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Social Structure

Manuel Antonio Garretén and Nicolas Selamd

INTRODUCTION

The concept of social strueture has heen one
of the most imporiant in the social sciences,
Because of its relevance, it meaning has
been the subject of debate between diverse
disciplines. While political science tends o
consider social structure as it affects perlitical
dynamics, in sociology it has been a cenpral
abject of sudy since the beginning af the
discipline. This has led to several points of
comvergence and dialogue between both
fields, since the comprehension of socjal
structures can partially help to undersiand
political phenomena, but can alsoy lead o
mistakes duc w the reduction of palitical
conflicts 1o the influence of soeigl slruciure,
ar their “sociologization® (Sartor, 1960),
Neverthcless, in its conceplualizalion of
socinl structures, sociology has always con-
sidered implications of pelitical phenomen
in one way or another, without necessarily
reducing the focus simply 10 the congg

Hquences of social structures. This chipior

discusses prohlems of social structure, From
the perspective of suciology, and their conse
quences For politics,

SOCIAL STRUCTURE: THE
SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACH

The concept of social structure in soLiology
varies as widely as social theories in genernl,
It has been of concern since (he beginnings
of the discipline, even though it has o
always been used in the same way. Taking
the mast general approach, according 1
Giner et al, (2006: 311}, it can e said tha
social structore in sociology refers 1o ‘il
okt permanent, the hasic, the o -apparel
and maybe hidden, (he framework of iyl
the logical shape of something”, After this
first vague delineation, the authors point (o ol
least five dilferemt concerns in sociology's
siwctural proflematizanion: (1) the structure—
BRency relation; (21 e sratic s Ascemate

mpects of struciures; (3) he  distinetion
etween analytical and concrote simictuns:
() Ihe descriptive-explanatory. conception of
slructuee; amdl (53 the structure—culiue rela-
o ibach: 3117,

The first dimension of the problem con-
veims the micro-macro dichotmy, where it
fwst be discerned whether 2 phenomenon
depends on particular elements (the agents)
i lomg-lasting context characteristics (the
Mrncture k. This tends o be the most importang
fibject when talking about structure in soci-
itligy. The second dilemma refers o the con-
doption of structure as an immutable, steady
vonmpement, oF as a dynamic factor of social
Uhanges (the motor of history of Marzism! is
in extreme example). Third, it must be dis-
temed whether a structure has distinguish-
ible characleristics that allow its isolation
frm others in a concrete empirical way or
Whether it is a purely analytical category that
dunnot be separated from other elements (e,
eeonomic and political struetures that can be
dilferentiated from others only analytically
biit in fact interact in many ways), The fourth
fuini refiers to Levi-Strauss’ concept of strue-
B i 2 theoretical framework to understand
o clements of sociely that determing the
fwtions of subjects, but the objective exist-
fiwe of which cannot be assured. The fillh
mension deals with the contrasts and inter-
o of the concept of structure in relation
i that of colture, The assimilation of bath
I8 present mainly in the Parsonian teadition,
Where i is assumed that culure assigns roles
fonctors and therelore determines struetures.
In the perspective that opposes strueture
winl culiure, the first is related 1o objective
fpects (from demographic  charscieris-
s 1o social groups as classes or pations),
while culure is understood as a ‘subjective’
dimension of social life. In some schools, the
tlobate around these concepts is open — as in
Mersism, where some oppose eullure and
stivicture while others consider cullure as one
ol the stroectures of sociely,

Fhese are the problems mos Frequently

teall with in the traatmam s orsbel e

P

in sociology. This does nol mean
alwavs considered in anch iheo
that they are the most problen
the concept. I most of the e
cuss, these problematio dimensi
structure can be iraced.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND
CLASSICAL S0CIOLOGY

Ome initial conception of the
structure in Durkheim's ideas em
basic rules which be explaing as
socwological methad, When he de
facis’, be refers (o them s son
affects a subject *with a compelli
cive power by virtue of which,
wishes it or nol, they Impose
upon him® {Durkheim, 1982 5]
noticed in this briel staleme
Durkheim’s sociology the subject
or the agency that can emerge fro
i relevant = neither for the dis
for the course of sociely, What |
understand sociely and its chan,
collective phenomena that trans
viduals and ‘impose themselves’,
The main social strueture chang
Durkheim awends refers o the ©
specialization i the Tunctions of
in modem societics, which create
tions belween individuals (Durkh
In other words, he looks 0 o
socicly where the main processes
are explained by that endency of
labor and the course this structone
tramsition from traditiomal w0 mo
ties that b deseribes is olso on
cample o ihe problem mentio
ously concerming the opposition
and social strvciure. In radigiong
culture s the main coliesive elen
i modern soeletles he simeiurn
of labor becomen most relevam
cohesion. This ik slso a lopic mu



