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could explain inequality and delineate its
social consequences. He has not become
bogged down In deploring it as a departure
from American ideals. {See, in comparison,
Reissman, 1973; Tumin, 1967.) Because he
adhered strictly to a scientific path, Blau
provides a basis for assessing the meaning
of contemporary conflict between members
of various groups and strata (pp. 112-116)
without having to resort to guilt-ridden re-
writing of history. By not descending into
the anguished cynicism induced or aggra-
vated by assassinations, Vietnam, campus
turmoll, Watergate, etc., Blau has not had
to squander scholarly effort on trying to
show that conflict had “always” been as
American as apple ple. His theory can be
addressed instead to spelling out condi-
tions in which conflict is frequent and other
conditions in which it is rare.

By providing explanation, Blau may have
done more to facilitate desired change than
can be done by piously declaring change to
be more important than understanding. For
example he notes that the frequency of
association with outgroup members varies
inversely with the fraction of a population
contained within ingroup boundaries. From
this, he derives theorems stating that mem-
bers of a minority experience dyadic con-
flict with members of a majority more
commonly than majority members experi-
ence dyadic conflict with minority mem-
bers. Since whites outnumber blacks in
America, but blacks outnumber whites in
South Africa, the race relations experiences
of the dominant group (whites) will have
been importantly different in the two coun-
tries. Blau thus enables us to understand
obstacles to effective American-South Afri-
can dialogues about race relations issues.

Despite the modesty implicit in the sub-
title, Blau's book is a theoretical master-
plece. it provides an impressive indication
that sociological science may actually have
survived the identity crises and future

SYMPOSIA

shock besetting it in the last fifteen years.
Blau has helped make sociology a less
fumbling ecological science.
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A Theory of Social Structure: An Assessment
of Blau’s Strategy

JONATHAN H. TURNER
University of California, Riverside

Blau’s image of Social Structure

In Inequality and Heterogeneity, Peter M.
Blau develops a “primitive theory' of social

structure. This theory excludes soclal psy-
chology and cultural variables from serious
consideration and focuses an how generic
properties of social structure influence pat-
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terns of interaction. Thus, Blau defines so-
cial structure as ‘‘the multidimensional
space of positions among which a popula-
tion is distributed and which reflect and
affect people’s role relations and social re-
lations” (p. 278). Several key terms in this
definition best reveal the highly structural
approach taken by Blau. “Positions” are
attributes, such as age, sex, occupation,
ethnicity, and wealth, that distinguish
peopie and influence their social relations.
“Population distribution” refers to the
number of individuals who occupy the var-
ious interrelated positions comprising a so-
cial structure. “Role relations and social
associations” stress the view that structure
is composed of actual interactions among
real people rather than analytical inter-
changes or postulated functional inter-
dependencies.

Armed with these definitions, Blau then
proceeds to isolate some of the basic
properties of social structure. The concept
of *'parameters” is introduced to denote the
fact that people employ various types of
criteria for differentiating those positions
that infiuence their social relations. There
are two basic types of parameters: nominal
and graduated. “Nominal parameters"” di-
vide people into ‘‘groups,” while
‘‘graduated parameters’ differentiate
people in terms of “status rankings.” In
turn, “groups” are seen as all people who
share a given attribute that influences their
interaction with each other without regard
to rank, while “status” pertains to those
attributes exhibiting graduations of rank
that influence sogcial relations among Iindi-
viduals.

These distinctions aliow Blau to visualize
two generic forms of differentiation in so-
cial structure: heterocgeneity and inequality.
“Heterogensity”” is the distribution of a
population among groups in terms of a
nominal parameter(s), while "inequality" is
the status distribution of people in terms of
a graduated parameter(s). Blau assumes
that differentiation poses barriers to in-
teraction and that barriers to interaction
create problems of integration in social
structures. Indeed, one of the major themes
of Blau's theory concerns the dialectic be-
twaen differentiation and integration.

