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21. SOCIAL STRUCTURE PART-III 

21.0 Objectives 

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to understand and learn about: 

• View of Levi-Strauss on Social Structure  

• Views of Edmund Leach on Social Structure 

• Views of S.F.Nadel on Social Structure 

• Views of Talcott Parsons on Social Structure 

 

21.1 Introduction to Social Structure   

           The concept of social structure stands as a cornerstone in both sociology and 
anthropology, referring to the patterned and relatively stable arrangements of 
social relationships, roles, and institutions that shape human interaction and 
societal organization. While foundational thinkers like Durkheim and Radcliffe-
Brown established early frameworks, the mid-20th century saw a vibrant 
diversification of theoretical approaches to this concept. Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
Edmund Leach, S.F. Nadel, and Talcott Parsons each offered unique and profound 
insights, moving the discussion of social structure from simple equilibrium models 
to complex analyses encompassing unconscious mental patterns, dynamic social 
processes, rigorous role systems, and grand systemic imperatives. This section 
will delve into the distinct perspectives of these four influential scholars, exploring 
how their diverse methodologies and core concepts contributed to a richer and 
more nuanced understanding of how societies are built, maintained, and 
transformed. 

 

21.2 Levi-Strauss’ View on Social Structure 
 
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) was the foundational figure of Structuralism in 
anthropology, offering a profoundly different approach to social structure 
compared to the British structural-functionalists. For Lévi-Strauss, social structure 
was not primarily about empirically observable social relations or their functions, 
but rather about the underlying, unconscious mental structures that generate and 
organize human thought, behavior, and cultural phenomena. Influenced by 
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structural linguistics, he believed that just as language has an underlying grammar, 
all forms of human culture—from kinship systems and myths to art and rituals—
are expressions of universal logical principles inherent in the human mind. 
 
 
Lévi-Strauss argued that the visible social structures (what he termed "statistical 
models") are merely surface manifestations of deeper, unconscious "mechanical 
models" or "structures." These fundamental mental structures operate through 
binary oppositions (e.g., raw/cooked, nature/culture, life/death) which are universal 
modes of human cognition. His task was to uncover these timeless, universal 
logical patterns that dictate how humans categorize, organize, and interpret their 
world, and consequently, how they construct their social systems. His major work, 
The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), exemplifies this approach. He 
argued that kinship systems, particularly those involving marital exchange (e.g., 
sister exchange), are not simply empirical arrangements but derive from a 
fundamental principle of reciprocity and the universal human need to impose order 
on nature, specifically by distinguishing categories for marriageable and non-
marriageable partners. The "exchange of women" in these societies, for Lévi-
Strauss, was not just about alliance but about the deepest structures of 
communication and the establishment of social order. Similarly, in his analysis of 
myths, he sought to identify universal mythemes (the smallest structural units of 
myths) and the logical transformations between them, revealing shared underlying 
patterns of human thought across diverse cultures. Thus, for Lévi-Strauss, social 
structure is ultimately a manifestation of the structure of the human mind, a 
universal grammar that underlies the diverse "languages" of human culture. 
 
For Lévi-Strauss, the human mind operates through binary oppositions—
fundamental conceptual pairs like raw/cooked, nature/culture, male/female, 
life/death, or day/night. These oppositions are not merely descriptive categories 
but the very building blocks of human understanding, enabling individuals to 
categorize and make sense of the world. All diverse cultural expressions, from 
kinship systems and myths to culinary practices and art, are seen as 
manifestations or transformations of these underlying universal mental structures, 
which strive to mediate or resolve these inherent oppositions. The anthropologist's 
task, then, is to move beyond the superficial "statistical models" of observable 
social behavior and to uncover the hidden "mechanical models"—the invariant, 
timeless logical structures of the mind that generate them. 
 
