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Introduction:​
Structural-functionalism was one of the major theoretical approaches in 
20th-century social anthropology. Its key architect, Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown, 
sought to transform anthropology into a more scientific discipline. He believed that 
societies should be studied like natural systems—examining the interrelation of 
their parts and how they contribute to social stability. His approach differed from 
Malinowski’s functionalism, which focused more on individual needs, while 
Radcliffe-Brown focused on society as a whole. 

Historical Context and Intellectual Background 
Radcliffe-Brown was deeply influenced by the work of Émile Durkheim, who 
emphasized that society was more than a collection of individuals—it had its own 
structure and consciousness. He was also responding to earlier anthropologists like 
Tylor and Morgan, whose theories relied heavily on unverified evolutionary stages. 

Structural-functionalism emerged as a reaction against speculative models like 
evolutionism and diffusionism. Radcliffe-Brown aimed to replace guesswork 
with systematic field research and sociological analysis. 

Core Principles of Structural-Functionalism 
1. Society as a System of Social Structures 
Radcliffe-Brown viewed society as an interconnected structure made up of parts 
such as kinship, religion, law, and economy. Each of these parts, or “social 
institutions,” contributes to the maintenance of the overall system. Just as the 
organs in a body work together to maintain life, these social structures work 
together to maintain social order. 

For example, in many tribal societies, kinship is not just a family matter but also 
determines marriage rules, inheritance, residence patterns, and political authority. 
In such systems, kinship is a structural feature that shapes the organization of 
society. 

2. Function as Contribution to Social Stability 
For Radcliffe-Brown, the term “function” meant the role a particular institution 
plays in maintaining the structure of society. He was not interested in the needs 
of individuals but in how customs, rituals, and institutions help preserve social 
cohesion. 
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Take the example of the practice of ancestor worship. Radcliffe-Brown argued that 
such rituals are not merely religious acts—they serve to reinforce group identity, 
transmit values, and maintain continuity between generations. These rituals 
strengthen the moral order and ensure the collective memory of the group, helping 
preserve its structure. 

Similarly, Among the Toda of Nilgiris, the custom of fraternal polyandry (brothers 
sharing one wife) is not about individual choice, but a way to keep family land 
intact and reduce population pressure. This practice maintains economic balance 
and social order within the Toda pastoral society. 

3. Social Structure over Individual Experience 
Unlike Malinowski, who prioritized the psychological and biological needs of 
individuals, Radcliffe-Brown emphasized that the focus of anthropology should be 
the social structure. He believed that the individual is shaped by society, not the 
other way around. 

This idea is clearly seen in his analysis of the Andaman Islanders, where personal 
feelings and motives were less important than the shared rules of behavior. For 
example, mourning rituals were not just about personal grief but about 
restoring balance and solidarity after a loss. 

4. The Comparative Method 
Radcliffe-Brown also supported the use of the comparative method to identify 
universal patterns in human societies. However, unlike evolutionists, he did not 
assume a single path of development. Instead, he compared structures to see how 
different societies organized similar functions, such as kinship, legal systems, or 
religious practices. 

5. Synchronic Approach 
Radcliffe-Brown insisted on studying societies as they exist in the present 
(synchronic analysis), rather than tracing their historical development (diachronic 
approach). He believed anthropologists should study how institutions work in a 
given moment to support the structure of society. 

Example: When studying initiation rituals in Australian Aboriginal societies, he 
analyzed how these rituals created bonds between age groups and reinforced 
generational continuity, rather than speculating about their ancient origins. 

Methodology: Rigorous Fieldwork and Sociological Analysis 
Radcliffe-Brown emphasized the need for empirical data collected through 
fieldwork. He combined this with sociological reasoning to study how 
institutions function in relation to one another. While he himself conducted limited 
fieldwork compared to Malinowski, the two major ethnographic studies he did—on 
the Andaman Islanders and the Tswana people—remain important. 
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Case Study 1: The Andaman Islanders 
Radcliffe-Brown’s fieldwork in the Andaman Islands (1906–1908) was one of his 
most detailed attempts to apply structural-functional analysis. He observed the 
rituals associated with death, illness, and initiation, especially the complex 
mourning rituals. These rituals involved the entire community, with specific 
gestures, songs, taboos, and offerings. 

Radcliffe-Brown argued that such rituals helped to restore the disrupted social 
equilibrium caused by death. By focusing on the structured nature of 
mourning—its prescribed behavior and symbolic meaning—he showed how the 
ritual was a mechanism to strengthen group solidarity and reduce anxiety. It 
wasn’t about individual grief but about maintaining the moral and social order of the 
group. 

Case Study 2: Political Organization among the Tswana 
During his time in South Africa, Radcliffe-Brown studied the Tswana people and 
their political institutions. He focused on the chieftaincy system, where the chief 
was not just a ruler but also a central figure in religious and judicial practices. Every 
member of society was linked to the chief through kinship, loyalty, or 
obligation. 

Radcliffe-Brown showed that the political structure served several functions: 
resolving disputes, maintaining law and order, organizing communal labor, and 
conducting religious rituals. The office of the chief was a key node that held the 
social structure together, even as individuals changed. The institution continued 
because it fulfilled a structural function in the society. 