This vision of social structure and the
dialectic between differentiation and inte-
gration leads Blau to view two basic social
processes. One Is “‘social associations be-
cause, in Blau's view, integration of social
structure does not involve functional inter-
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dependence or value consensus but face to
face contact and interaction among people.
Such contact is influenced by how param-
eters organize positions into groups and
status rankings. Social mobility of people
from position to position is the other basic
process since it influences the distribution
of people in positions and hence, the na-
ture of their social relations.

It is with this image of social structure
that Blau begins to build his “primitive
theory.” While certainly primitive, Blau’s
theory is nonetheless brilliant. In both style
and substance, he re-directs and re-kindles
sociology's often wayward and stymied
search for the laws of social structure. A
closer examination of Blau's strategy and
theory will thus provide a clearer vision of
what a science of society shouid be.

Blau’s Theoretical Strategy and Theory

Blau’'s theoretical strategy involves
exploring the properties of macro social
structure with abstract theorems which fol-
low from various assumptions. During the
course of his discussion, he introduces
some twenty assumptions in order “to ex-
plore the implications of structural
properties in a variety of substantive con-
texts” (p. 246). His apparent intent is to
consider some of the most central assump-
tions as axioms from which the theorems
can be “deduced.” These axioms, however,
represent only background assumptions, for
it is in the theorems that the core of the
theory resides. Table 1 summarizes the
thirty-four major theorems developed by
Blau.

Table 1: Blau's 34 Major Theorems

1. For any dichotomy of society, the small
group has more extensive intergroup
rolations than the larger.

2. Changes in a parameter's salience
change the extent of intergroup rela-
tions of a minority with the majority
more than the majority’s with that
minority.

3. The more a majority discriminates in
soclal intercourse against a minority,
the smaller is the discrepancy between
the majority's lower and the minority’s
higher rate of intergroup associations.

4. Social mobility promotes intergroup re-
lations.
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5.

10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15
16.
17.

18.

19

20.

21,

For a division of status above the me-
dian, the upper stratum has more ex-
tensive relations with the lower than
the fower with the upper.

. The higher the rates of vertical mobility

between two social strata the more
prevalent are the associations between
their members.

. Ceteris paribus, a decline in inequality

reduces the impact of status in social
associations.

. Ceteris paribus, if the net fertllity of

lower strata exceeds that of higher
strata, inequality increases.

. For inequality to diminish it is neces-

sary that some low or middie strata ex-
perience upward mobility or that some
highest strata experience downward
mobility.

Ceteris paribus, if the net fertility of
lower strata exceeds that of high strata,
status diversity declines.

Increasing heterogeneity increases the
probability of intergroup relations.
The lower the positive correlation be-
tween parameters, the more extensive
are intergroup relations.

The greater the physical propinquity,
the greater is the probability of social
associations.

As group size in terms of one nominat
parameter declines, the probability of
intergroup relations in terms of other
intersecting parameters increases.
The more parameters intersect, the
greater is the structural complexity.
Intersecting parameters increase social
mobility.

Intersecting parameters increase the
probebility of interparsonal conflict be-
tween members of various groups or
strata.

High rates of social mobility promote
structural change.

The prevalence of ingroup relations in
subgroups probably exceeds that in
larger groups encompassing them de-
tineated by the same nominal param-
eter.

intergroup relations in terms of one
nominal parameter are most probable
for persons who belong to the same
groups in terms of other nominal pa-
rameters.

The pronounced intersection of two
parameters has a structural effect on
intergroup relations, increasing them
more than would the additive effects of
the parameters alone.

22,

8

24,

25.

26.

27.

29.

30.

31.

32,

33.
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The consolidation of nominal with
greduated parameters has structural ef-
fects on superordination in intergroup
retations, which is manifest in an influ-
ence on mean group status, indepen-
dent of individual's own status, on
superordination.

The probability of associations with
many different persons increases with
increasing size and population density
of the community.

Efficient means of transportation re-
duce the influence of propinquity on
social associations.

The more society’s differentiation in
terms of any parameter results from
differentiation within rather than among
communities, the more probable are in-
tergroup relations both in terms of this
parameter and among different com-
munities.

