CHAPTER 1IX

ON THE CONCEPT OF FUNCTION IN
SOCIAL SCIENCE!

HE concept. of function applied to human societies js

based on an analogy between social life and organic Iifg"

The recognition of the analogy and of some of its implica.
tions is not new. In the nineteenth century the analogy, the concept
of function, and the word itself appear frequently in social philo-
sophy and sociology. So far as I know the first systematic
formulation of the concept as. applying to the strigtly scientific
study of society was that of[ﬁ_mile Durkheim in ISQRégles de la

Méthode Sociologique.)
urkheim’s definition is that the ‘function’ of a social ip.
stitUfion is the correspondence between jt and the needs (besoins

in French) of the social organism his definition requires some
elaborationér:ﬁg]e first place, 5 avoid possib e ambiguity and
in particulat~the possibility of -a teleological fht%}:p?égfigﬂ, I
would like to substitute for the term ‘needs’ the term ‘necessary
conditions of existence’, or, if the term ‘need’ is used, it is to be
understood only in this sense. It may be here noted, as a point

to be returned to, that any attempt to applyfthis concept of funetion

In social science involves the assumption that there are necessary

uw analogy between social life and 7
analogies it has to be used with care. An animal 6rganism is an

;}gglgnjérat_'pnmf_cells\and interstitiy.. fluids arranged in relation
to another not-as_an regate but as an integrated living-

conditions of existence for human societies just as there are for

animal organisms, and that they can be discovered by the proper

kind of scientific enquiry—} - - , ;
For the. further eluci ion of the concept it is convenient to
ﬁtg'g::mic' life. Like all

whole. For the biochemist,j i5.a complexly integrated system

. of compléx mo cules. The systenﬁl““‘oﬂrelat__ionsr by which these

b i
Dr. Lesser to- the American Anthropological Association, is reprinted drom
the American Anthropologist, Vol. XXXVII, p. 3, 1935, where it accompanied
Dr. Lesser’s paper. ’ _
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units are related is the organic structure. As the terms are
used(the organism-is 7ot jtself the stfucture; it is a collection o
units (cells-er-motecules) arranged in-a structure, i.6. ima set_of
relations; the organism Aas a structure.yT'wo mature animals of the
same species and sex consist of similaf units combined in a sifnilar
structure.{The-st re js thus t : of relati
between entities.)(The structure of a cell is in the same way a
- sét.of relations Between complex molecules, and the structuré of
an atom is a set of relations between electrons and protons.)@s :
long as it lives the organism preserves a certain-continuityof
~ structure althétigh it does not preserve the complete identity of
its constituent parts.) It loses some of, its constituent-molecules

TR

by respiration or exéretion; it takes in others by respiration and

alimentary absorpﬁﬁn(OvefM
remain the same. But the structural arrangement of, ituent:
units does remain similar. The process by Wwhich |this structural

continuity of the organism is maintained is called life. he

- life-process consists of the’ activities and interactions of the
constituent units of the organism, the cells, and the organs into
which the cells are united. ;

- \Asthe word function is here being used the life of an organism
is conceived as the functioning of its structure. (It is through and
by the continuity of the functioning that the cohtinuity of the
structure is preserved. @' we consider any recurrent part of the
life-process, such as” réspiration, digestion, etc., its  function
is. the part it plays in, the contribution it makes to, the life of
the organism as a whole. As the terms are here being used a cell e
“or an organ has an activity and that activity has a function. \It is
true that we commonly speak of the secretion of gastric fluid as a
‘function’ of the stomach. As the words are here used we should
say that this is an ‘activity’ of the stomach, the ‘function’ of which
is to change the proteins of food into a form in which these are
absorbed and distributed by the blood to the tissues. @e may note
that the function Of a recurrent physiological process is thus a
correspondence between it and the needs (i.e. necessary conditions

of existenee).of the organism) P

! The insistence on this precise form of términology is only for ‘the sake
of the analogy that is to be drawn. I have no objection to the use of the term
function in physiology to denote both the activity of an organ and the results
of that activity in maintaining life.
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. If we set out upon a systematic investigation of the nature of
organisms and organic life there are three sets of problems
presented to us. (There are, in addition, certain other sets of
problems concerning aspects or characteristics of organic life with
which we are not here concerned.) One is that of morphology—
what kinds of organic structures are there, what similarities and
variations do they show, and how can they be classified? Second
are the problems of physiology—how, in_general, do organic
structures function, what, therefore, is. the nature of the life-
process? Third are the problems of evolutien or development—
how do new types of organisms come into-existenee?

