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ON SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND SOCIETAL ARTICULATION 
TO COMPARATIVE STRATIFICATION STUDIES 
(With Special Reference to the Middle East) 

C.A.O. van Nieuwenhu~ze 

PROLEGOMENA 

This paper represents an attempt to rethink, and then to conceptualize 
afresh, that which is customarily dealt with under the heading 'social 
stratification'. This exercise follows from two circumstances that 
are not unrelated. 

First, a drastic shift has occurred in the use of stratification 
.concepts and theories, the implications of which are hard to foresee 
and harder to accept. As tools for sociologicalstu~y, they appear 
only modestly successful. Work goes on more or less regularly,. at the 
empirical1 as well 'as at the theoretical~ level, with regard to Western3 
as well as non-Western4 situations. The results however are not 
particularly striking, so tha~ there is not much incentive for special 
effort. Contrariwise, the interest in using stratification concepts 
and models has soared and is in no way limited.to sociologists. Social 
critics,5 reformers and revolutionaries6 of various descriptions claim 
a 'scientific' basis for social action to be readily available in 
stratification, interpreted in the manner that each happens to elect. 
What these claims, indiscriminately made for developed and developing7 
countries 'alike might lack in empirical founding and theoretical 
precision, is compensated by the zeal with which they are propounded. 

The decisive factor in both connections seems to.be the circumstance 
that at root, stratification concepts and theories are situated and 
dated: a circumstance that hampers the scholarly effort but that could 
hardly restrain those believing that they hold the magic key of en­
lightenment .. 

What appears as situated-and-~ted as time .goes on in a given 
area, will prove to be ethnocentric if applied to areas other than that 
where it was born. The second of the two circumstances referred to is 
that 'social stratification', once adopted for use with regard to areas 
other than ,Western Europe, has tended to raise more questions than it 
has answered. In order to bring this consideration home, the exe.rcise 
that is to follow will be conducted with the express intention that its 

. results must be usable with regard to the Middle East. A decision of 
this nature necessitates a good deal of rethinking and reconceptual­
izationo 9 

If these considerations suggest the desirability of the proposed 
exercise, they are far from facilitating it. These are well-established 
concepts, models and perhaps theories, passed around as legal tender 
even by those who consider them' objectionable. Any attempt at a 
critical review risks being trapped in the very routine they represent. 
Inevitably, then, it must be aimed beyond the mere substitution of a 
newly minted term for that which has become obsolescent.. When something 
goes awr,y it is not sufficient to cure the symptom. A proper diagnosis 
probes further and deeper. If a concept turns sour, the conceptual 
fabric of which it is part cannot be healthy. Thus in asking what is 
amiss with 'social stratification' we must inevitably ask, not just 
what the term means and which purposes of conceptualization, description 
and analysiS it is supposed to serve, but above all, which underlying 
perceptions or notions form its base; in other words, of which perceptual 
and conceptual complex or frame of reference is it part. 
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Nor will H suffice, in a case such as this where a special 
interest in Middle East conditions is involved, to look for a special 
concept that will do with respect to the Middle East what 'social . 
stratification' has always done with regard to the West. (Implicitly 
recognizing, of course, that the latter has never been as general a 
concept as many have believed and quite a few perhaps still believe). 
The implied idea of a set of concepts, each relating to a specific 
culture context or area, and each the counterpart or equivalent of the 
other at a more general, perhaps more profound or more esoteric, ~evel 
of abstraction, begs the question as to its premiss: if the set of 
area-specific. concepts that should be the ultimate consequence of this 

· approach would in fact represent a· fundamental unity of· conceptualiza­
tion, then it would be only proper for this to show in the adopt.ion of 

· one unit of terminology. To be satisfactor,y for use with regard to 
various culture contexts, a concept should not simply be set off 
against some other concept intended to cover similar ground elsewhere. 
Rather, it should be attuned to operational features whilst allowing 
its user to account for a specific Culture context. 10 . 

The proper initial question, then, probes for the order of 
phenomena to which belongs that which is ordinarily referred to as 
social stratification. Few would disagree that social stratification 
is the labei for the sociologist's interest in the strata of society. 
Disagreements do exist as to the definition of both strataandsoci43ty; 
their proliferation nowadays is a factor of disenchantment. Regardless 
of these differences of opinion, more general agreement becomes likely 
as one probes deeper. Grave disaccord is not likely to be met by the 
suggestion that, in the last resort, the student of social strati­
fication deals with (specific variants, manifestations or instances of) 
the matter of unity and diversity. 

It is a giant's stride from social stratification to unity-and­
diverSity, even if the latter be taken as an analytic or descriptive 
concept· and not immediately as philosophical. Closer inspection is 
caned for. For the sake of convenience this will be made in the 
reverse order, descending from the high to the lower levels of general­
ity and ab~traction; in other words, introducing an increasing degree 
of specificity. This exercise will involve the introduction of a third 
concept, namely societal articulation, which is of a decidedly lower 
order of generality than unity-and-diversity but of a somewhat higher 
order than social stratification. The purpose of its introduction is 
to obviate a number of difficulties inherent in social stratification 
and related terms currently in use. Its usefulness as a substitute . 
for social stratification will be further substantiated by accounting 
for the dif~erence between them in degree of generality or - if you 
prefer - specificity. 

We begin with the matter of unity and diversity in Simplest 
· sociological phrasing. 

People normally exist in collectivities. For present purposes it 
does not matter whether·they experience these (either as insiders or 
as outsiders) or merely know that they exist. As a rule these collec­
tivities are not simple units comparable to .some homogenous substance, 
even when in people's views they may seem to appear as such. Somehow 
they will be configurations: such unity as a given collectivity will 
appear to have will at the same time turn out to be complexity •. Larger 

4 



- 3 -

or major, not necessarily primary or prior, aggregates will coexist 
with smaller or lesser, not necessarily secondary or subsequent ones. 
So will large with large and small with small. Coexistence may or may 
not imply interrelatedn~ss and interaction. Likewise it mayor may not· 
imply such variants of interrelatedness and interaction as we know 
under the labels co .... ordinat ion/subordinat ion ~nd composite/component. 
Note, in paSSing, how difficult it is to catch in words what every 
human being experiences all .the time and what, in most cases, he is 
able to 'play' effectively with a minimum of thought. 

