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Lifestyles & Social Issues Social Movements & Trends social change, in sociology, the alteration of mechanisms within the social structure, characterized by changes in cultural symbols, rules of behaviour, social organizations, or value systems.Throughout the historical development of their discipline, sociologists have borrowed models of social
change from other academic fields. In the late 19th century, when evolution became the predominant model for understanding biological change, ideas of social change took on an evolutionary cast, and, though other models have refined modern notions of social change, evolution persists as an underlying principle.Other sociological models created
analogies between social change and the West’s technological progress. In the mid-20th century, anthropologists borrowed from the linguistic theory of structuralism to elaborate an approach to social change called structural functionalism. This theory postulated the existence of certain basic institutions (including kinship relations and division of
labour) that determine social behaviour. Because of their interrelated nature, a change in one institution will affect other institutions.Various theoretical schools have emphasized different aspects of change. Marxist theory suggests that changes in modes of production can lead to changes in class systems, which can prompt other new forms of change
or incite class conflict. A different view is conflict theory, which operates on a broad base that includes all institutions. The focus is not only on the purely divisive aspects of conflict, because conflict, while inevitable, also brings about changes that promote social integration. Taking yet another approach, structural-functional theory emphasizes the
integrating forces in society that ultimately minimize instability.Social change can evolve from a number of different sources, including contact with other societies (diffusion), changes in the ecosystem (which can cause the loss of natural resources or widespread disease), technological change (epitomized by the Industrial Revolution, which created a
new social group, the urban proletariat), and population growth and other demographic variables. Social change is also spurred by ideological, economic, and political movements. Social change in the broadest sense is any change in social relations. Viewed this way, social change is an ever-present phenomenon in any society. A distinction is
sometimes made then between processes of change within the social structure, which serve in part to maintain the structure, and processes that modify the structure (societal change). The specific meaning of social change depends first on the social entity considered. Changes in a small group may be important on the level of that group itself but
negligible on the level of the larger society. Similarly, the observation of social change depends on the time span studied; most short-term changes are negligible when examined in the long run. Small-scale and short-term changes are characteristic of human societies, because customs and norms change, new techniques and technologies are
invented, environmental changes spur new adaptations, and conflicts result in redistributions of power. This universal human potential for social change has a biological basis. It is rooted in the flexibility and adaptability of the human species—the near absence of biologically fixed action patterns (instincts) on the one hand and the enormous capacity
for learning, symbolizing, and creating on the other hand. The human constitution makes possible changes that are not biologically (that is to say, genetically) determined. Social change, in other words, is possible only by virtue of biological characteristics of the human species, but the nature of the actual changes cannot be reduced to these species
traits. Several ideas of social change have been developed in various cultures and historical periods. Three may be distinguished as the most basic: (1) the idea of decline or degeneration, or, in religious terms, the fall from an original state of grace, (2) the idea of cyclic change, a pattern of subsequent and recurring phases of growth and decline, and
(3) the idea of continuous progress. These three ideas were already prominent in Greek and Roman antiquity and have characterized Western social thought since that time. The concept of progress, however, has become the most influential idea, especially since the Enlightenment movement of the 17th and 18th centuries. Social thinkers such as
Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot and the marquis de Condorcet in France and Adam Smith and John Millar in Scotland advanced theories on the progress of human knowledge and technology. Progress was also the key idea in 19th-century theories of social evolution, and evolutionism was the common core shared by the most influential social theories of
that century. Evolutionism implied that humans progressed along one line of development, that this development was predetermined and inevitable, since it corresponded to definite laws, that some societies were more advanced in this development than were others, and that Western society was the most advanced of these and therefore indicated
the future of the rest of the world’s population. This line of thought has since been disputed and disproved. Following a different approach, French philosopher and social theorist Auguste Comte advanced a “law of three stages,” according to which human societies progress from a theological stage, which is dominated by religion, through a
metaphysical stage, in which abstract speculative thinking is most prominent, and onward toward a positivist stage, in which empirically based scientific theories prevail. The most encompassing theory of social evolution was developed by Herbert Spencer, who, unlike Comte, linked social evolution to biological evolution. According to Spencer,
biological organisms and human societies follow the same universal, natural evolutionary law: “a change from a state of relatively indefinite, incoherent, homogeneity to a state of relatively definite, coherent, heterogeneity.” In other words, as societies grow in size, they become more complex; their parts differentiate, specialize into different
functions, and become, consequently, more interdependent. Evolutionary thought also dominated the new field of social and cultural anthropology in the second half of the 19th century. Anthropologists such as Sir Edward Burnett Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan classified contemporary societies on an evolutionary scale. Tylor postulated an evolution
