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Structural-Functional Analysis and the
Study of Politics

Introduction Hliya Harik"®

With a growing interest in the analytic study of comparative
politics and development, the structural-functional approach has,
taken a prominent place in the field of political science. Since
1960, books and articles have appeared giving this approach
special attention and recommending its use for political analysis.’
However, it has already become clear that structural-functional
theory has not met with unqualified success, and, while it is still
gaining great momentum in the discipline of political science,
it has also received serious criticism.2 Sociologists and anthro-
pologists have shown a greater degree of sophistication in dealing
with functionalism than have political scientists hitherto, and
this may well be due to the head start which they enjoy over the
latter.

In this discussion we shall be concerned with the contribution
of the theory to the undérstanding of some major problems dealt
with in political science rather than with a general evaluation of
the theory itself. There are three main contentions put forth by
the exponents of this school with regard to the relevance of
their approach to the study of political phenomena; first, that
functionalism constitutes a theory of politics; second, that it is
a comparative method for the study of politics; and finally, that
it is particularly suited to the study of political change and deve-
lopment. The following is a theoretical assessment of the three
contentions made in the hope that the results may sharpen our
understanding of the uses and limits of the functional approach
in political science.

Functionalism.

There is no single version of functionalism, and its exponents
differ on many points with regard to details and sometimes
essentials as well. No attempt will be made here to enter into
these differences since we are not concerned with an exposition
of the approach as such but with a selective set of theoretical
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problems upon which it bears. lts basic principles and assump-
tions will therefore be presented here in one single and un-
differentiated form as a condensed synthesis solely for the purpose
of making subsequent analysis practicable.

Modern functional analysis starts with the basic principle
that the most inclusive unit of political analysis is the system
A system is conceived of as an ordered complex of interdependent
activities or classes of activities which are essential to the con-
tinued existence of the system as a whole. A system, in other
words, is a postulated model abstracted from empirical reality
and should be considered as a device for the analysis and ordering
of data. It does not have to be an isomorphic true image of a
particular society.

As a theoretical model, a system has a set of logical properties
which give it its distinctive character. First, its constituent parts
should reflect unity and coherence as a whole. Second, the
parts shouid be interdependent so that an occurrence in one part
should register a corresponding impact on the other parts of
the system. Third, the system as a unitis indissoluble in the sense
that no part or variable could be isolated or separated from the
rest without ruining the whole construct. In other words, a
system can only be taken as a whole. The concept of system
is applicable to any field of action and not necessarily limited to
the study of whole societies.

The coherence and indissolubility of the mode!l are abstract
qualities, not empirical ones. By insisting on the study of whole
societies one is either misusing the concept of system or
regressing to a vague idea about an amorphous whole called
society .4 Neither as a concept nor as an empirical object is
the term society clear or endowed with a definite referent.

Structural-functional analysis should be distinguished from
the whole-system approach. The distinction is necessary because
the concept of system is basic to functional theory whereas
functional categories are not indispensable to the whole-system
approach.

|n addition to the system concept, functional analysis is
based on two other concept categories: structure and func-
tion. For a system to continue as a living organism, certain
necessary functions ought to be fulfilled, but whether these func
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tions are all performed by one structure or many is a question to be
determined by empirical research. [t is important to emphasize
here that the three variables-- system, structure, and function--
should be taken together to form one coherent model. The impli-
cations which follow from this point are quite significant, for only
on the basis of this statement can we distinguish between what s
relevant and worth studying and what should be ignored First,
we are told that not all functions which are performed at one
level or another are to be included as part of the framework of
study, but only systemic functions, those which are necessary
tor the system as a whole.® Thatis why the terms functions
and functional requisite ., though different in meaning, are
often used interchangeably.® Similarly, with respect to structure,
tosay that only those structures which contribute to the fulfilment
of functional requisites will be taken into account, puts a great
many political structures that are within the system beyond the
manageable scope of functional analysis.

