i n 

the n e x t c h a p t e r t h e s e c o n c e p t s w i l l be examined more c l o s e l y 

i n t h a t c o n t e x t . 



Vo Voluntarism,, Normative Control and Value i n the S t r u c t u r a l 

F u n c t i o n a l Approach to I n s t i t u t i o n s and Motivation,, 

Ao I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Chapter I V has been concerned with what, to Parsons, are 

the problems and requirements of s c i e n c e i n generals These 

a r e 9 of course, elaborated i n the context of h i s d i s c u s s i o n of the 

sci e n c e of a c t i o n but they are never claimed to be p e c u l i a r to 

such a scienceo Indeed Parsons' p o s i t i o n i n these e s s a y s i s 

marked by the absence of any e x p l i c i t awareness and concern with 

methodological problems p a r t i c u l a r to the sc i e n c e o f a c t i o n 0 

Ratherj, he seems to suggest that the methodological problems of 

such a s c i e n c e are the same as those of the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s 

only more d i f f i c u l t to solve i n p r a c t i c e ( ( 1 9 3 8 a s 1 8 ) 9 [ 1 9 5 0 a s 3 ^ 8 ] ) . 

As has a l r e a d y been noted t h i s does not mean that Parsons advocates 

a simple minded aping of p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e , indeed t h i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n 

can be pushed r a t h e r f u r t h e r s A system of s c i e n t i f i c theory 

must be 'adequate" to i t s s u b j e c t matters The i n s i s t e n c e on t h i s 

point a r i s e s from the c r i t i q u e of p o s i t i v i s m and empiricism? 

attempts to d e s c r i b e and e x p l a i n a c t i o n i n terms of the su b s t a n t i v e 

concepts of non=action s c i e n c e s , Also, the adequacy of a theory 

can be taken a step f u r t h e r than i t s s u b s t a n t i v e components, to 

key elements i n i t s l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e s When the c e n t r a l concepts 

of s t r u c t u r e , process and f u n c t i o n are examined i n the s p e c i f i c 

context of the sc i e n c e of a c t i o n then a concern w i t h t h e i r 

adequacy to the sub j e c t matter o f a c t i o n can be di s c e r n e d i n 

Parsons" w o r k s I n other words although there i s an absence of 

e x p l i c i t focus on methodological problems of a s c i e n c e o f a c t i o n 
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the major concepts of s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l i s m , as an approach 

to t h e o r e t i c a l systems, manifest a continuing, underlying, pre-

occupation with such problems 0 

I t i s the prime t a s k of t h i s chapter to s u b s t a n t i a t e t h i s 

c l a i m e I t i s a claim which i s prima f a c i e i m p l a u s i b l e , f o r 

example, the polemical i n s i s t e n c e on 'the s u b j e c t i v e point of 

view o f the a c t o r 9 , so marked i n The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l Action,, 

has disappeared 9 I t only becomes a p l a u s i b l e c l a i m i n the 

l i g h t of the d e f i n i t i o n of the problems of a c t i o n i n The 

Str u c t u r e of S o c i a l A c t i o n 0 The point made i n chapter I V as 

to Parsons 8 t h i n k i n g on the r e l a t i o n s h i p of philosophy and 

sc i e n c e can be reintroduced here. T h i s i s h i s s t r a t e g y of 

t r a n s l a t i n g p h i l o s o p h i c a l problems i n t o terms amenable to h i s 

understanding o f science„ I n chapter I I I i t has been suggested 

that Parsons f o l l o w s t h i s p r a c t i c e i n The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l 

A c t i o n e There 9 long standing methodological problems i n the 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l debate on the nature of a s c i e n c e of a c t i o n were 

presented and defined i n a manner p e c u l i a r to Parsons« When i t 

i s claimed that Parsons continues to d i s p l a y an i m p l i c i t concern 

with problems of a sc i e n c e of a c t i o n i t i s the problems as 

Parsons formulates them that i s meant. T h i s i s why h i s concern 

i s i m p l i c i t , f o r The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l A c t i o n was intended 

to r e s o l v e the problems of a sc i e n c e of a c t i o n and, from Parsons' 

point of view 9 achieved i t s aim. So t h i s chapter w i l l attempt to 

i d e n t i f y these Parsonian formulations of problems of a s c i e n c e of 

a c t i o n and l i n k them to the methodology of s t r u c t u r a l ~ f u n c t i o n a l i s m 0 
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B 0 The problem of s u b j e c t i v i t y , 

1 « The l o s s of meaning and the g a i n of psychology,, 

Throughout the essays being considered here Parsons continues 

to speak of the s u b j e c t i v e point of view of the a c t o r to a s c i e n c e 

of a c t i o n even i f i n l e s s i n s i s t e n t terms than previously» When 

b r i e f l y o u t l i n i n g the frame of r e f e r e n c e of a c t i o n he sayss 
8 Studying the processes of a c t i o n , the scheme takes the point of 

view of the meaning of the v a r i o u s elements i n the system to the 

a c t o r 8 [l950bs336j „ I n h i s essay on the r o l e of i d e a s i n a c t i o n 

the point i s made thats 8
e a o ideas are i n some sense imputed, 

not only to the s o c i o l o g i c a l observer of a c t i o n , but to the 

a c t o r h i m s e l f 3 I t i s a question not of what honesty means to the 

observer, but to the a c t o r 9 ( 1 938bs661) «, Again the s i t u a t i o n of 

a c t i o n must be analyzed i n terms of "the v a r i o u s types of 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of s i t u a t i o n a l f a c t s to the a c t o r 8 ( l 9 4 8 b s 1 5 8 ) a 

These passages a l l suggest that by the s u b j e c t i v e point of view 

Parsons i s intending the meaning of a c t i o n to the p a r t i c i p a n t 

a c t o r s . Such a p o s i t i o n would be c o n s i s t e n t with P a r s o n s 1 claimed 

a l l e g i a n c e to Weber's sociology of s o c i a l action,, Not only does 

Parsons e x p l i c i t l y point to the p a r a l l e l between h i s own approach 

and that of Weber [1 9^1 as 9=1 o] but a l s o he sometimes employs a 

mode of ex p r e s s i o n c l e a r l y reminiscent of the l a t t e r * For 

example, when he says that ' I t i s only through the understanding 

of "adequate motivation" that the dynamic connections between 

s i t u a t i o n and behaviour i n the d i f f e r e n t areas of human s o c i a l 

l i f e can be e s t a b l i s h e d ' ( 1946cs568) j Weber's notion o f a 



sociology 'adequate on the l e v e l of meaning 9 i s an evident 

i n s p i r a t i o n * 

The above examples and the i n f l u e n c e of Weber both suggest 

that by the phrase 'the s u b j e c t i v e point of view of the a c t o r ' 

i s meant the importance of i n c l u d i n g the meaning of a c t i o n to 

the a c t o r i n s c i e n t i f i c accounts of a c t i o n . Parsons d e s c r i b e s 

the a c t i o n frame of r e f e r e n c e couched i n such terms as 'a broad 

and noncommital schema which i s , i n fundamental r e s p e c t s , i n 

general c u r r e n t use' (19^8bs159)« However, t h i s statement 

conceals a number of ambiguities i n Parsons' position,, Four 

such equivocations can be noted which c a s t doubt upon qu i t e what 

Parsons means by the s u b j e c t i v i t y of a c t i o n , i n p a r t i c u l a r the 

p l a c e of a c t o r s ' meanings i n s c i e n t i f i c accounts. 

F i r s t of a l l i t can be noted that the a c t o r ' s point of 

view i s not the only point of view employed by Parsons« He 

often draws a c o n t r a s t between the point of view of the a c t o r and 

that of the s o c i a l system ( (l 3k2c % 1 hk\ , (19^8b s 1 60) ) . Of course 

s o c i a l systems do not have 'points of view' i n the ordinary sense 

what i s meant i s a d i f f e r e n t kind of a n a l y s i s , as i s i n d i c a t e d 

by the observation t h a t : 

' I t i s the s t r u c t u r a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

elements of the t o t a l concrete r e l a t i o n s h i p 

p a t t e r n which are i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y relevant« 

What these are cannot be decided i n terms of 
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the s u b j e c t i v e sentiments of p a r t i c i p a n t 

observers but only i n the p e r s p e c t i v e o f 

s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s of the s o c i a l system 0 

T h i s c o n t r a s t i s sometimes seen as a major dichotomy running 

through Parsons 0 work or, a g a i n s as an a x i s of change from one 

type of Parsonian theory to another 0 From the present a u t h o r 0 s 

p o s i t i o n t h i s i s a mistake i n that i t puts too much credence on 

Parsons 9 r h e t o r i c of the a c t o r ' s point of view, f a i l s to 

i n v e s t i g a t e j u s t what that i m p l i e s and hence f a i l s to grasp the 

c l o s e connection he draws between (what he takes to be) the a c t o r 0 

point of view and s t r u c t u r a l ^ f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s of s o c i a l 

systemso For the moment then the two p o i n t s of view w i l l be 

l e f t as an ambiguity i n terms of the sense of s u b j e c t i v i t y i n 

the theory of action,, 

A second question a r i s e s from the f o l l o w i n g passage i n which 

Parsons j u s t i f i e s the importance of the s u b j e c t i v e point of view 

by the f a c t that i t f a c i l i t a t e s the union of sociology and 

psychologyo 

'The theory must be formulated w i t h i n what 

may be c a l l e d the " a c t i o n " frame of r e f e r e n c e 0 

I t cannot, that i s , be completely b e h a v i o u r i s t i c 

i n the sense of excluding a l l r e f e r e n c e to 

the point of view of the ac t o r h i m s e l f and 

to what i s imputed as belonging to h i s 



- 1 W = 

i n t e r n a l or s u b j e c t i v e mental processes*, 

T h i s p o s t u l a t e i s e s s e n t i a l i n order to 

make i t p o s s i b l e to achieve a high degree 

of a r t i c u l a t i o n w ith the m o t i v a t i o n a l 

c a t e g o r i e s of contemporary psychology 

which d e a l s w i t h such things as a t t i t u d e s , 

sentiments 9 complexes, and the l i k e 8 

The b r i e f l i s t of m o t i v a t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s here i n d i c a t e s the problem 

the concept of goal can be e-inployed to d e s c r i b e a c t o r 1 s meanings; 

the notions of a t t i t u d e s and sentiments may be so used but s u r e l y 

the concept of 'complex 5 cannot, i t belongs to a type of psychology 

which seeks to understand a c t i o n not i n terms of meaning but i n 

terms of p s y c h i c s t a t e s i n p r i n c i p l e d i s t i n c t from conscious 

meaningso T h i s then r a i s e s the question of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between Parsons' employment of the s u b j e c t i v e point of view of the 

acto r and h i s adoption of psychology as a c e n t r a l component of the 

theory of a c t i o n , a question which w i l l be returned to s h o r t l y . 

Again a quotation can serve to i n d i c a t e the t h i r d ambiguity 0 

' I t hink i t i s probably f a i r to c a l l i t 

(I9^8 b s 1 5 8 ) . 

pproachj arsons a the "theory of s o c i a l 

action"„ I do not want to p l a c e any 

p a r t i c u l a r s t r e s s on the term " a c t i o n " • 

"Behaviour" i s probably almost as good. 

e s p e c i a l l y now that behaviourism i s not 
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longer a f i g h t i n g word i n very wide 

c i r c l e s , as i t was about twenty y e a r s 

ago 8 Behaviour has become much more 

of a n e u t r a l and d e s c r i p t i v e word5 i t 

i s simply what people or organisms do" 

( 1 9 ^ 9 C S 5 1 ) o 

T h i s i s s i g n i f i c a n t not only by c o n t r a s t to The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l 

A c t i o n but a l s o because Parsons i s w i l l i n g to use a concept which 

d e s c r i b e s 8 simply what people or organisms do'. The theory of 

a c t i o n then r e f e r s not only to the behaviour of people but a l s o 

to 'organisms'. T h i s r a i s e s the problem of the sense of 

s u b j e c t i v i t y i n an acute form f o r w h i l s t some non-human organisms 

may have complex mental processes t h e i r behaviour cannot be described 

i n terms of i t s meanings I t i s such statements which give prima 

f a c i e p l a u s i b i l i t y to the t h e s i s of a change i n the Parsonian a c t i o n 

scheme from an a c t i o n to a b e h a v i o u r i s t i c foundations But care 

must be taken here as to what the s u b j e c t i v i t y of a c t i o n means to 

Parsons, i n chapter I I I ambiguities as to the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the 

s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s of the frame of r e f e r e n c e of a c t i o n and con-

c r e t e meanings of a c t i o n to a c t o r s have been l o c a t e d . T h i s 

continues i n the work being p r e s e n t l y d i s c u s s e d . 

The fourth ambiguity i s whether the s u b j e c t i v e point of 

view i m p l i e s the a c t o r ' s understanding of a c t i o n or the observer's 

understanding v i a s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s . Of course, i t i s claimed 

that the l a t t e r r e f e r to the a c t o r ' s s t a t e of mind but i f the 

c r u c i a l c r i t e r i o n i s not a c t o r s ' meanings but s u b j e c t i v e 
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ca t e g o r i e s q u i t e what e n t i t y i s implied by the concept of mind 

becomes ambiguous. Parsons' e d i t o r i a l footnote on Weber's use 

of the term Verstehen i s i n s t r u c t i v e . 

•The German term i s Verstehen. As Weber 

uses i t t h i s i s a t e c h n i c a l term with a 

d i s t i n c t l y narrower meaning than e i t h e r 

the German or the E n g l i s h i n everyday 

usage. I t s primary r e f e r e n c e i n t h i s 

work i s to the observation and t h e o r e t i c a l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the s u b j e c t i v e " s t a t e s 

of mind" of a c t o r s . But i t a l s o extends 

to the grasp of the meaning of l o g i c a l 

and other systems of symbols, a meaning 

which i s u s u a l l y thought of as i n some 

sense "intended" by a mind or i n t e l l i g e n t 

being of some s o r t . The most important 

point about t h i s concept seems to the 

e d i t o r to be the f a c t that i n so f a r as 

phenomena are "understood" i n the t e c h n i c a l 

sense, the r e l e v a n t f a c t s are s t a t e d and 

analysed w i t h i n a c e r t a i n frame of 

r e f e r e n c e , that of " a c t i o n " . For present 

purposes the most important f e a t u r e of t h i s 

r e f e r e n c e i s i t s use of " s u b j e c t i v e 
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c a t e g o r i e s " e The e s s e n t i a l t h i n g i s the 

o p e r a t i o n a l a p p l i c a b i l i t y of such c a t e g o r i e s , 

not the commonsense e m p i r i c a l question of 

whether the a c t o r i s conscious of the 

meanings imputed to him or i n the ordinary 

sense "intended" a given course of a c t i o n 8 

£l9*Hai87] . 

Three p o i n t s are of note here. The opening pa r t of the passage 

suggests that by the s u b j e c t i v e point of view i s intended a c t o r s " 

meanings, v e r s t e h e n being a technique of i n v e s t i g a t i o n of such 

meanings 0 But then Parsons comes to the " t e c h n i c a l 8 sense o f 

the term, here the emphasis s h i f t s from understanding of a c t o r ' s 

meanings t o d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s through the s u b j e c t i v e concepts 

of the frame of r e f e r e n c e of action,. F u r t h e r , the e s s e n t i a l 

t h ing i s not the a c t o r ' s conscious meanings and i n t e n t i o n s but 

the o p e r a t i o n a l a p p l i c a b i l i t y of the concepts, suggesting that the 

concepts r e f e r to a much wider sense of 8 s t a t e of mind 5 than 

conscious meanings e 

A f u r t h e r observation can be made h e r e a Parsons uses Weber 

to j u s t i f y h i s use of a scheme of s u b j e c t i v e concepts r a t h e r than 

the meaning of a c t i o n to the a c t o r . T h i s i s c l e a r l y s e t out i n 

the f o l l o w i n g passages 

' I n t h i s connection Weber's polemical 

o r i e n t a t i o n was d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t a 

methodological p o s i t i o n according to 
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to which such [ s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s j 

could only be used to formulate i n d i v i d u a l l y 

unique complexes of meaning and sequences 

of motivation,, Weber f u l l y agreed with 

the proponents of t h i s p o s i t i o n t h a t concrete 

phenomena were i n d i v i d u a l l y unique, but 

disputed the relevance of t h i s f a c t to h i s 

problemso S c i e n t i f i c c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n i s , 

he s a i d , i n the nature of the case a b s t r a c t 

and never f u l l y exhausts or r e f l e c t s concrete 

r e a l i t y . T h i s seems to be the l o g i c a l p a t t e r n 

u n d e r l ying h i s statement at the v e r y beginning, 

that "meaning" may be of two ki n d s , the " a c t u a l l y 

e x i s t i n g " meaning to a concrete i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r 

or, on the other hand, the " t h e o r e t i c a l l y 

conceived pure type of s u b j e c t i v e meaning" 

[19^1 a; 1l] . 

The argument here i s that d e s c r i p t i o n i n v o l v e s the use of concepts 

which a b s t r a c t and s e l e c t from the i n d i v i d u a l uniqueness of p a r t i ­

c u l a r phenomena. T h i s i s then h e l d to j u s t i f y a c o n t r a s t between 

the a c t u a l l y e x i s t i n g meaning to a concrete i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r which 

i s i r r e l e v a n t to s c i e n c e i n i t s uniqueness and, on the other hand, 

the t h e o r e t i c a l l y conceived pure type of s u b j e c t i v e meaning. Two 

p o i n t s can be noted, f i r s t l y , the instrumental s t a t u s of Weber's 

types should be remembered. They serve as means to d e s c r i b e 

h i s t o r i c a l l y p a r t i c u l a r phenomena. For Weber one could never 
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de s c r i b e concrete phenomena without concepts but the task of 

concepts was to d e s c r i b e h i s t o r i c a l phenomena, that i s , meaningful 

a c t i o n . Parsons does not adopt t h i s p o s i t i o n , h i s concepts are 

not j u s t more or l e s s u s e f u l but r e a l i s t i c a l l y d e s c r i b e ( s e l e c t e d 

and ordered) aspects of r e a l i t y B The second point then i s what 

aspec t s of r e a l i t y are grasped by Parsons' s u b j e c t i v e concepts i f they 

do not have an instrumental s t a t u s s e r v i n g to f a c i l i t a t e the 

d e s c r i p t i o n of concrete meanings? I t can be suggested that 

Parsons sees h i s concepts as d e s c r i b i n g general p a t t e r n s which 

somehow underly concrete meanings. He says, f o r example, that 

•Meaning may be of s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t types, of which, perhaps, the 

most important are the c o g n i t i v e and the a f f e c t i v e or emotional 1 

[l950b1336] . T h i s i s the beginnings of Parsons 8 use of a t r i n i t y 

of 'modes of o r i e n t a t i o n ' of a c t i o n so prominent i n h i s 1951 

p u b l i c a t i o n s ( [ l 9 5 1 a ] , (1951b)). What i s being suggested here, 

then, i s that Parsons uses the argument f o r the n e c e s s i t y of 

a b s t r a c t concepts to support a s h i f t away from the conscious 

meanings of a c t i o n to the a c t o r to a d i s t i n c t o b j e ct of study, 

the unconscious p a t t e r n i n g of the a c t o r ' s s t a t e of mind. 

So f a r t h i s s e c t i o n has sought to o u t l i n e an ambiguous 

s i t u a t i o n . On the one hand Parsons suggests that the s u b j e c t i v e 

r e f e r e n c e of the theory of a c t i o n i m p l i e s t a k i n g i n t o account 

the meaning of a c t i o n to the ac t o r , on the other hand v a r i o u s 

a s p e c t s of Parsons' t h i n k i n g have been noted which m i t i g a t e 

a g a i n s t such an i n t e n t i o n . T h i s s i t u a t i o n can be c l a r i f i e d by 

co n s i d e r i n g the p l a c e of psychology i n Parsons 8 t h i n k i n g . The 
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i n t r o d u c t i o n of p s y c h o l o g i c a l concepts i n t o the theory of a c t i o n 

r e p r e s e n t s a major s h i f t of h i s work as compared to The S t r u c t u r e 

of S o c i a l Action, Indeed i n h i s Preface to the second e d i t i o n of 

that book Parsons sayss 'A major one°sidedness of the book i s i t s 

r e l a t i v e n e g l e c t of the p s y c h o l o g i c a l aspects of the t o t a l conceptual 

scheme - a balance which a thorough r e v i s i o n would c e r t a i n l y have 

to attempt to r e d r e s s " [l9^9-bgxvij 0 T h i s i n d i c a t e s the 

importance which Parsons undoubtedly a t t r i b u t e s to psychology,, 

Quite what t h i s amounts to can be best understood i n the context 

of Parsons' c r i t i c i s m of Weber on the question of psychology. 

T h i s i s so because i t i s here that the questions of s u b j e c t i v i t y 

and psychology come together,, As such t h i s p i e c e w i l l form the 

framework f o r the present d i s c u s s i o n G 

Parsons notes that Weber i n s i s t e d on the i n c l u s i o n of the 

motivation of the i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r i n s o c i o l o g i c a l ^ accounts s He 

r e f e r s to Weber's '„,<> strong c o n v i c t i o n of the i n d i s p e n s i b i l i t y , 

i n order to a t t a i n the l e v e l of knowledge he considered p o s s i b l e 

and e s s e n t i a l , of c a r e f u l d e t a i l e d a n a l y s i s of the motivation of 

the i n d i v i d u a l 8 £l94las20] „ I t i s c l e a r t h at by the motivation 

of the i n d i v i d u a l here Parsons intends 'the s u b j e c t i v e point of 

view'o Speaking of Weber's types of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p he 

says: 

'But to each of these i n t u r n 

corresponds d i r e c t l y a complex of 
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t y p i c a l motivation i n Leber's sense, 

Hence the " s u b j e c t i v e " point of view 

i s as e s s e n t i a l to the d e s c r i p t i o n of 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as i t i s to the a c t i o n 

of the i n d i v i d u a l " [ l 9^1 as 22] 0 

With t h i s i n s i s t e n c e Parsons i s i n agreement with Weber„ he 

observes! 'He fWeber] f e l t s t r o n g l y , and r i g h t l y , that only 

through r e l a t i n g the problems of the dynamics of the whole to the 

motives of i n d i v i d u a l s could he achieve a genuinely s c i e n t i f i c 

l e v e l of explanation" 1̂ 9̂ -1 as 25]° But to Weber the employment of 

the notion of a c t o r ' s motivation does not imply the embracement of 

psychology, indeed he r e j e c t s the view that sociology i s c l o s e l y 

l i n k e d with or dependent upon psychology [l 9^1 as 25] o With t h i s 

Parsons disagrees,, "Weber, however, got into- s e r i o u s trouble which 

could have been g r e a t l y mitigated had he extended h i s systematic 

theory i n t o a more c a r e f u l a n a l y s i s i n the d i r e c t i o n of 

psychology" £l 9^1 as 2jJ „ Parsons' argument a g a i n s t Weber's 

r e j e c t i o n of psychology r e s t s on two p o i n t s , j u s t what psychology 

i s concerned with and i t s s t a t u s i n an o v e r a l l theory of action,, 

Parsons notess 

'He [WeberJ does not anywhere d i s c u s s i n 

d e t a i l j u s t what he meant by the term 

psychology, but there was a tendency 

to think of i t p r i m a r i l y i n the context 

of n a t u r a l s c i e n c e and hence not a c c e s s i b l e 

to the a p p l i c a t i o n of s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s 

[l94tas25j o 
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Again Parsons observes that i n Weber 0s time "psychological 
approaches to human behaviour" l a i d "the p r i n c i p a l emphasis on 
u n i v e r s a l t r a i t s or tendencies of "human nature' 1 l i k e i n s t i n c t s " 
[1 9^1 as 25=>6l o I f psychology i s understood i n t h i s sense „ as 
the d e s c r i p t i o n and explanation of behaviour i n terms of u n i v e r s a l 
p h y s i o = b i o l o g i c a l concepts, then Parsons agrees with WeberD 

Such a psychology would be no "more r e l e v a n t to sociology than 
any other s c i e n c e which d e a l t w ith f a c t o r s c o n d i t i o n a l to human 
behaviour, l i k e p h y s i c s , geology, e t c " [\9bla.i25} 0 T h i s i s 
quite c o n s i s t e n t with Parsons" assessment of Thorndike"s psycho^ 
lo g y 0 The l a t t e r i s o r i e n t e d s t r o n g l y toward biology? "Thorndike" 
whole scheme i s , i n e s s e n t i a l s , an extension of biology" (19^1CS281) 
Parsons does not r e j e c t t h i s out of hand but sees i t as concerned 
with the c o n d i tions of human behaviour,, 

'This i s by no means to say that the l i g h t 

Thorndike i s able to throw on s o c i a l 

problems from the r e s u l t s of p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n he summarises i s n e g l i g i b l e 

=• f a r from i t 0 These r e s u l t s are, however, 

r a t h e r i n the nature of quite general 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s which s e t l i m i t s of v a r i a t i o n 

and define n e c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n s of s o c i a l 

phenomena" ( 1 9 ^ 1 c s 2 ? 8 ) . 

However Parsons i s u n w i l l i n g to accept such a narrow d e f i n i t e on 

of psychology, i n s t e a d he wishes to advocate a s c i e n c e of 

psychology as a science of the a c t o r i n the theory of a c t i o n r a t h e r 
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than a focus on the b i o l o g i c a l organism. I n Weber's types of 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p i t i s to Parsons "necessary to c l a r i f y the 

u n i t of r e f e r e n c e 9 £l94la§76] , the ' a c t o r ' . 

" I t cannot be true that the conceptual 

scheme i n terms of which t h i s u n i t i s 

t r e a t e d i s no more c l o s e l y r e l e v a n t to 

sociology than any other d e a l i n g with 

the c o n d i t i o n s of action,, For the 

a c t o r i s the u n i t of systems of a c t i o n , 

and the frame of r e f e r e n c e and other 

c a t e g o r i e s i n terms of which t h i s u n i t 

i s t r e a t e d , are i n h e r e n t l y p a r t of the 

same t h e o r e t i c a l system as c a t e g o r i e s 

on the l e v e l of types of a c t i o n or s o c i a l 

structureo Hence i n some sense, a 

"psychology" i s an e s s e n t i a l part of 

(not note, " b a s i s " or " s e t of assumptions 

f o r " ) a theory of s o c i a l a c t i o n 9 [i9^1 as26] . 

For Parsons then psychology takes as i t s o b j e c t of study the u n i t 

of a c t i o n systems as an a c t o r , not a b i o l o g i c a l organism. But 

Parsons wishes to s t r e s s not only that psychology i s a s c i e n c e of 

a c t i o n but a l s o that i t i s p a r t of a t o t a l theory of a c t i o n , t h a t 

i s , i t i s only one p a r t of an o v e r a l l theory. T h i s i s why Parsons 

i n c l u d e s the q u a l i f i c a t i o n s i n the l a s t sentence of the passage 

j u s t quotedo T h i s l e a d s to the second pa r t of Parsons' argument, 
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the s t a t u s o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l concepts i n the o v e r a l l theory o f 

a c t i o n o 

Parsons shares Weber's doubts about the p o s s i b i l i t y or 

d e s i r a b i l i t y o f reducing s o c i o l o g i c a l concepts to a p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

l e v e l , he puts t h i s i n terras of 5 the f a l l a c y of misplaced 

concreteness" fl 9^1 as 26] 0 

" P s y c h o l o g i s t s as a group have not t r e a t e d 

the i n d i v i d u a l as a u n i t i n a f u n c t i o n i n g 

s o c i a l system, but r a t h e r as the concrete 

human being who was then conceived as 

proceeding to form s o c i a l systems„ They 

have thusnot adequately taken account of the 

p e c u l i a r sense i n which t h e i r c a t e g o r i e s are 

a b s t r a c t o The c a t e g o r i e s of psychology i n 

the m o t i v a t i o n a l f i e l d , f o r i n s t a n c e D are 

not concrete motives, but elements i n 

motivation, d e s c r i b i n g such aspects as i t s 

a f f e c t u a l tone c Weber was fundamentally 

r i g h t that the adequate concrete motive 

always i n v o l v e s the s i t u a t i o n a l elements 

which are s p e c i f i c a l l y non=psychological° 

To say, then, that psychology i s concerned with the a c t o r i n 

systems of s o c i a l a c t i o n does not to Parsons mean that psychology 

alone can adequately comprehend the a c t o r ' s motivation,, A theory 

Fl 9^1 as 26] 

fl9^1a«27] o 
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of motivation i s not j u s t 3 the simple " a p p l i c a t i o n " of 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s 8 fl 945ai 233] f o r two reasons„ 

F i r s t l y , any concrete motive i s composed i n p a r t of s o c i a l l y 

shared c u l t u r a l symbols and secondly, v a r i a b l e motives are 

channelled by i n s t i t u t i o n s i n t o the same p a t t e r n of a c t i v i t y 

[l9^5ag233=4] o An example of t h i s i s Parsons approach to the 

motivation of economic a c t i v i t i e s , , Here 8 the immediate goal 

of economic a c t i o n i n a market economy i s the maximization of 

net money advantages or more g e n e r a l l y of the difference between 

u t i l i t y and c o s t 8 fl940bs53] • Buts 

9 I t c e r t a i n l y i s not l e g i t i m a t e to assume that 

t h i s immediate goal i s a simple and d i r e c t express 

s i o n of the u l t i m a t e m o t i v a t i o n a l f o r c e s of human 

behaviour. On the contrary, to a l a r g e extent 

i t s p u r s u i t i s probably compatible with a 

considerable range of v a r i a t i o n i n more 

u l t i m a t e m o t i v a t i o n s s Indeed, i t w i l l be the 

p r i n c i p a l t h e s i s of the subsequent a n a l y s i s 

t h at "economic motivation" i s not a category 

of motivation on the deeper l e v e l at a l l , but 

i s r a t h e r a point at which many d i f f e r e n t 

motives may be broig ht to bear on a c e r t a i n 

type of situation,, I t s remarkable constancy 

and g e n e r a l i t y i s not a r e s u l t of a corresponding 

u n i f o r m i t y i n "human nature" such as egoism or 

hedonism, but of c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s of the 
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s t r u c t u r e of s o c i a l systems of a c t i o n which, 

however, are not e n t i r e l y constant but s u b j e c t 

to i n s t i t u t i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s 8 fl940bs53j 0 

Any concrete motivation i n c l u d e s p s y c h o l o g i c a l elements general 

to a l l motives and s o c i o l o g i c a l elements p a r t i c u l a r to given 

c u l t u r a l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l systems. Both of these elements 

are i n themselves a b s t r a c t and must both be i n c l u d e d i n an 

account of concrete motivation,, 

Indeed to Parsons t h i s i s what Weber a c t u a l l y does i n h i s 

i d e a l types of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s 0 

'Weber's motives are not, as he h i m s e l f c l e a r l y 

saw, " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " e n t i t i e s e T h e i r concrete^ 

ness r e l a t i v e to the p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l i s 

p r e c i s e l y defined by the f a c t t h a t they i n c l u d e 

s o c i a l l y s t r u c t u r a l d e f i n i t i o n s of the s i t u a t i o n , 

and hence a r t i c u l a t e d i r e c t l y w i t h the s t r u c t u r a l <= 

f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s of s o c i a l systems, which 

means the v a r i a b i l i t y of s o c i a l systems" 

Weber, however, f a i l e d "to complete the a n a l y s i s on i t s 

s i d e e He does not break down h i s concrete types i n t o t h e i r 

general a n a l y t i c a l elements„ T h i s leads to an ad hoc c h a r a c t e r 

i n the work of both p s y c h o l o g i s t s and s o c i o l o g i s t s 0 P s y c h o l o g i s t s 

(/!94las22]„ 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l s i d e " fl94las27l j u s t as he f a i l e d on the s o c i o l o g i c a l 
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(Parsons mentions Freud and Gorer) tend tog 

8 c o o c a t e g o r i z e s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e ad hoc O B e 

without systematic r e f e r e n c e to the s o c i a l 

system as a conceptual scheme and the 

c r i t e r i o n of relevance inherent i n such 

a r e f e r e n c e 0 C e r t a i n s o c i o l o g i s t s l i k e w i s e 

indulge i n ad hoc p s y c h o l o g i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s 

without r e f e r e n c e to t e c h n i c a l p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 0 Footnotei I n essence 

t h i s i s what Max Weber d i d on a high l e v e l i n 

h i s c o n s t r u c t i o n of i d e a l types of m o t i v a t i o n 1 

£ l 950b« 3k1 -2] . 

Parsons f e e l s then that he has overcome Weber's misgivings about 

psychology w h i l s t maintaining h i s dictum to incorporate the 

motivation of the a c t o r i n t o s o c i o l o g i c a l accounts e His case 

i s that concrete motivation i n c l u d e s 9 c o n c e p t u a l l y , two a b s t r a c t 

components! general p r o p e r t i e s of the psychology of a c t o r s (not 

organisms) and p a r t i c u l a r p r o p e r t i e s of socio»cultural systems e 

The f a c t that psychology i s a s c i e n c e of the a c t o r i n the core 

of h i s emphasis on s u b j e c t i v i t y , the v a r i a b i l i t y of the s o c i o l o g i c a l 

components of motivation i s the crux of h i s i n s i s t e n c e that to 

in c l u d e psychology i s not to reduce sociology to psychology 8 a 

p o s i t i o n f a c i l i t a t e d by the a b s t r a c t s t a t u s of the conceptual 

components of motivation^ 



- 160 -

But what i s missing here i s Weber's emphasis on a c t i o n 

and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as meaningful to the a c t o r a Here a r a t h e r 

' throisraway4 comment by Parsons i s i n s t r u c t i v e ! 

'Much the same i s true of Weber's tendency 

to confine i d e a l type a n a l y s i s to the 

r a t i o n a l case and the r e l a t e d tendency to 

c o n f i n e 9 i n h i s methodological formulations 

at l e a s t 9 the a p p l i c a b i l i t y of s u b j e c t i v e 

c a t e g o r i e s to c o n s c i o u s l y intended motives 0 

I n questions l i k e these Weber shows a 

v a c i l l a t i n g u n c e r t a i n t y which could l a r g e l y 

be c l e a r e d up by b e t t e r p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s 0 

[1941 as 27=8] . 

Here i t can be granted that 'Weber shows a v a c i l l a t i n g u n c e r t a i n t y ' 

on c e r t a i n key i s s u e s , f o r example 9 whether i n h i s r a t i o n a l types 

i t i s the a c t o r ' s or s c i e n t i s t ' s standard of r a t i o n a l i t y which 

i s being i d e a l l y t y p i f i e d a The point here i s that to say that 

such problems can be c l e a r e d up by ' b e t t e r p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s ' 

e s s e n t i a l l y overcomes the u n c e r t a i n t y by coming down on one side 

of a two sided p o s i t i o n s I t opts f o r psychology as a system of 

general concepts of the a c t o r and omits the a c t o r ' s own 

understanding of the situation,, So the a c t o r ' s ' c o n s c i o u s l y 

intended motives' and ' r a t i o n a l i t y ' are defined by Parsons as 

r a t h e r anomolous, aberrant 'tendencies' i n Weber's thinking,, 
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Parsons understanding of 'meaning 9 i s n i c e l y summarized 

when he s a y s i 

9 S i m i l a r l y j , the process of s o c i a l behaviour 

as of any other are p s y c h o l o g i c a l 0 But 

without the meaning given them by t h e i r 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l - s t r u c t u r a l context they l o s e 

t h e i r relevance to the understanding o f 

s o c i a l phenomena8 fl 9^5 as 235] • 

I t i s the m a n i f e s t a t i o n of constant psychological s t r u c t u r e s 

and mechanisms i n p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l contexts t h a t Parsons 

intends by meaning,, His o b l i v i o u s n e s s to the a c t o r ' s meaning 

can be i l l u s t r a t e d by a s e c t i o n of h i s essay 'The Problem of 

C o n t r o l l e d I n s t i t u t i o n a l Change 9
s Here Parsons i s d i s c u s s i n g 

how human behaviour might be changed or c o n t r o l l e d 0 One 

"channel of i n f l u e n c e 9 [l9k5a2ki] i s 8 through " s u b j e c t i v e " 

elements - t h e i r sentiments, goals, a t t i t u d e s , d e f i n i t i o n s of 

s i t u a t i o n s ' [l 9^5c 12.ki] „ Here Parsons s t r e s s e s thats 

9The most important thing to be s a i d 

i s that the chances of s u c c e s s f u l i n f l u e n c e 

do not depend mainly on the "reasonableness" 

of what i s transmitted but on i t s r e l a t i o n 

to the f u n c t i o n a l e q u i l i b r i u m of the system 

on which i t impinges 9 j l 9 ^ 5 c s 2 4 7 | • 
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So the o v e r a l l argument i s as f o l l o w s 0 An i d e a or goal cannot 

be t r e a t e d d i s c r e t e l y i n i t s r e l a t i o n to a course of a c t i o n 9 i t 

must be put i n a l a r g e r c o n t e x t 0 Quite what i s meant by t h i s 

i s open to a number of a l t e r n a t i v e s e But Parsons i s q u i t e 

c l e a r s He discou n t s the p o s s i b i l i t y of people a c t i n g on the 

b a s i s of the 'reasonableness 0 or " l o g i c 0 of an i d e a 0 Now 

there are two p o s s i b i l i t i e s here, "reasonableness 0 may be 

judged from the observer"s point of view, h i s standard of what 

the l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of an i d e a are f o r a c t i o n 3 Here i n 

broad terms i t can be agreed that t h i s i s i r r e l e v a n t to the 

d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s of a c t i o n 0 But a second p o s s i b i l i t y 

i s that what i s "reasonable 0 i s not judged a p r i o r i but made 

e m p i r i c a l l y v a r i a b l e , that i s , the a c t o r ' s standard of reasonabl 

ness i s taken s e r i o u s l y T h e n i t i s an open question whether 

people a c t i n the l i g h t of the reasonableness of an i d e a s 

Here the context i n t o which the i d e a must be put i s a l a r g e r 

context of meaning through which the a c t o r understands h i s 

worldo T h i s p o s s i b i l i t y i s ignored by Parsons e I n s t e a d an 

i d e a or goal which i s s u b j e c t i v e l y meaningful to an a c t o r must 

be pla c e d i n t o the context of a system of non=>meaningful but 

s u b j e c t i v e c a t e g o r i e s ^ what Parsons i n t h i s example r e f e r s to 

as sentimentso Then a c t o r 6 s s u b j e c t i v e meanings are regarded 

as "manifestations 1 1 of sentiments» 
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0 0 0 i d e o l o g i c a l and symbolic p a t t e r n s 

a s s o c i a t e d with the sentiment system do not 

stand i n a simple r e l a t i o n of correspondence 

with the sentiments manifested o I d e o l o g i c a l 

p a t t e r n s are i n e v i t a b l y h i g h l y s e l e c t i v e i f 

not d i s t o r t e d r e l a t i v e to the system of 

sentiments which support i n s t i t u t i o n s " 

[1945c g 247=8] 0 

E a r l i e r i n t h i s s e c t i o n i t was noted that Parsons continues to 

employ a c o n t r a s t between two p o i n t s of view 0 

0 I n a l l t h i s , the point of view of i n t e r = 

p r e t a t i o n of a c t i o n has a p e c u l i a r d u a l i t y 0 

One e s s e n t i a l component i s i t s "meaning" 

to the a c t o r 0 whether on a c o n s c i o u s l y 

e x p l i c i t l e v e l or n o t Q The other i s i t s 

relevance to an " o b j e c t i v e " concatenation 

of o b j e c t s and events as analyzed and 

i n t e r p r e t e d by an observer 1 1 1̂ 9^5as 229] •> 

I t has al r e a d y been pointed out that by the observer 9 s point of 

view Parsons means the point of view of a s o c i a l system, or b e t t e r 

s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s of the i n t e r r e l a t i o n s of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s 0 

But what of the reference here to the meaning of a c t i o n to the 

ac t o r ? The above account of the p l a c e o f psychology can enable 

us to understand quite what Parsons i n t e n d s 0 S e v e r a l times he 

r e f e r s not to two "points of view" but to two " l e v e l s 0 of a n a l y s i s 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l 0 

H945as229] 
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' A l l s o c i a l behaviour, i n c l u d i n g the " p o l i c i e s " 
of the most complex c o l l e c t i v i t i e s l i k e n a t i o n -
s t a t e s 0 i s u l t i m a t e l y the behaviour of human 
beings, understandable i n terms of the 
motivation of i n d i v i d u a l s , perhaps m i l l i o n s 
of them, i n the s i t u a t i o n s i n which they are 
placed. Therefore the p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l 
of understanding of i n d i v i d u a l motivation i s 
fundamental to even the most complex of mass 
phenomena., At the same time, however, the 
complications and m o d i f i c a t i o n s introcu ced 
by the f a c t s of the o r g a n i z a t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l s 
i n s o c i a l systems are e q u a l l y c r u c i a l " fl946bs 
299] . 