The further society's differentiation
penetrates into succesive subunits of
its structural components, the more it
promotes the integration of groups by
increasing intergroup relations.
Opportunities for communication and
association promote the division of
labor.

. The advancing division of labor in-

creases the probability of social rela-
tions among different occupations that
integrate them in soclety.

The more of a society's division of
labor results from that within rather
than from that among work orga-
nizations, the more probable are exten-
sive social associations among occupa-
tional strata and among different orga-
nizations.

The more of an organization’s division
of labor resuits from that within rather
than from that among departments, the
more probable are extensive social re-
lations among occupational positions
and among departments.

The homogeneity of diverse groups has
a structural effect increasing the pre-
ponderance of ingroup relations.

At advanced stages of the division of
iabor, increases in It diminish in-
equalities in education and qualifica-
tions.

As the number of employees in work
organizations increases, authority be-
comes more concentrated.

The concentration of power increases
the insulation of the lower class from
higher strata.
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These thirty-four theorems are organized
into “sets,” with each major theorem “im-
plying” a serles of sub-theorems. One is
tempted to call the latter corollaries, but it
is not clear if this is what Blau intends. In
any case, a “theorem set” is designed to
tease out the full empirical implications of
a theorem for understanding social struc-
tures. Since there are some 188 theorems
in all the theorem sets, only one shortened
example is offered in Table 2.

Table 2. A Shortened Example of a
Theorem Set
T~1 For any dichotomy of society, the
smali group has more extensive in-
tergroup relations than the large.
For any dichotomy of soclety, the
proportion of group members in-
termarried is an inverse function of
group size.
For any dichotomy of society, the
mean number of intergroup asso-
ciates is an inverse function of
group size.
For any dichotomy of soclety, the
mean amount of time spent in in-
tergroup associations is an inverse
function of group size.
Minority groups are more invoived
in intergroup relations with the
majority than the mejority is with
them.
The proportion of a minority group
who are married to members of the
majority exceeds the proportion of
the majority who are married to
members of the minority.
The mean nurmber of majority-
group associates of a minority ex-
ceeds the mean number of associ-
ates in that minority of the major-

ity.

T-1.11

T-1.12

T-1.13

T-1.2

T-1.21

T-1.22

Major theorems, definitions, assump-
tions, axioms, and sub-theorems in sets be-
come the premises for subsequent
theorems and sub-theorems. The result Is a
vast interlocking web of propositions that,
in Blau's words, ““imply” each other. Indeed,
on page 249 he tries to diagram some of
these connections for the theorems. Yet, as
| will argue bslow, this theoretical strategy,
for all of its brilliance, suffers from a
number of problems, In creating a “web" of
propositions which are “implied" by twenty
assumptions and various other theorems
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and sub-thaorems, much of the deductive
rigor that Blau would like to introduce is
lost; and as the theory loses rigor, its
capacity for guiding either theory or re-
search is correspondingly reduced.

Probtems with the Theory

Blau’s strategy and theory are vulnerable
to two general lines of criticism: (1) Many of
the propositions are tautofogies. (2) The
theorems are unsystematically couched at
many different levels of abstraction. Lot me
elaborate.

(1) Blau admits that theorems such as 15
in Table 1 are tautologies. In the case of
theorem 15, structural complexity and in-
tersecting parameters cannot be defined
independently of each other because it is
true by definition that structural complexity
involves muttiple, intersecting parameters.
While the tautology is obvious in proposition
15, it is less easily recognized in many other
theorems and sub-theorems throughout the
book. For example, theorem 11 in Table 1
might be tautological, since the two
variables——heterogensity and intergroup
relations—are not easily separated or de-
fined independently of each other. Hetero-
geneity is defined as the division of a popu-
lation into groups in tarms of a nominal pa-
rameter; in turn, parameters are defined as
attributes that influence social associations
or relations; and intergroup relations are
defined as social relations among groups
distinguishad by a nominal parameter.

