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The study of the various forms of differentiation
among people, their interrelations, the conditions
producing them, and their implications is the dis-
tinctive task of sociology. No other discipline
undertakes this important task, and sociologists
too have neglected it, despite the theoretical empha-
sis on differentiation as a core sociological
conceptever since Spencer. (Blau 1974)

At the core of sociology is the study of conse-
quential difference, and the process by which it
comes to be: differentiation. But, do sociologists
still study differentiation? Is it still as central as
Blau’s presidential address to the American
Sociological Association excerpted in the epi-
graph proclaims? I think we do and I think it is,
but because it has meant different things to differ-
ent scholars it has become another one of
sociology’s classic concepts that signify every-
thing and nothing (e.g., institutions or culture).
Moreover, the term is very often (negatively)
associated with: Parsonian functionalism, struc-
tural functionalism more broadly, or, nineteenth
century evolutionism, drawing some sort of imag-
inary thread that reduces an entire body of schol-
arship to a simplistic paradigm.

Yet, I will argue two simple things: differenti-
ation remains an essential process to the sociolog-
ical project, revealing principles and dynamics
ubiquitous across time, space, and levels of social
reality and differentiation comes in three

independent, yet interrelated forms. Differentia-
tion is a master process that operates in structural,
social, and cultural space. This is not difficult to
illustrate. For instance, two events cannot occur in
the same place, just as two objects with mass
cannot occupy the same space. This is most obvi-
ous in face-to-face interaction, where people nat-
urally take turns talking and listening, lest the two
talk over each other and the whole purpose of
communication be negated. Spatial and temporal
differentiations, however, operate on all levels:
two groups cannot do their activities in the same
place at the same time just as two polities cannot
occupy the same territory simultaneously without
conflict. More abstractly, social action, both in the
practical sense and in the sense that it carries
meanings about what the person and other people
are up to, is always temporally and spatially
differentiated within social spheres (Alexander
2006), institutions systems (Luhmann 1995),
and orders (Weber 1978). Structures that do the
thinking for us are not the only interesting phe-
nomenon differentiated.

Arguably, social differentiation is older than
structural differentiation. All human societies
appear differentiated by sex and age, with
expectations shaping norms of performance,
reward, influence, and so forth. As groups grow
larger and denser, informal and formal
distinctions emerge. On the one hand, general
problems involving control and coordination cre-
ate pressure for hierarchy or authority, no matter
how informally designed, while on the other
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hand, pressures for specialization drive horizontal
or functional social differentiation. Though many
sociologists dream of an unstratified society, the
fact remains social differentiation is a natural
process within the smallest units (dyads) just as
it is in the largest conglomerations of individuals
and collectives. And, as structures and social
distinctions grow more salient, so does a third
form of differentiation: symbolic differentiation.

Finally, as first suggested by Durkheim in the
Division of Labor and, more explicitly and force-
fully, in the Elementary Forms, symbolic differ-
entiation is ubiquitous to all societies and their
disparate parts. The logic is simple: as groups get
bigger, the culture, or “the material (e.g., physical
objects, buildings) and symbolic (e.g., values,
ideologies, beliefs, and norms) elements a group
shares such that they intersubjectively believe in a
collective origin, rely on a collective memory,
and have a sense of collective destiny” (Abrutyn
and Mueller 2018:50), must either expand in gen-
erality and abstractness, or risk disintegration.
Hence, the larger a collective becomes the more
paradoxical its cultural arrangements: on the one
hand, all of the members, if they are to be consid-
ered a “collective” by any sociological definition
of the word, must be subject to the same cultural
system. Yet, on the other hand, because members
tend to be socially and structurally differentiated,
culture must be highly abstract at the societal or
collective level. Cognitive and social demands
must be relatively low, to account for the wide-
spread variation in feeling, thinking, and doing,
and thus, Durkheim’s dilemma of modernity
emerges: a single collective conscience cannot
work beyond the corporeal group whose
members that can assemble regularly. Therefore,
culture necessarily becomes both too large for any
one person to possess and too general to provide
the meanings necessary to navigate the everyday
reality of a disparate membership. As such, cul-
ture differentiates into “sub-cultures” (Becker
1963), idiocultures (Fine 2012), group styles
(Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003), or a number of
other concepts sociologists use to describe local
culture.

The question that the title of this essay above
asks, then, has an affirmative answer. What is

missing is a more coherent theoretical model or
framework explaining why and how these differ-
ent forms of differentiation—social, structural,
and symbolic—work and are related to each
other. The following essay, then, takes as its
central mission the goal of clarifying the concept
of differentiation as a social process. To do so, we
begin with the reviews of the “basics,” less in
hopes of rehashing what has been over-hashed,
but rather in preparation for engaging with the
concept on new terms. In short, the review looks
to the classics for fundamental principles that
seem worthwhile—and, by worthwhile I mean
methodologically useful and theoretically gener-
ative—to retain. The second half posits a formal
theoretical model that first unpacks why differen-
tiation occurs in the first place, focusing on the
linkages between (conventional) macrolevel
explanations like population pressures with
microlevel dynamics, such as the affectual and
cognitive limitations to social organization.1 In
many ways, the centrality of differentiation rests
on the fact that it permeates nearly every key
process or concept sociology cares about: com-
munity; inequality; solidarity/cohesion; power;
stasis; change; and so forth. Indeed, the
discipline’s own obsession with classical theory,
an obsession this Handbook attempts to assuage,
is predicated on how and why differentiation
occurs (e.g., who is in the Canon and why!?!)
and its consequences (marginalization of some
deserving scholars, like Du Bois—see Chap. 5).
The essay, then, begins by presenting a “typol-
ogy” of differentiations, which eventually turns to
the relationship between these types in actual
empirical reality.

1 An equally interesting and no less important question
revolves around the “how” differentiation happens,
which turns on the problem of power and agency. Differ-
entiation, whether it is political or economic, is not the
outcome of unfolding, inevitable processes but rather the
outcomes of institutional entrepreneurs and their projects
(Eisenstadt 1964; Colomy and Rhoades 1994; Abrutyn
and Carter 2015); both intended and unintended. However,
for the sake of clarity and brevity, this question is set aside.
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7.1 Differentiation
in the Classical Era

There are really two stories of differentiation to
tell from the classical period. The first was a
common thread running through nearly every
scholar, including those who were influential to
the discipline like Adam Smith and
G. W. F. Hegel: modernity, in particular, is
characterized by increasing social differentiation.
The second thread, which was predicated on the
attempt to graft evolutionary concepts and pro-
cesses onto a nascent social science, saw struc-
tural differentiation as a, if not the, central point
of comparison between societies and epochs.
Though stratification studies remain central to
the discipline today (Guenther et al. 2016), the
discussion opens with the latter “type” of differ-
entiation, or the process “whereby one social role
or organization. . .differentiates into two or more
roles or organizations” (Smelser 1959:2) in which
“new social units are structurally distinct from
each other” (Smelser 1963:34). This decision
reflects the usual tendency in contemporary soci-
ology to conflate social and structural differentia-
tion as part of a broader critique of functionalism
and the organismic analogy. However, it will
become clear that not all structural differentiation
pertains to the growth of distinct structures with
distinct, yet interdependent functions. As such, it
is necessary to tease out the differences between
structural and social differentiation, while also
freeing the former from the unnecessary baggage
of functionalism. This list, however, is incom-
plete without making explicit a third type that is
too often implicit: symbolic differentiation
(Abrutyn and Carter 2015; Alexander 1988;
Durkheim 1995). In a sense, this typology speaks
to the four dimensions or spaces in which differ-
ence is imperative: (1) structures patterning feel-
ing, thinking, and doing spatially and temporally;
(2) symbolic distinctions assigning meanings to
those patterns to facilitate exchange, interaction,
and communication; and, (3) social distinctions
that emerge for functional and representational
reasons.