In this presentation, both unity and diversity appear as multiple 
phenomena subject to a high degree of variation and modification,. on 
arid by themselves as well as in conjunction. This makes them fairly 
hard to identifY and specifY. Of the two, unity is clearly the more 
elusive. This needs underscoring as it appears, at first blush, to be 
at variance with the customary presentation. We are inclined to set 
out from unity in order to deal with diversity •. We tend to forget 
that, in so doing, we merely postUlate a presupposed unity which for 
all. practical purposes is taken for granted but which, in fact, may. 
well beg the question. We also tend to forget that ourincl±nation 
to do this is a symptom of our conditioning: our conceptualizations 
and presentations are ordinarily situated and dated. 

Depending on the reader's inclination, these observations may 
sound redundant or perhaps pedantico They are noto This becomes.clear 
once the high level of abstraction and.generality at which we have j1.lst 
spoken of unity and diversity is relinquished in favour of the rather 
lower level of (what is yet unreservedly called) generality at which 
sociologists usually operate. This is the level at which fully concrete 

.. and specific, situated-and-dated, historica:J. situations are dealt with 
in a generalizing manner, using the appropriate generalizing, that is 
de-specifying, dissimulating (piously called ideal-typic) jargon that, 

·in this writer's opinion, has a good deal to do with the malaise that 
has befallen the discipline. 11 The level, more precisely, at which a 
given unit (~o, a unit that is given to the observer as a citizen 
and that in his capacity asa scholar he will then unthinkingly postu­
late ·as given), namely the nation-state, is experienced on the one hand 
as an ultimate unit, a universe in its own right; and on the other hand 
as being made up of numerous kinds of components, including adminis­
trative divisions and subdivisions, political and denominational seg­
ments, ethnic or other units and sub-units, and not to forget units 
or levels of exertion of political and/or economic power, rating, or 
a mixture of power and rating. At this level of abstraction, the as­
sumption of an encompassing and at the same time ultimate unit as the 
given frame of reference is in fact no more than an undue fixation of 
the describing and analyzing mind, though avery strong one. 12 Upon 
closer inspection, aided by an awareness of conditions such as those of 
the Middle East, the assumption does not stand. As developments since 
1945 have made increasingly clear, the tacit adoption of (the natio~ 
si;ate, called s.ociety, as) a pre-established,ultimate yet finite, 
encompassing frame of reference for the description and analysis of 

. phenomena of social multiplicity is .not really a firm conceptual basis. 
Any analYSiS, and the models used in its execution, that is based on 
this. assumption is on shifting ground. In fact unity and multiplicity 
stand in a relationship that allows for no primacy, not even as an 
~ h.2£ analytic device. Their occurrence is fully simultaneous, a 
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mutuality of perspectives that together make up the human perception anti 
conceptualization of social phenomena. 

So I'Illich for fundamental critique. We are not yet through with this 
level of abstraction and generalization. It has just been suggested that 
at this level multip~icity appears as a. multiple phenomenon itself. 
Given the (incorrectly assumed) unity that commonly serves as the frame 
of reference for description and analysis, a range of instances of 
multiplicity is envisaged. Rema~kably, sociologists have rarely stopped 
to consider this multiplicity of multiplicities or, more correctly 
phrased, multiplicity as a sociocultural categor,y, which will necessarily 
manifest itself as a proliferation of instances of multiplicity. InstE;lad, 
such varieties of multiplicity as have at a given time and place att~act~ 
ed attention (for example by proving problematic issues in public affairs) 
have tended to find each its own.enthousiasts or, as they are commonly 
called, specialists. This will explain (in an overly schematic manner) 
the emergence of a number of specialisms in sociology. It will also 
explain, yet by no means excuse, the mutual aloofness between them. The 
main determinant of this aloofness is the non-awareness of multiplicity 
as a fundamental category of perceived sociocultural reality and conse­
quentlyof sociological conceptualization. This in turn is to be 
attributed to the lack, already signalled, of concern about true gener­
ality and about how to ascertain it. (Aconsequenge, no doub~ of the 
overly drastic yet never fully consummated shift from aprioristic social 
philosophy to· positive, empirical sociology .• ) 13 

What remains to be noted, in .the meantime, is that none of these· 
specialisms stands at the level of generality with which we are now 
dealing.· Since each is supposed to refer to a particular kind, variant 
or instance of multiplicity, it represenis a tacitly introduced additional 
element of specificity. In other words, it stands at the next lower J,.evel 
of generality or abstraction. The argu.ent has not yet progressed suffi~ 
ciantly to warrant specific consideration of such a tcpic as social strat­
ification. In order to do t.his, ~e should descend one more level. The 
moment to attempt this, however, is not yet. 

First we must ask about a viable manner to conceptualize the 
categorical phenomenon of multiplicity as the necessary counterpoint to 
the equally categorical, simultaneous phE;lnomenon of unity. Multiplicity 
is here envisaged as the epiphenomenon of a·simultaneously emergent 
'backdrop' of unity; and this statement remains valid if phrased vice 
versa. Multiplicity is envisaged as presupposing unity, corresponding 
to unity as implying· multiplicity. These various phrasings and re-· 
phr.asings may appear unnecessarily cumbersome t especially as they m~e 
hard reading (for which the writer apologizes). But they are useful~ 
They make it clear that this way of envisaging the matter will result in 
instant. liberation from the fixation on unity as a postUlated datum which 
currently bedevils much sociological thought. 14 . 

Of course there is a price to be paid for this liberation. If 
unity is out as a frame of reference, the consequence is that there can 
be no fixed frame of reference at all.· At best, there can be the anti­
cipation of an !:!8 h22. frame of reference ,not necessarily in the shape 
of one comprehensive unit and certainly not in that of an ultimate unit, 
to serve as the backdrop for observed phenomena of mUltiplicity. It 
pays to rephrase this differently. The conceptual universe of a more or 
less hierarchical, neoplatonic description, where multiplicity emanates 
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and indeed proliferates out of pre-established ultimate unity stands 
rejected. Its place is taken by a conceptual universe where any ad hoc 
unit of perception or observation appears in a perspective of multr---­
plicity in all directions, whether as a composite or as a component. 