of religious ideas from animism through polytheism to monotheism. Morgan ranked societies from “savage” through “barbarian” to “civilized” and classified them according to their levels of technology or sources of subsistence, which he connected with the kinship system. He assumed that monogamy was preceded by polygamy and patrilineal
descent by matrilineal descent. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels too were highly influenced by evolutionary ideas. The Marxian distinctions between primitive communism, the Asiatic mode of production, ancient slavery, feudalism, capitalism, and future socialism may be interpreted as a list of stages in one evolutionary development (although the
Asiatic mode does not fit well in this scheme). Marx and Engels were impressed by Morgan’s anthropological theory of evolution, which became evident in Engels’s book The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (1884). The originality of the Marxian theory of social development lay in its combination of dialectics and gradualism. In
Marx’s view social development was a dialectical process: the transition from one stage to another took place through a revolutionary transformation, which was preceded by increased deterioration of society and intensified class struggle. Underlying this discontinuous development was the more gradual development of the forces of production
(technology and organization of labour). Marx was also influenced by the countercurrent of Romanticism, which was opposed to the idea of progress. This influence was evident in Marx’s notion of alienation, a consequence of social development that causes people to become distanced from the social forces that they had produced by their own
activities. Romantic counterprogressivism was, however, much stronger in the work of later 19th-century social theorists such as the German sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies. Tonnies distinguished between the community (Gemeinschaft), in which people were bound together by common traditions and ties of affection and solidarity, and the society
(Gesellschaft), in which social relations had become contractual, rational, and nonemotional. Emile Durkheim and Max Weber, sociologists who began their careers at the end of the 19th century, showed ambivalence toward the ideas of progress. Durkheim regarded the increasing division of labour as a basic process, rooted in modern individualism,
that could lead to “anomie,” or lack of moral norms. Weber rejected evolutionism by arguing that the development of Western society was quite different from that of other civilizations and therefore historically unique. The West was characterized, according to Weber, by a peculiar type of rationality that had brought about modern capitalism, modern
science, and rational law but that also created, on the negative side, a “disenchantment of the world” and increasing bureaucratization. The work of Durkheim, Weber, and other social theorists around the turn of the century marked a transition from evolutionism toward more static theories. Evolutionary theories were criticized on empirical grounds
—they could be refuted by a growing mass of research findings—and because of their determinism and Western-centred optimism. Theories of cyclic change that denied long-term progress gained popularity in the first half of the 20th century. These included the theory of the Italian economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto on the “circulation of
elites” and those of Oswald Spengler and Arnold Toynbee on the life cycle of civilizations. In the 1930s and '40s, the Russian American Pitirim Sorokin developed a cyclic theory of cultural change in the West, describing repetitions of change from the ideational to the idealistic and sensate and back again. Although the interest in long-term social
change never disappeared, it faded into the background, especially when, from the 1920s until the 1950s, functionalism, emphasizing an interdependent social system, became the dominant paradigm both in anthropology and in sociology. “Social evolution” was substituted for the more general and neutral concept of “social change.” The study of
long-term social change revived in the 1950s and continued to develop through the 1960s and ’70s. Neoevolutionist theories were proclaimed by several anthropologists, including Ralph Linton, Leslie A. White, Julian H. Steward, Marshall D. Sahlins, and Elman Rogers Service. These authors held to the idea of social evolution as a long-term
development that is both patterned and cumulative. Unlike 19th-century evolutionism, neoevolutionism does not assume that all societies go through the same stages of development. Instead, much attention is paid to variations between societies as well as to relations of influence among them. The latter concept has come to be known by the term
acculturation. In addition, social evolution is not regarded as predetermined or inevitable but is understood in terms of probabilities. Finally, evolutionary development is not equated with progress. Revived interest in long-term social change was sparked by attempts to explain the gaps between rich and poor countries. In the 1950s and '60s, Western
sociologists and economists developed modernization theories to help understand the problems of the so-called underdeveloped countries. Some modernization theories have been criticized, however, for implying that poor countries could and should develop—or modernize—in the manner of Western societies. Modernization theories have also been
criticized for their lack of attention to international power relations, in which the richer countries dominate the poorer ones. These relations were brought to the centre of attention by later theories of international dependency, typified by the “world capitalist system” described by the American sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein. His world systems
theory, however, was attacked for empirical reasons and for its failure to account for the collapse of the Soviet Union and the communist regimes of eastern Europe and their subsequent movement toward capitalism and democracy. Wallerstein’s theory also drew criticism for failing to explain significant economic growth in developing countries such
as South Korea and Singapore as well as in Hong Kong. Social Structure - Meaning, Elements and Types! Social structure is the basic concept for the proper understanding of society. Herein we propose to give a somewhat detailed view of the important concept of social structure. I. Meaning of Social Structure: Since long many efforts have been
