Two very different excerpts from Parsons’s extensive oeuvre are provided below. The first selection, “Categories of the Orientation and Organization of Action,” from Toward a General Theory of Action (Parsons and Shils 1951), written by Parsons and Edward Shils (1910–95), a distinguished professor of sociology at the University of Chicago in the United States and at Cambridge University in the United Kingdom, reflects the quintessence of structural functionalism. In their formulation, considered “one of the most important theoretical statements in twentieth century sociology” (Smelser 2001:vii), Parsons and Shils set out a conceptual and theoretical framework with which to analyze the basis of all action and social organization. It is for this all-encompassing, overarching, metatheoretical framework that Parsons is most well known. In the second read- ing, “Sex Roles in the American Kinship System,” Parsons applies his theory of action to the empirical topic of the American family.

Introduction to “Categories of the Orientation and Organization of Action”

In this chapter from Toward a General Theory of Action (1951), Parsons and coauthor Edward Shils delineate their groundbreaking theory of action; outline the basic elements of the social, cultural, and personality systems levels; and discuss the pattern variables. Specifically, in the first section of this reading, “Action and Its Orientation,” Parsons and Shils explain their theory of action and the cultural, social, and personality systems. In the third and fourth sections of this reading, “Dilemmas of Orientation and the Pattern Variables” and “The Definitions of Pattern Variables,” Parsons and Shils focus on the basic characteristics of the pattern variables as well as the relation between the pattern variables. In the final sections of this essay, the authors illuminate the interrelations between the pat- tern variables and the basic structures and interdependencies and interpenetrations of per- sonalities and social systems. As noted above, “need-dispositions” refer to the allocative foci for personality systems, while “role-expectations” refer to the allocative foci for social systems. Need-dispositions and role-expectations are the connective tissue between systems of action and the pattern variables. As Parsons and Shils state, “every concrete need-dispo- sition of personality, or every role-expectation of social structure, involves a combination of values of the five pattern variables” (ibid.:93; emphasis in original).

“Categories of the Orientation and Organization of Action” (1951)

Talcott C. Parsons and Edward A. Shils

action and itS orientation

The theory of actioni is a conceptual scheme for the analysis of the behavior of living organisms. It conceives of this behavior as oriented to the attainment of ends in situations, by means of the normatively regulated expenditure of energy. There are four points to be noted in this conceptu- alization of behavior: (1) Behavior is oriented to the attainment of ends or goals or other antici- pated states of affairs. (2) It takes place in situa- tions. (3) It is normatively regulated. (4) It involves expenditure of energy or effort or “moti- vation” (which may be more or less organized independently of its involvement in action). Thus,

for example, a man driving his automobile to a lake to go fishing might be the behavior to be analyzed. In this case, (1) to be fishing is the “end” toward which our man’s behavior is oriented; (2) his situation is the road and the car and the place where he is; (3) his energy expenditures are normatively regulated—for example, this driving behavior is an intelligent ii means of getting to the lake; (4) but he does spend energy to get there; he holds the wheel, presses the accelerator, pays attention, and adapts his action to changing road and traffic conditions. When behavior can be and is so analyzed, it is called “action.” This means that any behavior of a living organism might be called action; but to be so called, it must be ana- lyzed in terms of the anticipated states of affairs

SOURCE: “Categories of the Orientation and Organization of Action” from Toward a General Theory of Action by Talcott Parsons and Edward A. Shils. Copyright © 2001 by Transaction Publishers. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

iThe present exposition of the theory of action represents in one major respect a revision and extension of the position stated in Parsons, The Structure of Social Action (pp. 43–51, 732–733), particularly in the light of psy- choanalytic theory, of developments in behavior psychology, and of developments in the anthropological analy- sis of culture. It has become possible to incorporate these elements effectively, largely because of the conception of a system of action in both the social and psychological spheres and their integration with systems of cultural patterns has been considerably extended and refined in the intervening years.

iiNorms of intelligence are one set among several possible sets of norms that function in the regulation of energy expenditure.

toward which it is directed, the situation in which it occurs, the normative regulation (e.g., the intel- ligence) of the behavior, and the expenditure of energy or “motivation” involved. Behavior which is reducible to these terms, then, is action.

Each action is the action of an actor, and it takes place in a situation consisting of objects. The objects may be other actors or physical or cultural objects. Each actor has a system of relations-to-objects; this is called his “system of orientations.” The objects may be goal objects, resources, means, conditions, obstacles, or sym- bols. They may become cathected (wanted or not wanted), and they may have different sig- nificances attached to them (that is, they may mean different things to different people). Objects, by the significances and cathexes attached to them, become organized into the actor’s system of orientations.

The actor’s system of orientations is consti- tuted by a great number of specific orientations. Each of these “orientations of action” is a “con- ception” (explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious) which the actor has of the situa- tion in terms of what he wants (his ends), what he sees (how the situation looks to him), and how he intends to get from the objects he sees the things he wants (his explicit or implicit, normatively regulated “plan” of action).

Next, let us speak briefly about the sources of energy or motivation. These presumably lie ultimately in the energy potential of the physi- ological organisms. However, the manner in which the energy is expended is a problem which requires the explicit analysis of the orien- tation of action, that is, analysis of the norma- tively regulated relations of the actor to the situation. For, it is the system of orientations which establishes the modes in which this energy becomes attached and distributed among specific goals and objects; it is the system of orientations which regulates its flow and which integrates its many channels of expression into a system.
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We have introduced the terms action and actor. We have said something about the goals of action, the situation of action, the orientation of action, and the motivation of action. Let us now say something about the organization of action into systems.

Actions are not empirically discrete but occur in constellations which we call systems. We are concerned with three systems, three modes of organization of the elements of action; these elements are organized as social systems, as personalities, and as cultural sys- tems. Though all three modes are conceptually abstracted from concrete social behavior, the empirical referents of the three abstractions are not on the same plane. Social systems and per- sonalities are conceived as modes of organiza- tion of motivated action (social systems are systems of motivated action organized about the relations of actors to each other; personali- ties are systems of motivated action organized about the living organism). Cultural systems, on the other hand, are systems of symbolic pat- terns (these patterns are created or manifested by individual actors and are transmitted among social systems by diffusion and among person- alities by learning).

A social system is a system of action which has the following characteristics: (1) It involves a pro- cess of interaction between two or more actors; the interaction process as such is a focus of the observer’s attention. (2) The situation toward which the actors are oriented includes other actors. These other actors (alters) are objects of cathexis. Alter’s actions are taken cognitively into account as data. Alter’s various orientations may be either goals to be pursued or means for the accomplish- ment of goals. Alter’s orientations may thus be objects for evaluative judgment. (3) There is (in a social system) interdependent and, in part, con- certed action in which the concert is a function of collective goal orientation or common values,iii and of a consensus of normative and cognitive expectations.

iiiA person is said to have “common values” with another when either (1) he wants the group in which he and the other belong to achieve a certain group goal which the other also wants, or (2) he intrinsically values con- formity with the requirements laid down by the other.
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