His groundbreaking work, The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), 
exemplifies this methodology. Lévi-Strauss argued that the incest taboo, a 
universal prohibition against marrying within one's immediate family, marks the 
decisive transition from "nature" to "culture." This taboo compels individuals to 
seek partners outside their immediate kin group, initiating a fundamental principle 
of reciprocity and exchange. He posited that the exchange of women through 
marriage is not simply about reproduction but a fundamental act of communication 
and alliance-building between distinct social units, which are the true building 
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blocks of social structure. He differentiated between "restricted exchange" (direct, 
reciprocal exchange between two groups) and "generalized exchange" 
(asymmetrical exchange involving multiple groups in a circuit), demonstrating how 
these different forms of alliance systems logically derive from and reinforce 
underlying principles of reciprocity. The crucial "atom of kinship" for Lévi-Strauss 
was not just the nuclear family, but a minimum set of relationships that necessarily 
includes the wife-giver's brother, highlighting the centrality of affinal (marriage-
based) ties in structuring social groups. 
 
Similarly, in his extensive analysis of myths (most notably in his four-volume 
Mythologiques), Lévi-Strauss sought to uncover the universal patterns of human 
thought that myths express. He treated myths as a form of language, dissecting 
them into minimal units he called mythemes (analogous to phonemes in 
linguistics). By arranging mythemes both synchronically (in terms of underlying 
relationships) and diachronically (in terms of narrative sequence), he revealed how 
myths are systematic attempts to mediate or resolve fundamental contradictions 
inherent in human experience, often expressed through binary oppositions. For 
example, a myth might mediate the opposition between "life" and "death" or 
"nature" and "culture" through symbolic characters or events. 
 
In essence, Lévi-Strauss's structuralism asserts that social structure is a reflection 
of the invariant, deep structures of the human mind. It is a synchronic (timeless) 
analysis of the logic and grammar of human culture, aiming to discover the 
universal principles that govern all human societies, irrespective of their specific 
cultural content. His legacy is in transforming anthropology from a primarily 
descriptive or functionalist discipline into one concerned with the universal 
cognitive processes that give rise to the diversity of human cultures. 
 

 

21.3 Edmund Leach’s Views on Social Structure 
 
Edmund Leach (1910-1989) was a prominent British social anthropologist who 
critically engaged with, and significantly challenged, the static tendencies of 
traditional structural-functionalism. His core argument was that social structures 
are not rigid, static, and equilibrium-seeking but are instead inherently fluid, 
dynamic, ambiguous, and subject to constant manipulation by individuals and 
groups. Leach shifted the focus from the stable maintenance of social systems to 
their inherent dynamism, internal contradictions, and processes of change. 
 
 
In his seminal work, Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social 
Structure (1954), Leach famously analyzed the oscillation between two seemingly 
contradictory political systems among the Kachin people: the egalitarian gumlao 
(which rejected hierarchical authority) and the hierarchical gumsa (which 
embraced it). He argued that Kachin society was not fixed in either state but 
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constantly oscillated between these two ideal types. This oscillation was driven by 
the strategic choices and political maneuvering of individuals and groups, who 
consciously or unconsciously exploited the inherent ambiguities and contradictions 
within their social rules to gain advantage or shift the balance of power. For Leach, 
social structure was less about a fixed blueprint and more about a process of 
political action where individuals actively choose and interpret rules to achieve their 
goals. He emphasized that deviance, instability, and conflict are not pathological 
deviations from a functional equilibrium but are inherent and often necessary 
elements of social life, contributing to the very dynamism of social change. Unlike 
Radcliffe-Brown's emphasis on how structures maintain stability, Leach highlighted 
how social structures provide a framework within which individuals can 
strategically operate, leading to continuous transformation and the ongoing re-
negotiation of social order. 
 
Leach's core argument, powerfully articulated in his seminal work Political Systems 
of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social Structure (1954), was that social 
structures are not fixed blueprints but rather fluid, ambiguous, and subject to 
constant internal tension and external pressure. He demonstrated that societies 
are not simply stable systems that occasionally experience "dysfunctions" or 
"deviance." Instead, internal contradictions, conflicting principles, and the strategic 
actions of individuals are inherent and often crucial drivers of social change. He 
famously observed the Kachin people of Burma, who, he argued, did not conform 
to a single, stable social model but continuously oscillated between two opposing 
ideal types of political organization: 

1. Gumsa: A hierarchical, aristocratic system characterized by social stratification, 
tribute payments to chiefs, and a more centralized political structure. 

