D. F. Aberle, A. K. Cohen, A. K. Davis,
M. J. Levy, Jr., and F. X. Sutton: The
Functional Prerequisites of a Society -

A comparative social science requires a general-
ized system of concepts which will enable the
scientific observer to compare and contrast large
bodies of concretely different social phenomena
in consistent terms. A promising step in further-
ing the development' of systematic social analy-
sis is a tentative formulation of the functional
prerequisities of a society. Functional prerequi-
sites refer broadly to the things that must get
done in any society if it is to continue as a going
concern, i.e., the generalized conditions neces-
sary for the maintenance of the system con-
cerned. The specific structural arrangements for
meeting the functional prerequisites differ, of
course, from one society to another and, in the
course of time, change in any given society.”
This paper offers (1) a definition of a society
on the most general level; (2) a statement of
four generalized conditions, the complete real-
ization of any one of which would terminate
the existence of a society as defined; (3) a list of
the functional prerequisites of a society. It

Source  Reprinted with permission of the University of
Chicago Press from D. F. Aberle, et al,, “The Functional
Prerequisites of a Society,” Ethics (January 1950): 100-111.

!Already well under way. Cf. Talcott Parsons, “The Po-
sition of Sociological Theory,” American Sociological Review,
XI11 (1948), 156-64, and the references cited therein, esp.
the “Discussion” by Robert K. Merton, ibid., pp. 164-68.

*Thus all societies must allocate goods and services
somehow. A particular society may change from one
method, say business enterprise, to another, say a centrally
planned economy, without the destruction of the society as
a society but merely with a change in its concrete structures.

We seek to avoid the limitation inherent in defining the
function of a social element solely in terms of its contribu-
tion to the survival or maintenance of the particular system
of which it is a component. Structural analysis, which has
recently undergone notable development, is prone to focus
attention on static equilibriums. We consider what must be
done in any society and hope our effort may be of use in
considering the alterations that take place in how things are
done in a society while that society persists.

seeks to justify the inclusion of eac
site by the demonstration that in it:
cal absence the society could not s
at least one of the four conditions tern

a society would occur. There is no reason
lieve that the list of functional prerequisites of-
fered here is definitive. It is subject to revision
with the growth of general theory and with ex-
perience in its application to concrete situa-
tions. - )

Any formulation of functional prerequisites
depends for its categories on the theory of ac-
tion employed. Our theory of action uses the
concept of an actor whose orientation to his sit-
uation is threefold: cognitive, affective, and
goal-directed. The actor is an abstraction from
the total human being. Many of the qualities of
the human being constitute part of the situa-
tion, the set of means and conditions, within
which the actor operates.’

Though the definition of the functional
prerequisites of a society logically precedes the
development of a scheme of structural prereq-
uisites—which tell how the functional prerequi-
sites may be met—in actuality the theoretic de-
velopment of the two approaches is indivisible.

I. A DEFINITION OF A SOCIETY

The unit we have selected for analysis is a soci-
ety, such as a nation, tribe, or band, and not
any social system in general. The statement of
the functional prerequisites of any social
system—a monastery, a church, or a town, for
example—would be on too general a level for
the present discussion, though it may be an
important task. Furthermore, once the func-
tional prerequisites of a society are outlined,
it becomes easier to state those of other types

3Neither the nature of the dependence of our formula-
tion on this theory of action nor the theory of action itself
can be further elaborated here. The theory of action is out-
lined briefly in Talcott Parsons, Essays in Sociological Theory
(Glencoe: Free Press, 1949), pp. 32-33.
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of social systems, often by dropping certain
prerequisites from the list, since most of these
other types of systems are parts of a society
(or result from the interrelations of two or
more societies) and depend for their perpetu-
ation on the existence of a society.

A society is a group of human beings sharing a
self-sufficient system of action which is capable of
existing longer than the life-span of an individual,
the group being recruited at least in part by the sex-
ual reproduction of the members.

