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South Dakota State University 
 
 
Note:  Due to the broad variety of introductory textbooks effectively taught by all faculty 
in the system, it is necessary to select a primary source for base definitions that can be 
accessed by all students.  For purposes of concept definition and, where needed, 
expansion, all wording is drawn from The Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology: A User’s 
Guide to Sociological Language, Allan G. Johnson (published in 1995 by Blackwell 
Publishers: Oxford, UK).  All other examples and discussion are drawn from my notes. 
 
SOCIAL STRUCTURE 
 
Social Structure:  “Every social system has a structure, and it is this that accounts for 
much of the differences between systems and the patterns of human experience and 
behavior that constitute what we know as social life.  The structure of a social system can 
be analyzed in terms of two characteristics—relationships and distributions.  The 
relationships in a system connect its various parts to one another and, hence, to the 
system as a whole.  The ‘parts’ can range from the positions people occupy to entire 
systems such as groups, organizations, communities, and societies.  The relationships that 
connect the parts have structural characteristics [i.e., boundaries regulating participation; 
role structures defining expectation and tasks; communication structures prescribing 
appropriate informative interaction; and sociometrics, or bonding patterns of like or 
dislike].  The second structural characteristic of a social system includes various kinds of 
distributions. Power may be distributed equally, as in a democracy, or unequally as in a 
traditional patriarchal family.  In similar ways, we can describe the structural distribution 
of various other products and resources of social life, from wealth, income and property 
to prestige and access to education and health care” (1995:265). 
 
All social systems have a social structure, and the nature and form of that structure is 
what distinguishes one society from another.  To investigate social structure, we need to 
identify both parts of a society (its social institutions) and the ways in which those parts 
connect and inter-relate (its patterns of distribution).  Also, social structures have 
changed over time (from simple to complex) and continue to evolve. 
 
Social institutions:  “An institution is an enduring set of ideas about how to accomplish 
goals generally recognized as important in society.  Most societies have some form of 
family, religious, economic, educational, healing and political institutions that define the 
core of its way of life.  Institutions differ from one another by focusing on different social 
functions.  The family, for example, is concerned with bringing children into the world 
and nurturing, protecting and socializing them.  Political institutions, by contrast, are 
designed to generate, organize, and apply collective power in order to achieve goals such 
as maintaining social order and stability, defending against external threats…and, 
depending on the society, protecting dominant groups and their interests.  It is important 
to distinguish institutions from their concrete manifestations…Individual families are 
influenced by how their society defines the family as an institution, but day-to-day life 
may bear little resemblance to that model….Like most aspects of social life, institutions 
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are experienced as external to the individuals who participate in them; but they are also 
shaped and changed by that participation.  For example, the family in the United States is 
still defined institutionally in terms of the nuclear family, but as single-parent families 
grow rapidly in number and homosexuals demand social recognition for gay marriages 
and parenthood, it is inevitable that the institutions itself will change, however slowly” 
(1995:142-143). 
 
One of the most common forms of institution in modern society is the bureaucracy, as 
discussed by Max Weber.  In a bureaucracy, power and prestige is contained in the role 
or position, not in the person.  That is, a CEO of major company may engage in a series 
of job cutbacks, as long as they are in that position.  If he or she is no longer in that 
position, they do not have the power to act.  Similarly, status also belongs to the position, 
not the person.  
  
Social distribution:  Social distribution is a broad concept that refers to many forms in 
society.  There is, of course, economic distribution that can be identified as capitalist or 
socialist, for example.  In a capitalist system, wealth and income are accumulated and 
distributed through the market to individuals (ideally).  In a socialist system, wealth and 
income are accumulated centrally and distributed to individuals through the state 
(ideally).  These forms and institutions of economic distribution can result in social 
stratification (or forms of inequality) of groups of people sharing positions or roles.  
However, social distribution is not limited to economics.  Societies also have institutions 
to distribute power (political systems), to distribute prestige (class systems, status 
systems), and to distribute social accessibility and/or mobility (educational systems, class 
systems, status systems). 
 
Social distribution systems and institutions most often function for purposes of groups of 
people.  That is, distribution can occur through primary groups, such as family, through 
systems of inheritance (or lack thereof).  Or, distribution may follow membership in 
groups, either voluntary (i.e. when one chooses that membership) or involuntary (i.e. 
when one’s membership is socially ascribed).  For example, sociologists often study 
income and education disparities between genders and races (both of which are ascribed 
statuses).   
 
Structural change: Changes in social structure most often involve evolution from simple 
social structures to complex social structures.  Two primary theorists, Durkheim and 
Toennis, offer concepts to understand this change.   
Durkheim used the concepts of the transition from a mechanical solidarity (or forces 
which bond people together) to an organic solidarity society to describe the changes of 
industrialization on social structures.  In a mechanical solidarity structure, people are 
bonded in the group through the lack of division of labor (replication and redundancy of 
work—for example, everyone grows their own food), through homogeneous belief 
systems (everyone believes the same thing to be in the group) and through personal 
interaction (interaction occurring due to knowledge of the person).  This is a simple form 
of solidarity which occurs only with relatively small numbers of people, and is 
considered “pre-industrial.”  In an organic solidarity structure, by contrast, people are 
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bonded through ever more intricate divisions of labor (each relying on the other to do 
separate tasks, such as making clothing or growing food), through heterogeneous belief 
systems (not everyone has to believe the same thing in order to be in the group) and 
through role interaction (interaction occurring due to the expectations of the social role 
and/or position, not the person).  This is a complex form of solidarity, and is the base of 
the “industrial” society.  Similarly, Toennis offers the concepts of gemeinschaft and 
gezellschaft, which correspond to mechanical and organic solidarity respectively.  While 
Toennis’ concepts—and Durkheim’s—are sometimes used to distinguish between rural 
and urban social systems, they don’t necessarily apply in that form.  In the United States, 
all of our systems are reflective of organic solidarity, regardless of where people live.  
Our economic, political, educational, religious and family systems reflect post-industrial, 
or complex, structures. 


