
There may be no quote more befitting the unifying vision of Jonathan 
Turner’s copious and diverse body of work than Herbert Spencer’s (1873 
[1961]) prescient (and ironically timeless) warning (in the epigraph) to soci-
ologists in his oft-forgotten The Study of Society. It’s not that Jon rejects or 
dismisses temporally and spatially bounded sociological work but rather that 
without grounding training and subsequent research in a general body of 
sociological theory, this work lacks cumulative power; and, consequently, 
practical or scientific utility. As such, Jon has spent a career trying to pull 
together a wide range of theoretical insight drawn from an equally diverse 
body of empirical sources. And while it is questionable how definitive, 
exhaustive, or, perhaps more critically, how “correct” his extraordinarily 
large set of “first” principles may be (Jonathan H. Turner 2010a, 2010b, 
2011), the existence of these principles speaks volumes about his scholar-
ship and the discipline’s potential.1 Each chapter in this volume is devoted 
to some aspect of this sprawling body of sociological theory, but what is 
missing is a much-needed evaluation of his macrosociology. In part, this is 
because Jon spent the last two or three decades mining exciting new ground 
in neurosociology (Jonathan H. Turner 2007, 2012a, 2013), attempting to 
integrate interrelated micro theories (Jonathan H. Turner 2002; Jonathan H. 
Turner and Stets 2005), and focusing on explicating the theoretical dynam-
ics behind sociocultural evolution (Jonathan H. Turner 2003; Jonathan H. 
Turner and Maryanski 2005, 2009; Jonathan H. Turner and Abrutyn 2017). 
The result of this has shifted attention from the work that most squarely 
fits with the long-standing tradition dating to Comte, Marx, Spencer, and 
Weber of considering the general processes and forces that have shaped the 
myriad forms and contents of human societies. Thus, my sense of Jon will 
always be macrosociological, and as such, I see a pressing need to elucidate 
the contributions his macrosociology makes to a healthy and dynamic study 
of the macro-world.

Put simply, his work revolves around three key themes: functionalism, 
positivism, and evolution. Though he might reject my labeling him a func-
tionalist, and perhaps the best and most important descendent in a line 
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spanning Spencer to Parsons, his macrosociology saved a perspective that 
offers a set of questions otherwise unaskable by other types of perspectives. 
In saving functionalism, Jon stakes out a full-throated defense of positivistic 
sociology—and not the caricature of positivism its critics have erected as 
a strawman but one that draws specifically from Comte’s (1851–4 [1968]) 
own positive philosophy and from Spencer’s (1873 [1961]) little-read meth-
odological treatise. The core, then, to macrosociology is its commitment to 
the belief that there are emergent “big” levels of social reality that affect our 
individual experiences by way of shaping encounters/interactions, informal 
small group processes, and the more formalized meso-level spaces these are 
embedded within (Jonathan H. Turner 2011), and these macro phenom-
ena can be apprehended through empirical analysis no different than other 
social constructs more readily visible like self or groups. But to rehabilitate 
functionalism and to save macrosociology, evolutionary principles must be 
integrated with sociological. Not, to be sure, the 19th-century evolution-
ary principles that were predicated on white supremacy and a total lack of 
understanding about genetics, but evolutionary principles that conceptual-
ize society as one of the most important adaptations for homo sapiens who 
are otherwise lacking the strength, speed, and other traits that allow other 
species to survive. An evolutionary sociology that recognizes individual-
level selection—that is, selection on the genetic or biological level—has 
severe limitations when scaled upward into complex societies. Despite some 
efforts, for instance, to characterize all warfare—including World Wars 
I  and II—as caused by male-driven desires to enhance genetic reproduc-
tion (Gat 2006), Jon’s evolutionary approach recognizes the role culture and 
group-level processes play in creating and sustaining—and, yes, destroying—
societies. And, in doing so, he throws open the door to a more powerful 
macrosociology that satisfyingly deals with change, power and inequality, 
structure and culture, and action in ways both the Parsonian and British 
anthropological schools failed to do.

Indeed, Turner’s theoretical work is the best hope for a general macro 
theory of human societies. It incorporates the best of other useful theoreti-
cal models like Lenski’s (1970) subsistence-based theory of evolution, Amos 
Hawley’s (1986) ecological theory, and, yes, Spencer’s political economy. It 
does not reject the idiographic nature of Weberian and Marxian historical 
sociology (Skocpol 1977; Mann 1986; Goldstone 1991) but rather tries to 
take generic insights from these otherwise cautious theories of historical 
processes. It pushes back against the conventional wisdom that premoder-
nity and modernity are the primary stages of human evolution; that con-
temporary societies have robbed humans of what they need most, myriad 
robust strong ties (Maryanski and Turner 1992); and that there can be no 
law-like properties or forces that apply to all human societies in all times and 
places. Furthermore, it challenges the idea propagated by new institutional-
ists that macro equals vague environmental constraints or micro-chauvinists’ 
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(in Turner’s terminology) belief that there is no actual macro but rather our 
experiences.

In what follows, I begin by laying out the basis for a coherent theory of 
the macro world. To be sure, Jon’s theory is not definitive or some sort of 
end point but rather a foundational schema upon which sociology could 
build outward in myriad ways. Thus, the second part of the chapter shifts 
gears and critically examines the loose threads and missing pieces that push 
Jon’s theory beyond its current state. Admittedly, where many sociologists 
are trained to “bury” scholars based on their theoretical weaknesses, blind 
spots, and gaps, I see opportunities for taking theory, bringing it into dia-
logue with other theoretical perspectives or principles, and creating bet-
ter, more comprehensive sociology. As such, this chapter is not merely a 
restatement or condensing of Turnerian theory but rather an effort to point 
in fruitful ways towards the future for those who are interested (or did not 
know they were until they read the chapters in this volume) in Turnerian 
theorizing. It is an effort to make explicit what Jon sometimes failed to 
do, without the polemics; it is an effort to draw from an extraordinarily 
and mind-bogglingly large body of work over five decades in a cogent and 
coherent way, and it is an effort to take Jon’s full-throated defense seriously 
while charting a course for the future of the discipline.

Turnerian Sociological Theory—or,  
Social Physics

A Quasi-Functionalist Project

The decline of functionalism in sociology began in the 1950s with chal-
lenges to Parsons’ grand “theory” emerging from all corners of sociology but 
accelerated in the 60s and 70s until it has become a sort of relic or artifact 
taught primarily in intro texts. At its core, functionalism—especially the 
Parsonian version that serves as both the exemplar and strawman—is prob-
lematic in its treatment of social structure as is, with little attention to agency 
or the role power, conflict, and inequality play in both the maintenance of 
structure and its change. Its causal logic too often falls back on tautologies 
and teleology. Yet, despite these problems, the underlying theoretical ques-
tions remain relevant. Any science must always ask: “what is this thing?” 
“what does it do?” “why does it exist?” These questions are routinely asked 
and answered by sociologists of all ilks, as all research begins with explicit 
conceptual work; and, conceptual work is typically predicated on classify-
ing, labeling, defining thing “X” and often comparing it to other things.

Jon’s project to rehabilitate functionalism takes these critiques seriously 
(Jonathan H. Turner 1972, 1975; Jonathan H. Turner and Maryanski 1979). 
He raises the stakes of macrosociological analysis to that of human sur-
vival, arguing macro explanations need not fall back on lists of requisites, 
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excessively complicated schema, and simple cross-tabulations as proof. 
Rather, we must return to and advance an evolutionary model. While evo-
lution was the dominant frame of sociological explanations of change in the 
early theoretical works, it was rife with misunderstandings based both on 
gaps in 19th-century biological evolution and with Eurocentric and white 
supremacist assumptions ingrained in the time and place of continental 
Europe and the United States. His argument can be easily summarized and 
then unpacked in greater detail.

First, macro-level phenomena are real in the sense that they can be meas-
ured through the scientific method. They are shaped by lower-order phe-
nomena, but they are forces sui generis. Second, evolution works not only 
at the individual but also at the group level (Wilson 2001; Abrutyn 2016b). 
Third, he reminds the reader that apes (of which we are a member) have 
been gradually declining in “fitness” for five million years. Compared to 
many other species, we can say apes are not really well adapted, as there are 
only four species left besides us—gibbons, orangutans, gorillas, and chimps/
bonobos. Fourth, all apes, especially those genetically closest to us (gorillas/
chimps/bonobos), depend on social structure and culture to survive (Lents 
2016; Boehm 2018). Thus, one task of sociology—given that it is the study 
of societies and not contemporary American society in the late 20th/early 
21st centuries—is to ask why and how humans survived in spite of their 
deficiencies in speed, olfactory and auditory senses, strength, and so forth. 
Societies don’t need social structures, but human survival depends on solving 
collective problems, and given the fact we are still around and, unlike any 
other animal, have colonized nearly every ecological niche on Earth, we 
have done a pretty good job of solving them. Fifth, because modern human 
anatomy and, very likely, neuroarchitecture/cognition is shared with homo 
sapiens dating as far back as 50,000–70,000 years ago (and potentially fur-
ther) (Klein and Edgar 2002), we can look at many human societies through 
archaeology, paleontology, ethnography, and history to induce the types of 
structural and cultural formations that are shared across time and space and 
which, like our shared biological formations, have contributed to survival. 
Sixth, Comte’s positivist philosophy underscores the fact that causality is not 
the central goal, so ultimate causes leading to “X” or “Y” are noble pursuits 
but not necessary, per se. From a general theorist’s standpoint, proximate 
causal models are enough, as are comparative descriptive schemes.