To turn from organic life to social life, if we examine such a
community as an African or Australian tribe jwe can recognise
the existence of a social structure.(Individual human beings, the
essential units in this instance, are ¢ nng:ﬁ1 by a definite set of

social relations into an integrated whole{The continuity of the '
social structure, like that of an organic s ire, is not destroyed
by changes in the units. Individuals may leave the society, by
death or otherwise; others may enter it. The continuity of structure
is maintained by the process-of social life, which Consists of the
activities and interactions of the individual human beings and of
the organised grodps into which they are united. The social life
of the commuhity' is here defined as the Sfunctioning of the social -
structure. The function of any recurrent activity, such as the
punishment of a crime, or a funeral ceremony, is the part it plays
in the social life as a whole and therefore the contribution it makes
to the maintenance of the structural continuity) =
; ﬂ;&@'hﬂmepkni.ﬁxmim_aa_he&dcﬁ& thus involves the
notion of a istin of relati ] un
entities, the contimus ¢ being maintained by a life-
ocess made up of the activities of the constituent units) 5
» with these concepts in mind, we set out on a systematic
investigation Qf the nature of human society and of social lifa
we find presentéd to us(three sets of problem¢?First, the prohlems

of Wgy-ﬁbhat kinds of social structures are there,
~ what are their similarities and diffetences, how are they to be

classified % Second, the lems of social physiology—how do
social structures function!Clhird, the > problems of development—

how do new types of social structuré come into existence :
{ Two important points where the analogy between organism and
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society breaks down must be noted.)[n an animal organism it 3 :“
possible to observe the organic structure to some extent in= 5
dependently of its functioning. It is therefore possible to make a
morphology which is independent of physiology. Bufgﬁfhuman
society the social structure as a whole can only be obs %-%Tlﬁts

MCHOINgE. Some —of the features of social structure, such as
the geographical distribution of individuals and groups can be
directly observed, but most of the social relations which in their
totality constitute the structure,[Such as relations of father and
son, buyer and seller, ruler and subject, cannot be observed
except in the social activities in which the relations are functioning.
It follows that a social morphology cannot be established in.
dependently of a social physiology:

‘ The second point is that an a 1 organism does not, in the
course of its life, change its structural type‘.‘)A pig does not become
a hippopotamus. (The development of the animal from ger-
mination to maturity is not a change of type since the process in
‘all its stages is typical for the species.) On the other hand/a
society in the course of its history can and does change its structural
type without any blﬁh of continuity.

By the definition here offeredCchtion’ is the contribution
which a partial activity makes to the tomﬁs a
part The functfon of1 a particular social usage is the contribution
it makes to the total social life as the functioning of the total social
system. Such a view implies that a social system (the total social
structure of a society together with the totality of social. usages
in which that structure appears and on which it depends for its
continued existence) has a certain kind of unity, which we may
speak of as a functional unity. We may define it as a condition
in which f the social system work together with a
sufficient degree of harmony or internal consistency, 1.e. without

T * . . _\1___Cy "
producin, istent ¢ hich c3n neither be resolved nor
regulated.! : o

This idea of the functional unity of a social system is, of course,
‘a hypothesis. But it is one which, to the functionalist, _it_\seems
worth while to test by systematic examination of the facts. )

There.is another aspect of functional theory that should be
briefly mentioned. To return to the analogy of social life and

2 e, : ; .
! Opposition, i.e. organised and regulated antagonism, is, of course, an
Q{’ gu g
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- “erganic life, we recognise that an organism may function more of

" less efficiently and so we set up a special science of pathology
to deal with all phenomena of disfunction., We distinguish in an
organism what we call health and disease. The Greeks of the fifth
century B.C. thought that one might apply the same notion to
society, to the city-state, distinguishing conditions_of eunomia,
good order, social health, from dysnomia, disorder, Social ili-
health.) In the nineteenth century

urkheim, in his application
of the notion of function, sought to lay the basis for a scientific
social pathology, based on a morphology and a physiology.t
In his works, particularly those on suicide and the division of
labour, he attempted to find objective criteria by which to judge
whether a given society at a given time is normal or pathological,
¢} eunomic or dysnomic. For example, he tried to show that the
' increase of the rate of suicide in many countries during part of the
nineteenth century is symptomatic of a dysnomic or, in his
terminology, anomic, social condition. Probably there is no,
sociologist who would hold that Durkheim really succeeded in
establishing an objective basis for a science of social pathology.?
In relation to organic structures we can find strictly objective
criteria by which to distinguish disease from health, pathological
from normal, for disease is that which either threatens the organ-
ism with death (the dissolution of its structure) or interferes with
the activities which are characteristic of the organic type.gocieties
do not die in the same sense that animals die and there re we
_‘cannot define dysnomia as that which leads, if unchecked, to the
~death of a society. Further, a society differs from an organism
in that it can change its structural type, or can be absorbed as
an integral part of a larger society. Therefore we cannot define
dysnomia as a disturbance of the usual activities of a social type
(as Durkheim tried to do).,
Let us return for a moment to the Greeks. They conceived
the health of an organism and the eunomia of a society as being
in each instance a condition of the harmonious working together

! For what is here called dysnomia Durkheim used the term anomia (anomie
in French). This is to my mind inappropriate. Health and disease, eunomia and
dysnomia, are essentially relative terms.