7.1.1 A Master Process?

Desperate for sources of legitimacy and distinc-
tion, many of the earliest sociologists sought to
piggyback on the success of biology. Some, like
Spencer, took serious the biological analogies
between an organism and society, while others,
like Comte and Durkheim, drew inspiration from
Aristotle’s organismic metaphor (Levine 1995).
At the cellular level, the body’s cells either seg-
ment (that is, replicate themselves) or differenti-
ate into structurally and functionally different
things, such as hands, eyes, or various organs.
The process itself was a product of evolutionary
pressures, and led to species being better adapted
to changing environments and new problems of
survival. The analogy was easy to make (and,
quite frankly, still is). Hence, a social science
equally committed to what is the same across
time and place and what has changed, would
find it difficult to notice that one of the central
differences, over time, is the differentiation of
new structures that functionally specialize.
Premodern polities, for instance, are marked by
growing differentiation of roles and
organizations: the headless society gives way to
“big man” organization gives way to chiefdom,
paramount chiefdom, and then some sort of tem-
ple or Palace economy (Johnson and Earle 2000).
Subsequently, political structure “subdivides into
many parts, and becomes an organization, admin-
istrative, judicial, ecclesiastical, or military, hav-
ing graduated classes within itself, and a more or
less distinct form of government within itself”
(Spencer 1897:56). Meanwhile, on another level
of time, space, and social reality, polity is
differentiating from kinship, which eventually
differentiates from religion, law, economy, and
so on (Turner 2001).

In general terms, once a structure has
differentiated from another structure, two pro-
cesses occur in parallel: It continues to become
distinct from other structures, while also becom-
ing an environment in which differentiation
occurs internally (Parsons 1951; Blau 1970). In
Luhmann’s (1982) terms, environmental com-
plexity must be reduced by way of system
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complexity, and as the system reaches an apex of
complexity, it too must be reduced by way of
subsystem complexity. An academic discipline,
for instance, begins with generalists, like
Durkheim or Weber. Then, as new practitioners
create new knowledge, the field begins to break
down into smaller specializations to both handle
the accumulation of knowledge, time necessary to
master it, and the motivation for distinction as
well as reduce competition in favor of expanding
a resource niche. Eventually subfields emerge
within subfields, demarcated by substantive, the-
oretical, and methodological specialization,
while, concomitantly, new associational differen-
tiation occurs to attempt to coordinate and control
the increasingly disparate parts. Note, the lines
between structural and social differentiation are
already noticeable, but in contemporary sociol-
ogy, remain subsumed within the conflation of
differentiation with functionalism.

7.1.1.1 Society as a Supraorganism
Functionalism was founded on a very basic set of
scientific goals (Turner and Maryanski 1979).
First, sociology was to be a science of societies,
and not society. Hence, a comparative focus was
essential to the discipline (Comte 1851–4 1968).
Second, one of the enduring comparisons
demanding scientific explanation was that
between so-called premodern and modern
societies (see Chap. 2). Third, comparisons of
social structure were central to sociological
inquiry. In Durkheim 1895 [1982]:45) Rules, for
instance, he remarks that “sociology can be
defined as the science of institutions, their genesis
and their functioning.” Fourth, biology was to be
an analogous (and perhaps homologous) model
for sociology. Structures were the morphological
equivalent to an organism’s anatomy, so to speak,
while their functions acted as the equivalent of an
organism’s physiology. Just as a hand is different
from an eye is different from a heart, so too
should we find kinship different from religion
different from polity.

Perhaps no sociologist was more important to
formalizing a theory of differentiation in the
organismic tradition than Herbert Spencer
(Turner 1984). Known more today for his

unfortunate and, not necessarily deserved, con-
nection to the social Darwinism that arose during
his lifetime and continued afterward (he did, after
all, coin the phrase “survival of the fittest”), Spen-
cer posited a very clear theoretical argument
about social evolution. Like most nineteenth cen-
tury political economists, a key motor was Mal-
thusian: growth in size and density of any
population drives social complexity in the form
of differentiation. The intervening mechanism for
differentiation was exigencies that universally
arose whenever a collective experienced growth.
In particular, problems that taxed a collective’s
ability to control and coordinate its population
(or, regulation) were primary, but were often cou-
pled with problems related to producing and/or
distributing resources. To illustrate, consider the
evolution of the earliest human societies as they
became increasingly sedentary about
12–10,000 years ago (Johnson and Earle 2000;
Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010).

For most of the history of human societies,
most functions were subsumed within kinship
(Fox 1967). As groups became sedentary and
populations grew, political differentiation in the
form of roles (e.g., chiefs) and organization (e.g.,
lieutenants/administrative staff) grew to handle
problems associated with coordinating trade and
diplomacy (Earle 1991), centralizing risk through
redistributive economic mechanisms (Johnson
and Earle 2000), and adjudicating disputes
between increasingly nonkin actors (Abrutyn
and Lawrence 2010). Most of all, warfare
accelerated these processes as it not only
centralized control but also facilitated its consoli-
dation and crystallization (Spencer 1897; also,
Carneiro 1970, 1978). Eventually, these
differentiated roles grew into administrative staffs
and bureaucracy (Weber 1978), and the rise of a
truly differentiated political actor—the state
(Eisenstadt 1963). The speed and complexity of
regulative evolution is predicated on the magni-
tude, number, and duration of exigencies a soci-
ety faced (Abrutyn and Lawrence 2010),
especially real or perceived needs for offense
and defense. Once victorious, the individual
who was chosen or rose to power can drive
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differentiation by not relinquishing his temporary
power and working to legitimate his authority.

A corollary to Spencer’s theory is that once
differentiated, new pressures emerge for, again,
greater differentiation. In part, this is because
specialized structures are comprised of socially
differentiated actors—e.g., occupations—that
become aware of their own material and ideal
interests, and may work in tandem or cross-
purposes with extant differentiated regulative
structures. So returning to the political example,
once a chief is differentiated, he becomes increas-
ingly focused on politically-oriented problems;
problems usually related to production and distri-
bution. On the one hand, growing populations
lead to resource scarcity and pressing needs for
coordinating a division of labor, intensifying pro-
duction, and centralizing risk by appropriating the
surplus. On the other hand, consolidation of
power leads to greater potential abuses of that
power as well as contention, resistance, and
intrigue (Lenski 1966). This is particularly true
when the chief embarks on public projects that
require appropriating more resources or when he
is called on to resolve conflicts between his kin
and nonkin. Furthermore, if the group is success-
ful and grows, they may become a target for raids
from other groups, and thus defensive measures
or even offensive campaigns further crystallize
the new structural arrangements while also
increasing the possibility that some individuals
or groups will dissent against their loss of auton-
omy. Eventually, the amount of things a chief
must deal with becomes impossible to handle,
and thus the polity is further differentiated as
“lieutenants” are delegated political responsi-
bilities (Gluckman 1965). As the political roles
and organization become more structurally real,
the chief’s social distance from others and his
unique claims to authority create a new problem
over legitimation, creating, once again, a new
point of pressure for differentiation. For the sake
of brevity, the example need not go any further as
the slow rolling process of differentiation is obvi-
ous and could literally be carried out ad infinitum.

For Spencer, in particular, the idea of differen-
tiation was firmly grounded in empirical reality. It
was built into a theory of political sociology and

political economy, which makes it very different
from its functionalist descendants in anthropol-
ogy and sociology. Regulation, production, and
distribution were points of structural pressure that
created problems for existing organizational
solutions and which could lead to collapse and
conquest as much as differentiation. That sort of
theorizing remains relevant today, as all groups,
regardless of size, face the same basic problems
even if the contents of those problems in addition
to their size and scale vary. What has obscured the
utility of the structural differentiation has been its
misuse by functionalists.