2. Gumlao: An egalitarian, anti-hierarchical system that explicitly rejected chiefly 
authority, emphasized achieved status, and often involved the destruction of 
property (merit feasting) to prevent the accumulation of wealth and power. 

Leach argued that Kachin society was not either gumsa or gumlao, but rather a 
dynamic process of oscillation between these two modes. This constant shifting 
was not a pathological state but a fundamental feature of their social organization. 
He demonstrated that individuals and groups, driven by their own interests and 
ambitions, would actively interpret and manipulate ambiguous social rules to shift 
the balance towards either system, thereby influencing the social structure itself. 
For instance, a powerful gumlao lineage might accumulate wealth and followers, 
eventually transitioning towards a gumsa-like hierarchy, only for a counter-
movement to reassert gumlao egalitarianism. 

This emphasis on individual agency and the strategic manipulation of social rules 
was a significant departure from more deterministic functionalist models. Leach 
saw social structure not as a rigid set of deterministic norms but as a flexible 
framework that provides options and opportunities for individuals to make choices 
that, cumulatively, affect the overall form and direction of the social system. 
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Deviance, instability, and conflict, from Leach's perspective, were not aberrations 
but vital components that contribute to the dynamism and ongoing transformation 
of social organization. 

Leach's work therefore reframed the study of social structure from a focus on static 
equilibrium to an analysis of process, oscillation, and inherent contradiction. He 
highlighted that societies are perpetually "in the making," constantly being 
reshaped through political action, negotiation, and the strategic deployment of 
social rules by actors within the system. His contributions significantly expanded 
the scope of structural analysis in anthropology, paving the way for approaches 
that integrated power, agency, and historical contingency into the understanding 
of social organization. 

 

21.4 S.F. Nadel’s Views on Social Structure 
 

Siegfried Frederick Nadel (1903-1956) was another influential anthropologist who 
sought to bring greater formal rigor and systematization to the study of social 
structure. While operating within the broader functionalist tradition, Nadel 
distinguished himself by focusing intensively on the concept of "role" as the 
fundamental building block of social structure. For Nadel, social structure was not 
just a network of individuals (as Radcliffe-Brown might have emphasized) but 
primarily a system of roles—a more abstract and analytical construct derived from 
observed patterns of behavior. 
 
 
Nadel meticulously defined a role as a standardized pattern of expected behavior, 
rights, and duties associated with a specific social position or status within a given 
social system. He argued that roles provide the necessary structure for social 
interaction by dictating how individuals occupying particular positions are expected 
to behave and relate to others. Social structure, then, becomes an intricate web of 
interconnected roles, where the performance of one role is typically linked to the 
expectations of counter-roles. Nadel emphasized that these roles are not 
idiosyncratic individual actions but are institutionally defined and recurrent patterns 
of behavior, making them amenable to systematic, comparative analysis. He 
introduced methods for mapping out these "role systems" and identifying the 
various dimensions along which roles differ (e.g., whether a role is ascribed or 
achieved, its degree of specificity, the number of individuals involved). His 
approach was more formal and abstract than much descriptive ethnography, 
aiming to provide a rigorous framework for comparing the underlying 
organizational principles of different societies. For Nadel, understanding how roles 
are distributed, defined, and articulated within a society was key to grasping its 
overall social structure and how it functions. 
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Nadel meticulously defined a role as a standardized pattern of behavior, rights, 
duties, and expectations that are associated with a particular social position or 
status within a society. He argued that these roles are the fundamental "atoms" or 
building blocks of social structure. Roles are not idiosyncratic individual actions; 
rather, they are recurrent, institutionalized patterns of behavior that are 
independent of the specific individuals who occupy them at any given time. For 
instance, the role of a "teacher" or a "chief" exists as a set of expectations and 
behaviors, regardless of who currently performs that role. 
 