Yet, Blau is correct in his assertion that
such tautologies can be obviated by what is
deduced from them. Many abstract proposi-
tions in the more developed sclences, such
as F = ma or E = mc?, are tautologies
which become non-tautologous when de-
ductions to empirical reality are conducted.
Similarly, even if it is conceded that
theorem 11 is a tautology {and one could
argue, | think, either way), the other
theorems in the set are not tautologies and
have fascinating implications. For example,
one sub-theorem (T-11.1 in Blau's nota-
tion) takes theorems 11 and 1 as premises
for the following “deduction’”: ‘“‘ceteris
paribus, the larger of two groups discrimi-
nates more than the smaller against asso-
ciating with members of the other group.”
This proposition is not a tautology and has
many Insightful implications for actual so-
clal relations, such as black-white relations
in American soclety.

Thus, | do not think that the problem of
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tautology is a serious one in Blau’s theory. !
have emphasized the issue here, because it
will, no doubt, surface in commaentaries on
the theory. Hopefully, commentators will be
dissuaded from this line of attack and con-
centrate on the far more serious problems
revolving around the unsystematic web of
propositions couched at so many different
levels of abstraction.

{2) Blau's intent is to construct a deduc-
tive theory of soclal structure, but in fact,
the current theory resembles more of a col-
lage of propositions than a series of sys-
tematic deductions. Propositions are linked
together not so much through deduction as
through the fact that they “imply” each
other. in this way, assumptions, axioms,
theorems, and sub-theorems can ali be the
premises from which ‘“deductions” are
made. The result is for a theory that is rich
in insight, but lacking deductive continuity
or elegance.

Part of the problem, | think, resides in the
fallure to establish a clear set of axioms
from which the theorems are to be de-
duced. While a number of assumptions are
viewed as axiomatic “premises,” it is evi-
dent that these are not always the most
appropriate premises. In fact, in many
cases they could be abandoned without any
loss in deductive rigor or substantive impfi-
cations. Moreover, the frequent use of cer-
tain theorems as “premises” would argue
for their status as axioms from which corol-
laries could be deduced. While Blau indi-
cates that he prefers his theory to carry its
full implications in the theorems rather than
axioms, | think that he underestimates the
degree to which he employs some key the-
orems as implicit axioms. The theory would
thus reveal much more deductive rigor and
provide even greater insight If the key
theorems and the most important of the
twenty assumptions were explicitly viewed
as axioms.

The lack of attention to deductive proce-
dures creates a theory where some
theorems, such as 1 and 21 in Table 1, are
highly abstract, whereas others, such as 32,
are empiricat generalizations. Furthermore,
some major theorems like 30 and 25 are
really deductions to a specific type of em-
pirical contexts (the division of labor in
organizations and community) from a more
abstract theorem (in this case, 26 in Table
1). The resuit is for a rather inefficient gen-
eration of theorems and sub-theorems
which appear to jump up and down the
abstraction ladder without careful attention
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to why and how such teaps are made. Fur-
thermore, If the axioms were more clearly
articulated, the number of theorems could
be greatly reduced without loss of the
theory’s rich substantive implications.

A Modest Proposal for
Reformulating the Theory

improvement in Blau's theory will come, |
feel, with the recognition that (a) a small
number of axioms should guide all deduc-
tions, (k) theorems should represent apph-
cations of the axioms to general types of
structural conditions, (c) theorems should
be couched at a consistent level of abstrac-
tion, and {d) empirical propositions should
follow from the theorems and denote the
most specific properties of empirical con-
ditions. These considerations will guide my
modest suggestions for reformulation of
Blau’s theory.