C l e a r l y the s o c i o l o g i c a l l e v e l here i s the s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s 

of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s o Then i s the p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l equivalent 

to the a c t o r ' s point of view? The above d i s c u s s i o n suggests t h i s 

and i t can be f u r t h e r seen i n the p l a c e Parsons g i v e s to the 

concept of r o l e . He says that t h i s throws l i g h t on the r e l a t i o n ^ 

ship of the p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l l e v e l s of a n a l y s i s 

fl945as233] i n t h a t ; 'Role i s the concept which l i n k s the sub­

system of the a c t o r as a " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " behaving e n t i t y to the 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e 8 (l945as23] e The concept of 

r o l e at one and the same time d e s c r i b e s the u n i t s of s o c i a l 

systems and the p s y c h o l o g i c a l c o n s t i t u t i o n of the a c t o r . I n 

important r e s p e c t s r o l e s are the ' o b j e c t s 8 i n ' o b j e c t i v e ' 
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concatenations of o b j e c t s and e v e n t s 0 , they a l s o d e s c r i b e aspects 

of "the a c t o r as a " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " behaving e n t i t y ' 0 The two 

p o i n t s of view, then, are not the a c t o r ' s and observer's 

understanding of a c t i o n but the observer 8 s account of a c t i o n i n 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l terms. T h i s chapter w i l l be 

f u r t h e r concerned with t h i s d u a l i t y i n much of what follows,, 

To summarise t h i s d i s c u s s i o n of psychology Parsons 8 p o s i t i o n 

means t h a t , d e s p i t e the r h e t o r i c noted at the beginning of t h i s 

s e c t i o n , a c t o r ' s meanings are excluded from h i s account of action,, 

The d e s c r i p t i o n and explanation of a c t i o n i n terms of a c t o r s ' 

meanings i s r e p l a c e d by the i n j u n c t i o n to incorporate the s u b j e c t i v e 

c a t e g o r i e s of a psychology of the a c t o r , c a t e g o r i e s which are 

c l e a r l y d i s t i n c t from a c t o r s " meanings. I n f a c t the term 

re p l a c e d i s misleading, f o r i n e s s e n t i a l s t h i s p o s i t i o n i s s i m i l a r 

to that of Parsons' e a r l i e r work where again he s y s t e m a t i c a l l y avoids 

s e r i o u s r e f e r e n c e to a c t o r ' s meanings. That i s , by the 

s u b j e c t i v i t y of the a c t i o n scheme Parsons never intended a c t o r s ' 

meanings^ But a more p o s i t i v e c o n t i n u a t i o n of e a r l i e r c h a r a c t e r ! " 

s t i e s can be l o c a t e d . I f by the s u b j e c t i v e r e f e r e n c e of the 

theory of a c t i o n i s meant the 'voluntarism' of Parsons' image of 

man and s o c i e t y then the s u b j e c t i v i t y of the scheme does continue, 

a point which becomes evident once Parsons' voluntarism i s 

p r o p e r l y understood. T h i s d i s c u s s i o n w i l l continue with an 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the s u b j e c t i v i t y of a c t i o n along these l i n e s . 
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2 a P r e l i m i n a r i e s to voluntarism i n the s t r u c t u r a l >= f u n c t i o n a l 

approach. 

The term voluntarism occurs most i n f r e q u e n t l y i n Parsons' 

work i n the 1940's (e„g 0 [ l 9 4 5 a s 2 2 8 ] ) and i t no longer c a r r i e s 

the polemical weight a t t r i b u t e d to i t i n The Str u c t u r e of S o c i a l 

A c t i o n o Nevertheless i t w i l l be argued here that the volunta­

rism of the l a t t e r book continues to p l a y a s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e i n 

Parsons' t h i n k i n g 0 I n p a r t i c u l a r that voluntarism u n d e r l i e s both 

the concept of a c t i o n that he employs and the s t r u c t u r a l => 

f u n c t i o n a l approach to a c t i o n systems 0 By voluntarism here 

i s meant a way of t h i n k i n g about human a c t i o n i n terms of three 

key f e a t u r e s o F i r s t l y , a dualism i n human l i f e between 

'normative 9 a s p e c t s i n v o l v i n g an i d e a l component and ' c o n d i t i o n a l 0 

aspects c a r r y i n g the connotation of standing as r e a l i s t i c 

i m p e r a t i v e s o Secondly, these two aspec t s e x i s t i n some degree 

of tension, to put i t metaphorically, the demands of each are 

incompatible, compromises have to be reached which represent d e l i c a t e 

s t a t e s of balance. But the odds are stacked i n one d i r e c t i o n , 

toward the c o n d i t i o n a l , which i n f l u e n c e s human behaviour auto= 

m a t i c a l l y , men are bound up with the c a u s a l f o r c e s of the 

c o n d i t i o n a l w orld e On the contrary the normative world depends 

upon the e f f o r t s of men, a f a r more f r a g i l e mode of i n f l u e n c e 

but one whose nature f a s c i n a t e s Parsons, T h i s i s the t h i r d 

f e a t u r e of voluntarism, the n e c e s s i t y of ' e f f o r t 9 , w i l l or 

motivation whereby the normative world e x e r c i s e s some determina-

t i o n over human behaviour 0 
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As a p r e l i m i n a r y to the main ta s k of l o c a t i n g t h i s meta-

ph y s i c i n the s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach to a c t i o n t h i s 

s e c t i o n w i l l be concerned with i l l u s t r a t i n g voluntarism i n three 

r a t h e r ad hoc s e l e c t i o n s from Parsons 8 worko 

I n the 19^0"s the p r o f e s s i o n s became, and were to remain, 

an important focus of Parsons" t h e o r e t i c a l and p r a c t i c a l 

concerns s The i n f l u e n c e of voluntarism here can be seen 

i n the c l o s i n g paragraph of h i s f i r s t p u b l i c a t i o n i n t h i s a r e a 0 

Parsons holds that what c o n s t i t u t e s a c i v i l i z a t i o n i s the 

p o s s e s s i o n of a "great c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n ' 0 T h i s i s the mark 

of c i v i l i z a t i o n i n that " I t i s i n t e g r a t i o n w i t h such a t r a d i t i o n 

which leavens the lump of the b l i n d struggle f o r e x i s t e n c e and 

f o r wealth and power i n s o c i e t y ' (1937c s3^9)o Here then i s 

the v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism between c u l t u r e and the c o n s t r a i n t s 

of existence,. But the two s i d e s are ' i n t i m a t e l y connected", 

i n the present context by the u n i v e r s i t i e s and p r o f e s s i o n a l 

education,, 

"The f u n c t i o n of u n i v e r s i t i e s i s v i t a l , 

not only i n maintaining and developing 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n , but i n r e l a t i n g i t to 

contemporary l i f e 0 P r o f e s s i o n a l 

education, as c a r r i e d on by the u n i v e r s i t y , 

i s one of the most v i t a l channels of t h i s 

i n f l u e n c e on contemporary s o c i e t y ' 

(1937CS369)C 
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T h i s i s 'one of the most important channels by which 

the c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e leavens the lump of everyday s o c i a l 

l i f e ' o However, there i s a l s o 'a r e c i p r o c a l i n f l u e n c e ' , 

by which 'the p r a c t i c a l l i f e of the world' i n f l u e n c e s the 

c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n , again v i a the u n i v e r s i t i e s and t h e i r 

l i n k s to the p r o f e s s i o n s 0 

'But at the same time i t would not be a 

h e a l t h y s t a t e of a f f a i r s f o r 0 o o members 

of the u n i v e r s i t y and the t r a d i t i o n they 

e x i s t to maintain and develop, to be 

r a d i c a l l y cut o f f from the s o c i e t y i n 

which they e x i s t " (1937c s369)0 

Here there i s c l e a r l y a degree of t e n s i o n between c u l t u r e 

and e x i s t e n c e , they do not blend together without f r i c t i o n 

which l e a d s Parsons to emphasise the mechanisms through 

which the two i n f l u e n c e l i f e , i n t h i s context p r o f e s s i o n a l 

education 'f o r the world' but conducted i n the u n i v e r s i t i e s 

by the guardians of a c u l t u r a l tradition,, So here volunta­

rism permeates into Parsons' approach to an i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

a r e a a What can be termed i n s t i t u t i o n a l voluntarism will be 

d i s c u s s e d at length l a t e r e 

The second example of i n t e r e s t here i s taken from the 

essay 'Max Weber and the Contemporary P o l i t i c a l C r i s i s ' 

(1 9^-2e21 68-9) « I n t h i s Parsons o u t l i n e s Weber's views on moral 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i n politics„ I t seems from the context that 

Parsons takes over much of xfhat he understands Weber to be 

advocating,, He takes up "the question of the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

the accomplishment of d e c i s i v e r e s u l t s by p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n ' 
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( l 9 ^ 2 e s l 6 8 ) noting that Weber r e j e c t s d e t e r m i n i s t i c t h e o r i e s 

of h i s t o r y o However, i n e l u c i d a t i n g Weber8 s grounds f o r h i s 

p o s i t i o n , two d i s t i n c t strands can be d i s t i n g u i s h e d i n Parsons" 

exposition,, The f i r s t i s methodological 6 At any point i n 

h i s t o r i c a l time a s i t u a t i o n i s c o n s t i t u t e d by a " d e l i c a t e 

balance between the f o r c e s working i n r a d i c a l l y opposed d i r e c t i o n s " 

( l 9 ^ 2 e s 1 6 9 ) 0 So the s i t u a t i o n contains " d i f f e r e n t p o t e n t i a l i ­

t i e s " , , Which of these i s a c t u a l l y r e a l i z e d o f t e n depends on a 

p a r t i c u l a r event or s e r i e s of a c t i o n s which make the d i f f e r e n c e 

between the v a r i o u s p o s s i b i l i t i e s , , A war, a p o l i t i c a l move<= 

ment or the i n f l u e n c e of a s i n g l e man are given as examples© 

Here, then, the emphasis i s on d i f f e r e n t i a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s and 

the deciding i n f l u e n c e of a p a r t i c u l a r event which may, i n 

i t s e l f , be s m a l l , but i n that s i t u a t i o n " i t i s s u f f i c i e n t to 

throw the t o t a l balance i n favour of the one p o s s i b l e outcome 

r a t h e r than the other" (1942es169)„ The second strand i s 

sub s t a n t i v e , r e f e r r i n g to Weber Parsons sayss 

'No one was more e m p i r i c a l l y r e a l i s t i c 

than he, no one b e t t e r r e a l i s e d the 

l i m i t a t i o n s placed upon a c t i o n by the 

con d i t i o n s of the s i t u a t i o n which are 

beyond the a c t o r ' s c o n t r o l . But at 

the same time, to him, human choice and 

d e c i s i o n were fundamental f a c t o r s i n the 

determination of events' (19^2eg168)„ 
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So the methodological argument that r e l a t i v e l y small and prima 

f a c i e i n s i g n i f i c a n t events can, i n the context of a concatenation 

of circumstances, have f a r reaching r e s u l t s i s p a r a l l e l e d by the 

o n t o l o g i c a l argument that ' d e c i s i o n and c h a r a c t e r and e f f o r t " 

( 1 9 k 2 e 3 1 6 8 ) s "human choice and d e c i s i o n " are "fundamental f a c t o r s 

i n the determination of events", not by themselves but i n the 

context of a conjunction of f o r c e s which map out the r e a l i s t i c 

c o n d i t i o n s of s i t u a t i o n s 0 

The t h i r d example of the presence of a volunfc a r i s t i c element 

i n Parsons' 19^0"s essays occurs i n h i s i n t r o d u c t o r y remarks to 

a paper on r a c i a l and r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t (1 9^5b g 182=>4) 0 T h i s 

amounts to a statement of Parsons' p r a c t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n to 

s o c i a l problemso He begins with the ' n a i v e l y Utopian optimism' 

which was "not so long ago the p r e v a i l i n g temper of the Western 

world' ( I 9 4 5 b s 1 8 2 ) noting how t h i s a t t i t u d e had been shaken to i t s 

roots by the world wars and the r i s e of fas c i s m and communism0 

I n i t s p l a c e Parsons senses the emergence o f a p e s s i m i s t i c 

r e a c t i o n marked by a temper of gloom, doom and f a t a l i s t i c 

r e s i g n a t i o n . He him s e l f , however, r e j e c t s both naive optimism 

and d i s i l l u s i o n e d pessimism,, H i s a l t e r n a t i v e bears the stamp 

of voluntarism„ He sayss 

' I t would, of course, be a r e v e r s i o n to 

the naive utopianism of our past to suppose 

that there were not l i m i t s to the r a t i o n a l 

c o n t r o l l a b i l i t y of things a f f e c t i n g human 

v a l u e s and welfare,, Many of the sources o f 

human c o n f l i c t and antagonism go very deep" 

(I9 4 5 b s ! 8 5 ) . 
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Here i s the dualism of human values and w e l f a r e on the one 

hand and on the other, a world of things which may, at any 

given point i n time and space, be beyond human c o n t r o l but which 

represent the sources of c o n f l i c t and antagonism„ To ignore 

the l a t t e r i s the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of naive optimism 0 But 

converselys 'Ours, however, i s a c i v i l i z a t i o n which i s not 

accustomed to t a k i n g e v i l s " l y i n g down"8 ( I 9 4 5 b s l 8 3 ) 0 The 

c o n d i t i o n a l s i d e of the dichotomy i s not j u s t accepted, as i n 

the case of d i s i l l u s i o n e d pessimism 0 Rather, 8
0 s o i t i s i n the 

great t r a d i t i o n of our s o c i e t y to approach e v i l s as "problems", 

to mobilize the resources of knowledge and s c i e n t i f i c method to 

see what could be done about i t 0 (I945bsl83)« The value side 

of the dualism can be i n f l u e n t i a l v i a men's e f f o r t s , i n t h i s 

case the m a r s h a l l i n g of s c i e n c e to t a c k l e a human problem e 

Parsons uses the example of death to i l l u s t r a t e h i s point„ 

Death i s an u l t i m a t e expression of the i n f l u e n c e of the c o n d i t i o n a l 

world on human l i f e B As such i t i s a u n i v e r s a l and probably 

i n e r a d i c a b l e phenomenon. But human a t t i t u d e s toward d i s e a s e , 

s u f f e r i n g and death are widely v a r i a b l e , here i s the normative 

s i d e a Parsons c o n t r a s t s the a t t i t u d e s of Buddhism and modern 

medicine toward the problem, the one g i v i n g compassion but l i t t l e 

p r a c t i c a l a i d , the other concentrating on the l a t t e r w i t h l i t t l e 

s p i r i t u a l comfort e n t e r i n g i n . The l e s s o n drawn from t h i s i s s 
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8The p o s i t i o n taken i n t h i s paper w i l l be that 

very important f a c t o r s i n group antagonism 

and hatred are understandable and 

c o n t r o l l a b l e i n the same sense that t h i s i s 

true of p h y s i c a l s u f f e r i n g and premature 

deatho But no more than i n the other case 

i s there reason to assume that there i s no 

u l t i m a t e residue of t r a g i c c o n f l i c t of value 

and of human h e l p l e s s n e s s " (1945b s 184) <> 

T h i s l i s t of examples could be extended but t h i s s e c t i o n i s but a 

suggestive p r e l i m i n a r y 9 I w i l l now move on to a more systematic 

d i s c u s s i o n o f the v o l u n t a r i s t i c sense of s u b j e c t i v i t y i n the 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach to a c t i o n , 

3o Voluntarism and the frame of r e f e r e n c e of a c t i o n 0 

During the 1940's Parsons spends l i t t l e time e l a b o r a t i n g 

the frame of r e f e r e n c e of action,, However, °The f i r s t e s s e n t i a l 

of a g e n e r a l i z e d t h e o r e t i c a l system i s the "frame of r e f e r e n c e " 9 

[1945as228] 9 F u r t h e r , what Parsons does say about the frame of 

r e f e r e n c e of a c t i o n c l e a r l y i l l u s t r a t e s the presence of voluntarism 

i n the sense o u t l i n e d above. 

The f i r s t component of the frame of r e f e r e n c e i s the 

concept of a c t o r , the behaving i n d i v i d u a l as " a c t i v e l y o r i e n t e d 

to the attainment of a system of goals and wishes' (l 950bg336j «, 

What i s s t r e s s e d about the a c t o r i s the i n d i v i d u a l ' s s t r i v i n g 

to achieve h i s goals i n the face of o b s t a c l e s s 
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"Action i s , i n t h i s frame of re f e r e n c e , 

i n h e r e n t l y s t r u c t u r e d on a "normative", 

" t e l e o l o g i c a l " , or p o s s i b l y b e t t e r , a 

" v o l u n t a r i s t i c " system of "coordinates" 

or axes, A goal i s by d e f i n i t i o n a 

" d e s i r a b l e " s t a t e of a f f a i r s , f a i l u r e to 

a t t a i n i t a "frustration"„ A f f e c t i v e 

r e a c t i o n i n c l u d e s components of p l e a s u ­

r a b l e or p a i n f u l s i g n i f i c a n c e to the 

ac t o r , and of approval or disapproval of 

the object or s t a t e which occasions the 

reaction,, F i n a l l y , c o g n i t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n 

i s s u b j e c t to standards of " c o r r e c t n e s s " 

and "adequacy" of knowledge and under­

standing" [l945as228] (See a l s o ^19^1as 

12] [I945a8 230j)„ 

So here the a c t o r i s o r i e n t e d to d e s i r a b l e j p l e a s u r a b l e , 

approved, c o r r e c t or adequate s t a t e s of a f f a i r s o But, 

t h e i r oppositesj f r u s t r a t i o n , pain, disapproval and f a l s i t y 

are always present as possibilities„ Hence the n e c e s s i t y 

of a model of the a c t o r s t r u g g l i n g to a t t a i n the former and 

avoid the l a t t e r , the a c t o r asg 

' 0 0 0 an e n t i t y which has the b a s i c 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f s t r i v i n g toward 

the attainment of "goals", of " r e a c t i n g " 

emotionally toward o b j e c t s and events. 
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and o f s to a g r e a t e r or l e s s degree, 

c o g n i t i v e l y knowing or understanding h i s 

s i t u a t i o n , h i s goals and h i m s e l f 0 (l945ai 

228] . 

Here then the a c t o r must s t r i v e to a t t a i n h i s goals because 

he stands i n a d u a l i s t i c s i t u a t i o n , or, as Parsons l i k e s to 

put i t , i n 'a " v o l u n t a r i s t i c " system of "coordinates" or a x e s 0
0 

The f i r s t s i d e of the dualism i s the normative, d e f i n i n g "the 

d e s i r a b l e d i r e c t i o n of a c t i o n i n the form of goals and standards 

of behaviour" [l945a8 228] <, What i s d e s i r a b l e , p l e a s u r a b l e , 

approved i s not i n t r i n s i c i n a course of a c t i o n i t s e l f , they 

are s t a t e s defined by norms and v a l u e s which c a r r y on i d e a l 

connotation. Normative ideas? 

0
a o o r e f e r to s t a t e s of a f f a i r s which 

may not a c t u a l l y e x i s t , but i n e i t h e r 

case the r e f e r e n c e i s not i n the i n d i c a t i v e 

but i n the imperative mood. I f the s t a t e 

of a f f a i r s e x i s t s , i n s o f a r as the i d e a i s 

normative the a c t o r assumes an o b l i g a t i o n 

to keep i t i n existence? i t not, he assumes 

an o b l i g a t i o n to attempt i t s r e a l i z a t i o n at 

some future time B An i d e a i s normative 

i n s o f a r as the maintenance or attainment of 

the s t a t e of a f f a i r s i t d e s c r i b e s may be 

regarded as an end to the a c t o r 8 (l938bs 

654) o 
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So normative p a t t e r n s form p a r t of c u l t u r a l systems 

229 ] o Parsons i s quick to add howevers 8But a "system of 

c u l t u r e 1 1 i s a d i f f e r e n t order of a b s t r a c t i o n from a " s o c i a l 

system" though i t i s to a l a r g e degree an a b s t r a c t i o n from the 

same concrete phenomena8 [l9^5as229] o Normative p a t t e r n s 

expressed i n c u l t u r a l symbols form only one p a r t of the 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism. , 

The other i s the c o n d i t i o n a l world of r e a l i s t i c 

i mperatives o 

"Even i n a b s t r a c t i o n from s o c i a l r e l a t i o n = 

s h i p s j f e a t u r e s of the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n 

and the b i o l o g i c a l l y determined needs and 

c a p a c i t i e s of an i n d i v i d u a l provide c e r t a i n 

f i x e d p o i n t s of determination i n the system 

of a c t i o n . The f u n c t i o n a l needs of s o c i a l 

i n t e g r a t i o n and the co n d i t i o n s necessary f o r 

the f u n c t i o n i n g of a p l u r a l i t y of a c t o r s as 

a " u n i t " system s u f f i c i e n t l y w e l l i n t e g r a t e d 

to e x i s t as such impose o t h e r s 8 (/l 9^5as 229] e 

A number of p o i n t s are of note here. Parsons i s d e s c r i b i n g 

' f i x e d p o i n t s of de t e r m i n a t i o n 8 , the a c t o r , 8 o p e r a t i n g i n a 

s i t u a t i o n which i s given independently of h i s go a l s and 

wish e s 8 [l950b5336] , that i s , the c o n d i t i o n a l s i d e of the 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism e The c o n d i t i o n a l world i s composed of 
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a number of elements, p h y s i c a l , b i o l o g i c a l and social„ I n 

The S t r u c t u r e of S o c i a l A c t i o n the c o n d i t i o n a l components 

were heredity,, environment and the g e n e r a l i z e d means 0 I n 

chapter I I I i t was noted that the g e n e r a l i s e d means of power 

and wealth did not q u i t e f i t 0 Now Parsons has discovered a 

means of u n i f y i n g h i s concept of the c o n d i t i o n a l world i n the 

notion of f u n c t i o n a l needs 0 T h i s i s q u i t e c o n s i s t e n t with 

the concept of c o n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n , a need i s an unchanging 

requirement which must be met but i s given independently 0 I t 

does however represent a s h i f t , a movement away from emphasis 

on the b i o l o g i c a l and p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n to the 

" s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n ' a Parsons has, however, never 

been happy with such an expression construed from the point 

of view of the a c t o r 0 ( l ) The notion of f u n c t i o n a l needs 

of s o c i a l systems gets over t h i s 0 They are c o n d i t i o n s 

n e c e s s a r y f o r a s o c i a l system "to e x i s t as such' but are not 

construed from the a c t o r ' s point of view, being conditions to 

the s o c i a l system, not the a c t o r . F i n a l l y * j u s t as i n the 

case of normative elements, the e x i s t e n c e of f u n c t i o n a l needs 

does not mean that a c t i o n can be conceived only i n terms of 

such e n t i t i e s , b i o l o g i c a l , p h y s i c a l or s o c i a l e Rather such 

needs provide ' " f o c i " around which a t t i t u d e s , symbols, and 

a c t i o n p a t t e r n s c l u s t e r ' (l9^5as23Qj . F u n c t i o n a l needs must 

be t r e a t e d i n conjunction with normative p a t t e r n s , each 

provides one s i d e of the dualism e 
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"From the present point of view 9 however, 

a s o c i a l system i s a system of a c t i o n 9 i 0 e 0 

of motivated human behaviour j, not a system 

of c u l t u r e p a t t e r n s Q I t a r t i c u l a t e s with 

c u l t u r e p a t t e r n s i n one connection j u s t as i t 

does w i t h p h y s i c a l and b i o l o g i c a l c o n d i t i o n s 

i n another 0 [l945as229] „ 

The main conceptual components and t h e i r i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

then, c o n t a i n the three c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Parsons 1 1 v o l u n t a ­

risms the dualism o f normative and c o n d i t i o n a l elements, 

the a c t o r s t r i v i n g to a t t a i n normatively defined goals but 

always exposed to f a i l u r e through the c o n s t r a i n t s of c o n d i t i o n s 0 

But the notion of a frame of r e f e r e n c e can be ap p l i e d on 

d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s ^ f o r example, i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n of Weber 1s 

methodology Parsons d i s t i n g u i s h e s between the " " a c t i o n " l e v e l " 

and 0 a g e n e r a l i z e d scheme of the s t r u c t u r e of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n ^ 

s h i p s and groups" [l9*Hag28] 0 (2) I n the essay "Toward a 

Common Language f o r the Area of S o c i a l Science' [lyklh] Parsons 

attempts to o u t l i n e 'some primary c a t e g o r i e s which mighfserve 

as the b a s i s of a conceptual scheme" [ijk'iht k6l on the s o c i a l 

systems l e v e l 0 These c a t e g o r i e s are pattern,, s t a t u s and r o l e 

and hence they have considerable s i g n i f i c a n c e s r o l e becoming a 

ce n t r a l concept i n Parsons" developing s o c i o l o g y 0 What i s of 

note here i s that these concepts again manifest Parsons" 

voluntarism,, 
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The concept of p a t t e r n r e f e r s to "the u n i f o r m i t i e s 

i n the sayings and doings of men" [i 94lbg 44] but Parsons 

s t r e s s e s that these are " i d e a l " p a t t e r n s fl941 bg 42 9 43j <. 

Such p a t t e r n s help to define s t a t u s e s , a s t a t u s being "a 

patterned d e f i n i t i o n of who and what a person i s ' [l!94lbg 

43] 9 i n terms of three components? r i g h t s 9 o b l i g a t i o n s and 

expected performances (or r o l e a s p e c t ) " [ l 9 4 l b g 4 2 j 0 So 9 

"Each d e f i n i t i o n of a s t a t u s i n c l u d e s t h a t of an expected 

r o l e " [l94lbg43] 0 But r o l e must be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from 

s t a t u s 9 r o l e ' i s the dynamic aspect of s t a t u s ^ the behaviour 

counterpart of the i d e a l or expected p o s i t i o n defined by a 

s t a t u s " 9 [l9klbzk3\ a The point i s that behaviour i s not 

j u s t the "counterpart" of i d e a l l y expected behaviour 0 Forg 

'These expectations a r e 9 however, conformed w i t h to v a r y i n g 

degrees 9 and the kinds and degrees of deviance from the 

i d e a l p a t t e r n which are found i n the a c t u a l behaviour p a t t e r n s 

are of the g r e a t e s t importance" (l94"lbg43~4j o As a 

consequence "Role 9 as the behavioural aspect of s t a t u s 9 

f u r n i s h e s the l i n k between the i d e a l and the behavioural 

p a t t e r n s of a s o c i e t y " fl94lbg43] ° P a t t e r n s and s t a t u s e s 

compose the i d e a l aspect of s o c i a l systems„ i n a moment the 

c o n d i t i o n a l aspect w i l l be noted 0 Both bear upon the a c t o r ' s 

r o l e , At one point Parsons asks "what i s s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e 

from the point of view of the a c t o r p l a y i n g h i s r o l e s w i t h i n 

i t ? " [l945ag230] o He saysg 
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"The cl u e „OQ i s found i n the normative^ 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c aspect of the s t r u c t u r e of 

a c t i o n 0 From the point of view of the 

s o c i a l system 9 a r o l e i s an element of 

g e n e r a l i z e d p a t t e r n i n g of the a c t i o n of 

i t s component individuals,, But t h i s i s 

not merely a matter of s t a t i s t i c a l 

" trend". I t i s a matter of goals and 

standards" [l9^5as230] „ 

A r o l e r e p r e s e n t s a r e g u l a r i t y i n a c t i o n but not j u s t a 

s t a t i s t i c a l t r e n d 0 On the other hand a r o l e i n v o l v e s 

normative p a t t e r n i n g 9 but again not j u s t t h i s 0 A r o l e 

i n v o l v e s the a c t o r s t r i v i n g to a t t a i n goals and standards 

but f a i l i n g ^ f o r r o l e s i n v o lve a f u r t h e r aspect which r e l a t e s 

to the c o n d i t i o n a l side of voluntarism,, 

Parsons notes the wide range of c u l t u r a l d i v e r s i t y i n 

human s o c i e t i e s [l94lbs45] o But to him 'these v a r i a t i o n s 

are grouped about c e r t a i n i n v a r i a n t p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e 8 

[l94lbs45] or ' c e r t a i n f i x e d p o i n t s we c a l l f o c i 8 fl9^1bg 

'These are to be found i n the nature of 

s o c i a l systems, i n the b i o l o g i c a l and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l nature of the component 

i n d i v i d u a l s , i n the e x t e r n a l s i t u a t i o n s 

i n which they l i v e and a c t , i n the nature 
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of a c t i o n i t s e l f , i n the n e c e s s i t y of 

i t s c o o r d i n a t i o n o I n the o r i e n t a t i o n 

of i n d i v i d u a l s and the p a t t e r n i n g of 

a c t i o n these " f o c i " of s t r u c t u r e are 

never ignored 0 They must i n some way 

be "adapted to" or "taken account of"' 

fl 9^1 b s 45] o 

Here then are f u n c t i o n a l needs again standing i n the r o l e of 

c o n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n . Parsons' s t r a t e g y of r e l a t i n g c u l t u r a l 

p a t t e r n s to f u n c t i o n a l needs w i l l be d i s c u s s e d again l a t e r G 

For the moment i t i s r o l e p l a y i n g conceived i n terms of e f f o r t 

to conform to i d e a l p a t t e r n s w h i l s t t a k i n g account of 

i n v a r i a n t c o n d i t i o n s , r o l e p l a y i n g conceived v o l u n t a r i s t i c a l l y 

which i s of n ote D 

So f a r t h i s s e c t i o n has been concerned with the 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c content of the concepts of the frames of r e f e r e n c e 

of a c t i o n and s o c i a l system 0 A v o l u n t a r i s t i c component can 

a l s o be detected i n the . j u s t i f i c a t i o n Parsons employs f o r the 

v a r i o u s conceptual schemes he employs 0 Parsons' approach to 

concept formation and the j u s t i f i c a t i o n of schemes of concepts 

r e v o l v e s around two p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e 6 He works i n terms 

of the i n t e r n a l l o g i c a l coherence of the frame of r e f e r e n c e of 

a c t i o n and i t s d e r i v i t i v e s and, secondly, i n terms of a v a r i e t y 

of f u n c t i o n a l t h i n k i n g , j u s t i f y i n g concepts i n terms of the 

f u n c t i o n a l n e c e s s i t y of the s t a t e s of a f f a i r s they d e s c r i b e 0 
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T h i s f i n d s formal expression i n the s e c t i o n e n t i t l e d 'Some 

Methodological P r e r e q u i s i t e s of the Formulation of a System' 

i n h i s essay 'The P o s i t i o n of S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory' (l948bs 

158=6o)o There 9 three p r e r e q u i s i t e s are i d e n t i f i e d o The 

f i r s t Parsons c a l l s ' a n a l y s i s of the a c t i o n frame of reference" 

which i n v o l v e s 'work(ing) out some of the major f e a t u r e s and 

i m p l i c a t i o n s of the a c t i o n schema' ( l 9 4 8 b s 1 5 8 ) 0 The second 

requirement i s 'an a n a l y s i s of the func t i o n a l p r e r e q u i s i t e s 

of the s o c i a l system' (l948b§159) which i s complemented by the 

t h i r d 9
 11 the b a s i s of s t r u c t u r e i n s o c i a l systems' ( 1 9^8bs 159=60) 0 

Here the second and t h i r d can be taken together B the c e n t r a l 

s t r u c t u r a l concepts of the system are analyzed by r e f e r e n c e to 

' c e r t a i n i n v a r i a n t p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e about which d i f f e r e n t i a t e d 

s t r u c t u r e s focus' ( l 9 4 8 b s l 6 0 ) o These are the f u n c t i o n a l 

p r e r e q u i s i t e s o 

The claim put forward here i s that these two approaches 

represent the two s i d e s of the v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism 0 

F u n c t i o n a l t h i n k i n g forms the c o n d i t i o n a l aspect as has become 

c l e a r i n the above discussion,. Rather l e s s c l e a r i s that the 

l o g i c a l e l a b o r a t i o n of the concept of a c t i o n r e p r e s e n t s the 

normative s i d e 0 T h i s i s not immediately evident because 

Parsons introduces two f u r t h e r procedures which w i l l be noted 

i n a momento But what Parsons does i n a n a l y z i n g and elabora= 

t i n g the frame of r e f e r e n c e to generate and j u s t i f y concepts 

i s to adopt the a c t o r ' s point of view i n the sense of a s k i n g 

how an i n d i v i d u a l i s able to understand h i s a c t i o n and 
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s i t u a t i o n s i n the p a r t i c u l a r sphere of a c t i v i t y Parsons i s 

concerned with? What s o r t of i d e a s , g o a l s 9 norms or whatever 

are i m p l i e d i n 8 f o r example, a s t r a t i f i c a t i o n system or men's 

r e l i g i o u s l i f e 0 But having s t a r t e d w ith t h i s Parsons f o l l o w s 

two s t r a t e g i e s which r a t h e r a l t e r s the r e s u l t a n t conceptual 

schemes F i r s t l y p he engages i n what Wagner (1964) a p t l y 

terms 'the displacement of scope' s The problems which face 

i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r s become the problems f a c i n g e m p i r i c a l systems 

of i n t e r a c t i n g a c t o r s ( 3 ) 0 Secondly 9 the concepts which are 

generated by adopting the point of view of a concrete a c t o r 

become c a u s a l elements i n a t h e o r e t i c a l system 0 

The above has mapped out Parsons' manner of j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

of concepts without providing any demonstration that t h i s i s 

indeed h i s procedure 0 Demonstration i n such matters i s 

d i f f i c u l t y but i l l u s t r a t i o n i s n o t G I t i s hoped that the two 

examples which follow lend some weight and i l l u m i n a t i o n to the 

o u t l i n e above. 