The identity and continuity of a society in-
here in the persistence of the system of action
in which the actors participate rather than in
the particular set of actors themselves. There
may be a complete turnover of individuals, but
the society may survive. The individuals may
survive, but the society may disintegrate. A
system may persist in a situation while its com-
ponent relationships change. Its persistence in-
heres in the fact that it maintains its separation
from the situation, i.e., it inheres in the integrity
of the organism, not in its fixity or unalterable
character.

A system of action always exists in a situa-
tion. In the case of a society this situation in-
cludes the nonhuman environment and, in al-
most every case, it includes other societies.
The viability of a social system and its recog-
nition as a society within the terms of this de-
finition depend upon the particular set of
conditions in which it functions. Study of the
system itself cannot alone determine whether
the system meets the criteria of ‘the definition.
What is crucial is that a social system contain
successful arrangements for meeting the
chronic and recurrent features of its milieu.*

“This point receives further treatment below. A social
system need not be copperplated to meet the definition of a
society. Natural catastrophe may terminate a concrete soci-
ety. Such an event does not represent a failure to meet the
functional prerequisites but is rather to be considered the
result of a change in the nonhuman environment beyond
the limits assumed here as the setting of a society. Many
concrete societies have been assimilated by the expansions
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“Longer than the life-span of an individual®
reminds us that a society must be able to re-
place its members with effectively socializeg
individuals from the maturing generation.
requirement of sexual reproduction exclude
from consideration such groups (monasteries,
cliques) as depend solely on types of recruit
ment other than sexual. But a society may b
recruited in part by non-sexual means, e.g., b
immigration and conquest. e

The heart of the definition is “self-sufficien
system of action.”” Its full meaning will b
developed in the exposition of the functions
prerequisites and in the next paragraphs.

A number of questions are bound to arise i
the reader’s mind as to the application of th
definition to particular social systems and as fs
the basis on which the decision is to be mad
as to whether such systems fall within the defl
nition of a society. We emphasize that the def
nition is an ideal type. A concrete aggregate is |
society in so far as it approaches the generalize
model. The following examples, though not de
finitive, suggest the way in which the defin
tion may be apphed '

A society is not a culture. Culture is socia
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tion from concrete social groups. Two or mor
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of groups with which these societies had had little or n
previous contact. This, too, represents an alteration in th
situation of the society beyond the limits within Wthl'l
had been meeting its functional prerequisites.

5“System” and “structure” will be used mtemhangea
throughout the remainder of this treatment.



possible and the conditions under which such
diversity may occur without the disintegration
of the society.

To some degree two different societies may
possess overlapping personnel and even struc-
tural elements without losing their identity as
distinct societies. The fact that Englishmen live
in the United States as diplomats and traders
and function, in effect, as actors in both sys-
tems, does not destroy the identity or the self-
sufficiency of the United States or of Great
Britain as action-systems.

To be considered a society, a group need not
be self-sufficient with respect to resources. It is
the structure of action that must be self-suffi-
cient. Thus, the United States is a society.
While imports and exports are necessary to its
maintenance, arrangements for foreign trade
are part of its self-sufficient structure of action.
It is this, and not the group of individuals, that
is self-sufficient. Hence Chinese-American
trade does not make China and America parts
of a larger society. Trade relationships are lim-
ited and relatively unstable. Their existence
does not involve the two aggregates in the
same self-sufficient structure of action. For par-
allel reasons the British Empire and the United
Nations are not societies but associations.