Seventh, following Herbert Spencer’s evolutionary model, teleology, pro-
gress, and inevitability can be tossed out by adding paths towards collapse, 
conquest, and disintegration (Jonathan H. Turner 1985b), and it is this key 
innovation that provides an escape hatch for some of the biggest critiques 
of functionalism. Adaptivity is tenuous at the sociocultural level because 
supraorganisms, groups/societies, are not composed of singular central nerv-
ous systems; cultural material is never replicated completely like DNA; and 
solutions to problems inevitably generate new, unpredictable exigencies 
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demanding new solutions. Collectives are always a step away from the preci-
pice of the “four horsemen” (war, pestilence, disease, famine), which can be 
metaphors for other very tangible problems small groups or organizations 
within a society face. Eighth, likewise, group-level social evolution is less 
Darwinian (though Darwinian processes do occur) and far more Lamarck-
ian. Conscious, deliberate, purposeful, and organized efforts “direct” evo-
lution, even when it leads to unintentional transformations (Boyd and 
Richerson 1992). Finally, following the conceptual scheme laid out previ-
ously, institutions—which were really the primary emphasis under different 
guises in the classical and Parsonian school of sociological functionalism as 
well as the British anthropological school—affect micro-processes related to 
action, but to understand action requires considering the micro-dynamics 
as much as the structural and cultural context in which they operate. This 
is a departure from classical functionalism, which often spoke of action in 
oversocialized terminology: institutions imposed values, beliefs, and norms 
on people, determining their behavior. We can see this in Marxian logic, 
where the economic base determines the modes of social relationships and 
exchange possible; in Spencer, who had little interest in the individual; and 
in Durkheim’s earliest work.

By raising the stakes to survival and building an evolutionary model that 
diverged from the usual Darwinian accounts, Jon’s macrosociology repaired 
many of the problems with functionalism without having to be functionalist 
or claim some sort of affinity with functionalisms; indeed, it demonstrated 
that one could be a generalist and not be confined to a camp or school. To 
be sure, there were gaps and blind spots, the most relevant of which, in my 
opinion, will be considered at the end of the chapter. But, for now, I want 
to first consider this broader project within the context of Jon’s own phi-
losophy of science and then examine the central, enduring contributions 
Jon’s macrosociology offers outside of this basic conceptual schema and art 
of theorizing.

The Art and Craft of a Scientific Sociological Theory

In Paul Reynolds’ (1971) A Primer in Theory Construction, he lists several 
“aims” or “goals” for scientific theory—(1) classification/description, (2) 
explanation, (3) prediction, (4) “understanding”, and (5) control—in addi-
tion to three strategies or modes of theorizing—(1) “sets of laws”, (2) axi-
omatic, and (3) causal processes. To understand Jon’s theorizing, we begin 
then by drawing from this source material and Jon’s own work to underscore 
his vision of theory.

The Goals of Theory

What is a science of any sort if it is not working towards explanation? At 
their most basic essence, theories are simply two or more concepts and the 
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stated relationship between them. By definition, concepts are to be abstract 
so that they are as generalizable across time and space as possible. And efforts 
to elucidate the “operative dynamics of the social universe” (2010a: 3) are 
the ultimate goal, as it is these dynamics that make sociology a unique disci-
pline that can contribute to Reynolds’ fourth goal, a larger understanding of 
how the social world works, and so that movements and policies and other 
forces of change can be fashioned intelligently, efficaciously, and efficiently.

If we consider, then, the most common “types” of theory in sociology 
(Abend 2008), we find few types that match Jon’s basic vision. What passes 
as theory is often biographical and/or literary exegesis, as theorists pore over 
a classical theorist’s work—often previously untranslated or newly translated 
works—to find a “new” kernel of theory. A  second type, metatheorizing, 
captures the tendency in sociological theory towards philosophy of sci-
ence instead of explanation. Debates over epistemology and ontology, for 
instance, are deemed “theory,” when in fact they put the cart before the horse: 
metatheory “is best executed, when one has some real theory to meta-the-
orize about [because without] some concrete laws and principles to ponder, 
meta-theory becomes excessively philosophical” (Jonathan H. Turner 1985a: 
24). Two other types are problematic: the framework/paradigmatic and crit-
ical-normative. The former is usually a pedagogical heuristic tool that over-
simplifies how normal sociologists actually go about their research, while the 
latter is not theoretical but mostly speculative polemics about why current 
social organization is morally unjust and what the best social arrangements are.

This leaves three other types of theorizing: axiomatic, explanatory/causal, 
and hermeneutical/interpretivist. For Jon, the first is not so useful for soci-
ology, as deductive logic may serve physics well, but he sees theorizing as 
strongly tied to inductive and comparative sociology. While he sees occa-
sionally useful (and again unintentional) generic principles built from inter-
pretivism, Jon sees the lines between social science and humanities blurring 
in this form of theorizing, often losing the core contribution sociology can 
offer. We are left with the second type as fitting Jon’s larger vision. How-
ever, there are myriad forms of explanatory sociology, all of which he sees as 
having a place, but only when there are both specific and general theorists 
working in the discipline.

Modes of Explanation

There are basically four strategies for explanatory sociological theory. The 
first fits Reynolds’ first aim of scientific theory: description/classification. 
Weberian ideal types serve as the best example of this type of theory. Sim-
ple, clear, and designed to provide analytic weight to empirical phenomena, 
sociologists have often been guilty of conflating these types of schema with 
causal explanations. Durkheim’s Suicide, for instance, is often treated as a 
causal typology: egoistic or anomic suicides are caused by too little integra-
tion or regulation. Yet the typology itself and the theoretical edifice upon 
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which it was built suffer from too many problems (Abrutyn and Mueller 
2016). Particularly the famous ecological fallacy and what I would call the 
“Goldilocks” problem in which the model presumes some generic amount 
of integration/regulation is healthy across time and space when, in fact, this 
would be impossible to prove either way.

Historical explanations are a second path to creating theory, but because 
they are often constructed on the specific details of a few comparative cases, 
there is often less effort to draw timeless generalizations. Thus, competing 
theories of revolutions offer the student of social movements and radical 
social change powerful models of explanation from which they can exam-
ine other cases but with the risk of becoming bogged down by temporal 
scope conditions that delimit their applicability beyond the specific cases 
or the specific phenomenon of interest. Closely related to the problems of 
historical sociology are the third types of causal theories: the middle-range 
variety (Merton 1967). Here, sociological explanations are constrained by 
a subfield or a distinctive focus on phenomenon x but not y or z. Theories 
of religious economies or family, of crime and deviance, suicide, or stigma 
create vibrant research programs and make cumulative knowledge readily 
available, but they often stop short of taking their conceptual framework to 
the level of abstraction necessary to generate sets of laws or a collection of 
principles. Indeed, many middle-range theories are simply empirical regu-
larities pretending to be theoretical statements. Nonetheless, middle-range 
theorizing, as well as good analytic schema and historical explanations, are, 
for Jon, essential for general theorizing. They constitute a healthy division 
of labor in which “normal” science, in the Kuhnian sense of the term, is 
regularly produced and reproduced.

That leaves Jon’s preferred type of explanation: “keep the conceptual 
scheme simple and let the complexity of the theory reside in abstract mod-
els and principles,” which can, in essence, be placed in a toolbox and used to 
help make sense of one’s research. This is not to say that the other modes of 
explanation are not useful. They are! Rather, by connecting one’s research 
to a set of general principles, sociology becomes a discipline in dialogue 
with itself; scholars of race are no longer talking amongst themselves but 
rather talking amongst themselves while simultaneously using theoretical 
language that organizational scholars, identity theorists, and world-systems 
folks all understand. The world of sociology becomes a society and not an 
association, a community and not simply congeries of fiefs or provinces. 
And, thus, we can build on the idea that general theory needs a parsimoni-
ous conceptual schema and a flexible set of laws/principles. In essence, it is 
positivistic in its epistemology.

Positivism and Its Discontents

If Jon makes any mistake in his ardent defense of positivism, it is that the 
concept itself has become as contested, meaningless, and ambiguous as any 
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in the social sciences (Alexander 1982; Wacquant 1994; Abrutyn 2013b). 
This vacuity makes positivism a perfect strawman or bogeyman. Yet the vast 
majority of sociologists are positivists: they believe there is an external reality 
that can be apprehended by some instruments in ways that offer explanations 
for why it is so. To be sure, some sociologists think science is impossible, and 
others believe objectivity is nonsense, but most sociology is “normal” posi-
tivist science. It is not purely value neutral, as the majority of sociologists 
realize reflexivity is important to understanding why people choose to study 
“A” or “B,” how these biases may influence the collection and interpretation 
of data, and how we should disseminate our findings. The methodologies, 
however, usually follow the standards of other sciences in being transparent 
and, therefore, replicable (even if we are bad at replicating studies). And 
while Turner diverges from most social scientists in his quest for law-like 
principles, the basic goal of studying “X” to understand and explain the 
relationship between various conceptual forces (or their concretized variable 
state in hypothetical form) lends itself to principles from a general theorist’s 
perspective. Yet, for many, it remains an open question as to why positivism 
offers advantages over other ways of knowing.