The f i r s t example i s the essay 'The T h e o r e t i c a l Development 

of the Sociology of R e l i g i o n ' 9 Here Parsons summarises what 

he f e e l s has been 'a notable advance i n the adequacy of our 

t h e o r e t i c a l equipment to d e a l w i t h a c r i t i c a l l y important 

range of s c i e n t i f i c problems' fl9^4i197] , an advance marked 

by the extension and refinement of a f r u i t f u l but l i m i t e d 

conceptual scheme„ T h i s i s the r a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s t i c approacho 

I t i s i n s t r u c t i v e to note why Parsons f e e l s t h i s ©, sound 

s t a r t i n g point„ 
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"The e a r l i e r p o s i t i v i s t i c theory s t a r t e d 

with the attempt to analyze the r e l a t i o n 

of the a c t o r to p a r t i c u l a r types of 

s i t u a t i o n s common to a l l human s o c i a l 

l i f e , such as death and the experience of 

dreams„ T h i s s t a r t i n g point was undoubtedly 

soundo The d i f f i c u l t y l a y i n i n t e r p r e t i n g 

such s i t u a t i o n s and the a c t o r ' s r e l a t i o n s to 

them too narrowly, e s s e n t i a l l y as a matter 

of the s o l u t i o n of e m p i r i c a l problems, of 

the a c t o r ' s r e s o r t i n g to a "reasonable" 

course of a c t i o n i n the l i g h t of b e l i e f s 

which he took f o r granted' f l 9 4 4 s 2 0 2 ] o 

R a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s m formed a sound b a s i s because i t adopted 

the point of view of the a c t o r i n the s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d sense 

of asking how a c t o r s understand such phenomena as death or 

dreamso But the approach was s e v e r e l y l i m i t e d i n t h a t i t 

took s e r i o u s l y only a c t o r ' s understandings which could be 

f i t t e d i n t o the preconception that 'the a c t o r was a 

r a t i o n a l , s c i e n t i f i c i n v e s t i g a t o r , a c t i n g "reasonably" i n the 

l i g h t of the knowledge a v a i l a b l e to him' [ 1 9 ^ 8 199]° 

The c o n t r i b u t i o n of Pareto was to break through t h i s 

r e s t r i c t i o n , to add non=logical i d e a s , goals and a c t i o n s to 

the concepts i n terms of which a c t i o n s were i n t e r p r e t e d [l9kk% 

200=1]o But t h i s i s not j u s t a matter of extending the 
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conceptual scheme of the a c t o r 0 s point of view e The 

c o g n i t i v e elements beloved by the r a t i o n a l p o s i t i v i s t are 

seen as i n a s t a t e of " f u n c t i o n a l interdependence 8 with 

Pareto's 'sentiments 0 which Parsons d e s c r i b e s as a 

" f u n c t i o n a l l y n e c e s s a r y 8 category fl944s20l] 0 Here then 

i s Parsons" second point of references 

As i s to be expected the l a t t e r continues i n Parsons 8 

account of Malinowski 5s c o n t r i b u t i o n to the development of 

the conceptual scheme [l 944s 202-4J 0 Here magical b e l i e f s 

are i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of the f u n c t i o n a l problems which face 

the a c t o r , the problem of u n c e r t a i n t y i n important aspects of 

l i f e 0 Magical b e l i e f s and a c t i o n s serve to compensate f o r 

u n c e r t a i n t y and make i n t e l l i g i b l e i t s e f f e c t s 0 Malinowski 

then, follows through the i n i t i a l s t a r t i n g p o i n t , e l a b o r a t i n g 

the scheme i n terms of the actor" s point of v i e w 0 To t h i s 

i s added a f u n c t i o n a l point of r e f e r e n c e , the problems which 

a c t o r s face and how they cope with them D 

T h i s f u n c t i o n a l point of r e f e r e n c e i s s h i f t e d when 

Durkheim i s considered [l 944 % 205-73 ° As Parsons says the 

l a t t e r puts the problem of r e l i g i o n and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e " i n 

a d i f f e r e n t f u n c t i o n a l p e r s p e c t i v e i n t h a t he a p p l i e d i t to the 

s o c i e t y as a whole i n a b s t r a c t i o n from p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n s 

of t e n s i o n and s t r a i n f o r the i n d i v i d u a l ' [l 944? 2061 0 Here 

the same p a t t e r n of juxtaposing i d e a s , b e l i e f s or whatever with 

f u n c t i o n a l problems i s present but with the d i f f e r e n c e that 
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the problems are not construed from the a c t o r 0 s point of 

view but from the standpoint of the ' i n t e g r a t i o n o f the 

so c i e t y * 0 

T h i s displacement o f the f u n c t i o n a l point of re f e r e n c e 

from a c t o r to s o c i a l system reoccurs i n Parsons' d i s c u s s i o n 

of Weber's sociology of r e l i g i o n [l 944 % 207-9] * What i s 

emphasised here i s Weber's ' c l a r i f i c a t i o n o f r e l i g i o u s ideas' 

f u n c t i o n a l r e l a t i o n to a c t i o n 9 h944s208] „ By t h i s Parsons 

means Weber's focus on 'the problem of meaning' as a f u n c t i o n a l 

problem which a c t o r s face? 'the f u n c t i o n a l need f o r emotional 

adjustment to such experiences as death' and the c o r r e l a t i v e 

'need f o r understandings f o r t r y i n g to have i t "make sense 1*' 

[l944s208] o Weber's approach from t h i s point of view i s 

then put alongside the s o c i a l system f u n c t i o n a l point of 

reference„ 

' I n the t h e o r i e s of Malinowski and Durkheim 9 

c e r t a i n kinds of sentiments and emotional 

r e a c t i o n s were shown to be e s s e n t i a l to 

a f u n c t i o n i n g s o c i a l system 6 These cannot 

stand alone, however, but are n e c e s s a r i l y 

i n t e g r a t e d with c o g n i t i v e p a t t e r n s | f o r 

without them there could be no co o r d i n a t i o n 

of a c t i o n i n a coherently s t r u c t u r e d s o c i a l 

system 0 T h i s i s because f u n c t i o n a l a n a l y s i s 

of the s t r u c t u r e of a c t i o n t±0e0 of a c t o r ' s 



- 186 -

f u n c t i o n a l problems 1 0P <,] shows that 

s i t u a t i o n s must be s u b j e c t i v e l y defined, 

and the goals and values to which a c t i o n 

i s o r i e n t e d must be congruent with these 

d e f i n i t i o n s j , must,, that i s , have "meaning" 5 

[1 944 s 209=10] o 

I n t h i s example of the way Parsons j u s t i f i e s a conceptual 

scheme he takes from antecedent i n q u i r i e s two p o i n t s have 

been covered. F i r s t l y , the use of the a c t o r ' s point of 

view i n r e l a t i o n s h i p to f u n c t i o n a l problems, the two 

r e p r e s e n t i n g the two s i d e s of the v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism,, 

Secondly, a coincidence of the employment of a c t o r s ' and 

s o c i a l systems' f u n c t i o n a l problems 0 Now t h i s can be 

regarded as prima f a c i e p r o b l e m a t i c a l , f o r example, i n 

the f i e l d i n question, prophetic movements may be f u n c t i o n a l 

from the point of view of the a c t o r ' s problem of meaning 

but may not be f u n c t i o n a l f o r s o c i a l integration,. C l e a r l y 

at l e a s t a sharp d i s t i n c t i o n between the two r e f e r e n c e 

points i s requiredo T h i s i s recognized by Parsons i n h i s 

emphasis on the complementary but d i s t i n c t i v e nature of 

psychology/personality systems and s o c i o l o g y / s o c i a l systems 

but as the passage quoted above e x e m p l i f i e s t h i s does not 

s u f f i c e to prevent him mixing the two f u n c t i o n a l r e f e r e n c e 

p o i n t s i n the development of a conceptual scheme, T h i s i s 

i n part because of the second procedure mentioned above, a 

second move i n a d i f f e r e n t sense away from the a c t o r ' s point 
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o f viewo Once a concept h a s been g e n e r a t e d by u s i n g t h e 

a c t o r ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h i s a c t i o n i t becimes an element i n 

a t h e o r e t i c a l system,, The c o g n i t i v e p a t t e r n s a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h r e l i g i o n a r e 'brought i n t o f u n c t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h a v a r i e t y o f o t h e r e l e m e n t s o f s o c i a l systems o f a c t i o n 8 

[19^^2207]o Whatever the o r i g i n o f a c o n c e p t , whether i t be 

by u s e o f f u n c t i o n a l problems f a c i n g a c t o r s or s o c i a l s y s t e m s 

the c o n c e p t becomes an element i n P a r s o n s ' t h e o r e t i c a l s ystem 

T h i s s t r a t e g y i s much more a p p a r e n t i n P a r s o n s ' p a p e r 

'The r o l e o f I d e a s i n S o c i a l A c t i o n ' w h i c h forms the second 

example to be c o n s i d e r e d h e r e 0 

T h i s p a p e r i s d e s i g n e d t o e s t a b l i s h a c a s e f o r the 

c a u s a l r o l e o f i d e a s i n a c t i o n . P a r s o n s b e g i n s by n o t i n g 

a s p e c t s o f the debate ( b a s i c a l l y f o r and a g a i n s t v u l g a r 

Marxism) w i t h w h i c h he i s d i s s a t i s f i e d (1938bs652=3)° 

F i r s t l y , t h e d i s c u s s i o n h a s been c a s t i n terms o f the r o l e 

o f i d e a s i n g e n e r a l , P a r s o n s f e e l s t h i s i s too c r u d e , he 

p r o p o s e s to b r e a k the problem down, to examine d i f f e r e n t 

t y p e s o f i d e a s . T h a t i s , he w i s h e s to d e v e l o p a more 

r e f i n e d c o n c e p t u a l scheme. To do t h i s i n v o l v e s d i v i d i n g 

' i d e a s ' ' i n t o c e r t a i n b r o a d c l a s s e s w h i c h d i f f e r 

a p p r e c i a b l y from one a n o t h e r i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s to a c t i o n s 

How t h e s e c l a s s e s s h a l l be d e f i n e d , and how many t h e r e a r e , 

a r e p r a g m a t i c q u e s t i o n s i n the s c i e n t i f i c sense5 the j u s t i -

f i c a t i o n o f making a d i s t i n c t i o n between any two c l a s s e s 

i s t h a t t h e i r members behave d i f f e r e n t l y i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n 

to a c t i o n ' (1938bs653) . T h e c r u c i a l p h r a s e h e r e i s ' i n 
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t h e i r r e l a t i o n to a c t i o n 8 , t h i s being the b a s i s on which 

Parsons develops h i s conceptual scheme, so that for each c l a s s 

of ideas he d i s t i n g u i s h e s he speaks of t h e i r 8 r o l e 8 i n 

a c t i o n ( I 9 3 8 b s 6 5 5 , 6 5 7 , 6 6 0 ). Three c l a s s e s of ideas 

are d i s t i n g u i s h e d , e m p i r i c a l e x i s t e n t i a l i d e a s , non-empirical 

e x i s t e n t i a l i d e a s and normative i d e a s 0 The d e t a i l s of 

these concepts are of no i n t e r e s t here, what i s i s Parsons 8 

manner of j u s t i f y i n g t h e i r necessary r o l e i n a c t i o n Q Again 

i t i s the mixture of the a c t o r ' s point of view and f u n c t i o n a l 

thinkings T h i s i s n e a t l y summarized when Parsons sayss 

8 So f a r d i s c u s s i o n has been confined 

to the r o l e of e x i s t e n t i a l i d e a s o These 

have been d e a l t with i n two quite d i f f e r e n t 

c o n t e x t S s E m p i r i c a l ideas have been 

analyzed i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n to the problem 

of s e l e c t i o n of means according to the norm 

of r a t i o n a l i t y . Non=empirical i d e a s , on the 

other hand, have been t r e a t e d i n r e l a t i o n to 

the a c t o r , the j u s t i f i c a t i o n of ends to 

pursues There i s a gap between these two 

treatments which must now be f i l l e d e 

S e l e c t i o n of means has no s i g n i f i c a n c e 

except i n r e l a t i o n to ends, while what has 

been c a l l e d t e l e o l o g i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n i s 

e q u a l l y meaningless u n l e s s there i s , f a c i n g 

a c t o r s , a problem of choice between a l t e r n a -

t i v e ends 8 ( l 9 3 8 b s 6 6 0 ) o 
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Here the three c l a s s e s o f ide a s are grounded i n three 

f u n c t i o n a l problems, the s e l e c t i o n of means, the j u s t i f i = 

c a t i o n of ends and the problem of c h o i c e 0 These are 

problems f o r an ac t o r pursuing ends, having knowledge 

of s i t u a t i o n s and f o l l o w i n g r u l e s s As Parsons says ' „ •. 

idea s are i n some sense imputed, not only to the s o c i o l o g i c a l 

observer of a c t i o n , but to the a c t o r himself,, I t i s not a 

question of what honesty means to the observer, but to 

the a c t o r ' ( l 9 3 8 c s 6 6 l ) B 

But once the concepts have been j u s t i f i e d i n these 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c terms they become v a r i a b l e s i n a t h e o r e t i c a l 

system 0 So the second aspect of the debate over the r o l e 

of ideas with which Parsons i s d i s s a t i s f i e d i s that the 

d i s c u s s i o n has been l i n k e d f a r too c l o s e l y w ith deep p h i l o ­

s o p h i c a l problems. Parsons devotes h i s a t t e n t i o n to 9 the 

statement of a t h e o r e t i c a l framework f o r the a n a l y s i s of 

the r o l e of ideas on an e m p i r i c a l s c i e n t i f i c b a s i s ' (l938bg 

652)« T h i s means t r e a t i n g concepts as elements i n a 

system of interdependent c a u s a l elements, 

kB The s t r u c t u r a l " f u n c t i o n a l approach to t h e o r e t i c a l 

systems and the d i s t i n c t i o n between p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

and s o c i o l o g i c a l concepts i n the theory of s o c i a l 

systemso 

So f a r s u b j e c t i v i t y i n the v o l u n t a r i s t i c sense has 

been explored i n the sphere of frames of re f e r e n c e s But 



- 190 -

as was shown i n chapter I V Parsons main i n t e r e s t l i e s i n 

the a n a l y s i s of e m p i r i c a l systems v i a t h e o r e t i c a l systems, 

s p e c i f i c a l l y s t r u c t u r a l f u n c t i o n a l systems 0 I t w i l l be 

remembered that t h i s approach e n t a i l e d a d i s t i n c t i o n 

between s t r u c t u r a l and dynamic or process concepts 0 The 

next step i n t h i s d i s c u s s i o n i n v o l v e s i n v e s t i g a t i n g quite 

what the s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach and such d i s t i n c t i o n s 

as between s t r u c t u r a l and dynamic concepts, (4) amounts to i n 

the p a r t i c u l a r context of the theory of a c t i o n a S p e c i f i c a l l y , 

can l i n k s be drawn betvreen Parsons" s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l 

method and h i s v o l u n t a r i s t i c metaphysic? I t i s the t h e s i s of 

t h i s chapter that such l i n k s can be forged, a process which 

can be i n i t i a t e d by turning again to the r e l a t i o n of 

psychology and s o c i o l o g y 0 

I n the d i s c u s s i o n above i t was noted that Parsons 

argues that any concrete motivation or a c t i o n must be 

d e s c r i b e d and explained i n terms of two complementary but 

d i s t i n c t conceptual schemes 0 On the one hand p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

concepts r e f e r r i n g to the general c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of any 

and a l l a c t o r s , on the other hand s o c i o l o g i c a l concepts 

which r e f e r to i n s t i t u t i o n a l f e a t u r e s of a c t i o n which are 

c u l t u r a l l y v a r i a b l e 0 T h i s can be put another way by saying 

that both psychology and sociology share the same frame of 

ref e r e n c e but that they each make separate conceptual 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s to that frame of r e f e r e n c e / i 9^5as 228] . 
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Psychology c o n t r i b u t e s concepts r e f e r r i n g t o t h e actor,, 

s o c i o l o g y , concepts w h i c h focus on t h e i n t e r a c t i o n o f 

a c t o r s , b u t a c t o r s are always i n v o l v e d i n i n t e r a c t i o n 

and i n t e r a c t i o n n e c e s s a r i l y i n v o l v e s a c t o r s 0 

The major p o i n t o f t h i s s e c t i o n i s t o show how Parsons 

j u x t a p o s e s these two d i s t i n c t i o n s , m a r r y i n g t o g e t h e r t h e 

m e t h o d o l o g i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n between s t r u c t u r a l and dynamic 

concepts w i t h t h e s u b s t a n t i v e d i s t i n c t i o n between s o c i o l o g i c a l 

and p s y c h o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t s 0 That t h e r e i s some c o n n e c t i o n 

between these two p a i r s o f c a t e g o r i e s i s i n d i c a t e d by t h e 

f o i l o w i n g o 

8 I f we had a c o m p l e t e l y dynamic t h e o r y o f 

human m o t i v a t i o n i t i s p r o b a b l e t h a t t h i s 

d i f f e r e n c e o f l e v e l s o f a b s t r a c t i o n (between 

p e r s o n a l i t y and s o c i a l system] would disappear,, 

Then t h e use o f s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s , on 

t h e l e v e l s o f e i t h e r p e r s o n a l i t y o r t h e 

s o c i a l systems, would be unnecessary, f o r 

such c a t e g o r i e s are o n l y e m p i r i c a l g e n e r a l i ­

z a t i o n s i n t r o d u c e d t o f i l l t h e gaps l e f t by t h e 

inadequacy o f our dynamic knowledge" 

£l 950b s 3^1 ] . 

Here Parsons i s c o n t r a s t i n g an i d e a l w i t h a p r a c t i c a l l y 

p o s s i b l e s t a t e o f a f f a i r s . The i d e a l would be 6 t o t r e a t 

a t o t a l s o c i a l system d i r e c t l y as a dynamic e q u i l i b r i u m 

o f m o t i v a t i o n a l f o r c e s 8 f l 950b g 337] „ I n t h i s case a 
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s o c i a l system would be analyzed by r e f e r e n c e t o motiva= 

t i o n a l f o r c e s w h i c h would be b o t h p s y c h o l o g i c a l and 

s o c i o l o g i c a l b u t t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n would be o f l i t t l e 

consequence^ a l l concepts would h o l d t h e s t a t u s o f v a r i a b l e s 

i n an a n a l y t i c a l system 0 T h i s i d e a l i s c o n t r a s t e d t o a 

s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l system i n w h i c h some concepts are 

s t r u c t u r a l , an approach w h i c h as Parsons says e n t a i l s t h e 

d i f f e r e n c e between p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l l e v e l s o f 

a n a l y s i s o The a d o p t i o n o f t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between s t r u c t u r a l 

and dynamic concepts somehow p a r a l l e l s t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 

between p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l concepts© 

Before e s t a b l i s h i n g t h i s c o n n e c t i o n a f u r t h e r p o i n t 

made i n c h a p t e r I V must be r e i n t r o d u c e d 0 T h i s i s Parsons 

c o n f l a t i o n o f two senses o f t h e term ' c o n s t a n t ' s t h e metho= 

d o l o g i c a l sense o f i r r e l e v a n c e c o n t a i n e d i n t h e c e t e r i s 

p a r i b u s c l a u s e and t h e s u b s t a n t i v e sense o f e m p i r i c a l 

s t a b i l i t y , , T h i s i s e x e m p l i f i e d i n t h e essay "The M o t i v a t i o n 

o f Economic Activities'„ Here Parsons sayss 

'The t h e o r e t i c a l a n a l y s i s o f economics 

i s a b s t r a c t p r o b a b l y i n s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t 

senses. T h i s i s c r u c i a l t o t h e argument 

because i t i s p r e c i s e l y w i t h i n t h e area 

o f i t s " c o n s t a n t " d a t a o r assumptions 

t h a t t h e problems o f t h e p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n 

a r i s e 8 £ l 9 ^ 0 b s 5 3 ] e 
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For purposes o f economic a n a l y s i s c e r t a i n f a c t o r s are 

assumed as constant,, n o t a b l y f o r Parsons, i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 

r u l e s o f p r o p e r b e h a v i o u r and m o t i v a t i o n , . T h i s i s c l e a r l y 

t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l sense o f constancy, t h e v a r i a b i l i t y o f 

i n s t i t u t i o n s i s n o t a m a t t e r f o r economic a n a l y s i s 0 But 

Parsons a l s o sayss 

* o 5. o i n so f a r as t h e p a t t e r n s are 

e f f e c t i v e l y i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d , a c t i o n 

i n s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s i s n o t random 

b u t i s g u i d e d and c a n a l i z e d by the 

r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s 

So f a r as t h e y are mandatory t h e y i n a 

sense d i r e c t l y " d e t e r m i n e " a c t i o n , o t h e r = 

wise t h e y s e t l i m i t s beyond whic h v a r i a t i o n 

i s n o t p o s s i b l e and s e t s up c o r r e c t i v e 

f o r c e s 8 [ l 9 ^ 0 b g 5 4 ] « 

Here i n s t i t u t i o n s are n o t c o n s t a n t i n t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

b u t i n t h e e m p i r i c a l sense, i n s o f a r as a p a t t e r n o f a c t i v i t y 

i s i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d i t i s n o t random b u t d i s p l a y s s t a b l e 

r e g u l a r i t y o The r e l e v a n c e o f t h i s i s t h a t i n a s t r u c t u r a l " 

f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l system s t r u c t u r a l concepts are 

c o n s t a n t , i n t h i s d u a l sense, and process/dynamic concepts 

are v a r i a b l e e S t r u c t u r a l concepts are n o t j u s t c o n s t a n t 

i n t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l sense, r a t h e r t h e y r e f e r t o aspects 

o f a c t i o n w h i c h are e m p i r i c a l l y s t a b l e 0 
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The c o n n e c t i o n between t h e s t r u c t u r e / d y n a m i c and 

s o c i o l o g y / p s y c h o l o g y d i s t i n c t i o n s can now be r e t u r n e d t o s 

I t i s t h a t t he s o c i o l o g i c a l c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e t h e o r y o f 

a c t i o n , t h e concept o f i n s t i t u t i o n , forms t h e c o n s t a n t 

s t r u c t u r a l component o f t h e t h e o r e t i c a l system w h i l s t t h e 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l concept o f t h e a c t o r forms the v a r i a b l e , 

dynamic component 0 So Parsons sayss 

"This r e q u i r e d t r e a t i n g s t r u c t u r a l 

elements o f t h e system as r e l a t i v e l y 

s t a b l e p o i n t s o f r e f e r e n c e f o r f u n c t i o n a l 

and dynamic a n a l y s i s 0 The concept o f 

" i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n s " as developed 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the a n a l y s i s o f Durkheim's 

work and p a r t o f t h a t o f Weber seemed t o 

p r o v i d e an adequate framework f o r t h e 

d e s c r i p t i v e a n a l y s i s o f t h i s aspect o f 

s o c i a l systems, t h e "anatomy" o f s o c i e t i e s ' 

( I 9 ^ 9 c s v i i i = i x ) . 

On t h e one hand t h e n , Parsons makes a t h r e e f o l d c o n f l a t i o n 

o f e m p i r i c a l s t a b i l i t y , s t r u c t u r a l concepts and i n s t i t u t i o n s , , 

On t h e o t h e r hand a p a r a l l e l c o n n e c t i o n i s made between 

v a r i a b i l i t y , dynamic concepts and t h e p s y c h o l o g y o f t h e 

a c t o r 0 P r a i s i n g Kluckholm f o r h i s use o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

concepts i n h i s s o c i o l o g i c a l - c u l t u r a l s t u d y o f t h e Navaho 

Parsons says 
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'The e f f e c t o f t h i s use o f "psychology" 

i s t o t r a n s f o r m ethnography i n t o t h e 

dynamic a n a l y s i s o f s o c i a l systems" 

( 1 9 ^ 6 C S 5 6 7 ) • 

8 T h i s a n a l y s i s i s one o f the b e s t 

a v a i l a b l e e m p i r i c a l d e m o n s t r a t i o n s o f 

t h e e s s e n t i a l r o l e o f p s y c h o l o g y i n t h e 

s o c i a l s c i e n c e s | f o r , g i v e n , t h e frame 

o f r e f e r e n c e i n w h i c h t h e l a t t e r o p e r a t e , 

w i t h o u t these p s y c h o l o g i c a l l i n k s dynamic 

a n a l y s i s i n t h e sense o f t h i s monograph 

i s n o t p o s s i b l e 8 ( I 9 4 6 c s 5 6 8 ) e 

To sum up, t h e n , Parsons p r o p o s e s 8 

8 o « 8 t o t r e a t s o c i o l o g y as t h e s c i e n c e o f 

i n s t i t u t i o n s i n t h e above sense o r more 

s p e c i f i c a l l y o f i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e . 

T h i s would, as here conceived^ by no means 

l i m i t i t t o p u r e l y s t a t i c s t r u c t u r a l 

a n a l y s i s b u t c o u l d r e t a i n a d e f i n i t e 

f o c u s on problems o f s t r u c t u r e , i n c l u d i n g 

s t r u c t u r a l change a Dynamic, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l , problems would e n t e r i n t o 

s o c i o l o g y i n terms o f t h e i r s p e c i f i c 

r e l e v a n c e t o t h i s c o n t e x t 8 [l9^5as235] s 
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The t a s k o f t h i s s e c t i o n has been s i m p l y t o e s t a b l i s h t h e 

p a r a l l e l t h r e e f o l d l i n k s Parsons draws between s t r u c t u r e , 

c onstancy and s o c i o l o g i c a l concepts and p r o c e s s , v a r i a b i l i t y 

and p s y c h o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t s 0 The f o l l o w i n g s e c t i o n s w i l l 

be concerned t o e x p l o r e t h e r a t i o n a l e and meaning o f t h i s 

c o n f l a t i o n i n terms o f problems o f a science o f a c t i o n * 

5o Concepts o f s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s I n s t i t u t i o n a l v o l u n t a r i s m . 

Throughout much o f what has been s a i d so f a r t h e term 

• s t r u c t u r e ' has o c c u r r e d . T h i s i n d i c a t e s i t s u b i q u i t y and 

i mportance i n Parsons 8 t h i n k i n g . C l e a r l y t h e n o t i o n o f 

s t r u c t u r e i s c e n t r a l t o s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l systems© I t 

i s t i m e now t o c l a r i f y i t s meaning. U n f o r t u n a t e l y as w e l l 

as b e i n g u b i q u i t o u s t h e concept seems t o be p l u r a l i n 

meaning. T h i s s e c t i o n w i l l b e g i n by o u t l i n i n g a number o f 

d i f f e r e n t senses o f s t r u c t u r e t o be found i n Parsons and 

t h e n suggest a way o f amalgamating them, a process w h i c h 

l e a d s back t o v o l u n t a r i s m . 

The f i r s t meaning i s s t r u c t u r e as e m p i r i c a l o r d e r , 

s t r u c t u r e r e f e r s t o o b s e r v a b l e p a t t e r n s o r r e g u l a r i t i e s 

i n e m p i r i c a l phenomena, 

' S t r u c t u r e does n o t r e f e r t o any o n t o l o g i c a l 

s t a b i l i t y i n phenomena b u t o n l y t o a 

r e l a t i v e s t a b i l i t y - t o s u f f i c i e n t l y 

s t a b l e u n i f o r m i t i e s i n t h e r e s u l t s o f 

u n d e r l y i n g processes so t h a t t h e i r c onstancy 

w i t h i n c e r t a i n l i m i t s i s a w o r k a b l e p r a g m a t i c 

assumption 9 (/I 9**5as 217] , 
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S t r u c t u r e i n t h e sense o f e m p i r i c a l o r d e r i s one aspect 

o f t h e interdependence c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f e m p i r i c a l systems? 

° An e m p i r i c a l system's s t r u c t u r e 

i s t h a t system o f d e t e r m i n a t e p a t t e r n s 

w h i c h e m p i r i c a l o b s e r v a t i o n shows, 

w i t h i n c e r t a i n l i m i t s , " t e n d t o be 

m a i n t a i n e d " o r i n a somewhat more 

dynamic v e r s i o n " t e n d t o d e v e l o p " 

a c c o r d i n g t o an e m p i r i c a l l y c o n s t a n t 

p a t t e r n " fl9 2+5as217] . 

But when Parsons r e f e r s t o t h e s t r u c t u r e o f an e m p i r i c a l 

system he o f t e n means more t h a n e m p i r i c a l r e g u l a r i t y 0 The 

second meaning o f s t r u c t u r e i s t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f u n i t s i n 

a system 0 To r e f e r t o s t r u c t u r e here means t o s p e c i f y t h e 

u n i t s o r p a r t s o f an e m p i r i c a l system and t o d e s c r i b e how 

these u n i t s are r e l a t e d t o g e t h e r 0 So § 

"A s t r u c t u r e i s a s e t o f r e l a t i v e l y 

s t a b l e p a t t e r n r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f u n i t s ' 

[19^5 a§230] o 

'From t h e s t r u c t u r a l p o i n t o f v i e w a 

system i s composed o f " u n i t s " , o f 

sub=systems w h i c h p o t e n t i a l l y e x i s t 

i n d e p e n d e n t l y , and t h e i r s t r u c t u r a l 

i n t e r r e l a t i o n s ' £l945as2l4] 0 
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T h i s i s more t h a n e m p i r i c a l r e g u l a r i t y , i t i s t h e o r g a n i z a ­

t i o n o f u n i t s i n d e f i n i t e ways s Both t h e n a t u r e o f t h e 

u n i t s and t h e i r o r g a n i z a t i o n provoke problems f o r t h e 

s c i e n t i s t d e s c r i b i n g s t r u c t u r e . As Parsons sayss 

•There are two major a s p e c t s , on 

one l e v e l 9
 o f any b a s i c c o n c e p t u a l 

scheme f o r the a n a l y s i s o f a c t i o n 0 

One aspect i s t h e way i t h a n d l e s what 

you may c a l l t h e " a c t i o n u n i t s " , and 

t h e o t h e r i s t h e way i n w h i c h i t handles 

t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n systems 0 T h i s 

i s a v e r y simple schema, b u t i t w i l l 

s erve f o r our purposes' ( 1 9 ^ 9 C S 4 7 ) 0 

To g i v e some si m p l e examples e I t makes a d i f f e r e n c e 

whether t h e u n i t s o f s o c i a l systems are c o nceived as organisms, 

p e r s o n a l i t i e s , a c t o r s , r o l e p l a y e r s , groups o r i n s t i t u t i o n s , 

t h e l i s t c o u l d be extended. Many t h e o r e t i c a l problems i n 

s o c i o l o g y bear on t h i s q u e s t i o n , f o r example, m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m / h o l i s m , p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e d u c t i o n i s m , system o r 

s o c i a l i n t e g r a t i o n . On t h e q u e s t i o n o f o r g a n i z a t i o n does 

s t r u c t u r e r e f e r t o s p a t i a l , e c o l o g i c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n , o r how 

u n i t s form groups, o r how u n i t s i n t e r r e l a t e t o g e t h e r as i n 

a h i e r a r c h y , f o r example? A l l o f t h i s goes r a t h e r f u r t h e r 

t h a n e m p i r i c a l r e g u l a r i t i e s as r e f l e c t e d i n s t a t i s t i c a l r a t e s 

o f b i r t h , d e a t h , f r e q u e n c y o f movement, communication e t c B 
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However, s t r u c t u r e i n b o t h these f i r s t two senses 

serves t o d e s c r i b e e m p i r i c a l systems, t o s p e c i f y ? 'This 

"what", t h e i n t e r c o n n e c t e d e m p i r i c a l l y e x i s t e n t phenomena 

which c o n s t i t u t e t h e f i e l d o f d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s 

f o r a s c i e n t i f i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n ^ 0 s

 9 ( 1 9^5as213js The t h i r d 

sense o f s t r u c t u r e i n v o l v e s a s h i f t from e m p i r i c a l t o t h e o r e -

t i c a l systems, from t h e u n i t s o f systems t o t h e c a u s a l elements 

and from e m p i r i c a l i n t e r r e l a t i o n t o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n . At 

one p o i n t Parsons d e s c r i b e s s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as 'a framework 

o f f a c t o r s ' ( 1 9 4 0CS 6 4 3 ) w h i c h i n h i s terms s h o u l d be q u i t e 

d i s t i n c t from an o r g a n i z a t i o n o f u n i t s 0 T h i s i s e v i d e n t 

i n Parsons' remarks on Weber's i d e a l t y p e s s He d e s c r i b e s 

¥eber's ' s y s t e m a t i c c o n c e p t u a l scheme as e s s e n t i a l l y a system 

o f such l o g i c a l l y i n t e r r e l a t e d i d e a l t y p e s o f s o c i a l r e l a t i o n -

s h i p * £l9*H as 1479
 n e r e f e r s t o 'the s t r u c t u r e o f (WebersJ own 

system o f i d e a l t y p e s ' ( l 9^1 as 20] 8 The r e f e r e n c e here i s 

c l e a r l y t o the l o g i c a l o r d e r i n g o f concepts„ But one o f 

Parsons' fundamental p o i n t s i s t h a t i d e a l t y p e s c o n c e p t u a l i z e 

t h e u n i t s o f e m p i r i c a l systems, t o c l a s s i f y them and e x p l o r e 

t h e i r l o g i c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n i n t h e o r e t i c a l systems r e q u i r e s a 

d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f approach, i n terms o f t h e elements o f a c t i o n 

systems. However Parsons a g a i n r e f e r s t o t h i s as t h e s t r u c t u r e 

o f action,, He accuses Weber o f n e g l e c t i n g 8 t o develop t h e 

a n a l y s i s o f the s t r u c t u r e o f a t o t a l s o c i a l system 8 ( l 9 4 1 as 

14=15] although? 
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5 I n any case t h e r e i s i m p l i c i t i n 

t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f h i s type-system 

t h e o u t l i n e o f a s y s t e m a t i z e d g e n e r a l 

t h e o r y on a n o t h e r l e v e l , t h a t o f t h e 

s t r u c t u r e o f systems o f a c t i o n 5 

f l 9^1 as 28] o 

The l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e o f a t h e o r e t i c a l system a l s o 

i m p l i e s r a t h e r more t h a n j u s t t h e a r t i c u l a t i o n o f concepts,, 

T h e o r e t i c a l systems must r e f l e c t t h e autonomy and 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s o f e m p i r i c a l systems (l942as71l)« They do 

t h i s by e l a b o r a t i n g those concepts w h i c h are l o g i c a l l y 

n ecessary i n terms o f a frame o f r e f e r e n c e s When Parsons 

r e f e r s t o ' s t r u c t u r a l elements' |/I942fs105] o r ' s t r u c t u r a l 

components' [l950as357s 358, 36o] he i n t e n d s concepts w h i c h 

are l o g i c a l l y n ecessary, w h i c h d e r i v e from 9 t h e s t r u c t u r e 

o f s o c i a l a c t i o n ' w h i c h ' p r o v i d e s a b a s i c frame o f r e f e r e n c e ' 

£l9^9bsxix] „ So Parsons says t h a t i t i s ' i n h e r e n t i n t h e 

s t r u c t u r e o f human a c t i o n ' t h a t b e h a v i o u r can be c o n t r o l l e d 

t h r o u g h two c h a n n e l s , r a t i o n a l and n o n - r a t i o n a l f l 9 k 2 f % 1k9j „ 

Here the two channels are i n h e r e n t i n terms o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s 

o f t h e c o n c e p t u a l framework Parsons u s e s 0 A g a i n he sayss 

'That a c t i o n i n a s o c i a l system s h o u l d , t o a l a r g e e x t e n t , 

be o r i e n t e d t o a s c a l e o f s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i s i n h e r e n t i n t h e 

s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i a l systems o f a c t i o n ' f l 9 4 0 a s 7 4 ] * A l t h o u g h 

Parsons c l a i m s t h a t ' t h i s f a c t i s c o n s t a n t ' / l 9 4 0 a s 7 4 ] 

i m p l y i n g an e m p i r i c a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r t h i s c l a i m o t h e r 

a s p ects o f h i s d i s c u s s i o n i n d i c a t e t h a t i t i s based on t h e 
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l o g i c a l n e c e s s i t y o f a concept o f s t r a t i f i c a t i o n 0 He 

sayss B S t r a t i f i c a t i o n 9 as here t r e a t e d , i s an aspect o f 

th e concept o f t h e s t r u c t u r e o f a g e n e r a l i z e d s o c i a l system,, 

Footnotes A g e n e r a l i z e d s o c i a l system i s a c o n c e p t u a l 

t h i r d sense o f s t r u c t u r e , t he l o g i c a l o r d e r o f a t h e o r e t i c a l 

system, i m p l i e s n o t o n l y t h e manner o f o r g a n i z a t i o n o f 

concepts b u t a l s o those concepts which are l o g i c a l l y 

r e q u i r e d by t h a t o r g a n i z a t i o n , t h e s t r u c t u r a l concepts o f 

a t h e o r e t i c a l system,, 

But such s t r u c t u r a l concepts are n o t j u s t l o g i c a l l y 

n ecessary, t h e y express t h e c a u s a l d e t e r m i n a n t s o f action,, 

Here i s a f o u r t h sense o f s t r u c t u r e , n o t o n l y d e s c r i b i n g how 

u n i t s are o r g a n i z e d b u t a l s o c o n t a i n i n g a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e 

reason f o r t h a t o r g a n i z a t i o n , , A g a i n , i n t h i s case i t i s n o t 

t h e l o g i c a l n e c e s s i t y f o r such o r g a n i z a t i o n b u t t h e c a u s a l 

d e t e r m i n a n t s b e h i n d i t w h i c h i s c e n t r e d upon a Here s t r u c t u r a l 

concepts are n o t themselves t h e causes o f a c t i o n , t h e y 

express such causes„ 

T h i s sense o f s t r u c t u r e i s c l e a r e s t when Parsons speaks 

o f f u n c t i o n a l needs as d e t e r m i n a n t s o f action,. I t has a l r e a d y 

been n o t e d t h a t Parsons t r e a t s f u n c t i o n a l needs as ' i n v a r i a n t 

p o i n t s o f r e f e r e n c e ' [l9klh%k5] o r 8 f i x e d p o i n t s o f determina= 

t i o n ' [ l S>45a ?229] „ As such f u n c t i o n a l needs a c t as t h e 

scheme, n o t an e m p i r i c a l phenomenon [ l 9 4 0 a s 7 l ] o So t h i s 

h9^5a?229j 
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' " f o c i " o f s t r u c t u r e ' f l 9̂ -1 "b g 45J , as 8 i n v a r i a n t p o i n t s 

o f r e f e r e n c e around w h i c h d i f f e r e n t i a t e d s t r u c t u r e s f o c u s " 

( l 9 ^ 8 b s l 6 0 ) o There are two s t e p s i n Parsons 8 t h i n k i n g 

h e r e 0 F i r s t l y , t h e use o f f u n c t i o n a l needs as f i x e d 

p o i n t s o f r e f e r e n c e s I t i s c l a i m e d t h a t a l l s o c i a l 

systems f a c e c e r t a i n i m p e r a t i v e problems which must be 

s o l v e d i f t h e s o c i a l system i s t o c o n t i n u e s Secondly, 

th e e x i s t e n c e o f such f u n c t i o n a l needs i s p a r a l l e l e d by t h e 

s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e s w h i c h c o r r e s p o n d t o them, answering t h e 

need so t o speak 0 

" I t would seem t o be a fundamental f a c t , 

c r u c i a l t o t h e f u n c t i o n a l approach, t h a t 

t h e p r i m a r y modes o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n 

t h e s t r u c t u r e o f a system are r e l a t e d t o 

i t s f u n c t i o n a l needs i n such a way t h a t 

some d i f f e r e n t i a t e d p a r t s are p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i m p o r t a n t and e f f e c t i v e i n c o n t r i b u t i n g 

t o one o r a r e l a t e d group o f f u n c t i o n a l 

needs' [ l 9 4 l a s 2 l j . 