The first step in revising Blau's theory
involves formulating explicit axioms. In
Table 3, | have used Blau’s image of mac-
rostructure, several key assumptions, and
some central theorems to formulate the six
axioms which can serve as the deductive
premises for Blau’s other propositions.! Alf
other theorems in Table 1 and in the book
are, | feel, either corollaries of these axioms
or deducible theorems. | have re-phrased
the assumptions and theorems into non-
tautological statements of co-variance, but
Blau’s intended meaning is retained. | have
also re-phrased to maintain a consistent
level of abstraction.

in Table 3, the “propinquity” and “‘oppor-
tunity’” principles represent re-statements
of two key background assumptions (Blau's
axtoms A-1 and A-9). The “size,” “mobil-
ity,"” “multiple parameter,” and “structural
effects” principles involve an elevation of
important theorems to the status of axioms
(T-1, T-4, T-12, and T-21 in Table 1). With
these axloms the theory is, | feel, more

1 Actually, { think that this st could be shortened if
one wented to reduce even further the number of
axioms. The “mobliity” and “propinquity” pr!nclplea
could probably be viewed as theorems that can be
duced from the * om‘mrtunny principle. This appomw
be Blau's ortgtnal ntent, but | think that the theory
m‘vc:iléu continuity when all six axioms are em-
ploy
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Table 3: Creating Abstract Axioms for
the Theory

1. Propinquity Principle: The more proxi-
mate positions in a system, the more
likely are social associations among
people in those positions.

2. Opportunity Principie: The more oppor-
tunities for contact among people in a
system, the more likely are social asso-
ciations among people.

3. Size Principle: The greater the size dif-
ference between two groups distin-
guished by a parameter, the more likely
are social associations among mem-
bers in the smaller group with the
larger group to exceed those of the
larger with the smaller.

4, Mobility Principle: The greater the rate
of mobility of people in a system, the
more likely are social associations
among people.

8. Muitiple Parameter Principle: The more
muttiple parameters intersect and re-
main unconsolidated, the more likely
are social associations among people.

6. Structural Effects Principle: The more
muitiple parameters intersect or con-
solidate, the more likely is their effect
on social associations to exceed the
additive effects of the parameters
alone.

coherent, since precise deductions to spe-
cific forms of inequality or heterogeneity
can be made. These deductions will involve
the application of one or more axioms to
general types of empirical conditions. The
vehicle for such deductions should be an
abstract theorem which introduces a gen-
eral social structural condition and shows
how some combination of axioms can “‘ex-
plain’' the pattern of social associations
evident under this general condition. Then,
specific empirical propositions can be de-
duced from the theorem to demonstrate
how the theorem can explain specific
events in more concrete empirical contexts.
Let me illustrate this approach for theorems
25, 28, 29, and 30 listed in Table 1.
Theorem 26 can be derived from axioms
1, 2, 5, and 6. The existence of differ-
entiated groups as sub-structures within a
more inclusive system promotes proximity
of positions, creates opportunities to com-
municate, prevenis consolidation of pa-
rameters, and promotes the structurai ef-
focts of intersecting parameters. The divi-
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sion of labor in work organizations
(theorems 29 and 30) and differentiation
within (rather than among) communities
(25) all represent applications of theorem
26 to specific types of empirical contexts.
Thus, rather than representing equivalent
theorems, these propositions can be ar-
ranged hierarchically in the following form:
The axioms represent, as Blau intends,
general premises; theorem 26 denotes a
general type of of empirical condition
(differentiated sub-structures that cut
across more inclusive structures); and
theorems 25, 29, and 30 represent specific
instances (differentiation in work orga-
nizations, depariments, and communities)
of the general empirical condition denoted
by theorem 26; and the specific proposi-
tions in the theorem sets for these empiri-
cal propositions (25.1, 25.11, 25.12, 25.2,
25.21, 25.3; 29.1, 29.2, 29.21, 29.22, 29.3;
and 30.1, 30.2, 30.3) are all further specifi-
cations of the general empirical conditions
covered by theorem 26 as it is deduced
from axioms 1, 2, 5, and 6. This deductive
form requires that only proposition 26 in
Table 1 be considered a true theorem.
Propositions 25, 29, and 30 and their re-
spective “sets” are not theorems, but prop-
ositions about specific empirical conditions
that can be derived from theorem 26 and
the axioms.