7.1.1.2 Taking Stock of Structural
Differentiation

The “strong” functionalist version of differentia-
tion has principal weaknesses worth noting. First,
structural differentiation—especially in the older
formal organizations literature (e.g., Blau
1970)—has tended to side with Adam Smith’s
argument that structural differentiation is synony-
mous to efficiency. However, efficiency and orga-
nizational differentiation seem more tied to
bureaucratic “myth” than empirics (Meyer and
Rowan 1977). Moreover, this assumption ignores
the very real possibility that subsystems or
departments within an organization may develop
goals valued more so than the overarching
organizations, thereby subverting efficiency
(Rueschemeyer 1977); or, subsystems are tightly
coupled in the first place. Second, as with most
functionalist accounts post-Spencer, structural
differentiation usually focuses on collective or
social power and not so much on distributive
power. Third, and perhaps most problematic, is
the tendency to take for granted how differentia-
tion occurs. Too often, epitomized by Marx’s
historical materialism and some of the older
anthropological theories of evolution, functional-
ist differentiation often appears as unfolding,
inevitable, linear change (Nisbet 1969). While
proponents of Spencer’s work, such as Carneiro
(1970) or Turner (1985), would challenge this
characterization of Spencerian functionalism
(specifically, see Spencer [1897], Volume
II:229–331), it would not be unfair to say that
progressivism and developmentalism were often
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substituted for clear explanations of how and why
sociocultural evolution led to greater differentia-
tion in the vast majority of functionalist accounts
(for examples, see Bellah 1970, Parsons 1966).2

Criticisms of structural (functional) differenti-
ation notwithstanding, it continues to endure in
various forms. Arguably, three conceptual aspects
seem worth saving, severed from their function-
alist moorings. First, following loosely in the
tradition of Spencer’s emphasis on macro
institutions and Weber’s (1946a, b) autonomous
social orders, many structuralists have turned
their attention to examining the central institu-
tional spheres or domains of social life (Luhmann
1982, 1995, Turner 1972, 1997; Abrutyn and
Turner 2011). The spheres most central to this
tradition can be found in myriad essays of Parsons
or his students: economy and polity (Eisenstadt
1963, Parsons and Smelser 1956, Smelser 1959;
also, Chaps. 13 and 14 herein); law (Parsons
1962; also Chap. 15); medicine (Parsons
1954b); education (Parsons and Platt 1973; also,
Chap. 16); kinship (Parsons 1954a; also,
Chap. 11); religion (Bellah 1970; also
Chap. 12); and, more broadly, the civil sphere
(Alexander 2006; also, Chap. 22). Many of
these “spheres” coincide with central subfields
in contemporary sociology and, with advances
in evolutionary sociology (Turner and Machalek
2018), systems theory (Luhmann 1995), and
efforts to synthesize structuralism with cultural
sociology and social psychology. Consequently,
“institutional analysis” has remained relevant
and, perhaps, extended its influence (e.g.,
Thornton et al. 2012).

Second, we can pull out some of the implicit
dimensions of differentiation that reduce some of
the abstraction and add empirical teeth to the
analysis. Nearly every functional account, begin-
ning with Durkheim’s separation of time and
space into sacred/profane, has implicitly or
explicitly noted structural differentiation includes

carving out physical and temporal space. Indeed,
these seem to be the core dimensions structuring
or patterning feelings, thoughts, and behaviors.
However, we can tease out, in part through
micro- (Stryker 1980; Turner 2001) and meso-
level (Hannan and Freeman 1977) structuralist
accounts, a social space that involves roles,
organizations, and congeries of organizations
like niches, sectors, or fields. Parallel to these
structural units are social dimensions of differen-
tiation like status or categoric units (e.g., race;
gender; occupation) folded into systems of
overlapping or intersecting categories. And,
finally, recent efforts to revitalize a minor
Durkheimian thread found in Caillois (1959)
and Shils’ (1975) respective work have
emphasized symbolic differentiation Alexander
1988). Thinking about space in four dimensions
(temporal, physical, social, and symbolic spaces)
allows us to conceptualize how differentiation
might be measured, how it may proceed
unevenly, and so forth.

Finally, I would argue that Spencer’s basic
principles remain valid and worth holding on to,
albeit with some adjustment. The first principle
reads as such: As populations grow in size, so too
do they grow in structural complexity. Secondly,
as structural complexity grows, structures differ-
entiate around mechanisms of coordination and
control, which exert influence over increasingly
disparate parts. A corollary to these two
principles is a third law: as populations grow in
size and complexity, structures differentiate to
reduce increasingly salient problems of produc-
tion and distribution. For now, we will set these
principles aside and shift towards what we can
glean from the second type of differentiation,
social differentiation.

7.1.2 The Roots of Social
Stratification

While structuralists were interested in a much
broader picture of human societies and their evo-
lution, an equally prominent (and overlapping)
set of concerns centered on the shift in political
economy that had begun in the seventeenth and

2Of course, it is worth noting that until recently (Turner
and Maryanski 2008; Turner and Machalek 2018), socio-
logical evolutionary theory has been tied deeply to
developmentalist processes and not evolutionary processes
(Blute 2010).
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eighteenth and, with the advent of steam engines
and factories, accelerated in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. More specifically, some
theory elevated social “difference” as the core of
sociological inquiry, while all theories paid some
attention to increasing heterogeneity. Unlike
structural differentiation and its focus on enduring
patterns, social differentiation focuses on
distinctions, conflict, power, and the
consequences of stratification. Yet, the basic prin-
ciple remained the same: the greater the degree to
which populations grew, the greater the degree to
which individuals and classes of individuals grew
distinct along one or more attributes; as did the
initial phenomenon of interest: the division of
labor—e.g., occupations, class, and the like
(Durkheim 1893 [1997], Marx 1845–6 1978a).
On the one hand, the division of labor is a
formalized set of roles/status positions that
emerges in unintentional and intentional efforts
to deal with problems of coordination and control.
On the other hand, where individuals or classes of
individuals are located in the political economy
shapes their social relationships, access to pres-
tige and power, worldview, and life chances/
opportunities; hence it is also about distinction.
That is, different economic positions create dif-
ferent types of people, both in their experiences,
social reality, lifestyles, consumptive patterns,
and their relative control over desired resources
(Collins 1975).

While work by Du Bois (see Chap. 5) on the
consequences of social differentiation along
racial lines, and Weber along lines of status/pres-
tige/honor, the groundworks for sociology’s two
great bases of knowledge—organization and
stratification—were already revealed in the differ-
ent perspectives on the division of labor.
Perspectives that would also split along a fault
line, with the former laying claim to the process
of differentiation and the other distancing itself
gradually and, then, radically. Marx
(1978a:151ff.), for example, saw the division of
labor as a system of oppression and an unneces-
sary and imaginary separation of the individual
and community and the individual’s objective and
subjective understanding of social reality.
Durkheim, though his own position evolved and

changed, found creativity and solidarity amidst
difference, arguing that mutual interdependence
was one possible replacement of the eroding con-
science collective. Both the Marxian and
Durkheimian strand in their purest forms
continued to evolve into the economic side of
social differentiation, with Marxian scholarship
seeking ways to validate his claim that social
differentiation was sharpening into two big rival
classes and Durkheimian scholarship
emphasizing the explosion of “microclasses”
(Weeden and Grusk 2012). That is, classes
(Wright 2000), occupational prestige (Blau and
Duncan 1967), and even geo-political trade sys-
tem inequities (Chase-Dunn 1998; Wallerstein
1974) became central to realizing both Marx’s
and Durkheim’s earliest interests and those that
were in Marx 1857-8 [1978b]) theory of globali-
zation expressed in the Grundrisse.