To this question, I turn to a rather polemical, but I believe clear, argument 
Jon has made for why positivism matters to sociology (Jonathan H. Turner 
1992: 56, 58–59, emphasis mine):

All I assert is this: science seeks to understand the fundamental processes 
of a universe in terms of abstract principles and models; that is what 
science is, period. . . . [People] cannot simply change the definition of 
science because they want to do something else. . . . And if many are 
doubtful about what I say, this raises questions: If sociology does not see 
its goal as the production of theoretical explanations, then what kind of 
discipline are we? For some the answer is to be social critics, but this is 
hardly a unique calling (when everyone is mad about something) and is 
not likely to make sociology more viable within or outside academia. 
Others appear to want us to be historians, but they will have to contend 
with a more established discipline, history, which will guard its turf. 
Still others want to describe and comment on current events, but they 
will have to demonstrate that they are better than the hordes of journal-
ists and commentators in the media. Others want to have discourse on 
people, places, and times, but they will come in second to philosophers, 
journalist, and commentators. . . . Thus, if our goal as a discipline is not to 
develop theories, to test them, and to cumulate knowledge about the social world, 
we will have to accept the consequences: we will play second fiddle to other disci-
plines and occupations which can make better claims to legitimacy.

Stripped of its polemic, the point is this: the classical theorists whom we 
truly worship, both those we have chosen to canonize (Jonathan H. Turner 
2012b) and those we have marginalized (Alatas and Sinha 2017), are notable 
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in their commitment to the scientific study of society. To paraphrase Mark 
Twain, all of them believed you had to get your facts right first before you 
promoted your opinion.

The Search for Laws

Returning to Comte’s positive philosophy, Jon points out that Comtean 
positivism was predicated on three things: (1) like the natural world, the 
social world—through empirical investigation—should reveal invariant law-
like properties; (2) these laws will delineate the most basic, ubiquitous prop-
erties of the social universe; and (3) laws themselves need not be tied to 
causality or function. For Comte, and for Jon, the point of a social science 
is to uncover the enduring, recurring properties of the social world. Let’s 
begin by thinking about what laws are first and then return to these three 
points so we can see more clearly how Jon goes about building general 
theory.

Scientific laws are built on repeated observation of two or more phenom-
ena and their apparent relationship (Reynolds 1971). They rest on higher 
levels of abstraction than other lower-order components of formal theory. 
Facts and hypotheses, for instance, refer to specific relationships between 
objects (the sky is blue because of molecular refraction), while laws capture 
a wider range of phenomena subsumed within each concept. To be sure, 
laws are delimited by explicit sets of conditions—for example, Newton’s 
law of gravitation only applies to relatively weak gravitational fields. Finally, 
laws predict outcomes or new observations but are not iron clad. Laws pro-
vide clear expectations about what we would expect to happen, hence the 
greater the abstraction, the greater the range of things we would expect 
to happen. Of course, they are falsifiable, but more often than not, failed 
predictions provide new scope conditions, which, in turn, point to the mal-
leability of laws.

Ultimately, laws are probabilistic and produce new hypotheses meant to 
ascertain when and why the law “works” in a case and, alternatively, what 
conditions change the way the law operates. As such, laws are not con-
cerned with ultimate causes, per se, though they may state proximate causes. 
Gravity causes objects to fall to the Earth, but what causes gravity remains 
beyond the necessary function of the scientific law. The exclusion of causal-
ity means they do not explain the relationship between phenomena in the 
way lower-order theorizing, like middle-range theories, does. Instead, they 
point to established empirical regularities across cases that can be grouped 
together, leaving work for the scientist to explain the general processes tying 
the cases together and the specific ones case by case.

Hence, the positing of a law is not the end of theory or social science 
but rather the statement of a social fact that reflects the accumulation of 
knowledge; the maturity of the social science; a collective effort by disparate 
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scholars devoted to understanding and explaining the social world; and a 
foundational block for how we teach, present, and apply our ideas to soci-
ologists and non-sociologists alike. Positing laws does not strip theorists 
or empirically minded sociologists of the creativity that C. Wright Mills 
termed the “sociological imagination.” It heightens it; it demands it; it 
guides it. The most creative aspect of theory-building is the why and how 
questions surrounding a law, not the law itself. Hence, it is correct to say 
that finding laws is not the primary reason for research but an outcome of a 
collective project and, once discovered, the impetus for creative, novel, and 
replicating forms of research.

Theorizing

The art of theorizing begins, in Jon’s estimation, with a clear and parsimoni-
ous conceptual scheme. When I say he rehabilitated functionalism, it is most 
obvious in the vision he creates of what the social world looks like. From 
Parsons, Jon borrows the idea of system-like spaces but veers away from 
the box-within-a-box approach to embrace conceptual terminology more 
common to the practitioners in each system. As Figure 5.1 depicts, how-
ever, Jon abandons a structural-functional vision, choosing instead to build 
a model of each level of social reality and the major components (based on 
major areas of research in the discipline) at each level.

The reader may think the schema is “obvious,” but it is not. Few textbooks 
visualize, explicitly, the social world this way. At the macro level—which we 
are most concerned with in this chapter—are institutions and stratification 
systems; at the micro level is the person (but really the social constructs of 
the person, e.g., self/identity/status) and the encounter/interaction; and, at 
the meso level, drawing from Peter Blau’s (1977) almost-forgotten work, 
along with Amos Hawley’s (1986) completely forgotten work, are corpo-
rate and categoric units or, in Weberian terms, real groups and abstract 
classes. The scheme’s strength lies in its parsimony, with each box repre-
senting a wide set of independent, but interrelated, sets of research areas. 
Corporate units, for instance, are most commonly studied in organizations 
literature but also find purchase in social movements, community studies, 
network analysis, ethnographies of places and groups, and so forth. The 
recursive arrows underscore the possibilities of change and emergence from 
lower-level units into higher-level units while also emphasizing the fairly 
typical reproductive dimensions of social life. This scheme serves, then, as 
an orienting device to point to what sociologists generally are up to and 
implies two different theoretical tasks: searching for the “operative dynam-
ics” Comte longed for and thinking about these abstract forces in relation to 
more specific social phenomena.

Jon’s most important contribution, as we shall see shortly, is in the for-
mer: identifying the basic properties at each level of social reality. One may 
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Figure 5.1 Turner’s Model of Social Structure

quibble with his list, but the ultimate goal is to “find” the forces akin to 
gravity in the social world. Like gravity, these properties do not take away 
choice or creativity; after all, a person may jump off a building believing 
they can fly. Gravity, however, continues to operate as an objective fact. Two 
other similarities are worth noting. First, properties are abstracted analytic 
concepts that may act one way in ideal conditions but which are shaped by 
the complexities of the social world. All objects fall at the same rate of speed 
in a vacuum, but in real life, a bowling ball will hit the ground long before a 
feather dropped at the same height and time. Second, when added to care-
ful hypothesis testing, creativity can provide ways to create and manipulate 
these conditions in ways that do not invalidate the law but simply alter its 
scope. Planes, for instance, can fly. Through physics and engineering, an 
object can avoid simply falling to the ground for some indefinite period of 
time. The same, of course, is true with social forces: because we are con-
scious and very often deliberate creatures, we can manipulate the forces for 
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our own or for collective advantage, thus altering the expected outcome. 
The advantage here is that any given sociologist is offered a delimited set of 
dynamics that can be operationalized in quantitative or qualitative research 
as we search for explanation. Theory-building, then, occurs when we marry 
the scheme to the properties. Additionally, the interconnections between 
boxes at the same or different levels of social reality present further avenues 
of theorizing. Avenues, I believe, that are at the very essence of motivat-
ing good sociological research and which remain underemphasized in Jon’s 
sprawling work.

However, a second, less grand strategy of theorizing is implicit: one can 
dig within a box, within a specific phenomenon or set of phenomena, and 
apply the general properties to the specific processes. Consider, for instance, 
that contemporary social psychology has a series of robust experimental 
research programs like status expectations theory (Berger and Webster 2006), 
identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009), and affect control theory (Robinson 
and Smith-Lovin 2006) that aim to fully flesh out the specific dynamics 
of important processes/concepts like status or identity. But they are often 
so laser focused on the internal logic of the theory, previous research and 
building on it, their “competitors’ ” theories, and scope conditions, they 
sometimes lose the forest for the trees. That is, while the micro world is the 
edifice upon which other social levels in Jon’s model are built, these other 
levels have emergent and unique dynamics that are irreducible to identity 
or status. Thus, a productive path forward is thinking about the broader 
macro forces that facilitate and constrain the specific processes one might 
be interested in.

