




STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION IN PRIMITIVE SOCIETY 

of employers and employees, are just as much determinants of 
social :relations as belonging to different clans or different nations. 

, In the study of social structure the concrete reality with which 
we are concerned is the set of actually existing relations, at a given 
moment of time, which link together certain human beings. 
It is on this that we can make direct observations. But it is not 
this that we attempt to describe in its particularity. Science 
(as distinguished from history or biography) is not concerned 
with the particular, the unique, but only with the general, with 
kinds, with events which recur. The actual relations of Tom, 
Dick and Harry or the behaviour of Jack and Jill may go down in 
our field note-books and may provide illustrations for a general 
description. But what we need for scientific purposes is an account 
of the form of the structure. For example, if in an Australian 
tribe I observe in a number of instances the behaviour towards 
one another of persons who stand in the relation of mother's 
brother and sister's son, it is in order that I may be able to 
record as precisely as possible the general or normal form of this 
relationship, abstracted from the variations of particular instances, 
though taking account of those variations. 

This important distinction, between structure as an actually 
existing concrete reality, to be directly observed, and structural 
form, as what the field-worker describes, may be made clearer 
perhaps by a consideration of the continuity of social structure 
through time, a continuity which is not static like that of a building, 
but a dynamic continuity, like that of the organic structure of a 
Jiving body. Throughout the life of an organism its structure is 
being constantly reiiewed: 3nd similarly the social life constantly 
renews the social structure. Thus the actual relations of persons 
and groups of persons change from year to year, or even from day 
to day. New members come into a community by birth or im
migration; others gn out of it by death or emigration. There are 
marriages and divorces. Friends may become enemies, or enemies 
may make peace and become friends. But while the actual structure 

,--changes in this way, the general structural form may remain 
_ relatively constant over a longer or shorter period of time. Thus 

if I visit a relatively stable comm.unity and revisit it after an interval 
of ten years, I shall find that many of its members have died and 
others have been born; the members who still survive are now ten 
years dder and their relations to one another may have changed 

ON SOCIAL STRUCTURE 193 
in many ways. Yet I may find that the kinds of relations that I 
can observe are very little different from those observed ten years 
before. The structural form has changed little. 

But, on the other hand, the structural form may change, 
sometimes gradually, sometimes with relative suddenness, as in 
revolutions and military conquests. But even in the most revolu
tionary changes some continuity of structure is maintained. 

I must say a few words about the spatial aspect of social 
structure. It is rarely that we find a community that is absolutely 
isolated, having no outside contact. At the present moment of 
history, the network of social relations spreads over the whole 
world, without any absolute solution of continuity anywhere. 
This gives rise to a difficulty which I do not think that sociologists 
have really faced, the difficulty of defining what is meant by the 
term 'a society'. They do commonly talk of societies as if they 
were distinguishable, discrete entities, as, for example, when we 
are told that a society is an organism. Is the British Emp� a 
society or a collection of societies? Is a Chinese village a society, 
or is it merely a fragment of the Republic of China? 

If we say that our subject is the study and comparison of 
human societies, we ought to be able to say what are the unit 
entities with which we are concerned. 

If we take any convenient locality of a suitable size, we cm 
study the structural system as it appears in and from that region, 
i.e. the network of relations connecting the inhabitants amongst
themselves and with the people of other regions. We can,thus
observe, describe, and compare the systems of social structure of
as many localities as we wish. To illus what I mean, I may
refer to two recent studies from the rsity of Chicago, one
of a Japanese village, Suye Mura, by Dr. John Embree, and the
other of a French Canadian community, St. Denis, by Dr.
Horace Miner.

Closely connected with this conception of social structure 
is the conception of 'social personality' as the position occupied 
by a human being in a social structure, the complex formed by 
all his social relations with others. Every human being living in 
society is two things: he is an individual and also a person. As an 
individual, he is a biological organism, a collection of a vast number 
of molecules organised in a complex structure, within which, 
as long as it persists, there occur physiological and psychological 
