A series of difficult decisions about the rela-
tionships of various social systems can be re-
solved by the introduction of a point of crucial
differentiation. When a social aggregate is not
capable of providing a structure, structures, or
parts of structures which can meet the func-
tional prerequisites in question, it is not to be
nsidered a society. Thus, occupied Japan
s not constitute part of American society,
e in the absence of American forces Japan
d seem to be able to continue control and
legitimized use of force. A group of Ameri-
Indians governed by the United States for a
cient length of time may lack the crucial
ctures necessary for continued existence as
independent entity and therefore be consid-
part of American society, in spite of an
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important cultural variation. An Amer
town does not constitute a society because
its thorough participation in American  polit
cal, economic, value, and other structures. The
early Mormon settlement in Utah, however,
did constitute a society.®

Under what circumstances do considerations
of social change lead us to speak of a “new” so-
ciety? Whenever social change results in a
change of social structure on the most general
level under consideration, we shall speak of a
“new society” having been brought about. Such
transitions may be gradual (evolutionary) or
sudden and chaotic (revolutionary). The deter-
mination of the exact point of change may be ex-
tremely complex but is in theory possible. This
criterion for a “new society” will not ordinarily
enter the study of comparative institutions un-
less the developmental picture of some particu-
lar society (or societies) is under consideration.

We assume that social change characterizes
all societies. Change may be gradual and
peaceful or characterized by severe conflicts.
In either case there may be profound structur-
al changes. Societies may split or merge peace-
fully or violently. In all these instances a so-
ciety of some sort exists. Whether it is
considered the same society or a new one de-
pends on the relation between the level of the
structural change and the level of analysis.
The changes in question may be analyzed in
terms of this frame of reference. We may ex-
amine the way in which a society meets its
functional prerequisites, the points of tension

*There is no intention of making the political variable
the sole criterion for the decision as to what constitutes a
society. The nature of economic ties, the degree to which
value-systems are shared, and the like are also crucial in
making the differentiation between two systems of action.

Thus the decision as to the distinctness of two or more
aggregates as societies rests on the analysis of all aspects of
the systems of action, and not merely of a single variable,
in their consequences for the self-sufficient character of the
systems of action. Borderline cases undoubtedly exist, but
the treatment made here is sufficiently refined for the pur-
poses at hand. b
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(those functional prerequisites least effectively
met), and the responses to those strains. We
do not assume the perfect integration of any
society.

We have omitted from our definition any
statements regarding territoriality. Action, it
has been pointed out, always takes place in a
situation, one feature of which is a spatial di-
mension. The existence of two societies inter-
mingled during a civil war, or any such ex-
ample, does not negate considerations of
spatiality, which are always an essential back-
ground feature of any society.

Il. FOUR CONDITIONS TERMINATING THE
EXISTENCE OF A SOCIETY

The realization of any of the following condi-
tions terminates the existence of a society—the
existence of the structure of action, though not
necessarily of the members.

A. The biological extinction or dispersion of the
members.—To arrive at this condition, a society
need not lose all its members but need only
suffer such losses as to make inoperative its
structure of action. Analyses of such condi-
tions may be made at this level in terms of fer-
tility, morbidity, and migration rates, without
reference to the highly complex factors under-
lying them.”

B. Apathy of the members.—Apathy means the
cessation of individual motivation. This condi-
tion affects some individuals to some extent in
all societies and large numbers in a few soci-
eties. That migrant Polynesian laborers have
died of nostalgia is well known. It is claimed
that whole societies in Melanesia have with-
ered away from ennui. In these cases, physical
extinction is merely an extreme consequence of
the cessation of motivation.

7In this regard certain catastrophic occurrences deriving
from marked alterations in the situation are excluded from
consideration in accordance with the line of reasoning pre-
viously outlined.

C. The war of all against all.—This condition
appears if the members of an aggregate pursue
their ends by means selected only on the basis

. THE FU
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society based solely on force is a contradictio
in terms that raises the classical question, Quis
custodiet ipsos custodes? i
D. The absorption of the society into another s
ciety.—This entails the partial loss of identity ang
self-sufficiency of the total action-system bu
not necessarily the extinction of the members.
The more fully these four conditions are r
alized, the more indeterminate is the struc
of action, a condition also induced when
rate of social change is very rapid. Hence
may hypothesize that fluctuations in the
indices, in apathy, and in coercion are to sor
extent functions of the rate of social change.
fact, revolutions (extreme social change)
characterized by increases in mortality, m
bidity, apathy, force, and fraud. The faster
change, the greater the stress, two mani
tions of which are force and/or apathy. Vie
ing coercion as a response to stress should h
us to put the discussion of the role of forc
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. THE FUNCTIONAL PREREQUISITES OF
A SOCIETY