made to define ‘Social Structure’ but still there is no unanimity of opinion on its definition. Herbert Spencer was the first writer to throw light on the structure of society. He called society an organism but his view of society was confused. Emile Durkheim also made a futile attempt to define it. The following are the important views on social structure:
(i) Nadel’s view: S. F. Nadel writes, “We arrive at the structure of society through abstracting from the concrete population and its behaviour, the pattern or net work (or system) of relationships obtaining between actors in their capacity of playing roles relative to one another.” Nadel has tried to explain in his definition that ‘structure’ refers to a
definable articulation, an ordered arrangement of parts. It is related to the outer aspect or the framework of society and is totally unconcerned with the functional aspect of society. So he has emphasized that the social structure refers to the network of social relationship which is created among the human beings when they interact with each other
according to their statuses in accordance with the patterns of society. Nadel, therefore, says, “structure indicates an ordered arrangement of parts, which can be treated as transportable, being relatively invariant, while the parts themselves are variable. According to him there are three elements of a society: — (i) a group of people (ii)
institutionalized rules according to which the members of the group interact (iii) an institutionalized pattern or expression of these interactions The institutionalized rules or patterns do not change easily and this creates orderliness in society. These rules determine the statuses and roles of the individuals. There is an order among these roles and
statuses also which provides an ordered arrangement of human beings. (ii) Ginsberg’s view: According to Ginsberg, “The study of social structure is concerned with the principal forms of social organisation, i.e. types of groups, associations and institutions and the complex of these which constitute societies....... A full account of social structure would
involve a review of the whole field of comparative institutions.” Ginsberg has written that the human beings organise themselves into groups for the achievement of some object or goal and these groups are called as institutions. The sum total of these institutions gives birth to the structure of society. The main defect of Ginsberg’s view is that he does
not make any distinction between social structure, social organisation and social groups. At another place he writes, “The social structure of a community includes the different types of groups which people form and the institutions in which they take part.” (iii) Radcliffe Brown’s view: Radcliffe Brown was a great social anthropologist of England. He
belongs to the structural-functional school of sociology. He writes, “The components of social structure are human beings, the structure itself being an arrangement of persons in relationship institutionally defined and regulated. To clarify his definition he quoted examples from the Australian and African tribal societies. He said that kinship system
among them is the description of institutionalized relationship. These relationships bind the individuals together in a specialised way and thus ascribe to them particular positions. The kin, occupying the set of positions, creates a pattern which is termed as “kinship structure.” He cited another example from the Thonga and Bantu tribes of South
Africa. There is a custom of paying ‘Bride-price’ called labola among them. This custom related to marriage binds the individuals together. For the payment of labola not only the members of family, but also the kith and kin join their hands together. This labola is given as an economic aid to be used at the time of marriage of the bride’s brother or her
near relatives. Thus the institution of marriage brings not only the members of the families but also brings a kind of economic aid. Thus the institutionally defined and regulated marital relations become a link between two families in the socio-economic field and thus their determined positions create a pattern of marriage and kinship structure. Later
on, Radcliffe Brown gave another definition of social structure. He said, “...Human beings are connected by a complex network of social relations. I use the term ‘social structure’ to denote this network of actually existing relations.” The components of social structure are persons, and a person is a human being considered not as an organism but as
occupying position in a social structure. Radcliffe Brown considers social structure as real as are individual organisms. According to him, both the social structure and the human organism are prone to change yet they are stable. By change he means that the organs of both the structures are liable to development or destruction. The capabilities of the
human organism first develop from infancy to maturity and then their downfall starts in old age. Similarly, in social structure, new human beings take their birth and the old go on dying. But inspite of this continuous change their basic features remain stable. In other words, we may say that the functional aspect of social structure is always under
change while outer framework is stable. Radcliffe has used the terms, ‘actual structure’ and ‘general structure’ respectively. He has distinguished between structural form, and ‘social structure’. Social structure is abstract; its expression is possible only in the functions or roles of the parts or units of social structure. Therefore, we can understand
social structure only in terms of the functions or roles of its components. (iv) Parsons’ view: According to Talcott Parsons, “Social structure is a term applied to the particular arrangement of the interrelated institutions, agencies and social patterns as well as the statuses and roles which each person assumes in the group.” Talcott Parsons has tried to
explain the concept of social structure in abstract form. All the units of social structure, i.e. institutions, agencies, social patterns, statuses and roles are invisible and intangible and hence are abstract. He has emphasized that the statuses and roles of individuals are determined by customs, traditions and conventions of society. These statuses give
birth to different institutions, agencies and patterns. All these when interrelated and organised in a particular manner build the social structure of society. Social structure is concerned with forms of inter-relationship between these units rather than with the units. These units constitute the society. The ordered arrangement seen between these units