At this point there is need for a simpilie term.to refer to this 
conception. We propose to speak of 'societal articulation' , to denote 
that any observed units or entities will exist in a combination of 
(logically opposite features, namely) separateness or 'per ~-ness' on 
the one hand and relatedness or interdependence/interaction on the 
other. At the same time the term is meant to connote that any larger 
sociocultural entity will consist of a number of (complexes of) lesser, 
component entities, as it in turn relates to units of comparable or 
major orders of magnitude and of v~rious descriptions. It further 
connotes - thus showing where the parallelism ends between this line 

·of reasoning and certain other strands of current sociological thought 
that all this is not a system, whether open or closed, consisting of 
elements. Instead it is a broad pattern, a configuration of relation­
ships engaged upon (in a manner that never exhausts their capacity for 
interaction and relatedness) by entities in an infinite number of 
varying descriptions. 

Further clarification of the neologism 'societal articulation' may 
be gained from comparison with other terms currently in use. An advance 
warning is due, however. Fundamentally, the comparisons to be under­
taken have a common flaw, namely the difference in level of abstraction, 
already noted, between this concept and all the others. The only 
exception will be 'communication'. The reader should keep this con­
stantly in mind.. The remarks that follow are in a sense superfluous, 
but they are enlightening. 

. To avoid undue broadening of the scope ,all but one of the "terms 
for comparison will be selected from the kind of multiplicity phenomena 
to.which social stratification belongs. Given this option, it is 
convenient to start with this term and see how it compares with societal 
artiCUlation. . 

Borrowed from geology for the customary purpose of analogical use, 
. the term social stratification has a holistic connotation. This under­
scores the observations previously made, concerning the apparent 
preponderance of unity over diversity. Stratification, sociologically 
explained, suggests a whole that somehow consists of layers. Thus it 
appears to postUlate the primacy of the whole, if not empirically.at 
least conceptually. Contrariwise, the term 'societal articulation' is 
meant to be free of such connotationo 'Articulation' - considered as 
a feature of, or relating tOil societies - predicates plurality or 

. diversity in such a manner as to imply emergent (~o 9 conceptually 
emergent, regardless whether empirically simultaneous or resultant) 
unity. No primacy either way is implied.. . . 

Likewise, 'societal articulation' is meant to elude some of the 
connotations or compliaations that give 'social class' its particular 

. and occasionally peculiar flavour. The term 'class' has been derived, 
again for analogical use, from biology, where it served purposes of 
descriptive inventorization: a place for everything and for everything 
i:ts place. Therefore, class, as a social category, is an almost useless 
concept unless envisaged in a perspective of classes, in the plural. 
Nei therhas allowance always been made for the fact that those who 
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adopted the concept of social class had concerns well beyond 
descriptive-enumerative classification. Although they may have been 
interested .in conjuring up a conceptual unity out of infinite mult:t~ 
plicity and variety, that interest has never b,een very explicit, nor, 
has it achieved a more than instrumental role. Their true interest was 
not so much in iriventorization (indeed, precious, few have even con- ' 
sidered the' possibility of a complete inventory) as in interpretatio'n 
on the basis of inventorization (schematic rather than elaborated, . 
partial rather than full), and ultimately in manipulation, action; cori-

,trol, steering or whatever other name they may have given, to their, 
involvement as thinking-and-acting sUbjects. A socially and moraliy 
significant element of inequality appears to be . interpolated in such 
interpretat ions of what is, at root, merely ,difference. 

In its turn, the plurality of classes has there:t:ore not shown ',much 
significance, whether as a descriptive device or as an analytical tool, 
until it became interpreted as implying particular interrelations or 
particular kinds of interaction between classes - for example, division 
of labour, or such things as: subordination, control, exploiilation, com­
petition or struggle. In short, the concept 'social class', in order 
to become useful to social philosophers and then to social scientists, 
tended to be tacitly or explicitly loaded with a substance that, needed, 
to be borrowed for the purpose. As often'as not, the borrowing was 
,done from some readily available stock of philosophical or ideological 
!2:. priori notions or, as they are often hazily called, values.. Contra­
riwise, the term 'societal artiCUlation' is meant to be useful, not ~s' 
a device for descriptive inventorization, but as an analYtical tool; 
without such garnishing. 

'Segmentation' is another term that comes to mind~' There is 
especial reason to consider it here. It has gained relatively wide 
currency in Middle East studies, notably those relating,to nomads (or, 
with the horrible standard term, nomadism). Tribal patterns are readily 

, and effectively described as patterns of segmentation. The term is of 
basically the same kind as 'stratification'. As a means with which 'to 
get away from holism, 'societal articulation' is therefore again pref-
erable. 15 " ' ' 

Inane respect, however, segment'ation is an improvement over 
'stratification. It corrects the exclusive concern w,ith layers by sub­
stituting an awareness that lines of fission can equally well be 

, 'vertical' as "horizontal'.. In this respect, there is little to choose 
between segmentation and artiCUlation. 

But in another respect, the latter again appears preferable. The 
concept 'segmentation' .obviates some of the difficulty inherent in 
'stratification', a~d!2:.fortiori in 'class't insofar as it more readily 
eludes the accret,iori of values. But it pays for this immunity by an 
inherent lIJ'atherth~n overt liability. 'Segmentation', certainli when 
used with regard to the Middle East, appears qualified, to an extent 
hard to ascertain, by the fact that the formal principles of tribal, 
kinship are, its necessary frame of reference;. This seems to imply that 
the range of possible relationships between segments and also between 
segments and wholes is determined in a limiting fashion. Thus, the 
concept'segmenta.:i;-ion· is bound to have a bias or colouring that is the 
more objectionable;' as it is hard to identify and even harder to ascertain' 
in terms of its implications. Once again, the term 'societal articu";' 
lation' is meant to be free of such inherent limitations as to the 
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nature and medalities ef articulatien as a secietal phenemenen. 

As an example ef terms ef a different erder usable fer cemparisen 
\-lith 'secietal art iculatien 9 we prepese to' select 'cemmunicatien'. 16 
Whatabeut similarities and differences between articulatien and cemmu­
nicatien? A netable simil~rity, to' begin with, is that subjects pre­
dicated by either cencept are seciocultural entities in the breadest 
senseef the werd.. Instances can range all the wa:y frem individual 
persens, threugh greups er categeries ef any erder ef magnitude, to' 
eptimal ermaximal cellectivities. 