Summary

In short, Turner offers sociology myriad directions for meeting the twin 
goals of explanation and cumulative knowledge. One could fancy them-
selves a general theorist and work within the realm of basic properties 
within or between various social units in his scheme. On occasion, I’ve been 
asked what a general theorist contributes, because most sociologists have it 
ingrained in them that (1) they need to specialize and become experts of a 
small piece of the social world, (2) they should develop their theoretical acu-
men, and (3) this theoretical acumen should (a) draw from one or more clas-
sical theorists and a “major” insight and (b) make modest connections to one 
or more subfields. There is nothing inherently wrong with this project, but 
what it does is deny the abstract generalizable qualities that make sociology, 
sociology. On the flip side of this, there is nothing inherently wrong with 
testing general principles by using a researcher’s or a cluster of researchers’ 
body of work, even if the trees suddenly go out of focus for the sake of the 
forest. Polemics aside, Jon’s point is that in spite of a lot of hand-wringing, 
pouring of old wine into new bottles, anti-science and/or activist factions, 
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and normative commitments, sociology actually has learned a lot about the 
social world in its almost two centuries of existence. It is rarely taught to under-
graduates or graduate students as such, nor do we extol our knowledge to a 
broader public audience in ways commensurate with other fields. And while 
one could critique Jon as having science envy, Jon is neither dogmatic about 
the methodological strategies sociologists employ (after all, like Comte, he 
sees inductive as often more productive than deductive) nor the strategies for 
theorizing. In this spirit, then, the following section considers why group 
selection is relevant, unpacks his macro properties, and discusses the selec-
tion processes he has most recently been building.

Social Dynamics

Why Groups Matter

A significant portion of sociologists have tended to be methodological indi-
vidualists in recent decades. There is, unfortunately, some fear that discus-
sion of macro-level phenomena runs the risk of reifying things that are not 
real. At least not real vis-à-vis the individual and her daily routines and 
interactions. Jon returns to classics, arguing that the macro is real and not 
reducible to the isolated actions of individuals. That is, organizations or the 
State are not simply aggregates of people interacting in the same place fol-
lowing some formal rules that pattern their behavior. There are collective 
agents, and while they are not organisms in the sense that there is a single 
central nervous system controlling everything else, they are actors that act 
in their environment in consequential ways. To paraphrase famed sociobiol-
ogist E.O. Wilson, “selfish individuals will always have the advantage over 
altruistic individuals, but altruistic groups will have significant advantages 
over selfish groups.” The point being, social selection does not always, only, 
or primarily work on the individual and her genes or even on the gene fre-
quencies of a given population. Structural and cultural formations, like insti-
tutions (Abrutyn 2014b), and the collectives distributed throughout them 
are just as real in evolutionary terms as you or I. This may be preaching to 
the choir, but when we argue bigger, better-organized, and better-armed 
societies are more “fit” than their opposite, we are referring to the fact that 
selection works at the group level as much as it does at the individual. Some-
times the stakes are very high, such as the example of two equally matched 
states fighting a long war, while other times they are only high for the par-
ticipants (e.g., two informal groups of college students struggling for limited 
space in a student union).

Admittedly, one of Jon’s Achilles’ heels (and a topic I’ll return to in the 
second half of this chapter) is his lack of clarity in terms of what selection 
works on and what is evolving. However, in terms of the latter, it is safe to 
say I would be on firm ground suggesting Jon believes that myriad forms 
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of social organization are what evolve and either allow a society to sur-
vive for an indefinite period of time or face imminent or gradual collapse. 
Jon’s strength, however, is in isolating why evolution happens and posit-
ing principles that contribute to explaining the variation a student of, say, 
political evolution would find across cases (Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010). In 
short, macrodynamics drive logistical loads, or problems that put pressure—
regardless of whether individuals feel it, can identify it correctly, or solve it 
effectively—on extant structural (and cultural) formations, and it is these 
macro forces or dynamics that are the backbone of a general theory of mac-
rosociology (Jonathan H. Turner 1995)

Basic Forces

Jon has delineated several lists of macro forces, or properties “of a population 
that determine the nature of its organization in space and over time” (1995: 
3). In its earliest manifestation, this list included population, production, 
distribution, power, territorial configuration, and differentiation. Curiously, 
his most recent work drops the latter two and adds reproduction to the 
remaining four (Turner 2010a). There are some reasons for this shift, but 
I do believe all seven are worth retaining, as they are the forces affecting the 
ratio of disintegrative to integrative pressures and thus both the adaptability of the 
social unit to its environment and the probability with which evolutionary 
processes will occur. To be sure, these may seem like a classic functional-
ist list, but note: they are not needs or requisites. Rather, like gravity, they are 
forces that can generate salient pressures to change structures and culture. 
Let’s consider, briefly, each one.

Population

Admittedly, Jon’s thoughts on this first dynamic have changed from his earli-
est conceptualizations to his most recent thoughts. The major change has 
been to collapse the sixth (territorial configuration) and, to a lesser degree, 
seventh force (differentiation) into a more complex picture of population 
pressures. However, there is something parsimonious in the older version 
in which population dynamics are defined as (1) sheer size and (2) rate of 
growth. Drawing from the classic Malthusian tradition and its various off-
shoots (Boserup 1965; Cohen 1977), Jon argues that population growth is 
an undeniable force of evolution. On the one hand, groups grow, particu-
larly when their members believe resources are plentiful. On the other hand, 
growth triggers most of the other macrodynamics, directly or indirectly, for 
several reasons. First, as Malthus’ law stated: populations grow geometri-
cally, while resource bases grow arithmetically. Though this equation has 
not withstood empirical scrutiny (Cohen 1977), its basic point is valid: as 
populations grow, there are pressures to improve production and distribution 
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of resources. A second factor is hominid cognitive carrying capacity (Dun-
bar 1992): it appears we have about an upper limit of 150 members of 
a community before all sorts of pressures for fission into smaller units or 
for new organizational mechanisms of integration, regulation, and meaning 
become real. Third, the rate of growth is often neglected by contemporary 
sociologists, but sociologists like Durkheim were keenly aware that rapid 
population change—in either direction—had severe consequences for social 
stability. Rapid growth, of course, creates massive logistical pressures sur-
rounding the practical distribution of people and resources in space as well 
as sociocultural pressures for control, coordination, conflict resolution, and 
integration. Conversely, rapid decline has the practical effect of transforming 
the division of labor (e.g., reducing accessible services and/or people willing 
or able to fill those roles). Jon is careful not to make population the primary 
driver of social evolution but argues it is inextricably tied to the speed, 
intensity, and frequency of other pressures.

Production

In the German Ideology, Marx made clear that what distinguished us from 
animals—though how distinct is an open, empirical question (Lents 2016)—
was our productive capacity, a capacity driven by our best chance for sur-
vival. But collectives are driven to produce, too. Therefore, at the heart of 
social organization is the basic fact that biological and cultural reproduction 
are real problems for human societies, especially when societies grow in size 
and scale. A key principle here is that as production becomes problematic, 
pressures emerge that often lead to the consolidation and centralization of 
power. Redistributive systems are layered on top of reciprocal economies 
(Polanyi 1957), paving the way for “big men” and chiefs (Johnson and Earle 
2000) and, eventually, kings and so forth. We can push beyond a strictly 
materialist perspective and point to a wide range of things whose produc-
tion can become scarce, such as emotions, gratitude, trust, certainty, jus-
tice, and many other individual concerns. Hence, new structural channels 
that control and coordinate labor in more productive and efficient ways 
alongside new cultural mechanisms that enlarge the number and diversity of 
intangible resources produced can be points of evolution.

Distribution

Distribution is a third force. All groups that produce resources must also dis-
tribute them. Population ecologists, following Durkheim’s (1893) insights, 
have long argued transportation and communication technologies impose 
an upper limit on a population’s growth, a polity’s ability to regulate this 
population, and the degree to which a group is integrated (Hawley 1986). 
Thus, more practically, technologies for moving things from one place to 
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another are necessary, but also, socioculturally, decisions must be made 
about how much each person is allotted and how to ensure this allotment 
(Polanyi 1957). Problems associated with tangible resource distribution only 
become more complicated when we shift to intangible things like titles, 
duties, rights, and access. Clearly production is intimately tied to distribu-
tion and vice versa, as siblings may believe parents do not produce enough 
love or that it is inequitably distributed throughout the household.

Reproduction

Reproduction refers to the fact that humans must solve the twin problems of 
biological reproduction (with whom we should reproduce, how, when, how 
often) and cultural reproduction (what knowledge is the most “important” 
knowledge to impart, through which channels, who is authorized to trans-
mit this knowledge, and so forth). As noted, Marx famously placed the for-
mer problem as central to our species being, as human productivity, creativity, 
and sociality stem from the urgent imperative to harness our environment 
so that we can sustain ourselves and our community. The latter, of course, 
is a true force of every society, even those with informal modes of educa-
tion. However, as institutional spheres differentiate, cultural reproduction 
becomes essential to training neophytes, to drawing boundaries between 
members and non-members, to protecting power and privilege, and, since 
the 18th/19th centuries, to creating a citizenry capable of sustaining some 
form of democracy. It is also for these reasons that reproduction is so con-
tested: who gets to choose which knowledge is disseminated certainly mat-
ters to how and what we consider the essence of a social group. It is the 
source of power, too, echoed in conceptual terms like means of “mental 
production” or “psychic violence” or “symbolic power.” Thus, the force 
operates, like most others, on two levels. First, the basic need for subsist-
ence and what seems inherently human (intergenerational transmission of 
practical, affectual, and moral knowledge) produce a series of problems that 
humans attempt to resolve. Second, the stakes are high for controlling what 
is considered true or essential knowledge, and struggles over reproductive 
efforts generate interrelated but independent problems.