Comparison: Malinowski vs. Radcliffe-Brown 

Feature Malinowski (Functionalism) Radcliffe-Brown 
(Structural-Functionalism) 

Focus Individual needs Maintenance of social structure 

Method Participant observation Comparative, structural analysis 

Unit of Study Culture Social structure (roles, norms, 
institutions) 

Time Frame Diachronic (historical 
evolution possible) 

Synchronic (present-day 
function) 
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Nature of 
Function 

Biological and psychological Structural and social 

Scholarly Reflections and Criticisms of Structural-Functionalism 
Radcliffe-Brown's structural-functionalism was a landmark in anthropological 
theory, but it was not without limitations. Over time, several scholars—both 
supporters and critics—refined, challenged, or extended his ideas. These intellectual 
responses provide deeper insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the 
approach. 

M.N. Srinivas: Functionalism in the Indian Context 
Indian sociologist M.N. Srinivas was among the first to apply 
structural-functional principles to the study of Indian society. He adapted 
Radcliffe-Brown’s framework to understand the caste system, focusing on how 
caste hierarchies and local social institutions worked together to maintain 
village-level social order. 

For example, in his study of Rampura village, Srinivas examined how caste 
panchayats, marriage rules, and ritual purity norms functioned to preserve social 
stability. He developed concepts like “dominant caste” and “Sanskritization,” 
illustrating that while caste was a structural feature, it was also subject to 
negotiation and adaptation. Srinivas’s work bridged British structural-functionalism 
with Indian realities, highlighting both its applicability and its limits. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss: From Structural Functionalism to 
Structuralism 
While influenced by Radcliffe-Brown, French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss 
critiqued structural-functionalism for focusing too narrowly on the surface 
stability of social systems.  

He argued that societies are not merely systems of institutions with fixed functions 
but are also shaped by deep, unconscious structures, especially in areas like myth, 
kinship, and language. 

For instance, Lévi-Strauss examined kinship systems among the Amazonian tribes, 
showing that behind marriage rules lay binary oppositions—such as raw/cooked, 
male/female, nature/culture—that reflected the cognitive structures of the human 
mind.  

He shifted the focus from what institutions do (their function) to how they 
symbolically reflect universal mental structures. This marked a significant 
theoretical evolution away from functionalism toward structuralism. 

Raymond Firth: Emphasizing Agency within Structure 
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Anthropologist Raymond Firth, a contemporary of Radcliffe-Brown, offered a more 
flexible version of functionalism. While agreeing that institutions support social 
order, he emphasized that individuals are not simply passive carriers of 
structure.  

People make choices, negotiate norms, and sometimes bend rules for their own 
advantage. 

In his fieldwork among the Tikopia people of Polynesia, Firth observed that 
economic decisions and religious practices were often influenced by personal 
ambitions and interpersonal negotiations, not just societal requirements.  

He showed that structure and agency coexist—social institutions set boundaries, but 
within those, individuals act with intent and creativity. 

This view brought a necessary correction to Radcliffe-Brown’s rigid focus on societal 
needs, suggesting that understanding human behavior requires looking at both 
institutional patterns and individual strategies. 

Major Criticisms of Structural-Functionalism 
Despite its contributions, structural-functionalism has been widely critiqued, 
especially from the 1960s onward, as anthropology shifted toward more historical, 
dynamic, and critical approaches. 

1. Static and Ahistorical View of Society 
One of the most frequent criticisms is that structural-functionalism presents society 
as too stable and unchanging. It tends to freeze social structures in time, ignoring 
how they emerge, evolve, or break down. For instance, Radcliffe-Brown rarely 
addressed colonialism, even when studying colonized societies like the Andaman 
Islanders or African chiefdoms. This made his analysis blind to historical forces, 
power asymmetries, and cultural transformations. 

2. Neglect of Individual Agency 
Structural-functionalism often sees individuals as mere function-bearers for 
societal needs. This ignores the ways people interpret, resist, or reinterpret social 
roles. Critics argue that culture is not just a top-down structure but a negotiated 
field of meanings and practices. The absence of individual voices in 
Radcliffe-Brown’s work made his theory feel impersonal and overly deterministic. 

3. Inapplicability to Complex or Modern Societies 
While structural-functionalism works well for small-scale, relatively 
homogeneous societies, it struggles to explain modern, pluralistic, urban, or 
industrial societies, where roles are more fragmented, mobility is high, and 
institutions are in flux. Its emphasis on social cohesion makes it less useful in 
contexts where social conflict, diversity, and instability are central features. 
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4. Blindness to Power and Inequality 
Radcliffe-Brown saw societies as functionally integrated, where all parts contribute 
to the common good. But critics from Marxist, feminist, and postcolonial 
perspectives argue that this view hides structural inequalities, exploitation, and 
resistance. For example, gender roles or caste hierarchies may function to 
stabilize society, but they also oppress certain groups. A theory that doesn’t 
question who benefits from a structure can end up justifying the status quo. 

PYQ Insights (2004–2024) 

Theme: Structural-functionalism — Core Theory and Features 

●​ 2017: “Basic tenets of structural-functionalism.” 

●​ 2003: “Describe the structural features of social life as suggested by 
Radcliffe-Brown in his theory of social structure.” 

Theme: Contribution of Institutions to Social Structure 

●​ 1998: “To Radcliffe-Brown, function was the contribution an institution makes 
to the maintenance of social structure. Elucidate in light of R. C. Brown’s 
contributions to structural-functional theory.” 

Theme: Functionalism vs Structural-functionalism 

●​ 2013: “In what ways is functionalism different from structural-functionalism?” 

Theme: Comparative Method and Structural Analysis 

●​ 2001: “Discuss the approaches of Radcliffe-Brown and Evans-Pritchard to 
comparative methods in anthropological research.” 

Theme: Status, Role, and Institution in Structural Functionalism 

●​ 2022: “Radcliffe-Brown’s ideas on status, role, and institution.” 
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