The performance of a given function is prereq-
uisite to a society if in its absence one or more
of the four conditions dissolving a society re-
sults. This can be demonstrated clearly in some
cases. Less clearly, but still convincingly, the
nonfulfilment of certain other functions can be
shown at least to foster one or more of the con-
ditions negating a society. No specific action-

pattern is prerequisite to the existence of our’

ideal-typical society. We are concerned with
what must get done in a society, not with how it
is done. ' o

A. Provision for adequate relationship to:the en-
wironment and for sexual recruitment.—This in-
cludes modes of adapting to, manipulating,
and altering the environment in such a way as
(a) to maintain a sufficient number and kind of
members of the society at an adequate level of
functioning; (b) to deal with the existence of
other societies in a manner which permits the
persistence of the system of action; and (c) to
pattern heterosexual relationships to insure op-
portunities and motivation for a sufficient rate
of reproduction. In the absence of these provi-
sions, the group will suffer biological extinc-
tion through the death of the members or fail-
ure to reproduce or it will suffer absorption
into another social system.

A society, however, need not provide equal-
ly for the physiological needs of all its mem-
bers. Infanticide, geronticide, limitation of mar-
riage, and birth control may be necessary to
maintain certain societies. Which members,
and in what proportions, are most important
for the functioning of a society depends on its
social organization. Every society needs
enough adult members to insure reproduction
and to man the essential status-positions.

A society must adapt to, manipulate, and
alter its situation. Among the features thus
dealt with may be chronically threatening as-
pects of the situation. In a dry region a society

features as maintenance of the organism, de-

may employ techniques of food storage, irriga-
tion, or nomadic migration. If neighboring so-
cieties are hostile, an army may be essential
and the society thus dependent on the deliber-
ate hazarding of some of its members” lives.
The existence of Murngin society depends
partly on the destruction of a portion of its
adult males by chronic warfare. Resistance is
only one possible response to hostile neigh-
bors. Certain “men-o-bush” tribes of New
Guinea make but little resistance to raids.
These raids, however, do not threaten to extin-
guish the society. Only if they do can such a
passive adaptation be said to be inadequate to
meet the functional prerequisite.

- The inclusion of such apparently dmparate

fense, and provision for sexual reproduction
under one heading is by no means arbitrary.
From the point of view of a social system, the
non-human environment, the biological nature
of man, and the existence of other societies are
all part of the situation of action. To none of
these aspects of the situation is passive adapta-
tion the only mode of adequate relationship.
Thus the biological basis of society itself is
molded. Individuals have constitutional differ-
ences, but the latter are variously evaluated
and dealt with by societies. The biological
birth-growth-death cycle is a dynamic process
in its own right, yet societies both adapt to it
and modify it in a number of ways. In noting
the necessity for a society to meet certain bio-
logical prerequisites, we remark also upon the
great plasticity of individuals. It is scarcely nec-
essary to remark that, concretely, societies alter
their modes of relationship to their situations;
that technological changes occur, sometimes
through loss, more often by invention and dif-
fusion.