However, out of Weber’s pluralistic model of
stratification as well as the evolutionary bent of
Continental sociology and pragmatic/urban bent
of American sociology came a second, more com-
plex, tradition of social differentiation. For
Weber, class mattered but it was our status
groups, or the people we actually interacted with
that shared similar “lifestyles” that influenced our
feelings, thoughts, and actions most (Collins
1975). These groups were distributed in space
by relative access to status, or esteem and social
honor. Some groups are positively privileged and
some negatively privileged; and, while class or
economic power intersected with status/prestige,
the two are qualitatively different bases of power.
Meanwhile, evolutionary social scientists long
argued that stratification—or the carving up of
society into classes based on two or more discrete
categories—was inherent to human societies.
Age, at the very least, represents a point of dis-
tinction as every known society has clear
expectations, obligations, and sequential rites of
passage for young and for old. Sex, too, seems to
constitute a universal point of difference (Fox
1967). Unlike the division of labor, age, and sex
differentiation was a product of real and imagined
ascribed differences, which, under the right
conditions, could become—like class in the
Marxian sense—points of inequitable distribution
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of resources. In the earliest societies, we have
little reason to believe that inequality was
institutionalized or sharp, but there is also little
reason to believe men and adults did not abuse
their positions situationally and, in some
collectives, routinely. Finally, American sociol-
ogy in the classical era moved away from class,
focusing instead on race (Chap. 5) and ethnicity
(Thomas and Znaniecki 1918). Thus, while polit-
ical economy remained in the background (and
sometimes in the foreground), the logic of social
differentiation across these different perspectives
remained the same. Groups of people, based on
real or imaginary categoric distinctions, had real
and socially constructed differences that shaped
their own feelings, thoughts, and actions in ways
that had discernible consequences across a spec-
trum of sociological phenomena (Ridgeway
2019; see, also, Chaps. 5, 10, and 23).

7.1.2.1 Social Differentiation’s Long
Shadow

In short, while functionalists were busy carving
up the abstract macro world, looking for the basic
building blocks of human societies across time
and space, sociological interest in social differen-
tiation as both a natural process and a problem to
be understood and, in the case of Marxian and Du
Boisian sociology solved, grew concomitantly.
And though most sociology and sociologists do
not fit neatly into any one category, we can point
to three sorts of outgrowths of social differentia-
tion. For some students of social differentiation,
the issue is how do collectives deal with (and
resolve) heterogeneity, whether it be in a small
sector, field, or niche or the omnipresent nation-
state? Put differently, population growth leads to
differentiation leads to secondary problems
related to integration: what would produce trust
and solidarity such that a diverse social unit—
whether it be a neighborhood, a formal organiza-
tion, or a nation-state of 380 million people—
could continue to harness social power and
reduce outright conflict (Eisenstadt 1971)?

For some, the questions revolved around legit-
imation and meaning: how do diverse
conglomerations of people come to believe they
share a cultural reality? How does meaning

fragment in encounters and smaller spheres of
social life? And, paradoxically, how do
generalized systems of knowledge align with the
fragmentary nature of social life? In many ways,
these concerns became central to urban
ethnographies (Gans 1982; Thomas and
Znaniecki 1918; Whyte 1969) and work on devi-
ance (Becker 1963). Practically, these concerns
undergird the microsociological interest in
situations/encounters (Goffman 1974), in addi-
tion to the self and its many components (Burke
and Stets 2009), and in turn-taking and the differ-
ential distribution of resources in groups and
exchanges (Berger et al. 1972; Cook and
Emerson 1978). This second tradition of social
differentiation points to symbolic differentiation
in much the same way as the line of Durkheimian
structural differentiation discussed above does,
and will be taken up shortly.

Finally, for others, the questions revolve
around why are power and wealth unfairly
distributed, what are its consequences, and what
would a better world look like? However, this line
of inquiry does not just rest on traditional
categories of political economy, as it has
branched off into noneconomic and political
sources or dimensions of inequities (Collins
1975). Eventually, formal theories
conceptualizing the world as consisting of nomi-
nal parameters (e.g., race, sex) intersecting with
graduated parameters (e.g., income, education) at
the macrolevel (Blau 1974, 1977) and compe-
tence and rewards at the microlevel (Berger
et al. 1972; Ridgeway and Berger 1986)
anticipated the rise of an intersectional theory of
social differentiation (Collins 2000; also,
Chap. 10).

Of the three subtypes of social differentiation,
this last type has been the most successful as
subfields organized around the dominant axes of
social differentiation in US politics and culture—
gender, race, sexuality, ethnicity, and class—have
flourished in the American Sociological Associa-
tion. The study of gender, for instance, has grown
at an exceptionally rapid rate, reflecting, in part,
broader changes in the labor market since the
1960s, but also the exciting new territories being
interrogated. This expansion includes thinking
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about how gender roles were differentiated in
everyday performance (Thébaud et al. 2019) and
in expectations about opportunities, rewards, and
influence in groups (Ridgeway 2001); emotion
work (Hochschild 1979); and labor (Wharton
2009); and, how gender is differentiated in the
household (Zelizer 1989) and workplace
(Ridgeway and Correll 2004), to name a few.

7.1.2.2 Taking Stock
Returning to Spencer’s first law regarding popu-
lation growth and differentiation, we can tease out
two related but distinct processes. First, structural
differentiation is a process by which collectives
attempt to adjust to real, imagined, or
manufactured exigencies through structural
solutions. Often times these solutions are related
to control or coordination, but they may entail
other solutions. Second, a parallel and indepen-
dent process involves the growing heterogeneity
of society across a range of status characteristics.
While these two processes and the scientific
questions surrounding them are analytically dis-
tinct, we can draw few conclusions about their
relationship. To begin, part of the complexity
Spencer is discussing is caused by social differ-
entiation. Durkheim’s (1893) division of labor, of
course, famously explores this problem in terms
of economic differentiation. As occupations grow
specialized, pressure for finding structural ways
to resolve the increasingly different experiences
of members of each occupation expands. Hence,
some structural differentiation works concomi-
tantly with social differentiation in generating
pressures for integrative mechanisms, as
collectives can only reproduce themselves if
members sacrifice some of their self-interest for
the greater good and accept some aspect of social
reality as shared.

A second reason social differentiation matters,
is that the social world takes on two sorts of
structural patterns that describe any given group
or society (see Fig. 7.1). On the one side, we see
social organization built from macrolevel phe-
nomena like kinship, religion, and economy and
enacted, reproduced, and experienced in roles and
identities anchored in these “macro” spheres.
Mediating the relationship between these macro/

micro phenomena are what Hawley (1986) called
“corporate” groups, or social units that reveal a
division of labor of some sort and, at least, one
explicit goal/purpose. These social units scale
upward in size and complexity, beginning with
the most basic, ephemeral, recurring unit, the
encounter and/or situation. From there, small
groups and organizations organize encounters
and are organized themselves into clusters of
actors like networks, niches, and fields and, also,
communities.

On the other side, we find societal-level strati-
fication, or what has been often termed “Blau
(1977) space” (McPherson 1983). Blau space
consists of the structured positions of individuals
and classes of actors (categoric units) distributed
along potential and real parameters by which
resources, including interaction, communication,
and exchange opportunities, are correlated. Social
differentiation is the process by which a nominal
category—or, one that has no inherent ranking
(e.g., race/gender)—comes to intersect with a
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Fig. 7.1 Map of structural/Social differentiation
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graduated category—or one inherently ranked
(e.g., income/education). These intersections,
consequently, become distinguishing markers
that can affect a given individual’s access to val-
ued resources; resources which may include
access to valued roles on the other side of
Fig. 7.1 and, therefore, the distribution of actors
within the structurally differentiated space. Fur-
thermore, like the other side of the social world in
which identities are the internalized meanings of
the structured roles and organizational positions
people occupy, stratification systems manifest in
status characteristics, expectations, and beliefs as
internalized by individuals (Ridgeway 2001).
Finally, like corporate units that mediate between
the macro and micro structured world, categoric
units (Hawley 1986), or quasi-castes in Blau’s
(1974) terminology, come to differentiate classes
of people in real and perceived ways.

