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Introduction

In the last lecture I presented the universal 

structure of all societies and categorized the 

various parts of sociocultural systems. This 

categorization makes it possible to examine 

the relationships among the component parts 

and to see how the components affect each 

other.



Introduction

This universal structure of society (environment-

infrastructure-structure-superstructure) is a 

useful analytic device not only for 

understanding the structure of human 

societies, but the dynamics of sociocultural 

systems as well.



Introduction

In this lecture we will look at the dynamics of 

sociocultural systems. Specifically, we will 

look at processes of stability, change, and 

social evolution.



Infrastructure-Intensification

A curious phenomenon has been observed over 

the millennia: both human population and 

production have grown exponentially. This 

growth is because there is a reciprocal 

relationship between the two. Increases in 

production cause population to grow, which 

then further stimulates increases in 

production.



Structure-Bureaucratization

Another curious phenomenon over time that 

was noted by Max Weber: as population and 

production grow, primary groups lose many of 

their functions and much of their importance 

in social life, secondary organizations 

(governed by bureaucracy) grow in number 

and in power, and there is a marked increase 

in the division of labor.



Superstructure-Rationalization

And there is a third curious phenomenon noted 

by Weber: over the course of social evolution 

more and more of human behavior is guided 

by goal oriented rational thinking (also called 

zweckrational). Consequently, values, 

emotions, and traditions take a decreasingly 

smaller role in guiding human behavior.



Major Principle

And this leads us to the major principle of 

the theory of cultural materialism, and 

the major theme of this course.



Infrastructural Determinism

Within every sociocultural system, the 

mode of production and reproduction 

(infrastructure) determines the primary 

and secondary group structure, which in 

turn determines the cultural and mental 

superstructure.



Infrastructural Determinism

This principle claims a lot. It is strongly stated, 

though materialists do recognize the concept 

of probability. We also recognize that we are 

dealing with a sociocultural system, and other 

factorsðstructural and superstructuralðdo 

have their role in explaining human behavior.



Infrastructural Determinism

The rationale behind giving the infrastructure 

such priority rests upon the fact that it is 

through infrastructural practices that society 

adapts to its environment. It is through the 

infrastructure that society survives. It is 

through infrastructural practices that we 

modify the amount and type of resources 

required for life.  



Infrastructural Determinism

Since these infrastructural practices are 

essential for life itself, all widespread 

structural and superstructural patterns 

of behavior and thought must be 

compatible with these practices.



Infrastructural Determinism

A societyôs infrastructure is the primary 

cause of the type and character of 

social groups and organizations within 

its structure, and the structure, in turn, is 

the primary cause of the ideas and 

ideologies, beliefs, and values of its 

superstructure.



Infrastructural Determinism

That is, infrastructural conditions are the 

primary causes of a societyôs basic 

patterns of interpersonal behavior, and 

these behavioral patterns in turn call 

forth specific patterns of thought that 

justify and interpret behavioral realities.



Infrastructural Determinism

Ideas therefore find their origin in the 

concrete behavior patterns 

systematically engaged in by members 

of a society, and these patterns of 

behavior originate in conjunction with 

the infrastructural conditions whereby 

people solve the basic problems of 

human existence.



Infrastructural Determinism

Ideas, of course, interact with (promote, 

dampen, affect) material conditions--but 

ideas also seem to have a natural 

affinity for people in similar material 

conditions. That is, people sharing 

similar material conditions share 

ideologies, belief systems, and values.



Infrastructural Determinism

The materialist approach is a means of 

explaining both social stability and 

change. Changes in modes of thinking 

ordinarily depend upon prior changes in 

patterns of behavior, and these latter 

changes are themselves largely 

products of prior infrastructural 

changes. 



Infrastructural Determinism

Cultural Materialism is a research strategy 

that guides us in what to look for in 

explaining human behavior. If a diligent 

researcher fails to reveal the causal 

impact of infrastructural factors, she 

then turns to the examination of 

structural conditions, failing that, she 

turns to superstructural causes.