Another thing that has to be taken into account here with
regard to the concepts of structure and function is that the theory
a priori specifies a set of functions in the system which are
indispensable and invariable, while the only thing assumed about

structure is that some kind of structure will inevitably be
presentto contribute to the fulfiiment of the functional requisites.’
The number and kind of structures are deliberately left unspecified
because it is conceived that this is the varying category of the
model. This view frees the theory from the useless and erroneous
assumption that one and only one structure can perform a speci-
fied function, as, for instance, maintaining that only parliaments
can and should perform the function of legislation.

Definitions of these terms in the literature vary in emphasis
and detail, and, although a synthesis here will run the risk of
adding still one more set of definitions, it is deemed advisable
for the purposes of this paper. One preliminary point with which
we should start 1s that the term structure refers to a group of
interrelated roles, and since no generic difference exists in the
meaning of the two terms structure and role we shall start
with the more simple term of role !n most societies. a varying
degree of division of labor is to be found and therefore roles
assume a certain measure of specialized activity. A role is a
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distinct class of activities exercised over.time as an attribute of
a point of reference in-the division of labor system and which
has become part of the pattern of expectations of the members
of society. {tis “organized participation. ' to use Parsons words.
but one with reference to two other dimensions - division of labor
and cultural systems. Thus, a class of activities referred to as role
is both related to other roles and to the normative orientations
of the participants. We may also speak of roles as institutionalized
behavioral regularities. A number of such complimentary roles
related and coordinated in the perfarmance of functional re-
quisites are called structure.

Each class of activities whose performance is necessary for
the survival of the system as a whole is referred to as a function
or functional requisite.’® A function of a certain role is con-
sidered as its share or contribution to the rest of the system and
its goals. The functional question thus is: what purpose in the
system does this political activity or kind of behavior serve ? As
put by Holt, “Functions are system relevant effects of struc-
tures. The term has meaning, therefore, only if the terms struc-
ture and system relevant are explicitly identified.”"**

Hardly any two writers agree on what the functional re-
quisities are as to content and number,’2 and it isthus difficult
to know where to draw the line in an exposition of this type. In
such a situation, it is perhaps advisable to follow the Parsonian
version, since it is a more representative scheme. Holt, following
in Parsons’ footsteps, states that the functional requisites are
four. The first is pattern maintenance and tension manage-
ment, which is to say the “maintenance of conformity to the pre-
scriptions of the cultural system’” Second is goal attainment,
i.e. the preservation of society mainly by means of defense. Third
is adaptation or the control of resources for the supply of the
material needs of society; and finally integration, (and here Holt
sharply differs with Parsons since he defines the term as the
coordination of the interdependent roles which operate in the
system.)13

The preceding are the essential requisites which every social
system must fulfil in order to continue as a living organism. All
the activities which contribute to the satisfaction of functional
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requisites are considered functional, and on this basis a political
scientist discriminates between what is politically relevant
and what is not. Needless to say, this statement draws no boun-
daries between the political and the non-political but rather,
between what has system relevance and what is partial and non-
systemic.'* This theoretical orientation toward whole systems
is perhaps what makes functionalists in political science turn
to the study of the all-encompassing social system instead of the
polity.1°
Although the functional theory just outlined is obviously
teleological, this kind of teleology should not be construed as a
metaphysical stand-point. For while the statement of system
requisites is clearly not empirical it nevertheless does not refer
to the system external goals. All the functional requisites of the
system are within it and their satisfaction should be empirically
demonstrable. There is nothing logically wrong with this, for
if a functional activity is one which serves a purpose in the system
as a whole, then only by knowing that purpose or end in advance
does one become able to specify and sort out relevant from irre-
levant activities. However, this kind of approach, as we shall
later see, is heavily weighted in favor of explanations in terms of
the needs, requirements, and ends of the whole.