* I would personally agree in the main with the criticisms of Roger Lacombe
(La Méthode Sociologique de Durkheim, 1926, ch. 1v) on Durkheim’s general
theory of social pathology, and with the criticisms of Durkheim’s treatment
of suicide presented by Halbwachs, Les Causes du Suicide.
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: S : :
of its parts.! Now this, where society is concerned, is the same

thing as what was considered above as the functional unity or

inner consistency of a social system, and it is suggested that for the
degree of functional unity of a particular society it may be possible
to establish a purely objective criterion. Admittedly this cannot be
done at present; but the science of human society is as yet in its
extreme infancy. So that it may be that we should say that, while
an organism that is attacked by a virulent disease will react thereto,
and, if its reaction fails, will die, a society that is thrown into a
condition of functional disunity. or inconsistency (for this we now
provismaﬂtify with dysnomia) will not die, except in such
comparatively rare instances as an Australian tribe overwhelmed

by the white man’s destructive force, but \;rillﬂ:lt_i’r_lp_gjg,sgllggle
d

foward some sort of eunomia, some_kgxglj_smi_ﬂ_hgahb, and may,
in the Gourse of this, change its structural type. This process, it
scems, the Functionalist’ has ample opportunities of observing.
2t the present day, in native peoples subjected to the damination
of the civilis ions, i i 5t '
Space will not allow a discussion here of another aspect of
functional theory, viz. the question whether change of social type
is or is not dependent on function, i.e. on the laws of social physio-
logy. My own view is that there is such a dependence and that its
nature can be studied in the development of the legal and political
institutions, the economic systems and the religions of Europe
through the last twenty-five centuries. For the preliterate societies
with which anthropology is concerned, it is not possible to study
the details of long processes of change of type. The one kind of
change which the anthropologist can observe is the disintegration
of social structures. Yet even here we can observe and compare
spontaneous movements towarfibeintegration. We have, for
instance, in Africa, in Oceania, and in America the appearance of

L3

new religions which can be interpreted on a functional hypothesis

1 See, for example, the Fourth Book of Plato’s Republic.

2 To avoid misunderstanding it is perhaps necessary to observe that this
distinction of eunomic and dysnomic social conditions does not give ug any
evaluation of these societies as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. A savage tribe practising polyg-
amy, cannibalism, and sorcery can possibly show a higher degree of functional
unity or consistency than the United States of 1935. This objective judgment,
for such it must be if it is to be scientific, is something very different from any
judgment as to which of the two social systems is the better, the more to be
desired or approved.
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as attempts to relieve a condition of social dysnomia produced
by the rapid modification of the social life through contact with
white civilisation.

= The concept of function as defined above constitutes 2
‘working hypothesis’ by WMCWMOQR_
ulated for investigation, No scienfific enquiry is possible without
some such formulationof working hypotheses. Two remarks are
necessary here. Qne is that the is does not reqmre the
dogmatic assertlon that eVerythmg in the'li €

has a %\g t 1t may
hav t we are usuﬁed in see ng to ’dlscove
second is that what appears to to be the same So¢ usage in two.
societies mayMrent functions in the two. Thus the practice
of celibacy in the Roman Catholic Church of today has very |
different functions from those of celibacy in the early Christian -
Church. In other words, in-order to define a social usage, and
therefore in order to make valid compansons between the usages
of different peoples or periods, it is necessary to consider not
merely the form of the usage but also its function. On this basis,
for example, belief in a Supreme Being in a simple society is
something different from such a belief in a modern civilised
community.