Power

The fifth force is power. As most sociologists know, power as a dynamic 
is multidimensional across a series of social levels of reality. Jon, however, 
breaks this force into two dimensions (1995: 75): “(1) the degree of control and 
regulation of an average actor’s activities by another actor and (2) the distribu-
tion of control and regulation among actors.” Power can become a problem in 
two interrelated but distinct ways. The more common way is that of how 
power is distributed. Humans, like our closest ape relatives, prefer relatively 
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high degrees of autonomy and thus only begrudgingly accept subordination 
insofar as perceived benefits can be derived (Boehm 1999). Clearly, power 
can objectively or subjectively be distributed inequitably, leading to a wide 
range of outcomes. Power, of course, can also be conceptualized in terms of 
social or collective power (Mann 1986). In this sense, problems arise around 
questions like: can people be marshaled to achieve a collective goal, or can 
the collective balance its need for self-sacrifice with the individual’s personal 
desires?

Territorial Conf iguration and Differentiation

The sixth and seventh forces are fascinating conceptualizations, as they focus 
on the complexity space and social organization may assume and therefore 
the pressure ecological forces may produce. The former, what he labels 
spatial forces, are aspects of macro populations like “the distribution of a 
population in a territory, the density of such distribution, the movement 
of individuals within and between territories, and the control of territory” 
(1995: 103). Here, Jon draws from several rich traditions that emphasize the 
way circumscription—particularly geographic circumscription—facilitates 
or constrains the growth of density (McNeill 1976; Carneiro 1978). Density, 
of course, intensifies exchanges between individuals and groups; encourages 
innovation and progressiveness; increases the likelihood of conflict and also 
creates pressure for cosmopolitanism, tolerance, and diversity, and so forth. 
He is also drawing on a second set of studies that emphasize the relationship 
between space and control over populations (Collins 1981; Chase-Dunn 
and Hall 1997). History has shown homogeneous populations are easier to 
control, and thus conquest has limits both in terms of size (mostly based on 
available transportation and communication technologies capable of reduc-
ing distance from the political core both physically/temporally and cogni-
tively) and population heterogeneity. Most empires have collapsed when the 
size of the imperial state grows so big that it cannot feasibly control rebel-
lions, raids, and other inefficiencies on the peripheries.

The final force revolves around a series of phenomena conventionally 
labeled by Jon differentiation dynamics: “the creation of distinctive types 
of organizational units, social categories, and systems of cultural symbols 
within a [given] population” (1995: 121). In essence, social units face major 
pressures as population growth leads, inevitably, to social and cultural dif-
ferentiation that, in turn, require integrative mechanisms. Rueschemeyer 
(1977) observed, for instance, that bureaucratization of an organization or, 
more broadly, a field of organizations makes sense from a classic economic 
perspective in that it should encourage productivity and efficiency. But he 
also notes that as a department or subunit differentiates more and more, it 
may actively or unintentionally subvert the bigger unit’s goals, thus serving 
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as a cautionary tale for all social units and the creation of distinctive subunits. 
In addition to this type of differentiation, any intensification of inequities in 
stratification systems creates flash points of conflict, competition, grievance, 
resistance, and potential open violence. Thus, social categories are normal 
outcomes of population growth and differentiation, but when these cat-
egories intersect with access to one or more valued resources (Blau 1977), 
systems of inequality emerge, putting pressure on organizations to deal with 
inequality and conflict (Jonathan H. Turner 1984b). Finally, as differentia-
tion accelerates, two mutually opposed processes occur: culture generalizes 
and becomes increasingly abstract in order to make “sense” to the majority 
of its members (Durkheim 1893 [1997]; Parsons and Bales 1955; Alexander 
1988b), while, concomitantly, local, particularized, and/or ethnic subcul-
tures proliferate as smaller social units make sense of their location; unique 
biographical reality intersects with history; and they develop idiosyncratic 
traditions within the broader, generalized culture (Fine 2010). These two 
cultural systems (or, more accurately, one system vs. indefinite systems) are 
not necessarily contradictory but add to the pressure to find ways to inte-
grate populations lest conflict become endemic.

The Ratio of Disintegrative to Integrative Forces

At the core of these macrodynamics and Jon’s macrosociology, is the ratio 
of disintegrative to integrative forces. The sociocultural equivalent to fitness 
is this ratio, as the “success” of existing structural and cultural formations is 
their contribution to integration or their ability to stave off disintegration. 
After all, a group is only as long lasting as its members are willing to commit 
human and material resources, and attachment to groups is dependent on 
what people believe they are getting from the group (Hechter 1987; Ralph 
H. Turner 2001). As such, these forces present generic (and unique) dilem-
mas for maintaining the integrative bonds a collective has erected, and any 
new formations present equally complicated problems in that there is no 
way of knowing whether they will successfully deal with the macro dynamic 
and generate integration.

Summary

In short, then, what makes these basic properties so powerful is that they 
have causal and consequential relationships with each other. For example, as 
populations grow, the need for intensive resource production follows. But 
this also requires a more complex division of labor, which means pressure 
for the instantiation of a hierarchy of authority, consolidation of power, and 
the uneven distribution of resources at levels previously unseen. At each 
step, feedback loops emerge to create new pressures. More food generally 
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means more sexual reproduction (Cohen 1977). More reproduction means 
more people, a more complex division of labor, and more heterogeneity. 
The latter two create pressures for mechanisms of coordination and control, 
as conflicts between groups increasingly “different” from each other creates 
pressures for third-party systems of conflict resolution and justice (Pospisil 
1978) and for doing things like redistributing valued resources to protect 
the weak or unfortunate; centralized strategies of risk management; some 
mechanisms for external, “foreign” trade; defensive measures against real or 
imagined threats; and efforts to both control conflicts and protect the status 
quo where economic divisions emerge (Fried 1967; Service 1975; Johnson 
and Earle 2000; Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010; Abrutyn 2013a). There are no 
guarantees that the process unfolds this way, which leaves room for empiri-
cal verification, but theoretically speaking, it is possible to envision how any 
group could structurally and culturally respond to these forces. That is, they 
are not needs to be solved but rather generic forces whose specific manifesta-
tion looks different in a hunter-gatherer society, an ascetic Indian religious 
movement in the first millennium BCE, and a small, rural Rust Belt town 
in the modern United States. The force is the same, but the historical, 
political, economic, and cultural context shapes the details of the case and 
uniqueness of the outcome.

Spencer, Durkheim, and Marx, Oh My!

If forms of social organization are the things that evolve, and institutions are 
what Jon (2003, 2010a) calls the ultimate survivor machines, built up struc-
turally and culturally to deal with previous macro exigencies, what remains is 
the question of why and how cultural evolution works. Again, a major blind 
spot of Jon’s is the vagaries surrounding selection, but his work also provides 
important pushback against the majority of current evolutionary sociology 
that emphasizes Darwinian or neo-Darwinian evolution (Runciman 2009; 
Blute 2010), where natural selection works on the genetic individual-level 
or some sort of cultural equivalent like the meme. Jon’s radical stance is that 
today, as it was in the 19th century, the belief that social evolution must 
compare to biological evolution is forced. Rather, evolution can be both 
the master process of change for the biotic and social worlds while operating 
differently in both contexts. That is, (1) some aspects of social structure and 
culture are irreducible to biology or genetics and thereby have their own dis-
tinct dynamics, and (2) evolution can work on groups, broadly conceived. 
Hence, Jon has recently elucidated three different types of cultural evolu-
tion that operate at the institutional level (Jonathan H. Turner and Abrutyn 
2017; Jonathan H. Turner et al. 2018). In the following section, we briefly 
explore Darwinian selection followed by the three eponymous types Jon 
emphasizes: Spencerian, Durkheimian, and Marxian.
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Darwin’s Ghost

Plenty of primers on Darwinian biological (Mayr 2001) and sociological 
(Blute 2010) evolution exist, such that our initial consideration can be brief. 
In short, Darwinian selection is driven by environmental change, competi-
tion over resources, and sexual reproduction. Genes manifest in what are 
called phenotypes, or the observable trait expressions of the underlying 
strands of nucleic acid. Variation is a constant, with some traits being more 
likely to be passed on through success in competition over both sexual part-
ners and reproduction and in survival more generally. Thus, some traits are 
better “fit” for a given environment, and those that are not are less likely 
to be reproduced in future generations. Evolution, or descent with modi-
fication, occurs through four basic processes. Mutations may emerge that 
improve a species or organism’s chance of reproducing. Of course, most 
mutations are either neutral or maladaptive, but mutations have presumably 
played significant roles in human evolution nonetheless. Gene flow occurs 
when one population’s gene frequencies are introduced to another. New 
marriage alliances, for instance, would bring one group’s genetic code into 
contact with another’s. Genetic drift occurs when the frequency of a given 
allele suddenly increases or rapidly decreases such that it either acts like a 
mutation or disappears in potentially consequential ways. Finally, Darwinian 
natural selection occurs when environmental change puts pressure on an 
existing trait, leading to intensified competition, greater stakes for survival, 
and selection of one phenotype vis-à-vis another. Thus, the logic follows 
that social evolution is either driven by some sort of natural selection favor-
ing some traits, like altruism (Boehm 2018), or cultural traits that enhance 
the adaptability of a population (Lenski 2005).

