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BASIC PROBLEMS OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGY*

FLORIAN ZNANIECKI

University of Illinois

discuss are basic in the sense that

the further development of sociology
as a science and the possibility of its effec-
tive application to contemporary social
problems depend on their solution.

In surveying the studies in which the
majority of American sociologists have re-
cently been engaged, we notice certain pre-
dominant trends. First, a striving for
methodical perfection, although the stand-
ards of perfection still differ considerably,
if not so much as they did thirty years
ago. Second, the selecting of specific prob-
lems which can presumably be solved by
the factual evidence derived from direct
observation of individual behavior or from
information about individual attitudes ob-
tained by symbolic communication. Third,
the testing of hypothetical solutions by
searching for more factual evidence and
using it in accordance with the same
methodical standards.

Thus, most of the research of American
sociologists is carried on within areas where
these conditions can be fulfilled. Such an
area may be a laboratory, a clinic, a hospital,
a place where a small number of people
regularly congregate, a kindergarten, a
school building with or without its neighbor-
hood, a classroom within a college or a
whole college campus, a prison, a summer
camp, a military center, a section of a

THE problems which I am about to

* Presidential address, delivered at the 1954
annual meeting of the American Sociological So-
ciety, at Urbana, Illinois.

factory or an entire factory, sometimes also
the area where the workers live, a village,
a town, the habitat of a tribal or rural
community, or an ecological part of a city.
If the area is relatively large and contains
too many people for direct observation
and communication, a presumably relevant
sample is chosen. Eventually, the same in-
vestigator or other investigators carry on
the same kind of research in other similar
areas.!

Undoubtedly, many of these studies have
either reached or probably will reach scien-
tifically wvalid sociological or sociopsycho-
logical conclusions. Unfortunately, the sig-
nificance of these conclusions for the ad-
vancement of sociology as a general science
is limited. Most of the investigators are
concerned only with what is occurring
within the relatively narrow field of their re-
search during the time while the research is
going on. They ignore the enormous multi-
plicity and complexity of social phenomena
developing on the national scale, the con-
tinental scale, and the world-wide scale,
as well as the historical background of
these phenomena. They seem to be un-
aware that the most urgent task of socio-
logists is to investigate these phenomena
and find some solutions for the pressing
practical problems which they involve.

1This survey is based partly on reports of
Research Committees of the American Sociological
Society, but mainly on articles published in so-
ciological periodicals. Similar trends, though less
general, are noticeable among British and French
sociologists.
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Of course, a minority of sociologists do
include studies of these phenomena in their
general sociological theories. As we know,
such theories started in the middle of the
nineteenth century, and their generali-
zations extend far beyond the limits of any
particular area or any particular country
during any particular time. Certainly, most
of these theories have proved in some re-
spects methodically defective, and the
factual evidence which they use is not
always as reliable as that of our local re-
searchers. But is it not better to have
defective general theories with insufficient
evidence than no theories at all? Their
defects can eventually be corrected and
their evidence supplemented by new
evidence.

I believe that the most serious defect
of our systematic sociological theories, a
defect which goes back to Auguste Comte,
is the antithesis between “social statics”
and “social dynamics.” Although nowadays
relatively few sociologists use the term
“statics,” they have substituted for it the
term “social structure,” in contrast with
“social change.” Many textbooks include
a number of chapters about social structures
and then separate chapters about social
changes. Some books deal almost exclu-
sively with social structure; others ex-
clusively with social change. The term
“structure’” has been applied to total
“societies” on all levels, in the sense in
which Comte and his continuators conceived
societies, that is, as territorially circum-
scribed, politically united collectivities; but
many sociologists apply it also to rural com-
munities, some to cities, and most of them
think that every organized social group has
a structure of its own.?

2 Some sociologists, however, opposed the theory
that society has a static structure. They intro-
duced instead the conception of “social process”
as the main component of society. “Its core is
the notion of movement, change, flux . . . of
society as a continual becoming” (cf. Max Lerner’s
article on “Social Process” in the Encyclopedia of
Social Sciences). This conception was first fully
applied by Edward A. Ross in his main work
Principles of Sociology (New York, 1920), based
on a comparative study and classification of social
processes. He describes thirty-five different proc-
esses. Recently, a different, scientifically more pro-
ductive concept of social processes has been intro-
duced by Joyce O. Hertzler. He uses it as a
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What is the implication of the concept
of structure? It obviously goes back to the
natural sciences. Whatever has a structure
must be a system of interdependent com-
ponents. A complex organism has an ana-
tomical structure. A chemical compound has
a structure, inasmuch as it is a system of
interconnected elements. Even such a tech-
nical product as a house has a structure,
composed of interconnected stones or bricks
and pieces of wood. Moreover, systems can
be classified by their structures. Zoologists
and paleontologists have classified animals
by their anatomical structures, and chemical
compounds are classified by the way in
which their elements are interconnected.