B. Role differentiation and role assignment.—
This signifies the systematic and stable division
of activities. We will treat under other head-
mgs role-learning and the sanctions perpetuato
ing the role structure.
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In any society there are activities which
must be regularly performed if the society is to
persist. If they are to be done dependably,
these extensive and varied activities must be
broken down and assigned to capable individ-
uals trained and motivated to carry them out.
Otherwise everyone would be doing every-
thing or nothing—a state of indeterminacy
which is the antithesis of a society and which
precludes getting essential activities carried
out. The universal problems of scarcity and
order are insoluble without legitimized alloca-
tion of property rights and authority, and
these, in turn, are unattainable without reason-
ably integrated role-differentiation. While a
given individual is often the locus of several
roles, he can never combine all the roles of his
society in himself. Age and sex differences im-
pose a degree of role-differentiation every-
where; in some societies class and occupation
are additional bases of differentiation. Argu-
ments for specialization based on differential
ability, while of great force in complex soci-
eties, have no clear bearing on societies so sim-
ple that any technique can be learnd by any in-
dividual who is not feeble-minded. Whatever
the society, activities necessary to its survival
must be worked out in predictable, determi-
nate ways, or else apathy or the war of each
against all must prevail. Without reliable pro-
vision for child-rearing activities and without
their assignment to specific persons or groups,
the society invites extinction, since children at
birth are helpless. The absence of role-differen-
tiation and of role-assignment thus makes for
three of the conditions negating a society. A
system of role-differentiation alone is useless
without a system of selection for assigning in-
dividuals to those roles.

Mention should be made of one particular
-type of role-differentiation that is a require-
ment for any society, namely, stratification.
Stratification is that particular type of role-dif-
ferentiation which discriminates between
higher and lower standings in terms of one or

more criteria. Given the universality of scarci-
ty, some system of differential allocation of
the scarce values of a society is essential.
These values may consist of such desiderata as
wealth, power, magic, women and ceremonial
precedence. That conflict over scarce values
may destroy a society will be shown in anoth-
er connection below. Our present point is that |
the rank order must be legitimized and ac-
cepted by most of the members—at least by
the important ones—of a society if stability is
to be attained. Allocation of ranks may be on
the basis of ascribed or achieved qualities or
both.

Role-differentiation implies organization.
Precedence in specialized activities must be
correlated to some extent with rank order. Co-.
ercive sanctions and initiative must be vested
in specified status-positions. Some individuals
will thus receive more than others. These privi
leges are usually made acceptable to the rank
and file by joining to the greater rights of
elite a larger share of responsibilities.
Brahmins stand closer to other-worldly non-ex-
istence than do the members of any other
Hindu caste, but they also have to observe
most elaborate ritual obligations. The Tro
briand chief enjoys a multiple share of wealt
and wives; he must also finance community
enterprises and exhibit at all times more gen:
erosity than anyone else. ]

Even the simplest societies have hierarchical
sex and age grading. Modern societies are
much more elaborately stratified. Symbolic ae
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always a vital portion of the differentiation of
roles in any society.

C. Communication—Evidence from deaf-
mutes, “wolf children,” and bilinguals shows
that speech, the basic form of communication,
is learned and that only rudimentary commu-
nication is possible in the absence of shared,
learned linguistic symbols. Without learned
symbolic communication only a few highly
general emotional states—e.g., anger, sexual
passion—in one individual can evoke an ap-
propriate response in another; only a few skills
may be conveyed by imitation.

No society, however simple, can exist with-
out shared, learned symbolic modes of com-
munication, because without them it cannot
maintain the common-value structure or the
protective sanctions which hold back the war
of each against all. Communication is indis-
pensable if socialization and role-differentia-
tion are to function effectively. That each func-
tional prerequisite thus depends in part on
other functional prerequisites does not vitiate
our argument so long as the functional prereg-
uisites are logically separable. But they need
‘not be empirically distinct activities, since any
action-system may contribute to several func-
tional prerequisites.

In a simple society, where relationships are
exclusively face-to-face, shared speech forms
suffice. In complex societies, other than oral
communication is necessary for the system as a
‘whole, though not for subsystems. Thus, in
China, writing facilitates the survival of the so-
iety despite local dialect differences too great
permit oral communication without bilin-
| intermediaries. Clearly, no modern soci-
could survive without writing. Thus, com-
unication requires language, a medium of
mmunication, and channels.

D. Shared cognitive orientations.—In any soci-

the members must share a body of cogni-
e orientations which (a) make possible adap-
tion to and manipulation of the situation; (b)
e stable, meaningful, and predictable the so-
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cial situations in which they are enga
(c) account for those significant aspects of
situation over which they do not have a
quate prediction and control in such a way
to sustain and not to destroy motivation.