is social structure. (v) Johnson’s view: Harry M. Johnson writes, “The structure of anything consists of the relatively stable inter-relationships among its parts; moreover, the term ‘part’ itself implies a certain degree of Stability. Since a social system is composed of the inter-related acts of people, its structure must be sought in some degree of
regularity or recurrence in these acts.” Thus, according to Johnson, the ‘structure’ itself is a pattern of stability which is created by the interrelation of the parts. These parts are the groups and sub-groups of society. He does not mean by stability that there is no change at all in the structure, but actually he means that it is comparatively stable. For
example, the structure of community consists of institutions and associations which in turn consist of human beings. Every human being is allocated a particular status and role to perform. With the death of the individual, there is no change in the status and role itself. The new incumbent who succeeds the deceased person is again to perform the
same role in the same status. Thus the status and the role are relatively stable which in turn make the structure stable. Among the constituent parts of social structure, Johnson includes groups, sub-groups, roles, regulative norms and cultural values. (vi) Maclver’s view: Maclver and Page write, “...The various modes of grouping ..... together comprise
the complex pattern of the social structure....... In the analysis of the social structure the role of diverse attitude and interest of social beings is revealed.” Maclver and Page have also regarded the social structure as abstract which is composed of several groups like family, church, class, caste, state, community etc. They have given due consideration
to those sources and powers who bind these groups into a chain to give them a definite form of social structure. Since society is the organisation of social relationship and is abstract, therefore, its structure also is abstract. Maclver and Page also refer to the stability and changefulness of social structure. They write, “For while the social structure
itself is unstable and changeful it has a definite character at every stage, and many of its major elements have shown greater persistence of type through change.” In their study of social structure they have included the study of associations, institutions, groups, functional systems and institutional complexes. After going through the various views on
social structure, we may conclude as under: (a) Social structure is an abstract and intangible phenomenon. (b) As individuals are the units of association and institutions so these associations and institutions are the units of social structure. (c) These institutions and associations are inter-related in a particular arrangement and thus create the pattern
of social structure. (d) It refers to the external aspect of society which is relatively stable as compared to the functional or internal aspect of society. (e) Social structure is a “living” structure which is created, maintained for a time and changes. II. Elements of Social Structure: In a social structure the human beings organise themselves into
associations for the pursuit of some object or objects. The aim can be fulfilled only if the social structure is based upon certain principles. These principles set the elements of social structure in motion which is as follows: (i) Normative System: Normative system presents the society with the ideals and values. The people attach emotional importance
to these norms. The institutions and associations are inter-related according to these norms. The individuals perform their roles in accordance with the accepted norms of society. (ii) Position System: Position system refers to the statuses and roles of the individuals. The desires, aspirations and expectations of the individuals are varied, multiple and
unlimited. So these can be fulfilled only if the members of society are assigned different roles according to their capacities and capabilities. Actually the proper functioning of social structure depends upon proper assignment of roles and statuses. (iii) Sanction System: For the proper enforcement of norms, every society has a sanction system. The
integration and coordination of the different parts of social structure depend upon conformity to social norms. The non-conformists are punished by the society according to the nature of non-conformity. It, however, does not mean that there are no non-conformists in a well organised society. Non-conformity is also an essential feature of society,
otherwise there would be no progress. But the number of non-conformists is smaller than the number of conformists. The stability of a social structure depends upon the effectiveness of its sanction system. (iv) A System of Anticipated Response: The anticipated response system calls upon the individuals to participate in the social system. ‘His
preparation sets the social structure in motion. The successful working of social structure depends upon the realisation of his duties by the individual and his efforts to fulfill these duties. (v) Action System: It is the object or goal to be arrived at by the social structure. The whole structure revolves around it. The Action is the root cause which weaves
the web of social relationships and sets the social structure in motion. It may be emphasized that social structure is an abstract entity. It cannot be seen. Its parts are dynamic and constantly changing. They are spatially widespread and, therefore, difficult to see as wholes. Any scientific understanding of social structure would require structural-
functional approach. III. Types of Social Structure: Talcott Parsons has described four principal types of social structure. His classification is based on four social values: universalistic social values, particularistic social values, achieved social values, and ascribed social values. Universalistic social values are those which are found almost in every
society and are applicable to everybody. For example, every society values the expert craftsmen as in that case production is both cheaper and superior and thus the efficient craftsmen are selected in every society. Particularistic social values are the features of particular societies and these differ from society to society. If, for example, selection is
made on the basis of caste, religion, state etc. it means that in such societies particularistic social values are considered more important. When the statuses are achieved on the basis of efforts, it means that such societies attach importance to achieved social values. When the statuses are hereditary then the society gives consideration to ascribed