There is validity in Darwinian accounts, as an explanation of, say, the evo-
lution of kinship or religion in our earliest ancestors would be dubious inso-
far as it omits any biogenetic explanations (see Boehm 2018; Jonathan H. 
Turner et al. 2018). Yet these aspects of human evolution aside, biological 
explanations are limited for several reasons. Unlike our clear ability to estab-
lish the genetic inheritance of an organism, structure and culture do not 
have easy parallels. Second, structural and cultural evolution are often the 
product of “a single organization or community as evolving in response to 
environmental conditions” (ibid. 6). Third, social evolution is often driven 
by purposive, intentional actors, even if the actual process is unintended. 
Fourth, competition does not lead, in the social world, necessarily or even 
primarily to extinction. As I have argued elsewhere, museums and other 
sources of cultural storage both prevent extinction of culture and preserve it 
such that it can be harvested by any actors (Abrutyn 2016b). Sixth, the prob-
lem with Darwinian accounts is they rarely specify a unit of evolution. Is it 
genetic programming? Brain modules as evolutionary psychologists suggest? 
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The distribution of behavioral propensities? Or structural and cultural for-
mations, like institutions? Indeed, it is in fact plausible to argue for any one 
of these and, in fact, all of them, thus obfuscating how and why social evolu-
tion happens. Jon offers, instead, three different processes to capture some of 
the variation in social evolution and deal with the limitations of biological 
explanations.

Spencerian

Spencerian evolution, named after Herbert Spencer, can be described as 
“Lamarckian” and not Darwinian, as the 19th-century French biologist 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck argued that organisms can actively adapt to environ-
mental changes. In short, then, Spencerian selection occurs when external 
or internal exigencies like hostile neighbors, droughts, plagues, or the like 
apply severe pressure to existing structural and/or cultural formations, lead-
ing to pressures to create new ones.2 The results are innumerable. New 
institutional spheres, extraordinary internal differentiation of an existing 
institution, the creation of new rituals or cultural systems, and so on.

Durkheimian

Durkheimian evolution is the closest to Darwinian, as Emile Durkheim 
fashioned his theory of differentiation after Darwin’s work. Durkheim 
agrees that some types of structural and cultural evolution are, in fact, driven 
by competition between individuals or, more commonly, collectives, but 
diverges from Darwin in emphasizing the outcomes of growth in size, scale, 
density, and complexity rather than extinction. Durkheim argues that as 
groups get larger and competition intensifies, a “natural” (but really social) 
process leads some groups to entrench themselves in an occupation or a 
niche, while those less successful or unable to remain in that niche differen-
tiate themselves, specialize, create new niches, or expand the resource base. 
As foraging societies grew larger, hunting and gathering became a redun-
dant activity, with some being better hunters than others. The group could 
either collapse under the competition between those skilled at hunting and 
those whose poor hunting skills would have taxed existing resources, or the 
less able bodied could develop new skills that brought (real or subjective) 
added value to the group—for example, boat making, shamans, chiefs, and 
so on.

Marxian

Finally, Marxian selection occurs when two or more groups “square off” 
over the right to control the means of material and mental production. 
Again, extinction is not the necessary outcome, though it is a very real 
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possibility. But the struggle between groups for hegemony can lead to a 
wide range of outcomes beyond total annihilation of one. Absorption, co-
optation, assimilation, accommodation, for instance, are all possible out-
comes driving the evolution of structure and culture. Likewise, one group 
can choose to migrate and flourish elsewhere. An exemplar of this can 
be found in the early success Buddhism found in India, only to be nearly 
totally extinguished from the Indian religious system but firmly entrenched 
in China, Japan, and other Southeast Asian cultures. What this case dem-
onstrates, again, is just how multilinear and, often, non-directional cultural 
evolution can be. At the height of the Mauryan empire (322–187 BCE), 
Buddhism seemed likely to endure, as it became the state religion. But, 
because of unique political, historical, and cultural conditions, when the 
empire collapsed, so did the Buddhists’ claim to hegemony, and the old 
local, decentralized system pushed them out.

Summary

In essence, Jon’s introduction of different selection processes underscores 
the diversity in sociocultural evolution across time and space. That humans 
can institutionalize “culture” in structure and memory is different from sim-
ply replicating their DNA through sexual reproduction. Societies do not 
replicate polity or economy in perfect fidelity, nor are all aspects of culture 
actively employed or known at a given point in time. Though there is much 
work to be done in teasing out what social selection actually looks like, 
what is being selected upon and evolving, and how we can best measure 
evolution empirically, Jon’s work is innovative and, again, has rehabilitated 
classical theory in ways that open new directions for sociological theorizing 
and research.

A Critical Assessment

Jon’s work is not without its weaknesses and gaps. To be sure, the task he 
sets out to accomplish—build a grand theoretical edifice upon which socio-
logical knowledge can accumulate—is Herculean and hence lends itself to 
being a process and not a finished outcome. As an edifice or foundation, it 
begs to be built upon, not crystallized. However, theorizing is a social act 
shaped by social forces beyond any given theorist’s control, and Jon is no 
more immune to biases, blind spots, and preferences than any other sociolo-
gist. I think, therefore, that there are some places that Jon can be improved 
and extended and deepened at the macro level. In the following section, 
I look at three key ways my own work and others I have drawn from push 
Jon in new directions that at times supplement and other times challenge 
his own conclusions: (1) taking seriously the realness of institutional spheres, 
(2) rehabilitating functionalist ecology (Shils 1975), and (3) more explicitly 
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revealing how group-selection and collective action works in sociocultural 
evolution. All three of these overlap in important ways but also add unique 
insights into his otherwise formidable theory.

Making Institutions Real

While Jon has reinvigorated “old” institutionalism—see, for instance, his 
table of principles, which provide a very clear sense of how institutions 
evolve and change, as well as some predictions about when and how they 
will become true forces sui generis (cf. Turner 2010a: 146ff.)—at the level 
of abstraction Jon works from, the processes by which differentiation and 
autonomy occur blur. Differentiation is, of course, one of the oldest and 
most classic processes of social change in sociology (Jonathan H. Turner 
1984a, 2005). The idea that kinship differentiates from religion and pol-
ity makes sense, but it also obscures the process by which these institu-
tional spheres become truly distinct spheres of social action, to borrow from 
Weber (1946c, 1946d), or autonomous (Abrutyn 2009, 2014b).

Consider a simple example. In the former Soviet Union, law was dif-
ferentiated from polity in that lawyers were not politicians in structure 
or function (Berman 1968), and courtrooms functioned differently from 
the USSR’s equivalents to Congress or Parliament. Yet even a superficial 
observer cannot help but see that the cultural practices and legal attitudes 
were governed primarily by political motives; that is, the legal institution 
lacked autonomy (Balbus 1977; Abrutyn 2009). In the United States, con-
versely, while the Supreme Court often struggles to separate the political 
from the legal, the vast majority of daily legal activities (e.g., trials/cases) 
proceed along legal criteria transmitted through the autonomous profes-
sionalization process and monitored and sanctioned by a distinct professional 
organization (the American Bar Association). While high-profile trials chal-
lenge the meanings of justice (typically substantive versus formal [Weber 
1967]) and force the public to consider whether law is truly autonomous, 
the belief in due process, rule of law, and so forth remain etched in the 
legal system itself. In fact, it is so clearly assumed that any violations—for 
example, Donald Trump’s efforts to subvert the rule of law—are met with 
emotional and moral recrimination at its most intense and discomfort at its 
weakest.

Put differently, autonomy is the process by which institutional spheres 
become distinctive spheres of social reality in physical, temporal, social, and 
symbolic space and, therefore, cognitively discrete entities for a significant 
portion of the population. So, it is not that we seek to reify the economy 
or polity, but, rather, greater levels of autonomy mean that most people 
see, treat, talk about, and think about the economy and polity as a collec-
tive entity. And, thereby, those spheres facilitate and constrain behavior and 
can become powerful forces sui generis.3 For instance, in the earliest agrarian 
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states, political and religious functions were intimately tied together, with 
very little generalized religious functions serving the masses beyond vague 
collective identity (Richards and Van Buren 2000). The so-called Axial 
Age (c. 900–100 BCE) was transformative in many respects, but most pro-
nounced was the emergence of religious movements devoted to carving out 
discrete religious space and time. While it remains an empirical question 
as to when the Israelite religious actors succeeded in truly divorcing the 
religious sphere from polity (Rooke 2000 [2012]), the blueprints for the 
radical separation in time, space, and social reality of religion from polity 
may have been developed as early as the Babylonian diaspora (c. 587/6–538 
BCE) when many biblical scholars date the writings found today in Ezekiel. 
And it is in this particular prophetic book that highly specific guidelines for 
rebuilding the Temple apart from the Palace are provided (Abrutyn 2015b).

The process of autonomy further advances Jon’s thinking on institutions 
because it provides a more direct link to the micro level. For instance, both 
Jon and I agree that one of the key cultural features of institutions is the 
“circulation” of generalized symbolic media (Abrutyn and Turner 2011; see 
Table 5.1).