The difference is equal~ynetable, and in this Case it is net a 
matter ef ene cencept being preferable ever,the ether. To pinpeint it, 
a 4euble eperatien seems required. The two. appear to' determine one 
anether mutually, but in ways that are net strictly cengruent. Insti­
tutienalized cemmunicatien is a determinant ef secietal articulatien, 
beth within. and between units. Obversely secietal articulatien ... 
prevides a frame ef reference fer actual {whether sustained er ecca­
sienal) cpmmunicatien in its varieus medalities •. Whether the accent, 
at a given place and time, will be en ene er the ether aspect, is 
l~rgely a matter ef circumstance 0 Fer example, under circumstances ef 
general stability the accent will be ether than undercenditiens ef 
acute .secial change.. .. 

In cencluding this exercise in explanatery comparisen it must be 
repeated that (with the exceptienef 'cemmunicatien t ) all these terms, 
like so. many ether terms referring to' different kinds. or erders ef. 
multiplicity, are net really cemparable with 'secietal articulatien' . 
because they beleng to' a lewer level ef generalizatien.. This could net 
qe ebjectienable previded it were preperly recegnized and acceunted fer. 
What makes it bad in practice is the cempartmentalized perceptienthat 
.is mistakenly censidered to' underly it. The abserbingcencern with 
particular kindsef multiplicity, taken in iselatienfrom ene anether, 
has by and large prevented secielegists frem effectively ceming to' terms 
with multiplicity by itself, as a basic categery. To. cenfeund things 
further, the result is that the distinctien between the two. levels ef. 
gen~ralizatien here kept separated (the secend and third ef this .. 
argument )is seldem recegnized.. Accerdingly, the claims fer the several 
specialisms cencerned tend to' be carelessly stated. They appear breader 
and mere fundamental than they have cause ~e be. 

This, then, ceuld previde the explanatien, emitted at the beginning 
ef this paper, fer the current dissatisfactien with a term such as se.cial 
stratificatien.. At the same time it will demenstrate why, fer example 
with regard to' the Middle East 11 secial stratificatien turns eut to' be 
such· an elusive tepic and why, cenversely, it seems wellnigh impessible 
to' achieve a firm cenceptual and analytic grip en seme highly tepical 
subject matter that is rendered epaque rather than accessible by th.e 
useef stratificatien cencepts.. Unfertunately, explanatiens ef this 
t3~e.seldem help to' impreve cenditiens. They sheuld therefere net be 
allewed to' interfere with the pregress ef the argument. 

The next step is the descent, previously pestpened, frem the level. 
ef abstractien at which secietal articulatien has just been introduced 
as a petentially useful analytic device, to' the next lewer level, where 
such categeries as secial stratificatien beleng, given their greater 
specificity. The implicatien ef the argument thus far is that secial 
stratificatien appears in an unusual light. It weuld be inexcusably 
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rash to .announce that social stratification is one of a number o~ 
. varietieJ:Lof_ J:Joc.ietaL ar:hQulat ion, .. t.he part icularisms of which are· 
such and such. Rather,there is occasion for a question. Could it be 
that social stratification, if necessary redefined so as to suit th~. 
new perspective in which it is bound to appear, may be introduced as' 
one particular variant of societal articulation? 

. In order to answer this question properly, .not one but two kinds 
of specification are required. One t already hinted at, . is the qualifi­
cation that will limit the scope of social stratification so that it 
will be of a lesser order of generality than societal articulation, . 
and accordingly amenable to be ranged along with other conceptual.· . 
categories of comparable orders of generality. The other specification, 
now to be introduced, is the quaiifioation that will outline the soene 
against whichthe.act is to be played, the backdrop ant icipat ingiy . 
envisaged behind the particular variety of social articulation that 
could properly be labelled sooialstratification. The second pVDposi-. 
tion might seem to amount to a proposal to fall baok upon either culture 
or structure in an effort to obtain a grip on social stratification as 
a matter to be defined, with the risk that one ends up in the thick of 
a dispute on .whioh of the two it reallyiso How.ever, this is not the 
case. Indeed it could happen only if the proposition were an inad- .. 
vertent relapse into the rejected construct of a given comprehensive 
unity as the fixed framework in which diversity becomes. manifest •. 
Contrariwise, the proposition· made here corresponds to the mutuality. 
of perspectives that has· been postulated to determirie theunity!divez--;. 
sity oonstruct. Henoe, the unity to be envisaged along the lines of the 
present argument will appear as an ~h2£, emergent variant of unity~. 
No doubt it· will be a sooiocultural variant, but it could not be amenable 
to categorical definition in advance, whether as cultural or as sooial 
or as yet something else. 17· .. . .. . . . 

The joint effect of these two acts of specification should be a 
firmer grip on the two matters that would make up social stratification 
as newly redefined. One is sooiocultural entities (persons, groups or 
any other. collectivity) of whichever specificity (~., ethnio group, 
social olass,'nation, clan, provinoe, enterprise, village). The other 
is their interre.latedness, of whichever modality (~., co-operation~ 
antagonism t dominanoe, exploitation, fusion, interaqt:;i.on, fission, .... 
separation). Any speoificity of the one need not go together with any 
given modality of the other. Between the two a degree of mutual defi­
nition is probable, but -to repeat - no primacy of one over the other 
could be postulated. Nor, as already stated, is there reason to ~tic­
ipate, from any instance of sooietal articulation, neat implications as 
to*ltimateunity, there being no need for it as a postulated frame of 
reference. 

At. this point it does not matter that this rephrasing of the . 
standard struotural-funotional paradigm has implioations leading beyond 
stI'lictural"'funct ional ism. Our purpose is more modest. It will allow a 
pinpointing of the range of modalities of interrelatedness - and perhaps 
by implication the range of speoificity of sooiocultural entities - to 
whioh the newly redefined term social stratification could usefully 
apply.· 



- 9 -

The demand just made, for two kinds of specification to be,advanced 
and subsequently to be elaborated into a k>rofile or perhaps a taxonomy 
of social stratification (newly redefined) in the Middle East (as one . 
chosen area), is a tall ordero An attempt to fill it could well result 
in a sizeable book.. A much more limited exercise is proposed here. 
Two fairly broad observations will be made of which it is hoped that they 
will provide some bearings or a sense of general direction. The first 
will deal with the emergent 'backdrop' unity to be anticipated in dealings 
with 'social stratification' in the Middle East. The second will refer 
to the particular pattern, to put it briefly, of interrelated entities 
that could properly be labelled 'social stratification'. 

