
ONE 

The Structure 
of Social Associations 

Of course the elementary qualities of which the social fact consists 
are present in germ in individual minds. But the social fact emerges 
from them only when they have been transformed by association since 
it is only then that it appears. Association Itself Is also an active factor 
productive of special effects. In Itself it Is therefore something new. 
When the consciousness of individuals, instead of remaining isolated, 
becomes grouped and combined, something in the world has been altered. 

EMILE DURKHEIM, Suicide 

To speak of social life is to speak of the associations between 
people—their associating together In work and In play, in love and in 
war, to trade or to worship, to help or to hinder. It is in the social 
relations men establish that their interests find expression and their 
desires become realized. As Simmel put it: "Social association refers 
to the widely varying forms that are generated as the diverse inter-
ests of individuals prompt them to develop social units in which they 
realize these—sensual or ideal, lasting or fleeting, conscious or un-
conscious, casually impelling or teleologically inducing—interests,"1 

Simmel's fundamental postulate, and also that of this book, is that the 
analysis of social associations, of the processes governing them, and 
of the forms they assume is the central task of sociology. The title of 
this first chapter can be considered a free translation of Simmel's basic 
concept, "Die Formen der Vergesellsehaftung." 

People's associations proliferate through social space and time. 

1 Georg Simmel, Soziologie, Leipzig: Duncker und Humblot, 1908, p. 6 (my 
translation), 
12 
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Social relations unite not only individuals in groups but also groups 
in communities and societies. The associations between individuals 
tend to become organized into complex social structures, and they 
often become institutionalized to perpetuate the form of organization 
far beyond the life span of human beings. The main sociological pur-
pose of studying processes of face-to-face interaction is to lay the 
foundation for an understanding of the social structures that evolve 
and the emergent social forces that characterize their development. 

The objectives of our investigation are to analyze social associa-
tions, the processes that sustain them and the forms they attain, and 
to proceed to inquire into the complex social forces and structures to 
which they give rise. Broad as this topic is, it is intended to provide 
a specific focus that explicitly excludes many sociological problems 
from consideration. Sociology is defined by Weber as "a science which 
attempts the interpretative understanding of social action in order 
thereby to arrive at a causal explanation of its course and effects. . . . 
Action is social insofar as, by virtue of the subjective meaning at-
tached to it by the acting individual (or individuals), it takes account 
of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course."2 A 
concern with social action, broadly conceived as any conduct that 
derives its impetus and meaning from social values, has characterized 
contemporary theory in sociology for some years. The resulting pre-
occupation with value orientations has diverted theoretical attention 
from the study of the actual associations between people and the 
structures of their associations. While structures of social relations are, 
of course, profoundly influenced by common values, these structures 
have a significance of their own, which is ignored if concern is ex-
clusively with the underlying values and norms. Exchange trans-
actions and power relations, in particular, constitute social forces that 
must be investigated in their own right, not merely in terms of the 
norms that limit and the values that reinforce them, to arrive at an 
understanding of the dynamics of social structures. If one purpose of 
the title of this chapter is to indicate a link with the theoretical tradi-
tion of Simmel, another purpose is to distinguish the theoretical orien-
tation in this monograph from that of Weber and Parsons; not "the 
structure of social action"3 but the structure of social associations is 
the focal point of the present inquiry. 

2 Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1947, p. 88. 

3 The title of Talcott Parsons' first major work, The Structure of Social Action, 
New York: McGraw-Hill, 1937, would also be appropriate for some of his later 
theoretical writings, as he himself has noted in The Social System, Glencoe: Free 
Press, 1951, p. ix. 
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After illustrating the concept of social exchange and its manifesta-
tions in various social relations, this chapter presents the main theme 
of how more complex processes of social association evolve out of 
simpler ones. Forces of social attraction stimulate exchange transac-
tions. Social exchange, in turn, tends to give rise to differentiation of 
status and power. Further processes emerge in a differentiated status 
structure that lead to legitimation and organization, on the one hand, 
and to opposition and change, on the other. Whereas the conception 
of reciprocity in exchange implies the existence of balancing forces 
that create a strain toward equilibrium, the simultaneous operations 
of diverse balancing forces recurrently produce imbalances in social 
life, and the resulting dialectic between reciprocity and imbalance 
gives social structures their distinctive nature and dynamics. 

The Exchange of Social Rewards 

By Honour, in its proper and genuine Signification, we mean nothing 
else but the good Opinion of others. . . . 

The Reason why there are so few Men of real Virtue, and so many 
of real Honour, is, because all the Recompence a Man has of a virtuous 
Action, is the Pleasure of doing it, which most People reckon but poor 
Pay; but the Self-denial a Man of Honour submits to in one Appetite, 
is immediately rewarded by the Satisfaction he receives from another, 
and what he abates of his Avarice, or any other Passion, is doubly repaid 
to his Pride. . . . 

MANDEVILLE, The Fable of the Bees 

Most human pleasures have their roots in social life. Whether we 
think of love or power, professional recognition or sociable com-
panionship, the comforts of family life or the challenge of competitive 
sports, the gratifications experienced by individuals are contingent on 
actions of others. The same is true for the most selfless and spiritual 
satisfactions. To work effectively for a good cause requires making 
converts to it. Even the religious experience is much enriched by 
communal worship. Physical pleasures that can be experienced in 
solitude pale in significance by comparison. Enjoyable as a good din-
ner is, it is the social occasion that gives it its luster. Indeed, there is 
something pathetic about the person who derives his major gratifica-
tion from food or drink as such, since it reveals either excessive need 
or excessive greed; the pauper illustrates the former, the glutton, the 
latter. To be sure, there are profound solitary enjoyments—reading a 
good book, creating a piece of art, producing a scholarly work. Yet 
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these, too, derive much of their significance from being later com-
municated to and shared with others. The lack of such anticipation 
makes the solitary activity again somewhat pathetic: the recluse who 
has nobody to talk to about what he reads; the artist or scholar whose 
works are completely ignored, not only by his contemporaries but also 
by posterity. 