These Parsons c a l l s t h e s t r u c t u r a l elements o f s o c i a l 

systems, a term w h i c h he uses t o d e s c r i b e s t r a t i f i c a t i o n 

[l949ds325j s a y i n g a t a n o t h e r p o i n t s 

'Thus s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i s one c e n t r a l f o c u s 

o f t h e s t r u c t u r a l i z a t i o n o f a c t i o n i n 

s o c i a l systems' (/I 940as7*«J „ 
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T h i s does n o t mean t h a t s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i s a f u n c t i o n a l 

need o f s o c i a l systems, t h i s would be e x t e n d i n g the t a u t o l o g y 

o f f u n c t i o n a l t h i n k i n g t o absurd l e n g t h s , R a ther t h e 

f u n c t i o n a l need here i s f o r i n t e r n a l i n t e g r a t i o n , 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i s a s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e w h i c h ( w i t h o t h e r s ) 

corresponds t o t h a t need (/I 940bs54~5j ° 

For most o f t h e p e r i o d b e i n g c o n s i d e r e d here Parsons 

speaks o f s t r u c t u r a l elements o n l y w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o 

f u n c t i o n a l needs. However a r a t h e r w i d e r sense o f s t r u c t u r a l 

element i s i n d i c a t e d by h i s r e f e r e n c e t o s t r u c t u r a l cate= 

g o r i e s as be i n g e q u i v a l e n t t o t h e b a s i c frame o f r e f e r e n c e 

o f a c t i o n (,1945as229j. I n terms o f t h e v o l u n t a r i s m o u t l i n e d 

above t h i s would i m p l y t h a t s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s would n o t 

o n l y express f u n c t i o n a l needs b u t a l s o t h e n o r m a t i v e aspect 

o f a c t i o n 6 T h i s i s t a k e n up i n Parsons" essay "The P r o s p e c t s 

o f S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory' f l 9 5 0 a ] o I n t h i s paper he announces 

a new advance i n t h e o r y made by h i s group a t H a r v a r d , What 

i s o f p a r t i c u l a r n o t e here i s t h e e v i d e n t e x c i t e m e n t Parsons 

d i s p l a y s , h i s c o n v i c t i o n t h a t he and h i s c o l l e a g u e s had made 

an i m p o r t a n t b r eak through,, (See f o r example /,1950a;35^, 357» 

358, 3 6 3 ] ) 0 Yet what s t r i k e s t h e r e a d e r i s t h e p r i m a f a c i e 

i n s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e ' d i s c o v e r y 8 . Parsons had a p p a r e n t l y 

been w o r k i n g w i t h two broad c a t e g o r i e s , a c t o r and s i t u a t i o n . 

He and h i s c o l l e a g u e s had been d e l i b e r a t i n g whether t o 

p l a c e v a l u e s i n the a c t o r c a t e g o r y , as a component o f t h e 

a c t o r ' s o r i e n t a t i o n , o r i n t h e s i t u a t i o n c a t e g o r y , as an 
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o b j e c t o f o r i e n t a t i o r i o The b r e a k t h r o u g h was t o p l a c e 

v a l u e s i n n e i t h e r b u t t o t r e a t them as a d i s t i n c t range 

o f components o f a c t i o n , a t h i r d b r o a d c a t e g o r y (1950as357~8jf „ 

T h i s t h e n seems t o be an example o f P a r s o n i a n concept, o r 

even v e r b a l , j u g g l e r y , , ( 5 ) „ But Parsons 8 e x c i t e m e n t can 

be u n d e r s t o o d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f h i s v o l u n t a r i s m , . The t h r e e 

broad c a t e g o r i e s r e p r e s e n t b a s i c elements o f h i s v o l u n t a r i s m , 

v a l u e - o r i e n t a t i o n t h e n o r m a t i v e a s p e c t , s i t u a t i o n t h e c o n d i t i o n a l 

aspect and m o t i v a t i o n a l o r i e n t a t i o n t h e i d e a o f e f f o r t s But 

t h i s i s n o t t h e s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t h e r e . What i s s i g n i f i c a n t 

i s an i m p l i c a t i o n o f the b r e a k t h r o u g h t h a t Parsons o u t l i n e s 

[1950a: 362-3] . To make v a l u e s an independent elements 

' 0 0 0 encourages t h e search f o r elements 

o f s t r u c t u r a l f o cus i n t h a t a r e a , The 

"problem areas" o f v a l u e c h o i c e seem t o 

p r o v i d e one s e t o f such f o c i , t h a t i s , 

t h e e v a l u a t i o n o f man's r e l a t i o n t o t h e 

n a t u r a l environment, t o h i s b i o l o g i c a l 

n a t u r e and the l i k e . But a l o n g w i t h 

these t h e r e are f o c i d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g 

t h e a l t e r n a t i v e s o f t h e b a s i c " d i r e c t i o n ­

a l i t y " o f v a l u e o r i e n t a t i o n i t s e l f [l950as 

3 6 2 - 3 ] o 

So s t r u c t u r a l elements express o r c o r r e s p o n d t o n o t o n l y t h e 

f u n c t i o n a l needs o f a c t i o n systems b u t a l s o t h e i m p e r a t i v e s 

o f c u l t u r e as w e l l o Parsons speaks o f 'problem f o c i ' , t h e 
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f u n c t i o n a l needs d i s c u s s e d above, and 8 o r i e n t a t i o n -

f o c i 9 fl950as363] » a q u a l i t a t i v e l y d i f f e r e n t p o i n t o f 

r e f e r e n c e b u t s e r v i n g t h e same f u n c t i o n i n h i s t h i n k i n g , t o 

gen e r a t e s t r u c t u r a l c a t e g o r i e s w h i c h express t h e d e t e r m i n a n t s 

o f a c t i o n 0 I n t h i s l a t t e r case t h e r e a re t h e c u l t u r a l 

d e t e r m i n a n t s , t h e i m p e r a t i v e s l a t e r t o be developed as t h e 

p a t t e r n v a r i a b l e scheme. 

So t h e concepts o f s t r u c t u r e and s t r u c t u r a l elements 

have t o be unpacked i n s e v e r a l d i s t i n c t d i r e c t i o n s 0 

D e s c r i p t i v e l y , s t r u c t u r e maps t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f u n i t s i n a 

system, perhaps v i a e m p i r i c a l r e g u l a r i t i e s . L o g i c a l l y , 

s t r u c t u r e i s t i e d up w i t h a system o f c o n c e p t s . I t f u r t h e r ­

more expresses t he c a u s a l d e t e r m i n a n t s o f a c t i o n ( 6 ) , F i n a l l y 

a f i f t h sense o f s t r u c t u r e can e a s i l y be d i s c o v e r e d , 

i n s t i t u t i o n s as the s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i a l systems. T h i s has 

a l r e a d y been mentioned above i n Parsons c o n f l a t i o n o f 

s o c i o l o g i c a l and s t r u c t u r a l c o n c e p t s , s o c i o l o g y b e i n g t h e 

sci e n c e o f i n s t i t u t i o n s . I t i s suggested by h i s use o f 

b i o l o g i c a l a n a l o g i e s , i n s t i t u t i o n s b e i n g 9 t h e s k e l e t a l back­

bone 9 ( I 9 ^ 8 b s l 6 3 ] , t h e '"anatomy" o f s o c i e t i e s 9 ( l 9 4 9 a s i x ) . 

I t i s s t a t e d a t numerous p o i n t s i n these essays. For example 

r e f e r r i n g t o the s h i f t i n h i s work from The S t r u c t u r e o f 

S o c i a l A c t i o n Parsons speaks ofs 

' s o , a s h i f t i n t h e o r e t i c a l l e v e l from 

the a n a l y s i s o f t h e s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i a l 

a c t i o n as such t o t h e s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l 
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a n a l y s i s o f s o c i a l systems 0 These 

ar e , o f cou r s e , " i n t h e l a s t a n a l y s i s " 

systems o f s o c i a l a c t i o n D But t h e 

s t r u c t u r e o f such systems i s , i n t h e 

newer v e r s i o n , t r e a t e d n o t d i r e c t l y i n 

a c t i o n t erms, b u t as " i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 

p a t t e r n s " o o o 8 f l 9^9b s x v i i i j 0 

I n t h e above paragraphs f i v e d i f f e r e n t senses o f ' s t r u c t u r e ' 

have been i d e n t i f i e d i n Parsons' work, a p l u r a l i t y o f meanings 

w h i c h he h i m s e l f does n o t admit o r c l a r i f y , , Yet i t w i l l be 

suggested i n what f o l l o w s t h a t t h i s p l u r a l i t y i s n o t random, 

t h a t t h e r e i s a l o g i c w h i c h l i e s b e h i n d t h i s apparent 

c o n f u s i o n o f d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s 0 T h i s can be b r o u g h t o u t by 

f o c u s i n g on t h e concept o f i n s t i t u t i o n , a p a t h w h i c h w i l l 

r e t u r n t h e d i s c u s s i o n back t o Parsons' v o l u n t a r i s m s 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y t h i s i s n o t a s t r a i g h t and narrow p a t h , f o r once 

t h e concept o f i n s t i t u t i o n i s i n v e s t i g a t e d t h e c o n f u s i o n o n l y 

worsenso What Parsons says about t h e concept i s marked by 

t h r e e anomolies. 

I n t h e l a s t s e c t i o n i t was n o t e d t h a t Parsons c o n f l a t e s 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , s t r u c t u r e and empirical, s t a b i l i t y a Yet a t 

some p o i n t s i t i s u n c l e a r whether i n s t i t u t i o n s are t h e causes 

o f s t a b i l i z a t i o n i n s o c i a l systems o r t h e e f f e c t s o f o t h e r 

s t a b i l i z i n g f o r c e s 9 I n one pa r a g r a p h , f o r example, he says 

t h a t s 
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• I n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s are the "backbone" 

of the s o c i a l system a „ „ T h e i r r e l a t i v e l y -

s t a b l e r o l e i n s o c i a l systems, however f 

i n d i c a t e s that i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s do 

i n f a c t mobilize a combination of f o r c e s i n 

support of t h e i r maintenance which i s of 

primary s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the t o t a l e q u i l i ~ 

brium of a s o c i a l system' [l 9^5c 1239-] o 

Yet i n the same paragraph he a l s o sayss 

' I n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s are only r e l a t i v e l y 

s t a b l e uniform r e s u l t a n t s o f the processes 

of behaviour of the members of s o c i e t y , and 

hence of the f o r c e s which determine that 

behaviour. T h e i r r e l a t i v e s t a b i l i t y 

r e s u l t s from the p a r t i c u l a r s t r u c t u r e of 

interdependence of those f o r c e s , and 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e i s s u b j e c t to change 

as a f u n c t i o n o f any one of many d i f f e r e n t 

kinds of change i n the underlying system of 

So on the one hand Parsons speaks of i n s t i t u t i o n s m o b i l i z i n g 

f o r c e s to maintain a s t a b l e s t a t e w h i l s t on the other hand 

i n s t i t u t i o n s are but the r e s u l t a n t of an underlying system 

of forces<> 

f o r c e s ' 
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The second anomoly i s whether i n s t i t u t i o n s are one 

aspect or element i n s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e or whether they 

c o n s t i t u t e that s t r u c t u r e ? (7)0 Parsons' equation of 

i n s t i t u t i o n s and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e has a l r e a d y been notedo 

Again he says8 

'The fundamentals, s t r u c t u r a l l y s t a b l e 

element of s o c i a l systems then, which 

according to the present arguments, 

must p l a y a c r u c i a l r o l e i n t h e i r 

t h e o r e t i c a l analysis„ i s t h e i r s t r u c t u r e 

of i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s d e f i n i n g the 

r o l e s of t h e i r c o n s t i t u e n t a c t o r s 8 

[l9^5a*23l] o 

But on the other hand Parsons w r i t e s thats 

8 I n s t i t u t i o n s 9 or i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s , 

i n the terms which w i l l be employed here, 

are a p r i n c i p a l aspect of what i s , i n a 

g e n e r a l i z e d sense, the s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e ' 

[I9^0bs53] . 

' I n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s i n t h i s sense 

are p a r t of the s o c i a l structure„•o•' 
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Now t h i s i s a s e r i o u s problem i n terms of the s t r u c t u r a l ^ 

f u n c t i o n a l approach 0 The keynote o f that approach i s the 

holding constant of s t r u c t u r a l elements of the system so 

that v a r i a b l e elements can be r e l a t e d to i t 0 Parsons 

often says that the conceptual components of s o c i a l systems 

must be t r e a t e d i n a s t a t e of interdependence by t h i s 

methods The e s s e n t i a l components are l i s t e d as the 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l mechanisms of i t s component persons, the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e , the concrete s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n and 

the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n ( [1942cs142=3] » (1948b$ 160=1)). One 

of these components then i s i n s t i t u t i o n s but Parsons v a c i l l a t e s 

as to whether i n s t i t u t i o n s form the s t r u c t u r a l element i n toto 

or whether they are only p a r t of the structure„ So a measure 

of confusion marks quite what c o n s t i t u t e s the constant s t r u c t u r e 

and what the v a r i a b l e components. 

Perhaps t h i s can be exemplified by Parsons* use of 

b i o l o g i c a l analogy 3 He often compares i n s t i t u t i o n s w i t h 

the anatomy of an organism ( (1942cs144], ( l 9 4 9 a s i x ) ) e Now the 

l a t t e r cannot be regarded as a component or element of an 

organic system, the components are p r o t e i n s , carbohydrates, 

e t c 8 Anatomical s t r u c t u r e d e s c r i b e s a s t a t e of o r g a n i z a t i o n 

of these components as Parsons w e l l knows [1942c:148]. I f 

then i n s t i t u t i o n s are a part or element i n s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e 

the analogy should be with the bio-chemical elements, not 

anatomy i t s e l f 0 Conversely i f the analogy i s between 

i n s t i t u t i o n s and anatomy then i n s t i t u t i o n s are not component 
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elements of s o c i a l systems but d e s c r i b e a s t a t e of 

o r g a n i z a t i o n of those elements. T h i s i s a cl u e which w i l l 

be returned to s h o r t l y 8 I n p a s s i n g i t can be noted that 

Parsons i s g u i l t y of a c a r d i n a l s i n i n h i s own terms, the 

f a l l a c y of misplaced concretenesss i f i n s t i t u t i o n s are 

elements of s o c i a l systems they cannot be analogous to 

anatomy which r e f e r s to the concrete p a t t e r n of organiza= 

t i o n of an organic systems 

The t h i r d anomoly takes up a point i m p l i c i t i n the 

f i r s t 9 The concept of i n s t i t u t i o n i s p a t e n t l y c e n t r a l to 

Parsons" theory of systems of s o c i a l a c t i o n 0 Yet a s c e p t i c 

might p l a u s i b l y claim that, from some of Parsons' statements, 

i n s t i t u t i o n s can be reduced to other elements of a c t i o n 

systems 9 that the concept i s r a t h e r secondary 0 I n h i s essay 

•Propoganda and S o c i a l C o n t r o l 8 [19^2c] Parsons employs a 

system of three conceptual elements to analyze h i s problems 

These are i n s t i t u t i o n s , the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n and the 

c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n ( 8 ) 0 He i n s i s t s that these elements 

must be t r e a t e d as interdependent? 

'Just as i t i s dangerous to ignore the 

interdependence of i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s 

w i t h each other, so i t i s a l s o dangerous 

to ignore t h e i r interdependence with the 

other elements of the s o c i a l system, with 

the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n and the c u l t u r a l 

t r a d i t i o n 0 [l 9^2c s 11 44] <, 
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Yet Parsons 6 a c t u a l procedure i s f a r from t h i s 0 The 

s c e p t i c might c l a i m that Parsons suggests that i n s t i t u t i o n s 

can be reduced to the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n and the c u l t u r a l 

t r a d i t i o n s He says f o r examples 'From the point of view 

of any given person the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n of h i s 

own s o c i e t y c o n s t i t u t e one of the most fundamental aspects 

of the concrete s i t u a t i o n i n which he a c t s ' fl 942c s 1 44j . 

Agains 'Since i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n s c o n s i s t of norms 

d e f i n i n g what a c t i o n and a t t i t u d e s are l e g i t i m a t e l y expected 

of people 9 they are, i n one aspect, a c t u a l l y p a r t of the 

c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n ' (1 942c s 147] «• But reductionism would 

be the s c e p t i c ' s p o s i t i o n , Parsons' procedure i s j u s t the 

opposite, to incorporate the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n and the 

c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n i n t o the category of i n s t i t u t i o n l e a v i n g 

them with a r e s i d u a l s t a t u s 0 The s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n i s 

not an e x t e r n a l world to the a c t o r which c o n s t r a i n s h i s 

a c t i o n but, f i r s t l y , a d e f i n i t i o n of the s i t u a t i o n and 

secondly, an i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d d e f i n i t i o n of the situation,, 

^1942c:144-6]. Parsons l i s t s four r e s p e c t s i n which the 

concept of s i t u a t i o n stands immune from i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

d e f i n i t i o n but these stand as r e s i d u a l s u r v i v a l s £l942csl45] <> 

S i m i l a r l y with the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n , Parsons says that 'no 

p a r t of the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n i s completely i n d i f f e r e n t to 

the balance of interdependent f o r c e s i n the s o c i a l system' 

[1942CS147] f meaning that i n v a r y i n g degrees most aspects of 

c u l t u r e are drawn into the web of i n s t i t u t i o n s e By i n t e r = 
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dependence then Parsons h a r d l y means a system of independent 

ca u s a l elements v a r y i n g i n r e l a t i o n s h i p to each other, r a t h e r 

he makes the s i t u a t i o n and the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n r e s i d u a l 

by t y i n g them into the concept of i n s t i t u t i o n , , J u s t what 

i s involved here w i l l be d i s c u s s e d s h o r t l y , f o r the moment 

what i s p e r t i n a n t i s that whether the r e d u c t i o n i s t or the 

i n c o r p o r a t i o n path i s taken, t h i s anomoly i n d i c a t e s some 

s p e c i a l s t a t u s f o r the concept of i n s t i t u t i o n . Whatever 

that may be the second and t h i r d anomolies i n d i c a t e that 

i t cannot be one conceptual element of Parsons 8 t h e o r e t i c a l 

system which i s granted the s t a t u s of a constant, s t r u c t u r a l 

component of the system,, I n p r a c t i c e the methodology of 

s t r u c t u r a l = f u n c t i o n a l i s m turns out to be something r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t from Parsons e x p l i c i t but a b s t r a c t programme„ 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n w i l l now proceed to explore the s p e c i a l 

s t a t u s of i n s t i t u t i o n s o I t i s hoped that t h i s w i l l l i n k 

together the v a r i o u s senses of s t r u c t u r e , r e s o l v e the anomolies 

and show why Parsons c o n f l a t e s i n s t i t u t i o n s w i t h s t r u c t u r e 

and e m p i r i c a l s t a b i l i t y with methodological constancy„ The 

e s s e n t i a l hinge of a l l of t h i s , and the c e n t r a l c l a i m of t h i s 

s e c t i o n , i s that the concept of i n s t i t u t i o n embodies Parsons" 

voluntarism,, T h i s i s the reason and j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r i t s 

s p e c i a l p l a c e and the v a r i o u s conundrums which hang around i t 0 

I t w i l l be remembered that s t r u c t u r e i n the f i r s t sense, 

of e m p i r i c a l order, denotes 8 s t a b l e u n i f o r m i t i e s i n the 

r e s u l t s of underlying p r o c e s s e s 8 119^5^1217] „ But Parsons 

says % 
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' e o s i n the present s t a t e of s o c i a l s c i e n c e , 

knowledge of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e 

of a s o c i a l system i s as e s s e n t i a l to 

the understanding of i t s f u n c t i o n i n g as i s 

knowledge of anatomy e s s e n t i a l to under= 

standing the p h y s i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n i n g of 

an organism 0 I n n e i t h e r case can the 

s t r u c t u r e be derived, and e s p e c i a l l y i t s 

v a r i a t i o n s from system to system, from 

dynamic a n a l y t i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a l o n e 0 

At best there i s only fragmentary i n s i g h t 

at t h i s l e v e l " [ l 9 4 5 c s l 4 4 j 

The context makes c l e a r that by s t r u c t u r e here Parsons means 

e m p i r i c a l o r d e r 0 The point i s that w h i l s t s o c i a l s c i e n c e 

may be b l e s s e d with a p l e t h o r a of s t a t i s t i c a l r e g u l a r i t i e s 

t h i s i n i t s e l f i s i n s u f f i c i e n t , what i s r e q u i r e d i s r e g u l a r 

r i t i e s i n the dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p of a n a l y t i c a l v a r i a b l e s 0 

I t i s i n t h i s that s o c i a l s c i e n c e d i s p l a y s only fragmentary 

i n s i g h t o Then knowledge of i n s t i t u t i o n a l st/Cucture must 

s u b s t i t u t e , supply the r e l e v a n t g e n e r a l i z e d c a t e g o r i e s 

adequate to a complete d e s c r i p t i o n i n f u n c t i o n a l l y e s s e n t i a l 

aspects [1942c si 44] 0 So, 

' I n s t i t u t i o n s are not independent e n t i t i e s 

= from a c e r t a i n point of view they are 

r a t h e r r e l a t i v e l y s t a b l e c r y s t a l i z a t i o n s of 

u n i f o r m i t i e s i n the processes of a c t i o n and 

i n t e r a c t i o n of human p e r s o n a l i t i e s " [1942CS 

144] o 
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Here then i s the l i n k between s t r u c t u r e as e m p i r i c a l order 

and i n s t i t u t i o n s 9 U n i f o r m i t i e s i n the i n t e r a c t i o n of 

persons are too complex to be grasped d i r e c t l y i n the 

r e l e v a n t r e s p e c t s 0 The normative order i s taken as a 

s u b s t i t u t e (9) <> The reasons why Parsons f e e l s t h i s a 

p l a u s i b l e step are complex 0 

The f i r s t i s that i n s t i t u t i o n s form an o r d e r 9 not an 

incoherent aggregate of disconnected u n i f o r m i t i e s , 

' B O O i t i s of fundamental importance 

that i n any given case the b a s i c i n s t i t u -

t i o n a l p a t t e r n s c o n s t i t u t e a r e l a t i v e l y 

i n t e g r a t e d system and not a mere 

agglomeration of d i s t i n c t elements or 

" t r a i t s " • fl 942c s 143] » 

I t i s v i a t h i s order of i n s t i t u t i o n s that the u n i t s of s o c i a l 

systems are organizedo '••• i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e i s a 

mode of the " i n t e g r a t i o n " of the component i n d i v i d u a l s ' 

£l940bs54] * So, f o r example, Parsons speaks of the i n s t i t u t i o n 

o f age-grading (what i s expected of the young, the a d u l t , the 

old e t c 8 > ) as 'interwoven with other s t r u c t u r a l elements' 

(/1942gs89] „ These other elements are k i n s h i p s t r u c t u r e , formal 

education, occupation and community p a r t i c i p a t i o n s Parsons 

say s ! 



- 215 -

8 i n r e l a t i o n to these o c o age~grading 

i n s t i t u t i o n s c o n s t i t u t e an important 

connecting l i n k and organizing point of 

reference„ 

Age and sex c o n s t i t u t e one of the main 

l i n k s i n s t r u c t u r a l c o n t i n u i t y i n terms 

of which s t r u c t u r e s which are d i f f e r e n t 

t i a t e d i n other r e s p e c t s are a r t i c u l a t e d 

with .each o t h e r . 8 S ' £l942gs89] 0 

Here then i s the second sense of s t r u c t u r e , s t r u c t u r e as an 

o r g a n i z a t i o n of the u n i t s of a system, as an i n t e g r a t e d system 

i n s t i t u t i o n s f a c i l i t a t e t h i s ( 1 0 ) 0 Indeed Parsons says 

that the major preoccupation of the papers c o l l e c t e d i n 

E s s a y s i n S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory was "The attempt to p o r t r a y and 

analyze s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as an a r t i c u l a t e d system of 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n s 0 o » o 8 ( l 9 ^ 9 a s i x ) 0 But note here 

that Parsons goes on to say 

•For such s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s to provide 

more than a disconnected s e r i e s of morpho«= 

l o g i c a l " p i c t u r e s " i t i s e s s e n t i a l that i t 

should be f i t t e d i n t o some system of 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n b u i l t on g e n e r a l i z e d 

p r i n c i p l e s . . . 8 ( l 9 ^ 9 a : i x ) e 

T h i s takes the argument from s t r u c t u r e as the o r g a n i z a t i o n 

of u n i t s to s t r u c t u r e as the l o g i c a l i n t e g r a t i o n of c a u s a l 
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determinantso Again i n s t i t u t i o n s represent such a s t a t e of 

i n t e g r a t i o n o 

5 Such an i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e i s , 

indeed e s s e n t i a l l y a r e l a t i v e l y s t a b l e 

mode of the o r g a n i z a t i o n of human a c t i = 

v i t i e s , and of the mo t i v a t i o n a l f o r c e s 

u nderlying them 1 (l 9^0b g 5^] „ 

" I n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s i n t h i s sense 

are the fundamental element of the 

s t r u c t u r e of the s o c i a l system„ They 

c o n s t i t u t e s t a b l e c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n s of 

behavioural f o r c e s i n such amy that 

a c t i o n can be s u f f i c i e n t l y r e g u l a r i z e d 

so as to be compatible with the f u n c t i o n a l 

requirements of a s o c i e t y ' fl 950bs337-=sj 0 

With t h i s step the anomolies above can be r e s o l v e d 0 An 

i n s t i t u t i o n i s not so much a c a u s a l determinant of s t a b i l i t y 

as a d e s c r i p t i o n of a s t a b l e s t a t e , indeed i n s t i t u t i o n s are 

not one component element of s o c i a l systems but represent 

the coherent o r g a n i z a t i o n of such elements, t h i s being the 

reason why i n s t i t u t i o n s appear e i t h e r as r e d u c i b l e to other 

elements or as i n c o r p o r a t i n g other elements 0 But what of the 

other two senses of s t r u c t u r e , s t r u c t u r e as the l o g i c a l inte= 

g r a t i o n of a system and as expressing the c a u s a l determinants 

of the system? 
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To take the l a t t e r f i r s t a I t has alre a d y been 

noted that Parsons* voluntarism maps out the major c a u s a l 

determinants of s o c i a l systems, the normative and c o n d i t i o n a l 

elements. T h i s i s continued i n the concept of i n s t i t u t i o n e 

On the one hand i n s t i t u t i o n s s
o e o are normative p a t t e r n s 

which define what are f e l t to be, i n the given s o c i e t y , 

proper, l e g i t i m a t e , or expected modes of a c t i o n or of s o c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p ' [l940b;53j. Again; 

'... the e s s e n t i a l aspect of s o c i a l 

s t r u c t u r e l i e s i n a system of patterned 

expectations d e f i n i n g the proper behaviour 

of persons p l a y i n g c e r t a i n r o l e s „„, 

Such systems of patterned expectations 

„„. are conveniently c a l l e d " i n s t i t u t i o n s ' " 

[ l945ai23l] . 

But on the other hand Parsons s t r e s s e s that an i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

system i s c l o s e l y r e l a t e d with the co n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n , the 

f u n c t i o n a l needs of s o c i a l systems. I n s t i t u t i o n s ? 

',. e are r e s u l t a n t s of and c o n t r o l l i n g 

f a c t o r s i n the a c t i o n of human beings 

i n s o c i e t y . Hence, as a system they 

must at the same time be r e l a t e d to the 

f u n c t i o n a l needs of t h e i r a c t o r s as 

i n d i v i d u a l s and the s o c i a l system 

they compose" [l945as23l] , (See a l s o 

[1942c s 143] ) . 
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So i t i s i n a system of expected p a t t e r n s of behaviour 

that the c a u s a l determinants of a c t i o n are expressed i n 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s Having noted t h e i r v o l u n t a r i s t i c s t a t u s 

t h i s notion of e x p r e s s i o n can be s p e c i f i e d more c l o s e l y 0 

T h i s takes t h i s d i s c u s s i o n to the f i n a l sense of s t r u c t u r e , 

the l o g i c a l i n t e g r a t i o n of a t h e o r e t i c a l system,, I n s t i t u ­

t i o n s represent t h i s i n t e g r a t i o n but t h i s i s not a l o g i c a l 

s t a t e , r a t h e r i t r e p r e s e n t s the opposition of normative and 

c o n d i t i o n a l , the second component of Parsons 9 v o l u n t a r i s m 0 

An i n s t i t u t i o n does not j u s t c o n t a i n the twofold 

r e f e r e n c e to the normative and the c o n d i t i o n a l e I t i s a 

d e l i c a t e balance between them Q Parsons s t r e s s e s that 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d normative p a t t e r n s ? 

' s o o are not "utopian" p a t t e r n s which, 

however d e s i r a b l e they may be regarded, 

are not l i v e d up to except by a few, or by 

others i n e x c e p t i o n a l circumstances. Thus 

the extreme a l t r u i s m of the Sermon on the 

Mount or extreme heroism are very widely 

approved but the ordinary i n d i v i d u a l i s 

not expected to l i v e up to them e When, 

on the other hand, a p a t t e r n i s i n s t i t u -

t i o n a l i z e d , conformity with i t i s p a r t of 

the l e g i t i m a t e expectations of the s o c i e t y , 

and of the i n d i v i d u a l h i m s e l f [\ 940bs54] . 
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An i n s t i t u t i o n i s a normatively valued way of a c t i n g but a 

p r a c t i c a l way of a c t i n g i n the sense that i t i s adapted to 

the f u n c t i o n a l needs of s o c i a l systemso Parsons expresses 

t h i s by saying that to count as an i n s t i t u t i o n a normative 

p a t t e r n must be of 8 s t r a t e g i c s i g n i f i c a n c e ' i n the s o c i a l 

system 0 

8A p a t t e r n governing a c t i o n i n a s o c i a l 

system w i l l be c a l l e d " i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d " 

i n so f a r as i t d e f i n e s the main modes of 

the l e g i t i m a t e l y expected behaviour of the 

persons a c t i n g i n the r e l e v a n t s o c i a l r o l e s 

and i n so f a r as conformity with these 

expectations i s of s t r a t e g i c s t r u c t u r a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e to the s o c i a l system 8 (l9^8bg 

159). 

An i n s t i t u t i o n , then, r e p r e s e n t s a compromise between the 

demands of r e a l i s m and the normative v a l u e s of a s o c i a l 

system,, 

The c o n d i t i o n a l q u a l i f i c a t i o n s of being non<=utopian 

and of s t r a t e g i c s i g n i f i c a n c e which Parsons adds to the 

normative c h a r a c t e r of i n s t i t u t i o n s conveys the d i f f e r e n t 

demands of the normative and the c o n d i t i o n a l but not 

n e c e s s a r i l l y t h e i r opposition,. Here the s p e c i a l s t a t u s 

of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n s i s crucial„ The concept of 

i n s t i t u t i o n r e f e r s to a s t a t e of o r g a n i z a t i o n of the voluntas 

r i s t i c c a u s a l elements„ That t h i s i s a s t a t e of balance or 
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compromise betxjeen the opposed demands of the normative 

and c o n d i t i o n a l world i s i n d i c a t e d by the p r oblematical 

q u a l i t y of the s t a t e of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n s The d e l i c a t e 

balance of normative and c o n d i t i o n a l i s d i f f i c u l t to a t t a i n 

and maintains I t i s t h i s which g i v e s sociology i t s 

r a i s o n d 8@tre 0 Parsons d e f i n e s sociology as 'the s c i e n c e 

of i n s t i t u t i o n s ' f19^5as 235] but i n another context makes 

i t p l a i n that ' 0 Q O i n s t i t u t i o n s are the focus of [ s o c i o l o g y 8 s j 

i n t e r e s t and that almost any component of the s o c i a l system^ 

which bears on the f u n c t i o n a l and dynamic problems of 

i n s t i t u t i o n s should be defined as s o c i o l o g i c a l ' ( I 9 < j ^ s l 6 l ) 0 

I t i s not so much i n s t i t u t i o n s as an element of a c t i o n which 

d e f i n e s sociology as the s t a t e of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n which 

gives i t i t s f o c u s 0 Any component of a c t i o n systems which 

bears on t h i s s t a t e i s r e l e v a n t to s o c i o l o g y 0 The f a c t that 

sociology hangs on t h i s i s s u f f i c i e n t to i n d i c a t e the proble= 

m a t i c a l s t a t u s of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n , the compromise of 

the v o l u n t a r i s t i c o p p o s i t i o n a l d u a l i s m 0 

S u b j e c t i v i t y i n the sense of Parsons 8 v o l u n t a r i s t i c 

metaphysic i s then not j u s t a f e a t u r e of the frame of 

r e f e r e n c e of a c t i o n s I t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of h i s s t r u c t u r a l " 

f u n c t i o n a l approach to systems of a c t i o n a The complex concept 

of s t r u c t u r e c e n t r e s on the s o c i o l o g i c a l category of 

i n s t i t u t i o n , a notion which gains i t s m u l t i p l e c e n t r a l i t y 

from the voluntarism which i t embodies 0 An i n s t i t u t i o n 

expresses the normative and c o n d i t i o n a l s i d e s of the dualism 
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i n that i t d e s c r i b e s a point at which the c o n f l i c t i n g 

demands of the i d e a l and the r e a l are i n e q u i l i b r i u m 0 

But what of the t h i r d component of voluntarism, the a c t o r ' s 

' e f f o r t ' ? For t h i s , t h i s chapter turns to the second 

problem of a s c i e n c e of a c t i o n , the problem of normative 

determinism,, 

C• Tj3j3_j3roblem of normative determinism., 

A s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l approach to t h e o r e t i c a l 

systems i n v o l v e s a d i s t i n c t i o n between c o n s t a n t / s t r u c t u r a l 

concepts and variable/dynamic concepts» I n s e c t i o n B i t has 

been e s t a b l i s h e d that i n the theory of a c t i o n t h i s i s equivalent 

to a f u r t h e r d i s t i n c t i o n between the s o c i o l o g i c a l concept of 

i n s t i t u t i o n and the p s y c h o l o g i c a l concept of the a c t o r ' s 

motivation,;, I t i s now time to turn to the second h a l f of 

Parsons' p a i r e d d i s t i n c t i o n s , to ask, i n what sense and why 

do p s y c h o l o g i c a l or m o t i v a t i o n a l c a t e g o r i e s take on the 

c h a r a c t e r of dynamic v a r i a b l e s ? 

T h i s w i l l be approached v i a what has been termed 

the problem of normative determinism i n a s c i e n c e of action« 

The long standing i s s u e i s whether normative, or indeed any 

s u b j e c t i v e , phenomena can l e g i t i m a t e l y be regarded as 'causes' 

of a c t i o n i n the t r a d i t i o n a l sense of a constant conjunction 

between cause (norm) and e f f e c t ( a c t i o n ) . I t i s o f t e n held 

that norms determine a c t i o n i n a manner not s u s c e p t i b l e to 

the c a u s a l formula, f o r example, that the norm-action 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p i s contingent upon the a c t o r ' s understanding 

of the norm, an understanding which i s not only c u l t u r a l l y 

v a r i a b l e but a l s o always contains the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

o r i g i n a l i t y 0 

I n chapter I I I i t has been shown that Parsons manifests 

a concern with the problem of normative determinism, a 

concern which continues i n the 1 9 ^ 0 9 s 8 But what has a l s o 

been noted i s Parsons' p e r s i s t e n t c o n f l a t i o n of methodological 

and substantive problems s The i s s u e of the nature of the 

r e l a t i o n between norm and a c t i o n i s bound up with the 

e m p i r i c a l mechanisms by which norms c o n t r o l a c t i o n 0 T h i s 

c o n f l a t i o n continues i n Parsons work considered h e r e s 

For example, when Parsons addresses h i m s e l f to the 

question of whether normative ideas can be regarded as 

c a u s a l determinants of a c t i o n what i s s t r i k i n g i s the mixture 

of methodological and su b s t a n t i v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s that he 

br i n g s to bear, (1938b % 660=1)• I t i s not j u s t a matter 

of whether or not normative id e a s make a d i f f e r e n c e to the 

course of a c t i o n and hence must be regarded as an independent 

v a r i a b l e but that normative ideas make a d i f f e r e n c e to the 

a c t o r , they are s i g n i f i c a n t to him 8 

Secondly, w r i t i n g of Veblen, Parsons says; 

•above a l l , he saw and emphasised the 

h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i v e l y of economic 

a c t i v i t i e s s He a l s o saw that they 
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were r e l a t e d to a framework of f a c t o r s , 
a " s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e " , the main o u t l i n e of 
which was independent of the i n d i v i d u a l 
ad hoc a c t i o n s o From the point of view 
of freedom of adaption to environmental 
e x i g e n c i e s , i t was a r e s t r a i n i n g framework' 
(1940CS6**3) o 

Here " s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e 8 i s c a s t i n two ways. Parsons 

p r a i s e s Veblen f o r h i s awareness of s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as a 

c a u s a l f a c t o r i n a c t i o n but at the same time s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e 

i s d escribed i n substantive terms as 'a r e s t r a i n i n g d i s c i p l i n e 

over i n d i v i d u a l i n t e r e s t s ' ( 1 9 k 0 c s 6 k k ) a Again the mixture 

of c a u s a t i o n and c o n t r o l i s present i n a f i n a l example 0 

'Every s o c i a l system, f u n c t i o n a l l y regarded, 

f a c e s a c o n t r o l problem on the l e v e l of 

overt behaviour. Even a moderate l e v e l 

of the i n t e g r a t i o n of the complex elements 

of a system of s o c i a l a c t i o n i s no more to 

be taken f o r granted as i n the "nature" of 

the human m a t e r i a l which makes i t up than 

i s the analogous i n t e g r a t i o n of one of the 

higher organisms i n the physio°chemical 

nature of the p r o t e i n s , carbohydrates, 

and other chemical substances which make 

up the body' [l 9^2c; 148] 0 
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T h i s passage begins with, the c o n t r o l of overt behaviour 

but then q u i c k l y s h i f t s to the i n t e g r a t i o n of c a u s a l 

elements o 

T h i s c o n f l a t i o n of the methodological and s u b s t a n t i v e 

senses of 'determine 8 w i l l be a major theme i n what f o l l o w s e 

1/hat i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n i t i a l l y i s that i t suggests a r a t h e r 

i d i o s y n c r a t i c formulation of the problem of normative 

determinism on Parsons' parte The problem i s s e t i n the 

context of d e l i n e a t i n g mediating l i n k s between a b s t r a c t 

c a u s a l elements and concrete behaviour 0 The easy 1Propoganda 

and S o c i a l C o n t r o l 9 i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s e Here two r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t p o i nts of emphasis are prominent e The f i r s t i s 

the e x p l o r a t i o n of automatic c o n t r o l mechanisms i n s o c i a l 

systems,, automatic meaning beyond common sense understanding 

of s i t u a t i o n s [19^2CS1^9] and/or outside d e l i b e r a t e i n t e n t i o n 

|j942cs159, 170, 173°^] . I n p a r t i c u l a r , Parsons e l a b o r a t e s 

the s o c i a l i z a t i o n and s o c i a l c o n t r o l functions of doctor-

p a t i e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s 0 The second emphasis i s on the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t r o l of i n d i v i d u a l behaviour a The paper i s 

dominated by 'the point of view of the s o c i a l system' i n 

which? 