The specific Middle East backdrop to feature as the frame of 
reference for societal articulation (and thus for 'social stratification' 
however defined: always assuming that the redefined concept will apply), 
can be summed up in the term 'convergent society'. This fairly new term, 
for·which the writer must take some responsibility,18 can be presented 
as an attempt to improve upon C.S.Coon's concept of the mosaic. 19 by 
adding a crucial element. This is the built-in pole or core that will 
provide a measure of cohesion, perhaps consistency, to the entire 
complex, by serving as its focal or orientation point. 20 

Two features of the convergent society stand out. One is that it 
is not strictly and formally circumscribed, as a matter of principle, 
and that aocordingly it is a necessarily hazy proposition, both as regards 
definition of boundaries and in respect of the degree and modalities, 
notably the institutionalization, of its inner cohesion. The second is 
that as a complex, it will operate on the tacitly postulated primacy of 
its component elements rather than on that of the resultant composite, 
thus allowing a notable degree of variety as regards kinds and sizes of 
components. (One immediate implication of this state of affairs deserves 
special notice. The model of stratification that has been rejected in 
the p~ceding could never apply to the Middle East for the exact reason 
for which it was rejeoted in principle; namely, that the tacit assumption 
of a pre-established, fixed, embracing unity as the frame of reference 
for diversity, including stratification, is not tenable .. ) 

Still on the matter of backdrop, two further comments are in order, 
both of whioh relate to the argument in LoDumont's Homo hierarchicus. 

The first refers to the difference in concepts used to describe or 
qualify the backdrop ... The term introduced here is meant to .be serv­
iceable as a broadly defined device for operational analysis. The key 
terms used by Dumont in distinguishing the Western from the Indian back­
drop, namely egalitarianism (with exceptions) and hierarchy, are of a 
different. kind. They relate to basic values or orientations or under­
lying ideological-philosophical determinants. In so doing they manage 
to avoid the structure-culture dispute just mentioned, because they 
relegate the matter to a level of observation or conceptualization that 
is· more profound,· by one step, than the level at which the structure­
culture dispute occurs. Instead of directly considering the unity . 
serving as the backdrop, Dumont considers that which makes it a unity, 
namely the principle or principles underlying, first, this unity itself 
and then (in consequence of the manner in which this »rinciple happens 
to be elaborated and implemented) the diversity into which it will be 
articulated.. (The shift from unity as such to determinants of unity has 
no effect on the issue of preeestablished versus emergent frame of 
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'reference: the embracing unity that is postulated in the former case 
:i:_s, implied intlie _la:t;t~:r~_ J:ll. j;_h!~_:reg?:rQ,J~~D:tlmo~rli 'l:!_ con~:t~()t_:i,~at_ 
yariance with the construct developed here.) The question is whether 
anything is solved by moving to the apparently deeper layer.Cohesio~ 
and factor-of-cohesion are ver,y mUch a chicken-and-eggproposition. . 
Indeed, there is occasion to wonder whether for practical purposes they 
are not two descriptions of one and the same observed phenomenon, with' 
no significant difference between them. This question is all the more 
pressing as the proposed shift to the deeper level begs the philosoph­
ical question of values as a distinct sociocultural category. Inso 
doing it will at best substitute one deadlocked dispute for another. 
Hence. this attempt· to steer clear of the Scylla and Char,ybdis of the.se 
two disputes by opting for a different style of conceptualization. 

The second comment refers to the fact that the manifestation of 
s.ocietal articulation, perhaps including stratification, is a funda~ 
mentally random, incidental, ~ h£2. phenomenon. There is no such thing' 
as a full, complete system of social strata, also to be referred to as 
'the society' •. To conceive matters in this way is possible only at the 
cost of adopting the unwarranted formalism already exposed above. As 
Dumont observes, the actual manifestation is pa~ial and incidental, 
not. complete an~ systematico 21 The observer will perceive frag-
ments rather than wholes. He is likely to be tempted to expand and 
systematize these fragments to the point where they will serve as 

. bUilding bricks with which to establish a complete building. But he' 
shOuld beware of this temptation.. The blueprint he might produce, 
thanks to many elaborations, extrapolations and conjectures, would 
probably be dead wrong in a most fundamental respect. Under no con­
ditions could it actually exist.. This realization has escaped too many 
Western stratification specialists who, once taken in by the nation':;' 
state as an apparently given frame of reference, could not avoid the 
.trap of systematization and completeness i. ·outrance. 

The matter of the backdrop thus having been presented to the extEmt 
befitting the occasion, .what remains to be done is to provide an 
equally sketchy presentation of the other main concern, namely,the 
variant of societal articulation in the Middle East that could carr,y 
the. label'sooial stratification'. . 

. This. exeroil'le will inevitably follow a roundabout course~ For 
laok of a Middle Easternconoeptaalization of societal articulation and 
sooial stratification, and again for· lack of a pertinent set of concepts 
of non-Middle Eastern origin that would be relevant to the Middle East, 
the only available procedure is to set out from the Western concepts 
irian effort to asoertain, through analogy and contradistinction, what 
- if anything - social stratification should mean in order to make . 
sense. with regard to the Middle East. . 

As a starting point ,this is hardly attractive.. It is far from 
convenient to be confronted with the tangle of diverging and clashing 
definitions of stratification. We shall therefore cut the Gordian knot 
so as to avoid deadlock aa the outset. To this' purpose two of the ' 
commonly recognized featUres of social stratification will be singled 
out, namely 'rating' and 'dominance' •. Four oomments will argue .and .. 
clarif.Y this choice. 
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First, a minor observation. Dominance is not as common a term as, 
for example, con:krol or exploitation. Yet it appears more useful than 

,these. Its relative eclipse is easily explained by referring once more 
to the unwarranted adoption of the nation-state as the given unitary 
frame of reference. By the tacit standards implicit inmost traditional' 
stratification theory, stratification occurs within given societies or, 
more exactly, nation-states and the like. The groups or categories 
that could feature as strata are accordingly limited to subdivisions of 
nation-states, lending themselves, on the strength of one charaoteristic 
or another, for nrutual relationships as interrelated stra·~ao Goings-on 
beyond ,the pale of these given societies are not normally brought under 
the stratification label. The new concerns with ~ecolonization and 
development have altered this state of affairs. Nowadays, analogical 
and, perhaps allegorical use is frequently made of stratification terms 
i~ referring to relations between nation-states and blocs of nation­
stateso Conversely, a term like dominance becomes available for use with 
reference to conditions within nation-states. 

