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Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1901 — 1972) and Talcott Parsons (1902 — 1979)
The emergence of (social) system theory
Two parallel scientific trends without mutual interference?

One of the last university lectures given by LvB at the University of Ottawa,
having started September 18" 1970, recently was delivered in a transcript
version by Michel Saint-Germain to the BCSSS-Archive in Vienna. It’s title:
“General Systems Theory in Social Sciences”. The document resembles a re-
reading of a sometimes hidden but always reconstructable red thread
throughout his academic career: chance or law; blind variation and selective
retention in biological and cultural evolution; the concept of “active system” in
developmental psychology; perception; cognition; personality theory, etc.; new
approach to the mind-body problem; symbolism as specific difference of human
compared to animal behavior; the system concept in psychiatry as “Third
revolution” after the behavioristic and psychoanalytic; sociology as theory of
social systems; necessity of models accounting for sociocultural change; special

applications such as allometry as measure of social differentiation; urbanization
as system problem; necessity and dangers of specialization in education; the
system concept as “unifying structure” of many branches of learning; cultures as systems; convergence of
sociological (“synchronic”) and historical (“diachronic”) consideration, cultural evolution and social psychiatry;
culture dependence of human behavior and psychology; “anthropological” and “historical” cultures, place of
our time in cultural evolution; “Theoretical History” from Vico to Sorokin; the present discontent with the
“system” problems and future of society (mechanization of man, completion, alienation, devaluation of the
individual in controlled mass society, etc.) in the light of “culture as system”.
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In students textbooks Parsons is estimated as an advocate of a "grand theory,"
an attempt to integrate all the social sciences into an overarching theoretical
framework. His early work "The Structure of Social Action" (1937) reviewed the
output of the great predecessors, especially Max Weber, Vilfredo Pareto, and
Emile Durkheim, and he attempted to derive from them a single "action theory"
based on the assumptions that human action is voluntary, intentional, and
symbolic. Later, he became intrigued with, and involved in, an astonishing range
of fields: from medical sociology (where he developed the concept of the sick
role to psychoanalysis-personally undergoing full training as a lay analyst) to
anthropology, to small group dynamics to race relations and then economics
and education.*

So what a sociologist may find in LvB works is at first sight really astonishing,
because he always had put special attention to perspectivism, admitting, that his
scientific point of view should not be understood as an exclusive one — it’s one

© Lois Lord way to analyze f. ex. phenomena of human organization, which — of course -
most of the time are super-individual organizations of hierarchical order. So as having been biologist, he
always started from biology with high molecular compounds to individual organisms and the different types of
hierarchical supra-individual hierarchical systems from which he reached, what he called “the third level of a
hierarchical system” where eventually man appears with his, how he called it: “funny interventions” of
symbolic activities and symbolic functions of man: the Principles of Bertalanffy’s philosophical anthropology
and his definition of Man as a “symbolic animal”.
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Since perspectivism and symbolism was covered so far in actual interventions, | just want to recall that with
special regard to social systems LvB accentuated another hierarchy, namely that of symbolic systems produced
by man, such as language, morals, even art and religion and finally: science, which in this consideration again
forms a hierarchically ordered system. Symbolic elements make the human society a socio-cultural system and
that is exactly the monopoly of the species homo sapiens.

However, one of my actual goals — as already announced before —is a kind of comparison between the social
systems of Talcott Parsons and LvB.

It was already during the late 1940s and early 1950s when Parsons worked on producing some major
theoretical statements. In 1951 Parsons published two major theoretical works, The Social System and
Towards a General Theory of Action. The latter work which was coauthored by several others, was the
outcome of the so-called Carnegie Seminar, which had taken place in the period of September 1949 and
January 1950. The Social System represented Parsons first major attempt to present his basic outline of a
general theory of society, since The Structure of Social Action (1937) can be regarded as the work, where he
discussed the basic methodological and meta-theoretical principles for such a theory. The Social system
attempted to present a general social system theory build systematically from its most basic premises and
hence, it featured the idea of an interaction situation based on need-dispositions and facilitated through the
basic concepts of cognitive and evaluative orientation.

By the same token the work also became known for the place, where Parsons introduced his famous pattern
variables, which in reality represented choices distributed along a Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft axis.
However, the way Parsons' thought about the outline of the social system went through a rapid series of re-
editing processes in the follow years although the basic core always remained.?