Consequently, as the arrows flowing between
the two types of differentiation indicate, social
differentiation interacts with structural differenti-
ation at every point. In encounters, it structures
expectations about performance, opportunities,
rewards, and influence (Berger et al. 1972). In
groups, organizations, and institutions, it may
shape the selection process by which personnel
are recruited and promoted (Ray 2019), thus
adding another parameter by which categoric
units or intersectional stratification systems can
be differentiated. Much about the relationship
between these two types of differentiation
remains an empirical question, but, once explor-
ing the third type of differentiation, I will return to
their relationship by positing a model delineating
the process by which differentiation might work
on any given level of analysis.

7.1.3 Symbolic Differentiation

Though structural differentiation is a very real
possibility in the face of problems, segmentation,
or the process by which structurally equivalent
social units split from a larger one, is as common
if not more so (Johnson and Earle 2000; Turner
and Maryanski 2009). When populations were
much smaller, in fact, segmentation was the

most typical solution to serious exigencies, as
humans seem loathe to give up their own auton-
omy and independence in favor of supraorga-
nization unless necessary (Maryanski and
Turner 1992). The structural similarities between
social units, however, belie a key fact: they can-
not help but develop their own unique culture;
regardless of how integrated they are into a larger
social collective. It was the emphasis on the for-
mer that led Durkheim to call these societies
mechanical, and to grow wary of his initial struc-
tural solution to the problem of integration. What
Durkheim soon came to emphasize was in fact
symbolic differentiation. As social units get
larger, two opposed processes occur. First, as
noted above, differentiation multiplies along
structural and social dimensions as does segmen-
tation. Second, pressures for some mechanism
holding these differentiated parts together
emerge, increasing the potential conflict between
individuals or groups. Consequently, cultural
solutions can resolve this pressure. On the one
hand, the smaller units select from the broader
cultural assemblage, building group-specific
meanings. On the other hand, if the groups are
to remain in exchange, interaction, and commu-
nication relations, then symbols also must differ-
entiate more generally and abstractly (Alexander
1988; Luhmann 1982; Parsons and Bales 1955).
Symbolic systems, then, split into a general and
specific form. And, as such symbolic differentia-
tion must be recognized as a distinct process with
unique dynamics (Hammond 1983).

Adding or making explicit, this third type
offers a theory of differentiation important
advantages. Most obviously, a case can be made
that structural accounts miss the underlying
importance of meaning and cognition when it
comes to understanding and explaining how we
feel, think, and act (Lizardo 2004; see Chap. 28).
Not only does symbolic differentiation matter for
our internalized representations and ability to
interact with others (Berger and Luckmann
1966), but it also comes to saturate physical,
temporal, and social spaces in public, external
ways`. Additionally, including symbolic differen-
tiation allows us to leverage key insights that help
explain the linkage between structural and social
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differentiation. The division of labor is not simply
a structural and social fact, but also becomes
cultural as differences in position and practice
come to be represented in cultural differences.
These points are forcefully made in works rang-
ing from Weber and Simmel to Bourdieu and
Collins.

7.1.4 A Typology of Differentiation

To summarize thus far, there are three types of
differentiation processes. (1) Structural differenti-
ation involves new social units becoming distinct
in physical and temporal space in conjunction
with real, perceived, or manufactured exigencies.
(2) Social differentiation, conversely, refers to the
distinctions that arise between individuals based
on either nominal or graduated parameters. When
structural and social differentiations overlap,
“Blau Space” crystallizes and categoric units
emerge in ways that shape the life chances of
their members. Finally, as societies become big-
ger and more heterogeneous, (3) symbolic differ-
entiation occurs both in the sense that structurally
and socially differentiated units come to inhabit
only small segments of the cultural world avail-
able in the broader society, and the broader sym-
bolic world grows increasingly abstract and
generalized. Differentiation, then, still matters to
sociology because it continues to be connected to
most of the phenomena we study. Moreover, it is
one of only a few central processes found in all
social groups including dyadic relationships, and
which is generalizable across levels of social real-
ity (macro, meso, micro).

In the remainder of the chapter, I set out to
build a clearer theory of differentiation that
generalizes how the three different processes
operate together. This begins with some defini-
tional work that grafts some evolutionary
principles on to the shell of the aforementioned
argument outlined above, as differentiation is
intimately tied to selection, or the pressure to
resolve real, imagined, or manufactured external
or internal exigencies through structural and/or
cultural solutions. On the one hand, our brains
appear to be designed to delimit perception as a

means to avoid affective and cognitive overload
(Hammond 1983; Dunbar 1992). On the other
hand, differentiation is concomitantly a natural
outgrowth of basic laws of social organization
(Turner 1984) and the product of intentional
efforts by actors for the sake of individual
and/or collective benefit (see Rueschemeyer
1977:6; Eisenstadt 1963). Hence, we are
predisposed to differentiate the world around us,
and under the right conditions, individuals and
groups experience pressure to carve up the social
world. From there, we can extend these ideas to
larger social units, culminating in bringing the
idea of macro institutional spheres back to life;
not as reified analytic categories, but as phenom-
enologically real social facts that structure and
enculture the individual in ways that are unique
to sociocultural evolution (vis-à-vis biological
evolution).

7.2 A General Theory
of Differentiation

7.2.1 The Basic Feedback Loop

It is one of sociology’s oldest laws that the
greater and faster the growth in population size
and density, the greater is the level of social
differentiation. Not only were Spencer and
Durkheim proponents of this principle, but so
were Simmel, Weber, and a whole host of other
sociologists. For our purposes, population growth
is a positive function of in-migration plus birth
rate, with birth rate. Population density, however,
has to be divided into two key dimensions: the
ecological concentration of members and the
moral density, as defined by the frequency and
intensity of social ties facilitating interaction,
communication, and exchange. The feedback
loop begins as groups get bigger and, because of
geographic and social circumscription (Carneiro
1978), denser. Nuclear families, for instance, go
from two parents to two parents and a child. Due
to biological, emotional, and practical limitations,
the new social unit cohabitates in the same physi-
cal location as the old one. As population grows
in size and density, so to do resource problems
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(Carneiro 1978; Johnson and Earle 2000). Tangi-
ble resources, like income or food, may not seem
problematic to many families with means, but
plenty of families in plenty of nation-states must
address resource scarcity. The same problems
plague a nascent sect that experiences a sudden
growth in converts and new members. The pastor
has only so much time to speak to so many
members; the old church, fitted for the previous
congregation’s size, can no longer seat everyone
comfortably or provide enough programs at
enough times to meet the enlarged demands; and
so forth. More people equal more problems. Con-
comitantly, intangible resources become scarce.
Parents must play two roles instead of one, divid-
ing time and energy between partners and infants;
without an associate pastor, the pastor must short-
change some congregants for pastoral care; with
every new student, teachers struggle to give equal
attention.

Resource scarcity, in turn, generates competi-
tion over resources and, subsequently, pressures
to reduce competition. This proposition was
famously argued by Durkheim (1893), but has
found strong support in the population and orga-
nizational ecologies literature (Hannan and Free-
man 1977; Hawley 1986). Others, like Simmel,
conceptualized the same processes occurring.
“Individuality in being and action generally
increases to the degree that the social circle
encompassing the individual expands,” Simmel
(1971:252) remarked, “What were once minimal
differences in inner predilection, external
resources, and actualizations of these will be
accentuated by the necessity of competing for a
livelihood with more and more people using more
and more specialized means. Competition will
develop the specialty of the individual in direct
ratio to the number of participants.” People are
under pressure to “choose” one characteristic or
attribute, or another, to rise above the din of
homogeneity in order to secure sufficient or
greater resources. To be sure, choice is not always
free, as myriad sociological traditions have shown
that growth in size and/or density leads various
attributes of the individual—whether ascribed
like sex or race or achieved like education or
income—to become salient markers of difference

from without as much as from within (Blau
1977). Indeed, like his evolutionary
contemporaries, Simmel may be suggesting a
selective process by which individuals find ways
to stand out to thrive within a given milieu. Social
differentiation, then, regardless of the group’s
distinctive characteristics and level of social real-
ity, is a product of competition—real or
imagined.