social statuses. The four types of social structure are: (i) The Universalistic-Achievement Pattern: This is the combination of the value patterns which sometimes are opposed to the values of a social structure built mostly about kinship, community, class and race. Universalism by itself favours status- determination on the basis of generalized rules
independently of one’s achievement. When universalism is combined with achievement values, it produces a social structure of universalistic-achievement pattern. Under this type of social structure, the choice of goal by the individual must be in accord with the universalistic values. His pursuits are defined by universalistic moral arms. Such a system
is dynamically developing system with an encouragement for initiative. On the one hand, it has to resort to adoptive structures which are in conflict with its major value patterns; on the other hand, it cannot allow the adoptive structures to become too important, lest the social structure shift into another type. (ii) The Universalistic-Ascription Pattern:
Under this type of social structure, the elements of value-orientation are dominated by the elements of ascription. Therefore, in such a social structure, strong emphasis is laid on the status of the individual, rather than on his specific achievements. The emphasis is on what an individual is rather than on what he has done. Status is ascribed to the
group than to the individual. The individual derives his status from his group. Hence in such a structure are found the concepts of aristocracy and ethnic superiority. Nazi Germany was such a type of society. In this type of social structure all resources are mobilized in the interest of the collective ideal. It tends to have a “political” accent as
distinguished from the “economic” accent. There is a strong emphasis on the state as the primary organ for the realization of the ideal states of collective affairs. Collective morality as distinguished from the individual morality has a particularly central place. To sum up, it may be said that the universalistic-achievement type of social structure is
“individualistic” whereas the universalistic-ascription type is “collectivistic”. (iii) The Particularistic-Achievement Pattern: This type combines achievement values with particularism. The primary criterion of valued achievement is found not in universalistic terms such as conformity to a generalized ideal or efficiency but these are focused on certain
points of reference within the relational system itself or are inherent in the situation. The emphasis on achievement leads to the conception of a proper pattern of adaptation which is the product of human achievement and which can be maintained only by continuous effort. This type involves a far more unequivocal acceptance of kinship ties than is
the case with either of the universalistic types. It is more traditionalistic. Parsons has kept the Indian and the Chinese social structure under this category. (iv) The Particularistic-Ascriptive Pattern: In this type also the social structure is organised around the relational reference points notably those of kinship and local community but it differs from
the particularistic-achievement type inasmuch as the relational values are taken as given and passively “adapted to” rather than made for an actively organised system. The structure tends to be traditionalistic and emphasis is laid on its stability. According to Parsons, the Spanish social structure is the example of such a type. IV. Social Institutions:
We may also devote some attention to the concept of social institutions because social institutions are- essential to maintain the ordered arrangement of social structure. The institutions are collective modes of behaviour. They prescribe a way of doing things. They bind the members of the group together. Some thinkers have distinguished between
‘institutions’ and ‘institutional agencies’. According to them, the term ‘institution’ refers to the normative patterns of behaviour, whereas institutional agencies are the social system through which these express themselves. But since there is a close integration of these normative complexes and the systems through which they are made effective,
therefore, most of the writers do not distinguish between them. The common practice is to refer to family, school, church, state and many others as the institutions of society. Kinds of Institutions: There are five kinds of institutions. These are (i) the family, (ii) economics, (iii) religion, (iv) education, and (v) state. There are a number of secondary
institutions derived from each of the five primary institutions. Thus the secondary institutions derived from family would be the marriage, divorce, monogamy, polygamy etc. The secondary institutions of economics are property, trading, credit, banking etc. The secondary institutions of religion are church, temple, mosque, totem, taboo etc. The
secondary institutions of education are school, college, university etc. The secondary institutions of state are interest groups, party system, democracy etc. Institutions may grow as do the folkways and mores or they may be created just as laws are enacted, for instance, monogamy or polyandry grew in response to some felt needs of the people. Banks
grew as the need for borrowing and lending money was felt. Schools and colleges are created by deliberate choice and action. An important feature that we find in the growth of institutions is the extension of the power of the state over the other four primary institutions. The state now exercises more authority by laws and regulations. Sometimes,
folkways and mores are incorporated into laws, for example, monogamy: sometimes, new laws may be enacted, for example, Hindu Code Bill. Today the family is being regulated and controlled by the state in scores of ways. A number of traditional functions of family have been taken over by the state. The state has enacted laws regulating marriage,
divorce, adoption and inheritance. The authority of state has similarly been extended to economics, to education and to religion. An institution never dies. New institutional norms may replace the old norms, but the institution goes on. For example, the modern family has replaced the norms of patriarchal family, yet family as an institution continues.
When feudalism died, government did not end. The governmental and economic functions continued to be fulfilled, although according to changed norms. All the primary institutions are thousands of years old, only the institutional norms are new. Functions of Institutions: The functions of institutions are of two kinds: (i) Manifest and (ii) Latent.