Secondly, a more substantive comment. A double indicator has been 
suggested as the means to qualif,y the variant of societal articulation 
that might carry the label social stratification. The implicit sug-' 
gestion is that, in being joined, the two meanings will result in one, 
as ye:t; to be named. Why expect such solid result of an apparently 
hazardous combination? It could be argued that the two are not without 
certain actual or potential linkages.. Conditions allowing, the former 
can stand for a degree of interiorization of thelattero Conversely , 
the latter can signal the routinization or institutionalization of the 
former. All thiS, however, is not necessarily the case and where it 
happens, it can occur according to any of a number of possible modalities. 
In other ,words, this argument may be interesting,but is not particularly 
'strong. 

, Amore significant consideration is that the two selected indicators 
are (historical rather than etymological) off-shoots of the same key 
,concept. Their common root is privilege. It so happens that the medieval 
West has used this concept in a mainly legal senseo But then, the legal 
verbiage was a terminological device of much broader purport than law. 
Social phenomena in toto were represented in legal conceptualization, 
nruch in the manner-in-which the contemporary Middle East used to con-

, ceptualize total societal matters in religious vocableso Therefore, 
,this root concept, shed of its legal trappings insofar as they could have' 
a limiting effect, is available as a starting point from ,where to launch 
the search for its equivalent by Middle Eastern standards. Thls equiv­
alent would become, in turn, the key concept on which the redefined term 
social stratification, as relevant to the Middle East, should hinge. To 
facilitate matters one could tentatively replace the term privilege by 
one that has the proper ring of sociologese, such as 'ascendancy'. 
This is not really important. tfuat is important is that the clue is here. 
However, this is not the occasion to follow it through. 22 

Thirdly, an observation on the purposes to be served by the key 
concept thllS to be developed. In most stratification theories, strata 
have been devised mainly in order to interpolate particular kinds of 
relationships or interactions., Whether these would feature as additions 
upon second thought or, on the other hand, the strata as pegs on which 
to hang certain actions or relations with which' he was really concerned, 
depends entirely on the kind of sociologist one happens to observe at 
work. Either way the tacit introduction of a postUlate of primacy for 
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either category, repeatedly rejected in the preceding, is bound to have 
a distorting effect. Such distortions should be possible to avoid by 
u.d,herJ.ng to tEe unity/(tTversHy cOnstruct proposed above- as'ihebasis 
for aITJ conceptual dealings whether at the level of societal' articulation 
or cif social stratifica:t;ion. To do this, it is necessary to take the 
opera:t;ional features per ~,in their own right, as ins't;ances - :perhaps 
analytically and typologically distinguisable instances - of societal 
articulation. In other words, the primary concern here is that l"Jhich 
has hitherto tended to remain either secondary or subservient. . 

'rhe overly abstract argument of the last paragraph is. meant to say 
that if an adapted and elaborated ascendancy notion were to be the key 
concept determining the phenomenon of social stratification in'the Middle 
East, the criteria and modalities of ascendancy on the one hand and·the 
entities between which it occurs on the other, should be spelled out as 
mutually determining phenomena. Nothing is necessarily' given in advance; 
nothing is necessarily secondary to something else. In a particular 
ascendancy framework and within the limits it shows, a particular group 
or category may emerge as achieving (or undergoing) a certain kind of 
ascendancy; but it is equally weil possible that a pre-existent group or 
category, hitherto marked by qualifications other than in terms of 
ascendancy, turns out to feature in an ascendancy frame1rJOrk. 'Likewise, 
ascendancy may appear as respect, as domination, exploitation, or as yet 
something else, or as combinations, to varying degrees, of any of these. 
The concepts suggested here are meant as tools for anaiysis, not as' 
pictures of total situations. 

The £ourth comment refers to' social stratification as one of several 
variants of societal articulation. It is important to realize that one 
variant cannot be exhaustively studied. in isolation from the others. It 
must be studied on and by itself, but then again it must be studied as 
intertwined with the others. A listing of these,23 drawn up with regard 
to the Middle East, will include the tribal/kinship variant, the urban- . 
village-nomadic variant, the variant of (culture) majority- and-minorities 
which Nill also appear as the ethnic variant,24 the political-administra­
tive variant and the division~of-labour variant,25 - to mention only a 
felv. 

T:p.is intertwining of aspects is not unknown, even though it is 
rarely recognized let alone properly identified. It will normally show 
in the ever e~~anding scope that stratification theory is supposed to 
cover: a fairly pervasive difficulty in sociology and one that does not 
improve preclslon. The matter has already been mentioned in passing. 
Thus, for example, the matter of (culture) majority and minorities or 
the relationship between nomads and villagers may be covered, to an 
extent that will usually remain undefined, in dealings with stratification, 
because elements-of rating and/or dominance can be traced in them. The 
most noted case of this sort of contamination is no doubt the Marxian 
short-circuiting, to the point of identification, between the strati­
fication and the division-of-labour variants. 26 As it happens, this is 
an exemplary case of unwarranted generalization on the basis of 1-that 
must be consiclered as sheer historical coincidence, the Industrial 
Revolution being probably the one event in world history when the inter~ 
t~'I1ining between these two variants of sociocultural articulation 1rJaS 
optimal. How distorting the impact cif such unliV'arranted generalization 
can be is made clear in certain marxist tre.atises on social class (and 
all that pertains to it) in the Middle East. 27 That such distortion 



is inevitable once this kind of approach is adopted, is better under­
stood if we remember that with regard to, notably, the traditional 
Middle East, the term division of labour is inappropriate for lack of 
a distinct sociocultural categor,y .that could be labelled 'labour', and 
that consequently it had better be replaced by a term like 'division. of 
toil/leisure' .28 

The theoretical aspect of this need to account for more variants 
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of sociocultural articulation whilst studying one of them, such as 
social stratification (as redefined), has been taken care of above, 
where it is said that entities featuring in an ascendancy perspective' 
may either be emergent entities or pre-existent entities hitherto 
determined in a different light. This distinction could be represented 
terminologically by speaking of primar,y and secondar,y stratification, 
with the understanding that occasionally the two will coincide or merge. 
Thus elaborated, it will serve as a rough-and-ready division of the kind 
of consideration that will apply according to whether the student will 
deal with the stratification variant on and by itself or alternatively 
with the st'ratification variant as intertwined with other variants. 

