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In sociology the concept of social structure has had a varied, vague
and shifting use. According to Lemert (1997, p. 127), generally
speaking, structures have at least two defining characteristics: they
‘make order out of some set of things’ and this order has a degree of
permanence. In sociology structures were usually conceived as
objective features of social organisation which exist independen-

tly of social actors’ cognitive beliefs and to some extent they shape
and determine their conciousness and action (Rubinstein 1986).
Structure was seen as external to, independent of and determinant
upon, a freely acting agent. Many sociological approaches had, as a
result, unwittingly affirmed the object over the subject, structure over
agency, society over the individual, or determinism over free action.
The overall effect was a ‘derogation of the lay actor’ in which social
agents were reduced to unthinking ‘cultural dopes’ or passive,
derivative effects of adamantine social structures. In his theory of
structuration, Giddens reconceptualises structure in order to remedy

its problematic dualistic sociological usage.
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