Much of human suffering as well as much of human happiness has 
its source in the actions of other human beings. One follows from the 
other, given the facts of group life, where pairs do not exist in com-
plete isolation from other social relations. The same human acts that 
cause pleasure to some typically cause displeasure to others. For one 
boy to enjoy the love of a girl who has committed herself to be his 
steady date, other boys who had gone out with her must suffer the 
pain of having been rejected. The satisfaction a man derives from 
exercising power over others requires that they endure the depriva-
tion. of being subject to his power. For a professional to command an 
outstanding reputation in his field, most of his colleagues must get 
along without such pleasant recognition, since it is the lesser profes-
sional esteem of the majority that defines his as outstanding. The joy 
the victorious team members experience has its counterpart in the 
disappointment of the losers. In short, the rewards individuals obtain 
in social associations tend to entail a cost to other individuals. This 
does not mean that most social associations involve zero-sum games 
in which the gains of some rest on the losses of others. Quite the 
contrary, individuals associate with one another because they all profit 
from their association. But they do not necessarily all profit equally, 
nor do they share the cost of providing the benefits equally, and even 
if there are no direct costs to participants, there are often indirect 
costs born by those excluded from the association, as the case of the 
rejected suitors illustrates. 

Some social associations are intrinsically rewarding. Friends find 
pleasure in associating with one another, and the enjoyment of what-
ever they do together—climbing a mountain, watching a football 
game—is enhanced by the gratification, that inheres in the association 
itself. The mutual affection between lovers or family members has the 
same result. It is not what lovers do together but their doing it 
together that is the distinctive source of their special satisfaction—not 
seeing a play but sharing the experience of seeing it. Social interac-
tion in less intimate relations than those of lovers, family members, or 
friends, however, may also be inherently rewarding. The sociability 
at a party or among neighbors or in a work group involves experiences 
that are not especially profound but are intrinsically gratifying. In 
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these cases, all associates benefit simultaneously from their social in-
teraction, and the only cost they incur is the indirect one of giving up 
alternative opportunities by devoting time to the association. 

Social associations may also be rewarding for a different reason. 
Individuals often derive specific benefits from social relations because 
their associates deliberately go to some trouble to provide these bene-
fits for them. Most people like helping others and doing favors for 
them—to assist not only their friends but also their acquaintances and 
occasionally even strangers, as the motorist who stops to aid another 
with his stalled car illustrates. Favors make us grateful, and our ex-
pressions of gratitude are social rewards that tend to make doing 
favors enjoyable, particularly if we express our appreciation and in-
debtedness publicly and thereby help establish a person's reputation 
as a generous and competent helper. Besides, one good deed deserves 
another. If we feel grateful and obligated to an associate for favors 
received, we shall seek to reciprocate his kindness by doing things for 
him. He in turn is likely to reciprocate, and the resulting mutual ex-
change of favors strengthens, often without explicit intent, the social 
bond between us. 

A person who fails to reciprocate favors is accused of ingratitude, 
This very accusation indicates that reciprocation is expected, and it 
serves as a social sanction that discourages individuals from forgetting 
their obligations to associates. Generally, people are grateful for favors 
and repay their social debts, and both their gratitude and their repay-
ment are social rewards for the associate who has done them favors.4 

The fact that furnishing benefits to others tends to produce these so-
cial rewards is, of course, a major reason why people often go to great 
trouble to help their associates and enjoy doing so. We would not be 
human if these advantageous consequences of our good deeds were 
not important inducements for our doing them.5 There are, to be sure, 
some individuals who selflessly work for others without any thought 
of reward and even without expecting gratitude, but these are vir-
tually saints, and saints are rare. The rest of us also act unselfishly 

4 "We rarely meet with ingratitude, so long as we are in a position to confer 
favors." Francois La Rochefoucauld, The Maxims, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1940, p. 101 (#306) . 

5 Once a person has become emotionally committed to a relationship, his 
identification with the other and his interest in continuing the association provide 
new independent incentives for supplying benefits to the other. Similarly, firm 
commitments to an organization lead members to make recurrent contributions 
to it without expecting reciprocal benefits in every instance. The significance of 
these social attachments is further elaborated in subsequent chapters, 
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sometimes, but we require some incentive for doing so, if it is only 
the social acknowledgment that we are unselfish. 

An apparent "altruism" pervades social life; people are anxious to 
benefit one another and to reciprocate for the benefits they receive. 
But beneath this seeming selflessness an underlying "egoism" can be 
discovered; the tendency to help others is frequently motivated by the 
expectation that doing so will bring social rewards. Beyond this self-
interested concern with profiting from social associations, however, 
there is again an "altruistic" element or, at least, one that removes 
social transactions from simple egoism or psychological hedonism. 
A basic reward people seek in their associations is social approval, 
and selfish disregard for others makes it impossible to obtain this im-
portant reward.6 

The social approval of those whose opinions we value is of great 
significance to us, but its significance depends on its being genuine. 
We cannot force others to give us their approval, regardless of how 
much power we have over them, because coercing them to express 
their admiration or praise would make these expressions worthless. 
"Action can be coerced, but a coerced show of feeling is only a 
show."7 Simulation robs approval of its significance, but its very im-
portance makes associates reluctant to withhold approval from one 
another and, in particular, to express disapproval, thus introducing an 
element of simulation and dissimulation into their communications. 
As a matter of fact, etiquette prescribes that approval be simulated in 
disregard of actual opinions under certain circumstances. One does 
not generally tell a hostess, "Your party was boring," or a neighbor, 
"What you say is stupid." Since social conventions require compli-
mentary remarks on many occasions, these are habitually discounted 
as not reflecting genuine approbation, and other evidence that does 
reflect it is looked for, such as whether guests accept future invita-
tions or whether neighbors draw one into further conversations. 