The functional theory of politics, advanced by Almond in
terms of probability and also by Holt, states as its main thesis that
the ends of a political system are fulfilled when structures per-
form their assigned functions. Almond analytically separates
political functions from political structures and thus revamps
the classical legalistic functional theory. In Almond’'s words,
“"we have specified the elements of two sets, one of funrtions
and one of structures, and suggested that political systems may
be compared in terms of probabilities of performance of the
specified functions by the specified structures.” ¢

Limitations of Functional Theory.

What are the limitations of this theory of politics ? The least
a theory can do is to offer an explanation for social phenomena.
The essence of functional analysis rests on the proposition that
political behavior reflects regularities in the relationships of
structures and functions. The central proposition upon which
this theory rests can thus be summarized in two steps. First,
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that a person acting in a political role or roles will act in con-
formity with the demands and pattern of behavior expected of
his role whether these expectations are prescribed or ascribed.
Second, that in so acting he is invariably contributing to the
functional requisites of the system. When the contribution of
some organized activity to the whole is not clear or evident, it
becomes the task of research to discover the link, or, to use the
jargon, its latent function.

At its face vaiue, this theory seems reasonable and subject
to confirmation by empirical research, since we can go into the
field and check whether these relationships really hold. Let
us then check on a hypothetical but nonetheless realistic case.
Suppose a person is a counciiman in a town of some new state.
The thing that we can be almost certain of is that he is hardly ever
faced with a situation in which he has one and only one alter-
native of action in his roie as a councilman. If this is granted,
then we can maintain that a man acting in  such a role often
has a number of alternative courses of action to choose from
without their conflicting with the rules to which his role is subject.
To say, then, that a person will behdve in conformity with his
role does not tell us much about political behavior. This way of
looking at things may be more suited to anthropological inquiries
than to political science in view of the special interest of anthro-
pologists in traditional communities where the situational sim-
plicity and the strong hold of tradition upon individuals makes
behavioral conformity to roles quite high.

Let us look at this same example from still another angle to
see how that same person will act in a situation in which there
is conflict in the courses of action apen to him as a role player.
Suppose that the councilman is also a head of a clan in that town.
As a clansman his obligations go to his clan first, but as a coun-
cilman his duties are defined by law in terms of the public interest
of the whole town. One day he finds himself confronted with a
case of an entangled nature. A nephew of his is involved in a
dispute with another man from town who is the chief officer in
the water department, a position coveted by the councilman’s
nephew. The nephew claims that the water officer committed
an irregularity and should not remain in his post.” In his role as
councilman, our friend should act impartially and equally toward
his nephew and the water officer. As a ¢clansman, itis his obliga-
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tion to favor his nephew and support him. It is clear that the
demands made upon him in this case by the two roles he per-
forms as a councilman and as a head of a clan are in conflict.

The question is, how will he act ? According to the structural-
functional theory, he is supposed to actin such a way as to satisfy
the functions expected of him as a role player. But this is ob-
viously not possible any more since he has more than one role
and more than one function, and they are not in harmony in
this case. How is this kind of conflict resolved in terms of func-
tional analysis ? If we follow the structural-functional theory of
political behavior, we will neither be able to predict the council-
man’s action, nor will we have the adequate conceptual tools
with which to explain his behavior once he has made up his
mind. One may retort that, while not being able to predict the
course of action the councilman takes, we can still explain his
action once it is completed, because whichever course he takes,
it will be in conformity with one or the other of his roles. This
answer may not be wrong, but it is certainly not useful as it
explains one set of behavior and its opposite in terms of one and
the same principle. This is a fault inherent in most teleological
explanations.

What this illustration shows is that the structural-functional
theory of politics, as it stands now, is quite narrow in its view of
political behavior and cansequently lacks the power of satis-
factory explanation. Its conceptual apparatus, consisting as it
does of relations between roles and functional requisites, needs
to be further refined. The first thing this functional framework
is in need of is some intervening variable which would differentiate
the explanation in terms of roles and functions. A third principie
is necessary to explain such phenomena as are not explainable
in terms of roles and functions. Neediess to say, an addition of
one intervening variable to the conceptual framework Will not
transform this approach and make of it a scientific theory of
politics, but it will at least give it partial explanatory power over
political behavior.