 
The essence of social structure, for Nadel, lay in the interlocking of these roles, 
forming what he termed a "role system." He emphasized that roles are inherently 
relational, meaning that the definition and performance of one role (e.g., "teacher") 
are always understood in relation to other roles (e.g., "student," "parent," 
"principal"). The entire social structure, therefore, can be viewed as a complex 
network of these interconnected roles, creating a coherent and ordered 
arrangement of parts. This systematic view allowed Nadel to move beyond mere 
ethnographic description towards a more generalized and comparative analysis of 
social organization. 
 
Nadel's approach was distinct in its emphasis on formal analysis. He sought to 
develop a methodology that could rigorously identify and compare the structural 
similarities and differences between societies, irrespective of their specific cultural 
content. He believed that by abstracting social structure as a system of roles, one 
could achieve a higher degree of comparability of social data. This quest for formal 
analysis is evident in his seminal work, The Theory of Social Structure (published 
posthumously in 1957), where he outlined a methodology for dissecting social 
structures into their constituent roles and analyzing the relationships between 
them. 
 
His fieldwork, particularly among the Nupe people of Nigeria (documented in A 
Black Byzantium: The Kingdom of Nupe in Nigeria, 1942) and the Nuba of Sudan, 
provided the empirical basis for his theoretical formulations. Through these 
studies, he demonstrated how complex political and kinship systems could be 
understood by analyzing the system of roles and the power dynamics inherent in 
those roles. For Nadel, understanding how roles are distributed, defined, and 
articulated within a society was key to grasping its overall social structure and how 
it functions. His work contributed significantly to the development of a more 
precise, formal, and comparative methodology in social anthropology, influencing 
later approaches like network analysis and contributing to the move towards a 
more systematic sociological inquiry. 
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21.5 Talcott Parsons’ Views on Social Structure 
 
Talcott Parsons (1902-1979) was arguably the most influential American 
sociologist of the 20th century, known for developing a highly abstract and 
ambitious "grand theory" of action systems and structural functionalism. For 
Parsons, society is conceptualized as a social system, a complex arrangement of 
interdependent parts (individuals, roles, institutions, norms) that strive for 
equilibrium and self-maintenance. Social structure, in this view, refers to the 
patterned relationships and institutions that constitute this system, sustained by a 
shared commitment to common values and norms. 

 
 
At the core of Parsons' theory is the idea of equilibrium or homeostasis, suggesting 
that social systems tend towards a state of balance and self-maintenance. This 
stability is achieved through the internalization of shared norms and values by 
individual actors, which guide their behavior and ensure conformity to societal 
expectations. Socialization, therefore, plays a crucial role in integrating individuals 
into the existing social structure by instilling these common cultural orientations. 
While Parsons articulated a voluntaristic theory of action, suggesting that 
individuals make choices, these choices are always understood to be within a 
framework heavily influenced by internalized norms and the functional imperatives 
of the social system. Individual actions are directed towards achieving goals that 
align with societal values, thereby contributing to the system's overall 
maintenance. 
 
Parsons' most renowned conceptual tool for analyzing social structure is the AGIL 
schema, which posits four fundamental functional imperatives that any social 
system must fulfill to survive and persist. These are: 
 
A - Adaptation: The system's capacity to adapt to its external environment and 
secure necessary resources. This function is primarily fulfilled by economic 
institutions (e.g., markets, technology, production systems) that manage the 
relationship between the society and its physical and social surroundings. 
G - Goal Attainment: The system's ability to define and achieve its primary goals 
and mobilize resources towards these ends. This function is typically handled by 
the political system or government, which makes collective decisions and 
mobilizes the populace to achieve societal objectives. 
I - Integration: The maintenance of internal cohesion, coordination, and solidarity 
among the system's various parts. This involves regulating relationships between 
different subsystems, managing conflict, and ensuring social harmony. Institutions 
like the legal system, religion, and community organizations play vital roles in 
fostering solidarity and resolving internal disputes. 
L - Latency (Pattern Maintenance): The function of maintaining and transmitting 
the system's core values, cultural patterns, and motivational commitments over 
time. This ensures that actors remain committed to the system's norms and 
continue to perform their roles. Key institutions fulfilling this function include the 
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family, educational system, and cultural institutions (e.g., religious bodies, artistic 
expressions). 
 