If the first criterion were not met, biological
existence would be impossible. If the second
were not, interpersonal and intergroup rela-
tions could not exist. Private definitions of so-
cial situations or the absence of such definitions
could lead only to mutually incompatible ac-
tions and the war of each against all. In no soci-
ety are all conditions predictable and control-
lable; so the frustration of expectations is a
chronic feature of social life. Without a reason-
able determinate explanation of such areas of
existence, the individual would exist in an un-
structured world and could not avoid psycho-
logical disorganization. In the absence of shared
orientations, serious clashes would ensue.

Cognitive orientations must be shared, but
only in so far as the actors are involved in the
same situation of action. A housewife may not
distinguish a colonel from a corporal; a soldier
may not appreciate that he is using his hostess’
“wedding silver.” They must agree, however,
that a foot is “so long” and that that gentleman
is a “policeman.” But though a farmer may
pray for rain and an aviator rub a rabbit’s foot
for good weather with no resultant difficulties
between them, both must define the American
political system in a roughly similar fashion if
they are to vote.

E. A shared, articulated set of goals—To phrase
this prerequisite in terms of ultimate ends of ac-
tion produces a vague and not very useful for-
mulation like Thomas’ four wishes. It is equal-
ly difficult to operate in terms of motivations,
since these are exceedingly diverse and are in-
tricately articulated with the social structure:
Our statement in terms of goals seeks a middle *
ground and is couched in the terms most suit-
able for considering a system of action.

Because there is role-differentiation in every.
society, we must consider a set of goals rather
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than a common goal. The facts of scarcity and
of differential individual endowment, features
of all societies, also make it necessary to speak
of a set of goals. It is the range of goals, howev-
er narrow, that provides alternatives for indi-
viduals and thus reduces one serious source of
conflict in societies. (The possibility of univer-
sally sought goals in a society is not ruled out.)

The goals must be sufficiently articulated to
insure the performance of socially necessary
activities. They must not include too much ac-
tion which threatens the existence of a society.
A cult of sexual abstinence, if universalized,
would terminate the society. The goals must be
shared to some degree, though this will vary
with the differentiation of the society. Finally,
the goals of one individual must be meaningful
to another in so far as they share a common
structure of action.

There will be both empirical and non-empir-
ical goals. Some goals may be mutually incom-
patible without being destructive to the soci-
ety. Without an articulated set of goals the
society would invite extinction, apathy, or the
war of all against all.

F. The normative regulation of means.—This
functional prerequisite is the prescription of
means for attaining the socially formulated
goals of a society and its subsystems. It comple-
ments but does not overlap the functional pre-
requisite of “effective control of disruptive be-
havior.” The “normative regulation of means”
defines positively the means (mostly noncoer-
cive) to the society’s goals.

That these means must be stated clearly for
the sake of order and the effective functioning
of the society follows from (a) the nature of
other functional prerequisites and (b) the
anomie that must result from the lack of recog-
nized legitimized means. First, role-differentia-
tion specifies who is to act, while the common
articulated set of goals defines what is to be
done. The normative regulation of means tells
how those goals may be won. Second, the ab-
sence of normative regulation of means invites
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must procedures be normatively specified.
content of prescriptions may vary great
among societies; what is indispensable is si
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emphasizes the necessity for the category
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Moreover, there are often alternative, non-cc
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differentially evaluated for the sake of order
else some must be ruled out.

G. The regulation of affective expression.—In
society the affective states of the members n
be mutually communicable and comprehens;
Furthermore, not every affect can be exp,
in every situation. Some must be suppresse
repressed. Lastly, there are affects which 1
be produced in the members if the social §
ture is to survive. All these aspects are incl
in the regulation of affective expression.