Aware of the truncated view of politicai behavior upon which
the functional theory is based, Robert Holt tries to introduce the
concept of process as an intervening variable by means of which
he hopes to achieve two things; first, to break away from the
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narrow functional view of politics and second, to introduce a
measure of dynamism to what is otherwise a formalistic app-
roach. Unfortunately, Holt fails to make clear what he means by
process, and if one is to make up the meaning of the term from his
examples, it becomes obvious that the term refers to activities
that are really part of the definition of role. Let us take, for exam-
ple., the social control process , which he explains as “the
application of sanctions for violations of the prescriptions of the
value system.”'7 [s not the application of sanctions one of the
activities which define the role of a judge, policeman, parent, or
teacher ? In short, what Holt calls process is nothing other than
that activity which one attributes to roles, and he is using two
terms for one and the same thing.

Aside from the fact that Holt ieaves the concept.of progess
as an intervening variable, vague and inadequate for analysis,
the concept itself is hardly the required solution. In its common
sense usage, the concept of process refers to how an issue or an
activity is generated, the course it takes, and its consequent
results. If, as'is maintained by functional theorists, all relevant
interactions in the system can be understood in terms of roles
and functions, then an issue which arises in the system will be
resolved by the appropriate structure in accordance with the
systemic functional requisites. In short, the introduction of the
concept process does notshed any new light on the function
framework. The point of a theoretical framework is, indeed,
to enunciate the principles which govern the generation, the
course, and the outcome of po(litical activity; in other words, to
explain process.

The second major problem with functionalism as a theory of
politics is its emphasis on coherence and unity of the system.
In the first place, coherence-is an abstract quality which has tg
do with consistency and complementarity of formal concepts,
not with empirical reality Unfortunately, there is every evidence
that the functional theory is formalistic in this sense, namely,
that it substitutes formal categories — roles, functions, and
systems — for individuals and groups. In Almond's words, “Social
systems are not made up of individuals but of roles; i.e. a family
consists of the roles of mother and father, husband and wife,
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sibling and sibling, and the like .- - In the same sense, the political
system consists of the roles of nationals, subjects, voters, inter-
acting — as the case may be — with legislators, bureaucrats, judges,
and the like.””18 At this point, one wonders to what extent we can
rightly reduce a political actor to the formal schema ot roles and
functions.

In the second place, emphasis on coherence and unity of the
system imposes in advance unwarranted conclusions on re-
search; namely, thatin reality the constituent parts of a community
should be closely interrelated and integrated. When, for in-
stance, conflict is observed, the researcher immediately looks
for the functions and ends which the particular conflict serves
in the system, because he has already assumed, on theoretical
bases that the parts of the system constitute a coherent whole.
In short, conflict in functional research is given, more often than
not, a cohesive value or no value at all.

There are two concepts in politics that cannot be overiooked
in any political study — conflict and power — yet, at best, they are
given scanty attention and partial explanation in functional
analysis. Just as conflict, for instance, is given a cohesive and
integrating value, so also is power.

There is a predominant conviction in functional analysis that
the most significant thing about the study of politics is the tasks
which structures must perform for the whole of society. As a
task-oriented philosophy, it is not surprising to see that func-
tionalism has substituted the concepts of performance and service
for those of power and conflict. An observer cannot help feeling
thatin functional theory, the political system is an immaculate one.