Infrastructural Determinism

There is one way in which a materialist 

approach to social life can be shown to be 

preferable to any of the theoretical 

alternatives. And that is to submit the 

materialist strategy to empirical testing 

against a wide range of sociocultural 

differences and similarities. Such rigorous 

testing has been carried out, it works.



Infrastructural Determinism

A materialist approach is unable to explain all 

relevant sociocultural phenomena, but it has 

had far greater explanatory success than any 

of its competitors. Materialists hold that 

infrastructural variables take priority because 

they constitute the fundamental means 

whereby human beings solve the most basic 

problems of human existence.



Infrastructural Determinism

Before humans can formulate marriage 

rules, organize political systems, 

construct abstract religions, they must 

organize the means whereby they will 

survive.



Infrastructural Determinism

ñSince the aim of science is the discovery 

of the maximum amount of order in its 

field of inquiry, priority for theory 

building logically settles upon those 

sectors under the greatest direct 

restraints from the givens of natureé



Infrastructural Determinism

ñTo endow the mental superstructure 

[ideas and ideologies] with strategic 

priority, as the cultural idealists 

advocate, is a bad bet. Nature is 

indifferent to whether God is a loving 

father or a bloodthirsty cannibalé



Infrastructural Determinism

ñBut nature is not indifferent to whether 

the fallow period in a swidden field is 

one year or ten. We know that powerful 

restraints exist on the infrastructural 

level; hence it is a good bet that these 

restraints are passed on to the 

structural and superstructural 

componentsò (Harris, 1979, p. 57).



Structure & Superstructure

But structure and superstructure matter 

as well: ñThe cultural materialist does 

not proclaim the independent action of 

material conditions. That would be 

absurd. These conditions must 

somehow be translated into ideas, and 

these ideas must be funneled into 

individuals so as to galvanize them into 

actioné



Structure & Superstructure

ñThe idealist likes to begin the causal 

analysis with the unquestioned 

motivating power of ideas. The 

materialist prefers to begin the analysis 

one step further back, going behind the 

ideas to see how they arose in the first 

place and came to enter peopleôs 

headsò (Carneiro, 2003, p. 216).



Infrastructural Determinism

Cultural materialism provides a logical set of 

research priorities for the study of 

sociocultural life. It directs the investigator to 

begin the search for causes of sociocultural 

phenomena with the examination of 

infrastructural conditions. It is likely that these 

conditions will provide the key to explaining 

the phenomenon in question.



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems

To summarize the dynamics of the 

system: the intensification of population 

and production of a human society 

depletes needed resources from the 

environment. This depletion causes 

society to intensify its production further, 

causing additional rise in populationé 

and the cycle continues.



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems

This intensifying infrastructure causes primary 

groups (families, communities) lose many of 

their functions in society (education, defense, 

care of the sick). Because great numbers of 

people and complex production processes 

require strong coordination, secondary 

organizations (governments, schools, 

corporations) become more numerous and 

important in social life.



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems
These secondary organizations are usually 

governed by bureaucracy. Bureaucracies are 

based on a detailed division of labor and 

strive for efficiency above all other goals. 

These organizations strongly promote goal 

oriented  behavior among members of the 

organization and the people they serve, and 

discourage other modes of thoughtðvalues, 

traditions, emotionsðamong the population. 



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems
Thus, rationalizationðthe increasing emphasis 

on zweckrational and the consequent 

weakening of tradition, values and emotions 

as guides to social lifeðbecomes the 

dominant mode of thought in society. Human 

behavior and thought are increasingly guided 

by its logic. Values, traditions, and emotions 

take on an ever smaller role in social life.



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems

This rationalization of the superstructure 

encourages the further growth of 

secondary organizations at the expense 

of primary groups. Goal oriented 

thinking leads people to solve problems 

of organization without regard for 

traditions, values, or emotions. 



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems

Functions that have traditionally been 

invested in community or familyð

institutions steeped in human values, 

traditions, and emotionsðare instead 

vested in government services 

(education, counseling) or given over to 

the market (child care, elderly care).



The Dynamics of Sociocultural 

Systems

Both bureaucratization and rationalization 

then promote the further intensification 

of the infrastructure. 