We draw from Simmel’s (1907) early use of it in his thoughts on money 
as more than a physical object, as well as Parsons’ (1963) reclamation of the 
concept. However, I have argued that media are more complex and interest-
ing cultural forces than Jon has thus far (Abrutyn 2015c, 2016a). Drawing 
from Bourdieu’s (1986) many forms of capital, I  conceptualize media as 
both manifesting in tangible objects, embodied dispositions that are ritual-
ized and taken for granted, and institutionalized form such that they are 
backed by authority and force. Money, then, is not just a literal mechanism 
of exchange, but it is also something people can hold, hoard, lust after, and 
look at longingly; it can be counted, but it also has qualitative dimensions; 
strategies of investing, spending, earning, and using money also appear in 
habits, displays and performances, and basic dispositions; and, finally, things 
like degrees and titles present institutionalized forms of money.

The tangibility of media speaks to a second important theoretical move: 
they are not just media of exchange (e.g., distinctive currencies whose value 
is often intrainstitutional), as Simmel, Parsons, and Jon have emphasized, but 
they are also media of communication (e.g., distinctive themes of discourse 
and texts whose criteria for inclusion and linguistic nuances are intrain-
stitutional) (Luhmann 1977) and interaction (e.g., distinctive ritualized pat-
terns whose meanings and sanctions are intrainstitutional). As such, they are 
intrainstitutional forces that simultaneously explain why various actors in a 
given institutional sphere look, act, feel, and think the same and why there 
is tremendous diversity. On the one hand, they delimit how we exchange, 
communicate, and interact, while on the other hand, as tangible resources, 
they are always unevenly distributed. Some law schools have access to more 
“justice” than others, some athletes possess more “competitiveness” than 
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Table 5.1 Generalized Symbolic Media of Institutional Domains

Kinship Love/loyalty, or the use of intense positive affective states 
to forge and mark commitments to others and groups of 
others

Economy Money, or the denotation of exchange value for objects, 
actions, and services by the metrics inhering in money

Polity Power, or the capacity to control the actions of other actors
Influence Influence, or the capacity to adjudicate social relations 

and render judgments about justice, fairness, and 
appropriateness of actions

Religion Sacredness/Piety, or the commitment to beliefs about 
forces and entities inhabiting a non-observable supernatural 
realm and the propensity to explain events and conditions 
by references to these sacred forces and beings

Education Learning, or the commitment to acquiring and passing on 
knowledge

Science Knowledge, or the invocation of standards for gaining 
verified knowledge about all dimensions of the social, biotic, 
and physico-chemical universes

Medicine Health, or the concern about and commitment to sustaining 
the normal functioning of the human body

Sport Competitiveness, or the definition of games that produce 
winners and losers by virtue of the respective efforts of 
players

Arts Aesthetics, or the commitment to make and evaluate objects 
and performances by standards of beauty and pleasure that 
they give observers

Note: These and other generalized symbolic media are employed in discourse among 
actors, in articulating themes, and in developing ideologies about what should and 
ought to transpire in an institutional domain. They tend to circulate within a domain, 
but all of the symbolic media can circulate in other domains, although some media are 
more likely to do so than others.

others (Abrutyn 2018), and some siblings receive more love than others. 
Thus, as tangible things, media also become a central source of intrainstitu-
tional stratification (Abrutyn 2014b, 2015b).

Bringing Ecology Back

Institutional spheres, of course, vary in their success in patterning attitudes 
and behavior, both generally speaking and situationally. Macrosociology has 
long struggled with this issue, though it was already noted that the recon-
ceptualization of generalized symbolic media begun by Jon is an impor-
tant step in bringing the macro into closer dialogue with the micro. I have 
argued that a more serious institutional ecology would help realize Jon’s 
vision. Let me explain.
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Imagining Society

The notion of a “center” to society is a very old idea, found in most religious 
mythology (Eliade 1959). With the Axial Age, a simultaneous de-centering 
and re-centering occurred in which a single political center (usually the 
seat of imperialism) was not replaced but gradually came to share impor-
tance with either a single permanent religious center (e.g., the Temple in 
Jerusalem) or myriad religious centers as sites of pilgrimages (Victor Turner 
1973; Keyes 1975). The language of a “center” found its way into a range of 
(relative) “functionalisms,” (Alexander 1988a), most prominently in Edward 
Shils’ (1975) structuralist ecology. Shils’ work has been unfairly branded Par-
sonian because of his close relationship with the latter as colleague and co-
author. But Shils’ conceptualization was important because it bridged the 
two ways “center” is used: physical space and cognitive anchor. Every soci-
ety, in Shils’ estimation, had a center in which the most important institu-
tions, values, and, presumably, elites resided. On the one hand, these centers 
were real, purposely designed by actors to embody their claims to power and 
prestige, while on the other hand, power, authority, and prestige radiated 
outward alongside other cultural elements while the orientation demanded 
and given by those in the environment reinforced these claims. Practically 
speaking, actual resources also traveled in both directions, as elites controlled 
the flow of human and material goods and services and redistributed them 
(with tremendous amounts of variability).

The idea that there is a center is powerful, and useful. Obvious examples 
like the Vatican, Mecca/Medina, and Jerusalem come to mind, as houses of 
worship outside of these places are physically designed to orient congrega-
tional worship directionally towards these centers. They are cognitive, too, 
insofar as they signify not just a space in real time but one that occupies what 
Eliade called in illo tempore, or the sacred time and space that runs parallel to 
current profane life and which anchor actors to a real and imagined ongo-
ing past. Because polity is different in cultural and symbolic reality than 
religion, capitals like Washington, Moscow, or Paris operate similarly but 
with different content and function. But other institutions develop centers, 
too. The Baseball Hall of Fame is a museum, but, like St. Peter’s Cathedral, 
it has special meaning and is often referred to as a “cathedral,” “shrine,” and 
even Valhalla (Abrutyn 2018), while individual stadia serve as the localized 
embodiment of the center, accessible to all who meet a certain basic criteria. 
The Supreme Court and Harvard also serve as cognitive and physical centers 
of law and education, respectively.

Reconf iguring Feeling, Thinking, and Doing

Because the center is external and real, and internalized and imagined, a 
double function occurs. When a person literally enters the center—for 
example, walks through the gates of Jerusalem or enters the doors of the 
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Cooperstown Hall of Fame—the space has been carefully designed to elicit 
general and specific emotions and attitudes related to the institutional sphere. 
It is visceral, marked by ornate architecture, significantly larger-than-normal 
buildings or elements of buildings, masses of people whose movement is 
controlled by barriers, agents of control visibly monitoring visitors, and so 
forth. Social control is generalized in that basic conduct is common across 
institutional centers, but there are many particularized aspects related to the 
center’s cultural reality. St. Peter’s basilica elicits a sense of humility and piety 
and aims through iconography to elicit a sense of morality and the presence 
of the supranatural. Washington, DC, exudes timeless power through the 
borrowed Greek and especially Roman architecture and the sheer size of 
buildings and highly rationalized use of space (Scott 1998).

But a second function comes from the ability of many centers to capture 
our imagination. Every year in the United States, Jewish families celebrate 
the Passover Seder, concluding the ritual aspect by proclaiming: next year 
in Israel! The logic of this ceremony is to orient the distant actor not only 
to a real, but also, in fact, mythological center and, in Durkheimian fashion, 
“plunge” the ritualists into the waters of the present collective and the his-
torical/ahistorical collective (Abrutyn 2015a). That is, Jews commune with 
their family and build solidarity in the ritual, but also commune, theoreti-
cally, with every single Jew who is participating or ever has participated in 
the highly stereotyped Seder and, as such, are immediately in contact with 
the sacred time in which the Hebrew people became a collective—that is, 
Exodus. Any child subjected to this, even those that lack a sense of religious 
identity but maintain a cultural or ethnic Jewish identity, cannot help but 
invoke this imagery when thinking about Jerusalem on Passover and reck-
oning with their Jewishness. Washington, DC, is also a physical place but 
also takes on symbolic meaning. Pundits, politicians, and citizens reify the 
space when they refer to activities as inside the “Beltway.” To be sure, ori-
entations may be as negative as they are positive, but it becomes a real thing 
even for those in the heartland or the west coast.

In both the physical and cognitive dimensions, we can imagine how ecol-
ogy plays a role in linking macro to micro (Abrutyn 2014b, 2016a). Both 
individual role performers and categories or classes of people can be closer or 
further from the center, or what I would call the core of an institution. Elites, 
for instance, spend a significant amount of time producing and reproducing 
the institution in the core, and thus while their adherence to institutionalized 
values or norms may be genuine or manipulative, their position demands 
their visible commitment to the institution’s norms (Abrutyn 2014a). Sur-
rounding the core are the types of support actors, the lieutenants we find in 
chiefdoms (Earle 1991) or small informal groups (Whyte 1969). These actors 
are very often the most committed because they find themselves betwixt 
and between the powerful and those seeking their goods and services. On 
the one hand, the core is highly visible, as are the promises of mobility, 
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while on the other hand, they often have lots of privileges, as they insulate 
the elites. They are, in Merton’s terms, ritualists in many ways. Surrounding 
the core and its closest rings, then, are various types of actors throughout the 
periphery or environment. Some act as “liaisons” between the core of one 
institution and another, or between actors in one institution seeking redress 
from the core of another (Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015). Others occupy 
differentiated/specialized niches that facilitate the flow of human resources 
from one domain to another (e.g., a law school is both a legal corporate unit 
and an educational one, facilitating the next generation of core legal actors 
as well as producing educational actors devoted to this training or to some 
other types of knowledge transmission).