At this point we are perhaps in a position to question the
claim made by the exponents of the new version of structural-
functional analysis, i.e., that they have overcome the formalistic
character of the classical theory.2' The exponents of the new
version make the point that the classical theory of functional
analysis in political science, with its legalistic and formal character
has failed to cut deep into the reality of politics as a dynamic
activity. To avoid such legalism, they refuse to be limited in
their study of politics by functions which are prescribed in state.
documents such as, say, the U.S. Constitution. Instead of taking
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function and structure as legally inseparable, they redefine the
relationship between the two concepts and look at them as two
separate categories whose connections should be determined
empirically.

Structure becomes the varying factor of analysis. That is
what Almond means by the statement: we are not structure-
bound.?2 Functions, on the other hand, are held analytically
invariable and constant in all systems. Thus to the extent that
political functions are formal categories derived from the system
concept, and to the extent that they are necessary and inalterable
in all systems, they are also prescribed kinds of activities. if we
also remember that according to this theory roles and not in-
dividuals are the units of analysis, and that the behavior of a
role player invariably conforms to the requirements of his role,
then we have in the new version of structural-functional analysis
a formalism no less legalistic and no less normative than in the
classical theory, As in the classical theory, therefore, regularities
in political behavior according to the functional framework are
of one kind: prescriptive, i.e. those which conform to the nor-
mative requirement of role expectations.

Functionalism and the Comparative Method.

The second problem we are concerned with in this essay is
structural-functional analysis as a comparative m=athod for the
study of politics. Interest in the comparative study of politics in
recent years has not been matched by equal progress in method,
and, as has been observed by Shils, “‘there is at present no com-
plete identity of comparative and general theory.””23 There can be
no doubt that the discipline has witnessed some remarkable and
serious efforts to develop analytic tools, but with the exception
of the statistical method of cross-polity analysis, itself still at the
stage of inception, progress has been mainly limited to studies
of particular cases rather than bringing together lessons learnt
in several cases to reach comparative generalizations. Limited
as it still is, the comparative method today marks a considerable
progress over traditional approaches, particularly in putting aside
historical and cultural barriers among nations and deiving into
the basic similarities of all political phenomena. A theoretical
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apparatus of this kind enables the student to understand, within
a relatively short time, foreign political systems, the details and
particulars of which were previously unfamiliar to him.

The structural-functional approach is one of the many,
analytic schemes offered as a method for the comparative study
of politics.2* Almond, for instance, suggested that “political
systems may be compared with one another in terms of the
frequency and style of the performance of political functions
by political structures.?’’' This is proposed as an analytic
scheme in terms of which different societies may be systematically
examined. As a set of variables theoretically determined to be
crucial, the above is a strategy for attack or a universal guide
book that can be used in every society that one finds himself
passing through. Needless to say, the scheme proposed by
Almond is on the whole descriptive; it offers neither a method
for explanation of political phenomena nor one for verification
of hypotheses. At best, it provides a plan to order discrete
material. In spite of its great influence and re'ady acceptance by
a large number of political scientists, a rigorous application of
Almond’s scheme is stili to be awaited. Since the studies that
have more or less followed Almond’'s framework are country
studies one would expect them to give results to new hypotheses
stated in the proposition. At a certain point in time, the Dinka
came into contact with another tribe, the Niter, and the relations
hetween the two groups were hostile. Yet the emergence of this
hostile relationship with another group was not accompanied
by new developments in the defense organization of Dinka
society. According to the proposition, the Dinka, who did not
have a central government, should have developed one, after
their contact with the Nuer in order to face the new danger which
the latter posed forthem. As this case unfolds itself, its theoretical
components become clearer. It was originally assumed that the
political behavior of the Dinka in their conflict with a hostile and
powerful group would conform to the goal-attainment fus.ctional
requisite of the system, i.e. the defense need. On checking to
find whether this did actually take place, the result was found
to be negative and the Dinka did not, as would have been ex-
pected, build up a new political structure which would be ade-
qguate to meet the defense needs of their community. [n order
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which may be brought together to advance comparative analysis
a step further, but nothing of this has been offered.2¢ Almond's
contribution lies in his ability to stimulate discourse in the discip-
line and in his enrichment of political vocabulary with aptly chosen
terms that have gained wide currency.