In matters of morality, however, individuals have strong convictions 
that constrain them to voice their actual judgments more freely. They 
usually do not hesitate to express disapproval of or, at least, withhold 
approval from associates who have violated socially accepted stand-

6 Bernard Mandeville's central theme is that private vices produce public bene-
fits because the importance of social approval prompts men to contribute to the 
welfare of others in their own self-interest. As he put it tersely at one point, 
"Moral Virtues are the Political Offspring which Flattery begot upon Pride." 
The Fable of the Bees, Oxford: Clarendon, 1924, Vol. I, 51; see also pp. 63-80. 

7 Erving Goffman, Asylums, Chicago: Aldine, 1962, p. 115. 
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ards of conduct. Antisocial disregard for the welfare of the ingroup 
meets universally with disapprobation regardless of how immoral, in 
terms of the mores of the wider community, the norms of a particular 
group may be. The significance of social approval, therefore, discour-
ages conduct that is utterly and crudely selfish, A more profound 
morality must rest not merely on group pressure and long-run advan-
tage but primarily on internalized normative standards. In the ideal 
case, an individual unerringly follows the moral commands of his 
conscience whatever the consequences. While such complete morality 
is attained only by the saint and the fool, and most men make some 
compromises,8 moral standards clearly do guide and restrain human 
conduct. Within the rather broad limits these norms impose on social 
relations, however, human beings tend to be governed in their associa-
tions with one another by the desire to obtain social rewards of vari-
ous sorts, and the resulting exchanges of benefits shape the structure 
of social relations. 

The question that arises is whether a rationalistic conception of 
human behavior underlies this principle that individuals pursue social 
rewards In their social associations. The only assumption made is that 
human beings choose between alternative potential associates or 
courses of action by evaluating the experiences or expected experi-
ences with each in terms of a preference ranking and then selecting 
the best alternative. Irrational as well as rational behavior is governed 
by these considerations, as Boulding has pointed out: 

All behavior, in so far as the very concept of behavior implies doing 
one thing rather than another, falls into the above pattern, even the 
behavior of the lunatic and the irrational or irresponsible or erratic 
person. The distinction between rational and irrational behavior lies In 
the degree of self-consciousness and the stability of the Images involved 
rather than in any distinction of the principle of optimum.9 

What Is explicitly not assumed here is that men have complete 
Information, that they have no social commitments restricting their 
alternatives, that their preferences are entirely consistent or remain 
constant, or that they pursue one specific ultimate goal to the exclu-
sion of all others. These more restrictive assumptions, which are not 
made in the present analysis, characterize rationalistic models of 

8 Heinrich von Kleist's story "Michael Kohlhaas" is a pathetic illustration of 
the foolishness inherent in the insistence on rigid conformity with moral standards 
in complete disregard of consequences. 

9 Kenneth Bouldlng, Conflict and Defense, New York: Harper, 1962, p. 151. 
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human conduct, such as that of game theory.10 Of particular impor-
tance is the fact that men strive to achieve diverse objectives. The 
statement that men select the most preferred among available alter-
natives does not imply that they always choose the one that yields 
them the greatest material profit,11 They may, and often do, choose 
the alternative that requires them to make material sacrifices but con-
tributes the most to the attainment of some lofty ideal, for this may 
be their objective. Even in this choice they may err and select an 
alternative that actually is not the best means to realize their goal. 
Indeed, the need to anticipate in advance the social rewards with 
which others will reciprocate for favors in exchange relations inevi-
tably introduces uncertainty and recurrent errors of judgment that 
make perfectly rational calculations impossible. Granted these qualifi-
cations, the assumption that men seek to adjust social conditions to 
achieve their ends seems to be quite realistic, indeed inescapable, 

Basic Processes 

To reward, is to recompense, to remunerate, to return good for good 
received* To punish, too, is to recompense, to remunerate, though in a 
different manner; it is to return evil for evil that has been done. 

ADAM SMITH, The Theory of Moral Sentiments 

The basic social processes that govern associations among men have 
their roots in primitive psychological processes, such as those under-
lying the feelings of attraction between individuals and their desires 
for various kinds of rewards. These psychological tendencies are 
primitive only in respect to our subject matter, that is, they are taken 
as given without further inquiry into the motivating forces that pro-
duce them, for our concern is with the social forces that emanate 
from them, 

The simpler social processes that can be observed in interpersonal 

10 For a discussion of game theory which calls attention to its limitations, see 
R. Duncan Luce and Howard Raiffa, Games and Decisions, New York. Wiley, 
1957, esp. chapters iii and vii. For other criticisms of game theory, notably its 
failure to utilize empirical research, and an attempt to incorporate some of its 
principles into a substantive theory of conflict, see Thomas C. Schelling, The 
Strategy of Conflict, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960, esp. chapters 
iv and vi. 