A second arrow in Fig. 7.2, however, branches
off from pressures to reduce competition to
innovation. Innovation refers to any efforts to
reduce competition by means of creating new
organizational or technological frameworks for
coordinating populations, increasing the resource
base, and/or adjudicating conflicts (Johnson and
Earle 2000). The creation of new organizational
or technological mechanisms generates social dif-
ferentiation via new functional roles, be they
shamans or artisans, or whatever. To be sure,
there is a feedback between social differentiation
and innovation. As individuals come to distin-
guish their individuality, they may also try or be
given the right to innovate in ways that further
distinguish themselves from others.

At this point, before we move to the next set of
processes, it is important to question whether I am
overemphasizing the inevitability of differentia-
tion. Is it as natural as I, or Durkheim, or Simmel
posit? Removing ourselves from the critical social
scientist, we have to keep in mind what is at stake
when resources become scarce and competition
emerges: disintegrative pressures. Durkheim
delineated four types of disintegrative pressures:
“(a) individuals’ passion is unregulated by shared
cultural systems, (b) where individuals are unat-
tached to collectivities through mutually
reinforcing gestures and rituals, (c) where action
is unregulated and coordinated by norms and
political authority, and (d) where inequalities are
not considered legitimate and to correspond to the
distribution of talents” (Turner 1981:387). Dyads,
small groups, organizations, and societies can
only manage so much conflict before breakdowns
begin to add up. For a family, breakdown is swift
and totalistic, while for a society, breakdown may
be imperceptible, slow, and only affect segments
of a society for a significant period of time. Either

158 S. Abrutyn



way, any growth in a group’s size and density
cannot but trigger resource problems and compe-
tition, no matter how communal (Kanter 1968).
This basic point is confirmed across a diverse
body of research that (a) demonstrates how pain-
ful disintegrative pressures are in relationships
(Retzinger 1991) and communities (Erikson
1978) and (b) the biopsychosocial consequences
for losing a cherished tie or set of ties (Baumeister
and Leary 1995). Thus, Fig. 7.2 could include an
arrow that speaks to failure to reduce competition,
but it is assumed in the model itself. Individuals,
at least initially, try to reduce competition by
distinguishing themselves, making thems indis-
pensable, and by expanding the resource niche.
Eventually, however, both of these processes gen-
erate new pressures and symbolic differentiation.

7.2.2 Symbolic Differentiation

As greater numbers of individuals identify with
distinct categories or classes of people, their
vision of social reality, bases of theoretical and
practical knowledge, practical activities and
experiences, and positional perspectives become
delimited and differentiated too. Hunters and
gatherers in a small group of 20–25 people may
share much of the same vision of social reality or
conscience collective (Durkheim 1893), but
because of the practical experiences shaped by
hunting and by gathering in sex-stratified groups
and the division of reproductive labor, some level

of symbolic and cultural differentiation could not
help but be present. In the following section, we
elaborate more on cultural differentiation, its
consequences in cognitive and affective strains,
efforts to resolve these strains via cultural abstrac-
tion, and, consequently, greater cultural differen-
tiation. Figure 7.3 serves as a guide for this
discussion.

7.2.2.1 The Differentiation of Culture
One of the most profoundly important
conclusions classical theorists reached was that
how we understand the world, cognitively, is built
upon our position in it. We develop self, and
thereby, the meanings we employ to interpret
the past and present as well as anticipate the
future, through the types of interactions we
have, the work we do, the narrow or expansive
set of experiences we are exposed, and, of course,
those we inherit directly and indirectly through
significant others. As such, as individuals differ-
entiate along any dimension or set of dimensions,
their experiences will become increasingly dis-
tinct, both objectively and, more importantly,
subjectively, from others. To be sure, how distinct
and how problematic these distinctions are deter-
mined by three key factors. First, how distinct are
the differences in practical outcomes? Hunters
and gatherers, for instance, are distinct in sex
and in subsistence activity, but foraging societies
tend to minimize the emergence of classes of
distinction (Service 1962). Second, how much
do the distinctions correlate with other key
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distinctions, such as relative access to valued
resources (Blau 1977)? The case of hunter-
gatherers is instructive: in a significant number
of H-G societies, women produce nearly 80 per-
cent of the group’s caloric intake (Sahlins 1972)
and have a significant amount of control over the
appropriation of what they gather, leading to
much greater equitability between men and
women (Blumberg 1984, Collins et al. 1993).
Third, whether or not social and cultural
differences are crystallized into structure matters
tremendously. Where distinctions become
formalized, standardized, routinized, and
institutionalized, so too does social distance and
the taken for grantedness of inequities (Flannery
and Marcus 2012). We will, of course, return to
this issue when we take up the last form of differ-
entiation, structural, below. What matters for
now, though, is the fact that social differentiation
gives way to cultural distinctions, which, in turn,
give way to new problems of organization
demanding new symbolic innovations.

7.2.2.2 Affective and Cognitive Capacity
Keeping in mind that humans evolved from and
into certain types of social organization, differen-
tiation produces unique dilemmas for humans. On
the one hand, ape societies appear to have caps on
their population size that have some root in their
neurological capacity to recognize who belongs
and who does not and, therefore, who to trust and
who not to (Dunbar 1992). Bigger groups present
bigger cognitive strains, predicated, in part, on

their being so many people. This problem is
exacerbated by the fact that humans have a
much larger capacity to socially and culturally
differentiate individuals and classes of
individuals. Though it remains an open question,
apes appear quite limited in their ability to take
the role of the other like children do (Tomasello
2019) and, therefore, seem limited in producing a
“self” pieced together by enduring memories with
a distinct past and imagined future. Thus, cogni-
tive strains are not simply generated by reaching a
certain population capacity, but also the speed at
which it becomes diverse and, therefore, cogni-
tively challenging. On the other hand, affective
attachments, or the underlying source of social
organization, are a limited resource and thus cog-
nitive strains notwithstanding, how many people
we can affectively bond with and how we inter-
act, exchange, and communicate with those we
are not affectually tied to are problematic in the
face of greater heterogeneity.

To understand why cultural differentiation
occurs in the first place, we turn to Michael
Hammond (1983:91) distillation of Durkheim’s
theory of emotions. (1) “First, the strongest and
most meaningful social bonds are based on
intense affective arousal, and people seek to con-
struct social worlds facilitating this arousal.”
(2) Emotions attach themselves to objects,
which are, technically, unlimited in their
possibilities, but are delimited by the natural
limits of our own affective resources (Asma and
Gabriel 2019). That is, only a small number of
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objects can become the totemic representations of
the group and the foci for relational bonding
(Collins 2004). (3) Affective resources not only
provide the foundations for social bonds, but also
for social structure and our attachment to it
(Lawler 2001). In the process of “choosing” one
object or another to be a repository of affectual
resources, we create a classification system that is
usually hierarchical in nature based on social
distance. (4) Finally, “the nature of this distance
varies according to social density [with] the
greater the density, the greater the likelihood
that people will seek to differentiate themselves
and stratify these differences” (Hammond
1983:91.). Thus, we return to inescapable fact
that there is something about human societies
that makes differentiation common. Humans are
social creatures, and sociality is rooted in our
evolved affectual neuroarchitecture (Cozoline
2014). Sociology has repeatedly demonstrated
that the strongest, most enduring attachments
humans form are to smaller groups of people,
whether they be exchange partners (Lawler
2001), local groups (Fine 2012), or recurring
encounters involving the same persons (Collins
2004). This was Durkheim’s key point: bigger
groups mean more, smaller, and increasingly
embedded, social units that are bonded by ritual
and shared belief. Heterogeneity, however, adds
an extra wrinkle to this: these smaller, affectively
charged groups also define themselves from with-
out, with out-group emotions being as salient as
in-group; and, cohesion within a group can
become as defined by real or perceived threats
from without as from association within.