In the absence of the first of these ¢
tions, stability of expectations between ing
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°It may be that gross affective states are mutug
municable in the absence of regulation, but such ¢o
cation is not sufficient to obviate all the probles
with here. 3



to the other it signifies willingness to consum-
mate the affair, the relationship is headed for a
crisis. The same state of affairs with respect to
the expression of affect in an entire society is
clearly incompatible with the continuation of
that society. This is not a matter of a lack of a
shared cognitive frame of reference; rather, the
conflicts are potentially explosive because of
the emotional involvement. The cues that make
affective expression comprehensible range
from obvious and subtle linguistic behavior to
posture, facial expression, gesture, and tone of
~ voice. Many of these cues are not consciously
- recognized by the actors themselves.

- In the face of regulated competitive co-oper-
~ ative, and authority relationships, some of
which are entailed in any conceivable system
 of role-allocation, taken together with distur-
~ bances of expectation and scarcity situations,
~ no society can survive if it permits complete
latitude of affective expression in all situations.
The ungoverned expression of lust and rage
leads to the disruption of relationships and ul-
timately to the war of all against all.

Finally, a society must not only structure the
way in which affects are expressed and restrict
certain forms of emotional expression; it must
actively foster some affects. Unless we adopt
the view that all relationships in all societies
can be rational and contractual in character, we
must take the position that some relationships
depend on regulated affects for their perpeta-
tion.'” In the absence of the production of ap-
propriate affects, the family, for example,
would not survive. The question of what ef-
fects must regularly be produced in any society
is closely related to the way other functional

uisites are fulfilled. In American society
the urban middle-class conjugal family de-

This argument is an example of the dependence of
ar system of functional prerequisites on a theory of ac-
A theory which includes an affective aspect in the
tor's orientation can and must include this functional
erequisite.

pends heavily on the establishm
affective ties between spouses. T
family system in meeting the dema
highly mobile society is deprived.
bases of stability which other family s
possess, and the mutual affection of spouses be-
comes of correspondingly greater importance.

H. Socialization.—A problem is posed for
any society by the fact that its structure of ac-
tion must be learned by new members. To-each
individual must be transmitted so much of the
modes of dealing with the total situation—the
modes of communication, the shared cognitive
frame of reference, goal-system, attitudes in-
volved in the regulation of means, modes of
expression, and the like—as will render him
capable of adequate performance in his several
roles throughout life, both as respects skills
and as respects attitudes. Socialization thus is a
different concept from the maintenance of the
child in a state of biological well-being.

Furthermore, socialization includes both the
development of new adult members from in-
fants and the induction of an individual of any
age into any role of the society or its subsys-
tems where new learning is required.

A society cannot persist unless it perpetu-
ates a self-sufficient system of action—whether
in changed or traditional form—through the
socialization of new members, drawn, in part,
from the maturing generation. Whatever the
defects of any particular mode of socialization,
a universal failure of socialization means the
extinction of the society, through a combina-
tion of all four of the terminating conditions
mentioned previously."

'The complexities of personality development arising
from the interaction of individuals of varying constitution-
al endowment with the modes of child care and socializa-
tion and various other aspects of the social situation, as
well as with more random situations, cannot be dealt with
in any way here. It is sufficient to say that no socialization
system is ideally efficient, i.e., in no society are all individ-
uals equally well socialized nor is any one individual per-
fectly socialized.
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One individual cannot become equally fa-
miliar with all aspects of his society; indeed, he
may remain completely ignorant of some. But
he must acquire a working knowledge of the
behavior and attitudes relevant to his various
roles and identify to some degree with such
values as are shared by the whole society or
segments thereof wherever his behavior articu-
lates with that of other members of the society.
A Brahmin and an Untouchable learn some
skills and attitudes unknown to each other.
Both, however, must learn that the Hindu
world is made up of castes and that this is the
way things should be.