How about social systems? Should we
assume that every social system, from a
large society down to a small family, has
a structure because it is composed of human
beings as elementary units? This would
take us back to the old doctrine that every
human collectivity or society must be ex-
plained by the biopsychological essence of
individual participants. It is the kind of
human ontology which underlies most demo-
graphic studies, including statistics of
human beings and their classification by
specific indexes. It is favored by psycholo-
gists of certain schools.

However, the majority of contemporary
sociological theories are actually based not
on studies of men as ultimate entities, but
on studies of social interaction between
men. And social interaction involves com-
binations of social actions, i. e., actions of
which men are the main objects. If this is
so, then social systems must be systems of
social actions.®

heuristic concept leading to the development of
a systematic theory as a dynamic whole. Cf. So-
ciety in Action: A Study of Basic Processes, New
York: The Dryden Press, 1954.

8 These actions obviously differ from actions
which do not deal with men, but with other
kinds of objects: actions of producing and using
technical objects, actions of creating or recreating
works of art, actions of religious cultus propitiating
deities, actions of problematizing scientific theories,
making new discoveries, and formulating new
theories, and the like. (Cf. Florian Znaniecki, Cul-
tural Sciences, University of Illinois Press, 1952.)
There have been many controversies concerning
the connection between social actions and these
other categories of actions. Compare, e.g., Pitirim
A. Sorokin’s famous work Social and Cultural
Dynamics, 4 vols. (American Book Co.: New York,
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Now, what kind of empirical evidence
are sociologists using when they define and
classify social systems (in the sense of
systems of social actions) according to
their structures? This evidence is derived
from the standards of valuation and the
norms of active conduct which the combi-
nations of social actions performed by inter-
acting agents are expected to conform.
Most of these standards and norms are
explicitly formulated, orally in traditions,
customs, and mores, or in written documents
—Ilegal, political, ethical, and theological.
So long as the formulated rules of social
interaction remain the same, the social sys-
tems to which they apply are supposed to
be essentially alike and have a stable
axionormative structure.

We cannot deny that verbally formulated
standards and norms of social interaction
are important empirical sources for socio-
logical studies, especially when we are study-
ing the social systems of a distant past.
How little we would know about the social
life of ancient Egypt without documentary
evidence concerning the standards and
norms which regulated its religious, ad-
ministrative, military, and economic ac-
tivities! But standards and norms, even
when explicitly formulated and accepted
by the participants in a collectivity at a
certain time, are not sufficient evidence on
which to base a consistent, inclusive theory
of social systems.

In the first place, if we agree that social
systems are systems of interdependent
social actions, we should study the actions
themselves in order to discover not only
what people are supposed to do, but what
they are really doing. This is, of course, a
much more difficult task. It means that we
must investigate social systems from the
time they begin to be formed throughout
their duration. And since the social systems
within a collectivity are not isolated, for
the same individual simultaneously or suc-
cessively participates in several systems, we
shall find that the actions included in a

1932-41) with the recent joint work edited by
Talcott Parsons and Edward S. Shils, Toward a
General Theory of Action (Harvard University
Press, 1951). These controversies, however, are
being solved by the development of such special
branches of sociology as industrial sociology, so-
ciology of art, of religion, of knowledge.
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particular system undergo various changes
in the course of its duration, depending on
its dynamic connections with other systems.

In the second place, as we know, the
standards and norms which regulate social
systems not only differ in human collectivi-
ties in various parts of the world, but have
been changing everywhere, whether rapidly
or slowly. Numerous new species of social
systems have evolved in particular collec-
tivities and expanded beyond their limits.
Unless we want to ignore entirely the his-
torical past of contemporary collectivities,
we must investigate this evolution and
expansion.

For many years, with the help of a few
assistants and numerous students, I have
been trying to develop gradually a dynamic
approach to all kinds of social systems.
Because social systems and human collec-
tivities in general last only if the agents
who participate in them cooperate with one
another, I have concentrated on the study
of cooperation and considered the study
of conflicts, whether within or between sys-
tems, as a secondary task.

I distinguish four logical classes of social
systems. First, social relations, or inter-
personal relations, as systems of function-
ally interconnected actions of two cooperat-
ing individuals; second, social roles, as sys-
tems of functionally integrated cooperative
relations between a particular individual
and a number of others; third, social groups,
as functionally integrated systems of social
roles which their members perform; fourth,
societies, as systems of diversified, function-
ally integrated social groups.

Here I shall omit all reference to social
relations,® for they have little, if any,
direct influence upon those complex, state-
wide and world-wide social phenomena
whose investigation should be the main task
of contemporary sociologists. I begin, there-
fore, with social roles.

I borrowed the term “social role” from
Park and Burgess twenty-five years ago
and have redefined it gradually in an at-
tempt to make it heuristically useful® I

4Some results of my studies will be given in
a paper in the section on Social Theory under
the title “The Dynamics of Social Relations.”

51 applied it in 1931-33 at Teachers College,
Columbia University, in my studies of the in-