Consequently, social and cultural differentia-
tion grows even more distinct in the face of affec-
tive strain, as individuals or classes of individuals
have natural affinities with those they regularly
exchange and communicate with reciprocally,
while potentially developing animosity towards
those they do not. And, when the dominant cul-
tural world is marked by increased vagaries, the
structural world is crystallized into distinctive
groupings, and our interactions become
dominated by typifications and structured status
positions, the qualitatively different reality of
“society” and one’s “local” network or primary

group is affectually salient. Smaller groups select
fewer elements from the general culture because
their “classification” systems are inherently
narrower; fewer cultural elements are more easily
recognized and represented within the group; and,
because of the tangibility and, often, practicality
of these elements, they can become affectually
charged. Consequently, the initial lines of social
differentiation that were likely innocuous in the
earliest foraging societies become morally and
affectually charged boundary markers denoting
differences in lived experiences, access to
resources, esteem and worth, and objective life
changes. Meanwhile, the moral order is experi-
enced more vividly and symbolically (Boehm
2018) in our everyday routines with family,
friends, professionalized colleagues, or
congregants, while our weak tie interactions are
mediated through a generalized cultural schema
or frame, further reinforcing the sense of we-ness
and they-ness.

7.2.2.3 Cultural Abstraction
The thrust of Durkheim’s Division of Labour and
an implicit insight in his Elementary Forms are
that of cultural generalization or abstraction. As
he worked through the consequences of organic
solidarity and the dissolution of a shared collec-
tive conscience, Durkheim recognized that cul-
ture had to generalize if it were to hold a
population as large and diverse as a nation-state
together. In his earliest work, this meant highly
specific customs became generic laws; values
inextricable to the direct experience of the group
became abstract precepts covering the divergent
experiences individuals faced; a single cosmolog-
ical explanation became broader as it worked to
explain exponentially growing difference. Later,
he would emphasize how smaller groups retained
cultural coherence through enacted ritual. While
abstract beliefs folded them into larger groups,
occasional rituals assembling the smaller groups
were requisite for the beliefs to have any real
authority. The benefits of a broader culture sys-
tem are clear: trust and uncertainty reduction in
economic life, representations for mutual atten-
tion and emotion for annual or semiannual rituals
meant to bring the whole collective together and
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reaffirm its group-ness, and a solid basis for
legitimizing political organization. Socially and
culturally distinct groups can be integrated not
so much by reciprocal interaction but by a set of
mechanisms predicted on cultural abstraction and
the benefits it affords large, diverse populations.

However, as Fig. 7.3 denotes, cultural abstrac-
tion has the side effect of increasing cultural
differentiation, as groups become more and
more aware of their differences; especially in
those annual events in which individuals and
groups unite for a definite amount of time. It is
the three mechanisms—economic, ceremonial,
and political—that keep the differentiated units
from splitting apart or going to war. Thus, there
are consequences to the mutually opposed pro-
cesses of cultural differentiation and abstraction.
In particular, the cognitive limitations humans
have in dealing with every person as a unique
person combined with the growing social and
cultural differentiation that adds artificial
distinctions to this limitation lead to greater
impersonal exchanges, interaction, and communi-
cation. In turn, these impersonal interactions
allow for cognitive shortcuts designed to reduce
the complexity inherent in interacting with
strangers (DiMaggio 1997) while contributing to
crystallizing a structural edifice upon which the
interactions and exchanges could be routinized
(Hammond 1983). As social differentiation
grows larger, classes of individuals increasingly
become typified rather than treated as “whole”
persons (Berger and Luckmann 1966). When
this typification process involves inequitable
distributions of valued resources—as it usually
does—these typifications become saturated in sta-
tus beliefs (Ridgeway 2001, 2019) about the rela-
tive worth and competence of individuals fitting
the typifications; and, in the case of caste-like
stratification systems (Blau 1977), typifications
become saturated in stigma theories (Lucas and
Phelan 2012). The typifications themselves are
simply cognitive shortcuts designed to facilitate
interactions between strangers (see also Turner
2001) on representational roles, while the status
beliefs or stigma theory encode moral evaluations
that contribute to the solidification of a stratifica-
tion system. Both of these end results stem from

the basic proposition: more people mean fewer-
specific moral codes, which in turn means pres-
sure for new ways of integrating social units
comprised on socially different individuals and
groups. Cultural abstraction solves these
problems, at least temporarily. Generalized
values, beliefs, and norms do several things, not
least of which transform strongly obligated
expectations into a wider range of choices that
reduce the costs of acting inappropriately in many
low-stakes situations (Parsons and Bales 1955). It
also provides a more abstract set of cultural
“pegs” upon which socially differentiated groups
can construct their own social reality while still
folding it neatly within the larger cultural whole
(Fine 2012). And, thus, the outlines of a structur-
ally differentiated society, replete with horizontal
and vertical lines of stratification that are more
definitely defined and, thereby, have more pat-
terned consequences emerge.

7.2.3 Structural Differentiation

Though we began the paper by describing struc-
tural differentiation, it actually comes last in the
model (see Fig. 7.4). This is because it takes time
for social differences to shift from being cultur-
ally recognizable differences—objectively real or
not—to crystallized structural scaffolding. In a
dyad, this means structuring interaction and com-
munication in patterned ways. In small groups,
like families, this means structuring interaction
and communication as well as roles and status
positions that entrench a division of labor and
authority. In organizations, this refers to the crys-
tallization of roles/status positions as well as
clusters of roles/status positions often devoted to
one or more specific tasks and with varying levels
of authority. Finally, in clusters of organizations,
like fields, it is the sedimentation of physical and
temporal space as well as social space, such that
interactions, exchanges, and communication
between (and within) members of these clusters
become routinized as do the specific forms of
those organizations (Abrutyn and Turner 2011).
This process of structuring scales up until we
reach macrolevel institutional spheres of action
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like polity or economy that, in turn, subsume and
pattern the relationships, interactions/exchanges/
communications, and experiences of individual
members of corporate actors and congeries of
corporate actors.

In Weber’s (1922, 1967) discussion of religion
or law, for instance, all societies contain and
evince religious or legal actors and actions, but
not all societies have full-time actors who monop-
olize the right to administer and enforce religious
or legal norms. Chiefs and their lieutenants are
likewise distinguishable from kings or parliamen-
tary bodies on several key criteria such as the
latter’s monopoly over the legitimate right to
violence and formal authority. Thus, structural
differentiation is predicated on a process by
which a role attains not only functionally distinct
behaviors that are typified across significant por-
tion of the population (Turner 1981), but also
requires a generalized counter-role whose incum-
bency is easily filled (e.g., patient, client, citizen)
(Eisenstadt 1971). Access to a generalized role
means access to a generalized set of meanings
that make the social distance and status
distinctions between the king or the doctor and
their subjects or patients taken for granted; and,
indeed, makes deference obligatory. But, the pro-
cess is not confined to a single role-set, as struc-
tural differentiation presumes organizational
scaffolding that grows up around the roles, in
support, as buffer, and as mediator or liaison.
Indeed, the logic of structural differentiation is
in reducing environmental complexity by making
some choices that naturally preclude others and,

which lead to system complexity (Luhmann
1995). The following discussion (see Fig. 7.4),
then, begins where Fig. 7.3 left off: the
consequences wrought by cultural abstraction.
Though I largely set aside the question of how
differentiation occurs (see Eisenstadt 1964), some
of the underlying processes are taken up below.
Structural differentiation is a different process
from its social and cultural kin in that it generally
requires human architects who purposefully
sketch out the foundations and frames of the
metaphoric building upon which roles and
organizations become interlocked in new patterns
of interaction, exchange, and communication. To
be sure, their efforts are sometimes for naught,
usually have unintended consequences, and often
lead to new problems and continued adaptive
change, yet nevertheless structural differentiation
is about the harnessing and uneven distribution of
power (Rueschemeyer 1977).