There is, besides, an important historical dimension to this matter •. 
An indirect reference to it was made above, in an observation concerning 
kinship as a major pattern of segmentation in the Middle East. Another 
remark, on the apparent elusiveness of social stratification in the 
Middle East, points to it again. 

In the traditional Middle East, convergence upon the culture norm 
was the predominant feature of the sociocultural pattern. Societal 
articulation was characterized by a measure of primaey for component 
entities as compared with composites. The ultimate composite acting as 
the. sociocultural frame of reference was relatively vaguely and variably 
defined, ranging all the way from ~ to empire . to confederati.on of 
tribes. Of the several variants of sociocultural articulation that were 
operationa~the kinship pattern was predominant, for those concerned 
as much as for outside observers. Hence the tendency to consider kin­
ship as virtuaily synonymous with social structure in the traditional 
Middle East, and this.not merely at an 'ethnographic' level of reasoning 
but - certainly in anthropological writings - at an 'analytic I level as 
well. 

By comparison, the contemporar,y state of affairs is drastically 
different, in consequence of the (ideally homogenous) nation~state having 
been imposed as the ultimate unit, effectively operating as the socio­
cultural frame of reference. Sociocultural articulation, in this new 
framework, tends to shape up in virtual polarization between the state 
on the one hand and citizens-as-families (rather than, as is the case in 
the West, as individuals) on the other. In this new relationship the. 
matter of primacy remains unde.cided in principle but in terms of power, . 
tlie state' is -the big winner. Thus, the family stands to suffer a measure 
of erosion. The kinship pattern, as the major variant of societal 
articulation, is bound to undergo the consequences. Likewise, in con­
sequence of other aspects of social change, certain other variants of 
traditional societal articulation stand to lose significance. The best. 
example is the urban-village-nomadic' triad. Usually considered .as a set 
of ecotypes, it basically relates to i~stitutionalized management of 
resources given a certain state of technology. Under the impact of 
drastically changing technology, the urban pattern changes dramatically, 
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the nomadic pattern is threatened with extinction, and the urban-rural 
relationships pattern is in turmoil. 

Wiih-i30me--ofthe-~rad1tio:iJal-variants- of societal articulation-- . 
thus losing significance in the context of social change and develop­
ment, it is reasonable to anticipate that some others,·perhaps hitherto 
less marked, will gain importance. 

In the light of current developments it seems realistic to look 
forward to a more notable role for sooial stratification as a variant of 
sociocultural articulation in the Middle East of today and for some time 
to come. It is in keeping with this appreciation of the present state· 
of affairs to look forward to a gradual increase in clarity and speci­
ficity of both criteria and oategories of stratification. Likewise,· 
it is realistic to expect, in both regards, a shift from secondary 
towards primary stratification, in the sense of the distinction just 
proposed. 

In all this, the current vogue of interest in soc:j.al stratifioation 
in the Middle East mayor may not playa role. It would go too far to 
asoribe to it the role of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Mainly a matter 
of interest of foreign scholars, it is too much of an alien concern to 
be likely to exert this kind of impact. On the other hand, there is 
little doubt that for once the preoccupations carried to the field by 
foreign scholars happen to coincide with actual developments and are 
therefore in a position to achieve more meaning, than would normally 
be possible. 

There are inevitably certain risks involved in this cross-cultural 
transfer of ideas. One of these is that the emergent social strati­
fication in the Middle East might end up being moulded to a dispropor­
tionate extent according to elements of an alien pattern. Thus the 
emergence could show an undue amount of strains and frictions. The 
overall process of change could become more ha'mrdous than it is bound 
to be anyway. In this respect theorists, including foreign theorists, 
should 'nottake lightly the chance that they might turn out to be 
unintentional missionaries for a foreign and not necessarily wholesome 
ideology. And what to say to thol?e, foreigners as well as Middle Eastern 
adepts of certain Western ideologies, who do the same on purpose? Think 
in particular of certain Marxist notions of class, and again of the 
middle class syndrome, as introduced by competing schools of theory, 
each consciously or unwittingly committed to its own underlying ideology. 
Besides, the current wave of interest in elite. phenomena, though 
apparently tying in more successfully with traditional and contemporary 
Middle Eastern data, may in its turn prove not quite as ideologically 
innocent as some of its protagonists clearly assume it to be. . 

The argument of this paper has been developed setting out from 
(1) an acceptance of' the current dissatisfaction with, and concern about 
the current overzealous use of, stratification theory, and (2) the 
expressly introduced demand that stratification be (re)defined, if 
possible, so as to be useful with regard to the Middle East. The paper 
has shaped up primarily as an exercise in conceptualization, and second­
arily as an effort to point the way towards establishing and subse­
quently elaborating a consistent set of concepts relevant to the Middle 
East. Of the two exercises in specification required for the latter 
purpose, one, concerning the backdrop, has been advanced somewhat further 
than the 'other, relating to specific Middle East modalities of ascen-
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clancy and to entities involved. In fact, the second has been brought 
up to, but not beyond, the point where the specific Middle East features 
remain to be filled in. . (This would involve spelling out criteria of 
ascendancy, modalities of institutionalization and all the rest.) The 
corresponding point in the first exercise has not been marked in so many 
words but is easy to determine. All one needs to do is retract the 
argument to the point where the concept of 'the convergent society' will 
emerge as a specific variant of a less specific underlying concept. 
This, in turn, would refer to that which is commonly but unsatisfactorily 
called 'society'. (In keeping with the somewhat more systematic termi­
nology of this paper it might be called ultimate or embracing socio­
cultural entity, or perhaps, sociocultural frame of reference, or some­
thing.to the same effect. The reader will notice that these terms,· 
clumsy as they sound upon first hearing, are introduced not ou~ of lust 
for jargon, but in response to a need for accuracy that is insufficiently 
met by a good deal of standard sociological terminology. 

It will be clear that these are the points at which the act of 
specification with regard to given world areas should commence. Concepts 
developed up to these points are not 'area-specific'; they are nothing' 
but broad analytic devices. This realization has interesting implications. 
Meant to cater to certain needs for conceptualization arising with special 
rega~dto the Middle East, this paper has had to incorporate a prelimi­
nary effort that, upon closer inspection, can stand on its own. Considered 
in this fashion, it turns out to be an exercise in laying the conceptual 
groundwork on the basis in which it will be pOSSible, in matters of 
social stratification and related subjects, to account for area speci­
ficity. 