11 See on this point George C. Homans, Social Behavior, New York: Hareourt, 
Brace and World, 1961, pp. 79-80; and Anatol Rapoport, Fights, Games, and 
Debates, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,, 1960, p. 122. 
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associations and that rest directly on psychological dispositions give 
rise to the more complex social processes that govern structures of 
interconnected social associations, such as the social organization 
of a factory or the political relations in a community. New social 
forces emerge in the increasingly complex social structures that de-
velop in societies, and these dynamic forces are quite removed from 
the ultimate psychological base of all social life. Although complex 
social systems have their foundation in simpler ones, they have their 
own dynamics with emergent properties. In this section, the basic 
processes of social associations will be presented in broad strokes, to 
be analyzed subsequently in greater detail, with special attention to 
their wider implications. 

Social attraction is the force that induces human beings to establish 
social associations on their own initiative and to expand the scope 
of their associations once they have been formed. Reference here is 
to social relations into which men enter of their own free will rather 
than to either those into which they are born (such as kinship 
groups) or those imposed on them by forces beyond their control 
(such as the combat teams to which soldiers are assigned), although 
even in these involuntary relations the extent and intensity of the 
association depend on the degree of mutual attraction. An individual 
is attracted to another if he expects associating with him to be in 
some way rewarding for himself, and his interest in the expected 
social rewards draws him to the other. The psychological needs and 
dispositions of individuals determine which rewards are particularly 
salient for them and thus to whom they will be attracted. Whatever 
the specific motives, there is an important difference between the 
expectation that the association will be an intrinsically rewarding 
experience and the expectation that it will furnish extrinsic benefits, 
for example, advice. This difference calls attention to two distinct 
meanings of the term "attraction" and its derivatives. In its narrower 
sense, social attraction refers to liking another person intrinsically and 
having positive feelings toward him; in the broader sense, in which 
the term is now used, social attraction refers to being drawn to an-
other person for any reason whatsoever. The customer is attracted in 
this broader sense to the merchant who sells goods of a given quality 
at the lowest price, but he has no intrinsic feelings of attraction for 
him, unless they happen to be friends. 

A person who is attracted to others is interested in proving himself 
attractive to them, for his ability to associate with them and reap 
the benefits expected from the association is contingent on their find-
ing him an attractive associate and thus wanting to interact with him. 
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Their attraction to him, just as his to them, depends on the anticipa-
tion that the association will be rewarding. To arouse this anticipa-
tion, a person tries to impress others. Attempts to appear impressive 
are pervasive in the early stages of acquaintance and group formation. 
Impressive qualities make a person attractive and promise that asso-
ciating with him will be rewarding. Mutual attraction prompts people 
to establish an association, and the rewards they provide each other 
in the course of their social interaction, unless their expectations are 
disappointed, maintain their mutual attraction and the continuing 
association, 

Processes of social attraction, therefore, lead to processes of social 
exchange. The nature of the exchange in an association experienced 
as intrinsically rewarding, such as a love relationship, differs from that 
between associates primarily concerned with extrinsic benefits, such 
as neighbors who help one another with various chores, but exchanges 
do occur in either case. A person who furnishes needed assistance to 
associates, often at some cost to himself, obligates them to reciprocate 
his kindness. Whether reference is to instrumental services or to such 
intangibles as social approval, the benefits each supplies to the others 
are rewards that serve as inducements to continue to supply benefits, 
and the integrative bonds created in the process fortify the social 
relationship. 

A situation frequently arises, however, in which one person needs 
something another has to offer, for example, help from the other in 
his work, but has nothing the other needs to reciprocate for the help, 
While the other may be sufficiently rewarded by expressions of grati-
tude to help him a few times, he can hardly be expected regularly to 
devote time and effort to providing help without receiving any return 
to compensate him for his troubles. (In the case of intrinsic attraction, 
the only return expected is the willingness to continue the associa-
tion.) The person in need of recurrent services from an associate to 
whom he has nothing to offer has several alternatives. First, he may 
force the other to give him help. Second, he may obtain the help he 
needs from another source. Third, he may find ways to get along 
without such help.12 If he is unable or unwilling to choose any of 
these alternatives, however, there is only one other course of action 
left for him; he must subordinate himself to the other and comply 
with his wishes, thereby rewarding the other with power over himself 

12 The last two of these alternatives are noted by Parsons (op. cit., p. 252) 
in his discussion of a person's reactions to having his expectations frustrated by 
another. 
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as an inducement for furnishing the needed help. Willingness to com-
ply with another's demands is a generic social reward, since the power 
it gives him is a generalized means, parallel to money, which can be 
used to attain a variety of ends. The power to command compliance 
is equivalent to credit, which a man can draw on in the future to 
obtain various benefits at the disposal of those obligated to him,13 

The unilateral supply of important services establishes this kind of 
credit and thus is a source of power. 

Exchange processes, then, give rise to differentiation of power. A 
person who commands services others need, and who is independent 
of any at their command, attains power over others by making the 
satisfaction of their need contingent on their compliance. This prin-
ciple is held to apply to the most intimate as well as the most distant 
social relations. The girl with whom a boy is in love has power over 
him, since his eagerness to spend much time with her prompts him 
to make their time together especially pleasant for her by acceding 
to her wishes. The employer can make workers comply with his direc-
tives because they are dependent on his wages. To be sure, the 
superior's power wanes if subordinates can resort to coercion, have 
equally good alternatives, or are able to do without the benefits at 
Ms disposal. But given these limiting conditions, unilateral services 
that meet basic needs are the penultimate source of power. Its ulti-
mate source, of course, is physical coercion. While the power that 
rests on coercion is more absolute, however, it is also more limited in 
scope than the power that derives from met needs. 