' e s s the i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s are, i n 

one p r i n c i p a l r e s p e c t , agencies of the 

" c o n t r o l " of the behaviour of i t s members, 

i n that they keep i t i n l i n e with the 

e s t a b l i s h e d s t r u c t u r e and f u n c t i o n a l 

requirements of the s o c i a l system' 

[l 9^2c % 1 hh\ . 
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These two themes are connected i n t h a t , f o r Parsons, auto­

matic mechanisms depend f o r t h e i r s u c c e s s f u l operation on 

the i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t r o l of behaviour,, 

' I t has become c l e a r from the f o r e ­

going a n a l y s i s that the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

p a t t e r n s of s o c i e t y perform important 

automatic c o n t r o l f u n c t i o n s on at 

l e a s t two d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s , t h at of 

ordinary "personal" s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s 

and of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n of 

medical p r a c t i c e . I n the l a t t e r case 

i t should be kept c l e a r l y i n mind that 

not only does the p h y s i c i a n " c o n t r o l " h i s 

p a t i e n t but, i n order to be i n a p o s i t i o n 

to do so, he must h i m s e l f be c o n t r o l l e d , 

he must adhere s u f f i c i e n t l y c l o s e l y to an 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d d e f i n i t i o n of h i s r o l e , 

and to a s i t u a t i o n which i s enforced 

overwhelmingly by automatic, informal 

mechanisms' [19^2C si 66] . 

T h i s n i c e l y i l l u s t r a t e s the mutual i n t e r m i n g l i n g of automatic 

mechanisms and i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t r o l , an i n s t a n c e of the l i n k 

Parsons draws between the l e v e l of c a u s a l r e l a t i o n s among 

a b s t r a c t v a r i a b l e s and the norm-action r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 

concrete behaviour,, The f o l l o w i n g paragraphs w i l l attempt to 

map out these l i n k s more systematically» 



- 226 = 

During the 1 9 4 0 8s Parsons does not elaborate i n any 

d e t a i l a system of c a u s a l elements« However at two 

p o i n t s he sketches a f o u r f o l d scheme of c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n , 

s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n , i n s t i t u t i o n s and 'motivational f o r c e s 

and mechanisms 8 ( [l 942c g 142=8] , ( 1948bg 1 60=1 ) ) „ T h i s 

r e q u i r e s b r i e f comment on i t s r e l a t i o n to the v o l u n t a r i s t i c 

dualismo The place of i n s t i t u t i o n s has already been 

o u t l i n e d , that of the a c t o r ' s m o t i v a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e w i l l 

be the preoccupation of t h i s sectiono The c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n 

i s broadly equivalent to the normative side of the dualism 0 

T h i s l e a v e s two questions? how the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n 

r e l a t e s to the v o l u n t a r i s t i c approach and the p l a c e of 

f u n c t i o n a l needs as conditions of a c t i o n 0 

To take the l a t t e r first„ Parsons does not t r e a t 

f u n c t i o n a l needs as components of s o c i a l systems because 

they are not variable;, they act as ' i n v a r i a n t p o i n t s of 

r e f e r e n c e ' a c r o s s cultures*, Thus, w h i l s t w i t h i n a c u l t u r e , 

i n s t i t u t i o n s form a s t a b l e s t r u c t u r e , a c r o s s c u l t u r e s they 

d i f f e r 0 F u n c t i o n a l needs do n o t 0 So they could be added 

to the above four components but i n the r o l e of constants i n 

the s t r i c t sense of invariable„ 

F i n a l l y , the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n . I n The S t r u c t u r e of 

S o c i a l A c t i o n t h i s element p l a y s the r o l e of the c o n d i t i o n s 

of a c t i o n i n the sense of the b i o - p h y s i c a l bounds of a c t i o n 

systems, h e r e d i t a r y and environment 0 T h i s puts Parsons i n 
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the r a t h e r strange p o s i t i o n ( a s a s o c i o l o g i s t ) of r e f u s i n g 

to i n c l u d e the s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s of a c t i o n as a c a u s a l 

element i n h i s scheme„ T h i s continues as i s i n d i c a t e d 

by the f o l l o w i n g passage 6 

8.o e i t i s e s s e n t i a l to keep c o n t i n u a l l y 

i n mind a d i s t i n c t i o n of two major l e v e l s . 

The f i r s t i s the s t r u c t u r e of the s i t u a t i o n 

from the point of view of any given 

i n d i v i d u a l actor5 the second, from the 

point of view of the s o c i a l system under 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n as a whole 0 F a i l u r e to 

d i s t i n g u i s h these two l e v e l s was, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , the primary source of the 

dilemma into which Durkheim f e l l which was 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r most of the controversy 

over the group mind problem' (19^8bs160), 

The s i t u a t i o n from the point of view of the f u n c t i o n i n g of 

the system i s c o n s t i t u t e d by the system's f u n c t i o n a l needs, 

T h i s i s an advance on h e r e d i t a r y and environment as i t 

i n c l u d e s the imperatives of s o c i a l systems as w e l l as the 

c o n s t r a i n t s of the b i o l o g i c a l and p h y s i c a l worlds„ T h i s 

l e a v e s the s i t u a t i o n from the a c t o r ' s point of view as the locus 

of the problems Parsons i s aware that the s o c i a l vrorld i s i n 

many r e s p e c t s c o n d i t i o n a l to the i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r 0 He sayss 

"From the point of view of any given person the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 
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pa t t e r n s of h i s own s o c i e t y c o n s t i t u t e one of the most 

fundamental aspects of the concrete s i t u a t i o n i n which 

he a c t s 9 [i 9^2c s 1 44] 0 Yet i f t h i s i s g e n e r a l i z e d as an 

element i n a t h e o r e t i c a l system, the c o n s t r u c t i o n of which 

i s Parsons' ambition, i t l e a d s to a dilemma 0 I f other 

a c t o r s , t h e i r expectations, use of san c t i o n s e t c 0 , form 

the s i t u a t i o n then not only are some aspects of a c t i o n 

'double~counted' but i t seems impossible to g e n e r a l i z e t h i s 

element, each a c t o r ' s s i t u a t i o n i s p e c u l i a r to him 0 I f , 

on the other hand, s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as a whole i s made 

c o n d i t i o n a l f o r a l l a c t o r s t h i s amounts to Durkheim's 

s o c i o l o g i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m , p o s i t i n g the s o c i a l as e x t e r n a l 

and c o n s t r a i n i n g to each and every actor, what Parsons 

r e f e r s to above as the group mind problem 

Parsons' s o l u t i o n to t h i s problem i s as foll o w s //I 942c s 

145-6L F i r s t l y , the s i t u a t i o n of a c t i o n becomes the 

d e f i n i t i o n of the s i t u a t i o n ( 1 1 ) 8 Rather than a stubborn 

o b j e c t i v e world p a r a l l e l , from any one a c t o r ' s point of view, 

to the bio=p h y s i c a l world, the s i t u a t i o n becomes a s u b j e c t i v e 

understanding of that world. I t would seem that t h i s does 

not overcome the problem of p a r t i c u l a r i s m above, s u b j e c t i v e 

d e f i n i t i o n s of s i t u a t i o n s are j u s t as p e c u l i a r to any one 

ac t o r as the concatenation of r e a l i s t i c circumstances i n 

which he f i n d s h i m s e l f 0 However t h i s s h i f t a llows a 

f u r t h e r step which overcomes t h i s , the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n 

of d e f i n i t i o n s of the situation,, Each i n d i v i d u a l ' s 
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d e f i n i t i o n i s c o n t r o l l e d by the normative and f u n c t i o n a l 

requirements of an i n s t i t u t i o n a l system, becomes, that i s , 

a p a r t of an i n t e g r a t e d system which can be t r e a t e d 

generally,, However Parsons i n s i s t s that i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 

p a t t e r n s do not e x h a u s t i v e l y define a s i t u a t i o n , t h i s 

b r i ngs i n the t h i r d step i n the r e s o l u t i o n of the problem 0 

N o n - i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d d e f i n i t i o n s form a residuum g i v i n g a 

degree of f l e x i b i l i t y but standing as p a r t i c u l a r to the 

concrete s i t u a t i o n , random to the system,, So the f a c t o r s 

which Parsons mentions as being outside i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

d e f i n i t i o n s are as f o l l o w s 0 F i r s t l y , w i t h i n any a c t o r ' s 

r o l e there i s 'a range of t o l e r a t i o n w i t h i n which a c t i o n 

o o o can vary „ « o , w i t h i n which the s p e c i f i c d e t a i l s are 

contingent on p a r t i c u l a r p e r s o n a l i t i e s and circumstances' 

£l 9^2c s 145] o Secondly, d e v i a t i o n from i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 

r o l e s i s an ever present contingency which i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

l i z e d d e f i n i t i o n of who other a c t o r s are as r o l e p l a y e r ' s 

cannot cope with. F i n a l l y , ' i n r e l a t i o n to the non= 

human s i t u a t i o n there i s l i k e w i s e a range of d e t a i l e d 

v a r i a t i o n , and of elements of change and u n c e r t a i n t y ' 

[1 942c s 1 45] o 

The above paragraphs represent something of an 

excursion from the main thread of t h i s s e c t i o n n e c e s s i t a t e d 

by the need to c l a r i f y the r e l a t i o n between the four 

components of s o c i a l systems mentioned above and the 

o v e r a l l v o l u n t a r i s t i c framework of the theory of action,, 



•= 230 -

The d i s c u s s i o n now r e t u r n s to the problem of normative 

determinism c a s t i n terms of l i n k s between a b s t r a c t 

c a u s a l elements and concrete behaviour 0 

The f i r s t l i n k i s the i n t e g r a t i o n of c a u s a l elements 

into i n s t i t u t i o n s o T h i s has a l r e a d y been d i s c u s s e d 

above, i n s t i t u t i o n s are not elements of s o c i a l systems 

but s t a t e s of o r g a n i z a t i o n of elements, The point at 

i s s u e here i s the p l a c e of m o t i v a t i o n a l elements i n the 

o v e r a l l i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d nexus of c a u s a l elements. I t 

has been noted that concrete motivation i s a complex pheno­

menon comprising general mechanisms of the psychology of 

the a c t o r and the p a r t i c u l a r content of v a r i a b l e c u l t u r e s * 

As such concrete motivation can be analyzed both psycho­

l o g i c a l l y and s o c i o l o g i c a l l y 0 Parsons i s concerned with 

the s o c i o l o g i c a l relevance of motivation but not i n 

i s o l a t i o n from i t s p s y c h o l o g i c a l mechanisms. Rather h i s 

question i s what are the aspects of motivation r e l e v a n t to 

s o c i a l systems? 'The judgements of s i g n i f i c a n c e on 

which the statements of s o c i o l o g i c a l problems of motivation 

are based must therefore be couched i n terms of the frame 

of r e f e r e n c e of the s o c i a l system,,,' [l950b:339-^Q] » 

Parsons approaches t h i s question v i a the concept of functions 

•,.„ i t i s only i n terms of the f u n c t i o n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

to the s o c i a l system of the behaviour m o t i v a t i o n a l l y 

analyzed, that g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s about i t become s o c i o l o g i c a l l y 

r e l e v a n t ' (1949asix=x). Here then the notion of f u n c t i o n i s 
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a standard of relevance, the s o c i o l o g i s t i s concerned with 

motivation i n s o f a r as s o c i a l system behaviour 8 i s a f u n c t i o n 

o f 8 motivation or v i c e versa,, But the i s s u e i s not so 

simple, a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t sense of funct i o n i s al s o 

p r e s e n t o "For only when the motives of i n d i v i d u a l s are 

seen i n t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r a more comprehensive f u n c t i o n i n g 

systems does motive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n achieve a t r u l y s o c i o l o g i c a l 

l e v e l 8 [i 9^1 as 29j o T h i s narrows the c r i t e r i o n of relevance 

considerably, i t i s those aspects of motivation which are 

r e l e v a n t to the fun c t i o n i n g of a system which are of i n t e r e s t 

to the s o c i o l o g i s t s 

Parsons 9 understanding of what i t i s about motivation 

which i s so r e l e v a n t owes much to Freud's h y d r a u l i c model 

of the unconsciouso When speaking of aggression, f o r 

example, he r e f e r s to 8 the u l t i m a t e r e s e r v o i r s of aggressive 

motivation' [l9^6bs299] ° Here aggression i s p i c t u r e d as 

a ' d i s p o s i t i o n 8 or " p o t e n t i a l ' inherent i n the human a c t o r 

equivalent to the w e l l i n g energies of Freud's id„ L i k e 

the l a t t e r motivation i s conceived by analogy to motive 

power or fuel„ (12) Parsons r e f e r s to man's i n t e r e s t i n 

r e l i g i o n as a ' d r i v i n g f o r c e 8 of a c t i o n (l938bs659), agains 

'Indeed, group i n t e r e s t seems i n many 

ways to operate l i k e g a s o l i n e 0 

C o n t r o l l e d and c a n a l i z e d i n a w e l l 

i n t e g r a t e d i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e , i t 
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can serve as a powerful c o n s t r u c t i v e 

motive fo r c e , I n a d i s o r g a n i z e d 

s i t u a t i o n , on the other hand, i t can 

be an explosive and d e s t r u c t i v e f o r c e . 

I t s "nature" i s not to be one or the 

other" (19^5bs19^=5)o 

T h i s b rings out a f u r t h e r p o i n t 0 Motivation i s the d r i v i n g 

force of a c t i o n but i t s d i r e c t i o n i s not i n t r i n s i c to 

motivation, i t i s , i n i t s e l f "free f l o a t i n g ' , So man's 

i n t e r e s t i n r e l i g i o u s s a l v a t i o n might be a u n i v e r s a l d r i v i n g 

force but i t i s channelled by d i v e r s e systems of r e l i g i o u s 

i d e a s ( 1 938bs660) „ S i m i l a r l y f o r agression,, 

'The s p e c i f i c goals and o b j e c t s to which 

these aggressive d i s p o s i t i o n s are attached, 

the ways i n which they are depressed, 

d e f l e c t e d , p r o j e c t e d , or can be d i r e c t l y 

expressed according to the f o r c e s which 

channel or oppose them = a l l these are 

e q u a l l y important with any aggressive 

p o t e n t i a l i n general i n determining 

concrete behavioural outcomes' fl9^6bs 

299] . 

Here two general points can be noted,, F i r s t l y , Parsons' 

f u s i o n of p s y c h o l o g i c a l , dynamic and v a r i a b l e concepts 

has been noted„ E s s e n t i a l l y there i s here again a p l a y on 



- 233 

wordso Motivation i s dynamic i n the sense of the analogy 

with motive power, the a c t o r ' s motivation i s the dynamo 

of the a c t i o n system, to p i l e metaphor on metaphor 0 

F u r t h e r , motivation i s v a r i a b l e i n the sense of undi r e c t e d 

and f r e e - f l o a t i n g . I t i s these metaphors which underpin 

Parsons' use of the psychology of motivation as the dynamic 

and v a r i a b l e elements i n a s t r u c t u r a l - f u n c t i o n a l system 0 

The second point i s the pla c e of motivation i n the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d nexus, I n s t i t u t i o n s r e q u i r e motivation, 

an i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n i s 'a c u l t u r e p a t t e r n to which a 

c e r t a i n s t r u c t u r e d complex of motivations and s o c i a l s a n c t i o n s 

have become attached' (l9^8bs159)<> But not any p a r t i c u l a r 

kind of m o t i v a t i o n 0 An i n s t i t u t i o n i s a 'mechanism by which 

the extremely v a r i e d p o t e n t i a l i t i e s of "human nature" become 

in t e g r a t e d i n such a way as to d o v e t a i l i n t o a s i n g l e 

i n t e g r a t e d system capable of meeting the s i t u a t i o n a l 

e x i g e n c i e s with which the s o c i e t y and i t s members are faced' 

[/19^5as 231] o For example, the p r o f i t motive i s a 

' s t r u c t u r a l l y g e n e r a l i z e d goal' which has nothing to do wi t h 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l u n i v e r s a l s ( J/1 9^0b s 53] » £l 950b s 339J ) • I t i s 

r a t h e r 'a l e v e l of the s t r u c t u r i n g of m o t i v a t i o n a l f o r c e s 

which i s e s s e n t i a l l y a f u n c t i o n of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

s i t u a t i o n s i n which people are put, r a t h e r than of t h e i r 

p a r t i c u l a r p e r s o n a l i t y s t r u c t u r e s ' [l 950b% 339] o Motivation 

i s but a general d r i v i n g force which i s channelled and d i r e c t e d , 

given content by i n s t i t u t i o n s o 8 S i m i l a r l y , the process 
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of s o c i a l behaviour as of any other are psychological« 

But without the meaning given them by t h e i r i n s t i t u t i o n a l -

s t r u c t u r a l context they l o s e t h e i r relevance to the 

understanding of s o c i a l phenomena' fl 9^5as 235] • The 

f i r s t l i n k i n the c h a i n of determination then i s the 

o r g a n i z a t i o n of c a u s a l elements int o an i n s t i t u t i o n a l order« 

But a c t u a l behaviour i s r a r e l y equal to the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

p a t t e r n , the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two i s a contingent 

one s The i n s t i t u t i o n - b e h a v i o u r (norm=action) r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i s the second l i n k i n the c h a i n 0 

T h i s can be approached by asking why m o t i v a t i o n a l 

components are e s s e n t i a l to i n s t i t u t i o n s ? I t i s because 

the i n s t i t u t i o n - b e h a v i o u r r e l a t i o n i s h i g h l y p r o b l e m a t i c a l 

to Parsons 0 He speaks of 'an e s s e n t i a l f a c t o r of 

" r e s i s t e n c e " to the f u l f i l m e n t of normative expectations 

and o b l i g a t i o n s ' , 'tendencies to " l a x i t y " , to l e t t i n g down 

standards' fl942cs150] • There are three reasons f o r t h i s 0 

F i r s t l y an i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n may w e l l be non=utopian, 

adapted to the r e a l i t i e s of f u n c t i o n a l needs, but i t i s 

s t i l l a normative p a t t e r n , an i d e a l to a s p i r e t o a As 

suchs 

'As the e d i t o r has shown i n previous 

works, i t i s inherent i n the frame of 

r e f e r e n c e of " a c t i o n " which i s b a s i c 

to Weber's whole methodology, that i t 
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i s "normatively o r i e n t e d " 0 The a c t o r 

i s t r e a t e d not merely as responding to 

s t i m u l i , but as making an " e f f o r t " to 

conform with c e r t a i n " i d e a l " , r a t h e r than 

a c t u a l , p a t t e r n s of conduct with the 

p r o b a b i l i t y that h i s e f f o r t s w i l l be 

only p a r t i a l l y s u c c e s s f u l , and there 

w i l l be elements of d e v i a t i o n 8 [l 9^1 as 

12] o 

The second reason i s that s o c i a l a c t i o n i s i n t e r a c t i o n 0 

Actor A 8 s behaviour ( l ) i s a f u n c t i o n of A 8 s expectation 

that B w i l l behave i n way ( 2 ) 0 But whether or not B i n 

f a c t behaves i n way (2) i s , i n p a r t , a f u n c t i o n of A's 

behaviour ( 1 ) 0 

8 I n the s o c i a l f i e l d the fundamental 

problem i s as f o l l o w s 0 I t i s not 

d i f f i c u l t , knowing an i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

"motives" i n Weber's sense, and knowing 

the s i t u a t i o n i n which he i s placed, 

to achieve a f a i r l y s a t i s f a c t o r y under= 

standing of a p a r t i c u l a r act of h i s D 

That s i t u a t i o n , i s , however, compounded 

of the a c t i o n s , past, present and 

p r o s p e c t i v e , of a l a r g e number of 
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i n d i v i d u a l s whose a c t i o n i s i n t e r -

dependent, "mutually o r i e n t e d " as 

Weber puts one aspect of i t Q 

Though i t i s not d i f f i c u l t , knowing 

the s i t u a t i o n , to understand the 

a c t i o n of any one i n d i v i d u a l , i t 

i s an e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t matter to 

grasp the behaviour of the system of 

a c t i o n as a whole, when the concrete 

s i t u a t i o n of each component i n d i v i d u a l 

i s a v a r y i n g f u n c t i o n of the a c t i o n 

of the others' (/1941 as2 3 ] •> 

But t h i s i n t e r a c t i v e q u a l i t y of s o c i a l a c t i o n i s f u r t h e r 

compounded by i t s b a s i s i n expected action,, 'For i n 

s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s i t i s the expected and a c t u a l behaviour 

and m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the sentiments of others which i s the 

most important component of the s i t u a t i o n i n which any one 

person a c t s ' [ 1945c%2koj 0 Â s behaviour i n r e l a t i o n to B i s 

not only a f u n c t i o n of A's expectation of what B i s l i k e l y 

to do but of A's expectation of what B expects A to do„ 

T h i s 'double contingency' ( 1 3 ) of i n t e r a c t i o n then i s the 

second reason why the i n s t i t u t i o n - b e h a v i o u r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i s problematical„ Parsons often speaks of a c t i o n as 

'governed' by an i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n but that term 

covers a complex area, The i n s t i t u t i o n governs not only 

A's expectation of h i m s e l f , of B's a c t i o n but a l s o A's 

e x pectation of B's expectation of A and v i c e v e r s a . 
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I t has been noted that as an i d e a l an i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

p a t t e r n r e q u i r e s the a c t o r ' s ' e f f o r t ' to conform, Yet 

the source of that e f f o r t , the a c t o r ' s motivational energy 

i s v a r i a b l e i n i t s d i r e c t i o n , e a s i l y d i v e r t e d along 

'inappropriate' paths, The s t r u c t u r i n g of motivation by 

i n s t i t u t i o n s i s a complex matter, o v e r s i m p l i f i e d i n the 

above to get to the root of the matter,, T h i s complexity 

i s a c e n t r a l concern of Parsons' sociology. His approach 

s t u d i e s 'the i n d i v i d u a l i n terms of the balance of motives 

to conformity with, and deviance, i n v a r i o u s r e s p e c t s , 

from the i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y defined expectations of h i s 

v a r i o u s r o l e s ' ( l 9 ^ 9 a s x ) 0 So the f r e e = f l o a t i n g c h a r a c t e r 

of motivation i s the t h i r d reason f o r the p r o b l e m a t i c a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p betx^een i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n and a c t u a l 

behaviour o 

The attachment of motivation to i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s 

i n d e f i n i t e , o r d e r l y , ways i s the means by which the 

p r o b l e m a t i c a l c h a r a c t e r of the i n s t i t u t i o n - b e h a v i o u r r e l a t i o n 

i s overcome, 

' I t i s the a p p l i c a t i o n of g e n e r a l i z e d 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l knowledge of the mechanisms 

of human behaviour under c e r t a i n c o n d i t i o n s 

which s u p p l i e s the e s s e n t i a l connecting 

l i n k between the s o c i a l and other 

s i t u a t i o n a l c o n d i t i o n s which impinge on 

i n d i v i d u a l s , on the one hand, and the 

patterned behavioural m a n i f e s t a t i o n s 

o s a on the other' (19^6c s 566) <, 
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Parsons" preoccupation with the i n s t i t u t i o n a l i n t e g r a t i o n 

of motivation i s g e n e r a l l y regarded as a m a n i f e s t a t i o n of 

h i s concern with the problem of o r d e r a T h i s i s not denied 

h e r e ? but i t i s a l s o a m a n i f e s t a t i o n of h i s concern with 

the methodological problem of normative determinism,, T h i s 

can be i l l u s t r a t e d by turning to the concept of f u n c t i o n 

i n the s t r u c t u r a l = f u n c t i o n a l approacho I t w i l l be 

remembered that t h i s approach involved the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between s t r u c t u r a l and dynamic concepts i n a t h e o r e t i c a l 

systems T h i s d i s t i n c t i o n then r e q u i r e s some means of 

l i n k i n g the two c The concept of f u n c t i o n f u l f i l l s t h i s 

r o l e [ l 9 ^ 5 a s 2 1 7 j ° Dynamic processes are r e l a t e d to the 

s t r u c t u r e of the system i n terms of t h e i r f u n c t i o n a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e , t hat i s , t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r the ongoing 

fun c t i o n i n g of the e m p i r i c a l system 1̂ 9^5as217=8] 0 But 

i t has been e s t a b l i s h e d above that i n s t i t u t i o n s are the 

s t r u c t u r e of the system, motivation the dynamic variable„ 

What the f u n c t i o n a l p a r t of the s t r u c t u r a l = f u n c t i o n a l 

approach focuses on then i s the mechanisms by which motiva= 

t i o n a l f o r c e s are i n t e g r a t e d with i n s t i t u t i o n a l p a t t e r n s 9 

The concern with the problem of normative determinism, 

understood as the normative c o n t r o l of a c t i o n , i s , l i k e the 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c sense of s u b j e c t i v i t y , b u i l t i n t o the s t r u c t u r a l -

f u n c t i o n a l approach to a theory of s o c i a l systems of action,, 
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D0 The problem o f value 

The aspect o f the general problem o f value 
p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l e v a n t to t h i s discussion i s the place o f 
value w i t h i n a corpus o f knowledge, the degree to which 
'the world' f o r science i s a f u n c t i o n o f the value stand~ 
p o i n t o f the s c i e n t i s t 0 As such we must r e t u r n to the 
problem o f d e s c r i p t i o n o f the world and the s e l e c t i v i t y o f 
such d e s c r i p t i o n . 

I f d e s c r i p t i o n i s s e l e c t i v e i t must invo l v e some 
c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i v i t y 9 Parsons f o l l o w s Weber i n 
l o c a t i n g the c r i t e r i o n i n the ' i n t e r e s t s ' o f the s c i e n t i s t 0 

Empirical knowledge 9 „ o * never includes " a l l the f a c t s " , 
even t h a t can e a s i l y be ascertained, but only those which 
are r e l e v a n t to c e r t a i n i n t e r e s t s o f the i n v e s t i g a t o r ' 

9̂ 1-1 as 9J0 The problem i s the character o f those i n t e r e s t 
s p e c i f i c a l l y t h e i r o r i g i n . Here Parsons uses a cont r a s t 
between u n c r i t i c i s e d ad hoc c r i t e r i a drawn from common 
sense and the t e c h n i c a l concepts o f t h e o r e t i c a l schemesa 

This i s exemplified i n two o f Parsons' discussions o f 
psychology and sociology* A f e a t u r e o f t h i s i s the claim 
t h a t the two sciences n e c e s s a r i l y complement each other,, 
I f t h i s i s not recognized then the s c i e n t i s t w i l l tend to b 
g u i l t y o f c o v e r t l y employing common sense c r i t e r i a o f \diat 
are the s i g n i f i c a n t ' f a c t s ' about p e r s o n a l i t y or s o c i a l 
systemso So a f t e r Thorndike's p o s i t i o n as a psychologist 
has been noted Parsons turns to h i s approach to broadly 
s o c i o l o g i c a l questions? 

file:///diat
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8When we t u r n to the s o c i a l side o f 
h i s m a t e r i a l a notable f a c t i s the 
closeness w i t h which he adheres to a 
k i n d o f common=sen3e level„ I t i s a 
r e f i n e d and s o p h i s t i c a t e d common 
sense, but none the less tends on 
the whole to avoid the more t e c h n i c a l 
aspects (such as they are) o f e s p e c i a l l y 
economic, a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l , and socio= 
l o g i c a l worko Where authors from 
these f i e l d s are quoted i t i s g e n e r a l l y 
i n terms o f t h e i r r i p e r e m p i r i c a l wisdom 
as to the phenomena o f t h e i r f i e l d s 
r a t h e r than t h e i r t e c h n i c a l conceptual 
schemes8 ( 1 9 4 1 C S 2 7 8 ) 0 

A s i m i l a r c o n t r a s t comes out i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f 
sociology and psychoanalysisg 

'The s o c i o l o g i s t must face the problems 
o f human m o t i v a t i o n whether he wants t o 
or n o t . I f he does not acquire a 
genuinely competant theory, he w i l l 
i m p l i c i t l y adopt a series o f ad hoc 
ideas which are no less c r u c i a l because 
they are exempted from c r i t i c a l analysis« 
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Turning to psychoanalysis w i t h the 
proper adaptions can provide him 
w i t h a way out o f the dilemma 0 

Perhaps the s i t u a t i o n i s not a l t o ­
gether incomparable i n reverse» 
The analyst i s i n f a c t d e a l i n g w i t h 
s o c i a l systemso His ideas about them 
have tended to be ad hoc and common 
senseo Such ideas may be adequate 
f o r many e m p i r i c a l purposes but tend 
to break down as s u b t l e r l e v e l s o f 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n are attempted„ There 
i s the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h i s gap can be 
f i l l e d by the products o f genuinely 
t e c h n i c a l a n a l y s i s ' [ l 950b;347] . 

Although t h i s c o n t r a s t o f s e l e c t i v e c r i t e r i a o f i n t e r e s t 
i s not followed through the i m p l i c a t i o n i s c l e a r t h a t 
t h e o r e t i c a l conceptual schemes provide a ' s c i e n t i f i c ' 
c r i t e r i o n o f selection;, This i s st a t e d s p e c i f i c a l l y at 
one points 

' I n the f i r s t place our study o f f a c t , 
however l i t t l e we may be aware o f i t , 
i s always guided by the l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e 
o f a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme, even i f i t i s 

[ I 9 5 0 b ; 3 4 7 l 

e n t i r e l y i m p l i c i t 0 ¥e never i n v e s t i g a t e 
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" a l l the f a c t s " which could be knovm 
about the phenomena i n question,, but 
only those which we t h i n k are "important"„ 
This involves a s e l e c t i o n among the 
possible f a c t s 9 Now i f we i n v e s t i = 
gate c a r e f u l l y 9 though few e m p i r i c i s t s 
do, what i s the basis o f t h i s s e l e c t i o n , 
i t w i l l , I think„ u n i f o r m l y be found 
t h a t among the c r i t e r i a o f importance 
and the only ones o f s t r i c t l y s c i e n t i f i c 
status i s t h a t o f t h e i r relevance to the 
l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e o f a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme9 

( I 9 3 8 a s l 5 ) o 

The i n f l u e n c e o f t h i s methodological p o i n t on Parsons' 
approach to p a r t i c u l a r substantive problems can be seen i n 
h i s ' A n a l y t i c a l Approach to the Theory o f Social S t r a t i f i c a t i o n ' 
[19^0a] , Although Parsons was .probably not the f i r s t nor 
the only exponent o f a ' f u n c t i o n a l i s t ' approach to s o c i a l 
s t r a t i f i c a t i o n there i s no doubt t h a t t h i s essay represents 
an e a r l y statement o f a d r a s t i c s h i f t i n the sociology o f 
s t r a t i f i c a t i o n away from the conceptual framework established 
by Marx and Weber, Both o f these centred t h e i r discussion 
on c o n t r o l r e l a t i o n s between groups. Parsons' framework 
hinges upon the ranking o f r o l e s w i t h i n a group ( i . e . 
society)„ Where do these new c r i t e r i a o f what i s s i g n i f i = 
cant about s t r a t i f i c a t i o n come from? This question cannot 
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be answered here, but what i s re l e v a n t i n t h i s context 
i s t h a t Parsons o u t l i n e s h i s own self-understanding o f 
the answer s He begins h i s essay by saying t h a t h i s 
' f i r s t task' i s to discuss why d i f f e r e n t i a l ranking i s 
'a r e a l l y fundamental phenomenon o f s o c i a l systems' and, 
secondly, by j u s t i f y i n g h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t ranking i n 
terms o f moral approval and disapproval i s the c r u c i a l 
aspect o f ranking [ l 940aj 69-=70] e Parsons' e l a b o r a t i o n 
o f both o f these p o i n t s i s grounded i n the following? 

' I n one sense, perhaps, the s e l e c t i o n o f 
moral evaluation, as the c e n t r a l c r i t e r i o n 
o f the ranking involved i n s t r a t i f i c a t i o n 
might be considered arbitrary„ I t i s , 
however, no more and no less a r b i t r a r y 
than, f o r instance, the s e l e c t i o n o f 
distance as a basic category f o r 
de s c r i b i n g the r e l a t i o n s o f bodies i n a 
mechanical system Q I t s s e l e c t i o n i s 
determined by the place which moral 
e v a l u a t i o n holds i n a generalized 
conceptual scheme, the "theory o f 
a c t i o n " ' [ l 9 4 0 a s 7 0 ] s 

To Parsons, then, the theory o f a c t i o n as a generalized 
conceptual scheme provides the c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i o n o f 
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phenomenon o f ranking by moral e v a l u a t i o n as the important 
f a c t s o f s t r a t i f i c a t i o n , , 

So f a r t h i s discussion has proceeded on the 
assumption t h a t one can d i s t i n g u i s h between t h e o r e t i c a l 
and common sense c r i t e r i a o f s e l e c t i o n and t h a t the 
former can s u s t a i n the connotations o f s u p e r i o r i t y i m p l i e d 
i n the use o f the a d j e c t i v e ' s c i e n t i f i c • a Now t h i s 
c e r t a i n l y cannot be taken f o r granted, the n o t i o n o f a 
s e l e c t i v e c r i t e r i o n immediately i m p l i e s some sense of r e l a -
t i v i t y o f knowledge to i t s g u i d i n g p o i n t o f view 0 The 
passage quoted above introduces t h i s , the conceptual 
framework f o r d e s c r i b i n g s t r a t i f i c a t i o n has a q u a l i t y o f 
• a r b i t r a r i n e s s 8 about i t e Once again Parsons takes h i s lead 
from Weberc O u t l i n i n g , w i t h approval, Weber's understanding 
o f conceptual a b s t r a c t i o n Parsons sayss "There i s , i n 
t h i s s e l e c t i v i t y o f f a c t s , both f o r the f o r m u l a t i o n o f 
problems and f o r the content o f c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n , a very 
important element o f r e l a t i v i t y i n a l l science, n a t u r a l or 
s o c i a l ' [l 9^1 aj9°10] o However there are q u i t e c r u c i a l 
p o i n t s o f d i f f e r e n c e between Parsons and Weber on the nature 
o f t h i s r e l a t i v i t y s These can be discussed i n terms o f 
the f o l l o w i n g passage, 
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•Every treatment o f questions of f a c t 
and every e m p i r i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n i s 
" i n terms o f a conceptual scheme"„ „„. 
Hence the conceptual s t r u c t u r e of any 
system o f s c i e n t i f i c theory i s subject 
to the same k i n d o f r e l a t i v i t y w i t h 
"arbitrariness"„ I t i s subject to the 
d i s c i p l i n i n g c o n s t r a i n t both o f 
v e r i f i c a t i o n i n a l l questions o f 
p a r t i c u l a r e m p i r i c a l f a c t , and of l o g i c a l 
p r e c i s i o n and consistency among the 
many d i f f e r e n t p a r t s o f a h i g h l y complex 
conceptual s t r u c t u r e s The "theory o f 
s o c i a l a c t i o n " i s by now a t h e o r e t i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e so h i g h l y developed and w i t h 
so many r a m i f i c a t i o n s i n both these 
respects t h a t elements s t r u c t u r a l l y 
e s s e n t i a l to i t cannot be l i g h t l y 
dismissed as expressing only "one p o i n t 
of view"" fl 944 s 211] . 

Now Weber would agree w i t h Parsons' d i s c i p l i n i n g c o n s t r a i n t s 
adherence to p u b l i c l y knowable procedures o f e m p i r i c a l 
v e r i f i c a t i o n and l o g i c a l argument but to Weber science i s 
r e l a t i v e i n the sense o f being grounded i n value systems 
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which n e c e s s a r i l y represent only one o f many possi b l e 
p o i n t s o f view. The stress i s on the one=sidedness o f 
concepts and e m p i r i c a l knowledge due to t h i s q u a l i t y o f 
value relevance,, Parsons' p o s i t i o n i s d i s t i n c t from 
t h i s i n t h a t science i s r e l a t i v e , not to values, but to 
schema's o f t h e o r e t i c a l concepts which, as the passage 
above says, 'cannot be l i g h t l y dismissed as expressing 
only "one p o i n t o f view"'« Now without n e c e s s a r i l y 
accepting Weber's argument i t can be used as a convenient 
t o o l f o r examining Parsons 1 p o s i t i o n s I n what sense can 
t h e o r e t i c a l schemes be made independent o f c u l t u r a l 
values? I n what way can the o b j e c t i v i t y o f s c i e n t i f i c 
knowledge be established i n a more r a d i c a l way than the 
appeal to e m p i r i c a l v e r i f i c a t i o n and l o g i c a l argument, i n 
terms o f the o b j e c t i v i t y o f the standpoint o f the s c i e n t i s t ? 
I n other words 9 the theory of a c t i o n may w e l l be a t h e o r e t i c a l 
s t r u c t u r e w e l l developed and w i t h many r a m i f i c a t i o n s both 
e m p i r i c a l l y and l o g i c a l l y but i t might s t i l l be an 
expression o f one value r e l e v a n t p o i n t o f view D This b r i n g s 
the discussion to what Parsons says about the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
o f science and values. 