Yet another reference - with due apology for repeatedly selecting 
the same work - to Dumont's important study of Indian social strati­
fication will illustrate this. Rephra~ed in. the terms here advanced, 
Dumont's argument boils d01r1n to the thesis that in India, ascendancy 
obeys mainly, if not solely, one criterion, to wit a specific purity 
concept (which no doubt is as much a pars pro i2!2 proposition as 
privilege was in medieval Europ.e), applied in a highly systematic, 
perhaps formal and rigorous manner, in the perspective (or against the . 
backdrop) of an emergent specific conception of society to the definition 
of which the un-Indian term hierarchy is a viable approximation. 29 . 
Nothing could be more challenging than to undertake the attempt to achieve 
a corresponding specification such as could specifY what social strati­
fication in the West is all about. The excessive difficulty of this 
exercise, for Western sociologists, follows from the implied and in­
evitable need to review critically, and if necessary to part with, much 
of the well-worn conceptual complex (along with its tacit presuppositions) 
that we apply so routinely. 

February 1973. 
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homogenen Milieu", Arch.f .. Sozialwissensch. 57, 1927, pp. 1-67. 

13 .. Compo R.Nisbe'~, The Sociological Tradition, New York (Basic Books) 1966; 
G.Gusdorf, Introduction aux sciences humaines, Paris (Belles lettres) 
1960. 

14. This distinction brings to mind Karl Popper's famous distinction between 
open society and closed community (The Open Society and Its Enemies, ' 
London (Routledge, Kegan Paul) 1945, 2. vols. The two distinctions differ 
in a manner that is worth noting. Popper rejects the closed community 
and advocates the open society as models for actual societal orientation 
and organizat~on. His concern, albeit basically normative, is with 
actual conditions. Our concern is with conceptual tools for analysis, . 
as distinct from models for description. One of these models for . 
descripti'on, that of the pre-established ultimate unit, is roughly 
equivalent to Popper's 'closed community'. It is derived (through· 
what this writer considers to be unwarranted quasi-abstraction and 
quasi-generalization) from incidental historical appearances as nor­
matively experienced and presented by those concerned, namely the 
nation-state. The same nation-state, in an overheated variant, inspired 
Popper's attack. 

15. The same applies to the term 'social differentiation' used, for example, 
by H.R.Barringer: "Social Change and Social Differentiation in Korea" in 
C.I.E.Kim; ed., Aspects of Social Change in Korea, Kalamazoo,Mich. 
(Korean Research) 1969. . .. . . .. 

16. A somewhat more remote possibility for selection of a comparable concept 
is exchange. The circumstance that it is such a ver,y broad concept 
appears as a drawback at first sight, but it might prove an advantage. 
Compo further: P.Singelmann~ '~xchange as Symbolic Interaction: C~nver­
gences between two Theoretical Perspectives", Amer. Sociol. Rev. 37/4, 
1972, pp. 414-424. 

17. The position adopted here obviates the dilemma signalled in note 10 and 
discussed with great lucidity by L.Dumont, Homo hierarchicus, The Caste 
S stem and Its 1m lications, London (Weidenfeld Nicholson) 1970, paperb. 
London Granada, Paladin 1972, origo French ed. Paris (Gallimard) 1966, 
note 21c (po 319 of Engl. paperb. ed.). Comp .. D.Rothstein, "Culture· . 
Creation and Social Reconstruction: The Socio....:eultural Dynamics of 
Intergroup Contact", Amer. Sociol. Rev. 37/6, 1972, pp. 671-678. 

18. C.A.O.van Nieuwenhuijze, Sociology of the Middle East, Leiden (Brill) 
1971 •. 

19. C~S.Coon, Caravan, The StorY of the Middle East, New York (Holt) 1958. 

20" Its definition is of no immediate significance for present purposes, 
and less so since some of the pertinent terms, such as culture norm or 
culture majority, might - wrongly - appear to reintroduce the false 
dilemma obviated in note 17. 

21. L.Dumont, 2.:.£.:." po 95 (Engl. paperb.edo). 
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22. The decision to abstain at this relatively early point in the argument 
follows from two considerations. One refers to the desirable size of 
this paper. The other, more important, is that this writer has no 
wish to repeat himself (comp. Social Stratification and the Middle 
~, Leiden, Brill, 1965), nor does he consider this the occasion to· 
rework earlier writings. 

23. Lest this tentative listing of kinds of societal articulation be. open 
to challenge on grounds of ethnocentrism (oreeping in into the act of 
identifying them), it should be stipulated that any list of actually 
occurring variants is bound to be area-specific and that on this ground 
the iist tentatively made up here is in need of being checked against. 
actual Middle East conditions. 

24. This distinction should obviate the all too frequent complications 
. resulting from the felt need to cover ethnic phenomena in stratification 
books. See, for example, Part VI of C.S.Heller, ed .. , Structured Social 
Inequality, New York (Macmillan) 1969. The most notable example, doubt­

·lessly is T.Shibutani and KoM.Kwan, Ethnic Stratification, A Comparative 
Approach, New York (Macmillan) 1965. Compo also, as one example out of 
many, E.Bonacich, "~Theory of Ethnic Antagonism: The Split Labour 
~.brket", Amero Sociol. Rev. f 37/5, 1972, pp. 547-559. 

25. For a most apposite discussion, comp,! T.D.Kemper, "The Division of 
Labour: A Post-Durkheimian Analytical View", Amer. Sociol. Rev. 37/6,· 
1972, pp. 739-753. 

26 •. Compo SoOssowski, ''The Marxian SynthesiS", in E.O.Laumann .9...:!!.., ~ 
Logic of Social Hierarchies, ~., Ch. 11. For an echo of the iniertwining 
of stratification and division of labour compo L.Dumont, ~o, p. 323 
(note 24c). Compo also N.Birnbaum, Toward a Critical Sociology, ~., 
p.101 ff 0 

270 Comp .. some of the papers in Renaissance du Monde· arabe·, Louvain 1971. 

28. Compo Sociology of the Middle East, ~., po 593. 

29. Compo L.Dumont, ~.,.po 83, 99 et passim. 
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