A person on whom others are dependent for vital benefits has the 
power to enforce his demands. He may make demands on them that 
they consider fair and just in relation to the benefits they receive for 
submitting to his power. On the other hand, he may lack such re-
straint and make demands that appear excessive to them, arousing 
feelings of exploitation for having to render more compliance than 
the rewards received justify. Social norms define the expectations of 
subordinates and their evaluations of the superior's demands. The 
fair exercise of power gives rise to approval of the superior, whereas 
unfair exploitation promotes disapproval The greater the resources 
of a person on which his power rests, the easier it is for him to refrain 
from exploiting subordinates by making excessive demands, and conse-
quently the better are the chances that subordinates will approve of 
the fairness of his rule rather than disapprove of its unfairness. 

13 See Parsons, "On the Concept of Influence," Public Opinion Quarterly, 27 
(1963), 37-62, esp. pp. 59-60. 
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There are fundamental differences between the dynamics of power 
in a collective situation and the power of one individual over another. 
The weakness of the isolated subordinate limits the significance of his 
approval or disapproval of the superior. The agreement that emerges 
in a collectivity of subordinates concerning their judgment of the 
superior, on the other hand, has far-reaching implications for de-
velopments in the social structure. 

Collective approval of power legitimates that power. People who 
consider that the advantages they gain from a superior's exercise of 
power outweigh the hardships that compliance with his demands im-
poses on them tend to communicate to each other their approval of 
the ruler and their feelings of obligation to him. The consensus that 
develops as the result of these communications finds expression in 
group pressures that promote compliance with the ruler's directives, 
thereby strengthening his power of control and legitimating his au-
thority, "A feeling of obligation to obey the commands of the estab-
lished public authority is found, varying in liveliness and effectiveness 
from one individual to another, among the members of any political 
society."14 Legitimate authority is the basis of organization. It makes 
it possible to organize collective effort to further the achievement of 
various objectives, some of which could not be attained by individuals 
separately at all and others that can be attained more effectively by 
coordinating efforts. Although power that is not legitimated by the 
approval of subordinates can also be used to organize them, the 
stability of such an organization is highly precarious. 

Collective disapproval of power engenders opposition. People who 
share the experience of being exploited by the unfair demands of 
those in positions of power, and by the insufficient rewards they 
receive for their contributions, are likely to communicate their feelings 
of anger, frustration, and aggression to each other. There tends to 
arise a wish to retaliate by striking down the existing powers. "As 
every man doth, so shall it be done to him, and retaliation seems to 
be the great law that is dictated to us by nature." 15 The social support 
the oppressed give each other in the course of discussing their common 
grievances and feelings of hostility justifies and reinforces their ag-
gressive opposition against those in power. It is out of such shared 
discontent that opposition ideologies and movements develop—that 

14 Bertrand de Jouvenel, Sovereignty, University of Chicago Press, 1957, p. 87. 
15 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (2d ed.), London: A. Millar, 

1761, p. 139. 
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men organize a union against their employer or a revolutionary party 
against their government. 

In brief, differentiation of power in a collective situation evokes 
contrasting dynamic forces: legitimating processes that foster the or-
ganization of individuals and groups in common endeavors; and coun-
tervailing forces that deny legitimacy to existing powers and promote 
opposition and cleavage. Under the influence of these forces, the scope 
of legitimate organization expands to include ever larger collectivities, 
but opposition and conflict recurrently redivide these collectivities and 
stimulate reorganization along different lines. 

The distinctive characteristic of complex social structures is that 
their constituent elements are also social structures. We may call these 
structures of interrelated groups "macrostructures" and those com-
posed of interacting individuals "microstructures.* There are some 
parallels between the social processes in microstructures and macro-
structures. Processes of social attraction create integrative bonds be-
tween associates, and integrative processes also unite various groups 
in a community. Exchange processes between individuals give rise to 
differentiation among them, and intergroup exchanges further differ-
entiation among groups. Individuals become incorporated in legiti-
mate organizations, and these in turn become part of broader bodies 
of legitimate authority. Opposition and conflict occur not only within 
collectivities but also between them. These parallels, however, must 
not conceal the fundamental differences between the processes that 
govern the interpersonal associations in microstructures and the forces 
characteristic of the wider and more complex social relations in macro-
structures. 

First, value consensus is of crucial significance for social processes 
that pervade complex social structures, because standards commonly 
agreed upon serve as mediating links for social transactions between 
individuals and groups without any direct contact. Sharing basic 
values creates integrative bonds and social solidarity among millions 
of people in a society, most of whom have never met, and serves as 
functional equivalent for the feelings of personal attraction that unite 
pairs of associates and small groups. Common standards of valuation 
produce media of exchange—money being the prototype but not the 
only one—which alone make it possible to transcend personal trans-
actions and develop complex networks of indirect exchange. Legiti-
mating values expand the scope of centralized control far beyond the 
reach of personal influence, as exemplified by the authority of a 
legitimate government. Opposition ideals serve as rallying points to 
draw together strangers from widely dispersed places and unite them 
in a common cause. The study of these problems requires an analysis C
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of the significance of social values and norms that must complement 
the analysis of exchange transactions and power relations but must 
not become a substitute for it. 