I n f a c t Parsons argument i s f o r a fundamental 
f u s i o n o f science and values, a f u s i o n however which i s the 
basis f o r the o b j e c t i v i t y o f sciences Parsons i s c l e a r l y 
aware t h a t value=commitments form p a r t o f the everyday 
p r a c t i c e o f sciences He remarks at one points 
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'The f a c t t h a t a Veblen r a t h e r than 
a ¥eber gathers a school of ardent 
d i s c i p l e s around him bears witness to 
the great importance o f f a c t o r s other 
than the sheer weight o f evidence and 
analysis i n the formation o f "schools" 
o f s o c i a l thought' ( l 9 4 l a s 4 o ] Q 

Again i n a paper arguing f o r governmental support f o r s o c i a l 
science Parsons touches on the question o f whether s o c i a l 
s c i e n t i s t s can achieve 'the k i n d o f o b j e c t i v i t y which 
would enable them t o r i s e above p a r t i s a n p o l i t i c s ' ( l 9 ^ 6 c g 

6 6 2 ) 0 He notes the view t h a t 'the s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t i s 
i n e f f e c t p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h r a t i o n a l i z i n g h i s own 
sentiments' ( I 9 ^ 6 a s 6 6 2 ) commenting 'A r e l a t i v e j u s t i f i c a t i o n 
o f t h i s view must be admitted = such la c k o f o b j e c t i v i t y 
i s more common among s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t s even i n the d i r e c t 
context o f t h e i r p r o f e s s i o n a l subject-matter than among 
n a t u r a l s c i e n t i s t s 1 (1 9^6as 662) However Parsons addss 

•But above a l l , i t i s not proper to 
judge a s c i e n t i f i c f i e l d by the 
average standards o f i t s proponents, 
The basis o f i t s support should r a t h e r be 
the p o t e n t i a l i t y f o r the f u t u r e which i s 
shown by the best and most advanced 
l e v e l o f work which has yet been a t t a i n e d ' 

( I 9 ^ 6 a s 6 6 2 ) . 
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I n terms of (almost) i d e a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s then the 
r e l a t i v i t y o f science to i t s sentimental or value hasis 
can be overcome 0 The f u s i o n o f science and values i s not 
i n terms o f the commitment o f the s c i e n t i s t to p a r t i s a n 
value p o s i t i o n s and p o l i c i e s 0 Rather i t i s a u n i t y on a 
much broader c u l t u r a l l e v e l e 

Parsons 8 p o s i t i o n i s grounded i n the f o l l o w i n g 
'fundamental fact« (1 9 4 7 b : 2 1 5 ) . 

' I t i s a f u r t h e r i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s 
basic conceptual scheme f o r the analysi s 
of s o c i a l a c t i o n t h a t s c i e n t i f i c i n v e s t i ­
g a t i o n must i t s e l f be regarded as a 
process o f s o c i a l a c t i o n o o o s Under­
standing o f t r u t h , whether i t be the 
t r u t h o f the p h y s i c a l world or o f the 
s o c i a l , i s an achievement «= an achieve­
ment to be analyzed i n the same fundamental 
terms as the achievement o f any other 
type o f goals I f s c i e n t i f i c 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n i s a process of a c t i o n 
i t f o l l o w s t h a t i t , i n the same sense as 
any other a c t i o n , i s governed by moral 
values and e t h i c a l standards' (19 4 7 bs2 1 5 ) ° 
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Thi s , i n The Structure o f Socja 1 A c t i o n Parsons c a l l s 
•the s o l i d a r i t y o f science and a c t i o n ' which at t h a t time 
rested on the claimed u n i v e r s a l i t y o f the norm o f i n t r i n s i c 
r a t i o n a l i t y as an element of a c t i o n . There the problem o f 
r e l a t i v i t y i s solved i n p a r t by t r a n s l a t i n g the value o f 
r a t i o n a l i t y i n t o the a n a l y t i c a l element o f r a t i o n a l i t y , a 
component i n a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme o f u n i v e r s a l p r o p e r t i e s o f 
a c t i o n . Although there i s a h i n t o f t h i s i n the work being 
considered here (l 941 as 1 2-1 3] i t i s a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t 
i m p l i c a t i o n o f science as a process o f a c t i o n which Parsons 
develops i n these w r i t i n g s . 

This i s the close l i n k Parsons sees between the norms 
governing science and the most general values o f western 
c i v i l i z a t i o n . The l a t t e r focus on the value o f r a t i o n a l 
understanding and c o n t r o l o f the world, n a t u r a l and human. 

'The understanding o f nature i n the 
broadest sense o f the t o t a l world we 
l i v e i n , i n c l u d i n g ourselves and our 
place i n i t , and the c o n t r o l o f n a t u r a l 
processes i n terms o f r a t i o n a l under­
standing, are values which have been 
r e a l i z e d i n the Western World to a 
higher degree than anywhere else i n 
h i s t o r y . ... Our c i v i l i z a t i o n as a 
whole i s deeply committed to the great 
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adventure o f r a t i o n a l understanding 
o f man and s o c i e t y , as w e l l as the 
p h y s i c a l and b i o l o g i c a l world" 
( I 9 ^ 7 a s 2 4 2 )o 

Such values f i n d t h e i r "most h i g h l y developed expression 8 

i n the p r a c t i c e o f science (19^7as242)„ Conversely the 
development of science i n the west, a unique h i s t o r i c a l 
phenomenon, has been, p a r t i a l l y at l e a s t , dependent upon 
these values ( l 9 4 7 b s 2 1 5 ) ° So, ' science i s not a mere 
i s o l a t e d t e c h n i c a l t o o l i n modem western s o c i e t y 8 I t s 
r o o t s penetrate to the deepest l e v e l o f our c u l t u r a l and 
moral motivations" ( l 9 4 7 a s 2 4 2 ) 0 I t i s i n the nature o f 
p e r s o n a l i t y and s o c i a l i n t e g r a t i o n t h a t the values o f 
science must be compatible w i t h other values which govern 
the i n d i v i d u a l s c i e n t i s t ' s and the s o c i a l system's t o t a l 
a c t i o n (1 9kTb s 21 5) o But, s u r e l y , t h i s r a i s e s a c u t e l y 
the problem o f relativity„ Behind, and i n f a c t under-
p i n n i n g t h e o r e t i c a l schemas are indeed c u l t u r a l values 
which knowledge i s r e l a t i v e t o 0 Even i f Parsons attempts 
to couch t h i s i n extremely broad c u l t u r a l terms those 
t h e o r e t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s could s t i l l be h e l d to be an 
expression o f 'one p o i n t o f view's Indeed Parsons seems 
to take t h i s p o s i t i o n s Opening h i s discussion o f s o c i a l 
science and e t h i c s he makes the p o i n t t h a t the two 'are 
interdependent p a r t s o f the same fundamental system of 
r a t i o n a l o r i e n t a t i o n to the world' ( I 9 4 7 b s 2 1 3 ) ° H e s a y s 
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that he w i l l not go into "the deeper o n t o l o g i c a l questions 

which may be involved from the p h i l o s o p h i c a l point of view' 

(19^7bi213)« Rather, h i s d i s c u s s i o n w i l l be couched i n 

terms of the " l e v e l of r e l a t i v i t y to a given c u l t u r a l 

s i t u a t i o n ' ( l947b;213)o But i n f a c t Parsons wants to go 

beyond such relativism„ For the content of the values 

which s c i e n c e i s r e l a t i v e to i s seen by him as i t s e l f 

overcoming r e l a t i v i s m a R a t i o n a l i s m i s a general value 

of western c i v i l i z a t i o n Xirhich i n p a r t i c u l a r areas of a c t i o n 

becomes c o n c r e t i z e d i n p a r t i c u l a r d i r e c t i o n s , as norms and 

p r a c t i c a l standards of conducts Within s c i e n c e t h i s 

means that ' o b j e c t i v e i m p a r t i a l t r u t h ' i s 'the dominant 

standard of sc i e n c e ' ( I 9 4 7 b s 2 l 6 ) 6 As such, f o r the 

s c i e n t i s t : 

' . .. t h i s i m p l i e s , on the one hand, the 

moral va l u e s of i n t e l l e c t u a l honesty, 

the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of admitting even 

to o n e s e l f what cannot w i t h i n the 

re l e v a n t f i e l d s be o b j e c t i v e l y demon-

s t r a t e d 8 At the same time i t i n v o l v e s 

a c e r t a i n h u m i l i t y , a w i l l i n g n e s s to be 

guided by the f a c t s r e g a r d l e s s of t h e i r 

c o n f l i c t w ith p e r s o n a l sentiments or 

wishes' (19^7b.216) e 
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This, then, i s the f u s i o n o f sciences and values by 
which Parsons sees the dangers o f r e l a t i v i t y inherent 
i n the s e l e c t i v i t y o f knowledge as being overcome 0 

I d e a l l y the very values and norms governing science 
f r e e science o f i t s grounding i n values and allow 
t h e o r e t i c a l concepts to act as the c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i = 
v i t y o f what i s important„ 

Again Parsons a n a l y t i c a l conception o f science i s 
crucials, j u s t as i n the problems of s u b j e c t i v i t y and 
normative determinism a system o f i n t e g r a t e d conceptual 
elements plays a c e n t r a l r o l e i n r e s o l v i n g the problem 
of value e I n t h i s case such a scheme el i m i n a t e s value 
as a c r i t e r i o n o f s e l e c t i o n o f what i s o f ' i n t e r e s t " to 
science,, But s f u r t h e r , t h i s concept o f science i s 
bound up w i t h the v o l u n t a r i s t i c metaphysics t h e o r e t i c a l 
schemes can only play t h e i r r o l e i f the p r a c t i c a l 
a c t i v i t y o f science i s conceived as a process o f a c t i o n 
i n Parsons' v o l u n t a r i s t i c sense o f e f f o r t to conform to 
norms w i t h the o b j e c t i v e p r o p e r t i e s o f the world a c t i n g 
as the c o n d i t i o n a l s i d e B When the norms o f science 
are the p u r s u i t o f t r u t h then the 'tension' between 
science as value=imbued a c t i v i t y and the world i t seeks 
to know i s resolved, the two sides o f the v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
dualism are brought i n t o e q u i l i b r i u m 0 
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V T o Conclusion 

A 0 Summary of the Argument 

The argument of the preceding chapters has r e s t e d 

on two assumptions which have only been p a r t i a l l y v a l i d a t e d 

but \-fhich can be taken as s u f f i c i e n t l y s e l f - e v i d e n t to 

pose the problem f o r t h i s study„ These are, f i r s t l y , 

t h a t the very idea of a s c i e n c e of a c t i o n contains w i t h i n 

i t a number of methodological problems which r e q u i r e 

a t t e n t i o n and some form of r e s o l u t i o n . However/ the 
c 

concept might be r e f i n e d the b a s i c q u a l i t y of ' a c t i o n ' i s 

i t s s u b j e c t i v e and/or normative p r e d i c a t e s As such i t i s 

an area of study s u f f i c i e n t l y d i f f e r e n t from the behaviour 

of n a t u r a l phenomena to pose p e c u l i a r o b s t a c l e s i n 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n s Three such i s s u e s have been examined i n 

the above pages5 the nature of s u b j e c t i v i t y , the type of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between normative e n t i t i e s and a c t i o n and the 

problem of v a l u e . These are very general l a b e l s which 

i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n that the way the problems are defined 

i s variable,, For example, the r e a c t i o n against ' p o s i t i v i s m 9 

i n s o c i a l s c i e n c e proceeds i n s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t d i r e c t i o n s , 

Schutz's phenomenology focuses on the nature of s u b j e c t i v i t y 

and h i s c r i t i c i s m s of 'orthodox' philosophy of s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e ( 1 9 7 1 S 4 8 - 6 6 ) i n the shape of Hempel (1963) and Nagel 

(1963) concentrates on t h i s w i t h very l i t t l e being s a i d on 

the l o g i c of s c i e n t i f i c procedure by which i n v e s t i g a t i o n of 

file:///-fhich


- 254 -

s u b j e c t i v e l y meaningful a c t i o n i s to be c a r r i e d out ( l ) o By 

con t r a s t , the E n g l i s h a n a l y t i c t r a d i t i o n , for example, 

Winch (1958) and Maclntyre (11962) , focus e s p e c i a l l y on 

the l a t t e r t o p i c , s p e c i f i c a l l y the a p p l i c a b i l i t y i n s o c i a l 

s cience of the deductive-nomological frameitfork of causation 

and covering laws. I n the terminology of t h i s study 

t h e i r focus i s on the problem of normative determinism. 

F i n a l l y , the Hegelian~Marxist•s c r i t i q u e of p o s i t i v i s m centre 

on the problem of value, the divorce w i t h i n p o s i t i v i s m of 

science and metaphysics and the r e f u s a l to incorporate 

ultimate questions of value and h i s t o r y w i t h i n ' s c i e n t i f i c 

reason's (See, f o r example, Marcuse (1968) , Horkheimer 

(1972) and Habermas (1972s Preface and 3=5))„ The point of 

these sketchy remarks i s merely to shoiir that the nature of th 

problems i n a scien c e of a c t i o n depend upon quite how the 

'elementary' q u a l i t i e s of a c t i o n are elaborated so that 

methodological i s s u e s are posed. 

The second assumption underlying t h i s study i s tha t , 

c e r t a i n l y during the period covered here, Parsons i s aware 

that h i s ambition to b u i l d a scien c e of a c t i o n does involve 

methodological problems 0 As w e l l as h i s e x p l i c i t statements 

on t h i s i n the 1930's h i s background and t r a i n i n g would l e a d 

us to expect such an awareness„ For Parsons was w e l l 

schooled i n the methodological debates of the Neo-Kantian 

movement i n German s o c i a l science and philosophy 0 I n that 

context the three problems o u t l i n e d above were w e l l to the 

fo r e f r o n t , D i l t h e y a n a l y z i n g the concept of meaning, R i c k e r t 
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the problem o f value and the Schmoller-=Menger debate 
a i r i n g questions o f general causal laws 0 

Assuming then t h a t a science o f a c t i o n does pose problem 
and given Parsons' awareness o f these, the question f o r 
t h i s study follows«, I have been concerned w i t h how 
Parsons formulates the three methodological problems o f 
s u b j e c t i v i t y , normative determinism and value and the 
ways i n which he attempts to overcome them 0 C r u c i a l to 
my argument has been the claim t h a t Parsons' s t r a t e g y 
consists o f two i n t e r r e l a t e d components; an a n a l y t i c a l 
conception o f science which centres on the importance o f 
abst r a c t conceptual schemes f o r d e s c r i p t i o n and explanatory 
analysis and a v o l u n t a r i s t i c metaphysic as to the nature o f 
a c t i o n which emphasizes an a n t a g o n i s t i c dualism between 
normative and c o n d i t i o n a l worlds which must be resolved 
through e f f o r t o 

This s t r a t e g y synthesizes i n The St r u c t u r e of Social 
A c t i o n so t h a t my examination o f t h a t work has taken the 
f o l l o w i n g p a t h 0 F i r s t l y 9 Parsons' general methodology o f 
science was o u t l i n e d e x p l o r i n g the reasons why he emphasized 
the t h e o r e t i c a l character o f science and then q u i t e what 
'theory' involved,, The various d i s t i n c t i o n s Parsons made 
between d i f f e r e n t types and f u n c t i o n s o f concepts l e d him 
to stress the c e n t r a l i t y o f a s y s t e m a t i c a l l y a r t i c u l a t e d 
scheme o f general elements f o r the s t r u c t u r a l analysis o f 
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a c t i o m Secondly 0 the precise meaning o f volurt arism 
was examined before i n v e s t i g a t i n g the methodological 
problems p e c u l i a r to a science o f a c t i o n , I have attempted 
to show how Parsons" a n a l y t i c methodology and v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
metaphysic provide the e s s e n t i a l parameters i n terms o f 
which these problems are broached and solved 0 I n the 
case o f s u b j e c t i v i t y , r a t h e r than an emphasis on meaning 
Parsons 8 v o l u n t a r i s m provides the content o f h i s conception 
o f s u b j e c t i v i t y and h i s s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s the form i n which 
t h i s content i s organized,, The components o f vo l u n t a r i s m 
become a n a l y t i c a l elements i n a coherently organized 
t h e o r e t i c a l schemeG Parsons 8 problem o f normative 
determinism centres not on the v a l i d i t y o f conceiving o f 
normative e n t i t i e s as causes o f a c t i o n but f i r s t l y on the 
orde r i n g o f a n a l y t i c a l elements i n a t h e o r e t i c a l scheme and 
secondly on the substantive mechanisms by which normjof 
a c t i o n c o n t r o l action,, F i n a l l y , Parsons remoulds the 
¥eberian approach to the problem o f value so t h a t the 
Parsonian emphasis on t h e o r e t i c a l schemes replaces the 
p o s i t i v e relevance o f values i n the Weberian position,, 

I n chapters IV and V I have followed through these 
themes i n t o the body o f work published by Parsons between 
1937 and 1950 s t h a t i s s the p e r i o d i n which he e x p l i c i t l y 
adopts a s t r u c t u r a l f u n c t i o n a l approach to s o c i a l a c t i o n G 

The o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h i s argument has been s i m i l a r to my 
examination o f The Structure o f Social A c t i o n beginning 
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w i t h Parsons 8 general methodology and then t u r n i n g to 
the methodology o f a science o f a c t i o n 0 I n the former I 
attempted to e l u c i d a t e the nature o f the problems as Parsons 
saw them lead i n g up to what to him was the c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n 9 

t h a t o f the type o f t h e o r e t i c a l systems appropriate to the 
d e s c r i p t i o n and ana l y s i s o f e m p i r i c a l systems o f a c t i o n 0 

Parsons 8 answer t o t h i s question was the s t r u c t u r a l f u n c t i o n a l 
approach but on examination o f t h i s i t was found t h a t a 
number o f anomolies were present which suggested t h a t the 
search f o r a ' f u n c t i o n a l equivalent' t o an a n a l y t i c a l system 
was not the only i n f l u e n c e on Parsons 8 t h i n k i n g 0 The claim 
here 9 then, i s t h a t i m p l i c i t i n Parsons 9 s t r u c t u r a l 
f u n c t i o n a l i s m i s the c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the problems and 
r e s o l u t i o n s as to the nature o f s u b j e c t i v i t y 9 normative 
determinism and value i n a science o f a c t i o n 0 Chapter V 
attempted to su b s t a n t i a t e t h i s claim by examining s t r u c t u r a l 
f u n c t i o n a l i s m i n the l i g h t o f these problems 0 At t h i s 
p o i n t the d i s t i n c t i o n between s t r u c t u r a l and process 
elements i n Parsons 8 system i s c e n t r a l 0 I n p r a c t i c e t h i s 
i s p a i r e d w i t h two f u r t h e r d i s t i n c t i o n s between s o c i o l o g i c a l 
and psychological and e m p i r i c a l l y stable and dynamic 
componentSo ¥ith reference to the problem o f s u b j e c t i v i t y 
the s t r u c t u r e / s o c i o l o g i c a l / e m p i r i c a l l y s t a b l e j u x t a p o s i t i o n 
was examined focusing on the concept o f i n s t i t u t i o n . This 
c e n t r a l concept was found to account f o r the ambiguities i n 
the concept o f s t r u c t u r e and to embody the v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
sense o f 8 s u b j e c t i v i t y ' 0 On the other hand the process/ 
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psychological/dynamic side o f the p a i r i n g gains i t s 
r a t i o n a l e from the problem o f normative determinism„ 
M o t i v a t i o n as the psychological element i n Parsons' 
t h e o r e t i c a l system i s conceived as ' f u e l i n g 8 i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d 
behaviour so t h a t the problem o f the normative c o n t r o l o f 
behaviour can be overcome, i t represents ' e f f o r t ' as the 
t h i r d component o f volu n t a r i s m . 

I n two respects the t h e s i s o f t h i s study represents a 
challenge to conventional i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f Parsons' e a r l y 
work, For one t h i n g the sense o f 'voluntarism' o u t l i n e d 
here departs from the common sense rendering o f the term 
which characterizes commentaries on Parsons, I t i s p a r t l y 
t h i s which has l e d to claims t h a t there i s a s h i f t i n the 
foundations o f Parsons' t h i n k i n g from an ' a c t i o n ' to a 
'system' perspectives a claim which i s doubted here i n t h a t 
Parsons 'system" approach i s an extension and embodiment o f 
the v o l u n t a r i s t i c conception o f a c t i o n 0 These a l t e r n a t i v e 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f voluntarism and t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s w i l l 
now be examined i n more d e t a i l than the occasional reference 
I have made i n the preceding chapters. 

Bo I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f Voluntarigrn e 

I t i s p e r t i n a n t to note t h a t two reviewers o f 
The Structure o f Social A c t i o n complained about Parsons' 
l a c k o f e x p l i c i t d e s c r i p t i o n o f j u s t what was e n t a i l e d i n a 
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v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory o f action,, ((iJxrths 1 9 3 9 s ^ 0 2 ) s 

(Sprottg 1950=261))« One r e a c t i o n to t h i s has been simply 
to depreciate the term, to see i t as a piece o f 'obscure and 
pompous jargon' (Andreskij 19?2s83)„ So Murphy says 
'Parsons 8 " v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory o f a c t i o n " can be viewed as 
a vast sponge t h a t soaks up other t h e o r i e s and r e d i s t r i b u t e s 
them i n b i t s and pieces throughout i t s c e l l u l a r s t r u c t u r e ' 
( 1 9 7 2 S 6 9 ) O But more u s u a l l y ( 2 ) the term has been understood 
i n the conventional sense o f 'voluntary' i m p l y i n g t h a t a c t i o n 
i s i n some measure f r e e l y chosen by an actor able to s e l f = 
consciously decide upon h i s ends and the appropriate means 
to a t t a i n them 0 A v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory then i s one which 
more or less emphasizes the importance o f such processes 
i n i t s analysis o f s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e and change„ Once Parsons' 
pre«=war work i s defined i n t h i s way i t then seems s e l f - e v i d e n t l y 
the case t h a t 'Parsons' work shows a long-term s h i f t i n 
emphasis' from the 's u b j e c t i v e p o i n t o f view o f the actor* 
to 'the o b j e c t i v e systematic perspective' (Robertsons 19692 

2 1 9 ) . ( 3 ) . 

C r u c i a l to the establishment and v a l i d a t i o n o f t h i s 
view i s Scott's s c h o l a r l y paper 'The Changing Foundations 
o f the Parsonian A c t i o n Scheme* (1969) i n which i t i s argued 
t h a t th© voluntarism o f The Structure o f Social A c t i o n i s 
transformed i n t o *a cautious naturalism* (1969s258) i n 
Parsons' post-war a c t i o n framework 9 n a t u r a l i s m been opposed 
to v o l u n t a r i s t i c non=naturalism (1969S247)<, Scott makes 
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two valuable c o n t r i b u t i o n s , he emphasises t h a t voluntarism 
i s a metaphysical p o s i t i o n , the term r e f e r s to Parsons' 
philosophy o f the u l t i m a t e c o n s t i t u e n t s and nature o f 
r e a l i t y . F urther, he recognizes the d u a l i s t i c character 
o f t h i s philosophy. 

'Asserting t h a t human a c t i o n p a r t i c i p a t e s 
i n two metaphysical realms, t h a t o f ideas 
and values f o r i t s formation, and o f 
m a t e r i a l f a c t f o r i t s r e a l i z a t i o n , i t 
gives a metaphysical dualism as the 
foundation f o r sociology as a science' 
( 1 9 6 9 : 2 5 1 ) . 

On these two p o i n t s the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f voluntarism g.ven 
i n chapter I I I above agrees w i t h Scott. However beyond t h i s 
Scott makes c r u c i a l e r r o r s o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which lead him 
to miss the other two components o f vol u n t a r i s m , the te n s i o n 
between the two realms and the r o l e o f e f f o r t as a mechanism 
f o r r o u t i n e l y r e s o l v i n g t h a t t e n s i o n . 

These c r u c i a l e r r o r s are t h r e e f o l d and are n e a t l y 
summarized i n the f o l l o w i n g passage: 

•Values are not completely describable 
i n a n a t u r a l determinate system, even 
though values have consequences i n 
t h a t system, because v a l u a t i o n i nvolves 
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c r e a t i v e and i n n o v a t i v e f a c t o r s which 
r e s t on "acts of w i l l " 0 The r e s u l t 
i s t h a t the sciences o f a c t i o n are 
methodologically independent of the 
sciences of nature „ a„' ( l 9 6 9 s 2 5 l ) o 

The f i r s t e r r o r here i s the claim t h a t 'values are not 
completely describable i n a n a t u r a l determinate system 0

 0 

By t h i s Scott means t h a t the pre=war Parsons thought t h a t 
values could not be described and explained w i t h i n the 
a c t i o n s c i e n t i s t ° s system o f theory,. But i n t h i s he i s 
mistaken, when Parsons makes the f o l l o w i n g statement, on 
which Scott bases h i s view ( 1 9 6 9S2 5 0 ) i t i s the p o s i t i v i s t 
scheme of a c t i o n , i n which the ac t o r i s thought o f only 
as'a r a t i o n a l s c i e n t i s t ' which i s being denied^ 

' I t should be c l e a r t h a t the c r e a t i v e , 
v o l u n t a r i s t i c element which we have 
found to be involved i n the f a c t o r o f 
ends precludes a c t i o n ever being 
completely determined by modern s c i e n t i ­
f i c knowledge i n the sense o f the 
p o s i t i v e sciences' (Parsonss 1935as 

287) . 

I t i s not t h a t Parsons' v o l u n t a r i s t i c s c i e n t i f i c system 
cannot f u l l y describe values but t h a t a p o s i t i v i s t i c 
scheme which ascribes the actor only the property o f 
' i n t r i n s i c r a t i o n a l i t y ' cannot cope w i t h the element of 
values„ 
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The second e r r o r r e l a t e s to the nature o f v a l u a t i o n 
which Scott says 'involves c r e a t i v e and i n n o v a t i v e f a c t o r s 
which r e s t on "acts o f w i l l " % " " e f f o r t " and " w i l l " . 0 0 means 
non-natural e f f o r t and a w i l l at l e a s t p a r t l y f r e e from 
n a t u r a l c o n s t r a i n t s ' , (1969S250) 9 the ends t h a t men do seem 
to choose can never be f u l l y explained by a n a t u r a l or 
e m p i r i c a l science' ( 1 9 6 9S2 5 0 ) „ This i s the conventional 
sense of voluntarism, Scott seems to take the view t h a t by 
the terms Parsons wished to emphasize the freedom o f the 
actor to make self=conscious choices, t h i s being the basic 
reason why values are outside the scope of science and 
necessitate methodological dualism*, (See below) 0 Yet the 
evidence put forward i n the above chapters argues against 
t h i s , the place o f ' e f f o r t ' i s not to emphasize freedom of 
choice and self=consciousness on the p a r t of the a c t o r but 
to act as a mechanism whereby the r e c u r r e n t t e n s i o n between 
the normative and c o n d i t i o n a l worlds i s overcome by g i v i n g 
some causal 'potency' to normative elements i n the face 
of the 'automatic' c a u s a l i t y o f the c o n d i t i o n a l . 

F i n a l l y , Scott claims t h a t Parsons holds to the methodo= 
l o g i c a l independence o f the sciences o f a c t i o n from the 
sciences o f nature ( 1 9 6 9S2 5 1 ) » (See also Scotts 19613 
55s 56, 58)„ I n the sense o f the independence of conceptual 
schemes t h i s i s c o r r e c t but i n terms o f methodology, the 
l o g i c a l procedures o f science, Parsons was never a 
methodological d u a l i s t , as he c o n s i s t e n t l y took Newtonian 
mechanics as the model f o r a l l science 0 
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Scott's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f voluntarism seems flawed 
and w i t h i t the t h e s i s t h a t the foundations o f the a c t i o n 
scheme s h i f t over the pre= post<=war periods For once 
the pre=war scheme, which i s supposed to change, i s seen 
as a straw man l i t t l e r e l a t e d to Parsons' voluntarism 
then the i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y o f the pre- and post=war schemes 
di s s o l v e s , 

Several commentators on Parsons have sensed t h a t 
Scott's t h e s i s was i n c o r r e c t and have o f f e r e d a l t e r n a t i v e 
renderings o f v o l u n t a r i s m , U n f o r t u n a t e l y , from the p o i n t 
o f view o f my analysis these are also misunderstandings o f 
what l a y at the heart o f Parsons' e a r l y work, Atkinson 
( 1 9 7 18 Chapter 2) notes the ' h i g h l y novel d e f i n i t i o n ' 
(1971s31) of voluntarism i n Parsons e a r l y work and on t h i s 
basis r e j e c t s Scott's t h e s i s ( 1 971 s 13) «> I n h i s v e r s i o n 
Parsons describes a c t i o n as v o l u n t a r y because i t i s constra­
ined by norms r a t h e r than p h y s i c a l necessity, norms e x e r c i s i n g 
t h i s c o n s t r a i n t v i a the actor's f e e l i n g s which are p a r t o f 
h i s own p e r s o n a l i t y , (1 9 7 111 0 = 1 1), There i s c l e a r l y an 
element o f t h i s i n Parsons' p o s i t i o n but to emphasize t h i s 
alone misrepresents voluntarism i n t h a t i t comes f a r too 
close to Parsons' " i d e a l i s m 8 and misses the e s s e n t i a l 
dualism o f normative and c o n d i t i o n a l elements. Rather than 
being incorporated, the c o n d i t i o n a l side i s seen as a 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y aspect of Parsons' t h i n k i n g . 
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This i s the e s s e n t i a l claim put forward by Atkinson, 
t h a t The Structure o f Social A c t i o n i s 'ambiguous' (1971s 
2 1 s 23) and 'unclear' (1971g13) i n c o n t a i n i n g a number o f 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y p o s s i b i l i t i e s which are not welded together 
i n t o a coherent p o s i t i o n . The f i r s t such i n t e r n a l 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n centres on Parsons' ' p e c u l i a r view of human 
nature' (1971s18) (See also 1 9 7 1 : 3 1 ) , a mixture o f man as 
a moral being, the p o i n t made above, and Hobbesian man 
(1971•18). The l a t t e r seems to be l i n k e d to Atkinson's 
claim t h a t Parsons has a bias toward r a t i o n a l i s m i n the 
r a d i c a l l y r a t i o n a l i s t p o s i t i v i s t sense ( 1 9 7 1s 1 3)o The 
c r u c i a l p o i n t here i s t h a t Atkinson sees moral and Hobbesian 
man as c o n t r a d i c t o r y strands i n Parsons' t h i n k i n g r a t h e r 
than as the normative and conditional, components o f the 
v o l u n t a r i s t i c dualism, c o n t r a d i c t o r y i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p 
i n Parsons' metaphysic but ha r d l y an i n t e r n a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n 
i n h i s t h i n k i n g . But Atkinson sees a f u r t h e r c o n t r a d i c t i o n 
between t h i s view o f human nature and one which derives from 
Weber's a c t i o n sociology i n which the a c t i o n i s analyzed 
i n terms o f i t s meaning to the actor ( 1 9 7 1 : 1 0 - 1 1 , 17, 20 , 25 

26 , 3 1 ) 0 The c o n t r a d i c t i o n i s between emphasis on meaning 
and emphasis on man determined by moral systems or Hobbesian 
passions. The presence o f these opposing strands i n 
The Structure o f Social A c t i o n leads Atkinson to h i s f i n a l 
claim relevant here. The book i s said to contain a number 
of p o s s i b i l i t i e s (1971s 9 1 1*0 as to the f u t u r e development 
o f Parsons' work, one o f which was to elaborate the meaning-
f u l a c t i o n theme, another t h a t o f system ( 1 9 7 1 : 1 1 - 1 2 ) . 
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From t h i s incoherent set o f p o s s i b i l i t i e s Parsons i s 
i n t e r p r e t e d as s e l e c t i n g the system strand and the theme o f 
a c t i o n i s dropped to be replaced by Freudian psychology and 
the L i n t o n i a n concept o f r o l e (1971s 2 6 9 3 1 , 3 2 ) 0 

As i n Scott's case Atkinson's argument has i t s strengths, 
he r e a l i z e s t h a t the e a r l y Parsons emphasized the 'voluntary 
c o n s t r a i n t " o f i n t e r n a l i z e d norms and t h a t he was concerned 
w i t h systems o f a c t i o n and t h e i r p r o p e r t i e s . But, r a t h e r 
than rounding out the components o f voluntarism he t r e a t s 
the half-developed elements as c o n t r a d i c t o r y p o s s i b i l i t i e s . 
The Structure o f Social A c t i o n i s represented as an i n t e r n a l l y 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y work some p a r t s o f which must be dropped as 
others are developed. I n terms o f my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h i s 
i s a serious misrepresentation o f the place o f The Structure 
o f Social A c t i o n i n Parsons' o v e r a l l work, to me i t i s an 
attempt at a s y n t h e t i c r e s o l u t i o n o f the problems o f a 
science o f a c t i o n p r o v i d i n g the foundation on which Parsons 
goes on to b u i l d h i s theory o f s o c i a l systems. 

Turner and Beeghley ( l 9 7^a) would agree w i t h such a 
conclusion but not the analysis on which i t i s based. 
Thei r paper i s w r i t t e n s p e c i f i c a l l y i n c r i t i c i s m o f Scott's 
t h e s i s and argues f o r 'the c o n t i n u i t y o f the Parsonian scheme, 
e s p e c i a l l y o f the v o l u n t a r i s t i c component' ( l 9 7^as48). I n 
support of t h i s claim two themes are stressed, the f i r s t 
i s t h a t voluntarism i s interwoven w i t h Parsons' s t r a t e g y o f 
theory c o n s t r u c t i o n . This agrees w i t h an o v e r a l l component 
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o f my discussion, the 'interdependence' o f Parsons' 
conception o f science and v o l u n t a r i s m 0 The second p a r t 
of the Turner/Beeghley case i s to f o l l o w through 'voluntarism' 
i n Parsons' 'mature' theory, f o r example, the cybernetic 
hierarchy of norms and con d i t i o n s and the generalized 
media o f exchange„ As such t h i s goes beyond the l i m i t s 
o f my concern but t h i s i s not important as the c e n t r a l 
question here i s j u s t what Turner and Beeghley understand 
by 'voluntarism'„ I t i s , i n f a c t , the paradigmic case o f 
vo l u n t a r y a c t i o n i n the conventional sense, To them Parsons 
maintains a 'clear c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n o f voluntarism as 
i n v o l v i n g choice and decis i o n making t h a t i s circumscribed 
by ideas and s i t u a t i o n a l c o n d i t i o n s ' ( l 9 7 ^ a s ^ 9 ) o Voluntarism 
connotes the ' i n t e r p r e t i v e and d e c i s i o n making processes on 
the p a r t o f a c t o r s ' , ( l 9 7 ^ a s 4 9 ) but here ifdth the emphasis 
t h a t a c t i o n takes place w i t h i n l i m i t i n g conditions5 there 
are c o n s t r a i n t s on f r e e a c t i v i t y which are patterned and o r d e r l y 
but which always leave open the p o s s i b i l i t y o f choice 0 I n 
summary, then, ' a c t i o n involves the actor making decisions 
as to the means to achieve goals, a l l o f which are constrained 
by ideas and s i t u a t i o n a l c o n d i t i o n s ' (1 97^as 49) .» 

Two p o i n t s must be noted here. F i r s t l y , Turner and 
Beeghley's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f a c t i o n i m p l i e s t h a t the 
actor's purposes and r u l e s are s i g n i f i c a n t to the d e s c r i p t i o n 
and explanation o f a c t i o n . I t i s the actor who makes the 
decisions by reference to h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f r u l e s and 
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plans f o r the f u t u r e 0 The s i g n i f i c a n c e o f men as 
purposive, self-conscious and reasoning beings i s inherent 
i n the conventional sense o f v o l u n t a r y a c t i o n . Secondly 
however, the conventional d e f i n i t i o n also contains the 
idea o f c o n s t r a i n t s upon f r e e l y determined a c t i o n . A c t i o n 
involves choice between more or less favourable a l t e r n a t i v e s 0 

A l e s s favourable p o s s i b i l i t y c a r r i e s w i t h i t greater 
costso The a c t o r makes h i s choice according to the various 
c o n s t r a i n t s under which he labours. Note how Turner and 
Beeghley include the actor's ideas under t h i s category. 
Indeed, they use the term to include norms, values, sentiment 
et c . , ( l 9 7^as^ 9)o So the actor's ' s o c i e t y ' , understood as 
a normative order o f c u l t u r a l l y defined a t t i t u d e s and 
p r a c t i c e s , are p a r t o f the c o n d i t i o n s under which the actor 
a c t s . So the conventional d e f i n i t i o n i m p l i e s t h a t a 
v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory includes a) a conception o f the actor 
as a purposive, self-consious and reasoning being and b) a 
conception o f s o c i e t y as, to a degree, a c o n d i t i o n o f a c t i o n . 
Yet we have found t h a t Parsons denies both o f these p o i n t s 
as c o n s t i t u e n t s o f h i s a c t i o n scheme, the f i r s t i n p r a c t i c e 
despite the Weberian r h e t o r i c and the second e x p l i c i t l y i n 
the r e j e c t i o n o f • s o c i o l o g i s t i c p o s i t i v i s m ' . Turner and 
Beeghley are r i g h t to s t r e s s the l i n k o f methodology and 
metaphysics and r i g h t (so f a r as the l i m i t s o f t h i s work 
allow judgement) to stress the c o n t i n u i t y o f voluntarism but 
wrong i n t h e i r understanding o f what i t i s t h a t continues (h) 



- 268 -

Unlike the f i r s t three i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f voluntarism 
I have considered my f i n a l two commentaries are unconcerned 
w i t h the issue o f change and c o n t i n u i t y i n Parsons 8 work,, 
The focus f o r them i s the comparison and con t r a s t between 
Parsons and Marx. Whilst t h i s throws up some i n t e r e s t i n g 
p o i n t s i t i s u n f o r t u n a t e l y no guarantee o f accurate 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Parsons. Therborn's (1973) paper i s 
a co n t r a s t o f Parsons 8 v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory o f a c t i o n and 
Marx's concept o f p r a c t i c e . To him 'Parsons 8 " v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
theory o f a c t i o n " i s n e i t h e r v o l u n t a r i s t i c nor about a c t i o n i n 
the o r d i n a r y sense o f these words 8 ( 1 9 7 3S1 6O). To Parsons 
the d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t y o f a c t i o n i s t h a t i t i s ' s u b j e c t i v e 8 

w h i l s t to Therborn the o r d i n a r y sense connotes 'doing 
something', a p o i n t I w i l l r e t u r n t o . Again ' v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
i s not conceived as the opposite to d e t e r m i n i s t i c 8 (1973*159) 

r a t h e r , 'the c r u c i a l t h i n g ' (1973s159) about a v o l u n t a r i s t i c 
theory o f a c t i o n is t h a t i t includes normative elements i n a 
systematic way. Therborn notes t h a t Parsons d i f f e r e n t i a t e s 
v o l u n t a r i s m from idealism by i n c l u d i n g o b j e c t i v e c o n d i t i o n s 
but since idealism plays such a l i m i t e d r o l e i n the Anglo-
Saxon world he says Parsons' main t h r u s t i s toward emphasis 
on normative elements. The e f f e c t o£ t h i s i s t h a t Therborn 
f o r g e t s about the d u a l i s t i c character o f Parsons 8 metaphysics 
8Parsons 8 "voluntarism" means determinisms the ends 
i n d i v i d u a l s s t r i v e f o r are determined by the common values 
of the s o c i e t y they l i v e i n ' ( 1 9 7 3 * 1 6 0 ) . A q u a l i f i c a t i o n 
i s , however, added? Parsons i s aware o f the Durkheimian 
danger o f e l e v a t i n g s o c i a l conformity i n t o the supreme moral 
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v i r t u e so tha t Parsons stresses not so much conformity as 
'the p o s i t i v e value o f c o l l e c t i v e value commitment's, 
(1973s161) the value o f commitment per se w i t h l i t t l e 
concern f o r a c t u a l l y doing anything 8 f o r the r e a l i s a t i o n o f 
values' ( 1 9 7 3 s 1 6 1 ) . 