Holt and Mitchell show great awareness of the theoretical
foundations of functionalism; and its logical implications, as a
method of comparative import, can be more clearly drawn from
their writings than from those of Aimond's. Functional analysis,
as we had occasion to point out earlier, explains patterns of
political behavior in terms of how they relate and fit in the whole
system and with respect to their contribution to its goals. This
brings us to the pecularity of this approach, namely that in very
fundamental respects it is not a comparative one, although its
exponents in political science give special credit to its compara-
tive nature. Functional analysis concentrates on the political
system as a whole, which by definition is a complete self-con-
tained unit by and for itself.27 Whatever happens inside that
system should be understood and explained in tearms of the
relations of the constituent parts to one another and to the whole.
We may refer to this as the coherence method of explanation
and verification, that a certain occurrence in the system has
meaning only if its relations to the rest of the system are dis-
covered and found consistent with the ends of the system as a
whole. Things that may happen in other societies, unless they
bear directly on our system, are irrelevant so far as explanation
and verification of observations are concerned. In order to dis-
cover, verify, or explain political behavior, one does not need to
look outside the system to find confirmative support for his ob-
servations and hypotheses, for the criterion of truth in functional
analysis is consistency, not inductive evidence.

In order to illustrate what is meant by the coherence method
of structurai-functional analysis, let us take any of Holt's pro-
positions and find out how he explains them. One of Holt's
propositions reads as follows: “the contributions of government
to the satisfaction of the goal attainment requisite {i.e. defense
in this case] will increase as the contact with other societies
increases...”’28 He takes as an example the Dinka, an East
African tribe, as a negative instance to this rule and tries to ex-
plain why Dinka behavior did not follow the same pattern as
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to explain Dinka deviance from this rule, Holt did not turn to other
comparable instances of behavior but looked at the internal
relationships within the Dinka system. By doing this, he dis-
covered that the failure of the Dinka to behave in accordance
with the goal of the system was the direct result of their main-
taiping consistent relations in the constituent structures of which
the system was composed. As he put it, development of new
structures in Dinka society to meet the defense need would have
“undercut other structures that make crucial contributions to the
satisfaction of other requisites.””2° {n other words, the compati-
bility of existing structures with one another was dysfunctional
to the goal attainment reguisite. The need to keep relations
among structures consistent explains the deviant behavior of
the Dinka. To conclude, the explanation of the patterns of
political behavior among the Dinka was made on the basis of
the coherence method of verification rather than the comparative.
The coherence of truth is thus the basic principle underlying
the structural-functional method of analysis.

The purpose this discussion serves is to underline the dis-
tinction between the method of structural-functional analysis
and the comparative method of study; it makes no criticisms or
objections to the coherence method of analysis per se. The point
advanced for consideration here is that if by the comparative
method is meant the establishment and verification of hypotheses
by the systematic comparison of confirmatory instances.then the
structural-functional approach is not such a method. If, on the
other hand, by comparative method is meant merely the provision
of an analytic scheme that can systematically be applied to every
society regardless of differences in time and place, then the
structural-functional approach is such a method.

Without overlooking the merit of the coherence method of
the structural-functional approach,one may question certain
aspects of it that seem to be left obscure, inparticular,the question
of time relevance. The theory understandably stresses the func-
tional relationships of one unit with another, and since this is a
logical relationship,the time element is irrelevant to it. Yet one
major assumption of the structural-functional theory is that these
logical relationships are enduring. Thus the assumption of
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endurance brings to the fore the importance of establishing
the meaning of regularities in time sequence in relation to func-
tional regularities. In his study of the American polity, Mitchell,
for instance, highlights this dichotomy by pointing out the time-
less character of the coherence method. At the same time he
views his subject in historic prespective without stating the
explicitrelationship between the historic and functional methods 30

Viewing political relationships in equilibrium demands atten-
tion to consistency and the coherence method of analysis be-
‘comes especially valuable, but in focusing on political change,
an analytically historical approach is indispensable. By the
analytically historical approach, we mean systematic empirical
research to assess the impact of one or more facts on other facts
intime sequence.