Manifest functions are those functions which are intended and main functions, i.e., those functions for which the institution primarily exists. Latent functions are unintended functions. They are not primary functions but only the by-products. Thus the manifest functions of education are the development of literacy, training for occupational roles and
the inculcation of basic social values. But its latent functions would be keeping youth off the labour market, weakening the control of parents or development of friendship. The manifest functions of religion are worship of God and instruction in religious ideology. Its latent functions would be to develop attachment to one’s religious community, to alter
family life and to create religious hatred. The manifest function of economic institutions is to produce and distribute goods while its latent functions may be to promote urbanization, promote the growth of labour unions and redirect education. The latent functions of an institution may support the intended objectives, or may damage the norms of the
institution. Inter-relations of Institutions: A social structure owes its stability to a proper adjustment of relationships among the different institutions. No institution works in a vacuum. Religion, education, family, government and business all interact on each other. Thus education creates attitudes which influence the acceptance or rejection of
religious dogmas. Religion may exalt education because it enables one to know the truths of God or denounce it because it threatens the faith. Business conditions may influence the family life. Unemployment may determine the number of people who feel able to many. An unemployed person may postpone his marriage till he gets employed in a
suitable job. Postponement of marriage may affect the birth rates. The state influences the functions of institutions. It may take over some of the functions and determine their institutional norms. The businessmen, educators, clergymen and the functionaries of all other institutions also seek to influence the acts of state, since any state action may
obstruct or help the realization of their institutional objectives. Thus sisal institutions are closely related to each other. The inter-relationship of the various institutions can be likened to a wheel. The family is the hub while education, religion, government and economics are the spokes of the wheel. The rim would be the community within which the
various institutions operate. All institutions face the problem of continuously adjusting themselves to a changing society. Changes in the social environment may bring changes in all the institutions. Inflation may have a great influence on marriage, death, crime and education. Breakdown of economic institutions may have radical effects upon political
institutions. Any change in an institution may lead to a change in the other intuitions. There may also take place a shifting of functions from one institution to another. Child care, formerly a function of family, has now shifted to the state. When one institution fails to meet a human need, another institution will often assume the function. No institution
can avoid affecting other institutions or avoid being affected by others. Upload and Share Your Article: Social structure includes institutions and relationships forming the society we live in.Social structure operates on three levels: macro, meso, and micro within any society.At the micro level, social structure shapes our everyday interactions and
expectations. Social structure is the organized set of social institutions and patterns of institutionalized relationships that, together, compose society. A product of social interaction and directly determining it, social structures are not immediately visible to the untrained observer. However, they're always present and they affect all dimensions of
human experience in society. It's helpful to think about social structure as operating on three levels within a given society: the macro, meso, and micro levels. When sociologists use the term "social structure," they're typically referring to macro-level social forces including social institutions and patterns of institutionalized relationships. The major
social institutions recognized by sociologists include family, religion, education, media, law, politics, and economy. These are understood as distinct institutions that are interrelated and interdependent and together help compose the overarching social structure of a society. The above-noted institutions organize our social relationships with others and
create patterns of social relations when viewed on a large scale. For example, the institution of family organizes people into distinct social relationships and roles, including mother, father, son, daughter, husband, wife, etc., and there is typically a hierarchy to these relationships, which results in a power differential. The same goes for religion,
education, law, and politics. These social facts may be less obvious within the institutions of media and economy, but they're present there, too. Within media and economy, some organizations and people hold greater amounts of power than others to determine what happens within the institutions. As such, these organizations and people hold more
power in society—their actions behave as structuring forces in the lives of all of us. The organization and operation of these social institutions in a given society result in other aspects of social structure, including socio-economic stratification, which is not just a product of a class system but is also determined by systemic racism and sexism, as well as
other forms of bias and discrimination. The social structure of the United States results in a sharply stratified society in which few people control wealth and power—and those who do historically tend to be white and male—while the majority has very little of either. Given that racism is embedded in core social institutions like education, law, and
politics, our social structure also results in a systemically racist society. The same can be said for the problem of gender bias and sexism. Sociologists see social structure present at the "meso" level—between the macro and the micro levels—in the social networks that are organized by the social institutions and institutionalized social relationships
described above. For example, systemic racism fosters segregation within U.S. society, which results in some racially homogenous networks. The majority of white people in the U.S. today have entirely white social networks. Our social networks are also a manifestation of social stratification, whereby social relations between people are structured by
class differences, differences in educational attainment, and differences in levels of wealth. In turn, social networks act as structuring forces by shaping the kinds of opportunities that may or may not be available to us, and by fostering particular behavioral and interactional norms that work to determine our life course and outcomes. Social structure
manifests at the micro level in the everyday interactions we have with each other in the forms of norms and customs. We can see it present in the way patterned institutionalized relationships shape our interactions within certain institutions like family and education, and it's present in the way institutionalized ideas about race, gender, and sexuality