A second emergent property of macrostructures is the complex 
interplay between the internal forces within substructures and the 
forces that connect the diverse substructures, some of which may be 
microstructures composed of individuals while others may themselves 
be macrostructures composed of subgroups. The processes of integra-
tion, differentiation, organization, and opposition formation in the 
various substructures, which often vary greatly among the substruc-
tures, and the corresponding processes in the macrostructure all have 
repercussions for each other. A systematic analysis of these intricate 
patterns, which will only be adumbrated in chapters ten and eleven, 
would have to constitute the core of a general theory of social struc-
tures. 

Finally, enduring institutions typically develop in macrostructures. 
Established systems of legitimation raise the question of their per-
petuation through time. The strong identification of men with the 
highest ideals and most sacred beliefs they share makes them desirous 
to preserve these basic values for succeeding generations. The invest-
ments made in establishing and expanding a legitimate organization 
create an interest in stabilizing it and assuring its survival in the face 
of opposition attacks. For this purpose, formalized procedures are 
instituted that make the organization independent of any individual 
member and permit it to persist beyond the life span or period of 
tenure of its members. Institutionalization refers to the emergence of 
social mechanisms through which social values and norms, organizing 
principles, and knowledge and skills are transmitted from generation 
to generation. A society's institutions constitute the social matrix in 
which individuals grow up and are socialized, with the result that 
some aspects of institutions are reflected in their own personalities, 
and others appear to them as the inevitable external conditions of 
human existence. Traditional institutions stabilize social life but also 
introduce rigidities that make adjustment to changing conditions diffi-
cult. Opposition movements may arise to promote such adjustment, 
yet these movements themselves tend to become institutionalized and 
rigid in the course of time, creating needs for fresh oppositions. 

Reciprocity and Imbalance 

Now in these unequal friendships the benefits that one party receives 
and is entitled to claim from the other are not the same on either side; 
. . . the better of the two parties, for instance, or the more useful or C

op
yr

ig
ht

 ©
 $

{D
at

e}
. $

{P
ub

lis
he

r}
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



26 

otherwise superior as the case may be, should receive more affection 
than he bestows; since when the affection rendered is proportionate to 
desert, this produces equality in a sense between the parties, and equality 
is felt to be an essential element of friendship. 

ARISTOTLE, The Nicomachean Ethics 

There is a strain toward imbalance as well as toward reciprocity in 
social associations. The term "balance" itself is ambiguous inasmuch 
as we speak not only of balancing our books but also of a balance in 
our favor, which refers, of course, to a lack of equality between inputs 
and outputs. As a matter of fact, the balance of the accounting sheet 
merely rests, in the typical case, on an underlying imbalance between 
income and outlays, and so do apparent balances in social life. Indi-
viduals and groups are interested in, at least, maintaining a balance 
between inputs and outputs and staying out of debt in their social 
transactions; hence the strain toward reciprocity. Their aspirations, 
however, are to achieve a balance in their favor and accumulate credit 
that makes their status superior to that of others; hence the strain 
toward imbalance. 

Arguments about equilibrium—that all scientific theories must be 
conceived in terms of equilibrium models or that any equilibrium 
model neglects the dynamics of real life—ignore the important point 
that the forces sustaining equilibrium on one level of social life con-
stitute disequilibrating forces on other levels. For supply and demand 
to remain in equilibrium in a market, for example, forces must exist 
that continually disturb the established patterns of exchange. Similarly, 
the circulation of the elite, an equilibrium model, rests on the opera-
tion of forces that create imbalances and disturbances in the various 
segments of society. The principle suggested is that balanced social 
states depend on imbalances in other social states; forces that restore 
equilibrium in one respect do so by creating disequilibrium in others, 
The processes of association described illustrate this principle. 

A person who is attracted to another will seek to prove himself 
attractive to the other. Thus a boy who is very much attracted to a 
girl, more so than she is to him, is anxious to make himself more 
attractive to her. To do so, he will try to impress her and, particularly, 
go out of his way to make associating with him an especially reward-
ing experience for her. He may devote a lot of thought to finding 
ways to please her, spend much money on her, and do the things she 
likes on their dates rather than those he would prefer. Let us assume 
that he is successful and she becomes as attracted to him as he is to 
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her, that is, she finds associating with him as rewarding as he finds 
associating with her, as indicated by the fact that both are equally 
eager to spend time together. 

Attraction is now reciprocal, but the reciprocity has been estab-
lished by an imbalance in the exchange. To be sure, both obtain satis-
factory rewards from the association at this stage, the boy as the result 
of her willingness to spend as much time with him as he wants, and 
the girl as the result of his readiness to make their dates enjoyable 
for her. These reciprocal rewards are the sources of their mutual 
attraction. The contributions made, however, are in imbalance. Both 
devote time to the association, which involves giving up alternative 
opportunities, but the boy contributes in addition special efforts to 
please her. Her company is sufficient reward by itself, while his is 
not, which makes her "the more useful or otherwise superior" in terms 
of their own evaluations, and he must furnish supplementary rewards 
to produce "equality in a sense between the parties." Although two 
lovers may, of course, be equally anxious to spend time together and 
to please one another, it is rare for a perfect balance of mutual affec-
tion to develop spontaneously. The reciprocal attraction in most inti-
mate relations—marriages and lasting friendships as well as more tem-
porary attachments—is the result of some imbalance of contributions 
that compensates for inequalities in spontaneous affection, notably in 
the form of one partner's greater willingness to defer to the other's 
wishes, 