Within any given class of actors, whether collective or individual, strat-
ification shapes how committed actors are to the institution. And, thus, 
physical and cognitive closeness operate independently of but with powerful 
effect on each other. Some actors may spend hours in the core, but because 
of their lack of resources or other factors, may imagine themselves as being 
elsewhere. Other core actors may face constant conflicts between the core 
itself and more generalizable resources like money and power. A professor 
at Harvard may be the stereotype of “knowledge for the sake of knowl-
edge,” or they may leverage their position to sit on think tanks and boards of 
directors in ways that could pollute and corrupt their attitudes and actions. 
The core does indeed attempt to build real barriers to this corruption, but 
human life is messy. Hence, collectives close to the core and individuals 
who look to the core as the ultimate goal are most committed to the values 
and norms of the institution. The belief that perfect adherence is the ticket 
or essential to mobility is a powerful incentive to conform and to protect 
against usurpers or forces of change.

Entrepreneurship and Group Selection

If Jon’s theoretical work has any truly gaping weaknesses, it is the integration 
of collective action into his otherwise encyclopedic set of principles. This 
is not to say Jon is not aware of or naïve to actors, it’s more of the fact that, 
like Spencer, Parsons, or Luhmann, his work undersells the actual agents of 
change. This is perhaps ironic, as his efforts to extract the useful, generic 
principles of many of the classical theorists and his inclusion of Marxian 
selection (briefly detailed previously) involve the consideration of collective 
action. Yet Jon is a Spencerian/Durkheimian, after all, and not as much a 
Weberian.

Weberian Sociology

For Weber (1946a, 1946b, 1968), a sociology of organizations was inextrica-
bly tied to a sociology of organizational change. Undergirding his theory of 
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authority and legitimacy was the enduring tension between actors and con-
ditions favoring routinization, conservation, and stability and antinomian 
actors and conditions challenging the status quo, pushing for mobility, and 
causing ruptures (Eisenstadt 1964, 1980; Colomy 1990; Eisenstadt 1990; 
Colomy 1998; Abrutyn 2014a, 2016b). This tension, to be sure, is difficult 
to theorize in some ways, but nonetheless, the logic easily maps onto Jon’s 
macrosociology. To do so, we begin with a scholar who, like Edward Shils, 
has been relegated to the dustbin of sociological history (in part) because of 
his affiliation with Parsons: S.N. Eisenstadt.

At a time when evolutionary thinking was creeping back into sociology 
(Bellah 1964; Parsons 1964), Eisenstadt (1964) was revisiting and co-opting 
Weber’s sociological work. At various places, but especially in Weber’s 
(1946c) sociology of religion, the link between the macro and micro worlds 
were the collective (cultural) carriers who spent an inordinate amount of 
time and resources both reflecting on, symbolizing, and institutionalizing the 
reality they directly and indirectly experienced and transmitting this inter-
generationally and, often, drawing human resources from outside towards 
them. The Protestant Ethic, for instance, was not simply the result of macro 
conditions in Europe (Weber 1927 [2002]) or, as some critics have argued, 
a social psychological “wave” cresting in northwestern Europe (Weber 1920 
[2002]). It was the result of a particular group of people in a particular time 
and place: the class and status position of an urban, civic middle class favored 
some religious ethics over others (Weber 1946a; Swedberg 1998). Like war-
rior castes needing certain types of gods and rituals, or Confucian literati 
adopting specific ethics that reflected their training and politically laden 
duties, the urban classes (first in Italy) in England, parts of Prussia, and the 
Netherlands could easily integrate some types of religious ethics onto their 
practical needs and not others. Once adopting these ethics, they became the 
perfect carriers as merchants and capitalists, transforming the religio-cultural 
dimensions into economic counterparts.

Eisenstadt borrowed, and modified, this concept, calling his carriers 
institutional entrepreneurs. Though he never gave a reason for this change, 
the two parts of the concept are revealing. Institutions, or what Weber 
might have more readily called social orders, were the source of control 
and coordination in any given society. Polities marshaled power into col-
lective binding decisions about what goals a society (and more accurately 
its resources) should pursue (Eisenstadt 1963), while religions marshaled 
ideological authority into communication with the supranatural either to 
obtain rational ends (e.g., fertility, rain) or irrational, substantive ends (e.g., 
immorality/salvation). I have already argued they do so by creating ecologi-
cal space and circulating resources from the center throughout the periph-
ery and vice versa. The second term, entrepreneurs, refers to Eisenstadt’s 
interest in agrarian states and Axial-Age religions. In both cases, innovation 
was high risk, high reward. The most extreme risk was death, but as the 
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Buddhists in India found upon the collapse of the Mauryan empire, it could 
just as well be exile. The reward was mobility and, ultimately, what I have 
called structural and symbolic independence (Abrutyn 2014a); that is, they 
had some say in “steering” society (Luhmann 1995). But, ultimately, they 
were entrepreneurs because it was on them to articulate a new worldview or 
framework; their success was tied to both finding material resources to sus-
tain their day-to-day activities and human resources to reproduce themselves 
over time and space. And because their efforts mattered to change, evolution 
for Eisenstadt became contingent, multidirectional, and tenuous.

The Axial Age is instructive (Eisenstadt 1982). In the Chinese case, we see 
Confucian entrepreneurs build barriers around their privilege, but because 
they were focused on politically expedient matters related to taxation, hostile 
neighbors, famines, and so forth, they had no need for orthodoxy. Instead, 
they allowed Taoists and Buddhists to flourish in decentralized space. In the 
Indian case, the unprecedented success of the Brahman caste contributed to 
a perpetually weak or decentralized polity and a highly fragmented religious 
sphere with localized autonomy. In the Israelite case, a series of geopolitical 
events continuously shaped the ebb and flow of the state while gradually 
creating the conditions under which religious entrepreneurs could inno-
vate and survive. The loss of the physical space, not once but twice, greatly 
affected the evolution and success of these entrepreneurs. In each case, not 
to mention the Greeks, where religious entrepreneurship gave way to cul-
tural entrepreneurship in the form of myriad philosophical schools (similar 
to the Chinese case [Collins 1998] but different in that none of these schools 
fused onto an imperial power), the general evolutionary movement was 
similar (toward greater religious autonomy), while the specific evolutionary 
path was distinct and very often multilinear.

Entrepreneurs as Evolutionary Forces

Though this space is not appropriate for a detailed account, entrepreneurs 
may be deemed the source of variation upon which evolution might work 
(Abrutyn 2013a, 2014a, 2015b). On the one hand, they are agents, react-
ing to real, perceived, or manufactured exigencies, innovating, attempting 
to leverage innovations for their collective’s benefit, and in both trying to 
expand their resource base and react to various strata’s reaction to their efforts 
(Abrutyn and Van Ness 2015). As such, entrepreneurs provide some clarity 
to Jon’s three types of selection. In short, his thinking implies that people 
act, rather than evolution working blindly on extant traits, but he has been 
less committed to detailing who these people are and what they do. On the 
other hand, entrepreneurs contribute to the push beyond unilineal, unidi-
rectional models of evolution, another goal of Jon’s. They are deliberate, 
active, and reactive. But their innovations are not static, nor are the reactions 
by existing elites and other actors. They employ different strategies, such as 
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accommodation, assimilation, co-optation, and so forth. These strategies are 
not guaranteed to be successful, and thus entrepreneurs are also part of the 
reason for evolutionary failure. Though I have spent some time examining 
some cases, and theorizing more generally about entrepreneurship, this line 
of theory remains least developed of the three lines I posit are key for push-
ing Jon’s foundational work forward.

Conclusion

Jonathan Turner’s macrosociology has become peripheral to his novel theo-
retical insights in neurosociology, microsociology and emotions, and evolu-
tion. Yet his macrosociological interest in institutions was fundamental to 
the beginning of his career and has deeply shaped these other areas of Jon’s 
work. In the previous chapter, I attempted to synthesize a diverse and wide-
ranging body of scholarship to isolate how he has rehabilitated and rein-
vigorated a functionalist account of institutions that is rooted in a positivist 
epistemology and an evolutionary framework. Notably, Jon would resist the 
sociological convention of adding an “–ian” to a theory, as he has always 
been committed to a cumulative science that eschews the cult of the per-
sonality in favor of principles. Yet, for better or worse, he has a distinctive 
macrosociology that is Turnerian, even if it is designed to be built on and 
extended beyond.

Notes
 1. If it is not clear, I would say that despite numerous cries to the contrary—many of 

which have come from Turner (1992) himself, these principles imply a rather healthy 
scientific enterprise.

 2. For parsimony, Jon sets up these processes as either leading to successful adaptation 
(in the short/medium run) or collapse (in the immediate or eventually). While these 
two paths represent a major improvement over deterministic models, as I’ll note sub-
sequently, this does not fully account for a multilinear, non-directional evolutionary 
process that explains empirical reality.

 3. To be sure, autonomy is never total, and the pollution, corruption, and potential for 
colonization of an institutional sphere by another is real and typical (Habermas 1973 
[1976]). It is beyond the scope of this rather brief discussion to fully develop these 
ideas, but the reader can find more in other work (Abrutyn 2009, 2014a, 2014b, 
2016a).
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