During this theoretical development also Parsons showed a persistent interest in symbolism. An important
statement in this regard was Parsons' article "The theory of symbolism in relation to action." This article was
stimulated by a series of informal discussion group meetings, which Parsons and several other colleagues in
the spring of 1951. His interest in symbolism went hand in hand with his interest in Freud's theory and the
paper "The Superego and the Theory of Social Systems," written in May, 1951, for the meeting of the
American Psychiatric Association and it can be regarded as a main statement of his own Freud interpretation
but also as a statement how Parsons try to use Freud's pattern of symbolization as a way to structure the
theory of social system and eventually a way in which to codify the cybernetic hierarchy of the AGIL system
within the parameter of a system of symbolic differentiation. His discussion of Sigmund Freud also contains
several layers of criticism, which reveal that Parsons use of Freud is selective rather than orthodox. Especially
he highlights in his critique of Freud that "Freud introduced an unreal separation between the superego and
the ego."

And Parsons really was an early subscriber to system-theory. Parsons had from early on been fascinated by the
writing of Walter B. Cannon and his concept of homeostasis, as well as of the writings of French physiologist
Claude Bernard. His interest in system-theory had been further stimulated through his contract with L.J.
Henderson. Parsons called the concept of "system" for an indispensable master concept in the work of
building theoretical paradigms for the social sciences. From 1952 to 1957 Parsons participated in an ongoing
Conference on System Theory under the chairmanship of Dr. Roy Grinker in Chicago. During these conferences
Parsons came into contact with several prominent intellectuals of the time and he was particularly impressed
by the ideas of social insect biologist Alfred Emerson. Parsons was especially compelled by Emerson's idea that
in the sociocultural world, the functional equivalent of the gene was that of the "symbol." Parsons also
participated in two of the meetings of the famous Macy conferences on system theory (and on issues which
today is classified as cognitive science), which took place in New York in the period from 1946-1953 and
include scientists like John von Neumann. Parsons read widely in system theory at the time and read especially
some of the works by Norbert Wiener and William Ross Ashby who also were part of the core participants in




the Macy Conferences. Around the same time Parsons also benefited from conversations with political
scientist Karl Deutsch over the concept of system theory. In one conference, the Fourth Conference of the
problems of consciousness, taking place in March 1953 at Princeton and sponsored by the Macy Foundation,
Parsons would give a presentation on "Conscious and Symbolic Processes" and embark in an intensive group
discussion which included exchange with child psychologist Jean Piaget but also Margaret Mead . During the
Conference Parsons would defend the thesis that consciousness was essentially a social action phenomenon
and not primarily a "biological" one. During the conference Parsons criticized Jean Piaget for not sufficiently
separating cultural factors from the physiological concept of "energy."

~ However, given that Parsons development itself is
rather complex, sometimes object to political
interventions, so in the McCarthy era in the 1950s,
when he got suspected being a leader of an Inner Group
of communist sympathizers at Harvard, which he
definitely never was, | have to make a giant leap
forwards to the maybe here more interesting phase of
the early 1970s just to see, where Parsons in his
progress within the development of social system
theory had finally arrived in comparison to his until then
contemporary LvB.

In his later years Parsons became increasingly
interested in working out the higher conceptual
parameters of the human condition, which in part led
him toward rethinking questions of cultural and social
evolution and the "nature" of telic systems. As a part of
this pattern, Parsons became increasingly interested in
clarifying the relationship between biological and social
theory. Parsons was the initiator of the first Daedalus
conference on "Some Relations between biological and
social theory" and wrote a memorandum in 1971, where he spelled out the intellectual framework for the
conference, defining as basic goal the establishment of a conceptual fundament for a theory of living systems.
Among the participants beside Parsons were Ernst Mayr and William Wimsatt. A second Daedalus Conference
on Living Systems in 1974 with sociobiologist Edward O. Wilson, Karl H. Przibram and Stephen J. Gould.?
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LvB together with Jean Piaget and Margaret Mead”

Only one year after LvB’s death Parsons retired from Harvard in 1973.

However, it is a fact, that Parsons had discussions, let’s say, with almost everyone working anyhow in those
fields of science which were of potential interest to him — but he never ever made any reference to LvB not
even citing his name and we do not have any piece of advice, that they ever met. On the other hand, within
the development of Parsons theory, there are appearing correspondences and personal meeting with other
Austrian scientists and philosophers such as Alfred Schiitz and Eric Voegelin, who were vicitms of Nazism and
had to flee Austria in the late 1930s.

However, there is one big difference between the two system theorists LvB and Talcott Parsons: Parsons was a
Defender of Modernity: he believed that modern civilization with its technology and its constantly evolving
institutions was ultimately strong, vibrant and essentially progressive. Without being naive, in this way he had
faith in Man, not naively but still believing in human beings potentials.
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