To conclude this section on method, we may suggest that
it will be scientificaily rewarding for the investigator to keep the
lines clear, at least conceptually, between his method of approach
and the theoretical assumptions upon which it is based. Second,
there are several approaches with special methods and techniques
the choice of which should depend not on an exclusive claim of
truth or falsehood, but on which one is more fruitful for the
particular research problems the investigator is faced with.

IV. Political Change.

Functional theorists’ early reaction against the historical
approach and their emphasis on pattern-maintenance has brought
against them the charge that no adequate explanation of change
within this framework was possible,3' and Almond’'s recent
contribution in The Politics of Developing Areas has
served to give additional evidence in support of this charge.
Rather than reject off-hand the functional theory of change, in
this section we shall be concerned with enunciating the theo-
retical assumptions and principles in terms of which the exponents
of this approach explain political change, with a view to its scope
and limitations.32

In order to appreciate the scope of the functional approach
in the study of political change, one has to take into account
that the theory has a dynamic as well as a static character, de-
pending on whether one is concerned with relations of units in
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equilibrium or with relations which are seeking to readjust to a
new state of equilibrium. Emphasis on order, socialization, con-
trol, and consequently behavioral conformity to role requirements,
underlines the equilibrium assumption, namely, that the system’s
predominant tendency is tc maintain its order and form. Any
theory of change based on this assumption should find the source
of disequilibrium to lie in external forces which encroach on the
system and disturb its established boundaries. While the con-
ceptual implications give .the impression of a rigidly ordered
pattern, it is sometimes stressed that in reality the system is
flexible.33 It is pointed out, for instance, that there is usually
some strain within structures and also ambiguity in role definitions
that make modification of existing structures quite possible.

When, on the other hand, we look at the dynamic aspect of
change in functional analysis we find three major principles in
‘terms of which change is explained. The first striking principle
is that the source, and mosily, too, the agent of change, come
from the system environmer.t.34 The second principle is related
to the order of change in the system and is based on the proposi-
tion of interdependence of the constituent parts of the system-

This principle maintains that when one constituent part of the
sysiem changes under the impact of environmental factors, other
units will register a correspcnding change. The third main prin-
ciple of change is that the varying category of the system model
is the structure and not functional requisites, which are constant.
Stated differently, the state of the system changes when one or
more of its structures change.

When and how does change take place in accordance with
these principles? in the first place, it is to be noticed that the
causal relationship between the environment and structures of
the system is mechanical, since the environment is an external
force which impinges on the particular structure, forging a change
in its makeup. An invasion of a certain country by another, for
instance, may |ead to direct change in the judicial and military
organizations of the subject nation. However, not all environ-
mental factors affect the inner system in such a direct manner,
and thus not all changes that take place in the system are me-
chanically determined. An external force will be resisted unless
there are favorable conditions within the system which prove
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receptive to it, or promote its course. Here the argument changes
character and the principle of change, instead of remaining me-
chanistic, takes on. a teleological form. A structure changes, it is
maintained, when in its existing form it fails to contribute ad-
equately to the functional requisites of the system.- For instance,
when a feudal military organization under the impact of the
invention of firearms ceases to have the capacity to meet the
defense of society, it gives way, say, to a centralized professional
military organization. When this happens, it is said that a state
of disequilibrium has occurred in the system and an adjustment
in structure is necessary to restore the system to a new state of
equilibrium. It is important to notice here that the adjustment
creates a new kind of equilibrium and therefore a change of state.