shape what we expect from others, how we think we'll be seen by them, and how we interact. In conclusion, social structure is composed of social institutions and patterns of institutionalized relationships, but we also understand it as present in the social networks that connect us, and in the interactions that fill our everyday lives. Updated by Nicki
Lisa Cole, Ph.D. Lifestyles & Social Issues Sociology & Society The term structure has been applied to human societies since the 19th century. Before that time, its use was more common in other fields such as construction or biology. Karl MarxKarl Marx, c. 1870.Karl Marx used construction as a metaphor when he spoke of “the economic structure
[Struktur] of society, the real basis on which is erected a legal and political superstructure [Uberbau] and to which definite forms of social consciousness correspond.” Thus, according to Marx, the basic structure of society is economic, or material, and this structure influences the rest of social life, which is defined as nonmaterial, spiritual, or
ideological. The biological connotations of the term structure are evident in the work of British philosopher Herbert Spencer. He and other social theorists of the 19th and early 20th centuries conceived of society as an organism comprising interdependent parts that form a structure similar to the anatomy of a living body. Although social scientists
since Spencer and Marx have disagreed on the concept of social structure, their definitions share common elements. In the most general way, social structure is identified by those features of a social entity (a society or a group within a society) that persist over time, are interrelated, and influence both the functioning of the entity as a whole and the
activities of its individual members. The origin of contemporary sociological references to social structure can be traced to Emile Durkheim, who argued that parts of society are interdependent and that this interdependency imposes structure on the behaviour of institutions and their members. In other words, Durkheim believed that individual human
behaviour is shaped by external forces. Similarly, American anthropologist George P. Murdock, in his book Social Structure (1949), examined kinship systems in preliterate societies and used social structure as a taxonomic device for classifying, comparing, and correlating various aspects of kinship systems. Several ideas are implicit in the notion of
social structure. First, human beings form social relations that are not arbitrary and coincidental but exhibit some regularity and continuity. Second, social life is not chaotic and formless but is, in fact, differentiated into certain groups, positions, and institutions that are interdependent or functionally interrelated. Third, individual choices are shaped
and circumscribed by the social environment, because social groups, although constituted by the social activities of individuals, are not a direct result of the wishes and intentions of the individual members. The notion of social structure implies, in other words, that human beings are not completely free and autonomous in their choices and actions but
are instead constrained by the social world they inhabit and the social relations they form with one another. Within the broad framework of these and other general features of human society, there is an enormous variety of social forms between and within societies. Some social scientists use the concept of social structure as a device for creating an
order for the various aspects of social life. In other studies, the concept is of greater theoretical importance; it is regarded as an explanatory concept, a key to the understanding of human social life. Several theories have been developed to account for both the similarities and the varieties. In these theories, certain aspects of social life are regarded as
basic and, therefore, central components of the social structure. Some of the more prominent of these theories are reviewed here. A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, a British social anthropologist, gave the concept of social structure a central place in his approach and connected it to the concept of function. In his view, the components of the social structure have
indispensable functions for one another—the continued existence of the one component is dependent on that of the others—and for the society as a whole, which is seen as an integrated, organic entity. His comparative studies of preliterate societies demonstrated that the interdependence of institutions regulated much of social and individual life.
Radcliffe-Brown defined social structure empirically as patterned, or “normal,” social relations (those aspects of social activities that conform to accepted social rules or norms). These rules bind society’s members to socially useful activities. American sociologist Talcott Parsons elaborated on the work of Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown by using their
insights on social structure to formulate a theory that was valid for large and complex societies. For Parsons, social structure was essentially normative—that is, consisting of “institutional patterns of normative culture.” Put differently, social behaviour conforms to norms, values, and rules that direct behaviour in specific situations. These norms vary
according to the positions of the individual actors: they define different roles, such as various occupational roles or the traditional roles of husband-father and wife-mother. Moreover, these norms vary among different spheres of life and lead to the creation of social institutions—for example, property and marriage. Norms, roles, and institutions are all
components of the social structure on different levels of complexity. Later sociologists criticized definitions of social structure by scholars such as Spencer and Parsons because they believed the work (1) made improper use of analogy, (2) through its association with functionalism defended the status quo, (3) was notoriously abstract, (4) could not
explain conflict and change, and (5) lacked a methodology for empirical confirmation. Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format for any purpose, even commercially. Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially. The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow
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under the same license as the original. No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits. You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or
limitation . No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. social structure, in sociology, the distinctive, stable arrangement of institutions whereby human beings in a society interact
and live together. Social structure is often treated together with the concept of social change, which deals with the forces that change the social structure and the organization of society.Although it is generally agreed that the term social structure refers to regularities in social life, its application is inconsistent. For example, the term is sometimes
wrongly applied when other concepts such as custom, tradition, role, or norm would be more accurate.Studies of social structure attempt to explain such matters as integration and trends in inequality. In the study of these phenomena, sociologists analyze organizations, social categories (such as age groups), or rates (such as of crime or birth). This