The acceptance of the functional hypothesis or point of view
outlined above results in the recognition of a vast number of
problems for the solution of which there are required wide com-
parative studies of societies of many diverse types and also in-
tensive studies of as many single societies as possible. In field
studies of the simpler peoples it leads, first of all, to a direct study
of the social life of the community as the functioning of a social
structure, and of this there are several examples in recent literature.
Since the function of a social activity is to be found by examining
its effects upon individuals, these are studied, either in the average
individual or in both average and exceptional individuals. Further, |
the hypothesis leads to attempts to investigate directly the func- |
tional consistency or unity of a social system and to determine as
far as possible in each instance the nature of that unity. Such field
studies will obviously be different in many ways from studies ¢
carried out from other points of view, e.g. the ethnological point §
of view that lays emphasis on diffusion. We do not have to say |
that one point of view is better than another, but only that they
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are different, and any particular piece of work should be judged
in reference to what it aims to do. ’ g

If the view here outlined is taken as one form of ‘functionalism’,
a few remarks on Dr. Lesser’s paper become permissible. He
makes reference to a difference of ‘content’ infunctional and non-
functional anthropology. From the point of view here presented
the ‘content’ or subject-matter of social anthropology is the whole
social life of a people in all its aspects. For convenience of handling
it is often necessary to devote special attention to some particular
part or aspect of the social life, but if functionalism means
anything at all it does mean the attempt to see the social life of a
people as a whole, as a functional unity.

Dr. Lesser speaks of the functionalist as stressing ‘the
psychological aspects of culture’, I presume that he here refers
to the functionalist’s recognition that the usages of a society work
or ‘function’ only through their effects in the life, i.e. in the
thoughts, sentiments and actions of individuals.

The ‘functionalist’ point of view here presented does therefore
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1

‘laws. Similarly one ‘explanation’ of a social system will be it.
history, where we know it—the detailed account of how it came
to be what it is and where it is. Another ‘explanation’ of the san,.
system is obtained by showing (as the functionalist attempts to do) |
that it is a special exemplification of laws of social physiology
or social functioning. The two kinds of explanation do not
conflict, but supplement one another.*

/"~ The functional hypothesis is in conflict with two views that

. are held by some ethnologists,imd it is probably these, held as

they often are without precise formulation, that are the cause of
the antagonism to that approacM One is the ‘ shreds and patches’
theory of culture} the designation being taken from a phrase of
Professor Lowie? when he speaks of ‘that planless hodge-podge,
that thing of shreds and patches called civilisation’\The con-
centration of-atteation on what js called-the diffusion of culture- |
traits tends to produce a conctftioR of culture as a collection of 8
disparate entities (the so-called traits) brought together by pure §if
historical accident and having only accidental relations to one &b
anotheL¥The conception is rarely formulated and maintained with ]
any precision, but as a half-unconscious point of view it does @§}!
seem to control the thinking of many ethnologists. It is, of |
course, in direct conflict with the hypothesis of the functional §¥
unity of social systems. i

The second view which is in direct conflict with the functional,
hypothesis is the view that there are no discoverable significant]
sociological laws such as the functionalist is seeking. I know that§|

11-see no reason at all why the two kinds of study—the historical and :
functional—should not be carried on side by side in perfect harmony. In fact,
“for fourteen years I have been teaching both the historical and geographical@|
study of peoples under the name of ethnology in close association with archae- S8}
ology, and the functional study of social systems under the name of-social Sl
anthropology. I do think that there are_many disadvantages in mixing the 8
two subjects together and confusing them. See ‘The Methods of Ethnology |
and Social Anthropology’ (South African Journal of Science, 1923, pp. 124—47).

* Primitive Society, p. 441. A concise stat¢ément of this point of view is the f.
following passage from Dr. Ruth Benedict’s “The Concept of the Guardian
Spirit in North America’ (Memoirs, American Anthropological Association;
‘29, 1923), p. 84: ‘It is, so far as we can see, an ultimate fact of human nature i
that man builds up his culturé“out of disparate elements, combining and re-
combining them; and until we have abandoned the superstition that the result
is an organism functionally interrelated, we shall be unable to see our cultural
life objectively, or to control its manifestations.” I think that probably neither

Professor Lowie nor Dr. Benedict would, at the present time, maintain this
view of the nature of culture.
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e two or three ethnologists say that they hold this view, but§y
have found it impossible to know what they mean, or on what
rt of evidence (rational or empirical) they would base their
ntention. Generalisations about any sort of subject matter are
two kinds: the generalisations of common opinion, and generali-
gations that have been verified or demonstrated by-a systematic
Examination of evidence afforded by precise ob§ervamm_s_sys-

tically made. Generalisations of the latter kind are called
ntific laws.- Those who hold “that there are no laws of human

EoGicty cannot hold that there are no generalisations about human
ociety because they themselves hold such generalisations and
ven make new ones. of their own. They must therefore hold that
h the field of social phenomena, in contradistinction to physical

d biological phenomena, any attempt at the systematic testing
bf existing generalisations or towards the discovery and veri-
B.ation of new ones, is, for some unexplained reason, futile, or,

& Dr. Radin puts it, ‘crying for the moon’. Argunyainst such
V4

| contention is unprofitable or indeed im ossibl

= 74 e S0 /C-f"—*a' 49/ ‘/;