7.2.3.1 Driving Forces
As social milieu differentiates more and more and
symbolic reality consequently abstracts, three
closely related problems arise: the decline in
moral specificity (Alexander 1988); problems
related to control and coordination (Spencer
1897); and, increasing conflict between nonkin
that demands third-party arbitration (Hoebel
1973). Each of these problems is predicated on
disintegrative pressures (Turner 1997) and offers
structural opportunities for individuals and, more
importantly, collective actors. Moral specificity
presents actors with a chance to innovate
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symbolically and normatively in ways that reduce
moral specificity and consolidate the flow of ideo-
logical power. Competing plausibility structures
rooted in symbolically differentiated social units
invite meaninglessness (Berger 1969); members
from socially differentiated groups struggle to
trust each other in basic, mundane interactional,
exchange, or communicative situations; strong
in-group/out-group feelings restrict collective
action that could improve the social whole. In
short, a society lacking some cultural center is
not much of a society at all, and while it may
survive for some time, the interlinkages within it
will erode to the point that it is a society in
name only.

Likewise, control and coordination problems,
or problems related to regulation more generally,
are perhaps most opportune, as they usually offer
opportunities for organizational, technological,
symbolic, and normative innovations that consol-
idate ideological power and coercive and politi-
cal. The cornerstone of Spencerian evolution, the
earliest examples of true differentiation grew out
of a political leader’s efforts to protect their tem-
porary authority in the face of defensive or offen-
sive warfare. The manufacturing of new threats
could sustain their claims to power, and overtime,
expand them. Finally, growing conflict offers
opportunities for organizational and normative
solutions that consolidate political and coercive
power and, usually after the fact, ideological
power (Yoffee 2000). In the oldest cases we
have data for, third-party arbiters (see, for
instance, Barton 1919), were usually very presti-
gious members of the community; their judgment
was final and any resistance on either party’s
adherence to the judgment authorized the third-
party’s right to protect their honor and the force of
the community. As states arose in the fourth and
third millennia BCE, kings became chief justices
as a means of consolidating their claims to power.
Their courts would grant local and aristocratic
elites access to air grievances and resolve
conflicts, while kings would travel, annually, to
surrounding villages and provide appellate justice
(Yoffee 2000). If the law is, indeed, the routiniza-
tion and formalization of informal norms (Weber
1967), conflict resolution offered individuals and

collectives opportunities to sediment their rules,
both in the act of adjudicating cases and in
legislating norms.

Structural differentiation, then, must be
re-envisioned as a project embarked upon
intentionally or unintentionally by socially
differentiated actors whose outcome reflects the
“needs, interests, and expectations of different
constituencies” (Rueschemeyer 1977:3).
Problems themselves are defined by the powerful
or ambitious as central to being resolved and
usually in the service of their needs and interests.
To be sure, some exigencies that structural differ-
entiation resolves are beyond the interests of a
single status group or class, even if power is
consolidated in the hands of the few. Other
problems perceived by those seeking or in
power are, in fact, resolved in ways that have
broader benefits such as formalizing a process of
executive succession in a voluntary association
like a sorority or community organization. But,
in the end, differentiation, whether in
organizations trying to control and coordinate
their own internal actors (e.g., bureaucracies)
(Eisenstadt 1963) or in crystallizing/reinforcing
stratification systems that demarcate and objectify
social distance between categories of actors
(Bourdieu 1989), is often the prerogative of real
individuals purposefully trying to create and har-
ness social and/or distributive power. Thus, what
has been missing from differentiation theory has
long been a focus on the efforts to exploit struc-
tural opportunities and solve real, imagined, and
manufactured problems by carving up the physi-
cal, temporal, social, and symbolic space in ways
that usually benefit the carver; even if there are
benefits that go to the carved.

7.2.3.2 Institutional Differentiation
and Selection

As structural differentiation scales up, it often
results in the differentiation of macrolevel spheres
like kinship, religion, polity, law, economy, and
so on (Weber 1978; Parsons 1951; Luhmann
1982; Turner 1997). These spheres are comprised
of smaller units like differentiated roles,
organizations, and clusters of organizations like
fields or niches. Institutional spheres structure
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interaction, exchange, and communication by
way of generalized roles and status positions
that act as the paramount vehicles of institutional
structure and culture (Eisenstadt 1971) and
generalized media that increase trust and reduce
uncertainty across a wide range of situations and
incumbents. The elites often work to build and
maintain an institutional “center” with physical,
temporal, social, and symbolic distinction that
creates some level of autonomy for their own
practices and knowledge (Shils 1975). Radiating
out of the center are structural (e.g., divisions of
vertical and horizontal labor) and cultural (e.g.,
the circulation of symbolic resources like lan-
guage, media of exchange) conduits along
which the center penetrates individual and corpo-
rate actors beyond the center. And, as such, the
institutional sphere becomes distinctive as an
action system as much as a center of domination.

As the upper limit of structural differentiation
within a society, institutional spheres become the
cause of differentiation. On the one hand, as the
economy, for instance, becomes increasingly
differentiated, so too does the symbolic system
that shapes the meanings generalized across eco-
nomic roles and statuses, that facilitate and con-
strain exchanges, interaction, and communication
between individual and corporate economic
actors, and that saturate the physical and temporal
reality of economy. That is, a differentiated insti-
tutional sphere grows in its autonomy as it
becomes an increasingly discrete sphere of sym-
bolic reality too (Abrutyn 2009). On the other
hand, as the economy grows in differentiation
and autonomy, they facilitate social differentia-
tion within and without. In terms of the former,
following Durkheim’s (1893) argument and
supported by organizational ecology (Hannan
and Freeman 1977), new resource niches can be
created that both expand the size and scale of the
economy while also creating new types of
organizations and, sometimes, new types of
roles. In terms of the latter, no institution is ever
fully differentiated, thus, an individual or group’s
position within the economy affects their position
in other spheres. The accumulation of wealth may
make one more prominent in their congregation
or enhance their child’s position in school. These

dynamics are not restricted to the economy, as
being a well-known doctor or athlete or judge
carries influence beyond the medical, sport, or
legal realms; especially in smaller communities.

7.3 Conclusion

The essay above sought to not simply rehash the
literature on differentiation theory, but to move
forward in proposing a more coherent theory that
answers both why differentiation occurs and how
it does. In short, whether we are examining the
differentiation of units as small as roles or as large
as intersocietal exchange systems, differentiation
is driven by population dynamics, particularly
growth in size, but also density. Various ubiqui-
tous problems arise as growth occurs, putting
pressure on individuals or groups to accentuate
differences in themselves or impose them on
others. But, as this latter point implies, differenti-
ation is intimately tied to active agents who may
be trying to just protect or improve their standing,
deal with problems by delegating responsibility
or innovating structurally, or as a means to protect
their own privilege by distinguishing others. By
adding elements of agency and power, a more
satisfying theory of differentiation was posited
with the hope that a concern central to the socio-
logical endeavor can find new, reinvigorated life
in contemporary sociology.
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