approach, sometimes called formal sociology, does not refer directly to individual behaviour or interpersonal interaction. Therefore, the study of social structure is not considered a behavioral science; at this level, the analysis is too abstract. It is a step removed from the consideration of concrete human behaviour, even though the phenomena studied
in social structure result from humans responding to each other and to their environments. Those who study social structure do, however, follow an empirical (observational) approach to research, methodology, and epistemology.Social structure is sometimes defined simply as patterned social relations—those regular and repetitive aspects of the
interactions between the members of a given social entity. Even on this descriptive level, the concept is highly abstract: it selects only certain elements from ongoing social activities. The larger the social entity considered, the more abstract the concept tends to be. For this reason, the social structure of a small group is generally more closely related
to the daily activities of its individual members than is the social structure of a larger society. In the study of larger social groups, the problem of selection is acute: much depends on what is included as components of the social structure. Various theories offer different solutions to this problem of determining the primary characteristics of a social
group.Before these different theoretical views can be discussed, however, some remarks must be made on the general aspects of the social structure of any society. Social life is structured along the dimensions of time and space. Specific social activities take place at specific times, and time is divided into periods that are connected with the rhythms
of social life—the routines of the day, the month, and the year. Specific social activities are also organized at specific places; particular places, for instance, are designated for such activities as working, worshiping, eating, and sleeping. Territorial boundaries delineate these places and are defined by rules of property that determine the use and
possession of scarce goods. Additionally, in any society there is a more or less regular division of labour. Yet another universal structural characteristic of human societies is the regulation of violence. All violence is a potentially disruptive force; at the same time, it is a means of coercion and coordination of activities. Human beings have formed
political units, such as nations, within which the use of violence is strictly regulated and which, at the same time, are organized for the use of violence against outside groups.Furthermore, in any society there are arrangements within the structure for sexual reproduction and the care and education of the young. These arrangements take the form
partly of kinship and marriage relations. Finally, systems of symbolic communication, particularly language, structure the interactions between the members of any society. What are Social Structures in Sociology? In sociology, social structures refer to the organized patterns of relationships and institutions that shape society. They are the building
blocks of society, influencing our daily lives, social interactions, and cultural norms. Understanding social structures is crucial for grasping the complexities of human societies, as they can either reinforce existing power imbalances or provide opportunities for social change and progress. Definition and Types of Social Structures Social structures can
be defined as the systems and arrangements that define relationships between individuals, groups, and institutions within a society. There are several types of social structures, including: Institutions: Formal organizations, such as governments, businesses, schools, and churches, that provide services and regulation. Norms: Unwritten rules and
expectations that guide behavior and social interactions. Values: Shared beliefs and principles that influence individual and collective decisions. Roles: Shared expectations and responsibilities within a group or institution. Social networks: The web of connections and relationships within a society. Key Features of Social Structures Social structures
exhibit several key features that shape their impact on society: Institutionalization: Social structures become deeply ingrained and accepted over time. Inequality: Social structures can perpetuate or exacerbate existing inequalities, such as wealth, race, and gender. Power dynamics: Social structures can concentrate power and influence, leading to
both benefits and drawbacks. Flexibility and resilience: Social structures can adapt to changing circumstances, but may also resist change. Examples of Social Structures To illustrate the concept of social structures, consider the following examples: Family dynamics: The distribution of labor, decision-making, and emotional support within a family can
create structures that impact relationships and individual well-being. Workplace environments: The organizational structure, management styles, and peer relationships at a company can shape employee experiences and productivity. Political systems: The governing body, laws, and civic institutions can influence the allocation of resources,
representation, and individual freedoms. The Impact of Social Structures on Human Behavior Social structures play a significant role in shaping human behavior, including: Socialization: The values, norms, and roles we learn shape our attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Influencing decision-making: Social structures can direct our choices, from what
we buy to whom we vote for. Opportunities and constraints: Social structures can either provide opportunities for advancement or limit individual potential. Challenges and Conflicts in Social Structures Social structures are not always stable or just, leading to conflicts and challenges: Resistance to change: Inertia and vested interests can hinder
progress and innovation. Inequity and discrimination: Social structures can perpetuate inequality, leading to social unrest and activism. Conflict: Disagreements and power struggles can arise between individuals, groups, and institutions. Conclusion Social structures are the foundation of human societies, influencing our daily lives, relationships, and
cultural norms. Understanding the intricacies of social structures is essential for developing strategies to address existing challenges and create positive change. By recognizing the features, examples, and impacts of social structures, we can better navigate the complexities of human society and work towards a more equitable and just world.
Additional Resources Theories of Social Structure: A comprehensive overview of key sociological theories, including functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. Case Studies of Social Structure: Real-life examples of how social structures have shaped society, such as the effects of colonialism or the rise of social media. The Role of
Power in Social Structures: An in-depth exploration of how power dynamics influence the formation and maintenance of social structures. Get Involved Take part in creating a more just and equitable society by: Participating in community organizations and initiatives. Encouraging open conversations about social issues and power dynamics.
Advocating for policy change and policy-making. Engaging in respectful and constructive dialogue about cultural norms and values. By understanding and addressing the complexities of social structures, we can work towards a brighter, more inclusive future for all. Your friends have asked us these questions - Check out the answers!