The relationship between this conception and balance theory in 
psychology may be briefly indicated. Thus, Newcomb's ABX scheme 
is concerned with an individual A, who is attracted to another indi-
vidual B, has a certain attitude toward an object X, and perceives B 
to have a certain attitude toward X.16 Discrepancies between any of 
these elements produce a strain toward balance both in individual 
systems, that is, internal psychological states, and in collective systems, 
that is, interpersonal relations. For example, if A prefers the Demo-
crats and B the Republicans, there are several ways for A to restore 
balance: he may become more favorable toward the Republicans; he 
may misperceive B's attitude as being really not Republican; he may 
lose interest in politics, making the disagreement inconsequential; or 
he may cease to associate with B and search for other associates whose 
opinions he finds more congenial. The focus here is on the implications 

16 Theodore M. Newcomb, The Acquaintance Process, New York; Holt, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1961, esp. chapter ii, See also Fritz Heider, The Psychology of 
Interpersonal Relations, New York; Wiley, 1958. 
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that imbalances in interpersonal relations have for psychological proc-
esses that restore balance in the mental states of individuals,17 on the 
one hand, and for changes in interpersonal relations on the other. 
Initially, however, individuals tend to cope with impending imbal-
ances of attraction by seeking to prove themselves attractive to asso-
ciates they find attractive in order to establish friendly relations and 
become integrated among them. These processes, rather than those 
to which Newcomb calls attention, are the main concern of the pre-
ceding discussion and of the more extensive one in the next chapter. 

The theoretical principle that has been advanced is that a given 
balance in social associations is produced by imbalances in the same 
associations in other respects. This principle, which has been illus-
trated with the imbalances that underlie reciprocal attraction, also 
applies to the process of social differentiation. A person who supplies 
services in demand to others obligates them to reciprocate. If some 
fail to reciprocate, he has strong inducements to withhold the needed 
assistance from them in order to supply it to others who do repay 
him for his troubles in some form. Those who have nothing else to 
offer him that would be a satisfactory return for his services, there-
fore, are under pressure to defer to his wishes and comply with his 
requests in repayment for his assistance. Their compliance with his 
demands gives him the power to utilize their resources at his dis-
cretion to further his own ends. By providing unilateral benefits to 
others, a person accumulates a capital of willing compliance on which 
he can draw whenever it is to his interest to impose his will upon 
others, within the limits of the significance the continuing supply of 
his benefits has for them. The general advantages of power enable 
men who cannot otherwise repay for services they need to obtain 
them in return for their compliance; although in the extreme case of 
the person who has much power and whose benefits are in great 
demand, even an offer of compliance may not suffice to obtain them. 

Here, an imbalance of power establishes reciprocity in the exchange. 
Unilateral services give rise to a differentiation of power that equili-
brates the exchange. The exchange balance, in fact, rests on two im-
balances : unilateral services and unilateral power. Although these two 
imbalances make up a balance or equilibrium in terms of one per-
spective, in terms of another, which is equally valid, the exchange 
equilibrium reinforces and perpetuates the imbalances of dependence 

17 Processes that restore the psychological balance of individuals by reducing 
dissonance, that is, by decreasing the significance of an unattainable object or 
person, are the central focus in Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, 
Evanston: Row, Peterson, 1957. C
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and power that sustain it. Power differences not only are an imbalance 
by definition but also are actually experienced as such, as indicated 
by the tendency of men to escape from domination if they can. In-
deed, a major impetus for the eagerness of individuals to discharge 
their obligations and reciprocate for services they receive, by provid-
ing services in return, is the threat of becoming otherwise subject to 
the power of the supplier of the services. While reciprocal services 
create an interdependence that balances power, unilateral dependence 
on services maintains an imbalance of power. 

Differentiation of power evidently constitutes an imbalance in the 
sense of an inequality of power; but the question must be raised 
whether differentiation of power also necessarily constitutes an im-
balance in the sense of a strain toward change in the structure of 
social relations. Power differences as such, analytically conceived and 
abstracted from other considerations, create such a pressure toward 
change, because it can be assumed that men experience having to 
submit to power as a hardship from which they would prefer to 
escape. The advantages men derive from their ruler or government, 
however, may outweigh the hardships entailed in submitting to his 
or its power, with the result that the analytical imbalance or disturb-
ance introduced by power differences is neutralized. The significance 
of power imbalances for social change depends, therefore, on the 
reactions of the governed to the exercise of power. 

Social reactions to the exercise of power reflect once more the 
principle of reciprocity and imbalance, although in a new form. Power 
over others makes it possible to direct and organize their activities. 
Sufficient resources to command power over large numbers enable a 
person or group to establish a large organization. The members re-
cruited to the organization receive benefits, such as financial remu-
neration, in exchange for complying with the directives of superiors 
and making various contributions to the organization. The leadership 
exercises power within the organization, and it derives power from 
the organization for use in relation with other organizations or groups. 
The clearest illustration of this double power of organizational leader-
ship is the army commander's power over his own soldiers and, 
through the force of their arms, over the enemy. Another example is 
the power business management exercises over its own employees 
and, through the strength of the concern, in the market. The greater 
the external power of an organization, the greater are its chances of 
accumulating resources that put rewards at the disposal of the leader-
ship for possible distribution among the members. 

The normative expectations of those subject to the exercise of 
power, which are rooted in their social experience, govern their re-C
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actions to i t In terms of these standards, the benefits derived from 
being part of an organization or political society may outweigh the 
investments required to obtain them, or the demands made on mem-
bers may exceed the returns they receive for fulfilling these demands. 
The exercise of power, therefore, may produce two different kinds of 
imbalance, a positive imbalance of benefits for subordinates or a 
negative imbalance of exploitation and oppression, 

If the members of an organization, or generally those subject to 
a governing leadership, commonly agree that the demands made on 
them are only fair and just in view of the ample rewards the leader-
ship delivers, joint feelings of obligation and loyalty to superiors will 
arise and bestow legitimating approval on their authority. A positive 
imbalance of benefits generates legitimate authority for the leader-
ship and thereby strengthens and extends its controlling influence, 
By expressing legitimating approval of, and loyalty to, those who 
govern them subordinates reciprocate for the benefits their leadership 
provides, but they simultaneously fortify the imbalance of power in 
the social structure. 