L. The effective control of disruptive forms of be-
havior —Prominent among disruptive modes
of behavior are force and fraud. The extent to
which such behavior will occur is dependent
on the way that various other functional pre-
requisites are met: role-allocation, goal-system,
regulation of means and of expression, and
socialization being the more obvious cases in
point. All these functional prerequisites, it is
clear from the preceding argument, tend to
prevent the occurrence of disruptive behavior.
In addition to, and sparate from, these is the
effective control of such behavior when it oc-
curs. To understand why this functional pre-
requisite is necessary, we must ask: Why would
not a perfectly integrated society exist in its ab-
sence?

The answer lies in three conditions inherent
in any society: scarcity of means, frustrations of
expectations, and imperfections of socializa-
tion. That many of the desiderata of life are ulti-
mately scarce needs no emphasis. Since sexual
objects are differentially evaluated by a society,
those few at the top of the scale tend to be
sought by a large number of the opposite sex.
Wealth, however defined, is basically scarce for
the mass of individuals everywhere. Force and
fraud are often the most efficient methods of
acquiring scarce values. Indeed, only scarce
values can be objects of rationally directed co-
ercive effort. To argue that society without co-
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IV. CONCLUSION

This treatment makes no claim to be final. Our
list of functional prerequisites can be elaborat-
ed and altered by the reader by making ex-
plicit the elements we have left implicit. At
present, a statement of the functional prerequi-
sites of a society is primarily useful as a contri-
bution to general social theory rather than as a
tool for analyzing individual societies. It
should be especially useful for constructing a
general system of structural prerequisites that
will tell us how the functional prerequisites
may be met, and this in turn may lead to a
more comprehensive and precise comparative
sociology.

Even at the present stage, however, the au-
thors have found this approach useful as a
point of reference for analyses of societies and
their subsystems, and for suggesting inadequa-
cies in the analysis of given societies and in the
empirical data available. It directs attention to
features of social systems, relationships among
institutional structures, and implications for
social change which might otherwise be over-
looked.

Talcott Parsons: The Social System

A PARADIGM FOR THE ANALYSIS OF
SOCIAL SYSTEMS

Let us now turn to a more detailed discussion
of our conception of a social system. First, the
concept of interpenetration implies that, how-
ever important logical closure may be as a theo-
retical ideal, empirically social systems are con-
ceived as open systems, engaged in complicated

Source Reprinted with the permission of The Free
Press, a Division of Macmillan, Inc., from Talcott Parsons,
The Social System. Copyright 1951 by The Free Press; copy-
right renewed 1979 by Talcott Parsons.

CHAPTER 9: FUNCTION

processes of interchange with environing
tems. The environing systems include,
case, cultural and personality systems,
havioral and other subsystems of the org
and, through the organism, the physical env
ronment. The same logic applies internally to
social systems, conceived as differentiated and
segmented into a plurality of subsystems, each
of which must be treated analytically as an
open system interchanging with environing
subsystems of the larger system.

The concept of an open system interchang-
ing with environing systems also implies
boundaries and their maintenance. When a set
of interdependent phenomena shows suffi-
ciently definite patterning and stability over
time, then we can say that it has a “structure”
and that it is fruitful to treat it as a “system.” A
boundary means simply that a theoretically
and empirically significant difference between
structures and processes internal to the system
and those external to it exist and tends to be
maintained. In so far as boundaries in this
sense do not exist, it is not possible to identify
a set of interdependent phenomena as a sys-
tem; it is merged in some other, more extensive
system. It is thus important to distinguish a set
of phenomena not meant to constitute a system
in the theoretically relevant sense—e.g., a cer-
tain type of statistical sample of a population—
from a true system.

STRUCTURAL AND FUNCTIONAL MODES
OF ANALYSIS

Besides identifying a system in terms of its pat-
terns and boundaries, a social system can and
should be analyzed in terms of three logically in-
dependent—i.e., cross-cutting—but also inter-
dependent, bases or axes of variability, or as
they may be called, bases of selective abstraction.
The first of these is best defined in relation
to the distinction between “structural” and
“functional” references for analysis. However
relative these two concepts may be, the distine-