These four functional imperatives are interdependent, meaning that the 
performance of one function relies on the others, creating a complex web of 
interactions that contributes to the system's overall stability. Parsons also 
envisioned social structures as evolving through a process of increasing 
differentiation (specialization of roles and institutions) and integration (the 
development of new mechanisms to coordinate these specialized parts). This 
evolutionary perspective suggested that more complex societies develop more 
specialized structures to meet the AGIL requirements, leading to greater adaptive 
capacity. 
 
Despite its immense influence, Parsons' grand theory of social structure faced 
significant critiques. It was often accused of an overemphasis on order and 
stability, leading to a neglect of conflict, power dynamics, and radical social 
change. Critics argued that its focus on equilibrium rendered it inherently 
conservative, unable to adequately explain societal transformations or persistent 
inequalities. Furthermore, the high level of abstraction made it challenging to apply 
directly to empirical research, sometimes appearing detached from lived social 
realities. While Parsons recognized agency, his framework was seen by many as 
overly deterministic, with individual actions tightly constrained by internalized 
norms, leaving limited room for genuine individual innovation or transformative 
social action. Nevertheless, Parsons' systematic and ambitious attempt to build a 
comprehensive theory of social structure fundamentally shaped sociological 
inquiry for decades, providing a powerful, albeit controversial, framework for 
understanding how societies are organized and sustained. 
 

21.6 Conclusion 
 
The collective contributions of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Edmund Leach, S.F. Nadel, 
and Talcott Parsons profoundly enriched the understanding of social structure, 
demonstrating its multifaceted nature. Lévi-Strauss pushed the boundaries by 
asserting that true social structure resides not in observable social relations but in 
the unconscious, universal logical patterns of the human mind, revealed through 
cultural phenomena like kinship and myth. His structuralism provided a powerful 
tool for uncovering the deep grammar underlying cultural diversity. 
 
In stark contrast, Edmund Leach directly challenged static functionalist views, 
presenting social structure as inherently fluid, dynamic, and laden with internal 
contradictions. His work on the Kachin highlighted how societies oscillate between 
different organizational forms, driven by the strategic choices and active 
manipulation of rules by individuals, thereby emphasizing agency and the 
inevitability of change and conflict within structure. 
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S.F. Nadel offered a more systematic and formal analytical approach, 
conceptualizing social structure primarily as a system of roles. By meticulously 
defining roles as standardized patterns of expected behavior associated with social 
positions, he provided a rigorous framework for abstracting and comparing the 
underlying organizational principles across different societies, moving towards a 
more precise and objective sociological science. 
 
Finally, Talcott Parsons presented the most ambitious and comprehensive vision 
of social structure as a self-regulating social system. His AGIL schema provided a 
universal blueprint of functional imperatives—Adaptation, Goal Attainment, 
Integration, and Latency—that all societies must fulfill to survive. Parsons 
emphasized the harmonious interrelation of institutions, guided by shared norms 
and values, in maintaining systemic equilibrium, though his work also faced 
criticism for its abstractness and limited capacity to account for radical change. 
 
In sum, these four thinkers collectively expanded the conceptual toolkit for 
analyzing social structure. From Lévi-Strauss's focus on universal mental codes to 
Leach's emphasis on dynamic political processes, from Nadel's systematic 
analysis of roles to Parsons' grand theory of social systems, their diverse 
perspectives underscore that social structure is a complex, multi-layered 
phenomenon—simultaneously a stable framework, a site of continuous 
negotiation, an expression of underlying cognition, and a functional system striving 
for continuity. Their combined intellectual legacy continues to inform how we 
conceptualize and investigate the enduring patterns of human social organization. 
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