Whilst Therborn has the mer i t o f moving away from 
the conventional sense o f v o l u n t a r y a c t i o n h i s p o s i t i v e 
c o n t r i b u t i o n seems tone to be badly flawed. The c o n d i t i o n a l 
side o f Parsons' dualism, w h i l s t noted, i s q u i c k l y f o r g o t t e n 
so the tension and the focus on how the dualism i s bridged 
are missed. As a consequence Therborn's emphasis i s t h a t 
Parsons shows ' l i t t l e concern f o r p r a c t i c a l a c t i v i t y f o r 
the r e a l i z a t i o n o f values' by contrast to the Marxian concept 
of p r a c t i c e i n which the emphasis i s on the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f 
objects through a c t i o n (1 9 7 3 s 1 6 9 ) . As Therborn puts i t , 
i n the theory o f a c t i o n 'nothing i s being done' (1 9 7 3 s 1 6 9 ) . 

I n a sense t h i s i s a p o i n t but i t i s more to do w i t h Parsons 
l a c k o f an a c t i v e concept o f the actor than h i s l a c k of 
concern f o r the r e a l i z a t i o n o f values. The l a t t e r i s a 
primary concern i n the sense o f the balance o f normative 
and c o n d i t i o n a l elements represented by the s t a t e o f 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n and the r o l e of conformity w i t h norms 
as the causal 'force' behind the normative elements. 

The f i n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f voluntarism I s h a l l 
consider i s t h a t put forward by Gouldner (1971s189=95) 0 

At some p o i n t s Gouldner comes close to the analysis o f 
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voluntarism presented here, f o r example, he stresses 
the close connection between norms and e f f o r t , only through 
the l a t t e r are the former r e a l i z e d and t h i s i s the primary 
f u n c t i o n o f e f f o r t and w i l l i n Parons' voluntarism (1971s 
1 9 0 = l ) o But again Gouldner's account has a number o f 
c r u c i a l flaws which I w i l l r e t u r n to a f t e r o u t l i n i n g h i s 
p o s i t i o n . Parsons' voluntarism p o r t r a y s man as 'a goal= 
o r i e n t e d , s t r i v i n g c r e a t u r e 5 , (1971s189) ' a c t i o n r e f e r s to 
a process i n which the concrete human plays an a c t i v e , 
not merely an adaptive r o l e ' ( 1 9 7 1S 1 9 0 ) o This means t h a t 
Parsons stresses the d i f f e r e n c e t h a t men's e f f o r t s make to 
the course o f h i s t o r y , he does not say t h a t men a t t a i n 
what they s t r i v e f o r but the f a c t t h a t they so s t r i v e has 
an i n f l u e n c e ( 1 9 7 1 3 1 9 2 ) B " I t i s t h i s sheer d i f f e r e n c e 
t h a t i s important to Parsons because h i s voluntarism i s 
p r i m a r i l y an expression o f h i s anti=determinism' ( 1 9 7 1S 1 9 0 )O 
Gouldner emphasizes t h i s a n t i = d e t e r m i n i s t i c character o f 
volu n t a r i s m i n which values and men's e f f o r t s to a t t a i n 
them form a randomizing f a c t o r the e f f e c t o f which on the 
s o c i a l process i s u n p r e d i c t a b l e s So he p o i n t s out t h a t 
Parsons, i n i n s i s t i n g t h a t the normative cannot be reduced 
to the c o n d i t i o n a l , s k i r t s the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t moral 
norms might be shaped by s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s 0 Instead, they 
stand as 'the prime s t a r t i n g mechanisms, the unmoved 
movers' ( 1 9 7 1S 1 9 0 ) o But they are not the only 'movers', 
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Gouldner p o i n t s out t h a t v o l u n t a r i s m a l s o i n c o r p o r a t e s 

o b s t a c l e s t o the a t t a i n m e n t o f v a l u e s . I t i s t h e s e 9 t o g e t h e r 

w i t h t h e random q u a l i t y o f moral norms t h a t l e a d t h e con-

sequences o f a c t i o n t o be o t h e r t h a n men intend,, So % 

"Man i s seen as bound by n o n - r a t i o n a l 

m o r a l i t i e s , c o n f i n e d and t h w a r t e d by 

o t h e r f o r c e s s and r e p e a t e d l y t r a p p e d by 

the u n a n t i c i p a t e d consequences o f 

p u r p o s i v e s o c i a l a c t i o n D To Parsons 

men are f r e e t o s t r i v e , b u t are n o t 

f r e e t o achieve what t h e y s t r i v e f o r " 

( 1 9 7 1 S 1 9 2 - 3 ) • 

To Gouldner t h i s i s Marx's a l i e n a t e d man 'but what f o r 

Marx i s an h i s t o r i c a l p a t h o l o g y t o be overcome i s f o r 

Parsons t h e u n a v o i d a b l e and e t e r n a l c o n d i t i o n o f man' 

( 1 9 7 1 : 1 9 3 ) o 

On one o r two p o i n t s Gouldner e l a b o r a t e s h i s account 

r a t h e r f u r t h e r t h a n Parsons' t e x t s w i l l a l l o w 9 f o r example, 

the u n a n t i c i p a t e d consequences o f a c t i o n i s n o t a major 

theme o f Parsons' e a r l y w o r k s However t h e major d e f i c i e n c y 

o f Gouldner's p o s i t i o n i s h i s c l a i m t h a t v o l u n t a r i s m i s 

an e x p r e s s i o n o f Parsons' a n t i - d e t e r m i n i s m ( 5 ) , t h r o u g h 

t h e r a n d o m i z i n g s t a t u s o f moral v a l u e s and norms. T h i s i s 



- 272 ~ 

s i m p l y n o t the case, Parsons wants t o t r e a t u l t i m a t e 

v a l u e s and norms o f a c t i o n as c a u s a l elements i n a theor e = 

t i c a l systems analogous t o c l a s s i c a l mechanics„ Parsons 8 

t h e o r e t i c a l systems are i n p r i n c i p l e i n t e r n a l l y d e t e r m i n a t e , 

t h e element o f non~determinacy e n t e r i n g i n from h i s c l a i m 

t h a t any c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n must be analyzed t h r o u g h a 

p l u r a l i t y o f t h e o r e t i c a l systems w h i c h , as a whole, w i l l 

o n l y be f u l l y i n t e g r a t e d i n an i d e a l s t a t e o f p e r f e c t 

knowledge,, Gouldner's e r r o r , t h e n , i s t o d i v o r c e the 

v o l u n t a r i s t i c metaphysic from Parsons' methodology o f s c i e n c e 0 

I n t h e c o n t e x t o f the l a t t e r v o l u n t a r i s m i s n o t an e x p r e s s i o n 

o f a n t i = d e t e r m i n i s m b u t Parsons' source o f t h e d e t e r m i n a t e 

c a u s a l elements o f a c t i o n 0 

T h i s s e c t i o n has c o n s i d e r e d a number o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s 

o f v o l u n t a r i s m c r i t i c i s i n g them from t h e p o i n t o f v i e w o f 

the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Parsons pursued i n the above c h a p t e r s 0 

As a c o n c l u d i n g s e c t i o n I T ^ i l l t u r n t o some c r i t i c a l 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f Parsons' c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y a 

Co Parsons' C o n t r i b u t i o n t o S o c i o l o g i c a l T h e o r y e 

My p r i m a r y t a s k i n t h i s s t u d y has been one o f e x e g e s i s , 

the l o c a t i o n o f one p r o b l e m a t i c theme and the e x p l o r a t i o n o f 

i t s r a m i f i c a t i o n s i n Parsons' e a r l y work,, As such my e f f o r t s 

have been s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y l i m i t e d i n two r e s p e c t s whatever 

the o t h e r d e f i c i e n c i e s o f my argument a F i r s t l y , I have 

been concerned w i t h Parsons' work over a l i m i t e d t i m e p e r i o d , 
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1928=50, a l t h o u g h i t seems t o me a c r i t i c a l p e r i o d i n 

Parsons' c a r e e r as i t marks t h e f o u n d a t i o n phase i n whic h 

t h e c o r n e r s t o n e s o f methodology and t h e o r e t i c a l c o n t e n t were 

l a i d , , Secondly, I have n o t s y s t e m a t i c a l l y c r i t i c i s e d 

Parsons' p o s i t i o n , , I n d i s c u s s i n g m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems 

o f a science o f a c t i o n I have used i s s u e s developed by 

o t h e r s as a f o i l t o h i g h l i g h t Parsons' p a r t i c u l a r stance b u t 

I have n o t f e l t s u f f i c i e n t l y committed t o such a l t e r n a t i v e s 

t o use them as s t a n d p o i n t s from xirhich t o compare, c o n t r a s t 

and c r i t i c i s e Parsons„ However, i n t h i s c o n c l u d i n g 

s e c t i o n I propose t o put f o r w a r d a c r i t i c a l assessment o f 

Parsons 0 c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s o c i o l o g i c a l t h e o r y u s i n g t he 

d i s c u s s i o n o f the above c h a p t e r s as my base b u t g o i n g 

r a t h e r beyond what t h a t base, i n i t s e l f , w i l l s t a n d B 

I i v i l l c o n s i d e r Parsons 9 c o n t r i b u t i o n i n f o u r r e s p e c t s , 

h i s r o l e i n e s t a b l i s h i n g c l a s s i c a l European s o c i o l o g y i n 

th e mainstream o f modern American s o c i o l o g y , h i s emphasis 

on t h e o r y , h i s p l a c e i n c o n c e p t u a l debates i n s o c i o l o g y 

and t h e v a l u e o f h i s s u b s t a n t i v e c o n c e p t u a l scheme f o r 

s o c i o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s 8 I n each case i t seems t o me 

Parsons' c o n t r i b u t i o n i s a double-edged sword* On the one 

hand, h i s p o s i t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s o c i o l o g y i n t h e above 

areas has been enormous, on the o t h e r hand i t has been an 

i n f l u e n c e w h i c h i n i t s p a r t i c u l a r P a r s o n i a n form has 

r e t a r d e d t h e development o f s o c i o l o g y 6 The l a s t p o i n t 

o b v i o u s l y i m p l i e s a judgement on what a s t a t e o f ' h e a l t h y * 

development o f s o c i o l o g y c o n s i s t s i n whic h I s h a l l r e t u r n t o 

at t h e end„ 
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As a t r a n s l a t o r o f t h e c l a s s i c s , an i n f l u e n t i a l 

t e a c h e r and perhaps p a r t i c u l a r l y as t h e a u t h o r o f The S t r u c t u r e 

o f S o c i a l A c t i o n Parsons has p l a y e d a major r o l e i n e s t a b l i s h i n g 

c l a s s i c a l European sociology,, n o t a b l y Durkheim and Ueber, 

as an e s s e n t i a l component o f modern, American dominated, 

w e s t e r n s o c i o l o g y 0 Parsons was n o t , o f course, alone i n 

t h i s , one can t h i n k o f a l o n g l i s t o f European emigres t o 

America who b r o u g h t w i t h them m e t h o d o l o g i c a l and s u b s t a n t i v e 

i d e a s from t h e f e r t i l e p l a i n s o f European s o c i a l t h o u g h t i n 

t h e p e r i o d between 1890 and t h e second w o r l d war„ Boas, ( 6 ) 

S o r o k i n and t h e wide v a r i e t y o f r e f u g e e s from N a z i Germany 

are obvious examples 0 As w e l l as t h i s o t h e r s c h o l a r s 

b e s ides Parsons s t u d i e d i n Europe and b r o u g h t back i d e a s t o 

America ( 7 ) o However, Parsons' c o n t r i b u t i o n was perhaps 

o u t s t a n d i n g because he focused on what i s the major i m p o r t 

o f t h e c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n , t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e e s s e n t i a l 

and d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f modern s o c i e t i e s . D i f f e r e n t i a t i o n , 

an i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c m o r a l o r d e r and anomie from Durkheim, 

r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n , b u r e a u c r a c y and P r o t e s t a n t i s m from ¥eber 

are a l l p r e s e n t i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n and i n 

Parsons' 1940»s essays „ (For example; ("1 942b] , ( l 9 4 2 d ) s 

( I 9 4 2 e ) , [ f 9 4 2 f j , [ l 9 4 2 g ] , [ 1 9 4 5C], [ l 9 4 6 b ] ) 0 Yet Parsons' 

c o n t r i b u t i o n has been a s e l e c t i v e one i n two waysj s e l e c t i v e 

i n t h e t h e o r i s t s whom Parsons i n c l u d e d as major s o c i o l o g i s t s 

and s e l e c t i v e i n t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f f e r e d o f those so 

d e s i g n a t e d o On the f i r s t L e v i n e (1965s10) has n o t e d t h e 
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absence o f Simmel from t h e P a r s o n i a n corpus ( 8 ) and no 

doubt o t h e r h i s t o r i a n s o f the d i s c i p l i n e would w i s h t o 

emphasise t h e importance o f o t h e r thinkers<, But one 

om i s s i o n i s outstandings, t h a t o f Marx ( 9 ) o 

Of c o u r s e 9 Parsons i n c l u d e d two b r i e f s e c t i o n s on 

Marx i n The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n w h i c h , w i t h i n 

t h e i r l i m i t s o f space and focus seems t o me q u i t e p e n e t r a -

t i n g , But Parsons' essay ' S o c i a l Classes and Class 

C o n f l i c t i n the L i g h t o f Recent S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory' wh i c h 

was w r i t t e n as a ' s t o c k t a k i n g o f where Marx and Engels 

s t o o d i n an i m p o r t a n t l i n e o f development o f s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e ' [ l9^9ds323] seems more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f Parsons' 

t r e a t m e n t o f Marx. Of t h i s two t h i n g s can be s a i d s 

Parsons' Marx i s ' v u l g a r ' i n t h e extreme and overshadowed 

by t h e P a r s o n i a n framework i n terms o f which Marx i s c a s t 0 

T h i s i s u n f o r t u n a t e as, i n two senses, Marx ought t o have 

m e r i t e d c l o s e r s t u d y by Parsons, he s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y 

f a c e d and at t e m p t e d t o overcome the d i v i s i o n between 

i d e a l i s m and p o s i t i v i s m (10) and emphasized t h e c l o s e l i n k s 

between what are now termed economics and sociology,. One 

can, o f course, o n l y s p e c u l a t e as t o what t he outcome o f 

Parsons t a k i n g a more s e r i o u s view o f Marx might have been 

b u t i f he had re g a r d e d Marx as a f o u n d i n g f a t h e r r a t h e r t h a n 

g r a n d f a t h e r o f s o c i o l o g y , t h a t i s , i f such themes as 

e x p l o i t a t i o n , c l a s s c o n f l i c t and i d e o l o g y had been as 
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c e n t r a l as the Durkheimian and ¥eberian t h e n perhaps 

some o f what now seems t o many t o be c r u d i t i e s i n the 

P a r s o n i a n corpus, n o t a b l y the n o t i o n o f common v a l u e 

system and the c o n t i n u e d f a i l u r e t o a p p r e c i a t e the power 

element o f s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , might have been avoided„ 

Of course, these are b i g 4 f s ' a 

I mentioned a moment ago t h a t Parsons reads Marx 

i n terms o f h i s own frameworks T h i s tendency, however, 

i s n o t p a r t i c u l a r t o Parsons 1 t r e a t m e n t o f Marx, i t i s a 

g e n e r a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e c l a s s i c a l 

t h i n k e r s o Indeed, t h i s i s h i s a d m i t t e d procedures 

The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n was n o t i n t e n d e d as a 

c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the h i s t o r y o f s o c i o l o g y b u t aimed t o use 

t h a t h i s t o r y as a r e s o u r c e t o b u i l d Parsons' t h e o r y ( ( l937as 

x x i ] s /,19^9t>sxviJ ) 0 T h i s has i t s commendable aspect b u t 

a l s o r e g r e t t a b l e consequences. I t can l e a d t o s e r i o u s 

m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the ideas o f o t h e r s , t h e most n o t a b l e 

case o f t h i s c o n s i d e r e d here i s Parsons' ' I n t r o d u c t i o n ' 

(19^1 a] t o h i s t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e f i r s t t h r e e c h a p t e r s o f 

Weber's Economy and S o c i e t y i n which Weber's d i s c u s s i o n o f 

p s y c h o l o g y , f u n c t i o n a l i s m and g e n e r a l t h e o r y i n r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t o s o c i o l o g y are b o w d l e r i z e d by Parsons (See Chapters I V and 

V above)0 Others have made s i m i l a r c l a i m s , f o r example. 

Pope (1973) and Giddens (1972) on Parsons' Durkheim and 

B u t t s (1975) and Cohen e t a l 0 (1975) on h i s t r e a t m e n t o f 
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I7eber a But these are p a r t i c u l a r cases and some would 

argue t h a t Parsons' r e a d i n g o f the c l a s s i c s i s o n l y as 

one-sided as any o t h e r man's, 

There i s , however, a more s e r i o u s charge h e r e , t o 

do w i t h t h e n a t u r e o f t h e Pa r s o n i a n framework i n terms o f 

wh i c h t h e c l a s s i c a l s o c i o l o g i s t s are i n t e r p r e t e d , , I t i s 

marked by t h e convergence t h e s i s , t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e 

c a t e g o r i a l frameworks employed by the c l a s s i c a l s o c i o l o g i s t s 

i n d i f f e r i n g i n t e l l e c t u a l t r a d i t i o n s developed i n such a way 

as t o move t o g e t h e r and form a s i n g l e body o f theory,, Three 

p o i n t s are o f no t e c o n c e r n i n g t h i s 8 F i r s t l y , dubious 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e c l a s s i c s by Parsons on p a r t i c u l a r 

p o i n t s are l i n k e d t o the o v e r a l l framework o f convergence, 

th e p a r t i c u l a r i s moulded by t h e g e n e r a l framework, For 

example, Bensman and G i v a n t (1975) have demonstrated t h e 

c o n t r a s t between Weber's use o f t h e term 'charisma' and i t s 

sense i n modern s o c i o l o g y , i n c l u d i n g Parsons« WTailst ¥eber 

s t r e s s e s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between charisma and s o c i a l change 

t h e modern usage makes i t a mechanism o f l e g i t i m a t i o n o f 

e s t a b l i s h e d v a l u e s and i n s t i t u t i o n s , Bensman and G i v a n t 

n o t e (1975s590) t h a t i t i s on t h i s b a s i s t h a t Parsons makes 

th e c l a i m o f convergence between Durkheim's and ¥eber around 

th e concepts o f 'sacredness' and 'charisma's The second 

p o i n t o f n o t e here i s t h e v a l i d i t y o f t h e convergence t h e s i s . 

Only r e c e n t l y has t h e t h e s i s been s u b j e c t e d t o d e t a i l e d 

e x a m i n a t i o n and t h a t o f o n l y j o u r n a l a r t i c l e l e n g t h s But 

Pope e t a l . (1975) do enough i n t h e i r paper t o s u b s t a n t i a t e 
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the s u s p i c i o n s o f many who have been unconvinced by t h e 

c l a i m . They show how Durkheim and Weber d i v e r g e on key 

components o f Parsons' t h e s i s such as t h e importance o f 

s u b j e c t i v e s t a t e s i n s o c i o l o g i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n , t h e c e n t r a l i t y 

o f norms o f conduct and common v a l u e s i n s o c i a l l i f e and the 

n a t u r e o f moral and market b e h a v i o u r , A f u l l assessment 

o f t h e convergence t h e s i s and i t s c r i t i c s i s beyond the 

scope o f t h i s work b u t one l a s t p o i n t seems p a r t i c u l a r l y 

r e l e v a n t , "Whether o r n o t t h e t h e s i s i s v a l i d i t has an 

i m p o r t a n t consequence f o r Parsons* t r e a t m e n t o f c l a s s i c a l 

s o c i o l o g y . I t means t h a t he s t r e s s e s t h e s i m i l a r i t i e s between 

d i f f e r e n t b o d i e s o f t h e o r y and p l a y s down t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s , 

t h e u n i t y o f the s o c i o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n overshadows t h e 

v a r i e t y o f approaches t o the s o c i a l w o r l d d i s p l a y e d i n 

t h a t t r a d i t i o n , t h e d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f s o c i o l o g y a v a i l a b l e 

and t he v a r y i n g problems and i n s i g h t s t h e y g e n e r a t e . T h i s 

p o i n t can be e x e m p l i f i e d i n t h e n e x t two areas i n whic h 

Parsons has made a c o n t r i b u t i o n b u t a g a i n one w h i c h has i t s 

n e g a t i v e s i d e . 

Parsons has, o f course, always i n s i s t e d upon t h e 

t h e o r e t i c a l c h a r a c t e r o f s o c i o l o g y , an emphasis w h i c h , 

a c c o r d i n g t o Rocher was ' a g a i n s t t he t i d e o f American 

s o c i o l o g y ' ( 1974 :15 ) i n t h e 1930's so t h a t Parsons must be 

p a r t l y c r e d i t e d f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e p l a c e o f t h e o r y i n 

s o c i o l o g y . But Parsons' c o n c e p t i o n o f ' t h e o r y ' has 

n o t found u n i v e r s a l a p p r o v a l amongst h i s c o l l e a g u e s , 

from e a r l y i n h i s c a r e e r c r i t i c i s m s o f h i s s y s t e m a t i c , 
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a n a l y t i c a l s g e n e r a l t h e o r y have been f o r t h c o m i n g ( 1 1 ) 0 

S p e c i f i c p o i n t s o f d i s s e n s i o n have been n o t e d i n the above 

d i s c u s s i o n w h i c h w i l l n o t be ta k e n up h e r e c Rather, some 

more g e n e r a l o b s e r v a t i o n s can be made. F i r s t l y , a l t h o u g h 

Parsons w r i t e s a good d e a l on the n a t u r e o f h i s approach t o 

t h e o r y t h i s , l i k e o t h e r aspects o f h i s work, i s o f t e n muddled 

and r e q u i r e s c o n s i d e r a b l e e f f o r t t o d e c i p h e r . I n The 

S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n , f o r example, t h e d i s t i n c t i o n s 

between t he d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f concepts and a n a l y s i s w h i c h 

Parsons i n s i s t s upon are n o t o n l y d i f f i c u l t t o f o l l o w b u t 

a l s o i m p l y e l a b o r a t i o n s n o t made a t a l l e x p l i c i t , , The 

n a t u r e o f what I have termed " s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s ' i l l u s t r a t e s 

t h i s o F u r t h e r , my a n a l y s i s o f the s t r u c t u r a l f u n c t i o n a l 

approach t o t h e o r e t i c a l systems e x e m p l i f i e s a f u r t h e r t r a i t , 

t h e c o v e r t c o n g l o m e r a t i o n o f m e t h o d o l o g i c a l procedures w i t h 

s u b s t a n t i v e and m e t a p h y s i c a l a s s e r t i o n s . A n o t h e r prominant 

example o f t h i s i s t h e n o t i o n o f ' e q u i l i b r i u m ' w h i c h Buckley 

(1967s 11=17) f o r one, p o i n t s o u t i s n o t o n l y a s t a t e o f 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between c a u s a l v a r i a b l e s b u t an e m p i r i c a l 

s t a t e o f s o c i a l o r d e r i n Parsons' t h i n k i n g , 

A second g e n e r a l o b s e r v a t i o n i s e s p e c i a l l y important„ 

Parsons' response t o c r i t i c i s m i s t y p i c a l l y n o t t o argue 

h i s case p o i n t f o r p o i n t a g a i n s t o t h e r s b u t t o i n c o r p o r a t e 

the c r i t i c ' s p o s i t i o n as a p a r t i c u l a r aspect o f h i s g e n e r a l 

t h e o r y . So Merton's (19^8) c r i t i c i s m o f Parsons' programme 
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f o r g e n e r a l t h e o r y i n s o c i o l o g y i s n o t r e p l i e d t o b u t 

becomes on" f i e l d o f t h e o r e t i c a l development wh i c h must 

be r e l a t e d t o g e n e r a l t h e o r y e ( P a r s o n s ; 1950as35l] <• 

T h i s i s t o bypass Merton's p o i n t t h a t 'the r o a d t o an 

e f f e c t i v e c o n c e p t u a l scheme w i l l be the more e f f e c t i v e l y 

b u i l t t h r o u g h work on s p e c i f i c t h e o r i e s 9 and t h a t i t w i l l 

r emain a l a r g e l y u n f u l f i l l e d p l a n , i f one seeks t o b u i l d 

i t d i r e c t l y a t t h i s t i m e 8 ( 1 9 ^ 8S1 6 6 ) „ Schwanenberg 

i r o n i c a l l y comments t h a t t h e c o n t r o v e r s y between Parsons 

and t h e l o g i c o = > e m p i r i c i s t s i s { b o u n d a r y = m a i n t a i n i n g ' , 

(19715570) meaning t h a t each s i d e m a i n t a i n s i t s p o s i t i o n 

a g a i n s t t h e t h r e a t e n i n g f o r c e s o f t h e o u t s i d e environment 

r a t h e r t h a n a d d r e s s i n g c r i t i c i s m o p e n l y and e x p l o r i n g t h e 

n a t u r e and v a r i e t y o f ' t h e o r y " i n s o c i o l o g y 0 

The same 1 i n c o r p o r a t i o n i s t ' s t r a t e g y i s m a n i f e s t i n 

Parsons' t h i r d c o n t r i b u t i o n t o s o c i o l o g y , h i s response t o 

c o n c e p t u a l debates on the n a t u r e o f the s o c i a l worldo 

But b e f o r e e l a b o r a t i n g t h i s p o i n t Parsons' p o s i t i v e c o n t r i ­

b u t i o n must be n o t e d , as one o f h i s most severe c r i t i c s says 

' t h e r e i s no o t h e r work by an academic s o c i o l o g i s t t o d a y 

t h a t i s as r e l e v a n t t o t h e e n t i r e g a l a x y o f i m p o r t a n t 

t h e o r e t i c a l i s s u e s ' (Gouldner; 1 9 7 1 ; 1 6 8 ) „ I n so f a r as 

t h i s means t h a t i n almost any ar e a o f debate Parsons i s 

t h e r e , t h a t he has addressed t he problem, t h i s i s t h e 

case c One can i n s t a n c e t h e t h r e e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems 

o f a sci e n c e o f a c t i o n d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s work as w e l l as 
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i n d i v i d u a l i s m and c o l l e c t i v i s m ( p e r s o n a l i t y and s o c i a l 

systems) o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p between m i c r o and m a c r o - l e v e l 

processes and s t r u c t u r e s ( 1 2 ) , Yet Parsons seems t o me t o 

r e c u r r i n g l y c l o s e t h e i s s u e by a v o i d i n g i t © W i t h r e s p e c t 

t o the problem o f s u b j e c t i v i t y the i s s u e has c e n t r e d on 

t h e q u a l i t y o f 'meaning', the s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r s o c i o l o g y 

o f man as a p u r p o s i v e , s e l f - c o n s i o u s and r e a s o n i n g b e i n g . 

But t h i s q u e s t i o n i s never s e r i o u s l y broached by Parsons, 

r a t h e r i t i s r e f o r r . i u i a t e d and t h e r e b y bypassed w i t h i n h i s 

a n a l y t i c / v o l u n t a r i s t i c theory,, S i m i l a r l y w i t h n o r m a t i v e 

d e t e r m i n i s m , the d i f f e r e n t p o s s i b i l i t i e s p r e s e n t e d by 

c a u s a l and m e a n i n g f u l r e l a t i o n s h i p s between norms and 

a c t i o n s are c l o s e d o f f by t r a n s f o r m i n g t h e i r d i f f e r e n t 

m ethodologies i n t o t y p e s o f s u b s t a n t i v e norm t h e r e b y 

begging the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l i s s u e s , The e f f e c t o f t h i s 

i s a g a i n t o d e p r e c i a t e the v a r i e t y o f p o s s i b l e conceptua­

l i z a t i o n s o f t h e s o c i a l w o r l d and t h e d i f f e r e n t l o g i c s 

o f procedure and p r a c t i c a l a c t i o n t h e y i m p l y , 

When one t u r n s t o t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f Parsons' 

s u b s t a n t i v e scheme o f concepts the i n s i d i o u s e f f e c t s o f 

t h i s p e r s i s t a n t i n c o r p o r a t i o n i s t , i s s u e c l o s i n g , t u r n o f 

mind come t o the f o r e . Parsons' framework o f r o l e , 

c o l l e c t i v i t y , i n s t i t u t i o n , s o c i a l system, s o c i a l i z a t i o n 

and s o c i a l c o n t r o l / d e v i a n c e mechanisms i s o f t e n employed 

i n s o c i o l o g i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s , e x p l i c i t l y o r n o t . 
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Yet i t i s a framework s u i t e d t o a s e l e c t i v e range o f 

quest i o n s r e l a t i n g t o the c o n d i t i o n s o f and i n t e r r e l a t i o n " 

s h i p s between i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d b e h a v i o u r e The controversy-

o ver t h e concept o f r o l e , f o r example, as t o whether r o l e s 

are 'taken' o r "made0 i s , as M e n n e l l (1974S76~7) p o i n t s o u t , 

i n some r e s p e c t s a non=argument as r o l e s are "taken" i f 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y a v a i l a b l e w h i l s t 'made' i f n o t . Parsons, 

however, c l a i m s h i s t o be the s o c i o l o g i c a l framework, t o use 

h i s own terms he a t t e m p t s t o be ' e n c y c l o p a e d i c ' and 
5 i m p e r i a l i s t i c 5 and hence i s i n s e n s i t i v e t o h i s own l i m i t a ­

t i o n s o Perhaps i n r e a c t i o n t o Parsons' s t r e s s on u n i f i e d 

c o n c e p t u a l frameworks my own b i a s i s towa r d a Weberian/ 

Po p p e r i a n approach i n w h i c h t h e o r y i s a means t o an end, a 

t e n t a t i v e and temporary c o n j e c t u r e t o be judged i n terms o f 

what i t can do i n t h e way o f e x p l a n a t i o n o f problems„ Such 

an approach makes i t incumbant upon the s o c i o l o g i s t t o be 

c o n t i n u o u s l y aware o f the l i m i t s o f h i s own approach and 

th e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f o t h e r s , i t s e n s i t i z e s one t o the v a r i e t y 

o f s o c i o l o g y and what t h a t r e f l e c t s , t h e v a r i e t y o f p o s s i b l e 

s o c i a l w o r l d s o Parsons on t h e o t h e r hand d i s p l a y s what 

J a r o s l a v Hasek c a l l s a ' s y n c r e t i c ' s t a t e o f minds 'he t r i e d 

t o s e t t l e c o n c e p t u a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s by means o f compromises 

w h i c h were c a r r i e d t o a p o i n t when a l l views merged and 

l o s t t h e i r i d e n t i t y ' ( 1 9 7 4S4 3 3 ) « 
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NOTES 

1, The f o u r commentaries i n the t e x t are a l l q u i t e 
r e c e n t , However, emphasis on the p r o p e r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Parsons" methodology i s l o n g 
s t a n d i n g , see f o r examples B o s k o f f ( 1 9 5 0 )S 
Barber ( 1 9 5 6 ) , Ogles ( 1 9 6 1 ) , 

2 , Ignorance o f Parsons' methodology s t i l l seems t o 
be widespread, a r e c e n t t e x t b o o k on the p h i l o s o p h y 
o f s o c i a l science h a p p i l y l a b e l s him a ' p o s i t i v i s t ' 
and i g n o r e s h i s own " a n a l y t i c a l r e a l i s m ' and h i s 
l o n g s t a n d i n g concern w i t h c a u s a l mechanisms d e s p i t e 
a d v o c a t i n g the n o t i o n o f r e a l i s t i c mechanisms 
i t s e l f (Keat and Urrys 1975s90=5)* 

3 o These problems w i l l be d e t a i l e d below, 

k0 I am p a r t i c u l a r l y i n d e b t e d t o I v a n O l i v e r f o r p r e s s i n g 
t h i s p o i n t home t o me, A f u r t h e r aspect o f the 
i r o n y i s t h a t Parsons, as one o f the p o s i t i v e as w e l l 
as n e g a t i v e i n f l u e n c e s on ethnomethodology i s one l i n k 
between the German and American M e t h o d e n s t r e i t 
(Lassman ( 1 97^ 1 31 ) ) o 

5 , A f u r t h e r p o i n t here i s the p a r a l l e l between Rudner's 
(1966183) c r i t i c i s m o f Winch on t h e grounds t h a t he 
commits the ' r e p r o d u c t i v e f a l l a c y ' and the Parsons-
Weber c r i t i c i s m o f i d e a l i s m ' s a t t e m p t t o d e s c r i b e 
the s o c i a l w o r l d i n a l l i t s c o n c r e t e d e t a i l . On 
the l a t t e r , see below, 

6, At t h e L.S.E. on 1^lth May, 197^, 

7 , As Parsons t e l l s us i n (197*U216=7, 2 2 1). However 
t h i s i s q u i t e e v i d e n t i n h i s e a r l y work, see 
e s p e c i a l l y p 937a: 27-*H] . 

8, I t might seem here t h a t I am o v e r l o o k i n g t he p o p u l a r 
view d e r i v i n g from S c o t t (1969) t h a t d u r i n g h i s 
c a r e e r Parsons has changed from an a n t i = s c i e n c e , 
a c t i o n p o s i t i o n t o a s c i e n t i f i c , systems one. 
T h i s view w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d l a t e r , s u f f i c e i t t o say 
now t h a t I w i l l argue t h a t i t i s f u n d a m e n t a l l y i n 
e r r o r . 
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9 o I must beg the r e a d e r ' s pardon f o r t h i s r a t h e r 
c o n v o l u t e d t e r m i n o l o g y , i t would take t oo l o n g 
t o c l e a r l y d e f i n e t h e terms employed here and 
t h e i r c o n t e x t 0 T h i s w i l l be done i n more 
s y s t e m a t i c d i s c u s s i o n below, the p o i n t a t t h e 
moment b e i n g s i m p l y t o i l l u s t r a t e Parsons' 
awareness o f t h e q u e s t i o n o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between s u b j e c t i v e e n t i t i e s and b e h a v i o u r . 