When this form of deduction is employed,
only some of Blau's thirty-four propositions
in Table 1 are sufficiently abstract to qualify
as true “theorems.” Many represent highly
specific instances of the general empirical
conditions denoted by an abstract theorem.
Others can be consolidated and re-worded
to become an abstract theorem. Still others
can be abandoned because they represent
definitions or tautologies that are less criti-
cal to the deductive system.

in Table 4, ! have presented a tentative
list of abstract theorems contained in
Blau’s theory. These are directly deducible
from at least one of the six axioms in Table
3 and represent the application of these
axioms to general types of empirical condi-
tions. All of Blau's other theorems in Table
1 that are not incorporated into this list are
either definitional tautologies or specific
instances of the abstract theorems listed in
Table 4. By performing this exercise, the
numbsr of theorems is reduced from thirty-
four to thirteen. Thus, at its present state of
development, the essence of Blau’s theory
consists of six axioms and thirteen
theorems, plus a large number of proposli-
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10.

1.

12,

Table 4: The Revised Theorems

. The more the salience of a parameter

influencing intergroup relations: is al-
tered, the more the minority's relations
with the majority are changed than the
majority’s with the minority. (From A-3
in Table 3)

. The greater the inequality among social

strata in a system of status rankings,
the less soclal association among their
members. (From A-1, 2, 8, 4)

. The more a social stratum is above the

median in a system of status rankings,
the greater is the rate of association of
the upper stratum with the lower strata
than the lower strata’s associations
with the upper. (From A-3)

. The greater the rate of mobility among

social strata in a system of status rank-
ings, the more prevalent are associa-
tions among their members. (From A-1,
2,4)

. The greater the heterogeneity among

groups in a system, the greater is their
rate of social association. (From A-2, 5)

. The greater the propinquity among

groups Iin a system, the more extensive
are thelr intergroup relations. (From
A-1)

. The lower the positive correlations

among parameters delineating groups,
the more extensive are intergroup rela-
tions. (From A-5, 6)

. The more group size in terms of one

nominal parameter declines, the more
likely are intergroup relations in terms
of other intersecting parameters. (From
A-3, 6)

. The more parameters intersect, the

greater is the social mobility. (From
A-1, 2)

The more a subgroup within a larger
group can be dellneated by a nominat
parameter, the more relations within
the subgroup exceeds cutgroup rela-
tions. (From A-1, 2)

The more nominal and graduated pa-
rameters are consolidated, the greater
is their effect on superordination in in-
tergroup relations. (From A-5, 6)

The greater the size and population
density of a syastem, the more likely are
soclal assoclations among many differ-
ent persons. (From A-1, 2)

SYMPOSIA

13. The further system differentiation pene-
trates into succesive subunits, the
more it promotes social associations
and intergroup relations. (From A-1, 2,
5)

tions that can be derived from these
theorems and applied to specific empirical
contexts. One beneficial consequence of
reducing the number of abstract proposi-
tions in this way Is that neglected areas of
inguiry as well as inconsistenclies in the
theory are more readily exposed, with the
result that reformuilation, revision, and ex-
pansion of the theory is facilitated. indeed,
my intent in this modest proposal for re-
formulation is to present the theory in a
way that will encourage others to build
from the theoretical foundation taid by
Blau.

Another beneficial consequence of mak-
ing Blau's theory more deductive in format
is that theoretically oriented research in-
quiry is encouraged. For empirically in-
clined scholars, it is a relatively easy task to
take any of the many empirical propositions
(that is, the generalizations in Blau's many
“theorem sets”) and test out their implica-
tions. But contrary to so much empirical
work in soclology, these tests will have im-
plications for the abstract theory from
which they are deduced.

Conciusion

In sum, Btau's brilliant book has signifi-
cantly advanced the soclological enterprise
by providing inspiration for theorists and
researchers alike. His theory is distinctly
sociological in its foeus on social
structure—that is, on the properties of what
goes on between, rather than on what goes
on in, people. Equally important, the theory
abandons soclology’s obsession with
causal modeling by recognizing that deduc-
tive theory promises considerably more in-
tellectual pay-off than correlational tech-
niques that iine up variables in causal se-
quences. For reasons of theoretical sub-
stance and atrategy, then, /nequality and
Heterogeneity is one of the most important
theoretical works ever written in sociology.
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