If it is the case that a system may or may not change under
the impact of environmental factors, then we are in need of a
theory which would indicate when a system will change and
when it will not. In an article devoted to the subject of political
change, Almond tries to establish a criterion as to when a change
in the system takes place. "The criterion of political change,”
he writes, “'is the acquisition of a new capability, in the sense of
specialized role structure and differentiated orientation which
together give a political system the possibility of responding
efficiently, and more or less autonomously, to a new stage of
problems.”’35 Why some systems acquire new capabilities while
others fail to do so is anybody’s guess. This statement provides
one basis for a taxonomy to rank societies on a developmental
scale, but as a theory of change, its sheds no new light.

Holt offers another explanation. According to him, change
is a process which is regulated by the functional requisites of the
system. A structure will change when the functional requisite
to which it contributes is no longer being satisfied. This is a
return to the teleological argument. However, if we are to take
this proposition as a guideline, then we would not be able to tell
in which direction change will take place, for a certain structure
may develop in either one of several forms which could be poies
apart. Any one of these forms may satisfy the functional re-
quisites. Our complaint is not only that this proposition is too
general but also that it may not stand up to empirical testing.

Many political structures are known historically to have survived
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for generations without change or breakdown even though they
contribute poorly to the functional requisites.

The second central principle of political change in functional
analysis is the proposition of interdependence. |t is curious that
such an important and pivotal point as this should be so inade-
quately introduced in the literature of political science. For the
sake of analysis, we have to reconstruct it from cursory statements.
In writing about this proposition, David Easton thinks in terms
of mutual dependence of system parts, while Almond and the
anthropologist F.G. Bailey state the proposition in terms of inter-
dependence of subsets or roles.3¢ Whether one considers parts
or roles as the unit of analysis, the proposition reads the same:
the constituent units of the system are interrelated in such a way
that: {1) if A changes its properties, then B, C, D, etc. will also
change their properties: (2) when A affects B, then there will be a
feedback and B will have areciprocal effect on A. |n other words,
the causal relationship between the variables is reversible.

| have tried to restate and perhaps clarify the main pointsof
the interdependence proposition as logically and succinctly as
possible. Due to its presentation in the literature, however,
the proposition remains hopelessly vague. Several questions
remain to be answered. For instance, will any change which
affects a variable in the system lead to a chain reaction in all the
rest, or does the change have to be a major one and one which
is limited in its effects to a few other variables? Easton answers
that “any change will influence the rest”;37 while, for Aimond,
it has to be a significant change.38Yet he fails to define this
significant change. Also, to what varying degree do the parts or
structures effect the system? Will, for instance, a change in the
electoral system from proportional to single constituency trans-
form the whole of the political system? Will a change from trial
by jury to trial by judge in criminal cases change political structures
as much as will a change from civilian to military government?
These questions have led Goulder to charge that in functional
analysis each constituent part of the system is given value equal
to every other one.3® This problem is the result of both inadequate
consideration of the point, and of attributing the logical qualities
of a model to empirical reality. Statements about the relations
of various roles in a system are true only if they are empirically
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verifiable, and we cannot hold them true of the actual world by
deductive procedure.

The second part of the interdependence proposition also has
a serious difficulty. In stating that constituent parts of the system
are interdependent, i.e. that each part will affect the others and
be mutually affected by them, functional theorists have reduced
all relationships among the system variablesto one kind: a causally
reversible relationship. They have either disregarded or failed to
see that certain variables are related to one another. in an irre-
versible order of causation in which one is an independent variable
and the other is dependent.

To conclude, in this essay | have tried to expound and assess
the structural-functional approach as a theory of politics, as a
method of analysis, and as a view of political change. We have
seen, first, that by focusing on roles and functions, the theory
in effect remains formalistic in approach and analytically con-
tinues to be limited to normative regularities; second, that the
functionai method rests on the evidence of coherence in the
verification of its hypotheses, not on comparative analysis.
Finally, with respect to political change, whatever promising
potential it has remains at a level of generality which precludes
precise and useful application.
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