CHAPTER I I 

1 o T h i s c o n t r a s t o f sci e n c e and common sense 
e m p i r i c a l knowledge w i l l be r e t u r n e d t o s h o r t l y , 

2 , A l t h o u g h t h e major r e s o u r c e f o r Chapter I I and I I I 
i s The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n o c c a s i o n a l 
r e f e r e n c e w i l l be made t o Parsons e a r l y p a p e r s , 

3 , See a l s o |/I937as57] and (1936c s 359) . Parsons 
i s o f course making a c o n s i d e r a b l e e m p i r i c a l 
c l a i m here which h i s example h a r d l y ' p r o v e s 0 . 
Some would perhaps want t o agree w i t h him, Burke 
(1968s4^7) p o i n t s t o t h e s i m i l a r i t y between Parsons 
and A r i s t o t l e b u t o t h e r s would n o t , Whorf, f o r 
example, sees the c o u p l e t ' a c t o r ' and ' a c t i o n ' as a 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f Standard Average European language 
b u t n o t a l l languages (1 9 5 6s241-k), A g a i n , Gouldner 
makes t h e same p o i n t (1956?37)<> The u n i v e r s a l i t y o f 
the b a s i c framework o f a c t i o n w i l l be t a k e n up a g a i n 
l a t e r , 

h0 Whether t he t h e o r y i s v e r i f i e d , i n p a r t i c u l a r i t s 
convergence t h e s i s , i s open t o s e r i o u s d o u b t , I 
w i l l make a comment on t h i s i n t h e c o n c l u s i o n , 

5, A t h i r d p o s i t i o n , t h e d i a l e c t i c a l , where development 
i s immanent t o t h e o r y i n i t s e l f i s mentioned 
f l 9 3 7 a ; 7 2 5 9 x x i ~ x x i i ] b u t i s i r r e l e v a n t h e r e , 

6, Compare t h i s w i t h O ' N e i l l (1972) i n w h i c h i t i s 
argued t h a t c l a s s i c a l s o c i o l o g y ' s m o r a l concern 
w i t h t h e v a l u e and r a t i o n a l i t y o f t h e modern s o c i a l 
o r d e r are t r a n s f o r m e d by Parsons i n t o t h e ' a n a l y t i c a l 
elements* o f v a l u e and r a t i o n a l i t y . T h i s t r a n s l a t i o n 
o f 'value* i n t o ' t h e o r y ' w i l l be f u r t h e r d i s c u s s e d 
below, 

7 , I n t h i s r e s p e c t as i n o t h e r s Parsons' t h e o r y i s 
something o f a p r e c u r s o r o f Kuhn's (1970) h i s t o r y / 
p h i l o s o p h y o f s c i e n c e . The P a r s o n i a n change i n 
t h e o r e t i c a l systems i s s i m i l a r t o Kuhn's paradigm 
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s h i f t s . Parsons' r e s i d u a l c a t e g o r i e s might be 
compared t o Kuhn's anomolies as indee d might t h e 
emphasis on t h e o r y as a paradigm mapping o u t 
the w o r l d e 

8 0 The c r i t e r i o n by which such a judgement can 
be made w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the s e c t i o n on frames 
o f r e f e r e n c e b e l o w 0 

9 o The paradox t h a t the p o s i t i v i s t i c t h e o r y o f a c t i o n 
i s n o t ' r e a l l y ' a t h e o r y o f a c t i o n i s tak e n up by 
S c o t t ( 1 9 6 2 ) , However t h i s paper i s marked by 
the f a i l u r e t o p u t Parsons' d i s c u s s i o n o f p o s i t i v i s m 
and u t i l i t a r i a n i s m i n t o t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e 
development o f s c i e n c e 0 

10o T h i s account i s , f o r the sake o f p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n , 
c a s t i n r a t h e r o v e r = s i m p l e terms, i n p a r t i c u l a r i t 
s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t t h e d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r i s an 
a n a l y t i c a l one, n o t one o f c o n c r e t e 'things'„ 

1 1 „ i / i t h w h i c h Parsons was f a m i l i e r and indee d concerned, 
see f o r example ( 1 9 7 0S8 2 6 ) o For d i s c u s s i o n o f 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l economics w h i c h tends t o c o n f i r m Parsons' 
' e n c y c l o p e d i c ' d e s c r i p t i o n see Ayres e t al„ ( 1 9 6 3)0 

1 2 0 Others are n o t so convinced, see f o r example, S o r o k i n 
( 1 9 6 61 4 0 5 ) , K i r k p a t r i c k ( 1 9 3 8 ) , Mulkay ( 1971 i68=69) 
who express doubts on the e m p i r i c a l s t a t u s o f 
The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l Action,, 

1 3 o T h i s phrase s h o u l d be n o t e d p a r t i c u l a r l y , r e a l i s m 
a p p l i e s t o some, n o t a l l , s c i e n t i f i c c o n c e p t s , 

1 4 , Parsons p o s i t i o n on the p l a c e o f v a l u e s i n scie n c e 
a l s o b e a r s upon t h i s q u e s t i o n b u t d i s c u s s i o n o f t h i s 
w i l l be postponed u n t i l t h e n e x t c h a p t e r . 

15 e Compare w i t h L e v i s o n (1974s103=7) i n w h i c h a s i m i l a r 
example o f t h e d i f f e r e n t i d i o m s i n which an event can 
be d e s c r i b e d i s d i s c u s s e d , 

16, Parsons does n o t make t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n e x p l i c i t a l t h o u g h 
he does use t h e p r i m a r y - s e c o n d a r y d i s t i n c t i o n i n 
f l 9 3 7 a s 7 3 7 ~ 7 4 8 ] , 

17= T h i s has been p a r t i c u l a r l y emphasised r e c e n t l y by 
Bershady (1973s Chapter 4) a l t h o u g h H i n c k l e (1952s 
226-39) c l e a r l y s t a t e d i t some c o n s i d e r a b l e time ago. 



- 286 -

17a a Compare w i t h Bershady (1973s39=^0) where Parsons' 
penchant f o r ' a n a l y s i s ' i s b r i l l i a n t l y summarized,, 

18„ T h i s i s h a r d l y a new d i s t i n c t i o n , compare w i t h 
Comte's ' t h e o r e t i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l s c i e n c e s 

197^s^6=9) and a b s t r a c t and c o n c r e t e laws 
1 8 7 5 0 0 = 1 ) . 

19« Parsons 8 ' i d i o s y n c r a c y 1 here w i l l be t a k e n up and 
d i s c u s s e d f u r t h e r i n Chapter I V 9 

20o The c o n t e n t o f the above pa r a g r a p h w i l l be g r e a t l y 
expanded and d i s c u s s e d i n Chapter I I I 0 

2 1 0 Commentators on Parsons have r a r e l y t h o u g h t w e l l o f 
h i s a n a l y t i c a l laws, M a r t i n d a l e (1961s^2^=5) n i c e l y 
e x e m p l i f i e s a common responses i r o n i c condescension,, 

22„ Other commentators on Parsons have n o t e d t h a t h i s 
manner o f r e a s o n i n g i s n o t q u i t e what he c l a i m s 
(eog„ B l a c k (1961g 2 7 1) Wood ( 1 9 6 8 ) ) and have hence 
a t t e m p t e d t o r e c o n s t r u c t Parsons' l o g i c a l procedure„ 
For examples Devereux (1961g ^ 5 = 5 3 ) 9 W i l l i a m s (19 6 1s 
9 3 ) , M i t c h e l l ( 1 9 6 7S 1 1 - 1 2 ) , 

23o The importance o f *systemicy" t o Parsons t h o u g h t has 
o f course l o n g been r e a l i z e d b u t so o f t e n t h i s i s seen 
as a f e a t u r e o f h i s post-war work, an e x c e p t i o n i s 
Schwanenberg (1 9 7 1) who r e c o g n i z e s and c l e a r l y o u t l i n e s 
th e p l a c e o f sy s t e m i c y t h r o u g h o u t Parsons' l i f e - w o r k , , 

2ko See a l s o Cohen (1975)» Parsons (1975) and Pope (1975) 
i n w h i c h Pope's o r i g i n a l paper i s commented on and he 
defends h i s c a s e 0 

25o The g e n e r a l t h e o r y o f s c i e n t i f i c p r o g r e s s w h i c h forms 
the c o n t e x t f o r t h i s p o i n t has a l r e a d y been outlined„ 

2 6 0 T h i s i s emphasised and e x p l o r e d t o some degree by 
M a r t e l ( 1 9 7 1 ) 0 

27o A tendency which i s s t i l l p r e v a l e n t a c c o r d i n g t o one 
r e c e n t s t u d y o f the s o c i o l o g y o f economic b e h a v i o u r 
( M a r t i n and Frye r s 1973*21-2) , , 

CHAPTER I I I 

1„ Parsons' concern w i t h and r e j e c t i o n o f i d e a l i s m has 
o f t e n been r a t h e r u n d e r p l a y e d i n f a v o u r o f h i s p o l e m i c 
a g a i n s t p o s i t i v i s m , two n o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n s are 
Devereux (1961s16-18) and e s p e c i a l l y Bershady ( 1 9 7 3 ) • 
But t h i s tendency i s u n f o r t u n a t e as h i s b r i e f a n a l y s i s 
o f i d e a l i s m ft 937as 473-87] i s d i r e c t l y t o t h e p o i n t o f 
t h i s p r e s e n t work showing a grasp o f t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 
arguments o f f e r e d w i t h i n i d e a l i s m a g a i n s t a sci e n c e 
o f a ction,, 
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2 . Parsons has been r i g h t l y c r i t i c i s e d on t h i s p o i n t 
by S o r o k i n ( l 9 6 6 5 3 0 6 ) and Bottomore ( l 9 7 5 ; 3 9 ) e 

3 . I t i s perhaps p e r t i n e n t t o n o t e i n these days o f 
rampant s o c i o l o g i c a l s u b j e c t i v i s m t h a t two o f the 
contemporary r e v i e w e r s o f The S t r u c t u r e o f S o c i a l A c t i o n 
adopted a b e h a v i o u r i s t stance i n c r i t i c i s m o f Parsons 
(pinneys 1 9 ^ 0 : 1 9 0 = 1 , B i e r s t e d t : 1938) and o f course 
b e h a v i o u r i s m s t i l l l i v e s , a n i c e example b e i n g 
S u t h e r l a n d ( 1 9 7 0 ) . 

U, I w i l l t a k e up the v a r i o u s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f v o l u n t a r i s m 
i n c h a p t e r V I . 

5 . I add t h i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n as i t seems t o me q u i t e 
i n a c c u r a t e t o say t h a t Weber works i n terms o f a 
d u a l i s m o f v a l u e s and h e r e d i t y / e n v i r o n m e n t , h i s 
s t r e s s i s on the t r a g i c d u a l i s m o f v a l u e s and 
c o n d i t i o n a l s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s , (see b e l o w ) . 
T h i s i s n i c e l y summarized by Salomon ( 1 9 3 * + : 1 5 2 - 3 ) « 

6 0 See i n p a r t i c u l a r (Pope e t a l . s 1975)» t n e c o n t r a s t 
o f Weber and Durkheim on t h i s i s s u e i s o f course w e l l 
known, as w e l l as the obvious p r i m a r y works see 
Bendix (1971 ) 9 L e v i s o n (197*+: Chapter 3 ) Taube ( 1 9 6 6 ) . 

7 s Parsons grounds h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f u t i l i t a r i a n i s m i n the 
h i s t o r y o f i d e a s ^ h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f a c t u a l h i s t o r i c a l 
f i g u r e s has been r e c u r r e n t l y doubted ( e . g . B a r r y (1 9 7 0 s 
7 6 - 8 6 ) , Peel ( 1 9 7 1 S Chapters 3 and 4 ) , S c o t t ( 1 9 6 2 ) , 
S o r o k i n ( 1 9 6 6 : 4 0 6 ))„ I t would seem b e s t t o r e g a r d 
• u t i l i t a r i a n i s m * and ' p o s i t i v i s m * as c o n c e p t u a l 
s t r u c t u r e s r e l e v a n t t o Parsons' t h i n k i n g r a t h e r t h a n 
analyses o f t h e t h o u g h t o f s e l f - c o n f e s s i n g u t i l i t a r i a n 
and p o s i t i v i s t i c t h i n k e r s . T h i s i s a l l t h a t i s 
r e q u i r e d f o r my purposes. 

8 0 The r a t i o n a l e f o r t h i s c o n f l a t i o n w i l l be examined 
below i n the d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e problem o f n o r m a t i v e 
d e t e r m i n i s m . 

9 . A p o i n t n o t e d by Pinney ( 1 9 ^ 0 5 1 8 5 = 6 ) and Wallace (1969:3*+) 

1 0 . T h i s aspect o f American f u n c t i o n a l i s t t h i n k i n g has been 
n o t e d by Dore(W7 .' 4 l i ) w h o ta k e s up the c o n t r a s t 
between n a t u r a l systems i n w h i c h t h e p a r t s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 
e f f e c t each o t h e r and s o c i a l systems i n which t h i s i s 
n o t t h e case, r a t h e r , f o r example, 'The mutual r e l a t i o n 
o f , say, the system o f s o c i a l i z a t i o n t o the system o f 
p o l i t i c a l c o n t r o l i s mediated by the p e r s o n a l i t y s t r u c t u r e 
and as such i t i s a r e l a t i o n w h i c h r e q u i r e s a l o n g time 
i n t e r v a l t o work t h r o u g h the whole c a u s a l sequence*. 
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11, I t i s perhaps r e l e v a n t t o not e Merton's ( 1 9 3 ^ ) 

e a r l y paper on Diirlcheim h e r e f o r two reasons: 
a) H i s acknowledgement t o Parsonss * I am de e p l y 
i n d e b t e d t o Dr» Parsons f o r much o f th e v i e w p o i n t 
h e r e e x p r e s s e d 9

 ( 1 9 3 4 S 1 0 7 ) „ b) His e x p l i c i t 
c oncern w i t h t h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l problems o f 
c a u s a t i o n i n Durkhiem ( 1 9 3 4 ; 1 0 5 ) „ I t would 
appear th a n t h a t Parsons was aware t h a t 'the 
changing meaning o f c o n s t r a i n t ' had m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 
i m p l i c a t i o n s as w e l l as consequences f o r Durkheirn's 
c o n c e p t u a l scheme, 

1 2 0 I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o compare t h i s w i t h Gorman's ( 1 9 7 5 ) 

a n a l y s i s o f Schutz's phenoinenological s o c i o l o g y i n 
t h a t he found a p a t t e r n i n Schuts p a r a l l e l t o t h e 
p r e s e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Parsons, namely, t he 
r e w o r k i n g o f the problems o f c a u s a l i t y , freedom and 
de t e r m i n i s m so t h a t Schutz's a c t o r chooses f r e e l y t o 
obey s o c i a l l y expected p a t t e r n s o f b e h a v i o u r 0 

1 3 o Compare t h i s w i t h Rocher's statements ' I t was 
p r e d i c t a b l e t h a t Parsons s h o u l d be l e d t o u n d e r t a k e 
a p s y c h o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s o f s o c i a l a c t i o n * • s t h e 
i d e a o f a c t i o n e a e i m p l i e d t h a t the s o c i a l a c t o r 
possessed p s y c h o l o g i c a l energy and m o t i v a t i o n w h i c h 
Parsons ought one day t o a t t e m p t t o e x p l a i n ' ( 1 9 7 ^ S 9 9 ) < > 

14„ Indeed the l i n k between Parsons' methodology and th e 
problem o f s o c i a l o r d e r has a l r e a d y been made by 
Schwanenberg ( 1 9 7 1 ) and t o a l e s s e r degree by Zimmerman 
and Wider ( 1 9 7 1 s 2 8 6 - 7 ) . 

1 5 o Parsons' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Weber on v a l u e r e l e v a n c e 
has been c r i t i c i s e d by Sahay ( 1 9 7 2 ; Chapter 6 ) and 
B u t t s ( 1 9 7 5 ) • For the k e r n e l o f Weber's id e a s on 
v a l u e r e l e v a n c e and t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r concept 
f o r m a t i o n i n s o c i o l o g y see B r y a n t ( 1 9 7 6 s 3 ^ 3 = ^ 0 • 

1 6 „ See f o r example Weber ( 1 9 ^ 9 * 1 1 2 ) . There i s no 
r e f e r e n c e t o i/eber g i v e n by Parsons a t t h i s p o i n t e 

I can o n l y t h i n k t h a t he has th e t y p o l o g y o f w o r l d 
r e l i g i o n s i n m i n d e T h i s begs t h e q u e s t i o n , t h e 
t y p o l o g y i s t h e o b j e c t o f s t u d y n o t the p e r s p e c t i v e 
o f s t u d y . The f o u r g r e a t r e l i g i o u s systems u n d e r s t o o d 
i n terms o f the t w o f o l d dichotomy a s c e t i s r n - m y s t i c i s m / 
i n n e r - o t h e r w o r l d l i n e s s forms a f i n i t e system o n l y 
from t h e l i m i t e d p e r s p e c t i v e o f th e problem o f 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n 0 

1 7 , , I w i l l s u b s t a n t i a t e t h i s c l a i m and f u r t h e r d i s c u s s t h e 
changing f o u n d a t i o n s t h e s i s i n c h a p t e r V I . 
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CHAPTER I V 

1 . W i t h B o B a r b e r . 

2„ To use Merton's term, i t i s clear t h a t t h i s i s 
what Parsons i s r e f e r r i n g t o 0 

I / i t h r e f e r e n c e t o the two l i s t s o f 
v a r i e t i e s o f t h e o r y i n t h e t e x t i t i s c l e a r t h a t 
Parsons h i m s e l f c o n t r i b u t e s t o a l l t ypes i n t h e 
second l i s t w h i l s t w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o the f i r s t Parsons 
o b j e c t s t o t h e overemphasis o f the f i r s t two elements 
n o t t o t h e i r s t a t u s as t ypes o f t h e o r i s i n g ( l 9 3 8 a s l 6 ) 0 

4 . B i e r s t e c l t (1 967s 1 6 l ) c o n s t r u e s Parsons i n t h i s way. 

5 . Doubt i s c a s t on t h e m a t h e m a t i c a l s t a t u r e o f Dodd's 
approach by the p a r a l l e l r e v i e w by the m a t h e m a t i c i a n 
S 9T. B e l l ( 1 9 4 2 ) . 

6 0 Compare w i t h t h e c r i t i c i s m s o f Parsons p u t f o r w a r d 
by B i e r s t e d t ( 1959? 138 ) and B u t t s ( 1 9 7 0 ) . 

7 . Cf. B l a c k ( 1 9 6 1 ; 2 8 0 = 1 ) , Rocher ( 1 9 7 4 ; 9 7 ) T u r k ( 1 9 6 7 s 
4 5 = 7 ) . 

8 , C f e Moore ( 1 9 6 5 ) , Bottomore ( 1 9 7 5 ) » 

9 c C f 8 Mulkay ( 1 9 7 1 : 7 6 = 8 3 ), B i e r s t e d t ( 1 9 5 9 s 1 3 8 ) * 

10. Cf. Homans ( 1 9 7 1s 1 0 5 = 8 ), Schrag ( 1 9 5 2 ) , T u r k ( 1967? 
4 8 = 5 0 ) . 

1 1 . Cf. F a r i s ( 1 9 5 3 ) ? S o r o k i n ( 1 9 5 6:14= 5 ) . 

1 2 . A g a i n , f o r c r i t i c i s m o f Parsons from r a t h e r c l o s e r t o home 
see Sheldon ( 1 9 6 2 s e.g. 4 3 ) , 

13» Parsons' c r i t i q u e o f Max Weber's approach t o t h e o r y 
i n s cience w i l l be o m i t t e d from t h i s s e c t i o n as i t i s 
more a p p r o p r i a t e l y d i s c u s s e d l a t e r . 

14. For examples o f what Parsons has i n mind see 
Goldenweisser's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f the r a t i o n a l i s m o f 
e v o l u t i o n a r y t h e o r y ( 1 9 2 5 S 2 2 0 ) and S t a r k ' s ( 1 9 7 3 ) 
c o n t r a s t o f V o l t a i r e ( r a t i o n a l i s t i c p o s i t i v i s t ) and Herder 
( i d e a l i s t ) . 

15« R a c i a l d e t e r m i n i s m i s one example o f a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l i s t 
p o s i t i s m . ( F o r examples see H a r r i s ( 1 9 6 9 s Chapter 4 ) ) . 
A r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t c u r r e n t example i s P r a t t ' s n o t i o n 
o f b i o l o g i c a l l y s e l e c t e d s o c i a l needs ( 1 9 7 5 ) » 
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16„ Compare w i t h Cancian's ( 1 9 6 8 ) use o f Mavaho W i t c h c r a f t 
t o e x e m p l i f y t he f a l l a c i e s o f f u n c t i o n a l e x p l a n a t i o n ! 

1 7 o I t i s o f i n t e r e s t t o compare t h i s w i t h Merton's ( 1 9 4 8 ) 
d i s c u s s i o n o f Parsons ( 1 9 4 8 b ) i n which he expresses 
the f e a r t h a t s y s t e m a t i c t h e o r y i s b u t an o t h e r example 
o f n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y system b u i l d i n g , , I n the 
o p i n i o n o f many Merton's f e a r s have been s u b s t a n t i a t e d 
b u t as t h e above i n d i c a t e s Parsons h i m s e l f f e l t t h a t 
a d i s t i n c t i o n c o u l d be made between h i s approach and 
the s t e r i l i t y o f the p a s t and t h a t c e r t a i n problems 
l e d toward the n e c e s s i t y o f s y s t e m a t i c a n a l y t i c a l 
t h e o r y o 

18O See Gouldner ( 1 9 6 7s 1 5 3 = 6 ), i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e p o i n t 
t h a t t o t a l k s i m p l y o f the interdependence o f e m p i r i c a l 
system p a r t s makes t h i s an 8 u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d a t t r i b u t e " 
o f a l l t he p a r t s o f a system, everyt h i n g - i s r e l a t e d 
t o e v e r y t h i n g e l s e t o an equal d e g r e e 0 

19<> A p o i n t emphasized by Bershady ( 1 9 7 4 S 1 5 2 ) and 
Devereux ( 1 9 6 1s 1 4 9 1 5 , 2 0 ) . 

20„ Compare w i t h M i t c h e l l ( 1 9 6 7 2 5 0 ) , B u t t s ( 1 9 7 0 148= 9 ) 
and Meadows ( 1 9 5 7 2 3 = 6 ) who a r r i v e a t a s i m i l a r 
conclusion,, The a c c e p t a b i l i t y o f the c o n c l u s i o n 
however i s d e b a t a b l e ; B u t t s and B a r r y ( 1 9 7 0 S 1 7 0 ~ 1 ) 
c r i t i c i z e t h e n o n = e m p i r i c a l s t a t u s o f t h e system 
p o s t u l a t e , Lee ( 1 9 6 5 ) sees i t as a p o p u l a r myth used 
i n everyday l i f e t o o r d e r s o c i a l w o r l d s b u t r e i f i e d 
by s o c i a l science w h i l s t some p h i l o s o p h e r s o f sci e n c e 
have e x p l o r e d t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f a non«= s y s t e m i c , d i s o r -
d e r l y assumption, see t h e papers by Feibleman, 
H a r t s h o m e and Weiss i n Kuntz ( 1 9 6 8 S 3 = 1 3 9 2 5 3 - 6 7 , 14 -20 
respectively)„ 

2 1 . T h i s passage c o n t a i n s t o o much f o r what i s r e q u i r e d 
a t t h e p r e s e n t p o i n t o f d i s c u s s i o n . The n o t i o n s o f 
s t r u c t u r e , f u n c t i o n and i n s t i t u t i o n w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d 
presently„ They are c o n s t i t u e n t s o f Parsons' s o l u t i o n s 
t o t h e problems a t i s s u e h e r e , The l a t t e r i s the focus 
a t the moment„ 

2 2 0 Compare w i t h Brodbeck's c r i t e r i o n o f completeness i n 
p e r f e c t knowledge ( 1 9 7 3s 2 9 8 = 3 0 1 ) . 

2 3 . See a l s o B l a c k ( 1 9 6 1 S 2 8 3 ) „ 

2 4 0 T u r k p u t s f o r w a r d a s i m i l a r c r i t i c i s m ( 1 9 6 7g 4 8 = 5 0 ) „ 

2 5 o I t i s o f i n t e r e s t t h a t Parsons s t i l l seems t o h o l d 
to t h i s d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e problem o f e x p l a n a t i o n . 
I n 1974 he w r i t e s s 

• I f I was u n d u l y p a r t i a l t o the c o v e r i n g law 
model, t h a t i s , t h a t o f a l o g i c o - d e d u c t i v e 
system o f whic h t he g r e a t h i s t o r i c a l example 
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has been t h a t o f Newton, f o r a good many-
y e a r s , I was e a r l y s e n s i t i z e d t o one problem 
about i t , namely, t he problem o f l e v e l o f 
a b s t r a c t i o n " ( 1 9 7 4J2 1 7 ) ° 

That i s , t he g e n e r a l i t y o f concepts and the c a t e g o r i z a t i o n 
o f a p a r t i c u l a r event as a "case' o f a g e n e r a l concept„ 
Something a k i n t o Parsons i s suggested by T a y l o r 
( 1 9 7 0 S 5 3 ) o 

2 6 o I n a r a t h e r l a t e r essay Parsons mentions t h a t s t a t i s t i c a l 
m a n i p u l a t i o n may a l s o p e r f o r m t h i s f u n c t i o n ( l 9 4 6 a s 6 6 4 ) „ 

2 7 o Parsons has r e c e n t l y a d m i t t e d the importance o f t h e 
Newtonian mechanics as a model o f science i n h i s e a r l y 
work (1974 s216-7 , 2 2 1 ) . 

28„ Something a k i n t o Parsons 5 a n a l y t i c a l system seems t o 
be suggested by Brodbeck (1973s295=8) and Meehan ( 1 9 6 8 s 
48-55) . 

29o T h i s i s s a r c a s t i c a l l y n o t e d by Cahnmann and B o s k o f f who 
w r i t e ; "Those engaged i n r e s e a r c h o f t h i s s o r t agree 
w i t h Parsons t h a t i d e a l - t y p e t h e o r y i s '"the most 
d i f f i c u l t l e v e l on which t o develop a co h e r e n t g e n e r a l i z e d 
system'' , b u t t h e y are l i k e l y t o supplement t h a t statement 
by s a y i n g t h a t t h e development o f such a ''system 1' i s 
no t t he purpose f o r w h i c h i d e a l t y pe t h e o r y i s i n t e n d e d ' 
( 1 9 6 4S 1 1 ) 0 For an example o f i d e a l t y pe t h e o r i z i n g 
which admits t o be non-systemic see Rex (1974s Chapters, 
5, 6, 79 n o t e p a r t i c u l a r comment on Parsons c r i t i c i s m s 
o f Weber's type atomism pp. 9 7 ) 0 

30 0 F o o t n o t e t o the r e p r i n t o f t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n [1941a] 
i n c l u d e d i n Essays i n S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory„ F i r s t E d i t i o n , 
PP. 6 7 o 

31 0 Note f o r examples 'A s u b j e c t i v e l y " r a t i o n a l " a c t i o n i s 
no t i d e n t i c a l w i t h a r a t i o n a l l y " c o r r e c t " a c t i o n , i . e . , 
one w h i c h uses t h e o b j e c t i v e l y c o r r e c t means i n 
accord w i t h s c i e n t i f i c knowledge,, Rather, i t means 
o n l y t h a t t h e s u b j e c t i v e i n t e n t i o n o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l i s 
p l a n f u l l y d i r e c t e d t o the means which are reg a r d e d as 
c o r r e c t f o r a g i v e n end, Thus a p r o g r e s s i v e s u b j e c t i v e 
r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n o f conduct i s n o t n e c e s s a r i l y the same 
as p r o g r e s s i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f r a t i o n a l l y o r t e c h n i c a l l y 
• c o r r e c t * b e h a v i o u r 0 Magic, f o r example, has been, j u s t 
as s y s t e m a t i c a l l y ^ r a t i o n a l i z e d " as p h y s i c s ' (Weber, 1949s 
3 4 ) . 

3 2 o From the p o i n t o f vi e w o f t h e o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e o f my 
argument t h e p r e s e n t paragraph i s r a t h e r premature b u t 
i s i n c l u d e d f a r t h e reason o u t l i n e d b e l o w 0 
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3 3 o I d ate t h i s as 1941 a l t h o u g h i t was n o t p u b l i s h e d 
u n t i l 1947 f o r reasons e x p l a i n e d i n the b i b l i o g r a p h y G 

3 4 . F o o t n o t e t o the r e p r i n t o f the I n t r o d u c t i o n //1941a] 
i n Essays i n S o c i o l o g i c a l Theory,, F i r s t E d i t i o n , 
pp. 6 7 . 

3 5 ° A l s o a b i o l o g i s t and a l o n g s t a n d i n g i n f l u e n c e on 
Parsons b u t an advocate o f an a n a l y t i c a l r a t h e r 
t h a n s t r u c t u r a l = f u n c t i o n a l t h e o r e t i c a l system. 
For f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n on t h i s background see 
Parsons ( 1 9 7 0:828 - 3 3 ) , Heyl ( 1 9 6 8 ) , Barber ( l 9 7 0 ) o 

3 6 . T h i s has been o u t l i n e d by I s a j i \ , r ( 1 9 6 8 : 1 0 = 1 5 ) b u t 
i n a most u n c r i t i c a l way, i n p a r t i c u l a r h i s acceptance 
o f the d i s t i n c t i o n between s t r u c t u r e and process 
concepts w h i c h w i l l be much d i s c u s s e d below. See 
a l s o B u c k l e y ( 1 9 5 7s249= 5 0 ) „ 

3 7 o B a s i c a l l } r what i s i n v o l v e d here i s a c o n f l a t i o n o f 
mechanical ( a n a l y t i c ) and o r g a n i c ( s t r u c t u r a l -
f u n c t i o n a l concepts o f system, a d i s t i n c t i o n o f t e n 
made i n the l i t e r a t u r e ( e . g . Deutsch ( 1 9 6 3 : 2 2 = 3 8 ) 9 
Krupp ( 1 9 6 5 ) S Meadows ( 1 9 5 7 ) and R u s s e t t ( 1 9 6 6 : 
7 8 = 8 5 ) ) c 

CHAPTER V. 

1 , See the d i s c u s s i o n o f t h i s i n c h a p t e r I I I . For 
ex p r e s s i o n s o f doubt on t h e not i o n o f s o c i a l 
c o n d i t i o n s i n t h e 1940»s see f l 9^5as 222J , ( 1 9 4 8 b : 
1 6 0 ) 0 

2 a Note t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between p r i m a r y and secondary 
frames o f r e f e r e n c e i n c h a p t e r I I . 

3 . Dawe ( 1 9 7 0 : 2 1 6 = 7 ) and B l a c k ( 1 9 6 1 : 2 8 1 ) have 
s c e p t i c a l l y n o t e d t h i s s t r a t e g y , 

4 . C a t t o n ( 1 9 6 6:80= 4 ) has c r i t i c i s e d Parsons on h i s 
use o f ' s t a t i c s ' and 'dynamics' p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e 
e q u a t i o n o f s t a t i c s w i t h s t a b i l i t y , dynamics w i t h 
v a r i a b i l i t y . 

5 . There i s , o f course, an i s s u e here as t o t h e s t a t u s 
o f ' v a l u e s ' , see, f o r example, K o l b ( 1 9 5 7 )» What 
c r e a t e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n o f c o n c e p t / v e r b a l j u g g l e r y i s 
Parsons' e x p r e s s i o n o f the problem, whether v a l u e s 
b e l o n g i n t h i s o r t h a t c l a s s i f i c a t o r y box o r have one 
o f t h e i r ownI 
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6 . The d i s t i n c t i o n between t h e e m p i r i c a l and l o g i c a l 
s i d e s o f the concept o f s t r u c t u r e i s s i m i l a r t o 
Gluckmann's p o i n t o f c o n t r a s t between R a d c l i f f e = 
Brown and L e v i = S t r a u s s ; 9..„ i n the one case, 
s t r u c t u r a l t h o u g h t , t h e approach d e r i v e s from the 
analogy w i t h b i o l o g y , and i n v o l v e s an e m p i r i c a l 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e s t r u c t u r e o f s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s , 
w h i l e t h e o t h e r t akes t h i s l e v e l o f a n a l y s i s f o r 
g r a n t e d and t r i e s t o d i s c o v e r more a b s t r a c t p r i n c i p l e s 
o f o r g a n i z a t i o n g o v e r n i n g s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s . S t r u c t u r e 
r e f e r s t o q u i t e d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s o f r e a l i t y i n t h e 
two cases' ( 1 9 7 4 ; 2 4 3 ) . 

7 . B u c k l e y ( 1 9 6 7 ; 2 3 = 3 1 ) has n o t e d the a m b i g u i t y as t o 
whether Parsons' s o c i a l system i s composed o f a l l 
p a t t e r n e d processes o f i n t e r a c t i o n o r o n l y 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t t e r n s and has t r a c e d t h e 
consequences o f t h i s on Parsons' t r e a t m e n t o f 
d e v i a n c e , c o n f l i c t and change. 

8 . A f o u r t h element, t h e a c t o r ' s p s y c h o l o g y , i s a l s o 
i n c l u d e d by Parsons b u t i t w i l l be ommitted here f o r 
b r e v i t y and because i t poses s p e c i a l problems t o be 
d i s c u s s e d l a t e r . 

9 . Parsons s u b s t i t u t i o n o f n o r m a t i v e o r d e r f o r b e h a v i o u r a l 
u n i f o r m i t i e s has been c r i t i c a l l y n o t e d by G e l l n e r 
( 1 9 7 3 * 9 4 = 5 ) , Homans ( 1 9 7 1 S 1 0 3 ) and Murphy ( 1 9 7 2 ; 
Chapter 2 ) . 

1 0 o See Mayhew ( 1 9 6 8 ) e s p e c i a l l y pp. 4 2 7 = 8 . 

1 1 . The a m b i g u i t y between s i t u a t i o n as ' s u b j e c t i v e d e f i n i t i o n ' 
and as ' r e a l i s t i c c o n s t r a i n t s ' i n Parsons work has been 
n o t e d by Merton ( 1 9 4 8 ; 1 6 6 ) and S p r o t t ( 1 9 5 2;208). 

1 2 . Other commentators have n o t e d Parsons' use o f metaphors 
h e r e , f o r example, Devereux speaks o f Parsons t u r n i n g 
'on t h e m o t i v a t i o n a l c u r r e n t s and seek i n g t o observe 
what happens when the j u i c e s o f a f f e c t are c o u r s i n g 
t h r o u g h them' ( 1 9 6 1 S 5 1 ) » Meadows says t h a t an o r g a n i c 
system ' i s r e p r e s e n t e d as a system o f energy. I t s 
f o r m i s , as White has a s s e r t e d , "energy, l a i d down i n 
s t r u c t u r e o r s t r u c t u r a l i z e d energy"' ( 1 9 5 7 s 6 ) , Rocher 
observes; 'As f o r m o t i v a t i o n , Parsons r e a l l y means a l l 
th e i n t e r n a l energy w h i c h c o u l d be d e s c r i b e d as f u e l 
f o r t h e p e r s o n a l i t y ' ( 1 9 7 4 ; 1 0 6 ) „ But none o f these 
c r i t i c a l l y c o n s i d e r e i t h e r t he c o n t e x t o r t h e v a l i d i t y 
o f t h e metaphor. Compare w i t h Geertzs 'At the same 
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t i m e t h a t t h e a r t s have been e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e 
c o g n i t i v e power o f " d i s t o r t i o n " and philosophy-
has been u n d e r m i n i n g t h e adequacy o f the e m o t i v i s t 
t h e o r y o f meaning, s o c i a l s c i e n t i s t s have been 
r e j e c t i n g t h e f i r s t and embracing the second" 
(19725194) o 

1 3 ° To use the t e r m i n o l o g y o f The S o c i a l System ( 1 9 5 1 b : 
3 6 ) where t h i s q u a l i t y o f i n t e r a c t i o n i s f u r t h e r 
developed by Parsons, 

CHAPTER V I 

1 o See f o r example, Gorman ( 1 9 7 5 ) ° 

2„ Many examples o f t h e common sense i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
o f v o l u n t a r i s m s can e a s i l y be found, v i z % Skidmore 
( 1 9 7 5 2 1 5 5 ) , M e n n e l l ( 1 9 7 4 : 2 7 = 3 0 ) , Cohen ( 1 9 7 5 ) , 
B i e r s t e d t ( 1 9 3 8 : 6 6 6 - 7 ) , Rocher ( 1 9 7 4 : 2 8 - 9 ) „ 

3 o A g a i n t h i s view i s e x t r e m e l y common, f o r example, 
P e e l ( 1 9 6 9 s181), Outhwaite (1 9 7 5 s i 2 ) , M i t c h e l l 
( l 9 6 7 s 2 2 = 5 ) » Indeed, acceptance o f t h i s t h e s i s 
i s d e s c r i b e d as ' c u r r e n t f o l k l o r e ' by T u r n e r and 
Beeghely ( l 9 7 4 a ) „ 

4„ I t i s p e r t i n a n t t o n o t e here Parsons' commentary on 
T u r n e r and Beeghely (Parsons: 1 9 7 4 b )„ T h i s , on 
the one hand, s u p p o r t s t h e Turner/Beeghely t h e s i s 
a g a i n s t S c o t t b u t on t h e o t h e r hand i s s u f f i c i e n t l y 
ambiguous t o c a s t doubt on t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l sense 
o f v o l u n t a r i s m , perhaps because t h e debate becomes 
s i d e t r a c k e d from t h e p r e c i s e meaning o f 8 v o l u n t a r i s m ' 
i n t o a mutual d e n i a l o f a b s o l u t e f r e e will« (Parsons' 
( I 9 7 4 b : 5 5 ) , S c o t t ( 1 9 7 4 : 5 9 ) , T u r n e r and Beeghley 
( 1 9 7 4 b s 6 2 ) ) . As t o a m b i g u i t y i t i s o f n o t e t h a t 
Parsons i n c l u d e s Tolman, K o e h l e r , Freud and Durkheim 
under the hea d i n g o f t h e o r i s t s who s t r e s s e d v o l u n t a r i s m 
( 1 9 7 4 b : 5 6 ) 0 Secondly, n o t e t h a t Parsons says 'freedom 
and hence the c a p a c i t y f o r v o l u n t a r i s m i s a f u n c t i o n 
o f o r g a n i z a t i o n , , T h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n i s r e l e v a n t a t a l l 
l e v e l s o f the system o f human a c t i o n ' ( I 9 7 4 b s 5 6 ) „ T/hat 
Parsons i s r e f e r r i n g t o i s the o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e 
component elements o f systems o f a c t i o n , as such 
o r g a n i z a t i o n i n c r e a s e s and becomes b e t t e r c o o r d i n a t e d 
so freedom i n c r e a s e s 0 T u r n e r and Beeghley n o t e t h e 
r a t h e r p a r a d o x i c a l n a t u i e o f t h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f v o l u n t a ­
r i s m ( 1 9 7 4 b : 6 2 ) . 

5 o M a r t i n s ( 1 9 7 4 : 2 6 2 ) has a l s o o b j e c t e d t o t h i s c l a i m 0 
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6 . See H a r r i s (1 9 ^ 9 s Chapter 9 ) f o r Boas' r o l e i n 
c a r r y i n g t he G e i s t e s w i s s e n s c h a f t t o American 
a n t h r o p o l o g y , 

7 o Robert Park i s one example, see Coser ( 1 9 7 1 s 3 6 8 ) . 

8 G A l t h o u g h Simmel may be a more i n f l u e n t i a l f i g u r e t h a n 
one would p r i m a f a c i e e x p e c t , see Bershady (1973s 
72=81)„ 

9 o See S a l l a c h ( 1 9 7 3 ) f o r a view on the l a r g e s c a l e 
n e g l e c t o f Marx i n American sociology,, 

1 0 9 A p o i n t made i n John Rex's l e c t u r e s some years ago. 

1 1 . See f o r example, Merton ( 1 9 4 8 ) , Homans ( 1 9 6 2 ) , 
T u r k ( 1 9 6 7 ) , Mulkay (1971s Chapters 3 and 4 ) , T u r n e r 
( 1 9 7 4 s Chapter 3 ) . 

1 2 . See Wagner ( 1 9 6 4 ) „ 
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