If the demands of the men who exercise power are experienced by 
those subject to it as exploitative and oppressive, and particularly if 
these subordinates have been unsuccessful in obtaining redress for 
their grievances, their frustrations tend to promote disapproval of 
existing powers and antagonism toward them. As the oppressed com-
municate their anger and aggression to each other, provided there are 
opportunities for doing so, their mutual support and approval socially 
justify and reinforce the negative orientation toward the oppressors, 
and their collective hostility may inspire them to organize an opposi-
tion. The exploitative use of coercive power that arouses active oppo-
sition is more prevalent in the relations between organizations and 
groups than within organizations. Two reasons for this are that the 
advantages of legitimating approval restrain organizational superiors 
and that the effectiveness of legitimate authority, once established, 
obviates the need for coercive measures. But the exploitative use of 
power also occurs within organizations, as unions organized in oppo-
sition to exploitative employers show. A negative imbalance for the 
subjects of power stimulates opposition. The opposition negatively 
reciprocates, or retaliates, for excessive demands in an attempt to even 
the score, but it simultaneously creates conflict, disequilibrium, and 
imbalance in the social structure.18 

18 Organized opposition gives expression to latent conflicts and makes them 
manifest. 
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Even in the relatively simple structures of social association con-
sidered here, balances in one respect entail imbalances in others. The 
interplay between equilibrating and disequilibrating forces is still 
more evident, if less easy to unravel, in complex macrostructures 
with their cross-cutting substructures, where forces that sustain reci-
procity and balance have disequilibrating and imbalancing repercus-
sions not only on other levels of the same substructure but also on 
other substructures. As we shall see, disequilibrating and re-equili-
brating forces generate a dialectical pattern of change in social struc-
tures. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter the basic processes underlying the structure of 
social associations were outlined, and some of the emergent forces 
characteristic of complex social structures were briefly indicated. The 
principles presented in simplified form to convey an overall impres-
sion of the theoretical scheme in this book will be elaborated and 
refined in subsequent chapters. After discussing processes of social 
integration, support, and exchange in interpersonal associations in 
some detail, various aspects of social differentiation in groups will be 
analyzed, and finally attention will be centered on the implication of 
these social forces as well as of newly emergent ones for organization 
and change in complex social structures. 

The discussion will proceed, therefore, from the basic processes that 
govern the social interaction between individuals in microstructures 
to the increasingly complex processes in macrostructures composed of 
several layers of intersecting substructures. We shall be concerned 
with the changes in social processes that occur as one moves from 
simpler to more complex social structures and with the new social 
forces that emerge in the latter. Entire countries, for example, cannot 
rely for social control primarily on social approval and personal obli-
gations, as small groups of friends can, and must consequently give 
formalized procedures and coercive powers, such as law courts and 
police forces, a more prominent role. While progressing from the sim-
pler to the more complex seems to be the only logical sequence, it 
does pose some problems in the study of social life. 

The pattern of association between two individuals is, of course, 
strongly influenced by the social context in which it occurs. Even the 
analysis of social interaction in dyads, therefore, must not treat these 
pairs as if they existed in isolation from other social relations. The 
mutual attraction of two persons and the exchanges between them, for 
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example, are affected by the alternative opportunities of each, with 
the result that competitive processes arise that include wider circles 
and that complement and modify the processes of exchange and at-
traction in this pair and in other pairs. The power of an individual 
over another depends entirely on the social alternatives or lack of 
alternatives of the subjected individual, and this fact, as well as some 
others, makes it mandatory to examine power relations in a wider con-
text than the isolated pair. Simmel's perceptive discussion of the dyad 
and the triad is instructive in this connection,19 

Simmers analysis of the dyad seems to be conceived as a polar case 
that highlights, by contrast, the distinctive characteristics of group 
life. To cite only one example, the death or withdrawal of one indi-
vidual destroys the dyad, whereas groups are not completely depend-
ent on any single member. His discussion of the triad is explicitly 
concerned with the significance of a multiplicity of social relations in 
social life, and his use of the triad for this purpose is apparently in-
tended to emphasize the crucial distinction between a pair and any 
group of more than two.20 Power can be strengthened by dividing the 
opposition (divide et impera); it can be resisted by forming coalitions 
(tertius gaudens); and power conflicts can be mediated by third 
parties. All these distinctive processes of the dynamics of power 
cannot be manifest in a dyad. The legitimation of the power of a 
superior and the mobilization of opposition to him also do not occur 
in dyads but only if a superior is confronted by a group of subordi-
nates in communication with each other. 

It is essential, in the light of these considerations, to conceptualize 
processes of social association between individuals realistically as find-
ing expression in networks of social relations in groups and not to 
abstract artificially isolated pairs from this group context. Crusoe and 
Friday were a dyad that existed in isolation, but most associations are 
part of a broad matrix of social relations. Although the analysis of 
complex structures will be postponed until after interpersonal proc-
esses have been examined, the group structures within which the 
associations between individuals occur will be taken into account from 
the very beginning. 

19 Georg Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, Glencoe: Free Press, 1950, 
chapters iii and iv. 

20 See ibid., pp. 138-139, 141, 145. 
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